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PAUL FAUSTINO SLID a blank cassette into the tape recorder and stabbed at a couple of buttons. Then he slapped the machine and said, “Who is the top soccer writer in South America? Who is the number one soccer writer in South America?”

The man looking out of the window didn’t turn around. There was a smile in his voice when he said, “I don’t know, Paul. Who?”

“Me. I am. And will the boss buy me a decent tape recorder? No, she will not.” He slapped the machine again, and a green light came up on the display. Faustino immediately sat down in front of the small microphone and spoke into it.

“Testing. Date: August second. Tape one. Interview: Paul Faustino of La Nación talks to the greatest goalkeeper in the history of the world, the man who two days ago took in his hands the World Cup in front of eighty thousand fans and two hundred and twenty million TV viewers.”

He jabbed buttons, rewound the tape, and played it back.

Faustino’s office was on the seventh floor of a block perched on one of the hills that looked down on the city. The big man standing at the window found it easy enough to imagine himself a hawk coasting over the grid of buildings and the drifting white and red lights of the traffic. Somewhere beyond that carpet of lights and just below the edge of the stars was the forest.

He was tall, exactly six feet four inches, and heavy with it. But when he turned from the window and went to the table where Faustino was sitting, his movements were light and quick, and it seemed to the soccer writer that the big man had somehow glided across the room and into the chair opposite his.

“Are you ready to begin, Gato?” Faustino had his finger on the pause button. On the table between them there was a desk lamp that threw hard shadows onto the faces of the two men; there were also two bottles of water, a pitcher filled with ice, Faustino’s pack of cigarettes. And a not very tall chunk of gold. It was in the shape of two figures, wearing what looked like nightgowns, supporting a globe. It was not very beautiful. From where Faustino was sitting, it looked rather like an alien with an oversize bald head. And every soccer player in the world wanted it.

The World Cup. It burned in the lamplight.

The big man folded his huge hands together on the tabletop. “So. Where shall we begin?” he said.

“With some background stuff, if that’s all right with you,” said Faustino. He lifted his finger from the button, and the tape began to run. “Tell me about where you grew up.”

“At the edge of the world. That’s how it seemed to me. A red dusty road came from somewhere and passed through our town. Then it went on to the edge of the forest, where the men were cutting down the trees. Beyond the edge of the forest there was nothing, or that is what my father told me. He meant that the forest seemed to go on forever from there.

Each day, at dawn, a number of trucks stopped at the top of the town where the men were waiting. My father was one of them, and he climbed up into a truck and went off to work, cutting down the trees. He sometimes came home and told us stories, like how his team had cut down a really big one, and how the monkeys who lived in it had stayed clinging onto the top branches almost until they hit the ground, and how they then ran howling into the deeper forest with babies hanging off their bellies. I didn’t know if that or any of the other stuff he told me was true or not. But I grew up listening to his stories and loving them. So perhaps, in spite of everything he did to try to stop me, it was my father who set me on the path that brought me to where I am today.

During the day, the big yellow tractors that hauled the logs back down the road growled past the town in clouds of red dust that drifted into the square, the plaza, where we played soccer. It was just a big patch of ground between the tin church and the café. No grass. We had games that started as soon as we were let out of school and didn’t end until our fathers came back in the trucks and darkness was falling. We were all soccer crazy, of course.

Actually, it was not just us kids who were obsessed with soccer. The whole place was. The café had TV, and everyone squeezed in there to watch the big matches. The walls were covered with posters and photos — our players, German, Spanish, and English players; great players; and teams from the past. And after a big match, even if it was dark, even if it was raining, we would run into the plaza to replay the action, calling ourselves by the names and nicknames of the great stars: Pelé, the Gray Ghost, Little Bird, Maradona, whatever.”

“And you were El Gato, the Cat,” said Paul Faustino.

The big goalkeeper smiled. “Oh no. Not then,” he said. “You see, I was useless. I couldn’t play. The other kids could do great things with the ball. Take it out of the air on the top of the foot. Run and keep it in the air with the head, score goals with bicycle kicks, stuff like that. I could do none of this. When the ball came to me — which wasn’t often — the other kids made sure of that — it always seemed to get stuck between my ankles or bounce off my knees. I had no balance — a soft tackle from a smaller kid would send me staggering like a drunken goat. I was too tall. I had long, skinny arms and legs, and big clumsy hands. They called me La Cigüeña — the Stork. Which was fair enough.”

Faustino was a little puzzled. “But you played in goal, surely,” he said.

“No. It never occurred to me. I dreamed of being a forward, of slamming in perfect shots that brought imaginary crowds roaring to their feet. We all did. Besides, there were two big strong kids who were always the goalies. So I just got pushed farther and farther out to the edge of the game. And even then, if the ball happened to come toward me, the nearest player on my side would yell, ‘Leave it!’ and take the ball instead. One day I played for two hours and didn’t touch the ball once, except for when it hit me on the backside by chance. That was the day I decided to give up soccer. I was thirteen.”

“All the same,” Faustino said dryly, “you’ve played a game or two since.”

The goalkeeper smiled again. “Yes, my retirement was a bit premature, as it turned out. But I never played in the plaza again. And it was giving up soccer that made me a soccer player.”

“You’ve lost me,” Faustino said. “What does that mean, ‘Giving up soccer made me a soccer player’?”

“I was learning nothing in the plaza. If I hadn’t quit, I wouldn’t have gone into the forest, which is where I learned everything.”

“I get the feeling,” Faustino said with a sigh, “that I’m not going to get answers by asking questions. Okay, so tell me the story. Tell me how a non-player passes the time in a soccer-crazy jungle town.”

“At first I didn’t know what to do with myself. Without the game, the afternoons seemed to last forever, and there was nothing, absolutely nothing, to do. My mother and grandmother didn’t want me hanging around, and in those days there was no way that a teenage boy could be seen doing work around the house. I could read, of course, but the only books in town were in the school. Somehow I had to fill my afternoons for the two long years before I could climb onto the truck with my father and go to work.”

Faustino leaned toward the microphone and said, “Tell me a little about your family, Gato. What was your house like?”

“Like all the others. No, a bit bigger, because we had Nana, Father’s mother, living with us, and Father built a kind of extension sticking out from the back wall. He always called it ‘the new rooms,’ even though he had made it when I was five years old and Mother was expecting the next child, my sister. Really, those rooms were just little cubicles. My mother and father slept in one of them. Nana and my sister slept in another, and I had the third, the smallest one. My grandmother snored very loudly, and the walls were just sheets of board. It sometimes drove us crazy. Except for my sister, strangely enough. Even though she slept just across the room from Nana, the snoring didn’t bother her. She used to say that if Nana stopped snoring, she would never be able to sleep. My grandmother’s snores were the rhythm of my sister’s rest.

But our house was the same as all the others, basically. White-painted concrete blocks and a tin roof. The whole town had been built very quickly — overnight, Nana used to say. They bulldozed the road into the forest, then hacked out a space and put up these houses for the tree-cutters. The main part of our house was one room with a makeshift kitchen at one end. Some families cooked on a wood stove like a barbecue, but we had a stove with propane. We got water from a pipe that we shared with five other families. My father covered our tin roof with leaves and branches to reduce the heat, but in the hot season it was still like living under a grill. In those months we lived and ate outdoors. My father slept in a hammock slung between a pepper tree and a hook driven into the wall of the house.”

El Gato stopped speaking. He was staring at the gold trophy in front of him, and Paul Faustino could see two reflections of it glittering in the goalie’s eyes.

“I used to have this fantasy,” Gato said next. “May I tell you?”

Faustino smiled and made a willing gesture. “Of course.”

“I used to imagine winning this.” Gato circled a fingertip on the top of the globe. “And taking it home with me. At night, secretly. Unannounced. My father would be asleep in his hammock. I would lay the Cup gently on his chest and put his hands around it. So that when he woke up he would find himself holding the greatest prize in the world. And I would watch his face.”

“And now that you have the Cup,” said Faustino, “you can make this fantasy come true. Is that what you will do? Can I come with you? Would you mind if we took photographs?”

“Unfortunately,” Gato said, “my father is dead.”

Faustino was silent for several moments — out of respect or, perhaps, disappointment. Then the goalkeeper removed his hand and his gaze from the gold trophy and said, “What were we talking about?”

Gently, Faustino reminded him. “About what you did when you gave up soccer.”


 

EL GATO TOOK a sip of water and said, “When I gave up soccer I realized something. I realized that the world I had been living in was low.”

“Low?” Faustino repeated. “What does that mean, Gato?”

“I was tall, as I said. I could stand in my bedroom and touch the timbers that held up the roof. In the schoolroom, we looked down — down at our books, down at the tips of our pencils, down at the page of the atlas that showed our country and the empty space where our town was. And in the plaza, in the games, I watched feet. I was always looking down. I think it is true to say that I hardly ever looked up until I stopped playing soccer.”

“And when you stopped playing soccer and looked up, what did you see?”

“Sky and trees. Sky and trees. Very simple. You will find this hard to believe, perhaps, but I had never thought about this before. I’d never really thought about the fact that I was living in a small space hacked from the jungle. I hadn’t realized that if the trees had not been cleared to make room for our town, I would never have seen the stars. The forest trees climb and occupy the whole sky, you know. In the forest, the sky is a rare thing.

Because I no longer played the game, I found myself lying on my back looking up at the sky and watching how the clouds and then the stars disappeared into the forest, how the forest covered and swallowed everything. I understood that I was surrounded. And I wanted to get out. I think I began wandering into the forest to see if there was a way out of it. And because there was nothing else to do.

You need to understand that the forest, or the jungle, call it what you like, was always trying to remove our little town. It would send long green fingers across the cleared spaces to climb up walls and lift the roofs off our houses. On Sundays, after church, my father would walk around the walls of our house with a machete, chopping off the jungle’s fingers to keep it safe in its leafless space. At least once a month something would sneak out of the jungle and take one of our chickens. Before we went to sleep at night, Father would carry a flashlight and a heavy stick around the house, checking for snakes. And because people spent so much time beating back the jungle, there was a small belt of half-tamed land around the houses, a strip of struggling bushes with paths pushed through them, paths our neighbors walked. But only in the daylight.

One day, I decided to walk through the safe area around the houses and go into the dark, high forest. I was not particularly brave. I was bored, and I was lonely. That is why I went. I walked along the paths where the chickens and the pigs scratched around for food until I came to the gloomy wall of the forest.

There were paths that went in there. I was only a child, of course, so I didn’t understand that these paths had been made by animals, not people. I would follow them until they disappeared, until they vanished among the complicated roots of trees and the thick carpet of leaves and ferns. I met glittering insects, and glistening frogs, and sometimes brilliant-feathered parrots; I learned the difference between the harmless screaming of these animals and the dark silence that crept into the jungle when a jaguar was nearby. And when I lay down to sleep in the black heat of my room, my dreams were of this new and fascinating darkness.

As I said, I was not brave. I was just as scared of the forest as everyone else was. Things I could not see would scuttle away from my feet. Things would crash through the leaves above my head. Sometimes I would cry aloud in fright. And the forest has a smell, too — a sort of thick, sweet, rotten smell that makes the air difficult to breathe. The light is dim and green. Where the sun does break through, its light is broken up by the leaves into patches and freckles of brightness and shadow so that it’s often hard to make out the shape of things.”

Paul Faustino shuddered theatrically. “Not my kind of place,” he said.

“No,” Gato said, trying to imagine his elegant friend coping with the discomforts of the jungle. “And there were plenty of people who thought it was no place for me, either. Our town was small and talkative, and it was not long before my family heard of my little expeditions into the wilderness. My father was stern. He knew how dangerous the jungle was, he said, because it was his job to fight it. He told me of plants that scratch and fill the scratches with a poison that spreads through your body and kills you in an hour. He told me of how a man working with him had stepped into the forest to pee and never been seen again. He told me of secret tribes of wild, painted forest people who stole children away and ate them. My mother cried and prayed aloud while he told me these things.

But when it came to horror stories about the jungle, no one could compete with Nana. Ah, the things she told me! In the rivers and pools there were anacondas, giant snakes. If you looked into the water, Nana said, they would hypnotize you with the cold blue fire in their eyes, then rise up out of the water, crush you to death, and swallow you whole. She told me, shuddering, about the ya-te-veo tree, which had long, living, evil roots covered in thorns bigger than knife blades. If you walked anywhere near them, these roots would seize you and nail you to the tree trunk, and there you would die a long and terrible death while the tree drank the blood that flowed from your wounds. There were giant spiders, she said, that leaped onto your face and suffocated you with their thick, hairy bodies. There were worms, she said, that burrowed into your toes and worked up through your body until they reached your brains and ate them, so that you went crazy before you died. She had a great imagination, my grandmother. She should have been a writer for the American movies. But the worst thing, she said — and she crossed herself — was that the Waiting Dead lived in the darkness of the forest. I was puzzled. And also interested.

‘Do you mean ghosts, Nana?’

She shrugged. ‘Ghosts, zombies, they are called many things.’

‘Why do you say they are waiting, Nana? What are they waiting for?’

‘They are waiting for the thing that can make them truly dead, so that their hungry spirits can be peaceful. Until they get it, they have to go on waiting, searching. Maybe forever. A terrible thing.’ She shivered dramatically.

‘I still don’t understand,’ I said. ‘What is this thing that the Waiting Dead are waiting for?’

‘Something they wanted very much when they were alive, and never had. They cannot properly die because they still hunger for this thing.’

Crazy stuff, of course, but I was fascinated by it. ‘But what kind of thing might this be?’ I persisted.

‘It could be anything,’ Nana said. ‘Maybe there is one waiting out there who always wanted a son. A tall, handsome thirteen-year-old son.’

Then she crossed herself again and hugged me. ‘No,’ she said. ‘God forgive me for saying such a thing.’

But, despite everything, I went into the forest again and again. Why? Well, as I said, there was nothing else to do, and nowhere else to go. And I saw wonderful things. Shimmering green hummingbirds smaller than butterflies; a family of tiny emerald frogs living in less than a cupful of water; moths with wings as clear as colored glass, like little pieces of the church window; golden millipedes longer than my arm tracking through the leaf-rubbish of the forest floor. I saw beetles that looked like flowers and flowers that looked like beetles.”

El Gato caught the expression on Faustino’s face and laughed. “This nature stuff really appeals to your romantic imagination, doesn’t it, Paul?”

“Oh, absolutely,” Faustino said, flicking unsuccessfully at his cigarette lighter. “Can’t get enough of it. Us city boys just love creepy-crawlies and weird flowers. Do go on.”

“Okay, Paul, enough. But listen — when you write this up, you’re going to have to grit your teeth and somehow get across to the readers the magic of the forest. It’s important, really important. You’ll see why, I promise.”

“I’ll do my best,” Faustino said, and, seeing the skeptical look on Gato’s face, lifted his hands in a gesture of surrender and said it again.

“Okay, Paul, I trust you. Anyway, despite everything my family said, I started to go farther and farther in. Looking back now, I think I was looking for something in the forest, rather than a way out of it.”

“And you found it, this thing you were looking for?”

It was darker now, and the city below Faustino’s office was a jazzy dance of neon signs and traffic. The big man went to the window and looked down at it all, spreading his large hands on the glass. “No,” he said. “It found me.”


 

GATO TURNED AWAY from the city and said, “It happened on the day I broke the one rule I had made for myself. Like I said, I used to follow tracks into the forest until they ran out, and then I would either turn around and follow them back or maybe explore a little way off the path. But never more than just a little way, so that I always knew where the track was. The one thing I was truly afraid of was getting lost, of being lost in there when the darkness came in. So that was the rule I set myself — never lose sight of the track. And then one day I broke this rule. I don’t know why. I think perhaps I saw a bigger patch of sunlight through the undergrowth ahead of me, and my curiosity was stronger than my common sense. Whatever. Anyway, I shoved through the foliage, clambering over a fallen trunk that was soft with rot and moss, and pushed aside a curtain of thick, fleshy leaves. And found myself in an open space.

You probably don’t think this remarkable. But if you knew the jungle, you would find it hard to believe me, because an open space in the jungle is not possible. Something, anything, will occupy any space where it can find light to live and grow. Yet here was this clearing, and it was covered in grass. Yes, grass. Short grass. Turf. Impossible. Absolutely impossible. I walked out onto this grass very slowly, far more alarmed by this clearing than by any plant or creature I had met in the jungle itself. And it was very, very quiet. The whirring and clicking and calling and screeching of the forest became blurred and then died away.

I was in a space that was about one hundred yards long and maybe half as wide, and I had walked out of the forest at a point about halfway down its length. I looked at first to my left and saw how the clearing ended in a dense, shadowy wall of trees. Then I looked to my right. And froze.

Standing there, with its back to the trees, was a goal. A soccer goal. Two uprights and a crossbar. With a net. A net fixed up like the old-fashioned ones, pulled back and tied to two poles behind the goal. My brain stood still in my head. I could hear the thumping of my blood. I must have looked like an idiot, my eyes mad and staring, my mouth hanging open. Eventually I found the nerve to take a few steps toward this goal, this quite impossible goal. The woodwork was a silvery gray, and the grain of the wood was open and rough. Weathered, like the timber of old boats left for years on a beach. It shone slightly. The net had the same color, like cobwebs, and thin green plant tendrils grew up the two poles that supported it.

It seemed to take an age, my whole life, to walk into that goalmouth. When I got there, I put out my hands and held the net. It was sound and strong, despite its great age. I was completely baffled, and stood there, my fingers in the mesh of the net and my back to the clearing, trying, and failing, to make sense of all this.

And then my fingers began to tremble, and then my legs, because I was suddenly certain that I was not alone. I do not know how I forced myself to turn around.

And here I find the words difficult, Paul. I could say that he stepped out of the trees, but that is not quite right. He moved into the clearing, that is true, but he did not seem to be solid until he stopped moving. You know how sometimes you get bad TV reception, and there is a kind of shadow that follows the picture, so that things seem to happen twice? It was a bit like that: I watched him move and saw him standing still at the same time.

He was a goalkeeper, but I had never seen a uniform like the one he was wearing. He wore a high-necked knitted sweater. Green, like the forest. And long shorts made of heavy-looking cotton. I was immediately interested in his cleats, which were high, clumsy looking, made of brown leather and laced in a complicated way — the laces went over and under his foot and were tied at the back of his ankles. He wore an old-fashioned cloth cap with a big peak, which cast a deep shadow over the upper part of his face so that I couldn’t see his eyes. Perhaps because of this, his face had no expression whatsoever. Under his left arm he had a soccer ball — not the kind we played with in the plaza, but a brown one, made of leather, with a pattern like bricks.

There we stood, facing each other. All I could hear was my heart pumping. What I wanted, most of all, was not to be there. It was like having a nightmare and knowing that you are having a nightmare and that all you have to do is wake up, but you can’t wake up. I was trembling like a leaf in the rain. I must have moved, made some sign of running back the way I had come, because he spoke then. The Keeper spoke, and that really scared me.

You know how American movies get dubbed in this country, Paul? The actor speaks, and someone else’s voice says the words in our language, and the actor’s lips don’t quite match the soundtrack. The way the Keeper spoke was like that. Out of sync. The words seemed to take a long time to reach me.

And what he said was: ‘There. Your place. You belong there.’

So of course I flipped. Maybe I screamed — I don’t know. But the next thing I knew I was plunging through that curtain of leaves and hurling myself over that rotting mossy tree trunk and running stumbling back to where I hoped, prayed, my house was.

That night, in my hot, dark room, I shook like I had the fever. I dreamed it all again and again: the clearing, just as I had found it, but bathed in light as if a million electric lamps burned down onto it. A light so brilliant that it drained color from everything, and the only shadow was the one that hid half the Keeper’s face below the peak of his cap. The clearing, the goalmouth, the trees, were all silver beneath a black sky. In the dream I looked up at the silver trees, and they were swirling wildly, as if in a great wind. And the wind had a voice, a huge whispering voice that said: There. Your place. You belong there.

I pulled myself out of this dream I don’t know how many times during that night. But each time I fell back into sleep I was there again, in that windswept silver-lit clearing with the Keeper. I could not escape him. And those same words, over and over again: There. Your place. You belong there. Sometimes the wind spoke them; sometimes he did, his mouth moving before the words came. Toward dawn, exhausted, I dreamed the dream one last time and heard the voice again. Except that this time it was not the voice of the wind, and it was not the voice of the Keeper. It was my own voice, saying: Here. My place. I belong here.

I was a wreck the next morning. Mother took one look at me and dismissed the idea of school. She made me strong tea and put me into Father’s hammock in the shade of the pepper tree.

In the afternoon I went down to the plaza to watch the game. I sat on the veranda of the café next to old Uncle Feliciano, Nana’s brother, the one with the crooked leg. He bought me a Coke, paying for it with a filthy, crumpled note that he found somewhere inside his many layers of ancient clothes. Then he rested his chin on his hands, which were cupped over the handle of his walking stick. We watched the game: the arguments, the calls, the appeals to the invisible referee, the goalscorers falling to their knees with their arms raised like the players on TV.

After a while, Uncle Feliciano spoke, without turning his head to me. ‘Why don’t you play?’

I shrugged. ‘I don’t feel so good. A touch of the fever, I think.’

‘It’s not that,’ said Uncle Feliciano. ‘You don’t play no more. You haven’t played for a long time. I noticed.’

I said nothing.

‘Maria says you go into the forest.’

It took me a moment to remember that my grandmother’s name was Maria.

‘Sometimes,’ I said.

‘And I can imagine what Maria says about that,’ Uncle Feliciano said, still watching the square. ‘All those nightmare stories of hers. She has told you those?’

‘Yes,’ I said.

The old man made a crackling noise that might have been laughter.

‘Old women,’ he said. ‘They have not many pleasures. One of them is to frighten young boys.’

Then he did turn to look at me, and he took a hand from his stick and stroked the side of my face with a bent finger.

‘You have seen something,’ he said.

I concentrated on my bottle of Coke.

‘No,’ I said.

‘Yes,’ he said. He looked back at the game, but he was not watching it. ‘You have seen something in the forest. I can tell. Listen to me. You think I am an old fool. Maybe I am. But I bought the Coke and you can listen to me until you have finished it.’

I had about three mouthfuls left in the bottle.

‘It is about respect,’ the old man said. ‘Respect. You know what this word means?’

‘I think so, Uncle,’ I said.

‘I think you do not,’ he said. ‘I did not know what respect was when I was your age. But let us agree that you do know. So, if you respect the forest, there is nothing, nothing, in there that will harm you. Believe me.’

He made a gesture like someone clearing cobwebs from a path in front of him. ‘All this,’ he said, ‘this plaza, this metal church, the game here, all this is here only because the forest allows it. Your father thinks that the forest can be beaten, cut back. Does he still go around the house on Sundays with his machete?’

I smiled. ‘Yes, Uncle, he does.’

‘Ha! He is fighting a losing battle, and he thinks he can win it. Does he think that when he and his friends have cut down the whole forest there will be a beautiful world for him to live in? A world of red dust to be happy in?’

I had one mouthful of Coke left. I lifted the bottle to my lips. The old man reached across and stopped my arm.

‘Trust the forest,’ he said. ‘Respect it. You are not exploring it. It is exploring you.’

I finished the Coke.”


 

SO I WENT back in, just as I knew I would.

I didn’t look, but I knew that the moment I stepped into the clearing the Keeper appeared too. I walked, as steadily as I could, to the goalmouth. I don’t know why. Perhaps I thought I would feel safer there. I turned to face him. He was exactly the same: invisible eyes and the old leather ball in the crook of his arm. Motionless.

We stood facing each other as before. Then he began to walk toward me. My mouth went completely dry. The desire to run away was almost too strong to resist. Then he stopped, about twenty yards from me. He put the ball on the ground and stepped a few paces back from it. Somehow I knew what I was expected to do, so I did it. I bent my knees, lifted my shoulders, spread my arms. I was awkward, I know, trying to fill that goalmouth. I knew who I was: Cigüeña, the Stork.

Nothing happened.

‘What are you waiting for?’ I was amazed to hear my own voice.

Then he moved in that way of his, like one photograph melting into another. He struck the ball with incredible force. It went past me with a noise like a gasp. The net bulged and hissed, and the ball rolled slowly back out of the goal past my feet. Which were frozen to the spot. I had not moved at all.

The Keeper’s lips moved out of time with his words. ‘What were you waiting for?’

My head buzzed with questions, and I somehow stammered them out.

‘Who are you? What do you want? What do you want me to do?’

And then I found the right question: ‘Why have you brought me here?’

The Keeper walked toward me then. My whole body flinched, but I stayed there. He stooped and picked up the ball with one hand.

‘To keep goal,’ he said. ‘You know that.’

‘I do not know that,’ I said. ‘I am not a goalie. I cannot play soccer. I have stopped playing soccer.’

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘you stopped so that you could start to learn. We have a lot of work to do. Let us begin.’”

El Gato put the tips of his long fingers together and rested his hands on the table. “Two years, Paul. Almost every afternoon for two years. And at the end of that time I knew pretty much everything I know now. Okay, I have played professionally for fourteen years, two of them in Italy, and I am stronger and maybe a little faster than I was back then. But everything I know, really know, about soccer and keeping goal I learned in the forest.”

Faustino could not think of anything to say, which was a new experience for him. He looked sideways at the goalkeeper, wondering if perhaps this story was a complicated joke of some sort. But Gato’s face was quite settled and without mischief. So the writer cleared his throat and said, “And how did it work, this, er, training regime in the jungle? Was it just the two of you?”

“Well, yes and no. I discovered that there are many teachers in the forest. I will come to that. But on that first day the Keeper began by crushing me — completely wiping me out. He simply put shot after shot past me, saying nothing, just placing the ball on the grass, stepping back one or two paces, fading slightly, then coming back into focus and shooting into the net. I jumped and twitched in the goalmouth like a hooked fish but never once got so much as a finger to the ball. My eyes filled with sweat and tears of frustration. After a while I stopped trying to block his shots and just stood there between the posts watching him. And when I stopped, he stopped, too.

‘Good,’ the Keeper said. ‘You have already learned to keep still. Stay there and tell me where this next shot is going.’

‘How? What do you mean?’

‘Watch me, boy. Not the ball, me. And when my foot hits the ball, tell me where the shot is going. High, low, left, right. Shout it. Don’t move, don’t try to stop it, just shout out where the shot is going.’

He placed the ball on the grass and stepped back. I watched him take two quick paces, and as he struck the ball, I yelled, ‘High, right!’ The ball flew into the top corner of the net above my right shoulder.

‘Again,’ the Keeper ordered. I rolled the ball to him. While it was still moving, he dropped his right shoulder slightly and shot at me with his left foot.

‘Low, right!’ I screamed. The ball streaked into the net to my right, one inch above the grass. I picked the ball out of the net and turned to face him.

‘The hard thing,’ he said, ‘is to know how we know something. Explain how you knew where those shots were going.’

‘I didn’t know,’ I said. ‘I just guessed.’

The Keeper put his hands on his hips. ‘Give me the ball,’ he said. ‘And let us test your guesswork some more.’

He put ten more shots past me, and I called them correctly eight times.

‘You are reading the body,’ he said. ‘When a player shoots at your goal, he will do things that tell you where he wants the ball to go. He will lean slightly to the left or the right to put weight into the shot, and his own weight onto one foot or the other. He will drop one shoulder, and almost always his shot will be in a line with that shoulder. Most players cannot help glancing, for a fraction of a second, at where they intend to send the ball. A right-footed player may fake a shot, but if he lifts his right arm up and back, he will then shoot. These things can be learned. But an instinct for them is a gift. As I thought, you have this gift.’

I was pleased with myself. But for just a few seconds, because the Keeper then said, ‘But this gift is nothing in itself. It does not make you a keeper.’ He put the ball on the ground a few yards out from the middle of the goal. The place where the penalty spot would have been.

‘Now you have to beat me,’ he said. He walked past me into the goalmouth, moving in the blurred way I was slowly becoming used to. I shrank away from him as we passed.

I was no great shot, Paul. Like I said, I was a tall, skinny kid, and I was never sure where my balance was. But I had listened to what the Keeper had told me. I thought about how to disguise my shot. I decided to take it with the inside of my right foot and put it low to the Keeper’s left. I didn’t look at him, or at where I was sending the shot. I looked only at the ball. I hit it well. And when I looked up, the ball was in the Keeper’s hands, and he was no longer in the middle of the goal. He had somehow, magically, arrived at exactly where I had aimed the shot.

He threw the ball out to me. ‘Again,’ he said.

And this time, just as I made the shot, he lifted his right arm and the ball flew into his hand as if I had aimed it there. He threw the ball out to me.

‘Again,’ he said.

Time after time, and every time, he drew my shots to him. He seemed to make no effort at all. He was simply, easily, in the place where I did not want him to be.

‘You are reading me,’ I said.

‘No. I am telling you where I want the ball, and you are obeying. Let me tell you something. When there is a penalty kick, most people think that the penalty taker is in control. But they are wrong. The penalty taker is full of fear, because he is expected to score. He is under great pressure. He has many choices to make, and as he places the ball and walks back to make his run, his mind is full of the possibility of failure. This makes him vulnerable, and it makes the keeper very powerful.’

‘Are you saying that the keeper can decide where the penalty shot goes?’

‘Yes. Great keepers can do this. But as I said, you have a long way to go. For one thing, you do not know what your eyes can do. Come here tomorrow, and I will teach you to see.’”

“I did go back, of course, that next afternoon, and he was standing there, as before, with his back to the dark wall of the forest. Waiting.

I walked into the clearing. Now it seemed less strange to do so. I went to the ancient, silvery goalmouth and stood between the posts and looked at him.

‘No,’ he said. ‘Come and stand here.’

I did not want to. I was still very, very afraid of being close to him. I had seen his huge hands seize the soccer ball, and my grandmother’s superstitions had taken root in my imagination.

I stood a short distance from him. The shadow on his face was as dark as ever, and he did not seem to have any eyes at all.

‘Look,’ he said. ‘What do you see?’

I had no idea what he meant me to say. I looked down the length of the clearing at the goal and the gray net hanging from it, and behind the net the shades of green deepening into the forest.

‘What?’ I asked. ‘I see the goal. Is there something else?’

‘Try again,’ he said. ‘I ask too much of you, perhaps. Look at the crossbar.’

This time I saw something, some sort of very small animal, moving along the bar. From that distance, it was just a reddish brown blur without edges or detail.

The Keeper lifted his face. I thought I caught two glints of light where his eyes should have been. ‘Look at the sky,’ he said. ‘Just there, look. What do you see?’

The sky was all one color, something like bright metal. It was hard to look up into it. I narrowed my eyes and saw a hawk hovering, its wingtips spread, holding the air, striped tail tilted downward. Tiny from where we stood.

‘Now,’ the Keeper said, ‘what does the hawk see?’

I shaded my eyes with my hand, and as I did so I felt a kind of lurch, as if the space around me had shifted somehow. The Keeper repeated his question, but this time his voice seemed to come from somewhere inside my own head. What does the hawk see? Look!

And I saw through the eyes of the hawk. Far below me, the emerald-green regular shape of the clearing was like a mistake in the infinite forest. I looked down on it as if through a powerful telescope, a telescope focused on just a few inches of the grainy crossbar of the goal, which I saw in fantastic detail. And something moved into the focus of the hawk’s eyes. A mouse of some sort. Or a rat. A little mammal with small flickering eyes, large ears, long tail. Scuttling along the crossbar, stopping now and then, sniffing the air anxiously. I felt its fear, and something else, too; there was a connection between the hunter and the victim. It was like a thread that tied them together, like the string of a kite attached to the hand of the child flying it. The instant I realized this, the hawk folded its wings into itself and followed the invisible thread downward at relentless speed, spreading itself at the last possible moment, breaking its fall at the second its claws daggered into its prey. And then it was back in the air, the corpse hanging from its feet.

I lowered my hand from my eyes and was back on the grass in the clearing with the Keeper.

‘Get in the goal,’ he said, and walked the ball away from me. He was maybe twenty-five yards out when he stopped and turned to face me. I stood in the center of the goal in a state of shock. The Keeper had shifted the limits of my world, or maybe simply rubbed them out. Now, as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened, he was preparing to take a free kick at me.

It was a beautiful free kick. It went off to my left around a wall of imaginary players, then turned and dipped toward the top left-hand corner of the goal. But I knew it would go there. I could see the path it was on. It was as if the ball were flying along an invisible thread that was attached to my hand. I took off like a bird and reached out to it, and I palmed it over the bar. My legs were everywhere, and I landed in an ugly heap, almost crashing into the upright.

When I got to my feet, the Keeper was standing at the spot from which he had taken the kick.

‘Good,’ he said. ‘At least you can see.’”




End of sample
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