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			To those who build their own cathedral, 
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			Lía

			I want to think that, I want to believe it, 

			but I’m afraid I’ll stop believing it. 

			I wonder if wanting so much to believe it 

			isn’t the proof that I no longer do.

			Emmanuel Carrère, The Kingdom

			(trans. John Lambert)

		

	
		
			

			 

			1

			I stopped believing in God thirty years ago. To be more exact, it was thirty years ago that I dared to confess it. I likely stopped believing some time before that. Because a person doesn’t just ‘abandon their faith’ from one day to the next. At least that wasn’t how it happened for me. There were signs – minor symptoms, details, which, at first, I chose to ignore. As if I were germinating a seed inside myself that, sooner or later, would break open and burst through the soil as a tender green shoot, fragile, but determined to grow and declare to anyone willing to listen: ‘I don’t believe in God.’

			At first, when the notion initially presented itself, it gave me an uneasy feeling that I later recognized as fear. What would happen if I admitted my lack of faith? What would I be required to hand over in return? I pushed those thoughts aside like a bad dream it was a relief to wake from, or like a reckless notion that should be replaced by another, more sensible one. Until, one day, I received a blow that left me stunned, exposed to the world, unable to fathom what was happening around me and above all why; I could no longer go on faking a faith that I didn’t have. I no longer believed in God. This was confirmed for me the moment in which I was told that my little sister, Ana, had been found dead. I first said it out loud the following day, at her vigil. 

			Ana, ‘rosebud’, as my father called her, shared a room with me, stole my clothes, climbed into my bed at night to tell me secrets that no one else but me could know. In the afternoon, the priest arrived to give his condolences and pray for her soul; with him was Julián, who at the time was a seminary student. My parents invited me to join them in prayer around the closed casket. I refused. They insisted that it would be good for me, they demanded to know why I didn’t want to pray with them. I avoided the question a couple of times and then finally responded: ‘I don’t believe in God.’ I said it very quietly and with my head lowered. I looked up, everyone’s eyes were on me: I said it again, louder. My mother leaned over and grabbed me by the chin, she forced me to look her in the eyes and say it again. Like Peter, but with greater conviction, no turning back, I rejected my faith for the third time. ‘And Peter remembered the word of Jesus, when He said unto him, “Before the cock crow, thou shalt deny Me thrice,” Matthew 26:75.’ Thirty years as a confirmed atheist and I can still recite passages from memory. As if they’d been branded on my skin. I don’t remember the numbers and chapters of the verses, I have to look them up if I want to cite them, which I prefer to think of as an occupational hazard and not an obsessive-compulsive disorder. Why do I still remember them? By what threat were they carved into my mind? ‘And he went out and wept bitterly.’ Unlike Peter, I didn’t cry. My legs trembled but I felt powerful, ruler of my own mind at an age when life was all doubts.

			Declaring myself atheist made everyone present uncomfortable. Except for the priest, who didn’t know how to take a hint. With a patient smile, Father Manuel attributed my words to a passing adolescent anger, understandable, given the brutal circumstances of Ana’s murder. My mother was reassured by the priest’s explanation, although she complained that I was just trying to draw attention to myself, that not even my sister’s death could halt my need to be the centre of attention. ‘Typical middle child,’ she often said when she was fed up with me. She didn’t say it that day, but she must’ve thought it. And I couldn’t understand how my mother had the energy to do anything besides pull her hair out over the death of her youngest daughter. My father, who knew me best and had no doubt that I was being serious, pulled me away from the group to ask me to reconsider and, in the meantime, to at least say that I was agnostic. Carmen, our older sister, never dropping for a second her snake-charmer act as she tried to assert herself as the most affected by the tragedy, crying on the shoulders of her friends from the Catholic Action group, took the opportunity to settle an old score; she stopped speaking to me from that day onward.

			My only memory of any compassion on that day were the glances I exchanged with Marcela, Ana’s best friend, seated on the floor near the casket, leaning against the wall to stop her collapsing to the ground, alone, stunned, making it clear that she didn’t want anyone to touch her, anyone to console her, unable to stop crying, as shattered as I was. Both of us were on the same side although she was bathed in tears and I was bone dry. I saw in her eyes not only the same pain and horror that I felt, but also a confused request, which she was not able to fully express, as if she wanted to tell me something. Maybe she was asking me to get her out of there; maybe she didn’t believe in God any more either. I’ll never forget that look in her eyes as she stared at me, twirling a ring around her ring finger. I recognized it only after a while: the ring was mine; it had a turquoise stone and was too big for our fingers. Ana had dubbed it ‘the good-luck ring’ and she stole it from me whenever she needed my ‘strength’, as she said. What strength did Ana see in me that I never perceived myself? She would wear the ring if she had a test, when she went out on a date with a boy she liked, when she competed in a volleyball tournament for the school team – one day she told me she tucked it inside her underwear during games so that it wouldn’t affect her serve and I shouted, ‘That’s disgusting!’ Ana must’ve lent it to her friend, or left it at her house. What did I care now about a ring that had been unable to protect my sister from death? I didn’t speak to Marcela that day and shortly thereafter she was diagnosed with medical amnesia as a consequence of the trauma over Ana’s death and a hard blow to the head she received. So I was never able to talk to her. We were all marked by Ana’s death.

			From the moment I proclaimed my atheism, my family began to mourn not only Ana, but also my faith. Was it truly necessary to make that declaration in the middle of Ana’s funeral? Yes, I believe it was; I had to say it then and there, even given the circumstances, because I owed my sister that honesty before what was left of her – the pieces of her body – were buried and condemned to remain underground for all eternity, before I said goodbye to Ana forever. That afternoon I learned that ‘atheist’ is a bad word. And that most religious people can accept those who believe in other gods, but not those who don’t believe in any god at all. Whether they say it directly or using euphemisms, it’s clear that they consider atheists to be ‘lacking’ something. There are even some who think that a lack of religious faith leads to an inevitable degree of evil: a person who believes in no god cannot be a good person. 

			

			I try not to think about that day. I try to keep my sister Ana alive in my memory as that little girl who would climb into bed with me to whisper secrets. I have settled all my questions of faith, or lack thereof. Ever since the moment I refused to pray over Ana’s closed casket, I’ve questioned any story, from whatever religion it may be, that is used to transmit a fictional construction as an absolute truth. I cannot fathom what makes so many people, thousands of years later, still, in the twenty-first century, believe in stories that do not stand up to the credibility we demand from any minor work of fiction. Maybe these deeply held beliefs go unquestioned out of fear of losing the secondary benefits: the presents brought by Santa Claus or the Three Kings, the money left under a pillow by the Tooth Fairy, the place in heaven that awaits after the Final Judgement. Why do I still capitalize ‘Final Judgement’ even though that judgement means nothing to me? A person who stops believing in God can no longer count on eternal life, or the protection of a guardian angel, much less the approval of those around them. In a world where corruption is accepted as an inevitable evil, I have no doubt that many people pretend to believe simply so that they may continue enjoying those benefits. I wasn’t able to do it. An unexpected event ripped through the veil that separates ordinary life from brutality, that protects it from savagery, and there was no longer any way to go on lying about a faith that I didn’t have.

			That’s the explanation I gave, when they began to pray the Hail Mary circled around Ana’s coffin, to make it clear that my audacious refusal to participate was not simple teenage rebelliousness, but a firm conviction. I rejected my faith for a fourth time. Not even Peter had been so bold. As soon as they said ‘blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus,’ I made a place for myself at one end of the casket, rested my hands on the polished wood that contained the dismembered body of my little sister, and I said, in a low but firm voice, as if I were praying: ‘I don’t believe in the fruit of the womb of any virgin woman, I don’t believe in the existence of heaven or hell, I don’t believe that Jesus was resurrected, I don’t believe in angels, or in the holy ghost.’ I repeated this long phrase over and over, like a mantra. ‘I don’t believe in the fruit of the womb of any virgin woman, I don’t believe in the existence of heaven or hell, I don’t believe that Jesus was resurrected, I don’t believe in angels, or in the holy ghost.’ At first, amidst all the murmuring, they thought I was praying with them, but then one of them hesitated and stopped to listen. Then another person heard me, and another, until, one by one, they all fell silent and only my voice remained. The priest made the sign of the cross. My mother took three quick steps towards me and was about to slap me across the face but my father intercepted her arm in mid-air. It wouldn’t have mattered even if she had hit me; I no longer believed simply because I was no longer afraid. And if I wasn’t afraid of God, I wasn’t afraid of anyone. What was the worst thing that could happen to me if I stopped believing? Ana’s dismembered body had been found in a vacant lot and, like a revelation, that savage act made me see with perfect clarity that my faith was founded entirely in fear, in the suspicion that, if I didn’t believe in that supposed God that everyone around me believed in – or any other god – something bad would happen to me, something terrible: it would be the end of the world. That’s how I had been raised, to have a reverential fear of God. But now someone had killed my sister, tried to burn her body, and chopped her into pieces. What could possibly happen to me that was more horrible than that?

			I didn’t cry at Ana’s funeral. I couldn’t; the intense rage and horror I felt left no room for tears. My sobs were my silence. And it’s true that I have cried very few times in these past thirty years; if I didn’t cry over my sister’s death, how could I find sufficient reason to cry over anything else afterwards. The fury, the hatred I felt for the person who killed her, was equal to the pain, and still is. But from that day onward I stopped going to mass, I stopped praying, I never again hung a crucifix on the wall even as decoration, I never again listed off my supposed sins to a priest so that I could eat a little wafer that could not possibly be anyone’s body. I gave up that collective neurosis, I declared myself atheist. And I felt free. Alone, outcast, but free.

			As the months went by, I couldn’t bear so much harsh judgement from those around me – who considered me to be broken – I couldn’t stand that Carmen refused to speak to me, I couldn’t stand my mother’s disapproving expression or my father’s supposed neutrality – incapable of starting a new dispute in the midst of so much pain. And, above all, I couldn’t stand Ana’s absence and the fact that no one could tell me who killed her and why, who burned her, who sawed off her legs, her head, who discarded my sister’s body parts in the vacant lot where the neighbours dumped their trash. So I left my home, my city, my country, my previous life. To start a new one, thousands of miles away, in Santiago de Compostela, Spain. Ana had watched a documentary on the Camino de Santiago and she dreamed that one day we would walk the trail together; we were still just rounding out our teenage years, we wouldn’t be able to take a trip like that until we had jobs, when we could save up for a plane ticket, when we were ‘grown-ups’. But she never got the chance to become a grown-up, and I was forced to grow up all at once. I got a job as a receptionist in a doctor’s office and I saved up for the cheapest plane ticket to Spain, and, later, the cheapest train ticket from Madrid to Santiago de Compostela, stopping at almost every station along the way. That was my Camino de Santiago, starting from Buenos Aires and without any walking. Shortly after settling here, I got another job as a receptionist but in a hotel, where pilgrims arrived daily with a faith that I did not share. Maybe I came here not only to fulfil Ana’s dream, but to try to understand why so many people still believe that unlikely story told a thousand and one times over the centuries.

			These days, I run a bookshop. After my first job at the hotel, I worked for many years as a bookseller and then as manager of the bookshop. When the owner died, his heirs offered to let me buy it with such favourable conditions that I’m still thankful to them for the opportunity. This bookshop is where I will die, I have no doubt about that, my place in the world. It’s located on a street where pilgrims pass daily. They don’t stop to buy books before reaching their destination, Santiago Cathedral; they barely glance at the window display. But many of them, after checking into their accommodation, come to buy a book as a souvenir. If they don’t speak the language, they might choose a book of photos of the city. This is where their pilgrimage ends, so they’re no longer concerned about carrying extra weight. I listen to them speak, I decode their gestures, I sometimes understand their words. I have no doubt that many of these pilgrims do not believe in any god, are as atheist as I am. It’s not only religious faith that drives people to walk the Camino de Santiago. They may simply want to have a concrete destination, an objective, some certainty. And to prove to themselves that they can meet a goal they’ve set. They believe in their ability to persevere, their own physical and mental fortitude that will keep them from giving up before reaching the end. They place their faith in themselves. That faith feels a whole lot closer to mine. I could be one of those atheist pilgrims.

			

			‘Excuse me, Lía,’ Ángela, my bookseller said, opening the door to my office without knocking. 

			‘Yes…’ I replied, trying to hide my annoyance at the interruption. 

			‘Someone’s asking for you out in the shop.’

			‘Who is it?’ I asked without much interest.

			‘Someone named Carmen Albertín.’

			It took me a few seconds to comprehend what Ángela had just said to me. Hearing my sister’s name together with Julián’s surname came as a surprise. I knew they had married a while after he left the seminary, since my father had told me as much in a letter. I was angry when he did it; although I’d agreed to regular correspondence, we had also agreed, at my request, that unless they discovered who had killed Ana, our epistolary exchange should not include news of the family. It was our pact, our mutual commitment to a continued search for truth. But, also, I wasn’t willing to read anything that would remind me of the life I’d left behind, and I wasn’t willing to reveal anything about the new life I had built. I just wanted to stay in touch with my father, I needed his voice, even if only in writing. But, despite knowing that Carmen had married Julián, I’d never associated my sister’s name with that surname: Carmen Albertín. We were the Sardá sisters. Carmen, Lía, and Ana Sardá. Ana was the pretty one with blue eyes, the one who blushed when my father called her ‘rosebud’ in front of other people and hid her face behind her brown hair. 

			Ángela was still standing there awaiting some response. My mind had gone blank, I was unable to say anything. So she went on: ‘She said they were relatives of yours.’

			‘Why do you say it in the plural? Carmen and who else?’

			‘Her husband, I guess. She didn’t introduce him, but they look like a couple. Do you want me to ask?’

			

			That wasn’t necessary, I had no doubt it was them. My sister had deigned to finally speak to me again after thirty years and I had to decide if I was willing to partake in her game. Carmen, since we were little girls, was always the one who decided what games we would play, when we would do it, and what roles fell to each of us. There was no room for Ana or me to challenge her decisions. We should simply be thankful that our older sister had agreed to spend some time with us, even if she assigned me, time and again, the role of ‘spinster aunt’. Changing her plans, whatever they may be, was not within her cosmovision, Carmen’s world was ‘Carmen-centric’ and, if her little sisters dared to modify one of her instructions, the insubordination was punished with silence, mockery, or infantile exile to the darkest, most solitary corners of our home. During our childhood and part of our teenage years, we obeyed her almost reverentially. Carmen was not only the oldest, but also the person Ana and I feared most; a fear we did not feel towards our parents, not even our mother, who made great efforts to frighten us. Outside the house, our sister was something else entirely, I’ll never understand how she managed to be so charismatic, pleasant, seductive, as soon as she stepped beyond the threshold. I’m certain that if I had asked Ángela her first impression of Carmen, she would’ve responded: ‘So sweet!’ My older sister’s ability to be two very different people, one person to us and another to the rest of the world, was I think what most angered me about her.

			But by the time Carmen appeared in my new world, I had left our childhood far behind. Along with my fear and anger, too. Or so I thought. 

			‘Should I let them come through, Lía? Or do you want to talk to them out in the shop?’

		

	
		
			

			 

			2

			Ángela opened the door and stepped aside to let Carmen and Julián into my office. My sister thanked her as she passed with a kind smile, and Ángela’s expression confirmed that she thought my sister was, just as I feared, ‘so sweet’. I had braced myself for this, my guard up, but the moment I saw them my breath caught in my throat. I stood up behind the desk; they were moving towards me, still without a word. One of my legs was trembling and I tried to shake it out, lifting it up and bending my knee; I was mad at my body for reacting so unexpectedly in Carmen’s presence. The silence, our natural state for the last thirty years, now, in my little office and with Julián there, felt uncomfortable. I suppose that each of us, in our own way, was waiting to see who would speak first after so long without a word.

			‘Hello, Lía, what a beautiful bookstore,’ Julián said, finally, maybe assuming that, as the only man, he should take the initiative. That attitude and his conciliatory tone, far from putting me at ease, irritated me.

			‘Hello,’ I said, dry, bitter.

			‘It’s been ages…’ Carmen added, a few seconds later, in her discreetly haughty tone, which, I suddenly realized, I had never forgotten. 

			Without adding another word, I gestured for them to sit, avoiding the formalities of greeting. Julián pulled Carmen’s chair out for her and stood waiting behind her until she settled herself. My sister, in the inelegant office chair I’d inherited from the previous owners, looked like a queen. 

			There were no hugs or kisses. We didn’t even shake hands. Carmen was still Carmen. Her hair maintained its colour thanks to a monthly dye job, but it had lost its youthful lustre. Her hips had widened. Her double chin hung down behind a silk scarf that did nothing to hide it. Even still, I would’ve been able to spot her in a crowd. The arrogant look in her eye, head tilted slightly to the left, that set of the mouth halfway between a smile and a criticism. And the silver cross, wide, thick, that had belonged to my mother, lying in the middle of her chest. 

			Julián, on the other hand I probably wouldn’t have recognized if I had run into him. Not only because he no longer wore that bland clothing in grey, black, or blue, that, even without the robes or collar, told everyone that he would one day become a priest, but because he had turned into a man. And that, being a man, made him definitively another person. The skin on his face looked rougher, darker; he had grey hairs around his temples and two lines across his forehead which seemed too deep for his age. But the thing that most differentiated that man – who now sat silently across from me after saying: ‘Hello, Lía, what a beautiful bookstore’ – from the boy I’d met in the Adrogué church was that his brown eyes no longer trembled. He seemed to have outgrown that involuntary tremor that made his gaze so unique, eyes narrowed questioningly, as if he hadn’t fully understood, only to later open wide with surprise when Ana or I said something inappropriate or even vulgar in the presence of the ‘little priest’. Often, we did it just to see him make that expression. 

			I think Ana had a crush on Julián. In a way we all did, attracted to the unmentionable fantasy of forbidden eroticism and dazzled by a man who did not make a display of his masculinity at a time when gender roles were utterly inflexible. Ana, I suspect, however, had fallen in love for real. I think that’s what she wanted to tell me that night, two days before her death, when she asked to climb into bed with me so she could tell me a secret and I said no, that I was tired, almost asleep, that she could tell me tomorrow. But sometimes there is no tomorrow. How could I have known. Ana didn’t insist on telling me, which was odd, she always insisted when she wanted something. She felt bad, she said, but not even the worst stomach-ache would’ve stopped her if she’d really wanted to tell me something. Maybe she wasn’t sure enough to say it yet. Maybe it was even a relief that I said no, she could tell me tomorrow. In the middle of the night, I thought I heard her crying; I looked over at her, fully covered by the blankets, shaking beneath them. But, after a moment, she began breathing more deeply. I tried to get back to sleep, I had to get up very early the next day because I had my first exams at the university and I would have others every day that week. I was aware that my sister was upset, but I decided to go to sleep anyway. It didn’t seem so tragic that she’d fallen in love, at age seventeen, with a man who would become a priest and didn’t even know any of our names. It would be worse to fall in love with someone who was free to love you but who looked the other way, as had happened to me around that time. We could’ve talked about it, but that conversation with Ana would’ve taken a long time and I needed to sleep. ‘Tomorrow,’ I told myself, before my eyes closed. I still regret it to this day. Maybe having listened to her wouldn’t have changed the fact that she was murdered a few days later, but the memory of my last moment with her would’ve been different. Instead of rejecting her, I could’ve given her a hug, felt her hand on my shoulder – or maybe playing with my hair – her warm body curled up behind me, whispering so that no one else in the house, besides me, could hear. 

			‘You must be surprised to see us,’ Carmen said, and of course I was surprised, not only to see them there, but to see them together. 

			‘Has Ana’s killer been found?’ I asked immediately, and Carmen heaved her bosom, straightened her head, looked down at me fixedly, but did not answer. 

			I did not expect a response, I knew that wasn’t the reason they were in my office, I said it just to make her uncomfortable, to let her know that an answer to the question ‘Has Ana’s killer been found?’ was the only thing she could say that might interest me. I couldn’t imagine why my sister was here. I remembered that Carmen always chose roundabout ways to get to the point and how exhausting it was to listen to her talk about nothing. From the time she was a little girl, Carmen had delighted in hearing herself speak. In order to tell us what she planned to do that night, her story would start with how she’d brushed her teeth that morning. I imagined that this time would be no exception. Finally, after an awkward silence, I repeated my question quietly. ‘Has Ana’s killer been found?’

			‘Lía, Ana’s death, at this point, is a closed case, no one expects to find the supposed murderer any more. Do you? Truly? Thirty years later?’

			‘I do, truly, thirty years later.’

			The mood between us continued to feel strained. Julián seemed uncomfortable, out of place, almost in the way. I had to admit that I was not making things easy, but Carmen was the one who needed to make an effort to ease the tension. She had come into my workplace; if it had been up to me, she would not be seated in my office. I wasn’t interested in hearing anything about them or the place I’d left behind thirty years prior. My only living connection to that world was my father. And that connection did not include news of the family, only words, company, affection. I had received his last letter three or four weeks before and had already answered it; I’d get his response in a week or two.

			A brusque gesture from Carmen – a movement in her chair, which Julián interrupted by placing a hand on her thigh – revealed to me that, if my sister hadn’t needed something from me, she would’ve gotten up and left without saying goodbye the moment I said, ‘I do, truly, thirty years later.’ Carmen would’ve stormed out, arrogant, fuming, no longer pretending, dragging her husband the former priest in training behind her. If she stayed put it was because she needed something from me, badly. My sister, finally, settled exaggeratedly back into her chair, as if she had decreed that we would start over again. Julián looked down and sighed. He sat staring at the floor for a moment, then lifted his head and looked me in the eye without any tremor, asking for a truce. I held his gaze, also without a word, but with an expression that said I accepted his request; for him, not for Carmen. Then Julián, feeling he’d been given permission, got directly to the reason for their visit.

			‘We have a son, his name is Mateo, he’s just turned twenty-three.’

			I didn’t care that they had a kid. I didn’t care and I didn’t want to know. But it didn’t surprise me that they’d given him that name, the name of an apostle. It wouldn’t have surprised me if they’d named him Jesús, or María Inmaculada if they’d had a girl. I didn’t say anything, much less ask after that boy I’d never heard of until that day. I wasn’t moved by this information and I didn’t feel like anyone’s aunt. But, I’d misinterpreted Julián’s comment; I thought it was just an attempt to break the ice, not realizing that, in fact, their son was the reason for their visit. I was as uninterested in that detail as I was in any other information related to my sister’s life; if she and Julián couldn’t tell me who’d killed Ana, I didn’t care what they were doing in my bookshop or how they’d figured out where to find me. I used a post office box as the return address on the letters I sent to my father, precisely because I didn’t want anyone to track me down. And he wouldn’t have given them any information about me, not even the name of the city I live in. They must’ve found me some other way.

			I tried to be patient as Carmen now attempted to add to what Julián had said, with her typical convoluted way of saying things. 

			‘Mateo wanted to travel, to visit some famous cathedrals. He is studying architecture, but, ever since he was a little boy, he’s had a great admiration for works constructed in praise of the Lord. We raised him in a profound Catholic faith, the kind we practise. And there are some marvellous cathedrals in Europe. So, together, we decided it was important he take this trip that combined his chosen profession and our Faith.’

			My sister made a marked pause after saying the word ‘faith’. I had no doubt she did this on purpose, to point out the thing that differentiated us. We sat again in silence. If Carmen wanted to pause to make me uncomfortable, I was not going to show any discomfort, but neither would I further the conversation with trite expressions or small talk just to fill the void. Julián, this time, didn’t jump in to break the silence; I think he’d decided he should stay out of this game between sisters who seemed to measure their power with each word pronounced. I stood up, served cups of coffee for everyone, and brought them over to the desk. In silence. After stirring in the sugar, Carmen went on; it was clear that she needed something from me. 

			‘Some time ago, Mateo stopped communicating with us. His phone is off. At first, we thought he’d deactivated his SIM card when he left Argentina, so as not to get charged so much in fees. That he would get in touch as soon as he got on Wi-Fi. But the first alarm bells sounded when he didn’t connect at all on his birthday. And we realized that he had also closed his e-mail and social media accounts. He disappeared from all the virtual spaces we could use to contact him. We haven’t heard anything since…’ she stopped, I thought I heard her voice break, but I was not moved by it.

			Carmen was unable to go on. She looked up and searched with her eyes for a window to stare out of, but there is only a very small window in my office, which she must’ve deemed insufficient. She gestured for water, I stood up, poured her a glass, and waited for her to continue. My sister was still unable to speak. Julián, then, took over, saving her from that moment of weakness, so unexpected, at least to me, who had never known my sister as a mother. 

			‘We got in touch with a specialist to look into what could’ve happened. We know that he’s alive, and that’s the most important thing. We’re worried he could’ve had some kind of a breakdown. He’s a very sensitive boy. And sometimes people who are so sensitive walk a very fine line between reality and their thoughts. He still lives at home and he was supposed to come back once his trip across Europe was over. It’s not normal for him to cut off all communication with us without offering some explanation. There was no falling out, not even an argument.’

			

			‘It would be strange even if there was some kind of explanation,’ my sister clarified, now more composed. ‘The three of us are extremely close, we’re a very happy family, there’s no possible logical explanation for his disappearance.’

			I allowed myself to question this. No one truly happy has to try that hard to convince people of it, much less in the middle of a family drama. My sister, on the other hand, was making a big display of her marvellous family life, without realizing how unlikely her story sounded; I had no doubt that her intention wasn’t to fool me as much as herself. It sounded like an excuse that answered to her own need to feel innocent. If parents are responsible for how their children turn out, and Mateo had grown up to ‘abandon’ his parents, Carmen wanted to make it clear that neither she nor Julián were responsible for his actions, which seemed to them unnatural, unheard of, painful, unjust, and which, without a doubt, they would do whatever they could to rectify.

			‘And what brings you here? What do I have to do with all this?’

			‘The investigator tracked Mateo’s credit card purchases. They show that his last three purchases were books from this store. Before that, all we knew was that Mateo was in Santiago de Compostela, which didn’t come as a surprise given the objective of his trip,’ Julián explained.

			‘And buying books is also something normal for him, since he reads so much it’s almost sick, unhealthy,’ said Carmen, and I wondered about the sickness she was imagining. What, to her, was an unhealthy amount of reading? How many hours a day? How many books a month? Was she aware that she was saying this to me, a bookseller?

			‘But it did come as a surprise,’ Julián went on, ‘when the investigator looked into this shop. And we learned that you were the owner,’ he said, and I noticed that my sister was shooting sparks from her eyes, as if I were somehow to blame even though I was totally unaware of everything they were telling me.

			‘So?’ I said.

			‘Do you know where our son is?’ Carmen asked directly.

			‘I only just found out that you even have a son. If he came into this bookshop, he’s never introduced himself. Maybe he doesn’t even know that this place belongs to his mother’s sister. It could be pure chance, a coincidence.’

			‘Of course, we considered that possibility,’ Carmen said. ‘That God had placed him in your path.’

			‘Maybe God wanted us to see each other again, Lía,’ Julián added. 

			‘I don’t believe in God; you both know that.’

			‘Maybe…’

			‘I don’t believe in God,’ I said again before they could add anything. And the third and fourth rejection of faith weren’t necessary because I was emphatic and categorical, so they did not press the issue. 

			Carmen rummaged in her purse. She set some things on my desk to better find what she was looking for. She had to move aside some papers and books to make room, which she did without asking, confirming once again that Carmen was still Carmen. Finally, she handed me a photo of her son. I looked at it, he was strikingly handsome, almost obscenely so. I was certain that I had never seen him before; if he had been in my line of sight, I would’ve remembered it.

			‘I don’t know him,’ I confirmed.

			‘If you could check your records and tell us what books he bought, that information might help us reach some conclusions,’ Carmen said and then added something unusual for her: ‘Please, Lía.’ 

			

			For an instant, I thought that, maybe, my sister was sincere in her plea. She almost managed to move me, she almost managed to make me think she was the Carmen she had always been to everyone else. But, then, she took out a handkerchief and blew her nose in a way that sounded fake, unnecessarily exaggerated, like she used to do when we were girls and she wanted to make Ana and I believe that she was upset, so that we would give in because she was suffering. I recalled all the times that my sister, after persuading me to let down my guard, had slapped me across the face. I swore that, this time, I wasn’t going to let her do it again. But it didn’t matter. Carmen soon dealt me a heavy blow.

			‘I can try, but it’s going to take some time to go through the purchase receipts and find your son’s.’

			‘We believe he’ll be back…’ Julián interrupted. ‘We’re staying in the area, trying to find him. And of course, if you see him, if you talk to him, we’ll be extremely grateful for any information you can give us. We don’t think he’s in any real danger, being threatened by anyone or anything, nothing like that. But, sometimes, our head can be our own worst enemy and make us believe things that are ridiculous, insane.’

			‘Or not believe,’ I said, sarcastically, thinking more of myself than that boy I didn’t know. Doubtless, Carmen and Julián, at Ana’s funeral, not yet dating, each individually, must’ve thought I was insane when I declared myself an atheist.

			‘He’s confused. He’ll get over it. I trust in the way we raised him, but, most of all, I trust in the power of Faith,’ Carmen declared, and, before I could say ‘I don’t,’ she added: ‘I’ll leave you my info so you can contact us.’

			My sister picked up a card holder from the things she’d spread out on my desk. She opened it, took out a blue card, and handed it to me. ‘You can keep the photo; I made several copies. I hope you’ll show it to your employees. Maybe they’ve seen him. We preferred not to show it to them ourselves; we don’t like to make a scene. We’re discreet people, you know that…’

			Once again, I felt sparks from her eyes, a fire stoked by all the scandals I’d caused: declaring myself atheist at Ana’s funeral; leaving Adrogué never to return. Doubtless, Ana’s death would not fall under the category of ‘family scandal’ for Carmen because that incident did not in any way damage the family’s honour, we were simply the victims of a tragedy. 

			Finally, Carmen put her belongings back in her purse, one by one, then, slowly, she stood up and gestured for Julián to do the same. He hesitated, as if he expected to sit a while longer, as if he had more to say after thirty years without a word. But Carmen kept her eyes on him until he stood. 

			We said goodbye, from either side of the desk. Without embracing, without touching, just like when they’d arrived, with a wave and a nod of the head. Then I noticed that my sister had left behind a metal box on my desk and I pointed it out to her.

			‘No, that’s for you,’ she said. ‘It’s Dad’s ashes.’

			‘What?’ I asked, confused; I’d let my guard down and my sister had just slapped me across the face. I felt like I might faint. 

			‘Half of them. The other half I sprinkled over Mom’s grave. She wanted to go into the ground, like a good Catholic. He asked to be cremated; we did it, in spite of ourselves. I thought you might want to keep them. Was I mistaken?’

			I did not respond. I could barely stand. The news had stunned me. I felt dizzy, and I sat back down. My father had died, and my sister had only told me in passing as we said goodbye, after I’d discarded the possibility that the visit had anything to do with him; incidentally, as if everything she’d said while seated there across from me was more important than the fact that our father was dead. My mother had been dead to me for a long time, it didn’t matter that I didn’t know when it had actually happened. But my father had been alive. I hated my sister, and – unlike her list of old grudges – mine was a new, fresh, recently dawning hatred. I would never forgive her for the offhand way she announced this shattering news. 

			Despite my sadness over the death of my father and the hatred I felt towards my sister, I had to admire her consistency: Carmen was still Carmen. She had not come to talk to me about our father, but about her son; she only brought the ashes as a courtesy, like someone might bring alfajores from Argentina to someone they’re stopping by to visit. 

			‘When did he die?’ I asked as soon as I was able to react.

			‘Two months ago, a few days before Mateo set off on his trip,’ Julián said, and I, making mental calculations, realized that I had read his last letter only after he was already dead. ‘He lived longer than the doctors and everyone else expected.’

			‘He was sick, didn’t you know?’ Carmen asked.

			‘No, I didn’t know,’ I responded.

			‘Cancer. A brain tumour that killed him very quickly, but, what was worse, he wasn’t himself in his final days,’ my sister said. 

			‘What do you mean “not himself”?’

			‘Delirium, saying things that didn’t make sense, lying. It wasn’t on purpose; it was the tumour.’

			‘I didn’t know. I’m so sorry.’

			‘Of course, how could you know. That’s what happens when someone leaves and cuts off all ties, there are things that, for better or worse, you don’t find out about,’ she concluded.

			Julián observed our exchange with an expression that I couldn’t quite interpret. He seemed disapproving, as if he wanted Carmen to shut up; but he also looked upset and I even thought I saw tears in his eyes. I had no idea what kind of relationship Julián had with my father, maybe he had sincerely loved him and was saddened by his death or maybe he just couldn’t stand the way Carmen was treating me. They had come here with a specific objective in mind and Carmen’s aggression was not helping their case. They had come to my bookstore, thousands of miles from their home, to ask me a favour, but Carmen was incapable of hiding her disapproval, she couldn’t avoid hurting me even when she needed something from me. My sister had finally revealed her true self. I wanted her to leave, both of them, there was nothing more to say. They must’ve felt the same way, because Carmen and Julián left me alone, sitting at my desk, unable to move, my eyes fixed on the box containing my father’s ashes. 

			The phone rang, the shrill sound bringing me back to myself. I put my father’s ashes and the photo of Mateo in my desk drawer. I threw my sister’s card into the trash. 

			Then I answered the phone.

		

	
		
			

			 

			3 

			For a few days, I forgot all about Mateo. And about almost everything. The only thing I could think about was my father’s death, the loneliness he must’ve felt during his illness, even if he was surrounded by people, his pain or anger at knowing the end was near. I beat myself up for having selfishly prohibited him from sharing any news unless it was about my sister’s murderer. I should have been there with him or, at least, commiserated with him through the letters I sent every two weeks, from this side of the ocean. I reread his recent letters several times. There was no reference to illness or any indication of the cancer that was killing him. There wasn’t even anything that could be considered the wanderings of an addled mind, as Carmen had suggested. Maybe a slight wavering in the handwriting, barely perceptible, which I only noticed upon comparison with other letters. After my anger over the letter in which he’d told me about my sister’s marriage to Julián – when I’d cut off communication – my father must’ve been terrified that I might disappear again. He understood me, despite the years and the distance, and he knew that forcing a dialogue might’ve plunged me into silence forever, so he just waited patiently for me to reinitiate contact. 

			I went several months without writing to him; until, one spring afternoon, an older gentleman entered the bookshop wearing the same cologne my father had worn and, when this man passed beside me, his scent made my stomach lurch. I locked myself in the office, wanting to cry but with eyes dry as ever, and I wrote him a letter. In that new round of epistolary exchanges, our correspondence was limited to brief essays on daily life; we were cautious, polite, as if speaking to a neighbour or friend we saw only occasionally, who we respected and did not wish to make uncomfortable. That distant cordiality masked our true connection, as if we weren’t a father and a daughter with the entire Atlantic Ocean between us. One topic naturally flowed into another. There, in those texts, we learned to feel close without the risk of hurting each other; in those letters, we were able to express ourselves without fear of outside judgement. Touching the letters he sent was to touch a page that my father had held in his hands and the same was true for him. Maybe, for that reason, even after so many years, neither of us suggested moving the correspondence to email or telephone. 

			I remember one of the first topics we touched on was cathedrals. Before we’d stopped writing to each other, I had told him that Santiago de Compostela Cathedral had been undergoing restoration works for months and that many of the pilgrims, when they arrived exhausted to sit or even fall down before it, were disappointed to find that it was covered up. I imagine many of the books of photos sold around that time were bought out of a need to see what the church looked like behind the scaffolding and sheeting. In his first response, after I reinitiated the exchange, my father asked me to describe the cathedral of my city in detail: ‘So that I can see it as if I were there, with you, standing in front of it. Don’t cheat and send a painting, photo, or drawing. I want words.’ He asked me for what he knew I could give him, words. He knew that, also, I’m terrible at drawing. Ana was the artist among us – something she had inherited from our father. Carmen was jealous of that talent, but most of all she was jealous of anyone being like him in any way. My older sister had been briefly interested in ceramics and metal sculpture – iron, copper, bronze – but, despite the fact that she’d invested in a kiln and grinder with her first earnings as a theology teacher, and she’d cleared a space in the shed, which she called her ‘workshop’, her productions never went beyond pretentious and unattractive attempts at copying angels, virgins, and saints. Ana, on the other hand, would have become a recognized artist, I have no doubt. But I try not to think about what my younger sister would’ve become, because, every time I allow my thoughts to go there, I end up shattered. Ana could draw a perfect portrait of anyone, even if the model was nowhere in sight. I didn’t know if my father ever thought back to the times he and Ana drew together; maybe he also had memories he preferred not to invoke, and I never mentioned it.

			In the next letter, as he’d asked, I didn’t cheat, but I took a bit of literary license. I didn’t send a photo, I sent words, but not mine; they were someone else’s. I photocopied the story ‘Cathedral’, by Raymond Carver, highlighting certain paragraphs. On the back, I wrote: ‘As Carver says, it’s impossible to describe a cathedral using words, we’d have to draw it together, one hand guiding the other, but our hands are too far apart.’ The story ends with a scene in which the narrator has to tell a blind man what a cathedral looks like, but he can’t figure out how. So, he gets out of it by saying: ‘The truth is, cathedrals don’t mean anything special to me. Nothing. Cathedrals. They’re something to look at on late-night TV. That’s all they are.’ But the blind man won’t give up and he proposes that they draw the cathedral together, one hand guiding the other. My father – a history professor who devoured essays of all kinds but had never been a big reader of fiction – loved the Carver story. He wrote back: ‘The tale really hit home, many people are not blind and yet they do not wish to see. Maybe taking them by the hand, we could help them to see.’ He also said in the letter that he’d started drawing cathedrals after reading the story I’d sent, that it had been a long time since he’d drawn anything and that he’d rediscovered the pleasure of it. Ana, without being named, was present in that sentence. The two of them had drawn people together, each of us received a portrait of ourselves. I wondered, upon reading it, whether my portrait had survived my absence, since I hadn’t brought it with me when I’d left, and if so where it might be.

			Thanks to that initial enthusiasm for ‘Cathedral’, we exchanged several letters in which we talked only about books: I told him about new authors I’d discovered, titles I was rereading, which author I’d given another chance after not being able to finish their previous novel, which ones I’d never read again; but also how I arranged the books on the shelves in my bookshop, how much longer the current tired shelves would hold up, the colour and material of the new shelves I’d ordered. After a letter in which I’d discussed the virtues of cherrywood, my father responded with a detailed inventory of the trees in his garden – the garden that had once been mine as well, outside what had been my childhood home. In a later letter, he described how he’d planted a vegetable patch – there had never been any vegetable patch in that house in Adrogué when I lived there – what he planted each season, which colours faded first, which seeds had failed to germinate. I sometimes had trouble picturing the species of plant my father was referring to because I could no longer remember the name used in Argentina, and the one used in Spain was wildly different. Then, when I asked him, he would respond: ‘To show you which plant it is, I’d have to draw it with you like the man with the cathedrals.’

			I think we both harboured the hope that we’d do just that one day, place our hands atop each other’s to draw together, but we never got the chance. I had promised I would return when we found out who’d killed Ana. It was an unfair promise, making him responsible, in a way, for the advances in an investigation that he had no control over. I made that demand because, besides me, my father was the only member of my family who seemed to want to know who had killed my sister and why. My mother and Carmen did nothing but pray to accept ‘God’s will’. My father, on the other hand, seemed to refuse to accept it, going in person to the police station every week to check on the case and hiring the best lawyer that his modest finances would allow. In spite of his efforts, all lines of investigation eventually reached a dead end. That’s how it was, at least, until I decided to leave. After that, I don’t know much about what happened, despite our regular correspondence. My father didn’t know much about my life either: I never told him about Luis, my partner of fifteen years, that we decided not to have children, that we fall asleep with our arms around each other every night, that we have a cat named Poe, that Luis comes out onto the balcony to bring me back inside when I go out in the middle of the night because I dreamed about Ana. I never knew how Mom died, my father didn’t tell me; he must’ve wanted to, it must’ve felt strange not to mention it, but those were the terms we’d agreed upon. How did he feel when he received his cancer diagnosis? Was my mother still alive? Who took him to his doctor’s appointments? Who was there holding his hand when he passed away? Who did he draw cathedrals with? It pains me to think that it might’ve been Carmen, since she and my father never saw eye to eye. But who, if not.

			The last letters we exchanged were conversations not about his garden, but mine: Parque de la Alameda in Santiago de Compostela. My apartment only has a small balcony but I open the window and there’s the park, all mine. I walk through it every day on my way to and from the bookshop. I sit and read on the benches there. Luis often waits for me, reading, under the Sisterhood of Saint Susana oak tree, if he finishes up at the university before I leave the bookshop, so that we can walk home together. Or we meet halfway, when our schedules coincide. My father asked me thousands of questions about the species in the park. I still have all of his letters, but also drafts of ones I rewrote in neater script so that he wouldn’t have to struggle to decipher my tortuous handwriting. In one of the last letters, my father mentioned that the santarrita had bloomed outside what had been my home and he asked if there were any in Parque de la Alameda. I wasn’t sure. I closed my eyes and tried to picture that flower, but I couldn’t; the names we give to plants, flowers, fruits, even within the same language, reveal our origins as much as any accent, if not more. That’s where we come from, from the place where each word blooms or gives fruit. ‘I close my eyes but I can’t picture them, as if I were blind to those memories.’ My father described the plant in detail in his next letter, ‘since I can’t take your hand and draw it’. ‘Sharp thorns, rough, thick stem, tendency to climb up other plants, a wall, or column, as it does at our house, tiny white flowers in groupings of three protected by leaves that appear purple or fuchsia depending on how the sun hits them.’ I was confused by the tiny white flowers he described because, like many people, I had thought that the purple leaves were the flowers. We soon figured out that the plant he referred to as santarrita, in my new life, is called bougainvillea. My father dedicated an entire letter to the multiple names given to this flowering shrub: in Spain, buganvilla; in northern Peru, papelillo; Napoleón in Honduras, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, and Panama; trinitaria in Cuba, Puerto Rico, Dominican Republic, and Venezuela, veranera in Colombia and El Salvador. Parque de la Alameda, that park I think of as my garden, boasts an impressive specimen. I sent my father a map marking the precise location of the bougainvillea. ‘Santarritas,’ he responded. I had lost a word from the place where I had lived until the age of twenty-one, he wanted me to recover it.

			How many other words have I lost? Which part of our memory houses all our forgotten words? I was unaware of that linguistic loss until my father pointed it out to me. In all our subsequent letters, even the final one, there was some mention of santarritas/bougainvillea. And, in that last letter, my father confessed, like a child admitting to a bit of mischief, ‘P.S. I feel like I should tell you something, I didn’t come up with that list of names on my own, I asked a good friend (Mateo) and he found the different terms on the internet. He dictated them to me, one by one. If there are errors, they come from that cloud where the young people seek truths. I, at my age, have problems with technology. You and Mateo would be good friends.’

			It was only when I reread the letters knowing he was dead, and only on the third or fourth read, that I realized that his friend had the same name as Carmen’s son. I mentioned it to Luis, without giving it much importance.

			

			He didn’t believe it was a coincidence. 

			‘I’d bet money it’s your sister’s son. Your father wouldn’t dare to mention a grandson but he left a clue so that you’d know that someone named Mateo exists, and that he can be trusted, he’s a friend. Maybe that’s why the kid is here. You should try to find him. Not for your sister’s sake. For yourself, and for him.’

			I didn’t respond. Luis knows that when I don’t respond it’s because I’m thinking. I have a gruff personality. If I don’t like something, I say so, and in general not in the nicest way. That’s why he calls me ‘firecracker’, or ‘my sweet little firecracker’. But if I go silent it means something else. So, when I fell silent, he smiled and sat down at the window to read.

			The next day, as soon as I entered the bookshop, I went to get Mateo’s photo out of my desk drawer. I showed it to Ángela.

			‘The hot Argentine guy, of course I recognize him, how could I miss him?’ she said. 

			‘He looks like a handsome boy.’

			‘That’s putting it lightly. He looks like a Calvin Klein model.’

			‘Has it been a while since he came in?’

			‘Yeah, a long time, unfortunately, he used to come in all the time. He didn’t always buy anything, but he would stop in almost every day. And he would stay for ages. You know, now that you mention it, something strange happened, but it might’ve just been a coincidence.’

			‘What was it?’

			‘Do you remember the day that couple came to see you? What was her name?’

			‘Yes, Carmen.’

			‘Right, Carmen and her husband. Well, the hot guy had come in a few minutes before them. I had ordered a couple of books he’d asked for that we didn’t have in stock. And suddenly, when those people came up to the counter, he tried to hide. He just spun right around, very strange. Then he put the books down and ducked behind a shelf, like he was looking for something. I never told you because it had nothing to do with anything and I’d forgive that Argentine guy anything for how pretty he is, but it was very strange. Meanwhile, while he was hiding, I went into the office to tell you that you had visitors; then I let them through and, when I came back out into the shop, he was gone. I set his books aside for him, because I thought he’d be back; but he hasn’t been.’

			I asked Ángela to show me the books he’d ordered. She told me that only one of them was here; she’d sold the other one after so many days had gone by. She showed me the one we still had: The God Delusion, by Richard Dawkins.

			‘Do you remember what the other one was?’

			‘Yeah, of course, Cathedral, by Carver,’ she replied. 

			Hearing that title made my stomach lurch, just like it had that afternoon when a customer came in smelling exactly like my father. ‘If the boy shows up here again, let me know, please,’ I practically begged her.

			‘Is there something I should know?’ Ángela asked, startled.

			‘Nothing important. He’s the son of someone I know and they can’t find him.’

			‘Alright, don’t worry, I’ll let you know, Lía.’

			I went back to my desk and worked the rest of the afternoon with the photo of Mateo propped up against the telephone. At the end of the day, when I was gathering my things, I put it back in the desk, opening the drawer too hard and causing the box with my father’s ashes to slide to the edge of the desk. I picked up the tin; it felt like it was time to do something with the ashes. On the way home, crossing Parque de la Alameda, I took a detour to where the bougainvillea grew. It had been a sunny afternoon and, by the time I walked home, the fading daylight gave a special brightness to the park. I sat on a bench, staring absently at the plants, and I called to mind my father’s face: his brown eyes – like mine – wide smile, tanned skin. No matter what time of year it was, he always liked to read in the sun. I tried to recall his voice but I wasn’t able; I’d lost it. I took the box of ashes from my bag and I held it for a few moments, trying to gather the courage to empty its contents. The metal began to warm up, absorbing the heat from my hands. I stared absently at the bougainvillea in full bloom, mustering the will to say goodbye to my father once and for all. I felt like crying, but, once again, I was unable. I had the thought that it might be better to leave that ceremony for a day when Luis could be there with me. And I was about to put the box away and leave. But, in the exact moment that I opened my purse, I felt someone place a hand on my shoulder. I didn’t doubt for a second that it was Luis, my husband, as if I had summoned him with my thoughts. I turned, smiling, delighted by the coincidence. But the person standing there behind me was not Luis; it was Mateo, not daring to say a word, as handsome as in his photo, much taller than I’d imagined, gangly, over six feet, shy, embarrassed. 

			I waited, giving him the time he needed. ‘Hello, Lía,’ he managed to say after a few endless seconds. 

			‘Hello, Mateo,’ I replied. ‘It’s nice to meet you.’

		

	
		
			

			 

			Mateo

			Why live on old works of art, made by others?

			May every one build their own cathedral.

			Jorge Luis Borges
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			I arrived at Santiago de Compostela on a Sunday. I had three letters in my backpack. One was opened, the one to me. Another one, I was supposed to deliver to Lía on behalf of my grandfather, Alfredo, her father. The third one was for both of us, with instructions to read together but only if we both wanted to. I also had a ring with a turquoise stone. 

			I checked into a hostel and went out to explore the city. It was still strange to walk around with such freedom, without anyone to answer to, without anyone observing me. Several weeks had gone by since I’d left Argentina, but it was only then that I really began to feel free. I finally felt like I had the promise of a different life ahead of me that was about to start at any minute, that very afternoon or the next day, I wasn’t sure exactly when, but soon. When I got to Santiago, I still didn’t know which bookstore belonged to Lía. My grandfather didn’t have the exact location since she always used a post office box as her return address. But it wasn’t difficult to find her. As soon as I got on Wi-Fi, I typed her name with the words ‘bookstore’ and ‘Compostela’ into the internet browser on my phone. Among the first hits, there was a press release about a book launch. It was a Spanish author I’d never heard of. But in the caption under a photo of the event – which showed a man and a woman holding up the book – it gave the name of that man and my aunt, with the following description: Lía Sardá, owner of The Buenos Aires Affair bookshop. I searched the name of the store and that led me to a Facebook page that hadn’t been updated in a while but that gave the address of the shop that was mentioned in the article. I went by that very afternoon. But it was Sunday, and, like many other shops in that town, Lía’s bookstore was closed. 

			I didn’t plan on making contact with her immediately, but I wanted to scope things out. So I thought I would lurk around the place for a few days, spy on her a bit, to see who she was, how she moved, to feel out whether I thought we might get along. And then after that I would introduce myself and deliver the letters. Or, if I didn’t think she was someone I’d want to meet, maybe I would just leave her letter for her anonymously, without making myself known, and I would rip up the one for the two of us. Because if Lía and I weren’t in synch, that letter for the two of us would no longer matter. I had to go by the bookstore several times before I finally saw her. I was shocked by how much she looked like my grandfather and how little she looked like my mother. I hadn’t noticed it in the photos that he’d shown me, pictures from when my aunt was younger than I am now. I didn’t notice that resemblance from the charcoal drawing my aunt Ana had made either. Or in the photo on the internet of her with that author at his book launch. I had been expecting to find a softened version of my mother, someone I could recognize as her sister. And that – I am a coward, I admit it – intimidated me. My mother intimidates me. Still does today.

			Thirty years ago, the body of my aunt Ana, the youngest of the three Sardá sisters, was found burned and cut into pieces in a dump. Ana was only seventeen. Lía, nineteen. My mother, twenty-three; the same age I am now.

			Lía looked to be agile and hard working. Seeing her climb up and down the steep ladder to get the book a customer had asked for, suggesting other titles, laughing in the middle of her conversation, I saw that some of her gestures were identical to my grandfather’s, and that was encouraging. When I got back to the hostel, I inspected my face in the bathroom mirror. I was looking for some similarity to Lía. I looked again at the photo of her on the internet. Maybe the hair colour, maybe the almond eyes. Even though mine are blue, like Ana’s. Any time someone says it, I get the mental image of her eyes in a head that was cut off from the body it belonged to. My mother’s eyes are blue, but different, colder, more transparent. But everyone has always told me I was the spitting image of my father. It would be a relief to find some proof that I’m not, or, at least, that I’m not only that. 

			I didn’t only observe Lía in the bookstore. I followed her through Parque de la Alameda a couple of times. And I saw a man that I supposed to be her husband or partner. I liked the way they smiled when they saw each other coming along the path; the way he rubbed her cheek, the way she looked up at him. It made me happy to think that they were my family, that, with my grandfather dead, what was left of that strange institution I was condemned to at birth, made up of relatives that I didn’t choose, was more than just the darkness that my parents represented. So, a few days after arriving in Santiago de Compostela, I had already decided that I would introduce myself to Lía and I would say: ‘Hello, I’m Mateo, your nephew, I have a letter for you and another for the two of us, if we dare to open it.’ And after she smiled, I would add that I consider myself an orphan, that I have no friends, that I find it very difficult to interact with women, especially if I like them.

			No, it would be better to leave all that for later on. 

			

			I was now certain that I would like to read that third letter with her. And, watching her move through the world, I was willing to bet that Lía would too. But then my parents showed up and, with them, that darkness, everything that was wrong, the lie. Seeing them enter the bookstore made me dizzy. My vision blurred, my legs went weak, like at the end of a long-distance race at school. I hid from them. I felt like a little boy who’d kicked a ball through a window. Tall as I am, it’s not easy to hide without being seen, but I bent down like I was looking for something on the floor. I did the best I could. ‘You’re acting like a child,’ my mother would’ve said if she’d found me. And as a criticism or warning or curse, she would’ve said that I wasn’t ready to leave home, that I still had a lot of growing up to do, that my time would come, eventually, with patience and perseverance, ‘God-willing’. And then she would pray to her God that my time would never come and that God would never be willing. If my mother had found me that day in the bookshop, she would’ve dragged me back to the hotel, by the ear, if my height had allowed it, and my father would’ve let it happen, avoiding eye contact, going along – whether he was in agreement or not – with her humiliation of me. 

			I was often embarrassed of my parents. I know that’s frowned upon, that the commandments forbid it, that a child should love and respect their parents as they are and above all others. Or is it God that a person is supposed to love and respect above all others? I can never remember. I know a lot of people are able to stick to the rules by sheer willpower. But I’m the only one who has to be my parents’ son.

			They needed me and that’s why they raised me to be as dependent on them as possible, so that they could guarantee my presence in the world they invented. I was a key piece in their family plan. 

			I spied on them from behind the shelf of Latin American authors. I squatted there for so long that my thighs burned. I knelt down and watched them through a space where some books were missing. They looked exhausted, grey; but if that had anything to do with my supposed disappearance, I didn’t care. I felt cowardly for avoiding them. So cowardly that, there behind that shelf, I was about to piss myself. As soon as my parents went into Lía’s office, I rushed out of the shop without offering any explanation. The bookseller must’ve been expecting me to buy the books I’d ordered a few days before. 

			I liked that bookseller.

			

			I was surprised to see my parents in Santiago de Compostela. But it was easy enough to guess why they were there. The most likely hypothesis was that they had found out I was in the city and had come to get me. My mother despised Lía and hadn’t spoken to her since she left home. Or since Ana was murdered; my parents never agreed on that point. They rarely mentioned my dead aunt Ana in front of me. Or my aunt Lía either. If it hadn’t been for my grandfather, she would’ve been nothing more than a relative who left and was never spoken of again under penalty of exile for treason. But there my parents were, betraying themselves, in Santiago de Compostela, at The Buenos Aires Affair bookshop. And their presence could only mean that they had decided to speak to my mother’s only living sister. It was clear that I wouldn’t be the one to give my aunt the news that she had a nephew who had travelled across an ocean to meet her. I wouldn’t be able to surprise her on the path at La Alameda with my grandfather’s letters, as I had imagined doing. My parents always ruined everything.

			What makes a person decide to have children? For my parents, it seemed connected to a matter of ownership, ‘having a child’ in the sense of owning him. When I asked my mother why she had studied theology, she answered: ‘Because I wanted to be a mother.’ I didn’t understand the connection between theology and motherhood. Until I realized that what she put up against becoming a mother was becoming a nun, and it gave me the chills.

			

			I don’t know why my parents didn’t have more kids. Whenever I asked, they said: ‘Because God wanted it that way.’ And they avoided any other response. Due to the fact that I was an only child, I didn’t have anyone to share the burden of our relationship, which was immeasurably intense. They were always exaggeratedly worried that something might happen to me, no matter the circumstances. They would never let me leave home without their consent, even though I had already reached adulthood. 

			The fact that I didn’t want to go to seminary school to become a priest was a heavy blow to the power they exerted over me; they were convinced that I should fulfil the destiny that my father didn’t want to or wasn’t able to. I don’t understand why someone would want their son to become a priest. But my parents did. By the time they got to Santiago they might’ve discovered, I don’t know, that I had decided not to become an architect. I hadn’t told them, at least. Of course, by that time, since I had disappeared, they must’ve known something was happening, something strange, beyond their logic. They must’ve prayed so hard, at home and at church; they must’ve pleaded in their daily prayers for me to return and for God to save my soul, so far removed from their religion and their god.

			

			I’m not overtly friendly, but I’m not hostile towards others, even if I might give that impression. My mother, on the other hand, is the most hostile person I know. She hides it well around other people, everyone thinks she’s nice. She makes people think she’s an intelligent and important person who’s generous with her time and genuinely interested. But it’s all fake, it’s her way of manipulating people. I’ve even heard: ‘Your mother has such a nice tone of voice.’ But her tone of voice sounds off-pitch to me. In my case, I seem like I might be hostile because of how standoffish I am, but it’s just that I’m insecure to the point of paralysis. It’s an involuntary hostility; a need to protect myself. Especially from being judged. ‘Hell is other people,’ I have that quote from Sartre tattooed inside my left wrist, where my watchband falls.

			I prefer to scare people away than to appeal to them, it’s less risky that way. My mother is indecipherable to me. 

			My grandfather died in his bed, on a Tuesday in July. I don’t remember the exact date, but I was on break from school; I didn’t have class so I’d been able to sit with him all that afternoon. I have no doubt he was making an effort not to die in front of me. He smiled when I left, he was extremely skinny, he could barely speak, and the smile wavered on his face. A little while after getting home, the phone rang. My mother answered. It was Susana, the woman who took care of him, letting us know that he had died. My mother hung up and said simply: he died. Without specifying who. It wasn’t necessary. I felt like she was relieved, and that bothered me. She sighed when she got the news, like someone who feels a weight has lifted. But I have to admit that my grandfather’s illness, after months of agony, had become a nightmare. Especially for him. He had suffered, and the end of that suffering was worth something. Maybe I’d been selfish to wish he could stay with us a little longer. I ran all the way to his house. When I got there, I realized that I was barefoot. Susana opened the door and I rushed inside without giving her time to say anything. I went to his room, hugged him, and cried over his body. It was still warm. A little while later my parents arrived. Susana said that my grandfather had left three letters for me. He had given her instructions to place them directly in my hands as soon as he died. My parents were listening very carefully, even though Susana wasn’t talking to them, she was talking to me. She excused herself and went to her room and then came back with the letters. My mother tried to take them when Susana offered them to me, facedown; I suppose she held them that way so that no one could see who they were addressed to. But the woman guessed at my mom’s intentions and stretched out her arm a little further to place them in my hands. And I immediately slipped the letters into my pocket. 

			I think Susana knew about our plans, that maybe my grandfather even told her; some secrets are hard to keep.

			Incineration and dismemberment, two words I learned at too young an age. The other kids didn’t talk about relatives who had been found dead, or about charred bodies, the chopped-up pieces of their aunt. I did. Maybe I stopped being a child too soon. If it had been up to my parents, I would’ve never grown up. 

			My grandfather’s death wasn’t a surprise but I hadn’t expected it to happen so quickly. We were fully aware that his death was imminent: we knew he was going to die, we just didn’t know when. Everyone is going to die. Me too, but, since I’m just barely over twenty, I’m allowed to forget about it. Even though I do think about my own death. Not as something imminent, but as something certain yet unpredictable. My parents love to use the phrase: ‘You have your whole life ahead of you.’ But a life that lasts how long? That’s the thing. Hours, days, weeks, years?

			Faced with an illness like my grandfather’s, it was no longer possible to pretend that he still had time left. He had an inoperable brain tumour, so we all knew there was no cure. Of course, that last afternoon, I didn’t think it would be the last time we spent together; otherwise, I would’ve stayed with him, waiting beside his bed, holding his hand. I managed to fool myself; several times during my grandfather’s illness I found myself thinking: ‘Not yet, he’s not going to die yet.’ But, sooner or later, the unfortunate call would come to tell me that I had been fooling myself. Although I had accepted the fact that I would one day be left all alone in our peculiar family system, the fact that I didn’t know exactly when it would happen allowed me to have false hope. Until that night when the phone rang, I’d been living as if my grandfather’s diagnosis didn’t mean certain death, only the threat of it. And threats, sometimes, are thrown around as an intimidation tactic, but never fulfilled. 

			I was wrong.

			I think my grandfather leaving me on my own concerned him more than it did me; I suspect he didn’t think me capable of taking care of myself. His concern was not as extreme as my parents’ constant alarm over my supposed ineptitude, which they’d created and nurtured. To my grandfather, my shyness, my difficulty relating to others, my fragility, my nerdiness, were things I could grow out of or learn to change. But he would always add: ‘If you want to change it, that is.’ He seemed to understand that if it were up to my mother, I would’ve remained trapped in her web forever. So, from the moment he resigned himself to the fact that his days were numbered, he began to train me for survival. Sometimes this training was explicit; other times, implied. It took me a while to realize that many of the things my grandfather did in his final months, when he was still relatively well, were deliberate attempts to help me learn to survive.

			

			There are places where it’s hard to survive: a desert, an uninhabited island, a mountaintop, Mars, in a war-torn country, in the jungle. In my family. 

			We are a scar. My family is the scar left behind by a murder. A few years before I was born, someone cut up and burned – in that order – my aunt Ana. I never met her, there were no photos of her in our home, and my parents avoided any mention of that brutal act with the ridiculous notion that what isn’t named doesn’t exist. But, still, as soon as I learned that my aunt had been burned and dismembered, I was convinced that I had to mention it immediately whenever I met someone new, to alert them to the fact that there had been a violent, savage death in my family. I got accustomed to presenting my family scar almost as a letter of introduction. Especially if the person was a girl and I could tell by the look in her eyes that she liked me. I felt I had to warn her: ‘Watch out, I’m not what I seem, do you want to hear my story?’ And if she said yes – they always said yes – I would describe that family scar in detail. Not because it could be a danger to others, but because I felt there was no way to talk about myself without mentioning it. I couldn’t hide the scar or the story that lay behind it. Ana’s death, for better or worse, makes me who I am. Who we are. Maybe my parents wouldn’t have raised me with so much fear if Ana’s life hadn’t ended the way it did. Maybe my grandmother wouldn’t have been as bitter and hurtful in her final years, if her daughter hadn’t died. Maybe my grandfather wouldn’t have had that sad light in his eyes, if his youngest daughter were still alive and his middle daughter hadn’t gone to live on another continent. Without our shared scar, he wouldn’t have had to write those three letters I carried in my backpack that Sunday when I arrived at Santiago de Compostela, ready to meet Lía.

			But as I learned that people were put off by my story, I managed to postpone it, to avoid talking about Ana’s death immediately. Especially after a date with a former high school classmate who I liked a lot. It had taken me a long time to get up the nerve to ask her out; I turned bright red as I did it, but then she said: ‘Sure, let’s go out,’ without hesitating, and I was overjoyed. I invited her out for a beer and, before the waiter had brought the drinks, instead of trying to get in a kiss, like one of my friends would’ve done, I exposed my scar without warning. ‘My aunt was burned and dismembered when she was seventeen, no one knows who did it or why.’ I couldn’t sit there across from her and keep it to myself, it would’ve made me feel dirty. For a moment, I thought that her eyes turned greener, increasing in intensity to a tone I’d seen up close only a few times. But it wasn’t that my friend’s eyes were changing colour, it was that her skin had lost its colour. The girl had gone pale, her forehead broke out in a sweat, she stood up clumsily, told me she was going to the bathroom, and never came back. I sat there all night long with two beers in front of me, unable to drink mine and not understanding what I’d done wrong.

			

			Growing up surrounded by adults whose lives were marked by a death involving dismemberment and incineration can’t be the same as growing up inside a different family system. ‘A complex network whose parts and components are connected with at least some of the other parts’, as ‘system’ is defined in Mario Bunge’s Dictionary of Philosophy. I connected with my grandfather, until he died. My parents connect with each other. My grandfather connected with everyone. Although in his final days his relationship with my parents was more distant. At the time, I thought it was because my grandfather was conserving his energy for himself and for me, for the letters he was writing to Lía, and not much else. With his death, the system was truncated, connections were cut off and the whole thing started to fail. My parents continued their orbit. But I was disconnected, ejected from the system. 

			I’m the son of an ex-seminary student and a theology teacher. You have to fly that kite. The income that permitted us to have a more comfortable life came from the appliance shop my father inherited from his family. Both of my parents are Catholic activists closely connected to the church in many ways: retreats, courses, prayer circles, collections, soup kitchens, missionary work – which consists of trying to convince others to believe what they believe. For a long time, they gave premarital courses in which they explained how to have a successful marriage, which meant one that would last a lifetime, a tall order. They’re probably convinced that their marriage is a success. But I think that, if being married is living the way they do, it’s a total failure, the biggest failure someone could aspire to.

			I never had a true dialogue with my parents, whenever we spoke it was all small talk and trite expressions. ‘How was school today?’ ‘Good, thanks.’ ‘Do you have a lot of homework?’ ‘Not too much.’ ‘It’s cold out, bundle up.’ ‘I’m taking a scarf, don’t worry.’ It was my grandfather who listened to me without judgement when I was suspended for three days for arguing with a priest over my insistence that the communion wafer could be a symbol, but not the body of Christ or anyone else, and that the consecrated wine was made from grapes, not blood. Or when I was reprimanded for calling 911 after three of my classmates fainted during a spiritual retreat where all we were allowed to eat was bread, water and rice, saying that ‘Christ had entered their bodies,’ as the youth leader shouted: ‘Let him in, let Christ in!’ I was just entering my teenage years when my grandfather lent me my first book by Richard Dawkins, The Selfish Gene. ‘Religion is a kind of delirium that affects millions; he said it, not me,’ my grandfather said, tapping his index finger on the author’s name on the cover of the book he’d just given me. From then on, without explicitly voicing any doubts and without openly confronting my parents or the church, my grandfather taught me that it was possible to be free. 

			That was also part of his training. 

			

			That led me to Freud, who posed the idea of religion as collective delirium well before Dawkins. And the book of essays by Fritz Erik Hoevels: Religion, Collective Delirium, followed by works from authors who loved religion and others who hated it. And finally Seminar XI, by Lacan, especially his fifth lesson, ‘Tuché and Automaton’: ‘the true formula of atheism is not God is dead. The true formula of atheism is God is unconscious.’ It was thanks to Lacan that I switched my studies from architecture to psychology. Or at least that’s what I was doing up to the point when I left Argentina and I suppose I’ll pick my studies back up whenever I finally settle somewhere. When I decided that I no longer wanted to be an architect, I debated for a while between philosophy or psychology and I took classes in both. But, in the end, I decided I was more interested in individual mental processes, which seemed less abstract than the idea of the self. I didn’t tell my parents: once they’d gotten over their disappointment at not only not having a priest as a son but now not even an architect, they would’ve done everything in their power to get me to switch to a Catholic university. It might not matter as much for designing a building, but getting inside another person’s head without a ‘Christian perspective’ would’ve been obscene to them. 

			‘Its technique [religion’s] consists in depressing the value of life and distorting the picture of the real world in a delusional manner – which presupposes an intimidation of the intelligence,’ Freud wrote in Conflict and Culture. I wanted to share this reading with my grandfather. He recited the quote from memory, it was difficult to surprise him with a text. Even though he’d been a professor of history, he read widely in the areas of philosophy, psychology, anthropology, biology, theology. My grandfather was interested in everything. My grandmother always complained that, after retiring, he wasted all his time reading and hiding from her behind his books. I would’ve done the same if I were him.

			From him I inherited my voracious appetite for reading.

			‘Try to be happy without lies or delirium,’ my grandfather wrote in the letter addressed to me, the one I was supposed to read alone. The fact that he’d chosen the word ‘try’ seemed key: he didn’t demand that I ‘be happy’, he asked me to try. In that letter he also talked to me about love. And he promised me that, in the letter I was supposed to read with Lía, he would return to the subject. But to talk about himself, not me.

			I left Argentina feeling like there were no ties connecting me to anyone. My family system had failed and, shortly thereafter, stopped functioning. I was a satellite who had lost its orbit.

		

	
		
			

			 

			2

			My grandfather and I mapped our own Camino de Santiago. We agreed that I would begin the journey in Poland and end in Santiago de Compostela. But we didn’t pick that final destination because of the supposed tomb of the supposed saint. Neither was it because Santiago was and is a mecca for Christian pilgrims. I only found out the true reason later, when I learned that I’d have to deliver that letter: Lía lived there. One of the ‘Sardá sisters’, the middle one. My only living aunt. She had moved away from Adrogué before I was born. And she’d never returned. Another consequence of our shared scar.

			My grandfather made me promise that, once he was no longer around, I would travel that route we planned together to see the most beautiful cathedrals in Europe. That path led to where he wanted to go: to be reunited with the daughter he missed most. He missed her even more than Ana, maybe because missing someone who was alive made more sense than missing a dead person. Death demands resignation; absence doesn’t. I never got my grandfather to admit that Lía was his favourite. ‘To a father, all his daughters are the same.’ It wasn’t true, my mother could never even have competed for that spot. Or for his love. My mother was something else.

			The route started in Poland. It was cheating, because Saint Mary’s Basilica, in Kraków, isn’t a cathedral. ‘They lied more than us and did a lot more harm, we can tell a little white lie.’ That’s what my grandfather called the shortcuts he used to make his way in a world we both knew to be hostile. When he spoke of ‘them’, the liars, he was referring to the priests. Although he never stopped calling himself a Catholic, over the years he’d developed a profound dislike for the priesthood and the institution of the church in general. And picking up on that dislike was what allowed me to be honest with him when my initial doubts about my faith cropped up. My parents, of course, responded by trying to banish those doubts, sending me to psychologists – Catholic ones, of course – as if my doubts were obscene or signalled a psychotic break. It was clear to me that they would’ve preferred me to be psychotic over atheist.

			My grandfather said that Saint Mary’s Basilica in Kraków could be considered a cathedral, put his hand on mine, and started drawing it. 

			

			Our tailor-made Camino de Santiago was not a pilgrimage related to the Catholic religion or any other form of mysticism. It was more like a reaffirmation of our sanity in the midst of the widespread collective delirium that surrounded us, especially in our own family. And an understanding that, more than large-scale battles, small acts of resistance could produce happiness. Also, the final, true destination, meeting my aunt, and understanding why my grandfather wanted us to be together. He had something else in store for us, he would reveal a truth that would tear our scar open so that it could finally heal. He must’ve thought it would be too painful for each of us to reopen that wound on our own. And I wonder if he maybe even kept some things to himself. I imagine him debating whether to tell us the full story or not. He must’ve thought that we’d end up finding out one day anyway and he wanted to make sure that we weren’t alone when we received that blow. He was brave. And he wanted to rebuild our family system. If two of its members – Lía and I – could connect, we could override that error message. But in order for that to happen, he had to reveal the full truth, no white lies would suffice.

			‘If Picasso said that the carved wooden altarpiece in Kraków’s Saint Mary’s Basilica was the eighth wonder of the world, I think it deserves to be the first cathedral on our route.’ We drew it, using a photo I printed from the blog of a Polish guide who offered tours in Spanish. When I finally got there, after many hours on a trans-Atlantic flight, I thought it seemed a bit overrated. Saint Mary’s is located on Kraków’s Market Square, considered one of the greatest plazas in the world, according to the guidebooks and tourist blogs, with positive ratings on all the travel sites I visited. I walked from the hotel down a cobbled street and the first building I saw was the Sukiennice, or Cloth Hall, the most striking building in the area. I stopped there and looked around. The square, in late summer, looked peaceful and happy with people sitting in the sunshine talking or drinking. Under the arcade were shops, old buildings, palaces. Beyond that was a small church, St. Adalbert, a medieval construction made of stone. To one side, the Town Hall tower. I had read that there were basements and passageways under the square that connected the buildings and I thought I felt something moving beneath me, like ants crawling up the soles of my feet. Then a trumpet began to play, I looked to where the sound came from and saw the two asymmetrical towers of St. Mary’s. The music led me there. The melody stopped just before I arrived, mid-note. I later learned that the abrupt end to that song was in honour of a trumpet player who was hit in the throat by a Tartar arrow. Death came for him in the taller tower, in the middle of a Polish song called Hejnał Mariacki, which was played when the gates were opened every morning and closed every night, or in the event of an attack from other villages. No one in Kraków was able to confirm for me whether the story was truth or legend, but I thought it was interesting and I held onto it. I wrote several such stories down in my notebook, tales from different places that I picked up along the way. No one could say whether they were true or not but they were transmitted from one person to another like a recipe passed down from generation to generation. Scenes that are part of the shared history and even the identity of a people, but not part of the religion. If religion were accepted as a sum of stories that we transmit to each other over the centuries, maybe I wouldn’t be an atheist. I prefer stories over religion. The fact that my parents had tried to convert me to their religion so vehemently is what ultimately sealed my blasphemous destiny. If they had been of the type of parents who say they’re Catholic but don’t even go to mass, I wouldn’t have had to ask myself so many hard questions. Maybe I’d even still call myself a Catholic, something that would’ve saved me a lot of trouble, no doubt. It’s always easier to blend in. But it was a reaction to their action, and I thank them for it. One of the few things I thank them for. Because, in the face of so much fanaticism, all I could do was resist. I became an outsider, an oddball. From a very young age I felt ‘different’, not only with respect to religious issues. An alien, no matter where we were: the Catholic school my parents sent me to, the club where they forced me to play sports, the youth meetings at the church that they made me go to on Sundays.

			I walked to the Basilica, drawn in by the music, still feeling the ants crawling up my feet. I was a bit disappointed: the first cathedral my grandfather and I had drawn, viewed from the outside, didn’t seem all that exceptional. But as soon as I got close to that wooden altarpiece inside, it all made sense. Its beauty was breath-taking. Two hundred sculptures carved by Veit Stoss between 1477 and 1489. I’d read about him before I left, while my grandfather was still alive, and we talked about him. One of those last afternoons, he told me: ‘All people have some secret that will one day be their opprobrium.’ He liked to use that word: ‘opprobrium’. I didn’t know what it meant, but he explained it to me. And then he added: ‘We have to be prepared for that day, to know what we’ll do with those secrets, our secrets or the secrets of people around us.’ ‘Not you, Abuelo, what could you possibly hide,’ I responded. ‘Me too,’ he replied, ‘and it pains me more than this cancer,’ and he said nothing more. He had closed in on himself, turned introspective, he could no longer even look at me, so I didn’t press him any further. 

			Veit Stoss had his opprobrium. The German sculptor lived for several years with his family in Kraków, where he completed his masterpiece: the Altar of the Dormition of the Mother of God. A truly moving work of art. It’s unimaginable how one hand could carve wood with such precision that the folds of a dress look so realistic. But as for Veit Stoss’s opprobrium, it didn’t happen in Kraków, but after his return to Nuremberg, years later. One day, it was discovered that he had copied the seal and signature of a contractor and committed fraud. He was sentenced to a public beating and forbidden from leaving the city limits without express permission from the authorities. An order he disobeyed, as proven by the pieces he sculpted in other cities, after his punishment. 

			No one standing before that perfect wooden altarpiece would ever say that the person who had carved such a wonder was a fraud who deserved a public beating. The misfortunes a person suffers. Their opprobrium. 

			For different reasons, we left out some of the important cathedrals that could’ve easily been included on our route of the most beautiful churches in Europe. My grandfather said we could skip St. Basil’s Cathedral in Moscow’s Red Square, because, beyond its beauty and unusual colouring, it’s an Orthodox place of worship and not a Catholic one. His argument sounded logical; even if it wasn’t, I was silently grateful: I was scared to go to Moscow and have them find a joint in my pocket and throw me in prison like I’d read online had happened to an Argentine tourist months before. How do you say ‘joint’ in Russian? ‘Personal consumption?’ If anyone could end up in jail over two puffs of marihuana in a country where they spoke an unknown language, it was me.

			My grandfather also forbade me from going to St. Peter’s Basilica, in the Vatican: ‘I don’t want you so close to the Catholic establishment.’ Also, most people don’t know it, but St. Peter’s isn’t a cathedral. And in this case, we didn’t need to make an exception, like we did with Kraków.

			Notre-Dame in Paris was on the list, although by the time I visited, the cathedral had suffered a huge fire. And anyone who belongs to a family system in which a woman was chopped up and burned – or the other way around – doesn’t like to hear about fires. I walked along the Seine but I didn’t go by to see how Notre-Dame looked after the fire. I preferred to remember the image my grandfather and I had drawn, safe from the flames. I replaced Notre-Dame with another cathedral, also Gothic and also French: Amiens. I knew he would’ve approved of my decision. I had to draw it on my own since it wasn’t in our folder. I traced the outline of a cathedral, for the first time, without feeling his hand on mine, without his guidance. And there, sitting on the ground outside that church, on a sunny afternoon, it fully hit me that my grandfather was no longer with me. I took great care with the rosette over the central entrance, spending a lot more time on it than on the rest of the church, obsessing over every curve. As I drew, I cried.

			

			The other stops on my route, before getting to Spain, were St. Stephen’s Cathedral in Vienna, Cologne Cathedral, and, on the Italian circuit, Santa Maria del Fiore in Florence, Our Lady of the Assumption in Siena, and the Duomo in Milan. Some were prettier in person, others weren’t, but all of them had some magic detail to discover: the colourful glazed tiles of St. Stephen’s, the green and white stripes of the marble in Siena, the twelve bells of Cologne Cathedral, the meridian line across the Duomo of Milan with the zodiac signs on either side. Inside all of them, I felt small; it wasn’t a religious sentiment, but an existential one. It’s the feeling that type of architecture seeks to create. And it does. The effect is provoked not only by the height of the ceilings that seem to rise up to the heavens, but also the light that hits in a particular way, all-encompassing, like a stage set designed to make a person feel miniscule, giving them the certainty that there’s something much larger than the human being: something otherworldly and unfathomable, but which exists. Fiction, suggestion, faith, I don’t know the right word. Standing inside some of them, I felt it. Inside the Santa Maria del Fiore, in fact, I fainted. That church has a brutal beauty. I woke up to some tourists standing over me who had diagnosed me with Stendhal syndrome; their English was not native and, thanks to their fearlessly making as many mistakes as I did, I was able to understand them more easily. They told me that the French writer had suffered the same symptoms at the Basilica of Santa Croce, also in Florence: heart palpitations, dizziness, confusion, vertigo. An intolerance to so much overwhelming beauty. A drawing would never make someone feel that way; it could only have the full effect in person.

			

			Something similar happens to me when I talk to a woman, especially if I like her a lot. There have only been a few, so far. It’s hard for me to let my body feel what it wants to feel in their presence. It scares me. At one point I thought I might be gay. I forced myself to consider it. But no, at least up to now, the people I’ve been attracted to have always been women. I’m attracted to them, but terrified by them. I don’t know how to talk to them. It’s a feeling like I’m about to crawl into a tunnel leading to some unknown place, with no return. In general, when I think something like that might happen with a woman, I put up a wall between us. More than a wall, it’s bulletproof glass that the girl can’t see but that protects me. Not from her, but from feeling. The few times I wasn’t able to throw up that wall before my body started pulsating, I felt confused, dizzy, and I wasn’t able to speak to the woman who’d caused the effect. Like when I saw the cathedral in Florence. The very few times I’ve been in bed with a girl, naked, excited, the grand initial erection was followed by an inability to penetrate her, and ensuing awkwardness. The end. And afterwards I was too scared to want to try it again for a long time. Sometimes I fear that, one day, tired of trying and failing, I’ll just stop trying.

			I don’t know how much my parents might have contributed to this difficulty, or how much the religion I abandoned plays a part, or the family scar. Does it matter why we suffer the things we do?

			

			After my grandfather died, on at least three occasions, I noticed that someone had gone through my room. It had to have been my mother. What was she looking for? Weed? Porn? Gay magazines? Alcohol? Terrorist manifestos? Anything was possible in her frenetic world. I had no idea what fantasy could’ve driven her to such a useless search. There was some weed, but hidden well enough that my mother would never find it. Nothing else. It made me mad that she had searched my room, but at the same time I enjoyed knowing that she was wasting her time. Until one day I finally figured out what she was looking for: during dinner, they asked me about the letters. About why there was more than one. Who they were addressed to. What they said. Whether Abuelo had mentioned them. Whether he’d mentioned Lía. That they considered it selfish and irresponsible that I refused to show them. And was I aware that Abuelo, in his final days, had been delirious. I didn’t respond to any of their questions, or give into any of their demands. But I was grateful they’d made them, because it helped me understand what my mother had been looking for in my room. She’d never find the letters, they were always with me, in my backpack, I never let them out of my sight from the moment Susana gave them to me. That night at dinner, I knew for sure that I didn’t want to spend another day in that house we lived in together. And I began to prepare my trip.

			Before I left, Marcela, a childhood friend of my aunt Ana, came to see me. Well, she didn’t come to see me at my parent’s house, but I ran into her on the street, riding her bike, one afternoon when I’d gone to my grandfather’s to get some things of his that I wanted to keep. My mother, one week after the funeral, was already threatening to pack up the house and sell it as soon as possible, so I went over to salvage a few items. I’d seen Marcela two or three times at my grandfather’s house, he’d introduced us, and, every time, she acted like she’d never met me before. Since no one ever explained why she didn’t remember me, I assumed that she was just very distracted. But that afternoon, when Marcela and I crossed paths and I was able to exchange a few more words with her, I realized that she had memory issues. The woman repeated the same thing she’d just said a second before and she didn’t seem to retain the things I said. She had a notebook in the basket of her bicycle, where she jotted things down as we spoke. It looked like shorthand writing. She read one of her notes aloud: ‘Give ring to Alfredo’s grandson so he can give it to Lía.’ I peeked at the list and it seemed to say: milk, blazer, dry cleaners. To my surprise, she had a photo of me in the notebook, a copy of the picture in a frame above the fireplace at my grandfather’s house. She didn’t like that I was trying to peek at her notebook and she closed it. Immediately, she handed me a ring with a turquoise stone and said again: ‘This is for Lía.’ Then she left. She didn’t give me the chance to ask how she knew I was going to see my aunt. I went into my grandfather’s house, confused. Susana was still there since my mother had hired her to clean it out before they sold it. I told her about my encounter with Marcela. She knew more about the woman than I did.

			She told me that my grandfather had a soft spot for Marcela, and he had been very patient with her. ‘Despite how hard it is to communicate with someone like that, they enjoyed each other’s company.’ That’s all she said, that they enjoyed each other’s company, and that if Marcela knew I was going to see Lía, it was because my grandfather had not only told her, but made her write it down. ‘Trust in don Alfredo’s judgement,’ she advised me. And I trusted him, unquestioningly. She told me that Marcela and Ana had been best friends when they were little girls. And that Marcela, after Ana’s death, had a psychotic episode. Or neurological, Susana couldn’t remember; but something that had affected the workings of her short-term memory. ‘Anterograde amnesia,’ I said, and Susana just stared at me, unable to confirm what she didn’t know. I wasn’t trying to be pedantic, but I had studied the disorder in one of my psychology courses. The teacher had made us watch the movie Memento so that we could understand the condition, but I’d never met anyone who’d actually had it happen to them. Until that day. Susana didn’t know the name of the syndrome, but she knew that Marcela could remember things from the past, prior to Ana’s death, but that she had been unable to create new memories since. ‘They say it was because she got hit over the head, but I think it’s because of what happened to Ana.’ Susana also told me that, over the years, with lots of therapy and medication, Marcela had improved significantly. Part of that training must’ve been the notebook she kept in her bicycle basket. Writing things down allowed her to keep a register, a written memory to replace the blank one in her head.

			I didn’t ask any more questions. I could take the ring to Lía, it wasn’t rocket science. I filled a bag with some of my grandfather’s books, his watch, a photo of him holding me as a baby, the pencil we used to draw cathedrals. And I added the ring with the turquoise stone that Marcela had given me. 

			I left my grandfather’s house ready for our Camino de Santiago.
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			I turned twenty-three in Barcelona, the last stop on my tour before Santiago de Compostela. My grandfather said that although it wasn’t technically a cathedral, we could make an exception for the Sagrada Familia, the church that Gaudí famously left unfinished. But he also said that, despite the massive fame of the most visited monument in Barcelona, he preferred the Catedral del Mar, a church from the fourteenth century. ‘It wasn’t built by the nobility, or the monarchy, or the high clergy, but the population of the area, especially the stevedores who worked on the docks, the bastaixos. They brought the huge stones down from Montjuic or from the port, carrying them on their backs. That’s a church worth visiting.’ I had another reason for wanting to go there: a church that isn’t named after a virgin or saint, but the sea, was much more interesting to me. But I later learned that ‘the sea’ was just an abbreviation for ‘Our Lady of the Sea.’ So the virgin is there. I would’ve liked to be able to tell my grandfather how the main entrance pays homage to those bastaixos who helped build it. It’s the most austere church we drew; the closest to the Christ they taught me about in school, the one I’d pictured in my head back when I still considered myself a Catholic.

			I spent the day walking around El Born neighbourhood, surrounded by people who had no idea it was my birthday. The La Mercè celebrations had just started so the streets were crowded and there were concerts in every square. Barcelona was bursting at the seams. And in a city like that it was easy to go unnoticed, like I wanted to. It seemed like it was going to be a good day. When I’d left the hostel, the man at reception greeted me: ‘Moltes felicitats!’ I supposed it was the hostel’s custom to make a note of the guests’ birthdays. I must’ve given him a strange look because he repeated himself in English: ‘Happy birthday!’ The fact that he spoke to me in English was confusing. Not the fact that he knew the language but because he supposed I spoke English over Spanish. I handed him my key without responding and he added, also in English, that he would post my birthday on the message board, on the news of the day. I asked him not to, without offering any explanation, just: ‘Please don’t,’ in English, the language he had assigned to me. I said it as firmly as possible, to leave no room for doubt. But when I left, I decided I wouldn’t return until late since there was no guarantee that, even if the man understood my request, he would listen to it. I’d paid extra to have my own room at the hostel and I passed through the lobby without looking around or talking to anyone. Barcelona was celebrating La Mercè and all I wanted to do was walk around on my own, making my way through the thousands of people who were total strangers to me.

			After lots of live music and fireworks, I returned to the hostel late, past midnight, already the next day, so that no one, alerted by the possible message on the board, would be able to wish me a happy birthday. I passed unnoticed through the lobby. But a little while after I’d got into bed and turned off the light, a man entered my room. He was much older than me and I’d seen him a couple of times in the shared bathroom. I didn’t know if he’d come into my room by mistake or on purpose. And I didn’t understand how he’d been able to open the door. Confused, I thought he was trying to wish me a happy birthday in some unknown language. He spoke in guttural tones, with clipped syllables, a language I had never heard before in my life. He had a bottle of beer in his hand, open, dripping foam. He was in his underwear and his penis was hard. He took a few steps toward me, I stood up from the bed and said: ‘Stop, what are you doing?’ He didn’t stop. I repeated myself a bit more vehemently: ‘Stop, dude!’ Adding that word, ‘dude’, seemed to reaffirm what I was saying, even if he didn’t understand me. Finally, I shouted: ‘No!’ which I supposed to be a universal term. ‘No!’ That didn’t work either: the intruder was undaunted and he simply started to laugh. Before he reached my bed, in an automatic reaction, I threw the book I’d been reading at him. It was a hardcover. It hit him in the forehead. I think the man cursed in his language. He picked up my book, threw it against the wall, and left, slamming the door behind him. 

			I was born on the twenty-first of September. A bad day to be born. In Argentina, the twenty-first of September is the first day of spring and it’s also Students’ Day. A day of multiple celebrations that left no room for mine. I always felt like no one cared that it was my birthday. And it irritated my mother even more. If I decided I wanted a party, she had no choice but to have it the day before or the day after, to make sure my classmates would come. Because on the twenty-first, everyone would spend the day in the park having a picnic, or, when we got older, sitting in the sun, playing the guitar, and drinking. Sometimes, in the middle of the Students’ Day celebrations, someone would remember that it was my birthday. Then, unfortunately, I became the centre of attention for a while and the boys would make dumb jokes at my expense or gather around to hit me. I hated that birthday ritual, which was a kind of ‘bro code’. No one brought presents to a picnic in the park, or a birthday cake, or candles. On the scale of worst days to have a birthday in Argentina, the twenty-first of September competes only with Christmas Eve and Christmas Day, or New Year’s Eve and New Year’s Day. Being alone in Barcelona, even in the middle of all the chaos of the La Mercè celebrations, was much better. 

			Because I was born on the twenty-first of September, I was named Mateo. My mother had a little card that showed the entire saints’ calendar for September and she carried it around in her wallet, next to her health insurance card, in case she went into labour by surprise on the street. They never picked out names for me during the pregnancy because they wouldn’t be able to determine my name until the day I was born. If I’d been born one day earlier, I would’ve been called Andrés, one day later, Mauricio. My name doesn’t reflect a personal preference, but an imposition. And chance. They probably think it was ‘God’s plan’.

			My parents attributed everything to God’s plan. Not a day went by without them bringing it into the conversation. If something good happened, it was God’s plan; if something bad happened, also. How does it make sense that a baby’s name shouldn’t be decided until the day they’re born and the saints’ calendar can be consulted? My mother didn’t care that San Mateo was the patron saint of bankers, that his followers pray to him for prosperity in their business dealings and that he’s sometimes depicted with a bag of money in his hand. I was born on the twenty-first of September so my name had to be Mateo and I would be forever protected by that saint. ‘He was an apostle and a prophet, one of the four Gospels is dedicated to him, he’s depicted with wings, show some respect,’ my mother would respond whenever I complained. Her strict adherence to the Catholic religion and her knowledge of theology gave her all kinds of arbitrary arguments, going above and beyond my grandmother to become the most conservative and fanatical member of the family.

			How could I not reject that delirium, how could I not flee in fear of that religion, of any religion, as soon as possible?

			My grandmother had also wanted to name her daughters after saints, although she didn’t adhere to the calendar, like my mother did. She wanted to, but she couldn’t, because my grandfather managed to twist her arm with the name Lía through a kind of trick. Another of his white lies. My mother, the oldest, is named Carmen after the Virgin of Carmen, or Saint Mary of Mount Carmel, patron of all the Carmelites, barefoot or not. Ana was named after Santa Ana, the mother of the Virgin Mary, patron saint of pregnant women. In the case of Lía, my grandmother, who was convinced that she was pregnant with a son who she was going to name Jesús, no less, had given her husband the right to choose the name if, despite her maternal intuition, the baby turned out to be a girl. Her only condition was that it be the name of some saint. The baby turned out to be a girl, and my grandfather chose Lía without consulting the Bible, just because he liked the name. He had a co-worker with a younger sister by that name and, as soon as he heard it, he’d wanted one of his daughters to have that name. ‘Lía’ didn’t pass my grandmother’s test: ‘If there’s not a saint to protect her, then no.’ So my grandfather did some research. He would take advantage of the fine print. Lía was Jacob’s wife, she was in the Bible, but she wasn’t a saint. My grandmother remained firm: ‘No saint, no name.’ Finally, she conceded to naming her Lea, after finding a Roman saint by that name. 

			

			My grandfather seemed to accept this and he went to the civil registry to file the paperwork. Yet his second daughter’s identity card was delivered with the name Lía Sardá. He always maintained that it was a mistake made by the government employee who filled out the forms; I think he lied. My grandfather lied.

			Even though my grandfather would agree with certain people, my grandmother for example, that there was no need to go on asking what had happened to Ana, my grandfather Alfredo did go on asking. For as long as his health permitted. I know this because one afternoon on my way to his house, my bike got a flat tyre. My grandfather told me to go to the shed; he had a pump there. But I had trouble finding it. I rummaged around in different possible places. There were pieces of discarded furniture, a kiln and other equipment from what had been my mother’s sculpture workshop, old paint cans, a box of Automotive Club magazines, the lawnmower, a shovel, and other gardening tools. Against one wall in the back were three briefcases. I moved them aside, looking to see if the pump had maybe fallen behind them. One of them was heavy. The other two were empty. I was curious to know what my grandfather kept in the one that was heavy. I opened it and saw it was full of newspaper clippings related to Ana’s murder and photocopies of the police report. Many of the pages had markings and annotations in the margins. I spread the papers out on the floor, scanning them, without fully understanding. I felt like I was doing something wrong, sticking my nose in where it didn’t belong. But the family scar made me, also, a part of the tragedy being reported there. I hesitated, unsure whether I had the right to sift through those newspaper clippings. I looked at it a bit more, and then, after a minute, I tried to put everything back the way I’d found it. I closed the briefcase. Every once in a while, I would go back to the shed to see if it was still there and if it was still heavy. There it was, always. I opened it a few more times, but I almost never read anything. I just wanted to know whether my grandfather still kept that archive, whether he added new material, or if it had just been part of his desperate search for justice right after Ana’s death. Every time I opened that briefcase, there was some new piece of paper on the top of the pile, or the order of the material had changed. The fact that my grandfather kept adding to that archive until shortly before his death meant that he never stopped wondering who killed his daughter and why. And if those weren’t the exact questions, they were similar; the more a person knows, the better the questions they can ask.

			After reading my grandfather’s letter to me, the one I was allowed to read without Lía, I changed the SIM card on my phone and closed my Instagram and Facebook accounts. I read it on the first layover, in Madrid, on my way to Kraków, sitting on the floor of Barajas airport, hugging my backpack to my chest. I hadn’t dared to read it before, making up different excuses; maybe I was afraid that reading it would’ve made me want to cancel the trip. So I decided that, if my grandfather’s letter said something so shocking that the trip no longer made sense, it would be better to read it after I was already on my way. And I would have to go on no matter what. Far from halting the trip, the letter was a call to adventure and a better life. I cried. I wished that he could be there with me. I felt utterly alone. There in that airport, I realized for the first time that I had been born to a mother and a father who were strangers to me. I didn’t want to cancel the trip, as I had feared, but just the opposite: I needed to disappear, to become impossible to find except by the people I wanted to find me – even though, for the time being, I had no idea who that might be. I wasn’t conflicted over closing my social media accounts, since I practically never used them; I posted every once in a while, but that was it. But I did use those platforms to send messages. And on that trip, before I’d even reached my first destination, I didn’t want to receive any messages of any kind. Much less from my parents who, if I didn’t respond to their text messages, would begin bombarding me online using any alternative means. If they’d had a messenger pigeon or drone, they would’ve sent them too. I vowed, curled up on the airport floor, that I would never go back. It wasn’t just that I had no desire to return to my starting point after the trip was complete, it was a feeling that I would never go back to being the person I’d been before. I cried, and, in those tears dedicated to my grandfather, there was a kind of goodbye: a vague awareness, barely perceptible, that there was no turning back. Up to that moment, my doubts about returning to Argentina one day were intuitive. I already felt a desire to break with my previous life, even without having read the letter that my grandfather had written to Lía and I, the one we would read together. That last letter would finally explain who I was and who we were as a family, exposing the true nature of our scar. 

			There in the airport, I was still in the initial phase of the rejection of what we had been. Still, if I could’ve changed my name, I would’ve picked a different one. And I would’ve made sure that the one I chose was no saint. If I’d changed my name, I would’ve left nothing behind. Or very little. I’d had friends in high school, but I hadn’t made enough of a lasting connection with any of them for that friendship to persist once we no longer saw each other on a daily basis. When I started at the College of Architecture, I spoke to almost no one, preferring the feeling of that bulletproof glass between myself and others. I would make sure I was the last to enter the classroom, hoping that, after all my classmates had gone in, there would be no desks left and I’d have an excuse to sit alone on the floor. And I was the first to leave, five minutes before the class even ended, to the disapproving gaze of the professor of the hour. I cursed whenever a group project was announced; I wasn’t willing to meet with anyone outside of class. I hated spending hours locked up with strangers, drinking mate, smoking weed, staying up all night as we made models that, unavoidably, the professor would disapprove of and order us to do over in an attempt to temper our spirits. The university powers that be seemed to believe that a limitless tolerance for frustration was necessary for being a good architect. I lied and said that I had a full-time job, that I worked even on the weekends, and I asked my groupmates to assign me some task that I could complete individually to be later added to the collective effort. When I switched to psychology, my isolation only got worse. There were no longer as many group projects. And, also, in those classes, being a bit eccentric was common, in keeping with the image of the great Master of Psychology. I had no romantic relationships or attachments of any kind in Argentina. In fact, I was embarrassed just thinking about running into any of the girls who knew about my emotional or sexual opprobrium. In that aspect – the sexual – I was also looking forward to starting over.

			It was during that trip, after my grandfather’s death, that, little by little, I began to erase my old existence in order to draw myself anew. In each stop along our Camino de Santiago, I took a new step towards the moment in which my previous life would be gone completely, as if washed away by a tsunami. Or destroyed by fire, in keeping with family tradition. By whichever means, I would be another person in the end.

			I went back to the bookshop three weeks after spotting my parents there. Before I went in, I scoped out the area to make sure they were nowhere around, on the streets or sitting in some café or restaurant. There was still some risk, but it was a risk I had to take and finally I mustered the courage, I couldn’t keep hiding. But I tried to dress very differently to how I’d dressed back home: I put on some khaki shorts that went down to the middle of my shins, fisherman’s sandals, and a black sleeveless shirt, leaving my shoulders and arms uncovered. I also put on a red baseball cap that said ‘Santiago Sporting’ on it. If my parents had seen me, my mother would’ve definitely disapproved of my outfit. I bought the cap on the way to the bookshop, but the other articles of clothing were things I’d bought in Barcelona, at a shop in El Born, near the Catedral del Mar, which I kept returning to because it had become my favourite church, and I was too hot one day in the clothes I’d brought with me from Argentina.

			I entered The Buenos Aires Affair and started looking at the books on the new release table. 

			Ángela, the bookseller, came over immediately. ‘There you are, finally! We missed you.’

			‘I left town for a few days,’ I lied.

			I noticed that the woman was looking at my shoulders. My first thought was that, like my mother, she disapproved of my outfit. But then I noticed that look in her eyes that puts me on red alert. She was about ten years older than me; but I could tell that our bodies would be able to understand each other. Maybe she could read these thoughts on my face, because she took a few steps closer, too close. I stepped away and turned my back to her, pretending to be interested in another book. 

			Ángela, not taking the hint, continued to follow me. ‘Listen, my boss, Lía, asked me to let her know the next time you showed up. She wants to see you.’

			‘And I want to see her.’

			‘Oh, what a happy coincidence! But bad timing; she was here all afternoon and she just left a few minutes ago. Can you come back tomorrow? She’ll never forgive me if you don’t.’

			‘Did she go home?’

			‘She just left.’

			‘I know the way. I can try to catch up with her.’

			‘That would be great! Good luck. And don’t be a stranger. We’ve missed you around here, like I said.’

			I couldn’t return Ángela’s flirtatious smile; I lowered my bell jar. I liked her and that was clear, even if I tried to play dumb. But I couldn’t test myself because I had more pressing matters to attend to. I left the bookstore and crossed the avenue without waiting for the light to change, dodging cars. I went into Parque de la Alameda and followed the path I’d seen Lía take many times. I knew it by memory, she took the same route every day, sometimes branching off, but always returning to the main path. Except when she went to visit the santarritas. Since I didn’t see her, I turned off towards that sector of the park. There she was, sitting on a bench in front of them. I observed her in her moment of calm, perfectly still except for the rhythm of her breath. She was holding something in her hands; I couldn’t see what it was. I took a few steps closer until I was right behind her. I placed my hand on her shoulder. Lía turned around. She was surprised: I wasn’t the person she’d been expecting. Still, I had the feeling that she was happy to see me. I didn’t need to introduce myself, she knew who I was. 

			I was about to mention the letters and the ring, but Lía went directly to the matter that connected us. She showed me the metal box she held in her hands.

			‘Your mother brought this to me. It’s part of your grandfather’s ashes. My father. I was thinking of spreading them here, this was our spot, even though he’s never been here.’

			Lía stared down at the tin, and I stared at her hands. I wondered which finger she would’ve worn the turquoise ring on thirty years ago.

			

			After a moment she said: ‘I couldn’t decide whether to spread them on my own. Do you want to do it together?’

			‘Of course,’ I answered. 

			There would be time later for the letters, the ring, and the thousands of questions we wanted to ask each other, for tears and embraces. For shock and horror. Now it was time for the ashes. Lía opened the box and then took my hand in hers, like my grandfather did when we drew cathedrals. Together, we shook the tin. The ashes flew through the humid afternoon air and, little by little, they settled onto the santarritas of Parque de la Alameda in Santiago.

		

	
		
			

			 

			Marcela

			You have to begin to lose your memory, if only 

			in bits and pieces, to realize that memory is 

			what makes our lives. (…) Our memory is 

			our coherence, our reason, our feeling, even our 

			action. Without it, we are nothing.

			Luis Buñuel, My Last Sigh

			(trans. Abigail Israel)
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			Ana died in my arms. 

			You can’t kill someone who is already dead. 

			No one dies twice.

			My jacket sleeve got caught on a corner of a bronze bracket that held up the image of the Archangel Gabriel. A marble statue, white, polished, heavy, the saint taking one step forward, wings folded on his back, a piece they only displayed in the church on special occasions. I looked behind me, trying to see what was holding me back; I pulled on my jacket to get free, the statue wobbled and fell.

			Black, darkness. And then a blank screen.

			That’s where the memory stops. Before that, everything, after that, nothing. Or very little. And only sometimes, for a little while; then, oblivion. Then.

			(                        )

			

			The blow to the head broke blood vessels, killed brain cells, I was diagnosed with anterograde amnesia. The weight of the archangel, which fell on my head, damaged some part of my brain. And from then on, I have been unable to make new memories. None. Not even momentous events, such as who I fell in love with a few hours ago; not even details of everyday life, like what I ordered in a restaurant by the time the waiter finally brings out the plate of food, or what jacket I was wearing when it’s time to ask for it at the cloakroom. My memories prior to that moment remain intact; but, ever since that blow to the head, my short-term memory has been faulty. I only remember very few events from after the brain injury, through processes that I learned in a mechanical way, sensory perceptions, image associations, a scent, and not much else. For example, after the accident, and at a late age, I learned to ride a bicycle. If I’m told what nationality someone is, I’ll forget it; but if I’m shown a face next to the flag of the country they were born in, I can associate the two things and later answer the question correctly. I’ve been told that I can’t ‘remember’, but I can make ‘sensorial associations’. And I understand that and I accept it, even though I later forget it. But, despite my inability to store new memories, I am able to sustain a conversation because I just use my imagination to fill in the blank spaces. What I don’t know, I make up, like everyone does, whether they have memory problems or not. My blank spaces are lapses, a white screen, an empty parenthesis, void of all content. I look through my notes and I fill those empty spaces with whatever I find. I quickly imagine what might’ve happened and I strip the action of its potential nature: it’s not that it could’ve happened, it did happen.

			Everything before the blow I remember in detail; I never needed to fill in that part of my life, it is etched on my mind as if it had been branded there, and, over time, became more fixed. Suddenly, details I thought I’d lost even reappear. Before the blow, I had a life that I remember; after the blow, I don’t. 

			Ana died in my arms.

			(                        )

			I read my notebooks and I fill in the blanks. When I regained consciousness, that evening after the blow to the head, they had moved me to the sacristy, and I was lying on a couch. I don’t know how much time I was out until I opened my eyes, but it was long enough for someone to have alerted my parents, and they’d rushed over. Over an hour, by my calculations. My clothes were wet, I’d entered the church shortly before dark, when it began to rain. My mother was holding my hand, my father was covering his face, concerned, a paramedic was taking my pulse and Father Manuel, the priest in charge of that church, was praying.

			(                        )

			No one mentioned Ana? No one asked me what had happened? I check back in my notes: no, no one. I pieced together the things I don’t remember from that day by questioning my parents. Afterwards, I wrote everything they said down in my notebooks, and now the story belongs to me, because I can read it as many times as I need to. What I don’t find, I fill in. It’s not that hard to do, it’s just a matter of setting your imagination free. The moments that followed the blow to the head must’ve been marked by confusion; in the sacristy, my short-term memory had already stopped working but I didn’t know it. I remembered what had happened before the accident perfectly; the images from Ana’s final moments were projected on my mind like a movie that, every time it ended, would begin again. But no one asked. If they would’ve asked me, I would’ve said: ‘Ana died in my arms, we were sitting in the church, in the last pew, wet. I laid her down and ran to get help, trying to reach the sacristy. When I rushed past the altar my jacket got hooked on the bracket that held up the archangel; the statue wobbled and fell on my head.’

			Then, darkness. A little while later, a blank screen. 

			No one asked.

			(                        )

			My parents, seeing that I was regaining consciousness, that I knew who I was, that I recognized them, supposed that everything must be more or less fine and that it would be best to take me home to rest. I shook my head and refused to go without Ana, even if she was dead. I couldn’t stand to see them so concerned over me, ignoring my friend’s dead body just a few steps outside the sacristy. Of course I was upset. ‘Who’s seeing to Ana? Did they tell her parents?’ I must’ve asked, desperately. Shouting, maybe. Or maybe not, it’s likely that I didn’t shout. I’m not that brave; I never have been. But I must’ve insisted, even if I didn’t shout.

			(                        )

			‘Don’t let her fall asleep,’ the paramedic who attended me probably said, without so much as blinking at my questions about my friend, ignoring them. According to the medical report, the paramedic ordered some tests, but, ‘no rush’, my mother says he specified, ‘just to put our minds at ease’, which proves they had no inkling of the fact that my condition was so serious. I was lost, but, since I was right there in front of them, awake, conscious, they couldn’t tell. My parents focused on the instructions that the paramedic gave them and asked for more information about the tests he’d mentioned. Father Manuel excused himself and left for a few minutes to see to things in the church; when he returned, he said that, if I was feeling better, it would be best for us to go home so that he could lock up, it was already very late for the church to remain open. That’s what he said, or that’s what my parents said the priest said, and that’s why we left. That, at his orders, they forced me to stand, which was a struggle, I was dizzy. One of them held me firmly by the arm, the other took my hand, I don’t know who did what, and they wouldn’t let me sit back down.

			

			(                        )

			Before going home, I asked to go through the church. I have no doubt that I did. We went, all of us, even the paramedic. The priest led the way, clearly irritated. ‘I’d never seen him in such a foul mood,’ my mother told me, and I wrote it down in the notebook which I now go back and read. I went to the last pew. I was looking for Ana but she wasn’t there, I was looking for her dead body. Did I look for her? I was looking for stains, sweat, raindrops: the spot was immaculate. I read this. Could I have dreamed it? I cried for Ana. My mother put her arms around me. ‘Poor thing, everything you’ve been through,’ she must’ve said without having any idea why I was truly crying. The trauma that she imagined and the real one were two very different things. The marble statue must’ve still been lying on the floor, with a broken wing. They said that the priest went over to inspect the pieces and he was angry that such an important piece had been damaged. ‘Where is Ana?’ I had to have asked for the umpteenth time, furious, standing beside the pew where she died. They must’ve been shocked at how angry I was. They gave vague answers; my parents, the paramedic, and even the priest trying to calm me down because everyone wanted to get out of there. They explained away my ravings, blaming the Archangel Gabriel.

			(                        )

			I search through the pages of my notebook. 

			My mother said that she leaned over and whispered in my ear: ‘Did Ana push you?’ ‘Ana’s dead,’ I replied, and I pointed to the pew. Her eyes filled with tears, she must’ve thought that the blow to the head had affected my intellectual capacity. It had, in fact; but that didn’t mean I wasn’t telling the truth. ‘You’ll be able to think more clearly tomorrow,’ my father said, trying to calm me. It wasn’t true, I would never be able to think clearly ever again. Thinking clearly requires being able to remember new things, and I can’t do that anymore. In my bewildered state, I wasn’t able to convincingly explain what had happened to Ana. Finally, I must’ve gone silent. And I let them lead me out of there.

			(                        )

			Back at my house, I must’ve waited in vain for the pieces of that puzzle to fall into place. I must’ve waited, also, for someone to come and ask me about my friend: her parents, mine, the police. I don’t know if I slept that night. But I know that the next day started very early: in the morning, before anyone in my family had come down for breakfast, the telephone rang, it was the mother of a classmate, informing us that Ana had been murdered.

			(                        )

			I read. 

			‘Ana Sardá was found dismembered and burned.’ That’s what the woman said. That’s what my mother must’ve repeated, shouting, in the hallway that led to the bedrooms. That’s what must’ve been repeated throughout the entire neighbourhood. I search; I fill in the blanks. 

			The rumour spread by word of mouth at an unprecedented speed. These kinds of things didn’t happen in Adrogué. My mother must’ve continued repeating it over and over, all morning. And she must’ve asked me: ‘Did you see who killed her?’ ‘Is that who hit you with the angel?’ If she did, I would’ve insisted that no, no one had killed her, that Ana was already dead. I would’ve said it first to her, that morning, and later to anyone else who would listen. I even, I read, asked to make a statement a few weeks later at the police station. There’s a photocopy of my statement.

			(                        )

			Until, little by little, tired of no one paying attention to me, I decided to just keep the truth to myself. Over time, everything I knew became buried in silence. The past, silence; the present, oblivion; the future, emptiness. 

			(                        )

			Living in a world where it’s impossible to understand what people are saying, what they’re talking about and, at the same time, forgetting everything immediately, is terrifying. Someone had killed Ana, who had already died in my arms. It wasn’t possible. No one can die twice. I must’ve felt like I was going crazy. 

			A lot of people, even if they don’t say it, must think that I am.

			(                        )

			I must’ve felt dizzy that night in the sacristy. Because, from then on, dizziness is my chronic state, like a person who’s had one too many drinks. I’ve gotten used to it, and it no longer bothers me. If it were just that, I would still be able to think clearly. The amnesia, on the other hand, limits my ability to reason. I never realized that memory was required for reasoning, until I lost mine.

			(                        )

			I read. 

			‘The area most affected is the verbal and semantic memory, because the blow landed on the left side of the head,’ as the specialist we saw a few weeks after the accident said. He was a ‘preeminent neurologist’ who had been recommended to my parents, and he was finally able to give them a definitive diagnosis after running several tests. I would’ve forgotten the neurologist’s conclusions about my case if it weren’t for the fact that in that exact moment, he took out a maroon notebook and handed it to me. On the cover was a black butterfly painted in India ink. I still have it. When I bring to mind those notebooks, the butterfly appears first; then, the colour of the cover; much later, the pages. That’s when I started the system of registering everything. That was the first record of an event that was about to be forgotten. Before using those notebooks as if they were my memory, I had just made random notes on different slips of paper, not in any real attempt to remember what I’d soon forget, but simply out of anger over not understanding and feeling the need to jot down some sentence I wanted to be able to repeat over and over like a mantra. But I wasn’t in any way trying out a system that would help me to remember. Now I do have a system. And I write in my ‘notebook’ on the computer, a method my father helped me set up that allows me to search by keyword, date, or name.

			(                        )

			That day, in that doctor’s office, I received what would be my first notebook without knowing why or what for. The neurologist looked at me gravely and said: ‘I’m not going to lie to you. From now on, whatever you don’t want to forget you’re going to have to write down, do you understand? Write down what I’m about to say to you,’ he instructed, and then dictated: ‘In order to remember something, you’re going to have to write it down.’ And I wrote it down. ‘You may manage to recover some memories; information travels many pathways, there are some shortcuts. But the main route is broken.’ I nodded as if I understood what he was telling me. And I wrote it down, confused, dizzy, and angry. ‘In order to remember something, you have to write it down.’ ‘There are shortcuts.’ ‘I’m not going to lie to you.’ ‘Main route broken.’ The doctor, the notebook, the diagnosis, his advice. I can repeat what he said because it’s written down and I can read it, on the first page of that maroon notebook with the black butterfly, the first of so many, of different sizes and cover designs, that would follow. There are some words and phrases that, also, I took the time to highlight in fluorescent colours – pink, green, or yellow – important things that I might want to refer back to in the near future. The highlighted phrases moved, over time, to a favourites folder on my computer. Some things I’ve highlighted are ‘anterograde amnesia’, ‘semantic memory’, ‘hippocampus’, ‘left side’. Also ‘Ana’, ‘murdered?’, ‘Lía/ring’, ‘Mateo’ (along with a photo, to sensorially associate the name and face), ‘Alfredo’. The highlighted words I copy from notebook to notebook, when one gets filled up and I begin the next, so I don’t have to go back so far to find it. I still use the notebook system, but I later copy the notes to the computer. Did I already say that? My father designed a system that allows me to search more quickly and efficiently. A written memory and a process learned mechanically by force of repetition: open the notebook every morning, flip through it quickly and randomly, stopping on the highlighted words, associate, pretend that I’m thinking. Or putting a word into the search bar and waiting for it to tell me which notebook it’s in. Doing whatever possible to keep forgetfulness from overriding the desire for the memory to endure. To evoke a memory, or pretend to, even as an amnesiac.

			

			(                        )

			The day after the accident that robbed me of my memory was Ana’s funeral. Or was it two days after? I imagine the police would’ve taken a while to release the body. My parents asked me if I wanted to go to the funeral or if I preferred to stay home and rest. Was it raining? It was raining when Ana died, maybe that’s why I imagine that the weather was bad on the day of her funeral. They didn’t pressure me to go, they just mentioned it in passing; I had the feeling that they would’ve preferred me to stay home. ‘They didn’t want me to go.’ My mother says that I responded: ‘I watched her die, she died in my arms, so I’m going to her funeral.’ I fill in the blanks: again, they let my comments about Ana’s prior death go by without a word, no one questioned me to find out why I was saying what I was saying. Everyone discredited any information I offered about my friend, blaming it on the head trauma. They came to the conclusion that, even if I had been present when Ana was killed, I wasn’t a reliable witness due to my ‘condition’.

			(                        )

			‘No, we didn’t ask you, you were in shock, you weren’t making any sense, you seemed delirious, spouting nonsense,’ my mother said every time I asked her for an explanation. That’s what I wrote down. My father gave me the same response, he must’ve used a different tone, fewer words, in his way. I read, I fill in the blanks and I write a new version. I write it down again because I want to emphasize it. I highlight it in yellow. And I add it to my favourites folder. The circumstances surrounding Ana’s death are not something I need to write down because I remember them, that was before the blow to the head, when I was still able to accumulate facts and turn them into memories. I was with her when she stopped shaking, stopped crying, stopped breathing. I was with her for the things leading up to that moment. That’s why I know not only when she died, but also how and why. Ana died in my arms. No one else but me, out of everyone standing around her casket, knew what had killed her. And I had vowed I would never tell.

			(                        )

			Or maybe yes, maybe he was there beside her casket, I can’t know. I didn’t know his name and I hadn’t seen his face. I must’ve looked around trying to decode some expression that would expose the man Ana had been waiting for that afternoon, the man who never came. It’s likely that he was there. We were best friends – inseparable, practically sisters; I would’ve given anything to help her, to save her, to save her that physical pain and that heartache, to save her from everything she went through that led her to that wooden coffin that was an unworthy home, from then on and forever more. If I could’ve turned back time, I would’ve tried to convince Ana that she was mistaken, that love was something else entirely, something I’d never known, but that I was sure must be something different. Even if she insisted, even if Ana thought that suffering was what love was. I can’t turn back time, and I couldn’t then. We were seventeen years old; we knew too little about life and love. Even less about death.

			(                        )

			From that day, I began to see everyone around me as strange, absurd, selfish. They tell me that I was always angry. I even thought that my parents, my friends, my classmates, had been replaced by extra-terrestrials, alien beings that had come to take over the world, identical to the persons I knew, who had been abducted by these inhabitants of other planets wearing perfect masks they would one day remove, exposing their green faces with a single eye in the middle of the forehead. That’s how I filled the voids in my memory before understanding what was happening to me, making up stories about aliens, crammed with images and words. I’d seen it in a movie I watched when I was little, and I could still remember it perfectly, scene by scene: some green men want to take over the planet, the world will be theirs. I remembered that movie and all the movies I’d seen before the head trauma. After that I didn’t go to the movies anymore; there was no way I could possibly follow a story that lasted two hours. I could look at the images on the screen, admire the visuals, enjoy a few scenes, but I wouldn’t be able to fully understand it. I played along with these new extra-terrestrials, I said what they wanted me to say, I stopped saying the things that made them uncomfortable. I was afraid, I wasn’t going to go against them.

			I went to Ana’s funeral and curled up on the floor beside the casket. Or so my parents told me, many times, it apparently upset them to see me that way. Did I already say that? ‘You were very upset, you were sitting on the floor crying, clutching the turquoise ring that Ana had given you.’ The good luck ring that belonged to her sister Lía and that had done nothing to save her, I remember. The afternoon of her funeral, I didn’t say that Ana had died in my arms. Or that it was impossible to kill someone who was already dead; much less that Ana, sitting in the last pew, had been waiting for a man who never showed up. They say I didn’t even open my mouth. How could I say anything, the aliens would come for me; all I could do was be careful and try to resist.

			(                        )

			I didn’t do the tests the paramedic recommended that night in the sacristy, but I have the order for them stapled to my notebook. Behind the cover, I made a section that became a kind of ‘prequel’ to the notebooks: pages of furiously written phrases before I began taking the more systematic notes. ‘They’re all aliens,’ ‘Ana died before they killed her,’ ‘No one will listen to me,’ ‘They’re going to make me go crazy.’ Also stapled there is the little card from the cemetery marking the location of Ana’s grave, which they gave me at her burial; a letter from my classmates where they said that they loved me and hoped I’d get well soon; a note from Carmen, the eldest of the Sardá sisters, just a few lines, where she asked if I knew whether Ana kept a diary, because ‘it could be useful to the investigation’. I must’ve responded that no, Ana never kept a diary.

			

			(                        )

			I search for things; if I can’t find them, I fill in the blanks. Days went by, weeks, until my parents finally realized that something wasn’t right inside my head. It was understandable at first that they would mistake my distractedness for grief over Ana’s death; but time went by and my symptoms didn’t improve. The school called and suggested they take me to see a psychologist, since I had evidently been affected greatly by what had happened. They talked about post-traumatic stress disorder. My best friend had been murdered and if I seemed lost, my mind wandered, or I couldn’t reason well, that was normal given the tragedy I’d experienced. What didn’t seem normal to my teachers and then later to my parents was that, several weeks later, the symptoms, instead of improving, were still the same and seemed unlikely to get better without professional help and appropriate treatment.

			(                        )

			I read; I fill in the blanks. 

			The psychologist referred me to a psychiatrist. The psychiatrist, to a neurologist. That’s how I got to the black butterfly. Have I already mentioned the black butterfly? I turn back, read: I already mentioned the black butterfly. My apologies. My mother wrote down each of these appointments in her agenda and, sometime later, when my condition became clearer, at least for them, she gave me the pages so that I could add them to my notebook. Everything my mother wrote down is also stapled to the cover like a prequel. I think that, more than helping me understand my clinical history, she wanted evidence that she and my father had explored every possible avenue to help me be able to remember. It must be difficult for a parent to put up with their child’s empty spaces.

			(                        )

			As soon as I began to understand what was happening to me, I asked to go to the police to make a statement. I insisted, even though my parents thought I was delirious, that it wouldn’t be any help to the investigation or to me. No one took me seriously at the police station either. Some bored officer surely typed up my statement without comment, just to humour the crazy girl. Even though I had witnessed a crime, they considered my statement to be contaminated, invalid, given my ‘problems’. I read: ‘contaminated witness statement’. They were wrong, I didn’t know and I still don’t know what happened after my blow to the head, but I did know and I do know what happened before. I have a copy of the police statement in the maroon notebook. Did I already say that? It’s clear that no one cared what I had to say. I think my parents agreed to take me to the station because they felt sorry for me and didn’t want to argue with me; they saw me as a victim of the same crime as Ana, collateral damage, maybe even attacked by the same people who, according to them, had killed my friend. To my parents and to most people, there were three possible hypotheses. The first was that Ana had in fact been there that evening with me, that the statue had been knocked onto my head by the same person who took Ana, raped her, murdered her, burned her, dismembered her, and left her in the dump where the pieces of her body were found. Every time I read that series of horrors in my notebook my heart shrinks in my chest. I know that Ana is dead, but every time I read it, I find out about the burning and dismemberment, and it’s horrible. The second hypothesis is that Ana and I were on the church altar doing who knows what, and then the statue fell on top of me. That Ana ran out into the street for help and was intercepted by the murderer who raped her, killed her, burned her, dismembered her. Again, my heart shrinks. And the third theory, that I was delirious, that Ana was never there, that while I was in the church getting injured, she was meeting voluntarily or by chance with the person who would kill her a few minutes later and that, because I couldn’t stand what had happened to my best friend, my psyche invented the story of her having died in my arms. Most people were inclined to believe that third hypothesis, including my parents, who needed to imagine me as far as possible from any theoretical rapist. ‘My parents don’t believe me.’ My word didn’t matter. It didn’t even matter that the neurologist said, and I quote: ‘Anterograde amnesia is produced by head wounds or brain trauma and not by psychological trauma.’ They didn’t find any proof that Ana had been at the church with me. So, as far as they were concerned, she was never there.

			(                        )

			Father Manuel walked by a few minutes before the accident, on his way to the altar to put the communion wafers away. This is something I remember, because it was before the head trauma. I could swear that he waved to us and he saw that we were both there. But he said no, he swore under oath: from where he was, he only saw a single girl praying in the last row, that the girl had surely been me, but that he couldn’t confirm this because he was myopic, he wasn’t wearing his glasses, and he couldn’t see well from that distance. The priest said, I read, ‘I waved like I would wave at anyone entering my church to pray, without recognizing the person.’ I have a copy of his statement. Then he went to the sacristy and only returned when he was alerted by the sound of the statue falling on my head and then to the floor. A single girl, that’s what he said he saw, which reinforced the hypothesis of my post-traumatic delirium. Each person, in their own way, helped to fill in my story with their own inventions.

			(                        )

			In that discredited witness statement I made to the police, I didn’t tell the whole story, it wasn’t necessary to tell them how much Ana had suffered before dying or why. No one asked and I had sworn I wouldn’t tell. I just stated that she died on my lap, which is the reason I went, to explain it and make them understand it once and for all. It sounded strange, and I have to admit that it was. But it was also the truth. There was no possible confusion. My mother – recorded word for word in the statement she made – alerted them to the fact that, due to my mental condition, I had learned to fill in the blanks with scenes I made up and I got lost in digressions that led nowhere. And she wasn’t lying, that was true, I admit it, it’s still true today. Anyone who hasn’t suffered the condition that I suffer can’t judge me: it’s frustrating to try to say something but not be able to find the image or word that makes the pieces fit together. You go to search there where you used to have memories and all you find is a blank space, a white screen with nothing projected on it. Before, no; before the blow I do know. Did I already explain that? Let me look. I already explained it. I remember my life before the accident with more detail than anyone normally does. Ana died in my arms, I’ve said it several times, including in my witness statement, but no one cared that my friend died ‘before’. What they were interested in was knowing whether we had arrived at the church together, if there was anyone else with us, if I saw anyone suspicious come in, someone I recognized or not, if we were followed on the street. I answered no to everything. In the statement it says that I answered no to everything. And that I was the last person to see Ana alive. Even though they deny that she died in my arms. It says: ‘The witness maintains that Ana Sardá died in her arms, but the victim was found dead, dismembered, and incinerated ten hours later. The scene of the crime is a vacant lot used in the neighbourhood to dump trash, a few blocks from the San Gabriel church.’ And a few lines further down: ‘The witness confuses fantasy and reality due to a blow to the head that caused brain damage.’

			Ana was dismembered?

			The witness is me. 

			(                        )

			Blank screen. And before that, darkness. And before that, the archangel falling down on top of me. And before that, the statue wobbling. And before that, the jacket getting caught. And before that, me running to get help. And before that, Ana curled up on my lap, not breathing, Ana burning with fever even though she’s dead; before that, Ana saying ‘he’s going to come soon’. And before that, ‘take me to the church’. And before that, ‘if something happens to me, give Lía the turquoise ring’. What happened before that, before any other ‘before that’, I never told because I promised my friend I would never tell, ever. And she made me swear it again, there before the altar. Still, all these years later, I haven’t gone against my word. All I did was confirm the evidence when presented with it. I read: Elmer García Bellomo. Finally, someone who took the time to understand and explain it to Alfredo. He said it, not me. It didn’t make sense to keep quiet any more after that: the damage done by keeping quiet would’ve been even worse. Because someone had killed Ana, yes, but in a different way, not murder. I don’t know what happened between her death on my lap and her body being dismembered and burnt. As soon as I read it, I forget that’s what happened to Ana;  I don’t want to ever read it again. Try as I might, I can’t fill that empty space unless I make something up because there was never any memory there, whether short or long term. My life now can only be conjugated in the past perfect tense, what happened before the accident. I had gone, I had seen, I had been. She had already died in my arms. What happened before the past that I will never remember. My only possible past is a previous one.

			

			(                        )

			I went to Ana’s funeral; I wanted to say goodbye. Am I repeating myself? I didn’t understand anything that was being said just steps away from me. I felt like I was in a nightmare, every sentence I heard around me sounded insane, incomprehensible, and it made me angry. My mother repeated that to me several times, ‘You were so angry.’ I wrote it down. And my father: ‘You didn’t want to talk to anyone, you didn’t want anyone to touch you, you sat on the floor beside the casket and you wouldn’t budge, like a wounded puppy.’ ‘They’re going to make me go crazy,’ is written down too, but no one would’ve said that, it must’ve been something I thought. The notebooks help me think. When the funeral happened, I wasn’t yet writing things down. I started using the notebooks after I went to that neurologist, the one who gave me my first notebook along with the diagnosis of anterograde amnesia. He gave me a maroon notebook with a black butterfly on the cover. Before the black butterfly I didn’t write things down, before was just a blank space. If I want to know what happened between the blow to the head and the notebooks, I make it up, or I ask someone who was there and I write down their response. The notebooks arrived late in a sense, because those first hours were crucial, and a lot of important information must’ve been lost. When we went, finally, to that appointment with the preeminent neurologist, the damage to my brain was already irreversible. He said it: ‘the damage is done’.

			

			(                        )

			The sleeve of my jacket got caught on the support that held the statue of the Archangel Gabriel. Before that, I ran to ask for help in the sacristy; before that, Ana died in my arms. Before that, Ana arrived at my house with a fever, her face a strange colour, an orangey yellow; by the time we got to the church, her skin had taken on a bluish colour; my friend was sobbing with pain. All this I don’t need to write down because it forms part of the past that I remember, I will never forget it. I will also never forget the reason for her suffering. I swore to my best friend I would never tell and for many years, thirty years, I was faithful to my word. But a few months ago, I felt, for the first time, that I owed Alfredo the truth, before he died. I debated between the promise I made to Ana and my loyalty to him.

			(                        )

			Did Alfredo die? I look through my notebook. Yes, Alfredo died.

			(                        )

			‘Take me to the church, please, take me to the church,’ she begged, almost unable to breathe. I took her. We sat in the last pew. She asked me to leave her there, to leave: ‘He’ll be here soon.’ And I asked her who it was, but she didn’t respond, she just repeated: ‘He’s going to come soon.’ ‘Tell me who, in case I have to go get him.’ ‘He’s going to come,’ she said again. And, at the same time as she asked me to leave, she hugged me tighter, burning up, shaking, wet, lying on my lap. She made me swear to her, now before the altar, that I would never tell anyone what she had done. And I swore it. Ana cried for a long time, her tears soaked through my clothes and onto my thighs. Until, suddenly, I realized that she wasn’t crying any more, she wasn’t shaking, she wasn’t breathing. I shook her and screamed, furious with her. Ana was dead, there was no doubt, there is no doubt. I couldn’t breathe, I felt like a knife was cutting into my chest, I laid her down on the pew and I ran to get help. I ran to the altar, I bounded up the steps, my sleeve got caught on the bracket that held up the statue of the archangel. I turned around and tried to free myself. I pulled, the statue wobbled. The angel fell down on top of me.

			(                        )

			The angel broke a wing. Did the angel break a wing? Let me check. ‘Blow to the head’, ‘broken wing’. Darkness, white.

			

			(                        )

			Ana and I had declared ourselves ‘best friends’ a few months after we met, in third grade of elementary school. We were seventeen years old when she died and right up to one minute, one second before her death, we were still best friends. We would’ve been our whole lives. Ana knew everything about me. I knew everything about her. Except for his name.

			(                        )

			I have to accept that it’s true, that she was dismembered and burned; my parents said it, the newspapers said it, the police said it, it’s written in my notebooks. I have never been able to piece together what happened after I saw her die on my lap. No one can die twice, no one can kill a dead person. They were looking for a killer that didn’t exist. Still, everyone had answers. The blank spaces were filled in by other people who didn’t want to see the truth. They wouldn’t allow me to make things up, or they allowed me to but doubting my story because I was ‘the amnesiac’. Or ‘the crazy girl’.

			(                        )

			My new memories, lost; my old memories, silenced. That’s how it was until, a while back, Alfredo, Ana’s father, showed up at my house. It’s written down in notebook 4.342. And highlighted. ‘Alfredo Sardá came to see me.’ I wrote ‘me’ because that’s how it happened and it was unusual, since no one ever came to see me. If anyone showed up at my house, it was for a general visit, to see the family, or my parents, for some party or special occasion. My mother came up to my room and let me know that Ana’s father wanted to talk to me. ‘My mother came up to my room.’ ‘My mother said: Alfredo Sardá is here, he came to see you.’ I got dressed; that day – like many others – I hadn’t changed out of my pyjamas, but just stayed in my room doing the exercises that the latest physical therapist had given me. I look at her photograph, stapled to the notebook. This latest physical therapist, apparently, is a woman I like a lot. I forgot who she was every time a session ended, which is why I stapled her photo next to the list of exercises she gave me. I set down my notebook and went downstairs to see Ana’s father. I must’ve done. My mother served us tea and left; nothing she said figures in the notes from that conversation, and if my mother had stayed, she would’ve talked. My mother always talks, trying to fill in what I’m unable to remember, trying to be the water to my lagoon; she thinks she’s helping me, but I’m not so sure. It’s like I have a stutter, the words stuck in my throat, and an impatient listener is there, rushing to pull them out for me. Why don’t they just let me invent my own memories? Why does it alarm them so much that I use my imagination? I don’t remember because I can’t, not because I don’t want to. But I can associate, I can feel, I can imagine, even lie if necessary. I paint the blank screen with my own colours.

			

			(                        )

			Alfredo was very kind, first he asked about me, he apologized for not knowing what had become of me for almost thirty years. I wrote down: ‘How have you been, Marcela?’ He told me that, for a long time, it was very painful for him to receive news of Ana’s friends, their accomplishments, their paths through life without her. ‘I’m stronger now, tell me about yourself,’ he said. Was it just that I didn’t remember or was there nothing to tell? Without a memory, I was excluded from most things, almost everything. It wasn’t about not being able to remember, but about not being able to experience what everyone else did. In the years after the head injury, I had never been able to study or work, I had never been able to fall in love, I had never been able to make new friends. I still knew a few people from the past, but none of them mattered much to me because my friend, my best friend, Ana, had died. How had I been, Alfredo wanted to know?

			Therapy, training, eating, sleeping, therapy, training. Nothing interesting. Still, I responded; a person can learn to respond, I repeated trite expressions, I smiled. And then I asked him to tell me about himself. Before he began, I excused myself for a moment and I went to get my things to take notes. ‘Ready?’ Alfredo asked when I sat back down across from him, notebook on my lap. The one I was keeping at the time had a yellow cover. It had a black butterfly on it, but I’d drawn it myself: when the covers are solid, I draw black butterflies on them.

			(                        )

			I told him I was ready to take notes. Alfredo began to tell me that a few days prior, he had gone through Ana’s case files, as he did from time to time. That he had read everything very carefully, thinking that, maybe, it might be the last time he did it, since he was tired of always going round and round in a circle without finding any clues, that it wasn’t good for him, that he had some health problems. But on this occasion, ‘who knows why’, he looked back at the statement I’d made to the police and what he read there put things in a new perspective. I asked him to tell me what I’d said, because I didn’t remember. He did so very patiently and then I asked him – I must’ve asked him – to give me a few minutes so I could search for those dates on my computer and get the corresponding notebook. In the same way I learned to ride a bicycle, I learned to search photos, names, dates, in the program that my father designed, which makes it much quicker to access my written memories. I read my statement. When I was ready, I asked Alfredo to go on and to do so quickly because, in a while, I would forget everything he’d just told me. He wanted to know why I had stated that Ana had died, on my lap, a few minutes before my accident. ‘You said: “You can’t kill someone who’s already dead.” Why did you say that, Marcela?’ ‘Because that’s how it happened.’ I told him what had happened, in detail, something I hadn’t done in a long time. And he listened to me, nodding, his eyes filling with tears. For the first time, someone was listening to what I said for real and without judgement. I wrote: ‘Alfredo is listening to me.’ ‘I don’t want to overwhelm you too much in one afternoon. Do you think it would be possible for us to meet a few times so you can tell me what you remember, slowly, and I can write it down?’ I read: ‘Alfredo asked me to meet with him a few afternoons.’ ‘I think it’s possible, of course. Do you write things down, too, Alfredo?’ ‘I write things down too, Marcela,’ he answered and we both laughed. Maybe we laughed, maybe we even hugged, or maybe we just looked at each other, glad that someone was listening, at last. I don’t remember but, still, it’s what we should’ve done.

			I wrote down the date and time of our first meeting in the yellow notebook, I highlighted it in pink. Two days later, we would begin to meet at Ana’s house.

		

	
		
			

			 

			2

			I started attending Sacred Heart of Jesus in third grade. At that time the school was all girls. Now there are boys, they tell me, repeatedly, because I forget. I didn’t know anyone. I was assigned the only empty desk, after all my new classmates took their seats. The empty desk was right in the middle of the classroom. I later learned that it had belonged to the girl that was the leader of the group, Nadina, who wasn’t at the school any more because she had moved to Brazil. Like any leader, Nadina was loved by some and hated by others. Even though her desk had been empty since August of the previous year, it was still her desk: none of the other girls dared to sit in it. Some, out of respect; others, for fear that the girl would return and send the usurper into exile; others simply rejected any energy that Nadina might’ve left impregnated in the wood. The empty seat had been an even more disturbing presence than the girl herself. But there were no other empty desks, so, shyly, and unaware of the circumstances, I walked towards it. With each step I felt more and more eyes on me, like when photographers shoot their cameras at a movie star, one after the other, several all at once. I had no idea why they were all looking at me disapprovingly. I felt their eyes on me. Still, I had to continue to my desk, stopping would’ve been worse. I thought they were staring at me because I was ‘the new girl’. During that brief but intense walk across the classroom, I checked myself for possible failings: mismatched shoes, skirt tucked into my underwear, something hanging from my nose after blowing it, or toothpaste on my lips. Nothing. 

			For days, none of my classmates talked to me. The girl who sat beside me, when she needed something, would tap the girl in front of her on the back, or turn around and talk to the girl behind her. She didn’t speak to me even by accident. The only gaze that sometimes had a different energy was Ana Sardá’s. But she sat very far away, in the last row. Every once in a while, when I felt like I might burst into tears, I would turn around and see her there, observing me without compassion but also without criticism. That was enough. Once, I remember, she smiled at me. One day at recess, I could swear it, she was about to ask me to play with her and her group, but the bell rang, and we had to go back inside.

			By the time winter break came along I had hardly talked to anyone. I wanted that time off from school to last forever, I didn’t feel capable of entering that classroom and accepting my destiny as a pariah, more pariah than any new girl at any school, all because of an assigned seat. I had a terrible stomach-ache the morning classes resumed at Sacred Heart. I wanted to stay home but my mother wouldn’t let me. In the courtyard, before we went into the building, I saw Ana talking to the teacher and it didn’t seem like a casual conversation, more like they were planning something. And, every once in a while, the two of them glanced over at me. I was alone, as always, flipping through a comic book I was pretending to be interested in even though I knew it off by heart. It was one of the many strategies I had come up with over winter break to tune out my surroundings and hide my loneliness. Right before the bell rang for us to go in, Ana came over to say hello. All she said was: ‘Hi, how are you?’ and she smiled at me; but that small gesture gave me hope. When we got into the classroom, to everyone’s surprise – except Ana, who had probably been the one to orchestrate it – the teacher asked us not to sit down. She had us line up beside the chalkboard. When we were all in place at the front, she said that she wanted to make some changes to the ‘learning space’ and she had us move the desks so that, instead of rows, they formed a semicircle in which we could see each other and the chalkboard at the same time. She even moved several desks herself, quickly and energetically; after all those movements it was impossible to tell whose desk was whose. When the new classroom arrangement was ready, the teacher told us to sit down. I stood to one side waiting for the other girls to choose their seats. But then I realized that Ana, sitting on the left side of the semicircle, had saved a place beside her and was signalling for me to sit. I went over immediately. I finally felt like I was part of that group, that class, that school. Ana and I declared ourselves best friends, inseparable from then on. Until her death.

			During our teenage years, when we still thought we had a whole long life ahead of us, both of us had several crushes. We told each other who we liked and how it felt to love someone, also how it felt to suffer over someone. Sometimes like a game, other times with greater intensity, those first experiences didn’t go beyond innocent, hopeful, somewhat childish love. We were more in love with love than the person in question. But that year, the year of Ana’s death, she experienced something different. Was it love? I asked myself that question at the time and I still ask myself that now. We’d hardly seen each other over the summer; I’d spent almost two months at my family’s house in the country, my grandmother was sick and my mom had wanted to spend as much time with her as possible. We were reunited in March, a few days before classes started. Ana told me that she was in love. ‘Hopelessly in love,’ she said. And when I asked: ‘With who?’ and she refused to tell me, I began to suspect that ‘hopelessly’ didn’t refer to the amount, to the great intensity of the feeling, but that she meant it in the literal sense: the love that Ana felt had made her hopeless. ‘He doesn’t like you back?’ I asked, pushing only as far as she would let me. ‘He loves me but he can’t love me,’ she replied. And I felt sorry for her, even though I didn’t understand exactly why someone wouldn’t be able to love the person they loved. Several more times, timidly, I insisted with the forbidden question: ‘Who is it?’ Ana didn’t respond, ever. She apologized, saying she felt bad for not being able to tell me, but she had promised him she wouldn’t say, ‘I swore to him.’ She repeated over and over: ‘Sorry, he can’t,’ without ever telling me who he was.

			I realized, then, at age seventeen, that there would be secrets between us now, that growing up meant each of us would start to keep part of our private worlds to ourselves. That revelation – the feeling that we would somehow begin to separate – pained me somewhere deep inside my body, like the pain I felt in third grade when I sat in Nadina’s seat and no one would talk to me.

			I made a list of all the married men we knew, the ones I imagined could be in love with Ana. And the guys that were in ‘very serious’ relationships. Teachers at school, brothers of friends, cousins. I didn’t include fathers of friends because it grossed me out to even think that Ana could be in love with one of them. I put a rating beside each name that indicated how likely it was that my friend could be in love with them. The rating was on a scale of one to five. The majority were one: ‘Impossible’, or two ‘Highly unlikely’. Some had a three: ‘Possible’. For example, a very young teacher at school, recently graduated from university, who had come to substitute for a few months and whom we’d nicknamed ‘Indiana Jones’ because of how much he looked like Harrison Ford. None of them had four points: ‘Very likely’, none of them had five points: ‘It’s him’.

			Ana’s secret crush drove a wedge between us. It’s not that we were less close, the friendship was still strong, but we stopped spending as much time together, sharing as many stories and laughs. I don’t know how much they saw each other but she was always ‘available’ to him, hoping for a call, attentive to whether they could possibly meet or crying because they couldn’t. Ana was completely consumed by this situation; she wasn’t interested in anything I had to say; nothing besides her love and the problems that arose from that secret relationship were important enough to warrant her attention. I sometimes realized that Ana was looking at me with a vacant stare, clearly only pretending to pay attention but not listening to what I was saying. It wasn’t just me, she also did it with the teachers in class, with other friends when we all got together. And I wondered what or who she was thinking about. I knew she was thinking about him, but who was he? She never revealed that to me. Without giving me any information beyond how much she loved him, Ana made me her accomplice in that relationship. Every once in a while, she would call and say: ‘If my parents ask, I’m spending the night with you.’ I didn’t know what she was doing, if she really met up with him or if she was out on the streets wandering around, spying on him, or hiding behind some tree to wait for him to walk past. I prayed that her parents wouldn’t call looking for her because, at the time, I didn’t know how to lie. Now I do, because I have to fill in the gaps. Before, when I could still remember, lying made me feel guilty, and guilt made my face go red.

			Shortly before her death, Ana had a brief period of splendour, she was content, radiant. She told me that she thought everything was going to work out, that he had decided to become a free man, that he had assured her that he didn’t want to go on living as he had been up to that point. He didn’t make any commitment but Ana was seventeen and she understood him, or at least that’s what she said. She was convinced that, if everything went the way he planned, she’d be able to tell me – first me and then the whole world – who she loved. Ana talked about the future, about going to live far away, maybe studying in another country, something I’d never even thought about before.

			Nevertheless, over a short period of time, what seemed like a romantic comedy turned into a drama. My friend missed a period. She didn’t realize it right away, because she had an irregular cycle; she’d been the last one in our class to get her period and her cycle had never fully established a regular rhythm. I, on the other hand, had been menstruating since age eleven and had heavy flows every twenty-eight days exactly. Her period always took her by surprise. By the time she noticed that she hadn’t had it in a while, months had passed. But, as soon as those missed cycles and her swollen breasts became sufficiently suspicious, she told him. They waited; the days went by, but the blood did not come. They didn’t want to risk going to a clinic, where Ana would have to leave a record of her name and ID number. At that time home pregnancy tests had just begun to appear and they weren’t available to us. But Ana tried some homespun methods he had told her about, such as putting her first urination of the morning in a cup with vinegar and letting it sit twenty minutes: if it looked the same, she wasn’t pregnant; if it had foam, she was. It had foam, a lot. They did the same thing, but with soap; a similar method, the wait and the results: once again foam. That half-certainty, based on the unreliable foam, concerned them greatly. Then he found a nurse who took Ana’s blood and tested it for them at the hospital where she worked, under a fake name. The foam had not lied: Ana was officially pregnant.

			Only after the lab test confirmed it did she tell me, crying, one afternoon when she came over to do homework. I held back my tears, even though I would’ve liked to cry too. My head was spinning wildly as I tried to process what I’d just heard: my friend, almost still a child like me, was pregnant. ‘But did you guys…?’ I was unable to complete the question. It was only after I learned she was pregnant that I realized Ana had become sexually active without telling me. For a moment, I was more concerned over this evidence that our new adult friendship would include secrets, that we would no longer tell each other every detail of everything we did. ‘Yes, we screwed, Marcela,’ she said without the need for me to finish the question. ‘When?’ ‘A bunch of times.’ ‘And you didn’t use protection?’ ‘We used protection, but it failed.’ ‘How?’ Ana didn’t respond. She just said again, ‘We used protection,’ and I didn’t believe her. I gave her a hug. Then we cried together, for a long time, almost the whole afternoon.

			Hours went by, and I didn’t dare to ask her what she was going to do, when she was going to tell her parents, if the guy was finally going to leave his wife or was planning to have two families. I also didn’t dare to ask if sex felt good, if it hurt, if the pleasure was greater than the pain; my friend’s pregnancy eliminated all possibility of discussing how it felt to be in bed beside another body. Under different circumstances, I would’ve asked; but Ana had moved so quickly from the novelty of sex to the horror of pregnancy that asking about it would’ve been like a slap in the face. Late that evening, in a break from homework, lying on my bed without any tears left to cry, Ana confessed to me: ‘I love him so, so much, that I think about him and my chest aches. And he loves me the same way. You have no idea how beautiful it is to be loved like that.’ I didn’t say a word, I wanted to hold onto that, to that love so great it made your chest ache, even if it hurt, and for a moment I thought that everything would be alright. I was wrong. The moment of calm didn’t last long and Ana was soon crying again. ‘What are you guys going to do?’ I asked. ‘I’m going to take it out.’ I didn’t understand. ‘I’m not going to have it, Marcela. I’m going to have an abortion,’ she said so that there could be no confusion. The word ‘abortion’ was shocking to me, scary. ‘Abortion’ was not a word that was used. A dirty word. I wasn’t even exactly sure how to spell it: I had never seen the word abortion written in any book, in any magazine. It had never been mentioned by any teacher at school. If we had asked, they would’ve told us that it was a sin and, without any explanation, they would’ve sent us to the office or to pray some Hail Marys. But no one would’ve ever thought to ask the nuns something like that. ‘And how are you going to get an abortion, Ana?’ I asked her. ‘I don’t know. He’s going to find out the details, he’s going to explain it to me and he’s going to give me the money, I don’t have that much. But he did give me the freedom to decide, he doesn’t want to decide for me.’ ‘He shouldn’t decide for you but he should help you decide,’ I said. ‘He can’t,’ Ana responded. He could never do anything, he couldn’t expose himself, he couldn’t give his name, he couldn’t decide. That supposed freedom he was giving Ana irritated me; it made the responsibility fall exclusively to her. And the guilt, if he even felt any guilt at all. I said this to Ana and she got mad: ‘You don’t know him; he’s doing it for me.’ ‘If you wanted to have it, would he be willing to get a divorce, or at least recognize the fact that he’s the father?’ ‘He can’t, how many times do I have to tell you? And anyway, I don’t want to. So that option doesn’t exist. I’m seventeen, I’ve only had my period for two years, I don’t even know if I ever want to be a mother one day. Do you want to be a mother?’ ‘I don’t know, I never thought about it much, to be honest.’ ‘Marcela, we’re alone in this, don’t you understand? You’re going to be alone too when it happens to you.’ No, I didn’t understand, I didn’t know if she was talking about love, sex, abortion, or being mothers. Alone when? Alone always?

			A while later, exhausted from going over everything so many times, we pretended to concentrate – once again – on our homework. The hours felt endless; there was no longer even a thread of light coming in through the window, now fully night-time. Ana asked me if she could sleep over, and I told her that of course she could. She called home to let her parents know. We ate in my room, telling my mom that we were behind and we wanted to keep working while we had dinner. ‘When are you going to know how it’s going to happen?’ ‘Tomorrow, I think, he told me that if I decide to do it, to do it quickly because if not it’s a big hassle.’ ‘He said “hassle”? What a stupid word to describe it.’ Once again, Ana was annoyed by my comment. Once again, she tried to make up excuses for him: ‘It’s just that, deep down, it’s hard for him to talk about what’s happening to us. Especially about what I’m going to have to do, it pains him.’ She took a moment before continuing. ‘It makes me so sad. He doesn’t believe in abortion, he’s very Catholic, it’s forbidden for him. Sin. But he’s willing to do it for me, he supports me in whatever I decide,’ she said, and I tried to process all the information she was giving me about this man I detested: a victim, a Catholic, irresponsible. ‘If you wanted to have it, he wouldn’t support you,’ I said. ‘I’m the one who doesn’t want it,’ Ana responded curtly, putting an end to the discussion.

			I hated him, without knowing him, I hated him, it was so easy to declare himself a good Catholic and leave the decision to Ana, a seventeen-year-old girl who had been a virgin until a few months prior. Meanwhile, the guy lived a lie, and that didn’t seem to make him feel like a bad Catholic. ‘Is he going to go with you? When you do it, is he going to be there?’ I asked after a while, when I felt like Ana was no longer mad at me. ‘Yes, of course, he’s going to be there with me,’ she answered. ‘Don’t go by yourself,’ I said, doubting the man’s trustworthiness; I doubted him down to the last minute. We hugged again, crying. ‘If you end up needing me to go with you, or anything, let me know.’ ‘Thanks, I know I can count on you. But it won’t be necessary.’

			We went to bed a little before midnight. I tossed and turned. Ana, on the other hand, lay still; I wasn’t sure if she was asleep or just absent. Before succumbing to sleep, I called out to her: ‘Ana…’ ‘Hmm… yeah?’ she mumbled; I think I’d woken her up. I turned towards her; I moved close to her ear. I whispered: ‘I would do the same thing, if I were in your place, I would do the same.’ Ana sighed and curled up next to me. She said: ‘I love you, amiga.’ And, with our arms around each other, we fell asleep.

			The next day we walked to school together, from my house. We walked in silence. I couldn’t think about anything else besides Ana’s pregnancy. It wasn’t my life, it was hers, but I felt as if what was happening to my friend was happening to us both. The hours of classes felt endless and, at the same time, I didn’t want them to end because, as the day went by, the abortion became more imminent, as if someone had turned over an hourglass and all we could do was wait until the last grain of sand fell. After school, I went home, and Ana went to meet with him so he could tell her what he’d found out. I thought of following her, walking secretly behind her so I could find out who the man was that had changed my friend’s life for the better and for the worse. But I didn’t do it, our friendship was more important than my curiosity. Towards the end of the day, Ana called the house. ‘It’s happening early tomorrow morning, that’s it, it’ll all be over soon. She seemed relieved, I was happy for her, I was happy for me. I wanted my friend’s suffering to end. And if our friendship wasn’t going to be like it had been before, at least we could find a new balance. ‘He’s going with you, right?’ I wanted to confirm it. ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘he’s coming with me.’

			That night I slept badly, I woke with a start several times and it was hard to fall back asleep. I got up and walked around the house, I would’ve liked to have gone in my nightgown and slippers to the Sardá’s; I was sure Ana couldn’t sleep either. Every time I woke up, I prayed for her: I asked God to protect her, not to let anything happen to her, for it to all be quick and painless. And that afterwards no one would be able to tell. Can you tell if someone’s had an abortion? I wondered this in my insomnia. Does it leave some mark that gives it away? I had no idea. I didn’t know anything about the procedure my friend would undergo, where it would happen, how long it would take; he was going with her, and that was good, even if I hated him. She’d tell me about it later, so I would know, in case one day the same thing happened to me.

			I got up a little earlier than normal and got dressed, it didn’t make sense to lie awake in bed. When I was about to leave the house, the doorbell rang. My mother came and told me that Ana was there. I tried to hide my surprise and the concern I felt as I wondered why she was there, when she should’ve been doing ‘something else’. I hurried to gather my things and left like we were going to walk to school together. Ana was wearing her uniform. ‘Did it get cancelled?’ I asked her. ‘Can you come with me?’ she asked at the same time. Her eyes were swollen; it was clear she had been crying all night. For Ana, praying hadn’t worked. Sometimes, praying serves only to calm the nerves, repeating a prayer to avoid thinking about anything else. My legs went weak, I’m not brave, but I said: ‘Yes, I’ll go with you.’ And I closed the door behind me.

			We walked slowly, holding hands. ‘Are you scared?’ I asked. ‘Yes,’ she answered, and I squeezed her hand tighter. Ana had looked up the address the man had given her in her father’s Filcar guide and ripped out the page it was on. She handed it to me so that I could use it as a map to guide us. She felt bad about ruining her father’s guidebook, but she was nervous and she was afraid of going the wrong way. I studied the route we should take: we could walk there, but it wasn’t close, some four kilometres from our houses. It would take us an hour to get there since there was no bus that could drop us nearby. Maybe an hour and a half. The place was located in a part of town we never went to, where some of the roads still hadn’t been paved. As we got closer, we noticed more stray dogs than in our neighbourhood, the parked cars looked older and more banged-up. I didn’t ask why he wasn’t going with her; I didn’t know how to say it without criticizing him. Halfway there, Ana felt the need to tell me. ‘We decided it was better he didn’t come.’ ‘Why?’ ‘In case someone saw him with me and recognized him. It wouldn’t be good for him to be seen entering the clinic.’ ‘And what about you?’ ‘It’s not such a big deal for me, nobody knows me,’ she said. ‘What if someone sees us and tells your mom or mine? It’s not so easy for me either.’ It wasn’t a complaint, I wanted her to realize that she forgave him everything, that she didn’t demand of him what she demanded of everyone else. ‘If you don’t want to come, leave,’ Ana responded, angry. ‘I do want to; it just bothers me that he didn’t want to.’ ‘He wants to, but he can’t,’ she said, repeating her same old litany. And I stayed quiet, tired of hearing that phrase that served to pardon a man I didn’t know and, by that point, didn’t want to. It didn’t make sense to upset her by telling her what I really thought about him, confirming it every step of the way.

			Ana told me that they’d decided it the previous night, very late. He had summoned her, I didn’t ask how; she snuck out of her house and they met in some safe place, she didn’t say where. He posed his doubts, what if someone recognized him, that if that happened Ana would be the most affected, that she could pass unnoticed if she were alone, that at her age no one would imagine she was there to do something like that. His ‘something like that’ made me even more angry at him, ‘something like that’ was what he wanted to protect himself from. We walked a while in silence, slowly, we were too close to the place and we both knew it. The last grains of sand were slipping through the hourglass. In her backpack Ana carried an envelope that contained the money, some instructions, and the address, which he had given her the night before. ‘He was planning to bring everything today; luckily he had it on him and when we decided it would be better he didn’t come, he gave it to me.’ I prayed silently that she wouldn’t mention him again. I hated him, fiercely, it was now a constant hatred. It was clear to me that this man, who I could not put a name to, had already known he wouldn’t go with her. But he made her believe that they’d decided it together. It made me so sad that this was my friend’s first love. I didn’t know that it would also be her last.

			When we arrived at the address indicated on the piece of paper, I pointed it out to her and put the guidebook page that served as a map in my pocket. The clinic wasn’t a clinic, just a poorly maintained house, with overgrown grass and peeling paint. She asked me if, before ringing the doorbell, we could walk around the block, in case someone had followed us or was spying on us from some window. I wanted to get in there as quickly as possible and be done with it once and for all, but it was clear that Ana needed time to gather her courage. I did as she asked without any comment, just followed her. When we got back, after walking all the way around the block in silence, I was afraid she still might not be ready; but, resigned to her fate, she didn’t ask for more time. As if in that walk around the block Ana had accepted that she had no choice, she stepped decisively up onto the porch and rang the bell. Someone opened the door a crack, I couldn’t see who it was, I could just barely make out a voice that said: ‘Go in through the garage.’ After that they disappeared, slamming the door in our faces. We were a bit disoriented, at the mercy of the people inside the house, who we still hadn’t seen. A few minutes later, the garage door opened, and we went in. There was no car in the garage. Just a narrow table, with an oilcloth draped over it. And a pink sheet, folded, at the head, beside a small pillow. On a small table beside the improvised hospital bed, were some medical instruments, the names of which I didn’t know. And maxi pads, lots of them. On the floor, a metal basin. Several rows of shelves – with tools and other junk – lined one of the walls, as if the place was also used as a storage space. On the other wall was a wooden crucifix, without a crucified Christ, just the cross.

			The doctor – if she was a doctor – had been waiting for us and she told Ana to get undressed, to put on the threadbare hospital gown that at one time must’ve been pink like the sheet, and to lie down on the table. ‘But first, gorgeous, give me the money, so that, after, if you’re a little woozy from the medication, you won’t have to worry about it. Or does your friend have it?’ The woman looked at me, I’ll never forget her face: it was blank, without any expression that transmitted any message other than what she’d just said; every movement she made was, evidently, another step in a process she repeated frequently. Ana took the money out of her backpack and handed it to her. The woman counted it and put it in the pocket of her smock. Then my friend undressed and lay down on the oilcloth. The woman told her to cover herself with the sheet, as she prepared ‘the materials’. That’s what she called it. ‘Do you want to wait outside?’ she said to me. ‘They told the person who called that she had to have someone with her,’ I replied. ‘That’s for after, in case your friend is dizzy, so she doesn’t have to get home by herself,’ the woman explained as she wiped cotton doused in alcohol over the instruments. I looked at Ana, who looked back at me; she was already lying on the table, tense. In her eyes was a plea. ‘I’ll stay here,’ I answered. The doctor pointed to a wooden stool and told me that, if I wanted to, I could sit with my back turned, ‘so that you don’t faint, because if you do there’s no one here to see to you.’ I didn’t respond; I walked over to the table and I stood at the head, I took Ana’s hand and I stayed there, beside my friend, facing her, my back to the doctor and what she was about to do. My eyes on Ana’s eyes, until she fell asleep. When she succumbed to the anaesthesia, I looked up at the crucifix and kept my eyes fixed on it. I stood there like that for the entire time the procedure lasted, without moving. I didn’t pray, I just wanted to make sure that that god, even if he was absent from his crucifix, wouldn’t fail me. Not me, not Ana. Meanwhile, with my free hand, I crumpled up the Filcar guide page in my pocket. I didn’t see any of what the woman did, but I heard it. Before beginning, someone came in, surely an assistant. The doctor said to her: ‘Hand me the tube, Patricia,’ and then: ‘This girl is closed so tight,’ and then: ‘She’s making me have to push harder than I should, the tiny thing,’ and later: ‘Damn,’ and later: ‘All right, gorgeous, the contraction is starting,’ and then: ‘Now the bleeding, excellent. So much, madre mía, so much. Everything’s going to come out now.’ And then silence. 

			I don’t know how I endured standing there so long, I don’t know how I didn’t faint, I don’t know how I didn’t grab Ana and drag her out of there as soon as I heard the word ‘tube’. But I didn’t do any of that. And when my friend opened her eyes, I was still straight-faced, stock still, standing at the head of that improvised hospital bed, holding her hand. The doctor told her to stand up, carefully, to get dressed; then she gave her a handful of maxi pads and some instructions. As we were leaving, she warned Ana that she would keep bleeding for a few days: ‘Don’t worry, you’re going to bleed out down to the last little bit, everything’s going to be fine.’

			We walked home. On the way there, I hadn’t fully realized that getting back would imply the same route in reverse. In the state Ana was in, returning by foot was an epic journey. We had to stop several times; it took us twice as long as it had to get there. She was bleeding through her clothes. I offered to take her to my house, my parents wouldn’t be there, they both left for work in the morning. Ana didn’t want to, she said she was going to try to reach him, that she needed to see him. That made me so angry; the guy hadn’t been there for her; I had gone through the horrible morning alongside her and all Ana wanted was to be with him. ‘Is that love?’ I wondered. I couldn’t answer for myself, I didn’t know what love was. I could only just imagine it from the few teenage crushes I’d had. Or from what I’d seen in the movies or read in some novel. But I knew that if the answer was yes, if that was what love was, then they had lied to us. Because love, the way Ana experienced it, was far from transcendental.

			My stomach hurt all the rest of that day. Added to everything we’d been through was my worry that my parents would find out I hadn’t gone to school. I got into bed. When my mother came home, I told her that I’d needed to lie down when I got home from school because I felt bad. She took my temperature, I didn’t have a fever, of course, ‘but you don’t look so good, you must be coming down with something.’ She made me soup with rice; my mother’s cure for everything was soup with rice. I went to bed early, exhausted. The next day, Ana didn’t come to school. I wasn’t worried at her absence, it seemed logical that twenty-four hours after having an abortion a person wouldn’t be in any condition to sit in a classroom all day. But still, when the day ended, I went to her house. Her mother told me that she was in bed, sleeping, that she felt bad: ‘She spent all day like that, with bad cramps and very pale. Women’s problems. She might’ve also caught some virus, I don’t rule that out. Better to let her sleep as much as she can.’ I went mute, I preferred saying nothing to saying something wrong. I couldn’t even agree, I knew that any hypothesis Ana had posed with respect to her health was a lie. It didn’t surprise me that she felt bad; in our solitary, accelerated course on clandestine abortion, I’d learned that they stick a tube in you to cause a contraction, they make you bleed so that what you have inside you comes out; but also, that, when you leave, you keep bleeding, a lot, your stomach hurts, it’s hard to walk, and you think you’re going to faint or die. I agreed with Ana’s mother that it would be better to let her sleep; and if she slept until the next day, better still.

			I went home; I would’ve liked to have told my mom what was happening. I looked at her two or three times that afternoon with glassy eyes, I stayed close to her. Even though I couldn’t tell her, I had the hope that, maybe, she would guess. My mom often guessed what was wrong with me, and Ana’s abortion was something that was happening to me, too. But that day she’d had an argument with the director of the school where she taught geography and, also, she had brought home an enormous pile of tests to grade. She was too mad at the world to realize there was anything wrong with me.

			Shortly before the end of the afternoon, the doorbell rang. From the kitchen, my mom shouted: ‘Marcela, can you get it?’ So I went; Ana was at the door, unrecognizable. Her face had the strangest colour, a dirty colour, yellowish in some places. She was sweating. I touched her and she was burning up. ‘Can you come with me? I’m scared I won’t make it on my own.’ ‘Where?’ I asked. ‘To meet up with him.’ ‘You’re really sick, Ana, you need to see someone who knows.’ ‘He’s going to take me; he told me that if I’m in such bad shape, then I need to see a doctor.’ That, in a way, made me feel better; Ana needed urgent medical care, it was clear, and the fact that this man who could never do anything should take responsibility for the situation and get her to a hospital seemed like the best option. ‘I have to meet him in half an hour, but I’m too weak to go by myself, I feel so bad.’ ‘I’ll go with you,’ I said. I got my jacket and I gave my mom an excuse so she wouldn’t try to find me for a long while. I didn’t mention Ana: I didn’t want her to call Ana’s house asking for me if it ended up getting too late. I made up a story about a group project and that I’d be at the library with several other classmates. She wasn’t paying much attention, still preoccupied with her pile of test papers. I went outside and Ana was sitting on the ground, I don’t know if she’d sat down of her own volition or if she’d collapsed. I helped her up; she stood shakily. We walked slowly, arm in arm, several steps, until I realized I didn’t know where we were going. I asked her. ‘To the church, we’re going to meet there,’ she replied. It seemed strange that they would’ve picked the church as the meeting point. But, then again, the house of God was a good alibi for a fervent Catholic with a clandestine lover. 

			I had to help Ana up the first steps of the entrance to the San Gabriel Church. And almost lift her up the last two. She couldn’t take another step on her own. I could walk, but I was very scared, and, while the fear hadn’t paralyzed me, I was unable to react. ‘Are you sure you don’t want me to tell my mom? You need to see a doctor, fast,’ I said. ‘No, please, you promised me you wouldn’t tell anyone what I did.’ ‘Ana…’ I began to say. ‘Swear it,’ she begged me, ‘swear it here.’ I did it, I swore with my eyes fixed on the solitary cross that presided over the altar of the church and which, that afternoon, seemed larger than ever. A cross similar to the one I looked at while they were performing Ana’s abortion. I didn’t swear to God, but to her. ‘I’m not going to tell what you did, I swear to you, Ana, no one.’ Ana rubbed my leg and said gravely: ‘Whatever happens, don’t tell anyone. Not now and not ever. Even if I die.’ Death appeared for the first time as a possibility, lodging itself in my chest. I felt like it wasn’t just an expression, but that Ana, truly, was beginning to think she might die. I was terrified. 

			‘I don’t want my parents to know. Carmen would never forgive me,’ she added after a moment. That sounded strange; I attributed it to her desperation. She was talking about her parents, but the supposed punishment would come from her sister. Ana didn’t often mention Carmen. And when she did, it was to transmit a reverential respect that inspired anger, or rage. I think she felt an excessive fear of Carmen that wasn’t normal among sisters. She was more afraid of her than her parents. More afraid of her than anyone. It surprised me because Carmen had always been charming when I was around. That’s how she seemed to all the other girls at school, everyone fought to be in the Catholic Action group led by Carmen. Not Ana. She almost didn’t even go to summer camp so as not to be under her sister’s orders. The rest of the group, by contrast, celebrated the fact that the main catechism teacher couldn’t go and Carmen would replace her. We all felt that she protected us. Especially after the time that a girl from our class fell through a glass door and got cut in multiple places; no one knew what to do, not even the teacher in charge. From out of nowhere, Carmen came running. In an instant she was beside the girl and shouting for handkerchiefs and towels, removing, delicately, the glass from each wound, cleaning them and pressing the rags we handed her against the cuts to stop the bleeding. Until, finally, the ambulance arrived. Carmen never lost her cool, she stayed calmer than the teacher. After that, she became something of a heroine for us; she even received a medal and had an article published about her in the local paper. The headline said: ‘Young Woman from Adrogué Saves Injured Classmate and Dreams of Becoming a Doctor.’ As far as I know, Carmen studied something else: theology or history or philosophy, but not medicine. Ana said that Carmen was two-faced: she only pretended to be nice so as to manipulate everyone; at home, she was an ogre. And that all her sister cared about was controlling the world, by whatever means necessary. According to Ana, no one – except her family – knew the true Carmen. That description, drenched in dislike, was funny to me and it even made me a bit jealous: I didn’t have siblings. I would’ve liked to have been one of the Sardá sisters.

			We sat waiting in the last pew of the church, it didn’t make sense to go up to the altar. As soon as he got there, they would go find a doctor, urgently, so it was better to be close to the door. Right after we sat down, Father Manuel appeared, waved from a distance, put some communion wafers away, and left. ‘Do you need anything else? Do you want us to pray?’ I asked Ana. ‘No, Marcela, thanks, you can go now, I’ll wait by myself, go, don’t worry.’ ‘I’ll stay a little while. I’m not in a rush,’ I answered. And to my surprise she wasn’t insistent like the other times, which proved how bad she felt. She didn’t say again: ‘You can go now,’ All she said was a faint ‘I love you,’ and my eyes filled with tears. To Ana, the most important thing in that moment, when she knew she was on the edge of death, was to not be left alone. It no longer mattered if I saw her secret lover or not. I tried to hold back my tears, the lump in my throat was unbearable. ‘Should I call Lía?’ Lía was the sister that Ana adored, she talked about her all the time; if she’d been closer to our age, she would’ve definitely been our friend. ‘No. I don’t want to worry anyone else. He’s going to come; he promised he’d come get me here.’ She struggled to speak, running out of breath in the middle of the sentence. Then she added: ‘It’ll be soon,’ and she lay down on her side to curl up on my lap. I ran a hand over her head, she was burning up, struggling to breathe. Her face looked bluish, and that scared me. I could no longer contain myself and I started to cry: I didn’t know how to help her, all I could do was rub her head.

			

			‘He’s going to come, he’s going to come,’ she said after a few moments of silence, and it seemed like Ana was saying it to console me, so that I would stop crying. ‘Do you think God will forgive me?’ she asked in a thread of a voice. And her question, barely a whisper, pained me. What was it that she felt God had to forgive her for? Ana was my best friend and a great friend to everyone, she was always thinking about everyone else, she had saved me when no one would talk to me after I moved to that school. She was happy, fun, kind, sincere, loyal. Why would she need to ask for forgiveness? For falling in love at age seventeen with someone who didn’t know how to protect her? For having sex? For interrupting a pregnancy? For choosing someone who was off limits? For going to a doctor who did a bad job at what she was supposed to do? For not having told her parents? Truly, I did not understand. Despite my confusion, I wanted to be very concrete in my response, so that Ana would have no room for doubt. ‘If there were anything to forgive you for, yes, Ana, God already forgave you,’ I said, but I don’t know if she heard me because she didn’t say anything else. She was trembling. I held her tightly, afraid she might fall to the floor because she was shaking so hard, I tried to soothe her. Ana couldn’t stop shivering. I leaned over and hugged her; I choked back my sobs. We shook together. Then, suddenly, Ana went still, unmoving, and I felt like she weighed more than she had before. As if the will to live had left her body. 

			Because my friend, finally, had done just that: left behind everything she had been, left. 

			Ana was dead.
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			(                        )

			Then one day, thirty years later, I went to Ana’s house. 

			I hadn’t been back there since she died. That’s what my mother told me, that it was the first time in thirty years. Although I can’t be sure I hadn’t ridden by on my bike, because, if I had, I wouldn’t remember. There, in that house, Ana was alive. Going to her house and seeing that she wasn’t there would confirm her death. I hesitated, but I had the meeting with Alfredo written down in my notebook. I had to go.

			(                        )

			I got dressed in the best clothes I could find in my closet; I asked my mother to help me do my hair and put on some makeup. She took a picture of me, as she often did, with a Polaroid camera that my father had given me; I stapled it in my notebook and underneath I wrote: ‘Meeting with Alfredo Sardá.’ I looked for the silver bracelet Ana gave me for my fifteenth birthday, the clasp was broken, so I stuck it through a buttonhole of my shirt, like it was a necklace or adornment, and I tied it in a knot. I asked my mother to take another photo of me now that I was ready; I stapled that one in my notebook too. I wanted to remember what I had worn to that first meeting with Alfredo.

			(                        )

			I put the photo away. I turn the page. I read. 

			I waited outside my front door for Alfredo to come get me. He was very punctual; he arrived at the exact time I had written down. We had agreed that he would come pick me up. Alfredo, like me, seemed anxious about the process we were about to embark on. He had to have been anxious. He took my hand, like Ana used to, and we walked to his house. He opened the front gate. The garden was exactly as I’d remembered, just like I had seen it so many times before my accident, the greenest garden I had ever seen, with ancient trees, swathes of colours dispersed over tidy beds arranged according to the different varieties of flowers. I recognized the oak we’d used as base when we played hide-and-seek, the linden that smelled so lovely in spring, when we’d tuck sprigs of it into our hair, the fuchsia santarritas that we steered clear of when we ran around – playing tag – because it might cut us with its thorns. Everything was still there, except Ana. 

			

			(                        )

			What I felt wasn’t bitterness, as I’d imagined I would, but just the opposite: I felt protected, cradled. That’s what I wrote in my notebook. ‘At Alfredo’s house I feel at home.’ I was back in my childhood, the happiest time of my life. It wouldn’t be fair to allow Ana’s death to erase that previous happiness. There wouldn’t be any happier times ahead for me and, if there were, unless I wrote them down, I’d forget them. 

			(                        )

			After that first meeting, Alfredo came to pick me up, right on time, two afternoons per week, to take me to the Sardá’s house and talk about his youngest daughter, my best friend. My mother seemed happy, I read: ‘Mama is happy,’ it must’ve been a relief for me to spend a few hours doing something that did not require her company. By then, my father no longer lived with us. I was surprised every time I asked about him and my mother answered: ‘Papá and I got divorced a while ago, he’ll come get you on Sunday to take you out.’ How could my mother and father have gotten divorced? When? Why? They’d tell me, and, a little while later I’d forget. I wrote it down a bunch of times in my notebooks. I highlighted it. And I also put it in my favourites folder. But every time my mother tells me: ‘Your father and I got divorced,’ I feel as surprised as when someone tells me that Ana, after her death, was burned and dismembered.

			

			(                        )

			Alfredo and I spent several afternoons talking about the Ana we’d known before the tragedy that changed us forever. At first, we didn’t talk about her death, but about her. We needed to bring her back to us; sharing those old memories was good for both of us. That world was still intact inside my mind; I didn’t need to recur to my notes or my imagination. He talked about his daughter as if she were a little girl who might come down the stairs any minute to sit with us. I talked about her like the person she was to me, not only my best friend, my inseparable companion during the years in which I could still store memories, but the only person I’d ever loved by choice. I loved and still love my mother and father, of course, but there was no choice in that love. I chose Ana myself. The love in the foundations of that friendship was all the love I ever got to experience. I know that romantic love will never be possible for me. It takes time to fall in love and in that time my memories would evaporate. To fall in love, you have to be able to remember. Sometimes I pretend like I’m in love with the physical therapist, or the psychologist who comes twice a week with exercises to make up for the memory I don’t have. But I don’t even know if those people are always the same ones because, every time I see them, they have to introduce themselves and say who they are, as if they’d never done it before. How many physical therapists, psychologists, psychiatrists, or counsellors have passed through my life in these years without my knowing the difference between them? I don’t know. What I do know is that my relationships with my doctors have been the steadiest relationships I’ve had.

			

			(                        )

			It was two weeks after our first meeting before we began to talk about the circumstances surrounding Ana’s death. That’s what I wrote down in notebook 4.345. The first thing I did was let him know that I would not use the word murder because there was none. ‘It wasn’t murder.’ I don’t know if Alfredo believed me at first or not, but he never questioned the fact that Ana had died in the church like I said. I wrote in my notebook and he wrote in his, apparently he didn’t trust his memory either. He listened to me attentively without trying to correct me even if I hesitated, made mistakes, or even contradicted myself. I told the story of what happened that evening all over again after so many years. At least as much as I was able to tell, what I hadn’t sworn to Ana I would keep a secret forever. I told him that she had come to my house asking me to go with her to the church because she was going to meet a man she had a romantic relationship with. The fact that Ana had been in love surprised him. Had Alfredo never imagined Ana was in love? ‘Alfredo didn’t know that Ana was in love.’ He asked me to stop so he could make coffee. ‘Alfredo brought two coffees.’ I think he needed time to process the news about his daughter and love. Then, as we drank our coffee, I told him how the person in question never came, at least not before Ana died. How, in her last moments, Ana stopped shaking. Ana stopped crying. Ana stopped breathing. How Ana died in my arms. How I laid her down on the pew, terrified. How I ran to the sacristy. How my jacket got caught on part of the shelf that held the Archangel Gabriel. How I pulled, how the statue wobbled, how it fell on my head. I must’ve talked to him about the darkness and the blank screen and permanent erasure of everything that happened to me from then on. I must’ve repeated what I wrote down during one of my doctor’s appointments: ‘I don’t forget everything; depending on the path the experience has to take to be stored as a memory, it can sometimes find a shortcut that wasn’t damaged. But it’s only every once in a while. There is a pattern that I can’t seem to figure out, thoughts that originate in a certain part of the brain my memory can reach without going over broken bridges.’ I read that. I’m reading it now. I don’t know if they’re my own words or if it was dictated to me. They dictate my memories too.

			(                        )

			I read. I fill in the blanks. I invent. Alfredo said: ‘I’m so sorry.’ ‘Don’t be sorry, Alfredo. If there’s an emotion involved, it’s easier to remember. Maybe I’ll remember this conversation. Or I’ll remember that I felt good sitting on this couch, talking to you, even if I don’t remember what we said, unless I read what I wrote in my notebook.

			(                        )

			I read: ‘When I talk to Alfredo, I feel good.’ Alfredo smiled, a beautiful smile that stretched wide across his face, I think he was about to hug me, but he stopped himself.

			

			(                        )

			According to my doctors, I ‘compensate’ for lack of reasoning with emotion. But they can’t seem to decipher the pattern, and I haven’t been much help: they wanted to use me as a case study. I went a few times to a specialized clinic, they put me in an amphitheatre before a group of specialists, they asked me questions, observed me; they were the ones writing things down, I got lost after a few minutes. They gave me their conclusions, which are stapled in a notebook, the one I was using during those months. I never reread them. They’re not even highlighted in a fluorescent colour.

			(                        )

			I went to a clinic to be studied?

			(                        )

			I quit the study; nothing was further from my interests than becoming a lab rat. I read: ‘Lab rat.’ I read: ‘The doctor asks: “Have you ever been in love?”’

			

			(                        )

			‘Who was Ana in love with?’ Alfredo asked. ‘I don’t know, she didn’t want to tell me. I supposed the guy was married, or engaged, at least. She said that he couldn’t.’ ‘He couldn’t what?’ ‘He couldn’t anything, reveal his name, or be there for her when she needed him, or…’ I stopped myself. I must’ve stopped myself. I couldn’t mention the abortion. I did tell him about my list. And the rating from one to five for each of the candidates. I promised I’d bring it to a future meeting. ‘Why do you think a girl like Ana, healthy, could’ve died at age seventeen?’ he asked me, maybe several times, it’s not clear in my notes. I read, quotation marks and all: ‘She didn’t have any underlying condition, she didn’t have an accident, I can’t imagine that someone would’ve, for example, poisoned her. Why do you think she could’ve died, Marcela?’ I couldn’t reveal the truth, I’d sworn to Ana before the altar, so I just responded with her symptoms without mentioning their origin. I told him that Ana felt very bad that afternoon, that she had a fever. That, when she got to my house, she had trouble standing. And he confirmed that he knew something of it: his wife had told him that Ana was having a very painful period, that she had gone to bed because she was feeling indisposed and that, the next morning, when they went to wake Ana and she wasn’t there, the bed was stained. Her mother, I found out from him, had thought the blood from the abortion was a heavy period flow. ‘Ana’s mother thought the abortion was her period.’ ‘She hadn’t mentioned a fever but that doesn’t mean she wasn’t feverish; Dolores wouldn’t have touched her, she never touched her,’ Alfredo confided in me. He didn’t see Ana go out so he didn’t know how hard it had been for her to stay on her feet. Neither he nor anyone else had cared how bad Ana felt that day, after they found out she had been burned and dismembered. So, they didn’t dwell much on the matter. They couldn’t imagine how that malaise had anything to do with her death. Alfredo asked me to repeat everything we’d done from the time Ana had come to get me, he was interested in certain details that he wrote down much more meticulously than I had in my notebooks: what Ana was wearing, if she had a bag or backpack with her, if she had mentioned having taking any medication, some substance, even some drug that could’ve made her ill, if she had done a lot of exercise, or eaten something she didn’t usually eat. Medication: no. Exercise: no. Drugs: no. ‘Ana didn’t do drugs, or take anything strange,’ I told him, I must’ve told him, and it was true, because the falsehood wasn’t in what I said, but what I didn’t say. My omissions were the lies. I was still hiding the abortion. We repeated those questions and my answers in several of our meetings. I wrote them down. I read them. 

			(                        )

			Every time we met up, I expanded my story by going into greater detail on certain points: phrases, gestures, glances, the colour of her skin. I told him that the only thing Ana had with her when she came to get me was the turquoise ring that belonged to Lía and that she thought would protect her and was her good luck ring. She was wearing it and she took it off and gave it to me. She asked me to give it to Lía. She already guessed, maybe, that she wouldn’t be able to give it to her herself.

			

			(                        )

			I read: ‘Turquoise ring/meeting at Ana’s house.’

			I brought that ring with me one of those afternoons, I showed it to Alfredo and I tried to leave it with him. He told me to keep it, that Lía wasn’t there, that she had gone to live in another country many years ago. I have pasted in my notebook a drawing of the Spanish flag and beside it written: ‘Lía=Compostela.’ Alfredo didn’t think that she would ever come back, unless we discovered what had happened to Ana. He said it with sadness; also with understanding and resignation. I read: ‘Why doesn’t Alfredo go to see Lía.’ ‘Fear of flying.’ ‘Grandson.’ I asked Alfredo why he didn’t go see Lía. He replied that he’d thought about it many times; he confessed that he had always been very afraid of airplanes but that, maybe, he would finally go if his grandson could go with him. I didn’t know there was any grandson in the family, Alfredo’s grandson, Ana’s nephew. I wrote: ‘Ana has a nephew.’ I asked Alfredo to tell me about him. I took notes. He talked to me about Mateo, Carmen and Julián’s son. I also didn’t know that Carmen and Julián had married, or that he hadn’t become a priest. Back then, I’d had a crush on Julián, we all did. And only thirty years later did I find out that he had settled down with one of the girls we admired: Carmen. ‘Nice couple,’ I wrote under their names, and then, ‘Good for him.’ I told Alfredo that Ana was scared of her older sister, that she claimed all Carmen’s efforts to be nice to everyone else meant that, at home, the worst of her came out. Did I tell Alfredo that? I must’ve told him because I read: ‘I was a little bit scared of Carmen too (Alfredo).’ And then he laughed. ‘Alfredo laughed; it was a joke.’ And I laughed. We must’ve both laughed. I wrote down the name of his grandson: ‘Mateo,’ I wrote down the name of the city where Lía lived: ‘Santiago de Compostela.’ Had I already written that down? I wrote ‘ring’, even though I wasn’t going to forget that I had it because that was a memory from before the accident. But I wanted to associate the ring with the reason why I couldn’t give it back to its owner, as Ana had asked me to. I wrote: ‘Lía isn’t here.’ So that I could relate it to Alfredo’s request that I keep it, at least until the hypothetical day in which he and his grandson could travel to visit her.

			(                        )

			One afternoon, very near the end of our meetings, Alfredo showed me the files he kept in a briefcase in the storeroom. For years he had collected material related to the case. Before showing it to me, he asked for my permission and he warned me that, maybe, some of what I saw might be shocking. ‘Alfredo asked for permission to show me files.’ I told him not to worry, that even if it was shocking, I would forget it. We laughed, at least I hope we did, laughter is the best antidote to terror. Alfredo was a new and pleasant addition to my empty life. ‘I like Alfredo.’ It must’ve seemed like a shame to forget about him, about who he was to me beyond being ‘Ana’s father,’ which is why I wrote it down. And then ‘Alfredo has a nice smile.’ I drew hearts beside his name in my notebook. We went to the storeroom; Alfredo opened the briefcase. It contained newspaper clippings, photocopies of the police records, photos of Ana, notes he had taken himself interviewing various people. I took a Polaroid of it. In the briefcase was a copy of the statement I made to the police. I read: ‘Alfredo feels bad because he never asked me before.’ Alfredo said something like: ‘I curse myself for not having talked to you. They told me you weren’t well, that you had head trauma from the accident, that you couldn’t accept Ana’s death, like so many of us. And for that reason you’d made up a story about her having died before, and in your arms. I believed them, and I even understood you. I also would’ve liked to make up a different death for Ana.’ I asked him to repeat what he had said, and to do so slowly so I could write it down. He told me that he had written off my statement until, one afternoon, going through the reports made by the forensic doctors who called it a sexual crime, he came across the business card one of the guys on the forensic team had given him, a young man, just out of school, who disagreed with the team’s findings. The card belonged to Elmer García Bellomo. He searched among the papers and showed me the man’s card. At the time, the young man had introduced himself and listed aspects of the case in which he wasn’t in agreement with how the investigation was advancing and he had given him the card that, thirty years later, Alfredo showed me. 

			(                        )

			The guy talked a lot, a flood of words. According to what Alfredo told me, it had been hard to follow him at times, as upset as he still was, but the kid talked so much and Alfredo took mental note that the young expert didn’t think the evidence pointed to a sexual crime. And the guy mentioned my statement. ‘It wasn’t a sexual crime (Bellomo).’ His hypothesis differed from the opinion of the rest of the team; even his boss, who was the one that made all the decisions in the investigation. To the young man, the evidence indicated that someone had tried to cover up another type of crime, but not necessarily sexual in nature. ‘But what crime?’ Alfredo asked, and I wrote it down. The guy argued that the dump site in the vacant lot had not been the scene of the crime, that parts of the dismembered body had been moved. I read: ‘The body was moved (Bellomo).’ Alfredo struggled to remember everything the man had said and he regretted not having paid more attention at the time. Alfredo should’ve taken notes. I did take notes. He probably thought the man was too young, too inexperienced, too talkative, and his boss, on the other hand, seemed so sure of himself, that Alfredo just put Bellomo’s business card in his briefcase and forgot about what the kid had said for almost thirty years. But when the card reappeared by chance among the other papers, and that led him to read my declaration, things began to take on new meaning for him. 

			(                        )

			He didn’t want to contact the man until after speaking with me. He wanted to confirm some of the information that was fuzzy after so many years. Our talks helped him to tie up loose ends. ‘Loose ends.’

			

			(                        )

			I imagine I must’ve said: ‘I’m glad you saved that card, Alfredo.’ ‘I’m glad too, and I’m glad about our meetings,’ he must’ve responded. Because Alfredo is very sweet.

			(                        ) 

			Why didn’t I see Alfredo today?

			(                        )

			Alfredo has pretty eyes, and, despite the fact that they’re brown and not blue, they look like Ana’s. They look at the world the way Ana’s did. ‘Alfredo=eyes.’ I confess that I had hopes of being able to solve the mystery surrounding what had been done to the body of his ‘rosebud’. That’s what he called her, I didn’t know. I wrote: ‘Ana=Rosebud.’ ‘Everyone asks why I insist on trying to find out the truth since it won’t bring Ana back to me. Carmen and Julián ask, my friends, my brother, even my doctor. It’s true, it won’t bring Ana back to me. But maybe it could bring Lía back. And maybe it would ease some of the pain, because the truth that is denied us hurts until our final day.’ Not only did I write that sentence down in my notebook, I had it stamped on a photo of Ana, I had it framed, and hung it in my room: ‘The truth that is denied us hurts until our final day.’

			

			(                        )

			I read. Finally, one afternoon, Alfredo told me that he had decided to contact the young forensic expert, who wouldn’t be so young any more, and that he would let me know when he got in touch with him. ‘Possible meeting with Bellomo.’ But after that conversation, Alfredo suspended our meetings.

			(                        )

			Why does Alfredo have so many hearts?

			(                        )

			Alfredo called the house to cancel our next meeting, I crossed it out in my notebook. And he never called back. ‘Alfredo hasn’t called.’ I was worried, I thought I might’ve said something wrong. Or that, maybe, Alfredo was angry because he’d realized I was holding back part of the truth. I read: ‘Will I ever be able to tell what really happened to Ana? When? Who will free me?’

			

			(                        )

			My mom says that people get tired of me repeating things. ‘Don’t repeat. People have no patience for it (Mama).’ She tried to train me to avoid so much repetition. ‘Check the last lines of the notebook before speaking.’ ‘Don’t repeat.’ ‘Don’t repeat.’ ‘Don’t repeat.’ How can I not? 

			Did Alfredo get tired of it?

			(                        )

			But no, Alfredo wasn’t tired of me, just sick. ‘Alfredo is sick.’ ‘Cancer.’ ‘Chemotherapy.’ He found out that a cancer he thought was under control had gotten worse, he restarted treatment immediately, it was urgent. This time it was an inoperable brain tumour. The chemotherapy left him too weak to keep going with our meetings. He didn’t want to tell me until he was better. Finally, one afternoon, he called. ‘Alfredo called and asked me to go to his house.’ He apologized for not being able to come to get me, he felt weak. He said he didn’t want to be dramatic but that, if there was anything I wanted to tell him, I should do it now because he didn’t have much time left. I cried, I must’ve cried. I’m crying now. He asked me not to. I wrote: ‘Alfredo is going to die,’ but I crossed it out. I wrote beside it: ‘Talk to Alfredo, a lot, there’s little time.’ He thanked me for our conversations. He gave me a copy of a photo of his grandson. ‘If I can convince him, he’ll go to Santiago de Compostela to see Lía,’ he told me. ‘Maybe he can take her the ring.’ ‘Mateo=Ring=Compostela.’ And he asked me for one final favour, because the forensic expert was going to come to his house the next day to go through all the evidence with him, one last time. He’d made contact with him by telephone before beginning his treatments, and the man had begun to work obsessively in his own time. This is what Alfredo told me, this is what I wrote: ‘Elmer gave me an initial report, and it won’t be the last.’ Then I transcribed our conversation almost word for word, with quotation marks and everything:

			‘Could you come to talk with us, Marcela? I’ll pick you up, tomorrow I’ll be able to, tomorrow, I’m going to be better. I bet that between the three of us we’ll manage to reach some conclusions.’

			‘What is it that you most want to know, Alfredo?’ 

			‘Who took it upon themselves to dismember Ana’s body and burn it, after she died in your lap, and why. I would like to know who and why. What about you?’ 

			‘Ana was burned and dismembered?’

			‘Ana was burned and dismembered.’

			(                        )

			Ana’s corpse was burned and dismembered. She died as I stroked her head in the church pew. ‘I know,’ he said. ‘Alfredo knows,’ I wrote. I made a note: ‘Meeting with Elmer Bellomo about the burning and dismemberment of Ana’s body. Wednesday, 4 p.m.’

			The next day, at the specified time, Alfredo and I walked together, arm in arm, to his house. I think it must’ve been one of the last times we saw each other. I don’t have a photo from that day in my notebook. I was embarrassed to ask my mother to take a picture of the two of us with the Polaroid. It must’ve been that, that I was embarrassed to ask my mother. That’s why there’s no photo. But it’s written down: ‘Alfredo and I walked arm in arm to Ana’s house to meet with the forensic expert.’

			And in place of a period at the end of the sentence, there’s a red heart.

		

	
		
			

			 

			Elmer

			Behind the events that are reported, we suspect 

			other events that are not reported. Those are 

			the real events. Only if we knew what they 

			were would we understand.

			Bertolt Brecht, The Crime Novel

		

	
		
			

			 

			1

			‘…’

			‘Of course I remember your daughter’s case, Mr. Sardá. How could I forget it, it was the first official case I worked on. I had just graduated from the Academy. The best grade point average in my cohort, even though I had no experience. I thought I would go out with my diploma and take on the world, but they put me in my place right away. They slapped me into place.’ 

			‘…’

			‘Yes, of course books are the foundation, I agree with you completely. But it’s true that you only finish learning through casework. And not only learning how to read evidence or examine a body, but learning to work with other humans as a team, and that, I can assure you, sir, is the hardest part of my job. Because the body is there, the evidence is there; it’s a matter of looking and seeing, which aren’t the same things, of course. I can’t tell you how many guys there are in this profession who look without seeing what’s right in front of them, just sitting there, perfectly still, waiting to be discovered. The living human, on the other hand, in action, is unpredictable.’

			‘…’

			‘No, yes, yes, of course they should’ve listened to me, what did it matter if I was the new kid! There’s no doubt about that, and I thank you for saying so.’

			‘…’

			‘It’s just as you say. Even if a person is right, in certain specific circumstances you can’t do much about it. The key is to convince everyone else that you’re right; that’s the winning shot. And I have to tell you that, after all this time, I’m an expert in that now, too.’

			‘…’

			‘It often happens on forensic teams. Worse still, when the leader of the team, which often happens in this country, is chosen because of hierarchy, seniority. Or because of their connections. In those cases, the guy in charge might know less than the new hire straight out of school, with a degree, a diploma. The ignorant one has more power, all the power, I’d say. An ignorant man with power is a tragedy. And if they’re corrupt, forget about it.’

			‘…’

			‘Oh, no, I’m not saying this for any specific reason in particular. Sometimes, the person leading an investigation forces a conclusion on the team because someone pays them, or rushes them, or pressures them. It happens. I’m not saying it’s your daughter’s case, but it does occur.’

			‘…’

			‘No, I’m not a criminologist, I’m a criminalist. They’re two very different things.’

			‘…’

			‘Mr. Sardá, please don’t apologize! Most people confuse the two, there are even kids who sign up to study the wrong thing. Don’t worry about it.’

			‘…’

			‘Exactly, the criminologist studies why certain crimes are committed in society, they study the fact of crime as a whole, not a specific, particular case; their main objective is to prevent a certain crime in the long term. Now, a criminalist, on the other hand, analyses a specific, concrete case; they have to examine the scene of the crime, collect the evidence, and other things that will help to determine, in this specific situation, who killed the person and why. Who killed them and why, that is the question, as Shakespeare would say.’

			‘…’

			‘Of course: we can obviously help to determine if there was no crime or wrongdoing, if there was none. Whatever the case. Tell me, what makes you ask what happens if “no one killed anyone?” Are you referring, specifically, to the case of your daughter, or is it a hypothetical question?’

			‘…’

			‘Oh… I see. It does sound a bit odd, but I understand.’

			‘…’

			‘Yes, a shame no one followed that lead. A regrettable oversight of that forensic team. And I don’t clear myself of guilt, I take responsibility for my part: I didn’t know how to make my superiors listen to me. My only consolation, at least, is that I never let them convince me it had been a sexual crime just because a pair of underpants went missing. There are plenty of perverts out there, for sure, but there are plenty of opportunists too.’

			‘…’

			‘Well, it wasn’t only a question of my knowledge. I attribute it more to the fact that, from a young age, I’ve always had a personality trait that some see as negative and that I see as an extraordinary virtue: I’m stubborn as stubborn can be. A mule. When I dig my heels in on something that I think I’m right about, you won’t get me to budge an inch. It was my stubbornness that made me give you my card thirty years ago. I saw you looking so horrified that day when we crossed paths at the courthouse, so shaken. You weren’t just a father in pain over the horrendous death of his daughter; you were someone who wanted to understand.’

			‘…’

			‘Listen, if I had to use an emoji for your expression, like the kids do these days, it would be the one that’s grabbing its little face. The one that has his eyes and mouth open wide in horror. You were “horrified”, that’s the word.’

			‘…’

			‘Not for nothing.’

			‘…’

			‘Now, the nerve I had: if my boss found out I had given you my card, he would’ve gotten me sacked. Do you know that the head person with the highest rank on our team had come over from the administration department? And that was the guy in charge. A guy who knew all about papers, but, about conserving the crime scene and handling evidence, zip.’

			‘…’

			‘N.N. s/qualified homicide. Victim: Ana Sardá. How could I not remember. There are parts of the report I still remember word for word.’

			‘…’

			‘Tell me, yes.’

			‘…’

			‘No, no, not everything. Some of the details are blurry, but others are burned into my mind. As if by fire.’

			‘…’

			‘Oh, I’m so sorry! I apologize for the unfortunate metaphor! I’m such a brute. Us criminalists notoriously end up desensitized to other people’s pain.’

			‘…’

			

			‘In broad strokes, I remember the case perfectly. And, of course, I can tell you I have stacks of boxes where I keep the records of the cases I worked on. They’re almost like procedural manuals for me; every time I go back to them, I learn something new. I always say to myself: one day I’m going to write a book.’

			‘…’

			‘Your daughter’s case must be in one of my boxes. I have a whole room devoted to that material. Stacks of reports from floor to ceiling. I have no doubt that “N.N. s/qualified homicide. Victim: Ana Sardá” is one of them.’

			‘…’

			‘Of course you were right to call me, of course. You’re lucky I never changed my phone number in all this time. These days, no one keeps a number for so many years. In fact, almost no one even has a landline.’

			‘…’

			‘You see? There are still a few of us left, sir. Today communication is all done by cell phone, WhatsApp, text messages, emojis, selfies. The human voice is used less and less every day. And the people who do have landlines don’t even answer them. I almost just let the phone go ring… ring… ring and I would’ve missed your call because, lately, every time I pick up the receiver, on the other end is a voice with a Central American accent that wants to sell me something. Or a recording asking me to take some political survey. Or, even worse, some scam artist trying to threaten me, saying they have my son held hostage to get money out of me. Has that ever happened to you?’

			‘…’

			‘You see? It’s happened to half this country. If it hasn’t happened to someone, it’s because they don’t have a telephone. What a country, Mr. Sardá, what a country, we’ll never get anywhere.’

			

			‘…’

			‘It happens, it happens a lot. You have to be careful. They tried to do it to me on several occasions. I always use the same technique; I ask the person, right away: “Which of my kids, Pedro?” And the guy falls into the trap and says: “Yes, yes, Pedro.” And then the story falls apart because I don’t have any son named Pedro. I have a Federico and a Clarita. But Pedro, no.’

			‘…’

			‘Yes, both of them still live with us, thank God. I suppose they’ll stay here until they finish university. And their mother and I are happy about that. What more can we ask than to have them both at home. But no Pedro; so as soon as I mention that name, the cheap fraudster is exposed.’

			‘…’

			‘Yes, yes, of course, let’s get back to the reason for your call, Mr. Alfredo… Alfredo was your name, right?’

			‘…’

			‘See, see how I remember? I’m so glad you called.’

			‘…’

			‘Same telephone number, yes. Thirty years later. I still live in the same house that belonged to my parents. I live in Corimayo, not so far from you. Are you still in Adrogué?’

			‘…’

			‘How nice, pretty area. Here, the property values have deteriorated a lot, so when my parents died, I said to the missus: “We’ll put the house up for sale, but if they don’t pay us what it’s worth, we’ll move in ourselves.” Because, look what a tragedy: my parents died in this house, from carbon monoxide poisoning, from a heater that didn’t work properly. And when those kinds of things happen, the property loses value. People are scared and superstitious; they don’t want to live in a place where someone died.’

			‘…’

			‘You said it, sir: someone has died in every old house.’

			‘…’

			‘Impossible to make superstitious people understand.’

			‘…’

			‘We’d bought a small apartment in Temperley when we first got married, we were still paying the mortgage. And I kept my word. They offered us crumbs for this house. Trying to profit from our tragedy. They offered below lot value. And this is a big house, two stories, three bedrooms. So we took it off the market and I kept it. It’s a bit out of the way, because the train isn’t nearby. But, a little walk and I can get to Burzaco station in no time.’

			‘…’

			‘Exactly, within walking distance. And, beyond the money, I was happy to get to keep my parents’ house. It was like receiving a legacy. For them, building this place and maintaining it constituted a major effort, how could I hand it over to just anyone? The card you have was my first business card. My mom had it printed for me when I graduated.’

			‘…’

			‘Licensed Criminalist, yes. At that time, I lived with them, so the address and phone number are still correct, I could even still use those cards if they weren’t all yellowed. The twists and turns of life: I moved, got new cards, moved back home, got new cards. You find me back in my original place.’

			‘…’

			‘Yes, of course, tell me, how can I help you?’

			‘…’

			‘That’s right, I work for myself now. The parties hire me directly. I don’t work for the government any more. And I like it better that way, if I’m honest. Much better, infinitely better. Because when the court presented us with cases like your daughter’s and I saw that our team was being ineffective, I would get so frustrated it would make me sick.’

			‘…’

			‘Very frustrating, to work in government. And it doesn’t matter which government it is, they’re all the same. Imagine what that ineffectiveness does to someone as stubborn as it gets like I am. You understand?’

			‘…’

			‘What do you do, sir, just curious?’

			‘…’

			‘Oh, I do some teaching too. Part time. I give classes at the Police Academy, although I do it more out of a call to serve than for any monetary reward, because they pay peanuts. In any case, what I like is investigation. Being there, where a crime was committed, thinking from the mindset of the person who did it, trying to understand. That’s what I’ve trained for, to analyse the crime scene, find clues, draw conclusions. And I do it with passion. But we’re nothing like CSI, that doesn’t exist even in Yankeeland. That’s a fable. Especially here, where with just the suits they wear on that show we’d be left without any budget for anything else. Do you know how much those Tyvek Dupont suits cost? And to top it off, they wear them once and throw them away. Well, here they have to be washed and worn right back to another crime scene.’

			‘…’

			‘Yes, Alfredo, of course, of course I’m interested in helping you. Count me in. But, if you’ll allow me to ask, why are you interested now, thirty years later? Has any new evidence turned up?’

			‘…’

			‘A witness.’

			

			‘…’

			‘Oh, a witness, okay, yes, you’ve got new information. Or tea, as the kids would say. But they’d use an emoji. Ha!’

			‘…’

			‘Yes, yes, a witness could help. Who is it?’

			‘…’

			‘It sounds familiar. Didn’t that girl testify before?’

			‘…’

			‘Of course, a classmate who turned up spontaneously at the police station. I’m remembering now, yes. Her statement fit with my hypothesis that your daughter’s crime wasn’t a sexual crime.’

			‘…’

			‘No, I have no doubt about that, I never did. It was not a sexual crime. The people who did it, because for me it was more than one person, planted the evidence so that it would look like that. They modified the crime scene and they were very sloppy about it. And my bosses, whether due to ineffectiveness, or corruption, shut the case. That girl, if I remember correctly, talked about a prior death. I don’t remember the specifics, there was a little confusion, I’d have to go over it again.’

			‘…’

			‘Well with how badly they handled that case! They were in a big rush to close it. It was easier to say “rape followed by death and dismemberment to hide evidence” than to keep the case open. They slapped that label on to tie everything up quickly. But how did they know there was any rape if your daughter’s torso and genitals were charred? The lesions could correspond to a rape, but it could’ve been other causes. No one analysed it properly. To me, it’s not enough just for some underwear to be missing. And I always had my doubts about the autopsy. Especially when I tried to ask for a second one and they wouldn’t let me.’

			‘…’

			‘Of course, they slammed the case closed. A cadaver like that, in that condition, made them very uncomfortable. People didn’t just go around burning and dismembering people in Adrogué. Or they did, but no one knew about it. The mayor was furious, do you remember? And we were back in democracy by then, but the dictatorship was still fresh.’

			‘…’

			‘It wouldn’t surprise me if that order to close the case quickly hadn’t come from higher up and with the objective of calming the neighbours. Burzaco, Turdera, Corimayo, Ministro Rivadavia are different, those are rougher areas. The people of Adrogué, on the other hand won’t stand for a crime of this nature, much less if it was perpetrated by one of their own.’

			‘…’

			‘Do you know the temperature they had to have submitted that body to for it to end up in the condition she was found in? It can’t be that hot even in hell. Excuse me for talking about your daughter this way; those of us who work in this area, we have the obligation to keep our distance. For criminalists, cadavers are no longer people, they are evidence, proof. You’re the father, you still are today, so I apologize for this defect of my chosen profession.’

			‘…’

			‘Listen, if I remember correctly, I asked at the time that they take another statement from that young woman. But they told me she had some psychiatric problem and they discredited her as a witness.’

			‘…’

			‘Oh, of course, I understand. Then, we’re sure that she remembers everything before the blow? She couldn’t be making it up?’

			‘…’

			‘What memento?’

			‘…’

			‘Oh, the movie! Memento, with a capital M, the name. Let me write it down. No, no, I haven’t seen it.’

			‘…’

			‘I’ll try to watch it, sure. They remember everything from before even better? How interesting. That’s good at least.’

			‘…’

			‘Of course, I can assure you that I’m interested in reviewing the case. I’m very interested. I’m at your full disposal, Alfredo.’

			‘…’

			‘We should meet, of course. What I would like to do is take a few days to go back over the report. Is that okay?’

			‘…’

			‘Perfect. Do you use e-mail, Alfredo?’

			‘…’

			‘Well, tell me the address and I’ll write it down.’

			‘…’

			‘Okay, okay, at Gmail dot com. Hang on, this pen is out of ink.’

			‘…’

			‘Okay, that’s better. Listen, I’m going to go over what I have in the boxes here; after that, if necessary, I’ll request the complete report. That’s going to take a few days. On the basis of what I find and with this new circumstance that your daughter’s friend is willing to offer new information, I’ll write up an action plan and an estimate of my fees.’

			‘…’

			‘Yes, yes, sorry, I said it like that, quickly. Let me correct that, it’s not that she has new information, but that we haven’t listened to her information like we should have. In total agreement. To the effects of the case, it’s new.’

			‘…’

			‘Do you agree, Alfredo? I’ll send you everything by e-mail and you give me the okay?’

			‘…’

			‘I appreciate your trust in me; anyway, I always like to put it down in writing, everything I think I can do and what it’s going to cost the client. So that later on there’s not more frustration on top of frustration.’

			‘…’

			‘I’ll send you an e-mail, then, and we’ll speak again.’

			‘…’

			‘I’m so glad you called.’

			‘…’

			‘The pleasure is mine.’

			‘…’

			‘You have a nice day, too.’

		

	
		
			

			 

			2

			I lied to Alfredo Sardá. Not with respect to the death of his daughter. I have never lied about any case I have worked on. I might have been mistaken; lied, never. What I lied to him about was my private life. It’s true that I live at what was once my parents’ house, it’s true that I inherited it after they died of carbon monoxide poisoning. It’s also true that my wife and my young children and I moved out of that tiny apartment in Temperley and came to live here. But it’s not true that we’re still together. She left a few years ago and my kids, who were already teenagers, chose to move with their mother to a studio apartment in Lanús, smaller even than the one where we started our family. I still haven’t fully recovered. The loneliness weighs heavy on me; it was a relief after a long day of work to come home to the commotion of living people, to be surrounded by my family, smell the food being cooked in the oven, a kiss from one of my kids, a hug. My refuge. An oasis in the desert. It was my antidote to the daily closeness of death. When they left, I no longer had any barrier between my life and other people’s death. Now I pass from one side to the other without even noticing. Sometimes I fear getting stuck on the wrong side.

			The house feels too big, I can’t fill it for anything, my footsteps echo across the worn wooden floors. It’s difficult now to leave my work behind when I get home. Ever since Betina and the kids left, I became locked inside the world of death. I get home but I just keep working. There are always autopsy reports spread out across the floor, photos stuck to the walls of the hallways. Flashlights, pincers, disposable gloves, luminol, and fingerprint lifters on the pantry shelves no longer lined with packets of cereal and chocolate chip cookies. Boxes and more boxes of archive material, not only in the room I mentioned to Alfredo, but in every room of the house, even the bathroom. In part, my wife left me over all that clutter. To be fair, when Betina was still with me, it wasn’t as bad. I kept it in check, she cleaned; there was an equilibrium, and the house looked a lot better. But her obsession with corpse gases had more to do with her decision to leave me. I don’t deny that they are toxic and it’s true that we are exposed to them; but, with good hygiene, I didn’t bring it into the house. I still don’t even now, even though I live alone, it’s a question of professional responsibility. It’s like taking off your shoes before you enter the house so as not to track mud on the carpet: you do it and that’s that, it’s automatic, a conditioned reflex. I always did it, I know that I never brought home gases, unclassifiable remains, corpse bacteria, or any other element that could’ve jeopardized the health of her or the kids. I argued till I was blue in the face every time she complained about the smell. ‘You smell like death, Elmer.’ I offered her evidence of my sterilization process, which guaranteed that I was totally disinfected by the time I got home. I think she confused the smell of some disinfectant with the smell of death. It was useless. Arguing with her was almost always useless, even if we were talking about the weather: there could be sun so bright it cracked the ground, she would insist it was raining. And I’m supposed to be the stubborn one.

			The clutter was the first argument Betina blandished. The corpse gases, the second. But, beyond the fact that either were relevant or not, the reason or cause that my wife wielded most fiercely in the mediation hearings was not either one of those, it was my conversation skills. Can conversation be grounds for divorce? She said that all I ever did was talk about death, murder, crime, and that it brought out parts of her that she didn’t like. That’s what she said: ‘You plunge me into the darkest depths of myself.’ Betina always had illusions of being a poet. And she exaggerated, because it wasn’t true that we never talked about anything else. Of course, I commented on certain work situations or issues, yes, everyone talks about their job: a teacher talks about the problem they had with one of the kids; a truck driver, about how backed up the highway was; a doctor, about the operation they performed that afternoon. I work with cadavers and crime scenes, but I’m a normal guy who also likes sports, TV, a nice wine from time to time, listening to jazz or Adriana Varela’s rough voice singing a tango. Adriana Varela just kills me. And that’s just to name a few; I have an infinite number of other topics of conversation. It’s true that my work is my passion and it holds an important place among my interests. I was like that when she met me. Back then, when I was still in school, she’d seemed very interested in what I was studying; once, she even made me recite the different stages of rigor mortis as if it were a poem (‘Onset, full stiffness, resolution / Onset, full stiffness, resolution’). I have to admit that there were courses she could’ve passed if she’d sat the exams. Was she just faking an interest she didn’t really feel? I don’t think so. I’m much more inclined to think that, over time, as happens in so many relationships, the thing that had once attracted her to me began to repulse her, and my topics of conversation shifted from captivating to disgusting. 

			I don’t ever say this in the courses I give for future criminalists, but I think we should lie to clients where our private lives are concerned, to shield them from who we are. The most advisable thing would be to avoid talking about our personal lives altogether. No more than a passing comment if it comes up; it’s true that people are curious, they often ask questions or share anecdotes under the assumption that the person they’re talking to is one thing or another. And in that case, a person has to decide whether to lie or not. And I made that decision a long time ago. I lied to Alfredo Sardá like I did and do with everyone. To me, it’s fundamental that the people who hire us believe that we criminalists are just like them, with families, a favourite football team, pasta on Sunday, a normal life. Because what we’re going to have to tell them, as soon as we find out, is going to be horrific, dark, sinister. If we present ourselves as nerds who never leave the lab, or like weird, freaky people, they might just think that we’re crazy, and they won’t believe what we have to say. We have to always keep in mind that most people, as an initial reaction to horror, would prefer not to believe it. The same thing happens in other professions. A lawyer, for example, puts on a suit to go to the courthouse. In their daily life they might spend all their time in sweatpants and sneakers, but it would never occur to them to meet with a client or turn up at a hearing before a judge without being dressed properly, they would lose credibility and they know it. For us, the suit we wear is that supposed baseline normalcy, the impression of being ‘like everyone else’. And that isn’t reduced only to our profession, but also our personal lives. We spend all day examining dead bodies, following trails of blood, carefully picking up a hair off the floor of a crime scene as if it were a diamond, analysing various types of knife wounds, studying forms of mutilation to determine the killer’s signature or modus operandi. Who’s going to want to be our friend? Who’s going to want to go for a drink with a guy who just finished handling a dead arm or leg? It’s an understandable prejudice, but an unfounded one. Because no one in this society is more balanced than a criminalist. We have to be very stable to work cases like the ones we work and come out unscathed. We have to be made of stone. And, also, we have to be precise, accurate, rigorous, detailed. We criminalists are defenders of the details; we never make any claims without objective proof. We don’t assume, we confirm. For example, if we see a red stain, we don’t call it blood but ‘hematic cells’. The laboratory will say whether it’s blood. When we create the profile of a killer, we don’t try to understand him from a psychological point of view; we don’t care how his parents treated him, if he was bullied in school or what other reason might’ve driven him to do what he did. We don’t even think about him in terms of a good or bad person: all we care about are the facts, what happened. Few people are more trustworthy and less judgemental than criminalists, even if our wives don’t understand us, and leave us. 

			Thirty years later, as soon as Alfredo called me, I immediately began working on Ana Sardá’s homicide case, without even waiting for him to approve my fee schedule. I knew it wouldn’t be a problem. I specifically quoted him a very low rate because I was interested in the case. I would’ve even done it for free. But it’s not good for someone to think you’re willing to work without proper compensation, because it undermines the work. And work and family are the basis of society. If that falls apart, the whole bookshelf collapses. I only have fifty percent of that support left, which is why I defend it tooth and nail. I’m not sure I’ll ever be in another relationship again. I’ve lost my confidence where seducing a woman is concerned. As a younger man, I was ready to take on the world, prepared to fight any battle. And I have to admit that, usually, I won. Today, women are very different to how they were when I was of an age to throw my hat in the ring. And I venture out very little so I’m rusty and it’s hard to approach women. I like them better the way they are now, I love that they’re so direct, that they feel powerful, that they don’t wait for you chase them. You could even say that I’m more attracted to this modern woman I see today than to the ones I knew in my youth. Still, approaching them is something else entirely. I can feel attraction, but when I think about taking that next step, I chicken out. What if I make a fool of myself? What if I say: ‘Hey gorgeous, would you like to have a drink with me?’ and they answer: ‘Gorgeous, my nuts.’ Women today are strange, powerful but strange, unpredictable. It’s not that I’ve resigned myself, I’m just trying to get up the nerve to date. I took something of a sabbatical, time to analyse things, get a lay of the land. I can’t imagine spending the rest of my days without a woman around to share my life with. But I still have work: for now, I focus on that. That’s what sustains me not only economically, but emotionally. The day I retire I’ll really be in trouble. But that’s many years away, who knows what will have become of me by then.

			I started with the boxes. I had a lot of material, but some of the pages were faxes and when I unstuck them, I saw that the waxy pages had become illegible over the years. It’s funny how a system that had promised to revolutionize communication fell into oblivion so quickly. In addition to the faxes, there were some photocopies of the police file, the autopsy report, my denied request for a second autopsy, newspaper clippings from the time, notes on napkins – out of an urgent need to register some piece of information I’d come across while having a coffee. The most reliable thing I found in that box were my own hand-written notes in a Rivadavia notebook. I always preferred the Rivadavia brand over Gloria, a matter of specific paper weight and texture. The first thing I read, in the upper margin of the first page and printed in all caps was: NOT A SEXUAL CRIME. A hunch, there wasn’t enough proof to either confirm or deny it. I had no doubt that the evidence had been manipulated, and it was that contamination more than anything else that led me to plant myself on the opposite side.

			Under that heading, I had taken a series of notes related to the first phase of the investigation: the protection and preservation of the crime scene. The notitia criminis had arrived via anonymous phone call. Someone had placed a call to the Adrogué police station in the early hours of the morning, using a distorted voice. The officer who received the call was unable to determine the approximate age or sex of the caller. So it was likely that the caller had been the killer himself, or an accomplice, or a witness; someone who wanted us to find the body without making themselves known. In the case of Ana Sardá, the crime scene didn’t necessarily coincide with the location of the body. Even though the lot was roped off with yellow crime-scene tape, there wasn’t enough space within the cordoned-off area to protect and preserve the ground. So there was no guarantee of a rigorous search for evidence, as should’ve been completed with that type of investigation. It’s true that, even if it was a vacant lot, we couldn’t have taped off the recommended fifty metres radius without having gone over into neighbouring lots; but it still felt like too little to me. To top it off, the person in charge of the team, showing off his lack of preparation, decided that we should move through the crime scene in a spiral formation. A method he’d seen in some movie and that seemed logical to him; total nonsense. The logical thing to do would’ve been to sweep the area by sectors or in parallel lines as quickly as possible, since the weather wasn’t cooperating and there would soon be no evidence left to observe. We moved in a counter-clockwise direction, but the spiral didn’t last: in no time at all, people were fanning out wherever. Even the priest from the nearby church had a prominent position in the operation and, every once in a while, he would give the agents orders. Later on, he even prayed a rosary over the body, for the girl – who he had recognized as soon as he saw her – and her family.

			Ana Sardá had been dismembered in that lot. This was evidenced by the large quantity of blood, in spite of the heavy rain, mostly in the early morning hours, that washed away a substantial portion of the material so that all that was left were puddles of reddish mud. To top it off, by the time the forensic team took over, there was still a persistent drizzle that continued erasing evidence. It was also obvious that the burning hadn’t happened there; at least not the burning of the body in its totality. There were portions of the lot that had been burned, but the damage didn’t match the level of heat that Ana Sardá’s body had to have been exposed to in order to reach that degree of charring. An untouched water bottle and plastic top, metres from the cadaver, indicated that those materials had not been subjected to the same temperature as, for example, the torso of the deceased girl. If so, they would’ve melted. The grass around the cadaver was burned, singed, wet and muddy, but you couldn’t call it ‘scorched ground’. It looked as if the burning had been selective. The feet, underneath some thick leather boots, were almost untouched and had a strange coppery yellow colour. The intermittent rain and drizzle ended up washing away any material evidence that could’ve been left on site: stains, fragments, fibres.

			Ana Sardá’s body parts were found together, placed in accordance with the anatomical order of the body, but they did not maintain a perfect alignment: the torso was slightly shifted to the left of what could be considered the centre of the body. That was a clear fingerprint and not the only one. The ‘fingerprint’ of a crime is anything that’s not necessary for the committing of the crime, a specific detail that has to do with the person who carried it out and not with the chosen method. In a dismemberment, a common characteristic is that the body parts are usually spread out in different areas, as far apart as possible, making it harder to piece together the puzzle that would allow for identification of the victim. That wasn’t the case here, evidently. The person who had dismembered Ana Sardá wanted the body to be found and identified. In addition to the off-centre torso, it was unusual that the arms had not been cut off at the shoulder junction, as in a typical dismemberment – like any person butchering a chicken would cut off the wings. When I worked on the Sardá case, I had very little experience, but I hadn’t read any examples of dismemberment in which the arms remained attached to the torso, no professor had ever mentioned that and, in my later years of work, I never saw it again. I did see random cuts, like in cases where the criminals just sliced wherever they please, instead of at the joints and other places that make the work easier. In the case of Ana Sardá, there were two cuts made in spots that any person, with a minimal knowledge of anatomy, knows it would be easier to cut: neck and lower extremities. But the last cut was missing. In capital letters, on the third page of my Rivadavia notebook, I’d printed: WHY WOULD SOMEONE REMOVE THE LEGS AND HEAD OF A CADAVER AND NOT THE ARMS? Thirty years later, I still don’t have an answer. 

			Other considerations. The Argentine Penal Code punishes dismemberment when such an act begins with a live victim, that’s why it was important to determine the time of dismemberment. According to our laws, the dismemberment of a cadaver is not a crime, unless it is done to cover up a crime. My boss, who knows why, was initially obsessed with determining whether the dismemberment had begun prior to death. This hypothesis should’ve been discarded due to the pattern in which the blood had spread: there was no spraying, it didn’t come from a live body. He wasted time and energy, ours and the lab’s. I think that due to his lack of skill and not having any idea how to proceed, he got stuck on the first page of the forensic handbook. He would’ve stayed in that loop forever, as happens with so many cases that stall out, but it was clear that at some point he received an order from higher up. Someone must’ve asked him to speed things up because my boss, from one day to the next, switched to another hypothesis from his beginner’s textbook: ‘Reckless homicide by strangulation, after sexual assault.’ He maintained that Sardá had been the victim of an attack of this nature, based on the imprecise findings of the first autopsy: certain wounds that did not match up with the dismemberment present on the charred vagina and uterus. Most of all, he based his theory in the fact that ‘if the underwear are missing, the rapist took them as a souvenir’. A simpleton. My boss must’ve watched too much TV and, because of that, he felt he was trained in forensic medicine; it’s a shame that at the time there were only a few of those shows and they were all so bad. He also harped on the fact that the hyoid bone had been fractured, which was true, but, at the same time, of little significance: Ana Sardá’s neck had been severed, so of course that bone would’ve been snapped in half. I was and still am in total disagreement with my boss. As much when I was twentysomething years old as I am now, at over fifty. I have no doubt that the dismemberment occurred post-mortem and that there was no real evidence of a sexual assault.

			But then, why would someone burn the body and dismember it? Why both? In most cases the body is dismembered in order to hide it, to be able to dispose of it more easily and therefore avoid punishment for the crime. In the Sardá case, that motive was discarded. Other times it’s done as a form of expression: the perpetrator wants to show someone or show society as a whole what they’ve done, either to cause harm or send a message. The call from the distorted voice could’ve had to do with that last hypothesis, with sending a message. However, the officer who received the notitia criminis said that the caller broke down, that they had to stop before they could go on, as if they were trying to hold back tears. That other hypothesis didn’t fit with the motive for the dismemberment either. There was additional information to consider: there was evidence that some of the burns were previous and of a lesser degree, and others, later and more severe. It gave the impression of the body having been burned in stages. To use a comparison to everyday life: as if someone were spreading the meat for a barbeque out on the grill and some cuts were exposed for more time or to hotter coals than others, because one guest asks for ‘medium’ and another for ‘well done’. Strange. Was that differentiation in the exposure to fire across the different body parts the killer’s fingerprint or modus operandi? What was it about Ana Sardá’s torso that warranted more burning? Burning a body, like dismembering it, could also be a way of eliminating evidence. The maestro Osvaldo Raffo, the great Argentine forensic, in his book The Violent Death says: ‘If a body is burned it is most likely an attempt to make it disappear, impede its identification, or to hide the true cause of death.’ And for me that’s the key: to hide the cause of death. Because, why employ two different methods of hiding a corpse and then leave it in an easily accessible location? The body was practically in plain sight, in a patch of wasteland where the neighbourhood kids played ball and the adults dumped their trash. It was unfathomable that someone would try to hide a body there: within a day or so it would’ve been found either by a kid or a dog. If they’d truly wanted to make it disappear, they would’ve dumped it in a river, or in a sewer. The criminal also hadn’t made it difficult for the body to be identified, since the hands and fingerprints were unaltered, and Ana’s head was still in the same place as the rest of her body, with the hair singed and the face marked by major burns, but still perfectly recognizable. The strongest hypothesis, then as now, was that some pyromaniac butcher was trying to erase evidence of the cause of death. And judging by the way the body had been charred, in stages and at different intensities, the evidence had likely been present on some part of Ana Sardá’s torso, between her neck and the articulation of her lower extremities. The most probable scenario, the one that seemed obvious when observing the scene, would’ve been that the girl had been pregnant. But the autopsy didn’t mention any pregnancy. If there had been a foetus, no matter how burned, they should’ve detected it.

			After a few hours, we got the authorization to move the body to the morgue so that we could run the necessary tests and, fundamentally, so that the family could identify her. Although there was no doubt that the dismembered woman was Ana Sardá, even before she was taken in. The priest hadn’t hesitated a second when he saw her. I don’t get emotional when I’m working, it’s part of the training, only without emotion can we properly carry out our professional duties. But I remember that at the time, still practically a kid myself, I thought about the father of that young woman who would have the courage or the obligation to go look at her dismembered and burned body to verify that, in fact, those body parts had been Ana Sardá, and it pained me. I felt sorry for him; it was prejudiced of me maybe, but I imagined it would be the father and not the mother. But it was one of her sisters who identified the body, an option I hadn’t even considered. And when I found that out, I felt even more sorry; it wasn’t just someone emotionally attached to the deceased, but another young woman, who could’ve easily suffered the same fate as the victim. Too much horror to stand. I flipped the pages of the notebook looking to see which of the two sisters had identified the cadaver, but I didn’t have that detail written down. Maybe I never knew. 

			I closed the box containing the case material that I’d now gone over front to back. I kept the forensic doctor’s report to read again, carefully, looking for something that I hadn’t paid attention to at the time. I noticed on this new reading that there were several observations referring to the colour of Ana’s skin. I have to admit that I didn’t ‘see’ that detail during the in situ examination of the cadaver, or later at the morgue. And not when I read the final autopsy report either. Beyond the fact that all the body parts were exposed to different degrees of fire or heat, and that would alter the colour of burned skin, there were specific comments that hadn’t jumped out to me at the time, but, in that new reading, they did. The report talked about the ‘coppery yellow tone of the skin on the feet’ which had been protected from the fire by her footwear. I looked back at the notebook; I flipped some pages in hopes of finding something else: ‘Why ‘coppery yellow?’ I found I had written in a margin, with a large question mark. All cadavers are affected by cyanosis due to the lack of oxygen in the bloodstream and they turn blue; it’s like what happens when a baby cries inconsolably, so much so that the blood can’t flow properly. So the bluish tone didn’t surprise anyone at Ana’s autopsy. But why didn’t the coppery yellow on some parts of the body sound any alarm bells? In my case, the oversight was due to lack of experience; for the rest of the team, due to lack of expertise. Or corruption, that variable can’t be discounted; the judicial system, as those of us who are part of it know well, is not immune to corruption. The corpse of a person with diabetes and who registers a glucose surge can present the two colours. Jaundice, cyanosis. Of course, it didn’t seem logical that the person who dismembered and burned Ana Sardá would’ve been trying to hide a possible case of diabetes.

			I kept thinking about those colours. I put the forensic doctor’s report in my backpack to keep it handy. I was annoyed, angry with myself for not having dug deeper, thirty years back, into that clue about the colour of Ana’s legs. I poured myself some wine, played Adriana Varela’s Naranjo en flor on one of my phone apps. You see, Betina, I drink wine and listen to music every once in a while. Adriana Varela just kills me. As soon as the tango ended, I took the report out of my backpack. I was trying to find a different lead. The lower extremities and the head displayed first- and second-degree burns. The torso and arms were charred black. The arms were bent into what is known as the ‘boxer’s stance’ or ‘the fencer’; for them to have contracted in that way they had to have been exposed to heat or fire that, without a doubt, was much hotter than the flames that had barely singed the head and legs. And, in addition, the ground didn’t display burns compatible with the degree of charring present on Ana Sardá’s torso, so that portion of her body must’ve been burned elsewhere. Why go to the trouble to burn the torso so much and then return it to the vacant lot? Second glass of wine: now Adriana was singing Garganta con arena, and I was increasingly more convinced of my intuitive hypothesis from thirty years back: it was not a sexual crime. The burning and dismemberment had been carried out with the intention of hiding the true cause of death, which was not reckless strangulation during rape, as my boss had concluded. Who wanted to hide the cause of death? Why? What had they done? What had they forced Ana to do? And maybe not who but what killed that seventeen-year-old girl? Sometimes there are so many questions that it’s not enough just to ask who did it and why.

			I was pleased to know I would be meeting that other witness, who said that Ana had died the day before, in her arms. Alfredo Sardá had asked me to come to his house on a Friday afternoon, and I knew that we would meet with the girl who testified motu proprio and who no one listened to, or rather the woman she’d become, with or without her memories. On one hand, I was worried she might turn out to be crazy and make no sense or even be a pathological liar; in my line of work, I’ve come across more than one woman like this; men too, lying isn’t a matter of gender. Craziness either. Despite the fact that women are more known for it than we men, scientifically speaking, mental illness is very evenly distributed across the genders. But, still, I wanted to remain open and receptive, because there also existed the possibility that this girl, now a woman, could’ve been telling the truth all along: Ana had died in her arms. There was a possibility that her previous memories could correctly recall those events, even if afterwards her memory was no longer able to retain anything. Like a grocery bag with a hole in it that you think you’re carrying your potatoes home in but, meanwhile, they’re falling out the bottom, one by one. If, in fact, Ana Sardá had died in the arms of a teenage friend, what circumstances surrounding that death could’ve made someone go to the trouble of dismembering the body like that? What were they trying to hide by burning the body before and after they cut it up? What sense of guilt could’ve made someone call the police with their voice breaking to report the location of that dead girl? Specifically, what crime was hidden beneath that crime?

			That last question, which encompasses them all, was what my interrogation of Marcela Funes would focus on, what was hidden, what was still unseen. And if she could answer that we might be able to expose, finally, the true horror behind the horror.
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			Alfredo Sardá hired me because he wanted to know ‘the truth’. But, like so many people who say that, what he really wanted was to confirm his own hypothesis. What he still didn’t know was that there was another truth, gliding below the surface in silence, hidden, almost imperceptible. And if he knew it, it was only unconsciously, never daring to bring it to the surface, to think about it; much less say it out loud. We all believe that we want to know ‘the truth’, but in reality, we’re talking about ‘our truth’. I’m no exception to the rule, it’s just that, due to my professional habits, I’m more attentive to discovering undesired truths.

			He asked me over to his house to introduce me to Marcela Funes so that the three of us could go over a list of names she had written down thirty years before, when she was seventeen. She made the list because she thought that one of the guys on it might be the man Ana Sardá was having a romantic relationship with before she died. Alfredo already had a copy of that list. That was the first thing that surprised me: he could’ve sent the list to me by e-mail, and I would’ve moved forward with it, investigating each of them, without the need for that meeting. We could’ve met later, once I’d discarded any false leads. But underneath Alfredo’s request was the search for that hidden truth. Something he didn’t see but must’ve sensed, like an uncomfortable presence.

			I arrived at his house at three o’clock in the afternoon, the agreed-upon time. In reality I arrived a few minutes early; everything had gone perfectly smoothly to get me there: the bus had come right away, moved through the other stops more quickly than usual, and I found myself outside the house where Ana Sardá had lived four minutes before the stipulated time. Of course, I waited until three o’clock on the dot to ring the doorbell. Alfredo Sardá came out to open the gate, he was extremely thin, my memory of him had been of a robust man. The front gate had a chain with a lock on it. I imagined that back when Ana had lived there it hadn’t had one but you can’t live in the suburbs without bars and locks any more. Alfredo let me in, offered me coffee, and, as he prepared it, he let me know that later, closer to four, he would leave for a few minutes to go pick up Marcela Funes. This was the way they always did it, and Alfredo didn’t want to alter their routine. Despite the woman’s amnesia and the challenges it posed for her, she got around fairly well when she went to specific places repeatedly in habitual routines. But he preferred to walk her there and back anyway, and that’s what he would do.

			We had almost an entire hour to talk alone. We started with the list. Alfredo gave me a copy, but I just skimmed it. I suggested doing a more exhaustive reading when the three of us were together, going name by name together with Marcela, both of us attentive to any reaction from the woman. Maybe we could pick out some unconscious response in her expression. Alfredo was in agreement. His hypothesis was the following: one of those men, the one who had a relationship with Ana, even without having killed her, felt responsible and tried to erase all evidence that could’ve revealed Ana’s cause of death and eventually exposed him. Alfredo said: ‘I’m looking for the person who, without killing my daughter, felt guilty enough over her death to dismember her and burn her. I say it, thirty years later, and still today my voice breaks.’

			It was a possible hypothesis. And it was logical that his voice would break. Anyway, I still didn’t understand why Marcela Funes couldn’t just tell us what had happened to Ana so that we could then follow the inverse process: let the cause of death lead us to the pyromaniac butcher. I suggested this. Alfredo was emphatically against it. ‘Marcela promised Ana she would never tell what happened before she died, and I want to respect that promise. She’s a very fragile person, her past memories that persist through her state of generalized fog are the only thing holding her together. Those memories are what help her go on living. Her friendship with Ana is one of them, maybe the most important one. Her life is propped up by what she remembers of her friendship with my daughter. To Marcela, the friendship is still alive. And she has to protect it from all the humiliation it was put through after that terrible accident. Forcing her to talk would devastate her.’ Alfredo asked me for a moment and he got up to go look for something. He was upset, I think he even had tears in his eyes. It was hard to tell whether it was over Ana or Marcela.

			After a minute he came back holding a handkerchief. ‘Sorry, the days go by but I can’t get over this cold.’ He blew his nose and stood for a while frozen in that movement, as if he wasn’t finished. I wanted to say something to bring him back but then he sighed, shook his head as if freeing himself of some emotion, and went on. And then it was clear which of the two women had moved him to tears that afternoon. ‘Do you realize that Marcela can’t remember what she had for lunch today? Think about it, Elmer, a little while after I introduce you, she’ll forget who you are. Do you know that she can’t read a novel because she’ll forget what happened in the previous chapter?’ He was waiting for my response, so I nodded, but I didn’t really see where he was going with this. He waved a hand in the air like he was trying to find the words to go on, stuttered before continuing: ‘It’s very sad, the woman has no chance of falling in love. She’s condemned to never know love. Truly sad, Marcela didn’t deserve this. How could we ask her to go against her sworn promise? How could we ask her to betray Ana? How can we take away the only thing she has?’ I finally understood. I nodded. These weren’t questions I could answer. And, once again, I stuck to the advice I so often give in my seminars: we criminalists should rid ourselves of all emotion. That’s what I did, not letting Alfredo’s tears or his arguments affect me. Despite what I had just heard, I would’ve interrogated Funes until I got Ana Sardá’s cause of death out of her, that very day, that very afternoon. But I had to find an alternative route that my client would be comfortable with. Alfredo offered me another coffee before he went for Marcela. As he made it, he said again, ‘Marcela promised my daughter she wouldn’t say anything about what ultimately killed her. And it would kill Marcela if she tells us. I hope we can reach that truth by our own means. And when we do, Marcela will finally be free of that promise and that secret.’

			What was the thing that had happened prior to Ana’s death that Marcela didn’t want to talk about? The options Alfredo had already considered matched up with mine: death by drug overdose or substance abuse or death due to gender violence. Two problems a daughter would prefer for a father not to know about. Circumstances which, without thinking that they could lead to her death, Ana could’ve seen as shameful for her parents to find out. If she had a problem with drug abuse, she would’ve likely asked Marcela not to tell anyone. If her boyfriend beat her, same thing. I didn’t dare add anything. And I realized that Alfredo didn’t expect me to: when I looked up from my cup of coffee, he already had his jacket on and was heading to the door to go get Marcela.

			I went out with him. It didn’t seem appropriate to stay alone inside his house. Also, it was a good excuse to smoke a cigarette. I stood outside Alfredo Sardá’s house, across the street on the sunny side, beside an orange tree that grew crookedly between the pavement tiles. I rolled a cigarette and lit it. The cool of that April afternoon made me want to smoke with my eyes closed and my face to the sun which, at that time of day, provided a gentle warmth. A little while later, after a long inhale, I opened my eyes to see them coming. It looked like an image from an old photo album. Alfredo, I only now looked at him closely, was wearing a sports coat and dress pants, a white shirt with the top button undone, and loafers. All his clothes were too loose on him, but he still retained the elegance he must’ve had in other times. Marcela wore a dress with a full, ruffled skirt that could’ve been taken straight from a Burda magazine from the eighties, buttoned shoes with a square heel and a bag hanging from her shoulder that, I soon learned, contained some of her notebooks. Alfredo and Marcela walked arm in arm, smiling; for a moment, they made me forget that our meeting was about the death, dismemberment, and burning of Ana Sardá. If I hadn’t known who they were, I would’ve said they looked like an old-timey couple, out of style and out of place on that street in the twenty-first century suburbs, an imitation of what they’d once been, still happy. They didn’t see me where I stood behind the orange tree and I felt that if I stepped into sight, I would disturb some delicate balance. From the opposite side of the street, I watched as they went into the house, Alfredo first looking around for me. He must’ve assumed I had gone to buy cigarettes and would be right back; this time he didn’t put the chain around the gate. I waited for them to enter the house and, only then, did I stub out my cigarette on the pavement, cross the street, and ring the doorbell, as if everything were starting over again.

			Alfredo made the requisite introductions. Marcela Funes took out a notebook from her bag and started writing. She was surprised by my name and I had to spell it out for her. ‘E,’ ‘L,’ ‘M,’ ‘E,’ ‘R.’ After doing so, she realized she already had it written down, a few pages back. Alfredo went to the kitchen and returned with more coffee. ‘Elmer, the idea is that Marcela, without breaking the promise she made to Ana, might give us some details that could lead us to the truth.’ Marcela looked at Alfredo in a special way, admiringly. I smiled at her, but she didn’t seem to notice. ‘Marcela is quite certain that Ana was waiting for someone at the church. Someone who, at least up until the moment that the statue fell on her head, hadn’t arrived.’ Marcela nodded and it seemed like she was about to speak up, but she didn’t. She was concentrating on something and Alfredo and I gave her a moment. She took from her bag a notebook and opened it, it wasn’t the one she’d written my name in a few minutes before, but a different one. Finally, she said: ‘Ana was seeing someone. I made a list of possible boyfriends, I have it here.’ She handed Alfredo the list we already had. ‘You gave me these names a few days ago, Marcela, and I made two copies: I kept one and I just gave Elmer the other,’ he explained patiently. Without waiting for her response, I asked: ‘If you were such good friends, why didn’t Ana tell you who she was going out with?’ I wasn’t as patient as Alfredo. ‘Because she couldn’t tell me. She never told me. I took it upon myself to write down the names of all the committed men we knew.’ ‘And do you think that same person, the man she was going out with, could’ve dismembered and burned her body?’ Marcela looked to Alfredo, confused. He took her hand and looked her in the eye. Once again, he patiently explained what he must’ve already told her in previous meetings and what others had surely told her many times over these last thirty years. ‘After Ana died in your arms, someone dismembered her body and burned it.’ She brought a hand to her mouth in surprise, in horror, it was as if she were hearing it for the first time. She shook her head. Alfredo added: ‘But she was already dead, Marcela, don’t worry, it’s very shocking, I understand. Ana didn’t suffer; she was dead by the time they did what they did.’ ‘Yes, she was already dead,’ Marcela repeated, calmer now, and she wrote something in the notebook. ‘Maybe if we go over this list, we can figure out who it could’ve been and…’ Alfredo was saying, but I interrupted him. ‘Sorry…’ I said and I made a gesture to stop him. I was increasingly more convinced that it would be better to first figure out the cause of death even without asking the question directly, so, speaking to Funes, I said, ‘Do you remember if Ana felt weak that afternoon?’ ‘Yes, she could hardly walk,’ she replied, ‘I had to help her into the church.’ ‘Why?’ ‘Because she felt so bad.’ ‘Why did she feel bad? Had someone hit her?’ ‘No, no one had hit her! Why would someone hit her?’ the woman asked, surprised. I didn’t respond, even if this was just an ad hoc interrogation, I would ask the questions and she would answer. ‘Was she incoherent?’ ‘No.’ ‘Did she seem drunk, or high?’ ‘No! Why would you ask that?’ This time I answered: ‘No one dies just because, for no reason. No one is fine and suddenly they feel bad and die. Or, at least, not someone who’s healthy and only seventeen years old.’ Marcela Funes sat looking at me, uncomfortable or annoyed, I couldn’t tell. ‘Let’s get back to the list, Elmer,’ Alfredo suggested. ‘Was there anything in her appearance or health that stood out to you?’ I pressed. ‘She had a fever, she was burning up and shivering.’ ‘And what else?’ ‘She was totally white.’ ‘White,’ I repeated. ‘Yes, like a sheet of paper.’ In a flash, the colours of Ana’s corpse came to mind, coppery yellow and blue. Before that, white, according to her friend. ‘And was she still white when she died?’ I asked. ‘No, it was strange, when we got to the church, she looked totally yellow. I thought it was maybe from the light of the candles or the darkness in the main chapel,’ she answered. ‘First white, then yellow,’ I repeated to confirm. ‘It was like the yellow was spreading over her body. I stroked her head and I looked at her skin.’ ‘And right before she died?’ I asked. ‘She started to turn blue,’ Marcela answered, and while I no longer had any doubts, I wanted to confirm: ‘Are you sure?’ ‘I’m sure,’ she responded, ‘I had never seen someone turn blue. It was a bluish grey.’ ‘Mondor’s,’ I said finally. ‘What?’ Alfredo asked. ‘Mondor’s syndrome. A toxic blood infection that sets in after a septic abortion. Ana had an abortion, Alfredo, and she died of a generalized infection.’ Marcela’s loud sigh confirmed my words and put an end to the interrogation and to her secret.

			What to me was just a conclusion derived from evidence, was to Alfredo a revelation, and to Marcela, a release from a prison sentence. He was bewildered, as if the thought had never crossed his mind. His face had the same stunned expression I’d seen thirty years prior. Once again, Alfredo seemed petrified by horror. Marcela began to cry, not out of pain, but relief: she could finally share the secret without going back on her word. She leaned over and took Alfredo’s hand; she was now the one consoling him. I stood up and walked over to the window, giving them a moment to let their emotions settle. When it seemed like the right time, I explained the condition that had killed Ana, they needed to know. ‘Mondor syndrome manifests between twenty-four and forty-eight hours after a septic abortion. It is very severe and has a very high mortality rate. In general, it happens after abortions performed by untrained persons who use unsafe techniques and poorly sterilized equipment. More than one type of bacteria can cause the condition. It starts with anaemia, that’s why she was so white. Then it moves to jaundice, that’s why she turned yellow. Finally, cyanosis, blue.’ I think Alfredo had stopped listening, he looked lost, outside of his body. He spoke over me, without letting go of Marcela’s hand and without looking at either of us: ‘Why didn’t she tell me? I could have…’ he choked, stopped, and then started again: ‘Why didn’t she tell me?’ And he started to cry.

			He wasn’t asking Marcela, much less me, he was asking himself. She hugged him and he cried on her shoulder, murmuring the same question: ‘Why didn’t she tell me?’ After he calmed down, he sat up, looked at Marcela, and asked: ‘Did she do it all by herself?’ ‘I went with her, Alfredo,’ she answered. ‘She was waiting on that man, who never came; he had found a place to do it and he gave her the money, but he said he was going to go with her and he never came. So I went with her.’ Alfredo looked at her, brushed a strand of hair out of her face and tucked it behind her ear. ‘Poor thing, poor things, both of you,’ he said. Marcela was crying too. I let them sob for a moment with their arms around each other, and when I saw that Funes had pulled back to wipe her tears with a handkerchief, I asked: ‘Would you be able to take us to that place?’ Betina would’ve scolded me for being insensitive, but, even though her voice still popped into my head every once in a while, I couldn’t listen to her because I had something more important to do than follow her orders: my job. ‘Whoever performed the abortion might’ve wanted to make sure Ana’s body didn’t show any traces of what they’d done.’ ‘Could you take us there?’ Alfredo now asked her, after hearing my hypothesis. ‘Yes, I can take you,’ Marcela responded and from inside another notebook she produced a page ripped from an old Filcar guide. She held it out to him. ‘It was yours,’ she said. Alfredo nodded and sat staring at the wrinkled page, as if all the pieces finally fitted together.

			We ordered a taxi and the three of us went to the place where Ana, thirty years before, had had an abortion. There was no way to convince Marcela not to come. She didn’t recognize the streets we drove down, saying we weren’t going the right way. She remembered the area being leafier, small houses with gardens out front, more spaced out. And without bars on the windows. Patiently, Alfredo explained that in the last thirty years the area had changed and that in many parts of the suburbs those changes hadn’t brought progress but deterioration, overcrowding, and increased poverty.

			When we got to the house, Funes recognized it; she shuddered. Alfredo tried to calm her but she was shaking like a leaf. I got out alone; this was my job and I was the one who should do the talking, besides, I was the only one in any condition to do so. I rang the doorbell, a woman appeared holding a baby and with two little ones grabbing her legs. She was very kind and obliging as I asked my questions. I explained exactly why we were there and what we were looking for. She didn’t get scared or try to get rid of me quickly; just the opposite, the woman seemed eager to help. She told me that the house had belonged to her grandparents and that, when they died, her parents inherited it, but they’d moved to Córdoba when they got married. So, for years, they’d rented it, cheap, just to have a bit of extra income. She was an only child and when she’d decided to move to Buenos Aires with her husband, her parents lent the house to her. At the time of Ana’s abortion, the house was rented out. Unfortunately, like many rental agreements back then, the contract was done under the table and there was no paperwork or receipts. But the girl promised to ask her parents and if they remembered anything that could help find the renters, she would let me know immediately.

			We returned to Alfredo’s house. He was enthusiastic about the possibility that they might be able to send some clues from Córdoba. I was less enthusiastic: I’d never heard of any cases of doctors or medical assistants having dismembered their patients after a clandestine abortion, so as not to leave evidence. It was possible, I’m not saying it wasn’t; the human being is surprising, even to me, and I’ve seen everything. As much as it seemed fairly improbable, I didn’t want to kill Alfredo’s enthusiasm. Before leaving, I asked to go back over the list of Ana’s possible boyfriends. A committed man, whose mistress died in a clandestine abortion, could become desperate, capable of anything. I said this to Alfredo, careful not to use the word ‘mistress’ in reference to his daughter. We read the list and the rating Marcela Funes had assigned to each of the suspects. Of the initial list, and after removing a few who – in light of later events – seemed less likely, there were eight suspects. But Alfredo and Marcela had trouble imagining any of them as Ana’s boyfriend, much less imagine them having done what was done to hide the evidence. ‘It had to be someone,’ I insisted. ‘Someone whose situation allowed them to convince themselves that they were doing what they had to do. What was it that Ana said about him, Marcela? If you can remember her exact words, even better.’ ‘“He can’t,” that’s what she said,’ Marcela responded almost immediately. ‘That he wanted to but he couldn’t,’ she added. ‘Did she mention him being married, engaged, or that his girlfriend was a friend of hers or a friend of the family?’ Alfredo asked. ‘No,’ Marcela said, ‘Ana never mentioned other people being involved when she talked about him, just that he couldn’t. ‘He can’t.’ Alfredo and I looked at each other. I had the feeling that both of us were beginning to think along the same lines. ‘Maybe there weren’t other people involved. There are other reasons people aren’t allowed to have romantic attachments, even if they’re not married or in relationships,’ I suggested. ‘Maybe the person we’re looking for isn’t committed to any real, concrete person,’ I said, pushing a little further. ‘I don’t understand,’ Marcela said. But Alfredo did, and he nodded. He understood, he just didn’t dare to say it because he was still denying that truth. His unwanted truth. Which is why I said: ‘A priest, for example. Could it have been this Father Manuel, who turned up right away at the crime scene and identified the body? Could he be the one who had a relationship with Ana, Marcela?’ The woman looked disgusted. And then she looked at Alfredo and she responded to him, as if I didn’t merit an answer, after what I had suggested. ‘No!’ she said, horrified. ‘How could Ana ever go out with that old man? We made fun of him; he had bad breath. No, no, that priest was gross.’ Funes was genuinely offended. I pressed further: ‘And there wasn’t any other priest at that church? Someone younger?’ I looked at Alfredo to help me out, and I was surprised to see that his eyes were lost on some indetermined point on the wall in front of him: Alfredo already knew, I didn’t need to keep asking. By that point, neither he nor Marcela were paying attention to me any more. But I’m stubborn as stubborn can be and, even though no one was listening to me, I repeated the question. ‘There wasn’t a younger priest?’

			

			Alfredo, after a moment, looked at me, and, as if it were a struggle to speak, he stammered: ‘A priest, no. But I know who we’re looking for. I don’t understand how I didn’t see it sooner.’

		

	
		
			

			 

			Julián 

			MAN: I heard you in the garden, and I was afraid because I was naked; so I hid.

			GOD: Have you eaten of the forbidden tree?

			MAN: The woman you placed beside me gave me the fruit, and I ate of it.

			GENESIS 3:8-12

		

	
		
			

			 

			1

			I was born into a Catholic family. My family tree, on my father’s side, includes several priests, some nuns, and even a bishop. But you certainly couldn’t call my father a fervent Catholic. He was what is often called a ‘practising Catholic’, if going to Sunday mass – more as a social event than anything else – and saying grace at dinner warranted that classification. Religion, to my father, was more about tradition than faith. An ancestral tradition, which he was proud of and he didn’t want to lose. And my mother, how do I put it, not even that. Unlike in other families, the families of our friends or classmates, in our home, raising the kids didn’t fall to her, but to him. He gave the orders that had to be followed, my mother had to execute them. My brothers and I received the required sacraments: baptism, first communion, second communion, and confirmation, because that’s how my father decreed it.

			That said, our true religious education, the in-depth one, was thanks to the school he chose for my brothers and I: San Juan Apostle, a Catholic school that was part of a congregation with a lot of young priests, barely older than us students, who played football, sat around the bonfire and played the guitar with us, priests we could relate to and look up to as role models. I was happy at that school, I had great friends, I felt like it was my place in the world; I believed in God, I believe in God. And I also believe in doing things for others, here on Earth. For those of us who have a clear calling to aid our fellow man, the priesthood is the perfect choice. If it weren’t for the celibacy, it would be the perfect choice. I would’ve made a good shepherd to the faithful, if marriage wasn’t forbidden for priests.

			I sometimes feel angry at the Catholic Church, because I blame their insistence on maintaining celibacy for that chain of tragic events, the worst, without a doubt, being Ana’s death. A chain of events that caused me to reject my calling to the priesthood. But the church is made by men, so I should really be angry with those of us who make it up. While there is strong resistance to changing it, clerical celibacy that is, it’s a point of controversy: it is not a requisite that was ordained by Jesus and it has caused more than a few of us to be left out. The obligation to remain chaste is not a matter of dogma, an absolute truth like the resurrection of Christ or the Holy Trinity. It’s a rule imposed by the Church, a chosen way of life decided by men for men. It came about as a result of the Lateran Councils in the years 1123 and 1139. Before that, priests had been allowed to marry. But then popes Leo IX and Gregory VII – in the eleventh century – set out to combat the supposed ‘moral degradation’ of the clergy. Some historians emphasize the issue of inheritance and the fact that the Church didn’t want to share its wealth with the sons of priests. That could very well be the case, but I believe that there was a true terror of sexual freedom. That ended up leading first to the repression of desires and, ultimately, to the thing they feared most: moral degradation. Celibacy, in place of avoiding that, fostered it. Thanks to that exaggerated sexual repression, which was imposed as a regulation in the twelfth century, so many of us were deprived of a life devoted to Christ over the centuries that followed. And, what’s worse, they caused us to feel guilty, dirty, unrestrained. There are even extreme cases, such as mine, in which they stained our hands with blood.

			I have to admit that I didn’t go into the seminary blindly. It was clear from day one what the Church was asking of me in exchange, if I wanted to become a priest. That was precisely where my greatest doubts lay. Throughout my teenage years, I often thought that I couldn’t be one of those priests we hung out with on church retreats, the ones who would do the missionary work right alongside us like they were our peers. Everything felt exciting to me about that possible life, except for the fact that, at night, when the workday was over, they couldn’t go home to find a wife there and have a love life; it seemed tragic to me that those priests would be denied the possibility of sustaining any sentimental and affective relationship beyond the Church. How could they be as happy, patient, and understanding as they seemed if they didn’t have any real, palpable relationship with anyone? How could you be happy if no one ever touched you? Where did they release that energy, that drive? Did Jesus not have a sex life? Did Jesus not have any romance? Did the seminary students have them in secret? Did the priests? I asked myself these questions in fear, feeling like it could be a sin just to think them. 

			Whenever the idea of becoming a priest would cross my mind, I discarded it immediately. Like when a bad thought pops into your head and you try to move on to something else as quickly as possible so that you almost doubt whether that first idea even existed. I was a teenager, I didn’t yet know what I wanted from life, but I knew for sure that I didn’t feel capable of renouncing the love of a woman. And I wasn’t wrong, because in spite of all the effort, despite the pain over what I’d lose, when the time came to choose, I couldn’t resist love. I paid the highest price: Ana’s death was my punishment. We were all punished by her death, some undeservingly. No argument in favour of clerical celibacy stands up to rational analysis. In any case, falling in love is also an act of faith. 

			Despite my doubts, the ground was fertile. From the time I was a young boy, school age, I had heard talk about the ‘calling’. In catechism class, they’d explained how a religious vocation wasn’t something one chooses, but that Christ calls you to it. And if He asks you to follow Him, how can you say no? But the idea didn’t fully take root until it moved from being just an idea knocking around in my head, to something I felt in my heart. At first, it made me feel uncomfortable, strange, irritated, even. ‘Me, a priest? Really? How could such a crazy idea even occur to me?’ Questions that felt almost inappropriate. But the discomfort remained, lodged in my chest, buzzing, insistent as a fly. And I couldn’t shake it because, at the same time, and despite the unease, that call made me feel important: if I had heard it, it was because I had been ‘chosen’. A long time had passed between the first time I heard the call, as a teenager, before, finally, I was able to answer it, years later. It was a slippery process, because I always tried to analyse things rationally; and a religious calling is a mystery to human comprehension that answers only to the logic of on high.

			I was so resistant to hearing the word that I only felt ready to give myself over to God after starting my third year of law school. A family tragedy had to occur in order for me to accept that insistent call; without that pain I might’ve never answered it. My mother abandoned us. As simple as that, as painful and as unexpected as it would be for any son, even knowing my mother. I’m not sure it was as much of a surprise to my father as it was to me and my brothers. One afternoon, she explained that she had fallen in love with another man, and she moved out the next day. She then presumed that she’d be able to maintain a relationship with us from a distance, far from home, living with that man and going on being our mother, as if motherhood didn’t imply physical presence, bodily sacrifice. My father, my brothers, and I wouldn’t stand for it. We wouldn’t let her near us, didn’t answer her calls or open her letters. We condemned her to exile. We were very bitter about it. If our mother had chosen that man over us, if she couldn’t live without him, she’d have to pay for it.

			Because her actions had consequences that couldn’t be ignored; she couldn’t just overlook our pain, our shame. My father always remained intact, solid, upright. I don’t know if my mother’s leaving was humiliating to him, but if so, he never showed it, neither to us or others.

			I did feel humiliated, as if in some way I were him, as if my mother had let me down, not as a son, but as a man. My father didn’t even have to ask us to shun her: we did it on our own. Neither I nor any of my brothers wanted to hear any more from that woman who had been our mother; or so we thought. At first, we would only mention her to insult her; when we did this in front of our father, he remained silent, as if he hadn’t heard, but if the insult was crude, he would shoot us a reproachful look. And over time no one mentioned her at all any more. It was as if she had died. I was twenty-two and I could get by on my own; but there were five of us and my youngest brother, Iván, was ten, still a little boy: he was the true victim, the one who suffered most. None of us could be his mother, none of us realized that he needed her so much. 

			

			One day I got home to find Iván crying in the doorway, unable to go inside; that was the day I finally heard my calling. He was sobbing, saying over and over: ‘I miss her, I miss Mama, I need you to forgive her.’ He put his arms around me, all tears; I couldn’t say anything, I just shook my head, I knew that no matter how much Iván cried, as much as it ripped him apart, none of my brothers were going to forgive her. And that I, myself, as a son or putting myself in my father’s place, couldn’t forgive her either. That’s when I heard the call: ‘If you believe in me, and I ask this of you, could you truly not forgive her?’ Immediately I had a strange vision that was crystal clear, luminous. And that vision was followed by a feeling that was a burning desire, but also a call to action: ‘I want to become a priest so that my mother can confess to me and I can offer her the forgiveness that I can’t give her as a son, I want to absolve her and all women like her.’ For the first time, I felt certain that I wanted to become a priest. And more than certainty, a necessity. I consoled Iván, took him into the house, helped him with his homework, played the games he wanted to play to distract him; that night I slept in his room, in a trundle bed that pulled out underneath his, too short, with my feet hanging off the end of the mattress. I didn’t care, he couldn’t sleep alone and I wouldn’t be able to sleep if I didn’t watch over him. In the middle of the night, he asked me: ‘No one is ever going to forgive her, are they?’ And I responded: ‘Yes, if she asks for forgiveness, I will forgive her.’ Iván settled down and fell asleep. I didn’t mention the priesthood.

			The next day, I went to see Father Manuel. He was the priest I knew best from Sunday mass and the Catholic Action groups at the San Gabriel Church. I asked to speak with him and he said we could talk in the confessional. In reality, I wasn’t going to confess any sins, but I didn’t dare to contradict him, so I knelt down before him. Also, I took it as a sign: I wanted to become a priest in order to forgive, and Father Manuel was inviting me to the place where sins are confessed and forgiven. As soon as I ‘confessed’ my calling, he said to me: ‘I’ve been waiting for you for a long time; I knew that one day you were going to hear the call.’ Then he put his hand on my head and, instead of praying, he blessed me. When we finished with ‘the confession’, he invited me to the sacristy to have a cup of tea and talk. He explained what it meant to enter the seminary, but he didn’t pressure me; he just gave me some advice and practical information. ‘These decisions take time, you’ve already taken a big step, you let yourself hear the call, now you’re going to have to discern whether you truly have a religious vocation or not,’ he told me. ‘Discern’ is a word that has stayed with me ever since that day. I have spent my life discerning. The priest sent me home with a book: An Introduction to Christianity, by Joseph Ratzinger. ‘Read it, the answers to all your questions are there. And pray, a lot, pray.’

			I spent all night awake, reading and underlining phrases by a Ratzinger who was still very far from becoming Pope. ‘Faith does in fact come from hearing, not from reflection,’ ‘in Faith, the word takes precedence over the thought,’ ‘Faith on the other hand comes to man from outside,’ ‘not something thought up by myself; it is something said to me, which hits me as something which has not been thought out and could not be thought out, and lays an obligation on me,’ ‘This double structure of “Do you believe? – I do believe!”, this form of the call from outside and the reply to it, is fundamental to it.’ I underlined practically the entire book. It was clear, in every underlined sentence, that it wasn’t about ‘thinking’, but ‘hearing’. My little brother crying on the doorstep had permitted me to hear. And, finally, I answered God’s call.

			

			I entered the seminary just a few months later. I met the three requirements: male, able-bodied, and baptized. I wanted to confirm with Father Manuel the meaning of able-bodied before filling out the admission forms. I went to see him once again, this time we spoke in the sacristy, without going through the confessional. He explained that the ‘able-bodied’ requirement meant that the priest couldn’t have any physical impediment that would keep him from celebrating mass, carrying the sacraments, or attending to his fellow man. ‘And, since some time now, a psychic maturity and integrity is required. For example, if a young man has homosexual tendencies, he is asked to correct them and let three years pass before he enters the seminary. I don’t think that’s your case,’ he said and he sat staring at me, waiting for my confirmation. No, it wasn’t the case. But his comment gave me the excuse to talk about celibacy and the fear I had about renouncing women forever. ‘Don’t put too much pressure on yourself, you don’t need to know everything today. You have years of seminary studies to clear up any doubts. The same way I was certain that you would one day hear the call, I’m also certain that when it comes time to discern, you will make the right choice. Your ally will be prayer: pray a lot, talk to God. But always keep in mind that the key question you have to answer isn’t if you can live without the love of a woman, but another much greater one: “Was I, truly, chosen by God?”’ 

			And I walked right into that trap. It’s hard to resist being chosen by God. Once again, my vanity, being made to feel special. And it was a ridiculous battle: one Faith, the Catholic faith, pitted against another Faith, love.

			My years in the seminary were easier than I’d expected. In a way, it was an echo of the camaraderie I’d felt in high school. I also didn’t miss my house full of boys. There was no time to miss anything, I was busy every hour of the day. We woke up at five forty-five in the morning to the sound of a bell; one of us was in charge of ringing it, a task that rotated weekly. And after that bell, silence again; because our first words were directed at God, in silence, each in their own way. By the time the second bell came, we had to be showered, dressed, with our teeth brushed. Then, yes, the six-thirty bell indicated that we should move to the chapel for the community prayer. There, we attended mass, prayed, sang. Never, neither before or after the years of seminary, have I been surrounded by so many joyful people every morning. Inside that building, our shared home, I had a pleasant life, happy, like one you could have anywhere. I daresay more pleasant and happy than you could have anywhere: there, the majority of life’s problems had been solved for us.

			After breakfast, the rest of the morning was dedicated to classes on different subjects. I owe the best of my education to those years in the seminary. I studied the Mysteries of Christ, Theology, Canonic Law, Music, Language, Introduction to Liturgy, Introduction to Spirituality, Vocational Orientation. In the afternoons, after lunch, our time was spent cleaning, playing football, swimming, studying anything each of us needed to explore in more detail. Finally, in the evening, the Holy Eucharist, dinner, and nightly prayers before bed. A new night, a new day. Anyone who thought we were odd was mistaken; we led an absolutely normal life, we tried to be happy and make others happy. That was the motto of our congregation: ‘There is no saintliness without happiness.’

			Everything took place inside the seminary building, except for the pastoral work, which we had to complete in a church. There were different options but I picked, as my first choice, the San Gabriel Church, which was still run by Father Manuel. He was the reason I had entered the seminary; he was my spiritual advisor and confessor. Also, I knew the neighbours and the parishioners, since the church was near my childhood home – where my father and some of my brothers still lived – in the town where I had been born and raised. I had lost contact with a lot of friends from the neighbourhood but all our families knew each other, the people my father talked to when he went to mass on Sundays. I have to admit that spending weekends doing my pastoral work there interested me more than studying the Bible. The San Gabriel Church was the natural, obvious, destined choice.

			But, even though it should’ve been, it wasn’t the right choice. Did God determine that it wasn’t? Who, if not God? The true question without an answer is: Why? Love got in the way of what should have been simple pastoral work, and changed both things.

			My calling didn’t hold up against my desires.

			Ever since then, I’ve feared that, on Judgement Day, hell may be my final destination. Despite having confessed my sins, despite having completed the penitence assigned to me by my confessor, despite having received absolution. I think it would be unfair, yet it may turn out that way. But, beyond my fear of what I may have to pay for in the afterlife, I fear the hell prior to the Final Judgement, the amends I will have to make for my sins in this life. And I fear that, if that living hell exists, the punishment might involve Mateo. I fear that Mateo’s disappearance may be the first step in an endless series of punishments. More punishment than I deserve, maybe.

			I fell in love with Carmen. 

			I had sex with Ana. I lied to them both.

		

	
		
			

			 

			2

			At some point in spring, while I was giving catechism to a group of boys who were preparing to receive confirmation in the church, I met Carmen. I remember that it was spring, because the days had started to get very warm and with so many teenage boys together, in that small room, you could feel it. Or, to be more precise, you could smell it. I was trying to explain one of the more complex notions of theology: the Holy Trinity and the Holy Ghost. A single God in three different forms, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. I had already decided not to talk to those boys about hypostasis, true being or individual, and singular substance, in those terms. It was hard enough to explain the conjunction between the word of God and human nature using the word ‘person’. But ‘person’, at least, was a concept that they wouldn’t have to look up in the dictionary. That’s what I was doing that spring afternoon, trying to make them understand that it’s not three gods, but one, and starting to talk about the abilities of the Holy Ghost, when Carmen appeared. And it was as if a hurricane had made landfall. She knocked on the door and entered the room in one motion, without waiting for anyone’s permission. She said: ‘I’m taking a chair.’ And that’s what she did, she walked in, took a chair, and left.

			I was left hanging in mid-air, I felt paralysed, as if the woman had put a spell on me. The boys noticed; maybe they didn’t understand exactly what had happened, but they could tell that I needed some explanation to help me return to myself. Without my asking, one of them said: ‘That’s Carmen Sardá, she’s in the courtyard with the girls’ group.’ I knew that surname, Carmen Sardá must’ve been one of the daughters of the history professor at my high school. His daughters, according to my calculations, should’ve been little girls, teenagers at best. But the Sardá girl who had just entered the room was a woman. A woman who left me mute and, I suspect, unnerved some of the boys in my group as well. She was wearing tight, trim jeans that gave a hint of what her figure looked like, and a white T-shirt that didn’t fully hide her coloured bra. Red? I felt dizzy and confused, I was surprised that red bras even existed. That couldn’t be one of the Sardá girls, I said to myself, and I went on talking about the Holy Ghost for the few minutes we had left in class. 

			When we went out, Carmen was attending to a girl in the courtyard. She had sat her in the chair she’d taken from our room a few minutes before. She was pressing a bloodied handkerchief to her nose and leaning her head back so that no more would come out. I walked over to them. ‘What happened?’ I asked. Without looking at me, Carmen responded: ‘She got hit playing dodge ball. She must have sensitive capillaries; she bleeds at the drop of a hat. Hold that there, I’m going to go get ice,’ she asked me. Or ordered me, because in the same way that she’d taken that chair from my room without asking or waiting for consent, she left me there with my assignment. Blood has always made me uncomfortable, just the sight of it makes me dizzy, I even fainted once when I had to get blood taken. Touching that handkerchief was unthinkable. But Carmen managed to get me to do it; she disappeared in search of ice and I stood there pressing that handkerchief against that girl’s nose, trying to tell myself that what I was seeing and touching wasn’t blood.

			From that day onward, Carmen and I were inseparable. We related to each other like colleagues, as catechism teachers at the same church. And we even let ourselves feel like friends. Nothing more, of course. At least not consciously, at least during the waking hours of logical decision making; at night, on the other hand, it happened several times that I woke up with the image of Carmen in my mind, either with an erection, or flaccid, having ejaculated in my sleep. I was in seminary school; I would be a priest one day. And she was a woman, destined to start a family, to share her life with a man. We talked about it, without confessing our feelings; we talked about one of us or the other, never ‘we’. We had endless conversations about my calling and hers. She wanted to be a mother, unlike me who, until Mateo was born, had never felt the calling to fatherhood. When I entered the seminary, I knew I was signing away my desires to live a life with a woman by my side, but the fact of not ever becoming a father was never one of my concerns. To tell the truth, it wasn’t something that came automatically with the birth of my son, either. I only began to feel like a father a few years later, when Mateo became a person differentiated from his mother and we were able to build our own bond. During some of those first talks, I asked Carmen if, given her great commitment to the Catholic faith, she had never heard ‘the call’. She said that no, she had not been chosen. To my surprise, in place of feeling inadequate or unwanted, Carmen was happy about it. Because she wanted to be a mother but, also, and maybe most of all, this allowed her the freedom to make a name for herself in the world of ‘renowned Catholic women’. I didn’t understand what she was referring to; she explained it in detail, and once again I was impressed by her, by how passionately she studied the Bible, reflected on the word of God, paid attention to every detail of our Faith and the liturgy. It was a thesis she planned to work on for her doctorate, no less, when she finished her degree in theology. Carmen had studied the lectionaries from several countries, the books in which each church assembly laid out the scriptural readings selected for use in their religious services. And she detected that, in the majority of them, the women mentioned in the chosen readings were described and admired for their qualities as mothers and by their feminine attributes, even if they’d had others. Carmen was and is a brilliant reader of the Bible and the lectionary, meticulous, assertive, and she determined – on the basis of these readings – a set of ‘guidelines’ for the Catholic woman. We stayed up all night comparing the Scriptures with the current lectionary. ‘Look, in the daily reading of Exodus, they move from verse 14 to verse 22, they jump over when Shiphrah and Puah resist the pharaoh’s order to kill the Hebrew children, no less. Those passages are in the Bible, but they don’t bring them to the pulpit. They aren’t read, so no one hears them at mass. The same thing happens with Esther and Judith, they are recognized by the bishops for their ‘feminine qualities’ and not for their heroism when they save the people. Judith is even admired for her physical beauty. No one feels the need to read to children about her courage. No one cares about heroines, they care about mothers and wives, the nurturers. There are female theologians who get all worked up over the selection of readings made by the bishops. A sad, Catholic version of the much-misunderstood ‘feminist’ perspective. I prefer to focus on my own formation, modelling myself after the women that the bishops admire. Why should we change something that’s worked so well for centuries? Why should a woman have to have other goals above being a mother, starting a family, educating her children in the Catholic faith so that they can become good Christians? I’m certain that if we have many children and we raise them in the Faith, the world will be a better place.’ Carmen was emphatic, she had no doubts. ‘Isn’t that the most sublime goal each of us could possibly aspire to? To make the world a better place,’ she concluded.

			

			That’s how Carmen thought; that’s what she wanted for herself, for her family, for her classmates, for her friends, and for everyone. If I had to define the kind of woman Carmen wanted to be, I would say it was the kind of woman the bishops admired from the pulpit. I wasn’t a bishop, but I admired her. And I desired her, in secret, feeling like I was committing sin. The balance we’d achieved between desire and repression rested on the fact that neither of us knew that the other felt the same way. That’s what stopped us, delayed the inevitable.

			Until summer came, and we could no longer keep what was happening to us a secret. The two of us were sent to chaperone the youth group which went to a camp in the mountains of Córdoba every February for twenty days to work on camaraderie, team building, and doing mission work in the area. The heat was indescribable. We spent our free time in the river. Our bodies were always wet, either from the water of that little muddy stream, or from sweat. And Carmen’s body, wet, was irresistible. I stole glances at her, ashamed of myself. The activities were divided between two different areas, one for the boys and another for the girls, but we had lunch and dinner in the same cafeteria and, at night, we’d all gather around the campfire. Across the flames, as someone played the guitar and everyone else sang along to songs we knew by heart, I would stare at her breasts, Carmen’s breasts, and picture, under her shirt, the red bra she’d been wearing the day I met her. When the boys and girls went to bed, she and I would sit up to wait for the fire to go out. We took our time with that task, which probably could’ve been done more quickly; dragging out our time alone together. 

			One night, after the last coal burned out, Carmen told me she was going to go for a walk along the river. I offered to go with her. It was a safe area but, still, it was no time of night to be going off on her own. That was the argument I offered, anyway, and she accepted it. We walked in silence, which was unusual for us, normally it was a flood of words; my whole body was pulsating, I felt like I couldn’t breathe. The silence made what was happening to us more obvious. In a clearing in the woods, she stopped to look up at the moon. Carmen looked at the sky and I looked at her, lit up by the moonlight. When, finally, she lowered her gaze, we were too close to each other. I kissed her. Without thinking, not even aware of what I was doing, just guided by desire, by the physical need to feel her mouth, her body. And Carmen kissed me back. We kissed endlessly, I think we both knew that, after that kiss, we would have to come to our senses, we would have to do everything possible to make sure it didn’t happen again. We made that kiss last as long as we could, feeling instinctively that it would be the only one; we could’ve gone on like that for all of eternity, together, joined by our lips. But then Carmen felt my erection and she pulled away. ‘I can’t do this to you,’ she said. ‘I can’t.’ And she ran back to camp.

			That kiss awoke in me a desire I’d never known. I spent the entire day alert for Carmen, even more than before. I tried to concentrate on prayer, wear myself out in the physical labour with the boys, pray every time her image appeared to me: all attempts were in vain. I imagined myself over and over, kissing Carmen, caressing Carmen, even making love to Carmen. That night she didn’t come to the bonfire, she sent one of the girls to tell me she had a bad headache, and to ask if I could lead both groups. I suspected she was lying, that maybe she was going through the same thing I was and that’s why she was avoiding me. And that suspicion excited me even more. The girls, without Carmen’s eyes on them, were very friendly with me, much more so than they’d ever been before. I noticed them practically for the first time and I realized that I didn’t even know their names. When I made a mistake and called one of them by a different name, they laughed, making fun of me. They imitated the slight tremble I had in my eyes, they whispered, talking about me, no doubt. I pretended to be offended, but all part of an innocent exchange. That night, when everyone finally went to sleep, I stayed up by myself putting out the fire and thinking about Carmen, feeling her absence more than ever.

			Then one of the girls appeared; I didn’t try to call her by her name because I was sure I’d get it wrong. ‘Are you okay?’ I asked her and I was surprised to see she looked just like Carmen. Just like I imagined Carmen would’ve looked at that age. I thought that the similarity was simply a product of my obsession. The girl offered to stay with me until the fire went out, she said she wasn’t tired and would prefer to chat with me. She sat down next to me. She laughed and talked with a sweetness that Carmen didn’t have. And she asked me uncomfortable questions. That didn’t surprise me much. It wasn’t the first time a girl from the church had interrogated me that way or used inappropriate words in front of me; they liked to test me, to see how I’d react; it was an innocent game. During the year, two or three times, a group of girls had come up to bombard me with questions in the middle of a class, in front of the boys. I was used to the fact that I stood out to them, a young man who until recently had been one of them in the neighbourhood, now taking steps to become a priest. But she went beyond any innocent game: ‘Can a priest fall in love?’ ‘What does he do if he falls in love?’ I responded the best I could, I felt it was a sign from God that this girl, who looked just like Carmen, was asking me these questions. It was like she knew what was going on in my head. I answered as if it were a game, I made jokes, lied when necessary. ‘What does a priest feel when they kiss someone?’ she finally asked. ‘I don’t know, I’m not a priest yet,’ I answered and I laughed awkwardly. ‘And you, “not a priest”, what do you feel when you kiss someone?’ she said. I didn’t get to answer because the girl, without warning, kissed me. And I kissed her back, first surprised, almost as an automatic reflex, but then thinking about Carmen. That kiss didn’t last as long as the one by the river with Carmen because the girl immediately took my hand and pulled me to a solitary place in the woods. I let her guide me without putting up any resistance. There, she kissed me again. We rubbed our bodies against each other. And when I got an erection, instead of pulling away like Carmen had, she leaned against my hard member and sighed, panted, took pleasure in feeling me. I guided her hand to my penis and the girl squeezed it; I held it there so she wouldn’t move it away. She continued kissing me, clumsily, following my indications, innocently, eagerly, as if she were exploring a man’s body for the first time. I slipped my hand under her shirt, picturing Carmen’s red bra, and I unhooked it without looking: I ran my hands over her breasts; her skin was soft and warm. Until I felt like I couldn’t take it any more, like my body was about to explode. I think she understood what was happening to me, or the same thing was happening to her. We lay down on the ground, I pulled her on top of me, she unbuttoned my pants and she touched me like no one had ever done before. I slipped my hand into her shorts and I rubbed her too, she was wet. When nothing else mattered except being inside her, I moved her over, got on top of her, rubbed myself against her. Over and over. Finally, I pulled down her shorts and I penetrated her. We lay like that a while, feeling each other, barely moving, until I couldn’t contain myself any longer and I began to move up and down inside her until I came. I felt an immense relief. The girl kept kissing me, laughing, panting, rubbing herself against me – I was losing my erection so she rubbed herself against my leg – and then she came too. I’m not sure if she knew what was happening to her body, but she seemed ecstatic, happy. We lay next to each other in the rough grass that barely covered the dry summer ground. I didn’t know what to say, I didn’t know what to do next. As I returned to myself, I began to feel guilty, angry with myself, remorseful. I almost apologized to her. But before I had the chance, she gave me a quick final kiss on the lips, stood up, and left. I lay there motionless, right there where we’d done it, waiting for night to end and day to break. I couldn’t sleep, I prayed the Lord’s Prayer over and over, then ten Hail Marys, adding in the Act of Contrition every once in a while. I suspect that, with those prayers, more than looking for God’s forgiveness, I was hoping that Christ, who had been a man, would give me some sign to help me understand where to go from there.

			It wasn’t until the next day that I learned that the girl was Ana Sardá, Carmen’s sister. I saw them talking some way off from where the boys and I were picking the teams for that afternoon’s football game. I was afraid that Ana had told her sister what had happened the night before; the conversation I was observing didn’t seem like a cordial one: Carmen looked mad. Ana looked like she wanted to walk away, and Carmen wouldn’t let her. I asked one of the boys if they knew what it was about. ‘No idea, but I’m sure it’s nothing important. They’re sisters, they fight like cats and dogs. Ana almost didn’t come to camp when she found out Carmen was going to be in charge of the girls.’ That shook me, I sat out the game that afternoon, saying that my blood pressure had dropped and I wanted to watch from the bench. 

			When the game started, I sat with my back to the girls’ group. In the middle of the first half, Carmen came over and sat down next to me. My heart stopped. I feared the worst. But she didn’t mention Ana or anything that had happened in the woods while she slept in her bed oblivious to everything. She talked to me about dinner, a new game she wanted to propose for around the bonfire that night. She apologized for having missed the last one because of her headache. ‘I hope the girls didn’t drive you too crazy. They’re sending me off the rails.’ I almost couldn’t respond, I had a lump in my throat, I swallowed and I could just barely say: ‘Don’t worry about it, it was fine.’ I lied; and when I did, I realized how much I was in love with Carmen, because I didn’t regret having lied, but, just the opposite, I swore to myself that I would do whatever necessary to protect her from what I’d allowed to happen a few hours prior.

			I don’t like to think about the things that happened that summer, until the end of camp. If the initial encounter with Ana had an element of surprise, attenuating circumstances, I don’t have any excuse to explain my behaviour thereafter. I have tried and failed. I’d decided to spend the rest of the nights we had left sleeping in one of the tents, more for the fun of it than any real need, since we had one room for the boys to sleep in and another for the girls. The camp was held at a school in the middle of the woods; the building was unoccupied in summer and, since on other occasions the tents had flooded repeatedly, the organizers had decided, two or three years before, that it would be better to put the campers under a roof at night and use the tents only from time to time. So, I decided to take one for myself, without offering any explanations. I didn’t have any explanations. What was I going to say, that I was scared of talking in my sleep? Afraid of getting uncontrollably excited and someone noticing? Afraid of needing to have recourse to masturbation? I confined myself to that tent, trying to keep from making new mistakes but, far from protecting me, it ended up being a trap, the worst kind.

			Ana appeared at my tent one night, almost at dawn, while I was sleeping. She lay down next to me and put her arms around me. She said: ‘I love you.’ I woke up trembling, and instead of telling her to leave, I gave myself over to her, to her sweet kisses, her skin that cured any pain, her likeness to Carmen. And after that night, another night. And another. I went to sleep praying and begging for her not to come; I woke up dreaming she was there. Her voice was a siren song; her smell, irresistible. I was weak, I could not control myself, I desired her; or, I desired her older sister and I calmed that desire with her. To this day I curse myself for what I did. I’ve confessed it, more than once. I talked it over at length with Father Manuel and he helped me immensely, before and after Ana’s death. I have received absolution. I am aware that Ana’s death was a consequence of the series of tragic events that all started with our sexual encounters at camp. Me breaking my vow of chastity was one of the first events. Not the only one; if it had been only that, Ana’s story could’ve been different. A necessary fact, but not enough for Ana to end up dead. I have to take responsibility for that fact, and I do, for not having been able to control my desire, not having stopped her. For that fact.

			For the rest of camp, I tried not to think; I had to look after the boys, I had a job to do, I had to pretend in front of Carmen. At night, I went to bed swearing to myself that, if Ana appeared again, I would be strong this time and tell her no. I convinced myself that I urgently needed to stop that secret relationship that would lead us nowhere. But every time she appeared, I went against the vows I’d made to myself. I repeatedly begged her never to go back on her word: to never, ever, tell anyone we’d been together. ‘I love you; I’d never do anything that might hurt you,’ she said, the poor girl. I couldn’t reciprocate her ‘I love you,’ because, while I was in love, it wasn’t with her, but with the parts of Carmen I saw in her little sister.

			Back home, it was relatively easy to avoid her. I waited a while before returning to the church. I had mixed feelings: I wanted to see Carmen but I couldn’t risk running into Ana. I meditated in solitude on what I should do. First of all, I certainly wouldn’t be with her any more, that had been decided; I asked God to forgive me for my digressions and to give me the strength to keep from wavering. But avoiding all contact with Ana wasn’t the only decision I had to make. Could I still become a priest? Could I answer God’s call with the dedication he deserved? And, in those questions I asked myself over and over, I wasn’t referring to the fact of having had sex with Ana, but to the live, persistent fact of being in love with Carmen. Was I willing to ignore that feeling? Did I feel capable of living my whole life without love, now that I had finally found it? After much thought, after doing my own spiritual retreat in the seminary, much discerning – just as I had done before entering with the idea of becoming a priest – I convinced myself that no: try as I might, I couldn’t give Carmen up. I was truly in love with her. When I no longer had any doubts, I called her on the phone and asked her to meet me far from her house and the church; I told her that I needed to talk without anyone observing us.

			Once again, I made no mention of Ana. Ana had been an accident, the trigger that enabled me, finally, to discern the truth.

			I went to meet Carmen after one of her classes at the university. Without any preambles, I confessed that I was in love with her; to my surprise, she admitted, immediately, that she was in love with me, too. Carmen would’ve never said anything if I hadn’t made that confession because, even though she was in love with me, she was willing to remain silent – or even lie – if that was what was best for me. ‘Love means sacrificing for another person,’ she said, and I felt an uncontrollable desire to kiss her. We were both clear on one thing – that to go on repressing our feelings would not be good for me or for her. Nor for the Church. We didn’t kiss that afternoon, we didn’t even hold hands; we were conscious of the fact that if we touched, we wouldn’t be able to stop ourselves. I told her that I had made the decision to leave the seminary; that, like her, I wanted to start a family and I wanted us to start it together. Carmen’s eyes welled up. I raised a finger to her cheek; I didn’t wipe the tears that were beginning to fall, I stopped an instant before touching them, I just lightly blew on them to help them fall. She didn’t take her eyes off of mine. ‘I feel guilty, you would’ve been a great priest,’ she said. ‘It’s not true, I couldn’t have been. I’m destined to feel the love of a woman; and that woman, I have no doubt, is you.’ We stared into each other’s eyes; our hearts pounded, but we didn’t touch. We held our desire like an offering to the other and to God. And that afternoon we sealed our love forever.

			

			I still didn’t mention Ana. Not yet. I didn’t want to tarnish the confession of love that we’d just made. I knew that if that secret were revealed, it could mortally wound our relationship. Also that, sooner or later, I’d have to tell her, before the truth came to light some other way. As much as Ana had sworn she’d never tell anyone what had happened between us, if I turned up at her house to be introduced as her older sister’s boyfriend, that vow would likely be placed at risk. I had to think very carefully about how to explain what had happened with Ana in Córdoba, somehow make it seem like nothing more than an unfortunate occurrence, shameful, painful even; but something we could get over. For that to happen, I would have to find the right way to handle the two sisters. I couldn’t fail; the future depended on how I explained the past. What Carmen and I had promised would be our life together deserved my best effort.

			I believed that recovering from that mistake – having broken my vow of chastity with the sister of the woman I was in love with, no less – would be the last test that God would put in my path. I’d had the same sensation many years before, when my mother abandoned us: the thought that this was ‘the’ test, and that would be it; that, from then on, there would be no more pain, and if there was, it wouldn’t be as deep. But the worst was yet to come. We often analyse events, any event, in hindsight; more still those that cause irreparable damage. But this isn’t realistic. Once the ending is revealed, it’s easy to pontificate on what should’ve been done differently. But while it’s happening, no one knows the outcome and everyone does the best they can. Could I, truly, have minimized certain damage? I don’t think so. Still to this day I assume total responsibility for two things: having broken my vow of chastity as a seminary student, and not having used protection when I had sex with Ana. The rest, no; what happened after that wasn’t the consequence of my actions alone, but the actions of everyone else involved. And some of them even claimed to be pure souls, without error or sin.

			I said as much to Alfredo, when he finally found out, shortly before his death, and he kicked me out of his house screaming and shouting. I always, right from the start, was willing to take the blame for the things I was responsible for; there were certain prices that, without a doubt, I had to pay and I paid them. But far from considering it an act of bravery, and unlike what many believe, I’m convinced that it’s presumptuous and cowardly to take the blame for things that are not our fault. The ‘I’ll take the fall’ attitude is often no more than a means to end an argument. Working out who’s truly responsible takes time and courage. In order to say: ‘This is your fault and not mine,’ you have to be brave enough and willing enough to upset people. Most of us would rather hand over the truth in exchange. I understand that, as Catholics, we’re comfortable with feelings of guilt; guilt is, for us, hostile but familiar territory, where we know our way around. We’re the home team. ‘O my God, I am heartily sorry for having offended You,’ I repeated till I was sick during my religious formation. I’m still repeating it to this day. But what part is actually my fault, not someone else’s? Being able to discern which blame falls to me and which doesn’t has taken me years of reflection and a healthy dose of courage that, at the start, I didn’t have. The spiritual retreats that Carmen and I went on were a great help, combining prayer with Christian meditation as a way of finding ourselves and, ultimately, finding God. It took me a long time to accept, with certainty, that, even though I hadn’t been able to save everyone involved in that drama from pain, that didn’t make me responsible for all of the wounds caused by my time with Ana.

			With the little will I had left to face the life ahead of me after Ana’s death, almost as an unthinkable act of rebellion, given my history, I began to suspect that maybe I wasn’t entirely to blame for everything. At first, it was just a suspicion, I didn’t dare voice it aloud. Meanwhile, the seed was germinating. Because not everything was my fault, and accepting that blame was a lie. There were certain consequences related to the tragedy that were completely beyond me, simply because they were decisions made by other people. I don’t feel at all responsible for the fact that Lía left home and never returned. And I don’t feel responsible for Alfredo’s cancer, which ended up killing him, even though a lot of people said, as if they were medical experts: ‘He got sick because of the pain of his daughter’s death.’ Alfredo spent his entire life dwelling unnecessarily on the details related to that horror, trying to find an answer he’d never find; why should I take the blame for his obsession? I don’t feel guilty for the fact that Dolores, my mother-in-law, became a dark, hurtful woman, hostile to the day she died, mistreating anyone who crossed her path, except Carmen. Wasn’t she like that before? Wouldn’t she have been like that anyway? I also don’t feel responsible for the fact that my son hasn’t been able to find his place in the world, confused every step of the way, unsure of what he wants, unsure how to confront the things that come so naturally to other boys: studies, travel, women. I don’t even feel responsible for the fact that he no longer wants anything to do with his mother and me. It hurts, and I will keep looking for him, but responsible, no. If his absence is the hell I’ve been condemned to, I accept God’s plan, but I accept it as a punishment for what I did, not as something else I have to take the blame for. I don’t even feel responsible for the burden my wife has carried on her shoulders all these years, ever since Ana’s death; nor that, even though she remains firm in the knowledge of why she did what she did, she is convinced that she paid an exorbitant price. Carmen, still to this day, thinks that God, upon making her infertile after the birth of Mateo, imposed a disproportionate punishment for the mistake she made, depriving her of her true dream: sowing the earth with Catholic children who would make the world a better place. Is it my fault that Carmen is sterile? No, it is not.

			But there is blame to be placed, the main blame, with respect to the death of Ana and the baby. If I ever had any doubts about my guilt, I don’t have them now. Haven’t women fought hard for the right to decide for themselves? Haven’t they done everything they can to teach us that abortion should be their own decision? Then, why should I be held responsible? They want the right to decide, now they have it, but then take responsibility for it. Ana made her decision, and God, we’ll never know why, wanted it that way.

			In this family I am now a part of, every one of us chose the role we would play. Ana too, even if it’s uncomfortable to think. Ana too. She was seventeen years old, but what about me? Should I take all the blame just because I was an adult and she wasn’t? Simply because Ana was a few years younger than twenty-one and I was a few years older? Before and after her death, we all took steps that led us to where we are now. I didn’t take those steps for them; I didn’t force them to choose one path over another. Everyone did what they could with their lives. Maybe the road I followed was simply less foolish than the paths others took. I resigned myself. Who said that resignation wasn’t a Christian virtue? It was a pope who said it, and I don’t agree. Just like I don’t agree with the vow of celibacy. There are some things that we have to resign ourselves to: another person’s death, for example. Refusal to resign ourselves is the sin of pride.

			The fact that I accepted what happened as God’s plan is what allowed me to keep going when others couldn’t. Ana died, the one above us all decided to put an end to her days on this Earth. And he gave me another chance. 

			‘This is my comfort in my affliction, that your promise gives me life,’ Psalms 119:50.

		

	
		
			

			 

			3

			After we returned from camp, I never went to the church except for at times I was absolutely sure I wouldn’t run into Ana. I went twice to confess to Father Manuel. I told him my decision: I wasn’t going to become a priest. And also, that I was in love with Carmen. He didn’t like either of those confessions, he was unable to hide it. Maybe he didn’t even attempt to. But, when he saw that my mind was made up, he didn’t try to persuade me. He just asked me not to rush it, to take the time I needed before letting the seminary know. ‘You have to be totally certain before you make that kind of announcement.’ I latched onto that advice, not because I needed to continue considering my calling, but because the seminary was a safe place, beyond Ana’s reach. It would be better for me to stay there as long as possible, even on the weekends. Father Manuel put another catechism teacher in charge of the confirmation group and he let the boys know that, for the time being, I wouldn’t be giving the classes, without offering an explanation. 

			Carmen and I saw each other whenever we could. Missing each other only made our feelings stronger. I would let her know when I had a free hour between activities and we would meet halfway between the seminary and the university. Always in secret. Like we were invisible, we walked around the city and made plans: where we would live when we married, how many kids we would have, if I should work for my family’s appliance shop until I found something better, if Carmen should start medical school when she finished with theology, if I should return to law school, where we’d go on our honeymoon. That last point was the one we discussed the most; without admitting it, even to ourselves, we were excited to talk about that trip because we knew it would be the first time our bodies would be together, as man and woman.

			I was waiting for the right moment to tell Carmen what had happened with Ana. I needed our relationship – still secret – to be secure enough that she could understand and, eventually, forgive me. If she trusted in how much I loved her, my confession would pain her, but it wouldn’t leave a mark deep enough to ruin our relationship. I had wanted to avoid telling her for longer, but she accidentally touched on the issue. One afternoon, as we were crossing a plaza without any fixed destination, Carmen told me that she was annoyed by how often Ana – with whom she was not close – asked about me. In recent days she had been pestering her so much about when I would come to the church, where I went to seminary school, and other details of my private life, that Carmen had begun to think that her little sister suspected there was something between us. In place of setting her mind at ease, as she expected me to do, I kept quiet, and that put her on alert. ‘You’re scaring me,’ she said when I didn’t say a word. I asked her to sit with me on a bench. I took her hand, I looked into her eyes, and I told her. I told her how much I loved her, how much I desired her as a woman, how much I respected her for keeping her virginity until marriage, I told her about how difficult it was sometimes for a man to control his body’s physical needs. Carmen still didn’t understand what any of that had to do with Ana. I mustered all my courage. I told her, then, how her sister had come to me that night at the bonfire, the questions she’d asked me, the shorts she was wearing, how forward she was. And how she kissed me. ‘What a fucking bitch,’ she said. And she said again: ‘She has always been a jealous fucking bitch, since she was little.’ I stopped, confused. I was unsure whether to go on or not; Carmen seemed angrier at Ana than at me. But then I got up my courage, because, seeing her reaction, it seemed like the best time to confess the rest. I told her about how I had been overwhelmed by desire, since her sister’s physical resemblance to her was so striking, that I saw her in Ana, that touching her sister had been like touching the true object of my desire. I told her that her sister led me into the woods. That we laid down on the ground. Carmen brought her hands to her mouth and said: ‘Enough, I don’t want to know.’ But I couldn’t stop, anything she might imagine from there could be even worse. I told her the whole story until the end; I had to lay it all out on the table, every detail, once and for all, so that we’d never have to mention it ever again. I didn’t say ‘we made love’, but ‘we had sex’. Carmen’s eyes filled with tears, she glared at me furiously for a few seconds and, finally, she stood up and left. I tried to follow her but she pushed me away. ‘I need to be alone!’ she spat.

			I sat on the bench, frightened by her shouting. I thought I’d ruined everything. But after a little while, just when I was about to get up and go, Carmen came back. It was obvious that she had been crying. But she now seemed calm, maybe exhausted by so much emotion. She sat down next to me and said: ‘She hates me, she’s always hated me. And she’s jealous of me. Lía too, but she’s more aware of the distance between us, so she doesn’t try to compete, she doesn’t come for me. Ana does, she’s a shameless provoker. She wants to be like me and she imitates me; she copies every detail of what she sees me do. We look alike, it’s true, we both take after Mama. What Ana doesn’t realize is that – beyond exterior appearances – she will never be like me. Because there’s something she doesn’t have and never will: my fortitude, my determination, and my Faith.’ She looked at me and went silent; I felt like she needed me to agree and I did, without daring to add another word. A moment later she added: ‘I have no doubt that she provoked you because she realized there was something special between us. She knows, she can intuit things and she’s jealous. She’s pure evil in the body of a child.’

			I wasn’t sure that Carmen was drawing the correct conclusions, but I was once again encouraged by the fact that she had placed the focus on her sister’s behaviour and not mine. In any case, I wanted to make it clear that I was taking full responsibility for my part in it, and I started to say: ‘I know that I shouldn’t have…’ She interrupted me: ‘You shouldn’t have, of course you shouldn’t have. Even if it’s harder for men to control themselves especially when they are provoked. But I am not going to let my sister’s jealousy ruin my plans. That’s exactly what she wants. And I’m not going to give it to her.’ Carmen looked at me; I could tell she was waiting for a response. ‘So?’ I asked. ‘So, we’ll move forward as planned. But I don’t want you to come back to Adrogué until we can make our engagement official. And that’s going to take some time. It wouldn’t look good to announce an engagement right after you leave the seminary.’

			I felt relieved and overjoyed. I tried to take her hand; she wouldn’t let me. With that rejection, she was sending a clear message: we had reached an agreement on how to move forward, but that still didn’t change the pain, the anger, and the disrespect that Carmen felt. She had come to propose a course of action, a strategy; and when there’s a plan to be executed, no emotions of any kind should be allowed to get in the way. The absolution she was offering me was born not from compassion, not even from love, but from her moral superiority. And that’s how I accepted it. She didn’t give me the chance to explain that I’d had more than one encounter with Ana, that the night after the bonfire hadn’t been the only time, I didn’t get to the part about the sex in the tent. Carmen didn’t ask, I didn’t tell. If Ana were to mention those other encounters when I was introduced to the Sardá family as Carmen’s official fiancé, it would be her word against mine. With a little luck, by then, the girl would be in love with someone else. And it wouldn’t do her or me any good to harp on previous sexual encounters.

			That night, when I returned to the seminary, I got down on my knees and prayed; it had been a long time since I’d knelt to pray. I needed to. I even craved bodily mortification; I envied the Opus Dei with their spiked belts and other physical penitence. I felt that, at the very least, I deserved a penitent fast. Even though I remembered that when I’d confessed to Father Manuel the same thing I’d just confessed to Carmen, he hadn’t ordered any personal mortification, only prayer. So that’s what I did, throwing myself into it, I almost didn’t sleep. I prayed all night until morning. And I continued praying on my knees every day, even in front of my classmates, banking on the fact that I would soon be ready to announce that I was leaving the seminary. 

			Time went by, slowly but inexorably, and everything seemed to be on track. Until, one afternoon, Ana appeared. She came to the seminary twice. The first time took me by surprise, I would’ve never thought she’d just show up there, unannounced, to ask after me. At reception she said that she was ‘my cousin’. I went down to see who it was, convinced there had been some mistake: I don’t have any girl cousins. When I saw her, it took my breath away, I feared the worst, a scandal right then and there. But Ana just smiled at me with that enchanting smile that spread wide across her face and the danger vanished. We went out into the garden to talk, after I asked for permission to visit with her, giving the excuse that she had news of a sick relative. She was clearly happy to have found me, and concerned as to why I hadn’t been around. I knew I had to deactivate any hopes she might harbour; I tried to be concrete and I avoided mentioning anything that had to do with ‘us’. I tried to be sincere without hurting her. I didn’t talk about what had happened in the past, I didn’t refer to any shared future. I did voice my doubts surrounding my calling, explaining that I was taking time to discern certain things. And I mentioned that it was a distinct possibility that I would leave the seminary: I was no longer so sure I could dedicate my life exclusively to God. I told her, finally, that I would soon begin a new life, starting over with a clean slate, letting go of all baggage from the past. ‘A clean slate,’ I said again, emphasizing the ‘clean’ as I looked at her. She said ‘I understand and I support your decision.’ But, to be honest, I never knew if she truly understood that the change I aspired to for my life did not include her; or if, just the opposite, she left the seminary that day harbouring the hope that, once free, I would seek her out to pursue a relationship that no longer needed to be kept secret. I told myself that, if she did have any doubts, my later actions would clear them up.

			But I didn’t get the chance to show her, because, by the next time Ana came to see me, everything had changed. When they called me from reception saying that my cousin was there again, I was furious. We’d agreed that she wouldn’t come back; I had made that very clear in the previous visit: receiving visitors at the seminary was frowned upon. I approached with a stern expression and, on that second visit, she wasn’t smiling either. Her eyes were watery. The receptionist must’ve thought she had bad news about our supposed relative. We didn’t go into the garden this time, I wanted to go out onto the street instead; I suspected that my tone would be harsher and I didn’t want witnesses. Then, after listening to me scold her for turning up there, Ana said that she was afraid she might be pregnant. I felt dizzy. ‘Are you sure of what you’re saying?’ ‘No,’ she answered and she started crying. Hiccupping, she said that it had been almost two months since she’d had her period and that, even taking into consideration the fact that her cycle was irregular, it was suspicious. I instructed her not to panic, which would be the worst course of action because it could expose us, and she might not even be pregnant. That we should wait, that she should go home. I promised I would be at the church that weekend. I said I was going to pray from that night until our next meeting to beg God for her not to be pregnant; and I suggested she do the same, pray, wholeheartedly and trustingly. I was going to tell her to pray to Santa Ana, her protector, but then I remembered that Santa Ana was also the patron saint of pregnant women and mentioning her felt like a bad omen. I managed to get Ana to calm down with the promise of seeing me that weekend, more than anything else.

			That night I talked to José, the only classmate with whom I shared anything personal; he knew that I was going to leave the seminary, I knew that he was struggling to overcome the attraction towards other males he’d felt since he was a little boy. José had so many sisters that he sometimes got their names mixed up, the only boy out of nine children. He listened to me patiently and without judgement, he told me that they talked about ‘those kinds of things’ at his house, that his sisters would know what to do. The next day, he had information for me about reasonable wait times, some home remedies to detect a pregnancy, and natural processes to expel ‘whatever was inside’. His sisters had even created an exercise regimen for a niece who had fallen pregnant. It consisted of sprints and long-distance running, squats and sit-ups, ‘they made the girl run as hard as she could until she started to bleed’. The image left me shaken. ‘My sisters were very clear that this method is preferable to the parsley technique, they don’t recommend inserting parsley stems, they’ve seen girls who had it bad with that. Physical exercise to expel it is a clean process. There’s no direct action, no one inserts anything, no one could even use the word “abortion”. The girl could even say that she didn’t know she was pregnant. God willing, it comes out; if not, it doesn’t.’ I thanked him for the information. I set aside, for the moment, the sit-ups and the parsley method, of course; instead, I asked for the details on the home remedies for determining whether a woman was pregnant or not. Even if they didn’t seem very trustworthy, they would at least give Ana something to hold onto, to calm her nerves. The girl couldn’t be pregnant; we couldn’t possibly be that unlucky.

			The home tests did not calm our nerves, they just postponed the problem while we waited for her period, which never came. I didn’t know what else to do, I was lost. And since I was lost, despite the prayers, I had only one course of action: I gathered the courage to face Carmen. I told her that God was evidently testing me, testing us both. And that in spite of our wishes and our plans, it wouldn’t be so easy to forget about what had happened with Ana. Carmen, as soon as I said the word ‘pregnancy’, started crying, cursing, crying again. And she immediately sprang into action. She went home to make a few phone calls and returned with the contact of a nurse who could give Ana a pregnancy test at the hospital where she worked. ‘Don’t let Ana know that I’m a part of this in any way. Here, call this woman. The first step is to make sure she’s pregnant.’ I did what she said and when the results came back and the fear became real, we began to go over possible alternatives. There weren’t many. I, at first, saw only one: for Ana to have the baby. If that were to happen, the life Carmen and I had planned was no longer viable. I could never start a family with her as the father of her sister’s child. Because, as much as I had no intention of having a relationship with Ana, I would have to take responsibility for the baby and assume the role of father, even if I didn’t want to. Just as Carmen had feared, her sister had destroyed her plans. I couldn’t breathe, I felt like I was at a dead end. The option of abortion was unthinkable to us both. And when I talk about ‘us both’ I’m referring to Carmen and myself. We were Catholic, we still are; practising Catholics, no exceptions, steadfast in our Faith. We would never commit the sin of ending a life. I didn’t see any light, everything was darkness.

			But Carmen did see a way out. ‘What if the sin is committed by another person?’ she asked. ‘What happens if you don’t decide what to do about the pregnancy? You step aside. What happens if you let Ana make the decision? There’s no need for you to share the burden of that mortal sin. If she kills that baby, she’ll never be able to free herself of that sin. But you will. Does Ana want to have a child? At seventeen? Is she prepared to let my parents down like that? Is she prepared to be singled out, for everyone to know that she has sex so freely? If the answer is no, why should you have to answer those questions?’ Carmen didn’t give me time to answer; I don’t think she was expecting me to. Her questions were, in a way, statements. She urged me to talk to Ana as soon as possible: don’t let her get away with her erratic adolescent thinking. Guide her, lead her, without making it obvious, to the point immediately before making the decision. And if she asks you what you would do, keep quiet. You wouldn’t do it. The one who has to do it is her.’ I was hesitant, even though Carmen’s reasoning made sense, I wasn’t sure if, as a Catholic, I didn’t have a duty to express my opposition. ‘Knowing that she’s about to do… that… shouldn’t I try to stop her? Shouldn’t I try to save that life? Even you, Carmen, knowing about it, shouldn’t you?’ ‘We’re forever fighting to save lives, save souls. But we’re not heroes, we can’t stop every crime ever committed. We’ll stop others, we’ll rescue other souls. If, that is, we’re allowed to live the life we chose for ourselves. In this case, it’s just a matter of letting it happen. Step aside. And pray.’

			Carmen got information on a place where abortions were performed. I was the one to call, to ask for the instructions, and get the money together; I had some savings and I asked one of my brothers for the rest without explaining what I needed it for. I didn’t force Ana to have an abortion, on that point I did just as Carmen told me to. It was, definitely, her decision. If Ana had been determined to have it, and in spite of the fact that it would’ve put an end to my plans to build a life with Carmen, I wouldn’t have argued with her. I did as we’d planned, I let her arrive on her own to the conclusion that the best thing for everyone – including her parents, but mostly for her – was to terminate that pregnancy. And when she finally said it, when she pronounced the words: ‘I don’t want to have a baby,’ I didn’t say a thing.

			

			Ana asked me to go with her to do it and I said I would, at first; I thought that I owed her that much. But Carmen helped me see the risk I’d be running if anyone saw me going into a place like that. So I didn’t go, but I was attentive to Ana, waiting for news, praying for her. I told her I would stay at the church for the entire day, with the excuse of organizing a Catholic Action event, that she should call when she got back so I wouldn’t worry. She called me a couple of times that day, first to tell me that everything had gone fine, then to let me know that she felt bad and it was getting worse. Towards the end of the afternoon, she asked me to come see her. I explained that it would be impossible for me to show up at her house without looking suspicious. She understood, but said in that case she would come to the church; I begged her not to, to wait, to rest, saying that she’d almost certainly feel better in a few hours. And to pray, to pray and ask for forgiveness, that if she prayed with conviction she would be forgiven.

			That night I went back to the seminary. I couldn’t get to sleep and the next day, very early, I went back to Adrogué. I was anxious, I woke up with a bad feeling. I didn’t dare to call the Sardá house; if anyone besides Carmen answered, I wouldn’t have known what to say. I felt tormented all that day. Even though I knew that if Carmen hadn’t called it was because Ana was fine, I hated that she was making me suffer like that, without a word. Finally, late in the afternoon, Carmen called. It was a very brief conversation, she told me that everything was fine, that she was going out to get some study material from a classmate, that Ana was sleeping and would likely sleep until the next day. ‘It’s almost over,’ she said and she hung up. The call was a relief.

			I started to gather my things to return to the seminary. When I was about to leave, the phone rang. I answered thinking it would be Carmen, who had forgotten to tell me something, but this time it was Ana. She was crying, she told me she was burning up with fever, that she had never felt so awful in her life. She didn’t dare go to the doctor because she couldn’t tell anyone what she’d done. She also couldn’t take a bus to some hospital where no one would know her because, according to her, she couldn’t even walk on her own. She asked me to help her, and she said it without making me feel guilty: that wasn’t her intention, she was just asking for help. It was clear Ana understood that what was happening to her was something that she and she alone was responsible for. My head was spinning. I didn’t have any way to consult with Carmen on any decision, and I couldn’t wait for her to return. Finally, plagued by doubts, I told Ana to go to the church, saying that, meanwhile, I would go to my father’s house and ask to borrow the work van, in case we needed to drive to see a doctor somewhere else.

			And that’s what I did. That was my intention. But when I returned, Ana was dead. I’d parked at the entrance to the church and gone in quietly, looking around in case anyone, on that rainy afternoon, was praying inside the church. I opened the door and looked for her. Ana was lying on one of the last pews. I walked over to her, I thought she was sleeping. Or that she might have even passed out. I shook her, I took her pulse, I put my hands over her nostrils to feel whether air was going in or out. I begged her: ‘Ana, don’t die, please, no.’ I cried over her body. I felt like I was about to die, too. It was too much, this couldn’t be happening to me, not this, on top of everything else. I had already been put to the test so many times, how many more? When I looked up, I thought I saw a shape lying on the altar, but I didn’t go to check what it was. I learned, later, that the statue of Saint Gabriel had fallen on top of Marcela Funes, Ana’s friend who had helped her get there. With the little strength I had left, I picked up Ana’s body and took it out to the van. And then I went back into the church, just for a second, to clean up any traces that had been left behind. I wiped the pew with my sweater, and the floor, drying the raindrops, cleaning up the muddy footprints. No one would ever know that Ana had been there, I thought. But I couldn’t be sure because when I’d gone out carrying Ana, I thought I heard the door to the sacristy open. At that time of day, if anyone was going to the altar, it could only be Father Manuel. I never confirmed this; I don’t know if it was him, or if he saw me. He didn’t mention it when I confessed to him.

			Once again, I was lost.

			Once again, I didn’t know what to do.

			I could barely even move through that harsh world that had battered me with an unprecedented force. It was a struggle to drive, I couldn’t see straight; the windshield wipers were worn out and I was so dizzy that my vision was blurred. My legs shook as I worked the pedals, the effort of carrying Ana’s body had left me out of breath. 

			I didn’t understand, I didn’t want to understand.

			The only thing that was clear to me, that tumultuous night, was that I had to find Carmen.

		

	
		
			

			 

			Carmen

			Ophelia: (…) They say the owl was a baker’s daughter. Lord, we know what we are, but know not what we may be.

			Hamlet
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			I believe in God. I am a thorough, total, passionate believer. Brutal if necessary. What would have become of me if I had not been a believer; I would have had nothing to console me. My only son, Mateo, has disappeared; if I didn’t know that his disappearance was part of God’s plan, my life would lose all meaning. I continue searching for him, I have not lost hope of finding him in Santiago de Compostela: running into him in the cathedral, the park, some narrow street of the old city. By now, I know every nook and cranny of this place as if I had been born here.

			We made this unplanned visit with the objective of finding Mateo. Finding our son is the driving force behind everything we do these days. The rest of our life has been put on hold. Once, Julián and I had dreamed of seeing Rome, Venice, or Paris, iconic destinations for someone who lives in a country like ours, far from the centre, at the end of the world. We might have imagined visiting some other city that I can’t remember now – London, Barcelona, Prague, Madrid. Not real travel plans, just fantasies, since there were always more urgent demands on our time and money. But I know we never mentioned Santiago de Compostela. Our trips outside of Argentina, prior to this last one, were limited to Uruguay and Brazil. The Camino de Santiago was also never in our plans; we used to march every year to the Basilica de Luján, that was our pilgrimage of Faith, we didn’t need another one. We have done it as simple pilgrims, and we have also led groups from the church, and assisted in the first aid booths for people who give up or even pass out from the physical exertion. The pilgrimage to Luján is not a tourist circuit, it is completed to fulfil a promise or as a declaration of Faith. Among those who walk the route to Santiago de Compostela, on the other hand, are all kinds – tourists, hikers, people looking to meet other people, snobs, foodies – and that, for me, takes away the genuineness of the pilgrimage, diminishes its merit. After we find Mateo, God willing, perhaps we can do a bit of travel to those cities that were part of our dreams, or others. It would be a beautiful way to celebrate the family reunion, turning this tragedy of today into an opportunity for tomorrow, as we learn to be better. As we’ve done before.

			In my prayers, every night, I ask God that Mateo may let us explain things to him. I need to give him my reasons, make him understand how something that at first glance might seem so serious, unforgiveable, even horrendous, was nothing more than the lesser evil that helped avoid a greater, superlative one. An atrocious task that someone had to face with bravery and with self-sacrifice, based only on the desire to protect their loved ones. I know that, if I can have a sincere conversation with Mateo, I will be able to make him understand; that it will not seem so disturbing once I have explained my reasons. I will put my arms around him and we will cry on each other’s shoulders and, finally, he will understand and he’ll say to me: ‘My poor Mama, look at everything you had to go through, my poor little Mama.’ Because if there is anyone in this story who had to get their hands dirty, muddy, filthy, to do what had to be done, without committing any crime or sin, that person is me. And what had to be done was not something easy or pleasant; Julián would never have been able to do it on his own. Julián couldn’t. It’s even possible that, once Mateo knows the truth, once he understands my role in all this, once he sees the reason behind the brutality, the horrendousness, it might still be hard for him to forgive his father for what he did. I will try to help him see that, if God has already forgiven him, how could we not. Julián confessed immediately to the brief relationship he had with Ana while he was in the seminary – if you can even call it a ‘relationship’. He confessed to it, he regretted it, he completed the penitence Father Manuel assigned to him and he was absolved. What other crime or sin can be attributed to Julián beyond having sex with Ana? The fact that they did it without protection? It may be easy to say that now, thirty years later, but who used condoms at that time? Mateo is a man now and if he could just analyse the facts, dispassionately, remembering the love a father deserves for giving his life for him, he surely will not condemn Julián for a sexual urge that he was unable to repress. It will not be easy for him. To a child, parents are sexless; and a father like Julián, so spiritual, so unconcerned with mundane matters, so little attuned to the everyday world, more still.

			I do not know how much my son knows. I do not know how much my father knew when he died. He spoke to Julián about Ana’s death and kicked him out of his house. But he never wanted to discuss the details with me, he never questioned me like he did my husband. In the brief lapse of time that passed between that final conversation with Julián and his death, my father told me that he did not understand how I could have fallen in love with him and brought him into our family, knowing that he had participated in some of the events surrounding Ana’s death. He mentioned Ana’s death, but not what happened with the body. ‘Look on the positive side, Papa. If I had renounced my love for Julián, Mateo would not exist,’ I said. And that put an end to any further discussion. Mateo was his Achilles heel, his weak spot. I have no idea in what ways my father may have embellished the story he told my son, because he had to have made things up to fill in the blank spots in his information. So, what I am saying is, I do not know if Mateo ran away because he heard the truth, partial truths, half-truths, or flat-out lies and couldn’t bear it. Nevertheless, despite my pleas, despite the profound pain I wake up with each day, I have not been afforded the possibility of finding my son and talking to him, face to face, like two adults. I have to accept that this is God’s plan and, once again, continue moving forward in Faith.

			It took me several years to get pregnant. We never used protection, not even the Billings method. We were engaged for four years, although, officially, it was only three, because for the first year we kept our relationship a secret. It was not that we hid it because of Ana’s death, but because it did not seem proper for Julián to turn up at the house as my fiancé so soon after he’d left the seminary. We did not want anyone to assume our relationship had begun prior to that decision. Between us, we tried to talk about Ana as little as possible, so as not to let her cast a shadow over the relationship we were building, like some lost soul looking for its final resting place. Little by little, from the time we got married, that shadow began to fade until it finally disappeared. We had a lot of things to throw our energy into; we never thought about the two of us, but about the family we wanted to conceive and grow. And that family, we were convinced, would include many children. It was not until I took so much longer than expected to get pregnant that I began to suspect that, perhaps, it might not be so easy for me to become a mother. Or, at least, to become the mother I had dreamed of becoming: surrounded by children of all ages, one beside the other, in ascending height, as many as wanted to come to us for as long as my body would allow it. I feared that it was on that point, motherhood, that God would punish me for my sin of omission; a limited experience of motherhood would be the punishment he would impose on me for that point in which I had failed him: I did not stop Ana from killing the baby she carried inside her. I did not tell her to abort it, I did not make the decision for my sister; I did not even discuss the matter with her: she said nothing to me and I said nothing to her. But it is true that I did nothing to stop it and it is true that, in my desperation, I obtained the address of a place where they performed such procedures so that Julián could suggest somewhere for her to go. It seemed inappropriate, pitiful, even dirty, that a girl of seventeen or a seminary student should have to go around asking where these kinds of things were done. So, I remembered that a group at the church was reporting on places where they practised clandestine abortions so that, at some point, they could be shut down. I asked for the list, pretending that I wanted to look into how the matter had progressed, and I gave Julián the address of the clinic that was closest to the house. That was another oversight on my part; I did not take Ana to have the abortion, Julián did not take her, but she knew where to go because we gave her that address. Now, what would have happened if we had not given her that address? Would she still have done it? Would she have gone somewhere better? Or, just the opposite, would she have done it herself with a knitting needle or a parsley stem, like so many other irresponsible girls? Is there any way to know? That is as far as I’m willing to accept responsibility, that is the extent of the burden of guilt that I will bear. I do not think that, if I had not provided the address, it would have changed the fact that Ana died. Because that, her death, was God’s plan. Nevertheless, I did not impede the death of that unborn child. That sin of omission is something I do accept responsibility for. It is true that Saint Ana did nothing to stop it either. She is the patron saint of pregnant women, the saint who should have protected my sister, which is why my mother chose that name. If Saint Ana was unable to keep it from happening, what could I have done? Everything else, everything that happened after, I do not regret, as horrendous as that might sound to some people. I did not commit any crime, I did not sin. ‘Father, remove this cup from me.’ I acted to protect my family – the one I had and the one I would have – to help the people that I loved, as any lioness would have done. What’s more, and although it might be hard for some people to see, I did what I did to help Ana. More than for anyone, for Ana and her memory. ‘Remove this cup from me; yet not my will, but yours be done.’ That’s why Papa, Mateo, or anyone else who finds out what I did and wants to judge me, let them criticize me for not having stopped her from having that abortion, even though I was still practically a child myself. But I will not accept any further indictment; anyone who says that I have sinned or committed any crime is lying. Thirty years later, if someone still has objections, it is because they do not understand the reasons that forced me to act as I did. People have no tolerance for horror, even when it is inevitable, even when horror is the necessary price that must be paid to protect a greater good.

			I have no need to explain myself to the whole world; I do not have any debts to settle here on Earth, but somewhere else. To my son, yes, I would like to explain things. He deserves to understand, I deserve to have him understand. No one is going to convince me that what we did, minimizing the damage, was not an act of love towards all of us, of protection, of safeguarding. Ana was dead, the baby was dead. That was not something we could change. So? What happened afterwards was, deep down and beyond the part that seems horrifying, the proper thing to do. There was a crime, yes, a previous crime: the abortion. I lament the death of that baby. Today, if I were to face a similar situation, God forbid, I would do everything possible to make sure the baby was born. I would do it even at the cost of pain to my family, even at the cost of the irreparable stain on Ana’s reputation, even at the cost of my own happiness. But Julián and I, at that time, were barely more than teenagers ourselves, two inexperienced kids just starting out in life. In our desperation, we analysed the circumstances and made a decision the best we could. Who would have ever thought that Ana would die? No one. If Ana had gone through with the pregnancy, on the other hand, we knew with certainty that the consequences would be terrible, not only for her, but for everyone around her. My mother would have been beside herself if she had found out that her youngest daughter – still a child – had lost her virginity in a casual relationship, without any commitment, a sexual exchange in which there had been no true love. And Mama, who was also very sensitive to what other people thought, would have had to put up with comments from the neighbours, her friends, our relatives, shocked by Ana’s actions, branded forever after as a single mother, a girl so desperate to have a premature, irresponsible sex life. Julián, for his part, would have been looked down on in the seminary; one thing was leaving a career as a priest of your own free will, after meditating on it and deciding with conviction, after discerning one’s true calling to God through prayer; another thing entirely was leaving with the disgrace of a forbidden relationship and unwanted pregnancy. My father, who acted like he was so desperate to learn the truth, would have had to deal with Mama, a woman with recurrent depressive episodes who, after this tremendous blow, might even have attempted suicide. But, also, Papa would have been obliged to support a single daughter living in his house with a baby, indefinitely. Julián and I, for our part, could not have even dreamed of building a shared life together, forming a family, growing together in Faith and love. I talk about it and my voice breaks. Nothing but pain for everyone involved.

			Of course, it is a sin to end the life of an innocent child even to safeguard against any amount of pain. That is not up for debate. And for that reason, we would never have told Ana to do what she did. We also never supposed, it never even crossed our minds, that she could die because of her actions. Although once my sister made the decision – I have to admit – we felt relieved and, God forgive us, which he has, we let her march towards her own sin. Ana, upon killing an innocent, set the price she was willing to pay. Perhaps, like so many, she imagined it was a debt she would never have to settle. The greatest paradox in this story is that if Ana had not died as a consequence of the abortion, she would have been able to go on with her life just as she had wanted. What’s more, if she had repented her actions and confessed them, God – who is pure compassion – would have forgiven her. I don’t know why something that should have worked out for the best had to go so wrong. But I accept that it was God’s plan. And God, often, has plans for us that we can’t understand.

			

			Jesus said it on the Mount of Olives, I repeat it every time I remember that disturbing moment in which I was forced to accept the call to action: ‘Father, if you are willing, take this cup from me; yet not my will, but yours be done,’ (Luke 22:42). That’s why I know that the punishment God reserved for me was not a consequence of the things that happened after Ana’s death, but for permitting her to abort her child. What happened afterwards was nothing more than the cup he asked me to drink from. His will. And, also due to God’s plan, despite our own wishes and plans, I was only able to have one child. Mateo’s birth, by C-section, left me with a hospital-acquired infection. We had been home from the hospital one day when I began to have an uncontrollable haemorrhage. Julián took me, immediately, back to the clinic where I’d given birth. The doctor who saw me was so scared that they moved me straight to the operating room. They told Julián that it was generalized septicaemia and that they had to empty me out or I would die. They emptied me out. I say it and my soul tears, still today, all these years later. It was hard to accept, but we took refuge in prayer. And in Mateo, that baby who grew into a man before our eyes; we gave him everything we had to give as parents, as educators, as catechists. Our son was our guiding light, all kindness. The family we had built was the envy of everyone who knew us, always the three of us so united. Even at an age in which boys were going off on vacation with their friends, Mateo still came with us wherever we chose to go, without complaints or arguments. Julián was concerned that our son only participated in the family plans because he didn’t have any other options, since he did not socialize well with his peers; but that wasn’t it, he just enjoyed spending time with us. We spent many weekends, just the three of us, at home, reading, watching movies, or playing cards. We had a very happy life.

			Until, some time back, Mateo began to visit with my father more often. For various reasons, he would go alone, without us. I don’t know how those visits started, if his grandfather initiated them or they were Mateo’s idea. At first, I thought that strengthening that bond could be good for Mateo; that it would permit him to have a male role model other than Julián, who has a lot of virtues but also a certain apathy, a chronic indifference, as if his daily battery only charges halfway. My father, even in his old age, and seriously ill, was pure energy. He and Julián were nothing alike. Nevertheless, even with their defects, they were both examples of good values. Or so I thought, but I was wrong and, by the time I realized it, it was too late. My father, however much he still called himself a Catholic, had stopped being one a long time ago. Or at least he behaved that way. He called into question dogmas of Faith, truths that those of us who believe do not challenge. At first, I thought they just got together to draw cathedrals and I thought that was a beautiful way of combining artistic talent – which they both had – with Faith. But, little by little, my father began putting controversial ideas into my son’s head, especially about the evolution of the species and other genetics nonsense. Supposedly scientific theories that we, those of us who are deeply Catholic, do not accept because we can see through the tricks and manipulation hiding behind them. My father, a fanatical reader, had surely also suggested disturbing, outlandish readings, which, to the mind of someone like Mateo, still in the process of formation, can cause more damage than drugs. I often looked the other way because I didn’t want to start a fight, but I sometimes hid books that I found in my son’s room and that seemed suspicious to me; books that, I have no doubt, came from his grandfather’s library. The problem was that my father was a half-hearted believer, he took the things that were convenient for him, and everything that wasn’t, he put up for questioning. He read it, but he questioned it. Mama just ignored him. He could not accept that, for a Catholic, a free interpretation of the Bible was not allowed, for example. Like what feminist theologians are trying to do, inventing a new Bible to support the conclusions they’ve come to on their own. They sometimes try to get me to join their groups; I have earned a certain prestige as a theologian, and my name next to theirs would benefit them. Nothing could be further from my interests than to argue the inarguable. In that sense, and even though I’ve never admitted it to anyone, the person in my family I respect the most is Lía. Neither she nor I will tolerate half measures. Either you are a Catholic, or you are not. If you are not, you must live with the consequences of a life that is empty because you have nothing to believe in. If you are, you should not argue against Faith or the Church.

			Every day that goes by, I am increasingly convinced that Mateo’s lack of communication, the fact that he has made himself invisible to us, must be a consequence of the fact that my father, in one of those letters he left, turned him against us. If he had done it before his death, I would have noticed it: Mateo would have had some crisis, moved in with his grandfather, or confronted us. Nothing like that happened. From the moment Susana, the woman who cared for Papa, mentioned those letters, I knew there was danger there. I spent hours looking for them, but I could not find them. There was many a night that I went to bed anxious, trying to guess what they said. It became an obsession that kept me from getting to sleep. I would imagine what the text might be, get angry,  mentally cross it out and start over. 

			What did my father say to him? How much did he tell him? And most of all: why? Senseless cruelty. Time heals everything; I will never understand why my father insisted, over and over, on reopening old wounds.

			The things my family has suffered, I do not wish upon anyone.

			The things I have suffered, less still.
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			To everyone, we were ‘the Sardá sisters’. But Lía, Ana, and I were never as close as people thought we were. There were always two teams; them, on one side, and me, on the other. 

			When Lía was born, I was a five-year-old girl who lived in that house like an only child. And not long after she was born, a second little sister arrived, Ana. It was natural that we would divide up like that. I was already settled in the family and enjoyed certain privileges, whereas they had to fight to earn their spot. They say sibling rivalry is what helps boys and girls train to confront the difficulties and conflicts that they will have to face in life. That siblings help us practise love, camaraderie, solidarity, but also anger, betrayal, offense, the struggle to earn a spot and keep it. Practising with them, with Lía and Ana, I learned to negotiate, to defend my opinion, to impose my will, to win or lose. Our sisterhood was a battlefield.

			Ana and I both took after Mama. Lía got the short end of the stick: Papa was an interesting, attractive, charming man, but with absolutely masculine features. The rough masculinity of our father’s features looked coarse, even vulgar on Lía’s little girl face. It must have been hard for her during our childhood; I often felt sorry for her. I believe that’s where some of her anti-establishment attitudes stemmed from: the rejection she must have felt when people looked at her. When I went to see her to find out about Mateo, thirty years after the last time we’d seen each other, I didn’t dare to ask her if she had managed to start a family, if she had kids. She didn’t mention it, so I suppose not. But I have to admit that she had changed a lot, the years had softened the hardness of her features, her eyes no longer shot daggers at your forehead. Lía has grown into a woman with an interesting face, one that has character, hard to forget. You could even say that my sister, at almost fifty, is so ugly that it’s attractive.

			Mama, on the other hand, was a beautiful woman, a classic beauty; and Ana and I were both lucky enough to take after her, as everyone who knew us always said. I think that our physical similarity is what made Ana feel that constant necessity to compete with me, as if she wanted to take that similarity to an extreme. She imitated me, speaking with the same cadence, copying the way I walked; she wanted to be me. And she wanted to have what I had, no matter what it was: a dress, being captain of the team at school, or Julián. I didn’t think much about Ana; she, on the other hand, needed to constantly provoke me, to measure her strength against mine and beat me in order to reinforce her own confidence. I read, a long time ago, that we all have a doppelganger, someone we don’t know but who looks exactly like us; if one day, by chance, two doppelgangers meet face to face, one of them has to die. As if there were not physical space enough to house both in the world. Ana and I were not doppelgangers, of course, because we knew each other, we lived in the same house; but, just like in the case of doppelgangers, it was clear there was no way Ana and I could share the same space. It was one or the other; whenever we were out in the world somewhere, because God had thrown us together beyond our will, Ana would force someone, anyone, to choose between her and me.

			That hostility she felt towards me became even more evident that summer, when Ana was about to go off to the annual church camp, a few months before her death. During the school year, we had managed to coexist by keeping our distance during church activities. Ana was not in my group. I was in charge of the girls who were going to receive confirmation, and my little sister had already received confirmation some time back. Ana was in the Catholic youth group that Lía had also been in, though with much less commitment. When the woman in charge of Ana’s group said that she would not be able to chaperone the girls to summer camp because of some family issue, Father Manuel asked me to go in her place. I didn’t have to give it much thought: it was a beautiful setting – I had been many times in my adolescence – I was ready for the challenge of leading a group of older girls, and, most of all, I was enticed by the notion of spending more time with Julián, with whom I was getting closer and closer, without either of us having revealed how we felt about each other.

			When I shared the news at home, Ana threw a temper tantrum. She started yelling in the middle of our family meal, saying that it was her space, that I couldn’t just invade it, that I always ruined everything she had. She looked to my parents for support, but they remained neutral, as they usually did. Mama always said we should solve our problems with each other amongst ourselves, despite the fact that my sisters complained, saying that if my mother didn’t intervene, I would always win. And why should I be blamed for being more persistent, more wilful, cleverer, or stronger than them. If I was, then I deserved to win. Those were the rules of the world we would have to face after our training in sisterhood. Papa, for his part, never got involved in our battles because he considered them minor issues, trivial and meaningless. He would remain distracted by his own thoughts as the arguments raged then finally fizzled out, without even knowing what we were fighting about. Papa lived in his own world and was happy in that imaginary place he built with books, while we milled around him, in our shared family life, where his space and his silence demanded respect. ‘Don’t bother Papa, he’s reading’ or ‘Don’t bother Papa, he’s thinking’ are two phrases I heard daily during childhood and adolescence. If what happened to Ana had not happened, my father would have died with honours, as the person he always wanted to be: a great history professor, revered by many, a man who read ceaselessly, to his last day, always eager to learn a little more. But he became so consumed by the death of his youngest daughter, his ‘rosebud’, that he changed into someone else entirely. He was fated to become morbid, fixated on discovering the person responsible for a murder that never occurred. That night, Ana threw such a fit that Papa had to intervene: ‘What’s so serious that you can’t resolve it like sisters?’ Neither Ana or I responded. Without taking her eyes off me, she said: ‘If you go, I’m not going.’ And I replied, looking down at my steaming bowl of soup and stirring it with my spoon: ‘Don’t go.’ Ana was about to explode, I knew those rages of hers, I let a few seconds go by and then I looked at her again: ‘Don’t you have an invitation to spend the summer in the country with Marcela’s family? Take advantage of it!’ I smiled at her, a sour, sarcastic smile, loaded with contempt, and then I went on eating my soup like nothing had happened. She stood up and scraped her chair across the floor – which Mama abhorred – and ran crying to her room. Lía got up to follow her, Mama ordered her to stay. ‘We’re not going to make a tragedy out of nothing,’ she said. Immediately she looked at me and added: ‘You’ll both go, and I’m sure you’ll have a stupendous time. Your little sister likes dramatic scenes but she’ll get over it. She should study theatre; she’d make a great actress.’ We shall never know if Ana would, in fact, have made a great actress.

			

			If only she hadn’t gone to camp that summer. That was where the nightmare we were dragged into a short while later all began. The first few days in Córdoba, I barely interacted with my sister. Despite the fact that we had no choice but to spend the entire day together, I avoided her and she avoided me. It was a large group, and if I wanted to give her any specific instructions, such as to be on time when we gathered for the morning prayer – which Ana was almost always late for, arriving after we had finished the first Hail Mary – I would say it to the group as a whole, as if everyone had made the mistake. Even addressing her this way, elliptically, I could feel the tension. Nevertheless, as the days went by, Ana seemed to let her guard down: she laughed at some of my jokes, joined in conversations without expressing her eternal opposition to every idea that occurred to me. I noticed a brightness in her eyes, a lively, mischievous spark. I realized too late that what had caused those changes in her was, simply, the fact that she had a plan. The night I had a terrible migraine that kept me from going to the bonfire, Ana was sweet to me, more caring than usual. She insisted that I stay in and rest, that everything would be fine. She had finally found the opportunity to carry out her plan; and I was still oblivious to her designs. I had a fever that night, I slept until the following morning. When the girls came back from the bonfire, I opened my eyes a crack and glimpsed the lively group, but I didn’t realize that Ana wasn’t among them. 

			What happened that night between my sister and Julián I prefer not to revisit; in any event, I did not learn about it until sometime later. The next day, I didn’t notice anything different in Ana. She was as happy as she had been in recent days. Perhaps a bit more arrogant; she objected to some instructions I had given but it was something so trivial that after arguing for a little while near the football field where the boys were about to play a match, she said: ‘You know what, Carmen? You’re right, we’ll do it your way.’ And this time it was not a sarcastic way of ending the fight, she was saying it for real. Then she joined her friends to cheer on the boys, and the day proceeded like normal.

			I did notice, on the other hand, that Julián was acting strangely, sullen, somewhat distant; but by no means did I suspect that it was due to a sexual encounter with Ana. How could I ever suspect that? I thought perhaps he was bitter about the frustrated romantic encounter we’d had beside the stream, when we had kissed passionately only to later turn away from each other to keep our feelings from causing any further harm. It hurt me to think it might be that; I did not want to jeopardize our friendship; I would not yet allow myself to even dream that he would renounce his calling to become a priest. Another possible reason was that, as the days went by, having so many young men under his charge was beginning to wear on him. And that hypothesis set my mind at ease. We were nearing the end of camp, and it was understandable that Julián would be ready to return to the peace and quiet of the seminary. In any event, I asked him if anything was wrong, and he answered: ‘I’m exhausted, truly exhausted.’ ‘These kids are exhausting, so many hormones,’ I responded, without understanding the reason for his exhaustion. ‘So many hormones,’ Julián repeated and he looked down. It did not occur to me that this comment was also applicable to him.

			Back home, life continued its regular course. Only for a little while, however, because soon big decisions were made. Julián would leave the seminary. We would get married, start a family, we would be such good Catholics that he would make up for any guilt he might feel over not answering the call. But along with the big decisions came Ana’s obsessive questions. My sister interrogated me about Julián every time she saw me. I was convinced that she suspected what was going on between us. She wanted to know why he had disappeared, when he would come to church, where he went to school. I told Julián; I was annoyed, but I didn’t expect the conversation to lead to any momentous revelation, I just wanted to share with him what I already knew: that Ana was jealous of me. To my surprise, he first went mute, for a few endless minutes, and then he confessed, straight out, what had happened at camp. The pain was brutal; after hearing this news, I felt like I left my body and travelled to another planet. He told me how Ana had come on to him, taking advantage of the fact that I wasn’t there for one night, her methods of seduction. He also told me about his own sexual desire that he was unable to control, a desire that had first been awakened by our kiss. He even had the gall to tell me that when he was with Ana, he had been thinking of me. It was a devastating revelation in every sense. I wanted to punch him, to pound my fists against him until it hurt. How could he do such a thing, how could he dare to sully everything we’d dreamed of? If I wanted to hit him, I wanted to run home and beat Ana senseless, to roll around on the floor kicking and screaming, a duel to the death. I hated her. I felt disgusted. I felt ashamed. And a profound rage. I went for a walk; my head was boiling. Julián tried to stop me but I pushed him away. I was aware that Ana – for the first time – had beaten me, and it was a major, decisive defeat. Did that mark the end of the battle? Or was there another shot at victory? I was unable to answer those questions, confused as I was, with so many mixed emotions. I flopped onto a bench at the other end of the plaza where Julián had asked me to meet him, too far away to see each other. I closed my eyes. I needed to find some way out of this. Verses from Genesis sprang to my mind, over and over but without offering any clear solution; it wasn’t an act of will, but a reflex. ‘Now the serpent was more cunning than any beast of the field which the Lord God had made.’ ‘And he said to the woman, “Has God indeed said, ‘You shall not eat of every tree of the garden’?”’ ‘The woman you placed beside me gave me the fruit, and I ate of it.’ ‘To the woman he said, “I will greatly multiply your pain in childbirth, in pain you shall deliver children”.’ ‘The Lord God therefore banished him from the garden of Eden.’ And in the middle of Genesis, a phrase that my mother often used when my sisters and I fought: ‘To err is human, to forgive is divine.’ My father would correct her in Latin: ‘Errare humanum est, sed perseverare diabolicum.’ I preferred my mother’s more compassionate version. Was I capable of forgiving, as I felt God was asking me to? Was I capable of controlling my pride, of healing the wound that Ana had caused, probably on purpose, when she slept with the man that I loved? Was Julián or Ana to blame? Who was the snake? Could I let Ana get away with it?

			I prayed with more conviction than I had ever put into any prayer. Finally, I returned to where Julián sat and I told him that we would face this together. And that we would get through it. He cried, he looked like a little boy. I did not hug him, I did not smooth his hair, I did not rock him; I did let him lay his head on my lap, but I did not touch him. I also didn’t let him kiss me. My virginity, after what he had just told me, was even more valuable now. He knew it, and I would make sure he never forgot it. We needed time; little by little, as Ana faded away, we would both be strong again, unbeatable, more powerful still because of the love we felt for each other, and our love for God.

			When I got home, I did not say anything to Ana, I ignored her. And I tried to avoid even seeing her. It was just a matter of letting time pass until Julián left the seminary, until she accepted that there was nothing between the two of them, until I could finally introduce him as my official fiancé. That was what we were planning anyway, but there was yet another test. Having accepted the news that Julián had had sex with Ana, I never imagined there would be any further hurdles to overcome. But there was something worse in store for us: Ana’s pregnancy. Julián found out about it when she turned up out of nowhere at the seminary with the news. I learned about it a few days later, when he told me. It was a mortal blow. It floored me. I prayed; I asked God why he had let this happen. I searched for some sign in the tragedy he had placed in my path. If that child were to be born, my dreams were over. Our dreams. Julián and I could not intervene, there was a beating life inside my sister’s body, and that was the priority. Just when all seemed lost, Ana made the decision not to have the baby. And we felt relieved, I regrettably admit. It is something we have confessed. As far as both Julián and I are concerned, abortion is killing a child, we could never condone it, we would never have encouraged Ana to do it. But we let her do it, we sinned by omission; because, deep down, perhaps unconsciously, we believed that this was the only way out of that labyrinth Ana had trapped us inside. When she began to see that option, I told Julián to let her arrive at that conclusion on her own, to withhold his opinion, to let the decision stand as Ana’s alone, without any room for doubt.

			

			I helped find a place for my sister to have the cursed abortion. It was dangerous and stupid for her to go around asking where to go, someone could find out, they could tell Mama, our name would be in everyone’s mouths, whether Ana ended up having the abortion or not. I minimized the damage as best I could. The damage I was unable to avoid, I repaired. I stopped Julián in a crucial moment, when he was about to make an enormous mistake: going with Ana to that place. ‘How could you even consider such a thing? What if someone recognizes you? What if someone sees you going into a place like that with her? Ana has to run the risk, that is unavoidable, why should you have to, too? There’s no need for you to both go down in flames. All we can do is pray to God that no one recognizes her when she goes into that place.’

			Julián was lost, panicked, confused; he would have made one mistake after another. I had to remain alert, much more involved in my sister’s abortion than I would have liked. The day she did it, I spent the entire day with him, making up all kinds of excuses to hang around the church; while Father Manuel was already aware of our relationship, he had asked for ‘extreme discretion’ and, of course, he knew nothing of what Ana was about to do. I took care of Julián, we went out for a walk, I brought him food, I made him eat. He was a zombie, paralyzed, like someone playing freeze tag, unable to move until it was all over and we could start again. Julián was incapable of doing anything besides wait. Finally, around midday, Ana called the church to let him know that it was done. And, a little while later, to demand that he go to take care of her: she said she felt unwell. It was a futile demand. What did she expect from him? Did she think Julián would go to my house? Did she think she could show up at the church in the state she was in? I convinced him not to worry, that I would go see about her and that, without letting Ana suspect that I knew anything, I would check that she was alright and keep her from making any stupid mistakes.

			That’s what I did. When I got home, Ana was shut up in her room, which she shared with Lía. I opened the door quietly; she was asleep. She was alone in the room and would be alone for the rest of the day; our other sister, who had started exams at the university, would be staying with a classmate in Buenos Aires for the rest of the week. ‘All that coming and going by train eats up too many hours that could be used for studying,’ Mama told me. I was not interested in anything Mama had to say about Lía and her mid-terms, but I did want to know what was going on in the house. That night, Ana didn’t come down to dinner. I offered to take food up to her. When I went in, she was asleep; I set the tray down by her bed, in case she woke up hungry in the night, and I went to bed too.

			The next day, Ana missed school. It seemed reasonable to me, it was no small thing she’d done and, if she felt bad, it would be better not to go around drawing attention to herself. I went to my classes and came back home after midday. I spent all afternoon attentive to Ana’s movements; I heard her go to the bathroom several times. ‘It seems her period is really rough this month,’ Mama commented. And I nodded. Around mid-afternoon, Ana drank a cup of tea that Mama took into her room, kept some toast to eat later, and told Mama that, if she didn’t come down to dinner, to let her sleep until the next day; that she needed to rest and get better. It seemed like everything, in the end, was going to be fine. I imagined she was beginning to recover, at some point Ana would have to start feeling better and return to her normal life. And me, to mine.

			Towards the end of the day, I called Julián so that he wouldn’t worry; I didn’t do it for him, to make the waiting easier, but out of fear that the lack of news would cause him to do something unwise. I told him that it had been a good afternoon, that Ana would likely sleep until the next day, and that he should go home and rest as well. I had to go pick up some books from a classmate’s house in Burzaco before it got dark. I planned to get there and back in a flash, but the rain was causing chaos on the roads, and it took me over an hour on the bus. During that time, Ana got in touch with Julián at the church just as he was about to leave for the seminary. He didn’t have any way to contact me, so he made his own decision. At my sister’s insistence, Julián told her to go to the church. Meanwhile, he went to get his father’s work van since, if the situation was truly as dire as Ana claimed, he would have to take her to the hospital. Julián didn’t want to take her to any clinics in the area, as much to protect her as himself; there was a risk of running into someone who might recognize them.

			By that time of day, already evening really, as I was picking up the books I needed to write a report on the latest lectionaries approved by the episcopal assemblies of Latin America, Ana was dying on a pew in our church, San Gabriel, a few blocks from home. She left this world just as the baby she’d carried inside her had done, hours prior. Too much pain for us to bear, all of us. Julián and I more than anyone, because we knew. But at that moment, unaware of what had just happened, I got home and went into Ana’s room to make sure she was alright, as I had said I would. It concerned me that she wasn’t there, but I did not want to ask Mama if she knew where she’d gone. I called Julián at the church but Father Manuel answered and I hung up. I called his house and asked for him, he was not there either. I didn’t dare call the seminary. There was nothing I could do except pace back and forth across my house, a bundle of nerves. Every once in a while, I would look out the living room window hoping that Ana might appear. When Mama announced that she was going to take Ana some food, I reminded her that she had asked not to be disturbed, that it was better to let her sleep than to force her to eat. Mama agreed and said that dinner would be ready soon. I went to the window and pushed the curtains back one more time, still hoping Ana might appear. Mama asked me: ‘Why do you keep looking outside?’ ‘To see if it’s stopped raining,’ I lied quickly, ‘I have a lot of things to do tomorrow and the rain will mess up my whole day.’ And as I said, ‘the rain will mess up my whole day,’ I saw Julián’s van come down the street and park outside our front gate. This was unprecedented, Julián had never come to the house; if he was there, it was because something out of the ordinary was happening. My mother shouted from the kitchen: ‘Are you going to eat with your father and I?’ I picked up an umbrella and, on my way out the door, I shouted back: ‘No, Mama, I’m going to Adriana’s to get a raincoat I left there; you guys have dinner without me, I might grab a bite with her.’ And, without waiting for my mother to add another word, I went out.

			Julián was sitting behind the wheel, his face blank, his mind lost, somewhere else. I had never seen him like that before. I opened the car door. ‘What’s going on?’ I asked. He started sobbing uncontrollably, even harder than he’d cried at the plaza the day he told me about Ana. He couldn’t speak; he could hardly breathe. I got into the van. I hugged him. ‘What’s wrong?’ I asked again. ‘She’s dead, Carmen, Ana’s dead.’ I hugged him tighter. ‘What are you saying?’ I asked, stunned. ‘Dead,’ he said again, ‘she died.’ And he started pounding the steering wheel. I started crying too, both of us were truly heartbroken, it had never even occurred to us that Ana could die of an abortion. I tried to get Julián to calm down, but it was not easy. I didn’t dare ask him to move the van, even though my father or mother might look out the window, and I didn’t want them to see us. Julián was in no condition to drive, I couldn’t even understand how he had made it to my house. ‘Where did you leave her?’ I asked. ‘I didn’t leave her,’ he answered, and he glanced over his shoulder. I didn’t understand. ‘I didn’t leave her; she’s in the back. I didn’t know what else to do, she was dead when I got to the church and I got scared that someone might find her.’ I nodded, trying to be supportive of that decision, even though knowing that the body of my dead sister was a few feet away, in the back of that van, made me nauseous. ‘Okay, my love,’ I said. ‘Calm down.’ He went on: ‘If anyone finds out she had an abortion, they’ll follow the trail until they find out that I was the father of that baby, do you understand, Carmen? Ana told me that she didn’t tell anyone, she swore it. But what if she did? Maybe she needed to tell someone. Or maybe she wrote it in her diary.’ The idea that Ana kept a diary where she might have written something about Julián and the pregnancy terrified me more than the dead body in the back of the van. I thought for a few seconds before responding, and then I did so with as much calm and forcefulness as I could muster: ‘You did the right thing, my love, you did the right thing.’ I kissed his head. I made a mental note, ‘Find possible diary.’ I forced myself not to imagine Ana’s corpse lying in the back of the van. I forced myself to picture that van filled with the same cargo it always carried, TV sets, washing machines, ovens, refrigerators, like any ordinary day. We had to make sure our days went back to being ordinary ones. To fight for it, by sword and shield, once again. And in order to do so, we had to muster, from deep within ourselves, the necessary fortitude.

			‘Let’s go, Julián,’ I told him, ‘I’m going to help you.’
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			I didn’t know what blood smelled like. That night, I found out: it smells like metal. Anyone who thinks they can predict the smell of litres of blood is mistaken; no menstruation, as heavy as it might be, no wound, as deep as it might be, smells the way Ana’s blood did.

			Cutting up the body was never the plan; but it was raining, so there was no other option. In reality it was not even a ‘plan,’ but an improvised decision made in the face of an unavoidable fact. We did what we could and it worked out for us because God wanted it that way and not because our plan had been intelligent or our methodology appropriate. ‘Take this cup from me; yet not my will, but yours be done.’ I am certain that today, with the advances in science, all our efforts to cover up Ana’s abortion would have been in vain. In the twenty-first century, with the use of DNA in forensics, everything comes to light. Thirty years ago, in Argentina – the suburbs of Buenos Aires to be precise – no. I admit that Julián and I were sloppy and that we benefitted from the incompetence of the men who worked the case. Also, the fact that Father Manuel spoke with the officer in charge and later with the judge to ask them – ‘as good Catholics’ – to wrap the case up quickly and discreetly ‘out of respect for the victim’s family’. I know that the priest interceded on our behalf, because he himself confirmed to Julián that he did that favour for us. Julián confessed to him that Ana had died from an abortion; Father Manuel prayed for her soul and asked God to forgive her. When I went to confess to him, a few weeks later, I broke down in tears: ‘I should have stopped Ana, I should never have let her kill that child.’ He consoled me and said ‘God is pure compassion and he forgives anyone who repents, you have the good fortune of being able to repent in this life. Your sister wasn’t so lucky.’ The night that Ana died, after spending several minutes parked outside the house with her body in the back of the van, I finally convinced Julián to start the van and begin driving. It was not easy, he was still in a state of shock and the van kept stalling for no apparent reason every two or three minutes. I couldn’t drive, I didn’t know how to at the time, but, even though I had never driven a car in my life, I have no doubt I would have been better at it than him. We were both devastated by Ana’s death and the circumstances surrounding it; but Julián’s grief left him disoriented and confused; mine, on the other hand, manifested as a detachment that allowed me to look at things with a certain distance. It was as if the pain had numbed me and, with that emotional disconnection, I was able to completely set aside the fact that my sister’s corpse was lying in the back of that van. We jolted along the cobbled streets of Adrogué, with no clear destination, not knowing what we were going to do or where we would take the body. We were both silent for the first few blocks. Julián, concentrating on driving; me, staring straight ahead, focused on everything I saw through the windshield. It was an ugly night; pitch dark with a dense, constant drizzle. The tyres made a screeching sound on the wet cobbles that, still to this day, when I hear it, reminds me of that night. ‘No one can find out that Ana died of an abortion,’ I said, finally, when Julián turned onto the avenue and the cobbles gave way to asphalt. He did not respond, he just started crying again. ‘No one,’ I said again, firmly, ignoring his sobs. And then I told him to drive to the kiosk across from the train station. I asked him for some money before getting out, since I had left the house in a hurry and had nothing besides an umbrella with me; luckily, Julián had his wallet. I got out and bought a big box of matches. And cigarettes; I didn’t smoke and I didn’t plan on starting, but I did not want to leave any clues that could lead to us. When I got back to the car, I told Julián to start driving, I did not give him directions, he didn’t ask for any, we continued driving aimlessly. But I had a plan. For the moment, I did not want to go anywhere, we just needed to pass the time, to let night close in so that no one in Adrogué would be out on the streets and we could get rid of Ana without anyone around. Once Julián started to calm down – he had stopped crying, at least – I explained the steps we would have to take: drive the body to the vacant lot a few blocks past the church and, once there, set it on fire, burn it so that no one would be able to find any evidence of what had killed my sister. Julián did everything I asked; he was lost, he simply followed my instructions. When there was not a single soul left on the streets, we drove to our destination. Still, I checked to make sure that there wasn’t anyone wandering around; it was very late, and it was unlikely that the neighbours would venture out of their homes in that inclement weather. The chosen spot was a patch of wasteland that had been abandoned due to succession issues years prior; kids played ball there, and people also dumped their trash. Every once in a while, someone would build a bonfire, when the grass grew too tall, when the trash piled up too high and started to stink, or the rats advanced upon the neighbouring houses. So a fire there wouldn’t come as too much of a surprise. We parked, got out, and opened the back door of the van. Seeing Ana dead was upsetting; it was one thing to imagine her body, but something else entirely to have it right there before my eyes. I stood a while staring at her, paralyzed. Julián had placed her on some blankets they used at the shop to wrap delicate products, appliances that could get scratched in transit. But he had not bothered to cover her. That lifeless face was no longer Ana, the rigid expression on her lips looked nothing like her smile. Once I was able to react, I wrapped the edges of the blanket around her and then I told Julián to pick her up. He put her over his shoulder, as if he were carrying a rolled-up rug, and he walked into the vacant lot. I stood there for a second, checking that no one was around. Then I asked Julián to go and park the van a few blocks away: when the body was found, it would be best that no neighbours could say they had seen the Varela Electronics van parked there. I started striking the matches I had purchased, trying to get the blanket around Ana to catch fire. I struck several, one after the other. It was difficult, the ground was wet and it was still raining. The blanket would burn for a minute and then go out. When Julián returned, I sent him back to the van to open the gas tank and soak any cloth he could find: a handkerchief, a rag, a piece of another blanket. Meanwhile, I continued trying to make Ana’s body burn, without much luck. The hair lit up right away, the smell was unbearable. But no other part of her body would burn for long enough, and after a little while all the flames went out. Two or three minutes later, Julián was back with a rag soaked in gasoline. I put it on Ana’s lap and I lit it. It burned better than the blanket, but once again the rain and sudden wind put it out. I was beginning to accept that it would be impossible to make my sister’s womb and intimate parts burn to the point that no one would be able to figure out whether what happened to her body had been an abortion, rape, some risky sexual practice, or what. I was running out of options. I had to come up with a plan B. I said this to Julián and he started crying like a little boy. ‘Think, Carmen, think, you have to come up with something,’ he said, sobbing, admitting his uselessness, letting all the responsibility fall to me. I thought, I desperately racked my brain for alternatives, my mind working at top speed, but the only thing that occurred to me to make the evidence of the abortion disappear was to burn my sister’s body. And I couldn’t think of any enclosed space where we could take her to make a fire under a roof without being noticed or burning the place down. While I surrendered myself to God’s will, I couldn’t figure out what lesson He was trying to teach me with all this adversity. ‘You do not have to let her entire body burn, dear Lord, but if you could just make the rag soaked in gasoline burn that section,’ I found myself saying a little while later with my eyes fixed on Ana’s belly. And saying ‘section’ gave me an epiphany, I finally saw things clearly. All I had to do was burn one section of Ana’s body and I could do it in my ceramics kiln. That oven got hot enough to char anything; as hot as a cremation oven or more so. I would have to be careful, I didn’t want the body to turn to ashes, just to burn enough so that no one would be able to tell what happened to her. Just that. Of course, Ana’s body would not fit inside. The oven was only half a metre wide. I had bought it because I thought that ceramics – mud, clay, porcelain – might interest me as an artistic outlet. But I soon became more interested in making metal sculptures of saints, angels, and virgins, that could later be displayed in the church. I had first invested in the kiln and then, when I got more interested in copper and iron, I spent my entire bonus on a high-tech battery powered angle grinder. I tried to imagine how much of Ana’s body would fit in my kiln. If I cut off her head, which would be the easiest place to cut, and then I cut her leg joints, her torso would fit easily into the kiln. Just three cuts: head, one leg, the other leg. It was not necessary to cut off her arms, I was not cutting her up for the sake of it; I could just cross them in front of her or, if her body was too stiff, place them on each side. I had no doubt that the section of the body I was picturing would fit in my oven. I told Julián my idea. At first, he was against it, and even started shouting; I had to slap him to calm him down, I could not let us be discovered over a ridiculous nervous breakdown. He was shouting that it was ‘unnatural’ and ‘monstruous’ to cut Ana into pieces. I thought so too, who did he think I was? I was not going to dismember Ana for the fun of it, like some psychopath, enjoying every cut. It also wasn’t that we needed to cut her up to hide a crime, like a murderer might try to do. It was about hiding the reason she died, because, while we had not caused that death, if the reason behind it came to light, it would only bring more pain. Cutting her up was simply a practical solution. ‘And can you think of any other alternative?’ I asked Julián once he got over the fact that I had slapped him. He didn’t answer. ‘See?’ I said, and after a moment I added: ‘It’s not Ana, you have to think of it that way. Ana is gone.’ Julián still hadn’t answered, he lowered his head and, lacking sufficient courage, he stared at his shoes to keep from looking at my sister’s dead body wrapped in those blankets. ‘This is just her container, the least important part of what we are, the part that is disposed of when we die. Don’t you know that?’ I asked, to force some response out of him. Julián nodded without looking at me. I went on: ‘She’s dead, Ana is gone. She’s gone, my love.’ And when I said ‘my love’, Julián finally reacted: he raised his head, looked at me, took a few steps towards me and hugged me. Then, he said in my ear: ‘I can’t do it, I’m not going to be able to.’ Without pulling out of his embrace, I answered: ‘I’m going to do it.’ We covered Ana’s body up, walked back to the van, and drove to my house. Neither of us could stay at the field to keep lookout, Julián had to drive, I had to go to my workshop to get my grinder. We weren’t worried that someone might enter the empty lot and find Ana’s body: we knew our neighbours, that was practically impossible until it stopped raining and daylight came. But we prayed to God that no animal would appear to sniff around under the blanket. We set off, once again the screech of the tyres on the cobbles. We arrived in a few minutes. My house was completely dark. I supposed that my parents had already gone to bed. Fortunately for us, they believed that Ana was still asleep in her room, recovering from what my mother thought was a heavy period; if not, they would have been up waiting for their youngest daughter to return home. Ever since Lía and I had finished high school, they no longer waited up for us every night; they knew where we were and they respected our well-earned independence. I had lied that I was going to pick up a raincoat and would be back late, Lía was sleeping over for the second night in a row with a friend from university. God willing, they had no reason to be awake. And God was willing. I told Julián to drive around the block while I went to get the grinder. Just as the van appeared at the corner, I was closing the front gate behind me, grinder in hand. We returned to the vacant lot and I pushed back the blanket. I asked Julián to keep lookout; it was not strictly necessary, but having him there with me, likely to faint over what he was about to witness, was worse than doing it alone. I stood over Ana’s body, my legs on either side of her head, facing her feet, with her face behind me so I didn’t have to see her. I turned on the machine, the diamond-tipped blade began to whirl. I lowered the blade to Ana’s neck and rested it there. Immediately blood began to flow. I opened my legs wider to keep from getting bloody; it was impossible, I would have to figure out how to get rid of those clothes later. I buried the machine in my sister’s neck, slicing through the bones, which put up resistance, and kept going until the blade hit the ground on the other side. The metallic smell of blood filled my nostrils. I stepped clumsily, one leg on either side of her body, moving away from her head without looking at it even though Ana was gone. I crouched down and unbuttoned her singed trousers; I pulled them down to her calves. As I did so, I looked at Ana’s legs and it surprised me that she still had her boots on. Why wouldn’t she. A dead girl’s boots. My dead sister’s boots. I shook my head, focused on the task at hand. Ana’s body was damp and cold, as if the frustrated flames had barely licked her. It was the cold of death. I cut off one leg and then the other. Once again, the blood, once again, the bones putting up resistance, once again the blade hitting the ground on the other side. Ana, after a few minutes, was in pieces. I removed her underwear and the bloody pad and I put them in my pocket, it was disgusting, but I was afraid that the blood there might contain remains of the aborted baby. I walked over to where Julián waited and I asked him to go to his father’s shop to get plastic sheeting so we could wrap her up. I would wait for him there. The smell of blood might attract some dog; we would have to cover up the other parts of her body until we returned. I set aside her torso, which I would take with me, leaving the head and legs lined up with an empty space in the middle. I avoided looking at the rest of the body. That wasn’t Ana, not the part I was holding and not what was left. I lifted the torso and shook it so that as much blood as possible would drain out, first shaking it right-side up, then upside down. The arms moved around in a haphazard manner; nevertheless, I thought it was better to leave them attached instead of making more cuts. When the torso had almost stopped dripping, I carried it to the entrance to the lot. Just at that moment, Julián was getting out of the van with two rolls of plastic wrap. I asked him to go cover the parts that were left; but when he saw the torso with the arms, he had a dizzy spell and vomited. I realized I could not rely on him to do anything so I told him to get back in the van. I unrolled the plastic sheeting, placed Ana’s torso on top, and rolled it up. Then I told Julián to open the van so we could put it inside and I went back to cover the other parts of Ana in plastic. I looked around for some rocks to weigh it down so that the wind wouldn’t blow it away. And when everything was ready, I went to the van and we drove back to my house. This time, I asked Julián to come in with me. It was almost two in the morning, my parents wouldn’t wake up. But I wanted him to stand at the door to the storage room where my workshop was so that he could let me know if my parents stirred, just in case. Any excuse to justify his presence there would have been preferable to explaining what I was burning inside the kiln. Julián helped me carry the bundle to the oven and then he went to wait outside. I unwrapped the plastic, took off the clothes she was still wearing, and tossed them aside; I arranged Ana’s torso in the kiln, forcing the arms into position so that they would fit inside. It wasn’t easy, the body would no longer respond to the orders I tried to give it. I lit the kiln, setting it at the maximum temperature, 1200 degrees Celsius, and I waited. After a little while, the smell of burnt flesh was even more unbearable than Ana’s blood had been. I sat down on the floor and cried. I prayed and asked God to give me strength. I opened the door to the kiln every once in a while, to check, covering my nose with my arm every time. I checked every five minutes until the torso looked like a piece of carbonized meat of undetermined origin. It is impossible to be sure how long I sat there beside the kiln, checking the degree of charring on my sister’s body; it might have been just a little while, but it felt like an eternity. I asked Julián to take the plastic wrap and Ana’s clothes, and to bring another blanket. I pushed the torso out of the oven without touching it, using the handle of Papa’s garden shovel, propped in a corner of the shed. Smoke rose from the burnt flesh, blazing hot. I wrapped it in the blanket. I told Julián to take it to the van while I gathered some trash to burn so that it would look like the kiln had been used to burn anything other than my sister’s torso; we could not discard the notion that someone might have smelled something and that, the next day, I might have to answer some uncomfortable questions. I looked around for some unfinished clay crocks I had abandoned a while back, when I began working with metals. I put the trash inside it. If anyone asked, I would make up some avant-garde artistic process that involved mixing clay with organic waste. I left the oven lit for five more minutes and then turned it off. I went to join Julián, who was waiting for me in the van. We took the torso that had been Ana’s to the vacant lot and we removed the plastic from the head and legs. I settled the torso in the centre to fill the empty space. There were no dogs or rats, just two legs and a head waiting for the missing piece. Finally, we each went home to rest and wait for them to find Ana’s body. Julián would call the police station in the morning, not identifying himself, an anonymous call, indicating the exact location of the body. On the way to my house, I made him swear that he would get rid of the plastic wrap, Ana’s clothes, the blankets stained with blood, and everything he was wearing, as I would do with my own clothes and what I had in my pocket. And that he would wash the car as soon as he got it back in the garage. I went into the house, my body aching as if I’d gotten into a fight and been punched all over. I watched Julián’s car drive away. I didn’t turn on any lights, making as little noise as possible. I cleaned up and lay down on my bed. I knew that no one would be sleeping in the room next to me that night. Even though I closed my eyes and I did not open them again, I was unable to sleep. I had done what had to be done, I didn’t feel guilt or remorse. But I could still smell the stench of Ana’s blood mixed with burnt flesh. Every so often, just when I felt like I was about to fall asleep, on the edge of a dream, I would feel the blade slice through the bone and I would wake up, startled, as if I had fallen into a pit. Very early in the morning, I heard Mama say that Ana wasn’t in her room, and Papa said that he would call her friends’ houses. But before they got the chance, the phone rang; it was the police letting them know that Ana’s body had been found burnt and dismembered. My mother, between wails of horror, repeated what they were saying on the other end of the receiver: that they had found her in an empty lot thanks to an anonymous call. Julián had done his job at the agreed-upon time, and that made me happy; I didn’t want to prolong my parents’ suffering over Ana being missing. The sooner the mourning for my sister could begin, the better. Mama’s screams gave me an excuse to come out of my room.

			

			My father hugged me, sobbing, and said: ‘They killed Ana.’ I hugged him back and I started crying uncontrollably. I couldn’t breathe; I thought I was going to faint. The neighbours began to arrive as they heard the news. Someone notified Lía, who got home around midday. The neighbour across the street said that she had smelled burnt flesh, ‘like when they cremate bodies at the morgue’. But no one believed her because ‘the body was burned over past the church, five or six blocks away, the smell couldn’t have made it this far.’ And the woman ended up convinced that she had dreamed it or that it was due to some paranormal connection to my dead sister. No one asked about the clay crocks in my kiln.

			God was willing, this time he was willing. He did not remove this cup from me, but I did his will, not mine. Nothing more than his will.

		

	
		
			

			 

			Epilogue: Alfredo

			Religious violence is diverse and multiform.

			Jean-Paul Gouteux, Apologie du blasphème

		

	
		
			

			 

			Dear Lía, Dear Mateo:

			If you are reading this letter, it’s because you met and decided to open it together. In my final hours, I think of you two together and it makes me happy. So happy that tears fall onto this blank page as it fills up with words. 

			I take it as a given that, by this time, you will have read the letters I wrote to each of you individually. If, as I hope, you are able to build a loving, solid familial relationship, you will have the chance to share the letters with each other later on. I took great pleasure in writing them, so please excuse the sentimentality. I am a sentimental old man, something I am not ashamed of. I tried to continue some of our unfinished conversations, but you’ll see that they aren’t finished in those letters either. Who knows, maybe one day we’ll have the chance to speak again. And if my two beloved atheists want to laugh at me after reading that sentence, go ahead, since laughter serves us better than any religion. 

			I’ve set aside this last letter to talk about three topics that I want us to discuss together, as if I were there, conversing with you two: death, love, and faith.

			I’ll start with death. And, concretely, Ana’s death, which has marked our family for the past thirty years. Today, on the verge of death, I now know what happened to my daughter, my youngest, my little one. Ana, my rosebud. Our Ana. After searching, for years, desperately, for an answer to the question of who killed Ana and why, the truth proved to be much more painful than I could’ve ever imagined. It’s for this reason, because of this new pain on top of the pain I’ve felt since the day she died, that I’ve questioned whether I should share this truth with you two. And I still ask myself that question even now, as I write; I will still ask myself that question after this letter has been written, in the moment that I feel myself abandoning my body. But who am I to deny you the truth? Who am I to let you live with doubts and lies in my attempt to save you from further pain? The truth that is denied to us hurts until our final day. The truth that is revealed, I can’t say; I didn’t have much time between that revelation and my death. I knew that this illness was terminal, but I had hoped there would be more time. And just when I decided that I had no choice but to share with you what I’ve learned, the doctor confirmed that I had only weeks left to live. And that made me feel selfish. My suffering will soon end, when I die. I will no longer feel any pain. Not the previous pain, of not knowing; nor the current pain, now that I know. By the time you read this letter, I will no longer feel any pain over the loss of Ana. But which of those burdens will be easier for you to bear?

			I can only imagine delivering the truth if I know that you are not alone. You will need each other, you will need to be able to talk about what happened, to help each other accept things that are beyond repair, and then to begin a new life. Despite the pain, this truth must serve to heal that old wound once and for all.

			I picture each of you alone, on your own, and it pains me. I picture you together, and I know you’re going to make it.

			Ana wasn’t murdered. At least not in the terms the justice system uses to define and punish the crime of murder. Ana died after a clandestine abortion. She suffered from what is called Mondor Syndrome, a septic abortion that produces a sudden infection, fatal in an extremely high percentage of cases. Ana was one of the many women who make up that cursed percentage. Knowing that Ana, at seventeen years old, got pregnant, decided to terminate the pregnancy, and had a clandestine abortion at a place lacking in safety and hygiene, accompanied by a friend no older than she was, makes me feel utterly responsible for her death. I am to blame for Ana’s death. It is my fault she didn’t feel she could tell me that she was pregnant and that she wanted to terminate the pregnancy. I should’ve been there to help her find a better solution, under better conditions. I take responsibility for not having created a climate in our home that fostered dialogue with my daughters. We never talked about this issue, like we never talked about so many others. I never, ever uttered the word ‘abortion’ in my home. And, with my silence, I sanctioned their mother’s outrage whenever the word was mentioned. ‘Abortion’ wasn’t only a bad word in our family, it was a forbidden word. I feel like a hypocrite, because, of course, having known what was happening to Ana, I would’ve helped her find a way to terminate that pregnancy. I would’ve done so even if her mother was opposed, since her strict Catholicism would’ve obliged her to choose between her obedience to God and her daughter, and I know which one she would’ve chosen. I don’t mean it to be critical; Dolores did what she could with all those precepts about good and evil they stuffed into her head. But good and evil, you know as well as I do, are relative terms. And religion, in general, doesn’t allow a person to use their own judgement about which is which.

			I should’ve been the kind of father Ana could trust, I should’ve taught her that I believed in her and in her judgement, emboldened her so that she would not feel ashamed if she didn’t agree with everything the religion we instilled in her proclaimed. And, much less, what the priests proclaimed. With respect to abortion, or any other matter on which religion requires every single person to share one opinion, collectively, irrationally. For everything I should’ve done and I didn’t do, I, as Ana’s father, am responsible for her death. That is my opprobrium. And I am not saying this to make myself the victim. Please, do not feel sorry for me. This is my last act of dignity, admitting the error of my ways, recognizing the harm caused to another person when they are not allowed to choose any path other than the one we believe to be the correct path for them.

			By now you must surely be wondering why, then, if no one murdered Ana in the legal sense, did someone take it upon themselves to burn and dismember her body. That is where the other part of the truth begins. Ana’s pregnancy was the result of a relationship she had with Julián, at camp the summer before her death. I regret that speaking of Julián might be particularly painful to Mateo. But there is no way to tell this story without mentioning him. I confronted Julián as soon as I learned the truth, and he admitted it to me. What else could he have done, faced with the evidence. At the time when Ana got pregnant, he was still a seminary student, planning to become a priest. He confessed that the news was a crushing blow to him. That, at the time, in no way had he planned to leave the seminary. He made sure to point out that he did not condone abortion. He even used the word ‘sin’. According to Julián, abortion, to him, is a mortal sin. He justifies himself by saying that, despite his beliefs, he agreed to respect Ana’s decision. That all he did was allow her to do what she had made up her own mind to do. According to Julián, it was a decision she came to ‘all on her own’. Unfortunate wording in reference to a girl of seventeen abandoned to her fate, forced to have a clandestine abortion performed in some sinister place that was not required to meet any health standards. And who, hours later, he left to die as the infection spread through her body.

			Julián maintains that the persons responsible for that clandestine clinic were surely the ones who burned and dismembered Ana’s body, in order to hide the cause of death and any evidence that might lead to them. I didn’t believe him; he trembled as he said it, his palms were sweating. But, even after speaking several times, I was unable to get him to tell me what else he knew. He just cried and said: ‘I didn’t do it, I didn’t do it.’ And I believe him, because Julián doesn’t have the balls to dismember a body. And I’m not saying his conscience wouldn’t have permitted such a horrific act, I think his conscience would’ve permitted anything. I’m saying he’s a coward. As much as he claims that he kept quiet to ‘protect Ana’s memory’, it was also more convenient for him that no one should know the true reason my little girl died.

			I recently hired a forensic specialist to go over Ana’s case, and he helped me reach this conclusion along with some hypotheses about who might’ve done it, at Julián’s request or not, in an attempt to help him. We made a list: his father, his brothers, a classmate at the seminary. I stopped by Varela Appliances several times, planning to confront his family. But, each time, as I stood looking at the person in front of me, silently hoping to see some reaction in their eyes that would prove their guilt, I saw only a patient compassion for this old man, whom they surely thought crazy. 

			Julián, like me, even if he wasn’t the one to dismember and burn Ana’s body, is responsible for her death. Because he didn’t look out for her before, during, or after her pregnancy, because he let her die. He knew, and he did nothing. 

			As for Carmen, it is incomprehensible to me that – knowing the truth – she could’ve married that man. She is my daughter, but she feels like a distant stranger to me, someone I could never be friends with. I’ve always felt this way, but I attempted to deny it; a father, they say, should love all of his children equally. I told myself that the breach between us was a result of her deep, almost fanatical, Catholic faith. It isn’t only that. After Julián confirmed his role in Ana’s death, I could no longer pretend that Carmen and I belonged to the same world. She knew the cause of her sister’s death, he told her; Carmen forgave him without a word. There is something in that vow of silence that I can’t comprehend, something dark in their relationship that has always been indecipherable to me. Or maybe I don’t want to decipher it, maybe I don’t dare. What binds them inseparably, as if they were one person, is a mystery to me. It is certainly not love; love cannot be built on something so foul. I cannot get over that darkness I perceive in them. 

			I believe that we are each only able to arrive at the truth we’re capable of tolerating. And, once there, we don’t dare take another step. It’s a limit imposed by our instincts of self-preservation. Mine, even though I have so little life left to preserve, allowed me to reach only as far as this story I’ve shared with you. I cannot forgive them, neither Julián nor Carmen, for what happened before and after Ana’s death. There is no excuse for not having confessed everything they knew, or for allowing me to spend thirty years, day and night, wondering who killed my daughter and why. 

			Permit me one final reflection on this matter. Ana’s story contains a great paradox: according to the law, she is the only person who committed any crime, along with the doctors who aided her in the illegal abortion. Legally, I, her father, who allowed her to grow up in an environment where the word ‘abortion’ was unmentionable, am not guilty of any crime. Neither is her mother, who placed religion above everyone and everything else. Neither is Julián, who let her die all alone. Neither is Carmen.

			That’s everything I know about Ana’s death. I hope I was right in telling you. I know that, together, you will be able to process this truth.

			Now let’s talk about love. I want to confess that, with just a few months left to live, I have fallen in love. I think I fell in love for the first time in my life. Because what I feel now does not compare to what I thought of as my previous loves. Not even to what I felt many years ago for your mother, your grandmother. When Dolores and I started courting, we were two fifteen-year-old kids. And we stayed together almost out of habit, affection, the impossibility of imagining that love could be anything else. I now know that it can. I fell in love with Marcela, Ana’s friend. I hope you won’t disapprove of the age difference. I know you will. Marcela doesn’t know that I’m in love with her. Or she knows, but she forgets. Because, due to the head injury she suffered the day Ana died, she is unable to remember any new events in her life. She can’t remember that yesterday, for example, or even a few hours ago, an older gentleman told her that he loved her. That he tells her every day, when we part ways, ‘I love you.’ And I will continue to say it until the day I die. I ask her not to write it down in her notebook the way she writes everything else, the only way she has of ‘remembering’. Because I want her to be free to decide anew each day whether she loves me back, or not, and I’ll get to see, like a recurring gift, that light that dances in her eyes when she learns that someone loves her as if she were hearing it for the first time.

			Marcela was there for Ana during her abortion. She’s the only person my little girl could count on. And Marcela did not let her down. She was with her, holding her hand the entire way, helping her get home. Ana died in her arms, in the church, as Marcela smoothed her hair. How could I not fall in love.

			And, lastly, faith. I know that you are both atheists. We have discussed readings that I myself recommended to you. I’m glad that you were able to break the chains that bound you to the mandates of a religion imposed by our family. It takes courage to believe in nothing; I am proud of you both. I admire you. Even so, before I go, I have to confess that, while logic tells me that no god exists, I sometimes wonder. Or I want to wonder. Maybe, if I were of a different age, or if I hadn’t been diagnosed with an aggressive cancer that brings me each day closer to death, I could call myself an atheist, too. But I didn’t do it soon enough, and now I’m eighty years old. And I’m going to die in a few days. So, I need to believe. I want to believe. 

			Maybe faith is just another white lie in a life held together by white lies. It would be nice, when my days on Earth are over, to be surprised to find that there is something more. Created by whichever god, from whichever religion. Or by ourselves. A place where we may be together again, forever. It could be in the air, the water, inside a sunset, or in the hearts of those still left living. That we may each build our own cathedral to this ‘god’ or whatever you want to call it. I imagine Marcela’s cathedral would be constructed from black butterflies. Ana’s, wallpapered with her drawings. Lía’s cathedral is built from books that can be removed and read without toppling the walls. Mateo’s, one made of questions, where one question mark hooks to another in an endless chain. Mine, a cathedral raised with the words I want to take with me wherever I go, the walls stamped with the ones I love most: ‘santarritas’ and ‘bougainvillea’. And your names, ‘Lía’ and ‘Mateo’.

			That’s where I’ll be. Maybe, someday, we shall meet again in my cathedral or in yours. And I hope that, in whatever form we’ve taken, we’ll be able to identify each other based on our essence, by what we were and will always be. 

			I hope to see you again. And to see Ana, my rosebud, who did not deserve to die. If not, it means that you two, my beloved atheists, were right and, after this life, as much as it pains me, there is nothing more. 

			I love you, always.

			Alfredo
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