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Introduction

Born in Matamoros, Mexico, in 1964, Cristina Rivera Garza is today a creative, prolific, and
powerful voice that straddles both the United States and the Hispanic world. She is the author of six
novels, three collections of short stoties, five books of poetry, and numerous works of non-fiction.
Rivera Garza is the recipient of numerous honors, such as the International Sor Juan Inés de la Cruz
Prize (twice), the Roger Caillois Award for Latin American Literature, the José Donoso Ibero-
American Literature Award, and the Xavier Villaurrutia Award. She was named a MacArthur Fellow
in 2020 and is the recipient of the Berlin Prize Fellowship for spring 2023. She is Anderson
Distinguished Professor and Director of the Ph.D. program in creative writing in Spanish at the
University of Houston.

Cristina Rivera Garza earned a doctoral degree in Latin American history with a dissertation
on La Castafieda, the insane asylum south of Mexico City founded in 1910 just before the outbreak
of the Mexican Revolution. Historical documentation on the institution is at the origin of the
authot’s first novel Nadie me verd lorar (1999). Since then, Rivera Garza has employed numerous
genres, not only novels and short stories, but also non-fiction, essays, poetry and blogs, a variety that
attests to her artistic curiosity and openness to experimentation. A survey of her fiction reveals that
much of her writing blends fantasy and fiction while exploring the reversal of gender roles. It touches
as well on ecological devastation and violence against women, themes often highlighted by the use

of horror and detective genres.

“Correr con suerte”—from the unpublished manusctipt of Diminutus, which the author
kindly made available to the translator in 2015, and is presented here in English translation as
“Running With Luck”—includes a Woman Vampire, a playful reflection on words, and an

observation that could refer to love: “A fluttering of wings. Blows that didn't hurt. Confusion.”

295

While the attestation of “un no saber qué” (“a not knowing what”) echoes the musings of the Spanish
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mystics, the description of a woman's broken arm, bandaged neck, and scratched and bruised face
hints at something much darker—gender-based violence, which the author writes about at length in
the account of the death in 1990 of her sister at the hands of her partner (E/ verano invencible de Liliana,
Penguin House, 2021).

“El perfil de é1” (“His Profile”) is one of four stories with the same female
protagonist, an unnamed police detective, included in Rivera Garza’s 2008 short story
collection La frontera mds distante (Tusquets, 2008). The dark and dank alleyways of the Most-
Ancient-City produce feelings of suffocation and conjure up environmental degradation.
Slaughtered lambs evoke murdered women, like the Poet whose death the Detective has
come to investigate. Just as in Hiroshima, technology has been fatally misused. Yet, at the

tale’s heart is a love story that transcends prejudice and social class.

About the Translator

Francisca Gonzalez Arias completed her doctorate at Harvard University with a
dissertation on the nineteenth century novelist and short story writer Emilia Pardo Bazan.
Since then, she has taught in universities across New England, including courses on women
writers of the Spanish-speaking world. She has numerous translation projects underway of
works by Soledad Puértolas Cristina Rivera Garza. Her translation of Soledad Puértolas’s
second novel Bordeanx appeared in the European Women Writers Series of the University
of Nebraska Press (1998). Francisca’s translation of Rivera Garza’s story “Dream Man” (“El
hombre que siempre sofi6””) was published in 2021 in Freeman’s Magazine and will appear in

The Best Short Stories 2023: The O. Henry Prize Winners.

fefoarias@gmail.com
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RUNNING WITH LUCK

She says she wasn’t expecting it. She literally says: “One never expects something like that.”
Then she raises the teacup—a very small cup, with intricate oriental designs, and jasmine-
scented steam wafting from it—and brings it to her lips with an almost exasperating
slowness.

She says that she had decided to take a walk that night just because. That’s what she
says after hesitating for a long time.

“Can I serve you more tea?” she asks, intent on interrupting the conversation,
wishing not to have to recount anything. It’s amazing what you can do with just one arm:
raise a teapot, serve tea, smooth your skirt before sitting down, arrange your hair.

At first, she sensed rather than felt its approach. She emphasizes the difference: to
feel and to sense are opposite or different things. Something like a sudden state of alert, a
rush of adrenaline, a deafening silence. That’s what overwhelmed her. These are my words,
not hers. And then, almost immediately, she describes the irruption of the buzzing: a bee,
perhaps; a crazed fly turning in its own jar. A swarm.

“I ran,” she says, “without knowing why. I ran like a madwoman. Me, who never
runs.”

This is the moment when I raise the tiny cup to my mouth and, for a few seconds
the aroma of jasmine makes me think of narrow streets in a neighborhood of a legendary
city whose name I do not know. I lower my gaze and keep silent. I wait for her.

“And I began to shout,” she whispers, “Can you imaginer”
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I nod. This gesture, together with my silent smile, means that it’s easy for me to
imagine it: a woman shouting in the street, asking for help. I say “Yes,” and calm her.

“But there was nothing near me or behind me. Nobody. Even the ghosts must have
thought I was crazy.”

I suppose that’s what worries her: appearing to be crazy. I suppose that a woman
who has the delicacy and good taste to select the kind of cups from which we are now
sipping this delicious tea—this tea brought, undoubtedly, from the Orient in hulking,
phantom ships—is probably worried about what the living and the dead think about her
mental state. About her normalcy.

“And then the attack befalls?”

The woman stops. The world stops. Suspended, the cup is like a weightless, surrealist
object in the middle of the room.

“Befall,” she murmurs. “What a lovely word.”

I blink. I can’t help but smile. If I weren’t trying to obtain information about the
attacks by the Woman Vampire, the True One, I would surely stop to consider each and
every possibility of the use, and disuse of that verb, ‘befall.” Like her, I’d enunciate it over
and over again until my guffaw turns into a fit of laughter, and nothing in the world would
matter, except the word itself. Then we’d break it in two, into a thousand pieces. We’d play
with the syllables, stressing them in the oddest ways, or forcibly silencing them. We could
even translate the word into other languages or twist it until we squeezed the juice out of it.
I would do that and more, I'm sure, but I’'m on a mission. I'm dying of curiosity.

“The noise,” she says, “sound was all around me. A fluttering of wings, or of cloth.
That’s what it seemed like. Blows that didn’t hurt. Do I make myself clear? A lot of
confusion. A not knowing what was happening. Everything went black. And then, blacker

still.”
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She is trying to remember. She looks toward the wall and in the direction of the park
where it all took place. She sees herself walking, then running, and she tries to see beyond
that. Her context. Trees. Branches. Roots. Drops of rain or of sweat. Clouds. Air. Leaves
on the pavement. A little while later, she gives up.

“After that I didn’t know anything anymore,” she says.

A fluttering of wings. Blows that didn’t hurt. Confusion. I repeat her words mentally,
trying to give them the order they lack. Who hasn’t experienced something like that? 4 #ot
knowing what was happening. All of that in a different framing, in a different type of
conversation, has another name. Sometimes, all of that is called love.

“You must have seen something else,” I murmur, barely, unable to leave the story
like that, in the middle. And, as if she were awakening at that moment from a bad dream,
she smiles.

“I did see many more things,” she affirms with her eyes suddenly wide open.
“Flowers, for example. Dogs. Leaves on the pavement,” she enumerates. “But none of that
matters, does it?”’

The woman sitting on the red damask sofa becomes even more quiet. Her left arm:
a cast like a gravestone. Around her neck: white bandages. On her cheeks: scratches, bruises,
swelling. She looks at me as I look at her.

“I was lucky, wasn’t I?”” It seems like she’s asking a question, but in reality, she’s
affirming. I blink again. I agree. ‘Befall,” what a lovely word. Analgesic. Jasmine. Ship. One’s
head suddenly full of nouns. This time she ran and, surely, her luck didn’t run out. But, out
of discretion, and because the tea’s aroma is taking me toward that neighborhood of very

narrow streets in a nameless country, I don’t tell her that. It could definitely have been worse.
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HIS PROFILE

The last time the Detective had been there, she hadn’t managed to follow a normal schedule.
Although she tried to repeatedly, she couldn’t open her eyes during the day or close them at
night. That confusion shaded many of her recollections of the Most-Ancient-City. She had
gone there to recover a series of documents, which according to her immediate supervisor
in the Homicides Unit would incriminate a drug trafficker, not of crimes against the public’s
health as one would have expected, but of breaking tax laws.

“Like Al Caponer” asked the Detective when she received the case file, leafing
through it distractedly.

“Exactly.”

A smile is at times a sad animal. She saw it all again from the Gate of Green Ink,
through which she had entered then: a woman of an indeterminate age crosses a gateway
and, striding hurriedly on cobblestone streets, searches for the printing house not knowing
that instead of finding tax bills she’s going to come across a personal manuscript. A bundle
of letters organized chronologically constituting a murderer’s somewhat clumsy legacy of
love. Epistles to a lost son. The writing by which he tried to ingratiate himself with his worst
enemy. When she recalled the slight trembling of her hands with which her body had reacted
to the long sentences devoid of any punctuation, she stopped short, and shook her head
from left to right. The sad animal on her back. The start of rain. She chose to walk past the
Gate of Green Ink and decided that this time she’d enter through the Gate of Unworked
Stone. It was a Thursday night and she had only three days to investigate whether an

electrical accident had really been an accident.
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The woman had contacted the Detective as she was on her way home. She had
interrupted her, in fact. After the woman asked the Detective’s name, she pulled her by the
elbow, forcing her to sit down on a park bench. Pepper tree leaves all around.

“I’m sure that you can help me with this,” she had said in a very low voice. The smell
of raw food on her breath. Then she had taken out a couple of photographs from a big
white bag. “It’s my sister,” she explained. “She died in the Most-Ancient-City many years
ago.”

A smile, thought the Detective, is without a doubt, a sad animal. There was
something of that, of sadness or resignation, in the lowered eyelids of the face that was
watching her from the past, from life.

“She was changing a light bulb,” added the woman. “And she was electrocuted.”

The Detective grabbed the photos and looking at them closely couldn’t help but let
out a laugh.

“You must be joking,” she said, incredulously. “Nobody dies because of that.”

The woman’s face lit up and she looked at the Detective with her eyes wide open.

“That’s the same thing I said,” she affirmed.

The Detective didn’t like the Most-Ancient-City. She never had. She admired its
history, the architecture of its seven ancient gates, and its ability to survive, but she avoided
it as best she could. Those stooped and silent men and women clad in black coats who
entered and left at hours predetermined by religious prayers aroused in her a feeling of
distrust and, more often than not, suspicion. Why did they never look you in the eyer What
did the weight they carried on their backs consist of? Cats’ comings and goings there had
always seemed more ominous to her than sacred. The birds’ deafening song. Endless hordes
of soldiers. The sun, even the sunlight, seemed more defiant on its cobblestones, hugging
the edges of its white buildings. She preferred to move through areas others called modern,
and which for her constituted the very essence of her urban rambles. Her world. That’s

where she worked and lived, solving bloody puzzles. She went to the movies and ate in
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cheap restaurants there. And that’s where she talked on the phone and felt lonely but also
enjoyed the company of others. She only went to the Most-Ancient-City when she had no
alternative, or when, as in this case, her curiosity about a past, unsolved crime overcame her
sense of the practical.

“Here it is,” she had said to the Assistant suddenly placing on the desk a bundle of
yellowed papers on which a series of violet-colored stamps unfurled. “Everything seems to
be in order.”

“What’s electricity?” she had asked him after leafing through the file and noting the
photograph of a dead body in all its detail.

“Positive and negative electrodes in a process of attraction and repulsion,” answered
the Assistant who was looking at her.

“I see” she murmured, which was what she said when, in reality, she couldn’t see

anything. When there was a lot more that she still had to understand.

She had chosen a room with wide windows that looked out on a terrace filled with
plants. From the terrace she could see the narrow winding streets of the Most-Ancient-City
without feeling herself a part of them. She could also see the window of the room where,
according to the Electrocuted Woman’s sister, the perfect crime had occurred seventeen
years earlier. At the beginning of August. A light bulb. A cascade of light. “It must have
been very hot,” was all that the Detective managed to mumble before entering her room
again and shutting the French doors behind her.

When she sat down at the small table that she had immediately decided to turn into
her desk, she took a sheet of paper with the hotel's logo and the pen next to it. Obsetving
her own face in the frosted glass mirror that hung on the wall facing her, she wondered for
the first time about the Electrocuted Woman’s strange profession. Poet. The woman had
told her that her sister had been a poet. Perhaps it was for this reason that the Detective had
agreed to get involved in a case that had never been opened at the time, and that, judging
from the hospital file and the death certificate, didn’t hide any mysteries. An unfortunate

accident. A flash of electricity. An unforeseen technological event. Bad luck. A case, in sum,

10

© Francisca Gonzilez Arias
Rincon de Traductores/ Translators’ Corner 033 (2023)
ISSN: 2694-2801

Instituto Cervantes at FAS - Harvard University © Instituto Cervantes at the Faculty of Arts and Sciences of Harvard University



o0
sl

Instituto Cervantes at FAS - Harvard University

that wasn’t a case. The Detective immediately recalled another case that she had never
managed to solve, which also involved a poet—on that occasion in clues to serial homicides
and not as a profession of any of the victims—and she again smiled half-heartedly. The
mirror confirmed what she already knew: a smile is at times a sad animal. It was then, at that
very moment, without giving it much thought, that she took up the pen and bent over the

blank sheets of paper.

The first thing 1 saw when 1 entered the Most-Ancient-City was the blood. Red drops of blood
Jfalling on a puddle of blood. The smell of something acid and of waste. The smell of many dead. “I'o tremble’
is barely a verb. The shudder that quickly ran down nzy spine compelled me to approach a rickety truck that
was stopped in the middle of the narrow street obstructing the flow of passersby and delaying traffic. There
they were: bodies piled up one on top of the other. Red. Every shade of red. Eyes closed. Then an urge to
vomit. Stacked on top of each other, the lambs seemed to be, or to turn into, human beings. Dead. Many
dead.

She stopped, sensing that somebody was looking at her. The woman in the mirror
was undoubtedly herself. But her own gaze seemed annoyed by something that she could
not locate in the room’s space. High ceilings. Immobile drapes. A substitute for anticipation.
She breathed deeply and walked quickly toward the terrace. She opened the French doors
wide, and when she looked out on the narrow street, she heard it. The noise of a latch when
it’s shut with great care. Behind her. Behind time. She quickly concluded that someone had
been in her room before her arrival, and then, as she had decided to scrawl some sentences
on a blank piece of paper, somebody had kept quiet. Someone else. An Other had been
there. About that she had no doubt.

Lambs with their throats slit. A black cat. A cooing dove.

11
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The Electrocuted Woman had written long, morbid poems throughout her life,
except toward the end. During her final months—and the Detective had been able to
corroborate this in the copies of the unpublished manuscripts that the Sister had sent her—
the poet’s tone had changed. Between January and August of the year of her death, the
themes that she explored in her notebooks seemed to be the same: falling out of love, death,
isolation, aging, but the words with which she expressed them moved on the page to a
different rhythm. How did she manage to make light of death and play down agony? In what
way was she able to break the lock of isolation and transcend the walls of old age? Her
poems of long, abrupt lines were suddenly saying other things. They were speaking other
languages. Addressing other kinds of readers.

“What provokes a woman to suddenly write in another way?” The question on the
Sister’s lips was entirely rhetorical.

“Love, of course,” said the Detective, disgusted for having fallen into the trap.

Two black birds, bigger than doves, alighted on a television antenna and screeched
until the women’s faces turned toward the sky.

“She never told me,” said the Sister softly while the Detective continued looking up,
“but I always had the sense that she had found someone in those last months of her life.”
She fell silent. She hesitated and shooed away a fly with her right hand. She raised her face
again just as the black birds flew off, and the television antennas seemed like ominous wires
on the rooftops.

“And what would that have to do with electricity?” The Detective took a gulp of a
mint beverage and sat back noisily against her chair. The creaking of wood. Old furniture.
The venerable character of the place. The Detective seemed to be challenging rather than
trying to understand. She seemed to need a concrete explanation.

“You don’t understand me, do your” Impatience in her voice. A veil over her eyes.
Sadness. “It must have been somebody from the Outlying Area,” the woman murmured

very close to the Detective’s right ear. “One of them,” she pointed discreetly to the dark

12
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men that were going to and from the bar serving hot beverages, hardly making any noise or
leaving a trace. Then, with the same naturalness with which she had broached the topic, she
let it go.

The Detective had seen both color, and black and white photographs of the Poet:
her face did not reflect immoderate passions. With severe eyebrows and stiff hairdos, her
presence was more that of a woman who obeys, or resigns herself, or commands. Nothing
in her bright eyes or her open mouth revealed the type of erotic force that is necessary to
take a woman beyond the norms of courtship. Nothing in her presaged that kind of contact
or turbulence.

“But do you really think her capable of that?” the Detective hesitated, without
realizing that she was speaking about the Poet as if she could still make the decision to do
so or not. The decision to submerge herself.

“My sister was always somewhat strange,” was all the Sister replied. “That’s what
poets are like,” she added moments later, shrugging her shoulders, as if the Detective had
never been in contact with one. Then she seemed to concentrate on the screeching of the
birds flying over the antennas. A while later, the noise of the place didn’t even let her
distinguish the sound of her own voice. Impatient, the Detective turned her head left and
right as if expecting something unforeseen to happen. She took a few coins out of her pocket
and placed them on the table. Then she said good-bye. She placed a card with the
information of her hotel in the Survivor’s hand, and without much ceremony she left.

The noise of her footsteps.

Electricity is a physical phenomenon that appears naturally in lightning, in
electrical charges produced by rubbing (static electricity), and in the function of the
nervous systems of animals, including human beings. The branch of science that
studies it, and the branch of technology that applies it, are also called electricity.

Since 1831 when Michael Faraday discovered a way to produce electrical currents

13
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by induction, electricity has become one of the most important forms of energy for
technological development due to the ease of its generation, its distribution, and its

great number of applications.

The Detective saw the lightning that broke the night in two, and at the same time
felt the jolt of electrical energy down her spine. She closed the windows when the wind
picked up, bringing dry leaves toward her feet. The sound of the storm approaching. She
witnessed the beginning of the rain, and then the nocturnal violence of the gale. She
remained still for a long time, with her forehead leaning on the beveled glass, imagining the
scene in the room across from hers. A silhouette going from side to side, appearing to
arrange objects around her. A kind of feverish activity. And then, suddenly, amid all that
activity, a spark. Light. Then, only darkness. Who could benefit from the death of a solitary
and well-established Poet who had only rarely gotten involved in politics or social issues?
The Detective didn’t know the precise cause of her momentary lassitude, a kind of
melancholy that gathered near her eyes. She just didn’t know. She brought her hand to her
chest, right on her sternum because she couldn’t stand the pressure. She breathed deeply.
She raised her face and arms. The pressure continued with stabbing pains. She came to think
that she would start to cry or that suddenly, like the Poet years before, she’d fall down.
Immobile, paralyzed by the morbid scenes of her imagination, the Detective observed her
own body on the tiles, splayed in impossible angles. She didn’t recognize the woman who
was watching her in total concentration from the point in which she found herself. She
didn’t recognize the unbearable immobility of her eyes, or the rigidity of her wrists or knees.
She was about to go toward the woman when she realized that she could not go toward the
place where she already was. She smiled then, defeated. Outside, the rain. She shook her
head several times. Stunned, inside. She took a few steps and fell delicately into a chair. She
leaned her elbows on the desk, and throwing her head back, closed her eyes. Then when she
opened them, she glimpsed her face in the glass. The exhaustion in it was obvious. Her gaze

was half-feverish, half-lost. Disheveled hair. Her mouth, wide open. It was when she lowered
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her gaze that she came across the drawing. There on a white sheet of hotel stationery was
the outline of a body. It was a childish scrawl: a combination of lines that terminated on top
with a malformed circle in which two small dots and a horizontal line were spread out. A
head, most likely. In the lower portion, at the end of what seemed to be two legs, were two
more empty circles instead of feet. The Detective took the drawing in her hands and went
immediately toward the entry door. She went into the bathroom. She looked under the bed.
When she returned to the window, the storm had already passed. The smell of electricity.
Something suddenly empty. And in the distance, in the room just in front of her own, a
spark. A cat crossing the street. A small cascade of light. A dove in noisy flight. She would
still swear years later that that’s what she had seen at that moment: the same spark. A light

bulb, exploding.

“You look terrible,” the Police Assistant told her as soon as he came near. “This
place doesn’t agree with you at all,” he declared when he finally sat down in front of her.

The Detective reached out her hand in reply.

“Give them to me now.”

Like an addict who has received the required substance, the Detective looked very
quickly at the photographs one after the other. Her movements suggested that she knew
exactly what she was looking for. A detail. A gesture. Her movements suggested need. Lack
of sleep.

“I got the ones you asked me for,” murmured the Assistant, looking at her out of
the corner of his eye. “The ones from her final months. Look. These.”

The Poet smiled in almost all of them. Her very white teeth. A strange trace of
mischievousness in her half-closed eyes as she laughed. Her shoulder-length hair, falling
fluidly and gently. Unusual. Her whole presence there was, in effect, unusual.

“She doesn’t seem to be the same person, does she?” She was speaking more to
herself than to him, but he came closer to look at the images.

“No,” he agreed. “If you didn’t tell me that it’s her, I'd swear it was someone else.”
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When the Detective stopped, the Assistant knew that she had found what she didn’t
know she was looking for. He observed the expression on her face: both bewitched and
incredulous. The Detective turned to look at him. She wanted to share the joy of the
discovery but, as often happened with her, she opened her mouth several times only to feel
the air, the silence, the impossibility. The Assistant liked to witness that moment. He placed
his hand on her shoulder and looked at the picture that she held with her two hands resting
now on her lap. There was the Poet’s face in the foreground, and half-hidden and blurry,

there too was the profile the Detective had been on a quest to find. His profile.

The Printer arrived on time. He was a man of small stature who nevertheless walked
with the aplomb of a tall and stocky individual. The Detective was waiting for him, but even
then, when he appeared in front of the wooden table where she was trying to have lunch—
a hard-boiled egg, some tomato slices, farmer’s cheese— his presence surprised her. What
exactly was she doing there? She couldn’t stop asking herself that question. She chewed and
wondered. She chewed and told herself that there were definitely better ways to spend a
long weekend. She chewed. She couldn’t avoid a sudden start when the Printer extended
an ink-stained hand and greeted her in an affable voice, very unlike the urgency which, as
the Assistant had told her, the man had demonstrated in his efforts to locate her in the Most-
Ancient-City.

“You were looking for me?” murmured the Detective as soon as he had settled into
his chair, as she tried immediately to initiate the conversation without even waiting for the
waiter to come to their table. The Printer stopped suddenly. A cat jumped on the vines that
adorned one of the hotel restaurant’s walls. High clouds.

“Being in a hurry is what’s going to kill the modern world,” he exclaimed, smiling.
Then, as if he had all the time in the world, he ordered coffee. And then he asked for sugar.
When the waiter came a third time, he ordered some pastries. “I never thought that the
Homicides Unit would be interested in a case like this,” he said finally, clearing his throat.
The Detective, taken by surprise, stopped chewing. The food between her teeth. The noon

light on her fork. Immobile. She remembered how a few months back the Printer had
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facilitated the personal correspondence of a hired assassin. And what little help, in any case,
those papers had been to incriminate him of any crime. At the printing house, surrounded
by the circular noise of the big machines, amid the smell of ink and the workers’ perspiration,
she had read each word of those letters without stopping She had felt shaken. She had
trembled. At the end, she had come to the conclusion that none of that would be of any
use.

“You were looking for me,” the Detective insisted sharply.

“I had no idea that I’d meet you again in this place so soon,” said the Printer, after
taking the first sip of his coffee. “I had the impression that you didn’t like it at all,” he added,
casting his gaze over the sky and floor, indicating precisely what he was referring to. Two
cats ran among the tables, pursuing each other. The waiter, assuring himself that everything
was all right at their table, left a strange aroma in the air. Cardamom. Perspiration.

“Strictly speaking this isn’t a meeting, as you well know,” the Detective reminded
him, placing another bite in her mouth. “You were looking for me for some reason, I
assume.”

“It must be difficult to be here,” said the Printer finally, clearing his throat again
“without the support of the Homicides Unit, I mean.” The Detective stopped eating once
more but, after a few seconds, she began to chew again, and then to swallow. What was she
doing there exactly? She asked herself the question again and again, considering the
possibility of standing up and leaving in the middle of her constant wondering about the
same thing. The little man looked at her through his thick glasses, carefully measuring the
reactions his words aroused. The Detective’s discretion, the way she controlled her
expressions of displeasure or animation, seemed to amuse him. Guarded, within herself. She
was that type of person.

“And that’s the reason for the urgency?” she asked ironically. Then, knowing full
well what she was doing, she smiled at him. The waiter came over once more, and since

there was nothing to take from the table, moved on.
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“You know that the Poet was a steady client of our Printing House, don’t you?” said
the Printer slowly, gazing at his restless hands. “Actually, a friend. A good friend for many
years. The investigation must be very rigorous and careful, don’t you think? Protecting her

memory is something that many of us around here are committed to.”

Even more than time—that the residents of the Most-Ancient-City had decided to
adapt to ancestral practices of prayer and supplication—the Detective hated the labyrinthine
alleyways through which an ever-greater number of people was forced to circulate, sharing
the road with cats, lambs, bicycles, tourists, spittle, and shouts. It was impossible to see the
sky or fill one’s lungs with real air in those damp and narrow tunnels! The tightness in her
chest forced her to bring her right hand to her sternum. She thought of her center. She
thought of her own Most-Ancient-City, the innermost one. She raised her face trying to
glimpse a little bit of sky, but a building that leaned from centuries of immobility obscured
her vision. She walked on the very smooth stones of a city besieged by its own massacres,
its own terror. Just when she lowered her head, shaking it from left
to right, she felt a shove against her arm. Then, before she could try to understand what was
happening, she couldn’t see anything anymore. Absolute blackness. A noiseless blackness,
without any cracks. That’s what she was immersed in until she heard the voice.

It said: “I want you to know.”

It said: “It’s important that you know.”

The Detective immediately noted the accent and instinctively brought her hands to
the blindfold that covered her eyes. Then she realized that she was seated on and leaning
against the stone wall of a room that resonated with the echo of the solitary and nervous
voice of her captor. The cold made her shiver. She imagined a basement, and then
immediately had to acknowledge that all rooms in the Most-Ancient-City had seemed to her
always and without distinction, basements where eternal prison sentences were served—
subterranean cells where souls of every stripe continued to pay for their sins, their crimes,

their most intimate aberrations. She imagined fresh air and the seashore. She bit her lips.
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She wondered again and again what she was doing there. The dampness of the place quickly
penetrated her bones, producing chills. Pain. She imagined her house. The windows of her
house. The air that entered through the windows of her house. She was about to kick the
floor.

The voice said: “Do you want a cigaretter”

The Detective turned toward the place where she identified the voice’s origin. She
realized that he was nearby, and that like her the man was sitting, squatting perhaps, on the
floor. She breathed in the aroma of cardamom and fear. She detected the perspiration that
emanates from a body when the body is afraid. When bodies are near to each other they
produce heat; there’s nothing that can be done about it. She thought about all of that.

“I don’t smoke,” she said in a soft, low voice, as if the other person was interested
in the explanation. “I gave it up years ago,” she continued in the precise tone of one who
imparts a very basic lesson. “But it would do me good if I could see,” she murmured. “See
you.”

In response the man approached and untied the blindfold.

“You could have done it yourself,” he said, bringing the piece of fabric close to her
recently opened eyes. Bony hands, their backs covered with straight black hairs, tied and
untied the knot in front of her several times. A timid, somewhat shy smile appeared, and
disappeared—ijust like the knot in the fabric—from the dark, angular face with big, dark
eyes that observed her more with apprehension than with anger. It was the face of someone
who was looking for approval or understanding. Complicity. It was without a doubt a face
that knew how to face you.

“We could have talked at the hotel,” said the Detective, not without sarcasm, as she
tried to adjust her vision to the darkness in the empty room, moving a little to avoid the pain
in her thigh or to shake off the cold. The man kept silent.

“You don’t understand anything,” he murmured after a while. “Don’t you see? You

don’t understand anything.”
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From that moment on she called him the Dark Man, not only because of the color
of his skin, which had the tawny cast of somebody who has spent many hours under the
desert sun, but also, and perhaps above all, because of the lack of clarity of his language. He
said things and then retracted them with the same conviction, often almost at the same time.
He advanced and backtracked in his speech as if his interlocutor were familiar with both the
past and future extremes that sustained the essence of his story. In effect, he encouraged
conversation, but always in conditions that prevented contact with his secret. He seduced
his listeners, sometimes by the intrigue of his plots, and other times by the apparent rather
than real strength of the knots in the cloths with which he covered their eyes or tied their
hands. That the man suffered from a need to express himself didn’t surprise the Detective,
since whenever she began an investigation, she was used to seeing how out of nowhere came
people with long suppressed desires to tell their story, their version, their facts. But she kept
silent, astonished by the words the man held in the back of his tongue, behind his very white
teeth, and under the very moist roof of his mouth.

“As long as we’re in this city,” he assured her in a serene and resigned tone, “I will
not be able to talk to you about her.”

He became quiet. A darker darkness, an even wetter moistness.

“Out there, I mean,” he added. “Not there.”

There was blood on the streets, and below, under them. In water tables, surrounding roots, in the
blackest soil: as red and emblematic as a flag. A mordant announcement. A throng of governesses. A dwelling
of palm dates. Blood is the longest winter. Something that smells. It’s cold here. On the snow: a thread of.

Within the rain. This is the name of the city: here. The name of History.

She is reminded of a love story, another one. She recalls the face of a woman who
remembers the other face that she had been, eatlier. She is reminded of that face from
before: disoriented, delirious, a victim of loss. What the Dark Man tells her inside that
blackest of rooms reminds her of something she saw many years before within the darkness

of a theatre, on a screen. A black and white film. Slow. You &ill me: you do me good.

20

CDBSERVATORIO =] =

W de la lengua espaifiola y las culturas hispénicas en los Estados Unidos Instituto
Cervantes

© Francisca Gonzilez Arias
Rincon de Traductores/ Translators’ Corner 033 (2023)

ISSN: 2694-2801

© Instituto Cervantes at the Faculty of Arts and Sciences of Harvard University



IR/ - =
(OBSERVATORIO
.glﬁ W de la lengua espaifiola y las culturas hispénicas en los Estados Unidos Instituto

Cervantes

“This is war,” affirms the Dark Man, tranquil. “In war we can’t say certain things.
We cannot do them.”

“Fall in love, you mean?” She asks him immediately. “Is that what you’re referring
to?”

She is reminded of the way in which a teen-age girl scratches again and again the
saltpeter walls of her captivity. The girl eats earth. Her shaved head. Paying for her sins. She
is reminded of shame, of degradation. That’s also called ignominy. She remembers.

“Is that what you’re referring to?” The Detective insists, a little impatient.

She thinks of the scene of the embrace, in another city also in ruins within a future
that is an eternity. Hiroshima. She is reminded of the position of the two bodies, more
protective than sexual. Skin on skin. Bones. She remembers the few minutes of absolute
happiness.

“Tell me.” She asks, “Are you referring to that?” Provoking him.

Like her, the man is seated on the ground with his back leaning against the wall.
Prisoners. Finally, the man turns to look at her.

“To that too,” he says enigmatically. “In a war it’s not possible not to kill,” he adds

at the end.

The two elementary charged particles that exist in matter and that are found
in nature on our planet are the electron and the proton, although others originating
outside earth (like muons and prions) can also be found. When an atom adds or
loses an electron it becomes electrically charged. These charged atoms are called
ions. Research carried out in the last half of the nineteenth century by the Nobel
Prize winner for physics, Joseph John Thomson, which led to his discovery in 1897
of the electron, and by Robert Millikan, who measured its charge, determined the

discrete nature of electric charge.
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She detected the aroma as soon as she entered her room, but it wasn’t until she came
to the desk, when she saw the plate full of fresh apricots and farmer’s cheese, that she found
out exactly what it was about. Next to the plate, on a small, immaculate tablemat, an unsealed

envelope. The note:

The Ministry of Tourism is pleased to invite you to dinner
this evening, at 6:30 pm,
in the restanrant of your hotel.

Sincerely yours.

She went out to the terrace, and from there she observed the windows in front of
her. What exactly was she doing here? The garish color of the bougainvilleas and the intense
green of the vines distracted her for a while. Above: a slice of blue sky. Below: cats,
movements, shouts. If she hadn’t spent almost half a day in a dungeon sharing half-said
words with a dark-complexioned stranger, she could possibly even say things like “What a
beautiful day!” But she had spent more than half a day in a basement, the only place in the
Most-Ancient-City where that man dared to kick about, with care and with amazement, his
truth. Had he really spoken about the Poet? Was it his profile that the Detective had
glimpsed in one of the Poet’s last photographs? Time was almost over—she was very aware
of that. Time was running out, as was her desire—enthusiastic and jovial at first—to
investigate a story that, as it unfolded, was becoming more and more lugubrious and,
paradoxically, more humdrum. A woman, and a man, and an impossibility. A woman and a
man, and that moment of absolute happiness that condemned them. Ignominy—she
recalled the word. Someone died here, in this story. She shook her head. A smile is a sad
animal, she told herself. The Gate of Unworked Stone. She could no longer say things like
“What a beautiful day!” A man. A dungeon. She was thinking about that on her way to the
bathroom, when she stopped to touch the apricots, and saw, without meaning to, her own
image in the frosted glass mirror. It was already 6 p.m. and she intended to keep the

appointment with the Ministry of Tourism.
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She wasn’t surprised by the elegant cashmere suit of her host, nor the quantity of
blond hair that with the help of some sticky substance he had managed to slick over behind
his ears. His metal frame eyeglasses. Smooth hands. She wasn’t surprised by the slow and
deliberate voice with its soft rise and fall with which he greeted and invited her to sit at his
table. Nor was she surprised as it soon became clear that he wasn’t, of course, the Minister,
but rather one of his closest aides. What surprised her wasn’t the composition of the
details—which on their own were to be expected—but rather the entire situation. What
exactly was she doing there? When the man began to speak, she had no doubt about it. The
Detective had a problem.

“Reports about your investigation have reached our office,” said the Assistant to the
Minister just as he passed her the menu with a careful smile on his face as he gazed at his
own hands. “In this city, as you can imagine, it’s relatively easy to find out everything,” he
added by way of explanation.

b

“I see,” she said, opting for a cautious and watchful silence. Her heart beating.
Throbbing in her temples. As if she were still inside the dungeon, and not in an open-air
restaurant located in the central courtyard of a hotel, voices continued to crash against high
walls. High and thick walls that separated the city from everything else. Others’ blood; their
silence.

“A delicate matter,” continued the Young Assistant to the Minister. “Salad or fruit?”
he interrupted himself.

The Detective chose the salad.

“As you can imagine, all of us in the Most-Ancient-City revere the memory of such
a distinguished Poet.” He was going to continue, but at that moment he had to attend to the
waiter who was standing by, notepad in hand, to take their order. Years later, when she
continued to turn around in her mind a case that she had taken on simply out of curiosity
during a particularly long weekend, she would say that if it hadn’t been for the aroma of
cardamom and fear, she never would have turned to look at him. If it hadn’t been for the
echo of his voice that had crashed, again and again, against the high, stone walls. So unlikely

was it that a woman from the Most-Ancient-City would turn her attention to a Dark Man
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who went about his work. Wrinkled hands, a docile expression. But she had turned to look
at him, and she had seen him. It was his profile, the man’s profile. Then, so that there could
be no doubt, she heard his voice. He said: “I want you to know.” He said: “It’s important
that you know.” Time passing. The man saw her, the Detective assumed, as he had probably
seen the other woman years ago: with caution, and curiosity and a little pity. The man who
had read her pages looked at the Poet with desire, with complicity, and with some fear.
That’s what he had murmured in a halting voice. He had murmured that, by chance, he had
done it. That. Read the enemy’s pages. How long before those who share the same shackles
around their ankles recognize each other? From where does the courage of equals spring?
He lowered his gaze; and then, when he raised his eyes, he blinked. Sand on his pupils.
Mythic eyelashes. The Poet must have noticed. A woman who had written what she had
must have noticed the man’s confusion, and his beauty.

“Everyone in the Most-Ancient-City venerates the memory of our Poet,” the
Assistant to the Minister, a man accustomed to discipline, said to her, resuming the
conversation just where he had left off. “You probably realize that we’re very interested that
you keep us informed on the status of your investigation,” he ended.

The Detective addressed the waiter who was passing nearby.

“Would you know how to prepare a martini?” she asked him.

The Dark Man stopped, and instead of jotting it down in his notebook, he smiled,
startled. Her companion feigned indifference or distraction.

“And of course, you've read her,” she murmured, when she turned again to the
suddenly hardened face of the Assistant to the Minister. “Your Poet,” she added when the
man seemed confused by the question.

“Naturally,” he stammered. “Everybody here,” and he was unable to continue
because the question not only seemed foolish, but completely unthinkable. His arms aloft.

The Detective imagined then how it all happened: the Poet was getting bored at a
dinner with men and women with soft voices and smooth hands, and slicked-back blond
hair. It all took place here, at this very table. The Poet had turned intuitively at first, then

with that kind of curiosity that is at times the most felicitous result of tedium. What else is
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around me? A smile is a sad animal. She soon confirmed that she wasn’t mistaken: the Dark
Man was watching her from a distance. The Poet must have detected the aroma of
cardamom, the bittersweet quality of his perspiration, the slight brushing together of his
thighs. Though he was invisible to the others, the man, however, was evident to the eyes of
the woman who had just arrived. A chance visitor. An untrained gaze. How had the first
meeting taken place, and then, all the other meetings that followed? The Detective had no
answer. At what moment had the Poet yielded? How had it become clear years later, and in
the same city that had seen them come together, that someone else would have to return in
order to unravel everything?

“Do you know what electricity is?” The Detective took advantage of the moment
when the waiter placed the martini in front of her to ask the Assistant to the Minister the
question.

The Dark Man turned to look at her with remarkable discretion. The Assistant to
the Minister rolled his eyes.

“My field is public relations,” he murmured, trying to contain his exasperation. “As
you can imagine, these are subjects about which I know very little.”

The Detective took a sip of her drink and praised its flavor. She called the waiter to
immediately relay her opinion. She ordered another.

“Where do you think he’s from?” she asked the Assistant to the Minister when the
waiter withdrew to continue with his work.

“Who?” he asked.

“Him,” she said.

“Who?” repeated—at this point truly exasperated—the Assistant to the Minister.

Full of blood, this earth. Bathed, swollen, nourished by blood. Each step that you or I take. Lamb
of god. The children of my children, and their children. Winters are very long here, blindness. The woman
existed—rthat is certain. Within a darkened room, the coming together existed. The conversation. The first
thing 1 saw when 1 entered the Most-Ancient-City was that mountain of bodies. The drops of their blood
Jfalling on a puddle of blood. The mystery. Lamb of god.
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“According to the interview in the newspaper,” her Assistant informed her when he
called from the office in the jubilant tone of somebody who has discovered precious bits of
information on his own, “the Poet spoke with the Printer precisely on the morning of
August 7.7

“That’s not part of the documentation in the file,” she interrupted him in a thick,
muffled voice.

“I know, that’s why I'm telling you. It’s an interview in a very minor newspaper,” he
insisted. “It says there that the Poet called the Printer to tell him that she was happy, and
that she was leaving the Most-Ancient-City.”

The Detective, who was lying down on the bed in the darkened room, imagined the
whole scene: the alarm that went off in the Printet’s mind, the sudden clarification of his
situation, and his idea to prevent it all. Hurry is at times pure horror. In the Most-Ancient-
City it was relatively easy to find out things—hadn’t somebody just said so? It must also
have been simple to get hold of that kind of help. Electricity is the most common form of
energy due to the ease of its generation and distribution. Contact between the electron and
the proton. Electrical charge.

“Are you listening?” the Assistant asked her.

After a while, the Detective said no, she really wasn’t listening to him anymore.

“You drank something, didn’t you?” he whispered, suddenly sad.

“The martinis in this place are really divine,” said the Detective after a pause.

She was awakened by the wind, or by thirst. She was under the covers fully clothed,
and when she got up, she felt a couple of stabbing pains in her head. She staggered on the
way to the bathroom, but once inside, she took off her clothes and opened the cold-water
tap of the shower. She remained there, not moving. Time passed. She didn’t know at what
moment she noticed the sound. It was a very low, but continuous note. She had no doubt
that somebody was humming a song, or a lament, or a mantra. She got out of the shower

without turning off the water and wrapped in a white towel, she went towards the French
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doors of the terrace leaving behind her a trail of small puddles. The verb “to splash.” The
light was on again in the room across from hers. She went to the railing. Below, barely
perceptible among the shadows, one could glimpse the profile of a man. Cigarette smoke.

The tune that never stops. And a smile, that animal.

At the origin of electricity are electrical charges, static or in movement, and
their interaction. An electrical charge in repose produces forces upon other charges.
If the electrical charge is in movement, it also produces magnetic forces. There are

only two types of electrical charge -positive and negative.

In war it’s not possible not to kill. She recalled the phrase. Then she awaited, like

seventeen years earlier, the electrical charge. The sudden brightness.
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Translator: Francisca Gonzalez Arias; Genre: Short Story.

9. RT/TC 009 (2020). Rincin de Traductores | Transiators’ Corner — Volume 1: Compilation
2019-2020. Various Authors; Various Translators.

10. RT/TC 010 (2020). Waiting for the Revolution: Cuba, the Unfinished Journey (excerpt).
Author: Gustavo Gac-Artigas (Chile); Translator: Andrea G. Labinger; Genre:
Chronicle.
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11. RT/TC 011 (2020). "A Bad Gitl". Author: Montserrat Ordéfiez (Colombia);
Translator: Clara Eugenia Ronderos; Genre: Short Story.

12. RT/TC 012 (2020). "Claudia and the Cats". Author: Ivanna Chapeta (Guatemala);
Translator: Lindsay Romanoff Bartlett; Genre: Short Story.

13. RT/TC 013 (2021). Song of Being and Nonbeing. Author: Santiago Alba Rico (Spain);
Translator: Carolina Finley Hampson; Genre: Poetry.

14. RT/TC 014 (2021). "Christmas Eve in the Hills of Jaruco". Author: Robert F. Lima
Rovira and Robert Lima (Cuba/USA); Translator: Robert lima; Genre: Chronicle.

15. RT/TC 015 (2021). Three Poems. Author: José Luis Gatrcia Martin (Spain); Translator:
Claudia Quevedo-Webb; Genre: Poetry.

16. RT/TC 016 (2021). A Manifesto for reading (excerpt). Author: Irene Vallejo (Spain);
Translator: Erin Goodman; Genre: Essay.

17. RT/TC 017 (2021). Parallel 35 (three excerpts) and "The Dead Woman". Author:
Carmen Laforet (Spain); Translator: Roberta Johnson; Genre: Chronicle/Short Story.

18. RT/TC 018 (2021). "Torn Lace" and "Native Plant". Author: Emilia Pardo Bazin
(Spain); Translator: Francisca Gonzalez Arias; Genre: Short Story.

19. RT/TC 019 (2021). Rincén de Traductores | Translators’ Cormer — Volume 2: Compilation
2020-2021. Various Authors; Various Translators.

20. RT/TC 020 (2021). Three Poems. Author: Julia Barella (Spain); Translator: Sarah Glenski;
Genre: Poetry.

21. RT/TC 021 (2021). Five Galician Songs. Author: Emilio Cao (Spain); Translator: Robert
Lima; Genre: Poetry.

22. RT/TC 022 (2022). The KIO Towers. Author: José Luis Castillo Puche (Spain);
Translator: Douglas Edward LaPrade; Genre: Poetry.

23. RT/TC 023 (2022). "One Hundred Cornfields of Solitude”. Author: Melanie Marquez
Adams  (Ecuador); Translator: Emily  Hunsberger;  Genre:  Chronicle.

24. RT/TC 024 (2022). Eight Poems. Author: Luis Alberto de Cuenca (Spain); Translator:
Gustavo Pérez Firmat; Genre: Poetry.

25. RT/TC 025 (2022). Pilgrimage to Santiago (1610). Authot: Diego de Guzman (Spain);
Translator: George D. Greenia; Genre: Chronicle.
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RT/TC 026 (2022). Short stories from Abrete sésamo. Author: Clara Eugenia Ronderos
(Colombia); Translator: Mary G. Berg; Genre: Short Story.

RT/TC 027 (2022). Rincin de Traductores | Translators’ Corner — 1 olume 3: Compilation
2021-2022. Various Authors; Various Translators.

RT/TC 028 (2022). "Carabanchel Blues". Author: Lotenzo Silva (Spain); Translator:
Kevin Gerry Dunn; Genre: Short Story.

RT/TC 029 (2022). Poems from Under Leonardo’s Wing. Author: Clara Janés (Spain);
Translator: Ana M. Osan; Genre: Poetry.

RT/TC 030 (2023). Poems from Hasta que no haya luna. Author: Alan Smith Soto (Costa
Rica/USA); Translator: Katherine Hannula Hill; Genre: Poetry.

RT/TC 031 (2023). Quixote. Author: Lorenzo Silva (Spain); Translator: Christophet
Maurer; Genre: Essay.

RT/TC 032 (2023). Two Stoties from Amantes y enemigos: cnentos de parejas. Author: Rosa
Montero (Spain); Translator: Erin Goodman; Genre: Short Story.
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