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I inherited from my ancestors the desire to run away.

– ALEJANDRA PIZARNIK






We woke up to screaming.

We were lying face-up on our cots, inside the huge green tent. None of us twelve dared to say anything. None of us dared to move in our sleeping bags. I turned to the cot next to mine. In the dull light of the early morning, I could see my brother’s face staring back at me, asking with his eyes what was going on out there, what all the shouting was about. I answered, also with my eyes, that I didn’t know. But suddenly the yelling became louder and more hysterical. Somebody was approaching our tent. There was a silence – brief but clear enough to make out one of the children in the back crying – before the green canvas was thrown aside and our whole world was flooded with light.

In the doorway stood the silhouette of Samuel Blum, our counselor, our friend and unconditional protector, only now he was uniformed in black and carrying a club and shouting orders that none of us children could understand. And down his left arm, it took me a moment to notice, crawled a huge tarantula.

*

I was thirteen, my brother twelve. We’d been living in the United States for three years, having fled the political and social chaos that was Guatemala in the 1980s. Although my parents didn’t like me explaining it that way to my new classmates; they didn’t like the fact that when describing our departure from Guatemala I would tell them that we’d fled. But fleeing is what we did. My parents had hastily sold not only our newly built house but also everything inside that house – the furniture and the rugs and the pictures on the walls and the kitchen utensils and the toys I kept in the closet – and we fled to Florida at the end of the summer of ’81 with nothing but a few suitcases. Now, three years later, my parents had decided that my brother and I should travel back to Guatemala during the December vacations to take part in a Jewish children’s camp.

My brother and I were told that we’d be flying alone, without them (I don’t remember why my younger sister didn’t go with us, although now that I understand all too well what they were sending us to, I can conjecture that she was still too young and too innocent). The camp, my parents told us, was called a mahaneh, in Hebrew, and it was located in the middle of a huge wild forest about a hundred kilometers from the capital. We would spend a few days living in tents and making campfires, we were told, a few days learning not only wilderness survival skills but also wilderness survival skills for Jewish children. Which are not the same thing, they said.

But I hadn’t wanted to go.

I was at that ambiguous age – thirteen years old – when you’re still doing childish things while simultaneously becoming an adult. I still watched cartoons on television once a week, on Saturday mornings, although I’d recently started shaving my mustache, also once a week and also on Saturday mornings. I still needed my mother to drop me off and then pick me up outside the movie theater when I was meeting friends, although before leaving the house I would now put on deodorant and a splash of cologne. I still collected and traded baseball cards, although in the same drawer I now also kept a few porn magazines to help me with my first clumsy attempts at masturbation.

But I remember that it was also then, in my early teens – I couldn’t say if it was out of principle or pure rebellion, though doubtless a bit of both – that I began to blatantly reject my parents’ impositions. I now understand that what I was rejecting was not those impositions in themselves, or not entirely, but everything my parents represented, their world in general. For a child, beginning to dismantle the world you inherit is a small step toward building your own. I rejected their schedules, their rules, their likes and dislikes, their diets, their sports, their ideas, even their language – ever since we’d arrived in the United States, I refused to speak to them in Spanish; they would speak to me in Spanish and I would answer in English. But my biggest rejection, and by far the most scandalous, was of Judaism.

It was not a vehement or belligerent or even confrontational rejection. On the contrary. I just tried to avoid Judaism, to dodge it in any way I could. Like slipping away silently from a party, without saying anything and without a goodbye to anyone. Suddenly I no longer wanted to accompany my father to prayer meetings, and I invented other commitments to avoid going to Friday-night Shabbat dinners, and I had even given away to a non-Jewish friend, secretly, in a gesture more symbolic than practical, my skullcap (kippah, in Hebrew) and my almost brand-new phylacteries (tefillin, in Hebrew). My mother said nothing, apparently confused. My father, on the other hand, shouted orders at me. His way of enforcing Judaism was always through shouting. Whenever he discovered me still in bed on a Saturday morning, he would wake me up by shouting that it was my duty to go with him to the synagogue. When he noticed that I was starting to get together with girls my age, he reminded me, in a series of screams as epic as they were premature and pointless, that in our family having a non-Jewish girlfriend was forbidden. And I, of course, obeyed him.

Although sometimes, more emboldened, I dared to argue awkwardly with my parents about the reasons for all those mandates and dogmas, about why, exactly, I had to follow their inexplicable traditions. Among those disputes, the harshest or the most emotional or the one that for some reason has remained lodged in my memory happened one night as I was sitting between my parents on the living-room couch, watching an episode of some TV show set a century ago in a small town in Kansas or maybe Minnesota – in any case, a bucolic lost town somewhere in the Midwest. During that episode, the town’s residents were making fun of an old Jewish carpenter. A guy who looked like a farmer said the only reason he allowed this Jew into his store was because the old carpenter was very good at building coffins, and at his store he sold a whole lot of coffins. Some ladies, seeing him walking in the street, shouted hysterically that people ought to hold their noses and keep an eye on their wallets, while a group of boys insisted with absolute conviction that the old Jew, like every Jew, had horns hidden under his black hat. To me, the idea of an old carpenter having a pair of horns hidden under his bowler hat seemed most amusing, and I began to laugh. But looking over at my mother, I discovered that she was silently weeping. My father, judging me angrily, perhaps assuming that my laughter was also directed at the old carpenter and at all Jewish people, exploded.

Although they never told me, I’m sure that part of their reasoning for sending us that year to a camp in the Guatemalan mountains was not only to restore me to Judaism – to their Judaism – but also to restore me to a country that, three years after leaving it, I already considered foreign and alien.

I replied, furiously, that I wouldn’t go. That I was thirteen years old and could make my own decisions. That I had no interest in traveling to Guatemala, nor in camping with a troop of Jewish children I didn’t know, nor in learning to sing songs around a campfire in an incomprehensible Hebrew. I also didn’t like the idea of having to spend several days communicating only in Spanish, a language I hardly spoke anymore or at best spoke with a heavy American accent – although this, of course, I did not say.

My mother kept quiet, evidently troubled, perhaps sensing that I was rejecting something much larger than just a camp. My father, however, let out a single categorical bellow.

You’re going, and that’s that.

*

The first person we met was Samuel Blum.

He was standing at the side of the highway, on the outskirts of a town called Santa Apolonia, waiting to receive all the kids, with a whistle around his neck and a folder in his hands, and I immediately thought him one of the handsomest men I had ever seen. He was tall and thin, with very feminine features: his eyes were sky blue and he had a long mane of blond curls that still looked like a fashion of the seventies (many years later I’d remember him when I saw Visconti’s Tadzio on-screen). Standing behind him, acting as bodyguards, there were some soldiers or police officers or private security personnel – I wasn’t altogether sure which – all in green-and-khaki uniforms and all with huge black shotguns slung over their shoulders. I just stared at one of those shotguns and almost managed to see a puff of gray smoke coming out of the barrel, and I wondered how many guerrillas that actual shotgun had killed. It was late ’84. The country was still immersed in the violence and insecurity of the civil war, though I was already old enough to understand that the soldiers or police officers or private security personnel were also there because one Saturday morning, months earlier, the rabbi of the Jewish community had discovered a bomb in the synagogue, hidden among the Torah scrolls.

The Halfon brothers, he announced when he saw us. I’m Samuel Blum, he said, holding out his hand, and he must have noticed that my brother and I were a little nervous, because he quickly knelt down in front of us and asked in a whisper if we wanted to know a secret. Our Polish grandfather wasn’t far away; he’d just come to meet us at the airport with his driver (years back, following his first heart attack, he’d stopped driving), and he would soon be leaving us there, on the outskirts of Santa Apolonia, on that bit of wasteland at the side of the road, from where the whole group would walk three or four hours through the highland mountains, carrying our backpacks and sleeping bags, to the remote and isolated place where the camp was located. But Samuel’s secret, we understood at once, was just for the two of us. My brother and I said yes and Samuel first gestured with his hand for us to come a little closer; then he pointed downward with his index finger toward the pocket of the green military jacket that he had opened slightly with his other hand. Inside, nestled in the pocket, we discovered with a fright, there was a small sleeping snake, red all over – a flaming red, somewhere between scarlet and crimson – apart from its tiny black head.

Samuel put his hand in his pocket and, slowly, carefully, took the snake and held it out so we could get a better look. It was now a little red ball curled into his palm. And I remembered that I had my Instamatic in my backpack and quickly got it out and took a photo.

Welcome to the tropics, Samuel whispered, index finger over his lips, the look in his eyes suddenly more sky blue, or maybe less sky blue. In any case, it was a look that was different, a livelier look, a look that in that moment I thought playful and mischievous. I didn’t know that beautiful sky-blue eyes could also contain things that are all too sinister.

*

It was a Kodak Instamatic X-15, with a roll of 126 film. A square, elegant camera, perfectly simple for a small boy, and quite a novelty in those days. You didn’t need to worry about focusing or about exposure times or about light. Just press a button and that was it, you’d taken your photo. It had been a gift from my parents a few weeks before I’d turned ten – that is, a few weeks before we’d fled from Guatemala, at the end of the summer of ’81, when the confrontations between soldiers and guerrillas had escalated and entered the capital.

I remember the first thing I did after unwrapping this early birthday present was to take my new camera to the red sandbox in the garden. I was no longer allowed out into the neighborhood alone. On the streets and avenues of the city there was now a curfew and walking patrols and antiriot soldiers and antikidnapping squads and armed police on every corner, and at any hour you could hear the gunshots and explosions of the war. It was right out there, the war. It was something even we kids knew, though we didn’t yet know why.

*

I was standing at first base. My brother was the right outfielder (a boy whose last name was Arzú had just told his mother, right before the game, that he wanted to buy my brother and take him home with him, as if my brother were a toy). My father was watching us from the bleachers, shouting out the occasional cheer or reproach, when a military helicopter appeared in the sky. It was flying calm and low in the almost cloudless sky, right in front of us, only one or two blocks from the baseball diamond, its side door wide open and a soldier sitting on the edge, holding a machine gun that was pointed downward. Suddenly the soldier began to shoot at some person (or some people) in the houses and streets of the La Villa neighborhood, and the batter hit a ground ball to third base and the third baseman caught the ball and threw it to me in time and the game continued with the rat-tat-tat of the machine gun in the sky above us, as if nothing important was happening.

*

I walked through the garden to the red sandbox, which was really a truck tire painted red and filled with white sand and thereby converted into our sandbox. I stepped into the tire and from my pants pocket I took an entire squadron of lead soldiers, maybe eight or ten little lead soldiers. Though their uniforms were all painted in the same three colors – light green, dark green and brown – each soldier was striking a different pose. Some were standing, loading their rifles. Others lying on their bellies, pointing their rifles. Others down on one knee, resting their rifle butts on the ground. I started to position them and to take photos on the white sand and on the edge of the red tire, until I got to the end of my roll of film and ran into the house and proudly handed it to my mother so she could get my first photos developed.

Some days later, she burst into my room holding something. She was angry. It took me a while to understand that her irritation was precisely because of those photos she held almost crushed in her hand and which she was shaking vigorously in time with her shouts, or rather with her one shout: What a waste.

When she got angry with me, my mother used to repeat just one phrase many times, probably without even realizing it. Like a hammer coming down repeatedly on the same nail. I haven’t forgotten her words from that night. Nor have I forgotten the feeling of failure and bafflement that the hammering of those words caused in me. Why a waste? A waste of what? Of time? Of 126 film? Of an Instamatic camera? Of imagination?

Finally she left the room with the photos still in her hand. I never even got to see them. I wasn’t able to give my mother an answer. I never got to explain to her that those first photos had really been the episodes in a story about soldiers and guerrillas facing one another in a red sandbox, a war story that I’d come up with and wanted to tell.

*

Years later, I realized that that series of photos might, perhaps, have had two moments for its inspiration.

The first was something my brother has recently reminded me of. I’d completely forgotten about a book that somebody had given us in our final months in Guatemala; neither my brother nor I remember who, though we both suspect it was a gift from a golfing buddy of my father’s who lived in Florida, a great reader and drinker of whiskey and smoker of unfiltered Camels, who spoiled us and loved us like an uncle. He was called Jack (Captain Jack, we called him, after the Billy Joel song). The book was an old and now rather tattered copy of Little Wars, by H. G. Wells, in which the author proposes a set of rules for a game of war with little lead soldiers, similar to the famous German Kriegsspiel created in 1812 for training the Prussian army. And so I used to follow Wells’s rules and play at making my little soldier wars.

The second moment of inspiration occurred one night – I don’t know whether it was days or weeks before I took those photos – when an important dignitary visited the house next door, where my father’s sister lived with her husband. It was someone from the government, doubtless a mayor or a minister or even the president himself (General Fernando Romeo Lucas García, whom my uncle and aunt knew well). After dinner, in my pajamas and ready for bed, I looked out the bedroom window and discovered that there were soldiers prowling about the garden. Our maid, standing in the doorway, was insisting that I ought to please get away from the window, that it was time for bed. I couldn’t understand her sense of urgency, nor her rather aggressive tone, nor why she kept crossing herself, but I did as I was told. I threw one final glance at the garden, and the last thing I saw in the darkness, before closing the curtains again, was a blurry image of the silhouettes of three soldiers sitting on the edge of the tire, their black boots in the sand, their black rifles hanging from their shoulders, the embers of their cigarettes hovering like red fireflies in the night.

*

But I do, miraculously, still have a handful of photos, discolored now, that I took with that Kodak Instamatic when I was living in the United States. There’s one of my brother on his new bike. Another of a stunning pelican with a yellow head that one afternoon turned up in our swimming pool, injured or maybe lost. Another of my Polish grandfather on the bed in the guest room; he’s wearing a sleeveless white T-shirt and holding a secondhand violin he’s just been given by my mother (he knew only one song, ‘A Yiddishe Mame’, that he had sort of learned in his youth in Łódź and which always made him cry when he played it); at that exact moment, my grandfather had raised his left forearm just a little, but it’s not clear whether this was to hide his just-waking face or to show the camera his small greenish tattoo (those five digits on his left forearm are his telephone number, my grandfather seems to be saying even in his bed, as he used to tell us when we were kids).
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