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			I’m blonde. Blondissima. So blonde that guys say, ‘Hey, angel, you only have to flick that lustrous mane of hair over my face to free me of the shadow hounding me.’ It was no
				shadow on their faces but death. And I was scared to lose my sheen.

			Anyone seeing my hair these days wouldn’t really understand. You have to factor in the night as it draws in, bringing with it a strange mist. Plus, I’m talking about the old days and, well, good times and bad habits have robbed even
				my locks of their lustre.

			But there was a time they’d say, ‘Hey, pelada, I just gotta say, your hair’s dazzling.’ And some creepy, prematurely bald guy: ‘Lillian Gish had hair like yours.’ And I was thinking,
				‘Who’s she? Some famous singer?’ I recently found out she was a silent movie star. All this time, there was I imagining her with strings of necklaces, blonde to her fingertips, belting it out as the crowd went wild. It’s amazing the stuff you don’t know.

			Everyone else knew all about music. Everyone except me. Because I had a thousand things going on in my head. I was a good girl. Okay, not exactly a good girl; I was always screaming and throwing tantrums and fighting with mamá. But I
				read my books, and I can still remember the three study sessions we arranged to read Das Kapital. Me, Armando ‘the Cricket’ (we called him the Cricket because of his baffled, bug eyes that were always checking out my knees) and Antonio Manríquez. Three mornings
				those study sessions lasted and I swear, I totally got it, every last word, the culture of my country. I don’t want to start thinking about all that now: it’s all very well remembering stuff, but wanting to remember such dedication and devotion is something else.

			What I want is to start my story from the day I first missed the study session. Because that was the day I first slipped into the world of music, records and dancing. I plan to tell my tale in detail and I
				know my gentle reader won’t be bored; I know I’ve already got you spellbound.

			That morning I woke up so late that even with my eyes open I couldn’t summon any energy. But I thought, ‘Just put one foot on the cold tiles and you’ll see, you’ll get there on time.’ I was kidding myself. The study
				sessions started at 9 a.m. and by now it was – what – noon? I set my small pale feet on the tiles and felt a shudder run through me as I realized I could walk, one tile at a time. So off I set, happily, taking baby steps, with no goal beyond making it as far as the window.

			I drew the curtains and the sight of my outspread arms reminded me what a determined young woman I was. One of those women capable, as they say, of tilling the earth with their bare hands if they have a mind to. Not me. With the curtains open, I
				found myself staring at the venetian blinds. Is it true that Venice brings death? I only mention it because it’s something I used to hear (not any more) in old songs. I could have pulled the cord, raised the venetian blinds like a sailor hoisting a sail and let the new day stream into
				the room in all its glory. I didn’t. I leaned closer – only the slightest movement but one I knew was tainted – and I slatted the new day through the blinds and suddenly I longed for night. For the twilight, the colour of the sky, the wind in my face just the way I like it. It’s
				the wind that gives my hair its strength, its perfume.

			But not any more, not these days. Looking out I saw a curdled sky in thick brushstrokes and the Western Mountains that looked like a black man’s knees. I snapped the blinds shut, feeling panicky and defeated. What was the point, it was too
				early. ‘The mountains burned last night,’ I thought, ‘and all that’s left are little frizzy hairs.’

			My legs were very white, but an ugly, plebeian white with little blue veins behind the knees. Yesterday, the doctor told me the little blood vessels I was so proud of are just the beginning of varicose veins.

			I went back to my bed wondering, ‘How long before night comes?’ No idea. I could have shouted down to the maid to ask what time it was. I didn’t. I could have closed my eyes and drifted
				off. I didn’t. I was already conflicted and I was angry. I don’t deny I was getting to enjoy sleeping late, but how could I square that with my strict schedule?

			So I called down to see if anyone had phoned and of course straight away they told me, ‘Yes, niña, those boys called, the ones you study with.’

			I buried my face in the pillow, wallowing in the dampness of the sheets – I don’t know how clean they were – my body smooth and slippery as a fish with no scales. I felt a surge of shame, quickly followed by remorse.

			This was the first day I missed the reading of Das Kapital, and I never went back. Since that day, morning shame has plagued me, trying to make me blot out and deny the great time I had the night before, all the new
				people … Well, that was only at first. These days, believe me, there’s no one new; it’s the same people, the same old faces, and there’s only two I really fancy: one is a brilliant dancer with a macho Mexican moustache. I tell him, ‘It makes you look
				old,’ and he flashes his big, beautiful teeth and says, ‘Why would I want to be young again? Like I didn’t go through enough shit to get to the age I am. When I talk about life, I don’t get hung up on passing fads. I deal in concepts, you dig? I’m
				pretty set in my ways these days, but I’ve got things sussed and the way I see it, there’s no accounting for taste, yeah? Otherwise why would I come here every night to see you, pelada?’ Because he always calls me pelada – little girl. And the other guy,
				the one I really fancy, well, the less said about him the better; he’s trouble, one of those lanky thugs who still thinks it’s cool to wear black T-shirts.

			Sorry, I was talking about my shame. But I think, and I really believe this: ‘I’ve got no reason to be ashamed.’ So what if I grabbed the night by the balls, so what if I broke its spirit, wore it out and drained it dry? At
				least I was still standing: not like the men, who drop like flies. At worst I end up with my hair wild and dishevelled, looking all little-girl-lost as I wander the streets, heading home. But then, as I’m closing my eyes, I swear I think to
				myself, ‘Now that’s life.’ And I sleep like a baby. But then morning comes around and says (I think it’s something to do with the strange sunlight these past months): ‘Change your life.’

			What’s the point of that? Why change my life just when I’ve finally got it together? But such is the weight of my conscience – I picture it in mourning black and wearing a veil – it almost has me confessing my sins and promising to
				make amends (amen). Not that that makes any difference: as soon as 6 p.m. rolls round, I’m done with praying. I really think it’s something to do with the sun, it doesn’t agree with me. I’ve tried not going out, I’ve tried sitting in my room thinking.
					Nada, zilch, nothing works. So I go out, dazed but utterly pure, filled with good intentions, meaning to melt into the crowd of shoppers, the elegant ladies and the foxy guys on their bicycles. Once I nearly found myself screaming, ‘I love people!’ But I didn’t.
				Because just then the clock struck six and I surrendered to the night. Babalú1
				walks with me.

			That was last week, probably last Saturday. But I don’t want to get ahead of myself or I’ll end up chasing my tail, which is hard to catch the way it whips and twists. Prithee, gentle reader, try to keep up; my pace is pretty
				brisk.

			Let’s get back to the day I broke with my routine. Why did I do it, when I’d seriously got into the Method? Especially in the last couple of years at school. I was a brilliant student and all set to study architecture at the
				Universidad del Valle: I came second in the entrance exam (some skinny, anaemic girl with glasses and wonky teeth from Presentación del Aguacatal convent came first). There were only two weeks left before lectures started and I know how the world works – I mean, hey, I was studying
					Das Kapital with my friends – it seemed obvious that I was going through a new phase, maybe the last phase of the life that people I run into these days say is sad, say is pallid. And as I wander the streets I run into the girls I knew at school and sooner or later, they’re
				like ‘you’re un-re-cog-nizable’. And I say, ‘Forget it.’ I’ve already forgotten them, anyway. All it took was one study session for me to laugh in their faces when they called to suggest some pathetic trip to the pool: they didn’t
					know that when I left my first study session, exhausted from the effort of understanding, I went down to the River with Misery Guts Ricardo (I call him that because he’s constantly miserable, or at least that’s what he’d say). For
				the first time in my life I discovered the River.

			‘How come I didn’t know this was here before?’ I asked Ricardo and he said, with the humility of someone speaking the truth, ‘Because you were a stuck-up bourgeois prig.’

			I glared at him, shocked by his bluntness, so to be nice (and because he loved me) he added, ‘But now you’ve bathed in these waters, you’re not like that any more. You’re adorable.’ And when I heard this I jumped
				into the River fully clothed, threw my arms wide, gazing at the lawn of spray thrown up by my frenzied splashing. This was the Río Pance in peaceful days.

			So obviously when my old girlfriends phoned, I laughed in their faces. ‘The swimming pool? Why would I want to go to the swimming pool when a stone’s throw away is a gift of nature with glorious, crystal-clear waters, good for the
				nerves and the complexion?’

			They didn’t understand me then and they’ll never understand me now. I see them sometimes with their little boyfriends who look so pale, so respectable (so perfect for me since I’m a strangling vine that haunts the nightclubs).
				And I know they’re thinking, ‘She’s so vulgar. We’re respectable girls, so how come we keep running into each other in the same places?’ I wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of an answer: let them work it out for themselves. Instead I think of
				that no-man’s-land, that wisp of night entwined with the endless party that is the rumba where they’ll never see anyone more entranced, more loved (superficial, I know, and frivolous, but that’s my whole problem) or more desired, and as they’re heading home
				early they’ll be thinking, ‘How late does she stay?’ For the record, I’m always last to leave; I stay till I’m thrown out.

			I’ve squashed the little bug called conscience but that’s not the same bicho that bites the next day, the horrible morning-after guilt. Heaven forgive me but one morning, at some God-awful hour – nine o’clock maybe – I
				thought about calling them, well, about calling Lucía, who used to be a friend – bubbly and big-hearted, at least that’s how I remember her – thought about calling her and telling her my story. Bad enough that I thought about it, what’s
				worse is that I did it. I picked up the phone and when I heard her voice stammering on the other end of the line, I fell back on the bed and cried, all alone.

			Now I realize it was a stupid idea to call her. There are better ways to tell this story, something my gentle reader, mi papito lindo, is beginning to realize. I still have life.

			Anyway, to get back to the day I broke with my routine. Ricardito had called that morning early, even earlier than the Marxists. Why? Because he hadn’t been with me the night before – a night that somehow perfectly sets the tone for the day
				on which my story begins. So he didn’t know how wild the night had been, how it had been mine, all mine, how when the other 90 per cent were burned out, dead on their feet, I was resplendent, with my brightly coloured dress and my boundless energy. Trust me on this.

			‘I could call Ricardito, the River boy,’ I thought. ‘Today, I could go lie naked on the white-hot stones.’ But the girl never phones the guy, I believed that then, I still believe it now; I’m very young, that’s
				one of the things guys can’t forgive me for. That and the fact that I never call them, obviously.

			Standing in front of the mirror, I pulled my hair into two long tresses, opened my eyes so wide my eyelids disappeared, my forehead shimmered and my cheeks dimpled. That’s something else guys used to say: ‘Wow, you’ve got
				amazing eyes!’ And when they did, I’d look down, all coy. My eyes looked a little sunken that morning but that’s only because back then I liked them like that; I wanted my eyes to look like Mariángela’s, this girl I used to know who’s dead now. I wanted the same
				edginess she had when she shot some guy a sidelong glance, those nights when she danced alone, when no one dared go near her. How could they when the fury steadily took possession of her until it wasn’t her that was moving to the music? I’d see her completely unhinged, her eyes
				wild, jolted by some powerful force deep in her belly. It was the fury inside her responding to the rhythm.

			 ‘Don’t walk so fast,’ she’d say to me if we were going to hook up with some guy who was waiting for us. ‘Better to make him wait. Anyway, this way we get to meet
				people.’

			She loved to be seen but she couldn’t stand to be touched. As far as I know she was the first girl from El Nortecito – posh, bourgeois north Cali – to dive into this world, the first to try everything. I was the second.

			Standing in front of the mirror, I was thinking, ‘Take a shower, do my hair, get dressed: twenty minutes tops.’ Problem was, I desperately needed to be out of here now, to be out there listening to music, meeting friends.
				‘What if I don’t shower, don’t wash, just head out and scandalize the neighbourhood?’ Check it out: even then I realized the power of a weapon as revolutionary as scandal. ‘Can’t do it,’ I thought. ‘The club last night was cramped and smoky. If
				I’m going to get used to going clubbing every night [this was a private joke, an impossible possibility], I have to wash my hair at least every other day, just to get rid of the stink of smoke.’

			Smoke doesn’t suit hair as blonde as mine. Now, a girl with a shock of hair black as a raven’s wing, that would be different. So I thought, ‘I’ll wash my hair: forty minutes.’ Such a momentous decision called for a
				truce. I smoked a whole cigarette, pulling faces at myself in my mirror, which used to have – I guess it still does, whether they’ve sold it or not – a crack down the middle that swallowed my reflection, literally sucked it in. Not that I ever asked for a new one; given how obsessed
					mamá is with keeping up appearances, she’d have been quite capable of buying me a two-metre-square mirror with a gilt frame. I was fascinated by this cracked mirror, which is why I still remember it: I found one just like it in a junk shop, a mirror with a frame as white as
				bone and the same identical crack; it was like my old mirror had come back to me and time had narrowed and deepened the crack.

			I thought about turning on the battered old transistor in my room, but then I remembered a friend of mine, Silvio, had given me some records and said, ‘I’m lending you these so you can learn to really listen to music.’ Given
				that I trusted him, because I’ve known him since we were kids, I didn’t call him on it, but if it had been anyone else, one of the parasites of the night, I’d have said, ‘Go on, ask me a question; let’s see if I
				flunk.’ But Silvio was a good guy, he worried about me, about my lack of culture; besides, he was right: when it came to music I knew sweet-fucking-nada. Mariángela, now she knew everything there was to know; she was always dropping the names of singers and even song titles in
				English.

			Up in the hay fever of my room, I thought, ‘Why don’t I go downstairs and learn music and English from Silvio’s records?’ But the minute I stood up, I sat down again. ‘No, what would I want to go downstairs
				for?’ I thought, sort of beweeping my outcast state. ‘Why would I want to listen to music in front of everyone [though at this hour ‘everyone’ was three servants and our dopey mutt who I think is a ‘lapdog’ in more ways than one], why would I want to
				listen to music at a respectable volume when last night it was thumping? Besides, I’d only have to turn it down because the minute papá and mamá came home from lunch, they’d say, “Turn that thing down!”’ So I thought, ‘No, no I’m
				not going downstairs,’ and walked over to the window. It was only two steps away. It took me three.

			What I wanted was to close the curtains, maybe go back to sleep. But I didn’t. I stared down the day (quite a healthy move), knowing it was going to be horrible, ringed by those black mountains with their frizzy little hairs. Was the black
				guy spreading his legs?

			The reader might think that this thing of seeing knees where there are mountains is because the pelada has already been hitting her stash … Okay, let’s talk about drugs: weed left me with a heavy feeling in my belly,
				rambling thoughts, nausea, spiky hair, lethargy, insomnia; next came the little rivers of fire like tiny caterpillars biting into my brain (at least I still realized I had a brain), a melancholy feeling in my mouth, a weakness in my legs and, sometimes, shooting pains in my crotch.

			But, oh, what was any of that compared to the vast, eternally new, never-completely-explored terrain of hard black sand you discover as the music plays? Like I’ve said before, when it comes to culture I’m a total ignoramus, yet I could hear every sound, every constellation of wonders. Is that how other people do it?

			I closed my eyes to the mountains. As for the park, forget about it; I couldn’t drag myself down there yet, I’d get caught up in its embrace sooner or later when I went down to face the day. As I thought about this, I was distracted
				by what looked like tiny dragonflies. When I forced my eyes in opposite directions, they tripled; when I squinted I saw a swarm of them on the tip of my nose. This I didn’t like. I squeezed my eyes tight shut to forget. Forgetting was good, I saw thousands of colours, then only two:
				green and the saddest grey in the whole world, forming crosswords, cartoon speech bubbles with no words, the green fragmenting to become a million tiny points like pins buried deep, then I opened my eyes again. I overexposed the mountains (I use that word because papá is a
				photographer), their frizzy hairs, the blue sky. Was it blue because I overexposed it or because the day really was improving? No, it was arid and anguished after a long year without a single drop of rain falling on this good earth. ‘Who cares about the rain?’ people would say.
				‘Just seeing you, that hair of yours, I feel refreshed.’ And I looked down happily. But they also said, ‘Has a plague fallen on this city?’ And some guy answered, ‘Let it come down,’ hurling himself on to the dance floor, small and frenetic. And I danced
				too. I was the second-best dancer (Mariángela was always the best) and I don’t remember anyone saying anything else. All the people who knew English sang along with the lyrics, beautiful lights flickered on and there were no sad thoughts, just pure frenzy. As they say.

			So, anyway, I decided to head straight for the bathroom. I also decided to order a big breakfast (which was not straightforward, unfortunately) to be ready by the time I went downstairs. I yelled down my order and headed for the bathroom, pulling
				off my shirt and pants along the way.

			I always took freezing-cold showers; I still do. I tried to take my time soaping myself. I counted to thousands and then, stepping out of the shower, I sang as I untangled my hair.

			Outside the windows the day was hard and dry. I decided I wouldn’t go out after breakfast, not in that sunshine, and I thought gloomily, ‘If only someone would come and claim me, whisk me off
				to some cold climate.’ But if I didn’t go out, then what? An hour later I’d have to have lunch with the whole family. Not that I’d have a problem eating again, I’ve got the appetite of a wild boar, but I hated the heavy silence at mealtimes, broken only by
					mamá singing snatches of Jeanette MacDonald and Nelson Eddy songs in her falsetto voice. She couldn’t stand any other kind of music; she used to lull me to sleep on summer holidays singing me songs from Indian Love Call.2

			And after lunch, then what? Come back up to my room since the heat downstairs would be unbearable, lie on my bed brooding from 2 p.m. to 4 p.m., since on a day like today I wouldn’t be able to read.

			I had a thought: ‘Wouldn’t it be great if we could live by night, in the twilight hour, with the nine colours and the windmills. Wouldn’t it be great if people worked at night, because if they didn’t there’d be
				nothing to do but rumba.’

			Suddenly, there was a knock at my door and I screamed furiously, ‘Who is it?’

			‘Ricardito,’ he said, with that helpless voice of his that drove every girl wild. Except me, never me.

			‘A visitor!’ I thought cheerfully, wrapping a towel yellow as wheat around me as I opened the door.

			He was smiling, the poor guy. I smiled too: the shirt he was wearing was spectacular! He stepped into my room, following the trail of my blouse and my white pants on the floor. And I knew the sight of them would cool him after the blistering heat
				he’d endured for hours, because Ricardito always went out straight after breakfast and wandered the streets aimlessly, without this trail my discarded clothes now marked out for him.

			He pretended he wasn’t looking at them, stopped dead in the middle of the room. The light streaming through the open blinds gave a certain grandeur to his look of permanent anxiety, and I thought, ‘He always looks his best here in my
				room. Then again, who wouldn’t in that dark green and lilac shirt, it’s totally psychedelic.’ The word made me think that if I wound down the blinds, the light would paint horizontal shadows across his body, that if I took
				off his shirt he’d look like John Gavin,3 only thirty kilos lighter, that together, in this room, in this lonely house in this desolate, sweltering city, we were the opening scene of Psycho, a film I never
				wanted to see again so I wouldn’t forget it.

			‘How’s the water?’ said Ricardito, in a wistful tone. You could see from the slick of sweat on his forehead and his nose he’d been walking in the sun.

			‘The water’s fine,’ I said and laughed. ‘Still up at the crack of dawn?’

			And suddenly he went dark, as though my words had enfolded him in the night he so dreaded. In that sudden darkness, he stepped closer and confessed, ‘I haven’t slept in ten months,’ and I backed away, protesting,
				‘Don’t pull that face on me, Ricardito, don’t do it, the day’s only just beginning.’ Immediately I realized my mistake. He’d have been perfectly entitled to say, ‘For you, maybe …’ but he said nothing, though I know that’s what he
				was thinking, and I took advantage of his silence to turn my back and put on a little show for him: in a single movement I threw open the doors of the wardrobe, whipped the towel from my body and let it drop somewhere near him (I didn’t realize how near, but I couldn’t let him
				start on about misery; he’d ruined too many parties, bored too many girls to death with his melancholy moods) and, shielded by the wardrobe door, I gave a quick psssht! psssht! under each pudgy armpit and tossed the can of deodorant on to the bed so he’d see that the
				brand I always use is called ‘Polar Dawn’. I never thought about what pants to wear, I just picked the first pair off the top of the pile: there were hundreds of them.

			‘I brought you something,’ he said, all serious, and since I wasn’t looking at him I asked vaguely, ‘Something small?’ twisting as I pulled on an orange shirtdress just perfect for days like the one I’m
				describing. And for a night as strange as this, I wear a black cape; it’s tattered and torn, but when I touch it, I touch everything around me – such is the confidence it brings, this shroud of mine.

			Dressed now, I turned back to him and thought, ‘Caught you.’ He’d been staring at my ass the whole time. If you look sideways you can see my buttocks are covered with downy blonde hairs.
				He looked up, embarrassed, and stared at my tender cheekbones. He’d have stayed that way for hours, staring at me, already pulling his martyr face, if I hadn’t made him snap him out of it.

			‘Something small?’ I asked again and, quick as a flash, like he’d just had an inspiration, he said: ‘Small … [I tensed] … but powerful.’ And giggled to himself: ‘Ha, ha, ha.’ I’d
				tensed because I thought he was going to quote the Bavaria Beer ad: ‘Small, but satisfying’. I’d never have forgiven him for coming out with such typical macho bullshit, so now I smiled at him in slow motion, grateful he hadn’t let me down. I moved closer to him and
				immediately he noticed my perfume. ‘It’s because I’ve just washed my hair,’ I explained. And he said: ‘I know. It looks great,’ and I said thank you and fluttered my eyelashes in close-up (the reader will have realized papá’s
				profession extended to a passion for cinema, so I’m entitled to use the term). And I was thinking, ‘I’m making him nervous, he could easily do a runner.’ Instead he sort of ducked away and went and threw himself on my bed, but he couldn’t get comfortable; he was
				twisting his spine and breathing like an asthmatic.

			Then he took out a diary, from the diary he took a white wrap of paper, from the nightstand he took my copy of The Underdogs4 and, forgetting all about me, he tipped
				powder on to the cover and stared at it. He’d brought cocaine. I shuddered, like I felt sick and nervous, but I thought, ‘No, it’s just the excitement of anything new.’ I’d dreamed about this, about shovelling snow (words that sounded erotic, even
				though they referred to a weak interaction of forces) against a sky-blue background. Then I’d dreamed of the South Pole, of a ship full of corpses. Later I realized the dream was just the cover of a John Lennon album which in fact had powder in the bottom left corner.5 ‘Ha, ha, ha,’ I laughed to myself, seeing Misery Guts Ricardito looking so serious, and I thought, ‘He hasn’t even asked if I want some. Do I really look like a complete junkie?’ He’d taken a couple of
				little straws out of his diary and was offering me the shorter one. As I took it, I said, ‘Thank you,’ and I really meant it because he’d salvaged this horrible day. And at this he lit up and then I gave him his kiss, spontaneous,
				sincere and entirely superficial.

			His mouth tasted bitter. Had he already done a line? He never said, the traitor. Then he asked, ‘It’s not a problem, is it? Your folks aren’t in?’ It wasn’t a problem, but just in case I turned on my old radio,
				turned it up full blast; it took a minute to warm up, then started crackling. Ricardito looked at me in disgust. ‘The batteries are nearly dead,’ I explained, giving him a big smile. At least it was a good song – Vanity, because of you I lost … – a song I’d
				had on the brain for two nights running, one that, when I hear it now, gives me that delicious, useless feeling of all sad things and so I stay in. And if I do go out, I keep my head down, I don’t look at anyone till the city wind whips away my conviction that I’ll never care for
				anyone, that I’ll always be alone. And then I look up and see the little boys straddling their bikes and by then (at 6 p.m.) the mountains look so feminine, so sisterly, that, in a surge of pure emotion, I surrender to the call of the night, which doesn’t swallow me but only
				shakes me and I go to bed covered in bruises. Like I said before: my good intentions always come the next morning. I never keep them. I’m crazy about the night, I’m its creature. Everything else is not for me.

			‘You go first,’ said Ricardito and, I don’t know, I must have hesitated, because he said, ‘You know how?’ Not mocking me, just being nice.

			‘Of course I do,’ I said. ‘What, you think I’ve never seen The People Next Door?’6 I picked up the straw and snorted hard, twice in each
				nostril, then he leaned down and for a second I lost him, till I looked down and saw him, nose buried in coke.

			‘Keep the noise down,’ I said gently.

			‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I’ve got a deviated septum.’

			And I said, ‘Should we turn up the radio?’

			‘No,’ he said firmly. ‘I can’t stand the crackling.’

			As I bounced around the room, he was already folding away the wrap, the greedy bastard. I skipped out and went to get my parents’ cool little transistor radio and when I came back Ricardito was
				sprawled diagonally across my bed. On the way, quick as a flash, I’d tuned the radio so it was playing ‘Vanidad’ and I was singing along. I smiled at him and it was like a whistle because music didn’t stop coming out of my mouth. But he looked like he was scared half
				witless and a greenish tinge had spread across his face.

			So I tried coke, so what? The effects, which are fantastic, last about ten minutes. After that it leaves you bummed out. You don’t want to move, you get a horrible taste in your mouth, burning pains in the folds of your brain, a fever; you
				pinch yourself and you don’t feel a thing, you can’t watch a movie because any movement freaks you out, you feel paranoid and helpless and you grind your teeth. But the lucidity you have when you talk would be brilliant for the first few minutes of a speech! And as long
				as you’ve got enough, you never feel tired: you could rumba non-stop for three days! After that comes the insomnia, the terrible complexion, the yellow bags under your eyes, the blocked, peeling pores. You don’t want to eat. All you want is another hit of coke.

			But right then I felt fabulous. I told Ricardito we had to go out, I even gave him a nudge to get him moving. ‘How did you get here?’ I asked.

			‘Me? I walked,’ he said, struggling to his feet between the sighs and the creak of old bones and new clothes.

			‘What about the car?’ I said, disappointed, because I was already imagining the warm wind in my face.

			And he said, like it was no big deal, ‘They don’t lend me the car any more.’

			I wasn’t really surprised they didn’t lend him the car any more given that the first time he borrowed it he couldn’t tell the accelerator from the brake. Then they signed him up for this posh driving school, the Academia
				Bolívar; it took him five months to learn the rules of the road, but as soon as they let him loose in a car it was a total disaster. The way he told it, at first he panicked because he was afraid of muddling up all the rules he’d learned and neatly classified in his brain, then felt
				ashamed because he knew he was bound to make a mistake, and the shame meant he couldn’t think straight so he ended up confusing the accelerator with the brake again and crashed straight into an African palm. He managed to extricate the car (a
				difficult manoeuvre, since he had to use reverse) and as soon as he was out of danger, safe and sound, he piled straight into the same tree.

			I didn’t want to turn off the big old radio when we left, but as we were going down the stairs, the song ended and some tacky brass-band charanga7 came on, so I
				flicked off the little transistor I was carrying ipso facto. Since it was still playing up in my room, however, we could still hear it sputter and crackle, and just then I caught a whiff of food that turned my stomach: my big breakfast.

			‘I don’t want it now!’ I yelled. ‘I’m not hungry any more; you took too long making it!’ No one answered, as usual. I prayed to God the maid was hungry and she’d eat it. Let’s be honest, she needed
				it more than I did.

			Anyway, we stepped out into the accursed sunshine and somewhere in the back of my skull I felt a bad vibe I didn’t like one bit. I was about to say something to Ricardo but one look at him and I stopped dead: he was standing in the middle
				of the street, arms outstretched, the sun on his face; it looked like he was giving thanks. The shirt he was wearing really was groovy.

			‘A present from your mamá?’ I asked.

			‘Yeah, she got back from the States yesterday.’ (I hopped across the scorching paving stones towards him.) ‘She brought me the coke too, which was pretty dumb since it’s like a thousand times more expensive there. She said
				since I’m always on a downer I should try it. Said coke would either calm me down or blow my mind. I think she’s hoping for option two. She’s already sent off for a brochure for a mental hospital in England.’

			‘Poor Misery Guts Ricardo,’ I said, touched yet desperate for another bump, and now I knew it was a present from his mother, I thought wryly, ‘A mother’s love is never toxic.’

			His mother was a beautiful woman. ‘Sculptural’ might be a better word, always dressed in leather and sequins. All she had in the world was Ricardo and a peacock driven half mad by her son throwing stones at it. Worried at the poor grades her son was getting at school, she spent her evenings showing him slides of her trips abroad and visits to museums. ‘The Acropolis in Athens was the worst,’ Ricardo used to say. That was when he usually
				fell asleep and would be woken by a jugful of cold water. Eventually his mother got bored and decided to ignore him. Ricardo got up before everyone else and had breakfast alone; he’d have lunch out – a fifty-peso sandwich and a Coca-Cola – and come home late at night, terrified, to eat
				his dinner cold. ‘She’s the one who ignores me the most,’ he complained.

			We crossed the Parque Versalles in silence, not thinking about its scabby pine trees, not breathing too deeply, but even so they made me feel nostalgic for Christmas and summer holidays. When we came out on to the street, Ricardo decided he
				needed music. ‘Hey, why don’t you turn on your radio?’ So I turned it on and
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