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I curse the word love

with all its bullshit

How great is my pain

—Violeta Parra, “I Curse Heaven on High”
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Prologue

REGARDING TERROR

The way I tell this story may be terrifying, Professor Gómez begins. And he adds: How can you narrate terror. So I won’t back down, he says. Even if people criticize my story and the thoughts it provokes, I won’t back down. As Martín Fierro says, “I sing what I think, which is my way of singing.” I know my story makes me sound like a gaucho minstrel on the run. Because anyone who tells it straight will always be a gaucho minstrel on the run.

Attention, demands the professor. When a song is popular with the powerful, it can’t be trusted. People sing it for convenience’s sake. They say fear’s no fool. And what about terror. Terror makes a person more cunning. Not more intelligent, more cunning. Like a fox that eludes the hunting party. But that survival skill, when it’s honed, becomes madness. Terror, that’s what I’m going to talk about. I’ll say it again: My story’s not likely to amuse, because for me there’s no joy in telling it.

In more than one way, this could be the story of an act of submission. Some might say it’s brave to confess to an act of submission, but it’s better not to commit it in the first place. And yet, if my story strikes anyone as funny, the humor probably has its merit: terror and laughter are incestuous siblings. The fact that now, perhaps more like a confession than a tale to be told, it seems to take on a bolder tone, doesn’t redeem me. I’m an old man who repeats himself. I’m over eighty. And I have nothing to lose anymore except my papers. But papers, like words, blow away in the wind.

The professor adjusts his glasses and observes the overloaded, sagging shelves of his library, the double row of books, the piles of magazines and journals stashed against the walls, the tables, the chairs. He’s surrounded by folders. There’s a file cabinet on the table where he sets down his pitcher of iced tea. My mouth gets dry, he says. Then he asks about words. What are they good for. To name the unnamable, he reflects. We struggle to find the exact words to explain what hurts us most, as if by naming them our suffering might diminish. In our urgency to name it, we’re distracted from pain.

Because in those days terror and poverty were all around us, the professor goes on. It was impossible not to see it, not to feel it. Then there was the cold snap of ’77. For anyone who doesn’t know what that fatal combination, terror and poverty, consists of, I’ll explain it with a smell: the smell of jails and hospitals. There’s a certain smell in jails, the same one you’ll find in hospitals. Ammonia and piss, blending together in a kind of sweet stench. You can smell the shakes. It’s a nausea that comes from filthy bodies and sticks to your clothes. Those out-of-date clothes that you rescue from the closet at the first frost. A jacket, a coat. Camphor and cheap cologne, the smell of poverty, the smell of cold shoes, which, logically, is also the smell of fear, of followed footsteps. Because fear and hunger go hand in hand, inseparable: a poor man always walks around frightened. He’ll always get the blame for some debt, some failing.

I was around fifty-six at the time. But I was afraid I’d be blown up along with the kids, the suspected young militants. Gray hair didn’t guarantee your safety. My state, like everyone else’s, was one of terror. The only thing available, at least for believers, was the consolation of prayer. But who was there to pray to when God gives His blessing to the rich. There were a few parish saints left. The priests who accompanied the poor in their grief, whether because of their abject poverty or a disappearance, were fired by their church superiors, that is, when they weren’t shot outright. God, if He had ever existed, was dead. It was more useful to seek help from the charlatans who pretended to be miracle workers. La Difunta Correa or Pancho Sierra offered more hope. Everyone latched onto what they could just to keep going. At that time, I fell ill with fear, but in addition to my medical license, I could also fall back on some unexpected money, my mother’s inheritance. Neither her house nor her store on the coast, in a province that was the start of Patagonia, was worth very much. But that money gave me some breathing room. I could hold on for a long time with no other concerns but literary ones, even if they weren’t so literary. In other words, I was in a privileged situation: like a tourist in a concentration camp. It drizzled all the time. You might ask, if I was aware of everything going on around me, why I didn’t get the hell out of there. One explanation might be that I was paralyzed by terror. But it seems more reasonable to say that I was surviving by guiltily waiting for punishment. I still think so today. The drizzle continues.

The professor grows silent. His mouth is dry; he needs more tea. He stands, walks to the kitchen and after a while returns with a fresh pitcher. He sits, adds a half-teaspoon of sugar to his glass, a heavy glass, stirs, drinks, and after pushing the glass to one side, rummages in the file cards, removes one, looks at it, and puts it back again.

And I still don’t know the answer, he reflects. Why I didn’t get out. Instead of answers, more questions.

Enough preamble. Let me tell you the story.


Part One

THE GREAT DAMAGE



1 The place was in an underground strip mall downtown. The inscription, in gilded letters on the black-painted window, read:

DOCTOR JOSEPH LUTZ

MENTALIST

Your blue-and-white energy is very low, he said to me as soon as I walked in. He said it barely turning toward me, as if I had always been there:

When it’s that low, he went on, the energy becomes negative.

Lutz was digging around in a small cabinet, rummaging among protractors, loupes, compasses, and other instruments. Finally, he found a pendulum, picked it up and made it swing. Then, holding it in his hand, he deigned to look at me:

Your astral body is in the gutter, he said.

Lutz was an albino whale, with the mug of a little boy. Tall and pot-bellied, he hardly fit in his studio, that narrow little underground den in a strip mall on Calle Esmeralda, crammed with a small table upholstered in black leatherette, two facing chairs, and bookshelves all around, a place overflowing with books and magazines specializing in the esoteric. From treatises on Hermes Trismegistus to the works of Villiers de L’Isle Adam, and passing over Éliphas Lévi, just one glance at the authors and titles of the works was enough to realize that Lutz’s thing was the study of the Great Mysteries. Lutz obsessively repeated that phrase, the Great Mysteries, the subject of his research.

Since we were in a basement, every so often the walls shook when the subway went by. The piles of magazines wobbled and at one point collapsed. And whenever Lutz got up to look for a book on astral calculations, an encyclopedia of prophecies, a treatise on exorcisms, his own movement made the place quiver with a temblor like the subway’s. Lutz leaned more to the left than to the right when he moved, an imbalance caused by a limp that he tried to conceal. A bullet to the leg in ’58, he explained. But he also suffered from gout. Sickness screws you up worse than a war injury, he said. His eyes were translucent, like a blind man’s. I remember there was something in his expression, the expression of a person who’s seen something he shouldn’t have. But also, now that I think of it, I could be exaggerating: I’ve always been impressionable.

Lutz frequently quoted Swedenborg and Blake. From the start, he wanted to be considered a psychic, rather than a mentalist, despite what the sign on his shop said. A psychic explores beyond the world of the senses, he explained to me on one of those afternoons when I had the urge to consult him. If Lutz had printed “mentalist” on the sign, it was to distinguish himself from those who abused the word “psychic.” Joining this category was a highly varied fauna that included neighborhood curanderas, astrologists, Tarot experts, and numerologists who predicted the outcome of the football lottery. His specialty, psychic readings, had depth. Nothing phony about it, Gómez, Lutz told me. Because he had studied it for a long time before giving up Jungian ideas and launching himself headfirst into the study of the Great Mysteries. More than once Lutz bugged me with his ethereal theories, tripping up my Criollo-style Marxism and an Argentine Freudianism that I had often armed myself with in order to explain the inexplicable. But deep down, my magical thinking remained intact, always alert, ready to emerge from its siesta and turn me into the victim of superstitious naïveté. Lutz had sized me up from the get-go and wasn’t about to lower himself in a discussion of the evil eye, indigestion, and shingles, beliefs that might have had their own validity, but which, far more than the mere superstitions of poor folks, represented an aspect of the Great Mysteries that the masses could understand. Lutz didn’t deny that a religious medal and a stamp could be more effective for simple souls than any psychological interpretation, but he wasn’t ready to condescend with such banalities:

I’m not into reading the lonely hearts section of women’s magazines, Gómez, said Lutz, toying with the pendulum. Try to understand. Flesh is always hard to digest. And I didn’t come to this planetary juncture to go around solving the vaginal ravings of maids and secretaries. What I do is serious investigation, Gómez. For the initiated. The psychic realm contains unfathomable depths.

Lutz’s gaze dissolved into a bilious gray.

You’re fucked up, he said.

The pendulum had stopped swinging. And Lutz kept staring at me. When Lutz looked at a person, it seemed like it wasn’t his eyes that were focusing directly, but rather some point higher up, on his forehead. The third eye, I thought at the time. No sooner had I met him, no sooner had I entered his subterranean shop, than I began to feel his hypnotic influence. No matter how hard I tried to avoid falling prey to suggestibility, due to the condition I was in when I descended into his lair, I already felt a certain draw. Just being in poor spirits is enough to make a person think he’s run into hard-core psychics like Gurdjieff around any corner, I thought. But there was also the possibility that Lutz was one of those and that I was too absent-minded to take him seriously.

I tilted my chair backward. I corrected him:

Worried, rather.

We’re all fucked up, he said. It’s understandable, with the drama that’s been brewing around here, Lutz sighed. I agree, youth versus age. But also the eternal drama of occult forces. Krumm Heller, better known as Maestro Huiracocha, prophesied what was to come. With you I can be frank, Gómez. Because I can sense an initiate in you. Nobody gets involved in matters concerning the Cosmic Mystery if they don’t have the thirst for knowledge. Wisdom, the Great Wisdom. The verb that must become flesh. The ancients—now they really understood it. Excuse me if I’m overwhelming you with my knowledge, but when you’re a Child of Truth, you don’t have anyone to discuss these matters of mystery with. It’s not easy to identify those of us who are into this thing. And yet cosmic energy has conspired to bring us together, and that’s how you happened to walk into this strip mall, come downstairs, stop in front of my studio, and then—I know: when you read the sign in the window, you must’ve felt the radiation.

Suddenly he fell silent. He irradiated me with his gaze.

I feel the vibration, he said. You’ve got death in your soul. It’s understandable.



2 There was nothing magical about how I ended up in Lutz’s hole-in-the-wall. I’ll try to explain bit by bit.

I was bumbling along, rolling downhill. At twenty we believe in passion; we tremble. We allow ourselves the luxury of suffering for love since we have an arsenal of spasms at our disposal. The most trivial, sentimental foolishness thrills us or plunges us into despair. Our emotional repertory seems inexhaustible. But when we least expect it, when we pass fifty, the operatic mechanism of seduction gets corroded, and we stumble around at an age when passion gives way to indolence. Then we appeal to various resources to recover a feeling that has vanished: with each lust-at-first-sight pickup, a second-hand enthusiasm. And yet I can’t do without that giddiness, so I went searching for it at night, when the city became a no-man’s-land. There were few assaults. With a couple of pesos in my pocket, I would go out into the street and walk aimlessly, meandering. I would stroll along Santa Fe in search of quick comfort. A fast fuck and chau. If I had no luck, there were always the public bathrooms at the bus terminals. A major one was located at the 3 de Febrero terminal, near the race track. My age, dark gray suit, glasses, a few gray hairs, black moustache, I felt, made me look respectable. More than once I was stopped by a police or army barricade. There wasn’t a single night when a green Ford Falcon didn’t spot me, marking me. The guys would give me the once-over, and since I didn’t try to dodge their gaze, they continued on their way. I had gotten used to running into patrol cars, Federal police vans, carriers, armored cars. A blackout was the sign of an operation in progress. Sometimes a helicopter flew overhead. Other times, while crossing a street, I saw a display of uniforms half a block away. They would yank a family out of a house, a building, and force them into a truck, hitting them with the butts of their rifles. The city remained deaf to the sirens, the orders, the screams and sobs of the children. There were nights when the shooting and explosions deafened me. Early one morning, passing by an empty lot, I saw some guys pull a group of blindfolded young boys and girls from their vans and shove them against a wall. I heard shutters slamming. I hid. Curled into a ball, I hid. Then, the explosions. Finally, the van’s engine. And silence. In the stillness, I left my hiding place and walked toward the open lot. They were so young.

In spite of the terror, at night I walked and walked like one possessed. It would still be a while before I was diagnosed, early one morning at a hospital emergency room, with obsessive wandering syndrome. I would come to like that diagnosis, those three words: obsessive wandering syndrome. But it would still be a while till I was diagnosed. Now it was April, and I went walking through the nights and the cool early morning till the first signs of daylight. It seemed unlikely, as I said, that a respectable-looking citizen would be loaded into a green Falcon. More likely that a gang of bums would drag me to an open space, a construction site, as they did early one morning around Dock Sur.

The giddiness had just eased up when the cramp attacked my legs. Now I could return to my apartment and collapse. All I needed was a quick nap to be ready for action again, teaching my class. Although I was sleeping less and less, I didn’t feel exhausted. But I was beginning to notice some anxiety and clumsiness in my gestures, and then a lethargy to which I reacted with an unexpectedly rapid heartbeat, small memory lapses, stumbling, all signs I hadn’t noticed before. It was then, when I turned fifty-six, anticipating my approaching decline, that I consulted the inevitable I Ching. The oracle replied: “The concealment of the light.” The power of darkness controlled everything. Light had been violated. But finally evil, because of its essentially stupid nature, would end up destroying itself. And while this prediction had its share of optimism, it was no great consolation. Like more than one depressive, I looked for solace in Taoist texts. I started going to the Kier Bookstore, as if that establishment were the anteroom to nirvana.

Bodhi was twenty-something. He was beyond skinny; he looked emaciated. In his gestures you could see an unaffected fragility, his delicacy. I met Bodhi one March afternoon at the bookstore. He adopted that nickname after Bodhi Dharma, though any queen hearing the name would have thought body. The boy was looking for The Hermetic Circle, the correspondence between Hesse and Jung. A pickup, a fast fuck, I thought, would help me endure my anguish. But the sensual attraction was displaced by a mutual courtesy. He always addressed me with the formal usted. I was moved by the spirituality the kid exuded because, let’s look at it this way, he was slightly over twenty, and I, an old man, fiftyish, considered his mystical arguments childish illusions. Who, in a bout of depression, hasn’t swallowed a bellyful of Orientalism? The esoteric can turn out to be an illusion of exile. Breathing the ether, you could forget what was happening right under your nose.

Any way you want to look at it, Bodhi smiled at me with the sweetness of an altar boy. Nothing is accidental. This meeting wasn’t.

Bodhi opened the book and read to me:

“Nothing happens by chance,” Hesse says. “This is the hermetic circle.”

The kid inspired a feeling in me that, I have to admit, wasn’t physical appetite. In his gullibility there was a kind of purity. And purity isn’t something you can buy at the corner kiosk.

I can see it in your face, Bodhi said to me. You’re damaged.

The conviction with which the boy said it disturbed me. It was the conviction of a pure soul, a saint who has come to reveal a truth. The physical attraction I had felt when I met him turned into the descent of an angel. It’s true that for a moment I thought Bodhi was possessed, one of those many sallow, scrawny types, overfed on Lobsang Rampa, who latched onto an Orientalist dream to escape from reality. In a few minutes, I said to myself, the boy’s gonna go all Hare Krishna on me.

You must be a vegetarian, I said.

I am, he replied.

He didn’t seem to pick up on my sarcasm. And if he caught it, he let it slide. He regarded me with a self-sufficiency that wasn’t devoid of pity. He made me feel ashamed of my condescending tone. Suddenly my desire vanished, and what I felt for the kid was envy of his principles, his confidence in his mystical convictions, as he admonished me.

When someone is damaged, he can’t find peace, he said. He blames his pain on other people’s incomprehension, he locks himself up inside, he weeps over the lack of love. He becomes a tormented soul.

Forgive me, I said. Maybe I misjudged you.

Forgive you for what, he said. You didn’t insult me. No, you’re the one who’s punishing yourself. Maybe you need to touch bottom. As soon as you touch bottom, you’ll search for the light.

I thought you were … I said. But I didn’t finish the sentence.

The hermetic circle, Gómez, he said. Believe or explode.

And what if I don’t believe.

If you don’t believe it’s because you still haven’t penetrated the darkness. Like the swimmer who jumps off a diving board: he needs to touch bottom in order to rise to the surface. Then the truth will be revealed to him.

We went into a bar on Calle Libertad. I ordered a coffee and gin on the rocks. Bhodi asked for a pitcher of water. And this struck me as a detail that revealed his personality. Captivated, I wondered if the virginal character suggested by each of his minimal gestures might be a symptom of repression and stupidity. A simple exchange of glances in the bookstore had been enough to reveal that the two of us liked one another, but now, as the conversation and the afternoon went on, I started to wonder if the boy was a madman or a genuine saint. With the first swig of gin, I grew bold enough to prod him:

Tell me, kid, have you lived your entire life in a test tube?

Bodhi launched into his story. My father was an anarchist, he said. And my mother was a spiritualist. They never got along. For him, going against management meant not working. He always came back to the house drunk. “House” is just an expression: we lived in a tenement near Barracas. We got by with what my mother earned as a nurse at Tornú Hospital. We all slept in the same room. The double bed, a crooked dresser, a couple of chairs, a little heater, and my cot in one corner. On winter nights, when my father came home drunk, he pushed my mother out of bed and forced me to lie down next to him. That’s how he initiated me in vice. A few minutes ago you were thinking that maybe I was a virgin. Don’t ask me how, but I knew you were thinking that about me. When a person has had transcendent psychic experiences, he acquires very keen perceptions. I remember the darkness of those nights, the red-hot coals in the heater, my mother’s sobs, and my father’s rough hands all over me. Till one night my mother stood her ground. She was waiting for him with a syringe. As soon as my father walked into the room, she surprised him from behind and stuck the needle into his neck. There must’ve been a really powerful drug in that syringe. My father barely had time to let out a shriek, turn around swearing and walk out to the patio, clutching his throat. He fell like a stone. Then, the ambulance. They took him to the Municipal Hospital. Since all the tenants came out in defense of my mother, she was released from the police station immediately. It was a little after that when she started going to spiritualist meetings. She came back from those meetings uplifted: she wore a grateful smile. I was very small when she took me to Luna Park, to the Basilio Science School meeting. My mother always said that Perón was a divine being. We owed him the possibility of divorce and the acceptance of spiritualism. Thanks to my mother, I was initiated into the Great Wisdom. Excuse me if I’m talking too much. Maybe I’m boring you. All it takes for me to communicate is for someone to show me his sensitive side. Just like I knew what you were thinking about me a few seconds ago, I know that now you’re sincerely moved.

Two possibilities, I thought: Bhodi needed a psychoanalyst or a confessor. I asked him why he was telling me his story, why me:

I learned that if you want someone to open up his heart, first the emissary has to open his own. You need to open up your heart. You need help.

And you, angel boy, are my emissary.

My derision bounced right off him.

I’m not the emissary, he said. You’re the one who’s been chosen by the circle.

You don’t say.

The circle is closing, he said.

Afternoon was winding down. The first shadows. The first lights. We turned onto Avenida Santa Fe. On this side of the city you were somewhere else: there were stylish shops, elegant women, men in smart suits. Even those who were dressed casually looked like they were strolling through the Windsor Castle gardens. Here the kids were not only blonds, but heirs. Me and my resentment, I chided myself. But by recalling Evita I was able to assuage my bitterness. If violence was the midwife of history, I thought, Evita was the bitch who had managed to cut those assholes down to size. Though the snobs had gotten even. “Long live cancer,” they had painted on walls when she developed it in her uterus. I looked at Bodhi. Out of the corner of my eye, I looked at him. What had he done with his pain, I asked myself. The theosophical jackass was walking along, lost in thought. His spirituality was the refrain of a frightened child, singing in the darkness to settle his nerves.

We were walking along the sidewalk of San Nicolás de Bari when two green Falcons stopped a few yards away. The cops got out in a rush, wielding rifles and pistols. A clicking of weapons, shouts. Some of them had long hair and headbands. The one in charge was a massive, dark-haired guy in sunglasses. I thought they were coming after us. But no. They dispersed, blocking the path of two women. Two women, one who looked like the mother and the other, the daughter. Both women ran back toward the church, trying to climb the stairs and enter the sanctuary. They didn’t make it. They were caught before they got there. The cops seemed more interested in the daughter than in the mother.

I remember the girl. Tiny, short hair, a little blue coat. All four of them grabbed her and beat her viciously. They stuck their fingers in her mouth to make her spit out the pill. The mother tried to shake them off, crying for help, till one of the guys hit her on the back of the head with the butt of his Ithaca. The girl was cursing. They grabbed the mother by the arms, threw a hood on her, and shoved her into one of the cars. The girl was dragged down the stairs. Her head started to bleed as it struck the steps. They seized her by the ankles and the hands, and they put a hood on her, too, and shoved her into the other car. No one interfered. Then, the slamming of the Falcons’ doors. The screech of tires.

We walked on without a word. Bodhi’s silence angered me more than my own. In his self-absorption there was a kind of superior attitude. He probably had an airtight explanation for what we had seen. I preferred not to ask him, not to listen to his thoughts. Bhodi was the same age as the girl who had been kidnapped. Maybe his muteness was easier to tolerate than the esoteric arguments he would use to explain what had just occurred.

We were making our way along Charcas, near Callao. I felt like smacking him. I couldn’t take any more of this young snot whose meekness cloaked a know-it-all quality that wore me down. That’s all I need, I thought. For some young kid to give me advice on how to live. That’s what I got for not having enough self-control to stay in my apartment, concentrating on my papers and on a journal where I spilled all my solitary anguish. As if writing could bring relief.

You’re suffering because of the internal chaos we live in, Bhodi said.

And he sighed:

When you can’t take it anymore, consult my Master.

Bhodi handed me a card.

Lutz, he said. He’s my Master, my spiritual guide.

Saying good night, Bodhi extended a cold, bony hand. I took another look at the card and was still looking at it when Bhodi vanished into the darkness. I turned onto Ayacucho. The shadows of the trees added to the nocturnal gloom. That street was a tunnel.



3 The odor of burnt hair stank up the building in those days. As soon as you walked in you noticed the smell. The lobby, the staircases, the halls, the elevator. You could smell it everywhere. Not everyone could identify that smell, but I could. For me it was unmistakable. That smell came to me from my childhood. In the place where I was born, a village in Patagonia scattered among cliffs, there was a neighbor, a friend of my mother’s, who was a nurse as well as a machi. She gave injections, but she also cured the evil eye and indigestion. She assisted at childbirths and drove away spells. When she burned hair, it was because the evil she was fighting was powerful.

Whenever I came home at night, I would sniff to see where that odor was coming from. But I couldn’t manage to figure it out. I’ve lived in this building forever and I know almost all the tenants, except a few renters who move in and out. It was built in the thirties, and some of its first occupants still live here, retired old fossils who spy through the peephole before opening the door to anyone who rings their bell. Every time new tenants arrived, I would hear the old folks say that they needed new blood in the building. The expression affected me. Yes, I’m impressionable. And back then, that winter, I was even more so.

Ever since I moved into this apartment, I’ve had few dealings with my neighbors. My solitude was already populated with too many voices to complicate it with the choral novel of alliances. I’ve always felt I had little discretion. It was in those days, when the smell of burnt hair started to become noticeable, that a young man with the air of a born winner moved into the apartment next door. I would run into him entering or leaving the building, with his slicked-back hair and toothpaste-ad smile, his impeccable suit, tie, and executive briefcase.

I’m your neighbor, he said one morning when we got into the elevator together.

He spoke with an upper-class accent, as if he had a potato in his mouth.

Gonzalo del Solar, he introduced himself. I work in marketing. For Gillette.

Pleased to meet you.

The smell, he said. Where’s that smell coming from?

Work, I said. Someone’s having work done.

I’ll have to ask Ramón, said Del Solar. Every super is also a secret agent.

Don’t worry about it, I said. There are lots of old folks here. And more than one of them is nuts.

I have to admit that Del Solar had a certain bearing. Besides, he looked me straight in the eye. But if this was a pickup line, I wasn’t about to bite. All I needed was to lose the respect the other tenants had for me.

That morning, before taking his leave, he said to me:

Anything you need, I’m at your disposal, he smiled. No matter what time it is.

He had left my hand impregnated with his Eau Sauvage cologne. No sooner did I take my hand away from my nose, I could smell the burnt hair again. The odor had become almost palpable.

Ramón the super. A crafty old fox from Santiago del Estero. He must have been around fifty, also, but he looked younger than me because, like he said, with half-breeds—including me—you can never detect their age or their grubbiness. Ramón lived in a tiny apartment on the ground floor, behind the elevator. Here the smell of barbecued meat covered up the odor of burnt hair. The walls were aquamarine blue, with a predominance of vinyl, River Plate team banners, trophies from truco championships. There was a diploma from a union, certifying completion of a course in San Cayetano, with a dried little olive branch, the inevitable portrait of the Blessed Ceferino, a photo of the General on his pinto horse. Signed, with a dedication to Compañero Ramón. Ramón had hooked up with a woman from La Rioja ten years his junior. They had a son: Juan Domingo. The kid had started school and was in first grade when the mother fell in love with a merchant marine. Ramón complained: he had never done anything to let the woman down; he’d satisfied all her whims. But she dumped him anyway. The husband and the son. Ramón took great pains in raising the boy, a sad-eyed, chubby little kid who was bumbling his way through elementary school. I don’t want Juancito to turn out like me, he said. I want him to be somebody. Two afternoons a week the kid went to an English language institute. The language of the future, Ramón said. When Juancito came home with bad grades, Ramón slapped him. If he didn’t study English, he’d end up a super like his father, he told him.

His ambition to become block leader frustrated, Ramón attempted to be a leader in the building. One morning, as he was spilling buckets of water on the sidewalk, I asked him about the smell.

Some crazy old bat must have had a spell cast on her, professor. Nothing to worry about.

Ramón tried to change the subject:

I think the new guy smells even worse, he said. Del Solar.

Why, I asked. He seems like a pretty nice guy.

What if he’s a subversive, he baited me.

He looks like a movie star, I said. Not a subversive.

Subversives dress to look like us, professor. They said so on TV.

I don’t have a TV, Ramón.

What country are you living in, professor. You can’t trust everybody. Well, anyway, it’s no business of mine. I don’t like to stick my nose in other people’s lives. To each his own.

Now Ramón was swabbing the floor of the marble entryway:

But what happens if it turns out he has explosives, he said. He’ll blow us all up.

Why do you think Del Solar is a subversive, I asked.

He hasn’t given me the keys yet, Ramón said. And I have everyone’s keys.

You don’t have mine, I reminded him.

Ramón looked at me thoughtfully. You’re right, he said.

He winked at me slyly.

Maybe you’re one, also.

And he backpedaled:

Don’t be offended, he said. You’re different. But it’s just that there are many leftist professors. Why wouldn’t you be one of them.

I stood firm. I had to stand firm now.

I’m a Peronist, Ramón.

They call themselves Peronists, too. The infiltrators.

I’m going to make you a copy of the keys, Ramón. I turned to leave. Remind me if I forget.

If I find out about the smell, I’ll let you know, he said.

Ramón’s mistrust made me feel a certain solidarity with my neighbor. But at the same time, I was still doubtful, trying to figure out to what extent Ramón’s suspicions might be well-founded. On the one hand, Del Solar struck me as an inoffensive social climber. On the other, I understood Ramón’s resentment: he couldn’t stand my neighbor’s status. It made him an enemy. The smell of burnt hair persisted. And Del Solar and I continued greeting one another in the elevator. As days went by, Del Solar seemed more and more like a dandy than a guerrilla fighter. Though it was also true that there were plenty of social climbers in the guerrillas’ ranks. I wondered if it would be a good idea to inform Del Solar of Ramón’s suspicions. When everyone is suspicious, the guy who inspires the least suspicion becomes the guilty party. And that just might be Del Solar’s case, with his winning smile. Ramón’s suspicions, I reasoned, were mere resentment.

Just the same, I started paying attention to the sounds coming from his apartment. I felt embarrassed when I found myself holding a glass to the wall. Sometimes you could hear laughter from the other side. All I had to do to make it stop was bring the glass a little closer to the wall. The neighbor was laughing at me. I tried to concentrate on preparing my class on Facundo. Again, laughter. The intrigue was more powerful than my concentration. I put the glass against the wall once more. No sooner did I do it than the laughter ceased. The laughter of a madwoman.

One night, I tiptoed out into the hall, barefoot. I carefully sidled over to the door of the adjoining apartment. You could hear the laughter from outside. When I thought of what the neighbor would say if he caught me in the act, I felt ashamed. Regardless, I went on toward his door and pressed my ear against it. The laughter dissolved into an abrupt silence. In the distance a siren wailed. I quickly retreated. I locked myself back in my apartment.

Around that same time Del Solar came to me with the business of the damage.

One morning, before I left for school, the doorbell rang. It was Del Solar. He was pale. He had lost his smile. He apologized for what he was about to ask me. Because he didn’t know how to ask it, he said. He didn’t like to get involved in his neighbors’ personal lives, he hurried to add. But I seemed like a trustworthy guy; maybe I would know something about it.

Something about what, I pressed him.

If I had any idea, Del Solar asked, who in the building was screwing around with voodoo.

Then he showed it to me. Impaled on the tip of a ballpoint pen he held a dead, dried-out toad.

Witchcraft, he said.

I didn’t know what to say.

I’m not superstitious, he said nervously. Someone in this building has a thing for Rosemary’s Baby.

I advised him to take the matter seriously. Report it to the super, I told him. Ramón had to know who was burning hair and was involved in witchcraft. That’s what I told him. Because I thought that by becoming an informer Del Solar would alleviate Ramón’s suspicions that he was a guerrilla. A guerrilla, I imagined Ramón would think, wouldn’t resort to swearing just because someone had stuck a toad on his doorknob. A guerrilla, in those days, surely had other things to worry about.

The next morning at dawn, when I returned home from one of my nighttime excursions, as I got out of the elevator I saw light coming from the apartment next door. The door was ajar. I approached cautiously. And peeked in. Chairs flipped over, shards of ceramic vases, a broken lamp, scattered clothing, records, and papers strewn everywhere. A poster of the Biennial of the Di Tella comic book had been torn off one wall. I felt a chill in the air. And it was because the double door to the balcony was open.

I had palpitations. I shut myself back up in my apartment. I wondered who to call, to notify. Ramón was the least likely person to go to for help. I poured myself a shot of whiskey. I needed more to control my tremors.

I went to bed with my clothes on. And in the morning, when I awoke with cramps, I tried to convince myself that what I had seen next door was a nightmare. I barely had time for a shower, a shave, a coffee, and then off to class. I needed to hurry. I didn’t want to find out if what had happened was for real.

When I opened my apartment door, I found a toad hanging from the outside doorknob. Now the smell of burnt hair was suffocating.



4 Lutz seemed surprised by my story. He sat up straight, making the chair creak, and fixed those watery eyes on me. Though as I said, his eyes didn’t focus on mine, but rather higher up, toward my forehead. He folded his hands over his belly, lacing the fingers. Until then I hadn’t noticed his hands: small, chubby, and white. For a few, interminable seconds, which would have lasted an eternity if I hadn’t spoken, he remained in that position. An Albino Buddha.

What, I asked.

What, he repeated.

I’ve told you, I said.

Calm down, said Lutz.

I don’t want to be my neighbor’s toady, I said.

Lutz let the joke pass. Emotionless, his eyes on my forehead, his hands with their interlaced fingers. He had all the time in the world. He made it clear that he had explored abysses before, and mine was mere foolishness. After a long pause, he purred:

You’re really fucked. Pay attention. And be discreet. Because not everyone has the sensitivity to understand the Great Mysteries, I’m telling you. And it wouldn’t be smart for you to go around blabbing it either, not these days.

According to Lutz, both reincarnations and curses from beyond the grave figured among the Great Mysteries. Secrets are my thing, Gómez, he said. And for your information, not just anyone can plunge into these black depths and pop right on back to the farm as cool as a cucumber to drink mates. The influence of those powers extends to our own days. Not to mention our nights. Watch yourself. You have to take precautions. Especially if you’re damaged.

I’m not damaged, I muttered.

You don’t have to be a psychic to see it. When a guy goes around like you, with a low astral body, his energy in the gutter, he’s in danger.

I didn’t need Lutz to tell me that. The street, the city, the country, without a doubt, were not safe places. But it wasn’t wise to shut myself in, either. They could kick your door down in the wee hours. Until the end of that fall, the most terrible thing for me had been loneliness. Sometimes I blamed myself for my neutrality toward what was going on around me, a neutrality that seemed too much like indifference and egotism: how could suffering over the lack of love not be a frivolity while terror bled from every crevice of ordinary events. For many, perhaps the majority of people, it was business as usual. If a military raid shook the night with explosions, gunshots, shrieks, and babies’ screams, the neighborhood soothed its conscience by thinking there must have been a reason. And tomorrow would be another day. But even when I was neutral, I never quite got used to terror. Night after night, as though escaping without knowing from what, I would leave my apartment and hit the streets.

Lutz had his theory for what was happening. And the explanation was the Great Damage.

I have a confession to make to you, Gómez.
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