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So here’s this new version. I’ve changed the names of the characters, as you will see, but they are still the same people. Hope you enjoy…

*
“Imagine, if you’d like, the abolition of two dialectic coordinates: those of doctor and patient, illness and health,” Marcel Buendía said, sitting at the head of the table, with his back to the garden (which at that time—9 o’clock at night—was little more than a jungle of shadows), a glass of red wine, tipped to the right, trapped between his spindly fingers, the liquid on the verge of spilling. “Hell? Is he talking about hell?” a voice demanded. Marcel Buendía went on. “What, in our minor worlds, our ‘daily lives’,” a mocking hiss of breath blew from the corner of his mouth, “would the impact be?” A question punctuated by the pursing of his fine, red-stained lips. None of the guests, necks craned forward and to the left to hear Marcel’s mystifying words, ventured an answer. At that moment of suspended speech, the kitchen door swung open with a squeal and there appeared tiny Úrsula, our maid, a tray in her hands, empty plates rattling on top. Marcel was not distracted, but rather inspired. “I won’t tell you, but I will tell you this,” pointing with his glass to the woman behind the tray, guests' heads mechanically turning from left to right, “think of the impact of this abolition on the life of this poor woman,” and he closed his sentence by tilting his head back and gulping down the remaining of his wine. Guests' eyes chased the ‘poor woman’ as she made her way around the crystal table distributing desert plates, while she looked suspiciously at each one of that Saturday’s dinner guests.

          Marcel Buendía, an unmarried man of thirty-five, an old childhood acquaintance of my mother’s, had arrived at our doorstep on a dry December morning of 1982, carrying a lonely piece of luggage and a head full of ideas. I was twelve years old and in the habit of an activity I baptized as ‘trance-ing.’ I discovered this ‘gift’ when I was nine years old, in my grandmother’s garden. Autumn was about to end summer’s extended afternoons, and a chill began to slip into the timid breeze. I liked to lay on the grass, sometimes damp from a nighttime storm, and watch the clouds, thin and translucent, travel from one point of infinity to another. On that day I closed my eyes, and something else, without a name, opened, and I felt the earth spinning with me and under me. The happiness of the world was concentrated in those moments. Yet, nobody would believe it, or believe me, just like no one would believe Marcel Buendía’s alien predictions or Úrsula’s peculiar superstitions—except that for a moment (days, months), our worlds, like planets, collided.

*

At that hour—seven in the morning—an albino light waded into the kitchen’s diamond-shaped window and burst inside, as Úrsula stood by the cutting board island peeling tomatoes, dicing green peppers, and chopping onions in half. On the stove, a copper saucepan filled with water, resting atop a low flickering flame, waited to boil. The coffee machine, on, belched dry noises as it poured coffee into the pot, drop by drop, while a bulky black radio spat a mix of Spanish and Mexican songs. Outside the door, next to a red square carpet with the word Bienvenidos inscribed in crescent moon shape, lay Úrsula’s shoes, coated in dust. The water was still flat when the doorbell rang. “No, niña,” Úrsula stopped me as I marched outside, “no vaya a ser un ladrón
.” She rubbed her hands on her apron, tucked her tiny, tamale-shaped feet back into her shoes and crossed the front patio.

 
 I leaned in to check on the water. Baby bubbles clumped at the sides, crackling and disturbing the rest of the calm liquid surface. I thought of the skin on my grandmother’s chest, thin as china paper. I approached the window and glued my face to the chilly pane, like a fish in an aquarium. The radio drowned Ursula’s voice. She held the metal door with her right hand without letting go for the time she was there, looking as if she were talking to herself. Was there really a ladrón at the door? Úrsula seemed  calm, so I returned to the stove. The bubbles swelled and popped, and the coffee machine screeched and whistled as Úrsula walked back, and then asked me to go get my mother.

The radio voices diminished and disappeared as I made my way upstairs. It was cool and quiet. I tapped lightly and her door swung open. My mother paced the room barefoot in an ivory cashmere sweater and black cotton pants, as if looking for something. Her raven hair was up, tucked behind a red elastic band. She was a pretty lady. A distinguished lady with eyes deep and dark, her nose straight, her lips a pair of pink, timid lines drawn by a sturdy hand. 


I came in and stood by the unmade bed.  

--“Ma? Úrsula told me to come get you…”

--“¿Ah, sí?” She turned to me, smirking, hands locked behind her neck, clasping a silver chain. “Tell her I’ll be right down.”

--“I think someone’s at the door…”

--“Go on, Alicia” she said dismissively.

*

The kitchen was less bright when I returned downstairs. Water ran from the faucet as Úrsula rubbed dirty plates with a soapy sponge, her hands in a pair of blue washing gloves, steam dancing around her face. 

--“She says she’s coming, Úrsula.” 

--“Tá, bien, Alicia,” she said seriously. The sink stood opposite the stove, left of the cutting board. I tiptoed around it and snuck up behind her. At forty, Úrsula had the body and the size of a ten-year old child. Surreptitiously, I thrust my arms forward and wiggled my fingers, tackling her with tickles around the waist until her solid body fluttered and she cackled. Úrsula had a loud, open laugh. 

--“Who is it at the door, Úrsula? Who is it? Tell me, tell me!” I begged. She continued to waggle, wrestling herself outside the reach of my fingers, still holding a foamy plate in her hands, like she was driving, and I laughed too.   

--“Úrsula?” As soon as my mother’s voice tolled in the kitchen, I flapped my arms down, straight as a ruler, and with a gasp, Úrsula closed her mouth, pursing her meaty brown lips. 

--“Sí, señora,” she answered, turning the spigots off, removing her gloves and shaking off beads of water from her hands. --“Señora, there’s a man outside that says that he wants to see you, señora.” 

My mother approached her, pushing me aside.  

--“Does this man have a name?” 

--“Ayyyyyyy, sí, señora,…” 

There was a silence.

--“What is it Úrsula?”

--“Ay, it’s that…mmm…I forgot, señora…” 

Mother’s fingers pinched at the cuff of her sweater while she thought.  

--“Well,” she said, taking Úrsula by the shoulders, “Let’s see this stranger then,” and as she trod forward, she remarked:

--“Alicia, put on some matching socks, will you honey? You don’t want to lose your pairs, do you? Go on…” 

I looked down at my feet. Blue sock on the left, red sock on the right. 

*
The story of our house is somehow linked to the experimental character of my mother—though her rectitude doesn’t reveal it, she is a woman of her times. Seen from outside, the house is unassuming. A grey wall crowned by leaves of ordinary ficus trees. It sits at the crest end of a narrow street in one of the city’s oldest neighborhoods. It was a wedding gift from my grandfather, a retired doctor, father of four: Pedro, Arturo, Fernando and my mother. When my mother was young, an adolescent, my grandfather spent most of his days holed up in his office and didn’t return home until it was dark out. But one Tuesday afternoon he’d found himself too tired and decided to cancel his appointments for the rest of the day. Sitting in traffic, the radio on, his sturdy hands firmly set on the steering wheel, he thought of his boys who were really no longer boys but men. Fernando, the youngest one, was on his mind. He’d dropped out of Law School to join a theater group that made appearances in poor towns far removed from the city and disappeared from sight. Grandpa wouldn’t see him again until some years later, at Pedro’s funeral, his oldest son who died in a motorcycle accident at 31. The premature death of a son would plague grandpa with guilt. With only two children close to him—my uncle Arturo and my mother—he couldn’t help but wonder what he’d done wrong. A shame nestled in his heart that made him a gloomy, taciturn man.


That Tuesday afternoon (though by the time I heard the story—mother’s birthday party last year —‘Tuesday’ was just a tack to pin the story to reality) he’d entered the house, which, at that hour, was a pool of dusky shadows. Something prevented him from turning the switch on—an instinct perhaps that didn’t, however, slake his curiosity. He leaned his shoulder on the wall and stretched his neck forward. A dry, echoless slap, then another, and another, hung briefly in the room. Eyes squinting, he distinguished movement: a hand, up and down, up and down, and her daughter’s moaning cries. Grandpa did what any father would do. He retreated into the darkness and stepped out, heading for the nearest bar. The vision though was tattooed in his mind. Seeing this intimacy was like a bucket of glacial water poured into his boiling heart. What kind of family had he brought up? Years later when my mother announced her marriage—not to the hand but to a full-body man—he felt obliged, and this he explained directly to me, to protect his daughter—and me, though I wasn’t born yet. And so he gave us a house. 


Grandpa’s mother, Alta Gracia, we only met through pictures that he kept glued to the thick pages of a brown leather album, in a drawer underneath an old turntable, slipped beneath a pile of vinyl records. These photos entertained me for hours on end. They were solemn, and depicted robust, stern ladies clad in black stuffy dresses; always an ivory brooch, like an insect, fastened to their ruffled laced collars, their stiff images floating at the center of a dark halo or aura. One could tell from such pictures that Alta Gracia had been a pillar of virtue and morals. She never set foot in America, stayed behind during the Franco years, a loyalist who never could reconcile with the liberal views of her son. Grandpa was nineteen when he left Spain. 


Perhaps one day, sitting in her country house in Málaga, Alta Gracia had found herself haunted by the same question nagging grandpa that Tuesday afternoon in 1970, as he sat perched on a stool of a seedy bar, gulping a glass of sour tequila: how could these children be of his own production, share his genetic matter and yet be so unique, distinct even dangerously antagonistic? Not a continuation but a threat or an obstacle—an end.
*

My room was fresh and calm. Morning’s cool air surged in through the open windows, upsetting the beige cotton curtains, dispersing the clouds east towards the volcanoes, the tip of one white with snow. The valley’s dwarf mountains, covered by pines and mahogany trees, spread out against a blue horizon. I leaned out the window and looked down on the avocado and lemon trees, our iron garden table, rusted, legs eaten by long lank grass. After changing my socks, I went down.

*
Downstairs, Úrsula was not to be found. I heard voices coming from the library, so there I went. The library’s walls were covered by floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, where my father spent his weekends, and many, many week nights, sitting hunched at his desk in the middle of the room, typing away at a blue typewriter barely visible, buried, as it was, under a house made of scratched papers, labeled folders, unopened yellow envelopes. A strong smell of tobacco filled the room. My mom stood by the low three-legged wooden table, where the phone was, next to a green shaded lamp. She was dialing a number, and had her back to the stranger. He paced by the bookshelves, touching the books’ golden and silver letters with his index finger as he moved deeper into the studio. His face had an olive hue, small and delicate, almost feminine, except for his thick round-rim glasses, black, like his turtleneck sweater and corduroy jacket. I approached silently. His finger was tapping the back of a book under the F letter—my father alphabetically organized his books. “What do you see here?” he inquired, in a low voice, not surprised at all to see me standing near him. I turned to my mother, frightened, but I could only see the back of her head, her shiny raven-colored hair. His finger signaled the fourteen volumes of Freud’s complete works edited by Porrúa. “One, Two,” he counted. “Number 3 is missing!” I said, triumphantly, as if solving the mystery. He placed his finger in the empty hollow made by the missing number 3, and said, “No, child, it is not missing, you only think it is.” Mother hung up the phone. “All settled. Salvador will have his secretary call the others. So dinner it is!” 

� “What if it’s a thief?”
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