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    "To my daughter and my wife: everything gold can't buy, I found in you."

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Let those who someday think of my failure and wonder why I did not become what I might have been know this: an implacable fate uprooted me from budding prosperity and cast me out onto the plains, to wander, a vagabond, like the winds, and to fade away as they do, leaving behind nothing but noise and desolation."
— José Eustasio Rivera, The Vortex
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UNCLE JESÚS’S DEPARTURE
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The newspaper smelled of fresh ink and empty promises.

I spread it out across the dining table the way you’d open a treasure map, except this map had been leading me nowhere for weeks. Tuesday, Thursday, and Saturday—sometimes Sunday instead of Saturday, so I wouldn’t miss a single classified ad—my fingers moved through the columns of job listings with the obsessive discipline of someone searching for a needle in a haystack made entirely of the wrong needles. I’d developed a system: I bought the newspaper on those three days because the ads ran for two or three editions, and with that rotation I covered the whole week without letting a single opportunity slip past me. It was my full-time job: looking for a job.

I’d finished all my coursework at the Universidad Distrital, but I still hadn’t submitted my thesis. No diploma, no degree, no magical stamp that was supposedly meant to open the doors of the professional world. In those days, online job platforms didn’t exist; job hunting was an analog ritual that depended on the capital’s newspapers and the patience to decipher cryptic abbreviations in tiny print. Every morning I spread the pages out on the table and ran my index finger down the columns like a detective searching for clues in a case file with no culprit.

—Accounting assistant, minimum two years’ experience—I would read under my breath, turning the page—. Door-to-door salesman, base salary plus commissions. Plant operator, night shift.

Nothing. Absolutely nothing with even the faintest connection to what I had studied. The salaries on offer were a silent insult to the years invested, the sleepless nights, the exams passed on coffee and stubbornness. Minimum wage that didn’t cover even half my needs, for work anyone could do without ever having set foot in a university. I would close the newspaper with the same frustration with which I had opened it, fold it, leave it on the table, and ask myself whether all that effort had been worth it. Frustration had become my most faithful companion, a persistent shadow that followed me from the dining table to my pillow.

It was in the middle of that fruitless search that Uncle Jesús’s health began to worsen.

At first the signs were subtle: a cough that lingered too long, a weariness that made him sit behind the counter more often, a pallor that gradually drained the color from cheeks weathered by the years. But as the weeks passed, his decline became impossible to ignore. His body shrank like a river in drought, and every time I visited him, he seemed a little smaller, as if life were consuming him from the inside out.

Uncle Jesús had a small two-story house in a residential part of the city. On the ground floor he ran his provisions shop: rice, cooking oil, panela, eggs, bar soap—the essentials neighborhood families needed to make lunch and dinner for the day. The smell of that shop—a mixture of dry grains, soap, and old wood—is something I can still summon with my eyes closed. It was all he had to survive on. We, his nephews, were his only family. His brother—our father—had died years earlier.

And Uncle Jesús’s loneliness had deeper roots than anyone could have imagined.

He had had a wife. A woman he rarely spoke about, but whose absence defined him completely. She died trying to give birth, a victim of preeclampsia that doctors in those days didn’t know how to manage properly. Neither of them survived: not the mother, not the child. Two dreams of life snuffed out at once, like two candles blown out by the same cruel wind. For Uncle Jesús, it was a wound that never healed. He mourned his wife for as long as he lived, a silent and stubborn mourning that became his way of existing.

The neighborhood women tried many times to break through that mourning. They would come into the shop with transparent excuses and lean on the counter with calculated smiles:

—Don Jesús, wouldn’t you like me to fix you a little lunch?—one of them would say, adjusting her hair with studied casualness.

—No, my dear, thank you—he would reply without looking up from the ledger where he recorded the things he sold on credit—. I already ate.

—Oh, but you’re so alone here, Don Jesús. A man needs company.

—Alone but at peace—he would answer, and only then would he lift his gaze, with a look that closed the conversation like a door—. I’m not interested in women coming around to take what it has cost me a lifetime to build. What those ladies want is for a man to stock their kitchens for free, and I’m not here to support anyone.

There was no bitterness in his words, only a raw lucidity. He had seen too many strategic widows circling men with some property to their name, and he wasn’t willing to become anyone’s prey. His love for his dead wife was an impregnable fortress, and he inhabited it with the dignity of someone who had chosen his solitude as an act of loyalty.

One day he surprised us all. He called my brothers and me to the house, speaking with the measured voice of someone who has made a decision after thinking it through for a long time.

—Sit down—he said, pointing to the dining chairs behind the shop—. I have something to tell you.

We looked at him in silence. His face was thinner than usual, his eyes a little sunken, but his gaze was steady as a well-driven nail.

—I have already consulted the notary’s office and a lawyer. I want to put the house in your names. All three of you.

—Uncle, but you...—I began to say.

—Let me finish
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