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Praise for Jawbone

Finalist for the 2022 National Book Award for Translated Literature · Finalist for the 2023 Lambda Literary Award in Lesbian Fiction · Longlisted for the 2023 PEN Translation Prize · The New York Times, “New Books in Translation” · The A.V. Club, “Books to Read in February” · LitReactor, “2022 Horror You Do Not Want to Miss” · Ms. Magazine, “Favorite Books of 2022” · Latinx in Publishing, “Most Anticipated 2022 Latinx Books”

“This bodily, propulsive narrative re-envisions mainstays of the Latin American novel for a 21st-century feminist sensibility based in Internet creepypastas, true crime, and women’s autonomy. Expertly characterizing her protagonists while providing an engrossing, compelling story, Mónica Ojeda has hewn out her own version of contemporary gothic set in Ecuadorian culture. Sarah Booker’s fluid translation admirably attends to the book’s many complicated voices, situations, and registers.”

—Judges’ Citation, 2022 National Book Award in Translated Literature

“Strange, twisted.… Ojeda, who was named one of Granta’s best young Spanish-language novelists, writes with a polyphonic verve, agilely translated by Booker. Her language, like adolescence itself, is unruly and excessive, full of dramatic shifts and capable of both beauty and horror.”

—Anderson Tepper, The New York Times

“Jawbone depicts the process of becoming a woman as the ultimate horror story. . . . With terrifying ease, Ojeda illustrates how womanhood is characterized by dualities: fearful and feared, desired and desiring.”

—Morgan Graham, Chicago Review of Books

“Rife with gothic body horror and the darkness of the jungle and within ourselves. . . . Ojeda is a strikingly singular voice, combining basic teen angst with stark madness and the power of teen girls to push back in a world that tries to make them powerless.”

—Yvonne C. Garrett, The Brooklyn Rail

“Delectable.… There are echoes of Lovecraft and Shirley Jackson at play, but the vision is ultimately Ojeda’s own—delicious in how it seduces and disturbs the reader as the girls rely on horror both as entertainment and as a way of staving off the actual terrors of growing up. This is creepy good fun.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Edgar Allan Poe meets a few of the mean girls.… Mother-daughter relationships slide under Ojeda’s microscope, sharing space with the teacher-student dynamic and deities as objects in an exploration of power and sexuality during adolescence.… Every good horror story needs a victim; Ojeda’s monsters and victims wear the same faces.”

—Kirkus

“Jawbone distinguishes itself through fevered brilliance.… Like the strange bloom of a corpse flower, the novel evokes life, death, and a vortex of twisted beauty.”

—Meg Nola, Foreword Reviews, starred review

“The horror exists in, and is generated by, a delicious but unsettling uncertainty of self and non-self whereupon realities are created and cast off.… Ojeda’s poetic craft shines through Jawbone’s prose. It’s a deeply visual book in which seemingly transparent images introduced early on are lacquered over with layers of meaning as the story progresses, building a patina of dread.”

—Annabella Farmer, Santa Fe Reporter

“Dark academy meets existential horror in this scintillating and unsettling novel of friendship, adolescence, and ‘inquietude.’ When a group of friends find an abandoned building, their most charismatic member slowly escalates their afternoons of scary stories and dares into a secret society of dangerous rituals and potentially deadly consequences. The characters are entrancing, the ideas are insightful, and the prose itself is thrilling.”

—Josh Cook, Porter Square Books

“Mónica Ojeda is fearless in her approach to both themes and style. She deals with horror and desire like few others, with a beauty so extreme that it sometimes leaves you gasping. In Jawbone, an elite Catholic school becomes the stage for nightmares fueled by obsession, creepypastas, and teenagers crazed by hormones and horror movies. But in the end, the novel is about Mónica’s primary concerns: sexuality, violence, and how a story about the damaged and the lost can be told with such beauty and relentlessness. She scares me, and she amazes me, and I think she is one of the most important writers working in Spanish today.”

—Mariana Enríquez

“Mónica Ojeda has at her disposal the most enviable combination I can imagine, and she has it in spades: a lucid mind, an exacting language, and a wild heart.”

—Andrés Barba
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If I sit down to think

the apple is stripped.

AMANDA BERENGUER





Kiki Ortega, age 23. FONCA scholar.


Room #1

It had to be She, a She, with eyes like two big, sinister, ripe pechiches, with nails like seashells and the tongue of a mollusk, a tongue like an octopus tentacle, chin-length black hair, dark black, five foot five, no, five foot four, how much do fourteen-year-old girls weigh? she wondered as she leaned back against the wall’s wrinkled skin. To write means renaming the space around you, describing it as if it were something else. For example, when she wrote, she liked to picture herself surrounded by ramparts, which wasn’t the same as picturing herself surrounded by drywall—that was the inappropriate, imagination-flouting word. Few things were as important as finding the right word; no, those kinds of words don’t exist, only the expressive ones do, she remembered, chewing her nails. Reformulation: few things were as important as finding the expressive word. The wall expressed her reality: a stomach full of fingernails, pica, cannibalism. The wall behind her, therefore, was a wall, not drywall. The four ramparts of her room protected her from the language of the others; there, inside, unlike any other place, she could fashion herself by forming lines, long sentences to snort. She had to be a peephole, a tiny hole through which the desire to desire would enter; dark, perverse, much more of a crater than Them. The four ramparts made it possible to break syntax, the word order that always alters the product, to create her own landscapes, to paint with a boy’s voice. They would be marionettes by choice; the eyes that would peer out of the tiny hole. Sometimes, when she wrote, greenish flakes would sprinkle onto her hair, the skin of a reptile-wall peeling off from the humidity and covering the bed and floor with chips of dried paint. There isn’t a standard height for fourteen-year-old girls; they aren’t copies of one another, she thought; height doesn’t matter, it isn’t proportional to age. She brushed her hand over her head like a feather duster. They would be fourteen too. Her name would be Nella. They’d be Diego and Eduardo.

The blank page on the screen, though virtual and imaginary, was as tangible and destructive as any other. The blank page doesn’t actually exist, she thought. That nominal emptiness could exist nowhere but in her imagination. Diego would be pale as the night. Eduardo would have freckles. How hard could it be to write a novel? Reformulation: How hard could it be to write about the sexuality of three children? A novel about cruelty, a novel meant to disturb. Something like The Confusions of Young Törless but mixed with Story of the Eye. To disturb means throwing a stone into a smooth pond. They’d be students at a boarding school, and She’d be the new girl. To disturb means sleeping next to someone with your eyes open. At first, Diego and Eduardo would be the corrupters, the stone in the pond, the eyelids open while sleeping. To disturb means staring at a stranger without blinking until your eyes burn with tears. The reader would have to unravel the characters and then see horror in Nella. To disturb means scratching the paint so that sounds of life outside could be heard in the next room over. She would be the spider. To disturb means writing with half your body submerged in a swamp. They, the flies.

There wasn’t even the slightest breeze outside. Nella would read the Marquis de Sade and, like Kochan from Confessions of a Mask, She’d understand physical love through pain and death. The tree looming through the window—the same one that filled with black birds pecking at the panes in the mornings—stood still and gave the impression of not existing, being only an image, a representation. A photograph on a postcard. Nella would like torturing little animals in her amorous rituals. She opened a can of Coca-Cola, set the laptop aside, jumped off the bed, and stepped on the wall’s sloughed skin with her bare feet. A teacher would catch Her driving needles into a kitten trapped in a plastic bag. She walked over the organic material toward the window and peered through the branches. That’s why She would have been expelled from her previous school; that’s why they’d have sent Her to Diego and Eduardo’s boarding school. She thought Barcelona was a shithole, just like Mexico City. Filth everywhere, she thought, and a bubbling black drop slid down her lip. The boarding school would be strict, and it would demand obedience and discipline. The street was called Indústria, and the same old man was pissing on the same tire of the same red Renault. Nella would feel lost in that world of moderation. The women walked as if their legs hurt; the summer compelled them to wear floral dresses that made their bodies into crude gardens overgrown with weeds. Nella and the asphyxiation of the rules. She could feel dried flakes trapped between her toes. Nella and good behavior. The glass was an insect cemetery adorned with splatters of pigeon shit. Nella and her desires condemned to the electric chair. That’s how the world revealed itself to her inside; but there, surrounded by ramparts, the filth did too. She, the spider, would struggle to understand a morality beyond her individuality. Where there’d once been the greenish skin of the wall, there was now grayish meat, the true face of walls. Nella would still find a way to secretly satisfy herself. Gray was the color of stones, sharks, and clouds just before it rains. In hiding, She would find Them.

Scratching her head, she wondered when she’d last cleaned her sanctum, but she couldn’t remember. Everything would be written in first person. She squinted against the scent of sweat and humidity. Everything would be written from Nella’s perspective. That evening she would have to clean, get rid of her own waste strewn across the floor. No: writing only from her perspective wouldn’t work. Among the shreds of reptile-wall skin were invisible pieces of her own skin, long black hairs, fingernail clippings that hadn’t made it to her stomach. The novel should also be told in their voices. She looked at the floor like someone looking into a mirror. We’re falling apart every day, she thought, time erodes us, that’s why you have to deceive the reader. She’d better start writing now while the characters still burned inside her, while she was still able to sweep up her own remains. The reader couldn’t know the truth. To write in Mexico or Spain was absurd, pointless. You could only deceive the reader temporarily. She didn’t fully know what it was she wanted to say, but she wrote to find out; she said it was a pornographic novel about three children in a boarding school just to disguise the pressing need to speculate, to think, so the world wouldn’t say she was wasting her time. They and their cynical voices would block out Nella’s true nature for a few pages. Thinking was an invisible activity that had to be made physical somehow. Diego and Eduardo would seem like the corrupters. Writing was the only way she knew to sculpt ideas. But the one with the spider’s web would be Nella. She wrote so the words wouldn’t speak for her, so the language behind the ramparts wouldn’t destroy her. Diego’s and Eduardo’s voices are essential. With metaphors, perhaps, she could save herself from the unfamiliar constructs. They would be the flies. All she wanted was to say it in her own language. The bugs that fall into a spider’s web aren’t innocent. All she wanted was to articulate herself. My characters will be the real and I a fiction.

She’d felt dreamt up before, when she was little and her parents took her to the circus for the first time. The backlit room is a basement. The actors were dressed and made up like caricatures of themselves, and their costumes didn’t fit. The room: an intestine. Some were stuffed into them, their skin marked and red where the clothing stopped, and others struggled, with the help of thick, colorful laces, to keep the outfits on. The room: a toothless mouth. That day an acrobat in blue stockings fell from the tightrope, and to the audience’s horror, his leg bone ripped through his skin and stockings to splash the floor with crimson. The room: a lizard’s tail. Two muscly men carried him away and immediately brought in the elephants. The room: a fortress. The people forgot about the acrobat. The room: a clearing. The tent filled with applause and sad-eyed elephants. The room: a placenta. She knew, looking out at the crowd, that she was the only one who wouldn’t forget the acrobat. The room: a blank page. She knew she was the only one who wouldn’t let the elephants distract her from the fallen man. The room: a twisted tongue. “The show must go on” really was a terrifying motto. The room: a stage. “The show must go on” was the formula through which people looked straight ahead, smiling, while someone bled out next to them. The room: a self-portrait. That was her first contact with the indifference of the rest of the world. The room: a cell. She understood it better when, years later, her father left home for a woman with graying hair; before leaving forever, he told her he loved her. The room: a wound. At the time she knew it wasn’t true but that it was part of the script dictating what a father should say to his daughter before abandoning her. The room: an aleph. She was revolted—because it was in the script of what a daughter should say to her father before he abandons her—when she responded that she loved him too and theatrically begged him not to go. The room: never a room. In fact, she remembered, she didn’t really care if her father left and, if she were being honest with herself, she loved him less than Chicho—a devil-eyed Doberman that died when he was hit by a sanctified van stamped with the Virgen de Guadalupe—but she told herself that she should love him, she should be sad, this was exactly how the show must go on. Her roomneveraroom. She was too young to understand that departing from the script wasn’t an act of perversion. Her room: a luminous cave. Later, grown up, everything was clearer and more complicated.

The light filtering into the room was tenuous, pallid, like the glow of a lava lamp. As with the circus, her room had a different kind of light, one that made her skin look like a disguise. Nella, the spider, would be a character cloaked in a thick mist. Many years ago, in the stands of a traveling circus, she fell in love with a juggler from Beijing. Diego and Eduardo would have known each other for a long time, and They’d be together like brothers, like lovers, like friends with the minds of twins. To write meant juggling with words. The boarding school would be big, with vast gardens, a forest, and a lake for good children, children like the ones in Musil’s novel. She only saw the juggler from Beijing once, but she remembered his long arms made for embracing and his hands moving through the air to diligently catch all kinds of colorful objects. At first, They wouldn’t be interested in Nella, the new girl. Were there circuses in Barcelona? But She would catch Them doing something forbidden. Anyway, she didn’t want to go to the circus; that’s what the street was for. And They’d torment Her for catching Them. That’s what the six-room apartment was for. Then, involuntarily, They’d step into the mist.

She slid her hand across the wall, feeling the rough reliefs of the shredded paint that made her think of a crocodile’s spine, and knew this was the only way she could write a novel: surrounded by scales. Even though They were only fourteen, Diego and Eduardo would be sexually active. The smell of moisture in the room was sweet, like a platter of ripe fruit; it penetrated her nostrils and cloyed her throat. Before Nella came to the boarding school, They would have already had their first sexual experiences with girls from higher grades. She lifted her tongue and slid it like a snail across the roof of her mouth. They would have also explored physical pleasure with each other. In Mexico, writing had felt like walking on needles. Diego and Eduardo would fall in love as intensely as They desired the opposite sex. It’s impossible to write at home, she once told her mother, as long as it’s full of your shit. They would approach the girls in the boarding school like a two-headed serpent. Barcelona was also full of shit, but other people’s shit, shit that had nothing to do with her. Diego and Eduardo would be a single person. That was the advantage of living in Spain: she could write as a Mexican. Diego would have oil-slicked hair. Writing like a Mexican meant being a waterfall without a river. Eduardo would have the eyes of a vulture. She was never so aware of her Mexicanness as when she arrived in Barcelona. Diego’s eyes would look beyond things. The chauvinist motto of the unam, “The spirit shall speak for my race,” had never made so much sense. Eduardo’s hair would cover a centimeter of his forehead with blond curls. In Barcelona, she could write without having to prove who she was. Vasconcelos was a fucking moron. Abroad, few things were as true as the fact that she was. And also an asshole.

She walked back to the bed and flopped down next to the blank document. The circus was a dead metaphor. Last week she’d erased every line she’d submitted in her fonca application. The circus was childhood. Twenty scrawny pages, a .docx file of languid sentences in a voice that wasn’t hers, landed remorselessly in the trash can. She wanted to start from zero. “Remorse” was a curious word. She wanted to write as if zero were more than a hollow. It meant continuously gnawing at your own conscience, sinking your teeth into it like a piece of gum. She wanted to write as if zero were a starting point. The circus was an ouroboros devouring its own tail. But writing from zero is impossible. A novel could be an ouroboros. Why a pornographic novel? Why Nella? Why Diego? Why Eduardo? It had to be possible to create a language that didn’t devour itself. Her intention, the most honest of all, was to explore the most unsettling things; to say what cannot be said. Is there anything more human than desires and fears and the indifference to the desires and fears of others? In the forbidden was the full creative beginning. Literature can’t be distracted by elephants, it has to set them aside and look at the fallen acrobat, take an interest in his suffering, in his grimace of pain as he’s carried offstage, because it’s inappropriate, disrupts the harmony, makes the spectacle obscene. Social syntax cowered inside the forbidden. Writing only makes sense, she repeated, if it looks beyond the elephants. And yet the room was still a reptile-wall-sanctum where her voice echoed, indifferent to thousands of voices, where her voice blew out the others with a single puff, where she was deaf and blind but not mute, and her condition made her stammer into the void and chew her fingernails and know she was alone only by not hearing herself, not knowing whether the words came out of her mouth or ran like trains through her imagination.

Three knocks on the door made her snap shut like a clam.

“Who is it?”

Iván’s voice, a hand grabbing her by the hair.

“Come on out of your bat cave, güey. They beat the shit out of El Cuco.”





Interviewee: El Cuco Martínez


Location: Sor Rita Bar, Carrer de Mercè, 27, 08002, Barcelona

“I don’t know if she translated them from French to Spanish or English to Spanish or German to Spanish. Fuck, I don’t even know how many languages the tía spoke. She was doing it to make a little cash because the fonca grant wasn’t cutting it.”

“Right.”

“I thought it was funny she was always holed up in her room, supposedly writing a novel, which is, you could say, an intellectual thing to do . . . What do I know, would you say it’s intellectual? I dunno. She seemed like one of these tormented types. She fit the bill. I mean the Kafka stereotype, not the Hemingway one. She was kinda sickly. She stayed up late. I did too, but at least I kept the light on. The glow of the screen was enough for her. She was a fucking bat. Whatever. I thought it was funny she was always holed up in there, supposedly writing a novel, and then, at the end of the day, she’d sit down to translate that stuff.”

“There are different sides to people.”

“I know, I know, but it’s funny, if you think about it.”

“Could you not smoke, please.”

“Sorry, man. I didn’t know it bothered you.”

“My mother died of lung cancer. I saw her slowly turn into a sheet of cardboard. I can’t get the image out of my head.”

“Sorry.”

“Don’t worry about it. Go on.”

“Well, I don’t know what else to tell you.”

“I want to know everything: What was it like living with them, what did they do, what did they say? Everything.”

“I dunno, I dunno. I’d never lived with Latin Americans. It’s not like I have anything against Latin Americans. I wouldn’t be talking to you if I did, but you can already tell I’m not that kind of guy. It’s just that I’d never lived with people from the other side, that’s all, and it ended up broadening my horizons, let’s put it that way. The truth is the apartment was pretty affordable between the six of us. The rooms were small and nice. They had student cards, but the siblings, the Ecuadorians, your compatriots, they never went to the university. They always skipped class. That’s how I ended up getting a lot closer to them than to the Mexicans.”

“Iván and Kiki are the Mexicans?”

“Yeah, that’s right.”

“And you weren’t in school.”

“No. What for?”

“But you did go to school before. I understand you have a degree in video game design.”

“Oh, that. Yes, but I never graduated.”

“Right.”

“Back then I was in love with this nerdy girl who convinced me to go to school for something. The truth is I didn’t really need it. Everything I learned in video game design I could have learned on my own, in my room, with a computer and internet access. It isn’t hard if you try. Besides, I’m good with computers. Her name was Lola. She studied psychology, and her dad was a retired military man. When I went over to her house for dinner, I had to dress up like a nerd and put up with all sorts of right-wing bullshit. He was the typical tío with a white mustache who always does the top button of his shirt, so you feel like you’re being strangled just by looking at it because how can this tío even breathe with his neck all squeezed red like that. His face got red too, not just his neck. And when he lifted his wineglass to drink, the pale skin of his hand, which looked like a plucked chicken, contrasted with his tomato-colored neck and face. I realize now that I’ve been calling that mass of fat supporting his head a neck just so you’ll understand, but more than a neck, it looked like an extension of his face deformed by the weight of his flesh. It wasn’t a pretty sight, tío, but obviously I couldn’t say that to my girl. Most of the time I didn’t even hear what he said, which was most certainly bullshit along the lines of None of this happened when Franco was around. I’d just stare at his enormous, overripe tomato face, and I’d be startled to see features and expressions hidden under the fat that I’d later see in Lola. I could never sleep with her after we’d gone to her parents’ house. It was impossible. I don’t think she ever noticed, or at least she didn’t dwell on it if she did. I’m sure she never would’ve guessed that I didn’t want to sleep with her because I was afraid I’d see her father while we were doing it. Maybe Lola figured the emotional effort I put into those dinners left me exhausted and that’s why we never slept together afterward, but that wasn’t the reason: I was afraid of seeing her father in the look on her face in the middle of . . . well, you get it. I never would’ve gotten over something like that. It would’ve been like fucking the man himself. It would have taken a millisecond to spot a resemblance between my girlfriend and her progenitor, a millisecond, you get it? And it could happen while she twisted up her features, anticipating the explosion of an orgasm like a rocket, tío, from her parted lips. I would’ve died. I’m not exaggerating. Something inside me would’ve died forever.”

“I get it. And what happened with the girlfriend?”

“We broke up. Lola loved her father, and I looked down on her for it, because what kind of person could have positive feelings for a retired military man, someone nostalgic for Franco, someone who said things like, Black men smell bad because it’s their race, their skin color that makes them stink like a wet goat, someone who generally hated immigrants, and who was proud to have played the cornet as a young man in who knows how many processions of the Christ of the Good Death. Every time she invited me over for dinner at their house, Lola forced me to dress like someone else, the boyfriend her father would’ve wanted me to be. I had to say I was Catholic and a law student. If that asshole had known I was actually studying video game design, he would’ve kicked me out of the house. He would’ve done the same thing if he had known I don’t give a damn about God or all the saints in his fucking shitty church, or if I’d dressed like this, like I am now, the way I always dress. He was the worst kind of facha.”

“Sorry, facha?”

“Facha. Fascist. Everything was rotten in that family. Lola’s mom was always a shadow, for instance. And I don’t mean that poetically or anything. I’m speaking very literally. The woman never spoke but somehow always arranged things to sit on the side of the table with the least amount of light so you could hardly see her. During dinner, she was like a dark, blurry stain that would move about as if she had a basket of fruit or something on her head, a weight that forced her to stand ramrod straight and make no sudden movements. Strangely, Lola and her father acted as if she weren’t there, which made her even shadowier. When she got up to look for something or get something from the kitchen, she’d never turn on the light. She’d step into the darkness of the kitchen, submerging in it as if into her turtle shell, then emerge as if nothing had happened and sit back down on the least-lit side of the table. It was the same thing when she’d go to the living room or upstairs: she’d never turn on the light. It was like she could only see in the dark.”

“What can I say: it doesn’t sound like this Lola could have turned out great in an environment like that.”

“I dunno, I dunno.
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