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foreword

by LEILA LEHNEN

I arrived in the United States in the 1990s as an exchange student. Various displacements had marked my trajectory. As the daughter of an Indian mother and a Brazilian father who, every few years, uprooted my younger brother and me, taking us from one country to another across continents and languages, I was used to different cultures and sociabilities. But for the first time, I felt I was in a country I had no attachment to. Of course, I knew the United States from films and television series, and Seattle in the 1990s was having something of a moment (Sleepless in Seattle and Singles were tapping into the cultural and romantic sensibilities of the time). But this was definitely a city and a country that were strangely unfamiliar, though they resonated with echoes of my cultural memory and past experiences (the Burke Museum coffee shop, now closed, literally reproduced the room of a European chateau. However, coffee was served in “to go” cups, a very American novelty at the time). The strangeness was not jarring. But the details appeared a little off-key. For example, I was unsettled by coffee shop attendants who, while taking my request, asked me how I was doing. I knew they had no genuine interest in the answer, and that dissonance between language and reality disquieted me. The familiarity/unfamiliarity of my surroundings, my interactions, and the classes I took at the university filled me with enthusiastic anticipation, the excitement of learning and new experiences, and, simultaneously, nostalgia for familiar places, smells, tastes, and sounds. Of course, I adapted. I now am not shocked if the supermarket cashier asks me how I am—in fact, I enjoy these details of sociability in the United States. I have to adjust when I am in other countries and transactional interactions happen with silent efficiency.

Not surprisingly, Paloma Vidal’s 2009 novel Algum lugar [Somewhere], masterfully translated into English by Jordan B. Jones, hit a chord with me when I read it for the first time (shortly after its publication) and again when I read Jones’s skilled English translation, even though by the time I read Vidal’s beautiful, understated novel, I had been in the States for over a decade. I had gotten used to responding to random and perfunctory inquiries about my well-being; I was transported into the psyche of the person I had been when I first arrived in Seattle, who was both intrigued by people’s openness and friendliness and bewildered by their casualness. Jones maintains the original text’s potency and its intimate, observant stance. Vidal’s text acutely captures the sense of dislocation(s) that comes with being in a place that is simultaneously strangely familiar yet profoundly foreign. The anonymous first-person narrator-protagonist, a Brazilian exchange student (whose parents are Argentine), arrives in Los Angeles with her partner in a study abroad program. She wanders the almost empty streets of the city and is both enthralled and fractured by being in the “city with no center” (51). We follow her on her meanderings, which are not just geographical but also veer into the philosophical and the existential—the narrator-protagonist is supposed to be writing a doctoral thesis; she explores various theoretical concepts that were en vogue in literary and cultural studies in the 1990s. We observe her awkward attempts to connect with a fellow graduate student from Korea whose Spanish is “correct and at the same time confusing” (26), while we also accompany the protagonist’s linguistic experimentations, her often uncomfortable movements in three different languages (her native Portuguese, her heritage Spanish, and the third linguistic wheel, English). The narrator-protagonist is seeking (for a dissertation topic, for a way to belong in the new geography, for friendship). Still, her search is labyrinthine, filled with what seem to be rabbit holes that nonetheless lead us to a highly perceptive text about what it means to be between cultures and languages, what it means to belong or not to be able to belong to a place, a relationship, a sense of self. Displacement, belonging, and searching are constants in Vidal’s oeuvre. Her works, primarily written in what one might call prosaic poetic prose, immerse the reader in her protagonists’ psyches. And yet the intimate, delicate tone of Vidal’s texts is often layered with a subtle yet keen commentary about issues such as capitalism, memory, migration. If, in Somewhere, the narrator-protagonist reflects on the second Iraq invasion while considering how the non-spaces of outdoor malls and empty city centers affect contemporary sociability and, upon returning from Los Angeles, ponders on motherhood, in Pré-história (2020) the unraveling of a relationship parallels the coming apart of a nation as the country moves to impeach its first woman president. More recently, Vidal has published her first novel in Spanish, La banda oriental (2021), an acerbic yet gentle commentary on class, privilege, and gender that skillfully combines the sensitive and tender voice of a young girl (and sometimes a dog) with Borgesian footnotes that function as humorous social commentaries.

Beyond writing fiction and poetry, Vidal is also a published literary scholar and translator. These sensibilities transpire in her texts. The language of Somewhere (both in the original Portuguese and in the English translation by Jordan Jones) is deceptively simple. Yet language complicates the experiences we read about as we move through the sentences. Vidal’s prose points us toward the opacity of what we call “reality.” Take, for example, this sentence: “I realize that if I don’t have a space of my own out there, my thoughts don’t belong to me” (“Constato que se não tenho um espaço meu do lado de fora, meus pensamentos não me pertencem,” Algum lugar 21). The protagonist’s frustrating attempt to find a residence in Los Angeles reveals layers of existential disquiet. Such passages punctuate the narrative, appearing at mundane or random moments. For example, the discovery of a costume shop is followed by the question “Você acha que vamos conseguir ficar?” (32), which Jones translates as “You think we’ll manage to stay?” The translation captures the original’s intimate, informal tone, which one assumes is a conversation between the narrator-protagonist and her partner, M. At the same time, the choice of “manage” communicates the anxiety that infuses the question (in English and Portuguese). Jones also manages to translate what earlier I described as Vidal’s “prosaic poetic prose.” For instance, describing the process of moving from Rio de Janeiro to Los Angeles, the narrator-protagonist explains: “My house, spread across the city, no longer belongs to me” (“Minha casa espalhada pela cidade não me pertence mais,” 32). Though the original Portuguese does not have a comma, the insertion of the punctuation in English adds a reflective pause, which expresses the contemplative, melancholy tone of the statement.

The language of Somewhere reverberates the sentiment of dislocation, fracture, and unreality that punctuates the narrator’s experiences in California. Divided into three sections (Los Angeles–Rio de Janeiro–Los Angeles), the text has no chapters per se. Instead, the sections are organized in longer paragraphs, interspersed with shorter ones, in which the narrator retells her dreams, and the occasional, one-sentence reflections. Longer sections detail episodes from the narrator-protagonist’s daily life, almost as if she were keeping a diary. Even though the text oscillates between everyday experiences and dreams, the narrative is cohesive. The oneiric passages are tethered to the narrator’s daily experiences by tenuous yet noticeable ties—the dreams, which are also disjunctive, reflect the sense of searching and loss that prevails in the narrator-protagonist’s waking moments. Jordan Jones maintains this structure, capturing the flow of the Portuguese text.

Somewhere is a novel about getting lost and displacement and a text about discovery, finding, and searching. Jones’s translation of Vidal’s text recovers, finds, and retrieves the voice that haunts the Portuguese version of the text. When I was reading the English translation, I once again was transported into that experience of being unmoored, of seeking, and the joys and frustrations that come with these feelings. And I rediscovered Vidal’s text. Reading Jones’s skilled translation revealed details I missed in the original version. For example, the English version of the text highlights the sense of foreboding that lingers in the text, especially in the first section. To keep the textual cadence, which—despite being a narrative about dislocation and about, in a way, coming apart (and becoming again), as well as existential, cultural, and linguistic fragmentation—nonetheless has a flowing rhythm, Jones opted to keep not only the story’s original structure (longer paragraphs, with shorter bursts of reflection and dreams). He also maintained the code-switching that speaks of the narrator-protagonist’s complicated relation to the three languages she speaks. Thus, as he explains in an introductory note, Jones preserves the English that appears in the Portuguese version of the novel. Linguistic rupture (i.e., the insertion of English words, expressions, or even a paragraph) is visually set apart in the Portuguese and in Jones’s text. In this manner, visual unsettlement retains the sense of estrangement one feels when reading English passages in the Portuguese version of the novel.

Somewhere is a novel about translation. Jordan Jones’s rendering of the text in English invites and introduces the reader to what a “translated existence” might be, to how it might feel to live between languages, geographies, and cultures, to be a migrant. These were important themes at the beginning of the 21st century and, if anything, have only gained relevance in contemporary times. Jones’s elegant and precise translation of Vidal’s novel complicates the view of Latin American immigrants to the United States. Given the continued relevance of this topic and the need to understand the complexity of the migratory experience, Jordan Jones’s translation of Algum lugar is an important addition to the small (but growing) number of Brazilian literary texts that have recently been translated into English.





Somewhere in Brazilian Literature: A Brief Introduction to Algum lugar [Somewhere], by Paloma Vidal


by JORDAN B. JONES


Paloma Vidal’s Life and Work

Paloma Vidal is a writer, a poet, a translator, and a professor of literary theory at the Federal University of São Paulo. In addition to numerous other publications, she has produced four novels, five books of literary criticism, four short story collections, five books of poetry, and over twenty book-length translations. Each of these works reflects themes enmeshed in her writing across genres: explorations of personal identity, immigration, and a sense of in-betweenness and displacement that individuals in any society can experience, accompanied by perpetual internal inquiries about who they are and where they might belong.

This sense of in-betweenness and divided identity is familiar to Vidal herself: born to Argentine parents in Buenos Aires, at age two she moved with her family to Rio de Janeiro to flee the uncertainty and violence of the dictatorship in Argentina during the late 1970s (Brazil was also under a dictatorship at this time, but by that point its government’s repressive stranglehold was beginning to ease). Vidal regularly traveled back to Argentina for visits throughout her childhood and adolescence, but because she grew up and completed her schooling in Brazil, she spoke Portuguese the vast majority of the time. Not surprisingly, most of her writing—including that of her 2009 debut novel Algum lugar [Somewhere]—happens in Portuguese, rather than Spanish, and her prose and poetry are steeped in a sense of being caught between worlds. This is most visible in the juxtaposition of geographies (Brazil, Argentina, and the United States) and languages (Portuguese, Spanish, and English) through which Vidal’s characters frequently travel. In addition to externally visible shifts in location and language, her characters also face profound upheavals in their self-concept and interpersonal networks. The constant emotional, relational, and identity-based displacement they experience shapes their experiences at home and abroad as they navigate what Leila Lehnen calls the “destabilizing” experience of traveling or migrating to another place (81). This destabilization occurs personally, socially, and culturally and moves the characters to “think about and recreate their individual and collective identities” (Lehnen 81).1 As readers accompany them, they receive implicit invitations to reflect on their own travel and/or migration, along with the recreations of identity prompted by those experiences. The results of these reconfigurations of personal identity throughout Somewhere are initially unclear, both to the narrator-protagonist and to readers. Indeed, the novel serves as a sounding board for the protagonist to narrate her experiences and think through them via the writing process. Such an approach—using writing to think through and effect changes in one’s identity—is a familiar tactic in world literature in general and in Brazilian literature specifically.



Vidal’s Place Among Brazilian Women Writers

Vidal is certainly not the first Brazilian author to explore displacement, identity, and in-betweenness in her writing. Indeed, she belongs to an important tradition of writers who grapple with the challenges and opportunities that come with living in Brazilian society. Her Argentine–Brazilian heritage affords her a dual perspective on Brazil as both an insider and outsider, and her experiences of womanhood and motherhood likewise inform her writing in important ways. They lend her writing a transcendent quality that transgresses national, linguistic, and cultural borders, allowing her to communicate important aspects of human experience to readers of various backgrounds. And although Vidal is an important writer in Brazilian literature tout court, situating her work in relation to that of her female literary predecessors is helpful in understanding the importance of her writing today.

Sadly, over the course of Brazilian literary history women writers have been vastly underrepresented, overlooked, and under-resourced when it comes to publishing their works. This has changed to some extent in the last several decades, but a marked imbalance persists. Despite this gender asymmetry, many important women writers have made profound marks on the panorama of Brazilian literature. In its most concrete form (at least in relation to novel-writing), the tradition of Brazilian women writers begins with Maria Firmina dos Reis (1825–1917), Brazil’s first female—and first Afro-Brazilian female—novelist, whose antislavery novel Ursula (1860) contains extended first-person narration of enslaved and free Black characters forcibly displaced from home and family. This tradition also includes Rachel de Queiroz (1910–2003), who began writing in the Modernist vein and whose 1930 novel O quinze (a reference to the devastating drought of 1915) portrays the climate-based displacement of migrants in Brazil’s semiarid northeastern region; Clarice Lispector (1920–1977), whose short stories and novels continually question women’s and mothers’ roles in Brazilian society, and whose posthumous 1977 novel The Hour of the Star follows an uneducated woman as she migrates from the northeast of Brazil to Rio de Janeiro; and Carolina Maria de Jesus (1914–1977) and Conceição Evaristo (born in 1946), whose insightful writings explore Afro-Brazilian women’s experiences within and beyond domestic spaces. These pioneering figures and many others have done much to carve out space for women writers in Brazil, but there is still a striking gender imbalance in literary production in Brazil. Indeed, in a landmark study of the novels released by major Brazilian publishers between 1990 and 2014, Regina Dalcastagnè notes that women writers account for less than one-third of the novels published (119). Though much work remains to be done, contemporary authors such as Eliana Alves Cruz, Adriana Lisboa, Tatiana Salem Levy, and Jarid Arraes (along with many others) are helping to mitigate this disproportion. As an active part of this network of important Brazilian writers, Paloma Vidal and her novel Somewhere explore themes of displacement, identity, motherhood, and emotional health that appear throughout her oeuvre, across the wide panorama of literature by Brazilian writers in general, and in the works of contemporary Brazilian women writers in particular. Her novel is uncommon in large part due to its hemispheric storyline and its use of Portuguese, Spanish, and English. As such, it represents an important bridge between women and women writers throughout the Americas as they navigate the societies in which they live.



Situating Somewhere and Its Themes

In addition to the themes mentioned earlier, which appear repeatedly throughout Paloma Vidal’s literary production, Somewhere includes extended examinations of war, immigration, and motherhood. Readers encounter these motifs as soon as they open the book: the first line portrays the unnamed narrator’s arrival at the Los Angeles International Airport, temporarily separated from her partner and adrift in a sea of passengers, luggage, and unfamiliar languages. Initially overwhelmed by the unfamiliarity and size of the airport, she eventually finds her partner, to whom she refers throughout the novel using a single letter: M. Upon leaving the airport, she and M enter a city that carries a “sense of recognition,” a “false familiarity,” thanks to the international prominence and consumption of works by the Hollywood film industry (16). It is against this hauntingly familiar-yet-foreign backdrop that they attempt to conquer a space of their own during the narrator’s yearlong fellowship at UCLA. In a narrative reflection of the protagonist’s fragmented reality, the novel comprises a series of semi-related sections, separated by blank lines and often narrated from different perspectives. Interspersed among multi-paragraph descriptions narrated in the first person (like the airport scene noted above), readers encounter pointed one-line questions like “Do you really want to be here?” (16) or “Will our journey be yet another version of the American Dream?” (20). These queries, which torment the narrator throughout the novel, appear as flashes of self-doubt in the narrator’s mind. Such abrupt questions contrast with third-person descriptions of the narrator’s actions, which convey a sense of distance and objectivity to readers. These sections, in turn, give way to first- and second-person prose, and the cycle continues throughout the novel.

The novel’s shifting narration provides the protagonist and readers alike with opportunities to reflect on what it means to be an immigrant, how to accommodate or adapt to a new environment, and the importance of networks of solidarity in making this transition. It also portrays the negative effects of dysfunctional or underdeveloped support networks. At one point in the novel, the narrator needs to find a place to stay for a night and laments, “More than a year living in this city, and there’s only one person I can turn to for a place to stay. Is that really true?” (73). This scene is emblematic of the isolation and disjointedness of her experience in Los Angeles, plagued by self-doubt and a sense of being constantly adrift.

Somewhere focuses primarily on the narrator’s personal journey, but it invokes the trauma of others as well. Though they do not take center stage, the specters of the Brazilian and Argentine dictatorships occasionally surface in the novel. Referring to the violence and uncertainty of dictatorships in Brazil and Argentina in the 1960s–1980s, Vidal positions her writing within a larger movement of contemporary writers and filmmakers producing what she calls “literature and film of children of the dictatorship” (interview with the author). As is true of Vidal’s family, these writers’ parents were directly affected by political violence in Latin America. And because authors like Vidal, Julián Fuks, Tatiana Salem Levy, and others grew up in the final years and aftermath of dictatorship violence, as children these writers (many of whom are female) had some sense of what was happening but were not fully conscious of its implications or its mechanisms while the regimes were still in place. They inherit what Marianne Hirsch (writing about the Holocaust) calls postmemory—that is, “the relationship that the ‘generation after’ bears to the personal, collective, and cultural trauma of those who came before—to experiences they ‘remember’ only by means of the stories, images, and behaviors among which they grew up” (5). The result of this heritage of dictatorship postmemory—at least in the case of Somewhere’s protagonist—is a veiled sense of emotional detachment that manifests itself in troubled interpersonal relationships and in the character’s consumption of news reports about violence overseas.

In Somewhere, this violence is epitomized in the US involvement in the Iraq War of the early 2000s, under the Bush administration. Although this particular war sits at a temporal remove from today’s readers, Vidal’s novel reflects on war in prescient ways that resonate today—particularly with regard to the United States, its involvement in the Middle East, and Russia’s invasions of Ukraine in 2014 and 2022. Somewhere represents a perceptive contemplation of authoritarian inclinations in the Brazilian and US governments and the danger that such tendencies pose. These musings connect to the current moment in important ways, especially given the rise of extremist groups and concerted attacks on democracy in recent years, in both the United States and Brazil.

While the novel explores physical, emotional, and sexual violence on both national and international scales, it most consistently does so at the personal and interpersonal levels. As she describes dysfunction in her relationship with M (her partner) and with a Korean friend named Luci, the narrator struggles to find her place, while also recognizing her own prejudice and selfishness. All the while, she doubts the viability of her life in the United States, penning questions like “You think we’ll manage to stay?” (25) or “Would you tell me if this didn’t make sense anymore?” (46). Through it all, Vidal’s character is plagued by a sense of isolation exacerbated by the limited technology of the time—a time before the existence or widespread use of social media, WhatsApp, and other resources that would have allowed her to connect with friends and family instantaneously and inexpensively. Though some aspects of immigrant experiences in the United States have changed, the novel remains a powerful portrayal of the isolation and challenges often faced by those attempting to carve out a life in a new country.

Throughout her time in the United States, the narrator attempts to make Los Angeles her own—to exert some degree of control over the city, a place that, like others she has found herself in, “should belong to [me] but doesn’t” (39). Her somber reflection about M applies equally to her: “Poor guy, I think, poor guy, alone, in this massive city, in this immense, infinite city” (43). In an almost comical attempt to win ground in her existential crusade, the narrator purchases a guide to the trees and shrubs of California and decides that she will become a tree connoisseur. Upon leaving her apartment and walking up to a tree, she attempts to navigate the dizzying queries the book poses to help her identify the specimen before her. As she proceeds, she finds that she is unable to answer the book’s battery of questions with any confidence and ends up picking a genus semi-randomly. This scene parallels other moments of the novel, in which the narrator and readers alike discover that her attempts to memorize the shops and streets of Los Angeles are futile. Or, as she reflects later in the novel, “I think I’ll always be a solitary passer-by in this city” (71). She is unable to keep pace with the city’s massive scale and its constant changes. Standing perplexed before the tree, she finds that she is once again frustrated in her yearning to pinpoint and describe what she sees and experiences. The tree, like Los Angeles, resists classification, as does the narrator’s identity, which is an intertangled assemblage of her life experiences and family history. At the end of the scene, in exasperation the narrator abandons her project, leaves the book at the foot of the tree, and walks away. This moment foreshadows her eventual decision to abandon life in Los Angeles and move back to Rio de Janeiro, where she will face the physical and emotional changes that accompany motherhood and the birth of her son. Like the book left behind for someone else to find, Vidal’s novel explores the often-anonymous traces of immigrant experiences that persist even after the person who generated them has moved on or moved away.

Just as the narrator places the book at the foot of the tree, Vidal lays Somewhere at the feet of her readers, inviting them to question the categories and identities they experience and observe around them. As they engage with this novel, readers undergo a version of the disorientation and bewilderment that the narrator experiences as she seeks to find a place for herself, and for her relationships, somewhere. In the novel’s geographic displacement, readers accompany the narrator from Argentina to Brazil to California, then back to Brazil, and finally to Argentina once more, where the narrator deepens her connections with her mother and with her own son. It charts out not only the challenges that immigrants face, but also ways in which they can connect with their heritage and draw strength from the experiences of their ancestors.



Final Thoughts

As noted earlier, Vidal is a prolific translator, rendering the works of many Spanish-language authors into Portuguese and vice versa, including household names such as Clarice Lispector, Adolfo Bioy Casares, and Silviano Santiago. Though produced in specific places and languages, questions of displacement and distance permeate her original works and her translations alike. As Vidal writes, “each poem, and each book, is a way of being in-between” (Estar entre 9). Beyond the displacement and in-betweenness her writing enacts at the textual level, Vidal and her characters continually convey a pervasive and persistent sense of being caught between worlds while never quite fitting into any of them. Indeed, for over a decade Vidal has maintained a blog entitled “Lugares onde não estou” (“Places Where I’m Not”), for which the URL is escritosgeograficos.blogspot.com (“geographic writings”). Similarly, her professional website, ondeeunaoestou.com (“where I’m not”), centers the idea and experience of displacement. In short, Vidal’s life experience and her writing alike bear witness to feelings of perpetual in-betweenness that people can experience in relation to nationality, language, interpersonal relationships, and other aspects of their lives. Vidal’s own poetry and novels have been translated into Spanish and French, and a few short stories have been translated into English. Though Vidal has produced many texts since her literary debut, it is fitting that Somewhere should be her first book-length text translated into English.2 Perhaps, as they read this novel, readers will see themselves and their experiences reflected in the text, somewhere.
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Somewhere

BY PALOMA VIDAL

Translated from the Portuguese

BY JORDAN B. JONES




Translator’s Note

Translating Algum lugar [Somewhere] from Portuguese into English was a rewarding exercise in displacement, challenging and motivating me as I searched for ways to convey the various languages, linguistic registers, and perspectives Paloma Vidal weaves into her novel. She sometimes writes formally but most often adopts an informal register, using syntax and punctuation in ways that reflect speech (and often forgoing things like quotation marks). To preserve the conversational feel of the original, I approached punctuation and syntax flexibly in my translation, sometimes recasting commas (often used liberally in Portuguese) as parentheses or em dashes—and occasionally breaking long sentences in two. I frequently rearranged word order in favor of readability, and I inserted common expressions comparable to those that appear in the original. My goal in all of this was to retain the book’s intimate feel and to recreate a version of the experience Portuguese-speaking readers might have had with the original: that of reading a book that reflects the protagonist’s feelings of displacement and disorientation, caught as she is between languages and worlds, but that does so in generally accessible and familiar prose.

Although written primarily in Portuguese, Vidal’s text periodically includes phrases in English and Spanish. Given the resemblance between Portuguese and Spanish (and because many Brazilians study English in school), these phrases would likely be at least somewhat comprehensible to her primary audience of Brazilian readers. Knowing that many US Americans have some context for Spanish but are unfamiliar with Portuguese, I saw no practical alternative to reducing the original three-language reading experience to a two-language experience that includes English and Spanish. With few exceptions (e.g., place names), I have translated all of the Portuguese into English, and I have reproduced the Spanish as it appears in the original: most often in italics and sometimes in quotes. For text that appears in English in the original, I have used italics and this sans serif font (Gill Sans MT), thereby distinguishing my translation from Vidal’s English prose. The goal of this formatting choice is to remind readers that, although they are encountering only two languages, the protagonist is living her life in three. This gives readers a taste of the disorientation such an experience might provoke, while still ensuring readability.

As occurs with any text, translating Somewhere presented various challenges, and I was at times faced with choices that inevitably confined the interpretive possibilities embedded in certain words from the original. I sought to counter that necessarily reductive process by introducing expansive language in other moments of the novel, all the while remaining anchored in Vidal’s prose. I collaborated with Vidal to work through questions and to craft a translation that I hope will resonate with readers and that will be as generative as the original (even if not always in the same moments), moving them toward a deeper understanding of themselves and richer relationships with those around them.

Se llega a un lugar sin haber partido

de otro, sin llegar.

[You get to one place without having left

another, without arriving.]

Silvina Ocampo





Los Angeles


I

Autumn was beginning to show its colors in the northern hemisphere when my flight landed in the city, at 10:05. I passed through immigration without any problems, showing my student visa, and rescued my luggage from one of the dozens of carousels at arrivals. All I had left to do was look for a place to sit through the four hours remaining until M’s arrival.

Pushing the cart with my giant blue bag, I move toward an attendant outside the concourse: I’m waiting for someone who arrives on American Airlines flight 3455. Where could I find a café? There’s nothing around here, the man responds, smiling. What about chairs? Also nothing. You could use one of those benches for the disabled, he suggests, but you’ll have to get up if someone asks you to. That’s the deal? On the outside of the concourse I plow forward with my cart, narrowly avoiding other recently arrived passengers, and I finally find some chairs in the next terminal over, where I lie down and observe my neighbors until I fall asleep: two Asian women talking excitedly in their language, a guy, lying down like me, glued to his bag, two tall Black men, standing with their legs spread wide, holding signs with the names of passengers. I can’t understand the voice coming from the loudspeaker. Is it English?

When I wake up, M’s plane has already emptied. I look for him in vain. The concourses are packed. People come and go, bumping into each other, trying to find their carousel so they can get their things and—as quickly as possible—leave the airport that makes a point of pushing them out. Outside, the taxi and van lines are long. I don’t see him in any of them. I think, none of this would be happening if we had traveled on the same flight, and I anticipate the mutual blame: from him, because I got ahead of myself and bought a ticket before we even knew we were coming; from me, because he didn’t get his until the last minute. I push my cart back to my terminal, hoping that M will have gone to meet me there, guided by the number that I scribbled on a piece of paper before departing. I come across the attendant from earlier, who looks at me but doesn’t recognize me. I can’t believe that we’re already lost before we’ve even left the airport. I don’t want to believe it: if I let myself get carried away, in hindsight I’ll see the connection between the many signs that were invisible before and that pointed toward what only now, alone in the city, I’m able to comprehend. The decision to come on separate flights will seem to me like the first misstep. What’s worse, the fact that there weren’t two seats on the same flight will seem like an omen that I wasn’t able to discern but that called into question the whole point of the journey. The shock of recollection suddenly paralyzes my thoughts: we had planned to meet at the car rental place. When I arrive, he’s there, drinking coffee and reading the Los Angeles Times.

When he hears my voice, M lowers the paper and smiles. Then he sets it on the ground, gets up, comes toward me and hugs me, as if he had anticipated the mix-up, which I don’t mention so I don’t lose my chance at a fresh start. We’re here. It worked. Soon, we’ll be crossing the city. What we’ll see will be much like a scene where the boundaries between reality and fiction fade away. My imagination won’t have been the only thing at work here, which is why the feeling comes that I’ve already seen everything somewhere else, far away from here. Slowly driving the white car we rented, which is huge despite being the cheapest one, he too seems like he’s fresh out of a movie, with the smile of someone who’s thinking the unthinkable. A smile that will distance him from me and will make me roll down the window to open myself up to the transparent scenery of the city, seducing me with a false familiarity of little homes and palm trees, familiar stores and brands, long avenues under a perfectly blue sky. I’ll let it seduce me with its movielike geometry, abandoning the troubling impression of the airport in favor of a sense of recognition that in this moment will comfort me.

Do you really want to be here?

On the TV in the room we booked downtown, dozens of sales channels offer useless products. Dozens of news channels, all talking about the same thing in the same way: the war in Iraq, our casualties in Iraq, how to get out of Iraq. The approach seems unreal. Iraq War blinks on the screen like the title of a new film. What follows is a type of trailer, alike on every channel, with the same images coupled with the same captions. When I turn off the TV, I’m exhausted, but I can’t close my eyes.

Every day during the first week, we go up and down Wilshire Boulevard, which goes from downtown to the ocean, right by Westwood, where the university is. Kilometers along an avenue that, especially on the way back, seems to have no end. We spend the entire day in a nomadic state, from the university to some apartment advertised on the internet, then to a bar, back to the university, then to the bank, to try to open an account, another apartment, but nothing livable for the price we’re able to pay.

An old man greets us at the gate of a three-story building that looks like a house, with a little garden in the entry that, although neglected, promises an inviting interior. We follow the man to a door at the end of a hallway, which opens to reveal a dark square, with a high window on the right-hand wall; on the left, a door to the bathroom; at the back, a counter with a sink and a portable two-burner stove. The contrast with the bright exterior makes the environment even gloomier. We thank the old man and leave with our heads hung low.

We don’t speak much, but we’re united in our search and in our determination to not give in to discouragement. M says things like, “that’s how it goes.” Other times, I’m the one who makes the encouraging comment that gives us the extra energy to keep looking, going up and down the campus stairs, still disoriented, without knowing if the sequence of our errands will result in any measurable success today. We go back to our room exhausted, after spending over an hour in a drawn-out journey along the avenue that cuts through the city. It’s only months later, while riding in a car with a friend, that we’ll begin to understand that in Los Angeles the avenues aren’t really thoroughfares; to get around, you use the freeways, which form a map overlaid on the city, a map of their own, with their entrances and exits that maintain only a tangential relationship with the grid plan, the remnants of a city in which sidewalks still made some sense.

Downtown? an acquaintance from Brazil asks when we talk on the phone, I’ll be right there to pick you up. The rescue team never arrives.

During our first sightseeing outing, through the busy streets of Santa Monica, very close to the beach, we entered a bookstore on 2nd Street, a welcoming place, curiously protected from the hubbub about it, as if it had been there since much earlier, in a time in which there weren’t so many stores, so many pedestrians, so much traffic, and this antiquity allowed it to stay separate; to maintain, for example, its proportions, much smaller than those of the big chain bookstores, with only one floor and a handful of sections. It was in the Critical theory section that I found a paperback edition of One-Way Street, a book with a light green cover, with a twenty-page introduction by Susan Sontag, which I carried around indecisively from one section to another for the half hour that we spent in the store until I convinced myself that I actually wanted it. M left with a small Wallace Stevens collection.

When I got to my room, I put the book on the bed, but I didn’t open it that night, thinking it wasn’t exactly what I should read in that moment. Instead, I should go to the library and methodically start my research, an idea which filled me with an enveloping anxiety connected to other projects that I’d never finished. But Benjamin’s book, its shape, its composition, with innumerable subtitles followed by small one- or two-page sections, comforted me with the possibility of other methods.

If it’s up to Los Angeles, our English will forever stay as it is: a basic, Latinized, transitory language.

I realize that if I don’t have a space of my own out there, my thoughts don’t belong to me. Only, another weekend has come and gone and we have no prospect of finding an apartment in the next few days, so my mind will continue to float around in its own confusion, unable to concentrate on any of the readings I present to it after an initial trip to the library. We’ve already exhausted the list of ads through discouraging phone calls and useless visits. The long trips to and from the university have become a silent torture. Each day we are massacred by the city, which makes us pay for our ignorance with a slow and grinding journey. My only contact with it is through the car window, a small, private, moving screen. I watch a long sequence in which the city shows its apparent monotony—a single street, from one end to the other. Supposedly, anyone could walk around anywhere, but no: there are the Wilshire and Beverly Drive pedestrians, the Wilshire and Fairfax pedestrians, the Wilshire and La Brea ones, and the Wilshire and Western ones. As we move closer to downtown, everything becomes less homogenous: Blacks, Asians, Arabs, the new buildings and the old dilapidated ones, the department stores and the museum, empty lots, bicycles and cars. From one end of the boulevard to the other, the differences are apparent, but everything passes by seamlessly, like one thing that leads naturally to another.

Each time they reach their room she thinks about how it would be impossible to do this without him. How could she face the claustrophobic room, with its old floral curtains and a double bed in the center of the carpeted rectangle? Before 9 pm they are both squeezed into it. She remembers when she was a girl and would sometimes go all afternoon without getting up, shut away from the world in a space that was hers alone, able to metamorphose infinitely. She asks herself if she has lost the ability to bear isolation, but she admits that even back then she could only bear it because in the distance she could hear the noise of the dishes from the kitchen or because a shadow under the door betrayed someone in the hallway.

Sometimes he stays awake until late. She doesn’t know how he spends that time, but nothing comforts her more than to think that his gaze sometimes rests on her while she’s sleeping. To what degree this feeling is reciprocated is a question: how much does he also need her? Would he be able to do this alone? She doesn’t ask. She obeys when he asks her to undress, while he does the same. Under the covers they are two naked bodies and the world becomes infinitesimal. After the sex, he embraces her with his whole body, as if wanting to hold her within himself. And suddenly he gets up with a mumbled excuse, shattering the scene with a forced detachment.

Will our journey be yet another version of the American Dream?

The detachment is overwhelming. I write emails to friends describing events, but everything sounds fake. Behind each phrase there’s a question that I myself am unable to answer. A question mark at the end of every sentence would be more appropriate, or an abstract sketch: a straight line that at some point transforms into a spiral until it forms the shape of two upside-down letters.

You dream you’ve just arrived in Los Angeles. It’s midday and you walk through the streets around the hotel, close to what they call the Financial District. Without even realizing, you’ve gone several blocks and are now among the skyscrapers in the financial district. Even though it’s lunchtime, the streets are practically deserted. You feel like you’re in some futuristic landscape. At any moment, a flying car might appear between the buildings. Exactly, a flying car, a metallic blue car, the size of a Beetle and also rounded, like the one that’s flying over your head. You aren’t scared, but you think it’s incredible that it hasn’t crashed into any of the buildings. As soon as you think this, you see a huge tower of black smoke ahead, probably caused by the impact of the vehicle. Surprisingly, the building that was struck doesn’t fall; it just leans a little to the left, allowing you to see another part of the city behind it, a part you didn’t know existed, with signs in some Asian language.

“Here’s the deal: Los Angeles is not an easy place to grasp. It doesn’t feel like any city you’ve ever known. It’s vast and amorphous, with no clearly defined center. But the key to understanding—and appreciating—the place is to throw out the notion that it’s a city at all.” It was on the first page of the guidebook. How did I not see it?

I started reading One-Way Street without skipping Susan Sontag’s introduction. After a few paragraphs that describe pictures of Benjamin from the late 20s through the late 30s, she states: “He was what the French called un triste.” I’m hooked. The short phrase, the two languages, the promise of a text that is more subjective than critical, or rather, a text in which subjectivity and criticism are the same because it’s understood that life and work are one. She talks about this later, when describing Benjamin’s obsession with working nonstop, totally immersed in what he does. She mentions his countless notebooks, letters, journals. Everything becomes writing, even dreams—writing capable of synthesizing experience.

Exactly two weeks after our arrival, we finally get an apartment with the help of a Colombian classmate who tells us about an opening in her building, two blocks from the bus stop that will take us to Wilshire and Westwood, where we can catch a shuttle across campus. Perfect, I tell her when she shows me the spot on the map.

Following her lead, we reverse the route until we come to a deserted street with houses and low buildings, all more or less neglected, with peeling paint and garbage bags on each doorstep. We walk to a four-story building with green balconies, imitating a colonial style that, together with the other, more solemn buildings on the block, creates a heterogeneity unique to the city. As we pass through the glass door facing the street, we’re surprised by an inner courtyard, with several apartments looking out on it. But not our apartment, which, luckily, is on one of the sides and looks out on the street.

It’s a studio, well-lit despite the small rectangular windows near the ceiling, with beige carpet that’s reasonably clean, and it’s freshly painted. There’s no furniture, except for what’s in the kitchen, separated from everything else by a counter. We buy a bed and a desk from a student who’s returning home. Over the weekend we go to Target, taking advantage of our final days with the rental car. I put a pot, a frying pan, four plates, four cups, some silverware, and a few other basic kitchen utensils in the cart. I also get a set of striped placemats. M goes to explore the rest of the store, while I wander from aisle to aisle, waiting for a revelation, but everything I see seems useless and I end up going to the register without getting anything else. M arrives a few minutes later, smiling and carrying a beach chair.

I never shared my mother’s desire to visit new places. Why travel? Where my mother saw a challenge, for me there was only retreat; people I’d never meet, languages I didn’t understand, dim landscapes. I asked M and he responded, soberly: we’re not traveling, we’re moving.

You dream about your brother. You’re in a city that isn’t Rio. Nor is it Los Angeles. You walk down the street, talking about one of his projects, which is never specified. You decide to enter a store. It’s a bookstore, with shelves up to the ceiling and ladders that move along rails, providing access to the books on the highest shelves. Your brother approaches a clerk. You can’t hear the conversation between the two. You come closer, but their words remain inaudible. The clerk disappears. He returns with a book, which he gives to your brother, who hides it, saying you won’t understand. You insist. First you’re joking, then you’re serious. You try to take the book from him. You start shouting. You’re on the brink of tears. At this point, you know it will be impossible to find out what it’s about because you’re already between sleep and wakefulness. The dream breaks off and you wake with a start.

When he found me waiting at the bus stop that will take me to the university, our building’s doorman was taken aback: what are you doing there? The answer was so obvious that he didn’t even give me time to say it, amending his question with the revelation that he had never ridden on a bus in Los Angeles. He’s from Tennessee and brought his car. He lived in it for three weeks before finding this job at the apartment complex. That’s surprising, I say. He came to Los Angeles to be an actor and even did a few commercials, but he started dating an Ecuadorian woman who planted his feet on the ground. He laughs with his perfectly white smile. I remember that when she’d recommended the apartment, one of the first pros my Colombian classmate mentioned was that the doorman looks like a Hollywood actor. I don’t mention this to the doorman, who keeps talking about how practical his Ecuadorian girlfriend is and how she did away with his dreams of stardom. Our conversation is interrupted by the arrival of my bus. I get on it and he smiles at me through the window, waving as if he were saying goodbye to someone who’s going to cross the ocean.

There aren’t many people on the bus, as usual. A group of teenagers talks and laughs. Words in Spanish break the rhythm of the phrases, producing a studied dissonance. More than a conversation, it’s a duel. Two girls and two boys, sitting side by side, provoke and play around with each other. The occasional interference of the other language is part of the allurement. One of the boys says “te fuiste, te fuiste” and the girls laugh, responding raucously in English.

On the last row, a beggar woman dressed in various layers of clothing carries a pile of objects, cloths, and provisions in a small shopping cart. There are various homeless people like her in the areas around our apartment. Our Colombian neighbor told us that they’re war veterans, people who couldn’t fit in again when they returned; they couldn’t find a job or weren’t taken in by their families or maybe decided to distance themselves from a world they’re no longer a part of. Some talk to themselves, like this lady, who alternates with high- and low-pitched words about the price of fares. The majority are Black and speak an English full of slang that I don’t understand well.

Seated a few rows ahead of the woman, I listen carefully to her monologue, but I’m able to pick up very little. She keeps talking about the price of fares; she indignantly repeats “five dollars” several times, followed by “I’m an old woman.” She punctuates her phrases by banging on the glass with her fist. Each time she does, the driver protests, saying “that’s enough.” She isn’t fazed. She doesn’t hear him, or pretends not to. The situation never becomes tense. There seems to be an agreement: she won’t hit very hard, and he won’t yell. The other passengers don’t interfere. The teenagers continue talking and a few moments later their voices drown out the woman’s.

Through the reflection in the window, I can watch her without being seen. She’s a thin woman whose age is unclear, maybe 50, 60, 65. Even by her voice it’s difficult to determine her age. The impression I get is of several people in one, of one body containing many women of differing ages (just as the clothes she uses probably are), and from different places. It’s the first time I see her on this route. I take this bus every morning to get to the university and to come back in the afternoon. As the cityscape (which I’m learning to recognize) passes by my window, I take part in this temporary microcosm like a living statue.

Rio is a shadow I sometimes see passing by, like a ship flying over the city. The points of comparison are few (just the beach, really, which is still markedly different), but I feel tempted to superimpose one geography on the other as if to measure the degree of my displacement or to force a necessary adaptation. I’m here because I want to be, I repeat.

To follow the news, there was a whole set of war lingo to learn: cluster munition, duds, decapitation attack, collateral damage, civilian casualties. An internet report by Human Rights Watch explains that the term “casualty” refers to both the dead and the injured; it includes fatalities, but also any victim. It also clarifies that a bomb can break into thousands of mini-bombs that explode, devastating everything around them, or that burrow into the soil, capable of blowing up later. The report talks about the laws of war that are often disregarded: people are used as human shields; electric utility buildings are devastated by cluster bombs. There’s a reading of maps, graphics, and aerial photos to be done. A whole territory marked by deadly signs to decipher. The Tigris and Euphrates valleys are combat areas on which triangles, circles with dots in the middle and little crosses are drawn to indicate aerial attacks, the location of artillery, and affected areas. There are no pictures.

On the day of her departure, she woke up much earlier than she needed to, with a nausea that began when she was still asleep, as if provoked by a dream she was later unable to recall. She had everything ready well before the taxi arrived, thanks to the obsessiveness that takes control of her in these moments in which a much-anticipated date draws closer. She had tried to take advantage of her departure to put her entire life in order, so she had spent the week arranging papers, pictures, books, and clothes in labeled boxes that she then took to her parents’ house. The precise order of things left her momentarily in a state of extreme automatism, in which all her thoughts were restricted to making lists. Everything seemed to be ready well in advance, but she still gnawed on the corners of her fingers, seated in her living room waiting for the time to pass, with the feeling that she had left something undone. She could have gone to the phone and called her parents and her brother. She could have said the words they expected in that moment, but no: she deliberately refused to carry out the ritual. With her bags packed, she wished she could close her eyes and disappear.

You dream you’re in Rio. You’re walking down a familiar street at night. You recognize your building, even though it looks nothing like the real one. The rest is totally strange, but you’re not worried—quite the contrary. Despite never having seen these buildings before, you feel that they’re part of a familiar scene for you, perhaps from some other city, some other street you walked along one day. You say this to M, who walks alongside you: I know this place, but I don’t know where from.

I realize that I’m trying to create a domestic circuit for myself in the city, pushing back against the evidence that my neighborhood isn’t a neighborhood. I celebrate each new discovery as a small victory over the sprawl of the city. I already know where to find a dry cleaner, a mechanic, a jeweler; four blocks from the house, a stationery store; on a street behind the grocery store, a glass shop; going down the big avenue to the left, a costume store. A costume store? What do you want a costume store for? M asks. It doesn’t matter. What matters is the discovery, as if the promise of a need being met could temporarily rescue me from my state of isolation. If I need it, I already know where it is. It’s a path drawn between two points that previously had no connection at all.

You think we’ll manage to stay?

This time, objectivity won the match. I succeeded in packing what was absolutely necessary and distributing the rest among my friends: my bed in the Flamengo neighborhood, a dresser in Humaitá, my table and chairs in Méier. My house, spread across the city, no longer belongs to me.

You dream about your brother again. Is it him? Yes, it’s him. Very small, a newborn, in a blue bassinet that looks more like a tub. You rock the bassinet back and forth down a dimly lit hallway. You sing a lullaby that in the dream seems so clear, so obvious, but that even with all the concentration in the world you can’t recall upon waking. It will have disappeared into some nook of your memory, if it ever existed at all. It will leave only a silent image of the baby being rocked to sleep.

During one of my first trips to the university, I was approached by a young Asian woman who smiled as if she knew me. I was embarrassed when she told me we’d already been introduced. I could have confused her with any of the many other Asian women walking around campus. She didn’t seem to mind my confusion and kept talking, identifying herself with a smile, soy coreana, in Spanish that was correct and at the same time confusing. Although she pronounced the words perfectly, there was something in the structure of her phrases that made comprehension difficult, something odd that at the time reminded me of electronic translation programs.

Estudiamos lo mismo, she stated, and began to explain what her thesis was about. She went off about the fragmented postmodern subject and the confined spaces of postmodernity; about the end of utopia, about Baudrillard, Lyotard, and several other authors, some of which I’d never heard of; then she transitioned to a Chilean author, Eltit, and then she talked about her latest book, how she had liked it, or not liked it, I didn’t quite understand, and then she went on about her earlier book and another one, from even earlier. It was a calm discourse, even halting—or, better, a discourse with gaps that she filled with a gentle smile before returning to her explanation, although not necessarily from where she had left off.

As she spoke, I tried to identify what it was that kept me from understanding her phrases completely. Carried away by this perplexity, I was lost when she suddenly stopped speaking, still smiling and looking into my eyes, not sure if she was waiting for some comment about what she had just said. I think I said it sounded interesting, trying to be nice to one of the first people who had decided to establish contact with me beyond perfunctory greetings, and trying to mask the difficulty of continuing the conversation from where she’d left off. I would have liked to ask where she came from, how she wound up at this university, where it was that she learned Spanish, but I ended up just asking her name. The woman pronounced three incomprehensible syllables and then we were both silent again. To my relief, after a few seconds she added: me puedes llamar Luci.

What did you expect?

A month and a half after our first visit to the bookstore on 2nd Street, we returned there, to find the door locked with a large padlock and the store completely empty. I don’t know precisely how many minutes we stood there, without saying a word, in front of the big sign: for rent.

In the dream, Los Angeles is deserted. It takes a while for you to realize that what you see is not the habitual empty streets but ruins. You recognize the boulevard you’re walking along: it’s Wilshire. There isn’t a single car. No pedestrians. As you round a corner, you’re on your street. Your building is there, but the door is locked and you don’t have the key. You walk around back and find your window on the back side of the building. It’s open. With some effort, you manage to scale the wall and enter. Everything is in its place, but there’s no one in the bed. Where did M go at this hour? Then you realize what’s happening: you’re dead. It’s a flash, but the thought is enough to plunge you into a terrible state. You wake up. Sitting on the edge of the bed, you can’t separate yourself from the feeling of unreality: Los Angeles had transformed into a ghost city.

Our Colombian neighbor bought a cat, despite the rule against having pets in the building.

When I answered the phone, I realized that my mom’s voice hadn’t sounded that happy in a long time. She told me that she’d been researching the city on the internet and had discovered a museum, on the top of a hill, one-of-a-kind. It’s an important collection. ¿Cómo puede ser que no hayan ido? They’ve told me about it, Mom, but without a car it’s tricky. ¿No viven cerca de la universidad? Yes, we do live relatively close. I try to explain that Los Angeles isn’t like that, that the references are different—close, far, what does that mean when distances aren’t measured in blocks but in miles? The deserted streets are intimidating, as if by walking down them we were doing something forbidden. Distances seem greater than they are. I tell her that soon after we moved to the apartment I wanted to buy a lamp and was sure I had seen a store on an avenue close by. I decided to walk there, but on my way there I began to think I’d made a mistake, that it wasn’t actually that close, and I asked a young woman walking her dog, who was surprised when I asked whether the avenue was really in that direction. You’re going to walk? It was only three blocks away, but she only knew enough to say it was further down, alright?

My mom insists: she repeats the details of what she read, how it’s one-of-a-kind, an important collection, an architectural landmark. There are film screenings, exhibits, workshops. There’s even a library and a reading room. ¿Qué hacen los fines de semana? The question hangs in the silence and after a few seconds I tell her I’ll go, I’ll go, yes, don’t worry. As I hang up, I look around and the apartment seems like a cell. After just two months, we’re situated, doing well, with everything we need. Beyond what we bought at Target, we haven’t added much: the lamp, purchased in the store that actually did exist; a coffee machine, that reigns alone on the kitchen counter; a poster of 2001: A Space Odyssey, which M found in a store close to the university. We go from home to the library, from the library back home. The city has quickly turned into a backdrop. It’s almost as if it didn’t exist, and its erasure sustains us in the task we came to complete.

I see this in the laziness that permeates our Sundays. M is reading a book, seated in the beach chair. I stand in one corner of the room, fixed, waiting for him to raise his head to rouse me from my inertia. He finally looks at me and asks what we’re having for lunch. I don’t respond and he asks again. I say I don’t know and he goes back to his book. I remain standing, now without waiting for anything, letting inertia do its work of emptying me. I let my mind become totally blank, fixed on a random point in space. From this void, I manage to muster the willpower to go to the desk and get my guidebook to double check what my mom said about the museum. As a matter of fact I could walk there, if this were another city. I see on the map that it’s a straight line, but in this city what does a straight line between one point and another mean? There’s no telling how many overpasses, impossible-to-cross avenues, and streets with no sidewalk there are between my apartment and the museum’s entrance.

With my back to M, I announce that I’m going to the Getty Center. Where? he asks in disbelief. To the Getty Center; it’s a straight shot, I say, knowing that it’s an imaginary line I’ll have to forge. After announcing my decision, I feel more ready to face it. It’s 10 am. I’ll get there in time for lunch. M says he’s not going, and I prefer not to waste my energy (which could prove at any time to be less resilient than I thought) trying to convince him. I leave a few minutes later wearing a backpack, and I buy a bottle of water at the Subway near our place. Americans always carry one with them, as if they were about to cross the desert. I suddenly feel infected by the excitement of these people who love tennis shoes and shorts, an explorer look that accurately represents a disposition between curiosity and ignorance, boldness and naïveté.

I go up Sepulveda Boulevard, headed north. It’s totally empty, except for the cars, which are fancier in this part of town, close to Brentwood and Bel Air. The sun heats up a lot, despite the time of year. I’m wearing a thick jacket and thick sweatpants, which makes me sweat, but I’ll be cold if I’m in just my T-shirt. My socks are also too thick, which bothers me. I regret having gone out dressed like this. I think it was a form of self-boycotting that I now need to overcome, without getting discouraged. I can’t waste energy berating myself. I need that energy to walk along the 405, with no shade, no sidewalk, and cars passing by alarmingly close. I tread firmly on the ground and quicken my march, as if obeying some outside order.

A few dozen meters later, I’m already convinced that I’m undertaking a futile quest, personifying the city, transforming it into a being that I need to conquer, linking it to the image of a lifestyle that I should fight against, despite admitting that I’m fully capable of adapting to it. It’s probably for this very reason, having understood that in the end it’s very easy to belong, settled into a regimented routine, that I suddenly feel the need to wrestle against myself via this bodily struggle that my walk to the Getty Center has become; a contest I will lose, with my excitement already spent and my energy waning. With each step I become more discouraged, not so much because of the path I’ve walked but because I feel that everything around me is hostile. I shouldn’t be there. I continue for a few more meters until I reach an intersection, and I sit on the curb.

Surrounded by the sound of car engines, I give in to my insignificance and to the fatigue I anticipate, knowing I’ll have to retrace my steps with no energy, not having seen the museum my mom recommended, not having eaten lunch, and without my little water bottle, which ran out sooner than expected. My body hurts. I’m exhausted. I feel like an idiot. I want to stay there, waiting for somebody to come to my aid. But who? Who will see me from their speeding car? M is far away, shut up in our apartment. If he knew the state I was in he’d certainly come save me, with an ironic smile stamped on his face. Maybe he’d find me unconscious at the deserted intersection. Dead, even. I imagine myself dying stupidly in this city. Suddenly I don’t understand why I didn’t stay with him on this Sunday that promised to be so relaxing—another Sunday, we could make pasta, watch a DVD on the computer.

I remember my mother and calm down; I realize that I needed to make some sense of that interest, of the distance that separates us—to find a path in the city that corresponds to that voice. I also realize that I’ve failed. I’m paralyzed in the middle of the path and now I’ll have to take that path back. As I think about the path I’ve just walked in vain, I want to cry. A bus passes by, headed toward where the museum must be. A bus that’s almost empty, as always. Who knows, I might be able to take that bus. It’s possible that there’s a bus stop and that it’s not too far away. Maybe another three hundred meters. With a final effort, I could walk there and wait for the bus. It’s also possible that it might take me to the museum’s front door, on Getty Center Drive, so that from there I could take the little transparent electric train up to the top of the hill in Brentwood, feeling like a conqueror whose reward is the brilliant view of an infinite city.



II

It’s December 31 and M is sick. He feels totally vulnerable, thinks he might die at any moment, and asks me to take him to a hospital emergency room. I know I’m incapable of doing this. The decision to go to a hospital is, to me, a mortal decision that can only be made in the face of an extreme situation, when that’s the only option left. To go into the city in search of an urgent care clinic is, in this case, to needlessly approach death. But explaining this to him is impossible. Or rather, it would generate an explosion of rage or maybe even the impulse to go by himself, which would only worsen his state and would fill me with guilt. I’d like to have someone to call. Our Colombian neighbor is our only contact in the city and is on vacation. She left happily for Cáli before Christmas, taking her cat in a bag she bought specially for the trip. In any case, even if she were here, what could she do? Point me toward a hospital where I won’t take M?

Then I remember the brochure for the health insurance plan the university forced us to purchase. Who knows, maybe it’ll be useful after all—a doctor’s visit to our home, a consultation over the phone, anything. I call and, to my surprise, someone picks up right away and seems to take our problem very seriously, even though the call’s quality is terrible, very distant, as if I were speaking with someone on another planet. I describe M’s symptoms, since (even though he’s right next to me) he can’t speak, his forehead and eyes covered with ice cubes wrapped in a plastic bag. When he gets sick, fragility overcomes him, and it’s difficult to know if what gets him down most are the symptoms or the psychological state they plunge him into. The operator asks for our information and address and says she’ll call us back. The doctor will be there in two hours, I hear the woman say when the phone rings again. I can’t believe it. I feel victorious. Is this really happening? I begin to think there must be something wrong—a doctor is going to help us on December 31? M is also skeptical but in no condition to argue. He just waits. I stay by his side, holding his hand, but he soon drops it, asking me to close the curtains tight, to put a towel over them to block out the light entirely, and to only call for him when the doctor arrives. The pain leaves him in a terrible mood. He prefers that I go do something else.

As I withdraw from the bed, I think that if I were able to understand his constant requests for solitude, maybe we’d never have any more problems, we’d never have any more arguments, but I probably wouldn’t be myself anymore, and he wouldn’t be himself anymore, so then maybe we also wouldn’t be there or maybe we wouldn’t even be together. Anyway, I say aloud, sitting on the kitchen floor, in front of the small rectangular window, and finding myself renewed by another bright sunny day. I’d love to go out, but I can’t run the risk of the doctor coming while I’m away or of M deciding to call for me and not finding me. I sit there, looking at the sky, resigned to waiting. There are no birds or clouds. Even if I stay there all day, I likely won’t see anything but that blue, framed by the four lines of our window.

It’s noon when the intercom rings. Mr. Vidal, the man says, without masking his Spanish accent. I’m amazed at the coincidence and am convinced that it’s a sign. The city is cutting us a break. Even without a car, without friends, even though M is sick on New Year’s Eve, things will work out. M doesn’t want to hear any predictions. The doctor examines him, listens to his breathing, asks him a few questions about the location and duration of his pain, his diet, his sleep, to which he responds with discipline, like a student before his teacher. Knowing how difficult it would be to do an ultrasound, he opts to venture a guess and prescribes him an antibiotic for a sinus infection. M is relieved: finally, an antibiotic. The man, in a white coat, his hair slicked back with gel—professional, but a bit unkempt, as if he hadn’t slept much—sits at the desk to write out the prescription. He does everything like an actor running through a script he knows well: bored, but without making mistakes.

Watching him, I can’t stop thinking that I need to ask about his nationality before he leaves. I chide myself for having this urge when I suspect that someone is Argentine. It’s stupid. I feel like someone who can’t resist going up to their idol, even knowing how ridiculous it is to do so. What does that mean? What does that mean, above all for me, someone who isn’t even Argentine, but the daughter of an expatriated Argentine? The query ends up escaping—quickly, a bit awkwardly. The man responds with complete indifference and keeps writing the prescription. Afterwards, he hands me the paper and lets out a sigh that’s halfway between tiredness and resignation. I walk him to the door. As he’s leaving, he puts on a smile and says: Los Angeles es actualmente la ciudad con mayor cantidad de argentinos del mundo.

You dream you’re with your mother walking through downtown Los Angeles. You feel at ease and are happy to be showing the city to her. You arrive at a modern building, made entirely of glass, in the middle of an empty promenade. Your mother tells you it’s the Museum of Contemporary Art and that you visited it together, many years ago. Don’t you remember?

Ever since things started back up at the university, in the second week of January, I’ve been teaching Spanish to a class of fifteen students. I feel like a fraud: my Spanish is second-generation, full of interference, of uncertainties—agile, but imprecise. I never learned the rules of the language and I generally improvise, but I can’t improvise here. Each time I’m preparing to enter the classroom and feel a pang in my stomach that borders on nausea, my mind goes back to my grandfather with his black binder, sitting on the couch in my home while waiting for me to surrender fifteen minutes of my precious holiday time for a quick Spanish lesson. Quince minutos nomás, he’d insist, but I’d pretend I was unaware, I’d leave it for later, for when I came back from going out, from the beach, from the movies—any excuse was enough for me to avoid facing the dryness of the grammatical rules my grandfather explained with stoic rigor, without making anything easier, convinced that you could only learn the language through effort. The holidays would pass by, along with his time in Rio, during which I’d succeed in only having to sit down with him two or three times at most, and for no longer than ten minutes. When he’d contend that it was important for me to learn Spanish, I’d respond that I already knew it, which wasn’t untrue, but for my grandfather I needed the knowledge that came from systematic study.

Although I didn’t have that, when I applied to doctoral programs I said I was bilingual; that I could teach Portuguese or Spanish, either one. With the help of textbooks, a grammar book, and a dictionary, I diligently prepare my lessons. The intermediate level of the students makes my work easier, but it also leaves me more exposed. I have trouble using tú instead of vos and more trouble still using vosotros. During conversations, I always opt for ustedes, but with the exercises there’s no escape. I practice as much as I can at home, knowing that something unplanned always comes up. From the moment I step into the room, the only thing I want is for the forty-five minutes to fly by. The students (most of them undergraduates and not necessarily literature students) are well behaved, and some are even nice, but even the most pleasant ones want me to earn my keep. After all, they’re paying. If they notice that I hesitate, they look at me with a mixture of condescension and challenge—or at least that’s what I detect as I try to mask my apprehension. When time is up, they politely say goodbye and leave. I prefer it this way, that work not take any more time than strictly necessary, but even so the distance they impose on me doesn’t leave me any less insecure.

My insecurity appears in a recurring dream, with scathing criticism on the end-of-term evaluation. In one of these dreams, Jay, a shy boy who tends to sit on the front row, surprises me by handing me a pile of evaluations, all of which have the same message written across the top of the page: tú no sabes español.

Would you say you’re an immigrant?

The desks in the teachers’ room are all full, the department secretary says with an impenetrable smile. As an alternative, she offers me a little room in the basement of the same building, a cubicle that’s about six by six meters. On one of the walls, there’s a desk with a computer and a little couch with two seats. In front, another desk with another computer, a cabinet with two doors, and a minifridge. On the back wall, a little window next to the air conditioning.

Perfect, I exclaim as I open the door with the key the secretary gave me. It’s decided: this will be my space. I’ll finally have a place to pile my books, a computer where I can save my files without having to bring everything from home each day, as if I were starting over on a daily basis—an isolated place, which to some might be suffocating, with its tiny window, its crowded walls, a low ceiling, but to me it seems really cozy, precisely because the proportions emphasize its function. There I’ll be able to work. I’ll finally have a study routine. I notice that the window is blocked, but that doesn’t bother me, because even so it serves its purpose: it allows me to see a slice of the grounds and the sky. The air conditioning doesn’t work, but that’s also not a problem, at least this time of year.

I turn on the computer. That does work. It has all the programs I need, including the internet. I can start working right this minute. I remove a few books from my backpack and put them on the table. I also remove my coat and lay it on the couch. Then I sit, and in “My Documents” I create a new folder with my name and a subfolder entitled “Thesis.” I think about opening Word, but I give up. I don’t have anything to write at the moment. There are several things I need to read first. I got a few books about Benjamin from the library. One is particularly interesting to me: Walter Benjamin: Revolutionary Writer. I open it, flip through the pages, and mentally review the chapters I had decided to read. It’s at least a hundred pages, which will take me several hours—probably more than a day, given how slowly I read in English.

The face reflected on the computer screen reveals my exhaustion. I don’t have it in me to begin a long project right now, as if getting settled in this new space had already been a huge undertaking. I let the hypnotic hum of the machine fill my thoughts and, in this state, the couch looks very tempting. I settle into its two small seats, using my coat as a pillow, and close my eyes. I fall asleep within seconds. An itch in my heels wakes me up. I confirm that they’re not mosquito bites; actually, I can’t see anything, but the itching continues. Son las pulgas, I hear a voice say behind me, and I jolt into a sitting position. It’s Luci. She’s at the computer in front of mine. How did I not hear her come in? She doesn’t say anything else. She’s concentrated on her screen and doesn’t seem interested in learning what I’m doing there. The warmth of our previous encounter has disappeared. Me dieron la llave, I explain, a bit uncomfortable, adjusting my skirt and my hair. Es un lugar tranquilo, pero tiene pulgas, Luci says, without taking her eyes off her screen. Para mí, está muy bien, I respond. Sí, muy bien para nosotras, she adds, in a cryptic tone.

M defends “indifferentism.” Republican or Democrat, it doesn’t matter. Nothing matters. I know this protects him from something he can’t stand about this place: the need to always be the center. The need for the entire world to pay attention to the results of these elections. He protects himself from this voraciousness and chides me: why do you mix everything together?

When they turn out the lights and he falls asleep, she begins to hear her own heartbeat and can’t fall asleep. A diffuse, formless fear takes control of her thoughts. Her body is reduced to a grain, to a tiny pinprick that could disappear at any moment. She feels like she’s losing herself between the sheets, like a balloon that deflates in a single second, and she has to touch her legs, her arms, her belly to make sure she still exists. But the mental image of her disappearance doesn’t go away after this physical check; with her eyes closed, the feeling assails her again. Once more she confirms the materiality of her limbs, and once more she feels certain that she’s disappearing. Her mental vertigo probably only lasts a few minutes, but she has the impression that a very long time has passed, that she has lost hours of rest, and she resents how he sleeps: so placidly, constantly, deeply. She calls his name. But when he finally opens his eyes, after she’s said his name two or three times, she can’t put words to what’s happening. Then he embraces her and goes back to sleep. Only like this, with another body circumscribing her own, can she sleep.

Write everything down—that’s the rule that I follow in Fredric Jameson’s classes so my thoughts don’t wander. He begins by talking about Raymond Queneau, about Zazie dans le métro, about writing trying to imitate speech. Trying to capture the time of speech? This course is about time, so he must be referring to that. He asks, How do we see time? Through space, this is chronological time. Heidegger: critique of our common perception of time. Also Benjamin and Derrida, but without the distinction between what’s authentic and inauthentic. In relation to this, a critique, when he mentions the figure of a soldier as the ideal of the being-toward-death. Fallen time in the common sense versus the time of Dasein. His discussion of Heidegger keeps going and my interest begins to flag, but I don’t interrupt my notetaking—the only strand that keeps my head in the room. Maybe I should forget about these classes, I think, while I write and he talks about conversations between Heidegger and Ernst Jünger after World War II. I think I was expecting a revelation from this red-faced gentleman, but that’s clearly not what these classes are about. His style isn’t professorial. Everything seems very improvised, with no clear goal in mind. He starts talking about liberty in Sartre and about the existential project of seeing what’s behind appearance. At this point he also mentions authenticity, not as a stage that you can be in, but as an event. Then he wanders over to Aristotle, and then Plotinus, and then Saint Augustine, and all the while I convince myself more and more that this is not the time to take this course, to dive into philosophy and its abstract dilemmas.

Suddenly he pauses and I—already far away, somewhere between the kitchen (where later we’ll make something to eat) and a dream I can’t quite remember—I’m unsure of what happened: if class is over, if a student made a comment… but no, it’s just a pause, before the question he may have been angling toward ever since he started the class, two hours earlier: How do we work our way back to history? he asks, perplexed.

Elysee Bakery, on a corner of Westwood, is one of these spaces in the city where two worlds meet. It was there—among the tables arranged in Parisian style, the coffee served in mugs instead of plastic cups, and the pâtisseries—that Luci chose to schedule our first meetup outside the university. I didn’t catch the name she gave over the phone, with English pronunciation. Guided by the address she gave me, I went there thinking I’d find a typical American café, with its bagels, its pots of watered-down coffee, and its excessive menus. It was only when I arrived out front that I understood the reference. The first thing I thought was that there the city’s residents could pretend to be somewhere else. The surroundings and the menu (full of croissants, omelets, baguettes with salad) seemed to deliberately encourage the journey.

While we wait in line for our turn to order, Luci recommends a strawberry tartelette, which she says is her favorite. We get our coffees from the young woman at the cash register, then our pastries from the counter next to it, and we go to a station where each of us gets sugar, a spoon, and a napkin, as in any Starbucks, after which we start looking for a place to sit—all things that break with the Parisian illusion before a single sip of coffee or bite of croissant can transport their customers away.

When we sit, Luci tells me this is the café near campus that she visits most. She’s smiley. After her standoffishness during our encounter in the little room, we saw each other once more in the hall and she was nice again. We exchanged phone numbers. I gave her my home number, and in the address book I bought for Los Angeles (which until then held only the number of our Colombian neighbor) I wrote down her cell number. We went several days without running into each other and I decided to call, in hopes that we could establish more regular contact. I heard her voice explaining in perfect English that I had called Luci’s cell phone and asking me to leave a message. I hung up after a few seconds of debating whether I should also speak in English. After a few unsuccessful attempts, and when she finally answered, she sounded evasive, almost as if she didn’t know me; I tried to schedule a meetup, but she was cagey, saying she was in the middle of a very busy week and giving a few confusing explanations that I pretended to understand, sí, sí, claro, after which silence ensued for a few seconds, and I didn’t know whether I should end the conversation or wait for her to say something. Finally, I said an abrupt “bye” and hung up, certain that I was wasting my time trying to get closer to this woman.

A few days later, we bumped into each other in the hallway and she acted as if our telephone conversation had never happened, once again nice and trying to make conversation about our supposed similarities. That’s what we talk about now. Once again, she talks about Eltit, about the postmodern subject, about post-utopia. When she talks about her work, her phrases are too short, as if her thoughts were incomplete. My phrases fit into these gaps, and then what I say begins to sound very interesting, much more interesting than it generally seems to me. For the first time, in front of this new mirror, I begin to think that I’m on the right track, that being there makes sense, that my readings are taking me somewhere. I monologue for almost half an hour opposite Luci’s smile, which seems to be born of more than just politeness. I feel a sense of enchantment, although I don’t know exactly what with; maybe not so much with what I’m saying, but with the pleasure I get from explaining my thoughts. I radiate this pleasure. Luci keeps smiling and doesn’t interrupt me. Finally, I cut off the conversation in the hopes that her enchantment won’t turn into fatigue. As I recall the scene on my way back home, my phrases slowly fade away, but the sense of self-contentment remains.

What do you think we’ll hold on to from all this?

It’s February and the enormous blue mantle that is the sky of the city makes things more distinct, uniting her with the other residents on her street, with the bus passengers, with the car drivers, temporarily diluting her anonymity. From this cloudless sky she extracts an energy she has never felt before. Los Angeles, or rather, the specific territory where the city grew, must really have this kind of energetic quality. They say the film industry ended up there because of the climate, which allowed them to film outside easily; but she thinks that, beyond this ease, the choice must have to do with the permanent energy of a climate that, because it changes little throughout the year, generates a sensation of our being outside time, of eternity, a sensation of omnipotence that finds its counterpoint in the terror that one day the city might disappear from the map.

Following the recommendation of our Colombian neighbor, we became members of an online rental agency that sends DVDs through the mail. Our first rental was A Place in the Sun (1951), the drama debut of Elizabeth Taylor, who was only nineteen. Back then Hollywood didn’t suffer from the fear of making this young woman unhappy; and she has a strong beauty that is less refined, less molded, and therefore more moving. Continuing methodically in chronological order, we watched Cat on a Hot Tin Roof (1958), Suddenly, Last Summer (1959), and Butterfield 8 (1960). Each contains the (sometimes desperate) verbalization of the distance imposed by an other. Seated, with his broken leg, Paul Newman watches her come and go, speak continuously, demand things, attitudes, words. What exactly? It’s unclear. It doesn’t matter. The phrases are left incomplete. The dialogue flounders. Her extreme beauty makes the situation more tense and unavoidable. This woman, this incredibly beautiful woman, is in a paradoxical situation: she’s the fruit of desire, she’s what moves the plot, she’s its center, but around her a vicious circle of silenced feelings closes in and suffocates her, sometimes to death. The young woman drinks, smokes, screams, with her piercing voice, before the suspicious gaze of the others, who would prefer her quiet, well behaved—maybe even lobotomized, as in the adaptation of the Tennessee Williams play. Following this same bent, we also watched A Streetcar Named Desire, The Night of the Iguana, The Glass Menagerie, Baby Doll, and then other films by Elia Kazan: Splendor in the Grass, On the Waterfront, East of Eden. Each night the American Dream becomes more obscure and its agony deeper, while its fears and prejudices, its oppression and its violence become more evident, hidden behind a mirage.

From café to café, from bench to bench, from one tree in the statue garden to a patch of sun in the grass, I spend the afternoon in this wandering circuit, barely making any progress at all on my research. Movement is the perfect alibi for my scatteredness: each time I get up and then settle myself into another spot, I have to rearrange my notebook and books on the table or on my lap, locate the passage I was reading, and concentrate on it once more, which sometimes doesn’t happen and I can blame the noise, the excessive brightness, or any other discomfort in my new, poorly chosen space.

In the morning, I spend several hours in the little room, but with no one around most of my time is spent biting my nails. It’s been a week since Luci has appeared or shown signs of life. On the phone, her voice insists in English that I leave a message. I say a few words in Spanish, but I’m not sure I was very clear. In any case, I can count on a chance, unplanned encounter on campus. Who knows, maybe then we’ll be able to pick up where we left off. As Luci insists, we share something—not so much a research topic, which for my part I wouldn’t even know how to articulate exactly, but something more affective: a need to be far away, to be outside a given place, which should belong to us but doesn’t.

I think about this as I sip my tea through its plastic lid, now seated on a chair next to the window of the café near the School of Management, where Luci herself brought me for the first time a few weeks back, but where I haven’t seen her since. At the tables around me there are a few Asian women. One of them, at the table next to me, looks a lot like Luci, but her face is rounder, and her brown hair is lighter and more fine. Her eyes are a bit less angular. Or maybe not. It’s hard to say. The woman is partially turned away from me, and from this angle she really does look a lot like her. I begin to doubt my own perceptiveness, and for a few seconds I have the disquieting feeling that I’ve been next to her for twenty minutes without recognizing her. I soon realize that it would be impossible for her not to have recognized me on my route from the counter to the table where I’m seated. I remember looking at her when I was in line and thinking, at first glance, that it was Luci. She’s absorbed in her papers, right next to the window and with her back hunched, the same way Luci often gets when she studies in the library, as if the world outside had evaporated. Yep, they’re very similar. So similar that I’d be capable of confusing the two?

You dream you finished your thesis. You have the text in your hand: a thick rectangular brick, bound with a blue cover, which you carry under your arm down a long, dimly lit hallway. At the end of it are two elevator doors, both closed. One of them opens and your mother appears. She’s young, with long hair, just like in the photo taken in Chile, before your birth, even before she married your father. ¡Conseguiste terminar a tiempo! she exclaims. You show her the blue brick and she asks, ¿sobre qué es? Sobre vos, you respond.

From one moment to the next, M closed himself off. We go almost ten days exchanging just a few words. Before I leave for campus in the morning, I kiss his face and say “take care of yourself,” as if I were speaking to a child who might unknowingly run risks. When I come back in the late afternoon, I find him in front of the computer. The room is exactly as I left it: the unmade bed, a pile of clothes balanced precariously on the back of the chair, the unwashed dishes. He didn’t go out. He didn’t even open the curtains all the way. I don’t say anything. I know that in these moments only silence matters—a disproportionate silence that pushes against his own. Days can pass like this before he gives any sign, or before I say just the right word to untangle the knot. Sooner or later, at some point that word eventually comes. Or used to.

When I enter the room to attend yet another of Jameson’s lectures, I notice that there’s only one open seat: right next to him, at the large rectangular table everyone’s seated around. I feel a little awkward, but I have no choice—it would be even stranger to go out and look for another chair when there’s still an empty one. So I sit next to the old master, who is talking about the relationship between Marxism and history. Since the course has no syllabus, each class is an enigma. He does recommend a few readings, though—in this case a fat book that reviews Marxist theory, the library copies of which were all checked out, probably by my dedicated classmates. The discussion interests me, but I have trouble following it with my rudimentary knowledge of Marx’s writings.

Here I am, I think, in this room, sitting next to Fredric Jameson, without being able to ask even a single question. From my chair, I can study the notes in his spiral notebook without giving away my indiscretion. What I see is surprising: words and pieces of phrases, written with different colored pens and not on the lines but loose on the page—notes probably made at different moments, which form a kind of rainbow on the paper. I read: Capitalism is not natural. Documentary about Jamaica. Why didn’t Aristotle understand capital? I read: Success is failure. Marxism and philosophy. Meet me in St. Louis. I read: The end of Marxism.

The breaking news reels from Iraq show images of the Abu Ghraib prison. The photos do their job: the gleeful expression of the soldiers—especially of the woman who points an imaginary gun at the dick of an Iraqi forced to masturbate in front of his peers—leaves everyone appalled. They, the monsters. Don’t judge your army based on the actions of a few, the general says. There’s a dividing line, says the president, that needs to be drawn between torture that’s prohibited and torture that’s allowed. Now they’ll create something called Camp Redemption and everything will be resolved. As I read the news, I realize that I need to talk about this with someone, with an American, who might be able to puncture the bubble of contempt that I’m stuck in. I turn to Jay. I had already read about this and about things that are a lot worse over six months ago, my student says, very serious, without cynicism. I keep looking at him, embarrassed by the clumsy way I brought the subject up, ultimately giving myself over to sensationalism. Eyes full of consternation, he looks at me intently for a few seconds before finally dropping his gaze to the floor. Bye, he says, after hurriedly gathering his things.

It’s late afternoon and campus begins to empty. Outside the little room footsteps become more sparse. Students and professors move toward the parking lots and bus stops that connect the university to the world outside. This is the time of day I typically leave the little room as well, folding myself happily into this rhythm and ending what my isolation in a closed space allows me to call my “workday.”

My discovery happened less than a month ago: on a day when I had no energy to embark on a pilgrimage outside, I simply let myself stay in the cubicle into the afternoon. After spending the first hour chewing my nails in front of the screen, I began to jot down brief notes that had little to do with my readings but that provided lots of relief. The greatest relief, however, came as I went outside and realized that the whole afternoon had passed by without my needing to move uselessly from one place on campus to another. The feeling that came was that I had succeeded in sticking to my schedule, and that this had saved me from my own inconstancy. From then on I was able to establish a 10 am to 6 pm routine, with insignificant delays in my arrival or departure times—until this afternoon, when I decided to stay a bit longer in the hopes that I’d be able to finish a text I had started writing after reading Benjamin’s chronicles about Berlin.

I’ve been in front of the computer screen for a half hour, practically without moving, paralyzed in a paragraph that I’ve rewritten so many times it’s entirely lost its meaning. I cut and pasted pieces of phrases many times, in different ways, until I lost track of what I was trying to say. Now I have the impression that it all amounts to the same thing: meaning is an illusion that depends on a contingent ordering of words. Was there any logic in what I was trying to say beyond what would be produced if the phrase arrived at that magical equilibrium that would allow it to stand as a reality independent of me? From the looks of it, this equilibrium isn’t going to come, at least not today; it won’t allow me to turn off the computer with the feeling of a mission accomplished.

As I think this the words begin to whirl in front of me. I try to fix my gaze, but my eyeballs dart around and my eyelids close. Could it be low blood pressure? I get nervous and think that I should save what I wrote before lying down on the couch to try to recover; that if I stay here in this chair, balancing my body dangerously, I’ll end up falling onto the ground of this cubbyhole and hurting myself. If that happens, even if there’s a loud crash, it’s likely no one will come to my aid, no one will even know it happened, except maybe Luci, if she by chance comes to the little room today, which is unlikely. I think that if I died there, from a sudden drop in blood pressure, M would only find my body the next day, when he’d be able to enter the building, which is locked at night. Maybe he’d think to ask Luci, but how would he get her number? I’m the only one who has it, in my address book, which is inside my backpack. There must be a security guard on campus who can open the building in an emergency, but all that might take a while, and in the comings and goings, maybe M will end up spending a whole night in despair, with no one to turn to. Poor guy, I think, poor guy, alone, in this massive city, in this immense, infinite city. My thoughts are confused and the room dissolves into the image of an aerial view.

That’s the last memory I have, before the sound of footsteps brings me back to my senses and I see Luci’s round face above my own, with an expression of surprise at finding me lying on the floor. ¿Estás bien? She shakes me. No hay nada que hacer, I say, my words slipping out uncontrolled. I hear the echo of my own voice resounding in my brain, as if it were someone else’s. Soy yo, Luci, ¿estás bien? Her face is serious. She asks me the question again, but I can’t produce a single sound. She raises my head and puts something soft underneath it. After that she backs up, and then I see her hand offering me a cup of water. Her face hovers over mine once more, with a small smile. I drink just a sip, enough to revive me. I breathe deeply and think, I’m saved.

We rewatched Chinatown (1974). As I remembered it, the film was a lot more confusing and the Chinese neighborhood played a much larger role. It was part gangster film, part sentimental drama. I carried in my memory scenes of showdowns between rival gangs in a dangerous neighborhood, but Chinatown only appears at the end of the film. “This is Chinatown” is the phrase pronounced after the murder of Faye Dunaway, who was trying to escape with her daughter (who is also her sister). That part I remembered well: Jack Nicholson beating her while she bares her shameful truth. The shot passes through her head and, when the police officer lifts it up, we see her deformed face, with a hole where her eye once was. I also remembered that part perfectly, including the impact of the strangeness of seeing the hole of her empty eye, prompting me to mentally retrace the bullet’s trajectory. Before arriving at that tragic scene, the spectator wanders through charming neighborhoods filled with homes, in a city that can still be called a “small town.” Instead of reproducing the portrayal of a dangerous neighborhood yet again, the film makes Chinatown into a vacuum, an enigma that guides Gittes’s deranged search, and also into the negative of a sunny, white, light city that survives by leaving the surrounding valley without water. “What you don’t see is what matters,” M concluded.

I cut my hair very short, like it was when I was a teenager.

I didn’t realize at first that M was transforming our apartment into a refuge. First a guitar purchased at a thrift store in Santa Monica, leaned against the bed within arm’s reach; then, next to the beach chair, a floor lamp, from the same store where we bought the desk lamp, which, at night, when I go to bed, lights up the page of his book against the darkness of the room. On top of the desk, the computer where he works on his translations stays powered on constantly. He always has a few beers in the fridge. With this setup, he practically never leaves the house anymore. He gave up studying in the library; he says the half-light, the silence, everybody concentrated on their own things all make him sleepy. Sometimes he makes a list of titles that he wants me to check out for him. The books accumulate in piles that I straighten each day in the corners of the apartment, on top of the table, on the bench in the kitchen—and that each day he scatters again: on top of the bed, around the beach chair, mixed with the beer cans and the clothes.

Every day I introduce a little bit of order into his territory, but surprisingly I don’t insist much while doing this, because his disorder reflects a kind of personal crusade—a method, so to speak—that isn’t very rigid and that permits my impositions, which he observes while seated on the bed, without entirely taking his attention away from the song he’s trying to coax from the guitar. Finished going through my routine, I sit by his side and let myself be transported somewhere else.

I called Luci and asked her to take me to Chinatown. Sólo sé ir a Koreatown, she replied.

In a bookstore close by my apartment, I bought a guide to the trees and shrubs of California. I’ll be a tree watcher, a connoisseur, a specialist, I thought, and returned home happy with my book full of scientific names and illustrative sketches. M looked at me with a condescending air. The next day, after lunch, I left the little room with my book tucked under my arm and went to the statue garden. In front of an enormous tree, I asked the question the book suggested: conifer or broadleaved?1 It was definitely a conifer; the leaves resembled those of a pine tree, a stem with various needles. Are the needles flat or more or less round? I got closer: round. This led me to another question, following the steps of the book: are its fruits fleshy and berrylike? Or are they woody? They looked woody. Then a bunch of questions that no doubt would take me to a new division, and I began to lose patience. The images and illustrations had hinted at an immediate clarity that was being frustrated by these detours. I continued: are the leaves scalelike, with more or less spherical seed cones? Or are the leaves awl-like, with barrel-like seed cones? I didn’t have the faintest idea. I bet on the first option and proceeded to the page indicated by the book, with the expectation of finding a drawing that would put an end to my taxonomical agony, but I discovered twenty species of the genus Cupressus and another battery of questions that, who knows, may have finally led me to identify the tree in front of me—that is if I hadn’t made a mistake on one of the steps along the way and turned myself down the wrong path. I persisted: do the leaves form flat or round sprays? Round. Does the bark exfoliate to reveal a reddish brown color or a cherry red color? Or is it fibrous and gray, grayish brown, or brown? I moved closer once again and scraped the trunk with my nail. The bark was thick and didn’t peel away. Using the tip of my pen I pushed harder, and an orange color appeared, closer to red than to brown. I moved ahead, following the first option. I turned the page, and a pair of questions revealed a new division to come. I gave up. I went straight to the end of the book. Maybe seeing the drawing I’d be able to identify whether my tree was a Cupressus forbesii, a Cupressus bakeri, or a Cupressus arizonica. My jaw dropped as I saw three pages with long explanations about each species and not a single drawing. Not a single drawing! I would never know if my tree was a Cupressus forbesii, a Cupressus bakeri, or a Cupressus arizonica. I wouldn’t even know for sure if it was a Cupressus. Exhausted, I left the book at the foot of the tree and walked away.

Would you tell me if this didn’t make sense anymore?

A few days after my phone call about Chinatown it was Luci’s turn to call me, announcing that she was going to take me to The Grove. The Grove? Sí, es un open mall, she explained. The only, the only, the Grove. I protested, saying I’d rather go to Koreatown, but she insisted. An open mall could be the perfect definition of the Third Street Promenade, I thought, keeping my observation to myself. Es como una pequeña ciudad, she added before hanging up. The explanation hung in the air. I opted not to ask anything else and to just see it with my own eyes.

Luci drives confidently. She knows exactly which paths to take. Her mastery of the city doesn’t compare to mine. She’s been there for a year and has a car, which gives her an enormous advantage over my haphazard way of getting around. Her car is big, one of those that Americans call a truck, which her parents had bought. She complains about them a lot, but in this case, yet again (as in the conversations we have about literature), what she thinks ends up not being clear to me. It’s not exactly ambiguity, since she seems to be very certain of what she believes. It’s something in her explanations that generates incomprehension, something in the meeting of her Spanish and mine, a kind of short circuit. Luci herself seems to operate from the premise that I won’t understand; but instead of motivating her to speak more—as occurs with me, and which leads to my always having the feeling I’ve spoken too much—it generates a hesitation. It’s useless, she seems to say with each pause, and her pauses are frequent; they shorten her phrases, sometimes leaving them incomplete.

Today, however, she’s chatty. Driving along Fairfax Avenue, she tells me in great detail about the demands her parents place on her. They want her to be responsible. When I ask what that’s supposed to mean, she replies that she needs to know where she’s going. She explains that it wasn’t easy to win them over to her idea of coming to study literature in California, and that they ended up making her brother come as well. While Luci speaks, I think about the surprise these Korean parents felt in the face of their daughter’s decision, although nothing is simple. Maybe my own surprise is deeper than theirs: to this day I haven’t been able to fathom how it was that Luci ended up in Colombia for a student exchange when she was still a teenager. Apparently her mother had not wanted her to date an older boy, so they decided to send her to Bogotá. Es complicado, Luci concluded, offering no more details.

She parks the car at a six-story building reserved specifically for that purpose in this city within a city. We take the elevator down to the ground floor, and when we exit we’re in a rectangular plaza, dominated by a large fountain. It really is a mini-city—a parody of some European city or a mixture of several of them, in France or Italy—with its cafés on the sidewalk, its shops, its lampposts. The place is packed. There are tons of people in the shops and on the streets, where cars aren’t allowed. It has the feel of a theme park, a world in miniature in which consumption is the basic rule. Luci is exultant. We walk a bit, looking at the display windows of the usual brands. We go into a Starbucks. She orders a milky drink covered in Chantilly cream and suggests that I do the same, but I end up ordering an espresso. Seated on some chairs outside, which we managed to snag after patiently waiting, we silently observe the movement of people and bags.

Afterwards we continue walking, with no particular destination, and we end up going into a clothing store. I decide to try on a blouse. Luci looks at me with distrust. Actually, with reprehension. I have the feeling I’ve crossed an invisible line between what should and shouldn’t be done, but what could it be about, if we’re in a store, in a mall, where people go to buy things? Then Luci declares that she has never bought anything there, that everything’s super expensive, and she encloses herself in a dome. I’d like to ask her what she does, then, in her visits to The Grove, since it doesn’t seem to be an anthropological interest that attracts her; what pleasure does she get in walking down these streets that simulate something they’re not. But I also close myself off and simply leave the blouse where I found it.

You dream you’re in Rio. This time, nothing is recognizable.

Four blocks from my apartment, I discovered a kind of bazaar where they also sell plants. I spent several weeks courting one of them until I made the decision to go in and buy it. I had already figured that its middling size would allow me to carry it back to my apartment on foot, inside a large bag. Although my mind was already made up when I entered the store, I was unable to dissuade the salesperson from showing me a series of other species, larger and smaller, whose names in English told me absolutely nothing. None of them was the same exact size as the one I had chosen, so I stuck with that one, despite the salesman’s insistence in trying to push me to buy another one that, according to him, would adapt better to conditions in an apartment. I explained to him that I would know how to care for it very well, and that the city’s sun would also do its job.

I left the store excited about my feat but knowing that, though I had vanquished the salesman, I still had to face M’s skepticism. I had been preparing for this as well, since my gesture would only make sense if I were able to reclaim the house from its indifference with something that required care, day by day: something more than an object, that could denounce its neglect if needed.

Upon seeing a sign pinned up in a hallway of the university announcing “Cemetery Screenings,” I thought that it would be disconcerting if it weren’t in Los Angeles. I soon discovered that the cemetery wasn’t just any cemetery, but Hollywood Forever, “resting place of Hollywood immortals,” in the middle of Hollywood. “Beneath and above the stars” was the idea. Each person brings their provisions, their beach chairs, their blankets, their pillows, forming an enormous 2,000-person picnic. Why not? I asked Luci. M didn’t even want to hear about it once he learned that we’d need to arrive early and brave a line. They’re going to show Sunset Boulevard, which we’ve only watched on TV, I tried to convince him, knowing that the reason that made me want to go wasn’t this one, but rather the desire to be part of something that seemed so emblematic of the city. I didn’t have the courage to tell this to him or to Luci, but she must have guessed and therefore agreed to go with me—or rather, to take me, despite the astonishment that my plan for the evening caused in her. More than astonishment, it was like dismay in the face of something inappropriate. She had already told me a few times that she didn’t follow the (evangelical) religion of her parents—one of the reasons for arguments between them—but it’s possible that she perceived a transgression that was inappropriate and above all unnecessary in the mixture that the Cemetery Screenings represented.

We arrived early, waited in line, and got in with enough extra time to walk around before the screening started. Built at the end of the 19th century, today the cemetery belongs to the “Forever” cemeteries chain—“valuable and seamless memorial experience,” the pamphlet promised. There are numerous options for everything: life stories on the internet, menus for the reception, colors and shapes for urns to hold the ashes (cremation is the new trend), film recordings at “Forever Studios.” Any questions could be answered in the Consumer Guide to Funeral & Cemetery Purchases.

I had never stopped to think about the funeral industry, and I shared my surprise with Luci, but she didn’t seem very open to being impressed. She got quiet as soon as we entered. We found a place about ten meters from the giant screen, and we waited in silence for the session to start. I kept a question about the verb “memorialize” to myself—was it a real word? Probably not, but Luci could tell me for certain. She was the one I went to with my questions about this language (Luci had studied in a bilingual school since she was little, precociously destined to leave her country). But solidarity was at a low point right then, so all I could do was wait for the film to start.

The beginning is actually the end. The palm trees, Sunset Blvd., and a dead body floating in a pool. The dead body of the narrator, a screenwriter who is no longer able to sell his work to Hollywood. “Time to go back home,” he says. His dream ended. But he’ll end up at the house that belongs to the woman with glittering eyes. I didn’t remember the details, but I did recall the eyes of the silent film actress. I didn’t remember the chimpanzee’s funeral. How could I forget that? The chimpanzee being buried in a little white coffin, in the garden of the house in ruins. The remains of her fortune: the pool, the tennis court, the imported car. Strangely, the inside of the house remains intact, like an old museum. “The greatest stars of all are ageless,” she says, but she knows it isn’t true. Everyone gets old, unless they die young, which in this world can amount to a stroke of luck. The image of youth forever plastered on screens, on magazine covers, on catalogs, on posters. Then I think that Gloria Swanson, along with Buster Keaton and the other actors from the film, is probably buried nearby. I begin to tell this to Luci, but when I turn, she’s no longer there. She left. She left me alone with my reflections, which from one moment to the next don’t seem to make the tiniest bit of sense anymore. On top of the bag we’d used to carry our snacks there was a note, written on the back of the cemetery brochure: Tuve que irme. Después te explico. I remain stationary, the brochure in my hand, watching the actress prepare for her last close-up and wondering how I’m going to get back home.

You dream that your brother was just born. The house is in commotion. Your grandmother bustles from one end to the other, bringing and removing things: a teapot, a bucket, a ladder. You haven’t seen the baby’s face yet. You’d like to, but the door is closed. Your grandmother comes in and out, but she always closes the door behind her. You lie in wait. You feel like an intruder. A woman you don’t know asks you what you’re doing there. Then, confused, you realize that this house isn’t yours. That it isn’t a house, but maybe a hospital or a school. You walk down the hallways looking for your mother’s room. They’re long blue hallways, with a bright, freshly waxed floor. You can hear the sound of the floor polisher, and you think it’s going to wake up the baby. You begin to think you’ve been in this place before. Could it be that you’re mistaken? The doors have no numbers. You’ll never be able to find your mother and brother again. They’ll return home and you’ll stay lost in this place. You hear a bell. From one of the doors, a group of children exits, yelling through the hallways and racing down the stairs in a stampede. You think you recognize one of them. It’s a girl who went to school with you, Nana, yes, it’s Nana, a blonde girl, who is also the daughter of foreign (Swedish) parents. A girl with four siblings, two sisters and two brothers, all very blond like her. Without saying a word, the girl gives you her hand and leads you along the hallway until you arrive at a patio. It’s her house’s patio. You recognize the bittersweet smell. It’s been many years since you were last here. You thought it no longer existed, that the house must have been torn down to make way for the construction of some building. With a jolt you suddenly remember, anxiously, that you need to find your mother and the baby. They must be needing your help. Nana’s mother starts to serve lunch, addressing her children in a language you don’t understand. You need to get out of there, to explain to this woman that your mother is waiting for you, that your brother was just born, that no one knows where you are and everyone will be worried. The woman serves you some sticky rice and looks at you, smiling. Everyone eats the rice with their heads down, as if praying. You need to get out of there. That’s all you can think of. You need to find your home. You need to help your mother.

When spring arrives, the jacaranda trees become a spectacle in the city. In Buenos Aires there are also lots of them, my mother says. They blossom in September, sometimes October; still other times, spring comes late, fighting against the cold, and they only blossom in November, with fewer blossoms. Our conversation makes the word “jacaranda” sound different: said in Spanish, it evokes a childhood memory, a song that I try to recall without success. I don’t ask my mother, so as to avoid what would likely be a cascade of memories that I’d need to interrupt, since M is waiting for me so we can go out after days of his not setting foot outside.

From the window of the bus taking us to Santa Monica, we see the chain of violet flowers fading into the distance on each of the streets running parallel to the ocean. With the arrival of spring, M wants to leave the apartment. He too must have noticed in awe that the sky was even bluer and must have imagined the vibrations that the sun imprints on all things. Let’s go to the beach, he suggests. After crossing Santa Monica, the bus drops us off a block from the Venice Boardwalk, which we amble along slowly. Seated on the sand, we watch the sunset. We get burgers right around there, and then we enter a bookstore, filled mostly with literature, much smaller than the one that disappeared on 2nd Street. I flip through various books, but nothing is calling me. The immense university library has exhausted my curiosity. M buys a book of Allen Ginsberg’s Collected Poems, a fat red book he reads fragments from as we return home. “Now mind is clear/ as a cloudless sky./ Time then to make a/ home in the wilderness.” “Nothing beyond what we have—what you had—that so pitiful—yet Triumph,/ to have been here, and changed, like a tree, broken, or flower.” Suddenly, a whole poem: “How sick I am!/ that thought/ always comes to me/ with horror. Is it this strange/ for everybody?/ But such fugitive feelings/ have always been/ my métier.// Baudelaire—yet he had/ great joyful moments/ staring into space,/ looking into the/ middle distance,/ contemplating his image/ in Eternity./ They were his moments/ of identity./ It is solitude that/ produces these thoughts.// It is December/ almost, they are singing/ Christmas carols/ in front of the department/ stores down the block on/ Fourteenth Street.”

You dream you’re in a bedroom with a man you don’t know. That’s all you remember.

Alone, I head across the city, toward downtown, retracing a path I know well to the end of Wilshire. It was here that everything started, the guide says: here is the center of the city with no center. At the end of the 18th century, El Pueblo de Nuestra Señora la Reina de Los Ángeles del Río Porciúncula was founded in the blocks that today are known as “The Plaza.” Little by little, the city and its wealth shifted toward the ocean, and what remained were a few simulacra of its origins: a church, a street, a square, a few Mexicans that try to take advantage of this pre-history and of the strength of the language, a mark that’s never erased. There, as in any other part of the city, Spanish supplies proof of its resilience: La Placita, Sepulveda House, Avila Adobe, Merced Theater. An architecture with an accent, even though almost nothing has survived. It was all torn down so something bigger, taller, more important could take its place. The pharaonic desire is everywhere—in the supercathedrals, in the megamuseums, in the skyscrapers.

I move away from the Civic Center and go east. In the press of the street, the shops, the graffiti, the beggars, I think: a city like any other, São Paulo, Mexico City, Caracas. Avoid the section between Los Angeles and the Alameda, the guide says; don’t go close to Skid Row; avoid that area at night. It’s daytime, though, yet another sunny day in the city, and I feel good walking along these streets, so I continue down San Pedro, and soon a few signs written in Japanese begin to appear. I’m in Little Tokyo. On the corner of San Pedro and 2nd, yet another plaza, in the middle of a community center, home to a Japanese garden. As is typically the case in Los Angeles, things don’t harmonize with each other; the delicate world in miniature, with small bridges over the running water, fits in poorly with the surrounding commercial buildings. Farther down, on 1st, the Japanese Village Plaza, which is a commercial center like any other, except it has various restaurants and stores with Japanese products. I choose one and, seated at the counter in front of the sushi chef, I ask for a combo of rice and sashimi.

As I eat, I think about going home. Chinatown will have to wait until next time. Who knows, maybe Luci will call before then and I’ll be able to insist that we go together; but if she doesn’t call, I’m resolved not to. It’s not exactly a decision: I had put off an action that seemed possible until it had completely lost its meaning. Who is Luci? I don’t know any more about her than I do about the Asian woman intently eating her little dish of rice next to me. I feel as capable of being close to her as I do with this woman. It’s as if I’d just met her. No, the distance is greater, because with this woman everything is still a possibility—open, uncertain—and with Luci I feel I’m going in circles. I could put this to the test and ask her name, or better yet, do what so many Americans do: stretch out my hand and simply say my own name, accompanied by a smile that forces the other person to respond, whether they want to or not, and from there all I’d need to do would be to maintain the rhythm of the questions, first about where she’s from, then about where she lives, about her job, about her family, punctuating this with a few comments about my own life, about Brazil, about my parents. I’m not going to do that. Not because I don’t believe in serendipitous encounters, but because I’m simply not feeling up to it. I feel I have no energy to begin another story with someone.

In any case, the woman has already paid and is gathering her things to leave. I think that I should do the same thing, but I feel tired. Watching the precision of her movements, I feel like a prematurely aged woman, who already doesn’t see well, who’s barely able to walk, who’d prefer to lie in bed rather than having to face so many limitations. I feel like an invalid, incapable of moving, of paying the bill, of getting up, of walking to the bus stop. Where is the bus stop, anyway? I need to look at the map, I think, and I slowly turn in search of my bag, which I’d hung on the chair. I don’t find it. It’s not on the other side either. Or on the ground. I stand. I ask the sushi chef, but he looks at me as if I’m speaking a foreign language. I’ve been robbed. In the middle of my daydream, I was robbed. I’m angry at myself. I try to mentally review what I had in my bag: my wallet, containing a few documents (my Brazilian identity card, my library card), a credit card and some cash, the Los Angeles guidebook. I sit back down and, upon looking to the side, I see a bag hanging on the chair the woman had been sitting in. I realize what happened. What’s best is to wait for her, since it certainly won’t take long for her to notice the switch.

Half an hour ticks by, and no one comes searching for the bag. I decide to tell the sushi chef what’s happening, since he doesn’t stop looking at me distrustfully. He repeats his dazed expression from earlier and mutters, “very strange.” Forty-five minutes. An hour. I feel like crying and decide to call M. I carry the woman’s bag with me. Why don’t you look for a phone number in her bag? he suggests. And if you don’t find anything, I’ll come get you. The bag is small: black, imitation leather, and it has a golden snap. I open it slowly, feeling like a plunderer. I find a small wallet, also black. Inside, three twenty-dollar bills, a few coins, and that’s it. Pay the bill with one of the twenties. With the other two, take a taxi here, M instructs me. We hang up. Once more I approach the sushi chef, to ask if he knows a phone number. He looks under the counter and hands me a battered card. I go to the payphone again and call a cab.

As I wait, I think about the measures I’ll need to take as soon as I arrive home: cancel the credit card and send an email to the library; I won’t need the identity card for now, since I have my passport. When I’m walking out the doorway of the restaurant to my cab, I see the Asian woman getting out of a black car. I wave to her, and she recognizes me. I’m so sorry. She explains why she’d taken so long: she had put her bag in the back seat of the car and gone to pick up her daughter from school; it was the girl who made the discovery, but they hit traffic on the way back. Her English is perfect, though it has a slightly altered rhythm—not enough to be an accent, however. Maybe it’s just because she’s out of breath. The girl waves goodbye from the back seat of the car. We exchange bags and I give her a twenty-dollar bill. Before going back to her car, the woman stretches out her hand with a wide smile: By the way, my name is Jane.

The semester is drawing to a close, and my attendance drops significantly. I go two weeks without entering the little room. Last time I was there, I read a text by Jameson about aesthetics and politics that opened up many other readings and plunged me into doubt about my ability to move a project like this forward—a research project that reaches back to the first half of the century and from there begins to rework the issues, building the necessary bridges between times and spaces without losing the thread along the way. Everything I read resounds, echoes, and expands, but it doesn’t turn into consistent writing; instead, it’s a pile of more-or-less related notes, but lacking a central axis—a bunch of pages that aren’t quite as chaotic as Jameson’s but that are certainly less inventive; a pile of notebooks that I number, date, and file, without knowing what to do with them.

Despite this, I’m not sure if I stopped going to the little room so I wouldn’t have to face the pile of books waiting for me or to avoid running into Luci, although the risk of that was small, because a few weeks ago she’d swapped our cubicle for the immense glassy area in the library at the School of Management. Why I’d prefer not to bump into her is a question that has no immediate answer. A contradictory thought comes to me: that I haven’t returned to the little room precisely because I know that Luci won’t be there. I realize that her presence made me move forward, even without knowing where to. It was as if she was some sort of proof that what I came to do there isn’t totally absurd, since there was another person in that flea-ridden hole, in the basement of Rolfe Hall, who’d come to the other side of the world to do something similar.

The question sometimes hangs over our day, immovable and dense. I don’t have the courage to put it to M. It would be an unnecessary and even frightening catalyst. Or maybe I don’t ask it because I know what his answer will be: nothing lasts forever.

You dream you’re in a well. A ray of reddish light coming from the top tinges your hands. You look up and feel relieved upon seeing that there’s a rope to help you get out. You jump to reach it, and after three or four attempts you finally succeed. Holding the rope and propelling yourself with your feet, you begin climbing toward the light. The well is much deeper than you thought. Your ascent seems eternal. You begin to think you’re not actually moving, but suddenly you reach the top of the well. Outside it, the red light covers everything. It takes a while for your vision to adjust to the brightness. You begin walking along a dirt road. In the distance, you see a group of people seated in a circle. You think: they’re praying. You decide not to get close and keep moving forward, toward a four-story building that looks like your house. As you get closer, you realize you were wrong. You don’t know what building this is. You’ve never been there. You decide to ask the people seated nearby. The distance between the building and the group of people seems much greater now. You’re thirsty. One of the men from the group stands and walks toward you. For a split-second, you have the impression it’s M, because of his beard. He’s wearing a robe. He has crusty hair, dry lips, and weathered skin, like that of someone who’s spent a long time under a beating sun. Everything’s destroyed, he says, taking your hand and leading you to the group.

I spot Luci from a distance on campus. She’s buying a coffee at one of the machines close to the little room. She inserts the coins, chooses a button, and waits. I know she chose a mochaccino. Where she’s going, I have no idea. I’m surprised to see her entering Rolfe Hall and moving down the stairs, toward the little room. I go after her. I walk through the glass door, go down the stairs, and open the door with my key: it’s empty.

On the last day of class, Jay approached me and gave me a DVD containing a copy of the film Fahrenheit 9/11, which hadn’t yet been released in theaters. I watched it immediately, on my computer in the little room, as if the film were capable of bringing me some kind of revelation. And it did—various, in fact, some very surprising, but making my way home I couldn’t shake a disquieting feeling that that wasn’t what I needed to know about.

M has replaced day with night: each day he eats dinner at 3 am.

You dream you’re in an airplane. You have to take a gamble: you’re low on fuel but even so, for some reason that isn’t clear, the plane needs to take off. You don’t understand. Everyone is going to die. It’s a challenge they thrust upon you. A fatal voyage. Why is it necessary? Everything disappears. You open your eyes. You know you’re dead. You’re unable to move. You see the light fixture on the ceiling and it clicks: it’s your apartment in Los Angeles. At that moment, M turns and rests his hot arm on your chest. You feel his breath on your face. You survived.

Knowing that we don’t have a car, a Chilean friend who went home for the break offered to let us use his while he’s traveling. That way he could also save money on parking, since we have an unused parking spot in our building’s garage. Once we agreed, he brought his car over to our house, a Volkswagen, model unknown, with three different keys: one for the driver door, one for the passenger door, and another for the trunk. Una especie de Frankenstein, he joked. The car stayed in the garage for several days without our even remembering it, so engrained were our pedestrian and bus routines. Except for a few rides from friends here and there, we circulated in the city following the routes that these modes afforded us. That was the imaginary configuration it had for us: a circuit that started at the door of our apartment, proceeded down the carpeted hallway, around the inner courtyard to the elevator, and down a few steps to the glass door opening onto the sidewalk, along which our steps led us generally to the right, toward the bus stop.

With the car, we’ll exit to the left, northward toward the 405, and we’ll choose the Sunset Blvd. exit, which will take us to Hollywood, where we’ve only been once, bumming a ride off our Colombian neighbor to watch Once Upon a Time in the West on the giant screen of The Egyptian, a theater that (as the name suggests) imitates a landscape from ancient Egypt, with huge statues of pharaohs and sphinxes; that time, though, we went up a large avenue that we caught to the left of Wilshire, and alone we’ll favor the curves of Sunset Blvd., with our windows down, in a new setting, a truly movielike one, something we’re naturally only entitled to on one afternoon among many. Because who could explore these hills without getting the feeling that the landscape doesn’t belong to them?

M is serious. The outing was his idea, which came as a big relief on an afternoon when our apartment seemed smaller than ever. We continue climbing toward Hollywood Hills, until we leave Sunset Blvd. to squeeze into narrow, deserted streets, not knowing where they lead—and which often lead to nowhere. So we reverse out of the alleyways and work our way around to take another street and continue climbing. The Hollywood sign flickers in and out of view between the homes, pressed one against another as if fighting for their own space while still maintaining their air of exclusivity, which hints at the luxury of living close to the big stars.

Finally, we arrive at a kind of parking lot, one of the entrances to Griffith Park. We get out of the car and walk a ways along a path lined with small dry bushes until we come to an unobstructed view of the city. We should’ve come here sooner, M says. We walk a little farther and sit on the edge of the trail, along which a few runners pass by, sometimes accompanied by their dogs, until it starts to get dark. The following weekend we try to make our way to that same entrance to the park, but we’re routed by the labyrinth of streets and end up returning home disappointed.

On the radio, the president speaks of a dividing line. Not between nations, between religions, between cultures, he says. It’s a line that divides civilization from terror. There is no neutral ground. There is no neutral ground, he repeats, between good and evil, between freedom and slavery, between life and death. And he concludes: they will face their day of justice.

Taking the 405 ever northward, we’ll arrive late one afternoon in Santa Barbara, after covering 150 kilometers in the rickety Volkswagen. At the top of the hill, on the grass in front of the Mission built by the Spanish at the end of the 18th century, we’ll discover another rewarding view. We’ll know how to return to this one, and we’ll do so with a frequency that will soon have less to do with our destination than with the pure movement of crossing, when we’re not anywhere.

The month of August brings back our Chilean friend, who takes his car back. Our routine once again becomes basically homebound, especially because classes haven’t started up again. I wake up early, water the plant, make breakfast, and go to the computer for yet another session of cataloguing, the only thing I’ve been able to do with my books for almost two months now. I’ve developed a technique that I perfect from day to day: I read a paragraph, close the book, and write a phrase. The phrase should summarize without interpreting. It’s a mnemonic exercise that makes my reading more like a simultaneous translation. The secret lies in fixing a few words or a group of words around which the meaning revolves. This keeps me entertained for hours on end, in a concentration I didn’t think was possible. As soon as M wakes up, though, I can no longer continue. Paradoxically, in the little room, where I have the guarantee of not being interrupted (since Luci has never appeared again), I can’t work. Or maybe not that paradoxically: I need this breathing at my side as if it were my own. Only, when he wakes, his presence begins to call to me and I get distracted, even if he continues to lie in bed without addressing me. It’s then that the day starts and sometimes as if it never ends, since when I get ready for bed the house pulses with his dislocated daytime energy, extending indefinitely into the night, as if we lived outside of time.

You dream about the unknown man yet again. This time you’re in his house, which is a cubicle with blue walls and an unmade bed. Did you sleep together?

It was early September when I received an invitation on the internet to attend a seminar at the University of Southern California. Since the end of Jameson’s course, I had abandoned classrooms; I hadn’t even looked into whether there would be a new course related to my research. But this one had gone directly to my inbox with the title, the professor’s name, the time, the classroom, and the topic: “Entre el ‘Estado’ y la ‘nación’ – raros, enfermos y delincuentes en la literatura latinoamericana.” The topic interests me, but what really calls my attention is the way it’s formulated: El seminario quiere analizar diferentes subjetividades y culturas – la delincuencia, la enfermedad, la disidencia sexual – como espacios donde se refractan historias y debates en torno al rol del Estado, su lugar en la modernidad latinoamericana, y a las distintas inscripciones y retóricas de la “nación.” The word “refractan” is decisive. I decide to take the course and begin researching how to get to USC by bus.

On the Metro webpage I see that, according to the site’s schedule—which my own experience traveling by bus through the city has already proven not to correspond with reality—there’s one transfer and 56 minutes’ travel time standing between my house and the corner of Exposition Blvd. and Figueroa St. In any case, the route doesn’t seem too complicated or too long. And it’s not, really, but if I told anyone at the university they’d think it was a small odyssey. Compared with the route by car, which would cross the city on the 10, this one isn’t much longer, but it’s obviously very different to cross the city up top versus lower down. South of Wilshire, there’s no bohemian charm or movielike glamor. The beach is far away. Everything is very flat: homes, stores, warehouses. Here and there a palm tree. Few people on the street.

I think this is something characteristic of Los Angeles: an architecture that seems to be ageless. I remember having a strange feeling as I read Ask the Dust, because the book is from 1939 but its geography is up to date in a way that would be impossible in other places, as if seventy years ago Los Angeles was already essentially the city it is today. Maybe the neighborhoods have shifted and Bandini’s place is five streets south of the street where it used to be, but the city is essentially the same, sprawling, disordered; in the hills, houses with gardens and pools; moving down to the south, far from the beach, is where Mexicans and Black people reside—and, more recently, Asian people, and abandonment. “Los Angeles, give me some of you! Los Angeles come to me the way I came to you,”2 Bandini implored, and the city to a certain point gave itself to him. The book arose from it.

We’re already very close to USC, the guy on the seat in front of me tells me. I get off and walk to the closest campus entrance. A true urban oasis, the site had said. It takes me about twenty minutes to find the building where the seminar is. The room is in the basement, like my little room, but it’s much bigger and brighter. Class has already started. I sit in a corner. The professor is talking about two failures that Latin America needs to face in the 1990s: on the one hand, of the revolutionary projects of the 60s and 70s, all the political imaginary that revolved around Cuba and that expressed itself in a new literature; on the other, the failure of the cultures of transition, trying to build democracies that work. “Con la democracia se come, se educa, se trabaja,” Alfonsín had said when taking power in 1983. Twenty years later, exclusion. His interest is focused on the power of the State, defining this power today in relation to another power, which also disciplines subjectivity and creates its margins. I feel joy at being there, hearing this professor who so often stops and asks, ¿cómo les parece esto?, because he knows that nothing is obvious when thousands of kilometers separate one experience from another. The students are Americans who’ve completed or are completing a Spanish major. There are also two Peruvian women.

During the break I introduce myself, and that’s when I learn that Pablo is from Córdoba, that he left Argentina eight years ago and did his doctorate in New York; that he recently got this job; that he’s still getting used to the city; that his boyfriend would like to move back and, if he does, he doesn’t know if he’ll stay. I also relate my brief history in the city. Our connection forms rapidly, as if we had a common past. As if a fault somewhere in history, maybe one of these failures he outlined, could explain his fate and mine, our meeting in this city and could—why not?—bring us closer.

In the dream, your brother is pale and very thin. He’s lying down, and you slowly draw closer to him and hold his hand. You feel warmth passing from one palm to another. Suddenly he’s a child again, a blond boy holding your hand and pulling on your arm for you to bend down while he whispers in your ear: I’m scared.

I’m headed home from the university. I’ve just crossed Pico when I see M on the other side of the avenue. He doesn’t see me. He’s in gym shorts, a T-shirt, and gym shoes, waiting for the light to change. Two weeks ago he established a daily exercise routine: each day he runs along Westwood to campus, goes up to Sunset Blvd. and then comes back down toward our apartment—or at least that’s the route I’ve pieced together from the description he gave. He doesn’t pay attention to the street names. What matters to him is creating a circuit with the minimum possible number of obstacles, which will allow him to run for an hour without many interruptions. It must have something to do with the city, I think, when I observe him, thinner, with strong legs and muscular arms. I feel a chill in my stomach that I know well: the fear of losing him. Often, when I observe him without his knowing—sleeping, playing the guitar, or in front of the computer screen—I have this sudden sensation, an uncertainty that my body’s memory recovers from a distant time, when we had just met and I drifted across the days without knowing where I’d be led. I practically didn’t eat, didn’t sleep, with life suspended between one phone call and another, one meeting and another, incredulous that this was actually happening to me, that I was capable of feeling something so senseless, so abysmal, so close to death. A friend had told me: no one has ever looked at me the way you look at him. That surprised me. It surprised me that my feelings were so self-evident. So visible. I held back, but my body acted.

Stopped at Pico and Westwood, I see how he’s moving away in the direction of the university, running rhythmically, with the serious face of someone fulfilling a duty. I notice how much he’s changed in so little time: his face is thinner, his hair has grown and his beard as well, his legs seem longer. I feel an urge to embrace him, to run to him and take him home, lay him on our bed and take his clothes off while recognizing each part of his body, each freckle, each hair, each fold. Would I even recognize him? Could it be that this body, molded day after day by the routine of this city, would still be the same one I explore mentally, reviving the image of a dim bedroom in a Rio apartment?

We get a phone call from our Colombian neighbor. She tells us she doesn’t live in the building anymore: she was evicted along with her cat. When we ask her what she’ll do, she responds by saying she’s still not exactly sure, but that a thesis can be written anywhere.

After more than three months without talking to each other, I answer the phone and Luci is on the other end of the line. Te llevo a Koreatown, she says, her tone halfway between a question and an order. I say “yes” without thinking, because it seems to me like the simplest answer. ¿Qué tal viernes a la tarde? Bueno, I say. When we hang up, my mood is split between surprise, expectation, and premature frustration. Luci comes to get me in her nice car, and we take the 10 toward downtown, but we exit around Western Avenue. We don’t talk on the way. She just says that the place she wants to take me is called Koreatown Galleria. It’s a mall on a corner of Olympic Boulevard.

We park and make our way to the ground floor, where there’s a large supermarket with Korean, Chinese, and Japanese products. It’s all very organized, very colorful, and, from the looks of it, made for the local Asian community, since there isn’t a single word in English. Luci gets a cart and goes toward the shelves. While she chooses products, she explains particularities of Korean cuisine: she talks about kimchi and about a tradition that dates back to the 13th century. It’s cabbage mixed with garlic and other ingredients (she says various names in Korean), left to marinate for months, sometimes even years. Then she starts talking about the different types of kimchi, and I’m not paying attention anymore but trying to understand what in the world this woman is getting at by calling me, after so long in radio silence, as if nothing had happened, and taking me to buy groceries at a supermarket. Luci keeps talking about how kimchi is important for them, what kind she prefers, and how it’s difficult to store it (in a place that’s not too hot, because it can ferment too much, and not too cold, because it can freeze); about special refrigerators for storing it, because the smell is also very strong and can stink up everything. No creo que te guste, she says and then pauses, one of her silences that leaves me not knowing if she’s expecting me to say something or if she simply thinks the conversation is over. I say (only so the conversation isn’t left suspended in indecision) that I’d like to try kimchi. And Luci is suddenly overcome by excitement and starts talking about a dinner she’ll make for me and M at her house. She’ll ask her brother when he’s available, along with a few Korean friends. It’s been a long time since she invited anyone to her house. Her brother is always busy and prefers not to have people over, but this would be an opportunity to meet him. I respond by saying it’s a good idea, but I must not have shown enough enthusiasm, since she cuts off the discussion to go get something else from the aisles. The little cart is already quite full. I help her carry the bags to the car, and she suggests we get dinner together before she drops me off at home. She says she knows a really good place that I’ll definitely like as well.

We go in the direction of Santa Monica Blvd. and arrive at a 50s-style hamburger joint. We order burgers with fries, as if we were two teenagers, and I notice that Luci seems as comfortable in this place as she does in front of the shelves at the Korean supermarket. She talks about her brother, who’s being pressured by their parents to return to Korea because he can’t get accepted to any doctoral programs in the United States. He wants to stay. She feels bad for him. She’d like to have some influence over her parents, but there’s nothing she can do; if it were the other way around her brother could certainly intervene, but she’s the younger sister, and even if it were possible, he wouldn’t want her to do anything for him. He’s the one who should support her, not the other way around. Luci then begins to tell me about her childhood. Surprisingly, while sharing her memories her Spanish becomes much clearer; her language assumes a new fluidity when she takes on the role of narrator, telling the story as if it weren’t her own. She talks about the house where she was born, where her maternal grandparents also lived. They were always much more present than her parents, who were constantly coming and going between Seoul and Hong Kong, where they did business. Her grandparents, and especially her grandmother, was much less strict than her father and her mother, so during her entire childhood she had the feeling that there were two distinct, irreconcilable realities, and that she didn’t totally belong in either of them.

The effect this narrative has on me surprises me just as much as its form. I’m transported to a time before my arrival, something I haven’t thought about in months. As Luci speaks, images of my brother come to mind and I think about how much he would love a place like this. I think he’d understand Luci better than I would. Then a scene surfaces, at first diffuse but progressively clearer the more I concentrate on it: my brother and I are at a beach, on the seaside; he’s small, two years old at most, which would make me eight; he’s holding hands with another boy and they’re jumping over the waves together. I’m watching them, at my mother’s request. I remember this boy, who my brother became friends with instantly. He was an Asian boy, who came by our house for a while until his parents returned to their home country, when my brother was about five years old. I don’t remember what their nationality was. Maybe Korean? I tell my memory to Luci and she laughs. I talk about my brother’s recent illness. She stares at me in silence. I keep talking. I talk about things I had never told anyone about the months of treatment, things that in truth I had never formulated even to myself and that only now are taking shape, between spoonfuls of a banana split Luci insisted on ordering for the two of us.





III

M went away on a sunny November morning. He decided to leave abruptly. I need to leave, he’d said ten days earlier, with the certainty of a decision he’d thought about for a long time. For how long? I didn’t want to ask. I took him to the airport, knowing as I drove along the 405 what awaited me when I returned to the apartment without him. Knowing that if this scene played out differently, it wouldn’t be me; that if, as I entered the apartment, I didn’t feel his absence like a mass of air compressing everything, it wouldn’t be me. A half-drunken cup of coffee, the books, a coat hanging on the bookshelf, an impression on the bed, a pen, a beach chair, a hole on the shelf where before there had been a folder. Time passes quickly, he’ll say, when we speak on the phone, without knowing that this is precisely what terrifies me. In his absence, his memory tortures me. It’s as if the past had suddenly sprung back into existence; as if Los Angeles—which until this moment had been pure present—were now part of a lost era. The day we arrived. Santa Monica. Trader Joe’s. Midnight Special. Laemmle’s. All of these places take on the consistency of memory. I enter the apartment, sit at the foot of the bed, and cry for the first time since our arrival in the city: a cry without tears, almost a buzzing, that keeps me company into the night.

You dream that you’ve just arrived back in Rio. You’re carrying your suitcase down a long avenue, toward your old apartment. It’s dark and the street is deserted, but you’re not afraid. You’re going home. You stop in front of a building and press the intercom. The doorman answers and says: “come in.” With difficulty you climb the three stairs at the entrance, your blue suitcase in hand. When you arrive at the reception area, there’s no one there. You stay there, waiting. The doorman shouldn’t take long. In the end you decide to go up without talking to him. You know the way. You go through a door that leads to the hall with the elevator. Your suitcase is no longer with you. When the elevator door opens, you see a dark void. A voice coming from below is saying something in English. You can’t understand it. You hear the voice again, and this time you’re able to identify a few words: This is the end. The end of what? you ask. This is the end, the voice repeats. You then decide to climb down the elevator cables to see what’s happening below, and you do so with surprising dexterity. Soon you land on the dirt and begin walking along a kind of subterranean street. You hear the voices of people talking and move toward them. You see a group of men seated around a round table. They’re playing cards. They eye each other in challenge. It’s nothing more than a game, you think. Suddenly, a huge boom. You shield yourself, crouching on the ground. When you stand up, you see the men lying fallen next to their respective chairs, dead. On the table, a carefully constructed card castle withstood the explosion. You hear a voice again: were you the one that built this castle? Not me, you say, it was them. Them who? Them, you say, pointing to the men on the ground. Do you know why they did this? the voice asks. No, I have no idea. I don’t think I’ll ever understand.

I feel a terrible loneliness since M’s departure and the need to say it in another language: I feel a terrible solitude. I repeat this phrase seated on the shower floor, my legs stretched out, seemingly belonging to another body. Ever since he went away, I haven’t left my apartment. I discover that he’d bought a lot of groceries at the supermarket; the pantry is full of canned goods, packets of pasta, and bottles of mineral water. I suspect that he was stocking our house for a possible catastrophe.

Ten days pass without my seeing the street. Over email, I ask a colleague to cover my classes, claiming that I’m sick. A few garbage bags accumulate by the door. Ever since M left I haven’t made the bed, or vacuumed, or put my clothes away in the dresser. My dedication to this house amounts to watering the plant. I’m pale and probably a kilo or two thinner, since even with a full pantry I have trouble cooking for myself.

I mentally review the actions that would get me out of my current state and into another, seated at the table with a plate of pasta in front of me: boil the water, add the pasta, wait, strain it, heat the sauce, put it on the plate, and finally, eat. I’m visualizing the scene, trying to convince myself that I’m capable of carrying it out, when the phone rings. I let it ring. It’s probably Luci, since M usually calls later.

On the day after his departure, I called her. I tried to talk about the helplessness I was feeling, but she wasn’t very receptive; she listened to me in silence, and when I stopped talking she suggested that I take advantage to move forward on my thesis. I hung up thinking she had a point: I needed to separate myself from this absence and concentrate on my work. But that would only make sense if I wanted to separate myself from this absence. Why didn’t I want to? The phone keeps ringing while I formulate this question. It turns out to be Luci. Voy a salir con unas amigas a cenar. ¿Quieres venir? Amigas coreanas, she clarifies. I say yes, believing this will rescue me from the inertia I’m stuck in. En cinco minutos te paso a buscar.

Half an hour later we’re sitting down, the four of us, two on each side of the table, in a restaurant in Koreatown. Luci takes care of the order. The server brings a skillet and various dishes with legumes, a bigger plate with strips of meat, and a bowl of white rice. Luci proceeds to point and say their names: banchan, baechu kimchi, bulgogi, and arroz, she adds in Spanish, looking at her two friends who don’t speak it. The friends laugh. They’re nice, but in a different way than American nice, less expansive. I feel at ease with them. The two have good jobs in Los Angeles, one as an interpreter and the other as an attorney in a Korean firm. They talk a little about the food and about the kimchi. They tell stories. Luci is also at ease. I think that maybe speaking Spanish all the time when she’s with me is tiring for her. In my case, it’s English that exhausts me, in contrast to how naturally the other three converse.

One of them talks about the terrible week she had at work and the other says she’s also been working a lot. How about you, Luci? one of them asks. Lots of stress in the library? Luci laughs. The others continue: you must not be able to sleep from the stress! Luci is very postmodern! What’s the name of that author you’re working on? Diamela Eltit, Luci responds. It’s unpronounceable! They laugh. The joke seems to have run its course, but one of them takes it up again: have you managed to convince your mother it’s good for anything? She must think that you’re on vacation all the time! Luci loves to sleep! I study at night, she protests, avoiding looking toward my side of the table. I watch the scene in discomfort, mentally articulating a few phrases in English that I’d like to say but that end up not coming out. The laughter continues. Without warning, I raise my hand and call the server over, explaining that I need to go home since M is going to call me. Immediately, Luci turns and looks at me with an expression of disapproval.

On the way home, we’re silent. When we arrive, I try to make conversation. I say something about M’s departure. She doesn’t respond, her eyes fixed on the steering wheel. I keep talking, but I feel increasingly awkward with her silence. I finally quiet down, and the silence lasts a few seconds until Luci says: no estabas esperando ningún llamado de M, ¿no? I respond saying not exactly, but he might call. He usually calls around now. No tendrías que haber hecho eso. I don’t know what to say. Is it possible she didn’t realize my motives? Of course she did, so then what’s this rebuke about? Nunca entiendes nada, Luci says after another pause.

I read that according to research more than half of the American population believes that the invasion of Iraq was a mistake. Even so, most opinion polls favor the president, considering him most capable of succeeding in the war on terror. There’s a method to this madness: since he was the one to invent this war, he must be the one most capable of bringing it to an end. As I formulate this thought, I realize that I’m closer than ever to cynicism.

My night terrors have intensified. Nights seem to have no end. Countless times I jolt awake and go to the bathroom to look at myself in the mirror and confirm that I’m alive. I feel the need to see myself reflected and find my focus. Even so, many times I can’t get back to sleep. I realize that M was a guarantee of something outside sleep; his body next to mine was a boundary that had disappeared. I drink two cups of “Sweet dreams,” embrace my pillow, and repeat, as if it were some kind of mantra, “I’m going to sleep in peace,” “I’m going to sleep in peace,” but there’s something that resists the tea, the mantras, the attempts to explain what happens when I fall asleep. I think it must be like infiltrations: mold only appears after the liquid has been at work long enough. So it’s difficult to know when everything started. And what would it matter? Maybe if I discovered what set off this chain, I’d be able to attack it, as one attacks a virus, and everything would be fixed. Except that even in medicine things aren’t so simple.

When we talk on the phone, M insists that I do a sleep test. I argue that the insurance doesn’t cover that kind of test, which is true, but I know as well as he does that the last thing I’d do would be to sleep in an unfamiliar hospital room to obtain a diagnosis. Just that image, if I let it carry me away, is enough to keep me up all night. In any case, because he harps on it so much, I decide to do a version of the test myself. You’re crazy, he says. It’s not going to do anything. The following night, I put a recorder on the nightstand. For two nights nothing happens. I sleep peacefully. I don’t even remember my dreams when I wake up. On the third night, I wake up standing, in front of the window. When I look down, I see the recorder in pieces in the building’s courtyard. I prefer not to say anything to M. I tell him the machine suddenly broke. Maybe what’s best is to not try to understand, to gather in nocturnal death as part of my life, here and now.

What made me think I’d be able to write a thesis? The idea seems to be progressively more distant. It’s as if it had occurred in another life. It’s not the first time I have this feeling of detachment, but this time I don’t feel anguish; I simply realize it, like someone who sees a flight taking off without knowing any of the travelers on board.

You dream once again about the man you don’t recognize. He has dark brown eyes with dark circles around them. His nose is pointed and his mouth is well defined. You’re seated on the side of the bed, in the same minuscule bedroom from the previous dream. You feel very good by his side. It’s a sensation that’s related to the sound of his voice, which has a hypnotic effect on you. He’s telling you something about imaginary beings. When you wake up, this question lingers: what makes us certain something doesn’t exist?

I noticed when Jay began to arrive in class early. It was shortly after the beginning of the new term. I also noticed something different when he’d leave: an ambiguity, as if he were waiting for me to say or do something to make him hang back. He’s nice, like all the others. Little acts of obstinacy are all that give him away: always sitting on the front row, never asking a single question, always being the last one to turn in homework and tests, never taking any notes. I pretend not to notice. Before beginning to teach, I attended a lecture that warned us about this kind of contact: it’s strictly forbidden. Threats. Penalties. Vigilant stares. In any case, I think, he’s so shy it would be impossible.

One day I find myself hurriedly gathering my things and going down the stairs after him. He has the broad back and strong butt of someone who plays sports. He isn’t very tall, maybe 5’6”, and he always wears beige pants and a short-sleeved shirt. He carries a backpack on his back with the ever-present water bottle. I don’t know exactly why I follow him. We walk together toward the café, almost side by side, as if it were mere coincidence. I order a cappuccino and he gets a Coke and a muffin. Without saying anything, we make our way to the statue garden. He points to some stone benches in a circle, which I’d never noticed before, in a corner of the garden. I sit. So does he, in front of me. We don’t have anything to say to one another, but the silence isn’t oppressive; on the contrary, it unites us like a shared secret. He says: I like your classes. I smile. I try to guess how old he is. Twenty or twenty-one. Twenty-one, he confirms. Seven years younger than I am. He has a smile full of very white teeth, but he only smiles every once in a while. Right now, for example. His face isn’t exactly beautiful: round, a bulbous nose, acne scars left over from his recent adolescence. Clean shaven. Thick, blond hair, impeccably trimmed.

Still saying nothing, we go toward the parking lot and he opens the passenger door of his car for me. When he puts his hands on the wheel, they’re trembling. He drives slowly westward, along Sunset. Soon we’re on the 405, going to Long Beach. I had never gone past the airport on this highway that leads to San Diego. With a car we could go there some weekend, I think, imagining a not-too-distant future when M is back. It seems absurd to me in this moment to have lived for almost a year in this city without even thinking of buying a car, but at the same time I see with clarity what this means and I feel closer than ever to M, in a kind of shared resistance against fitting in. Maybe he had wanted to take this even further than I, to the point of not wanting to be there anymore: living in the city without being in it. I understand his departure more clearly than ever, but the communion from moments ago morphs into a somber feeling. It makes the need to be here more real, next to this boy, who drives more decidedly now, toward someplace to the south, far from the university, from Spanish classes, from the chairs in the little classroom where for months we’ve met twice a week. The somber feeling dissolves in this image. Neither of us says anything. We don’t want to break the silence with a reference to the other space we’ve left behind. We’re in another city. Long Beach is small, intimate even, next to Los Angeles.

He parks in an alleyway that leads to the beach, but we don’t get out of the car. Every once in a while someone comes in or out of the little houses around, without seeming to care about our presence there. We kiss for a long time, as if there were nothing else to do in the world, as if the world were the wet and rhythmic movement of our tongues and nothing else. It’s been a few years since I’ve felt this concentration of my body on itself, this disconnection from everything outside it. I could have stayed there all night, but at the same time I think there must be an end. That I should go back. As if I were between sleep and wakefulness, in the moment in which a subtle exteriority arises to signal the end.

I ask for us to get out of the car: I want to go to the beach. Seated on the sand, we watch the aquarium, all lit up. It’s incredible, but night has already fallen. He tries to embrace me again and I move away. I ask a few questions in Spanish, which he answers in English. I want to know why he decided to learn Spanish. I want to live in Mexico. That’s where he wants to live after he finishes college. He went there with a few friends in the summer, and it’s there, in the DF, that he wants to live. I ask why, but his explanation is vague. I see that he wants to avoid the obvious, saying that it has to do with the people, with the language, with the landscape. Have you been there? He doesn’t seem disappointed with my answer. On the contrary, he smiles. Come with me, he says. Now it’s my turn to smile, in response to the phrase that seems straight out of a movie. In this moment the whole scene seems movielike, but I don’t feel the need to remove myself from this small romance. Is this actually happening? Is this kid actually asking me if I want to go to Mexico with him? I don’t say anything, and after a few minutes I ask: how many kilometers is the DF from here? By plane, it’s two hours, he says. Very close. I start thinking about the possibilities that await me if I continue living there. I could go to Mexico. I could also go to San Francisco. A whole coastline to be discovered. Other civilizations. Is that why people travel? I fell in love with Mexico, he says, as if answering my question. Now I’m the one to embrace him. We kiss again, and I stop thinking.

In the dream, you see only the beach. The city has disappeared.

She thinks about writing a book and imagines the story of a journey from one continent to another. The book would talk about the invention of a certain belonging; it would build a genealogy, taking in various cities, before coming back to its point of departure. With this in her head, she sits in front of the computer for the first time in several weeks, but not before washing her face, removing her shoes, and making coffee. After her ritual, face to face with the blank screen, the only thing she can do is chew on her nails. When the phone rings, it’s a relief.

On election day, I speak with M on the phone. I communicate my worry about the results. In the pauses in our conversation I feel the space that separates us; and also a foreignness in relation to my own concerns. None of this belongs to me, I think. I try to convey this sensation to M, but I know beforehand that over the phone it’ll be impossible. I try to imagine him in the living room of his mom’s house, seated in the armchair next to the phone. It’s a beautiful day, he says. I try unsuccessfully to transport myself there. Even with my eyes closed, the reality around me pushes in. The almost unfurnished apartment, the plant that tenaciously survived the fall, my body weighing down the carpet. I need to go, I end up saying. We hang up. It’s still morning in Los Angeles. Around the apartment the streets must be more deserted than ever. I dress and go out. The streets really are empty. In a few buildings, there are American flags in the windows. I think I’ll always be a solitary passer-by in this city. I could buy a dog. I remember our Colombian neighbor and think it would be better to have a baby. The idea paralyzes me: a child, here?

When the book arrived in the mail, I decided right away that I would give it to Pablo as a present. My mom had bought it and sent it to me, knowing how much I liked this author, but as soon as I opened the envelope and saw the tattoo with the title stamped on a young arm, and even later, as I read the first pages, I knew that it didn’t belong to me; that I was simply a messenger between this name in giant green letters and its addressee. It had been several weeks since I’d been to USC, but there was still the last class of the semester left to see him. So once more I took two buses and arrived at the class with the book under my arm.

Pablo was speaking about the novel Vivir afuera, by an Argentine writer: how does a writer insert himself, or not, in the global market? He talks about a politics of posing. Acting instead of being. Opening spaces of difference. Rodolfo Fogwill, the provoker, attacks the platitudes of the crystallized left. He destroys the opposition between exclusion and inclusion. Abandonment and precarity. A book of simultaneous eras: the 50s, 70s, and 90s. His writing brings the dead back to life. Conspiratorial fictions. As I take notes, I have the feeling of being very close to what I’d like to write. Would this feeling evaporate yet again when I closed my notebook?

In the coffee line during the break, I deliver the book to him—awkwardly, almost doubting what this gesture means. But there’s no reason for doubts. If we never saw each other again, the book would remain. Maybe not materially; in the comings and goings between cities, it’s possible it could get lost. Even so, the image of that cover, of that title, and of that name would be imprinted on his memory. And more: “I exited customs pulling two heavy bags, a backpack hanging from my shoulder. I didn’t even think of looking at the people behind the rail, waiting for arriving passengers. All of a sudden, I felt amazingly calm. If he didn’t show up, I’d go to a cheap little hotel and return to Brazil the following day. I’d keep on walking down the hall, having those expectant shadows behind the rail by my side—those who always seem to have nothing else to do but wait sedentarily for the ones who don’t stop moving, departing and arriving.”3 I see this on his face, as right there in line he opens the book, reads the first page, and thanks me with an embrace.

Winter has officially arrived. Without a radical difference in temperature (it only dropped a few degrees), but with a new coloration of the landscape: the sky has lost its shining blue, becoming more opaque, whitish, and it can turn gray unexpectedly, incubating a strong rain, which is rare but not impossible—it’s happened to me twice since I arrived in the city, once each December. I watched the first one from my apartment window, as if it were a supernatural phenomenon. Since our arrival, not a drop had fallen from the sky. When I awoke and saw that it was raining, it felt like a miracle. The second was more mundane: it caught me unprepared walking home from campus, making me feel the density of the drops on my clothes.

The month arrived morosely, without anything new, all expectations swallowed up by the elections. The university functions in slow motion. My Spanish classes ended. My other obligations also ended: I returned a few books to the library, checked out others for my trip, made a few copies, and considered myself officially on break. All that was left was to find someone to occupy the apartment during the month M and I would spend in Rio, which was much easier than I thought: all it took was sending an email to the department and a friend of a friend came to see it, deciding on the spot to take it. But he needed to move in immediately. Tomorrow? I asked incredulously. I don’t have anywhere to stay, he replied. My suitcases are in my car.

I didn’t have a car, so my bags would for sure need to go to someone’s house or they wouldn’t leave at all. I thought of Luci, obviously. Phone in hand, I rehearsed the delivery of my request several times. It was a simple request, but I couldn’t find the right way to express it. I tried various phrases, but none of them sounded convincing, as if I were hiding something. I wanted to convey that it was really necessary, otherwise I wouldn’t ask; that I was in a bind, or I wouldn’t go to her. Why did I need her to feel pity? Every phrase I tried aloud tended in that direction. I wanted her to feel pity so she’d then agree to my request. Yes, of course, what a predicament, of course, you can stay here, but I was trying to evoke that effect knowing that Luci would never say any of those phrases. She’d probably remain silent. I should face her straight on, with the simplicity of someone who knows she’ll get what she wants. I sent a message from my cell phone: Necesito hablar con vos. I added: Es urgente. Luci called just moments later. Estaba en la biblioteca, she explained. Necesito pedirte un favor. Silence on the other end of the line, as I expected. I explain the situation to her and she doesn’t say a word. I elaborate on my explanation a bit more, but I feel like I’m coming off as artificial, dramatizing what I knew from the outset shouldn’t be dramatized. Le voy a preguntar a mi hermano, Luci finally says.

I hang up feeling helpless. I don’t know who else to call. Worse: I don’t have anyone else to call. More than a year living in this city, and there’s only one person I can turn to for a place to stay. Is that really true? I’m exaggerating. If I called our Chilean friend it would be a bit awkward, but he’d probably say yes. I then realize that I never considered this possibility because I was certain that Luci would say yes immediately; if I got the formula right, she would say yes. But I had tripped over my words, and she had been almost cold. She had dissolved my expectations in ambiguity. I lie on my bed, with no desire to do anything for the rest of the afternoon, but just as I give up hope, the phone rings again, and now the voice speaking on the other end seems like a child’s. Luci is giddy: her brother said yes. She’s driving over right this minute to pick me up. ¿Estás lista?

In the dream, your tenant overwatered the plant so much it died. You wake up disconsolate and call him. You give him the necessary recommendations and go back to sleep. When you wake up, you’re not sure if the phone call actually happened.

Luci’s house, in a complex near the university, was decorated by her parents. There’s a strange formality in everything, as if they had bought the room sets in an elegant furniture store. At the same time, everything looks plastic, like a Barbie house. In the living room, which no one uses, there’s a posed family portrait. Everyone is well-dressed: the men are standing in suits, her mother is in a black pantsuit, seated next to Luci, who’s wearing a yellow satin dress. She put me in her parents’ room, but she made a point of saying they can’t know I’m there—I’m a stowaway.

When I wake up, she generously makes us breakfast, and a sandwich each for lunch. I notice the effort to make me feel taken care of but not at ease. This house isn’t mine, because it isn’t hers—that was clear from the start. Or it should have been, if I had been more attentive to the signals she was sending me. But I was far away, in Long Beach or in Rio; or thinking about the results of the elections and my return to Brazil, and I paid little attention to her gestures. Luci, on the other hand, was totally focused on my visit, or at least that’s what she’ll tell me later, when the reckoning comes. I must have really been (as she’ll tell me) shut up in my own world, to not have seen the direction my little stay was heading.

At night, alone in a king-size bed in her parents’ master bedroom, I felt cold. I searched for another blanket in the room and didn’t find it. I figured there must be a heater and that it must be switched off. I searched for the thermostat and finally found it in the hallway. I turned up the temperature and went back to sleep. Maybe, as Luci suggested later, I really had recognized that doing this might bother her—if by chance the house had central heating and the entire house were to heat up—and had moved forward nonetheless. The accusations were so unexpected that my memory went blank. I couldn’t remember what it was that I thought in that moment, beyond the relief I felt at ridding myself of the cold and being able to go back to sleep before facing the last preparations for my journey. It’s even possible that I was already far away, that Luci was already part of a partially erased past. She had to accuse me of selfishness, with an unexpected hardness, for the present to assert itself once more.

She mentions scenes that I try to recall to formulate a rebuttal, but nothing—my mind is empty, as if the shock had provoked a sudden amnesia. I have no arguments. What I try to explain sounds evasive, like improvised excuses, subterfuges. No mientas, she presses. She talks about the times I forgot things she told me and about when I didn’t introduce her to my Chilean friend in the hallway at the university. When? You know when, she responds. She returns to the cemetery scene; to the scene at the restaurant with her friends; and she returns to the heater, again and again. It’s not just one detail, she insists. It’s all part of the same thing, of the same incapacity, she rails, to put myself in her place. I say yes, she’s right, but how could it be otherwise? She’s red with anger. Everything that (until now) had been an enigma reveals itself to be bitterness. Luci, very clear in front of me, more articulate than ever, in implacable Spanish.

I don’t know what to say. I stutter. I’m at a loss for words. I don’t know what terms to use to explain my confusion. All of my weaknesses in this language that was never totally mine appear to play against me, to cut my legs out from under me and leave me helpless in front of her. I blame the language without knowing for sure that that’s what it’s about. Would I know what to say to her in Portuguese? Would I know how to collect my thoughts before this woman, who I thought I had become friends with and who once again seems a stranger to me? It had been difficult to form this friendship, but I thought I was on solid ground, finally, after almost a year of trial and error. Maybe I had never really tried; maybe I’d known from the very first day that it was impossible. No, that’s not true, I argue. There were moments, there were encounters… but I’m unable to complete my sentences. I had wanted, certainly, for us to be friends, but what is friendship? I try to explain the difficulties I felt, but how could I translate into words a vague sensation, as vague as she was sometimes? I say “vaga,” but in Spanish the adjective evokes another meaning and I stumble again. So ambiguous, I want to say, so seemingly ambiguous, I emend. Ambiguous? She is shocked. There’s certainly no ambiguity now; much to the contrary: she knows what she wants to say, and she has the floor.

Why didn’t she say anything before? Why now that I’m staying at her house, on the eve of my departure? Why precisely in this moment did the uncertainty disappear? Why now? I ask, between tears. Luci stops speaking and becomes serious, looking at the floor. Necesitaba hablar antes que partieras. A long silence after this, until finally she gets up and locks herself in her room. I stay in the TV room, alone, where our encounter happened. I don’t want to cry anymore. I’m empty. I’m angry at her and would like to run away from this house. I’d like to pound on her bedroom door and say something. But what? What was there to say? What was she hoping to hear? I try to think of a phrase, a phrase that would at least make sense. An apology would fill in this emptiness, but I don’t want to apologize, that’s not what this is about, I tell myself, it’s not that, I repeat, and I end up falling asleep on the couch.

In the morning, when I wake up, Luci has already gone. She left breakfast and the sandwich for me. Next to it, a case with a CD and an envelope. On the CD, written by hand, in small black printed letters, is the name “Lisa Ono.” In the envelope, a card, made using a photo of her wearing a long and colored traditional dress. She smiles at the camera. Inside, she wrote: Espero que te guste. Es brazileira, como tú. Besos, Luci.

In my United Airlines seat, I think about the hours of travel still ahead before I get to Chicago, and from there to Rio, and a deep despondency comes over me. I want to sleep, but I can’t. I think of M and how it’ll be to see him again. I think of Luci, while Lisa Ono sings “Tea for Two” with a light Brazilian accent. I’m discontented with homes that are rented/ so I have invented my own. I left the city with a premature nostalgia, thinking that in a near future there would be doubt, hesitation, about the need for my departure, but that it would end up happening. Because if someone asked me if I like the city, I wouldn’t know how to answer, and it would therefore never be mine. But what does that mean? Wouldn’t the familiarity I feel upon seeing it from the plane—at the end of a winter afternoon, when the sun storms the landscape and erases its contours—be enough?






RIO DE JANEIRO


I walk along Rua do Catete toward the Museum of the Republic. I heard on the radio that it’s the hottest day of the year, but since the year is just beginning that information doesn’t seem as spectacular to me as the announcer’s voice suggests. It’s just another hot day, under 40 degrees Celsius. Wearing a sleeveless shirt, shorts, and flip-flops, I handle the heat well. That’s what I think when I arrive at the park, seated in the shade, on a bench near the lake. I watch two girls playing tag, with a surprising amount of energy considering how hot it is. The two disappear and soon return, each with a soda in her hand. They sit by my side, as if wanting to keep me company; as if they had thought my presence on that bench strange, observing without doing anything. The three of us quietly look toward the lake, which at this moment is being crossed by a slow duck. I’d also like to have a soda in my hand, so the perfect symmetry could (who knows) transport me to somewhere in my childhood. Far off, a woman waves to the girls, calling them. She’s probably about my age. I also feel beckoned, and I stand up together with them. We walk side by side for a bit until the path forks and I turn right, toward the exit onto Rua do Catete.

I don’t have plans. My morning is free. I begin to walk toward Glória, with the vague idea that I’d like to eat lunch around there. It’s been a long time since I’ve walked around the city. When I returned from Los Angeles, I ventured out into the city a few times, as if I needed to reacquaint myself with it. The distance I felt in relation to the apartment we’d managed to rent (still largely unfurnished) did not apply to the city, but I insisted on transferring this internal sensation outwards. So I walked along the streets as if it were there that I would recover something that was lost. Only, they seemed indifferent to my search. They were simply there, as if no time had passed. It was a sensation similar to the one I had in my parents’ house. When I visited it in the afternoons, when they were at work, I’d open the door with my key and yell “hey,” to which my brother would respond from deep inside the apartment, without getting up to greet me, as if this exchange still played out on a daily basis. So I’d go to his bedroom at the end of the hallway—which had hardly changed at all in years, with his books and papers scattered chaotically across the desk, the trophies from a few teenage tennis tournaments decorating the shelves, the frame of rarely-updated pictures—to find him lying on the bed or sitting in the office; I’d say “hey” again and settle myself into some spot, on the ground or on the bed. The silence wasn’t an emptiness, but proof of how natural each encounter was, without any other meaning beyond itself. The same thing would happen with the city: it didn’t demand anything from me. It didn’t want anything new. I was the one searching in it for an excuse for the gracelessness of my return. When I realized that it wouldn’t budge, that it wouldn’t allow itself to be transformed into an alibi, my first weeks’ wanderings came to an end.

I’m now walking around the hill in Glória, leaving my lunch idea behind. I’ll continue my walk along Rua do Russel, toward the beach in Flamengo. I’ll pass by the door of the Museum and arrive, a few blocks later, at the building where I lived before my departure. The gate with brown bars is still exactly the same, the same “welcome” rug lying in front of the glass door, and the two large pots, one on either side, each containing a palm tree. Inside, the doorman recognizes me and waves. I hesitate for a few moments, not knowing whether I’ll go in and talk to him. I make the decision. I go in and tell him that I’m living on Senador Eusébio, near Osvaldo Cruz. “Didn’t you go live abroad?” he asks. “Yes,” I respond. I ask about the building and he responds, laconic, that everything is going well. We quickly run out of things to say, and I’m preparing to leave when the elevator door opens and out walk the two girls I saw in the park. They look at me in surprise and ask, with the brazenness only children possess: what are you doing here?

You dream about Los Angeles. You’re walking along the water at Santa Monica Beach when you’re approached in Spanish by a young woman. You recognize the Guatemalan driver from the university shuttle, with her burgundy hair, her remarkably long red nails, and her face caked with makeup. You share a complicity acquired in the comings and goings from Westwood to the stop near the library. Hola, says the woman, with a smile. Cuánto tiempo, she adds. You find that strange. You remember seeing her yesterday. Hace más de un año que no te veo. ¿Por dónde anduviste? You don’t know what to say in response.

There’s an abyss between the present and the past, as if time didn’t want to let itself be filled by anything, pushing back against its transformation into the stuff of memory. I search my memory for images of my arrival in Los Angeles, of our rented apartment, of circuits around the city. Dates get mixed up. I don’t remember exactly when I met Luci. How many times did we go to Santa Barbara? What month did M leave? I comfort myself thinking that this precarity is inherent to memory; but will the images slowly return, or will they instead be gradually pushed deeper, into an unrecoverable place?

When she learned that her mom was pregnant, she held in what she was feeling. She had to bolt away from the table; in her bedroom, she laughed to herself. Her parents consoled her awkwardly, without understanding what was going on.

Before talking to M, still holding on to the test with its two red stripes, she calls her doctor. He asks when her last period was and, after a brief calculation, announces: your baby will come with the spring.

When M returned from Los Angeles with our things, it took us months to unpack the suitcases. We’d simply take one piece of clothing out, then another, then another, and the suitcases slowly deflated, in the exact spot we’d put them on the day they arrived. At the bottom, the folders containing photocopies, the books we’d bought in the United States, my thesis notebooks. Later, we ended up storing the suitcases in the closet, with everything inside.

I tried a few times to return to those things, but during each attempt I arrived at the conclusion that I wasn’t ready, that I needed more time, and the suitcases returned to their place. Each time I’d open a notebook and read a few pages, I got the feeling of having unfamiliar material before me. I couldn’t understand why I had read this text instead of that one; my class notes were confusing; no plan had been successfully completed. Suddenly, one afternoon, between the cataloguing of one text and a bibliography, I read: “If one of those pigeons in the sunny patch of her neighbor’s balcony took flight in that moment, she’d let herself be carried away by memory; if not, she’d go to the kitchen and immediately wash the dishes from her solitary dinner the night before—one of them flies away and she goes to do the dishes even so. What matters is the game, not the result.” The foreignness here is even stronger, since no matter how hard I try I can’t remember having written this. That image, however, is definitely mine.

I’m tired all day. That’s normal, the doctor says. That’s normal, M repeats. I’m not convinced. I’m unable to find myself in my new state. For now, the baby is just an abstraction, but it occupies the entirety of the space in my life: the present no longer exists, only a formless future that I carry in a belly that’s still flat. I’m terrified I’ll lose it. When I go to the bathroom, it’s always with a twinge of dread that I lower my underwear. I don’t tell this to anyone, not even to M. He might laugh, given how happy he is with the news, but he might become serious, keeping to himself an implacable interpretation.

Have you ever imagined our return?

It’s Sunday and we decide to go to a Farnese exhibit. There are mutilated objects, scraps of things, fragments of dolls with no eyes, heads, legs, and arms dismembered, bodies that are broken, burned, in boxes, in baptismal fonts, in china cabinets, in blocks of resin, family photos in black and white. Abject reliquary, questionable genealogy. The obsessive project impresses me, made up of insistent repetition of the same themes. Death encompassing the discourse and the material. Everything speaks of degradation, and at the same time pushes against it, evoking the permanence of the objects. In the video, I see the method: the search for objects in marine debris, in collections of antiques, in the rubble of demolitions. I’m struck by the pathological consistency of the project. The insistence on a solitude surrounded by death. I feel attracted by this universe and could stay there all day, in a cautious investigation of this mind that bares itself unabashedly, but M pulls me gently out of the room.

The pregnancy happens inside me, but its effects expand. A friend gives me a book she bought in France as a present: Le bébé. It’s by a successful young writer, she explains, who wrote a book translated into Portuguese as Porcarias, and now she’s released this one, about her experience as a mother. “What is a baby? And why are there so few of them in literature? What should we do with the discourses that surround them? What is a mother? And why women instead of men?”1 The questions on the back cover are foreign to me, just as the description of the strangeness of maternity is also foreign: “It’s incomprehensible,” she writes.2 What’s incomprehensible? I ask myself. This whole universe that she begins to describe doesn’t reach the level of possibility for me. Reading about this becomes uncomfortable. I force myself to identify with it, but I don’t feel closer to it, and I feel guilty. I have an urge to return the book to my friend. If she thinks that what this woman has to say is so interesting, why doesn’t she read the book, period.

On my thirtieth birthday, I wear a long shirt that emphasizes a stomach that’s still sheepish. I cut my hair really short, like it was when I was in Los Angeles. I wanted to color it, but the hair stylist said it was dangerous, and I later confirmed with my doctor the recommendation against doing so. My insecurity regarding what I can and cannot do is considerable. The information contradicts itself: not a single drop of alcohol during the first three months, the doctor had said; una exageración, said my mother. In my dreams, I do everything wrong. The night before my birthday, I dreamed that I was playing on a trampoline as M looked on, mortified. I invited friends to the party who I hadn’t seen in months. Years, in some cases. The house is full. There are people in the bedroom, in the office, in the living room, in the kitchen. Almost all of them already know about my pregnancy. When they say “congratulations” they’re not talking about my birthday.

Five days after my birthday, bleeding. The next morning, we rush to do an ultrasound and there he is, in all his tiny presence. Length: 61 mm.

March 19, 2006. The newspaper commemorates three years of the war in Iraq. If I were in the United States, the news would be different. They’d certainly talk about the need to withdraw and the dead soldiers; about the disaster that is the war, but they certainly wouldn’t show this photo: a family carrying their dead son—a child, about six or seven years old—who was riding his bicycle down his street when he was caught in the bombing. The men hold the boy’s lifeless body. The mother is bent over him and embraces him with all her strength, not wanting to let him go and knowing that it’s impossible to turn time backwards. My stomach lurches as I look at this photo. This woman’s pain is now unbearable to me.

During the first few months, when they’d ask where the baby was going to sleep we’d respond without hesitation: in the office. It took a friend visiting for us to see in her simultaneously incredulous and shocked expression the incompatibility between the piles of books, papers, and boxes and the presence of a baby. The solution we found was to spread our things throughout the rest of the house, giving up the office so the baby could have his own space. In a few weeks, his room was ready, with one wall painted blue, on which we hung a poster of the film Small Change. The rest of the house would never recover from this rearrangement, as if we had always just moved in.

I bought Babies and Their Mothers, by Winnicott. A specialist, I thought, and decided to get the book. “How to say something new on a well-worn subject?” he asks.3 To me nothing he says is obvious, or at least I’ve never seen it formulated so clearly. He explains: “mothers have time to re-orientate, to find that for a few months their orient is not in the east but is in the centre (or is it a bit off-centre?).”4 He has a confidence in mothers that I view with ambiguity: I feel fear and joy at being faced with something entirely new. He says that the woman “is ready for an experience in which she knows extremely well what are the baby’s needs.”5 I think that’s true, but it’s as if I couldn’t admit it, as if I needed to question this gift that would so naturally be given to me. Nature had always seemed dubious to me before, and yet since my pregnancy I know that there are forces moving inside me that can only be called natural. Interiority and exteriority now blend together. The baby and I are one being, and this oneness is something primitive that can only be explained as a phenomenon common to a nature that is at once foreign and my own. I just don’t know how it’ll be to have a baby in my arms. That moment is, for now, absolutely unimaginable.

In the dream, Luci says she finished her thesis.

It was her mother who, through a friend who has a language school, got a job for her as a Spanish teacher. After the practice in Los Angeles, she feels that this is a doable undertaking, while she decides what she’ll do with her abandoned doctorate. Preparing for her classes still takes a lot of time, from selecting texts to developing the exercises. Grammar is no longer a source of anxiety, though she still sometimes needs to consult her books to check that she’s not letting her Portuguese bleed through. She sometimes calls her mother to ask a question. She responds to her with the childish enthusiasm of someone who has been invited to play a new game, but the phone call often ends on a melancholy tone, when she realizes how much of her own language she has lost.

I rediscover a letter that M wrote me from Los Angeles, sent through the mail: a long letter, written on notebook paper, with minuscule writing, destined to remain in a drawer as proof of itself. He described the empty apartment after the sale of our furniture and things. He talked about how the light, with no obstacles, created a new ambiance and asked me if that had been how we’d found it. His memory also broke down. He didn’t mention the plant because he had forgotten about it. It wasn’t in the apartment when he arrived, and he hadn’t noticed its absence. It was only later, back in Rio, when I asked what he’d done with it, that he realized it was gone. The theory he came up with—that the doorman had taken it to his apartment—wasn’t entirely improbable, since he had a balcony full of plants, but to me there was no doubt that, despite my recommendations, the person subletting had let it die.

He described how the process of emptying the apartment had played out: he’d sent an email to a few of my friends, with the list of things for sale, and the competition had been very stiff. In a few days nothing was left, except for what he’d set aside to bring back, like the placemat and a few other lightweight things it didn’t make sense to sell, in addition to the beach chair (which remained folded up behind the kitchen door in our new Rio apartment). He tried to put himself in my place and see the city with my eyes. He described the university already in full swing, the big breakfast he’d had at Wendy’s, the red carpet in front of a Westwood movie theater, awaiting the celebrities coming for the premier of a new blockbuster.

No, they weren’t really my eyes but his own eyes—changed, taking leave. His return, alone, had changed his gaze. Or who knows, maybe it was a direct effect of writing the letter. He had taken care of the logistical items more quickly than he’d anticipated and still had a few days left in the city. His tone, however, wasn’t one of complaint, but of contemplation, a kind of improvised scale that didn’t want to put too much weight on the end. Maybe we’ll still come back, he said in closing: scientific studies show that the Big One is just a fantasy and that the city will be here for several more centuries.

The baby will have great-grandparents. Every week they call to ask how I am, as do my father-in-law and mother-in-law. My body is of interest to the whole family.

A boy and his mother; her name is Sonia and she’s working her way southward with her son, fleeing from the Germans who will soon invade Paris. The city is agitated and fearful. War is all anyone talks about. This story is one of the most wrenching: on this journey, they lose each other when the mother leaves the group to find water. She stays behind, the son continues in the truck. The author tries to recover the impact of this scene. This woman’s fate. She meets her son, Pedro, in Mexico, and he gives her Sonia’s diaries. This is the primary material from which she weaves the narrative. “I’ve already written it many times, but I need to reiterate it, maybe to convince myself of the relevance of engaging with them: these notes had a special kind of incompleteness.” An incompleteness that asks to be completed, she’ll say, which requires new writing to fill in the spaces opened up by the ellipses, the cuts, the summaries, the dashes between one word and another: “Friday 14. June. After 6 am I keep watch in Place Carnot. I buy sandals and underwear – Police Station – Mayor’s office – Gendarmarie – nothing – the station – I search for the bathrooms – Jacques and Jean, Desnoyers Street – in the café – Police Station – they leave for Bordeaux – Angoulême – message for Ro. I sleep in the Halles Place Carnot.”6 I read this passage and my vision plunges into the “nothing” that encapsulates the despair of a futile search. “It could be expected,” the author writes, “that Sonia, now with no voice to speak, cry or yell, having arrived at this point in which everything seems to be extinguished, would finish her diary. Not one day more, she may have told herself, defeated. There was, however, another day after that name sobbed near the highway, and many other days followed it.” Days in which Sonia searches and writes, searches and writes obstinately, as if one thing could not be without the other.

It’s my mother’s birthday. She’s turning sixty. Her mother would be ninety. Three decades symmetrically separate one generation from another, from the great-grandmother to the great-grandson. If only she could see me, could see the baby, I think, letting myself imagine the impossible. She was a woman who rarely spoke of her feelings. An austere woman who prized order as if it were something vital to survival itself. When I’d spend vacations at her house, a cramped two-room apartment that I would turn upside down during my stay, I’d often hear her say: when you leave, I’ll take care of this. This was how she let slip her desire to reclaim her own space, which she’d been able to establish over the years, putting everything in a precise order, and which was invaded thanks to her complete permissiveness. Because, although she didn’t talk about her feelings, she showed them: she’d hug me, kiss me, say “mi amorcito” with her eyes closed.

In her tiny kitchen, she’d prepare a snack and have me sit at the folding table. Then I’d talk while she’d listen. What about? How did this communication, which was so direct, come about with a person that I saw twice a year, at most? There was certainly something in her way of being with me; the frankness of someone who didn’t see the childish world as a separate universe could make her inaccessible, but on those afternoons, which stretched on until my grandfather got home from work, at seven on the dot, it lent her what, to me, was a singular availability.

In the morning, when I’d wake up, she’d have already left on errands. There was always something lacking that she needed to get at the market, at the butcher, at the bakery. Then the lunch hour would come, with its various steps, from preparing it to eventually cleaning up. When everything was tidied up again, she’d say it was siesta time and would retreat into her room, taking the newspaper with her. She’d only come out two hours later, when, after I’d played cards alone, watched TV, watched the neighbors through the window, and occupied myself with other solitary forms of entertainment, I didn’t know what else to do to pass the time. Then it was time for a snack.

It was at the kitchen table that she once spoke about herself: already very sick, she explained that when she was young she worked in a hat shop downtown. Men would enter the store and ask her to try on the hats they were going to give as gifts to their wives. She was successful. She was a beautiful woman. Then she married and had kids. My grandfather worked two jobs and was gone all day. She took care of everything at home. Her voice is strong, but tired. A new fatigue is visible in her face. The certainty of her illness transfigures her. She thought that when he retired life would be different. She pauses for a long time and then, looking down, says: “I would have liked to travel more.”

All desires directed to a single place. A single date. And then what? How to prepare? I feel ashamed at not adopting the cliché: I’m in no rush for him to come. I want a bit more time—a bit more time for myself. I made a list of the things left to do and stick to it as if it were a promise. At thirty-nine weeks, he decides not to wait any longer and surprises me on a Tuesday afternoon, when at my weekly checkup the doctor tells me: tomorrow you’ll be leaving the maternity ward with your baby in your lap.

When I finally held him in my arms, I didn’t cry. It only dawned on me that I was a mother when I saw him sucking my breast with his eyes closed, like a small animal fighting to survive. I was scared. They took him to the nursery and I stayed in the hallway, on the hospital bed, exhausted, with confused thoughts and a question insistently terrifying me: how am I going to do this?

M puts the baby to sleep on his lap while I nap. Where does his confidence come from? I remember reading in Winnicott’s book about “Knowing and Learning”7: he was referring to mothers and their ability to act naturally while holding their babies. That’s what I recognize in this moment in M, with surprise and admiration.

During your night in the maternity ward, you have a long dream, interrupted several times thanks to your intermittent sleep: your mother is an actress preparing to go on stage. You’re with her in a room, which doesn’t seem like a dressing room but serves as one. She’s seated in an armchair and does her makeup using a small compact mirror. You say you’re surprised at her change of profession and show that you’re upset, because—in a strange association—to you, being an actress means that she has always maintained a façade. Your discussion lasts a long time. You wake up many times, but when you go back to sleep you’re both in the same room again, having the same conversation. You’ve always been an actress. So have you, she replies. You’d like the dream to end, but it persists, until finally the nurse wakes you up, bringing the baby.

If I could foresee when he’s going to cry and if, when I hear him, I could detect what he wants, I wouldn’t feel so close to the edge of an abyss. But that would mean having a robot and not a baby. I know that. But between that knowledge and the anguish I feel each time he cries, there’s no possible reconciliation. They’re totally disproportional. Books talk about learning, but I think that this could take years and that I don’t know how to survive the next few hours. A friend recommends a mantra to me: I can do this. Seated on the floor of the shower, the only place I feel safe, I repeat “I can do this,” “I can do this,” “I can do this,” and, gradually, as if my tongue no longer belonged to me, the short phrase is transformed into a question that smothers me: “Can I do this?”

When I left the maternity ward, my stomach was a half-empty sack, as if something had remained inside and still needed to be expelled. It took time for me to understand that that was my body now. I bought a tight belt and subjected my body to it day and night. A month later the sack was still there, a bit smaller.

My mom gets me out of the shower, dries me off, and helps me put my pajamas back on. Then she takes me to my bed, lays me down, and covers me up. She closes the curtains and lies down by my side. Looking at her face a few centimeters from my own, I’m able to fall asleep after three sleepless days.

In a little blue notebook, which my mom gave me as a gift to (in her words) “hacerte respirar,” I religiously write down feeding times. My handwriting has gotten smaller. On the white page, the black numbers form a symmetrical vertical design that is almost illegible. I know that this record has no function other than to impose some order on my days. I’ll probably throw it away when it’s no longer needed, but for now it’s an act of survival. If I reread it someday—in the event that I keep it—it’ll be difficult to comprehend the intensity of this gesture; it’ll be difficult to recognize in these small numbers the sketch that gives me a new security. I don’t control anything by writing this down, but the movement of pen on paper guides me through a circuit that then ceases to be totally foreign to me.

Each time I refer to the baby, I say the name of my brother.

Stop everything. Stay outside the world. A compulsory exile in which life begins to unfold in concentric circles, closing in on the same enigma: what color will his eyes be?

He wakes up and complains in the living room, seated in the stroller. I go to him and pick him up. He quickly calms down again and lies on me like a frog, with his little legs straddling my chest. I resume my reading of Le bébé. I discovered the possibility of reading while he sleeps in my arms. It’s a discovery so recent that I’m still barely able to take it in. Should I? I ask the question knowing that it’s impossible to answer. The distance between invention and intuition is incalculable. The acts encompass their meaning, without my being able to judge them. I read. He sleeps. For now, that’s all.

She remembers a scene: she walks in silence with a friend between Gauguin’s muses in a European museum. Her friend is pregnant. “Where do we come from? What are we? Where are we going?” They leave the museum and move toward the parking lot, still in silence. In the car, she tells a story about an English friend who is also pregnant. The woman asks her doctor: “how long will it take for my body to go back to normal?” The doctor, a woman of about fifty, replies: “I’m still waiting.” They laugh. Now she asks herself if either of them understood the truth of the joke in that moment.

I find a picture of myself when I was a baby. Everyone says we look similar, but I can’t see myself in him. It’s only when looking at this picture that I realize that genetics aren’t entirely a fantasy.

I take the book from one room to another, together with the baby’s changing tray. A friend of mine had recommended it: that way you can change him anywhere in the house. On it, there are wipes, diaper cream, a thermos with water, a few diapers, and the book. “When he opens his mouth onto me, there’s no shadow of a doubt: I am him: he doesn’t differentiate between his body and mine. I’m waiting for daycare, precisely to make him understand that that’s not the case, to establish a boundary between us.”8 And I, what am I waiting for? I see that from the first moment I held him in my arms, this boundary continues to be painfully established. Maybe, contrary to what I thought, it’s not his dependence that causes me so much distress. In truth, I think of nothing else: making him independent. But couldn’t the hole in my stomach this whole time be a sign of a success that I can’t accept?

I wake up with a strange feeling on my skin, like scales. I brush my hands lightly along my arms, fearful of what I’ll find, but what seemed to be a new viscosity is just sweat. I don’t remember being hot in the night. I go to the window. I see our building’s pool below, in the shape of a giant P. Whose idea was that? I’ve only been in it once, and I felt a horrible solitude between the four symmetrical buildings. Now I’d give anything for a dip to wash away those drops of sweat. This time of day, the sun is shining fully on the water, transforming it into a mirror that reflects the rectangle of my window, which is now empty: I’m already going down the stairs.

Do you remember how it was before him?

I feel the urge to write, but the words don’t come together. It’s probably not the time, I think, but even so I persist and, when he sleeps, I hold him in my left hand and with my right I experiment with a few phrases in the blue notebook. Then I tear the pages out until I almost shred it to pieces.

My mom relays the news that a friend had been hospitalized with double pneumonia. It was sudden, she says, with no symptoms. And she adds: but she’s all right now. She’s already home. I call her and we talk for a long time. She’s calm. It’s as if it were a dream, she says, exactly the same thing my brother said when everything ended.

M suggests an outing to Paineiras on Sunday. It’s been years since we’ve been there. That’s perfect, I think, looking out the window as the end of the afternoon draws closer. It’ll be good for us. It’ll be good for the baby. I admit that I’m too isolated (I admit this to myself, not to him). Caring for the baby doesn’t keep me from going out anymore: he breastfeeds regularly, four times a day, and between feedings he eats other things, which anyone can give him. There are, then, long and calculated breaks in which I could be absent. But I simply don’t want to go out. On the phone, a friend tells me I need to devote myself more to “my own things.” That formulation seems more than strange to me: I do nothing else all day. I’ve never been so concentrated. My thoughts and my actions are one, in an equilibrium that can only function in this space. I feel that any shift could be fatal to the order that I’ve managed to establish.

I get dressed while M dresses the baby. We take the car out. The streets are predictably calm. People walk slowly. There are parents with babies in their strollers, which comforts me—seeing that we’re not the only ones taking a chance with our baby outside the house. On the way up, the air gets cooler. I roll down the window. The forest opens and closes, giving way to irregular patches of landscape. The city is covered by a haze that can only be seen from up here. The baby is in the back seat, making some noises that are almost inaudible. I could pretend that he doesn’t exist, that it’s just the two of us again. What would this bring back to me? Possibly attention that I’ve lost: when I observe M now it’s always in passing glances, between one action and another, without interrupting what I’m doing. My actions have a new precision that excludes him, and without which I feel I’d be lost. I wouldn’t know how to improvise. Without regimenting schedules, precisely organizing my things, ordering my activities, I couldn’t move my day forward. M resists being part of this routine. His efforts push in the opposite direction, to try to remove me from it, and that’s why we keep passing each other by.

When we park the car and put the baby in the stroller, he begins to cry. A bad sign, I say. We try to calm him down. M suggests we walk a bit. We go fifty meters with the baby bawling. Those who pass by look at us with a condescension I find unbearable. I hold him to my chest, but it’s as if I’m holding him for the first time. How could that be? I blame the outing. I blame the late afternoon. We return to the car and the baby falls asleep immediately with the movement of the curves.

He’s three months old and I write decidedly, holding him on my lap. He’s sleeping. I don’t know for how long. Maybe another ten minutes, maybe five, but it’s enough. I’ve developed the ability to concentrate at any moment. I owe this to him. It’s two in the afternoon and I still haven’t changed out of pajamas. The phone rings, but I don’t answer. The text has a title: “From the Other Side.”

I look at myself in the mirror: my breasts are swollen, my legs have veins that form blue webs, my navel protrudes. The strangeness I feel doesn’t have to do so much with the current state of my body, but with the impossibility of remembering how it was before. I know it wasn’t like this, but I can’t locate an earlier image in my memory. It’s a paradoxical recognition connected to an empty recollection. How is it possible to compare without a reference? I’d like to have the courage to ask M for a few details, but I’m afraid of confirming that the strangeness isn’t just mine.

I do everything on the internet: groceries, messages, news. I discovered a whole delivery universe that makes going out almost unnecessary. It’s been two weeks since I went out. M doesn’t say anything, but he arranged for my mom to come get the baby once a day to take him to the square. He needs sun.

I haven’t remembered any dreams for weeks now.

A yellow envelope arrives in the mail. I don’t recognize the handwriting and there’s no sender listed. I leave it on the table in the living room, as if it weren’t for me. M asks if I’m going to open it, but I don’t answer. We’ve spoken little in the last few weeks. We talk to the baby, who responds with smiles that are ever-more significant. It’s as if he speaks when he babbles in response to a phrase, a face, or a cuddle. That seems to be enough. Our desire to communicate is wholly concentrated in these stimuli. M doesn’t press me about the letter and leaves it exactly where I left it. A few days later I open it. I find a rectangular card, also yellow, with a message a few lines long. It’s Luci, who learned about the baby’s birth. She says she’s happy to hear it and that she saw his picture on the hospital website. Los bebés occidentales me parecen raros, she writes, pero el tuyo es muy bonito.

Autumn arrives with a cold front in tow. The newspapers announce with alarmism the low temperatures that are coming: it will be the coldest winter of all time. The wind gusts bring me memories of when I was a child: in our apartment on Av. Nossa Senhora de Copacabana the curtains would sometimes begin to fly about the inside courtyard of the building. I’d hide underneath my bed and pray for the world not to end. In my current house I feel protected. There are no curtains, and the windows don’t shake in the wind. All you can hear is the noise from outside.

The baby is more fussy than normal, but even so our routine doesn’t change. He plays, eats, and sleeps during the appointed times. At 9 pm we give him a long bath. Then he breastfeeds, and before he empties the second breast he’s asleep. On this unexpectedly cold night at the beginning of April we follow our regular routine—a routine that’s unusual, but that works: we do his bath in the shower; I hold the baby in my lap while M washes him. He loves it. The hours align with our nighttime routine. The baby doesn’t fall asleep before 10 pm and only wakes up twelve hours later.

On this day, though, at 6 am we hear a strange cough and discover that he’s warm. The thermometer shows 39o Celsius. It’s the first time he’s gotten sick, and we’re disconcerted. We decide to take him to the urgent care clinic right away. Outside, a torrential rain, like on the day he was born. The doctor on duty examines him with a severe manner, unfazed by his screams. He listens to his chest carefully and asks for an X-ray of his lungs. I hear his request as if I were in a dream. The baby is crying nonstop while we wait for the results. I hold him firmly to my chest and bounce him from one end of the waiting room to the other. I think of my friend, who’s already home: everything was all right. It was a sign. Everything was all right, I repeat in my mind. Once more I feel a hole in my stomach and then it dawns on me, with the anguish of a belated realization, that from the beginning this is what I had been afraid of. Waiting is unbearable. The delay makes me think of the worst, and searching for a reassuring look from M is useless. He’s floundering in his own affliction. When the results finally come, there’s no relief in the diagnosis: pneumonia. We’re both shocked. We return to the doctor, who explains in detail what we need to do. He’s didactic and exaggerates his explanations, but in that moment that’s what we need. He seems to know what he’s talking about and ends the conversation by saying everything will work out. Everything will be all right.

On the way home, I sit in the back seat with the baby on my lap. Everything will be all right, I recite in silence, as I watch him sleep. I wish the drive took longer, because in this moment everything seems to have gone back to normal. But M drives hurriedly, probably motivated by the contrasting urge to get home quickly and put the pediatrician’s recommendations into practice. When we go into the baby’s room, the floor is wet. The window had stayed open. It must have stayed open all night, but we only realize that now. I immediately remember that I had opened it the previous afternoon because I thought the room was stuffy. M’s eyes bore into me in a silent accusation. I don’t know what to say and, still holding the baby, I begin to cry. He doesn’t say anything, but he takes the baby from my arms and carries him to our bedroom. I follow him and see how he places him on the bed and surrounds him with pillows. I then follow him to the telephone. He dials the number for the pharmacy and begins to order the medicine, with the prescription in his hand. Then I sit on the couch, waiting for him to hang up. I’d like to embrace him; I’d like for us to be very united in this moment, but he has closed himself off, and I know I won’t be able to get him out of this state now. In a sudden burst of thought, I tell myself that I need to act, and I stand up to get rags from the service area to dry the baby’s room. As I close the window, I think that maybe one thing has nothing to do with the other. I go to the living room and tell this to M, who’s now seated on the couch with his head in his hands. What difference does it make? he asks without moving. The baby cries from our room, and both of us go to help him.

This is how it will be over the following weeks, even after we hear the doctor declare that the worst has passed, because no declaration will serve to immediately erase from our memory a fear as primitive as life itself. The baby will continue to sleep in our bed for several months. That’s how we’ll feel protected, as if now we were the ones needing to be supported by him. When he finally returns to his crib, spring is around the corner. The feeling I have as I remember those months that passed is of living outside the world. How could I return? As I ask this of M, I realize that it’s a path I’ll walk alone.





Los Angeles


On a rainy day in the middle of September, he and I walk along Flamengo Beach toward Rua Machado de Assis. We each put on our rain jackets. It’s the first time C has gone out holding his own umbrella, so the outing is somewhat of an expedition. “Your umbrella is black. Mine’s light green,” he observes. “And it has frogs.” I reply that yes, he’s right. He keeps talking, but my attention drifts. It’s as if I were watching this scene from afar. I see the umbrellas forming two asymmetrical circles above our heads, one taller than the other; I see my brown boots, with the toes wet, and his blue tennis shoes, which light up each time he takes a step; his left hand inside mine; the oscillating movement of his umbrella, threatening to tip to one side, and his right hand firm in the mission of holding it up. We’re going to the supermarket to buy a snack. I’d thought about taking him to the theater, but the weather dampened my resolve. I spoke with M on the phone, and he also thought it would be best to leave it until next weekend. “Don’t worry, I’ll take him,” he said, before we hung up.

One weekend is his, the other is mine, and during the week we divide the time equally. It’s been this way since we separated, a little over a year ago. C doesn’t complain about this small weekly change: when he knows his departure is near he packs a little suitcase with very special objects, which he chooses based on his own criteria; there’s always some DVD, but usually it’s not one of his favorites, a case with different pencils, markers, pens, which change each time he goes, and various toy parts—a toy’s hat, pieces of a puzzle or of a building set, the wheel of a car. His little suitcase is then placed near the door of my apartment, announcing that he’s ready to leave. It returns two days later, with different objects, which M and I periodically return to their house of origin.

As we arrive at the supermarket, C goes directly toward the shelves with cookies. He chooses his favorite, with animal shapes, and also grabs a juice box. I buy coffee and a pão francês. He’s interested in various other things, like a package of pasta with Mônica on it and some birthday balloons. When we arrive at the register, we negotiate a selection and end up getting the pasta and leaving the balloons. We leave the supermarket with a bag, which I hang on my left arm so I can keep both hands free: one to hold the umbrella, the other to guide C. He sings a song he learned in school. In the last few months, he’s been developing the capacity to stay by my side without demanding my attention. I often want to interrupt with some comment, but I contain myself. I like observing him in his childlike bubble. He talks to himself. He repeats phrases from some cartoon or movie. He imitates the voice of one character, followed by another, this one deeper. Then he’s silent for a few seconds. Suddenly, he stops walking, and without looking at me says: “Mom, I want to go somewhere.” “We’re going home,” I reply. “No, Mom, I want to go somewhere else.” “Your dad’s house?” I ask. “No, somewhere else,” he repeats. “Where?” “Somewhere.”

In the dream, you write on graph paper. At the top, from left to right, you put a few dates, with days and months. Under these numbers, you write a few words. It’s as if you wanted to spatialize time. The scene will be brief and will almost be lost in the middle of other dreams, but it’ll come back sometime during the day, unexpectedly, together with the memory of the drawings your mom made for you and your brother when she traveled: in little squares, she’d write the day of the month and the week and would draw with a childish scrawl a daily activity that gave meaning to the journey and served to fill the infinite time for you. When you’d look at that drawing, at any hour of the day, you’d imagine her doing what the drawing indicated and could occupy yourselves with something other than her absence. The drawing was a kind of alibi that justified the need for the trip. Even so, when she’d return, you’d spend days torturing her with her own guilt.

When from a distance she saw M kissing a woman who then climbed into a taxi, she felt her body freeze. She began to tremble as if cold, as if the temperature had dropped suddenly. She watched, without moving, as he crossed the street, his head down. When he looked up, their eyes met and he kept walking in her direction, until they were right in front of one another, stopped near the curb. Even though the noise from the cars and buses would have made any conversation impossible in that spot, the reason they said nothing was because neither of the two knew what to say. They walked together to their apartment, empty at that hour since C was still at daycare, but even so they kept silent, she in the living room, he in the bedroom, until it was time to go get him. They stuck to their routine that day and during the remaining days of the week. On Saturday, he packed some clothes in a bag and moved to his mom’s house.

For a few weeks, she kept doing everything as she’d always done it, as if his absence were temporary, a trip from which he’d soon return. It was he who finally sought her out, one afternoon, without warning. He rang the doorbell, entered, and sat on the couch. She remained standing. Only after a lot of insisting did she agree to sit by his side. His proximity caused her an inexpressible suffering, and she cried like he’d never seen. The bluntness of his words didn’t surprise her. She always sensed that he understood much better than she what had happened to the two of them. He explained, patiently, what he thought. Hearing him, it hurt her to realize, with each phrase, how much she loved him. He left before she could say anything at all.

That night, when she lay down, a feeling she believed extinct prevented her from closing her eyes. The fear that her own body would disintegrate made her stand up and walk from one end of the house to the other until she collapsed onto the living room couch, when it was already getting light. She felt safer in movement, with her limbs in action. When C woke up, she took him to daycare early and then called M. She arranged to meet him on a bench at the Museum of the Republic. When he arrived, she was already waiting for him. It was also in movement that she was able to speak this time. They circled the lake several times, with slight changes in their path that he decided on, as if he wanted to free her from anything that could distract her focus. At one point, they had to veer away from a duck and from a few children that were chasing it. When they sat down again, there was nothing left to say. She would have liked for them to embrace, but she knew it was still early.

When C turned two, he pronounced few words with confidence. He didn’t speak in whole phrases. Zealously riveted to the child development calendar the pediatrician had described as a law—age one: walking; age two: speaking—I had anxiously awaited the arrival of his second birthday, as if through an unconscious fidelity to the manual’s commandments, C would loose his tongue from one day to the next. He said his first complete phrase a few months later, on a March morning, a few days after my thirty-third birthday. When this happened, I realized how much my theory of language was limited: it didn’t allow me to understand the jump that made it possible for C to address me that morning with the matter-of-factness of one who already has a language. Actually, my secret fear was that he would never develop it, as if he could have inherited, through some psychological mechanism, my childhood dividedness. Ever since childhood I had heard my mom recount that there was a moment, sometime between ages two and three, that I had become so divided between Spanish and Portuguese that I had stopped speaking. My classmates made fun of me; the teacher was alarmed; but my mom resisted and kept speaking to me in her language. I didn’t want to run risks in the name of bilingualism. If he wanted to one day, C would learn Spanish. Now it was time for Portuguese. So then why didn’t he speak?

In the move to the new apartment, just a few blocks from our old one, I found what was left of the notebook that I used to write in when C was a newborn. I flipped through it distractedly and put it in one of the cardboard boxes, with the thought that maybe it would get lost among so many other objects. But when I arrived at the new apartment, the first box I opened was precisely that one, and I came face to face with that blue rectangle. This time I didn’t open it: I picked it up and threw it in an improvised garbage container in the kitchen. A few days later, when I decided to begin organizing what would be my office, I was incredulous when I found it on my desk. Once again, I didn’t open it—this time because I didn’t dare touch it. A few theories were plausible about how it had ended up there; the most probable was that my mother, having seen it in the garbage, had decided to rescue it. Even so, its return had something of the magical about it that unsettled me. That same afternoon, I went to an office supply store and bought a notebook identical to that one. I put it on the table, and only then gathered the courage to pick up the other one and throw it into the garbage once more, this time for good.

The phone begins to ring when C and I are walking out the door to daycare. I hesitate in answering it, since we’re late, but he goes and answers it, asking “who is it?” before saying “hello.” Then he begins a dialogue with the person on the other end of the line. He says he’s going to daycare and answers a question the person asks about me, saying that I’m well. Another few answers about his daily activities until he gets tired and hands me the telephone. I pick it up and hear a male voice, which it takes me a few seconds to recognize: it’s Pablo. He’s calling from the airport. He found my phone number in the directory. His airplane is stopped for a layover in the city, going from Los Angeles to Argentina. He says he’s going to visit his boyfriend, who now lives in Córdoba. We need to see each other, he says. I’ll be back in Rio in two months. We hatch a plan for him to stay at my house. Before we hang up, C asks to speak with him again. Pablo tells him something that makes him laugh. On our way to daycare, I tell him that my friend is coming to visit us. He asks me why he talks like Grandma. I explain that he’s also Argentine. He asks me why he’s Argentine. I tell him that he was born in Argentina, another country, near Brazil. Why was he born there? he then asks. Because his parents lived there. A few more questions ensue, and I realize that his genealogical inquisition may never end. So I tell him that when Pablo arrives he’ll be able to ask him all of this.

Also during the move, I found a picture taken in Los Angeles, in front of Luci’s house. I’m visibly tired, with messy hair, jeans, and a coat with colored stripes I bought a little before my departure. I’m smiling, standing next to Luci, who’s more put together: her hair down, wearing a skirt and a jacket. We have our arms around each other, posing for her brother, who took the picture on the sunny morning of the day before my return. We hadn’t fought yet, but in this moment, looking at the picture, I think I’m able to catch a hint of what will happen later. It’s probably an illusion, but when I bring the picture closer, I see that I have my right hand on Luci’s shoulder, but her left arm hangs down and isn’t around my waist, as would be natural. Natural for me. For Luci, maybe, the natural thing would be for us to stand next to each other, without embracing. It’s likely that I forced this pose on her; just as I forced my smile in front of the camera. All of this comes to my mind now, but at the time, I try to recall, everything had seemed more than fine. After we took the picture, we left for the university in Luci’s car, and we separated as soon as we arrived. She was going to the little room, while I intended to return a few books and photocopy others. At the bottom of the library stairs, we had parted ways with an easiness that now seems unreal to me.

You dream about your brother. You’re in a convertible, driving down a long avenue that seems to have no end. It’s Los Angeles. You recognize it by the sky. You’ve never seen your brother so happy. He’s radiant as he drives the car and says, “I can’t believe it.”

At night, after taking a bath, C drinks a cup of milk, seated on his bed. I watch him. When he finishes he lies down, I bend over him, and I give him a kiss. I cover him up and leave his room, leaving the door half open, with the hallway light on. I return to his room some time later to check whether I need to cover him up again, or just to watch him while he sleeps, when the serenity of sleep brings back to me the image of the baby that he no longer is. One night as I approach his bed, I realize that he’s not sleeping. His nap at daycare was probably longer that day. He can’t sleep, but he also didn’t call for me. His nocturnal solitude moves me. What is he thinking about?

When my mom extends her unexpected invitation, my first reaction is to say no—I don’t want to leave Rio at the moment. Excuses are everywhere: C’s school, my Spanish classes, the cat, the plants. As I argue, though, I begin to have a strange sensation, as if it weren’t me saying these words—as if I were just repeating a memorized script. I feel myself caught in a scene that isn’t my own, but that nonetheless fits perfectly in my life. It also gives meaning to the (suddenly inexplicable) fact that I haven’t left the city once since I returned from the United States. In this moment in which I begin to remember, a singular idea comes to my mind: the last decision I made was to travel to Los Angeles.

Between one spoonful of food and another, C tells me: when I was little, I didn’t have a mother, just a father.

The spatial slipperiness of your dreams never ceases to surprise you. You dreamed that you were back in Luci’s house and the two of you were talking on the same couch where you’d talked for the last time. The moment in which the couch switched from being Luci’s to being the one from your current house was registered with precision. Like the zoom of a camera, at a certain moment your mind shifted from the image of the two of you to the background around you, and when this happened the window visible in the background was the one from your new house. This apparently caused you no surprise at all during the dream. When you woke up, you went to the living room and sat on the couch with the sensation that that place had witnessed something extraordinary.

We arrived in the city six days ago. My mother is beaming, despite the cloudy weather that contradicts her descriptions of springtime in Buenos Aires, which had intensified leading up to the trip. The sky is incredibly blue and the temperature is nice, without the humid heat of summer, she had said several times. The sensation of humidity was a recurring theme when she spoke of her city. It doesn’t even compare with Rio, she said, and her affirmation had a strange tone that mixed dismissal with praise. Any argument that could narrow the difference between them was shot down with disdain. Above all, it was essential that the two should be distinguished, without worrying too much about which of the two came out on top. Now, walking around places she had referenced so many times, it’s as if I were seeing everything mirrored: on the one hand, Buenos Aires, on the other, Rio—complementary, one nonexistent without the other. This one here is like Visconde de Pirajá, she says, referring to a commercial avenue in Palermo; this is our Aterro; this is our Confeitaria Colombo; and this avenue is just like Rio Branco. ¿Viste que placita parecida a la que te gusta ir con la abuela? she asks C. All of her senses need to dislocate to this other geography from which she can no longer separate herself, as if it were no longer possible to see, only to compare. It’s been more than ten years since I visited this city, since my grandparents died, so my mom feels the need to reintroduce me to it. But it’s to C that she speaks most of all. He’s the reason for the trip; it’s for him that she constantly builds bridges between one world and another, to situate him and bring him closer. In the zoo she shows him the animals, saying the names in Portuguese and in Spanish: mono and macaco; oso and urso; leão and león; ¡elefante se dice igual! In the Botanical Garden, she points out the innumerable cats, which aren’t a thing there, and she remembers the palm trees that are lacking here.

It’s only in Villa del Parque, her childhood stomping grounds, that the scenery seemed untranslatable. She limited herself to showing us the many shops that had disappeared and those that had been updated, the streets that had changed names, the houses that had been torn down or remodeled, though there was, she admitted, more permanence than change. She showed us the place my grandparents had rented for almost twenty years, until they decided to move to a neighborhood closer to downtown and had bought the little apartment that I had gotten to know; a one-story house, covered in little blue tiles, with a little garden in the front, one large window and an iron gate, through which you could see a long hallway leading to a door on the right and another at the end. I had heard my mother talk many times about this hallway that she hated, as if it were to blame for the light that the house in front shut out from them, since they lived behind it. Now she simply observes the house in silence for a few moments and then suggests that we continue our tour, before it gets dark.

On the sixth day, after concluding that the basic routes around the city had been completed, my mom allows me to choose an outing. I’d like to follow a normal routine, I tell her. ¿Qué significa “normal”? Something that someone who lives here would do, that I would do in Rio, like buying a newspaper, choosing a movie and going to the theater with C, I reply. She relents, murmuring that she’s tired and would rather sleep a bit. So we go out, C and I, and we buy a newspaper at a newsstand. There aren’t many options, probably because it’s a time of year with few debuts, but even if there had been a good variety, I wouldn’t have chosen any other film than El patito feo, which is being shown at just one theater, on Avenida Corrientes: the Los Angeles. Perfect, I think. We take the metro and get off at the Callao station. We walk half a block to the marquee over a small, poorly lit stairway, next to the entrance of a Burger King. We go up to the ticket office, which is empty. The light inside the booth and the open door to the theater suggest that the place is open, even though there’s no one in sight. An old, unmoving carousel combines with the silence and the shadows to create a decadent scene. We both jump when the attendant informs us: La función ya va a empezar. I buy the tickets and we go into the room, which would be totally empty if not for an elderly lady and a boy seated on the third row. C chooses two seats right behind them. His eyes are fixed on the screen as a rat named Ratso, with a backpack made from a matchbox, tries to convince a worm to travel with him to an amusement park. I ask him if he’s understanding, but he doesn’t respond, captivated by the strange plot and by the even stranger figure of the rat who accidentally becomes the duckling’s father.

“It’s a different ugly duckling,” he says when the lights come up. As we leave the room, he asks to take a ride on the carousel. Looks like it’s broken, I say, but at that moment the old man who had sold us the tickets reappears and asks, looking at C: ¿querés dar una vuelta en la calesita? Sí, he replies in Spanish, without giving me time to translate. I lift him up and help him get situated on a red and white horse, from which he’ll wave to me as if he were leaving on a long journey.
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NOTES


Somewhere in Brazilian Literature


	1All translations in this introduction are my own. In Lehnen’s analysis (quoted in the preceding sentence), she compares Vidal’s novel Somewhere to Adriana Lisboa’s novel Crow Blue and makes her observations about the destabilizing effect of moving to a new place in relation to both novels.

	2Jones’s translation of the first twenty-six pages of the original Portuguese was originally published in Brasil/Brazil: Revista de Literatura Brasileira, vol. 31, no. 57, 2018, pp. 93–113, https://seer.ufrgs.br/brasilbrazil/article/view/84032/.





Los Angeles


	1Given that the narrator rearranges and paraphrases much of the information contained in the guide described here (John D. Stuart and John O. Sawyer’s Trees and Shrubs of California), I have not used quotation marks in this section. I have, however, borrowed heavily from Stuart and Sawyer, reproducing much of the specialized terminology they employ to describe the various characteristics of Californian trees (19–21, 40–49).

	2This excerpt reproduces John Fante’s original language in Ask the Dust verbatim (10).

	3This excerpt reproduces Edgar Garbelotto’s translation (2019) of the opening lines of João Gilberto Noll’s novel Lord word for word.





Rio de Janeiro


	1These five questions appear on the back cover of Darrieussecq’s original French book (Braun), but they do not all appear on the back cover of the English version; the translation of the last three questions is my own.

	2Darrieussecq 5.

	3This excerpt, along with the other quotations from Babies and Their Mothers in this novel, reproduces D.W. Winnicott’s original language verbatim (3).

	4Winnicott 6.

	5Winnicott 6.

	6Tununa Mercado recounts this story in Yo nunca te prometí la eternidad; the English translation is my own.

	7Winnicott 15.

	8This excerpt, originally from Darrieussecq’s The Baby, blends my own translation with that of Penny Hueston (Darrieussecq 22) and that of Claire Marrone (84–85).
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