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This book emerged out of twenty pages written at the end of the 1980s and mislaid for years among fans, lace stockings, and cosmetics that smeared with rouge the balladizing calligraphy of its script. Herein I offer up this story and with flaming passion I dedicate it to Myrna Uribe (La Chica Myrna), tiny esoteric epicenter, who staved off the afternoon of the coyote with her poetic depravity; to Cecilia Thauby (La Ceci), our enamored heroine; to Cristian Agurto (El Flaco); to Jaime Pinto (El Julio); to Olga Gajardo (La Olga); to Julio Guerra (El Pato)—my heart clenches when I remember his gentle eyes and his body like a trampled carnation, riddled with Chilean Secret Police bullets in the apartment in Villa Olímpica; to Oriana Alvarado (La Julia); to the woman in the grocery store, as gossipy as they come but as silent as the tomb when questioned. And also, to the house, where electric utopias whirled throughout the purple nights of those times.






Like drawing a sheer cloth over the past, a flaming curtain fluttering out the open window of that house in the spring of 1986. A year scarred by smoking tires in the cordoned-off streets of Santiago. A city waking up to the sounds of banging pots and pans and lightning blackouts, electric wires dangling overhead, sputtering and sparking. Then total darkness, the headlights of an armored car, the Stop, you piece of shit!, the gunshots, and the terrified stampede, like metal castanets shattering the felt-tipped night. Gloomy nights, pierced by shouts, by the indefatigable chant of Now he will fall! Now he will fall!, and the many last-minute news bulletins broadcast over the airwaves by Radio Cooperativa.

Then there was the scrawny house on the corner, three stories high with a staircase like a backbone leading to the room on the rooftop. From there could be seen the city in shadows crowned with a turbid veil of dust. It was no bigger than a dovecote with three walls and a railing that was just wide enough for the Queen of the Corner—her hands moving as if playing on a marimba—to hang the sheets, tablecloths, and underpants out to dry. During those mornings of wide-open windows she would sing, My tender matador, I’m so afraid your smile will disappear … The whole neighborhood knew their new neighbor was one of those, the block’s new sweetheart, just a bit too enchanted by that dilapidated old building, a flaming faggot with knitted brows who showed up one day to inquire if that earthquake-damaged dump on the corner was for rent. It looked like the backdrop of a stage set that was hanging by a thread, an opportunity missed during the long-gone days of urban renewal. Boarded up for so many years, so full of rats and ghosts and bats the Queen implacably evicted, feather duster in hand, broom in hand, sweeping out the cobwebs with her fairy energy as she sang Lucho Gatica songs in that faggot falsetto, coughing out “Bésame Mucho” through the clouds of dust and debris cast out on the curb.

All he needs is his Prince Charming, whispered the old ladies standing on the sidewalk across the street, watching him through the open window as he flitted about like a hummingbird. But he’s so nice, they would add, listening to those old-fashioned lyrics, moving their heads to the rhythm of those songs of yesteryear that shook everybody on the block out of their beds. The music woke up husbands who had been out drinking all night, good-for-nothing teenagers tangled up in the sheets, lazy students who didn’t want to go to school. And when Cecilia, the latest sensation, belted out “Hallelujah” and the Queen turned the volume all the way up, it became the neighborhood’s reveille, its musical alarm clock, the rooster’s crow at dawn. As if she wanted to share with the entire world those corny lyrics that released her neighbors from their dreams: And you will ta-a-a-ake my ha-a-a-nd in yo-o-o-o-u-u-rs.

So it was that the Queen of the Corner, in a very short time, became part of the social zoo of this lower-class Santiago neighborhood, whose inhabitants scratched their fleas between bouts of unemployment and the half pound of sugar begged from the local shopkeeper on credit. A neighborhood grocery store, the epicenter of prattling opinions and endless commentaries about the country’s political situation. The final score of the last demonstration, the declarations of the Opposition, the Dictator’s threats, the calls to action for September. The Yes, now, finally, he won’t last past ’86; ’86 is the year! Everyone out on the streets, to the cemetery, to demonstrate, bring salt and lemon for the tear gas, and so, so many news bulletins broadcast incessantly over that radio station:

The voice of Radio Cooperativa, Manola Robles reporting …

But she wasn’t quite there in the political fray. It frightened her just to listen to that radio station that reported only bad news. That station you could hear everywhere, with its protest songs and urgent communiqués that had everybody with their hearts in their mouths. She preferred to tune in the golden-oldies programs: “To the Beating of Your Heart,” “For Those Who Once Were Young,” “A Night in the Slums.” And that’s how she spent whole afternoons, embroidering sheets and oversized tablecloths for aristocratic old ladies who paid a high price for her renderings of Arachne’s art.

In the spring of ’86, that house was her refuge, the only thing, perhaps, that she had ever loved, the only space the Queen of the Corner had ever been able to call her own. Thus the great care she took in adorning the walls like a wedding cake, populating the cornices with birds, fans, flowering vines, and lace mantillas draped over the invisible piano. Those fringed scarves, sheer nets, laces, tulles, and gossamers covering the boxes she used as furniture. Those heavy boxes the young man she met at the neighborhood store asked her to keep in her house, that good-looking boy who asked her for a favor. Telling her they were just books, censored books, he said, through lips like moist lilies. She simply couldn’t refuse such a virile voice, and the echo of those words from that mouth continued to reverberate in her silly head like an excited little bird. Why should she ask more questions? He said his name was Carlos something or other, and he was studying who knows what at some university or other, and he flashed his identity card so quickly in front of her she didn’t manage to read it, so captivated was she by the violet hue in his brown eyes.

He left the first three boxes in the hallway. But she insisted that they were in the way; he should bring them into the bedroom so she could use them as a bedside table and a place to keep the radio. Unless it’s too much trouble, because the radio is my only companion, she said, blushing, looking at him like a motherless lamb as she watched the sweat beading up on his forehead. She distributed the next boxes around the empty space of her imagination, as if she were decorating a movie set. Over there, Carlos, in front of the window. No, Carlos, not so close together; they look like a coffin. More to the middle, Carlos, like end tables. Not standing up, Carlos, better lying down or on their sides, Carlos, to divide up the space. Higher, Carlos, to the right; sorry, I meant to the left. Are you tired? Let’s take a rest. Would you like a cup of coffee? Like a buzzing bee she came and went from here to there, flinging her yes Carlos, no Carlos, maybe Carlos, probably Carlos this way and that like a feathered stole, as if by repeating his name she were embroidering those letters in the air that vibrated languidly in his presence. As if the motor of that sissy tongue were stuck enunciating his name, calling him, licking him, savoring those syllables, chewing on the word, filling her up with that Carlos so deep, that name so grand, until she was but a sigh held gently on the long o of Carl-o-s that illuminated her h-o-me.

All the while, boxes and more boxes kept arriving, heavier and heavier boxes that Carlos carried in, using his powerful muscles. The Queen kept adding to the cushion and slipcover décor by inventing new pieces of furniture whose pleated skirts could hide the secrets of the sarcophagi. Then came the meetings, at midnight, at dawn, when the neighborhood was nothing but a chorus of snores and farts: sleep’s splintered anthem. In the middle of a downpour, dripping wet, Carlos’s friends would come to meet in the room on the roof. One of them always remained outside on the corner, acting the fool. Carlos, lids half drawn over lynxlike eyes, had politely asked her permission. They’re friends of mine from the university, and they don’t have anywhere to study, and your house and your heart are so large. How could she refuse that dark handsome man when he made her wet, when she broke into a sweat every time he approached? Anyway, the young people she managed to catch glimpses of seemed perfectly respectable. Let them come in and make themselves at home, she thought, as she served them coffee, retouching the shine on her lips with the tip of her tongue, singing along with the love ballads playing on the radio: You got me used to you and so I wonder … and all sorts of other frivolous phrases that distracted the students from their stratagems. Then they would cut her off from her source of inspiration by turning the dial to that horrible station.

Radio Cooperativa reporting: We are receiving reports of violent incidents on Alameda Bernardo O’Higgins. Barricades have been erected …



The cool August air wafted pleasantly through the house. It looked like a scene from the popular Chilean operetta The Flower Pergola patched together with the detritus of Hollywood and lots of zeal. An oriental palace with crushed silks hanging from the ceilings, old mannequins reborn as apocalyptic angels and centurions who guarded the fantasies of the flowery faggot. The boxes and crates became thrones, armchairs, and divans for her queer friends to stretch out on when they visited. A small group of queens would come for tea and leave before the arrival of “the señora’s suitors,” as they teasingly referred to them, insisting they be introduced to the lady of the house’s arsenal of muscle-bound admirers. No fool am I, she affirmed, as she cleared away the cups and cleaned up the crumbs and saw them to the door, adding that the boys had no interest in meeting any more fruitcakes.

So, the march of machos through the bejeweled little house became more and more unrelenting, more urgent every day, up and down the rickety staircase that threatened to collapse under their pounding footsteps. Sometimes Carlos didn’t join them upstairs; he would then do his best to turn the poor partridge’s head, shielding the cloaked visitors from her sight. Not even he was allowed to take part in some of those meetings, he explained, and he would stop her when she tried, with friendly curiosity, to offer them coffee. Because they must be freezing to death up there, she said, looking deeply into Carlos’s incorruptible face. And anyway, why can’t I go up there? After all, this is my house. Then Carlos would soften and take her gently by the arm, his hawkish glare penetrating her dovelike innocence. That’s just how men are; you know they don’t like to be disturbed while they’re studying. They have an important exam; soon they’ll be done. Let’s sit down and have a chat.



Carlos was so good, so sweet, so kind. And she was so much in love, a captive, staying awake with him all night like a zombie until the meetings ended. Long hours of silence, looking at his tired legs thrown carelessly over the fuchsia-colored cushions. A velvety silence brushed against his bluish, unshaven cheek. A heavy silence, nodding off, weighing him down. A downy drowsy silence, filling his head with lead, but she, wide awake, she, soft as cotton wool, delicately arranging a pillow for his comfort. Next the smooth move, the brush of the queer’s gloved hand approaching his face, the touch. Then the shudder, the jolt from the electrified contact that awakens him, and he gets up, pretending to look urgently around for something he’s lost. What’s going on? What happened? Nothing. You fell asleep. Would you like a blanket? Sure. They still aren’t done? Don’t let me fall asleep, tell me about yourself, your life. Can I have another cup of coffee?

So, separated by curtains of smoke that they sucked in and blew out through the long vigils, she wove together, in her sissy singsong voice, thin threads of memory. Scraps from the days of street hustling, meandering along nameless dirty alleyways she managed to transform into tropical sidewalk paradises with her swishing footsteps that clicked to the rhythm of the night until finally a dancing partner appeared, someone who would cradle her destiny for a few hours, a few coins, offering momentary relief from the pitiful cold with a hot horn of plenty. Every furtive friction evened the score, smoothing out with sex the jagged edges of ill fortune. Afterward, a stiff pair of underpants, a lost sock, an empty bottle with no message, no directions to any island, no treasure or map for her heart, fluttering like a swallow, to follow. Her heart, vibrating like a baby hummingbird, orphaned so young when her mother died. Her heart, shaking like a squirrel, frightened by her father’s shouts, her thighs scarred by the lash of the belt. He said he beat me to make a man out of me. That he didn’t want to be ashamed around his friends in the union or get into fights with them when they teased him that I’d come out backward. And he was so macho, had such a way with the ladies, always such a gentleman with the whores, so plastered the time he grabbed me. His burning elephantine body pinned me down. Drowning in the room’s darkness, I flapped my wings desperately like a skewered chicken, like a plucked pigeon; I had no substance, no courage to resist being impaled by his hard sinew. And then, the same bad taste of the I don’t remember anything, the same lost sock, the same sheet sprinkled with red petals, the same burning sensation, the same empty bottle with its SOS floating in the pink water of the toilet bowl.

He always said I was a sissy dud my mother left him as punishment. That’s why he was so tough with me, why he forced me to stand up to the other kids. But I never could defend myself, not even against the younger boys; they’d beat me up and run off triumphantly, their fists covered with the warm chocolate from my nose. Several times they called him from school and recommended that he send me to a psychologist, but he refused. The teacher told him that a doctor could make my voice deeper, that only a doctor could change the way I walked, as if stepping on eggs, with prancing footsteps that made the kids laugh, sending the whole class into an uproar. But he said it was all crap, that only the military could whip me into shape. So, when I turned eighteen, he enlisted me, and a sergeant friend of his agreed to let me join his regiment. …



Carlos, staring into his cup as he sipped his coffee, suddenly felt wide awake. You were in the army? he asked, still looking at his hands, which were resting on his knees. You must be crazy. Not on your life. That’s why I left his house and never saw him again. The sound of footsteps overhead indicated that the meeting was breaking up. Tell me the rest tomorrow, Carlos said, almost in a whisper, as he slowly stood up, tall and erect, and she gazed up at him, fingering the fringe on the hem of the curtain.

You want to know about my past.
Before we love, we must the other trust.
To give up life for love, but not to die,
This is true affection, not what I feel from y-o-o-u.



Spring had come to Santiago as it did every year, but this one arrived with splashes of violent graffiti in vibrant colors on the walls, anarchist slogans, the mobilization of the unions, and student protests dispersed by police water cannons. University students stood up to the blasts of filthy water with barrages of rocks and returned again and again, taking to the streets with their tender Molotovs ignited by rage. A sudden explosion and the lights would go out; then everybody would rush out to buy candles, hoard candles and more candles to light up the streets and the sidewalks, to stoke the coals of memory, to stamp out the sparks of forgetfulness. As if a comet had descended, its tail brushing against the earth in homage to so many disappeared.

Every year was the same—building up energy for September—and then September came and went and everything carried on as before. From one September to the next, the Movement for Change, as it was called, didn’t even manage to phase the tyrant, who set off every weekend with his caravan of armored vehicles to his country estate in the Cajón del Maipo while riots raged in the streets. In this lush flowery valley near Santiago, the springtime sun shone for him alone as he read about Roman military strategies for controlling rebellions. In this silence, broken only by the songs of the linnets, he listened to the drumbeat of the Radetzky March with half-closed eyes, followed the horns’ hoarse blasts with a nodding head, its bronze eruptions lifting him to divine heights. All radio and television news was prohibited in this Hitlerian nirvana, but especially that Radio Cooperativa with its Marxist ra-ra-ra-ing that had turned all the lazy good-for-nothings into revolutionaries, that whole gang of leftists who refused to work and spent all their time at demonstrations, disrupting law and order. Why couldn’t they take a lesson from the honorable youth of our nation, from the workers who did support the government? Like that crew that was out fixing the road on the Achupallas grade when the presidential motorcade passed by. So late in the day and still hard at work: fine lads who respectfully removed their hard hats as the vehicles passed. These were good citizens who made the fatherland strong.

Very early in the morning, just as dawn was breaking over the sleeping neighborhood, a car pulled up to the Queen of the Corner’s house and urgent knocks rattled the door. Deep in the dawn of sleep, she jumped out of bed half naked and wrapped herself modestly in her kimono sprinkled with silvery ferns. This is no time of day to awaken a countess, she grumbled, as she descended the stairs to open the door. On the threshold stood Carlos and two of his friends, holding a heavy metal tube that they carried into the house without even asking permission. Just leave it here, she muttered between yawns, staring at the strange apparatus. It’s fragile, rolls of very valuable manuscripts. Looks more like a condom for a dinosaur—but I will turn it into a column in the living room, she added, as she winked at Carlos, who tried to say to her, I’ll explain later, as he rushed out the door. But she couldn’t wait, couldn’t stand living any longer with the doubts that had been flitting around in her head for days. She’d never promised not to poke around in the boxes, and anyway this was different. It looks like a submarine torpedo, she thought, as she peeled off the tape that held on the cover. And what if it is? Doubt stayed her ringed fingers and checked her impulse. No, Carlos would never lie to her, he couldn’t have betrayed her, not with those sweet eyes. And if he had, she’d rather not know about it, rather feign ignorance, pretend to be the world’s most foolish faggot, its silliest sissy queer, who knows only how to embroider and sing golden oldies. Better just to put the tape back on and forget all about it. Better for her just to carry on with her decorative drama. Rolling up the sleeves of her kimono, she dragged the heavy cylinder up the stairs and into an empty corner of the living room. It looked good there and even offered some shade, just in case. And she put the finishing touches on the set by crowning the armored artifact with a pot of cheerful gladiolas.

How does it look? she asked, as she ushered him in to show him the strange ikebana, running her lizardlike hands up and down the metal, now adorned with yellow silk lace and ribbons. It looks gorgeous, and you can’t even tell what it is, she said, answering her own question, trying not to look at the amused expression of surprise in his brown eyes. You’re right, you can’t even tell what it is, Carlos mumbled, as he approached her, deeply moved, taking hold of her, the stallion mounting the mare, pulling her toward his chest into an embrace of gratitude, as she trembled, gasping for breath. Like a little girl blushing cherry-red, like a conch shell snuggled in his arms, inches from his heart, tick-tock, tick-tock, a time bomb of gloved passion for her butterfly-boy aesthetics:

Make time hold fast,
And the night forever last.
So you will never leave me,
So the dawn will never be.

Okay, enough already, don’t make such a big deal out of it. And she disengaged herself from him, from this first time she had him so close. She pretended to be simply flustered, not wanting him to feel the trembling of her impossible and winged longing. So, you like flowers, she heard him say, now from across the room. Do you like the countryside? How would you like to come with me tomorrow to the Cajón del Maipo? I have to get some samples for my botany class. I’ll borrow a car and we’ll go. What do you say?

She stood with the palms of her hands pressed against her thighs. She stood like a zombie, astonished, like a little girl facing a field full of yellow flowers. And long after Carlos had left she managed to answer: Yes, I would love to go, of course. And I will roast a chicken and make some hard-boiled eggs for the picnic, and take that divine tablecloth embroidered with birds and angels, and buy batteries for the radio so we can listen to music, and maybe bring a ball so that Carlos can have fun kicking it around. And a book, too. No, a magazine would be better, so I can leaf idly through it, somewhat distractedly, stretched out on that enormous green carpet. Picture perfect, like an old calendar where a little girl with curls sits in the middle of a wide hoopskirt. She is partially shaded by a yellow veil and a champagne-colored parasol that perfectly sets off the great centrifugal swath of her garment. And in the background, far away, almost indistinguishable from the bluish hills, a soldier on horseback with drooping feathers in his cap contemplates her ecstatically. But no, Carlos was a man and a serious man at that, and she was not going to embarrass him with drag-queen antics or showgirl sleaze. She wasn’t going to ruin the outing by giving in to the temptation to wear that beautiful yellow wide-brimmed hat with the polka-dot ribbon, that marvelous hat that looked so good on her, that she’d never worn because no man had ever invited her out for a day in the country. But maybe, just in case, if it’s very windy or if the sun is very strong, for the sake of my complexion, I mean …

Because you are and always will be,
A day of sunshine, for my soul.

She didn’t sleep almost the whole night, tossing and turning, so excited with so many emotions, so many explosions that sent her idyllic postcard into such disarray. She was already up when Carlos arrived, dressed in a black pullover, his hair wet and glistening from the shower. Are you ready? We don’t have much time because I have to return the car by six. You made food! A chicken. Fresh country air makes you hungry, don’t you think? I’ll carry it down, don’t you bother; I’ll wait for you in the car. Careful with the basket that you don’t break the eggs. Wait a minute: the glasses, napkins, salt, bread, and the radio. Careful with that, that’s got the drinks in it. He’s just like a little boy, she said to herself, as she threw more things into the basket and looked for that yellow hat she was sure she had put away in one of those boxes, along with the gloves that also had yellow polka dots and her black sunglasses decorated with rhinestones like Jane Mansfield’s in that movie; she was sure it was right there, packed away, but she had shown them to so many of her friends, and those queens were such thieves, so perfidious, so competitive, and the horn’s honking, calling her. I’m coming, my love. …

Once on the road, sitting so pretty next to Carlos, her chatty tongue went on about any old thing, anything to avoid commenting on the scenery: the slums flayed in dust, the smoking remains of bonfires, pieces of broken furniture and signs littering the road, the car zigzagging through the embers and the sticks and stones and burnt remnants of another night of riots.

Farther on, as they approached the foothills of the cordillera, the impoverished periphery became greener and shone more brightly now with the golden sun and the roadside vendors of kites and little flags that made the highway sparkle with colors. And Carlos so amused, laughing at all her jokes, swerving around the curves, saying, Hold on, one more curve, one more mile. Oh, you brute! What kind of a chauffeur are you? Carlos, please! You frighten me out of my wits, my heart is fragile! Carlos, slow down! Carlos, the drinks! Carlos, this isn’t your car! Carlos, I’m going to piss in my pants from laughing so much, stop, please; oh, what luck, here’s a police checkpoint. Carlos suddenly became very serious; several soldiers were stopping cars, forcing some to pull over onto the shoulder. How about you put on your hat? Why should I? So you look like an elegant lady. But—I’m telling you, put it on and do your drag-queen thing. Do it for me, I’ll explain later. But Carlos never explained anything; that’s how he was, with such extravagant ideas. But she did as he asked, because it was no skin off her back to put on the yellow hat and her cat’s-eye glasses and her polka-dot gloves and give those soldiers a run for their money. It was no sweat for her to make them laugh at her sleazy show, leaving them so turned on and unnerved they didn’t even check the car and barely looked at the documents Carlos, who was so very nervous, handed them. And they let them pass without a hitch, shouting after them, “Happy honeymoon, maricones.” Because they were looking for something else, I think. Don’t you think, Carlos?

A few miles farther on, Carlos took a deep breath and started laughing, and he continued laughing as he looked at her out of the corner of his eye, as he stretched out his arm like an affectionate tentacle and seized her delicate birdlike shoulder. Excellent job. I have the soul of an actress; I’m not really like that, you see, it’s all just a show. And their laughter became entwined in the warm breeze that swept along behind them. Pink clouds of plum blossoms and their magnificent aroma languished in their wake, leaving a snow-drift of petals stuck to the windshield. They look like dead butterflies, she said, with a touch of sadness, and turned on the radio so she wouldn’t start crying, so she could run away from there, escape from that burst of happiness into the bewitched halo of the bolero. But wherever she turned the dial in search of a musical analgesic, the radio spewed out guitars and harps playing patriotic tunes. The song Si vas para Chile (“If You Go to Chile”) by the Huasos Quincheros seemed to be the national anthem that month, the only exception being the agitated tone of the Radio Cooperativa news bulletin:



This is the news with Sergio Campos. The self-proclaimed Manuel Rodríquez Patriotic Front claimed responsibility for the blackout that left the entire Santiago metropolitan area without electricity.

After listening to this radio station so often, she had finally gotten used to it. Even more so: When she couldn’t find her favorite music, when bombs cut off the juice, when she had to put batteries in her radio, Sergio Campos’s voice felt like a reassuring balm in the darkness of battle. She didn’t know why, but his warm voice helped calm her heart, which was so agitated with all that was going on. The confident, friendly voice of Sergio Campos filled her with sweet longings for Carlos and his obsessive need to be always glued to the news. The cops here and the terrorists there and this whatever-its-name Patriotic Front and all the suffering of all those poor people whose family members had been killed. All this time, that was the issue that had always moved her, listening to their stories while embroidering thorny roses on sheets for the wealthy. It just broke her heart to hear the sobs of those women who dug around in the rubble, dripping wet from the police water cannons, asking for news of their loved ones everywhere, knocking again and again on metal doors that never opened, trampled by blasts of water in front of the Ministry of Justice, chaining themselves to lampposts with torn stockings, disheveled, clutching their chests so the filthy water wouldn’t tear away the photograph they wore over their hearts.

You suddenly got sad? What happened? Carlos asked as he pulled off to the side of the road. This is where we stop. But why on this hill, why this dangerous cliff? Oh, my goodness, the height gives me vertigo. Because this is where I have to do my fieldwork. Look, there’s a little hill. Let’s take the things out of the car and climb up there.

They didn’t have to climb much in order to be perched right on top of the road, on a natural terrace carpeted with soft grass and splashed with tiny wildflowers. From there, they commanded a panoramic view. The towering mountains held up a patch of rose-colored sky strewn with luminous clouds. And below, way down below, the river gurgled and crashed as it tumbled against the rocks. The silvery belt of the road was the only way in or out, the only border between the mountain and the abyss; the cars, as though surrounded by perils, drove slowly along this stretch of road. That was all there was. She and Carlos had left the city far behind by the time he helped her spread the tablecloth out on the grass. Nobody could be seen for miles around. At that moment, this little piece of the world was only for them. Carlos was only for her: his smile, his white teeth, his sumptuous mouth biting into the chicken, his large sexy fingers stripping the hardboiled egg, his groin taut like that of a young horseman riding up a steep mountain, his sinewy, elastic body as he took off his sweater and lay down in the sun so close to her. A ridiculous old queen posing off to the side, in profile, half sitting, her thighs contracted so that the imaginary breeze wouldn’t lift her imaginary skirt. So still and quiet, like Cleopatra sitting erect next to Mark Antony. Like Salome covering herself with veils for John the Baptist. Staged dead-center on the mountain set, her tensed pose maintaining the bucolic mood of the moment. Tying together the painting’s vanishing points with a theatrical gesture. Freezing the moment to remember it in future, to masturbate to the fragility of a memory that hangs on the flight of that bird, on its frightened screech, on the flurry of wings provoked by the buzz of the helicopter, the blast of the sirens wailing from afar, escorting the presidential motorcade as it made its way up the hill. Don’t move: You look picture-perfect. Carlos suddenly began looking for the camera. But I’d rather you take it with my hat on. No, just as you are, don’t move. But hand me the hat, why do you care? Why so suddenly? Okay, okay, take it. The hat flew through the air like a flying saucer. The sirens approached and the snake of cars rounding the bend came into view. Carlos finally found the camera and shook as he tried to adjust the focus. How am I, baby? Carlos was trying to get the road in the background. Just like that, perfect, don’t move, no fiddling, don’t breathe. The police cars and armored vehicles passed behind her, and she felt a sudden chill as she smiled for the click of the camera.

You see they’re wearing hats? The First Lady was leaning back on the limousine’s plush upholstery, crowned by a Dior head-piece that Gonzalo, her stylist, had bought her in Ibiza. But those are for young people, woman; didn’t you see they were a young couple? He might have been young, but she looked pretty old, in spite of that yellow hat, which really was cute, if I might say so myself. Gonzalo says that yellow is all the rage in Europe, it was the color of the spring–summer season. I’m going to tell him to get me one exactly like that. At your age? Don’t you know the Communist media has nothing better to do than make fun of your hats? Oh, really? And what about you idiots who don’t take off your military caps even to sleep. What, you think only men can wear hats? What do you know anyway?

Week after week the same conversations filled his head. Gonzalo told me, Gonzalo says, Gonzalo thinks, you really should take Gonzalo’s opinion into account, he’s so refined, has such good taste. And he says that everything, absolutely everything, is a question of aesthetics and color. That people aren’t really unhappy with you or your government. That the problem is the gray color of your uniforms, such a depressing color, so dull, and it doesn’t go with anything. Do you realize that the only color it goes with is red, it’s the only way to dress it up, make it look good? What a contradiction. What a genius Gonzalo is to think of something like that. And you don’t even listen to what he says when he cuts your hair and suggests that you put blue highlights on the gray hairs. To match your eyes, he says, why else? And those white eyebrows that look like bangs. Why don’t you let Gonza pluck them and dye them for you? So people can see your eyes and learn to love you, that’s why. And that mustache that looks like a frosted old broom, so old-fashioned, so out-of-date, and it covers up your mouth and that’s why those Marxists say you’re so cynical. Why don’t you let him trim it? Gonza is a magician when it comes to those things, and if you trim it away from the corners of your mouth then people could see you always smiling. Why don’t you wear those guayaberas Gonza so thoughtfully brought you from the Caribbean? Just because they are from Cuba! But they are really cheerful, with those little monkeys and palm trees, and that fabric—what can I say? Pure cotton, so cool for coming here on these hot days. Didn’t you notice that young man taking pictures of his girlfriend, the one with the yellow hat? Didn’t you notice that he was wearing a T-shirt not tucked into his pants? And here you are in your gray uniform, gray like a donkey, buttoned all the way up to your neck. Aren’t you hot? Isn’t it uncomfortable? Open the window a little so we can get some air. Why all this security? Who’s going to do anything to you here in the middle of nowhere? Who would dare, with this army you have protecting us? Huh? Gonza says that …

He was so tired of listening to her wagging her tongue, praising that priss Gonzalo, who had something to say even about the underpants he should wear. But there was nothing he could do; she insisted on coming, and all weekend he was going to have to listen to that cloying drone. Luckily he had brought his favorite marches and as soon as they arrived he would put those bugles on full blast to drown out his wife’s irritating cackle. The title of First Lady had totally transformed the simple young woman he had first met when he was a soldier, that provincial schoolgirl from the small town where they too had once enjoyed a picnic in the countryside, like that couple with the yellow hat. Sitting next to him, she continued talking while she leafed through a fashion magazine. Outside, the scroll of the landscape unfurled over the rolling hills like a caterpillar, from green to more green, and he managed to resist the temptation to stop the motorcade and invite her to stretch out on the grass for a few minutes. After all, he was the president and could do whatever he felt like doing. But never to lie on the grass like a cow, she said. Just think what would happen if a journalist happened by! And just think if he happened to be from Radio Cooperativa, which was always looking for gossip. All the more reason for people to say you are just a cowboy pretending to be a gentleman.

Evening was falling quickly over the Cajón del Maipo. The mountains intercepted the sun, and their creeping orange-tinted shadows attenuated the light. Carlos took pictures, made measurements, and sketched strange maps of the terrain, adding together meters and perimeters with a slide rule. Wasn’t your project supposed to be about plants? Botany or flowers or something like that? She didn’t understand very much, not about anything that had to do with the university. And she preferred not to ask so she wouldn’t make a fool of herself. She preferred to play the puppy dog since anyway he thought she must be stupid, always answering her with his I’ll explain later. That’s why she left him alone, bent over, his belly on the ground. She watched him go up and down the hill, again and again, peer over the cliff, look at his watch, count out some time, stand thinking, look again, then turn back to his notes. She tried not to interrupt, pretending to read Vanidades, the magazine she had brought with her. She knew the issue by heart. One of her queer friends had left it on the pillows in her living room, and she had kept it after finding an article in it about Sarita Montiel. May I put on some music, my matador? Carlos lifted his eyes from his notebook. As usual, the Queen had surprised him with her dazzling baroque imagination, with her way of adorning even the most insignificant moment. And he stood there in amazement, staring at her perched on top of a rock with the tablecloth tied around her neck as if it were a cape on which perched birds and little angels. Her magnificence was magnified by her cat’s-eye sunglasses as she bit seductively into a flower, her hands sheathed in yellow polka dots, her fingers raised above her head like a flamenco dancer. He was amused and took a break from his serious work. And it was he who pressed the button on the tape deck and became her audience, watching her twirl around and around in time to the music, applauding every move, the phantom kisses the Queen blew to him from the bottom of her heart, the scarlet scarves she flung out from her sides, moving her hips to and fro in her barefoot dance, clicking her naked heels against the damp earth, against the green moss the green of a green lemon, green basil, green as I love you like the green grass from waiting so long in green and black loneliness.

No woman had ever managed to stir up such a storm inside his head. Not one had ever been capable of making him lose his concentration with such antics, such lightness of touch. He couldn’t think of even one of the many girlfriends he had given his heart to who was capable of putting on such a show for him, without any audience other than the mountains looming ever higher in the growing shadows. Not a single one, he said to himself, watching her with lowered eyes as he began to feel rather confused. He tried to regain the normal pulse of his feelings. He attempted to return to the cold calculations of numbers and time equations necessary for him to finish drawing up his plans. Because the day was passing quickly and he would not have a second chance to finish or correct them. That’s why he begged her please, for at least half an hour, please stop looking at him like that, as if she were piercing him with a dark flame that burned through his virility and demanded his affection. Would she please turn off the music, that tape foretelling ill fortune, that music from an old brothel that bloodied the afternoon before its time? She could put that on later and as often as she wanted, but right now he urgently needed to finish his work. The light is fading, I still have to take a few pictures, and we only have until six.

They hardly spoke the whole way home. She dozed off, leaning against the window, and he covered her with his black pullover. The truth is that she wasn’t really asleep, she had just closed her eyes to recover from so much joy and be able to return to reality without major trauma. It was too much for only one day—too many emotions exploding in her chest—and she preferred simply not to speak, not to say anything so as not to befuddle her happiness. She remained still, lulled by the purring of the motor, almost without breathing when she felt Carlos’s hands draping her with the warm wool of his sweater. In such a state of ecstasy she pretended to be Sleeping Beauty so she could inhale the erotic vertigo of his potent armpit, the perfume of the marathon and of locker rooms in the fragrant folds of his body that made her head spin, tempting her tarantula fingers to slide along the seat until they reached those tight thighs, the muscles tensed by the pressure on the gas pedal. But she restrained herself; she could not use for love the dirty tricks she employed on the street. She could not confuse or wrongly interpret the constant brushing, unintentional, of Carlos’s leg against her knee. This was not the same pornographic electricity as on a bus, where this grazing of knees was a harbinger of something else, a proposition to touch, to knead, to rub saurian parts along the toll-free road. That’s why she froze the scene by pulling her leg away in a modest gesture. And she curled up snugly against the window, allowing herself to be swaddled in the luminous exhaustion of the day.

When they arrived, the neighborhood looked like a provincial town lit dimly by a few streetlamps that could have been salvaged from the garbage dump. The children ran along the street to get out of the way of the car, and the same gang of teenagers stood around on the corner, cloaked in an acrid cloud of marijuana smoke. In the torpid air of dusk, music playing on several radio stations overlapped: the hard rock of Led Zeppelin, the revolutionary arpeggios of Silvio Rodríguez, and the urgent blast of the news bulletin coming from the neighborhood store:

Radio Cooperativa, the radio of the majority, Manola Robles reporting. In a recent communiqué, the Ministry of the Interior says that the security forces in several towns have confiscated high-caliber weapons and leaflets that call for a popular uprising. These belong to the so-called Manuel Rodríguez Patriotic Front.

Finally, baby, we’re here. We’ve got to unload the stuff carefully because—Ssshhhhh! Carlos silenced her as he listened closely while keeping his hands on the steering wheel. She also listened but didn’t pay any attention. No news bulletin was going to overshadow her romantic good-bye moment. So she picked up her yellow hat and her bouquet of wildflowers, gathered together the leftovers from the picnic, went into the house, and climbed the stairs, expecting Carlos to come up after her to say good-bye. When she heard the loud screech of acceleration, she managed to turn around just in time to see the rear of the car as it turned the corner, racing quickly away as if, with such a speedy departure, he was escaping from their pastoral novel and its scent of mallow.

Nothing is perfect, she told herself, as she closed the door and put the flowers in water, opening the faucet all the way so that the stream of water would dislodge the fluvial knot jammed in her throat. Nothing is ideal, she insisted, in order to feel the crystalline warmth of pain moistening her eyes, barely wetting the blue watercolors of the wilting flowers that awaited the bitter histrionic dewdrops of her tears. But she couldn’t cry, no matter how many sad songs and sentimental arpeggios she tried to remember; she could never drain the tormented ocean of her life. Those dried-up boleros with so many words about transitory loves, so many cheap heart-wrenching lyrics, a hemorrhage of love with bloody ink … evil love, who do you think you are? … I gave you all myself … you wanted me to foreswear my love… you will stay and I will go … you said perhaps … I got used to you and now I wonder. Love in installments, in crumpled comic books, lost loves, dragged through the plaintive guaracha of the lonely maricón, the maricón starved for the “phantom kiss”; the maricón drugged by the imaginary touch of a hand, a kite brushing against the filthy sky of his flesh; the maricón, an eternal captive in the cage of his own prissy leprosy; the fru-fru maricón, trapped within his melancholic web of swindles and deceptions; the floozy maricón, sewing a backstitch into the warp of his own weave. So lonely, so trapped within his own cocoon that he can’t even cry without a spectator to appreciate the effort it takes to shed a tear onstage.

It’s like throwing pearls to swine, she concluded, as she shook the water off the flowers, spraying shards of glass into the air transformed into a carnival by her transvestite gesture. Carlos doesn’t deserve a single tear, not a drop, no way was she going to waste the exquisite gem of her suffering on someone so ungrateful, so enigmatic. The way he just took off like that, without even saying ciao. Picking her up and dropping her as if she were a thing, one more box for the décor. And always telling her I’ll explain later, you wouldn’t understand, we’ll talk tomorrow. Did he think she was a fool as well as a queen, a mere warehouse for storing boxes and mysterious packages? Did that little shithead really think she didn’t know what was going on? All those meetings of bearded men in her house. Did they have that much to study? Imagine that!



Really! If she did play the fool, it was only for his sake. If she put up with all those lies about boxes of books, it was to do a favor for her pretty boy. But she wasn’t going to put up with being humiliated. Who did that son of a bitch think he was to treat her like that? Just because he was a university student, and handsome, and young, and had those eyes that … only for his sake did she act like a señorita, because he intimidated her with those sweet eyes, he cowed her with his gentlemanly manners. If it wasn’t for that, if she didn’t love him so much, she’d show how brash she could be and send the lot of them to hell. She wasn’t worried about being alone again; there’d always be some bum who would pack her fudge in exchange for a plate of food. There would always be young men who would play the nice guy and carry her bag at the market, and later, once the door was closed, once they were inside the house, she wouldn’t have to say or do anything because they would start with the You live alone, I’m horny, let’s have some fun. There were always those men on the streets past curfew, drunk or stoned, who stayed out late and couldn’t make it home, and—well, anything’s better than getting arrested. There were more than enough unemployed men who, for a few pesos, for a cigarette, for a warm bed, would do her the favor without further ado. And she never had to go through such a song and dance to make them love her for just a little while. She didn’t have to bend over backward trying to be so ladylike, tossing heartfelt glances in Carlos’s direction so that every once in a while he would give her a friendly hug, making her so hot she would feel guilty for desiring so intensely that forbidden body. Everything would be so much easier if she didn’t have to put up with his bewitching presence. She would go back to cruising the streets, picking up the prick of the moment, fishing for erections with her miraculous spear. And she would let love, sheathed in that cursed word, spoil along with the rest of the picnic, along with the chicken bones that would rot on that hill in the Cajón del Maipo. Where she would never return, where she would never again dance like a ridiculous old lady for that ungrateful wretch.

The knocks on the door echoed in her afflicted heart.

You leave because I want
You out of here.
And when again I want
You will return.
Without my tenderness
You cannot live.
I am, and will remain, your master.

As she rushed down the stairs trying to straighten out her few remaining clumps of hair, she knew she wouldn’t say anything to him; she wouldn’t even bring it up. Anyway, Carlos was so careless she could forgive him for anything, as long as she could see him appear once again in the doorway, like the sun rushing out from behind the clouds, to offer explanations. He would ask her not to get angry over such a minor thing. Something unexpected had come up, it was late and he had to return the car, she shouldn’t be so sentimental, so sensitive; she should look at him, enough already, let’s see a smile. The young man as beautiful as an emerald was asking her for a smile. How about a cigarette? he asked with his strawberry mouth, conquering her again with those puppy-dog eyes. What, did you think I was angry? But we had such a good time. Did you enjoy it? Anyway, the next time I go away, it might be forever. Carlos lowered his voice and looked at the mysterious boxes, and a curtain of emptiness unfurled over the moment. Then something pounded its way into her sissy-boy soul. Something Carlos was telling her contained a shard of truth. A fear, a foreboding, something intangible that darkened his pretty-boy smile. When will it be? The question caught Carlos off guard. What, when will what be? Your birthday. Carlos relaxed, and a smile of complicity spread over his face. Not yet. What are you going to give me? An arrow. And the bow? I will be your bow.



The motorcade was on its way back after a long weekend during which the Dictator and his wife had aired themselves out in the mountain oasis of Cajón del Maipo. Just as he predicted, she had not stopped chirping from morning till night, when she would finally surrender to a heavy sleep, wearing the eye mask she got on the airplane to South Africa. But a few hours later, just as he was about to close his eyes, her irritating chatter started up again, as if she were talking in her sleep. She had been dreaming that they were traveling in an airplane, on their way back from that disastrous trip to South Africa. You see? I told you, I warned you thousands of times, you should have made absolutely sure those rude peasants were going to welcome you. But no, you and your this and you and your that and the president is a friend of yours. You were so sure they were going to welcome us like kings because they supported your government, because they were one of the only countries in the world that admired you for defeating Marxism. And what do you know, that’s what I get for listening to you, such embarrassment, such shame, so humiliating, my God, to arrive there and have to turn right around without even getting off the plane! Never in my life have I felt so wretched, so humiliated, and by those filthy Negroes, and it was all your fault for being such a stubborn old pig. Gonza warned me, he told me so many times that I shouldn’t go. The heat there is terrible, he said, and it’s so humid and there are so many resentful Negroes and so many uprisings. Better just to stay put. And Gonza threw me the I Ching and there it was. Didn’t I tell you? Do not cross the great water, remain still, that’s what that wise book said. But you, you never listen to me, you’re so skeptical, never trusting Gonza, who is such a good boy. Such a dear, he even lent me his pure silk caftan and packed my suitcases with light clothes and safari hats and insect repellents, so the mosquitoes won’t bite you. They tear you to pieces in those jungles, he warned me. And he gave me dozens of pairs of gloves so I could stretch out my hand like Queen Elizabeth, because there’s so much mange there and those black people always have sweaty palms. And have many pictures taken of you in white, all in white, he said. Like Marlene Dietrich in that movie. Do you remember? That one where she gets lost in the jungle with a young diamond hunter. In addition, he told me everything I need to know to be able to identify genuine precious stones, so they wouldn’t cheat me, because there are so many imitations, Señora, so many that glitter but are just glass. Buy yourself a necklace or, better yet, a tiara you can wear when you greet the pope when he comes to Chile, and you’ll look just like Princess Grace of Monaco. And for you, he recommended a very discreet tie clip and cuff links with tiny little diamonds you could wear with a black shirt. Because you’re not going to wear that uniform to the opera, I hope. Even though you are so obstinate, so pigheaded. You’re so unbearable when you get something into your head; you always end up doing what you want. You see, you see what you pulled off, the whole world knowing that we were turned away like that? I can only imagine what that Radio Cooperativa will say, how they’ll get a kick out of telling our sad tale. Because if they had at least let us into the airport, if they’d even said they were sorry, maybe just one night in Cape Town so I could wear that Persian tunic and pretend to be a tourist, go out and buy a little souvenir, something small, a pair of elephant tusks for the living room, a tiger skin for you to warm your feet on in your office while you memorize the speeches your secretaries write for you, in that cold room full of metal and swords and pistols and military knickknacks you take care of as if they were flowers. If at least they had sent a few presents with their aide-de-camp, that dirty African. And you, sending them arms, giving them support with your ideas about how to fight those black troublemakers. You are so foolish to sponsor cultural exchanges with them; all we get is trash from South Africa. If at least they had musicians like Gloria Simonetti, Antonio Zabaleta, Gonzalo Cienfuegos, some band like our wonderful Huasos Quincheros, then I could see the point. The only thing they have are diamonds, which don’t even do them any good because they don’t wear them. Can you imagine some native wearing Cartier earrings out there on one of those godforsaken savannahs? Because to tell the truth, that country is pretty damn ugly from the little I could see from the airplane. Just mud, dirt, and mist, just insects and animals and little black children with their bellies all swollen from starvation. Even so, we would have tolerated that poverty with dignity, because we Chileans have good manners, and we would never insult an illustrious guest. But to leave us like that in the lurch, standing there like idiots on that airplane? Sweating like pigs, suffocating from the heat, and they couldn’t even offer us something to drink, not even a glass of water? And I was fainting I was so thirsty, feverish like a camel. And you, all you could say was, Be patient, woman, we have to wait for the authorities to arrive so they can welcome us; there must have been some mix-up with protocol or they are getting the presidential suite ready. Calm down, don’t get hysterical, the limousine is on its way, they must still be putting flags up along the streets because we got here earlier than we said and we didn’t give them much warning. You know how these primitive countries are. Ask the stewardess for a drink, calm down, and try to understand. A drink? You know how fattening that is. For you everything can get fixed with a drink and your famous try to understand. You see, there was nothing to understand. You say that to make me look like the idiot, when I’m the one who ends up always being right. Gonzalo knew; why didn’t you listen to him? Can you imagine, two days stuck on that airplane with that infernal noise in my head? It seemed like we were going to spend our lives flying around without anybody letting us land. I felt like those filthy Marxists you sent into exile after September 11, who wandered around the world and nobody would offer them asylum. Because nobody likes you now, it’s not just the Communists anymore, like you used to tell me. Now it’s even your friends. I bet if Franco were alive he wouldn’t welcome us either. And let’s not even talk about that Somoza, your old pal Somoza, such a good friend of your government. You see how he got himself blown up? Blasted into the air, just like what will happen to us.

Luckily her battery ran out right then; fortunately she became silent, her hateful speech transformed into a grumpy snore. He preferred the insomnia caused by those thunderous bellows to a continuation of her rosary of ill fortune. That’s why now, in the limousine, he tried to avoid making any noise at all so as not to awaken her, so that she would continue to snore, buried under her hat, as the quiet motorcade made its way back to the city with the sirens turned off.

The fields burned orange in the sunset and, because the weather was still chilly, there were few people out along the road. During the summer this place is a zoo, he recalled, on Sundays when regiments of poor people pile onto buses so they can dip their butts in the river. He could restrict entrance into the valley, only allow property owners and tourists. But then what would the opposition say, probably that I think I am the lord of the manor, but that this country belongs to everyone and especially the Cajón del Maipo, which is so close to Santiago. Just half an hour’s drive, that’s why so many young people come here with their girlfriends to study nature. Like that couple with the yellow hat. Now that the caravan was climbing the hill he remembered them, picturing her there on that rocky slope. He was running around with a camera, he looked very young, his hair blowing in the wind, and his shirt loose. And she looking so dainty with her hat, so ladylike and modest sitting to the side on the grass. That woman was strange, almost like something out of an old photograph. So odd-looking, with those broad shoulders and that masculine face. And now that he thought about it, now that he was recalling it more calmly, he realized what it was. A maricón! he shouted indignantly, awakening his wife, who leaped out of her seat, her hat falling off. What? What’s going on? You frightened me! They were homosexuals, two homosexuals. Two degenerates out in the sunshine on my road. Out in the open for everybody to see. As if the Communists weren’t bad enough, now homosexuals are prancing around the countryside, exhibiting their filth in the open air! That was too much. He simply wasn’t going to put up with it. Tomorrow he would call the mayor of the Cajón del Maipo and tell him to be on the alert.

Coming. C-o-o-ming! They were knocking so hard they almost broke the door down, waking her up so early, blasting to bits her exhilarating dream in which she was an Amazon warrior riding across the prairie, pressed up against a mysterious horseman. She never saw his face, didn’t know who he was or why they were escaping so desperately, both their hearts pounding with fear. They were running away from some unnamed danger; she felt it slither up her back with its icy claw. So she pressed even more tightly against the horseman for protection. Despite the direness of the situation, her sticky-queen hands grabbed that masculine waist drenched in sweat, leap after leap on the slippery back of the beast, trying to hold on so as not to fall, her fingers clinging to the belt, to the buckle pressing into his burning stomach. Her fingers touching that masculine belly, that tensed gut, contracted from the effort of escaping. Her privileged fingers unraveling the downy vortex of his navel; her tarantula fingers clutching the stiff locks bravely, playing with the curly bush, that “path to heaven” down his abdomen, toward the cliff where the rugged thicket of the pubis grew more densely. She could still feel the sensation of her fingers palpitating in tandem with the nearness of that rapturous region. Thus united, no enemy hand could reach them. Thus joined, they would elude their pursuers, galloping over clouds if need be. Then the banging on the door started, and she was left embracing empty space, waking like a blind man groping his way through the room’s faded light. Now she would never know what happened after the horse leaped into the clouds. They had no right, no respect, no damn permission to send her hurtling back so abruptly into her misery. You could sue someone for such an assault, she said to herself, as she wrapped herself in a shawl embroidered with birch trees. Hey, mister, there’s a woman on the phone who wants to talk to you, and the storekeeper says to come immediately. Who could it be? What woman had the audacity to yank her by her hair to the ground, pulling the plug on her exciting, adventuresome movie in one fell swoop? She had no idea how she put on her pants, and it wasn’t until she was crossing the street that she suddenly realized she had forgotten to put in her dentures. Pretending to yawn, she placed her hand over her mouth as she picked up the phone. Hello? Finally, I found you. Where have you been? What have you been up to? You still haven’t brought me that tablecloth I ordered from you over a month ago. I’m giving a dinner for my husband’s friends, and what am I supposed to do? It was Doña Catita, the general’s wife, her oldest, most distinguished client. She was a real lady and she treated her so well. She had finished the tablecloth, but what a fool she had been to take it on that picnic. It was all dirty, covered with chicken and soda that Carlos had accidentally spilled. She would have to wash it with bleach, starch it, iron it, and turn it over to her with an aching heart. Luckily, she paid her well and treated her like an artist. That’s why she really put herself out now, inventing all kinds of excuses and explanations, an unexpected trip she had to take. She killed then resuscitated a distant aunt; the seven plagues of Egypt had descended upon her family. What family? I thought you told me you didn’t have any family. But didn’t I tell you, Señora Catita, didn’t I mention to you that I had found them? Can you believe it? An amazing coincidence. You know I don’t like to watch television, that I only listen to the radio. Well, one day I turn it on and on one of those programs where people look for each other, I hear my name and I almost died. They were looking for me! Just imagine my shock. I cried my eyes out. So many years, so much time without a mother or a father or a dog to bark for me, and from one day to the next I’ve got nieces and nephews, cousins, brothers, aunts and uncles, grandparents, and a whole collection of assorted relatives I just had to meet; that’s why I haven’t been able to bring you the tablecloth. I have been so busy visiting with them all and helping them out. You know that I have always been an orphan and so lonely, Señora Catita. But just look at what can happen and the miracles the Virgin can bring about. And I am so happy that this very afternoon I’m going to bring you the tablecloth. Yes, I am, and don’t worry, it turned out beautiful, you know my work. It turned out gorgeous, full of golden birds and little angels embroidered with that imported iridescent thread you like. The only thing I couldn’t manage was the Chilean coat-of-arms with the crossed swords you wanted me to embroider for the head of the table. I just thought it would have looked a bit overdone. … Yes, I know you told me how important it was. But what do you want me to say? It looked … how can I say it? … tacky. Like something you’d see in a roadside tavern. Do you see what I mean? … Yes, Señora Catita, I knew you would be upset with me for not putting on the coat-of-arms, but I also know that you are a woman of exquisite taste and that you would eventually come around to seeing it as I do, that you would agree with me that it made it look quite ordinary. … Yes, I know you wanted it for September 11. But see it first and then scold me. … Yes, yes, I’ll be there around six.

Before leaving the store, she bought detergent and bleach so she could put the tablecloth to soak right away. It broke her heart to give away that little piece of grass where she and Carlos had been so happy. But love is like the wind, says the song, and one day it will leave. Moreover, Señora Catita really was stupendous with that grayish-violet hair, and her manners were so refined, the way she gazed at her with those big blue eyes. She would say, Come right in and wait for me in the kitchen, I’m with some friends now, but I’ll be right with you. She didn’t like having to invent that story about her family. But what was she supposed to do? She wasn’t going to tell her that a man was to blame for such a long delay.

As she was leaving, she ran into the same group of older women who started off each day gossiping about everyone in the neighborhood. She bowed to them with a gallant and extravagant gesture, anything to avoid opening her mouth and showing them her empty gums. Better to remain on their good side, she thought, or they’ll skin you alive. Anyway, she knew they talked about her behind her back, but they told funny stories, gentle anecdotes. He seems so happy. And why shouldn’t he be, with that regiment of men coming to see him? But not all of them are, you know. … At least that Carlos is, or that’s what they call him. Whenever he says that boy’s name, he acts like Rapunzel letting down her hair. He can’t hide it. They even go out together, and they spend whole afternoons up on the roof, I’ve seen them there. But the boy is so young. How old could he be? Same as your Rodrigo, about twenty-two. What next? And the bride is a tough old hen, only good for soup. He must be in his forties. But he’s so nice and clean and polite, he’s always willing to help anybody, and he’s a better housekeeper than any woman; his place is as clean as a whistle. I think something else is going on. Like what? I don’t know, all those packages and boxes they take in and out of that house. Maybe it’s the bride’s trousseau. Did you know those people actually get married in the United States? She could hear them giggling when she was already halfway down the block, but she pretended to be deaf; she didn’t care. She had calluses from being teased so much. I guess I’m a big deal for old crones who have nothing better to worry about, who spend their whole day hanging around watching everybody, spying on everybody who goes in and out of my house. She turned on the radio to hear the news while she filled up the sink to soak the tablecloth.

Rioting at the university resulted in over twenty students injured and at least as many arrested by the special police forces. They were immediately turned over to the military authorities. This is Radio Cooperativa, the radio station of the majority, reporting.

What a country! Not a single day without something terrible happening. And not a word from Carlos, not a call, no sign of life just to let me know he’s okay. That he isn’t in jail or didn’t get arrested along with those other revolutionary students. Because she was just about to go to Señora Catita’s to drop off the tablecloth anyway and could ask if her husband the general could help. Maybe, who knows, it was possible. Full of such doubts as she hung the tablecloth out to dry from the balcony with her wet dovelike hands, the Queen of the Corner looked down and saw him crossing the street and felt her soul return to her body. She ducked behind the tablecloth so she could spy on him, watch his swaybacked stride, the lock of hair falling over his forehead, his slightly hunched shoulders as if he were a little boy who had grown too fast. The wind lifted the tablecloth just as he looked up and their eyes met. Carlos waved and flashed his pearl necklace of a smile. Oh, how she loved him, how he was capable of sending shivers of love, like little drops of frost, up and down her spine! How he made her wet and trembling, like a sheet left out in a storm. I’m a crazy old faggot, she said to herself, feeling as insubstantial as the drop of water in the palm of her hand. And Carlos knows how I feel—what’s more, he’s glad I feel that way. He feels safe and cozy in this house; he allows himself to be loved. But that’s all there was to it. Everything else was a movie that played in her own head, the fantasies of a smitten sissy. But what was she to do? The boy made her giddy, what with his good manners and his university education. That’s how he rewards me for letting him store these boxes. With an affectionate tone of voice he pays me back for letting his friends meet upstairs. And as if she needed more proof, she opened the door and in came Carlos, beaming, complimenting her on the shirt she was wearing: You look great today. What have you done to yourself? She received the compliment as if it were a bouquet of orchids that dried up in her hands the minute Carlos said, You know, tonight we’d like to meet upstairs. If it’s okay with you, of course. Why was he so polite to her when he knew she’d say yes? Why did he lay the old-fashioned chivalry on so thick? Did he really see her as that much older, deserving of such respect and respect and more respect? When the only thing she wanted was for him not to show her some of that notorious respect. For him to throw himself on top of her and suffocate her in his stench of a macho in heat. For him to rip off her clothes, strip her bare, leave her as naked as an ill-used virgin. Because this was the only kind of respect she had known in her life, the paternal poke that had split open her sissy-boy faggot ass until it bled. And with that respectful scar she had learned to live, as one learns to live with a clawed hand, stroking it, taming its fierceness, smoothing down its sharp nails, growing accustomed to its violent blows, learning to enjoy its sexual scratch as the only possible expression of affection. That’s why she was so offended by Carlos’s plush manners. Spoiled brat, she mumbled jokingly. What? What, you ask? Carlos was taken aback. I just don’t understand you. Why are you so damn proper with me, as if I were a sickly old lady, someone’s cranky old grandmother? But that’s how I am with everyone. Liar! It’s all part of the plan. If I didn’t have this house. … You think it’s because of the house? What else, then? Because we get along so well, because I really appreciate you, because we’re good friends, aren’t we? And if we are such good friends and you appreciate me so much, why don’t you ever tell me anything? Why don’t you trust me and tell me once and for all what this is all about?

She felt euphoric as she tried to maintain this defiant posture just to shake him up, break down his gentlemanly manners. She wanted him to grab her, curse her, slap her around, something, anything, rather than just stand there with his arms crossed looking at her with eyes like a calm sea. She really didn’t care if he told her the secret of the boxes; in fact she didn’t give a shit about those boxes, books, or whatever they were. What she wanted was to wake him up, tell him that she was choking on her silent love for him. That’s why she put on this whole theatrical melodrama. Somehow the Queen had never been able to add a sense of gravity to the comedy of her flaming faggotry. She had never managed to convince anyone to take her seriously, least of all Carlos, who kept looking at her with a stone face, a bit amused. Without saying a word, he switched on the radio, turned the dial to a station playing children’s music—Alice is riding in the car …—and stood there looking at her with almost paternal tenderness. And with that same serenity he changed the subject. Did you know that in Cuba everybody celebrates their birthdays together, by neighborhood? Like a neighborhood gang bang? the Queen said teasingly. I can just imagine the size of the cake! I’m trying to tell you how beautiful it is. Do you understand? Sort of. Just imagine this whole block and a long table and all the little kids playing and blowing their horns. It doesn’t matter if their birthday was yesterday or the day after tomorrow—they do it by the month and everybody is invited to everybody else’s party. And you like that idea? Of course, there is no injustice and nobody cries because his neighbor has a better birthday party. And you, Carlos, when is your birthday? Soon. Are you a Virgo? More or less. Okay, the third? Warm. The fourth? Warmer. The fifth? Hot. The sixth? Okay, let’s say it is the sixth. That’s so soon. Anyway, I’m leaving you here in the house. Take the keys because I have to go out and deliver some work. You aren’t still angry; are you? Who me, angry? Divas are never angry, we don’t have the right to be so. And she left the last o of her response circulating in her mouth like a questioning kiss.

Once outside, the afternoon caught her off guard with its hazy clouds of uncertainty. This swishy-washy weather was strange for September, with one day of sun and the next of rain. How can one possibly know how to dress for this ever-changing climate? Shitty days, she thought, languid days, when a girl would rather stay in bed with the covers pulled up over her ears. Maybe chatting with Carlos. Sipping a delicious wine to warm things up, smoking another cigarette in his delightful company and whispering to him from behind an I love you in letters of smoke. But unfortunately this girl had to go out, face this dreary afternoon with unshaven cheeks, looking just like a porcupine, like a day laborer, she would have to go halfway across Santiago to the Barrio Alto, the upper-class neighborhood where Señora Catita lived. Anyway, I hope she likes the tablecloth and pays me right away so I can leave and not get caught in the rain, she told herself, as she stretched out her finger, hailing a bus with the glitter of an invisible diamond. Once in her seat, she leaned her elbow against the window and watched the streets go by, street corner after street corner where young unemployed men with no hope and fewer prospects stretched out their listless limbs in the shy sunlight. The bus slowly filled up with workers, women, children, and university students, who sat down and looked out the windows, pretending not to notice if someone needed their seat. Just look at that! grumbled the woman with her hair pinned up in a bun sitting next to her. Young people these days. Good-for-nothings. They don’t respect anybody or anything. All they know how to do is throw stones and put up barricades in the streets. Maybe they’re not happy about something, the Queen dared to say, almost in a whisper. About what? Oh, I see, the poor little darlings, their parents work so they can go to the university, and all they do is riot and go on strike. You don’t mean to say that you agree with them, mister? She didn’t answer, but as she shifted uncomfortably around in her seat, she became more and more disturbed by the endless comments made by this slab of jerky hung with necklaces, her bun like a turd on her head, rattling on as if she were talking to herself. They simply have no respect for anything or anybody. Where will it end? Finally, unable to take it any longer, the words cascaded out of her mouth. Excuse me, ma’am, but I think somebody’s got to talk about what’s really going on in this country, because everything’s not as great as the government says. Just look around you. There are soldiers everywhere, as if we were at war, and you can’t even sleep anymore with so many explosions and shootings. The Queen of the Corner looked around and became frightened as she spoke, because to tell the truth she had never been involved in politics, but these convictions rose up straight out of her soul. Some of the students who were listening applauded her, and then they booed and hissed the woman with the necklaces, who grumbled to herself as she got off the bus, tossing back at them a whole rosary of threats. Bah, a girl’s got to stand up for what she believes, the Queen said to herself, surprised by her own ideas and a little scared that she had come out and said such things in public. Then, in a swoon of feline pride, she half closed her eyes and thought of Carlos smiling in approval at the bravery of her deed.

The bus limped along through a withered Santiago, forever renewing its load of human cargo as passengers constantly got on and off. There was still so far to go before they reached the Barrio Alto, a full hour to cross the city. As downtown approached, the landscape changed. The sidewalks in front of many stores were decorated with placards selling thousands of imported trinkets, a carnival of stuffed monkeys and plastic utensils that had put precarious national industries out of business. So many things for sale, so much of everything out on exhibit and creating a collective hypnosis, because very few people actually bought anything—you could count on one hand the people who came out of the stores carrying packages that weighed twice what they should have because of the burden of debt that had just been incurred. Everyone else just looked, window-shopping with their hands in their pockets, fingering their coins for bus fare. But September was here and, in spite of everything, flags and other patriotic symbols hung in shop windows, decking out the urban landscape in a tricolor uniform. At some point she dozed off, lulled by the afternoon buzz. She had no idea how much time had passed when she was suddenly jolted awake by the violent braking of the bus, and there they were, approaching those green velvet promenades, clean wide streets where mansions and high buildings told the story of a different country. There weren’t many people on these deserted streets, just a few nannies taking their young charges out for a walk, a gardener pruning vines that hung from the balconies, maybe some old ladies with blue hair sipping cold drinks in a spectacularly manicured garden. Squinting, the Queen of the Corner read the names on the street signs as they sped by: Los Lirios, Las Amapolas, Los Crisantemos, Las Violetas. So many flowers. I’m getting off at Las Petunias, she said to the driver, who gave her a sarcastic look as he slammed on the brakes. A high gate blocked the street, and to one side a soldier wearing a camouflage uniform stood in a guard hut and pointed a machine gun at her. Hey, mister, where are you going? he shouted, looking at the package the Queen held tightly in her hands. I’ve come to deliver this to Señora Catita, who lives in that first house. She’s General Ortúzar’s wife and she’s expecting me. You can call her and ask. Wait here, the soldier said, as he turned back into the hut to make the phone call. When he returned, the expression on his face was more congenial. Go ahead, sir, you may pass, he said as he opened the iron gate. Very kind of you, young man, she intoned, as she noticed the dark, powerful hands that gripped the weapon. This soldier isn’t all bad, she thought, and judging by the length of those fingers he must have a birdie that hurts just to think about it.

After she rang the doorbell of the enormous mansion, a voice shouted, “Come in, it’s open.” It was Doña Catita’s kind, chubby maid calling from the garden, inviting her to come in through the kitchen door. The señora is busy with some friends, but she says you should come in and wait for her. Would you like a cup of tea or something cold to drink? No, please don’t bother, I’ll just wait for her here, she answered, as the woman smiled and left her alone in the enormous kitchen with its shiny yellow tiles, its shelves of sparkling blue glasses and shimmering porcelain. How she would love to have a kitchen like this, so fresh and clean, with those little starched curtains stirring gently in the breeze, like in a hospital room. Because the truth of the matter is that with so many tiles and that whole row of silver knives hanging from the wall, this place looks like some kind of fancy doctor’s office, she thought, as she wandered around the spacious room, which didn’t smell like food at all. It must be because the rich eat like birds, just a few finger foods, whore d’oeuvres, a pat of diet margarine on a crust of synthetic bread. That was all they had ever offered her in this mansion dripping with money. Right here in this kitchen, every time she delivered something, after traveling for an hour on the bus, starving to death, the only thing they ever gave her was weak tea and a few crumbs of bread served with a whole tray of silverware and saccharine. That was it. Maybe these people never even used the dining room. Because they must have a dining room in such a huge house, she told herself, as she pushed open the door and got a blast of a dank musty smell, like in a museum. Through the room’s semidarkness, the black ebony of an enormous dining-room table shone like a lake at midnight. She felt along the wall for the light switch, found it, switched it on, and was momentarily dazzled by the flash that lit up the crystal chandelier. Heavy garnet-colored curtains hung over the picture windows, and two rows of chairs upholstered in dark brown velvet set the stage for a repast for ghostly diners. Ugh, how dreary! It looks like Dracula’s table! And it looks longer than the measurements Señora Catita gave me to make the tablecloth. I’ll just have to try it, I guess. Anyway, this sinister coffin will look more cheerful covered with champagne-colored linen. She very carefully pulled the tablecloth out of the plastic bag and shook it so that it billowed out like a sail over the shining table. A golden splendor illuminated the room as the Queen smoothed out the folds and straightened the edges embroidered with gardens full of angels and little birds that played and tumbled in the weave. Well, what do you know, it fits just right, as if it were custom-made, she mused, as she backed into a corner to admire her work. And there she stood, enthralled, as she imagined the banquet that was going to be held around this altar on September 11. She employed her flowery imagination to set the silverware at each general’s place, with the red cups on the right and the blue ones on the left. No, better the other way around, with the clear crystal in the middle, because there will be many toasts with champagne, white wine, and red wine to drink with the meat, because men like rare meat, almost raw, so that when they plunge in their knives the flesh opens up like a wound. She could see it so clearly, hear the men’s laughter as they sat around the table in their uniforms adorned with golden medals and military decorations. At first she sees them as solemn and ceremonious, while they listen to the speeches before the meal. Then, after the first, second, and third toasts, she imagines them relaxing, undoing the top buttons of their uniforms, slapping each other on the back, with a toast to the nation, a toast to the war, a toast to September 11 because they had killed so many Marxists. So many young people like her innocent Carlos, who was probably just a child when the military coup happened. From the depths of her fantasies of a faggot in love, she watched the chin-chin of the crystal turn into the shattering of broken glass and bloody liquor that ran down the sleeves of the happy generals. Red wine splashed on the table, seeped into the cloth, spread out into huge blots where her little birds drowned, where her sweet cherubim, like insects made of muddied thread, flapped their wings in vain in the thick flood. From afar trumpets played a military hymn that proudly kept beat with the laughter of the drooling generals biting into their juicy meats, savagely chewing on the greasy ribs, blood splattered on their teeth and staining their well-trimmed mustaches. They were euphoric, drunk, not only on alcohol but also on pride, an arrogant pride they vomited out in their hateful words, in the rude flatulence they let rip as they loosened their belts so they could devour the scraps, gorge themselves, suck on bare bones and fresh viscera, smearing on their makeup like some kind of ghastly clowns. The juice of the cadavers painted their lips, covering their bastard smiles with bloody lipstick they wiped on the tablecloth. Her sentimental sissy eyes watched as they turned her virginal tablecloth embroidered with so much love into a mayhem of murder and drool. Her seamstress sissy eyes saw the off-white linen turned into a violet-colored crime sheet, the drenched shroud of a nation where her angels and birds were drowning. The cavernous gong of a grandfather clock brought her to her senses, and she felt a powerful wave of nausea rising from the mouth of her stomach and the intense desire to escape, to snatch up the tablecloth, fold it quickly, and race out through the kitchen and into the garden until she got to the outside gate. Only then could she breathe—or, rather, gulp down a breath of air—to get the strength to reach the gate, where the soldier on duty asked her in a friendly way, What’s the matter, sir? Are you sick? You look pale. And she, without looking at him, answered, Don’t worry, it happens at my age, I’m not a young man anymore. And she limped away, waiting anxiously to turn the corner to get away from the soldier’s impertinent eyes.

Only after a few blocks was she able to ask herself why she had done that. Why had she had that fainting fit that would probably make her lose her best client? Señora Catita was going to be furious that she didn’t bring her the tablecloth. Bah! Old bitch! What does she think, that I’m going to wait all afternoon while she entertains her military girlfriends? Does she think I’m her slave? And all because she’s rich and the wife of a general! I also have my dignity, and like Carlos says, all human beings are equal and we all deserve respect. Clutching the tablecloth tightly under her arm, the Queen felt for the second time that day a wave of dignity that made her lift her head and see everything at the same height as her batlike eyes.

And this is why
You saw me so calmly,
Walking serenely
Under the more than blue sky.

Already half the afternoon was gone and she hadn’t done anything she’d planned to do. Perhaps one day she would need that woman’s business. She shouldn’t have let herself be carried away by the whim of the moment. Oh, well, what’s done is done. The sun appeared from behind the clouds, dispelling fears of a downpour, and the city fell under the spell of that cuprous glow that drags winter’s withered remains along the pavement. She thought maybe she should take the first bus that came by and get home quickly, but it was still early and it had been so long since she had let herself be carried along on the uncertain wave of an impulse. For so many days her obsession with that doll named Carlos had kept her shut up in the house awaiting his unexpected visits. Thinking about him, imagining him so much a part of herself, the streetwalking twinkle-toed queen had lost all interest in the streets. She simply wasn’t as compelled as she used to be to catch the first rays of dawn while she searched for a man in the doorways of the night. Love had turned her into Penelope, the homemaker. Not completely, she reminded herself, squinting at the signs on the buses that skidded over the asphalt: Apoquindo, Providencia, Alameda, Recoleta—ah, that’s where I’ll go, she suddenly decided, remembering the girlies of Recoleta, her trannie sisters whom she had abandoned and hadn’t heard from for weeks. The city, buzzing through the window, seemed to get warmer as the bus descended from the Barrio Alto like a wagon loaded with human freight, tumbling through a labyrinth of avenues. Back again to the Alameda, with its gray buildings shrouded in smog, back downtown with its anthills of swarming humans, back to the banks of the Mapocho River, the market with its fried fish perfume, its fruit vendors in shirt-sleeves carrying their bundles in this laid-back translucent vitality. After all was said and done, it was her Santiago, her city, her people struggling between the abuses of the surviving dictatorship and the tricolor streamers floating in the September air.



How does this Nina Ricci chapo look on me, Augusto? Gonzalo sent it to me from the Canary Islands. You see what a dear boy he is? Just imagine, with everything he’s had to do for that fashion designers’ conference, and still he remembered me. Because I asked him to send me a golden yellow one like they are all wearing there. I told him: Gonza, if you see a wide-brimmed hat like the one Princess Margaret was wearing in that picture in the magazine, send it to me, whatever the price, Augusto will pay you when you get back to Chile. And you see? He didn’t forget. He is such a good person! And don’t you go giving me that miserly look, imagining that it cost a fortune. It was only five hundred dollars, a steal, cheap compared with the fortune you spend on those rusty pieces of scrap metal in your arms collection. And I don’t say a word, I’ve never told you how that junk dirties my wallpaper. I never reproached you for that pistol of Hitler’s you wanted to buy in Madrid when we went there for Franco’s funeral. Just imagine paying thirty thousand dollars for a trinket like that. And to top it off, you weren’t even sure it was authentic. If I hadn’t pinched your arm, if I hadn’t realized that those counterfeiters had a basketful of pistols under the table, you would have made yourself the laughingstock of those Spanish crooks. I think they saw your Chilean face, and they recognized you from the pictures in the newspapers. Because honestly I have never seen so many photographers and so many true aristocrats as at General Franco’s funeral. Never, Augusto. We’ve never had the opportunity to associate with royalty. Because you can’t tell me that your general friends from the Club Militar are true aristocrats, not to mention their wives, who dress like maids on their day off. With those two-piece suits they buy on sale at Falabella department store or those ugly flowered robes that look like a costume out of that operetta The Flower Pergola. Don’t tell me you haven’t noticed how they dress, how they look at me, how they greet me so respectfully and touch the fabric of my dresses and say, How elegant you are, Señora Lucy, how wonderful you look in that exquisite silk fabric. And all the time I just know they’re eating their hearts out with envy. Now don’t you look at me like that, like I’m some kind of gossipy old hag. There must have been some reason you married me, wasn’t there? Because when I was a little girl my mother taught me how to act like a lady and all the secrets of dressing well. At that moment the telephone rang in the next room and the First Lady, still cackling, left the bedroom to answer it. The Dictator was wearing dark glasses and lying on the bed in a daze, like a lethargic elephant, listening to his wife’s irritating verbosity. He watched her as she walked away, clicking her yellow high heels, and he remembered her when she was a seventeen-year-old student living a simple life in a small provincial town. She was a different person, a modest girl who had just graduated from a Catholic school and was attending her first party at the Club Militar. She looked so pretty in her lace dress full of flowers. She was sitting in the corner like a shy country girl when he asked her to dance. And she looked up at him with her birdlike face and said, But this music isn’t for dancing, Sergeant. It would be an insult to the armed forces to dance to a military march. Let’s talk about it, he said, as he sat down next to her. And that’s how it all began, that’s how they met, fell in love, and got married with the promise of having lots of children and living happily ever after. Putting up with her ever after was more like it, stoically tolerating her broken record of endless chatter that continued now, for a change, in the other room, as she talked into the telephone, then stopped, then continued talking as she entered the bedroom. It was Cata, General Ortúzar’s wife, inviting us to have dinner there on September 11. I told her I wasn’t sure, that I would confirm later because we have so many commitments that day. That Catita Ortúzar is fabulous, so refined; she told me she had ordered a tablecloth to be custom embroidered just for the occasion, but she was so depressed because she was having some problem with it and it wasn’t going to be ready for the eleventh after all. I told her we would do everything possible to be there, but if something came up and we couldn’t make it, please to offer my apologies to all the generals’ wives, all of whom are real ladies. Don’t you think so, Augusto? But the Dictator didn’t answer. Behind his dark sunglasses, he was in a deep sleep, dreaming about a huge funeral procession. Decked out in his full dress uniform, with the presidential sash strapped across his chest, he walked slowly behind the hearse, bells jingling on the four horses that pulled it. Two thousand drums played slow drumrolls to the pace of the march. All along the empty streets, which had been ordered evacuated in a drastic measure, hung large black crêpe bands fluttering languidly in the breeze. At every street corner, battalions in L formation shot salvos into the air as he passed. And falling through the thick gray smoke of the gunpowder, a spray of gray irises softened the metallic density of the funeral cortege. This was the only color allowed in the instructions he had left in his last will and testament. Because this was his funeral. Now that he thought about it, he realized that he was alone, the only protagonist in the entire ritual, completely stranded and abandoned as he marched through the deserted boulevards surrounded by his spoils of war. And he wanted to wake up, to open his eyes onto the warm morning in his bedroom, where only moments before he had tossed and turned like Nero in his bed, where the parrotlike chatter of his wife as she looked at herself in the dressing-table mirror sounded as if it were far away, barely a sharp whisper that kept him tied to this world, assuring him that everything had been a dream—more like a terrible nightmare—in which he was forced to trample on the dead flowers of his own funeral. He walked on and on through the softened asphalt of the city, sinking up to his knees in a sea of pitch and tar, cadavers, bones, and fleshless hands that pulled him down until he was drowning in the thick molasses. The blood-soaked mud stuck in his nostrils, sucking him into a thick soup that tasted like vinegar in his mouth, suffocating him as he mutely inhaled the terror and the wild pounding of his own heart crushing his chest, making him utter a desperate cry upon suddenly awakening in a cold sweat, trembling like a leaf, with his eyes open and his wife leaning over him, shaking him and saying, What’s wrong? There you go again, falling asleep with your hands crossed over your chest.



She rarely went out, window-shopping as her girlfriends who lived across the city called it. Lupe, Fabiola, and Rana, her trannie sisters who rented an old house in the Recoleta neighborhood near the Cementerio General, in that dusty barrio full of low tenement blocks, alleyways, and street corners studded with liquor stores where the young slum dwellers hung out, spending their days guzzling and fermenting in the sun. So drunk and penniless, it was easy for her friends to lure them to their house and, once inside, drown them in more red wine and end up with all three of them baring their bottoms and sharing the slimy caresses of a macho in heat. Dearie, you just don’t know what you’re missing by not coming by more often, teased Lupe, the youngest of the three, a dark-skinned, vivacious queen. She was the only one who could still put on a good drag show, dressing up as Carmen Miranda in a miniskirt decorated with bananas that she shook in the faces of the drunken bums to bring them back to life. Lupe was the bait: she’d scrape men off the streets, men who had been thrown out of their homes, unemployed men who wandered around at night hiding from the patrol cars, men from the south who arrived in the capital with only the shirts on their backs. After pounding the pavement for weeks, looking for a job and sleeping in the plazas, they would find themselves with Lupe, and without a second thought they would follow her through Recoleta to the house where Fabiola and Rana would be waiting, knitting, two queens retired from the street but still in the market. In that house there was always some man willing to clean the soot out of an unknown chimney. This house might be poor, it might be ugly and humble because it doesn’t have curtains and satin pillows like yours does, and we don’t get visits from our university friends who read us love poems, Rana said sarcastically, but thank God we all sleep soundly at night and don’t need to take diazepam, because every night we can count on a little frosting to sweeten our hot-crossed buns. She punctuated the joke with a sharp outburst of laughter.

These were her friends, the only ones she had, and she put up with their banter and their teasing because the years had suffused this sisterly-cousinly friendship with loads of affection. Before she had found her own house, when she was down-and-out and on the street hustling, the only person who gave her a place to stay and a plate of food was Rana, a two-hundred-pound veteran who treated her like a daughter, encouraging her not to let herself die, to lay off the booze, to stay sober and off drugs, because there were plenty of men around, especially now with all the unemployment and all the soldiers. Look at the bright side, girl, you’re still young, Rana would remind her, forcing her to take a bath, lending her clean clothes while she burned the old rags teeming with lice that sizzled in the flames. Then Rana gave her work to do. You’re not going to be the pretty little princess in this house, so pick up this sheet, this needle, and a piece of colored thread and learn how to embroider. But I barely know how to write, girl, I can’t learn this. It’s a bit like writing, the stitches have to be very small and follow the drawing. You can learn anything you want to by just watching, girl, just like all those filthy things you do; you learned them on your own, now, didn’t you?

This was how good old Rana had given her the tools she needed to earn a living, by embroidering napkins, tablecloths, and sheets with a cross-stitch, running stitch, and fill stitch, all of which she learned to do like an expert in a very short time. Her life changed when she began receiving orders for well-paid work from ritzy shops and aristocratic families who still preserved the tradition of having their linens hand-embroidered. And that’s why she had to leave that house, because she surpassed Rana in her designs, her tiny stitches, so meticulous and delicate, that spread like a golden foreskin across her silky fabrics. Soon, Rana’s oldest clients began hiring her, asking for exclusive designs because Rana was already half blind and did everything haphazardly. That’s the thanks I get, Rana said bitterly one afternoon, when the Queen of the Corner arrived loaded down with packages and work orders. What did you say? she dared ask, as she unpacked boxes of threads, linens, and fine cottons and showed them to Fabiola who, sensing the coming storm, made up an excuse and ran like the wind from the room. Rana, who had stood up aggressively and was digging her fists into her thighs, looked like a large amphora. You really fucked me over with that pitiful little act of yours, you faggot bitch. I took you in, fed you, wiped the shit off you, taught you everything I know, and this is how you repay me, you son of a bitch. Nobody forced you to, she answered, in her best queenly singsong whisper, at the same moment as Rana attacked her with a barrage of punches and kicks that threw her to the ground, tangling her up in the fabrics so she couldn’t see, couldn’t stand up and defend herself against this raging elephant who pulled her hair—because at that time she still had a lot of it—and, like a dog carrying a bone between its teeth, threw her out the door and into the street. Serving her up two additional helpings of punches, she spit on her and said, Don’t you ever come back, and just be grateful I didn’t kill you, you shit-colored maricón.

But that had happened long ago, followed by long months she had spent all alone without seeing her friends. And maybe because queers don’t hold grudges, or because they get beat up so often that a few punches more or less are just that much more water under the bridge, she forgave her. One morning she arrived with a dozen pastries to sweeten the sour edges of the encounter. And who invited you? Rana grumbled at her, when she saw her standing at the door holding the package of treats. I was just passing by, and I remembered how much you like cream pastries, she muttered, as she looked down at her feet like a shy little girl. Rana bit her lips and allowed pity to soften her bullish heart, or perhaps it was pure affection that moistened her amphibious eyes and made her turn to look at the Queen of the Corner, so humble, standing like a statue in the doorway holding out the package of pastries oozing with cream. Come in, will you, it’s cold outside. What storm brought you to this port? And she invited her in, taking on once again Queen Rana’s air of ironic arrogance.

After that, she went frequently to the castle of the three princesses, as Lupe said when she came out on the porch to welcome her, stomping on cockroaches that scurried underfoot. How is the lovebird? she asked, as she wiped up the puddles of wine left on the table the night before. And how’s the looker? Is his name Carlos? she continued, trying to get her to describe yet again the afternoon of the picnic when Carlos was driving next to her and rubbing his knee against her leg. You really should have made your move then, she scolded her. That was your chance to get your hand in, girl, he was offering it to you on a silver platter. Weren’t you alone? Wasn’t it nighttime? Haven’t you done him enough favors, lending him your house to store all those boxes? He’ll have to pay you back somehow, don’t you think? At some point she regretted telling Lupe about it because she was a silly queen who didn’t understand anything. Anyway, what could she understand, that foolish faggot who liked to go to the gay discotheque. To change the subject, she asked, Aren’t the girls home? Fortunately not, Lupe sighed, as she threw herself down in an old armchair. Rana went to deliver some work, and the other one, you know, probably out hustling. But sit down, girl. How ’bout a cup of tea? While Lupe went to put on the kettle, the Queen ran her eyes over the cracked walls, the calendars and centerfolds of muscular men that covered the worst of the cracks, the swaying rag of a cotton curtain from which a spider hung shamelessly. Don’t you have a Cinderella to clean up this pigsty? she shouted to Lupe, who was in the kitchen rattling spoons and cups. We used to have one, a dirty ungrateful wretch of a girl, but she left a long time ago, Lupe shot back at her, as she came prancing into the room with the cups in her hand. She must have been a class act who couldn’t stand the filth, the Queen of the Corner said, stretching her neck out with royal disdain like a peacock. Not really; she was a tramp who learned how to embroider tablecloths, and now thinks she’s very sophisticated because she has a boyfriend at the university. I think his name is Carlos or something? And the two of them broke into gales of laughter as they blew into their steaming cups of tea.

When she finally said good-bye to Lupe there was still light in the sky, but heavy clouds were rising over the cordillera in anticipation of the coming night. She clutched under her arm the plastic bag with the tablecloth as if it were her trousseau. She had done the right thing not to give it to Señora Catita and to run away from there. She’d probably never call her again, she’d probably lost her best client, and worst of all, she wouldn’t get the money she had counted on for the job. She had had plans for that money, to pay the rent, buy a few items of clothing, but mostly to surprise Carlos for his birthday. And only a few days were left. But she had other clients, and she could ask one of them for an advance for the sheet and pillowcase sets she was embroidering. In any case, she’d manage somehow. God knows best and asks fewer questions, she repeated to herself as she took a deep breath, as if she wanted to swallow up the purple billowy clouds that were reflected in the bus windows on her way home. The vehicle began to fill up as it crossed the city and approached downtown. It was the end of the workday for the blue- and white-collar workers who were fortunate enough to have jobs. She was sitting in an aisle seat where a man, sweaty and exhausted, pushed his bulge into her as he passed. She sat perfectly still and when she held her breath, she could feel the pulse of the beast perched on her shoulder, a single moment of fractured ecstasy before the bus driver’s booming voice ordered everyone to move on back. But the young worker standing next to her didn’t move; what’s more, as the packed crowd of people passed behind him, he pressed his crotch more firmly against her arm. In the crush of bodies that swayed each time the bus braked, the Queen of the Corner could feel the soft reptile tightening within the confines of the zippered cage. She felt it grow more sinewy, like a budding horn uncoiling on her forearm. She didn’t dare lift her head to see who was responsible for this masturbatory rub, for he was now shamelessly thrusting his hips into her, dissimulating his movements with the swaying of the bus. He was almost there, she could feel the pulsing right on top of her, crushing into her side, quivering in the throes of the approaching ejaculation. Excuse me, please, she managed to say to the young man, who, taken off guard, moved aside when the Queen of the Corner grabbed his crotch in a final good-bye pinch. Nobody’s got any shame, she thought, as she got off the bus by elbowing and pushing her way through the crowd. What a day! Everything has happened to me, she mumbled, as she shuffled down the sidewalk in her neighborhood, where the local kids ran around, hopping about like small birds through the final strokes of the fading day. A ball rolled right up to her feet, and a couple of children came running after it. She stopped in her tracks, suddenly remembering her own childhood and how terrified she always was of that brutal game of soccer. The two children stopped right in front of her, awaiting her reaction. Two little kids, their eyes wide open, were waiting for her to kick the ball back to them. Why not? she thought, my crown’s not going to fall off if I touch the ball, and she gave the ball a kick, and it went flying over the children’s heads. Some long-past fear was shattered by that act, and now, more relaxed, she allowed herself to be applauded by the kids, who bathed the twilight in the trill of their laughter. They are children, just children, she repeated to herself, as she opened the door to the house, which was totally dark except for a thin ray of light that filtered down from the room on the roof. I must buy lots of balloons and streamers and sweets and horns so the kids can make lots of noise, she thought excitedly, imagining the expression on Carlos’s face. And who was going to make the cake?

Is anybody here? she shouted joyously, in a parrotlike voice, up the stairs, where she could see a sliver of pale light slipping out under the door. But she heard no response, not even the echo of her own voice when, dragging her old fairy tail up the stairs, she clicked her delicious and scandalous imaginary heels with each step. He-e-e-l-o-o-o-o, she called out again, exhaling her tiredness as she reached the second floor. But Carlos wasn’t there, nor was there any sign of him, only a jumble of crushed pillows where it looked like the boy had slept all afternoon. Lazy bum, couldn’t even straighten up after himself. And if I wasn’t here? This would be a filthy pigsty, she griped, as she picked up the still-warm pillow where he had laid his head. It retained his scent, and the imprint of his face was fresh on the damp surface that brushed against her lips. With such proximity there washed over her a wave of tenderness, an electric charge that ran all the way through her with its sensual and dangerous chill.

Your fatal breath,
Slow flames
That burn my hopes
And sear my heart.

Remembering this song of Sandro’s made her turn on the radio, if only to fill in the spaces of Carlos’s absence with romantic ballads, to fill with roses and sighs the emptiness of his body imprinted on the pillows. Oh, who knows, maybe only so that the radio will sing to me through the tomblike silence of this house when he’s not here. But no matter where she turned the dial in search of her musical balm, all she heard was the voice of the Dictator broadcast over the government station. What a nightmare! As if that loud-mouthed old pig had never given a speech in his life! As if nobody knew that he was the only one who gave the orders in this fucking country, where you can’t even buy a record player to listen to the music you like. Come to think of it, that is just what she would need for Carlos’s birthday party, a record player, like the one Rana has, stashed away under her bed so the tricks she brings home don’t steal it. I don’t think Rana would mind lending it to me. She knows how careful I am; she knows I’ll take care of it because I know what it means to her. She told me that it’s the only souvenir she kept from the brothel she ran in the north, when she was Doña Rana and the mayor himself came to pay his respects on Independence Day. It was the only whorehouse that had a record player, girl, that’s why the mayor came, and when he got very drunk he would ask me to dance the cha-cha-cha, Rana would tell her on those rainy afternoons when the old queen would pick her up off the streets and teach her how to embroider. My favorite was the record with the song my mother sang to me when I was little, Rana said, plugging it in and kicking up a cloud of dust as she looked through a whole pile of LPs. Here it is, Sarita Montiel. Look. Listen. Then Rana half closed her frowning eyes and let herself be carried away by the crackle of the needle as it filled the air with violins and the angelic musical accompaniment. Something inside the Queen of the Corner’s hang-dog soul softened, some uncertainty left her feeling like the stamen of a tulip, overwhelmed with emotion, as she watched Rana, swooned by the operatic melodrama of that voice, lipsyncing the crystalline words of the singer. How beautiful that music was! How she missed sharing those long-gone days with Rana, her dear friend. But something in her had broken for good after that fight, after Rana kicked her physically out of the house. And even though the bad feelings had been dissipated by time, a retaining wall had been erected between her and Rana. That’s why I don’t think she’ll lend me that LP that you can’t get on tape. But I want Carlos to hear it so badly. It doesn’t matter, the record player will be good enough, and I can find records in the flea market where there are lots of old LPs, and maybe I’ll even find a recording of “Happy Birthday.”

She heard footsteps on the stairway and recognized his athletic stride taking the stairs by twos. It had been three days since that ungrateful wretch had shown up, three mornings, three afternoons, and three nights that she had imagined the worst, taking homeopathic remedies to calm the thunderous pounding in her chest. She wouldn’t even look at him; she’d just stand there staring out the window with utter indifference, but Carlos suddenly erupted into the room, casually greeting her and not even noticing her dramatic apathy. I’ve just come for a minute, he said. I have to take two of these boxes because I urgently need the books. I’m sorry, but it looks like I’m going to leave you without a coffee table. And without waiting for an answer, Carlos picked up the vase with plastic flowers, the shells, the ashtrays, and the lace cloth that covered the boxes. Can’t you wait a little, must you be so cruel? she shot out at him, without turning around, her eyes staring off into the silver sea of rooftops. Carlos stopped in the act of dragging the boxes toward the door and approached her from behind, placing a hand on her shoulder that she pulled away coldly. Don’t touch me, I don’t want you to treat me as if you were comforting some old whore. That’s not what I meant, said Carlos awkwardly. What’s going on with you now? What did I do wrong this time? I can’t come every day because I have to study and there are very important things … so important … if you only knew. I don’t care, I don’t want to know anything. I’ve never asked you anything. So why do you get like that when I come to get these boxes? That’s not it. They’re yours and in the end they had to go, just like one day you’ll go too. This is just the beginning of some kind of end, she said, as if she were speaking to the cloudy aquarelle of the city, to the sad sky the dusk had splashed with color. Now Carlos sat down, confused, and a curvature of concern altered the terse line of his beautiful brow. She had evoked this with dialogue taken from some corny old drama; she had managed to actually upset the boy, bring him onstage where the faggot fatale was playing the starring role. Slowly she turned her shoulders around until she faced him, staring at him with the call of the dark jungle. You never cared about me, not even a little, she whispered, biting her lip. Never, she repeated melodramatically, swallowing the never into a choked sob. The only thing you cared about was that I store those fucking boxes. You know that’s not all there is, Carlos answered, improvising an explanation. So what else? she rebuked him defiantly. Well, after all this time I’ve really gotten to like you. We’ve shared so much, your music, I’ve even learned some songs by heart. You want me to sing you one to help get you out of this bad mood? But I never heard you sing, the Queen of the Corner trilled, allowing herself to be caught in the trap. You haven’t? Well, then, you don’t know what a great singer I am, Carlos responded, standing like a matador with his hand over his chest, and in a hoarse voice he sang her an out-of-tune bolero.

I know no lovely song in which you do not live,
Nor do I wish to hear it unless you hear it too,
And so you have become part and parcel of my soul,
And no comfort can I feel unless I am with you.

At that moment Carlos’s voice cracked and he began to cough, his eyes filling with tears as they both burst into laughter they couldn’t hold back, caught up in an irrepressible wave of relaxed joy, a laughing fit when the stomach cramps up and the eyes cloud over with tears, laughing together at Carlos’s joke as he fell upon her in an affectionate embrace of backslapping and tickling that made her squirm with laughter in his arms, that made her want to escape, run away from him. Okay, okay, enough already. Cut the crap, I’m going to die.

Am I disturbing you? The woman’s voice from the doorway sent them flying apart in an instant. Carlos, turning as red as a tomato, nervously took another step back and attempted to utter a few words. We’ve been waiting for you in the car, dear, for half an hour. Don’t you have any respect for other people’s time? The interruption was like a strange flutter of wings that blanketed the room with frost. Which boxes are we supposed to take? Maybe I can get someone else to take them down since you appear to be so busy, said the woman sarcastically, as she looked around at the room’s extravagant décor. That won’t be necessary, young lady, the Queen said, he was just on his way out. I was the one delaying him by talking to him. You two don’t know each other, Carlos interrupted, attempting to alleviate some of the tension. This is Laura, a classmate of mine from the university, and he is the owner of this house. I am indeed, young lady, the Queen said to her reproachfully, with a quick flick of the hand, and since you are a university student you should know that you need to ask permission before you enter someone else’s house—to show respect, that is, for other people’s spaces. And without another word, she left the room, burning with indignation, while Carlos followed behind her, begging her to please excuse his friend. She’s very young, and she doesn’t know you, and they’ve been waiting for me for a long time. Don’t get angry again, and please try to understand that I’ll explain everything later. And he took off, leaving her there feeling sick with anger, the way he tossed back at her his now-famous I’ll explain later. As if she didn’t realize that this woman was his girlfriend, his lover, his whatever. What insolence to come to my house with that slutty-looking chick. With that tight miniskirt and those big round tits that ooze out of her blouse and that long silky hair that she stroked just to make fun of the three clumps left on the Queen’s bald head. So she’s a classmate, is she? Students aren’t usually like that, so … so provocative … so … pretty, she murmured, as she looked at herself in the bathroom mirror and saw a sad mask that looked like a worn-out old moon. A mercurial halo of mildew surrounded her forty-something reflection in the glass, and the residue from the passing years had settled into watery pools under her eyes. Her nose, which had never been upturned, had succumbed to the fleshy weight of age. But her mouth, in bygone days adorned with violet lipstick that swelled her transvestite kisses, was still capable of attracting a blow job with the pearly humidity of her miming lips. She had never been beautiful, not even attractive; that she always knew. But the beaver-like combination of her swarthy features constructed a melancholic scaffolding that sustained the intense brilliance in the mysterious depths of her eyes. That’s enough for me, she said with arrogant resignation, half closing her eyes in a flutter of irreverent lashes.



The morning of that day cut through the house’s interior spaces with screens of golden light that divided the rooms into aesthetically arranged translucent aquariums. The Queen of the Corner piled up the pillows and lined up several boxes in the middle of the room to make a long table that she then covered with the tablecloth embroidered with birds and angels. I don’t think that in Cuba, as Carlos says, they use such elegant tablecloths for a birthday party with this many children. At the most, plastic ones in case somebody spills some chocolate. But it is so hot there and the people are so poor, maybe they only have juice. Speaking of which: The chocolate! she shouted, as she rushed into the kitchen where the thick liquid was boiling, about to overflow the large pot. Thank goodness I remembered, she said, as she let out a deep sigh of relief, turned off the gas, and, with a large wooden spoon, tasted the steaming drink, which gave off fragrances of cinnamon, cloves, and lemon peel. Yum, yum, said the wienie to the bum. It is finger-lickin’ good and I hope there’s enough, because I invited all the kids on the block. And for sure they will all come because I told their mothers they didn’t have to bring presents. Can Carolina Jeannete come? And can I send Pablito Felipe, who has never been to a birthday party? And aren’t you going to invite that quiet little girl, Cecilia Paulina? We’ll watch her for you, the women offered. No, by no means, she said firmly. Just children, only children are invited to the party. To tell the truth, she was lying, because she wasn’t a child at all and neither was Carlos, though sometimes he acted like a spoiled little boy, when he had that expression on his face like a pouting baby chicken. A moment of tender melancholy took her breath away as she looked at the birthday table, a thin slice of time she busted through by carrying right on with her hurried preparations. She had to put up the balloons, all of them purple, royal blue, canary yellow, and flaming red, most of all red because I think that’s what Carlos will like, I guess, that’s why I’m going to keep blowing until I get dizzy from so much huffing and puffing and tying until we’ve made a great big bundle to hang from the ceiling. Then she added thick strips of paper ribbon tied off in multicolored bows that she attached to the wall. None of that confetti or paper streamers that just make a big mess and then the only one to clean up will be me. The only thing left to do is set each place with a plastic cup, a horn, and a birthday plate and hat. For Carlos she had bought a shiny silver crown made of cardboard because he will be the king of the afternoon, the birthday boy, the one to blow out the candles on the cake. And speaking of cake, she had to go get it from the woman at the store, who was kind enough to offer to make it for all the children in the neighborhood and not charge anything. Just pay for the cost of the ingredients and buy the candles, mister; I’ll take care of the rest. And how many candles do you want? The question caught her off guard, and without knowing what to answer, because besides knowing the woman was a blabbermouth, she didn’t know how old Carlos was. Twenty, she answered, because we are all twenty years old in our hearts. And she left the store carrying in her arms an immense pineapple cake decorated like a baroque cathedral. As she was leaving, she was stopped by the gaggle of neighborhood women who spent their days in front of the store making comments about everybody they saw. What a beautiful cake you have there, mister! It must be the biggest we’ve ever had in the neighborhood. It must be delicious. Don’t you want us to help you with the party? No need, everything’s taken care of. And I’ll send some cake back with the children so you can taste it. That’s how she managed to get out of talking to that gang of old cronies who were, deep down, good simple women who had done everything they could to spread the word about the party throughout the neighborhood.

At five in the afternoon, she had everything ready. There was a crowd of children on the sidewalk ringing the bell; their mothers had made them stand in a long line to maintain order. But when she opened the door, they all rushed in, under, through, and around her legs, running desperately until one shout stopped them dead in their tracks. Just a moment! Stop right where you are. This is not a barnyard. And the first one of you to act up or misbehave goes straight home. The effeminate yet booming voice confused the children, who stood stock-still awaiting their orders. Uncle, can we go up to the second floor? a little girl whispered to her from three feet off the ground. Now that’s the way to ask for something, my dear, politely, and that’s how you’ll all go one by one into the dining room, where we are going to wait quietly for Uncle Carlos, whose birthday we are celebrating. Now, Carolina Patricia, your mother told me you know some poetry by heart. Let’s practice so you can recite it to Uncle Carlos. And you, Alvarito Andrés, you are going to lead us in singing “Happy Birthday” to Uncle Carlos when he arrives. I don’t want to hear a peep because this is a surprise; he doesn’t know you are all here. That’s why you, Javiera and Luchín, because you are the oldest, are going to help me light the candles. For now, we just wait, stay there in your seats so I can pass out the birthday hats and bugles. To the twenty-odd youngsters watching her rush busily around the table, she must have looked like someone’s little old auntie. Or more likely, some kind of androgynous fairy-tale creature that the children delicately addressed as they saw fit. Uncle, Manuelito took my bugle away. Uncle, Javiera has the princess crown. Uncle, Claudia stuck her finger in the cake. Uncle, Samuel is sticking his tongue out at me. Uncle, Manolo made a mistake and called you Auntie. The voices were rising, threatening to overwhelm the order that had been established. Enough! she shouted in a sissy wail. Can’t you keep quiet for a moment? The sound of keys in the door made them all get quiet to listen. And with a pssst for total silence, she gestured to Javiera and Luchín to light the candles.

It had to be Carlos; he was the only one to whom she had given keys to the house. Now she recognized his long strides climbing the stairs, and when the door opened, an angelic chorus of happy birthdays burst forth. Carlos hesitated for a moment before entering, seemed to want to retreat, smiled with his pink, shining mouth, then froze, confused, as he watched her approach, carrying the cake lit up with candles celebrating his birthday. Is it like in Cuba? she whispered into his ear, almost in secret. And Carlos’s eyes clouded over, he choked on such a sweet pain seeing those kids’ dirty faces singing Happy Birthday, Carlos out of tune, feeling his macho chest torn to shreds by that slightly blurred image of the Queen of the Corner lit up by the candles, like Snow White among so many dwarfs. Where did all these children come from? he asked, trying to keep his emotions in check. They fell from the sky, she answered, as she stretched the cake toward him so he could blow out the candles with his potent breath. First, you have to make a wish. Out loud? You decide, this is your dream. And Carlos closed his eyes onto the blind landscape of illusion wherein appeared the lush springtime green of that hillside in the Cajón del Maipo. And when he blew with all his strength, a loud round of applause raised a cloud of burning smoke over the rolling hills. I hope your wish comes true, she whispered to him, as she rushed around pouring drinks into the little cups and putting cookies on the plates. And … the chocolate, Carlos, in the kitchen, it’s burning. And pass me that pillow—Paolita can’t reach the table—while I serve cake to Moniquita. And careful with the chocolate, it’s boiling hot; Carlos, don’t burn yourself. And, you, Luchín, pass me that crown so the birthday boy can wear it. No, you’ve got it on crooked, I’ll set it right, I’ll feed cake to that little one while Uncle Carlos holds her in his arms. And Carlos, pass me that, and Carlos, grab this, and Carlos, carry that, and Carlos, don’t let them eat the cake with their hands, and Carlos, tell them not to put their dirty hands in their hair, and Carlos, don’t let them throw cake on their heads, and Carlos, don’t you laugh like that, you big oaf, setting such a bad example. And don’t hug me with your hands all full of frosting, and don’t tickle me, you brute, I can’t stand it, I’m slipping, I’m falling, Carlos, catch me! And the two of them fell down, entangled in the chaotic jumble of so much party and so many kiddies who were all flushed from so much laughter, so much cake and candy that they ate until they burst, playing Pin the Tail on the Donkey and Poor Pussy until someone laughed and got disqualified. Carlos’s Cuban-style birthday party was an exhausting juvenile delight that only began to wind down when the first streetlights came on and the mothers, one by one, came to get their little darlings, whose heads were spinning from so much tumult and activity. When finally they had all left, when the last little girl said good-bye to the two uncles with a kiss for each, only then did the house yawn, like a mammoth in the dead of night, into silence. There was such a mess with all that cream and frosting that had left its sticky imprint everywhere you looked. Don’t worry, I’ll help you clean up. It’s the least I can do, said Carlos, as he grabbed a broom. Leave it just like it is and sit down, I have something more for you. Another surprise? One more and it’s private, the Queen of the Corner answered, as she plugged in the record player while the meticulous fingers on her other hand placed the needle into the grooves of the LP.

My tender matador,
I’m so afraid your smile
will disappear this afternoon!

Carlos had closed his eyes and was leaning back on some pillows, allowing the song’s waves to lull him into worlds of strange delights. The notes clung in the air with their pentagrams of crystal tears as the Queen of the Corner entered the room carrying a tray and humming the tune. Now it’s time for a grown-up surprise. And with one quick movement, she pulled away the napkin to reveal a bottle of pisco, a bottle of soda, and two glistening glasses. Now we’re going to toast like gentlemen. How much pisco do you want, half a glass? Is that good? Here’s to your health. No, to yours, please. But it’s your birthday. It doesn’t matter. I want to toast to having met you and for the best birthday I have ever had in my life. When she heard these words, she lowered her blushing eyes, clicked the glasses, and took a deep sip of the bubbling mirror in her glass. Another? Carlos offered as he lifted the bottle. Another and another and another, as the song says. What song? That popular one by Lucho Barrios that goes Pour me another glass so I can keep forgetting. And what do you want to forget? All of this, she said, as if speaking to herself, looking around with infinite sadness at what was left of the balloons, the bugles, the gold-colored paper, the food scraps ground into the floor. I want to forget this afternoon, she repeated as she filled the glasses, forget that life is so stingy, that it so rarely gives you these moments of happiness. But don’t get sad, Carlos tried to console her as he lifted his glass. Let me be sad, it is the only way I know how to squeeze out the last drop of happiness, and then I won’t suffer as much later on. But we’re not going to stop drinking just for that, your highness, Carlos insisted, placing the crown on her head as his lips drew up into a pearly smile, glistening with liquor. By no means, you strange and unknown prince. Why unknown? Because I don’t know anything about you, only that your name is Carlos and today is your birthday. And what do you want to know? Not everything, because I know you can’t tell me everything. But at least give me the gift of a secret. Something you have never told anybody else, the Queen of the Corner answered, as she dove into her glass. Carlos became very serious: All he’d have to do was cross himself to make you think he was sitting in a confession booth. His head felt like a merry-go-round of pisco-soaked cotton. Even so, he began speaking in a grave voice, attempting to weave together some long-lost memories. Don’t ask for names or dates, but I must have been thirteen or fourteen years old. I didn’t live in Santiago, and in the countryside my friends and I would spend the afternoons kicking around a rag ball in an empty field. Soccer is so boring, she interrupted, wetting her mouth with another sip. That doesn’t matter, that’s not what I’m going to tell you about. Pour me a bit more, okay? You can have half of mine. I’m listening. We were a gang of poor kids and we had nothing else to do. Out of the whole lot, I was best friends with my neighbor because we were the same age. We spent whole days together. At school we did our work together and afterward we’d go out to catch lizards or look for birds’ eggs in nests in the trees. Sometimes we’d organize soccer tournaments and we’d play until we were dead tired, dripping with sweat, our shirts glued to our bodies, and then we’d place bets on who could get to the swimming hole first, where we’d throw off our clothes and jump in the water. All your clothes? the Queen asked, with a hint of malice. Every last shred, because we didn’t have bathing suits and if we went in with our underwear we wouldn’t have time to dry off. Such poor deprived children, she interrupted, with a touch of irony. If you’re going to make fun of me, I’m not going to tell you anything. It was just a joke, go on. One day, I don’t know why, my friend and I were lying alone on our bellies in the sun on a little stretch of sand at the edge of the water. The sand was warm and, I don’t know, my friend started moving as if he were fucking and he said, It feels really good, try it. So I started to imitate him, watching his white ass next to me, the way he tightened and relaxed his buns as he pumped up and down. I watched him as I rubbed myself against the warm sand, and suddenly I couldn’t stand it and I jumped on top of him, but he turned around and said, Me first, but I answered him, No way. I told him he should just let me stick the tip in, just the tip. And there we were facing each other with our pricks hard and red in our hands because neither of us wanted to turn around; you know what I mean? You first, I said as I kept masturbating. No, you first, he said, jerking off and getting closer to me with his erect cock. And I don’t know why, but when his milky come sprayed out and hit me on the leg I didn’t jump back. Son of a bitch! I shouted at him as I stood up and ran after him naked along the banks of the swimming hole. Did you catch him? she asked, trying to contain the hot shiver running up and down her spine. I couldn’t because the bastard jumped into the water and swam much faster than me. If I had caught him I would have beat the shit out of him. But why, if you were in agreement? Why was it your friend’s fault because he came first? she reproached him, amused. I don’t know, but I felt so embarrassed I never spoke to him again. And there was this dirty feeling that made us both look down whenever we saw each other in the school yard. And you still feel ashamed? You know, not anymore, now that I’ve told you the story I don’t feel it anymore and now I can talk about it without feeling guilty because it was so long ago and we were such little kids. Can I have another drink? It’s all gone, we drank the whole bottle and it is a bit late. The Queen sighed as she yawned. Are you going to stay? Wait, I’ll bring you a blanket so you won’t be cold.

When she stood up, the floor was undulating rubber and a wave of nausea rose from her stomach and made the room spin, but she managed to stagger to her bedroom. She was looking for a blanket while the images evoked by Carlos’s secret spread themselves out in the foreground of her drunken head. And although the story had managed to turn her on to the very tips of her false eyelashes, although many times as he spoke she had to cross her legs to hide the erection of the stamen in her fairy flower, something about all of it had offended her. She wasn’t morally offended: she had thousands of stories that were much cruder where blood, semen, and shit had painted the canvas of long nights of lust. No, it wasn’t that, she thought, it’s the way men tell stories. The brutal way they talk about the urgency of sex, like bullfighters—Me first, I’ll stick it in you, I’ll split you in two, I’ll put it in, I’ll tear you to pieces—with no tact or delicacy. That same savagery had always appealed to her in other men, she had to admit—this was, in fact, her vice—but not in Carlos, perhaps because it was precisely the pornography of that story that confused her, for it withered and shriveled the verb to love. Really, after all, it had just been a tender story of two boys on a deserted beach looking for sex, hidden from the eyes of God. That’s all, she repeated to herself, burping up pisco vapors as she staggered out of the bedroom with the blanket under her arm.

As she entered, she heard the needle scratching at the end of the record; farther away, stretched out like a railroad track across the cushions, Carlos was snoring loudly through the whimsical bellows of his open mouth. One of his legs was bent into an arc, while the other, hanging down from the divan, offered up the bulky epicenter of his parcel, taut within the shimmering confines of the half-open zipper: The handle had slipped down the bronze teeth of the fly, exposing the elastic waistband of his underpants crowned by the curly black hairs of his virile pubis. Only a small patch of his stomach could be seen pulsating, pressed in by the belt buckle, a tiny island of skin in the shadow of the pubic bush surrounded by the cobalt sea of his creased jeans. She had to sit down, feeling suffocated by the ecstasy of the scene; she had to breathe deeply so as not to succumb to the oblivion of a fainting spell provoked by the overwhelming beauty of a sight that was further eroticized by her inebriated state. There he was, vulnerable, utterly exposed in his sweet infantile lethargy, that beloved body, that prohibited flesh that had so often vanished from the amorous raptures of her vigils. There she had him, within reach and for her full contemplation, to review inch by inch with her old eyes, which, like a caterpillar, crept slowly along the olive-colored vein of his neck bent over like a ribbon. There he was, offering himself to her drunkenly, like a whore in a port, to the drowsy fingertips of her eyes, which caressed him from afar, to the visual touch, eyes’ caressing breath that vaporizes into an intangible kiss on the budding, damp, violet nipples, like those of a young bitch, under the transparent cotton of his shirt. There, just a few feet away, she could see him with his legs spread apart, the outcropping from the sculpted curvature of his groin pushing his youthful stump toward her, offering that gloved reptile from between muscular thighs sheathed in rough denim. He looks like an Indian god, lulled to sleep by the rustle of the palm trees in the jungle, she thought. A dreaming warrior during a respite from the battle, an unbearable temptation for a faggot like her, who longed for tender sex, hypnotized, driven wild by the raunchy atmosphere of sin and passion. She didn’t even think or feel it when her hand swept like a seagull through the air that separated her from this nectar, her butterfly hand she allowed to flutter gently over the narrow territory of his thighs, her wasplike fingers alighting gently on the metal handle of the zipper to lower it, open it without a sound, as smoothly as one would unravel a web without awakening the spider. She didn’t think—like a watchmaker, she couldn’t afford to hesitate or tremble—as she loosened with the brush of a petal the tight wrapping around the sleeping lizard. She didn’t think, allowing herself to be led down into the abyss, zipper down until she had untied the fetters that lent form to the bolt of flesh wrapped in the white shroud of his underpants. And there it was … finally, only a few inches from her nose; like a baby in diapers smelling of laundry detergent, there was Carlos’s long-desired muscle. He slept so innocently, disturbed only intermittently by her delicate kneading of his inert member. In her doubting fairy head she felt no guilt; this was the art of love that released the mummy from its bonds. With infinite tenderness she slipped her hand between his stomach and the elastic of the underpants and reached down to take hold, as if it were a delicate piece of porcelain, the warm body of that resting babe. She gently cradled it in the palm of her hand and brought it out into the room’s dim light, unfurling to its full length the growing baby boa that, when taken out of its cage, flopped down like a whip. Such length exceeded all her wildest expectations; in spite of its flaccidity, the cane was as robust as a war trophy, a thick finger with no nail that begged for a mouth to ring its livid gland. And thus the Queen obliged; removing her false teeth, she wet her lips so she could slip smoothly down the clapper that would ring between her empty gums. Once she had it inside her moist hollow, she felt it dampen, move, awaken, bucking gratefully under the stroke of her flannel tongue. This is a labor of love, she reflected, as she heard Carlos breathing now with more agitation in his ethereal unconsciousness. It couldn’t be anything else, she thought, as she felt on the roof of her mouth the pulsations of this animal that was coming back to life. With the refinement of a geisha, she clutched it in her fist and slid it out of her mouth, watching it surge up in front of her face, and with her tongue sharpened into an arrow, traced with a trickle of spit the purple ring around its smooth, shiny head. This is the art of love, she repeated to herself tirelessly, inhaling the scent of an Etruscan man exuded by the mushroom-shaped moon. She wondered if women knew how to do this; they probably just sucked whereas we queens work a melodic border around the symphony of the blow job. Women just use suction, whereas the fairy’s mouth first breathes a halo around the gift of the gesture. A faggot first tastes then warbles her lyrical sampling through the carnal microphone that amplifies her radiophonic libation. It’s like singing, she concluded, like singing a love ballad to Carlos, straight into his heart. But he will never know, she confided sadly to the doll in her hand, and it looked at her tenderly with its half-blind cyclopean eye. Carlos, so drunk and asleep, will never know about his best birthday present, she said to the swarthy puppet as she kissed with velvety softness the small slit in its geisha mouth. In response, the loyal doll offered up a large glassy tear to lubricate the parched song of her misunderstood solitude.




Longing to have you in my arms,
Whispering words of love.
Longing to have your charms
And kiss your lips again.

When she opened her eyes, she saw Carlos in front of her, still snoring, sprawled out like a Christ disjointed by the pisco’s alcoholic onslaught. The dense brandy had submerged the flaccid paralysis of his long limbs in oblivious slumber. The handle of his zipper was a small bronze train that remained standing halfway down the track, in almost exactly the same place. Everything except this “almost” led her to believe that all the commotion of the previous images had been but part of her frenzied desire. She wasn’t sure, because she wasn’t savoring even a trace of the flavor of human flesh on her tongue. But seeing Carlos so relaxed, watching his baby face in a state of such total abandon, as if he had just finished drinking a pacifying bottle, she allowed herself to doubt. She preferred not to know, not to be absolutely certain if that sublime blow job had been real. And with this sweet doubt lending balance to a body that rose, tottering like a crane, she left the room without making a sound and went to bed.



The burst of twenty salvos made him leap out of bed and fumble around in his bedside table for his small Luger. It’s just the cadets from the Academy who have come to salute you on your birthday, his wife said as she entered the bedroom, finding him terrified on this bright morning now rendered opaque by the smoke of the gunshots. The Dictator snorted a sigh of relief and turned over to sink back down into his pillow. The boys look so lovely with their red and white pom-poms, standing so nicely in formation outside. I guess they won’t shoot a round for every one of your years because there wouldn’t be a single petal left on the magnolia tree that is just now blooming. They’ve called from all the ministries, and the telephone has been ringing off the hook, so many people want to send you birthday wishes. Gonzalo came early and brought you a couple of very elegant Italian ties, embroidered with iridescent silk, and he asked me to give them to you because he’s worried that you won’t like them. You see how discreet Gonza is, so gentlemanly, so tactful. So totally different from those aides-de-camp who every year give you those horrible copper plates decorated with copihue flowers and peasants dancing the cueca. I don’t even have anywhere to put all that junk. Our living room looks like a tourist information center with all those horns and spurs and stirrups and tricolored blankets. People are so unimaginative when it comes to giving gifts. And this is just the beginning, because at eleven o’clock the ambassadors will start arriving, and then the comandantes and their wives, who always bring you books. As if they wanted to educate you! Just imagine. As if you read those beautifully bound history or literature books with gold spines. I’m not saying they’re trash, because they must be worth a fortune and they do give an intellectual air to the living room; they even match the gold frames on the paintings. The First Lady, sitting in front of the dressing-table mirror, powdered her nose with a puff made of swan feathers. Oh, it’s just not fair; look at all these wrinkles I’m getting on my forehead, Augusto. Look, I have almost as many as you do, and I’m much younger than you are. It must be these difficult times we are living in, all the frights and frustrations I experience by your side. No other woman would have tolerated her husband being treated by the international press as a tyrant, a dictator, a murderer. And even though it is all lies, even though all Chileans know you saved our nation, don’t tell me it hasn’t been embarrassing. Yes, as I said, it’s a nightmare to think that all those penniless Communists who consider themselves writers blow their noses at you. And it’s your fault for letting them back in, and it’s only because you are an old coward who was afraid of your government getting a bad name abroad. You see, I wasn’t wrong when I told you not to let that whole gang of Marxist intellectuals come home. So different from Jorge Luis Borges, who is such a gentleman, who felt so honored when you awarded him the Cruz de Mérito. And they say he lost the Nobel Prize because he said good things about you. Those Swedes simply turned a blind eye to that blind old man. They say his books are very interesting, but to tell you the truth, Augusto, I didn’t understand a thing when I tried to read The Ole, The Haley, The Aleph, whatever it was called. What’s the name of that famous book? I bet you think I’m insensitive, but how was I to know that Borges was blind? And when they introduced him to me, instead of stretching out his hand he grabbed the arm of the chair. You can’t deny that you laughed too, because the room was full of officials and writers who were biting their tongues to stop themselves from laughing out loud. And don’t look at me like that with such disapproval, just because today is your birthday; I’ll say what I like and I don’t care if it bothers you. That’s all we need. Save that ogre face of yours for your troops, but don’t you go ruining this day for me when I have so much to do. And she left the room after ringing the bell for the servants. There was no hope, not even on his birthday could she keep quiet, and from a distance he heard her giving instructions to the maid not to let anybody in until Augusto had gotten out of bed. In the meantime, he remained drowsily between the sheets, attempting to recapture the last oblivion of sleep. And he managed to do just that, for he next opened his eyes upon a different room, whose walls were covered with his childhood toys. Arranged on the shelves were his imperial chariots, his toy trucks, jeeps, and armored tanks awaiting a short battle. The complete sets of Persian warriors, Roman soldiers, Chinese Gurkas, General Custer’s horsemen, Alexander the Great and his miniature legions sculpted in lead, lined up in perfect formation. This was the zoo of war that had surrounded him throughout his childhood, these the toys that inspired the playful fantasies of a massacre. He looked them over, inspecting his miniature troops with the eyes of a boy lynx and trying to figure out what set was still missing from his collection so he could ask for it on his next birthday. That was all he wanted, no cake, no surprises, no parties. None of that. He had learned to hate chocolate, balloons, streamers, and paper hats ever since his mother had decided to celebrate his birthday with a big party. A great big birthday party on the day Augustito turned ten. And she was so excited she had the house painted, printed invitations complete with a picture of Augustito, and forced him to pass them out to all the children in his class. All of them? asked the child with haughty contempt. All of them, his mother repeated with a firm look, because I don’t think at your tender age you already have enemies. All of them are my enemies, Augustito grumbled disdainfully. Now, now, you mustn’t hold grudges, children must learn to work out their conflicts by playing together. So, one by one, his classmates received their invitations, and more than forty times he said, You are invited to my party at five o’clock, repeating those words as if they were the chorus to some hateful song. Nobody could eat lunch peacefully in their house that afternoon, the maid and his mother were running around putting the finishing touches on the orange cookies, the vanilla cupcakes, and the large lucuma cake with ten candles that was placed in the center of the table. At four in the afternoon, they put him in the bathtub, and with a sea sponge they scraped off the black grime that had accumulated on that dirty little boy’s feet and ears. He turned red from so much scrubbing and the talcum powder and fragrant perfumes that they rubbed all over him. At five he was ready, rosy-cheeked and perfectly groomed, with his bangs well greased, impeccably dressed in the starched cotton of his white sailor suit. You look so handsome, my son, his mother said, running after him to pinch those flushed cheeks on that chubby little face.

Augustito, sitting at the head of the table facing the door through which he would see his despised classmates enter, one by one, didn’t even blink. He was happy while he waited for them to arrive and hover like flies over the appetizing cake. Augustito was jumping out of his skin with excitement at the idea of the cake entering their mouths, at the thought of them asking what that strange flavor was, that strange taste, are they nuts? raisins? ground-up candies? No, you idiots, they’re flies and cockroaches, he would tell them with a macabre smile. All sorts of insects I pulled apart and threw secretly into the batter. Then would come the stampede, the gagging, spitting, and vomiting that would soil the tablecloth. You see, Mommy, you shouldn’t have invited them, he would tell his mother, who would have taken a broom and shooed them out of the dining room. At six, his stomach was grumbling, begging for something to eat, and he appeased it with some cookies and candies. Nobody has come yet? asked the servant from the kitchen where she was warming the milk. Don’t worry, children are always late for these things, his mother interjected, sitting down next to him to wipe away a big hunk of snot hanging out of his nose. Would you like a little chocolate milk while we wait? He didn’t want any, because the rapturous sunset clouded with ocher tears the curtain of the sky, and he sat immobilized like the plaster statue of a small admiral waiting to disembark. At seven, they had to turn on the lights in the dining room so that the seated child would not be drowned in the shadows. The hot chocolate had been heated up and burned three times, and the meringue frosting on the cake had begun to soften and drip onto the white tablecloth. At eight o’clock, the bell had not rung even once, and Augustito was silent when his mother entered, wiping her moist eyes, trying to do something, anything, forcing out an optimistic little laugh as she called the maid to light the candles and told her to serve the three of them as if nobody at all was missing. Trying to cheer him up, the maid and his mother sang an insipid “Happy Birthday to You.” You have to make a wish before blowing out the candles, she told him, as she placed her fingers over his tight lips. That’s when Augustito’s intense blue eyes looked at one empty seat after another all around the table. And the funereal silence of that moment sealed the ominous prophecy. And when he blew and blew and blew and the stubborn flames refused to go out, they seemed to be trying to counteract that dark premonition. Anyway, his mother said in a singsong voice, since there is no cloud without a silver lining, now my darling can eat all the cake he wants because the nanny and I would drop dead of diabetes if we had any. And there in front of Augustito’s anguished eyes, the large kitchen knife cut off a huge slice of cake that was placed in front of him. Now don’t tell me you don’t want any, his mother said threateningly, softening her words by taking a piece on a spoon and offering this insect collection up to the child’s mouth. Come on now, my dear, open wide. Let’s see, one spoonful for me, one spoonful for the nanny, and one for every one of your years. And Augustito, holding back his nausea, swallowed over and over, feeling the scratch of the bits and pieces of spiders, flies, and cockroaches that added spice to the glossy lucuma cake that slithered down his throat.

You still haven’t gotten out of bed? It’ll soon catch on fire. His wife’s shout woke him up with a start. For once he was grateful for the sudden intrusion of that tinny voice; it brought him back to the present with a vengeance. He could still feel the disgusting cake in his throat; he needed to drink some water to wash down the horrible aftertaste of that entomological graveyard. Ever since then he had hated cakes, presents, the whole caramel-covered charade of happy birthdays. Five cakes have arrived: pineapple, meringue, Chantilly cream, and two Black Forest. Don’t tell me you aren’t thrilled. And then there’s the eleven-layer cake tonight at the Club Militar that the women from the Chilean Women’s Auxiliary will bring you. Those women are so dear, they put all their employees to work baking that cream cathedral for you. It is ten feet tall and decorated with crossed swords made of marzipan. Don’t tell me that isn’t very touching. The only thing I’m not sure of is what dress I’m going to wear tonight. What do you think of this cream-colored one with the brocade collar? Though I do have this mustard-colored Chanel gown I’ve never worn because Gonzalo says it makes me look jaundiced. What do you think? What are you thinking about there, stretched out like a grumpy grumbling whale? Gonzalo thinks mustard overwhelms my naturally rosy complexion; he says that if I combine it with—That’s the extent of what he could tolerate of his wife’s rosary of chatter. Sitting on the edge of the bed, he pushed the button on the tape player so he could enjoy his favorite recording of the army band playing “Lili Marlene.”





A loud crash awoke the Queen of the Corner on the wrong side of the bed. Who the hell is making so much noise so early?! She grabbed her bathrobe and stormed out of her bedroom to find out what was going on. The house was clean as a whistle, the result of Carlos’s early morning efforts. Two young friends of his were hauling boxes down the stairs; behind them, the woman he said was named Laura, a classmate of his at the university, was giving orders like Cleopatra commanding a retreat. What’s going on here? she exclaimed, between lips puckered without her dentures. Good morning, sir, and please forgive the noise. Carlos said we could take these books, the girl said, with feigned politeness. He could have come and taken them himself, since he was the one who asked me to store them. And please be careful with your cigarette, young lady, these books could blow up like a keg of dynamite. She spoke with casual sarcasm, as if enjoying some secret the girl and the two surprised young men pretended not to be privy to.

They think I’m some kind of fool, she grumbled, picking up the cushions scattered about haphazardly because of the suddenness of the move. They could be a little more careful with the décor, those young shitheads, she mumbled fairy-fussily, while she looked for her false teeth, left under a pillow during the clamor of last night’s drinking bout. And that’s when she felt the hard plastic, a credit card or identity card that she held up to her myopic eyes. What if it were Carlos’s? And what if his name wasn’t Carlos? What if he had lied and his name was Cornelio Sanhueza, for example. How horrible! How could she still love him if he had the name of a plumber or a blacksmith? She preferred not to know, not to find out anything else about this confusing movie. What with the boxes and the meetings of bearded men in the room on the roof, she had had quite enough, and she thought that one day, at some point, she would be grateful for having kept her gossipy, meddlesome spirit in check. That’s why she forgot about the card, stuffing it into her pocket and turning on the radio to avoid temptation.

A communiqué from the government’s Office of Communication reports that a subversive plan scheduled for September has been uncovered. It also states that all necessary measures have been taken to avoid violent incidents in the coming days.

She didn’t give a damn about all the threats and warnings, but a worry settled right on the point of her plucked eyebrows. She wanted to find out more about that report, listen to something from the only reliable source around, the Radio Cooperativa. She turned the dial, searching through an array of music and voices for the by now so familiar jingle:

Cooperativa, the radio of the majority reporting: The organization of Families of Detained and Disappeared Persons is holding a vigil in front of the Vicaria de la Solidaridad in the Plaza de Armas. They are demanding that those responsible for acts committed against human rights be brought to justice.

After hearing about this so many times, she had finally become so sensitized, so moved by the subject, that tears welled up in her eyes when she listened to the testimonies of those women who had had a husband, son, or some other family member torn away from them during the dark night of the dictatorship. Now she dared say dictatorship and not military government, as Lupe called it, that military-loving queen, so right-wing and as poor as dirt. That’s why she preferred not to discuss politics with that empty-headed maricón. That’s also why she avoided the issue or changed the subject when Lupe insisted on asking about Carlos. What’s his last name? Where does he live? What university does he study at? Does he have any brothers? Oh, girl, you sound like you’ve got the hots for the boy, she told Lupe irately, to make her stop asking. But a few minutes later Lupe returned to the charge. How did you meet him? Because you only hung out on the corner of the university. Yeah, that’s why they call me the Queen of the Corner, you idiot, she said in her face. On the corner, out in front, what does it matter, Lupe continued, with the innocence of a reindeer. I just hope you’re not acting as a front for anyone. You’d better hope I’m not in the Front, the Manuel Rodríguez Patriotic Front, girl, and that my name isn’t Tania the Guerrilla, because I’d put a bomb up your ass so you’d stop asking me so many questions. That spying pansy. But she was thick, Lupe was, that’s why she considered herself right-wing. She really didn’t have any idea what it meant to be right-wing, she just thought that saying she was gave her some kind of status. As if it were elegant to be on the right and to say it out loud and with her jaw hanging open to a bunch of those empty-headed queens who went to the discotheque. There could be a hundred if there was one; they were all the same, living for their next haircut, their waistline, the T-shirt they’re going to wear on Saturday to go shake their booties at the disco where they all fondle one another and make out with each other like the gays in the States, because those fools don’t know what a real man is; they’ve never been with a stud who smells of sweaty balls and armpits and turns you around and inside out. But that’s for old queens, Lupe would tease her, as she stretched out her chewing gum with her fingers. The best is to get it on the sly, when one of them falls into your hands trying to hide from the curfew. We’re all human after all, girl. I’m not going to let the poor young things get caught by the patrols. Anyway, they’re the ones who make the proposition. What would become of us girls without the curfew? We wouldn’t have anything to spread on our buns; we’d all have to enter a convent. That’s why I love the curfew and I love my general, who has established law and order in this country. I love this government that is feeding all us queers. With all the fear and terror, those poor men are all the hornier. Because you can’t deny that with all this unemployment men are free for the picking. Go take a walk along the Paseo Ahumada and into the Plaza de Armas, they follow you, run after you asking for a coin, a peso, a cigarette, anything just to go home with you. And that’s where she left the conversation with Lupe so she wouldn’t end up slapping her face for being such an idiot; she had simply changed the subject because Lupe would never understand anything. And luckily for her, Carlos had entered her life to show her the cruel reality facing Chileans. That infamous tyrant that bosses the country around from La Moneda. And nobody has the guts to tell it like it is and put a bomb under him so he blows up into little pieces. Then she would get some tweezers and pick up a few of the general’s cells and give them to Lupe and say, Here, girl, you can make a teensy-weensy altar to your saint.

Three days had passed since the night of the birthday party and no word from Carlos. Several times she was tempted to look at the card to find out his identity, but she held back because of a strange presentiment that stayed her hand when her fingers so much as grazed the plastic. Of the boxes he had asked her to store, only two remained, as well as the metal cylinder that was the only décor left in the main room. An enormous sense of abandonment was taking over the house, spreading its tapestry of melancholy into every empty corner. Something about this story was reaching its conclusion; she had a foreboding of the same echo of departure that had derailed her own destiny. She wanted to clean, wax, shine, but she didn’t have the energy even to pick up the broom. With such low spirits, she climbed the stairs to the roof to gain a wider perspective by contemplating the tin roofs over the mildewed city. She wanted to see him appear down there, turning the corner, walking swaybacked, his crotch moist and fragrant. She longed to feel him as close as the other night when, her senses blunted by alcohol, the long-desired touch had become confused with deceptive lust. She could picture the limber inflection of his hurried walk, always coming from or going off on some important errand. Your life is like a marathon, she had said to him one afternoon when he arrived out of breath, just to throw some water on his face, rest for a moment, and go out again. That’s how urgent things are during this period, he answered, running his fingers through hair wet with sweat. But sit, rest for a moment. I can’t, they’re waiting for me. Let them wait. Just look how your heart is pounding, she cautioned him, placing a finger on his chest. My country is calling to me, Carlos joked, sighing with exhaustion. And what does this country of yours ask you to do now? I have to deliver this package at noon and I’ve only got an hour. He sighed, looking at his watch. And if I took it? the Queen of the Corner asked suggestively. It’s a delicate matter, very confidential. I love spy movies; tell me where to go. You would do that for me? The Queen sighed deeply. You don’t yet know what I am capable of. Okay, listen to me carefully. Just write down the address—No. Carlos cut her off quickly. You must learn it by heart. It’s downtown, on the second block of the Paseo Ahumada. You must deliver it to a man with a mustache who will be standing in front of a store called …

The truth was, it was easy to deliver that heavy package and do Carlos a favor. As usual, she asked no further questions, and as she walked to the bus stop, she repeated like a parrot the instructions her love had given her. When she sat down and placed the package on her lap, she felt the chill touch of metal on her legs. They must be tools: screwdrivers, hammers, bolts, nuts, who knows what. Who’s going to ask, either? If the boy requests such a simple favor, surely it’s because he trusts in your discretion. When she reached downtown, two blasts of trench mortars put an end to all conversation on the bus. Out on the streets, people were running, covering their mouths, looking for a place to hide, desperate to escape from air burning with tear gas. Close the doors, close the windows! shouted the Queen, as she choked on the suffocating gas, coughing up her guts. A baby started to cry; an old woman gasped as if she were having a heart attack, struggling to inhale the little oxygen that was left. One woman lost a shoe in the tumult and the Queen of the Corner crawled under the seats to help her look for it. The acrid gas enveloped the bus, and in the confusion she leaped onto the sidewalk, half blinded by smoke. But Carlos’s package had remained on the seat of the bus, which was already picking up speed half a block away. Summoning her courage, she ran and ran, tripping, delving more deeply into the tear-gas hell, until she reached the bus and managed to climb on board, gasping, searching desperately for the package she had left on the seat. But it wasn’t there anymore, it had vanished in the confusion. Are you looking for this? asked a student, pointing his finger at a package that had rolled under the seats. At that very moment, a blast of fresh air wafted through the windows, inflating her enormous sigh of relief. Carlos would never have forgiven me, she said to herself, hugging the package as the bus drove into the acrid cloud of repression. Only a few blocks farther on did she begin to feel dizzy and exhausted from all the excitement. She got off the bus and limped through the crowded Paseo Ahumada, still nauseated from the tear gas. That’s when she felt the leaden weight of the bag she carried in her hands. This shit weighs more than a stiff. Luckily I’m getting rid of it on the next block. And luckily there were no more demonstrations. She hadn’t even finished that thought when a crowd came running toward her, people ducking into shop doorways, shouting, Pinochet—Secret Police—Murderers of our country, and they came at her in a disorderly mob, falling, getting up, tossing leaflets that snowed down on the Queen’s perplexity as she stood stock-still in the middle of the street riot. Run, the cops are coming, and Now he will fall! Now he will fall! Pigs! Cops! Pimps of the state! Careful, they’re coming down the Alameda. Run, they’re like wild beasts, they’re beating everyone in their path. And why would they do anything to me? I’m not going to run, not on your life. They will have to show respect to an elderly woman, a respectable woman. But the shouting mob had already passed her by when she looked ahead and saw the advancing wall of shields, helmets, storm troopers razing everything in their path with the sweep of their billy clubs. Under the onslaught of blows on backs and skulls, women, old people, students, and children fell and were trampled underfoot. There she was, facing the police formation, but the Queen, paralyzed with terror, didn’t move a muscle, and, lifting her nose in an imperious gesture, she walked directly into an encounter with the brutality of the police. Are you going to let me through? she said to the first uniformed man she encountered. The cop was so surprised by the impertinence of this prissy faggot that he hesitated before grabbing his club, before raising his club to bring it down upon that arrogant porcelain head. What, with all these disturbances, I can’t even go shopping peacefully in the supermarket? Are you going to let me by? she insisted to the cop, who stood there with his club raised over his head, burning with desire to smash that sassy-faggot ass. But it was already too late: In the blink of an eye, the Queen had broken through the armored wall and, carrying the heavy bag as if it were as light as a feather, she disappeared into the pedestrian traffic of the public walkway. Once she had gone some distance, she saw the sign of the store Carlos had named and let out another sigh of relief. At the very moment that the church bells rang out the hour of twelve noon, she saw a fat man with a mustache standing in front of the store window. Here’s the package from Carlos, she murmured to the man, who, unnerved by her homosexual air, took the package, thanked her between clenched teeth, and vanished like smoke into the bonfire of tense faces negotiating the noon hour.

She had done so much for her dear Carlos, and she was capable of doing so much more, in return for nothing more than his delicious company, she thought later, while alone in the room on the roof, her dry eyes drilling into the view she commanded of the street below where she had seen him disappear three days before. Every time he left, this landscape opened up into an unfathomable abyss. Again she thought of him as so young and of herself as so old; he so beautiful and she so ravaged by the years. That young man was so subtly masculine, and she so disgustingly queer, so flagrantly effeminate, that even the air around her smelled of fermented butterflies. So what was she to do? She was like a scrap of tissue paper withered by the moisture of his breath. What was she to do if all her life the forbidden had always illuminated the constricted tango of the impossible?

Love so true, how could we know,
would strike our hearts with such a blow.
When past all hope, alas, too late
we are merely prisoners of fate.

When he appeared again, three days after his birthday, Carlos came only to take the few remaining boxes and the metal tube that he carried out wrapped in the taffeta with lace ruffles she had made. Do you mind if I take it like this? I don’t care, but if you’re trying to hide what it is, you’re only calling more attention to it. What, so you know what it is? He was interrogating her as he stood at the foot of the stairs holding the cylinder. Look, cutie pie, pretending to be a fool is one thing, but fortunately love has not turned me into a total retard, she shouted at him, with the wrath of a siren removed from her sea. And she ran up the stairs, pursued by Carlos’s strong, bounding stride, which overtook her in the middle of the staircase; taking her by the arm, he pierced her with the black thorn of his eyes. So why didn’t you ever ask anything? I got sick of me asking and you always saying, “I’ll tell you later, I’ll tell you later,” as if I were the most foolish of all faggots. Because deep down (with a sob in the bubble of her voice) you never took me seriously, you never thought I could keep a secret. That wasn’t it, Carlos said, putting his arm around her waist and helping her up the rest of the stairs. It would be dangerous for you to have access to more information. Why, aren’t both of us involved in the same thing? Of course we are, Carlos affirmed, and she delighted in sharing this both of us and we that he confirmed with dangerous complicity. Do you want me to tell you something I can tell you? Because it isn’t fair that after helping us so much you don’t know anything. Look, sit down, let’s talk. My name isn’t Carlos. I already know that, she said, pulling out the identity card she had stashed away days ago. Where did you find that? I was so worried about it. Don’t worry, I found it here under the chair, and I didn’t even look at the name. Do you want to look now? Or do you want me to tell you? Though I would prefer, for security’s sake, that you know me by Carlos, that’s my alias. What do you mean, alias? Sort of like a nickname, a pseudonym. When I performed in transvestite shows I had a nickname, a drag name, the queens call it. And what was your drag name? And why should I tell you mine if you don’t tell me yours? That’s totally different, darling—Carlos laughed, putting his card away—this is political; we use a different name so we can function clandestinely. Oh, Carlos (with the shyness of a child), your words frighten me; they sound like those repeated so often on the news of Radio Cooperativa (looking at him with cinematic fear). You aren’t going to tell me that you are part of the Manuel Rodríguez Patriotic Front? At this point, Carlos mumbled, We are. It sounds like a song: We are an impossible dream searching for the night. You’re right, but we aren’t searching for the night but rather the daylight, a new dawn after the long darkness our country has been plunged into. There you go, getting serious again, she squeaked like a little girl, twisting a tulle ribbon around her finger. It’s very serious stuff, more so than you can imagine; that’s why I prefer that you know only the bare minimum. And if some day we have to communicate with each other clandestinely, we’ll have to use a code word, a secret password or phrase that only the two of us know. What do you think? I love it (her cheeks looked like peaches in the sun). Can it be the title of a song? It isn’t usually, but if you want, only it can’t be more than three words. I’ve got it, I found it. Do you want me to write it down for you? Never, ever, bellowed Carlos with playful tenderness. A code word can never be written down, it has to be learned by heart. So I’ll whisper it in your ear. Carlos moved his unshaven cheek up to the hummingbird’s mouth that slowly blew into his ear the breath of the refrain.





That September morning glistened with crystals of pollen dancing in the air, and a pale heat warmed the gazebo in the garden, where the servants were loading supplies, clothes, and food into the vehicles of the presidential convoy in preparation for the long weekend. The Dictator came out of the house accompanied by his wife’s cockatoo chatter while she, still in her bathrobe and suffering from a splitting headache, clutched her forehead. You don’t believe me, you think I’m just putting on a show to get out of going with you. Just like all men, you think women use the pretext of not feeling well so we won’t have to do certain things. How can you even imagine that I’d rather stay alone and bored in this huge house while you’re sunning your belly there next to the river, surrounded by trees in our gorgeous chalet in the Cajón del Maipo? Because it was my idea to buy it so cheaply; such a deal we got from those troublemakers you sent into exile. And now, after we’ve fixed it up, it must be worth a fortune. Just think, what would we do if we didn’t have all these properties where we could go to relax? We’d have to associate with your underlings who hang out at the Club Militar, who go there to dip their toes in the pool. How disgusting to swim in the same water where your friends, those doddering old generals, soak their balls. So don’t go thinking that I’m the one who doesn’t want to go to the Cajón this weekend, it’s just that my head is splitting. Anyway, you’ll be more relaxed there without me, you can listen to your marches at full blast without anyone complaining, without me bothering you with my talk, because I know you get tired of listening to me, that’s why you act like a silly old fool, pretending to listen and nodding constantly like an idiot. So go; get out of here if it bothers you to hear me talk so much; get in the car; all your bodyguards are waiting for you.

After giving his wife a quick kiss, he raised the automatic windows on the limousine to cut off the echoes of the extended good-bye. The long row of cars took over the tree-lined boulevard through the Barrio Alto with a blast of sirens. It was strange how surprised he always was when he heard the earsplitting screech that accompanied all his movements. This time he was particularly disturbed by that emergency siren, so similar to that of fire engines and ambulances, which shatter the silence with their omen of disaster. He would order it to be changed, perhaps make it into a siren that sounded like the murmur of crickets, the buzz of the dragonflies in the fields. A special siren to announce his approach without the interminable u-u-u-u or a-a-a-a or o-o-o-o that at that moment reminded him of his wife’s chatter.

Turn it off; in this country of mice nobody would dare get in my way, he ordered the chauffeur. Nobody I can think of, he mused, except that Manuel Rodríguez Patriotic Front, who are just a bunch of students pretending to be guerrillas. They’re all a bunch of faggots who throw rocks, sing songs by Violeta Parra, and read poetry. And they call themselves men. They’re just mama’s boys who recite poems about love and machine guns. I hate poetry, just like I told that asshole journalist who asked me if I read Pablo Neruda. Have you ever written a poem? the idiot asked me. You want to know something? I hate poetry. I hate reading it, listening to it, writing it, everything. How dare you ask me only about bullshit. Next you’ll ask me if I dance ballet. And that Neruda character, who luckily kicked the bucket in ’seventy-three: I would have drafted him into the army so he would learn to be a real man. What would have become of this country if a Communist poet had been elected president? To think I had to applaud him in the National Stadium in ’seventy-two when those Swedes gave him the Nobel Prize. Finally, he calmed down; at least his wife wasn’t there to fill the whole weekend with her endless complaining verbiage. What peace! What a joy to ride alone, leaning back in the limousine, looking at the fresh grass that carpets the entire route at this time of year. Shall we go through Pirque rather than up the Achupallas grade, General? his chauffeur asked him. Because it looks like they’re fixing the road on the grade. How strange that the mayor hadn’t said anything to him about fixing the road; he had just talked to him this morning. It was inconvenient to make that detour when he liked going through the canyon, where he could see the river so far below looking so tiny as it slithered like a caterpillar through the rocks, and that narrow gorge through which only one car could pass. Whenever he went by that spot, he felt the throb of vertigo mixed with a certain anxious delight, as if the motorcade were a tightrope walker making its way across this high road through the brief flash of our mortal passage. This was the first sensation he had had in September of 1973 when he gave the order for the Hawker Hunters to drop their bombs on La Moneda, the Chilean White House. Of course, at that moment he was in Peñalolén, in the hills above Santiago, directing the whole operation from a comfortable command room. He smiled as he remembered that moment. What did they think, Allende and his lackeys, that he would hesitate, that his hand would shake before initiating the attack? What did those Marxists think, that the army was going to sit there with its arms crossed watching the nation turned into a cantina full of troublemaking peasants? Luckily, God and the Virgen del Carmen supported his historic action, and now Chile was a fertile and orderly nation, as could be seen in the lush, flowery landscape that passed by his car window.



Carlos snuck up on her while she stood in the kitchen drying some cups. He came up from behind and playfully put his hands over her eyes. Your life or your password, he threatened, sticking his finger into her back as if it were a gun. You are my life, she said romantically, wiggling around in his embrace. And the password? You would have to persuade my heart to sing it. Let’s sing then, Carlos insisted, making his voice deep and hoarse like a movie gangster. You would have to kill me slowly and still you wouldn’t find out the name of the song. Ay, so it’s a song? But there are thousands of love songs. So it’s a love song? Love and danger, she exclaimed, as she twisted around in his arms until she faced him, just inches away from his bewitching breath. Carlos continued with the romantic interrogation. So you’re easy to bribe? As easy and difficult as cutting a rose without getting pricked by a thorn. And if I wear gloves? The rose would think you were a gardener and die without ever having known the touch of your skin. They were so close that she felt herself plunging into the depths of his eyes, and Carlos, confused, hugged her tightly around the waist, fearless of being pricked by a thorn. Uff! So affectionate! she said, as she extricated herself from his embrace. As if you were leaving and saying good-bye forever. One never knows these things, the boy said, without hiding his bitterness, but why think about that? I’ve got the car. You want to go somewhere? Take me to the moon, as the song says—and speaking of a song, I have to return the record player I borrowed for your birthday, near Recoleta, where some friends live. Could you take me there, Mr. Chauffeur? At your command, your highness, the carriage is waiting, and they both laughed freely as they walked with regal bearing down the stairs and got into the car parked in front.

Uncle, Miguelito is scratching your car. Uncle, can I ride in it? Uncle, Carolina says that Santa Claus brought you this car. I wish it were so, my dears, the Queen said, as she patted the children on their cheeks and climbed into the car, placing the record player on her lap.

The car took off like a comet from the crowd of children, who ran after it shouting for a whole block. And this ultra-modern car, is it new? Don’t tell me you won it in the lottery. I wish, but it’s not mine, it’s Laura’s, that classmate of mine I introduced you to the other day. That girl must be loaded. And is her name Laura, or is that also an alias, as you call it? I’m not going to answer that, so just be satisfied with what I’ve already told you. But you haven’t been willing to tell me anything, Carlos. It’s just as well, because if they catch us, they’ll be especially brutal to you. What, you don’t think I’m capable of standing up to their interrogations? They’re animals; you can’t even begin to imagine what they would do to you. A gasp of silence interrupted the conversation. The city unfurled past the window, its walls like paper streamers faded by the rain, the city outside the car like a gray cobra weaving through faces also faded by the daily fear of the dictatorship. My, how serious you’ve gotten! she said, attempting to alleviate the tense silence, and, at her side, Carlos’s profile relaxed into a smile. You are so good for me; I’m so happy when I am with you. So I’m just a doll to play with? No, it’s not that, I feel optimistic when I’m with you. And what else? What else do you want? For you to love me just a little. You know I like you more than just a little. Between like and love there is a world of difference. I like you with your difference. It’s not the same. For you, as the song says, I would count the grains of sand in the sea. (Her eyes are half closed.) For you I would be willing to kill. I admire the way you remember songs. This is an old one, but it’s very beautiful; it talks about everything you would do for the person you love. I would do all of that, Carlos affirmed, but for Chile. And you think this country will thank you for sacrificing your life? It makes me want to laugh; you remind me of our national hero, Arturo Prat, and it just cracks me up. You think I want to be a hero? Something like that, maybe not like O’Higgins or Prat, but yes, maybe like Che Guevara. Do you know who Che Guevara was? A hunk of a man, a gorgeous man with those eyes, that beard, that smile. And what else? What, isn’t that enough? Aren’t you interested in knowing about his dream for the world and why he gave his life for the cause of the poor? Could he possibly have been as brave and romantic as you are? You flatter me, my princess, Carlos said and blushed, but I am very far from that enormous figure. Not really, you’re gorgeous; all you need is the beard. Why don’t you grow a beard, Carlos? Why do you think? Because they’d catch you right away and you’d die like Che? And would you shed at least one tear for me, your highness? Just one, no more than one, a little, tiny, teensy-weensy one, like a misshapen pearl that got left behind in the sea. Have you ever thought of writing? You speak in poetry, did you know that? All queens in love have flowery voices, but there’s a world between that and being a writer; I only made it to my third year of high school, I’ve never read books, and I’ve never even set foot in a university. In any case, I would have liked to be a singer, to have written songs and sung them, which is the same as being a writer. Don’t you agree, Mr. Chauffeur? Your highness, your songs would be pure poetry, like that of the birds, who haven’t gone to the university either. Poor queers never go to the university, darling. But I know lots of homosexuals studying at the university. But can you tell? I mean, are they real queens like me? Carlos turned his eyes away from the road to look at her fairy profile sculpted by the years and now outlined by the autumnal light. Nobody compares to you, my princess, you are one of a kind. Your flattery is touching, Mr. Chauffeur, but pay attention to the road, I don’t believe I have given you leave to seduce me like that. You have no right to show such disrespect for me and much less to look at me with eyes so… So what, princess? So ravenous, so dazzling, like the red-hot coals of your impertinence. That’s when they started laughing, as hard as they could, as if their hearts were beating in sync to the mad rapture of their wayward delirium. Why should she care about what would happen, why should she worry about crying when it was over? At that very moment she could die just to look at him, just to feel his hand grabbing her shoulders with the coveted affection of his embrace. Tomorrow remained in the wake of the moving vehicle. They dreamed tomorrow as they rode together through the echo of their laughter, through the city’s repetitive images, drab depictions of the futureless voyage of their destiny. The cupid car, driving through the streets, was a vegetating arrow in the green blink of the traffic lights; the nest car snaked its way around obstacles on the asphalt’s sweating tar; the bird car, galloping through the air, quivered nervously at the mercy of Carlos’s knotty masculine hands on the wheel. Careful, Mr. Chauffeur, the light is red. When he slammed on the brakes, her head almost hit the windshield. Please, Carlos, this isn’t even your car, Rana’s record player almost fell; she’ll die if anything happens to it. By the way, where do your friends live? Because we are finally getting to Recoleta. It’s right here, turn left at the next corner and it’s right past the soccer field.

Will you take a look at her, arriving in a chauffeur-driven car! Rana howled when she saw her, trying to get a good look at Carlos, who was waiting in the car. Tell him to come in, girlfriend, so we can meet the prince of your nightmares. No, better not, Ranita, because Lupe and the others will just give him a hard time. Don’t worry, girl, I’m here alone. Go tell your man to come in for a while and have a cup of tea, and that way he can also meet your mother. The Queen of the Corner looked into Rana’s frowning eyes and again encountered that old-time affection of their friendship, the old queen’s generous feelings of sisterhood at seeing her so much in love.

Carlos was restrained as he walked in, asking permission to sit down in the broken armchair. Rana welcomed him—Make yourself at home, m’boy—trying not to succumb to the enchantment of the young man’s bedroom eyes as he looked at the photos of naked men plastered all over the walls. It is my family picture album. They have all loved me, all adored me when I was rich; then, when I became poor, they all left me, stealing my last jewels, and then turned off the lights. When were you rich, girl? the Queen of the Corner asked her, trying to weave a magic thread of humor into the conversation. In the north, sweetie, I was Señora Rana, La Gran Rana, Rana Regent, who organized the best entertainment for the nighttime enjoyment of the mayor, the firemen, the sports club, and all the other important officials who passed through there. Did you own a disco? No way, girl, Rana answered, staring at Carlos. I ran the best whorehouse in Antofagasta; it had a piano and the prettiest girls in the whole region. Are you sure this isn’t just a fairy tale? the Queen of the Corner asked, with feigned innocence. There she goes, showing her true colors. Young man, please forgive my daughter, it’s not my fault she turned out like this. I sent her to the best religious schools, but she never learned her manners. But Carlos, surely you can understand that with such a mother, I couldn’t possibly have turned out any differently? the other answered, pretending to pout. Don’t you worry now, girlfriend, the young man knows this is just the way we queens tease each other. Right, m’boy? Of course, Carlos said, smiling calmly. It was strange, but he felt good in this lair of maricones, as if in some other life he had known Rana, that huge fairy godmother dressed in pants and a black shirt who looked at him with warmth and affection. Put the kettle on, my dear, so we can have some tea, Rana instructed, in a tender, maternal tone. Right away, Mommy, the other said, as she stood up, made a cartoon face, and went into the kitchen. Please don’t bother, we really didn’t mean to impose. It is no bother to entertain my daughter’s friend. Have you known each other long? Almost two months. And how did you meet? Walking, Carlos lied, getting a bit uncomfortable under this burdensome interrogation. The great Rana, like a large inflated porpoise, then got up, sat down next to Carlos, and began speaking to him under her breath. See here, my dear, I’ve got no intention to meddle, but I love that girl as if she really were my own daughter—pointing with her lips toward the kitchen where the Queen of the Corner rattled the cups as she prepared the tea. The only thing I ask is that you not make her suffer, because her life has not been easy. I can see you are a decent, respectful young man, and that’s all the more reason why I ask you not to lead her on, not to make her believe in things that will never happen. Do you understand? Without speaking, Carlos nodded, visibly touched. But I have never led him on, I’ve never said that—Are you talking about me? the Queen shouted from the kitchen before appearing with the tray steaming with aromatic tea. Who’s going to talk about you, girl? Rana shouted back, as she stood up from the sofa and returned to her place. As they sipped tea, Rana filled the slightly rancid air in the room with stories from the brothels and other cheerful anecdotes that Carlos celebrated with strident laughter. How well you two get on, the Queen of the Corner mumbled, with a frown of jealousy, as she cleared away the cups. How ungrateful you are, daughter; you’re upset because I am entertaining your friend, whom I like so much. And the door to this house is always open, my dear. Thank you, Carlos responded, standing up lazily, ready to take his leave with the politeness of a gentleman. Shall we go? Yes, let’s, Carlos, because it doesn’t take long for my mother to start being a real drag. Better in drag than a fag, Rana shot back. Girl, are you on the rag? asked the other. No, but at least I don’t sag, Rana continued. Oh, my darling, you are my one and only hag, the Queen of the Corner said, without missing a beat, before turning to Rana and giving her a big hug full of genuine affection. The three walked out to the street and stood next to the car, engaged in animated and happy conversation. As they were saying good-bye, Rana’s amphibious eyes welled up, on the verge of tears. Oh, Mommy, don’t get sad, we had such a good time. That’s why, because something tells me this will be the last time. Rana’s voice was cavernous as she uttered her ominous prophecy, soaking up her pain in a tiny piece of tissue. We forgot the record player and that’s the reason we came. Carlos, could you take it out of the car and carry it into the house? He’s beautiful, isn’t he? she asked Rana the moment they were alone on the sidewalk. Gorgeous, my dear, but don’t fall in love; let him go, because it will only be more difficult later, Rana advised, with the wisdom of a fairy godmother. You’re just jealous, the Queen of the Corner blurted out angrily, or is it just that you can’t believe a man can love me? Many can, my dear, but not this one, Rana said to her gravely. I can’t help but wonder at his reasons for leading you along. My charms, girl; anyway, you don’t know our story and I can’t tell you. It’s not drug dealing, is it? More dangerous than that. Rana grabbed her head as Carlos came out of the house and politely took her hand to say good-bye. Don’t forget what I asked you, she whispered to him secretly, and he nodded and smiled, got into the car, and they took off in a cloud of dust. What did Rana ask you? Nothing important, just for some magazines I offered her. She was very impressed by you, and she is a dear friend; queens tend to be fickle, but she is loyal, a little old and old-fashioned, don’t you think, Carlos? Look who’s talking. What, you think I’m old? How dare you say that! Dejected, she sank more deeply into her seat. Don’t get mad, I’m joking; this afternoon has been wonderful, I laughed myself silly. I needed so badly to relax because difficult days lie ahead. Once again a curtain of steel fell over them. I’m not going to ask you why, all I ask is that you be careful and don’t hesitate to ask me for anything, she said. Anything? he asked, his eyebrow raised. Whatever it is, except to pick up a gun; my hands shake, I can’t deal with that. But you have already had guns in your hand. Perhaps, she said, but without knowing. I don’t want to know and I prefer to change the subject because I’m getting very anxious. And what if I teach you how to shoot? I’d die, I’d be like a kangaroo with a pistol, I’d shoot anything and anybody. Oh, Carlos, please let’s talk about something else. Put on some music. How do I turn on this radio?

If God takes my life
before he takes yours,
I’ll ask to be the angel
that watches over you.

The music wrapped itself around them with its ranchera rhythm. Between the song and their thoughts, political history braided together their emotions: the fears of the young revolutionary on the verge of action and the enamored illusions of the Queen, who closed her eyes as she recited the words of this ballad with a clenched heart, sensing the approaching denouement of his daring plan. Thus, for a long time, they allowed themselves to be carried along in the atmosphere of romance and fear foretold by that Mexican song, until Carlos turned off the radio and, in a very serious voice, dared to say, It has been wonderful to know you. Why are you talking to me like this, as if you were saying good-bye? What did Rana tell you? What lies did she fill your head with? I don’t know, Carlos said pensively, but maybe without meaning to, I’ve hurt you. In other words, you and Rana think I am a little girl who cannot handle her own feelings? It’s not only that; it’s also that maybe I got you involved in this without your permission. You still think I’m some kind of innocent fool? In any case, we should talk about it. Look, Carlos, my head is splitting, she said, placing her finger on her temple, there’s nothing to talk about on that subject. But—But nothing, the Queen concluded, turning her head with disdain in order to lose herself in the city’s violet dusk.

When they arrived, she got out, slammed the car door, opened the door to the house, and stalked up the stairs without looking back. She stopped on the landing when she heard the roar of the car driving away, because that’s as long as her anger lasted, and then she suddenly felt her legs like cotton wool under her and sat down to stop herself from fainting. Just leave and never come back, she begged, clenching her fists. Because anyway, she had already served her purpose. And the truth was that Rana and the little bastard were right: She was a foolish queen, a stupid old lady who allowed her head to be turned by that kid’s polished manners and his kindness. That’s all it was: kindness, amiability, gratitude for having lent her house and her time to those heartless revolutionaries. And in this position, with her knees pressed together, curled up in the corner of the long staircase, she looked like a little girl, the loveless scribble of an arthritic hand. She felt like crying, as she had so many other times when this dog’s life had held a mirror of disappointment up to her face. She felt like crying with her entire soul so that she could finally extricate from herself the burning thorn of her fancy; but her eyes, like those of a moonstruck stray bitch, failed to reflect the fading glow that vanished in the evening’s final blink.





Would you like to eat breakfast in the dining room or on the terrace, General? the cadet assigned for the weekend asked, in a refined voice. That kid has the voice of a faggot, the Dictator thought, watching the rise and fall of his tight thighs as he brought in the tray. The Cajón del Maipo smelled like damp earth that morning, the muddy scents of the river mixing with the vapors of the freshly made toast and café con leche that awaited him on the terrace. But some other, sweeter smell, like fresh carnations, prevailed. Would you like your toast with peach or raspberry jam, General? Neither, just withdraw, he answered abruptly, and the cadet vanished in a hyacinth-scented fog. After breakfast, and throughout the morning, the Dictator remained seated in an armchair in the same spot, admiring with fascination the high mountain peaks, hoping to spot a condor circling overhead on its carnivorous hunt. But he found nothing in the clear canvas of the heavens; instead, a charm of hummingbirds passed swiftly over his gray head, mussing his hair with the flutter of their mosquitolike wings. The tiny birds buzzed in and out of the railing and calmly hovered like tiny helicopters as they diligently sucked the pollen from his garden. He shooed them away with an angry gesture. Fucking mosquitoes, scrawny pesty flies that think they’re birds and suck on flowers. They should learn from the great hunter, the condor, who never descends from his great heights. Down below in the meadow, the calm waters ran gently through the green carpet of grass; farther on, sitting on a crag, his hand resting on his narrow waist, the cadet seemed to be daydreaming as he watched the gurgling flow. His closely shaven blond head shone like a bronze egg in the sparkling rays of the sun. General, do you have time to look over your speech? His secretary broke the silence as he handed him a folder. Pretending to read the pages one at a time, he kept a close watch out of the corner of his eye on the cadet as he walked away down the thin finger of sand along the banks of the river, his adolescent figure bending over like a flamenco from time to time to pick a flower he chewed on in his watermelon-colored mouth. Do you wish to change anything in the text, General? His secretary again surprised him as he waited by his side for further instructions. Wait a moment, I haven’t finished reading it yet, he answered, without taking his eyes off the cadet, who was now engaged in an animated conversation with one of the bodyguards. From afar he could see the two laughing at some joke the blond boy had told. From afar he saw the guard, also young and graceful, whisper something in the cadet’s ear, and together they walked down the sandy path patting each other’s arms that were naked under the short sleeves of their military shirts. That’s when the Dictator threw down his papers, stood up, and went to stand by the railing. And where did that effeminate pansy come from? he asked the secretary, pointing at the cadet, who was walking away into the forest with the bodyguard. He is Colonel Abarzúa’s nephew, said the other, as he picked up the folder. How dare they bring that kind of person to my house! How dare they allow those perverts into the Military Academy! Colonel Abarzúa recommended him, General. To hell with Colonel Abarzúa. Don’t you know those kind of people bring bad luck? Who knows what tragedy awaits us this weekend. Who the hell allows a faggot to wear a cadet’s uniform? Don’t you know those perverts are as bad as Communists, a plague; wherever there’s one, there’s sure to be … they slyly convince another one, and soon the whole army turns into a whore-house. What would you like us to do with him, General? Get him out of here immediately and have him discharged. I can’t stand seeing him swishing around in my garden, acting insolently with the other guards. And what shall we tell Colonel Abarzúa? Tell him we caught his nephew engaged in an immoral act, and the fool won’t dare ask any more questions.

The Dictator watched from the terrace as they dragged the cadet off the property; he watched him protest, ask for an explanation, and he saw them shove him roughly into a jeep, which sped away in a cloud of dust. Only then could he take a deep breath and now, more relaxed, lean back and listen to the symphonic drums of his favorite march. Now everything was almost perfect: the tinny static of his wife’s chatter left behind in Santiago; that fairy cadet expelled from the army; the Marxists under control or under the ground. Only the charm of hummingbirds was still there, disturbing the morning’s order with its bothersome zigzag movements.



1200 hours

At noon she still didn’t know what to make to eat; the entire night she had been tossing and turning, feeling as if she were suffocating, as if someone had placed a hot iron on her chest. And as she got out of bed, she felt the same pounding of her heart. Every once in a while an invisible rope pressed against her throat, and she had to go up to the roof to get some air.

The truth was, she didn’t care about her hunger; she’d throw some noodles into a pot just in case, but first she’d take some valerian drops to ease her anxiety. She hadn’t yet recovered from the words Carlos had said to her. Over and over she heard his wimpy, spineless good-bye: It has been wonderful to know you. What nerve that asshole had, to dump her with such finesse! Maybe she was exaggerating, maybe she was confused, maybe Carlos hadn’t been saying good-bye, because they had spent such a marvelous afternoon in the house of that meddlesome old Rana. But there was something else inside her that got as tense as a box spring when she thought of the lad. Something intangible took over the house as the day progressed. Something sinister awaited her, around every corner and especially when she entered the deserted stillness that had taken over the main room after Carlos had removed the last boxes. All her rags, tablecloths, curtains, and draperies were tossed on the floor; in the semidarkness, the sun’s rays dragged the crude light of noon over the folds and creases of those piles of cloth, lending them the semblance of human forms. Like a battlefield littered with bodies. How horrible, she told herself, thinking she really should straighten out this fabric-strewn pigsty. Her Persian palace, her curtained backdrops, her tortoise-shell sets—the entire mise-en-scène designed to seduce Carlos—had collapsed like a spiderweb, broken by the leaden weight of their urgent (his)story.

1205 hours

At five after twelve his secretary asked him, When would you like to have lunch, General? What, you think I feel like eating after reading this? And he handed him the Spanish newspaper where the famous photograph of him wearing dark glasses had been made to look like a mug shot. Look how those wretches treat me! Traitors, dogs, they got off too easy in ’73; I should have crushed them all like cockroaches and that would have been the end of it. And he brought his fist down on the table on the terrace, upsetting the hummingbirds, who rushed away to hide in the blue-green garden. When would you like to eat lunch, General? Because we must return to Santiago early today, his secretary insisted politely, picking up the newspaper strewn across the floor. I don’t want lunch, I’m not going to eat anything. Don’t you understand, or are you stupid? Go now; I want to rest. And he curled up in his chair, trying to forget, but he couldn’t; that picture of himself wearing dark glasses taken on one of the first days after the coup was imprinted on his brain. Why did you wear dark glasses that day even though it was cloudy? his wife had demanded of him. Don’t you see how the Communists use that picture to attack you? You look like a gangster, a Mafioso, with those ugly glasses. To tell the truth, now that he thought about it, he had worn them so as not to have to look anybody in the eye—or rather, so that nobody would see how his eyes were rejoicing, like those of a vulture, while so many doves were dying.



1600 hours

At four o’clock she was awakened by the voice of her neighbor, squawking like a broody hen from the other side of the street. Hey, mister, you’re wanted on the telephone; it’s Señora Catita, and she wants to talk to you urgently. From the window she indicated that she was coming and nodded a thank-you. She still had a headache, but at least she had managed to doze off for a while. As she went down the stairs, she thought up the excuse she would give Doña Catita to make her forgive her for having left her house without giving her the tablecloth. But on second thought, she didn’t owe that old bitch any explanations, she was so haughty, with her dyed tinsel-colored hair, bossing her around as if she were her servant, all because of that stupid tablecloth. When she entered the store, the women suddenly became very quiet so they could listen in on the conversation, but the Queen didn’t take the phone; instead, she went up to one of them and said, under her breath, I want to ask you a favor. Could you get on the phone and tell the señora that I have moved out of the neighborhood and you have no idea where I went? The woman looked at her with surprise but without further ado said, Sure, mister. As she left the store, she took a deep breath and felt the knot in her heart loosen ever so slightly. Maybe I feel this way because I’ve been cooped up all day. Suddenly she decided she wouldn’t stay in her cave that afternoon but would rather go out, visit her old haunts, get on a bus, hang around downtown, climb up Cerro Santa Lucía, or go into a pick-up theater where, for a few pesos, she could give some poor slob a blow job in the dark, and then she could forget about Carlos and the anxiety that was piercing her chest. And that’s just what she did, but as she got on the bus she felt as if she were choking on her pounding heart.

1605 hours

At five after four the Dictator was snoring, lulled into a deep sleep by the gentle breeze that wafted through the garden. After the morning’s difficulties, his heavy body had succumbed to the countryside’s perfumed rumble; the fragrances of pine, eucalyptus, and cow manure took on evocative shapes in the billowing cottony landscape that padded his sleep. He could see the horizon and the mountains’ bluish peaks, almost touching the sky, where small dark spots were circling around the centrifugal force of their aerial flotation. They were condors, most likely, growing bigger as the trapezoid of their flight lost altitude. But they might also be eagles, judging from their distant cackling. He could almost see them clearly as they approached, performing their motionless balancing act. But they also saw him; from high up, their rapacious eyes focused in on him. He actually saw himself reflected in their eyes, and he looked small and alone, so defenseless there below them on his terrace, like a dead old man, an easy prey for those carnivorous beasts. He tried to sit up, shake them off, make those roving assassins go away, for they were now circling over the roof. He was about to call out to his secretary, call for help through stiff lips now paralyzed with fear, when the first shadow covered his face, and he felt a chill through his body as the sharp beak plucked out an eye. He felt no pain, but half the world plunged into darkness. With his other eye he saw the looming final shadow as it did a nosedive, and his strangled cries woke up the entire house. When he opened his eyes, he was surrounded by his bodyguards; his secretary was fanning him with the Spanish newspaper. You had a nightmare, General. Take a deep breath and please don’t worry.

1800 hours

At six o’clock the bus had just reached downtown. She got off on the Alameda and walked toward the Paseo Ahumada. At that time of day it was swarming with people rushing to and fro and street vendors running to pick their merchandise off the ground and get away from the cops. The ground was littered with leaflets calling for a demonstration in September: 1986: YEAR OF LIBERATION. THIS YEAR HE WILL FALL. PINOCHO, THE PARTY’S OVER. These were just a few of the slogans she saw written in red ink. When she bent down to pick one up, she felt the butt of a billy club digging into her ribs. Drop it, you fucking maricón, the cop shouted at her with rage, And get the hell out of here. Go strut your faggot ass somewhere else unless you want me to arrest you. The Queen didn’t wait for him to repeat his order, vanishing in a puff of smoke among the other pedestrians, who moved aside fearfully to let her pass. Two blocks farther on, she found a bench to sit down on and catch her breath; more than pain, she felt the sting of humiliation at being struck by that pig in his green uniform. With no provocation, for no reason, those sons of bitches beat, tortured, and even killed people with the full consent of the tyrant. Accursed murderers, she thought, just wait until Carlos and his friends in the Front blow them to bits. Life is fair, and soon it will be their turn, she kept thinking, as she got up and limped to the Plaza de Armas, where she hoped to find some peace and quiet on this awful day. As she approached the cathedral, she saw a large group of women standing together on the stairs holding photographs of family members who had been arrested and disappeared. WE WANT JUSTICE. THEY TOOK THEM AWAY AND WE NEVER SAW THEM AGAIN. TELL US WHERE THEY ARE. These were the slogans chanted by the women—wives, mothers, grandmothers, sisters of all those people, now looking so faded in those pictures pinned on their chests. As she approached, a young woman gestured to her to join them, and almost without thinking, the Queen picked up a placard with the photograph of a disappeared person and chimed in with her own effeminate tones. It was strange, but here among these women she didn’t feel embarrassed, raising her high-pitched voice to add to the other voices of discontent. What’s more, a warm feeling of safety was dispelling her fear when suddenly she heard the police sirens arriving to break up the event, and she had to run, jump over a bench in the plaza, trip, roll on the ground over the wet paving stones, and reach the corner, where she found refuge in the corridor of a small shopping complex. Still choking on tear gas, she removed the picture on the sign she carried and, folding it carefully, stuffed it in her pocket. Heavy-duty action, said a young street hustler, holding on to his crotch while he waited for a trick. You’d better go hide in the theater, he suggested, with a note of malice, indicating that she should follow him to the back of the passageway where Cine Capri’s karate posters acted as a cover for the simultaneous live gay porn going on inside. And again, almost without thinking, she allowed herself to be led by this joy boy who had ignited the dormant lust of her cruising of yore.



1805 hours

At five after six, the vehicles that comprised the presidential motorcade were lined up along the road, waiting to take the Dictator back to Santiago. His personal bodyguards were relaxed, chatting as they stood behind the cars, their machine guns slung casually over their shoulders. The suitcases were in the trunk, and the chauffeur was sitting behind the wheel. Everything was ready, but the president had still not decided to embark on the return trip. He preferred to delay that tiresome drive through the mountains at this time in the afternoon, when the sun was adorning the Andean peaks, when that great carpet of darkness spread by the looming cliffs blackened the fresh green of spring exhaling under the shadow of the Cajón del Maipo. The truth was, he didn’t feel like going back to Santiago, where September’s rebellious clatter awaited him, with its riots, student protests, bombs, and blackouts all to mark this September 11 that apparently, according to reports from Radio Cooperativa, was well under way with its entire revolutionary brouhaha intended to destabilize his government. He would use an iron fist if necessary, impose a curfew, and the army would take charge of the situation. He wouldn’t hesitate to give orders to execute any Communist who dared to challenge him. But they’re all a bunch of cowards, they’d never dare confront my men face-to-face. He smiled as he looked over at the group of bodyguards, who stood under the trees by the side of the road, pointing their machine guns and laughing at a crippled dog limping across the road. Such a sight made his smile broaden, and to share in the fun he shouted out to them, You have my permission to kill that Marxist dog. The animal, alerted by the shout and the laughter, scampered away into the underbrush; the report from the blast of gunfire turned into an echo that continued to ring as the Dictator, now in a good mood, got into the Mercedes-Benz to begin the return trip.

1900 hours

At exactly seven o’clock the lights in the theater went off and the first movie began. Out of the corner of one eye the Queen read the title, Hard to Kill, II, and out of the corner of the other eye she watched the hustler who had settled in next to her and begun kneading his member. She had chosen to sit in the front rows because the orgy in the back was so frenzied that in the darkness nobody knew who was doing what to whom. Truth be told, the back rows were for low-life queers who jerked off with one another, and when a real man appeared, like the one next to her, they would do anything just to get a snatch at his bundle. So she paid no attention to the creaking of the seats that made the whole place quake, nor did she listen to the ejaculatory moans that accompanied the violent karate scenes playing on the screen. Red sparks lit up the darkness with their rose-colored brilliance, showing flashes of the salad of bodies choreographing the ecstasy of their clandestine caresses in the back row. Next to her, the joy boy, enjoying the movie, waited for the Queen to take the initiative. Why else did he pay for her ticket? Why else did they sit down together? For some mysterious reason, she sat motionless watching this movie full of blood and acrobatic bruising. The truth was, she wasn’t really all there; her heart was traveling fearfully, ticking like a time bomb about to explode.



1905 hours

At five past seven he asked the driver to slow down so he could enjoy the scenery rushing past and into the wake of the motorcade. For the sake of security, General, we really shouldn’t slow down. What security are you talking about? I’m in control here, and if I give the order to slow down, you slow down. So the caravan of automobiles skidded and screeched with the sudden change in speed. In front and behind, the surprised guards stuck their machine guns out the windows, and without warning, the sirens wailed out their cry of alarm. Did something happen, General? they asked through the walkie-talkie. What’s going to happen? Nothing, man, turn that blasted thing off, it makes me nervous. So, at a leisurely Sunday pace, the motorcade wound its way down through the foothills, skirting the edge of the cliffs that cut through the yellow pastures of wild mustard dotted with red spots of some other wildflower. A strange stupor came over him, and he felt the heavy weight of fatigue. The gentle swaying of the car lulled him to sleep; he let out a hoarse sigh when his chin fell onto his chest. But he didn’t want to sleep. Those constant nightmares put him in a foul temper, and he wanted to remain awake until he got to Santiago. They had just passed through the town of San José de Maipo, and he thought it strange that nobody was out on the dusty streets; what’s more, he hadn’t seen any locals along the whole road. The roadside stands that sold empanadas and pan amasado were all boarded up, and no white flags announced their tasty offerings. Even the birds had disappeared from the still air. Only the rumbling wheels and engines of the motorcade attenuated the heavy silence.



1910 hours

At ten past seven she got bored watching the movie and finally put her hand on the knee of the hustler sitting next to her, who had been waiting a long time for her decision. Slowly her wormlike fingers slithered along his thigh, as slowly as if they were crossing a minefield. The rough texture of his blue jeans was rugged terrain for the tarantula fingertips creeping up his long femur as his muscles tensed under her warm touch. The screen had become a rapidly moving windshield that swallowed up the endless road down which the two protagonists were driving. Judging from the accelerated sequence of road shots, an action scene was approaching. And there she held her hand, just inches from his groin where she could almost feel the shiver of his testicles, pulsating like eggs loaded with hot gunpowder. The man watched the movie while awaiting her advance, splitting his attention between the approaching sexual caress and the endless car race on the screen, accelerating now to a vertiginous pace with the addition of a helicopter to the chase. At every turn of the wheel, the blond bimbo embraced the young Asian man as together they dodged an aerial bombardment that paved their escape route with fire. The Queen’s twitching hand advanced a bit farther, until it gently reached the prohibited scrotum. At that very moment, the screen exploded in a purple flame that ignited the rear end of the car as it accelerated through a shower of sparks. How much are you going to pay me? the young man asked her, suddenly removing her hand. The Queen didn’t respond, settling back into her seat to finish watching the movie.



1911 hours

At eleven past seven a few minutes still remained before the row of cars would begin climbing the Achupallas grade. He had insisted on taking this road back to Santiago, and again he had had to argue with those idiots in the security services who always wanted to change his itinerary. It’s just a precautionary measure, General, to prevent any possible attacks. All he could do was laugh when he heard these excuses. Who the hell would dare put a bomb in his path? Those kids watch too much television, too many movies about guerrilla commandos, but those things don’t happen here. Everything here is under control; not a leaf moves without my knowing about it. Anyway, there aren’t any jungles here to hide in. That’s why it’s so farfetched to worry about guerrillas in this country. And with a smile hanging off the corners of his mouth, he turned his head to check the two cars following the Mercedes and the third one in front, leading the caravan. … Precisely at that moment, the vehicle in front skidded across the road, slamming on its brakes to avoid crashing into a house trailer blocking the road. One by one, each car swerved and skidded in a screech of tires, just as a barrage of bullets began blasting the windshields. Suddenly, out of nowhere, a hailstorm of machine-gun fire exploded against the glass. Was he dreaming or was that gunfire whistling out of the Mausers up on the cliffs real? Get down, General! the chauffeur shouted desperately, but the Dictator’s nose was already pressed into the floor of the car as he trembled and stuttered: Ma-mama mommy-dearest this is the real thing. So real, in fact, that the guards were caught completely off guard; they didn’t react. They scurried away like rats to hide from the onslaught. They looked frantically around, not knowing what to do with their weapons, shouting out wild orders in the midst of the confusion, in the wake of the rocket attack that hit the first car, blasting it into the air in a cloud of ash and thick smoke, a stinging smoke, it’s heat obscuring the turmoil of the scene.

1915 hours

At a quarter past seven the Queen was unable to read the clock by the light of the fluorescent bulb attached to the movie-house wall. Something was suddenly blurring her vision, and no matter how much she squinted, trying to make out what was happening onscreen, a greasy veil covered the young hero’s face, and she managed to make out only the jerking fingers of his clenched fist as he pulled the trigger. Actually, all she could see was Carlos’s hands clutching the metal of that thundering cannon. She saw him—or imagined she saw him—jumping over rocks, rolling down the slope, and rising quickly to his feet as he shot, ran, dodged the assault of bullets aimed at the wall of stone. A muffled cry escaped her throat: Careful-Carlos, they’ll-kill-you. On-your-right-Carlos, that-soldier-is-aiming-at-you. The bullet whistled by, grazing an electronic shadow that was no longer there, that leaped and curled into a ball, rolling through the mud on the ground. Then he looks up with a dirty face and smiles at her from the screen, grateful for his queen’s warning, his old queen who, even from far away, accompanies him in his hour of need.

1920 hours

At twenty past seven the slopes of the Cajón del Maipo were in flames from the explosion that blew up the cars now smoldering under the smoke. Get us out of here, they’re blowing us to pieces! the Dictator squealed like a pig, as he cautiously stuck his nose out the shattered window. Where? They’ve got us surrounded. The chauffeur slammed the car into reverse, smashing into the car behind him. Anywhere, just get me out of here; these bastards are going to kill me. But, General, we’re trapped. Okay, just stay down and hold on tight. The chauffeur continued wildly in reverse, smashing through the bumpers and metal of the armored Mercedes, and miraculously escaped the onslaught. Thanks only to the skill of the chauffeur, who managed to turn the car around 180 degrees, burning rubber off the tires as he flew off down the highway. They left behind the remains of the motorcade, a disaster of pockmarked cars buried under the thick smoke that rose up the slopes. In the back seat, the Dictator was trembling like a leaf, not daring to utter a word, paralyzed, unable to get up off the floor. Or rather, he didn’t want to move, for he was crouching in the warm paste of his own shit, which ran slowly down his leg, exuding the putrid stench of fear.

1930 hours

At seven-thirty the stench of shit floated through the movie theater, mixed with that of semen, deodorant, and male cologne. A strong whiff of the bitter ferment made her stand up from her seat and walk quickly toward the door. Filthy queers, she thought, they don’t even wash out their bung holes before coming here to screw in the back row. But more than that, more than the fetid cloud of delinquent sex, some terrible foreboding made her too terrified to watch such a violent movie. Aren’t you going to pay me? The young man caught up and intercepted her. What are you talking about … you charge for a touch? Just a few coins, the boy said with sad eyes. What, you take me for some kind of fool, you didn’t even show it to me. I’ll show it to you now. Don’t bother, cutie, I’m leaving, the Queen answered. She handed him a few coins, which he grabbed, mumbling Fucking maricón under his breath, as he turned to go back into the theater. After walking through the empty shop-lined passageway, she came out onto the downtown street and saw that the city, at this hour of the day usually bubbling over with cars honking and office workers and secretaries running to catch the metro, had been transformed. The Plaza de Armas on the corner was practically deserted, splashed only with red bursts of light from patrol cars whose sirens wailed continuously. The buses were jammed with people, bunches of arms and hands grabbing on to this scarce collective transportation that raced down the empty streets. What the hell had happened while she was in the movie? The drumbeat of her heart played Carlos-Carlos-Carlos. Where was he in this uncertainty of cops searching through pockets and purses on every corner, in this disturbing buzz of helicopters pulsating low overhead, taking pictures of the city with their airborne spotlights from the theater of panic? When she got on a bus, squeezed like a tortilla in a press, she heard people talking in low voices and was able to catch a few words: an ambush—they killed him—he’s wounded—he’s safe—seven bodyguards were killed—it was the Front. Did they get away? she asked an older woman, who seemed to have her finger on the pulse of the rumors. It was a miracle: He got away with not even a scratch; he must be in league with the devil. Well, that’s obvious, but tell me, the guerrillas, did they escape? The woman looked at her and whispered in her ear, Every single one of them, mister, not one got caught. Ooohhh, what a relief! The Queen sighed, placing one hand on her chest to calm her heart. They say that afterward the boys from the Front simply vanished. And nobody knows how they escaped. Like the invisible man, the old woman said, winking, as she got up from her seat. Suddenly the bus braked and over the loudspeakers a voice announced, All passengers are ordered to leave the bus one at a time to be searched by the authorities.

At the house in the Cajón del Maipo, the telephone never stopped ringing. The High Command arrived in a mad rush, by car and by helicopter, landing in the open fields. Inside, the freshly bathed tyrant was sipping tea spiked with a tranquilizer prescribed by his doctors. Through the rooms scuttled a murmuring of ministers and relatives, over which rose the strident shouts of his wife. I told him! I told him! I told him! I told him! But he never listens to me. I knew it, I predicted it, but I didn’t tell him because he always treats me like an idiot, calling me hysterical and an alarmist. Just this weekend, Gonzalo read my tarot cards and there it was. Gonzalo warned me: “Beware of traveling, Señora Lucy,” he said to me. And because I have so much faith in that young man’s premonitions, I listened to him and canceled my trip to Miami to buy those Versace sandals that are on sale there. I got tired of warning him, but him, no, never, he just kept coming every week to sniff the grass in the fields as if he were a cow. And you see what happened to him? You see? If you lie down often enough with dogs, you’ll wake up with fleas. I was right when I said we should put a fence around the entire valley and not let in anybody we don’t know and put alarms on all the lampposts. But no, he felt so secure with his bodyguards, so confident in those kids from the Military Academy he sent to Panama to study. And what good was all that antiguerrilla training the gringos gave them? What good did it do them to be snooping around even in my private bathroom, not even letting me change my panties without watching? Do you realize what a total waste of money it was to hire those brats, when they didn’t even know how to shoot straight when the time came? And me, such a fool I was, I didn’t want to say anything because anyway he never listens. So much money wasted on security, and I bet those soldiers don’t even know karate. I bet it would have been cheaper to hire the Manuel Rodríguez Patriotic Front to guard us, that’s what I say. Those stupid fools in your personal guard couldn’t stand up to them. Not one dead terrorist, not one. Not one of them even got wounded. But seven of our men fell, seven funerals, seven monuments we’ll have to erect for them, seven compensation packages for their families, seven flags we’ll have to buy to cover their coffins. Don’t you see it would have been cheaper to hire the terrorists? I know, what I’m saying sounds like a joke. But even though it might be sick humor, don’t tell me those guerrillas of the Front don’t deserve a round of applause. After the attack, they put sirens on their cars and escaped by pretending to be our people, just like in the movies. And, of course, nobody dared arrest them; they passed right under the noses of the carabineros patrolling the streets. I think they even saluted those idiot commandos they placed on guard on the road out of Puente Alto; they must have been laughing their heads off at this old fool. They didn’t manage to kill him, thanks only to the chauffeur and God himself, who is great, but they sure did scare the living daylights out of him.



* * *

As she got off the bus, she remembered she still had the picture of the disappeared person in her pocket and felt a pit open up in her stomach, and when she heard the soldier’s order for the men to go here and the women to go over there, she didn’t know what to do, and just as she was getting totally flustered and all in a tizzy, she sensed the emergence of her emergency drag queen. What are you waiting for, don’t you know where to go? the uniformed man shouted. I’d have to split myself right down the middle so I could be in both places at once, she answered, with a smile. Ah, so you’re one of those who likes prickly pears, the soldier said to her lasciviously, as he approached. Among other things, she answered, with her nose in the air. Like what? Like embroidering tablecloths for the wives of generals. And what else? Like embroidering sheets for the colonel’s mother. And what else? What else would you like me to do? Embroider this little handkerchief I have in my pocket, he mumbled to her as he grabbed his member for her alone to see. Whenever you like, but right now I’m in a hurry because I have to deliver some work. On your way then, the soldier said, lowering his machine gun. Aren’t you going to search me? Not now, but I’ll bring you my handkerchief later. Thank you so much, the Queen said, as she walked away down the sidewalk, every movement watched by the other passengers, who stood with their legs spread apart and their hands on the wall with guns pointing at their backs. And she disappeared with her fairy-flower soul being pierced by barbed wire, feeling as if a frozen bloodhound were sniffing every step she took. Not even a ghost could be seen floating down the avenues, and from far away the reports of gunfire made her quicken her pace. What was Carlos doing now? Did he need her? And what if the poor dear had nowhere to hide? And what if he was waiting anxiously for her at the house? And what if, when she arrived, he threw himself in her arms like a little puppy dog? But what if the soldiers were following her? And what if they let her go because they suspected something? Then both of them would get snared in the trap. Because in that damn house there was no way to escape, and the meddle-some old ladies on the block would tell the soldiers, Yes, I saw them bringing those boxes in full of weapons. I saw that homosexual open the door for them during the curfew, so many young men. Maybe not; they’re meddlesome, but I don’t think they’re snitches; they’d never tell them that the Manuel Rodríguez Patriotic Front had found a warm and safe refuge in that queer’s house. When she heard the sound of a machine gun firing close by, she tried to run, then stopped, that pamphlet with the face of that disappeared person burning a hole in her pocket, as if that dead man were still breathing, and his stifled breath, who knows from where, was heating up her side and preventing her from walking faster. Only two more blocks until she got to the house, but they seemed eternal. Finally, trembling, she opened the door and, taking a deep breath, closed it, feeling protected in the familiar hollow of its shadows. But she didn’t turn on any lights. The obese silence filling the entire space might foreshadow anything, but she made her way up the stairs, ready for that anything. One by one the steps creaked, as if she were walking over a glass cemetery. One by one her steps resounded as in a movie soundtrack, then shots exploded, making her roll down the stairs, mottled with purple as she choked on her own blood, repeating the name Carlos-Carlo-Carl. That fake name, spread out in the deceptive prayer of those six letters; a false name, a name in the wings, a stage set, as fictitious as that silly act she was now putting on of pretending to be afraid. She would have loved to be greeted with a round of applause when she got upstairs, but luckily, and fortunately, only the echo of her own prissy voice responded to her teasingly: Anybody here?



That September night in 1986 was dense, the streets like caverns of howling coyotes, the city convulsed by house-to-house searches, broken-down doors, shouting, and shoot-outs in the poorer neighborhoods. The army had occupied Santiago, cutting off all roads in and out of the city. A siege was raised around the periphery that tightened as soldiers searched cars, houses, entire neighborhoods, sometimes forcing the inhabitants to stand up all night in football fields. At the slightest provocation, as a result of the simplest hesitation, people were beaten and thrown into trucks filled with other suspects. She could not sleep, of course, with all that going on; she jumped every time she heard a noise, sent into a panic by the creak of a stair. With the kettle on all night just in case Carlos or his friends dropped by. With the radio on, low, so she could listen to the latest news bulletins.

This is a broadcast of Radio Cooperativa. The Undersecretary of the Interior has announced that, owing to the recent serious incidents, all citizens are asked to stay in their homes, remain vigilant, and immediately report anything suspicious to the authorities.



In the morning, her head heavy with sleep, she heard her neighbor shouting, telling her there was somebody on the phone who wanted to talk to her. Male or female? she asked, swallowing hard. Female, a young lady named Laura; she wants to talk to you. She flew down the stairs, crossed the street, and instantly grabbed the phone. Hello? Yes, this is him. This is Laura, Carlos’s friend. I know, I know, just tell me, how is he? I can’t talk much, you understand; he’s fine, but that’s not why I’m calling; we need to speak with you urgently. Can we come by in an hour? Of course. Wait for us on the street. We’ll pick you up. Thank you. What a ball-bashing woman she is! What could she possibly want with her? They probably wanted to ask her for another favor, but why wouldn’t Carlos ask, he knew her better. Maybe that would be too risky. Maybe Carlos was wounded and this Laura person didn’t want to say so on the telephone.

She had a tangle of doubts in her head when the car appeared quietly at the corner and stopped and a woman opened the back door so she could get in. When she looked at her again, she recognized Laura behind a pair of thick prescription glasses and with a scarf tied around her head. I didn’t recognize you, young lady, you look like La Chilindrina from the children’s show. It’s for security, I’m sure you understand; these are difficult moments for all of us, the woman said, cutting off the Queen’s jocular commentary. The car sped up, and the Queen looked at the man who was driving. Why didn’t Carlos come? was the first thing she dared to ask. He can’t, but don’t worry, he’s safe. We wanted to bring you up to date on your situation. It is very dangerous for you to continue living here. All the other safe houses we used have been searched, and yours will be next. It is only a matter of hours before the secret police arrive. It is urgent for you to leave Santiago. But I can’t just abandon my house. What will the owner say if I just bail on her? Look, mister, the woman said, as she looked at her coldly through her glasses, this is a question of life and death, do you understand? If anybody else gets caught, we’ll all get caught. But I can’t just up and leave like some kind of ditsy millionaire, young lady. That’s not my style. She was almost shouting, on the verge of outraged indignation. The woman swallowed hard in an attempt to keep a lid on the conversation. Listen, we aren’t asking you to leave, we’re telling you; you have to go for your own sake and everybody else’s. The Queen of the Corner clenched her teeth as she looked outside. The city passed quickly by and the streets dissipated in the distant fog. At other times, sitting in that same car next to Carlos, this urban flight had seemed much more pleasant. But now the city was different. The retreating images of a happy past were snatching away from her the only thing she had loved in her entire wretched life. This was the end; her love story was being torn apart like the petals of a magnolia flower crushed under the tires of a car. All that remained was the reflection of her face in the glass, dripping with the same fine mist that had descended upon the city, crying for her without her permission. Where is Carlos? Can I see him one more time? she asked the young woman sitting next to her, then awaited her response. It would be very difficult, said the woman, looking at the man, who was driving nervously. That is my one condition for agreeing to leave Santiago. We’ll see what we can do, but in the meantime it is urgent for you to get out of your house. Will I have time to pack up a few things? Not really, but it is important for you to get rid of anything they could use. Like what? Names, letters, documents, any clue, any scrap they might find. Do you understand? The Queen of the Corner nodded like a little girl, letting herself be carried along, listening to the strict instructions being given to her by this young woman turned guerrilla. It didn’t matter anyway, the story was coming to such an absurd end: she and Carlos escaping in opposite directions. Where do you want me to go? she asked, because I don’t have a penny to go anywhere. Don’t worry about that; we have money for your transportation, your expenses, and your lodging. But where will I go? We can’t tell you until tomorrow morning at seven o’clock, when we come to pick you up. The car had stopped about half a block from her house. The woman, now a bit friendlier, held out her hand, and the Queen took it and asked, And Carlos: When will I be able to talk to him? Just leave that to us and don’t worry about it.

Her head was spinning, a potion of terrors and confusion churning around inside, a sinister sense of urgency without knowing where to start. So she went around the house collecting every scrap she could find. And then she realized that she didn’t really have any belongings, just a bunch of old junk tossed around on the floor, and it didn’t matter if she kept any of it; wherever she went she could erect a new paltry castle with some boxes and rags and a lot of imagination. But there were a few things she didn’t want to leave to oblivion, like the embroidered tablecloth, for example; like the yellow hat and the polka-dot gloves and her cat’s-eye sunglasses; the issues of Ecran magazine, some articles about Sarita Montiel, and at least one picture of herself in full drag. She pulled it out from between the yellowing pages of an issue of Cine Amor and held it under the light to look at it more clearly, but it didn’t matter, the portrait was so old that the mist of time had softened her sharp profile. She looked almost beautiful. And if it weren’t for that almost, nobody would be able to recognize her framed in the scalloped lamé of her mermaid dress; nobody would think it was she in that pose with gently twisted thighs and her neck craning backward. With her hair in a chignon à la Grace Kelly, the perfect makeup that lent an unreal glow to her face, the blurred outlines bestowed on her by the artificial lighting and the fading of time, she was almost beautiful, she convinced herself, admiring the slim waist and the peach-fuzz skin that covered her bare shoulders. She heard a noise and lifted her eyes to look out the window and in the glass of the present she encountered the beaten-down face of reality. I was once pretty, she decided, placing the photograph in the bag where she was packing all her beloved odds and ends. Perhaps if Carlos had seen that picture, perhaps if Carlos had seen her look so splendid in the sepia glamour of the past, he would have loved her with the rapturous passion of an adolescent Romeo. Then they would have run away together, swept along the highway until they vanished into the horizon of their endless voyage. … Perhaps they would make a quick stop in a small village, where Carlos would get out to buy some chocolates, and in a gesture of gratitude she would loosen her bun and feel her flowing locks cascading over her naked shoulders. Do you like it like that? she would ask, biting her lips to redden them as she offered them up to him for a kiss. But there she was with an empty grimace on her granny mouth. It was urgent for her to leave that place, as that Laura girl had said. And only at that moment did she take seriously the advice of a woman who was only just barely a woman, so young and so much like a sergeant. By the looks of it, she had a higher rank than Carlos. But so damn bossy, that little shitface, that she was making her leave her own house, and it made her nervous to dismantle the only thing she had in this world. It had always been the same—she sighed with resignation—bread today and hunger tomorrow; right when she thought she had something, life tore it out of her hands. She was surprised to find herself so submissive, obeying these people from the Patriotic Front. Anyway, she had done them a favor without even knowing what the movie was about. But who would believe her? They will be especially brutal to you, Carlos had told her, and she trusted him with her entire heart and soul. That was the only reason she was now unraveling her world in order to escape who knew where. I’ll take the English china and the silverware to Ranita, she thought, as she threw out the dented kettle, the cracked plates, the cups with broken handles. And the sheet sets she hadn’t had a chance to finish, she would leave those for Rana to do because she had been so good to her. And most important, her radio, her beloved old music box. Now here was something she would miss. There at the airport, during the good-bye scene, she would need a tune to attenuate the pain. So she turned on the artifact, which crackled out more sinister news:

The security services have been unsuccessful in finding the terrorist group responsible for yesterday’s attempt on the life of the president of the republic. Authorities expect to make some arrests during searches being carried out in the southern parts of Santiago. This report is from the National Office of Government Communications.



* * *

It was the Virgin, it was her miracle that saved my husband, the Dictator’s wife explained to the journalists, pointing to the shattered windows of the Mercedes-Benz, where, she insisted, she could see an image of Holy Mary in the outline made by the bullets. But which virgin? a young female correspondent from Radio Cooperativa asked her. What do you mean, which virgin? Are you stupid, the Virgen del Carmen, of course, the patron saint of the army. What other virgin could it possibly be? Can’t you see her image with the child in her arms? It’s crystal clear here in the window. Or are you blind? And what are you planning to do with the vehicle? asked a Spanish journalist. We will exhibit it in a public place so that people can come to show their gratitude to the Virgen del Carmen for having saved the president’s life. His wife was holding an impromptu press conference in the garden right under his bedroom window, where he heard everything whether he wanted to or not. All he wanted to do was sink more deeply into the mattress to quiet the chattering of his teeth. He had still not recovered from his terrible fright. Whenever he closed his eyes, the ashes from the explosions fell like snow on his gray lashes.

How does the president feel now, Señora Lucy? asked the young woman from Radio Cooperativa. How do you think he feels? she answered, fulminating, her eyelids painted with blue eye shadow. Bad, of course. This wasn’t a game; he almost got killed. But Augusto is strong, and his military training will help him recuperate. Had either of you considered that something like this might happen? insisted the young woman, with healthy curiosity. Where did you study journalism, young lady? Because you ask such stupid questions. Do you think we are psychics, who can predict what is going to happen? Or do you think I am a witch who can see into the future? The old hag’s got the face of a witch, the girl thought, as she put away her tape recorder, visibly embarrassed, while the First Lady, looking at her scornfully, turned to invite the other journalists to partake in some refreshments. She is sort of like a witch, the Dictator reflected drowsily from his bed, remembering what she had said about the bad omens that had appeared in Gonzalo’s tarot cards. From now on he would listen to her; he would take her opinion into account and possibly he would even appoint that prissy Gonza to an advisory position in the government. His eyelids weighed a ton, but he didn’t want to sleep; he was terrified of remaining alone in the darkness. Sleep, however, inevitably dragged him downhill, down through the shadows as if it were a black mouth sucking him into lethargy’s unconsciousness. The darkness of his dreams was dense, but from the depths a row of lights slowly appeared, and the sound of the “Erika” march reached him through a distant beating of drums. The snake of torches wound its way up Chacarita Mountain to the peak, where he waited, in full dress uniform, for the seventy-seven young artists and intellectuals he honored each year on the anniversary of the Battle of Concepción. He took a deep breath and puffed out his chest with pride to see himself surrounded by his cadets, all dressed in the blue and red uniform of the War of the Pacific. They looked so gallant as they hummed his favorite hymn under the orange light of the torches. Next to them were the young intellectuals, writers, poets, painters, and musicians who had been nominated to receive this award. In the tremulous light of the flames he could make out the New Wave singer, José Alfredo Fuentes, who wasn’t so young anymore, but the whole country remembered his hit, Te perdí, “I lost you.” Behind him he recognized that blonde, Andrea Tessa, who sang El Rey, “The King,” for his birthday; ah, how beautiful she was. If I were only younger. … Next to her he saw the entertainer César Antonio Santis, the “wonder boy of television,” and behind him, Julio López Blanco, “the poet of the news,” who greeted him with, Health and glory to the President! He responded amiably but curtly; he couldn’t stand such pretentious people, such ass-lickers. But there were others who were more rebellious, like that rock star Alvaro Scaramelli, who dared to come with his long hair, as opposed to that short story writer Carlos Iturra, who had his hair neatly slicked back and was wearing a respectable gray suit and waited humbly for his prize. The only one missing was Raúl Zurita, who, without any misgivings, had rejected the honor. It’s better anyway that he’s not here, that fucking Communist who thinks he’s Neruda. Whose idea was it to nominate him anyway? That’s all I need, to give an award to a Marxist.

So, one by one, the honored guests filed in front of him and gratefully received the awards he pinned on their lapels. First came the singers; then the painters, journalists, and writers; then the long line of cadets, correctly dressed in the uniform of the Seventh Brigade of the War of the Pacific. After sticking the golden pins on their chests, he embraced each of them as if he were their father. The gesture became mechanical as the long line paraded in front of him to the vibrant beat of the band. And when the last uniformed soldier stood in front of him, he was surprised to hear a high-pitched voice saying, How are you, Mr. President? It was the pansy he had ordered expelled from the Military Academy. The same tight-assed fairy who now stood smiling in front of him, unbuttoning his jacket to receive the medal, baring a chest wrapped in a black lace bra. Now don’t you prick me, my General, he said teasingly. He woke up in a wave of fury, with bile oozing out from between his teeth. Lucky it was only a dream, he thought, and lucky I woke up, because if not I would have had that pervert arrested. What’s going on? What are you saying? I bet you forgot again to take the tranquilizers the doctor gave you, said his wife, as she touched up her lipstick in front of her mirror. What with all those journalists’ questions, my makeup has smeared.



At dawn, the three-story house on the corner was a lifeless cavern. The Queen of the Corner had spent a sleepless night, trying frantically to erase all traces of herself from every nook and cranny, burning every scrap of paper on which were written telephone numbers and addresses, sweeping up footprints, washing windows, dusting surfaces just in case some fingerprints were discovered, and only as morning broke could she breathe more easily now that her dearest possessions were neatly packed into two bags. Only then did she light a cigarette and climb up to the roof to look at the gray horizon with the eyes of one who has been dispossessed. Sitting and facing this view, she blew out puffs of smoke and asked herself, How do you look at something you will never see again? How do you forget something you have never had? As simple as that. As innocent as wanting to see Carlos one more time, crossing the street and smiling up at her from below. Life was so simple and so stupid at the same time. This 180-degree view of the city was the backdrop in Cinerama for this foolish ending. How she would have loved to cry at that moment, feel the warm cellophane of tears, a dirty sail falling like a soft curtain of rain over the still dirtier city. How much she wanted all the pent-up pain to ooze out in at least one drop of bitterness. Perhaps then it would be easier to go, to leave behind a small puddle of tears, a tiny well of watery sadness that no secret police agent would ever be able to identify. Because a fairy’s tears have no identification, no color, no taste; they have never watered any garden of illusions. The tears of a poor, abandoned fairy like her would never see the light of day, would never be humid worlds that absorbent handkerchiefs would blot off the pages of literature. The tears of a faggot always seem fake: utilitarian tears, clown tears, kinky tears, a cosmetic enhancement to eccentric emotions. The city at her feet lightened suddenly in the backstitch of the timid sun. A golden mesh spread out along the rolling waves of rooftops that housed so much misery, the recent winter rains having washed the tin surfaces that now brightly reflected the golden warmth of the sun. From above, she saw the car as it turned the corner and stopped silently in front of the house. Time to leave, child, she said to herself, blowing a kiss to yesterday that evaporated her good-bye in the wounded oasis of her love.

La Rana didn’t expect such an early visitor. She welcomed her at the door, half asleep and wrapped in a shawl. What’s going on, girl? And those packages? Don’t tell me, they threw you out of your house! Look, Ranita, I can’t explain anything right now, but I just wanted to ask you to keep my things; and this is some work I couldn’t finish, for you to do because you can always use a few extra pesos. I’m leaving you my radio so you can enjoy it, and anything else, use anything you want. But what’s up, girl? Come in and sit down at least so you can tell me what all this madness is about. Have you gone crazy, leaving such a beautiful house? The car horn interrupted their conversation. Don’t tell me: Is that man kidnapping you? No, dearie, nothing like that. Oh, if only that were it, she added, letting out a sigh. But then, what is going on? asked La Rana, taking her by the arm. I’m not going to let you go, you fag, unless you tell me why, at least. I have to go, girlfriend, it’s a matter of life and death. The horn blew again. I don’t get it, I can’t understand what this shit is you’ve gotten yourself into. It doesn’t matter, Ranita, it’s better this way, the Queen of the Corner answered, loosening her friend’s grip and giving her a big hug and kiss as she felt her dear friend’s heartbeat: Mama Rana, as she sometimes called her affectionately. The beautiful trannie matron stood in the doorframe and waved good-bye with cold cramped fingers, growing smaller as the Queen of the Corner drove away down the street. Is he a very good friend of yours? I hope you didn’t tell him anything, the woman sitting next to her said. And what if I did tell him? Don’t you think people like me can keep a secret? You think all maricones are traitors? the Queen of the Corner demanded, her cheeks burning with indignation. Don’t worry, I didn’t tell him anything, for his own protection. Don’t get angry, the Laura woman said, as she arranged a copper-colored wig the fool thought gave her a new identity. We’ve got a long trip together, because I’m going to take you where you need to go, so we may as well make it as pleasant as possible. She paid no attention to her; there was something about this girl who acted like a sergeant that she had never liked, and it wasn’t just jealousy or because she was young and beautiful. It was something else, maybe the effort she made to be so nice. The Queen was certain that if it wasn’t that they didn’t quite trust her, this Laura person would leave her somewhere along the road to Viña del Mar, because that’s the road they were on now; she had read the road signs. After settling more comfortably into her seat, she remarked casually, like a frivolous kitten: A little sea air will be good for my complexion, I’m so pale.

As they approached the garden city of Viña del Mar, the moist seafood-scented breeze tousled her few clumps of hair. Could you please close the window a bit? Laura did as she was asked but didn’t look at her; in fact, neither she nor the young man who was driving had spoken during the whole trip. It had been a tense drive. At every toll stop Laura had lit a cigarette and then stubbed it out without smoking it.

Viña del Mar appeared suddenly around a bend in the road with its Mediterranean-style mansions. The Queen of the Corner had never been to this resort for tourists and “beautiful people.” But at this time of year and at this hour of the morning one could see only domestic servants on their way to the shops, blond-haired students in their Catholic school uniforms, perhaps an old woman in a wheelchair getting some fresh air under a jasmine-entwined pergola in a small plaza. It looks like an old movie of the Côte d’Azur, she thought, remembering the miracle of the first time she saw the working-class sea in Cartegena, when her entire town boarded a train for free, thanks to Mario Palestro, the mayor of San Miguel, who arranged for everyone in his district to spend a day at the beach. That gentleman had been so good. It was sad that the military sent him into exile. Come to think of it, that politician, with his Mexican mustache and generous smile, looked a little like Carlos. Oh, by the way, when am I going to see Carlos? she said, pronouncing the question in a demanding and arrogant tone. Remember, that was the deal. The woman’s lips twisted into a smile as she looked at the driver. Don’t worry, we’ll take care of that. But—Just trust us, the girl interrupted firmly. And now, listen to me carefully, she continued, as if she were a teacher speaking to a little girl. We are going to drop you off at a café next to the beach. You will go in alone and sit down at the first table on the left. Order a coffee. I don’t drink coffee because it’s bad for my ulcer. It doesn’t matter; order something else. Don’t talk to anyone and don’t ask anybody anything. Just wait. For what, the coin to drop? Stay calm and do as I tell you, Laura insisted, touching her arm with a friendly gesture at the very moment the car stopped in front of the café. Thank you for everything, and please forgive me if at times I have been rude. These are very difficult times for all of us.

For a second the girl’s voice quavered as if connecting to something inside herself, some genuine feeling that rose up by way of compensation. She gave the Queen a quick kiss on the cheek before the car disappeared down the coastal road. And there she was in front of a café with her few belongings. And what if all this has been some kind of big joke? What if these guerrillas had simply gotten rid of the maricón by moving him out of the city and that would be that, without giving him even one peso, because now as she looked through her pockets she realized that she didn’t have enough money even to make a blind man sing in this rich man’s beach town.

Then she heard the waiter’s friendly voice inviting her to come inside. And she didn’t have any choice because he picked up her bags and almost herded her into the elegant café. Sir, would you like the first table on the left so you can see the ocean? he asked her, with an almost imperceptible wink of his shining eyes. And in fact, from there, the undulating sea silk extended its cobalt-blue cape all the way to the meridian of the sky, so blue, so beautifully blue that it seemed like a different country, a fairy-tale country where the atrocities that were being swept under the carpet every day had simply never occurred. What can I get for you, sir? the young waiter said in a melodic voice. I don’t have any money, she said, and blushed. No problem, it’s on the house. In that case, I’ll have a mineral water. Bubbly? Yes, please, thank you very much.

Along the coastal road, traffic had come to a standstill while every vehicle was stopped and searched by naval infantrymen armed with machine guns who requested identification and arrested anybody suspicious. She didn’t have her identity card; she had never used an identity card, and if they came and asked her for one, she would say that movie stars don’t need such things. In spite of everything, she felt calm, so serene and open to the pleasure of the breeze that she jumped when a voice in her ear whispered, My tender matador. I’m going to sleep for three days straight when we get to Cerro Castillo; my nerves are in such a state I’ve got goose bumps on my tongue. Look at my skin. I’m so anxious, it looks like Egyptian papyrus. And the greasy creams they make these days don’t help at all. Look at me in this newspaper picture. Look at those bags under my eyes. Luckily the caption is beautiful: THE VIRGIN SAVED THE PRESIDENT. Why don’t you order a chapel to be built at the site of the attack? Why don’t you wear brown for six months like the little boys do after their confirmation? That gray uniform you all wear makes you look like you’re always being confirmed. Haven’t you ever realized, Augusto, that you could wear different-colored uniforms during different seasons? I know, you’re thinking to yourself how frivolous I am, but it’s not such a bad idea; the cadets in the military academies would look lovely in watermelon-colored jackets in the summer, honey yellow in the fall, and, if you really must, the same donkey gray in winter. You’ll probably say I’m crazy, but you can’t deny I’m always right. If you had listened to me, that attack would never have happened. It was obvious that the terrorists were able to follow every step you took with that battalion you had guarding you. Security these days has to be more discreet, without helicopters and sirens. Just three cars. Do you realize that nobody knows we’re in Viña? No journalists or photographers are following us around with their cameras. And if I wanted to, I could even go have a refreshment somewhere, incognito, maybe in that darling little café down by the beach.

As if by dint of some miracle, Carlos had appeared, flashing his delectable keyboard smile. My prince, she said breathlessly, you never cease to surprise me. It is my duty, your highness, for routine makes you sad. Not only routine, my prince, but your absence, and she lowered her eyes so the torment of love would not drown her. May I sit down and join you? I was waiting for you to ask, she said dramatically. I thought I’d never see you again, she added, changing the tone of the banter. Let’s not talk about that now, Carlos whispered, taking hold of her hand under the table. I was afraid, Carlos, that—Shit, don’t, let’s talk about something else. But—But nothing, we’ve got very little time and I have to give you certain information. I don’t care about any information, I am happy just to be with you. I am too, but let’s leave here now because this place is full of spies. With a small gesture, Carlos took leave of the waiter and, picking up the Queen’s bags, he hurriedly ushered her out the door. 

Outside, on the beach, the morning’s warm breath carried the flight of the seagulls, who seemed to be sketching possible escape routes on a map of air. Farther away, infantrymen continued checking the cars waiting in a long line of traffic.

Let’s get out of here, Carlos said nervously as he hailed a taxi. Head straight for Valparaíso, we’re going to Laguna Verde. But the road is blocked. So go up and around. It will take a lot longer. It doesn’t matter, we’re in no hurry. Not a word was spoken along the way, and every time she started to say something, Carlos silenced her with a finger to his lips. But what did it matter to talk or not at this moment, she had him next to her, with his swarthy profile, his high-strung youth showing in the subtle tremor of his face so near, so close that she could see a cloudy drop of worry tumbling down his temples. When they reached the port, the taxi stopped for a red light in front of the monumental new Parliament building. What an ugly monstrosity, it looks like a hospital for politics, she whispered to Carlos, who tried not to laugh and repeated his gesture for her to keep silent.

The small presidential motorcade was ascending Cerro Castillo. Look, Augusto, from here you can see the Parliament of Valparaíso. It seems like some kind of joke that you had them build such a beautiful building for all those politicians who hate you so much. Why don’t you forget that idea and turn it into a five-star hotel? Because you aren’t really thinking of calling elections. Just think what would happen if we lost, Chileans are such ungrateful wretches. Just imagine if those Marxists won and occupied that gorgeous building.

Far away, from the squalor of the shantytowns in the ravines of the port, the high towers of the new Parliament building rose in a flamboyant display of modern architecture. That pharaonic edifice was his great pride, as was the Carretera Austral in the south. He would be remembered by posterity for these colossal works, like Ramses II. But perhaps his wife was right that the reds could win an election and with one kick in the ass he would be thrown out of the government. The only thing she didn’t know was that an article in the new constitution designated him as a senator for life until the end of time. He breathed more freely now, seeing the majestic towers outlined against the sky, and then he remembered that, just a short time ago, his wife had insisted that he personally oversee the construction. Curse the day he listened to her, because when the presidential party arrived, when he got out of the presidential car surrounded by bodyguards, photographers, and journalists, he heard shouting from the top of the main body of the building, and he thought naively that the workers were acclaiming him from the scaffolding, so he responded by saluting, but when he listened more carefully, he heard their words: Pinocho! Old bastard! Murderer and criminal. His rage set his face on fire and made him lose his wits, and rolling up the sleeves of his shirt, he shouted back, challenging them: Get down from there you chicken-shit sons of bitches, if you dare. Come here, if you’re so brave, you filthy, ungrateful bastards. It was an embarrassment, a scandal that unfortunately was caught by cameras and aired on television throughout the entire country. And those fools from security, they couldn’t find even one of those bastards; they disappeared in the rubble of the enormous building site, just like those terrorists who attacked him. Probably they were hanging out somewhere or had left Chile through one of the mountain passes. Get out, we’re here, he heard his wife say, from the enormous grassy meadow of Cerro Castillo.

The sea mist brushed their faces with its chilled breath. They had passed through downtown Valparaíso a while ago, and the taxi now snaked along the garbage-filled ravines on the back side of the port city. What a horrible place, it looks like something out of Wuthering Heights, the Queen commented, horrified, shrinking down into her seat. Wait until we get there, it’s really beautiful. I hope so, dear, because so far it has been nothing but sinister. After a few more curves, Laguna Verde, the eye of the oceanic jungle, appeared below. It took her breath away. Carlos, this place is gorgeous, it doesn’t even look like Chile! You see, I told you, it’s just that we Chileans don’t even know our own country. You’re right there, my friend, added the taxi driver enthusiastically, as he drove down the hill to that paradise beach. The tide had left tufts of light, lacy foam along the line of the retreating surf. The arc of sand held that tiny gulf as if it were a teaspoon of transparent turquoise paint. A small village with four houses was the only sign of human life on this stretch of coast, but not a single soul broke the magical ecstasy of the scene.

Can you pick us up at five o’clock? Carlos asked the driver as he handed him some bills to pay for the trip. Of course. The man smiled as he took a gulp of the salty air. Should I pick you up right here? Please, added the young man. He unloaded the Queen’s bags while she looked at the oceanic tulle draped by the breeze. Suddenly, upon seeing the sprays of white foam spread out on the beach, she took off running like a little girl. In her hurried dash she threw off her shoes and took out the pretend clips that held back her imaginary hair. She wanted this landscape to wrap her up, embrace her, fill her to overflowing, cool off the burning flames of her troubled soul. And Carlos followed her, imitating her, joining irresponsibly in this loving flow. He reached her just as a miniature wave wet her feet, and the embrace was returned. The splashes of water drizzling down on their fall were multiplied, because they fell, wound up in each other, laughing, struggling, and rolling around in the sand like two little boys who had finally found each other, two children wrestling in order to disguise in their brusque caresses the urgent need to touch, to span the distance across that masculine chasm of sand and ocean. They lay there alongside each other, panting, their expired bodies like two scribbles on that deserted beach. And if the wretched eyes of the seagulls circling overhead had been a movie camera, their bird’s-eye wide-angle view would have offered up an entire world. If only I could die before I awoke, she said, panting through each word as if she were reading from a script. If so, your highness, I would live forever in a dream, Carlos whispered at her side, the lens of the sky piercing his eyes. You will always reside in my dreams, and in the foliage of my lashes you will hide so that I can discover you, painfully haunting every fluctuation of my eternal sleep. How can you know the future of my pain, princess? said Carlos, feeling how his steamy breath was writing out this dialogue on the backdrop of the firmament. Because you, my prince, are the chosen one who will close the curtain on my final illusion. That is a great honor, your highness, but it is very sad. So what? No other color can I wear from head to toe on this good-bye afternoon … love, she concluded, allowing that final word to place a ring around the echo of her voice. Then, shaking off the sand, she stood up and changed the subject. I’m hungry, Carlos. Where are we going to eat? There’s nothing around here, but look, there’s a little store where we can buy a few things. You go alone, while I set the table. And Carlos ran off down the beach, leaving his footprints sculpted in the sand. Why did I have to meet you? the Queen asked herself as she watched him disappear. We could have never crossed paths, she continued to herself, as she walked over to where Carlos had left her bags. And with a nervous gesture, she undid one of them, looking for something hurriedly, saying excitedly, Where the hell did I put that? And then she found it, unfurling the white flag of the tablecloth embroidered with birds and cherubim. In the blinking of an eye, Carlos returned carrying packages. He stood there in awe, looking at the tablecloth, the napkins, and the bouquet of wildflowers the Queen’s hands had arranged in some seashells.

How elegant! The young man sighed with admiration. You, my princess, can create a kingdom out of nothing. One must have dignity in order to live, Mr. Chauffeur. What did you bring for us to dine upon? I only found some bread rolls, Swiss cheese, and a good Chilean wine to toast to the two of us. How cheeky of you, don’t you know that I am not allowed to drink with the servants? Try it, my lady, said Carlos, as he uncorked the bottle, and you will see that this revolutionary brew makes you forget the difference between social classes. A-ha, you wish to make me drunk so as to take advantage of me, Mr. Chauffeur? she exclaimed, taking a sip. You see, now we are equals, my princess friend. And if we are equals, why don’t I feel the caress of your love sweeping over the moment? Don’t blame love, my princess friend, and give me another sip so we can share the disappointment. She smiled, drawing her lips up into a teasing expression. I’m afraid mine doesn’t even qualify as a disappointment, my dear friend. Nothing more than the realization that a Queen crazed with love will always be willing to be hoodwinked … and used. She allowed her voice to drop down a staircase of words, and on the last step it broke into a quaver. Whenever you play at the game of love, you always run the risk of making a mistake, she kept reciting, almost in a trance, especially when many don’t even know how to play, and she finished the sentence by directing at Carlos an accusatory stare. What did I say that upset you? Nothing, cutie, don’t worry; for a moment I allowed myself to be swept up into this stupid story. Let’s change the subject. Tell me, how did you escape after the attack? Don’t say attack, because it wasn’t that. So what should I call it? Ambush, Carlos confirmed, his brow knitted. You will have to forgive me, but I am not accustomed to using these cowboy words, the Queen added, making the scene even more tense with her sarcastic tone. Call it whatever you want, but remember that you were also involved in it. Oh, really? I can’t believe you people. When it’s convenient for you, you remember me, and when it’s not, you don’t, you just toss me aside like an old rag. That’s not what’s going on, don’t misinterpret the situation, Carlos said, with a heretofore unknown seriousness. We’re protecting you. Isn’t it more like you’re protecting yourselves, because you never really trusted me? That may also be true, I’m not going to deny it. Great! Finally you admit it! Don’t put words in my mouth, I didn’t mean it in that way, just that we are grateful for your cooperation. What’s more, in the name of the Front, I am to give you this money for lodging and expenses for a few months at least, until everything settles down and you can return to Santiago. And why are you choosing this moment to pay me for my services? Don’t be silly, it’s not payment, it’s money you’re going to need. I guess I’m just a foolish faggot who got everything all mixed up, she said, a little girl swaddling her infinite pain. Don’t be like that, it’s not such a big deal. You know I’ll never forget you. Carlos was also seized by sadness, and without knowing what else to do, he took her faded birdlike hands and kissed them with the burning coals of his dark lips. How could I repay you for all that you have done for us, and especially for me? With just three words. What words? he said with a touch of embarrassment in his macho Marxist eyes. My tender matador. What else?

Look, Augusto, the beach is swarming with all that riff-raff, and it’s not even summer. Just imagine what it will be like in January and February. It’s not fair, Viña has definitely gone to the dogs. They don’t even respect that the president spends the summer here in Cerro Castillo. On the terrace of the mansion, the First Lady lay in the pale sun smearing herself with cucumber, rosa mosqueta, and placenta creams, while she looked through binoculars at the crowd of bathers playing in the surf. Just look, those women aren’t one bit ashamed to show everything. Look down there at that fat plain-looking woman wearing a yellow bathing suit with black stripes just like mine, just like this rag you gave me. Take the binoculars and look and you’ll see it’s the same brand, the same fabric, the same pattern. I’m going to drop dead right here with rage, you old miser. I bet you sent somebody to buy it at Falabella department store, where all these lower-class people shop. Luckily I brought the blue one with white orchids Gonzalo bought me in Paris. I’m going to change into it right away. I can’t stand for a single minute longer this horrible rag that makes me look like Maya the Bee.

He watched his wife walk away across the lawn into the house, watched her fat behind etched with cellulite, and smiled at the thought that she did in fact look a little like that cartoon character. He felt a warm breeze begin to relax the muscles in his back, still stiff from the memory of the recent attack. Luckily, everything was over, and except for that muscle cramp, he felt confident knowing that he was safe in this fortress. The sky was so blue that all of Viña del Mar seemed encased and protected in this celestial bubble. So he yawned and allowed himself to be engulfed in the comforting sense of relief. Here there was no danger, he managed to think, before he crossed the threshold of sleep. In this castle embedded in the hill, no terrorist could make an attempt on his life—unless they came by air; unless they got a helicopter and found him there sleeping and unprotected. The buzz of the sea from afar brought his thoughts into rhythm with the whirring of propellers. But as he paid closer attention, the metallic chopping noise became differentiated from the rumblings of the beach, then the roar of the demolishing engine growing louder and louder as it approached. But the sky in his dream continued to be blue, as blue as the stained-glass windows that shattered to pieces when the wind stirred up by the helicopter blasted the house, when it blew away the magazines and the hat his wife had left on the deck chair. It was a chaotic whirlwind that was about to swallow him up. In utter terror he looked around him, desperately rang the servant bell, a miniscule call for help that was drowned out by the vibrating fury of the hurricane, drowned out like his shouts and his cries, like the silent grimace painted on his lips. They’re killing me, they’re killing me! he cried at the very moment that he opened his eyes and saw his wife, who, still angry, was handing him his bottle of medicine. The heli … heli … helicopter, he managed to cough out in despair. It’s nothing, take your drops, and don’t be so chickenhearted. It’s just Admiral Urrutia, come to say hi. Since we don’t have a heliport here, I told him to land in the garden.

It has been a marvelous day, she sighed as she looked at Carlos, who was cleaning the sand off his feet while she folded up the tablecloth. If life were a movie, all we would need is for some intrusive hand to come and switch on a light, she whispered, letting her nearsighted eyes sweep along the shadowy cliffs, now sunk in almost total darkness. Along the ridge of the hills, Valparaíso wore its humble crown of sparks. Look, Carlos, the port looks like a party island that is bidding us farewell. But Carlos didn’t want to raise his eyes, he didn’t want to look, and he continued mechanically cleaning the invisible sand off his feet. For the first time he had remained silent and not responded, not participated in the poetic banter that once more—and with so much love, and perhaps for the last time—his Queen commanded. My Queen, he thought, my inevitable Queen, my unforgettable Queen. My impossible Queen, he said softly, looking at her profile tinged with a beautiful blue-green from the reflection of the sea. Look, Carlos, now Valparaíso looks like a New Year’s cruise boat decorated for the celebration. Do you see the mermaid curling off the point, like the one in Neruda’s house? What did you say they were called? Look how the hills light up now like sparklers, like a Christmas tree being carried out by the tide. Did you have Christmas trees when you were little, Carlos? Did you ever get a little boat as a present? Look how beautiful, Carlos, how the streets light up with wreaths of light. Do they have Christmas trees in Cuba? Carlos lifted his eyes and saw in the distance the bejeweled island of Havana melting into a heavy teardrop. Would you come with me to Cuba? Carlos’s voice resounded in her bell-like head, and she turned her face toward him, stunned by the question. The silence awaiting the response was so enormous they didn’t need to touch each other to feel the presence of the night embracing them with the illusion of eternity. I’m going to be grateful to you for the rest of my life for that invitation. It’s as if you were asking me to marry you. She laughed when she said it, then immediately added gravely, Don’t play with me, child, because I might take you seriously. I’m completely serious. I’m leaving tomorrow and I can still get you a ticket. And what would your comrades say? They would understand it as part of the plan to save you. Everybody who participated is leaving the country. Your generosity touches me, my love, and I wish I could see the world with your innocence, which stretches its arms out to me. But at my age I can’t go running off like a crazy old fool after a dream. We were brought together by two stories that barely even shook hands with each other in the midst of everything that happened. And what didn’t happen here will never happen anywhere in the world. I fell in love with you like a rabid bitch, and you let yourself be loved. What could happen in Cuba that would offer me the hope of having your love? Your silence already says goodbye, like the song says. Your silence is the cruel truth, but it is also a sincere answer. Don’t say anything because everything is clear. Do you realize, my dear, that the attack was my failure too?

The horn of the taxi shattered the silence into which they had both descended. Wrapped in that silence, they picked up the bags and walked toward the car that waited to take them back. Did you get all your things? Carlos asked, once they were both settled in the moving taxi. And she lied, nodding her head. Behind, on the beach darkened by the velvety night, the tide crept up to the white tablecloth left on the sand. Señor, does this car have a radio? the Queen asked with renewed flirtatiousness. Can you believe it? Someone stole it just last week. Oh, well, it doesn’t matter, she said, humming softly the thankless words of an old folk song:

It has drawings
of little figures,
crazy birds
who want to fly.
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