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It is not down on any map; true places never are.
Herman Melville, Moby-Dick


KAMCHATKA


First Period: Biology

Noun: the study of living organisms.
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THE LAST WORD

The last thing papá said to me, the last word from his lips, was ‘Kamchatka’.

He kissed me, his stubble scratching my cheek, then climbed into the Citroën. The car moved off along the undulating ribbon of road, a green bubble bobbing into view with every hill, getting smaller and smaller until I couldn’t see it any more. I stood there for a long while, my game of Risk tucked under my arm, until my abuelo, my grandpa, put his hand on my shoulder and said, ‘Let’s go home’.

And that’s all there is.

If you want, I can give you more details. Grandpa used to say God is in the details. He used to say a lot of things, like ‘What Piazzolla plays isn’t tango’ and ‘It’s just as important to wash your hands before you pee as afterwards – you never know what you’ve been touching’, but I don’t think those things are relevant.

We said our goodbyes on the forecourt of a petrol station on Route 3, a few kilometres outside Dorrego in the south of Buenos Aires province. The three of us had had breakfast in the station café, croissants and café con leche in bowls as big as saucepans, with the petrol company logo on them. Mamá was there too, but she spent the whole time in the toilet. She’d eaten something that had upset her stomach and she couldn’t even hold down liquids. And the Midget, my kid brother, was asleep, sprawled on the back seat of the Citroën. He wriggled his arms, his legs, all the time while he was asleep, as though staking his claim, a king of infinite space.

At this moment, I am ten years old. I look normal enough apart from an unruly tuft of hair that sticks up like an exclamation mark.

It is spring. In the southern hemisphere, October days shimmer with golden light and today is no exception; the morning is a palace. The air is filled with fluttering panaderos – dandelion seeds, those daytime stars that in Argentina we call panaderos – or little bakers. I catch them in my cupped palms and, with a puff of breath, set them free again, urging them on to fertile ground.

(The Midget would crack up if he heard me say: ‘The air is filled with fluttering panaderos’. He’d roll on the ground, clutching his belly, laughing like a lunatic as he imagined tiny men, their brown and white aprons covered in flour, floating like bubbles.)

I can even remember the other people at the petrol station. The petrol pump attendant, a chubby man with a moustache and dark armpits. The driver of the IKA truck, counting a fat wad of banknotes as big as bed sheets on his way to the toilet. (I guess grandpa’s maxim about washing your hands before you pee is relevant after all.) The backpacker with the messianic beard, crossing the forecourt as he heads for the open road, his billycans clanking, like tolling bells calling to repentance.

The little girl sets down her skipping rope to go and wet her hair under the tap. She wrings it dry as she walks back, water dripping onto the dusty forecourt. The drops that just a moment earlier spelled out Morse code in the dust vanish as the seconds pass. Obedient to the call of gravity, they trickle down into the mineral particles, snaking through the spaces that exist where there seemed to be none, leaving behind some part of their moisture to give life to these particles even as they lose themselves on their journey towards the molten heart of the planet, the fire where the Earth still looks as it did when it was first formed. (In the end, we always are what we once were.)

Gracefully, the girl in front of me bends down and, for a minute, I think she is bowing. But in fact she’s picking up her skipping rope. She starts to skip again, a perfect rhythm, the rope whipping through the air, whup, whup, creating the bubble in which she hovers.

Papá opens the door to the station café and lets me go in; grandpa is already inside, waiting for us. His teaspoon creating a whirlpool in his café con leche.

Sometimes there are variations in what I remember. Sometimes mamá doesn’t get out of the Citroën until we leave the café because she’s busy scribbling something on her pack of Jockey Club cigarettes. Sometimes the numbers on the petrol pump run backwards instead of forwards. Sometimes the backpacker gets there before us and by the time we arrive he’s already hitchhiking, as though in a hurry to discover a world he’s never seen, the clank of his billycans pealing out the good news. These variations don’t worry me. I’m used to them. They mean I’m remembering something I hadn’t noticed before; they mean that I’m not exactly the same person I was when last I remembered.

Time is weird. That much is obvious. Sometimes I think everything happens at once, which is anything but obvious and even weirder. I feel sorry for people who brag about ‘living in the moment’; they’re like people who come into the cinema after the film has started or people who drink Diet Coke – they’re missing out on the best part. I think time is like the dial on a radio. Most people like to settle on a station with a clear signal and no interference. But that doesn’t mean you can’t listen to two or even three stations at the same time; it doesn’t mean synchrony is impossible. Until quite recently, people believed it was impossible for a universe to fit inside two atoms, but it fits. Why dismiss the idea that on time’s radio you can listen to the entire history of humanity simultaneously?

Every day, life gives us an intimation of this. We sense that, inside us, every ‘we’ we once were (and will be?) coexists: the innocent self-absorbed child, the sensual young man generous to a fault, the adult, feet planted firmly on the ground yet still clinging to his illusions, and finally we are the old man who knows that gold is just another metal; as his eyesight fails he has acquired vision. Sometimes, as I remember, my voice is that of the ten-year-old boy I was then; sometimes the voice of the seventy-year-old man I am yet to be; sometimes it is my voice, at the age I am now . . . or the age I think I am. Who I have been, who I am, who I will be are all in continual conversation, each influencing the other. That my past and my present together determine my future sounds like a fundamental truth, but I suspect that my future joins forces with the present to do the same thing to my past. Every time I remember, the person I was speaks his lines, performs his actions with increasing confidence, as though with each performance he grows more comfortable with the role, and understands it better.

The numbers on my petrol pump will start to go backwards. I can’t stop them.

Grandpa is back in his truck, one foot on the running board, softly singing his favourite tango: ‘decí por Dios qué me has dao, que estoy tan cambiao, no sé más quien soy’.

Papá leans down and whispers a last word into my ear. I can feel the warmth of his cheek as I could feel it then. He kisses me, his stubble rasping against my cheek.

‘Kamchatka.’

Kamchatka is not my name, but as he says it, I know he is thinking of me.
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ALL THINGS REMOTE

‘Kamchatka’ is a strange word. My Spanish friends find it unpronounceable. Whenever I say it, they look at me condescendingly, as though they were dealing with some sort of savage. They look at me and they see Queequeg, the tattooed man from Melville’s novel, worshipping his little idol of some misshapen god. How interesting Moby-Dick would have been narrated by Queequeg. But history is written by the survivors.

I can’t remember a time when I did not know about Kamchatka. At first, it was simply one of the territories waiting to be conquered in Risk, my favourite board game, and the epic sweep of the game rubbed off on the place-name, but to my ears, I swear, the name itself sounds like greatness. Is it me, or does the word ‘Kamchatka’ sound like the clash of swords?

I am one of those people who always hunger for things remote, like Ishmael in Moby-Dick. The magnitude of the adventure is measured by distance: the more distant the peak, the greater the courage needed. In Risk, Argentina – the country where I was born – is on the bottom left of the board, just below the pink lines of the trade winds. In this two-dimensional universe, Kamchatka was the most distant place you could imagine.

At the start of our games, nobody ever fought for Kamchatka. The patriotic coveted South America, the ambitious looked to North America, the cultivated set their sights on Europe and the pragmatic set up camp in Africa and Oceania – easy to conquer and even easier to defend. Kamchatka was in Asia, which was too vast and consequently almost impossible to defend. And as if that wasn’t enough, Kamchatka isn’t even a real country: it exists as an independent nation only in the curious planisphere of Risk, and who wants to conquer a country that isn’t even real?

Kamchatka was left to me; I always had a soft spot for the underdog. To me, Kamchatka boomed like the drums of some secret savage kingdom, calling to make me their king.

At the time I knew nothing about the real Kamchatka, that frozen tongue Russia pokes into the Pacific Ocean, mocking its neighbours. I knew nothing about its eternal snows, its hundred volcanoes; I had never heard of the Mutnovsky glacier or the lakes of acid. I knew nothing of the wild bears, the fumaroles, the gas that bubbles up on the muddy surface of the thermal springs like pustules on a thousand toads. It was enough for me that Kamchatka was shaped like a scimitar and was utterly inaccessible.

Papá would be surprised if he knew how like the real Kamchatka is to the landscape of my dreams: a frozen peninsula, which is also the most active volcanic region on Earth. A horizon ringed by towering, inaccessible peaks shrouded in sulphurous vapours. Kamchatka is a paradox, a kingdom of extremes, a contradiction in terms.
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I AM LEFT WITH NO UNCLES

On the Risk board, the apparent distance between Argentina and Kamchatka is misleading. When these flat dimensions are mapped onto a globe, this journey, which had seemed impossible, suddenly seems simple. There is no need to traverse the known world to get from one to the other. Kamchatka and the Americas are so close, they all but touch.

Similarly, the goodbyes we said on the forecourt of the petrol station and the beginnings of my story are superposed extremes, each nested inside the other. October sun melds with April sun, this morning blends with that one. It is easy for me to forget that one sun is the promise of summer and the other its farewell.

In the southern hemisphere, April is a month of extremes. Autumn begins and with it comes the cold. But the flurries of wind do not last and the sun always returns in triumph. The days are still long, some seem to have been stolen from summer. Ceiling fans begin their last shifts and people escape to the beach for the weekends as they try to outrun winter.

April 1976, in all its glory, was just like any other. I had just started sixth grade. I was trying to make sense of timetables, to decipher the lists of books I had to get hold of. I still packed more into my schoolbag than I needed and complained that I had to sit too close to Señorita Barbeito’s desk in class.

But some things were different. The military coup, for a start. Although papá and mamá didn’t talk about it much (they didn’t seem angry or upset, simply uncertain), it was obviously something serious. Meanwhile all my uncles were disappearing as if by magic.

Up until 1975, in our house in Flores, people came and went at all hours, talking and laughing loudly, thumping the table when someone said something interesting, drinking mate and beer, singing, playing the guitar and putting their feet up on the rocking chair as though they’d lived here all their lives. Most of them were actually people I’d never seen before and would never see again. When they arrived, papá invariably introduced them as ‘uncles’ and ‘aunts’. Tío Edward, Tío Alfredo, Tía Teresa, Tío Mario, Tío Daniel. We never remembered their names, but it didn’t matter. The Midget would wait for a few minutes, then amble into the dining room and, in his most innocent voice, say, ‘Tío, can I have a glass of Coke?’ Five men would leap to their feet to get it for him, and they would come back with glasses filled to the brim just in time for us to watch The Saint.

Towards the end of 1975, these uncles gradually began to disappear. Fewer and fewer of them visited us. They didn’t talk so loudly now; they didn’t laugh or sing anymore. Papá didn’t even bother to introduce them.

One day papá told me Tío Rodolfo had died and asked me to come with him to the wake. I said I would, because he’d asked me and not the Midget, given my superior status as older brother.

It was my first wake. Tío Rodolfo lay in the back room in an open coffin. The three or four other rooms were full of angry, single-minded people drinking sugary coffee and smoking like chimneys. I was relieved. I hate it when people cry, and I’d figured that everyone would be bawling their eyes out at a wake. I remember talking to Tío Raymundo (I’d never met him before; papá introduced us when we arrived). Tío Raymundo asked me about school, about where I lived and, without even thinking, I lied. I told him I lived near La Boca. I don’t know why.

Out of sheer boredom, I went over to look in the coffin and discovered that I did know Tío Rodolfo. His cheeks seemed a little more sunken, his moustache a little bigger, or maybe it just looked bigger because in death he appeared thinner, more formal, or maybe he just looked more formal because of the suit and the shirt with the wide collar, but it was definitely Tío Rodolfo. He was one of the few ‘uncles’ who had been to our house more than once and he had always made an effort to be nice to me and the Midget. The last time he visited, he’d given me a River Plate football shirt. When we got home from the wake, I looked in my wardrobe and there it was in its own coffin, second drawer from the bottom.

I didn’t even touch it. I shut the drawer and tried to put it out of my mind, but that night I dreamed the shirt had somehow crawled out of the drawer by itself, slithered over to my bed like a snake, wrapped itself around my neck and tried to choke me. I had that dream several times. And every time I woke up, I felt stupid. How could a River Plate shirt strangle me when I wasn’t even a River Plate supporter?

There were other signs too, but this was the most frightening. Fear had taken root in my own house, in my drawer, carefully folded, smelling of fresh laundry, nestling among the socks.

I didn’t ask papá what Tío Rodolfo died of. I didn’t need to. You don’t die of old age when you’re thirty.
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AN INCONVENIENT PATRIARCH

My school was called Leandro N. Alem, after the gentleman who glowered down at us from the gloomy portrait every time we were sent to the headmaster’s office. The school was a nineteenth-century building on the corner of Yerbal and Fray Cayetano, opposite the Plaza Flores in the heart of one of Buenos Aires’ most traditional neighbourhoods. It was a two-storey building set around a central courtyard lit by a skylight whose shabby marble staircase bore witness to the generations who had taken it in their ascent to Learning.

It was a public school: its doors were open to everyone without distinction. For a small monthly fee, anyone could come to class, get a mid-morning snack and participate in sporting activities. For this notional fee we were granted access to the engine room of our language and to mathematics, the language of the Universe; we were taught where on the globe we were situated, what lay to north, to south, to east and west; what pulsed beneath our feet in the igneous core of the Earth, and above our heads; and before our virgin eyes unfolded the history of humankind, the history of which, for better or worse, we were at that time the culmination.

It was in these high-ceilinged classrooms with their creaking floors that I first heard a story by Cortázar and first opened Mariano Moreno’s Plan Revolucionario de Operaciones and learned of the part it played in our independence. In these classrooms I discovered that the human body was the most perfect machine and thrilled at the elegant solution to some problem in arithmetic.

My class could have served as a model for any campaign promoting peace among the peoples of the Earth. Broitman was a Jew. Valderrey had a thick Spanish accent. Talavera was two generations removed from his black ancestors. Chinen was Chinese. Even those boys who were more typically Argentinian – a mix of Hispanic, Italian and indigenous tribes – were noticeably dark-skinned. Some of us were the sons of professionals, others of working men with no education to speak of. Some of their parents owned their houses; others rented or still lived in their grandparents’ houses. Some of us spent our spare time studying languages and playing sports; others helped their fathers to fix radios and televisions in their workshops, or kicked a ball around on whatever piece of waste ground they could find.

In the classroom, none of these distinctions meant anything. Some of my best friends (Guidi, for example, who was already an electronics wizard; or Mansilla who was even blacker that Talavera and lived in Ramos Mejía, a suburb so far out of the city that it felt even more remote than Kamchatka) had little or nothing in common with me, and the life I lived. But we all got along.

We all wore a white school smock in the mornings and a grey one in the afternoons, we drank mate at playtime and we jostled and shoved to get our favourite pastry, which the janitor brought in a sky-blue plastic bowl. Our uniforms made us equals, as did our youthful curiosity and energy. Our childlike passions rendered our differences insignificant.

We were equal, too, in our complete ignorance on the subject of Leandro N. Alem, the school patriarch. With his beard and his intimidating scowl, he looked a lot like Melville. Maybe because he was tired of the two-dimensional confines of the painting in the headmaster’s office, he seemed intent on pointing to something just outside the frame. The obvious interpretation might suggest that he was pointing to the future path we would travel. But the nervous expression the painter had given him made it seem more likely that Alem was saying that we were looking in the wrong place; that we should not be looking at him but at something else, some mystery that did not appear in the painting and, being ambiguous, could not be but ominous.

In all the time I spent in these classrooms, nobody ever taught us anything about Leandro Alem. Many years later (by which time I was living in Kamchatka) I discovered that Alem had rebelled against the conservative administration of his time in support of universal suffrage, taken up arms and wound up in prison though he lived to see his ideas finally triumph. Maybe they did not mention Alem to us because they wanted to spare us the inconvenient fact that he had committed suicide. The suicide of a successful man can only cast a pall over his ideas – as it would if St Peter had slit his wrists or Einstein had swallowed poison while living in exile in the US.

So it would be naive to imagine that it was only by chance that I attended the school that bore his name every day for six years – until the morning that I walked out and never went back.
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A SCIENTIFIC DIGRESSION

That April morning Señorita Barbeito closed the classroom blinds and showed us an educational film. The film, in washed-out colours, with a voice-over dubbed by a Mexican narrator, discussed the mystery of life, explaining that cells came together to form tissue and tissues came together to form organs and organs came together to create organisms, though each was more than the sum of its parts.

I was sitting (to my frustration, as I’ve said) in the front row, my nose almost pressed against the screen. I only paid attention for the first few minutes. I registered the fact that the Earth had been formed in a ball of fire 4,500 million years ago. I remember it took 500 million years for the first rocks to form. I remember it rained for 200 million years – that’s some flood – after which there were oceans. Then, in his deep voice and his thick Mexican accent, the narrator started talking about the evolution of species and I realized he had skipped the bit of the story between the Earth being barren and the first appearance of life. I thought maybe there was a section of the film missing and that this was why the Mexican kept banging on about mystery. By the time I’d finished thinking this and tried to go back to the film I’d lost the thread, so I didn’t understand anything after that.

But this business of the mystery of life stuck with me. I raised some of my questions with mamá, who explained to me about Darwin and Virchow. In 1855 Virchow had proposed that omnis cellula e cellula (‘all cells from cells’), thereby stipulating that life was a chain whose first link, mamá had to admit, was not a trivial matter. It was also mamá who filled in some of the holes in the Mexican narrator’s calendar. She explained that the first single-cell life forms appeared on Earth 3,500 million years ago in the shallow oceans, produced by the longest thunderstorm in history.

Other things I discovered later while I was living in Kamchatka among the volcanic eruptions and the sulphurous vapours. I discovered, for example, that we are made up of the same tiny atoms and molecules as rocks are. (Surely we should last longer.) I discovered that Louis Pasteur, the man who invented vaccinations, conducted experiments that proved that life could not appear spontaneously in an oxygen-rich atmosphere like that of our Earth. (The mystery was getting bigger.) Later, to my relief, I discovered that a number of scientists contend that in the beginning the Earth had no oxygen, or only trace amounts.

Sometimes I think that everything you need to know about life can be found in biology books. They discuss the way that bacteria reacted to the massive injection of oxygen into the Earth’s atmosphere. Until that point (2,000 million years ago, according to my chronology), oxygen was fatal to life. Bacteria survived because oxygen was absorbed by the planet’s metals. When the metals were saturated and could absorb no more, the atmosphere was filled with toxic gas and many species died out. But the bacteria regrouped, developed defence mechanisms and adapted in a way that was as effective as it was brilliant: their metabolism began to require the very substance that, until then, had been poisonous to them. Rather than die of oxygen toxicity, they used oxygen to live. What had killed them became the air that they breathed.

Perhaps this ability that life has to turn things to its advantage doesn’t mean much to you. But let me tell you that, in my world, it has meant a lot.
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FANTASTIC VOYAGE

Five minutes into the film, I wasn’t thinking about cells or mysteries or molecules at all – I was playing. I discovered that if I looked at the screen and let my eyes go out of focus, the images became 3-D: psychedelia for beginners. After I’d been staring at the little moving circles and bananas of cell tissue for a while, the edges of the screen began to disappear and it was like I’d fallen into magma.

At first it was fun. It was like being in Fantastic Voyage, that film where they shrink a submarine down to microscopic size and inject it into the bloodstream of a human guinea pig. But after a while, I felt dizzy. If I didn’t stop, I was going to throw up my breakfast.

I turned around in my seat, looking for somewhere to rest my tired eyes. In the half-light of the classroom, Mazzocone was eating the sandwich that was supposed to be his lunch, Guidi had fallen asleep and Broitman was playing Six Million Dollar Man with a toy soldier. (Making it run in slow motion and jump like a cricket.) Bertuccio had his back turned to me. True to form, he had leapt to his feet and was telling Señorita Barbeito that he was not about to swallow the idea that once upon a time there was just a single cell in the ocean, then time passed and – boom! – that cell turned into us.
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ENTER BERTUCCIO

Bertuccio was my best friend. It might sound like bull, but I swear that by the age of ten Bertuccio was reading Anouilh’s Becket and claiming he wanted to be a playwright. I had read Hamlet, because I didn’t want to be outdone, and because we had a copy of it at home (we didn’t have a copy of Becket) and even though I didn’t understand a word of Hamlet, I wrote an adaptation that I planned to perform with my friends in the alcove between the kitchen and the patio, which would make a fantastic stage if mamá moved the washing machine.

But I was only trying to seem grown up; Bertuccio actually wanted to be an artist. He had read somewhere that an artist questions society and ever since he had been questioning everything, from the cost of school fees and the point of wearing a white smock in the morning and a grey one in the afternoons to the veracity of the story about French and Beruti handing out blue and white ribbons to the rebels of the revolution of 1841. (How could they have known that Belgrano would make the Argentine flag blue and white? What were they, psychic?)

Bertuccio was forever embarrassing me. One time we went to the cinema to see Gold, which was over-fourteens only and the guy on the ticket desk asked us for ID. Bertuccio admitted that he was underage but said that he had read the book and hadn’t found anything liable to deprave or corrupt in it and informed the guy that no one had the right to presume that he was too immature to see a movie. When the ticket seller tried to interrupt him, Bertuccio solemnly announced that he, my dear sir, had already read Becket, The Exorcist and Lady Chatterley’s Lover (or parts of it, at least) ‘which is more than many adults can say, or are you calling me a liar?’

Whenever he got me into this kind of mess, I was the one who came up with the solutions. When Bertuccio got tired of talking and the guy on the ticket desk couldn’t stand it any more, we went up the marble staircase to the first floor of the Rivera Indarte Cinema and hid in the toilets, waited until the usher had punched all the tickets for the Pullman seats, then, when he went into the cinema to show a latecomer to his seat, we snuck in behind him and hid behind the curtains. We’d missed the first fifteen minutes, but at least we got to see the film.

Gold was shit. There weren’t even any naked women in it.
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THE PRINCIPLE OF NECESSITY

On this particular morning, while Bertuccio was challenging Señorita Barbeito over the very foundations of the temple of science, I was looking for a pencil and some paper to play Hangman.

Señorita Barbeito sighed and told Bertuccio that of course there was a principle that explained everything: cell division, cells combining so as to develop complex functions, creatures leaving their aquatic environment, developing colours and fur, seeking new sources of energy, evolving paws, moving about and standing erect. Mazzocone was getting upset now because he realized he would have nothing to eat at lunchtime; a thread of drool was trickling down Guidi’s chin; Broitman was explaining to me that his Action Man cost $6 million and I was thinking how cool it would be to actually throw up and splatter the screen while Señorita Barbeito was explaining to Bertuccio that this principle that explained how an organism develops and adapts to changing circumstances is the principle of necessity.

Bertuccio wanted to stand his ground; he was determined not to let Señorita Barbeito twist his arm on this, so I twisted his arm, literally. He asked what I wanted and I said would he like to play Hangman. He looked as though he was considering the possibility; his philosophical debate could always be resumed later. (I had come up with a word with lots of Ks that I knew would baffle him.) Bertuccio agreed but only if he could have the first go. He marked out an eleven-letter word while I was drawing the gallows. I said ‘A’ and he started filling in the blanks. There were five As in Bertuccio’s word.

‘You’re crazy’, I said.

‘Just wait,’ he said, ‘you’ll see,’ theatrical as ever.

I said ‘E’ and he drew the head.

I said ‘I’ and he drew the neck.

I said ‘O’ and he drew one arm.

I said ‘U’ and he drew the other arm.

This is hard, I thought. An ill-fated ‘S’ earned me the body and after a suicidal ‘T’, I was hanging by a thread.

Then there was a knock at the door and mamá came in.

The only thing I learned from the whole cell business: people change because they have no alternative.
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THE ROCK

We used to call mamá the Rock. In the Fantastic Four, a Stan Lee comic, one of the Four is this guy made of rocks called ‘The Thing’. That was where we got the idea. Mamá wasn’t exactly thrilled about being compared to some bald, knock-kneed guy, but she was flattered that the name acknowledged her authority. She was happy as long as it was only me and the Midget that used the nickname. When papá called her the Rock – and papá did it more than we did – it was like everything was happening in Sensurround, the effect they use in disaster movies where all the seats shake.

To us, mamá had always been blonde, but from old photos we could see that she had become blonder over time. She was slim and full of life, the complete opposite of the Thing. When I was little, she liked movies and doing crosswords. There was a photo of Montgomery Clift on her bedside table from back when he was still handsome, before the car crash smashed his face up. She was a Liza Minnelli fan too. Every morning she would wake us with the soundtrack from Cabaret. Mamá had a good voice and she knew all the words by heart from ‘Willkommen, Bienvenue, Welcome!’ at the beginning to ‘Auf wiedersehen, à bientôt’ just before the cymbal crash at the end. Given the stars she idolized, it seems obvious I was supposed to grow up to be gay, but that’s just one of the things that didn’t pan out.

I thought mamá was beautiful. All boys think their mothers are beautiful, but in my defence I have to say that mine had the Searing Smile, a superpower Stan Lee would have paid good money for. Whenever she knew she was in the wrong – like the time I asked her to give me back the birthday money she’d asked me to lend her – she would use the Searing Smile and something inside me would melt and I would suddenly feel too weak to insist. (Actually, she never did give me that money back.) Papá said we were the lucky ones; he said that in the bedroom she used the Searing Smile for sinister purposes but refused to say anything more, leaving the details to our feverish imaginations.

But her other powers, the powers that earned her the nickname the Rock even the Thing would have envied. Mamá could wield the Glacial Stare, the Petrifying Scream and, in exceptional circumstances, the Paralysing Pinch. Worse still, if mamá had an Achilles heel, we never discovered what it was. No kryptonite worked on mamá. This, however, did not stop us from trying her patience every day, exposing ourselves to the Stare, the Scream and the Pinch. Weaklings that we were, we always succumbed. There was something atavistic about our confrontations. They were like battles between man and wolf, between Superman and Lex Luthor, a larger-than-life struggle that we played out over and over, aware that it was a drama written to delight some deity with Elizabethan tastes. We fought because fighting defined us, one as much as the other. Because, in conflict, we were.

Mamá had a doctorate in Physics and worked as a professor at the university. She always claimed that she had actually wanted to study biology and that the blame for her changing courses and studying the laws of the universe lay with her equally intractable mother, grandma Matilde. You’d have to know grandma Matilde to realize how ridiculous that was. I don’t think my grandmother was much concerned with mamá’s future beyond her ability to ensnare a man of good pedigree. (Another expression that tickled the Midget: was this the same Pedigree you feed to dogs?). This was a dream grandma Matilde had to give up once my father appeared on the scene – papá had a pedigree all right: mongrel. But I don’t think grandma Matilde cared a hoot whether mamá studied biology, physics or acupuncture. Besides, I couldn’t imagine mamá falling in with grandma Matilde’s master plan anyway. I don’t know where this primal family legend came from, but what I do know is that my love of science, what the Mexican narrator referred to as the mystery of life, I owe to mamá.

That, and my passion for Liza with a Z. Got a problem with that?
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A SHORT FAMILY PARENTHESIS

When mamá met papá, she was already engaged to some other guy. Breaking off the engagement caused a huge scandal in the family. But mamá, who was not yet the Rock but the stone in David’s slingshot, was not one to give up easily.

Not long after, she organized a dinner to introduce papá to the clan. Legend has it that mamá’s family had adored her previous fiancé. But papá went one better. He arrived, all serious, set on playing the part of the lawyer with a promising future (which is, incidentally, exactly what he was). Papá carefully dropped references to his ‘cases’ into the conversation and mentioned the offices he had just opened in Tribunales. By the time dessert was served, everyone had relaxed and mamá and her cousin Ana got up to dance a cueca or a samba, some dance that involved them flicking handkerchiefs. Papá shouted, ‘Watch where you’re flicking that snot!’ It was this comment that finally tipped the scales. Mamá’s family breathed a sigh of relief. Papá was one of them.

They married the same year. I showed up a year later. If the stories are to be believed, I was born after a ten-month pregnancy. Mamá’s due date was 1 January. The 10th (her birthday) came and went and still nothing. The 20th: still nothing. Regular check-ups revealed that I was perfectly healthy: I was still breathing, still growing normally. Nevertheless, by the end of January, the doctors decided to induce labour.

Papá claimed that the whole thing was just a mix-up, that the obstetrician had simply got the dates wrong – a logical explanation – but whenever mamá disputed this, papá would get nervous as somehow he sensed that all that separated him from the unthinkable was a piece of card and a doctor’s illegible scrawl.

As for me, the story of my birth gave me a taste for stories of other extraordinary births. According to tradition, unusual births are noteworthy. Julius Caesar, for example, was ‘born by the knife’ (cut from his mother’s belly, hence the term caesarean), and died by the knife on the Ides of March. Pallas Athena was – literally – the product of the worst headache Zeus ever had. I suppose I could have tried to come up with some reason for my refusal to be born, but something always stopped me. Midwives say that no one ever knows anything until the time is right and that is the tradition I respect above all others.

Five years later, the Midget showed up. According to papá, the Midget was the result of a wild night celebrating a win on the horses at the Hipódromo de Palermo. According to family legend, it was papá’s first time at the races – he’d been dragged there by colleagues from the law office in Tribunales and rapidly developed a taste for gambling. Having picked two winners on his first night, he suddenly thought he was an expert. I don’t remember him ever winning again. This was probably why the Midget was the only brother I had.

For a long time, I thought there was some kind of connection between fate, fortune and children (I liked to imagine I was the son of a professional poker player and consequently of royal birth) and, more specifically, a fateful connection between my little brother and racehorses. I stoically endured him breaking my Matchbox cars, tearing my comics, breaking my Airfix models, because I believed his actions were dictated by fate. His bestial behaviour was something that was written in the stars, a theory supported by the fact that he was born on 29 April, World Animal Day. My brother was born under the sign of the beast.

It was about then that mamá began working as a professor and started some group at the university, something to do with trade unions, and ended up winning elections. It was because of mamá that papá devoted his career to defending political prisoners: mamá found new cases for him every week. A lot of the ‘uncles’ were mamá’s political friends or from the union; some had been in jail. Tío Rodolfo, for example.

At first papá wasn’t too keen on all this politics. He used to tease mamá, saying he was happier when she was reading trashy novels by Guy des Cars rather than political pamphlets by Hernández Arregui and El Descamisado and huge tomes with titles like Instability and Chaos in Nonlinear Dynamical Systems, but he didn’t mean it. Whenever they talked about politics, I could tell he was just as passionate as she was. Papá was the sort of man who screamed at the news on TV as though the newscasters and politicians could hear him. People say Shakespeare’s soliloquies are contrived but what’s the difference between Hamlet talking to a skull and papá talking to the TV?

For a while, during the time of the ‘uncles’, they used to drag the Midget and me along to any protests and demonstrations they went to. We loved this, because there was always an ‘uncle’ who’d sit us on his shoulders or give us a piggyback. People would buy us drinks or sweets, and we’d learn songs with words like ‘policía federal la vergüenza nacionall’ (‘federal police, a national disgrace!’), which made us popular in school the day after. Besides, everyone seemed to know everyone else at these demonstrations, so everyone was happy and it’s well known that happiness is contagious.

In the beginning, papá was none too happy about mamá’s open-door policy but, in the end, he gave in. It was partly because mamá kept nagging him, calling him a ‘reactionary shyster’ and a ‘pencil-pusher’; but at least he was true to his pretentious, little-rich-boy roots, she used to say, a niño bien just like in the tango. But actually papá gave in because he believed in what she was doing and because he genuinely liked the uncles. They’d drink beer and he’d talk about the races, about his ‘sure things’. He’d get angry if one of them was having trouble with the police or the Triple A (in books it says it stands for the Argentine Anti-communist Alliance, but papá always called it the Argentine Assassins Alliance) when they were thrown in jail or beaten up.

One day he told me that Tío Rodolfo was dead. He asked me to go to the wake with him. And when Tío Raymundo asked me where I lived, I lied. I told him I lived near La Boca.
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LET’S GO

Mamá put her head around the classroom door and asked if she could come in. She was wearing the navy blue tailored suit that I always liked because it gave her a wasp waist. She had a lit cigarette between her fingers, as she always did. I think this is the only trait of the mad scientist I ever associated with mamá, that and her obsession with explaining everything in terms of physics – her inability to see a game of football as anything other than a complex system of masses, resistances, vectors and forces. If mamá needed to remember anything, whether it was a phone number or a formula, she jotted it down on the back of her pack of red Jockey Club cigarettes; then she’d forget she’d written something important on it and throw the packet in the bin. This was a law as unchanging as the law of gravity.

Señorita Barbeito turned the projector off, went to the door and had a whispered conversation with mamá. I took advantage of her well-timed interruption to stop playing Hangman so I could regroup (one more mistake and I was hanged), pretending to be interested in what was happening. What was mamá doing here? Shouldn’t she be in the lab? Maybe she had come to pay the bursar and stopped by to say hello?

‘Get your things, you’ve got to go,’ said Señorita Barbeito.

I made a covert triumphant gesture and started stuffing my things into my schoolbag. Bertuccio looked annoyed. Mamá had robbed him of his victory.

He filled in the missing letters and asked what we were doing that afternoon.

‘Same as always,’ I told him. ‘I’ll come by your house right after my English class.’

‘My mother is making milanesas,’ Bertuccio said to tempt me. And boy did it work. To extrapolate my grandpa’s expression: ‘God is in the details – and in Bertuccio’s mother’s milanesas.’

Then Bertuccio gave me the piece of paper we’d been playing Hangman on. Now, it didn’t read A _ _ A _ A _ A _ _ A. The solution was simple and elegant. In fact, it was magic.

Bertuccio’s word was ‘ABRACADABRA’.
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THE CITRËN

At this point it’s essential to dwell for a moment on the merits of the car in which we made our getaway. Mention the name Citroën and the average man pictures an elegant car driving around Paris with the Arc de Triomphe permanently in the background. But while it’s true that our car had the same name and could trace its ancestry back to France, Citroëns in Argentina in 1976 were as different from that stereotype as Rocinante is from Bucephalus.

First: the shape. Seen in profile, our car might be described as having the classic curves of a Volkswagen Beetle, a large semicircle comprising the boot and the interior with a smaller semicircle containing the engine sticking out in front – but you’d be wrong. Whereas the Volkswagen has the reassuring sturdiness of German engineering, our Citroën was so flimsy it was like a Matchbox car.

The chassis was the problem. If a Volkswagen Beetle crashed into a common or garden wall, it would simply plough through it, whereas our Citroën would crumple like an accordion playing ‘La Vie en Rose’. The roof was just as flimsy. It was a canvas roof, but don’t confuse this with the folding roof of a European convertible. When I say it was made of canvas, I mean it could be unhooked and rolled up.

The flimsiness of the chassis was obvious as soon as the car was in motion. On sharp bends, it listed to port or starboard – it felt like sitting in a bowl of custard. Fortunately, the engine was incapable of reaching any great speeds, only of making a great deal of noise.

Two details about the interior should be enough. The design of the gearstick was unique, utterly unlike the popular floor-mounted gear stick (sports cars), or those tucked behind the steering wheel (Dodge, Chevrolet). Our gearstick, a metal lever embedded in the dashboard, looked as though it should have been on the control panel of the flying saucer in Plan 9 from Outer Space rather than a car. And the seats were designed around a metal frame that dug into your flesh when you sat down. The only practical solution was to sit with the metal rod carefully aligned with the cleft of your arse, unless you wanted another crack in your buttocks or a bad case of scoliosis. Sleeping stretched out on the back seat felt like what Indian fakirs must feel lying on a bed of nails. Maybe it was during his frequent naps in the back of the Citroën that the Midget developed his taste for the ascetic.

Lastly, and most glaringly, our Citroën was a lime green colour which, on a cloudless day, when the sun hit it just right, could blind even the most experienced driver.

But please don’t read any contempt into this description of our steel (aluminium? who knows?) stallion. Our Citroën was a noble beast. It never failed us, not in the beginning, nor at the last. We loved everything about it, even bizarre features like the roll-down roof through which we liked to pop out and launch projectiles at other cars with the precision of a Panzer tank.

Every word I write about it is written with love; not the wide-eyed infatuation that makes virtues out of flaws, but genuine love, a precise sense of the importance it had – and still has – in my life.

I would like to think that if I’ve learned anything during my odyssey, it is to be true to those who have been true to me.
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