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Introduction: Better Than a Mirror

Bruce Sterling




When one talks to Mexican science fiction writers, the subject of “Mexican national content” commonly comes up. Mexican science fiction writers all know what that is, or they claim to know, anyway. They commonly proclaim that their work needs more national flavor.

This book has got that. Plenty. The interesting part is that this “Mexican national content” bears so little resemblance to content that most Americans would consider “Mexican.”

Americans, being the neighbors of Mexico, have a pretty fair idea of what Mexicans are up to. Some people would deny that, and claim that the norteamericanos only know the tourist-shop cliches, but that does Americans a disservice. Americans know about as much as any other non-Mexicans: they get it about Mexican food, Mexican music, the Fifth of May, hats and ponchos and serapes, snake and eagle flags, masked wrestlers, wealthy families, the oil business, seaside tourism, tequila, pulque and beer, cactus, jungles, fiestas, histrionic soap operas. . . .

Not only do Americans get it about that stuff, they admire those characteristics; they accept that as a kind of triumphant Mexican cultural imperialism, in a form of yanqui malinchismo. Americans can’t do that stuff very well, so they know they ought to gracefully accept it.

But there’s none of that in this story collection. Scarcely a trace of it, of that all-too-apparent kind of “Mexican-ness.” Instead there are ghosts, mermaids, mutant fireflies, alien vampire bats . . . an obsession with buried treasure that leads a man straight to hell, an artist who vanishes into her own painting, an eerie plague of urbanized lions. . . .

That’s what Mexican science fiction looks like when it’s being most Mexican, and also most modern.


Mexican SF is intensely fantastic, but it’s not very sci-fi. It’s a New World science fiction without the stabilizing presence of American engineers and American gadget magazines. The structure of publishing in Mexico has always been Mexican; it lacks any middle-class. So there’s a popular street level of wild-eyed fanzines, tabloids, and comic books, and an empyrean of Mexican fantastic literateurs who show an impressive awareness of Borges and Kafka. There’s no middlebrow. Mexican SF is a science fiction with no popular mechanics, no problem-solving stories, and very little ideational extrapolation. “Hard SF” never took root in that soil.

Instead, this book offers what science fiction offers to Mexicans: a fantastic laboratory for identity issues. Most of these stories are brief, heartfelt, and low-key. They do not yowl from the rooftops at the multitudes; they have an epistolary, diaristic, or confessional air.

Melancholy ghosts abound, commonly treated with black humor.

There are no Mexican futuristic utopias on offer, but there are post-apocalyptic landscapes where Mexico itself becomes the ghost.

Artistic figures are everywhere in these stories, but they never claim any great fame or wealth; instead, they claim great secrets. The visionary maestro has blind eyes; the president has no organs. They seek dignity. Dignity and meaning, but dignity above all else.

Mexico and the USA have a somewhat fraught relationship, but we’ve always been there for one another, and by the standards of most nations our size, it’s amazing how rarely we shoot each other. A European or Asian would have to conclude that we really do have a camaraderie, almost a sisterhood. It might not always feel that way on the ground, but the historical facts speak otherwise.

In today’s conditions of rampant globalization, that kind of physical intimacy between nations takes on a different meaning. While the border between the nations grows taller and harsher, much abetted by the ill will of global guerrillas, the civil populations grow more intimate. Two literatures, based in different forms of paper, nurtured, sheltered, and neglected by their national presses and publishers, now see publishing in collapse—not just nationally, but most everywhere that ink ever hit paper.




The societies are radically changing, and, with them, the genres. It’s about time to give the neighbors a second look. Things are not turning out the way the 20th century thought they would.

The United States of America is Mexicanizing much faster than Mexico is Americanizing. Ultra-wealthy moguls, class divisions, obsessions with weird religious cults, powerful factions who shun scientific fact, an abject reliance on fossil fuels and narcotics—these formerly Mexican characteristics have become USA all the way.

In conditions of globalization, you can always find new markets—or lose the ones you have—but you can never find old friends.

The face of an old friend can be better than a mirror, sometimes.





When Fixed Ideas Take Flight

Eduardo Jiménez Mayo


Probably no other anthology of contemporary Mexican short stories has accomplished such a radical departure from the fixed adoration of literary mafias as the volume the readers have before them. This compilation of recent short stories of the fantastic includes some of Mexico’s most established writers, spanning distinct generations; however, many of the authors appearing in it are considered emerging (in some cases marginal) voices on the Mexican literary scene. The editors have made a deliberate effort to uncover buried treasures of the fantastic from Mexico’s Galilees and Galileans, places and persons relatively ignored by mainstream media in the Americas.

Regarding the genre of the fantastic, the editors have been careful to select pieces that cover the gamut of possibilities. Ghost stories, supernatural folktales, and extraterrestrial incursions into everyday life contrast with grounded scientific narrations of highly complex mental disorders and diseases that chronicle unusually heightened states of consciousness in which the borders of fantasy and reality reach unprecedented levels of ambiguity. Fixed stereotypes of Mexican identity are mobilized and transcended as the readers encounter the thoroughly cosmopolitan consciousness underlying these works.

The human fixation with disease, death and love constitutes a recurrent theme in this anthology. Jesús Ramírez Bermúdez’s “The Last Witness to Creation,” Horacio Sentíes Madrid’s “The Transformist,” and Ana Clavel’s “Three Messages and a Warning in the Same Email” present cases of delusional individuals who either come to terms with their illness or succumb to it. Leo Mendoza’s “The Pin” and Carmen Rioja’s “The Nahual Offering” provide similar portraits of dementia, while generating waves of social critique: the former of the middle-class work ethic, the latter of exploitation of the indigenous poor.


René Roquet’s “The Return of Night,” Lucía AbdÓ’s “Pachuca Second Street,” Edmée Pardo’s “1965,” and Liliana V. Blum’s “Pink Lemonade” form a quartet of death and resurrection of the apocalyptic variety. An earth devoid of life other than a lost colony of bats possessing obsessive ambitions to reproduce and thrive, the chaotic whirlpool of hyper-urban existence leading cataclysmically to physical and spiritual annihilation, the voluntary departure from the world of the living of two women who place their hopes in an extraterrestrial civilization, and a post-nuclear-holocaust planet in which men will kill for a glass of lemonade comprise the narrative repertory of this quartet.

María Isabel Aguirre’s “Today, You Walk Along a Narrow Path,” Iliana Estañol’s “Waiting,” Claudia Guillén’s “The Drop,” Yussel Dardón’s “A Pile of Bland Desserts,” MÓnica Lavín’s “Trompe-l’œil,” Ana Gloria Álvarez Pedrajo’s “The Mediator,” “Óscar de la Borbolla’s “Wittgenstein’s Umbrella,” and Guillermo Samperio’s “Mr. Strogoff” constitute attempts at capturing human ambivalence in the face of death. Some may have reached the age when death would seem to be a phase of life’s natural course, while the unexpected appearance of the undertaker may surprise others in the flower of their youth. Yet who among us, of any age, would not admit to spiritual perturbation when faced with the ultimate unknown: death, or, if one prefers, eternity? These stories comprise a myriad of ingenious yet vain attempts to assuage such perturbation through frantic imploration, physical comradery, home remedies, culinary enterprises, artistic representation, religious zealotry, philosophical exercises, and violent resistance.

Having arrived, finally, at the subject of love, we discover in Donají Olmedo’s “The Stone,” Hernán Lara Zavala’s “Hunting Iguanas,” Agustín Cadena’s “Murillo Park,” Beatriz Escalante’s “Luck Has Its Limits,” Queta Navagómez’s “Rebellion,” and Amélie Olaiz’s “Amalgam” the most tender and cruelest manifestations of this emotion. Love’s sublime power to transform our perception of reality arises in a truly mystical fashion in the first three stories, while the others emphasize the temporality or outright impossibility of mystical union in daily life. Personification, idealization, hallucination, prestidigitation, imagination, and recreation, respectively, become the literary resources that sustain the plots of these tales.




Although disease, death, and love form the cluster of themes most commonly encountered in these stories, we must not ignore the ultimate fixed idea of the genre of the fantastic as we know it today: that is, the fixation with the meaning and value of writing itself. Bruno Estañol’s story, “The Infamous Juan Manuel,” incarnates this theme in a most spectacular fashion. An aged treasure hunter opts for eternal condemnation over eternal peace upon learning that in hell he will be able to relive forever the contemplation of his belatedly discovered treasure. We would encourage a figurative reading of this story, if it were not for the fact that too many great writers and their works fall into oblivion.

True to the genre of the fantastic, the contemporary Mexican short stories in this anthology attempt the impossible—capturing the extraordinary moment when humanity’s fixed ideas on disease, death, and love inexplicably loosen and take flight thanks to the regenerative power of the literary imagination.





Code and Recode

Chris N. Brown




During a recent vacation to the Mexican coast, I acquired an unusual souvenir: a hand-painted votive plate featuring the Virgin of Guadalupe fighting Osama bin Laden to prevent him from detonating any nuclear weapons in the Americas. In the plate, Osama is a much bigger figure than la Virgen, who is herself just a little bit larger than the devil over Osama’s shoulder. When I asked the shopkeeper, an expat Italian woman typical of the sandalista-occupied Mayan town of Tulum, where she had found the piece, she explained that “it was made by ancient peoples.”

The stories in this anthology were not made by ancient peoples. They were made by 21st century people. But they share with my virginal Osama plate a confounding of our expectations of what Mexican artistic self-expression is supposed to look like. While our cover features some skeletons with monarch butterfly wings, you will not find any Day of the Dead tropes in these stories, or any images from the Frida Kahlo calendar. You may find some things that you are inclined to categorize as magic realism, but you will be hard-pressed to situate them in some humid post-colonial cultural haze.

This anthology endeavors to collect stories that express a 21st century perspective, of a multicultural, media-drunk, post-postmodern society. Stories that participate in a panoply of cross-cultural conversations, while doing so in a uniquely Mexican voice that runs through the stories, even though the authors may come from very different ends of the Mexican literary scene. This is a literary culture that still enjoys mass appreciation of the importance of verse, where large crowds gather in public plazas to hear poets read their work. But it is also a culture whose everyday consciousness includes, alongside folkloric traditions and indigenous cuisines integrated into the fabric of daily life, memories of seeing a space probe’s photos of the surface of Mars, and minds plugged into the mediated networks that dominate our global perceptions.


The stories come from a culture that itself would probably never collect these authors in a single volume. Perhaps reflecting the diverse interests of the editors—a scholar of Spanish literature and a science fiction writer who independently approached the same publisher with a very similar idea (and who, oddly, both also happen to be lawyers), this anthology includes established figures of the literary mainstream alongside products of the indigenous Mexican science fiction scene. While the regard for the likes of Phillip K. Dick and J.G. Ballard espoused by writers such as Roberto Bolaño has given more credibility to sf as a literature of worth among Mexican culturati, Mexican writers who declare themselves authors of ciencía ficción often feel like outsiders, no more welcome at the party than a pulp space squid at a reunion of Raymond Carver characters. But grouped together here, one can see a common perspective that reveals the pieces as flowing in the same river.

These are all stories in which rational explanations for remarkable things are not required or expected. Products of a world that the authors all understand cannot really be explained with numbers and laws, a world full of phenomena for which the priests, policemen, and psychics have no credible answers. Perhaps these authors recognize that some things are better left without explanations, just as they realize that some stories do better without too much “story” structure —products of a literary culture in which paragraph-long atmospheres count, and in which catholic rules of time and tense, point of view, and the separation between reality and fantasy can be broken without sanction or permanent banishment to generic ghettos. These are stories that can walk through walls. Even border walls.

The stories, and their authors and editors, also owe a great debt to the translators who have undertaken the difficult task of bringing these works of a uniquely Mexican Spanish into a form we hope preserves them largely intact for English language readers to fully experience their magic. Our translators are all volunteers, some of them young American scholars of Spanish literature, some American writers with an adequate dose of Spanish language competency and a strong desire to decode the work of another, and in some cases Mexican or expat friends and neighbors of the authors. This was not an easy book to collect and compile, but we hope you agree the effort has produced fantastic results.





Today, You Walk Along a Narrow Path

María Isabel Aguirre

Translated by Rebecca Huerta

For my father, Emilio F. Aguirre Astudillo






What will you be when you are in the night 
and at the end of the road?—Fernando Pessoa (Álvaro de Campos), Odes





You walk along a narrow, earthen path. In the distance you see the hills and cornfields. You have the impression of having been walking for quite a while. It must be six or seven in the afternoon, since the light is already very scarce. It is just the moment in which darkness will fall, but it is still day. In the distance, you perceive the festivities and uproar from the community of Huitzuco. It is the celebration of the Solemnity of All Saints. Many candles can be seen through the hustle and bustle. You perceive the smell of the food being served. They are dishes that you have not savored in years.

Suddenly, beside you, walks another person. You observe him for an instant and detect very familiar features in him. He is your uncle. You know this because you saw him once at the home of your grandparents; although, this is the first time you will be able to speak to him up close. He turns toward you. Until that moment, he seemed not to have noticed your presence. He looks at you with strangeness. Perhaps he does not recognize you for sure, but he seems to guess who you are, and he greets you:

“Hey . . . what are you doing here?”


“I came to participate in the festivities, and you?”

“Same here; this is when the town is happiest. It’s been years since I’ve seen it like this . . .”

“How long have you been coming back here to celebrate?”

“Coming back? About twenty years, I guess; and you?”

“It’s my first time . . . I was feeling a bit lonely out there . . .”

“Oh, don’t worry; we all feel bad after a while and long to come back here. You’ll get used to it.”

Your uncle falls silent and you follow his lead. You stop together at a place where the path ends. In the distance, you catch sight of some lights: some yellow paper lanterns have just been lit.

“Well, nephew, they are waiting for me. Stay here if you want; honestly, I won’t be long.”

“All right uncle,” you answer.

You see him move deep into the darkness and disappear into it. Time passes and he has yet to return. Moved by curiosity, you want to follow him down the path where you saw him disappear, but at that very moment someone behind you pronounces your name. You turn around and discover your Aunt Enedina.

“Good evening, aunt, I’m so happy you’ve come!”

“My dear nephew, who are you waiting for?”

“Uncle Juan. He told me he wouldn’t be long in coming back.”

“We buried Juan years ago. He was killed because he stole some cattle and slept with another man’s wife.”

“But I just spoke with him a little while ago; he was happy to be back in town.”

“You should come with me. This is a bad place to wait. There are many lost souls wandering about. Let’s go eat with the others.”

“Aunt Enedina . . . where are you?”

You continue walking along the narrow path. The turmoil of the crowds and the movement of the lanterns come into view, yet they appear to be disconnected. Finally, you realize that each light corresponds to an individual person.

You are there, looking for someone familiar. Suddenly, you see a light that is more intense than the others; a deep and profound one. You move closer. You discern among the shadows a few familiar faces: your Uncle Nicolás and Aunt Adela. They tell you that they have come from afar to greet you.




Suddenly, you see your father. It cannot be. You never have believed in such things. What things? Your little daughter Elvirita is there too . . . it’s impossible. Isn’t it? You know that it is, but you want to believe it is true because you can see her! She is standing right there in front of you. You run toward them, you want to embrace them, you want to talk with them; but you can’t. They take no notice of you, or perhaps they don’t want to see or hear you.

They have left only some offerings at the foot of your tomb, some fruit and a lit candle.





The Guest

Amparo Dávila

Translated by Anna Guercio




I’ll never forget the day he came to live with us. My husband brought him back from a trip.

By then we’d been married three years, had two children, and I wasn’t happy. To me, my husband was like a piece of furniture that you’re used to seeing in a certain spot, but which no longer makes the slightest impression. We lived in a small town, far from the city and hard to get to. A half-dead town on the verge of disappearing.

I couldn’t stifle a shriek of horror the first time I saw him. He was dismal, sinister. With huge yellow eyes, unblinking and almost round, that seemed to cut straight through people and things.

My wretched life became hell. The very night he arrived I begged my husband to spare me the torture of his presence. I couldn’t help it; I was filled with horror and distrust. “He’s completely harmless,” said my husband, looking at me with marked indifference. “You’ll get used to having him around, and if you don’t . . .” There was no way to convince my husband to take him away. He stayed in our home.

I wasn’t the only one who suffered. Everyone in the house—my children, the woman who helped me with chores, her little boy—we were all terrified of him. Only my husband enjoyed having him there.

From day one, my husband gave him a corner room. It was a big space, but damp and dark. That’s why I never went in there. He, however, seemed pleased with the room. As it was rather dark, he adapted by necessity. He’d sleep ‘til nightfall, and I never did figure out when he went to bed.

I lost what little peace I’d enjoyed in my big house. During the day, everything was ostensibly normal. I’d always get up very early, dress the kids, who were already awake, feed them breakfast, and keep them occupied while Guadalupe straightened the house and went out to run errands.


The house was quite large, with a garden in the middle and rooms arrayed around it. Between the rooms and gardens, we had corridors to buffer the bedrooms from the frequent onslaughts of rain and wind. To keep such a big house orderly and the garden impeccable—my daily morning task—was hard work. But I loved my garden. The corridors were filled with vines that bloomed practically year-round. I remember how much I loved to spend my afternoons in those corridors, seated between the perfume of the honeysuckle and the bougainvillea while I sewed clothes for the children.

In the garden we grew chrysanthemums, pansies, Alpine violets, begonias, and heliotrope. While I watered the plants, the children amused themselves searching for worms among the leaves. Sometimes they’d spend hours, silent and focused, trying to collect the drops of water that dripped from the ancient hose. I couldn’t help stealing occasional glances at that corner room. Even though he spent all day sleeping, I could never be too sure. Lots of times I’d be making dinner and suddenly his shadow would fall across the wood stove. I’d feel him behind me . . . I’d drop whatever was in my hands and run from the kitchen screaming like a madwoman. He’d return once more to his room as if nothing had happened.

I think he ignored Guadalupe completely, never harassing or even going near her.

Not so with my children and me. He hated them and was always lying in wait for me. Every time he came out of his room, I was thrown into the worst nightmare anyone could know. He’d set himself up at a little table across from my bedroom door. I stopped leaving. Sometimes, thinking he was asleep, I’d sneak toward the kitchen to prepare a snack for the children, and I’d stumble on him in some dark corner of the corridor, hiding beneath the vines. “I’ll be right there, Guadalupe!” I’d scream desperately.




Guadalupe and I never discussed him by name; it seemed like doing so would mean relinquishing our reality to that dark being. We’d always say, “There he is, he’s gone out, he’s sleeping, he, he, he . . .” He only ate twice a day, once when he rose at dusk and again, sometimes, in the early morning before going to sleep. Guadalupe was responsible for bringing him his food; I can say with certainty that, inside that room, the poor woman felt the same terror as I. Meat was all he’d eat—he wouldn’t even touch other food.

When the children went to sleep, Guadalupe would bring my dinner to our room. I couldn’t leave them alone, knowing that he might be up. As soon as she’d finished her chores, Guadalupe and her little one would retire to their room and leave me alone, watching my children sleep. Since the door to my room was always left open, I could never sleep, fearing that at any moment he might come in and attack us. Closing the door wasn’t even an option; my husband always got home late and if he’d found it closed he’d have thought . . . And I mean he got home really late. You work such long hours, I remarked once. I wonder if work’s the only thing keeping you out . . .

One night, I was woken at nearly two in the morning, hearing him in the distance . . .

When I woke, I saw him at my bedside, looking at me with his fixed, penetrating stare . . .

I jumped up and hurled the gas lamp I kept lit at night. Our little town didn’t have electricity and I couldn’t stand the dark, knowing that at any moment . . . he deflected the lamp and slipped away as it crashed on the brick floor with the gasoline bursting into flames. If Guadalupe hadn’t heard my screams, the whole house would have burned down. My husband had neither time to listen to me nor any concern for what went on in our house. We spoke only when necessary. Over time, our affection and our words had run dry.

I still feel sick when I think about this . . . Guadalupe had gone shopping and left little Martín asleep in the crib where he rested during the day. I went to check on him intermittently; he was sound asleep. It was around noon. I was combing my children’s hair when I heard the little boy’s howl mixed with strange grunts. When I reached the bedroom I found him cruelly hitting the child. I don’t know what happened, but I somehow got hold of the boy and managed to swing a club I found in my hand, attacking him with all the rage that had been building for so long. I don’t know if it did much damage, since I passed out cold. When Guadalupe got back from her errands, she found me distraught and her little one bleeding and covered in bruises. She was overcome by pain and fearsome fury. Fortunately, the boy survived and healed quickly.




I was scared that Guadalupe would go away and leave me all alone. If she didn’t, it was because she was a noble, valiant woman who had deep affection for me and my children. But that day saw the birth of a hatred in her, one that demanded vengeance.

When I told my husband what had happened, I begged him to take him away, pleading that he might kill our children like he tried to kill little Martín. “You get more hysterical every day. It’s really painful and depressing to see you like this . . . I’ve told you a thousand times that he’s harmless.”

I thought then that I should flee from that house, from my husband, from him . . . But I didn’t have any money and getting in touch with the outside world was almost impossible. Without friends or relatives to turn to, I felt as lonely as an orphan.

My children were terrorized; they didn’t want to play in the garden and wouldn’t leave my side. Whenever Guadalupe went out to the market, we’d shut ourselves up in my room.

“This situation cannot continue,” I told Guadalupe one day.

“We have to do something, and soon,” she replied.

“But what can we two do alone?” Alone, true, but full of such hate . . .

Her eyes gleamed strangely. I was terrified and thrilled.

Our chance came when we least expected it. My husband went to the city on business. He’d be back, he told me, in twenty days or so.

I don’t know if he realized that my husband had left, but that day he woke up earlier than usual and stationed himself in front of my room. Guadalupe and her son slept in my room that night, and, for the first time, I was able to shut the door.




Guadalupe and I spent almost all night scheming. The children slept quietly. Every so often, we heard him walk up to the bedroom door and bang on it furiously . . .

Guadalupe sawed several planks of wood, big, strong ones, while I looked for a knife and some nails. When everything was ready, we tiptoed over to the corner room. The sliding doors were ajar. Holding our breath, we turned the bolts, locked the doors with a key, and used the hammer and nails to seal up the room completely. While we worked, big drops of sweat rolled down our faces. He didn’t make a sound, seemingly fast asleep. When everything was finished, Guadalupe and I held one another and wept.

The days that followed were frightful. He survived a long time without air, light, food . . . At the beginning, he pounded on the door, threw himself against it, yelling desperately, clawing the wood . . . Neither Guadalupe nor I could eat or sleep, the screams were so terrible! Sometimes we were scared my husband would return before he was dead. If he were to find him like this . . . ! He resisted mightily, I think he made it nearly two weeks . . . Then, one day, we didn’t hear anything. Not even a cry . . . We waited two days more, however, before opening the room.

When my husband returned, we greeted him with the news of his sudden and disconcerting death.





Murillo Park

Agustín Cadena

Translated by C.M. Mayo




Monday to Friday, past two in the afternoon, at one of the shaded benches in Murillo Park, there was an appointment no one had made formally. Its witnesses were the poplars and jacarandas that are still there offering their freshness.

The office allowed me two hours for lunch, from two until four. That was a lot of time for a forty-year-old bachelor used to eating quickly and alone. So it was that, having finished up at a nearby lunch counter, there wasn’t anything else to do but kill time by walking the streets and looking at the shops; although in this once elegant but now down-on-its-luck neighborhood, there wasn’t much to see. The houses looked rickety, like those women who were lovely in their younger days and decades later preserved only the scent of wilted flowers. That’s how the houses were there: tall, shady, silent, painted in a scabby color under the smothering ivy with double-sloping roofs and the shutters always closed. On the main avenue there weren’t many shops. After a few visits I knew everything they had to sell. There was only a watchmaker’s shop, some shoe stores, a bridal boutique, and a small passageway full of coin dealers and herbalists. But there were many government offices.

I don’t like parks. They resemble refuges for bums, people looking for work in the newspapers, exhibitionist couples; worst of all at midday, when they fill with teenagers away from school on their lunch hour. But that day—the first day—I gave in. I gave in because of the heat—it was thirty-eight degrees Celsius—and because there was nothing else to do, and because I’d had a bad day. In the morning, before leaving my house, I’d had an argument with my sister over some stupidity. We were two singletons whose characters had been embittered by bachelorhood and spinsterhood and a lack of dreams. Then, in the office, I had to redo a job because of my boss, a girl just out of university and full of herself. So that’s how it happened that I went to Murillo Park, found a shady bench, and sat down.


It was fortunate that there weren’t many people: a couple in their forties, pale and about one and a half meters tall, though maybe the woman was a little bit taller; a man of about thirty, olive-skinned, with an enormous gold bracelet on his wrist; an older woman, and, on the same bench as her but at its opposite end, a handsome young man wearing a cheap and badly cut suit. Strangely, they were all asleep. It was because of the heat, I assumed. Without realizing it, I also fell asleep.

I was in a good mood the rest of the afternoon and, trying to come up with an explanation, I told myself it had been many years since I’d slept so peacefully as I had for that spell in Murillo Park. It shouldn’t be surprising that I returned the next day. Yes, I returned the next day and the next and then every day, from Monday to Friday. The siesta under the trees became my daily and obligatory portion of earthly pleasure. In time I came to have my own bench, almost my own, one that everyone recognized was for me, and they respected that; a bench that waited for me every afternoon at the same hour, like a faithful girlfriend. Of course, on occasions I had to share it with strangers to me and my fellow sleepers. Once I even had to listen to a lovers’ quarrel barely thirty centimeters from my right ear.

We came to know each other. We didn’t converse much, as we went there to nap, but we managed to learn a few things: each others’ names, where we worked. For example, Martínez, the guy with the gold bracelet, preferred to sleep in the park rather than his office because he snored and farted at the same time. And nobody gave him a hard time; nobody felt the need to wear a mask. The couple of near-dwarves had lost hope of having a child after who knows how many tests and treatments. They worked in the same building, though not in the same office, and they liked to watch the kids coming out of the high school. They went there, sat on their bench and closed their eyes to engender in their minds their impossible offspring. Martínez was fed up with his wife: he did everything he could to avoid her, but he wouldn’t think of divorce. On Fridays, instead of taking his siesta, he would visit a young and attractive woman who accepted money from him. As for the young man, Ramiro, he had fallen in love with one of his co-workers in the ministry. He asked our advice about how to dress, which cologne to use, where to take her, and what gifts to give her.




This is how I met Jorge, the older lady I had seen that first afternoon. Jorge was her last name, not her first, but that is what she liked to be called. She was a widow, still comely, with a voice that betrayed her vice of smoking while possessing velvety nuances enhancing its femininity. She dressed elegantly and had a large bosom, with stretch marks, which glistened in the sun thanks to her décolletage.

“I’m much obliged,” she said distantly, as if with nostalgia, the first time we spoke, when, nodding on the bench, she had dropped her magazine and I had bent down to retrieve it. It was printed in sepia. I couldn’t help but see the title, Mexico Today. I had never seen that one in the kiosks.

“It’s nothing,” I said modestly, and before she had a chance to nod off, I took my chance to start a conversation:

“I’ve seen you around here. Do you work nearby?”

She fanned herself a little with the magazine and smiled.

“I work in the Montecarlo. Do you know it?”

“The Montecarlo?” It seemed to me I’d heard that name somewhere, but I couldn’t place it.

“Don’t tell me you haven’t heard of it!”

“Well . . .”

“I’m in charge of the coat check and other small things. I start at six in the afternoon.”

“Ah,” was the only thing I could think of to say. I was quiet for a moment, looking ahead, where two high school girls were teasing each other with a kind of slang that, in my time, only men would use. I was embarrassed that Jorge, so ladylike, should hear this. But Jorge wasn’t hearing anything now: she was snoring. She slept with her mouth open and nearly falling over onto my shoulder. Her magazine had once again fallen from her hands and was coming apart in the puddle under the bench.




All that afternoon and even into the night, once in bed, I thought about this woman and asked myself, where did she work? Why was she dressed and made up like that? What were the magazines she was reading about? What was her life like? There was something about her that intrigued and attracted me very much. It seemed to me that I had dreamt about her once, when I was a boy or a teenager: a dream with the scent of orange trees in blossom.

The next day we met again. I couldn’t wait to ask her the questions on the tip of my tongue:

“Tell me about yourself, Jorge. Tell me about your life.”

“I have made many mistakes,” she answered in a conclusive tone, and she closed her eyes without saying more. I didn’t know when exactly she fell asleep, there on the bench, breathing deeply through her red-painted lips.

The next day I did not see her. But I sat next to Martínez and I asked him about her.

“I haven’t noticed her,” he said. “What does she look like?”

I described her for him, but it was useless.

“No, well, the truth is, I don’t remember her.”

After that came a long Saturday without news of Jorge nor any way to talk with her. “Had I made her mad?” I asked myself several times. My sister noticed and she asked me what was wrong. I told her the whole story.

“What kind of crazy person have you found? The Montecarlo was a nightclub back in the forties.”

“It must be a different one,” I said, mentally erasing the possibility that there was something strange about Jorge, “a new one with the same name.”

“And then her name, Jorge . . . don’t you suspect she might be a lesbian, Ducky?”

“I already told you, that’s her last name.” In the first place, I was annoyed by her manner of talking to me. In the second, I hated being called that ridiculous nickname, which my mother had given me when I was a kid.




“All right, then . . . no need to get upset.”

We were quiet for a long time. We’d just eaten, and, though it was turned on in front of us, the television had lost our attention.

Like every Saturday, my sister and I rested for a while after lunch and then we got ready to go to the neighborhood movie theater. There I relaxed, I stopped thinking about silly things, and I enjoyed the picture. Then we went for donuts and hot chocolate, another thing we did every Saturday. Finally we went home in peace, and there, in peace, I would fall asleep but never dream. Sunday went by quickly: that was the day we cleaned the house.

The following Monday, at last, I saw Jorge. Trying to act disinterested, I asked her what she’d done on Saturday.

“I went to the movies with my sister,” she said with satisfaction.

Now we’re getting somewhere, I thought: she has a sister and she likes the movies. Just like me.

“What a coincidence: I also went to the movies with my sister. Maybe we were in the same room, at the same time, without realizing it.”

“I went to the opening night of A Different Dawn. And you?”

“Um . . . we went to see The Terminator. That’s what they were showing at the theater near my house.”

“Ah,” Jorge answered, distractedly. “I haven’t heard of that one.”

“And the one you went to see, did it have anyone famous in it?”

“Of course! It had Julio Bracho. And it starred Andrea Palma and Pedro Armendáriz.”

It sounded to me like one of the pictures from the forties they showed on Channel 4, but I didn’t say anything. Jorge didn’t seem to want to talk. She fell asleep right away.

That night, my sister asked what had happened with her. I didn’t tell her everything; I left out the part about the movie. I didn’t want her to annoy me again, and she didn’t.




Jorge and I continued to see each other on that bench. Days went by, weeks. There was a moment when I tried to get more out of her. She preferred to hide, to turn my questions around on me. I answered, recounting my life without secrets. What did I have that was worth hiding? We became friends, more than friends. That is, we grew very close, very much alike in some sense—we both liked peanut candies with caramel and the candied figs the street vendor would take from bench to bench—but we never managed to have what one would call a romance. We never even saw each other away from those benches. On the verge of suspecting Jorge might be crazy, I repressed the thought. It was that every month she brought a new issue of Mexico Today. And every time I asked if I could see it, I saw that it was fifty years old and advertised things that were no longer available: Ipana toothpaste, The Business and Banking School on Palma 27, Printemps de Paris perfume, Boujois red lipstick that purportedly “avoided the painted look,” Quina Laroche tonic wine, Eno fruit salt, and who knows how many other equally strange things.

Maybe there could have been something more between us, but I didn’t want it. I was afraid. I was afraid because I had dreamt about her when I was little and I didn’t want to ruin this dream. One afternoon, taking advantage of the fact that everyone in the park was asleep and there was no one to see us, I took Jorge’s hands in mine. She looked at me intensely, her eyes very bright under the painted blue shadow of her eyelids, and she said to me:

“Next week maestro Lara will play at the Montecarlo. Why don’t you go? I can get you one of the best seats, and look, if you’re not too sleepy to stay up late and you want to wait for me, afterward we could go out somewhere. The Smyrna closes later.”

“Maestro Lara . . .” Was she talking about Agustín Lara? That was too much. And nonetheless, it didn’t matter. Truly, it didn’t matter. I was able to keep holding her gaze, but not her hands. I was about to tell her, “I’m afraid our friendship is doomed not to last,” but I sensed that she wouldn’t understand me. Her hands now free, she put one on my thigh and winked at me.

“Come on, you’ll see, you won’t regret it.”




Although my heart started to beat fast, there was something in this gesture that seemed repulsive to me. I repressed it, relegating it to the depths of my consciousness. It didn’t fit with the woman I had dreamed about as a boy: a woman still young, subtle, and beautiful, despite the dream being now very old.

“Instead, Jorge, why don’t you come have tea with us? My sister makes fritters.”

“I’ll telephone you soon,” she said dryly. But she didn’t call. She didn’t call, and, furthermore, she stopped coming to the park. “What if I upset her?” I asked myself. Maybe I said something I shouldn’t have. Or maybe she thought me very silly. Why didn’t I take advantage of the opportunity she was giving me? Anyone else in my place would have known what to do, I reproached myself continually. Every afternoon in Murillo Park I hoped to see her, and at night I had elaborate fantasies of scenes in which Jorge and I found each other again in her world, not this so imperfect world. I saw her dressed in a vaporous organdy dress with very high heels, seated on a black velvet cushion, smoking. We enjoyed ourselves until midnight in exciting places, after which we would begin to kiss in the streets, leaning against antique automobiles slick with the night’s dew; drunk and happy, we would lurch out into the fog to walk down a street with no end.

I asked Martínez about her again. I asked all the others. They not only had not seen her, they said they didn’t know her. They’re making fun of me, I thought. How could it be possible that not one of them had noticed her? She with whom I had shared my siesta on so many afternoons! No, they insisted, they didn’t know her, they hadn’t seen me talking to anyone on that bench; they didn’t remember any woman of that description.

I began to spend the period of my siesta looking for Jorge. I found the Yellow Pages for recent years, and there I looked for the Montecarlo. There were four motels that rented rooms by the hour and some public baths under that name, all in different parts of the city. The time I had for my siesta wasn’t enough; I had to invest more and more hours into investigating her whereabouts. I, who always took refuge at home at twilight, got to know the city at night. I got to know horrible places, none with an employee named Jorge handling the coat check: they didn’t even have a coat check. Finally, I confirmed the address of the old Montecarlo. There wasn’t anything there anymore. Nothing! I regretted being so stupid. Out of nothing but shyness I had never asked Jorge for her telephone number, though she had mine. She never called me, however, and I never found her: and after some months, I returned to my routine of siestas in Murillo Park and quit fantasizing. I went back to my friends: Martínez, the couple, young Ramiro.




For seven years, these people and I met from Monday to Friday in Murillo Park, sleeping thirty minutes on each occasion. Therefore we must have shared some 1,800 hours of sleep: 75 days! Sleep is the most intimate of all acts, the one that requires the most trust in others. A sleeping human is a vulnerable creature who has voluntarily abandoned himself to the mercy of others. Young Ramiro was the first to desert; he found a better job, in another part of the city. The couple retired, yet for a while they kept coming to take their siesta with us out of habit. Eventually, they stopped coming altogether. Others took their place: an ex-alcoholic or “dry drunk,” as he called himself, a neighborhood vendor who suffered from gout, a divorced woman full of resentment.

I never discovered anything more about Jorge. Then one day, as I interpret the event, she said farewell to me. Here’s what happened: feeling that I was too old to be a novice in matters of women, and since I couldn’t find anyone to keep me company, I overcame my embarrassment and called a house of prostitution that advertised in the newspaper. I asked if among the girls there might be one of around fifty years. They told me no, that all were less than twenty-four, but that they could give me the telephone number of another house where I would find what I was looking for. I wrote down the number. It took me two weeks to bring myself to call, and finally I made an appointment, a gratuitous act, and took a taxi to the establishment. Embarrassed that the driver would know where I was going, it wasn’t easy for me to give him the address.




It turned out to be a run-down place. There was a rose-colored parlor with a sofa covered in plastic where one sat down to see the women presented one at a time. As they came down, I looked around the place, trying to keep calm. I noticed that in the back there was a large radio in a console on top of which there was a photograph of Pedro Infante in a wooden picture frame, chipped at the edges. I told myself, “There’s something of her here.” And when the girls had all come down, I felt happy. They were all mature; the youngest must have been over forty. Suddenly, I wasn’t nervous anymore; I just felt anxious to choose. The woman who led me upstairs to her room looked like Jorge. The likeness was very close, but it wasn’t her. She possessed neither her skin, warmed by the two o’clock sun, nor her perfume, nor her velvety voice. I paid a lot, and I tried to get the most out of it.

When I came down the stairs on my way out the women had turned on the radio. I noticed that it was tuned to XEW, “The Intimate Hour with Agustín Lara.” Just then a woman whose voice was the same as Jorge’s called the station and said:

“I want to request the song Impossible, dedicated to Ducky, from a friend.”

She didn’t have to say her name. I knew it was she, and I even forgave her the “Ducky,” although I couldn’t help wondering how she knew about my ridiculous nickname.

Her message gave me back my peace of mind. I knew that there was no such program on XEW, nor any other station. I knew that Agustín Lara had died in 1970 and that the Montecarlo, the Smyrna Club, and all those places ceased to exist a long time ago; but sometimes, all of a sudden, as I passed by one of those businesses that still had an old radio, “The Intimate Hour with Agustín Lara” would come on and almost without static. I would stop for a few minutes to hear the people calling in asking for dedicated songs. When I hear that velvety voice that calls me “Ducky” I close my eyes and once again breathe in the freshness of the poplars and the jacarandas while I hold Jorge’s age-spotted, nicotine-stained hands in mine.
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