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			To Paul, because we walk the cemeteries together.

			To Ariel, for the sphynx and the Berisso grave in La Plata.

		

	
		
			
				“The world was made for the dead. Think of all the dead there are,” he said and then, as if he had conceived the answer for all insolence, he said, “There’s a million times more dead than living and the dead are dead a million times longer than the living are alive!”

				—Flannery O’Connor, “You Can’t Be Any Poorer Than Dead”
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			Monumental Cemetery of Staglieno, 

			Genoa, Italy, 1997
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			I don’t know why Genoa was on our itinerary. It was the nineties, I was twenty-five, my mom had enough money to take her first trip to Europe, and she invited me to go along. I pressed for certain destinations, but Genoa wasn’t on my list. My obligatory Italian stop was Bomarzo: I needed to see the Park of Monsters, which had inspired Manuel Mujica Láinez’s novel named after the small city outside Rome. And I did get to see the park, where I walked into the gaping stone ogre’s mouth and picked up a rock to bring back as a gift for my best friend. Venice was also a must, mostly because of Lord Byron, so I could walk where he had walked and remember the lines from Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage: “I stood in Venice, on the Bridge of Sighs, / A palace and a prison on each hand.” Not to mention Tadzio and the plague and the flooded Venetian alleyways.

			The Staglieno cemetery was not among the stops I had obsessively planned, though I was aware that it existed. One of its spectacular graves was on the cover of the album Closer, and another on the single “Love Will Tear Us Apart,” both by Joy Division, but I never liked Joy Division. Although the graves on the covers were beautiful, I didn’t consider a pilgrimage to them necessary.

			But when Genoa was added to the itinerary, Staglieno became a brooding obsession for me. Back then, I was not a cemetery connoisseur the way I am now. I had intensely toured the one in La Plata, with its pyramids and sphinxes (the place is sown with dead Freemasons), and I’d been to the Recoleta Cemetery many times, back when it was practically a ghost city of gray vaults, before the tours clogged up the lane where Eva Duarte is buried and before there were whole books written about the cemetery’s quirks, its statues, and stories of people who’d been buried alive. On those early strolls through Recoleta, I’d picked out a grave of my own: I am a poor suburbanite; I can’t be buried in that fancy cemetery by my own rights, not through family or fame. But I want my friends—if I have any left by the time I die—to scatter my ashes inside one tomb in particular: that of Mendoza Paz, founder of the Animal Protection Society. It’s a lofty pyramid with no crosses or Christian symbols of any kind. It says: “Aquí no hay nada. Solo polvo y huesos. Nada” (“Here lies nothing. Just dust and bones. Nothing”). It has a barred iron door—scattering ashes through it would be easy. That will be my grave, if my friends have the courage to fulfill my wishes.

			Those outings were certainly pleasant, but my love for cemeteries began at Staglieno. And the surprise—oh, the surprise of it! The internet existed in 1997, but not like it is now: you couldn’t google images and peer into every nook and cranny of the necropolis. Staglieno was a name to be savored, a photo in a tourist brochure, some words by Mark Twain, the burial place of Constance Lloyd, Oscar Wilde’s widow, a few terribly grainy images on remote Gothic-themed websites. Our frenetic itinerary allocated only two nights to Genoa. One of those two days had to be spent at Staglieno; I decided it would be the second. I had my brand-new manual camera, which I barely knew how to use, at the ready.

			The first night, after a day of walking, of churches and palaces, my mom and I ate pizza and then went back to wander around the tourist neighborhood Strade Nuove, with its more than forty palaces, the most magnificent of which is the Palazzi dei Rolli. It was in that area of Genoa that I first saw him, but sometimes, when I think back, I picture him in the Uffizi Gallery, in Florence, I don’t know why. He was definitely playing his violin outside, though, his instrument case open in front of him so listeners could drop coins onto its red lining. He wasn’t theatrical or flamboyant the way street musicians, especially violinists, so often are. I remember that he looked very serious as he played, barely raising an eyebrow, and that he smiled as he took his final bow but stayed reserved and focused, that he never got needlessly dramatic. My mother, I remember, commented that he was quite good. He played the usual: Bach, Paganini’s caprices, some Mozart concerto or other. He wore his hair short, unlike almost every other guy his age in the nineties, especially in Italy. He was tall and wore a black getup that looked like a burial suit, old and a little dirty. The white shirt under his jacket was thin, almost transparent. He left the jacket open.

			My mother listened to two pieces and then wanted to head back to the hotel because she was tired. I told her I would stay a while longer. I sat down among the crowd of people that had gathered around the violinist, and I remained there until he noticed my existence and smiled at me, even taking one of his bows in my direction; I applauded every piece.

			Never had I seen a boy so perfectly suited for me. Later, when I talked about Enzo back in Argentina, I always said—especially to my girlfriends who had incomprehensible opinions, like how they find ugly men attractive, or how they prefer men with no necks, virile, muscular, broad-shouldered—that Enzo was the most beautiful creature I had ever seen. At least for me, for my idea of beauty, which is shadowy and pale and pliant, black-and-blue, a little moribund but happy, more dusk than night. When he finished his performance—there were three or four of us still listening—I went over to congratulate him, adding that I didn’t speak Italian. He asked me what language I spoke. English and Spanish, I said. He told me his mother was English and his father was Italian, so we could speak in English.

			An Italian Englishman, I thought; a creature out of Mary Shelley or Byron. But Enzo hadn’t spent much time in England, and he wasn’t interested in talking about his family. He told me he was hungry, so I offered to treat him, saying I had money. He agreed. He was bold and dissolute; he walked without a sound; he was two heads taller than me. I told him that I usually liked boys with long hair (the spirit of the times!) but that I’d make an exception for him. He said it was ridiculous for a violinist to have long hair, it just got in your eyes and tangled up in the strings, and he felt embarrassed for the street violinists who tossed back their sweaty hair and pretended to be Paganini.

			I remember the circles under his blue eyes in the interrogation-style lighting of the pizzeria, and how the waiter winked at him. Italian women are very beautiful, but I was young and wearing a violet dress with silver straps that I’d bought from a street vendor. I only recently threw that dress away, along with a bunch of other clothes that had sentimental value. I could wear it only as a shirt these days, and it would be a pretty small shirt at that.

			Enzo invited me to walk around the port. He told me he couldn’t take me to his house: he lived in an occupata, a squat, where they didn’t allow visitors—they were very strict. I told him I’d thought squatters were the opposite of strict, and he was surprised. Those people are like soldiers, he told me, very regimented, very disciplined. What about you? I asked. My days there are numbered, he replied; they tolerate me because I bring in a little money, and because I’m taking my brother’s place while he’s in a house in Turin.

			He lived with several kids who played in bands and a few militant anarchists. He told me the musicians were terrible, and that if I stayed longer in Genoa, I shouldn’t even think of going to see them. “But I like punk,” I told him.

			“Italians don’t know how to do punk,” he replied. “Do Argentines?”

			“Some of them,” I said. After a while we got up the nerve to admit that when it came to rock and its derivations, we preferred the Anglo varieties.

			I told him my mom had liked his playing, and I remember his bitter expression with perfect clarity. “I have some talent,” he told me, “but I had to leave the conservatory a long time ago.” He didn’t say why, and I understood that I shouldn’t ask. He kissed me up against a wall in the port. The air was pure sea; at least, I remember it as pure sea air, without the mixture of gas and fish and grime that ruins most docks. He was cold under his thin shirt. Cold and pale. Like a vampire, like a statue. Like the most beautiful boy in the world.

			

			—

			He walked me back to my hotel in the early morning. I was in love. He was funny, too; I hadn’t expected the world’s cutest boy to be funny. He asked what I was going to do the next day—that is, in a few hours. I don’t remember what I told him I had planned for the morning. “In the afternoon, I’m going to Staglieno.”

			“To the cemetery?”

			“Yes, are you scared of it?”

			“No,” he said, “but I’ve never been. My dad’s family isn’t from Genoa, and we don’t have anyone buried there.” Then he asked me if I wanted to see the Joy Division graves.

			“I don’t like Joy Division,” I said.

			“Great. Me neither.”

			“But they are really pretty graves, so I’d still like to see them.”

			“A lot of tourists go for the Joy Division graves.”

			“I bet. Will you come with me?”

			“Of course,” he said. After we finished at the cemetery, he told me, he’d go straight to playing violin in the street. The cemetery closed at sunset, when Enzo’s workday began. He promised to come pick me up after noon, and that’s what he did. I vaguely remember a protest from my mother, which seemed crazy to me at the time. Enzo and I took the bus to the cemetery; this time, he paid. He was wearing his uniform of a romantic violinist, the black suit and white shirt (a different one, not as thin, even more like an old man’s), but he had on red sneakers. I don’t understand how everyone wasn’t staring at him; I don’t understand why no one approached him and asked him to model, to pose for a picture, to fuck.

			He didn’t think he was very beautiful, either. Or maybe he did, a little. He knew that he was perfumed poison for some girls; maybe not many, but when he found one of those girls who were attuned to his hips, like those of a twelve-year-old boy, and his long fingers, like an alien’s, he could do whatever he wanted with her.

			The Monumental Cemetery of Staglieno is staggering. The portico, a classical imitation of the Parthenon’s, was predictable enough. But then, once we were past the first trees—the cemetery, established in 1851, is like a forest with sculptures, a little like the Parisian cemetery Père Lachaise—we caught sight of the statue galleries. I remember Enzo saying, in English, “What the fuck.” I felt a shiver of fear, beauty, and laughter.

			Staglieno has two long colonnades. They’re not used for niches; they have tombs set into the walls and decorated with the most incredible sculptures—I don’t think any other cemetery has sculptures like those. The rich families of Genoa threw themselves into a true competition to see who could have the most impressive tomb, the most painful, the most beautiful, the most sensual.

			I don’t know if it was the first grave I saw, but it’s the one I remember most. I didn’t know anything about the tomb then, but I’ve reconstructed it over time. It belongs to the Delmas family and was made by Lorenzo Orengo, one of the most important sculptors of his day. The grave, from 1909, says, in French: “Et rose, elle a vécu ce que vivent les roses, l’espace d’un matin” (“And a rose, she has lived the life of roses, the space of a morning”). The dead woman is Maria Francesca Delmas, twenty-five years old, the same age I was then. In the sculpture, Maria Francesca is naked, her beautiful young breasts exposed; her eyes are closed and her head is being supported, as if she were sleeping or unconscious, by a young man, who kisses her hair and holds her legs with his other hand, as if he’s about to pick her up. It’s the last kiss. That is, in fact, the name of the sculpture. This man was her lover, or else he is Death in love.

			So many sculptures here are more than suggestive; there is so much necrophilia. Take the grave of Raffaele Pienovi, a “prosperous businessman of renowned virtue.” The dead man is in his bed, a blanket covering him; the widow is leaning over the deathbed and lifting the blanket to look at his face, which we cannot see. It isn’t just the mystery of death being hinted at; we also have the feeling that she is doing this behind the backs of the guests at the wake, that this is a secret moment with her husband, that she is going to kiss him—another final kiss, though here we witness the moment just before. This enormous marble sculpture is by Giovanni Battista Villa, and it’s so realistic that the presence of death becomes palpable. I took pictures of every grave. Enzo asked if I had enough film—the kind of thing we had to think about in the pre-digital era—and I assured him that I did.

			When we reached the Oneto grave, Enzo kissed me. Right by Monteverde’s Angel, commissioned by the president of the Banca Generale. A female angel, a trumpet in one hand and a sullen look in her eyes, her voluptuous body wrapped in a transparent robe, her hair in ringlets. When I first saw it, I don’t know why, I was sure it was a male angel. Did it look like Enzo to me? Because, with the distance of years, I can tell it’s nothing like him. It’s a woman because it has curves, but really, angels don’t have a sex. It’s androgynous, like every member of its species. But it is obviously, decidedly sexual; it covers itself with false modesty.

			Many years later, I found out that the angel’s sensuality (it’s from 1882) had disturbed its contemporaries, but at the same time the image was so powerful that it was copied in many cemeteries. I’ve come across it since, in Lima and in Frankfurt, and whenever I see that angel I remember Enzo’s fingers tangled in the straps of my black dress. I had worn it because, though it was very short and terribly tight, the color struck me as appropriate; I’d paired it with some All Stars sneakers, also black. Enzo, by the time we reached the Monteverde Angel, had taken off his black jacket and stashed it in his backpack with his violin.

			We kept walking. We saw other manifestations of pain, equally indecorous but less sensual. A nun who was holding a dying child in her arms and pleading with the heavens to relieve his suffering. Two short men, dressed in large coats and hatless, as was traditional in mourning, were in the doorway of a tomb, leaning on each other in their grief. Life-sized. “I don’t understand how I had no idea about all this,” Enzo said to me.

			“No one talks about this cemetery?” I asked.

			“Sure, of course they do,” he replied, “but I never paid any attention. I didn’t grow up in Genoa.”

			“No? Where’d you grow up?”

			“In Bologna. My dad is a professor at the university there.”

			My parents live in Bologna, and I’m traveling: that was all he told me about himself. He would have said more, surely, but we spent less than ten hours together, and he wasn’t much of a talker. Or I talked too much.

			Another naked woman, this one art nouveau, her hair in a style from the twenties, her body hunched over and her arms wrapped around herself, eyes staring at a skull atop a cross. A woman with huge breasts and empty eyes kneels down, a laurel wreath in her hair. An infernal female figure standing atop a grave. The Canale tomb, its exquisite sleeping girl with her hair spread over the pillow, and the angel of death, another girl—a ribbon in her hair—who is coming to whisk her away, lesbian curiosity in her pious eyes. On the Fassio tomb, a beautiful cadaver, thin, svelte, wrapped in a shroud.

			I don’t remember the order of the graves. I could reconstruct it now: it’s easy enough to find a map of Staglieno. But I want to conserve that chaos in my memory. La Nocciolaia (“hazelnut vendor”), a woman from the village, a poor worker who sold nuts and sweets, who saved penny by penny to get her own monument raised here, among the rich. And there she is, a little old lady who was also sculpted by the great Lorenzo Orengo: Caterina Campodonico, dignified with her little bag of bread atop a pedestal. Her gravestone has a prayer written in dialect. Enzo read it to me, and when he got to the part where the vendor asked for a prayer for her soul, he suddenly went quiet, and when I turned around, his eyes were damp and he didn’t try to hide it. Caterina says of herself: “Selling trinkets in the sanctuaries of Acquasanta, Garbo, and San Cipriano, defying the elements, I have honestly procured the means to weather my old age, and also to immortalize myself through this monument, which I, Caterina Campodonico (nicknamed ‘La Paesana’), commissioned while I was still alive.” What was it that moved him so much about the hazelnut seller? He took my hand, and we kept walking down the path until we reached the danse macabre, the ever-present sculpture of Death dancing with a young woman, that medieval image that endures as a romantic vision of death among the living, and I told him, “Enzo, you should play something.”

			“No,” he said with a shake of his head. “The guards will come. But it could be done. At night.”

			He was thinking commercially, I suppose, but I could also picture him giving a short concert in front of that big, tall girl who was dancing with the skeleton, a skeleton covered with a shroud that made him even more terrifying, who took her by the hand with his own hand of bone. I will never forget that dance of a black-masked Death. That sculpture is also by Monteverde, the sculptor of the Angel. In passing, we saw the Ribaudo tomb, the one from the cover of “Love Will Tear Us Apart”: another female angel sprawled over the sepulchre, covering her face, as though in the ecstasy of pain and orgasm. Enzo wanted to go to the wooded boschetto section of the cemetery. Among the plants, the trees, the Gothic and classical sanctuaries, we could catch glimpses of statues hidden away off the mossy paths.

			We saw a naked woman, white and recumbent, motionless, atop something that looked like a bed. How many people, I wondered, have lain down beside her? How many crazy people have come and acted out their fantasies in this silence? I stroked the frozen woman’s hand. Another woman nearby, supine on a large rock, her body on its side and bent at the most erotic of angles, one of her small breasts pointing to the sky and the other beside a rose; she wears an expression of pleasure or of death, Eros and Thanatos. “What the hell, this is nuts,” I said to Enzo, and he shook his head. The circles under his eyes were like he’d been punched.

			“That’s your fault,” he told me with a laugh. “The witch who won’t let me sleep and makes me walk around in sexy cemeteries.” This woman had been abandoned, he said, by some angel or demon after making love, and he took several turns around the figure, her bare stomach, her leg bent and her waist arched, desperate for a caress: the woman on the Burrano tomb.

			We saw several patriarchs surrounded by their families: a wife, children, grandchildren. Some of the sculptures were taller than us. We saw a mother embracing the empty clothes of her dead son. I looked around for a while, but I couldn’t find Constance Lloyd, Oscar Wilde’s wife. We went up some stone steps with trees to either side, a secret path through the woods, and came upon the tomb of Italino Iacomelli. I screamed, and Enzo cursed out loud in Italian. The child Italino is playing with a hoop. He is five years old. He died on August 16, 1925. His tombstone tells his story. While he was playing, a crazed murderer attacked and killed him. Here on this mysterious staircase, behind Italino’s back, two hands emerge from the ground, from the base of the boy’s statue. Two giant hands, disembodied, are about to grab him from behind. Images of hands emerging from the earth in a cemetery—as seen in movies, for example—have always terrified me, but I still went closer to the boy’s bronze tomb, where he’s buried beside his parents.

			“Let’s go,” Enzo said. “I’m hungry. I’m scared.”

			We went back down the stairs, and we came upon a girl who was so beautiful that Enzo stopped again. Lying on a stone plinth, her long tresses tumbling between her breasts and over her groin, she is touching her hair with one arm bent above her head in complete abandon.

			Enzo led me to the other side of the girl, to the smooth side of the grave, and lifted me up so I could wrap my legs around his waist. He put his backpack on the ground and caressed me with his long fingers. I remember feeling ashamed because my underpants were wet from sweat, and from so many naked statues dancing with death, and from Enzo’s blue eyes.

			I never asked how old he was. He must have been in his early twenties, like me. He entered me gently, and then it was brutal: my back scraped against the stone and there, nearby, was the image of a dead girl in her bed, naked (did they used to undress women after they died?), with her eyes closed, luckily, so she couldn’t watch us fuck in silence in the suffocating siesta heat, under the blue sky. She was so cold; we were so young.

			We left Staglieno with our arms around each other’s waists, as if we’d been in love for years. I went with him to the place he was playing that night, in front of a palazzo. On the bus, he licked the scrapes on my back, and this time the other passengers did look at us. In disapproval. In envy.

			

			—

			When he finished playing, I told Enzo I needed to go let my mom know I was alive (this was before cellphones), and I asked where we should meet up afterward. I was leaving on the train for Milan the next morning, and after just one night there, I’d be on a flight to London. I couldn’t stay in Italy. But Enzo didn’t want to meet me for dinner. He was really tired, he said; he hadn’t slept at all the night before. “But I’m leaving!” I shouted. I remember how I yelled very loudly as I cried on a dimly lit street. “If you want, I’ll come see you off at the station,” he told me. I told him to go to hell and took off running, expecting him to follow me. He didn’t.

			I got to the hotel just as my mother was heading out for dinner. She was mad at me for disappearing, but when she saw my tears she got scared. I told her everything, told her to go ahead without me, and I sprawled on the bed to cry, starving. I thought Enzo would come back, penitent, with a slice of cold pizza. I pictured him in the hotel lobby, tall and pale like those statues of the dead, holding a cardboard box in one hand and a beer in the other, a smile on his face, the violin in his backpack. He didn’t come. He never came back. My mother brought me half of a cold pizza, which I devoured, and then I fell asleep watching TV, a repeat of a medieval-style horse race in Siena.

			“That boy looked like a junkie,” my mother said, and I cried harder.

			The next day, we had a fight at the train station. It was impossible to move her suitcase, so heavy, full of books the two of us had bought in Florence and Rome and Venice. I accused her of consumerism. I shouted, “How are we supposed to get this home in ten days, when we can’t even budge it now?” I was right about that, but I was unfair and cruel to her.

			Enzo didn’t come to see me off at the station, of course. I cried the whole way to Milan. My mother still thinks I was crying over our fight, and because of my eternal bad mood.

			That’s how I fell in love with cemeteries.
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			Chubut, Argentina, 2009
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			In the mid-nineteenth century, a group of Welsh people decided to leave their homeland and settle in Patagonia, in the region of Chubut. For centuries, the Welsh had been exploited and discriminated against in the United Kingdom, and many believed they were on their way to losing their language, religion, and identity. The first group of immigrants arrived in 1865: 153 Welsh men, women, and children aboard the ship Mimosa. Preparations for the adventure had been fraught with pitfalls, from issues with the Argentine Congress, which refused to recognize an independent Welsh colony, to news that their future lands south of the Río Negro were far from fertile. They came anyway. They made landfall on July 28, 1865, and found a place that, to put it mildly, was a disappointment. One of the colonists wrote in a letter to his wife back in Wales, “You may form the opinion that it is impossible to be happy here.”

			It was winter. The earth was hard and cold. The beach, a hostile purgatory (they had landed on the Valdés Peninsula). There were no houses or people or roads. The settlers did have some cows, but they didn’t know how to milk them. None of the colonists were farmers, and they had no idea how to cultivate wheat or hunt guanacos. The men who’d planned the colony, who had settled there not long before, had done a pretty bad job. But the colony survived thanks to the help of the Tehuelches, the Indigenous people of the area, who took pity on them. They gave the colonists meat and taught them basic techniques of hunting and fishing.

			The Welsh people baptized their landing place Puerto Madryn, founded a settlement on September 15—they named it Rawson—and, over the years, built irrigation systems and learned to grow crops. More people came, and they founded Gaiman, the most significant Welsh colony in Argentine Patagonia.

			In 1885, a crucial meeting took place in Gaiman. The Welsh settlers had sent a letter to Luis Fontana, the governor of Chubut, asking for help finding a piece of land at the foot of the Andes, more fertile territory that would allow for another settlement. They needed financing for the expedition, which was to be led by John Daniel Evans, an experienced outdoorsman.

			A year before, Evans had starred in an astounding escape. He was attacked by some Indigenous people during an expedition with three friends. All three of the friends were killed; Evans survived because his horse, Malacara (Longface), took an epic leap over a canyon, escaping the attackers. The site of the massacre was named Valle de los Mártires, or Valley of the Martyrs.

			Evans’s land-finding expedition set off on October 16, 1885. When the explorers came upon a more welcoming landscape, one that reminded them of Wales, they founded the Colonia 16 de Octubre. And, soon after, they established the town of Trevelin. These colonies were so agriculturally prosperous that, in those years when many agreements regarding national boundaries were still unsettled, Chile claimed the land as its own. A referendum was held in 1902, and the colonists voted unanimously to remain Argentine. School No. 18, where the referendum was held, is still standing and well preserved, about nine miles from Trevelin, the Welsh colony of the Andes.

			Trevelin is located near what is now Los Alerces National Park. It’s a small town of intense beauty, full of roses and tulips and Welsh flags (green and white with a fabulous red dragon), with the Percy River running through it. It boasts two teahouses, one more sumptuous than the other: at Nain Maggie, you have to wait in line, and it’s obligatory to look at photos of the grandmother who lent the place its name, and at her white gloves, with their long, ghostly fingers, framed behind glass and mounted on the wall, presiding over the homemade cakes and pastries.

			The Trevelin cemetery is about three kilometers outside the town. On a nice day you can walk there along a tree-lined road, with the mountains and blue sky on the horizon. The cemetery has no schedule. It has pine trees and rosebushes and—I’ve never seen this in any other cemetery—a lot of niches and plots with signs that say “Reserved.” It also has some brutal graves, rectangular blocks of cement sunk into the ground with no indication of who the deceased might be, although there are clearly bodies inside, because these blocks, sometimes covered in mosaics, often have flowers by their heads.

			There is an overwhelming proliferation of the last names Jones, Thomas, and Evans. One of them is the grave of John Daniel Evans, born in 1862 (he was very young when he had that encounter with the natives in the Valley of the Martyrs—which, by the way, is the only violent clash ever recorded between Welsh settlers and Indigenous people). Evans also relates in his diaries how during one of his desert crossings, in 1888, he came upon one of his Indigenous friends imprisoned inside a woven-wire fence at a concentration camp in Valcheta. He writes:

			
				They were trying to communicate by speaking a little Spanish, a little Welsh: “Poco bara, chiñor, poco bara, chiñor” (a little bread, señor) […]. I didn’t recognize him at first, but when I saw him running along the wire shouting BARA, BARA, I knew him and I stopped. He was my childhood friend, my desert brother, with whom I had shared so much bread in the past. This event filled my heart with anguish and sorrow, and I felt useless, I felt I could do nothing to relieve his hunger, his lack of liberty, his exile, his eternal banishment after having been lord and master of the Patagonian reaches, now confined to this small space […]. Sometime later I went back for him with plenty of money, ready to get him out for any price and take him home, but he couldn’t wait for me; he died of sadness not long after I had passed through Valcheta.

			

			Evans, who died in 1943, has a simple black marble gravestone, as well as several plaques that remember him like this: “Enterprising, hard-working pioneer. He dedicated his life to the progress of the region.” The Trevelin development society remembers him as Juan Evans, and so does the family plaque. Only the first grave, with an epitaph in Welsh—from Romans, a quotation about faith and God and a plea for unity, family—remembers him with his English name.

			The grave has just a few dried flowers, and it doesn’t seem to receive any special upkeep, except for a rope supporting the loosened marble. Beside him lies Milton Evans, his son, and near them, his second wife, Annie Hughes—her epitaph is in Welsh—who died in 1950.

			Most of the older graves are in Welsh and have long epitaphs. It’s frustrating: Welsh looks and sounds terribly strange, and although I copy the words into a notebook, later on I can’t tell if my d’s are actually o’s or what; I spend a lot of time on that. In town, I get up the courage to ask one person—an older, very blond man—to interpret the epitaphs, but he tells me he detests his parents’ language, which he spoke as a child but has now happily forgotten. The school, which is bilingual, is closed for summer. I drop it; I figure that I’ll find someone who can read them eventually.

			Later that day, the blond man takes pity on me and tries to decipher my notes. He says, “It’s something about the dead in this beautiful valley, or it’s a dedication to someone who died in this beautiful valley, at forty years old, but I don’t understand much more than that.” There are a lot of people who speak Welsh in Trevelin; still, I decide that I want to maintain the mystery of those epitaphs, the secret of those letters that seem to have been piled up at random, a language that looks like a code. I don’t ask anyone else. Nain Maggie, the woman who founded the very busy teahouse, has a simple grave and a simple epitaph: “Your teachings, your examples, your lovely stories will remain forever with us, your grandchildren and great-grandchildren.” Her full name is Margaret Freeman de Jones. Yet another Jones. Like Thomas D., buried very close to her, who died in 1912. Or Elizabeth, just over there, who, from the little I can understand on her headstone, written in Welsh in letters that have worn away, died in 1911 and was born in…Kansas! Or Llewellyn, renamed Leonardo for everyone’s convenience.

			There is also an Australian, Robert Alexander Day, who died in 1966 at seventy-seven. His grave bears the seal of the Australian Imperial Force (formed specifically to fight outside the country during the world wars; the Second Imperial Force ceased to exist in 1947) and the words “Lest we forget,” which is often used in Australia to commemorate the soldiers who perished in the great wars. Although Robert died here, he was a sergeant major in the 15th Battalion: that means he served in World War I and fought in Gallipoli. That battle began on April 25, 1915—it ended in a savage, bloody defeat—and the date is now celebrated in Australia as Anzac Day, the day when veterans of all wars are commemorated. But it’s more than that: it’s the most solemn day of the year, with memorial acts at dawn, and it’s considered a day of national identity.

			It is strange that Robert Day’s plaque does not mention the Battle of Gallipoli. Maybe the conclusion that he was there is iffy, but his battalion was in Turkey. Maybe he joined afterward: part of the 15th Battalion survived Gallipoli and was sent to the trenches in France.

			The most famous and oft-visited grave in Trevelin is not in the cemetery; nor is it of a person. It’s in the Cartref Taid (Grandfather’s Home), a museum run by Clery Evans, granddaughter of John Evans. The horse Malacara is buried on the grounds of the museum, which is also Clery’s house. The entrance is unnerving. Over the gate hang the skulls of horses and sheep, arranged with artistic sensibility. There are also wooden birdhouses atop thick trunks, all amid leafy trees. It looks like the entrance to a witch’s house in a children’s story. I suspect that this is, in part, the idea. One of the trees has instructions on wooden boards: “In this place, make a wish and tie a yellow ribbon to the old oak tree.” And there are several yellow ribbons encircling the trunk, left there by other visitors. The garden is large, with well-tended grass, yellow and red roses, pine trees, and an old well. Farther back, under some willow trees, is Malacara’s grave. He died in 1909 at the age of thirty-one; his owner had this final resting place already planned for him. In 1927, a Spanish hairdresser named Artemio López, newly settled in Trevelin, carved Malacara’s headstone at his owner’s request. It says: “Here lie the remains of my horse Malacara, who saved my life in the Indian attack in the Valley of the Martyrs on 4 March 1884 when I was returning from the mountains. RIP, John D. Evans.” Now there is also another plaque that the government of Chubut placed there.

			Clery, Evans’s granddaughter and the director of this eclectic museum, swears that the horse really is under there. The grave can be visited anytime, even if the museum is closed—it opens only in the busy season—but it’s best to visit with Clery, who published her grandfather’s diaries in 2008. She is a tough woman, and, she says, every bit as stubborn as her grandfather. Patagonia would be Chilean if not for her family and for the referendum that was signed in this town, she declares. She poses next to the grave of the horse who, by saving John Evans’s life, made Argentine Patagonia possible.
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			Igueldo Cemetery, Polloe Cemetery, and the English Cemetery, 

			San Sebastián, Basque Country, 2019
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			The object is very small, made of clear plastic and sealed tightly with tape. The tape hides the contents a little, but it’s clear what it holds. Dirt. A handful of dirt. Begoña smiles.

			“It’s from Dracula’s castle in Romania,” she tells me. “It’s for you.”

			Bego is a biker, a motera, as they say in Spain; for me, an Argentine, she’s a motoquera. But she wasn’t the one who took earth from that place to bring to me here tonight, to this San Sebastián hotel: her fellow bikers had brought it back for her, because she hadn’t been able to make that trip; a recent accident has left lasting injuries. Not enough to subdue her spirit, or her body, which she continues to train through fencing and other adventures, like presenting a few films at the San Sebastián Horror and Fantasy Film Festival while wearing a gas mask from World War II. “At the Victoria Eugenia Theater,” she tells me, “there’s always a selection of films with subtitles in Euskara, which I’m all for, because we have to protect the language. I’m very happy: a lot of people come.”

			I thank her sincerely for the Romanian soil, which I tuck away carefully in my bag, later to be added to my collection of sacred relics. Meanwhile, Bego relates details of the trip to Count Dracula’s fortress that she wasn’t able to join, and Lobo, the photographer, shows me stupendous photos of the places we’re going to visit. It’s a thanatophile evening: we’re going to tour and take photos in three cemeteries in San Sebastián. We have flashlights, both from the hardware store and on our cellphones, and we have umbrellas, because this splendid city on the Cantabrian Sea is famous for its rain. We also have—or more like they have, through the newspaper they work for—the keys to the cemeteries, so the police won’t stop us. We can’t protect ourselves from other encounters.

			The first stop is the English Cemetery on Mount Urgull, one of San Sebastián’s three mountains—the others are Igueldo, to the west, and, farther away, Ulía. It takes some effort to climb Urgull, though it’s not very high and the path isn’t so steep. Still, it’s totally dark—no lights from houses, no streetlights, nothing—and the vegetation is damp and thick; except for the sound of the waves there is no way to orient yourself.

			We talk: they tell me the story of why English soldiers are buried on this mountain, a complex part of European history that explains these forest graves. It goes more or less like this: The officials buried on Urgull were born at the start of the nineteenth century on Guernsey, a small island that was a dependency of the British Crown, across from France’s Normandy coast. They belonged to traditional families: the Tuppers, the De Lanceys, and the Le Marchants—the last with a soldier son who came here with the others but didn’t die in San Sebastián—all clans that were joined by blood or marriage. In 1835, three young sons of these families, William Tupper, Oliver De Lancey, and John Gaspard Le Marchant, joined the British Auxiliary Legion, created that same year and known in Spanish as the Legión Auxiliar. For young soldiers and officials, it was a trial by fire and also a good opportunity for ascension, though most of its members were not ambitious military men but, rather, adventurers and poor young people to whom the service promised a salary (paid in this case by the Spanish government, at least in theory).

			The Legion came to the Basque Country, and San Sebastián got caught up in the civil war between the Carlists and the Christinos. Carlism was a Spanish political movement that was traditional and legitimist and opposed to liberalism, parliamentarianism, and secularism, and that wanted to establish an alternative branch of the Bourbon dynasty on the Spanish throne as well as the “social reign of Jesus Christ.” The First Carlist War, from 1833 to 1840, resulted in nearly two hundred thousand deaths. The uprisings in support of Carlos María Isidro, who was proclaimed king by his followers with the name Carlos V, occurred a few days after the death of Ferdinand VII, but they were easily quashed everywhere except in the Basque Country, Navarra, Aragon, Catalonia, and the Valencia region. And although it was a civil war, it had international impact: absolutist countries—the Austrian Empire, the Russian Empire, and Prussia—and the papacy supported the Carlists, while the United Kingdom, France, and Portugal supported Isabella II of Spain and the Christinos.

			Britain’s intervention in the conflict didn’t have massive support among politicians and had even less among the people, but it attracted young officials like Tupper and De Lancey, who enlisted in London in July 1835 as lieutenant colonels: immediate promotion, one of the promises of service.

			The city of San Sebastián was blockaded; the Legion came to Bilbao in September 1835. The new lieutenant Tupper was entrusted with the 6th Regiment of the Scotch Grenadiers, made up of Scottish men he had recruited himself. The city welcomed the British, even though they were the same army who had sacked, burned, and pillaged the place in 1813, when they were fighting Napoleon. After two years of blockade in retribution for being the first city to recognize Isabella II as queen, they needed help. In 1836, after several actions throughout the Basque Country, Tupper participated in a battle that tried to break the siege of San Sebastián, and he died of a bullet wound to his head after suffering for eight days in the San Telmo convent (today a museum). His brother-in-law John Gaspard Le Marchant was with him. He was thirty-two years old. He was buried first in Ayete, near where he died, and a year later his body was moved to Mount Urgull.

			Oliver De Lancey, his cousin, was killed a year later in the Battle of Oriamendi, also by a bullet to the head, and he also took his last breaths in San Sebastián. At Urgull, the two men’s graves face each other. The inscription on Tupper’s grave is still legible. It says: “Sacred to the memory of Whiliam I. M. Tupper Colonel of the 6th Scotch BAL and late of the 23 R.W.E. who at the head of his reg. at the taking of Ayete on the 5 of May 1836 fell mortally wounded at 32 years of age.” The inscription on the De Lancey grave is worn away, and the cross that appears in old photos is now gone. But originally it said, “Sacred to the memory of Colonel Oliver De Lancey, Knight of Saint Ferdinand, who fell at the moment of victory on the heights of Hernani, 15 March 1837.”

			Of course, I don’t see any of this that night; only some days later, when I come back in the light of day, will I have a more complete view. I only get a glimpse of the graves up above where we stand on the winding forested path when they’re illuminated by the flashes of Lobo’s camera and by our flashlights. They are covered in moss and fenced off to keep away trespassers, the gray stone spotted with green lichen. It’s the first time I’ve truly understood the Spanish adjective umbrío, meaning gloomy and dark and crepuscular. It’s the perfect word to describe this pine forest, with its enchanting, salty smell and the damp darkness where bats fly—they’re the shadows we hear overhead—and the ground and the tree trunks covered with slugs, giant slugs that move with the slowness of centuries.

			We have to get to the graves to take photos, but from the path they seem far away. There are routes marked for visitors, but none are very clear, because the graves are situated on a kind of promontory facing the bay; also, those tracks are pure mud. It hasn’t rained yet tonight, but it did the night before, and in any case, it doesn’t need to rain all that much to make the ground soggy, because Urgull exudes a kind of cold, fresh sweat.

			We give it a try.

			“Do you have enough light?” asks Lobo, who offers to use his camera flashes, but yes, we have enough.

			My sneakers, with their smooth soles, are no good in this mud or for this small, steep incline. Bego, who is older than me and is dealing with injuries, seems much more agile on the short climb. Must be the fencing, I think. But after we take two big slides—Tupper and De Lancey waiting for us above, immortal and pitiless—Bego asks:

			“Why don’t you help us a little, Lobo? With the ground I mean, not the light.”

			We’re stuck, to tell the truth. Neither of us can go up any farther; nor can we get down. A fall in the mud, with the darkness and rocks all around us, could be dangerous. Besides, there’s nothing to hold on to: the moss is slippery, too.

			Lobo leaves his camera equipment on the path and comes over to me. He is tall, big, a port in this storm. “I’ll take you first,” he says. “I’ve got you—let’s go forward.”

			“What about Bego?”

			“I’ll come back for her. There’s no ground that can defeat her. If she has to crawl, she’ll crawl.”

			We make it. The graves are imposing monuments surrounded by tall iron bars. One seems to have exposed brick, because it looks reddish. But it’s actually lichen, or something fungal, growing on the gray stone.

			I lean against the bars and Lobo takes photos. It’s difficult at night because he has to use a long exposure, which means I have to stand very still. Also, there is something very strange about seeing those graves in the violent flashes of the camera, or half-lit by the flashlights. There is a little moonlight, just enough so that we can make out the graves, but not enough to see details.

			I’m going to have to come back, I tell myself. I know it will look different during the day.

			While I pose holding on to one of the iron bars and feeling the damp mud drying on my sneakers, Begoña tells me that the British Auxiliary Legion, “who came here to help us,” dissolved as a regiment some years back.

			“You know how the British are. They had to go to all the places where soldiers from the brigade were buried to tell them about the dissolution of their Legion. Some friends and I often come out here to remember my mother, drinking port and pouring one out for her. And we were doing that one day when we heard chanting in English. My God, we said, they’ve come back from the dead. But no, it was two soldiers, well-dressed in civilian clothes, communicating to the ones who were buried here that their battalion had been dissolved. Listening to that was creepy.”

			“How did you know it was a farewell?”

			“We asked them and they told us.”

			Later on, at the hotel, when I look up the history of the Legion, I read that it was dissolved in 1837. I know that Begoña wasn’t lying to me: I trust her. Could she and her friends have seen ghosts that night? Could they have been some Englishmen who invented that ritual one dark night on the mountain, near their forgotten compatriots? Was there some other military body that the Legion had answered to and that had, in fact, been disbanded a few years ago?

			This is the most mysterious of the three mountains, Begoña tells me. Not just because it’s dominated by the cemetery and has some small jail cells that were used in other battles, but because the moss and pines make it feel like a portal to other worlds. Mount Ulía is wilder but less interesting, she assures me. And she adds that we need to go see the monument. Because after those first burials of the two British soldiers, this area on the mountain became a sort of Protestant burial ground. British soldiers fallen in battle were brought here, and there are graves without names, shifted and twisted by the force of tree roots, with a plaque in honor of the “heroes known only to God” that commemorates all who fell between 1808 and 1850.

			The monument is very near the graves, but once again it’s an ordeal to reach it because of the steepness, the danger of falling, the mud, the slipping and sliding. The sculpture was brought up here from the nearby Alderdi Eder Gardens, opposite the town hall, to commemorate the centenary of the battle. It depicts a group of soldiers with a wheel and a fallen flag. “Time has defeated them, too,” says Bego, getting emotional. The figures are mossy, and some are missing their heads. You can get very close to them because there are steps here in this corner, and the stone, though damp, isn’t slippery, maybe because the pine trees provide cover. Behind the monument there’s a shield and a small tower: you can also climb up there, but it’s not the time to be tempting fate, or at least that’s our feeling. In any case, as we’re deliberating whether to go up the little tower and take a panoramic look at this miniature cemetery hidden in such a beautiful and sad place, a voice comes from above, out of the darkness. At first we can’t understand what it’s saying, but one phrase is clear. It wants to know if we have permission to be on the mountain at night, and if we don’t, it warns, it’s going to call the police.

			“Of course we have permission, man—if anyone doesn’t have permission, it’s you,” Lobo shouts at him.

			The voice seems to think for a moment and then says that we can’t just wander around Urgull at night, that we’ll be arrested. A few minutes ago, a patrol car from town went by and the officers looked at us with no interest; either they knew about our visit or they didn’t care who managed to get past the fence and come in to see the Brits. A lot of people take refuge on the mountain. At a bar, I’d heard that years ago, there were even ETA members who came to hide out here—one of them died on the mountain in 1983 while making a bomb. People always come here to do something: tell scary stories, have sex, to spend the night if they don’t have anywhere to sleep. San Sebastián is a prosperous city, but there are homeless people everywhere. And Urgull is very silent and dark.

			The man keeps threatening us about permits, and Begoña says something very decisive and very loud—not shouting, but almost—in Euskara. She doesn’t translate (for me; Lobo, of course, understands), but whatever she says definitively silences the voice in the darkness.

			“Euskara scares people,” explains Lobo.

			

			—

			The Igueldo cemetery is a ten-minute trip from Urgull. To get there we have to drive along Concha Bay, an emblem of San Sebastián, its most famous beach and the symbol on the prizes awarded by its film festival. It’s a fishing district that overlooks the sea. But at night the ocean can only be intuited: for some reason, you can’t even hear it. The Igueldo neighborhood boasts some illustrious former and current residents, like the painter and film director Julian Schnabel and the designer Cristóbal Balenciaga; there’s also a restaurant with three Michelin stars, Akelarre. But the cemetery looks like it belongs to a poor, forgotten village. The chapel is just a house with a pitched roof, no dome, and it’s distinguishable from a regular house only by the cross on its roof. The graves aren’t crowded in the square of lawn; there’s plenty of room.

			“Every hour wounds; the last one kills,” says Begoña. She’s translating the words that are written on the chapel.

			The graves are made of gray marble; the wall around them, of stone. Most of the inscriptions are in Euskara; there’s a little angel on its knees, face turned up to the sky, very worn away by the sea air, its shapes barely preserved. It’s one of those sculptures intended to bring consolation that time and neglect have turned into sinister artifacts. Some graves are still tended, like that of María Olaizola Onanue: it’s covered with flowers, red azaleas and others that I don’t recognize, potted in damp soil and very much alive. María died in 1971, at twenty-one years old. Those who die young always have company, I think. Always a father or mother who remembers them and cares for their gardens more than forty years later.

			

			—

			It doesn’t take long to reach Polloe, the last stop of the night. It still hasn’t rained, and we’re all pleased. The story of Polloe is very similar to that of other large city cemeteries. After the plague of 1781, it was believed that the stench from the parish church could be spreading the disease, so in 1787 Carlos III forbade the burial of bodies at and around churches. Because Spain is a very religious country, it took time to implement the measure: San Sebastián decided to put it into practice
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