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For Mariana and Santiago, my mentors




Blood

I woke at seven after a long siesta. It was hot. The summer was far too hot for a city that was almost always cold. My room was on the ground floor. My father had cobbled it together next to the guest bathroom from sheets of chipboard. No windows, lit only by a bare bulb dangling from a length of wire. A camp bed, a small desk.

Everybody else slept upstairs. Through the paper-thin walls I could hear their daily comings and goings. Their voices, their footsteps, their silences.

*

I got up dripping with sweat. I opened the bedroom door and stepped into the living room. The whole family was home. My grandmother, sitting on the brown sofa, was watching a quiz show on television – an enormous contraption that took up half the room. My mother, in the kitchen, was making dinner. My father, at the dining table, was leafing through travel brochures for their trip to Europe. It would be the first time anyone in our family had taken a transatlantic flight. My parents were leaving for Madrid the following morning to spend two months travelling through various countries. Hunkered on the floor, my brother Carlos, six years my senior, was stroking our dog King, a brindle boxer with an ugly scar on the left side of his lip, the result of a stab wound from a drunkard he had playfully jumped up on as a pup. The Australian parakeets, Whisky and Vodka, hopped nervously from perch to perch, waiting for my grandmother to throw a blanket over their cage so they could sleep.

This is the image of my family that most often comes to me when I wake. It was the last time I saw them all together. Within four years, they would be dead. My brother, my parents, my grandmother, the parakeets, King.

*

The first death – that of my brother, Carlos – came twenty-one days after that evening. This was the moment when my family began to be buried by an avalanche of death. Death upon death upon death.

*

I had two brothers. Both died because of me. Even if I wasn’t entirely to blame, I was certainly responsible.

*

I shared that dark cavern they call the womb. For eight months, an identical twin grew alongside me. We both listened to our mother’s heartbeat, suckled on the same blood, floated in the same amniotic fluid, our hands, our feet, our heads touching. These days, it’s possible for scans to show twins fighting for space in their mother’s belly. Fierce, remorseless territorial struggles in which one twin eventually dominates.

*

My mother clearly did not think of the spasms inside her as part of a brutal battle. In her mind the twins (she was convinced they were girls) lived in harmony. But she was wrong. In one of these uterine brawls I cornered my brother against the wall of the womb until he became tangled in the umbilical cord. The trap was set: with every movement the cord tightened around his throat, strangling him.

*

The battle ended four weeks before the pregnancy reached full term. Unbeknownst to her, my mother became a coffin for one of her twins. For eight days she carried the corpse deep inside her. Death’s fatal fluids leached into the amniotic sac, tainting the blood that fed me.

The brother I defeated in this foetal battle would have his revenge. He all but killed me. When the gynaecologist examined my mother – who had shown up at his surgery complaining of indigestion – he could hear only one heartbeat, and that was growing fainter by the second. The doctor put down his stethoscope and turned to her.

“We need to perform a caesarean.”

“When, doctor?”

“Right now.”

At the hospital, they took her straight into surgery and quickly made the caesarean incision. They removed my brother’s bloated body before delivering me, gasping like a tadpole pulled out of the mud.

*

I needed several transfusions. Poisoned by my brother, it took time to filter my blood and eliminate the toxins. I spent eighteen days in hospital.

*

In the six years between my brother Carlos’s birth and mine, my mother had miscarried three times. Two girls and a boy. None survived beyond five months. Desperate to conceive a child who could come through these fatal first five months and survive, they consulted one doctor after another and subjected themselves to various treatments. From herbal remedies to pelvic exercises, from hormone injections to alternating hot and cold showers, from charting basal temperature to trying different sexual positions. Something must have worked, because then I came along.

*

My parents came home devastated. My mother slipped into depression. She did not want to hold or feed me. My father rejected me. Present at the surgical procedure during which I was born, dragged into the room by the chaos and speed of events, he was sickened by the death stench that clung to the skin of his newborn child.

*

For years I slept in a room with two cots. My parents kept the neutral yellow outfit that had been intended for my brother or sister to wear once home from hospital. They laid it over what would have been his cot. Sometimes, at night, they would set spinning the mobile that hung from the ceiling, with its little giraffes and elephants. The mobile would whirl in the darkness, its lights like stars, to amuse an empty cot and a captivated mother.

*

My paternal grandmother came to my rescue. She moved in when she realised how much I repulsed my parents, and devoted herself to feeding me, changing me and dressing me until my mother finally stirred from her prolonged stupor and her maternal instinct resurfaced, just as I was about to turn one.

*

Some children grow up with imaginary friends; I grew up with an invisible brother. My parents were determined that I should know the details of the tragic stillbirth and, as a result, I felt responsible for his death. To compensate for my guilt, for years I played with my twin’s ghost, shared my toys with him, told him about my fears, my dreams. In bed I always left space for him to lie next to me in bed. And I could feel his breath, his warmth. When I looked in the mirror, I knew that he would have had the same face as I did, the same eyes, the same hair, the same height, the same hands. The same hands? If a gypsy were to read his palm, would it say the same as mine?

*

My parents named my twin Juan José, and me Juan Guillermo. On the stone marking his tiny grave, his date of death was the same as his date of birth. This was a lie: Juan José had died a week earlier. He had never been born. He never evolved beyond the life aquatic, beyond a fish-like existence.

*

I grew up obsessed by my blood. Many times, my grandmother told me I had survived only thanks to the generous donations from anonymous people who had infused my bloodstream with their red blood cells, their platelets, their leucocytes, their D.N.A., their preoccupations, their pasts, their vitality, their nightmares. For years I lived with the knowledge that within me lived others whose blood was commingled with mine.

Once, as a teenager, I considered tracking down the list of donors to thank them for saving my life. An uncle told me a truth I would have preferred not to know: “Thank them for what? The fuckers were paid dearly for every drop of that blood.” (Only years later was the blood market outlawed.) There had been no altruistic donors, only people desperate to sell their blood. Syringes extracting the crude oil of life from withered, wizened bodies. I was disappointed to discover I had been nourished by a gang of mercenaries.

*

I was nine years old when I saw my own blood flow for the first time. I was playing football with my friends out in the street when our ball landed in the garden of a divorced, alcoholic lawyer who, whenever he got out of his car, always flashed the semi-automatic strapped to his waist. The walls surrounding the house were covered in creepers and topped with broken glass to discourage trespassers. The lawyer was never home, so it was easy to climb the creepers, avoid the shards of glass and jump down to get the ball. Getting in was simple. On my way out, I shinned up the wall again, but, as I jumped down, I felt my trousers rip. I fell to the ground and scrabbled to my feet. My friends stared at me, rooted to the spot. Blood was streaming through the tear in my trousers. I looked down at my leg and saw a deep wound gushing blood. I prised open the wound with my fingers and saw something off-white. I assumed that a piece of glass or something had been buried inside me. It was my femur. The world began to turn black. Luckily a neighbour arrived just in time to see me slump to the ground, dizzy and pale, a crimson puddle spreading at my feet. She picked me up, bundled me into the back seat of her Ford 200 and drove me to a squalid medical clinic about ten minutes away on Avenida Ermita Ixtapalapa.

*

Another blood transfusion. More strangers’ blood. A new army of mercenaries pumping through the chambers of my heart: whores, drunks, single mothers, horny teens in need of cash for an afternoon in a motel, unemployed office workers, builders desperate to put food on the table for their children, labourers trying to make ends meet, addicts desperate for their next fix. People on the margins coursing through my veins.

*

The surgeon who operated told me it was a bullfighter’s wound, a deep stab wound perforating the femoral artery, like when a bull’s horn penetrates the matador’s thigh. The doctor had worked as a surgical assistant in the bullring on Plaza México. In the bleak operating theatre of the filthy clinic I was taken to, he knew exactly how to suture my torn femoral artery. It was his skill, and the prompt action of the woman who rescued me, that ensured I didn’t bleed out that day.

*

I was kept in hospital for two weeks. The clinic had only four beds. My grandmother, my mother and my brother took turns sleeping in one of them. From time to time, chronic drunks or someone injured in a road accident would turn up. A man showed up with stab wounds to the chest one afternoon; he too was saved by the young doctor’s surgical skill.

*

It was on the nights when Carlos stayed to watch over me that we really got to know each other. The six-and-a-half-year gap between us had made spending time together difficult. But as we whispered in the dead of night, as Carlos checked that my wound was draining properly, made sure the nurses did not forget my antibiotics, helped me to the toilet, used a sponge to dab the long gash across my leg, this vast age difference no longer mattered. He monitored my recovery with genuine devotion. It occurred to me that he too had shared our mother’s dark womb, that we were of the same bloodstock. I moved from my invisible brother, Juan José, to Carlos, the visible one. I understood that my true twin had been born six and a half years before me, and we became inseparable.

*

For two months I was forbidden from carrying heavy objects, crouching, and walking – even with crutches. Since my parents could not afford to pay for a wheelchair, they ferried me to school in a wheelbarrow.

*

On the first day I was allowed out on my own, I set off to find the bloodstain I had left on the pavement. I gazed at the black butterfly traced by the many bloods that made up my own, this small reminder of the life that had almost drained away there on the street.

My mother found me, spellbound, staring at the smear. She brought out a bucket, soap and a scrubbing brush, and made me scour until every last trace was gone. The stain faded away, but on the glass that had slashed my leg from thigh to calf there remained a scab of dried blood that even countless downpours could not wash away.

One year later, I scaled the wall carrying a hammer, broke off the glass shard that had cut me and put it a box. I expect this is what bullfighters do with the bull’s horn that impaled them.

*

I was left with a long scar on my leg that spanned about forty centimetres. I lost most of the feeling at the back of my knee, around my ankle and on my instep. Numbness is somehow less bearable than pain. With pain, at least it feels as though that part of the body is still alive. Numbness is a near certainty that something in you has died.

*

The woman who saved my life that afternoon was the mother of the guy who five years later would become my sworn enemy, my brother’s killer. To some degree I was complicit in this murder, the one that unleashed the chain of deaths that would destroy my family.


There exists an African tribe that believes that human beings have two souls: one light, the other heavy. When we dream, it is the lighter soul that leaves our body and roams the borderlands of reality; when we faint, it is because the light soul has suddenly disappeared; when it leaves never to return, we become insane.

The light soul comes and goes. Not so the heavy soul. It leaves the body only at the moment of death. Since the heavy soul has never ventured into the outside world, it does not know the path that leads to the land of the dead, the place where it will live forever. And so, three years before we die, the light soul makes a voyage of discovery. Not knowing which way to go, it seeks out a baobab, the first tree of creation, and from its topmost branches scans the horizon to determine the route. It then visits menstruating women. For a few days, those who menstruate hover on the border between life and death. Amid the blood and pain, they lose the being that might have been but will not be. During the days of their period, women gain wisdom. They skirt the border between existence and non-existence and thus can direct the light soul towards death’s chasm.

The light soul sets out on its journey. It traverses valleys, crosses deserts, climbs mountains. After many months, it reaches its destination and pauses at the edge of the misty precipice. Transfixed by awe it gazes into the abyss. The great mystery appears before its eyes. It returns to tell the heavy soul all that it has seen and steadily shepherds it towards death.






Moon

“You can’t be fucking serious, Cinco,” Pato said, when I told them about the African legend. I had memorised it for my World History class at school. The teacher had said that if we told a story he didn’t already know or if he couldn’t guess the ending, he would give us full marks. I found the book among the dozens that lay scattered across Carlos’s bedroom floor, and sat down and read it. Carlos had stolen most of the books from libraries and bookshops. Never from a friend’s house, he told me, because their parents had terrible taste and their shelves were lined with nothing but tacky bestsellers.

At the age of eighteen, my brother dropped out of school. My father was furious when he found out. For him, education was the key to a life he had not been able to attain. He had worked hard to give us the best he could. He and my mother worked double shifts to put us through private school. Carlos and I were the only kids on the block who didn’t go to the local state schools: Centenario, Secundaria 74 and Preparatoria 6. Bitterly disappointed, my father threatened to cut him off without a cent if he refused to go back to school. Carlos didn’t care. By the time he was nineteen, he was earning much more money than our father.

*

“I’m telling you, man, that story is seriously cheesy,” Jaibo said.

Jaibo, Pato, Agüitas and I liked to spend our nights hanging out and talking on the roof terrace where Mrs Carbajal would hang her washing. At thirteen, Jaibo was already getting through two packs of Delicados a day. He looked like an idiot when he smoked because he didn’t know how to inhale. Agüitas (as in “Drippy” – so named for his soppy nature and his tendency to tear up) would bring beers and share them with Pato. I didn’t smoke or drink. I had decided to do sober what others only dared to do when drunk.

Most of the kids in the neighbourhood found refuge on the rooftops. No-one bothered us up there. Ever since the ’68 riots, the Tlatelolco student massacre and the government’s paranoia about Commies, we would see julias roaming through the neighbourhood every day – those armoured police vans fitted with two wooden benches into which they would toss prisoners. The policemen would stand on the rear running-board, keeping watch, clinging to the bars that ran along the sides. If you were spotted hanging around on the street, they would leap down and arrest you on charges of vagrancy and sedition (although they had no idea what the word meant) and drag you off to the cells in handcuffs so tight they cut off your circulation. While you were banged up, they would beat you, kick you and administer electric shocks to your testicles until someone arrived with enough money to bribe them to release you. If you were lucky, they would only chase you down the street and hit you a couple of times with their batons – “maybe that’ll teach you to cut your hair short, not wear it like a little lady”. They would let you go after threatening: “If we catch you on the street with long hair again we’ll chop your balls off, you little fuck, that way you really will be a girl.”

The only ones who remained unscathed by these police assaults were the so-called Good Boys who belonged to the Young Catholics Movement. The Good Boys had close-cropped hair, long-sleeved shirts buttoned to the top and a crucifix around their necks. They never used swear words, they went to Mass every day, helped old ladies carry their shopping home from the supermarket and delivered food to orphanages. They were every mother’s, every mother-in-law’s dream: dutiful sons, diligent students, fine young men. Clean, decent, tidy, hard-working and honest.

It was a muggy night. The tiled roof radiated heat, and there was not a breath of air to keep us cool. Jaibo was chain-smoking. He would light each cigarette with the butt of his last.

“How is it fake?” I asked Jaibo.

“It just is.”

“What the fuck do you know, cabrón?” I laughed. “It wasn’t long ago you thought women didn’t get their period until they lost their virginity.”

Jaibo was from Tampico. His father had been a sailor who died after a drunken fall from the prow of his merchant ship. His widow, just as much of a drunk, set off for Mexico City with her five children in tow and turned up on her brother’s doorstep. The poor guy had just got married, and had no choice but to support the six of them on his paltry salary as a surveyor.

“I know a lot about women,” he declared.

“Oh yeah? Tell me, what’s a hymen?” I challenged him.

Jaibo kept quiet. Of course he didn’t know what a hymen was. Pato took a gulp of his beer and turned to look at me.

“You’re saying a woman on her period knows where to find death?” he said scornfully.

“When a woman gets her period, she loses what could have been a baby,” I said.

“So when I jerk off, do I suddenly gain in wisdom too?” Agüitas interrupted. “I mean a fuckload of sperms come out that could have been babies.”

The three of them were still laughing when we heard a voice behind us.

“Don’t be retards.”

We turned round. It was Carlos. Who knew how long he had been listening. He walked towards us and my friends stopped laughing. Carlos was respected on the block. He stood in front of Agüitas.

“Women only have between four and six hundred ova. And when they have their period, the egg comes out in bloody pieces and they feel terrible pain. Their hormones change their mood, their bodies swell up. Your sperm comes out even when you’re asleep, and when you jerk off all you feel is pleasure. Women know shit we haven’t got a clue about.”

My friends said nothing. They knew better than to argue with him: Carlos read voraciously, devouring books of philosophy, history, biology and literature. He had left school because he was bored, sick of reading what he considered to be second-rate texts. Carlos had a vast knowledge and spoke like no-one else in the neighbourhood. He used language with precision and he knew the meanings of high-flown and arcane words. Even if my friends had known as much as he did, they would never have dared challenge him. They were scared of him. Everyone was scared of him.

Carlos pointed to the box of Delicados poking out from Jaibo’s shirt pocket.

“Can I bum a cigarette?” he asked.

Jaibo sat up and handed him the packet. Carlos took out a cigarette and Jaibo passed him a lighter. Carlos lit the cigarette, studied the box as if it were some strange object, crumpled it up until it fell to pieces and tossed it into the street below. Jaibo looked at him indignantly.

“What did you do that for?”

“So you won’t die of cancer,” Carlos answered quickly as he stubbed his cigarette out on the wire fence. I smiled, and so did Carlos when he caught my eye. He turned to gaze up at the moon.

“In forty-six days, Apollo XI will land on the Sea of Tranquillity,” he said, pointing up to some unidentified location.

The four of us stared at the moon. The impossible journey dreamt up by humankind was about to be fulfilled.

“Gravity on the moon is one sixth of what we experience on Earth,” he said, without turning away.

“What?” Agüitas said.

Carlos smiled.

“I’ll explain: if your fat lump of a mother weighs a hundred kilos here, up there she’d only weigh sixteen.”

Carlos was aware of Agüitas’s sentimental temperament and knew that such a joke might make him well up, but Agüitas was too busy trying to figure out the maths to cry. In fact, Carlos was being pretty generous; Agüitas’s mother weighed a hundred and forty kilos at least.

“To return to Earth, the space capsule needs to use the gravitational force of the moon. If Apollo XI doesn’t succeed in entering lunar orbit, it will just keep drifting into space and there will be no way to bring it back.”

My brother had already explained this hypothesis to me. I had been horrified. Three men in a spaceship missing their one opportunity to return to Earth and floating off into the infinite. Three men peering through the hatchway, watching as their planet got further and further away. What would they discover on their journey into nothingness? How would they feel up there, adrift in boundless space? Would they die slowly or did they have cyanide pills they could take to end it sooner? How long would the oxygen last before they slipped into the irrevocable stupor of death? Would they fight over food in order to stay alive, if only for a few days? Far from feeling excited about the moon landing, I felt apprehensive. Triplets in a metal uterus, floating in the artificial liquid of zero gravity, fighting for survival. The metaphor was all too familiar and painful.

Carlos kicked the sole of my plimsoll.

“Let’s go have dinner.”

He held out a hand to help me up.

“See you tomorrow,” I said to my friends.

Carlos and I left, dodging wires, cables, clothes lines and water tanks as we went. We came to the edge of the Ávalos’ rooftop. To get home, we had to leap across the metre-and-a-half gap separating the houses of the Ávalos and the Prietos. Generally we made the jump without even thinking. It was part of our daily routine. But the risk was real. Four months earlier, a skinny, pretty, blue-eyed seventeen year old called Chelo and her boyfriend “Canicas” had been having sex on the roof of the Martínez house, between the clothes lines – we knew this because of the dried-out condoms we found there the next day – and, heading home in the dark, she had jumped first, but misjudged the distance and tumbled into the void. She landed on her knees on the roof of Mr Prieto’s Coronet. Her life was saved because the shock absorbers took some of the impact. Both of her legs were shattered, but her spine and her skull remained intact. Even then, she was lucky that Colmillo, the Prietos’ huge wolf-dog (a cross between an Alaskan Malamute and a Canadian wolf, they’d named him Colmillo, “Fang”, in honour of Jack London’s White Fang) was chained up. Otherwise he would have ripped her limb from limb. Alerted by the crash and Colmillo’s barking, Fernando Prieto came out into the backyard. He found Chelo on the ground with splintered bones sticking through her thighs.

It would take Chelo a year and a half of painful rehabilitation to recover from the fractures. After countless operations, her legs were left zigzagged with scars. In the afternoons, she would emerge and hobble down the street on her crutches, barely able to keep her balance, then go back home to do her intensive physical therapy routine. The physiotherapist’s instructions and Chelo’s whimpers of pain could be heard through the hedge. Despite the pain, she always had a smile. Happy, cheerful, always in a good mood. Years later, Chelo made love to me so sweetly that she saved me from going mad.

Carlos jumped first, then stopped to wait for me. I made it across with ease. I found leaping the void exhilarating. Sometimes I would deliberately make it more difficult for myself, just to experience that sense of danger: taking off with little momentum, eyes closed, hands behind my back. Carlos once caught me doing this. Furious, he started shouting at me, but I paid no heed and jumped again. Carlos caught up with me and grabbed me by the shoulders. He lifted me into the air (I was eleven at the time) and stood on the edge of the roof, threatening to throw me off.

“You like danger, motherfucker?”

I looked down. Six metres. Far from being scared, I found it funny and burst out laughing.

“What’s the matter with you?” Carlos said, taken aback.

He had done his best to teach me a lesson, but there I was in his arms, so close to slipping over the edge, and I couldn’t stop laughing.

Carlos turned and threw me down onto the Ávalos’ rooftop.

“If you ever do that again,” he said, “I’ll beat the shit out of you.”

I smiled and nonchalantly jumped back and forth across the gap before sprinting off across the rooftops.

*

We walked back towards our flat roof. As we got closer we could hear the cries of the chinchillas in the darkness. Carlos bred hundreds, he had set up a farm that spanned our roof and those of the Prietos and Martínez. Dozens of small cages stacked on top of each other, a block of flats for furry rodents. On hot days the reek of urine would invade the nearby houses. To avoid complaints, Carlos paid Gumaro, a young, slightly simple black guy, to scrub the area with bleach and disinfectant three times a day.

Carlos fished a torch from his pocket and shone it around. The bright beam set some of the chinchillas racing around in circles, bumping into the bars of their hutches. Others rose up on their hind legs to see what was going on. Carlos always carried the torch with him so he could check for feral cats, the chief enemy of his thriving business. The cats would stick their paws through the bars, grab a chinchilla’s head, clamp the muzzle to suffocate it, then rip it to shreds.

My brother kept a rusty .22 hidden in a kennel. If he saw a cat nearby, he would grab the rifle, aim for the head and shoot. The rifle’s sight was not very accurate and he often hit them in the belly. It wasn’t unusual to come across half-dead cats cowering under cars, whimpering in pain, trailing their guts behind them.

The whole chinchilla business started when one of our uncles gave Carlos a doe for his sixteenth birthday. A couple of weeks later, Carlos bought a buck. They mated, and in less than two months they produced a litter of ten kits. Carlos had read in a magazine that chinchilla was valuable. He went into the city and tracked down a Jewish furrier who bought chinchilla pelts wholesale. Carlos asked our parents if he could build hutches on the flat roof, then bought twenty more chinchillas. A year and half later, he was selling close to four hundred pelts a month. He staggered the breeding, so that the females gave birth according to the level of demand.

Although Carlos made a killing with his chinchillas, it wasn’t his most profitable business.




Wetness

My life was divided between two different worlds. One was the barrio, where I felt I belonged, a landscape of streets and rooftops. The other was a private school my parents struggled to pay for. A school where my classmates went on holiday to New York and Europe. A school where the teachers were addressed as “Miss”, made us speak English during break time, and boasted of their iron discipline. A school that felt like a prison to me, and where they refused us scholarships. “A good education costs money, señora,” the headmistress told my mother when she asked if she could pay in instalments. The humiliation of having to go to her cap in hand must have been excruciating. “Just give us until the end of the year to pay, that’s when my husband gets his bonus,” my mother said. “I’m sorry,” said the proprietor-principal-profiteer-prig, “I have teachers to pay.”

That night, over dinner, I watched my father brooding when my mother told him the headmistress planned to expel us if the school fees were a month late.

“I’ll find the money somewhere,” he said quietly.

“Where?” asked my mother.

My father said nothing for a moment. He wiped his forehead.

“I can ask the company for a loan.”

“Really? And how will we pay them back?”

My father turned his head to ease the crick in his neck.

“We should move them to a state school,” my mother said.

My father whipped round and stared at her as if she had insulted him.

“Their education is the only thing we can give them,” he snapped.

They fell silent again. My father took a deep breath and reached for my mother’s hand.

“We’ll find a way, don’t worry.”

Since I seemed to be concentrating very hard on my plate, they assumed I wasn’t listening to what they were saying. I was nine years old, and my leg was still healing. My parents had spent all their savings on my surgery and my medical bills. Mistrustful of government, they refused to send us to the public clinics. No social security, nothing that reeked of state bureaucracy, be it schools, hospitals or jobs. And now they could find no way to pay for our school fees.

Carlos helped me back to my room. My father had built it on the ground floor so I didn’t have to climb stairs while I was recuperating (I never moved back upstairs). He sat on the end of my bed, looking thoughtful.

“You think they’ll make us change schools?” I asked.

Carlos began to mutter, irritated.

“I’ll beat that old bitch’s brains out. She’s got no right to treat my mother that way.”

His jaw tensed and he stood up and pulled back the sheets.

“Get into bed.”

I got in, and Carlos covered me with the blanket.

“Night,” he said, and gently patted my forehead before he left.

*

My parents managed to pay the school on time. They paid off this and other debts by selling my father’s beloved Mercury. He was proud to have bought it with years of backbreaking work. Now the Mercury was gone, and with it his pride. With no car, my father had no choice but to take public transport. I remember him waking up at 4.30 a.m. so he could shower, have breakfast and head for the Popo-Sur 73 bus stop on the far side of Río Churubusco. I remember him coming home at ten o’clock, shattered after a double shift.

There was nobody now to take us to school. At 6 a.m. Carlos and I would walk to the bus station in San Andrés Tetepilco, crossing stretches of waste ground with uneven football pitches that were crudely sketched in chalk, which flooded when it rained and quickly turned to swamp. We would hop from stone to stone so as not to get mud on our uniforms, but would inevitably slip and get splashed. At the school entrance there was a porter whose job was to check that uniforms were spotless, boys’ hair was short, girls’ skirts were long, and details of personal hygiene were satisfactory (nails trimmed, ears washed). I was sent home several times for having mud stains on my trousers. Since there was no-one to collect me, Carlos was forced to take me home. It wasn’t a complete disaster. We would go to the Natural Science Museum to see dissected animals or sneak into the stables next to the racetrack to watch them groom and train the thoroughbreds.

Four months after my parents managed to pay the school fees, which amounted to seventy-five per cent of my father’s salary, they had an urgent phone call from the headmistress insisting that they both come to the school immediately.

My parents showed up, nervous and apprehensive. The school had never summoned them so urgently. On the long bus journey to the school, they imagined the worst: an accident, a punch-up, a robbery.

Giving no thought to the fact that both my parents had had to leave work early, that bitch of a headmistress made them wait for two hours. Two hours that could have spared them rushing to get there and missing out on a day’s pay.

Walking into the headmistress’s office and seeing me sitting there, my parents looked at me in alarm. They’d assumed they had been called because of Carlos, who was being increasingly rebellious at that time; they’d never imagined it might be about me.

The headmistress gestured for them to sit and they sat down on the leather chairs. She nodded towards me.

“We have decided to expel Juan Guillermo. The decision is final and cannot be appealed.”

My parents glanced at each other, then my mother looked at me.

“What did he do?” she asked, almost in a whisper.

The principal’s lips curled into an expression of disgust.

“This school will not tolerate pupils like your son.”

“But what did he do?” insisted my mother.

The director, who liked to be called “Miss” Ramírez, turned to me and raised her chin.

“He can tell you himself.”

My parents waited for me to speak but I didn’t dare open my mouth. The headmistress came and stood next to me, oozing menace.

“Go on, tell your parents what you did.”

I looked at her out of the corner of my eye. My mother turned to face me.

“Tell us what you did.”

Still I said nothing.

“Come on, tell them,” Miss Ramírez said in English, knowing my parents would not understand. “Don’t be a coward.”

I kept my mouth shut. Far from intimidating me, the headmistress’s attitude made me more and more angry.

“You can’t expel him in the middle of the school year,” my mother argued.

“I can expel who I want when I want, señora. And if this young man refuses to tell you what he did, I suppose I shall have to tell you myself . . .”

Just as she was about to launch into her sermon, I interrupted.

“I kissed a girl, Mamá.”

My father, who had kept quiet so far, challenged the headmistress.

“You’re going to expel my son because he kissed a girl?”

“Of course not, señor, I am going to expel him because we found him half-naked, sexually assaulting a half-naked girl. Your son committed an act of gross indecency that will not be tolerated at this school.”

“My son is a child.”

“No, señor, your son is a pervert.”

*

Class. Recess. Silence. Glances. Breaths. Heartbeats. Hands. Skirt. Knees. Thighs. Skin. Caresses. Glances. Knickers. Breaths. Heartbeats. Strokes. Crotch. Silence. Knickers. Finger. Crotch. Wetness. Moans. Gasps. Trousers. Zip. Hands. Breaths. Glances. Tremors. Buttons. Hands. Prick. Hard-on. Touches. Pussy. Strokes. Fear. Excitement. Glances. Friction. Prick. Pussy. Inside. Wetness. Sweat. Skin. Heartbeats. Breaths. Bell. Glances. Separation. Silence. Goodbye. Classroom. Door. Silence. Heartbeats. Voices. Classmates. Teacher. Classroom. Glances. Secret.

*

Carlos turned off the flashlight, grabbed the rifle from the kennel and loaded the chamber.

“Let’s see if a cat turns up,” he said, leaning back against the wall.

We kept quiet. The chinchillas squealed in the darkness. In the sky hung the moon that was about to be conquered. Is it possible to conquer the unconquerable? The stain of a spaceship sullying the Sea of Tranquillity. Mankind and his obsession with trampling over everything.

In the distance, you could hear cars driving along Río Churubusco. What had once been a river of crystalline water, home to fish, frogs, axolotls and turtles, which my father and his friends used to swim in on hot afternoons, was now a motorway. Río Piedad, Río Mixcoac, Río de los Remedios. Rivers filled in and turned into streets. Rivers levelled by tonnes of bitumen. My city’s riverine massacre.

“What was the name of that girl you fucked in primary school?” asked Carlos.

“I never fucked anyone.”

Carlos smiled, silhouetted against the darkness. The barrel of the gun gleamed in the light of the moon, about to be trampled.

“That girl, come on, you know who I mean.”

“Fuensanta.”

“That’s it, her. I forgot. Fuensanta. Shit! You couldn’t have chosen a girl with another name? Fue santa – she was a saint. Don’t hold back, come on.”

Carlos switched on the torch and checked the cages. The chinchillas’ eyes glowed red. He turned it off again.

“Did you suck your finger after you put it in her pussy?”

Of course I sucked it, smelled it, sucked it again. Savoured the taste of her on my tongue. Savoured it. Fuensanta. Fuente santa. Sacred fountain, fountain of secrets, fountain of wetness.

“I already told you, no,” I snapped.

Carlos smiled. He’d asked me the question a hundred times, and a hundred times I’d said no. I’d lied to him a hundred times, and each of those hundred times he expected me to finally tell him the truth.

“I bet your finger still stinks of Fuensanta.”

Yes, my finger still smelled of Fuensanta, it would never stop smelling of her.

“My finger doesn’t smell of anything,” I told him.

“Remember how you made Mamá cry because you were so horny for that little saint?”

We listened to the chinchillas stir agitatedly. Carlos flicked on the torch. Between the cages, a pair of yellow eyes glittered. Carlos shouldered the rifle, then shifted the torch so that he could look through the sight. Seeing the light, the cat jumped onto the parapet and was about to escape when the shot rang out. The cat hissed and tumbled into the street. We ran and peered over the edge. The cat lay for a moment with its paws in the air, then shakily stood up and crawled under a car.

“That cat won’t be eating chinchilla again,” Carlos said.

*

Some psychologists argue that when one twin loses the other – to death, separation, or for any other reason – they forever feel a deep-rooted sense of abandonment. The solitary twin lives with the scar of this amputation, a permanent wound. The solitary twin seeks out companionship to compensate for this emotional void. In my case, this did not mean friends or playmates, but women. Ever since I was a boy of four or five, all I had thought about was women, I felt a desperate need for their presence, their gaze, their nakedness. Stroking a woman’s skin relieved that itch of absence. At first, it was simply the brush of an arm, a glimpse of thigh. And then Fuensanta came along.

*

Standing in the middle of her office, the headmistress glared at me reproachfully. My mother hung her head in shame.

My father straightened in his chair.

“Who saw it?”

“Half the school, Mr Valdés. His teacher, a number of pupils. Juan Guillermo had his trousers around his knees, he had pulled down the girl’s underwear and was touching her.”

My mother quietly began to sob. My rage grew and grew. My father, confused, tried to fit the pieces together.

“And the girl?”

“What about the girl?”

“Did she consent or did Juan Guillermo force her?”

“It’s obvious that he forced her, Mr Valdés.”

I stood up and confronted the headmistress.

“That’s not true. She wanted to.”

“Shut up and sit down,” the headmistress barked.

“It’s not true,” I said again, indignant. “I didn’t force her.”

“Sit down, now.”

I remained standing. My father faced the headmistress.

“What does the girl say?”

“What could she possibly say? For goodness’ sake . . .”

“What did she say? Did he force her or did she consent?”

“Of course she didn’t consent.”

“I want to hear it from her own lips,” my father said angrily.

“Her dignity has been sufficiently tarnished without putting her through any more,” the headmistress said with an air of melodrama worthy of a telenovela.

My father began to get worked up.

“I assume she will also be expelled.”

“You assume incorrectly. There is only one person to blame here and that is Juan Guillermo. He is permanently expelled. We do not want him in this school.”

“She wanted to as well,” I insisted.

“Don’t lie!” the headmistress said.

Fury.

“I’m not lying. We both wanted to.”

The headmistress turned and went to sit at her desk.

“I will not say another word on the matter. The boy is expelled, as is Juan Carlos. I will not have them here. Now, if you would be so kind . . . I have work to do.”

My father leaned towards her, now livid.

“What has this got to do with Juan Carlos?”

“I disapprove of the way you have raised your children, Mr Valdés, and now I am asking you to leave.”

“What?” my father said, incredulous.

As if we were not even there, she picked up a sheaf of papers and began to read. Her attitude incensed me. I stalked over to the desk, snatched the papers from her hands and tossed them to the ground.

“What are you doing, you stupid bitch?”

I swept everything off her desk. The headmistress scrabbled to her feet and retreated to the window.

“Your son is a demon!” she shouted at my parents. “Get out, or I will call the police!”

My mother took me by the hand and led me towards the door. My father, still furious, was about to say something but my mother stopped him, tugging on his arm.

“Don’t humiliate yourself,” she said, then turned to me.

“Go to the classroom and get your things,” she ordered.

“She wanted it too, honest,” I said.

“Go get your things,” my mother repeated.

I went to get my belongings. They were in the middle of a lesson. The teacher allowed me in on condition that I only take a minute. I grabbed my pens, my exercise books and my schoolbooks and stuffed them into my rucksack. My classmates stared, whispering among themselves. I made ready to leave. I exchanged a look with Fuensanta and walked out. It was the last time I ever saw her.




Rain

“What did you say?” We were playing football on the street when I heard a voice behind me. I couldn’t afford to be distracted, Chato “the Flea” Tena was about to score against us.

“What did you say?” the voice said again. I kicked the ball and turned. Antonio, one of the Good Boys and a member of the neighbourhood’s venerated Young Catholics Movement, was peering at me, his eyes narrowed.

“What did I say about what?”

Antonio was three years older than Carlos, his parents owned a stationery shop on the next street. He was tall and fat, with short, curly hair, and, like the rest of the Good Boys, he wore a long-sleeved shirt, a white vest underneath and a crucifix around his neck.

“What did you say to your friend?”

“I don’t remember.”

“You’d better remember.”

I started laughing. I had no idea what the fat guy wanted.

“Well, I can’t remember.”

He took a step towards me.

“What did you shout at him?”

He pointed to Papita, who, like everyone else, had stopped playing to listen.

“Oh, to Papita? I do remember! I said, ‘Don’t be a fucking idiot, just kick the ball.’”

Antonio’s eyes bored into me.

“That’s the last time you or any of your friends say bad words on the street.”

I didn’t understand what he meant.

“What?”

“I don’t want to hear you swearing again. The women on this street deserve respect.”

I looked around; there were no women.

I laughed. “What women?”

“I’m warning you,” he said, and turned to the others. “I am warning all of you.”

He turned on his heel and left. He had not gone ten metres when I shouted at the top of my lungs:

“Go fuck your mother, you fucking motherfuckers!”

Everyone laughed. Enraged, Antonio stormed back and threw a punch that floored me. Chato Tena jumped on him, but Antonio – nine years older, and taller and stronger than the rest of us – grasped Chato by the shoulders and, using a judo move, picked him up and slammed him onto the ground (Good Boys learned judo and karate). I got to my feet and punched him in the ear, but he managed to grab my shirt and in one movement he smashed my face into the tarmac.

The others did not dare intervene. Antonio jabbed a finger at me.

“I’m warning you: I don’t want to hear another swear word come out of your mouth.”

He turned to my friends.

“Like it or not, we’ll teach you to be respectful. If not me, one of us will come and sort you out. So be careful.”

He stared defiantly at the group, then turned and left without a backward glance. Blood again, a lot of blood, gushing from my nose.

*

The afternoon that I first made love with Chelo, it rained constantly. It had been raining solidly since the morning of the previous day, when we buried my parents, just as it had been raining when we buried Carlos. My parents died three years after him. Their car skidded on the motorway and went over the edge of a cliff. Try as they might, my mother and father never came to terms with Carlos’s death. Ghost parents walking through the house, weighed down with the guilt that they had been on holiday in Europe when their son was murdered on a nearby rooftop. Ghost parents who would suddenly burst into tears in the middle of dinner. Ghost parents I would stumble upon at dawn, staring at the empty chair where my brother used to sit at dinner. Ghost parents.

They worked harder than ever. My father managed to buy another car, but this time he felt no pride or satisfaction. He bought it while in a place of terrible grief, of tears and brutal depression. So brutal that my father did not even notice the death of my grandmother, who was also depressed, inconsolable because she had not been able to prevent the death of her much-loved grandson. My grandmother died sitting in front of the T.V., watching one of her quiz shows. Frail and anorexic, she closed her eyes and passed away without a sound. Sitting at the dining room table reading the nutritional information on a cereal box for the hundredth time, my father did not realise that the life that had given him life had perished. My father was so ghostly that he switched off the light in the dining room, said goodnight to my already dead grandmother, kissed her on the forehead and went up to his room. I was the one who knocked on the door at dawn to tell him Grandmother had left the T.V. on, that she wasn’t moving. My father was orphaned by his mother, orphaned by his son.

My parents bought the car as a warhead to bring about their own deaths. A missile on four wheels they used to end it all. My father, considered by his friends to be an excellent driver and a master on the motorway, lost control on an easy bend. He and my mother fell forty metres into an abyss. They had been on their way to my grandmother’s village to deposit her ashes in a family vault in the middle of the Tamaulipas jungle.

The ten of us who braved the rain at their funeral were drenched and muddy by the end (“unkempt”, the porter at my school would have said). My friends stood by my side; Agüitas could not stop crying.

The storm did not let up during the burial. Rain filling the graves where my parents were to be buried. Rain beating down as the gravediggers shovelled dirt onto the coffins. Rain and more rain. Experts decided that the wet road had caused the car to skid. But I knew otherwise. My father had probably looked at my mother, she had looked back at him, and they’d both realised that they had neither the will nor the strength to resist anymore. My father probably took his hands off the steering wheel, allowing the car to veer out of control, towards the cliff. That is what I believe.

No-one spoke as we drove back from the funeral. Everyone was shivering and lost in thought. My uncles dropped me at the house and my friends went home, feeling sad. I was alone. I went into the house where the two parakeets and the brindle boxer were waiting. This vast house inhabited by my invisible brothers, parents and grandmother.

The following afternoon, I went out and walked in circles in the rain. I couldn’t bear to be in the house any longer. Seeing me from her window, Chelo hobbled out into the storm on crutches and hugged me. No condolences, no “I’m so sorry for your loss”, she simply hugged me.

We made love that afternoon on the cot bed in the lair of a wounded animal that was my room. Chelo asked me to switch off the light. She was worried that I would be repulsed by the ugly scars from the ten operations needed to piece her bones together.

I didn’t switch off the light. I dropped my trousers and showed her the long scar running down my leg. She knew nothing of the incident with the broken glass. I kissed her as I unbuttoned her skirt, my scar to hers, my wound against hers. After she had fallen six metres, her parents treated her with scorn. “That’s what you get for acting like a little slut up on that roof,” her father had sneered. Her boyfriend Canicas had pledged undying love, but he never called to ask how she was doing. Carlos and Fernando Prieto were the only ones to go to the hospital. Carlos visited every morning without fail.

We made love as grief welled up in my throat. I didn’t use a condom. She didn’t care if she got pregnant. She wrapped herself around my body and there I stayed, seeking refuge from so much death.

*

At the school gates, the boys would sit on long benches waiting to be collected. The girls would sit on a bench opposite. My parents had given permission for Juan Carlos to take me home. But although I didn’t need to wait for anyone, I liked to sit for a while with my classmates because Fuensanta was on the opposite bench.

Anyone misbehaving was made to sit on the opposite bench. For a boy to have to sit with the girls was considered humiliating. This was not how I saw it. I did whatever it took to be punished so I could sit next to Fuensanta, something that became a regular event.

Fuensanta was blonde, with light brown eyes and freckles. There is a Mexican saying that a woman with no freckles is like a taco with no salt. Well, Fuensanta had plenty of salt. She had freckles on her turned-up nose, at the top of her breasts, on her arms. Long hair, slim, serious, gentle. Her mother was an American from Kansas, her father a biochemist from Coahuila who ended up in politics. I fancied her from the moment I first saw her. More than any girl I had fancied in my nine years on the planet.

Our relationship – if you can call it that – began with a piece of chewing gum. I asked her for a piece. She said she only had the one she was chewing. “If I gave it to you, would you put it in your mouth?” she asked. I nodded. She spat it out and gave it to me. I put it in my mouth, excited to have her saliva on my tongue. After a while, I worked up the courage to say, “If I give it back, would you put it in your mouth too?” For ten seconds that felt like an eternity, she said nothing. Then she nodded, took the gum and delicately popped it into her mouth.

Swapping chewing gum became a daily routine at break time, it was our way of kissing.

During break time we were only allowed to speak English. “Pass me the ball.” “Do you want a piece of my sandwich?” “It’s awesome.” Iowa in the heart of Mexico. To ensure we were speaking English (and to control and monitor us) the school set up a perverse spy network they called “Safety Patrols”. Those with the best grades were the elite members of this mini-Gestapo. They policed the halls during recess. An accusation from a safety monitor (patrol) – even if made up or unjust – earned a pupil five demerits. Two fives meant a suspension for three days, three warranted a two-week suspension, and four guaranteed immediate expulsion. The safety monitors had an ample arsenal with which to threaten and blackmail. Mindless fascism in the hands of nine or ten year olds.

Being an outstanding pupil, Fuensanta was a safety monitor. At ten years and five months, she was the eldest in the class; I was the youngest at nine and two months. She had been kept back because of the year she had spent in Buenos Aires, where her father had worked at the embassy. She was different from the rest of us. She knew more than anyone else and she spoke both English and French fluently.

Over time, our chewing-gum game became more sophisticated as we passed the gum not only from hand to hand but from mouth to mouth. For a few seconds I would feel her warm lips, her tongue placing the chewing gum on mine.

At break time we would meet up in one of the deserted corners of the playground. We had only a few minutes, since she had to get back to her work as a spy. We talked very little, and never about ourselves. I was afraid that if I told her about my world of rooftops and parents who had sold their car to pay the fees she would dump me. I later found out that she was ashamed of her family: her father was a corrupt politician and a vicious drunk who would beat her beautiful but emotionally stunted mother. We kept our private lives to ourselves, limiting our conversation to gossiping about our classmates, talking about teachers we liked and disliked, and complaining about homework.

One day I saw Carlos playing a game he called arañitas with a girl. The game was simple: you placed a closed fist on a girl’s knee and opened it slowly, your fingers gently stroking her as if they were arañitas – little spiders. When Carlos did it, the girl blushed and her skin broke out in goose bumps. I decided it would be a great idea to play it with Fuensanta.

During break time, in our distant corner, I suggested we play arañitas.

“What’s that?” she asked.

“Give me your knee.”

She brought her left leg closer. I placed my right hand gently on her knee and slowly spread my fingers. She shuddered and instantly got goose bumps. I looked up and saw that her legs were parted. I could just make out the white of her underwear. She saw me looking, but did not close her legs.

“Do you want to keep playing?” I asked.

She thought for a second and nodded. I placed my fist on the inside of her right thigh and slowly moved my fingers over her skin. She wriggled and her skin prickled again.

“Did you like it?”

Fuensanta breathed deeply. Her neck began to flush red. We looked at each other for a moment, both of us panting for breath. My heart was hammering in my chest.

“One more time?” I said, my voice quavering.

She nodded. “Uh huh.”

I inched the “little spiders” to the very top of her thigh, splaying my fingers until I touched her knickers. Fuensanta flinched and looked around, breathing heavily, then she relaxed as I continued to stroke her crotch. She gazed at me, but did not try to push my hand away.

Suddenly, she closed her legs and moved away. She jerked her chin: two of her friends were coming up behind me. I stood up, tugging at my trousers to hide my erection.

“See you,” I said.

She forced a smile and tried to say something but choked up. I could not say a word. I walked past her friends and melted into a crowd of boys playing basketball.


It is said that Viking men would not marry virgins. They found the idea that a woman had not been desired by other men suspicious. To them, virginity was not a virtue but a flaw. While in Middle Eastern countries a woman may be stoned for bringing dishonour on her family by losing her virginity, among Vikings a woman was thought to bring dishonour on herself if she did not arouse men’s passions. Surely a virgin hid insufferable vices: surliness, bad breath, gracelessness, idiocy. For some perverse reason her hymen was still intact. Who could love a woman who had been scorned by others?
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