An Open Secret

Borgini

José Borgini decided to arrive before the others. Also to come by boat instead of by car or plane. He took advantage of the voyage to scribble some notes in his black leather notebook for the text he would be working on during his stay in M.  He would give a reading of the text in just a few days, as an invited guest to the New New Writers Congress.


Disembarking in the lonely industrial outskirts of M, Borgini remembered the arrival of his Italian ancestors, armed with the parmeggiano cheese upon which they would erect their immigrant future, to this same shore that today is not even a shadow of that past which, if it was never glorious, used to seem so -- because of his youth and a nagging aunt’s evocations of that past. Beneath the dawn’s purple fog, in the muddy and black water, rusting ships that hadn’t sailed in months or years listlessly floated. The windows of the buildings remained shut and the streets were mute, except for the hissing of the wind. The sun would not rise for another hour and Borgini set out walking down M’s only avenue. 


It was not his first time in M, although it felt that way. The last time he was there, his experience had been tainted by the crooked paths of a frustrated love he would rather forget, but cannot. He made a right turn onto one of the little streets next to the avenue. At the end of it, against the horizon, he saw piles of rusty beams that had never become train tracks strewn through the dry flammable weeds.  Borgini set his only suitcase on the pavement, pulled a wrinkled piece of paper from his pocket, and read: C. De los Bernardinos # 15. Between the harbor and the train station.

He found the hotel lobby small and cozy, perhaps too bright compared to the gloomy streets he’d just abandoned. After a quick glance around, he approached the desk clerk. They greeted each other with kind smiles. Borgini signed a paper, received his key and climbed the four floors up to his room.  There he unpacked his few clothes, accommodated his books on the shelf above the desk, and stepped out onto the balcony from where he admired his new landscape. He listened to the murmur of the nearby river, looked at the fog rising, revealing lights in the distance, church domes, black roofs. He slept a little, until breakfast.

He sipped his coffee and then returned to his room, where he would work all day, all afternoon, all night if necessary. His performance at the Congress was crucial now that he found himself in the limbo between the old New Writers and the New New Writers. It could be said that he was a now relatively New Writer whose first incursions as a New Writer had struck a chord, even created high expectations, amongst the international literary community. He finished his coffee and returned to his room.

At midday he wrote: This is not a story. This is not a story either. The wall has a yellow stain whose path is unexpected, improvised. My mother used to blame the humidity for the miseries of the world and I hated its smell...He immediately pressed Delete and once again the page was blank. 

Sweat drops slipped down his forehead. It was possible that he was suffering from a fever caused by the anxiety with which he worked. He took a deep breath and expelled a profound sigh that surprised him like a sudden change of wind. He stood up and went out onto the balcony. Men and women dressed in white came and went through an old wooden door. From his window, the world looked small and distant. He went back to his desk and stared at the screen that stared back at him like an unrevealing luminous eye. He typed a word before leaning back in his chair, looking at the ceiling. In this position, he fell asleep.

On the green almost fluorescent grass, between giant flowers of blue and pink petals, they ran naked. It was him without being him. He was other but that other was he. She was also him, everyone was he.  But there were only two and they were running naked under a clear sky where an enormous white eye shone, within which the same scene occurred, the he that was not he happily frolicking in the grass. They laid on the grass, he who was not he and a woman with long golden hair and marble skin. She multiplied into hundreds whom he who was not he savagely kissed until arriving at the last woman in whom, horrified, he recognized his mother’s face. He kept on kissing her without wanting to until finally he was able to let go of her lips. He ran so fast he began to fly, at first scared, afterwards with expertise. Alongside him flying books appeared, and on top of them, talking vegetables: peppers and corns with talking heads, like in that old TV show, The Treasure of Knowledge. He cried as he used to cry when he was a kid until his mother turned off the TV or changed the channel. He’d stopped flying, and was back on the grass crying in his mother’s arms. 

He was awoken by his own shout and a timid knock on the door. He looked at the empty screen and couldn’t help but notice the time blinking in a corner: 5:16. He lost all morning and part of the afternoon in a useless trance. A second knock on the door, no longer shy but adamant, made him jump from his chair and fall noisily to the floor. Because of the narrowness of his room, he didn’t have time to think “Who the hell can it be?!” until he reached the door. He opened it slowly, not entirely. On the other side was a chubby moreno face. He wasn’t surprised, but he didn’t recognize the face either. 

-Yes…?

-Borgini?—among his writer colleagues he was known by his last name—What’s up, Borgini? How are you? Everything fine? I heard a noise, am I interrupting, are you with a woman? said the face, lowering his voice, tilting his head. 

-I am not with a woman and nothing has happened. The noise you heard was a chair falling. And in truth, it’s not very clear in my mind, who exactly are you? 

-What do you mean who am I? Valaza, man, Valaza.

Just what he needed, Valaza. 

Valaza
The bar was the only section of the lobby that was dim. The rest was decorated with bright navy blue couches and shiny red chairs; halogen bulbs hung from metal wires across the ceilings. Framed against this modern setting, Borgini and Valaza seemed like two oversized, anachronistic figures. With difficulty, they climbed onto the blue stools where they didn’t really fit. Neither said anything. The bar only had some wine and a couple of bottles of hard liquor. The barman was the clerk, which made his service inefficient, rather slow. They drank in silence. After the second glass they began, shyly, to question each other about their stay in M and their lives in general. 


Valaza worked for several magazines and a newspaper Borgini had never heard of.  He’d come to the New New Writers Congress not as an invited guest but as a reporter. Valaza, or El Negro, as Borgini and friends called him behind his back, was not the kind of man Borgini liked. The truth was everybody mocked him. Few had read his work because he’d never been anthologized and his only novel, Devoured Serpents, had been published in silence and in silence slipped into oblivion. But when Valaza was drunk, he incessantly talked about it. That was how Borgini knew about it. Thematically, Valaza had explained, whispering as if explaining the machinations of a conspiracy, it is a sort of genealogical tree whose many branches are brought together through the narrative voice of an Indian (Valaza’s alter ego or Valaza himself). The purpose of the novel was to trace Valaza’s indigenous ancestors, but also, the indigenous ancestors of the whole human race. The novel -- his voice pitched into a higher tone -- starts in the future, with the last descendants and inhabitants of Earth, and it ends in the past (and this is what he was most proud of), in the primal soup, the ultimate and common ancestor of all humanity. I will prove that somehow, in one way or another, we are all Mexicans, we are all everything, one way or another, he concluded, smiling broadly, sweating because of the excitement or the alcohol. Nothing was farther removed from Borgini’s, the critics’, or the spirit of the age’s taste. Too much local color, stains of indigenismo, little objective distance to allow him to narrate a story without running the risk of getting too emotional. Borgini, on the contrary, following the examples of the Big Ones of his personal canon (which corresponded mostly to the dictates of the literary haute couture) preferred remote settings and events, such as European wars and other episodes from diverse epochs. 


It was here in M that they had last seen each other, but that time Borgini was not alone. Then he’d been, as he couldn’t help but notice, the envy of the New Writers’ Congress because of Cipatli Perez, the woman with whom he was frequently seen; lean silhouette, long black hair, silk brown skin, and a lazy eye to top it all. The perfect touch of imperfection to accentuate what would otherwise be an intolerable beauty.

--Are you still with the flirty eyed lady? asked Valaza distractedly. 

No, they were no longer together.

--You looked good together.

Cipatli

Cipatli and Borgini met at literary event. It was a gathering to celebrate the Anniversary of the publication of a novel by one of the Old New Writers. Borgini, then one of the young promises of the New Writers, was invited to give the introductory lecture. Cipatli was there by pure coincidence. A friend of hers dragged her along. At the podium, Borgini, about to begin his talk, raised his head to make sure the auditorium was full, as  in fact it was, and he saw her face illuminated by the dim lights of the theater. He met her a little after, during the closing cocktails. Not being a man of physical attributes, he seduced her the best way he knew how: introducing her to all the celebrities there.


That first night, Cipatli told him about her errant life, her travels to places Borgini considered exotic (like Nicaragua or Uruguay), and she confessed her ambitions regarding matters of Human Rights and justice for all. Borgini thought all this laughable material but the sweetness in her eyes and a pair of breasts any Amazonian would have envied helped him be understanding about the existence of such juvenile thoughts in the brain of a mature woman. At the same time, in those thoughts he also deciphered the possibility of taking her to bed. 


They became inseparable. They were seen together at dinners, literary events, public places, restaurants, movie theaters, traveling to remote places, their names appeared together in the newspapers’ social pages. Curiously, Borgini began to notice, the articles and mentions of his name had less and less to do with his literary career and more and more to do with speculations about the nature, and future, of a relationship the media found enigmatic. The truth was less simple. Their lives had never achieved real intimacy. Their closeness was a façade they themselves pretended to believe. For most of that year when they were together, they never shared the same roof, not even the same country, for more than a week at a time. Borgini used to think about the relationship as a fortunate cluster of coincidental encounters that required from him nothing more than a readiness to let them happen. There were also certain features of Cipatli’s character he could not bear (like her voracious intelligence) and that she displayed at the worst moments (such as at dinners with Important Figures of the World). When he had first met Valaza at the New Writers Congress, the relationship was at its coincidental peak. Such a peak could not but signal the initial descent into their final separation. Their coincidental meetings became less frequent, until, as easily as they’d begun, they ended without anybody’s protest. 

The river
--It’s night already…although there is not much difference between day and night here. It always looks like dawn. Do you want to go somewhere else for a drink, somewhere less…less…? 

After more than a few cheap whiskeys, Borgini nodded automatically. Having spent the day indoors, he hadn’t noticed the cold wind outside, sweeping the deserted streets, howling like a wounded animal. There was no moon in the sky. The only light came from a distant bulb intermittently spitting a faint yellow dust. Despite the sweat still dripping down his face, Borgini tugged the lapels of his jacket together to protect himself from the cold.


As was his custom, Valaza pulled a joint out of his ink-stained right pocket. 

--But it was never very serious, was it? he said while inhaling the joint, which Borgini, at Valaza’s initiative, clumsily grabbed. --It was obvious that, you know, you couldn’t really have stayed with her. No, man, you couldn’t have. Listen, here where nobody can hear us I can speak openly. I’d never thought about it before until we went to that dinner together, remember? After your reading at the last Congress. We were having dinner, and, well, you know how wine loosens the lips…after dinner and after a couple of drinks, I went to the bathroom to smoke a joint. There were voices coming from the ladies room. I couldn’t see them, but I sure could hear them. They were talking about Cipatli. They were saying they couldn’t believe a man of your ambition would go out with someone like her, so Mexican-looking, so morena. Then they laughed and came out slapping each other on the back and laughing some more. I just saw them from behind. I guess this is how these things are, something only talked about in lowered voices. But what do I know? Are you with anyone right now?

Valaza’s words resonated in the empty streets. His question struck the cold air and the wind swept the answer away. The river interrupted their nocturnal stroll, imposing itself between them and the other side. They stopped on the grassy shore. Borgini spoke without intending to: 

--You know what the problem is with where I come from? There are no rivers. There used to be, but they disappeared.  Silently, without anybody’s permission they put them into concrete tubes. Have you noticed?  How when you are there you feel like you’re dying of thirst and you don’t know why?  It’s because they took our rivers away.  Look how this one gives fluidity and a soul to the landscape.  Where I come from, they’re burying us Valaza, burying us without our even noticing it. Or we do but no one says anything. 

The words came out of his mouth as naturally as the sob that accompanied them. Borgini wept on Valaza’s shoulder just as he’d wept in the presence of the flying books. But unlike then, Borgini knew that his weeping would not have a happy ending, his mother would not come to turn off the TV, and he longed for his childhood. Cipatli’s image appeared in his mind and he cried harder. 

--How did I get here? he asked, desolate. 

The walk back to the hostel was silent. Their figures were lost in the anonymity of M’s gray streets. Two days later, at the Inauguration of the Congress, Borgini found out via Valaza about an unfortunate tourist beheaded by the gusty wind and a flying piece of sheet metal while walking along the river shore.

--It could have been one of us! Valaza recounted with a morbid smile on his face. The news didn’t disturb Borgini, who had better reasons to be anxious. After a very brief chat with Valaza (there were other people with whom Borgini should be seen), a green eyed girl put the program into Borgini’s hand. 

Who else would he be sharing the reading with but Cipatli herself! His reading of a text comprised of one word: OXES.

The New New Writers Congress

Due to external reasons comma pause we regret to inform you that there will not be a moderator at this panel brief pause and the texts will be read one right after the other  full stop pause When the readings end brief comma pause there will be a ten minute question and answer session full stop pause we hope you enjoy the event and please join us afterwards for a toast refreshments will be served thank you all for your presence definite and final pause. Those were the words that came out from a speaker hanging somewhere in the room and that Borgini listened to as in a dream. He could feel the sweat drops dripping from his under arm, wetting his green shirt, the same color as the cloth that covered the table. He took out a wrinkled paper from his pocket and tried to iron it with the palm of his hand so that it would look more official. Cipatli urged him with a look to begin. Borgini took the microphone in his hand, held it at a moderate distance from his pale, thin lips and read:-- OXES. He lifted his head to look out at the packed theater. There was an uncomfortable silence but then an applause came, and then another, and another until a standing ovation rang in his ears. Speechless, Borgini shyly smiled, even laughed, as perhaps Cipatli could hear, and then he released some hard laughs and then some more. The ovation ended and now in the room only Borgini’s laughter could be heard. Borgini was no longer Borgini but a giant laughter that was slapping the table and when he stood up he went on laughing explosively despite Cipatli’s frightened expression and glances towards the audience and her pleas for him to stop.  “What’s going on, José, what’s so funny?  Get a hold of yourself, sit down, it’s my turn to read.”  But by that time, Borgini had already abandoned the table and was leaping around the stage like a drunken orangutan.


Valaza came to his rescue. He was the only person Borgini seemed to recognize. He led him away through the long green curtains. By the time Cipatli started to read, the audience had all but forgotten about Borgini, and was ready for the next show. 

Translated by Aura Estrada with some help from a friend
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