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I'm Óscar Valente

There is a photograph in my office—number 214, in the Faculty of History—that no one has ever thought to ask me about. Not that it is exactly a mystery. Or perhaps it is—but one of those that people instinctively know better than to touch. It sits on the highest shelf, beside the window overlooking the courtyard, where the afternoon sun strikes it and the wood of the frame has darkened over the years, as though time itself had decided this photograph deserved to age with dignity.

It's me. Or it was, a few years ago. A man in his thirties, standing on a stone wall that might have been Roman or might have been anything at all, the sun burning the back of my neck and my hat in my hand because the wind—damn the wind—had blown it off for the umpteenth time. As for the expression on my face... well, that is the problem. There are days when I swear it belongs to someone who has just solved the enigma that haunted him all his life. On others, people look at me and see a man who has just lost something he never even knew he possessed. And the worst part is that I do not know which of the two I really am. Or perhaps I am both at once. The fact is that no one dares to ask. Not even me, most of the time.

When a new student discovers it—and it always happens eventually—I just shrug and repeat the same polished lie: "Ah, that... it's from an expedition in Morocco. The wall was Roman, from the time of Hadrian." Then I change the subject. Not abruptly, no. With the kind of grace that only comes from repeating the same evasion a thousand times, like someone turning a page of a book without making a sound. As if I did not know that everyone knows I am lying. But it is easier that way. For them, and for me.

I grew up in Salamanca, in a house where books did not decorate the rooms: they occupied them. They were the sofa you sat on, the floor you walked on, the air you breathed. My father, Don Álvaro, was one of those men who collected objects as others collect stamps or coins, but with one difference: he did not keep them, he studied them until they surrendered their secrets. And if they did not, he cursed them in a low voice while turning them over in his hands, as if the very act of touching them might make them speak. My mother, Isabel Mendoza, was an archaeologist. Or so the paperwork said. In reality, she was a woman who spent more time underground than above it, as though the past owed her something and she had every intention of collecting the debt.

From my father I inherited the eye. That mania for looking at things as though they were a puzzle with half the pieces missing. From my mother... well, from her I inherited something more uncomfortable: the certainty that the truth is never where they tell you it is. And from the two of them together I inherited this thing I carry inside me, this... restlessness. My students call it obsession. Javi, my friend, calls it stubbornness. Alonso—the old fox—smiles and mutters something about "the Mendoza legacy," as though that explained everything. And perhaps it does.

I did not go to Oxford because it was logical. I went because that was where the archive I needed for my thesis on medieval codes was. And because, to be honest, I wanted to see if it really rained as much as they said. I arrived with decent English and, within a month, I was fluent. Latin I had already brought from home at sixteen, Greek at eighteen, and French... well, French was the language in which my mother and I fought. At Oxford I learned something no one had told me: those who know how to dig do not always know how to read what they find, and those who can read have not always had mud under their nails. I decided to be the second. Not out of presumption—or perhaps a little, yes—but because my greatest defect is that I do nothing by halves. Or my greatest virtue. It depends on the day.

I am thirty-eight years old, though some days I feel fifty and others I wake with the energy of a twenty-year-old. My build is that of someone who has spent more time walking than sitting, more hours carrying backpacks than going to the gym. My brown skin—an inheritance from my mother—holds a permanent tan, because there is always an expedition on the horizon, some place where the sun beats down mercilessly. My eyes, dark brown, almost black, unsettle the shyest students. The brave ones say they are intelligent. Those who know me best say they are only the eyes of someone who has seen too much.

The gray at my temples appeared after that winter in the Andes. I do not care about it. Or I do, but it is too late to do anything now. There is a lock of hair over my forehead that rebels every morning, as though my hair has more personality than I do. The tweed jacket with elbow patches is my uniform. It is not affectation; it is comfort. My shirt is always impeccable, even in places where no one would notice. And the ankle boots... ah, the boots. Handmade in Florence, in a leather that is no longer produced. They have been with me for fifteen years, have crossed four continents, and carry in their seams the dust of half a dozen excavations. If they could talk, they would tell more stories than I do.

I have worn the gray fedora since I was twenty-six. It was given to me by Hassan, a Bedouin to whom I once helped recover some documents stolen by unscrupulous smugglers. Before I left, he placed a crow feather in the ribbon and said something in Arabic. It took me a year to understand it: "He who wears the traveler's hat has no home, but he is not lost either." Sometimes I think Hassan understood me better than I understood myself. There are days when that phrase feels like a gift. Others, like a curse. Most of the time, it is both.

Scars are like tattoos: each one has a story. On the back of my right hand I carry a cross, barely visible unless the light catches it just right. I had it done in Jerusalem, at twenty-seven, while handling a cross device whose safety mechanism had not been used in seven hundred years. The doctor at Hadassah told me I had been lucky. I did not contradict him, but deep down I knew luck had nothing to do with it. On my left shoulder, I have a tattoo of an open book with a globe on top. I had that done at twenty-three, in Lisbon, after my first serious expedition. I thought it was a whim, a symbol of who I wanted to be. Years later I discovered that I had been that child before I knew how to name it—that the symbol had been sitting on the shelves of the library in my house in Salamanca, in some book I had leafed through as a boy without paying attention. And that changed my life. Or upended it. I'm still not sure.

I think in a way that is rare. It is not that I am smarter than others—well, perhaps a little—but that my mind works like a labyrinth, where ideas wander slowly until they find an exit. I can keep an absurd hypothesis in my head for weeks, let the data gather like clouds before a storm, and abandon it without shame when it turns out to be false. It is not that I lack an ego. I have one, and a large one at that. But I do not care about being right. I care about finding the truth, even when it hurts. Even when it costs me friends. Even when it costs me myself.

When I become obsessed with something, I become... difficult. Not antisocial, exactly. I am simply somewhere else. Javi says I am like a ghost: physically present, but absent in the things that matter. Alonso, the bastard, merely smiles and says I am just like my mother at that age. And that, for some reason, terrifies me.

My fear of heights came to me in the Andes. It was not the collapse at Choquequirao that gave it to me. It was the waiting. Three days trapped with the roof forty centimeters from my face, listening to the rock shift above me as though it were breathing. It was not the fear of dying. It was the fear that the world would become smaller than I was. Since then, cliffs, unstable bridges, staircases without railings... they send panic through me. But I keep climbing. With ropes, with equipment, with my jaw clenched and cold sweat on the back of my neck. Because fear is not the opposite of courage. It is its traveling companion.

There is another fear, worse than that. The fear of choosing. Of those moments when truth and the people I love stand on opposite sides of the scale. I have left treasures in the hands of communities that needed them more than I did. I have destroyed evidence to protect people who did not deserve to be betrayed. I have kept silent about discoveries that would have made my career. Every time I do it, I do the right thing. And every time I do, I lose something I never recover. It is not that I fear making decisions. It is that I fear what I am becoming: someone who knows that sometimes hiding things is the right thing to do... and that this brings me dangerously close to those who hide things for less honorable reasons.

Darius Vex once told me, in a gallery beneath Toledo, that my mother would have done the same. I still do not know whether that comforts me or shatters me. Perhaps I never will.

I speak six languages fluently, not out of vanity, but because each one opens a door. I always carry a hardback notebook in the inner pocket of my jacket. Forty-three so far, all identical, filled with schematized ruins, hand-copied symbols, maps drawn at three in the morning with a flashlight clenched between my teeth. I keep them in the house in the Toledo countryside, arranged by year. None have ever been thrown away. Though sometimes I wonder whether anyone, someday, will know what the hell they mean.

I specialized in systems of knowledge transmission: how texts traveled, who copied them, what was lost, and what was hidden. I know how to date artifacts, preserve manuscripts, and excavate without destroying. And I know how to do something that appears in no curriculum: enter a space and understand, just by looking at its architecture and details, what happened there—when, and why. My students ask me how I do it. I tell them it is attention. That twenty years of trained attention resembles intuition, but is not. Some believe me. Others do not. And those who do not are usually the ones who interest me most.

I live in a flat in Madrid's Salamanca district that everyone knows as "the archive with a kitchen." The maps cover the dining table, which is rarely used for eating. The books rise to the ceiling in four rooms and in stacks on the floor in the other two. The artifacts are labeled according to a system that only I fully understand, although in an emergency I could explain it in twenty minutes. Or at least that is what
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