

[image: Image]




[image: Image]




[image: Image]




Copyright © 1982, Heirs of Vlady Kociancich c/o Schavelzon Graham Agencia Literaria www.schavelzongraham.com

English translation copyright © 2026 by Jessica Sequeira
Foreword copyright © 2026 by Adolfo Bioy Casares
Cover design by S. Cauley

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form, by any means, including mechanical, electronic, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

Seven Stories Press
140 Watts Street
New York, NY 10013
www.sevenstories.com

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Kociancich, Vlady author | Sequeira, Jessica translator | Bioy Casares, Adolfo writer of foreword 

Title: The eighth wonder : a novel / Vlady Kociancich ; translated by Jessica Sequeira ; foreword by Adolfo Bioy Casares. 

Other titles: Octava maravilla. English 

Description: New York : Seven Stories Press, 2026. 

Identifiers: LCCN 2026017075 (print) | LCCN 2026017076 (ebook) | ISBN 9781644215579 trade paperback | ISBN 9781644215586 ebook 

Subjects: LCGFT: Novels | Fiction 

Classification: LCC PQ7798.21.O3 O3813 2026 (print) | LCC PQ7798.21.O3 (ebook) 

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2026017075

LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2026017076

College professors and high school and middle school teachers may order free examination copies of Seven Stories Press titles. Visit https://www.sevenstories.com/pg/resources-academics or email academic@sevenstories.com.

Printed in the USA.

9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1





Contents

 
foreword: Endless Revelation by Adolfo Bioy Casares

1. It happened to me

2. My name is Alberto Paradella

3. The title of lawyer came to me with the certainty

4. I need to talk about Victoria

5. I met Victoria at Argentinos Juniors

6. I laughed at the idea of love at first sight

7. Just before I got my degree

8. I don’t feel guilty about everything

9. Desperation stimulates invention

10. If I’d had more time to reflect

11. For a few years, I was respectably happy

12. I’m ready

13. If one understands happiness

14. And I “wrote”

15. Yesterday I also “wrote”

16. The translations did not alter the course of my life

17. February 23, 1975

18. If I want to be honest, I can’t accuse Victoria

19. Intelligence is the art of escaping from difficult situations

20. Although it seems surprising

21. The triumph fully exceeded my modest aspirations

22. On afternoons like this

23. To me it seems incredible

24. Ja ne naewiyu Berlin

25. I don’t remember the exact date

26. I had to advance straight by land

27. And Paco Stein spoke

28. A man believes he is a man

29. Athens, Cairo, Porto Alegre

30. Profoundly asleep, I crossed the Atlantic

31. I saw the sun come out this morning

32. There’s always something stimulating

33. I heard the jingling of some keys

34. Although it might seem strange

35. Disoriented, I got down at the door of the Hotel Kempinski

36. When the driver with my father’s eyes left me

37. The rain makes one see the world with myopic eyes

38. An Indian of great size

39. After so many days

40. Brilliant!

41. From the moment I decided to write

42. The demands of the present distract

43. The red jacket of the air hostess

44. He was standing beside the window

45. The only dangerous animal

46. All night long, I’ve had nightmares

47. I told you

48. Our bus stopped

49. I passed a hand over my face

translator’s note: Double Itinerary by Jessica Sequeira

about the author





foreword

Endless Revelation

I confess that on occasion, I have asked myself if the practice of speculative fiction is compatible with my deep-held belief that the world needs more sanity than irrationality. My scruples emerge in puritanical raptures when I forget all about the literary vocation, the importance of language for mankind, and the supremacy of the fantastical tale over the other narrative forms: literature is the story, par excellence. In any case, how can one not envy the lucky star, or talent, of Vlady Kociancich, who has invented a fantastical story, one that is very strange, passionate, and believable for readers of our time? Or to put it another way: believable in this time when the vision of the universe has changed.

Within speculative fiction, it is possible to distinguish between three principal currents: the first, that of castles, vampires, and cadavers, which can produce terror but generally settle for ugliness; the second, that of utopias, with its distinguished repertoire of authors, which is often confused with the preceding category when it turns to the props of fear; and the third, which takes the form of logical, extraordinary, or impossible constructions that are often adventures of the philosophical imagination. Within the last current is inscribed, mutatis mutandis, this novel by Vlady Kociancich: a logical construction, possible but marvelous; an adventure of the philosophical imagination; a story of love, friendship, and betrayals; an infinite search. There is pleasure, and likely some usefulness, in establishing these classifications, but reality, fortunately, always overflows their boundaries.

From the start of this hallucinatory book, we feel a firm hand guiding us. In a wise, simple, efficient style, with a very pleasing tone, the author presents the vicissitudes of the hero—a man of our time, convinced like us that everything is fleeting, yet capable of deep-rooted feelings—over the course of a series of situations that are terrible, comical, heartbreaking, strange, always convincing, and never arbitrary. The narration is bathed (or at least I see it this way in my memory) in the suspicious light of dream, through which, vertiginously, we approach the intangible sense of life. Life, the destiny of man, is of course tragic, but the sadness that can be found in The Eighth Wonder, which faithfully mirrors reality, does not distress the reader since the tale flows on with keen, intelligent reflections. The work of a rich intelligence is perhaps the best invocation of the joy of living.

The characters, the scenes, and the places leave vivid memories. I think of the hero who misplaces his world, the neighborhood of his childhood known to him so well, and recovers it in distant locations. I think of Victoria; of Paco Stein; of the dialogue with a madman in a small inner garden; of the young female builder of tombstones from Düsseldorf; of the Russian in Berlin; of the Turk, Safet; of Frau Preutz’s pension and its women; and of the cinematographic exhibition of the poet Francisco Uriaga, where the phantasmagoria borders on delirium.

Some readers may recall a period in their life when, dazzled by successive revelations, they discovered literature. It is curious: the subsequent experiences of those who enjoyed such luck prove the revelations and discoveries never end. For me, the most extraordinary find of the last years has been The Eighth Wonder by Vlady Kociancich. That is why I wanted to write these lines of presentation.

—adolfo bioy casares
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It happened to me—the trip, a movement or sea change—a year ago, in the February ice and drizzle of Berlin. Now, in this Buenos Aires that burns as I write, penetrating the open window with thrusts of sticky heat, I shiver with the recollection of that cold and the pure consciousness of my bewilderment.

The morning newspapers, an issue of each one of them (I had to buy them all to convince myself the news was real, not a joke by an enemy who knew about Berlin), are spread before me on the upholstered red sofa of my studio and opened to the pages with the impossible information.

Just a few minutes ago, the girl who got off the train at Villa del Parque Station yesterday, as I was waiting there for devil knows what—not for her, of course, nor the train—appeared at my door. When I saw her, tall, naked, with long, messy blonde hair, I was startled and shouted at her not to come in.

Despite her sleepiness, and that natural ease of the flesh with which a woman walks around a strange house having stayed the night or for a few hours, she stumbled, receiving my shout as if it were a blow. It pained me to upset her drowsy composure, today in particular, hers in particular, and I begged her forgiveness, pointing toward the disorder of the open newspapers. She smiled, bent to give me a light kiss on the forehead, and went to get dressed.

I write with anguish, split in two: as the man who needs to write this story to understand his own story, his own life, and as the man who needs to hold that girl close, to go on living. The urge to run toward her and embrace her, demonstrating to her with caresses that my attention is violently concentrated on her presence in my house, this moment, is as strong as the urge to tell her what happened to me, at the risk of making her believe I’d prefer to shut myself away in work over prolonging the pleasures of the afternoon and unforgettable night.

I hear the water of the shower running. In the lull of these minutes before the stranger I desire so much returns, dressed and awake, with her wavy, blonde hair and gray eyes, I am overcome by furious regret that I ever read the news that The Life and Work of Francisco Uriaga, a movie based on a script I wrote during my stay in Berlin, received an award at the Cannes Film Festival.

I seek no vindication, I am not complaining about the sleepless nights at the Frieda Preutz Pension. Nor must my tale be read as a complaint about Juan Pablo Miller, the young Argentine filmmaker who triumphed in Europe, a close friend whom I never saw again. So why not stay quiet? Because I am brimming with fear. Because my abrupt entrance into the world of the cinema, a journey within another journey, turned me into one of those tourists I pity, people who wager their desire to be another on the roulette of foreign circumstance. Because I don’t know what it is I won when I thought I’d won, or what it is I lost, when informed of loss. 

And because the only documentation of my journey is the film doing its triumphant lap around the world, where my name does not figure in the credits.





2

My name is Alberto Paradella. At thirty-two I am single again, without children, and until I began to travel as a journalist specializing in tourism, my life was a sedentary transit between Villa del Parque, where I was born, raised, and went to school, and Barrio Sur in Buenos Aires, home to those ruins fortified by literature and folklore chosen by Victoria, now only my wife on paper; we separated an eternity ago.

When speaking of destiny, there is no way to tackle it but to row downriver, up-current, in search of a recognizable shore from which one might have departed. And so I traveled this way all night, a man in a boat, solitary, insomniac. But to be frank, I haven’t yet found anything that explains the journey, the movie, the blonde. My past is a prairie town.

I was a child like any other in Villa del Parque, with its well-nourished, correctly-dressed, state-educated offspring of immigrant families, Spanish and Italian for the most part. The only difference I recall—my condition of being an only child—was counterbalanced with irritating exaggeration by my large number of cousins, horrible little creatures who invaded my house on Jonte Street. My friends had too many siblings, but I had too many relatives.

So much forced cohabitation, including two pairs of healthy grandparents and all the branches of the family tree sagging under the weight of their descendants’ hearty fruits, is an invitation to reflection, a shove toward fantasy. I was, whenever I could manage it, a solitary child, a diligent builder of imaginary worlds. The curious thing is that although last night, in my trawl through childhood, I recovered the image of a boy who escaped that rowdy, gregarious world into his dreams, I do not remember any specific dream. What I do remember is the terrace.

Our house was a single-story building, shaped like a cube. It had a flat façade without whitewash and a patio in back covered by the obligatory vine. It was possible to climb up to the terrace by means of a staircase with a handrail, wide and solid, missing its first step.

Each time my father declared, in a firm tone, that he’d occupy himself with repairing the staircase that very afternoon, I shuddered, thinking of my teary-eyed cousins, who despite their stubbornness, were confined to the patio by that toothless staircase and their mothers’ fears. I underwent moments of true anguish before I understood that when my father said “definitely” or “right now,” any potential resoluteness that would deprive me of my shelter was outweighed by his irritation at having to search for two empty fruit crates to replace the missing steps. The boxes regularly disappeared on Saturday and Sunday. I hid them until my cousins lost interest in the staircase, fed up with requesting a permission never granted, or giving in to their parents’ orders to move their chaos to the sidewalk.

The scene that I—and only I—viewed from the terrace had nothing spectacular or mysterious about it. A lagoon of flat roofs and terraces just like ours, the points of the gable roofs of scattered chalets placidly extending as far as the eye could see. Below, bordering the square buildings devoid of charm that reflected, mirror-like, the succinct architecture of my own house, there was a cobblestoned street, with pits that turned my bicycle into a bucking horse. The tops of chinaberry trees just barely brushed the roof’s ledge. In winter, the trees shed their leaves, letting me observe with pleasure the neighbors going by and the women sweeping the sidewalk; in summer, the trees flowered with a scandalous fragrance, a repugnant sweetness that attracted clouds of flies. But I didn’t climb up there to admire the landscape.

Anticipating a second floor that was never built, there was a great balcony with a pretentious curve, looking out onto Jonte. Raised aloft, potbellied, it resembled the prow of those heavy Spanish galleons that illustrated my history textbook. The hard, straight lines of the house and the suburban checkerboard of Villa del Parque, with its traditional juxtaposition of squares inked by an amateur drafter between yawns, dissolved rapidly into the half circumference of the balcony, like a grotesque attempt to remember the form of the world. Curiously, it was the lack of walls, windows, and roofs that gave the balcony an absurd, yet emphatic, dignity: that of a boat made to plow through rough seas, intended for carrying treasure, not exploration or combat.

The association between balcony and boat still holds for the adult writing now. And the boy remains inside it. I’d like to say that I played at traveling. But I seek the truth, not a literary skeleton key, and the truth is my simple presence on the balcony, without games, without transmuted dreams, sitting on a few beams my father had piled up there whose intended fate, infinitely delayed, even he didn’t remember. Motionless, patient, I remember sprawling on the balcony as if it were a beach, with my back to the house, contemplating the sea of other houses and people. At some moment of childhood, maybe because I intuited one must give a reason for everything, I started to take along books. But I don’t remember what I read.

I mention the terrace because I barely remember the rest of the house in Villa del Parque, which was sold when my parents died. Even the neighborhood, to which I returned yesterday after a long, deliberate absence, seemed, in its vagueness, foreign to me.

That is all, as far as childhood goes, which isn’t much. About my teenage years, I have even less to say. It astonishes me that the family, above all the women, considered me exceptional, and filled their mouths with praise. The best thing about the existence of the other is that it draws you out of looking so much into yourself, and forces you to see yourself as you are seen. But neither the photos in my mother’s album, nor the sighs and blushes of grown-up female cousins, nor the easy conquest of girls at Argentinos Juniors Club, a success that Victoria simultaneously crowned and interrupted, can convince me that I was so handsome a young man as was declared. As far as my particular virtues are concerned, I’m certain of nothing but the incarnated hate I awoke in my male cousins.

Just once was I on the edge of vanity, when a young female neighbor who often sunbathed on the terrace beside ours, married and evidently happy with her husband, crossed over to our terrace, and seduced me. It was carried out in silence, without explanation. I must have been fourteen or fifteen years old, she around twenty-five.

Over the course of a long summer, at the hour of the siesta, every day except Saturdays, Sundays, and holidays, I climbed up the staircase with those books I no longer read, before she appeared in her own hollow, silent and punctual, waved a hand, and leaped over the wall under the divider. She never said she loved me or that I was a handsome boy. She never, in reality, said anything more than a word of greeting, or some instructive order at the start, whispered so as not to frighten me or alert potential witnesses. One day I waited uselessly, until night. She didn’t show up that day or in the days that followed, and I went back to reading. Later, when aunts flattered my mother, commenting on the softness of my hair, the beauty of my chestnut-colored eyes, and my enchanting smile with its perfect teeth, the natural elegance of the sole offspring of the Paradellas on Jonte Street, I thought, disconcerted and sad, of how some of those factors might have produced the leap of my beautiful neighbor, but had not been enough to keep her for another summer.

With the exception of this erotic episode, there was nothing interesting about that period of my life, without peaks or abysses, which glided pleasantly along three narrow channels: the Nacional Urquiza School, the Argentinos Juniors Club, and the house where my cousins were no longer often there and I was permitted to be alone, without the need to hide myself.

And then the moment came to decide a career. Was that the crossroads? Does someone exist, somewhere in this world so strange, who pressed their ear against the ground, distinguished my steps amidst those of millions of boys facing the future with my same age and innocence, and said: “He’s the one,” marking out a date and a city, Berlin?

My parents asked about my vocation. I said that I wanted to be an archaeologist, but they convinced me of the prudence of studying medicine first. I enrolled in the university, brilliantly passed two theoretical exams, and dishonorably fainted at the sight of the first corpse. Seven years later, I received my law degree.
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The title of lawyer came to me with the certainty that unless I blazed a path like a tiger through the jungle of my crowd of colleagues, I’d end up a mere slave of the juridical offices, as badly paid as the secretary who called me “Doctor” and far more boring.

Slavery and the miserable salary mattered to me little. What frightened me was the tiger that society forced me to become. And to make it clear, I’m not talking about just any society, but the one that irritates me: the milieu of ambitious Argentines into which I was born. Parents, uncles, friends, and girlfriends strike up their howling incitations, opening a path through the underbrush to hem in the beast, and then move to one side, letting some hunter sacrifice the target—me—with a shot.

The rites of war of the Natives who accompanied me began when I was studying to pass my final courses. Their drums beat in dizzying repetition: “And when Alberto gets his degree . . .” And now the prestigious lawyer, the triumphant beast, the hero imprisoned in the canopy of talent that condemned him to gamble his daily life on minor ruses and exiled him from his life as an ordinary young man in Villa del Parque, trembled when he thought of his clear inability to be the hero of an epic written with the dead bodies of clients and colleagues.

If doubt exists, it is always better to keep silent.

One night, returning from the cinema with Victoria, I had the bad idea of asking her:

“And what will happen if I don’t pass?”

We were walking through generously dark streets, entertained by the difficulty and brief ecstasy of kisses given in movement, and if I remember my question with such clarity, it’s because Victoria’s response crystallized it.

“Impossible.”

I stopped abruptly. Victoria, tangled in my embrace, almost fell backward.

“Why impossible?” I shouted. “And what if I fail the exams?”

Victoria was slim and petite (I’ve never liked tall women), and though she’d just turned twenty and held the title of schoolmistress, she conserved intact the temperament and mannerisms of a girl. Her greatest charm was precisely this: the notable divorce between form and content. Drawn from a fabulous mold of sensuality, flesh, skin, curves, and angles, without a single extra line to add to the small masterpiece of her body, in the woman, pure and inalterable, there still endured the soul of a child. She would forever retain, making me fall in love with her, along with, alas, other men, all of the dogmatism, astuteness, and brutality of a ten-year-old girl.

The London plane trees on the sidewalk drew a second shadow over us, and I barely saw her face. Before speaking, I kissed her. An apple yanked early from the tree, my Victoria: smooth, fragrant, hard.

“Why impossible? You should have seen the number of people who failed this semester.”

Her mind was, though restricted, logical. She answered, “Gold medal in primary, gold medal at Urquiza secondary. Who will take the gold medal from you at university?” And she added, impatient, “Mama is staying up, waiting for me. You know they keep track of our time together.”

Sometimes I suspect the worst things in my life happen because, just as there are people who lack a sense of smell and taste, I lack an instinct of synchronization. That is why, instead of waiting for an occasion clearly more favorable than a return from the cinema, with an anxious mother counting the minutes on her watch at the end of the route, I insisted:

“Hear me out, Victoria. Please. I’ve been asking myself what will happen if I don’t pass. If I don’t pass, and, look here, this is just a speculation, if I don’t practice as a lawyer. Because lately, believe me, I’ve begun to feel that I’m not going to be a good professional. Not the one you and your family expect.”

She wrinkled her brow in what I assumed was reflection. I went on:

“Let’s suppose I pass the exams, and get my degree. Then what? We marry. And what kind of life do we have? Me out of the house all day, working like a madman to earn money and buy a car and a house in the country, and you alone, bored, waiting for me, until I show up, half-dead, with no desire for anything, maybe furious.”

“What’s wrong with a house in the country?” she interrupted me, alarmed.

One of our dreams as fiancés was a little house in Tigre.

I calmed her.

“It’s not about the house in the country. It’s about something else.”

I explained to her that even imagining a life of constant decisions gave me nausea and vertigo. That the same apathy which had led me so correctly to the gold medal would be the cause of my failure as a professional. That while she saw me as rich or famous, I saw myself transformed into a third-rate lawyer, strutting through the courts, losing cases, accumulating unpaid balances.

“I’m too much of a coward for this dog-eat-dog world.”

She listened to me with such great attention that, compelled by my own eloquence, I went on to describe my modest, yearned-for paradise. To marry her; to help my father with his carpentry shop; to buy a little house in Villa del Parque and also the house in the country in Tigre; to have nothing to do with cars, trips to Europe, or any of the other tiring luxuries that impose so many obligations on you, and so many boring people. Victoria and me, Villa del Parque, our children.

The excitement, the time rushing onward, the suspicious mother waiting at the door pushed me into babbling this sentimental phrase:

“I have a single ambition, Victoria. To say, like Ulysses, that my name is Nobody and begin with a happy ending. To never leave Ithaca, to save myself the battles and journeys.”

Just in case, I clarified:

“Ithaca is Villa del Parque.”

I’ve stopped writing. I’ve come to the bedroom to contemplate the portrait of Victoria, in a state of agitation, very similar to the one that night. As alone, as incoherent as I was then. I’ve reproached the face in the photograph, a stranger to me today, perhaps with some injustice, because I feel I’ve been abandoned by everything once familiar and dear:

“What did it cost you? You could have saved me the trip to Berlin, that dream and this nightmare. What did it cost you, Victoria? It would have been so easy.”

Would it have been?

In the depth of our expectations, there is a dialogue that scriptwriters never capture. Now I seemed to hear, from the double shadow of the London plane trees, the childlike voice of my fiancée reciting a popular line from the cinema of the period, from the film we saw that night, which made her cry a river. Victoria would say: “We have our whole life ahead of us. It will be happy so long as we are together, my love . . .”

Victoria said:

“Impossible.”

I took her arm and dragged her into a clearing surrounded by leaves, into which the light of a streetlamp made its way, weak and trembling. I put a hand under her chin and raised her pretty face toward mine, which was hard as stone from the effort to hide my deception and the only rage I could remember Victoria to have provoked in me through long years of love and misunderstanding. Hesitant yellow gleams briefly illuminated her face and cheeks, freckles of light that falsified her skin’s clear beauty.

“Why impossible?” I whispered, choking, desperate, stubborn.

I was angry at her, and for good reason; my friends envied me, and for good reason. She was beautiful, carefree, happy.

She opened her eyes very wide, the ones she knew I liked so much. Breezily, happily, she answered:

“Because I love you so much.”
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I need to talk about Victoria, but it upsets me to do so. More than any other human sentiment, love belongs to the present. Yet I am a coward. Fear makes me cautious. There is an explanation for everything, I tell myself. But I cannot find it. Paradoxically, there are too many explanations. I am content with none of them, and at the heart of the paperwork of convincing reasons, I intuit yet another, which is neither convincing, nor in any sense reasonable.

Could I, Alberto Paradella, the most levelheaded man in the world, have gone crazy?

I write with a fair amount of serenity, but when I move away from the page, I cease to believe that I am what I am. I do not belong to myself, I do not belong to anything or anyone. Everything that surrounds me seems odd and hostile. The house, someone else’s. The garden with a palm tree, sinister.

Then, without thinking, carried away by an impulse that I immediately regret, I do something a kid or a drunk would do. I dial Victoria’s home number, where she lives with the man she left me for.

“Hello.”

The voice of Victoria’s husband. Hoarse, ill-tempered. Naturally, because I have no respect for the hour—I have all the time in the world, the eternity of insomnia—and it must be three or four in the morning.

“Can I speak with Victoria, please?”

“What?”

“Please. It’s a question of life or death. Put Victoria on the line. I promise it won’t take long, just a minute.”

Suffocated murmurs, an exclamation. The telephone is next to the bed. My God. At last, Victoria.

“Hello.”

“Victoria, it’s me.”

“Who’s speaking?”

“Alberto.”

“Alberto who.”

“Alberto, your husband, Alberto Paradella. Me, it’s me, Victoria.”

“What’s that? But what are you saying?”

Ah, she fakes astonishment, she denies me.

“Victoria, it’s not the moment for playing. I have to talk with you. I have to see you. Please.”

The voice of the man, very near—maybe he’s got his face pressed against Victoria’s so he can listen—exclaims:

“Who is it?”

“What do I know!” answers the unmistakable childish voice of Victoria, with an irritation that makes me happy because it’s directed at him.

Furiously, she defends herself.

“Hear me out, I don’t know any Alberto What’s-Your-Name. I’m going to hang up now. And don’t even think about bothering us again.”

Is the man so jealous, or does he have such a good imagination, that he’s forcing her to deny the husband she abandoned?

“Please, Victoria, don’t hang up. I have to see you and explain. You’re the only one who . . .”

Before the click, the atrocious words of my wife to the other man reach me.

“A crackpot, a drunk. Who knows.”
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I met Victoria at Argentinos Juniors the same day that two friends of mine, members of the youth basketball team that won the championship that season, voluntarily got themselves expelled from the club. They threw the president’s library into the just inaugurated swimming pool.

I was among those who crowded to observe how club staff extracted the furniture from the pool—an antique bookcase, with thick carved moldings—and junior members fished out what was left of the books after a night in the water.

“The crime,” moaned the president, “was committed in the refuge of the darkest shadows of night, yes sir.”

I watched this take place, I must repeat, with more astonishment than amusement, but with the murky satisfaction of counting myself a witness of the event of the year, when I heard someone shout my name from the other side of the pool. It was Paco Stein, my lifelong friend, the one who would introduce me to Victoria.

The fact that he was named Paco Stein never surprised us, not me, and not the gang from the neighborhood and the club. What I mean is that we boys accepted the curious nickname without any curiosity at all, as just another detail in our lives amidst a confusion of nationalities. I don’t know through what crevice that name—which was actually Boris, as I found out, or he told me when we no longer lived in Villa del Parque—filtered into a family as strictly Jewish as his. But Paco himself was a mysterious digression in the biblical tale of the Steins.

He hadn’t inherited a single feature from his father, a silent man with a watery smile who rarely left his tailor’s workshop, or from his mother, a pale, petite blonde whose fragile aspect and cautious movements made it seem as if she were recovering from some grave illness, an illusion refuted by her iron health and the steely law she imposed on the household, her husband, her three children, and the white cat Mitsi, a fat, dimwitted animal that nevertheless knew how to perform tricks like a dog to impress the neighbors. The two older sisters, also vulnerable-looking yet energetic blondes, never talked to anyone, married when they were very young, and were never seen again around the neighborhood.

Paco Stein had bristling red hair; a round, freckled face; big, jumpy, intense blue eyes; a small nose; thick lips; uneven, badly cared for teeth; an easy laugh; and a certain inclination for strong drink more typical of the Irishman than the Jew. And he spoke with the glibness and unscrupulousness of a Galician.

I never knew a more sociable person. There was something of Mitsi in him, too, in that cheeky ability to harmonize various forms of astonishing his spectators. One tends to have a small circuit of friendships and relations; Paco, even as child, was the habitué of a world not enclosed by the borders of four or five streets. He was everywhere, and his verbose, smiling, fiercely alive presence bloomed in every setting. It made one suspect that this redhead with a shaky physique, small, skinny, without muscles, enclosed several redheads with diplomas in different specialties. A great truco player, imaginative dancer, impeccable grill man during our outings to Tigre, and center-forward of our first soccer team, he combined his social abilities with a brain whose activity we admired and only half understood.

Because everything interested him: science, philosophy, painting, theater, cinema, literature. From his travels to the city center—frequent, solitary incursions we respected like so many other proofs of his eccentricity—he would return with a cargo of secondhand books and an experience he fruitlessly tried to communicate to us. As if it were today, I remember a famous game of truco at Café Juncal. It coincided with his discovery that afternoon of a film which (gesticulating, flushed with excitement, his red hair a mess) he characterized as a revolution in the history of cinema. Nobody believed him because he’d seen it at the Lorraine, which was a theater to fall asleep in.

This memory produces unusual associations. Today, so many years later, when someone says Citizen Kane, the impressed boy I was might respond: “Along the Paraná River, there navigated a flea,” a verse used in our games of truco. That day, Paco was almost thrown out of the café. What saved him was winning the championship, to the astonishment of his fellow players. What saved him was his charm. What saved him was the general consciousness that whether or not he was Paco, his surname was Stein and his intelligence as reliable as a factory brand.

It’s strange. I write about Paco as if he were dead. Worse, like somebody evoking the ghosts of his past. And that’s not how it is. Paco was part of my life until a year ago. But what am I saying? He’s still a part of it. It’s true that I haven’t spoken with him since . . . I don’t know. I don’t understand the reason for this nostalgic detour in my tale, if what I wanted to talk about was Victoria.
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I laughed at the idea of love at first sight until that day at Argentinos Juniors, when before I noticed my friend Paco Stein, I saw the girl who accompanied him.

Black hair, green eyes, a small, upturned nose, a mouth of the kind they call generous, with unpainted lips. The vision of her adorable hair left me breathless. About the body that sustained it I had no way to gather information, until awkwardly, I began to make my way through the crowd, taking what seemed to me an endless turn around the pool to reach them and see her in full: an attractive, tiny replica of the ideal woman.

While my friends go out of their way, in typical Argentine style, for blondes, I have always had a firm weakness for brunettes with pale eyes. Victoria not only met my expectations in the color of her hair and eyes; she was also beautiful. She was so small that even Paco seemed tall next to her, yet in her brief surface she concentrated all of the gazes of nearby club members. Gazes of admiration and sorrow, the tragic, mute plea that beauty provokes in mere spectators.

“This is Victoria,” said Paco, “my special guest to the great athletic venue that recently endured such an act of depravity.”

He circled the shoulders of the girl with a friendly arm.

“It’s a pity about the books, che. Third-rate crime fiction, two or three copies of the Manual for the Buenos Aires Student, a dozen copies of Platero and I. That donkey floats like a cork.”

He didn’t let go of the ideal woman.

“The victim—colorless, odorless, tasteless—discredits the assassin. But let’s agree that the shelves, the imperialist cabinet, give it a touch of valor, or else the trip wouldn’t be worth it for Victoria, who’s come from Flores.”

He looked at me fixedly, and his eyes crossed. He had that curious tic. When he pinned his eyes on some point, he went cross-eyed. He wasn’t cross-eyed.

“Victoria, this letterbox of flesh is my great friend, Alberto Paradella.”

A dissimulated but well-aimed elbow jab woke me up. I stuck out a trembling hand.

“Charmed.”

“Pleased to meet you,” she said, formally.

She observed me with the cold interest I’d learned to recognize in girls at the club: an approving gesture before launching into the attack, like a general who measures the battlefield and finds it adequate for her strategy. This was the ideal woman, and I doubted. How could I compare her with others? But the sparkle in the green sea of her gaze reminded me of another sparkle, almost forgotten: the one in the eyes, also green, of my neighbor on the terrace.

The hand I shook with eagerness and great illusions was that of a child, soft, tender, trusting. The nails, destroyed by constant biting, touched my heart: an infantile defect that humanized the dream and deepened my desire to protect her and spoil her, and that years later, sitting at the cinema or reading in bed, would become a habit I’d ceaselessly reproach her for, so deep would my irritation grow to be for that faint noise of poor sheared nails, that eternal click-clack of ravenous teeth.

I didn’t let go of her hand. Nor did she try to escape mine.

Paco withdrew his arm from Victoria’s shoulder and looked at it like a foreign object, an enigmatic presence. Then, like the Steins’ absurd cat, he gave a leap, crossing his legs in the air, and fell to his knees between Victoria and me.

“Hallelujah, Hallelujah!”

He did such things with frequency and spontaneity, which made us laugh and secretly envy his lack of shyness, that virile sense of the ridiculous which at once filled us with pride and made our lives bitter. But this time I turned red, and hated him. The hate lasted for barely an instant because Victoria didn’t celebrate him and didn’t let go of my hand, and because Paco, for all of his craziness, was generous enough to add:

“Oh, yes, Alberto Paradella is a great friend, a great sportsman. The man you see in front of you, Victoria, that turkey face, is the pride of Argentinos Juniors.”

“Ah, yes?” said Victoria.

And at last she removed her hand to flip back her long hair, with a movement of such feline delicacy it almost made me cry out with the desire to embrace her.

“No need to doubt, Victoria. Wherever you put Alberto, there is ability. Topic for a composition: The cow. Let me explain. He is the subject of admiring sentences, the theme of literary exercises, the model for preschoolers, the torture of the less talented. In the notebook of prizes, he is never absent. Our finest goalkeeper, a young star in basketball . . .”

Wasn’t he going too far? Wasn’t there a mocking tone in so much praise? And what if she didn’t even like sports? I was going to say that I didn’t play basketball anymore, when I heard her exclaim, eyes glowing with sudden interest:

“One of the group that threw the bookshelves in the water?”

“Nope.”

Paco’s theory that the Spanish negation was weak had created that nope, imitated by half of Argentinos Juniors and at least a third of the young demographic in Villa del Parque. Whenever you wanted to come off as categorical, irrevocable, and finely skeptical, you used the nope of Paco Stein.

“That was last year, darling, before the juvenile basketball team turned into vulgar juvenile delinquents, as our inconsolable, learned president has put it. Now Alberto plays chess.”

A shadow passed over her green eyes.

“Chess?”

Paco jumped to the rescue.

“One moment, let me clarify. Now he is our chess champion.”

The little face grew animated again.

“Ah,” she said.

If Paco had harbored some illusion with respect to Victoria, I never found out. Surely, in the course of that introduction which cost him the most beautiful girl we’d ever seen in Villa del Parque, he had looked cross-eyed at the way we exchanged glances, realized everything was decided, and with the agility to adapt to events that delighted his friends, applied himself to praising me before Victoria.

I was too ecstatic to thank him. When that night in Café Juncal, I cornered him at the table and riddled him with questions about the woman of my life, he became, in contrast, extraordinarily frugal. He didn’t supply me with anything other than mere facts of affiliation—house, family, studies—the very modest curriculum of a girl that age. With the thirst of those in love, I insisted to him that he speak of her. From our intellectual, our psychologist, our man of the world, I asked for an opinion.

In those days, he drank only coffee. He went cross-eyed leaning over the cup; he went cross-eyed concentrating on the teaspoon. He took some time to answer, and his response, a truism, came as a deception.

“She is very beautiful,” he said.

And then, looking me in the face, still cross-eyed, he created the phrase which over the years that followed, by wise and reiterated application to the cases that could not be clarified through reason, to the situations that demanded prudent silence, to painful discoveries or simple perplexity, would transform into his hallmark.

“This world is very strange,” he said.

I forgave him because he’d praised me so much before Victoria. I forgave him because of the recollection of ah, those ah from Victoria, the proof she liked me, and loved me. How could I suspect that those concise, sighed exclamations, those ahs uttered that morning at the club (and later at my house when my mother replaced Paco in singing my praise, and after that at the gates of the university, when I told her the mark of an exam), were nothing but the little bell of a cash register acknowledging a money deposit. Money that Victoria circulated within the groups of her family, friends, and acquaintances, with the arrogance and vulgarity of the nouveau riche.

I discovered it on the sidewalk in Flores that night returning from the cinema, through her response to my question: “Impossible.”

And I said to myself: “Victoria doesn’t love me. If I want to be alone, it’s better to cut things off now, to separate.”

For a long time, I contemplated her face, looking for a caustic word or hard tone. Then, as I looked at her, and saw an anger begin to darken her features, I remembered that the appalling ahs had also guaranteed me the frequency of her kisses, her smile. I imagined life without her. Impossible. Life without her, but without the title of lawyer. Equally impossible. Her pride would make her turn to another supplier of indispensable ahs.

Just at the limit, on the verge of losing her, I managed to embrace her, and promise:

“It was a joke. Don’t be angry, Victoria, it was only a joke.”

“Ah,” she said.

She closed her eyes, and offered me her mouth.
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Just before I got my degree, the nightmares began.

For someone who’s always slept well or had pleasant dreams, waking up in the middle of the night in a cold sweat, and struggling until dawn to interpret a dream as absurd as it is terrifying, is an event that can change your life. As it changed mine.

On one of those terrible nights, without any real consciousness of what I was doing, I went to the patio and climbed the staircase to the terrace. In the harshest depths of winter, there I was in pajamas, clutching a plaid blanket around my neck as a coat, climbing up those steps. By nature I’m prone to feel cold, and suspicious of darkness, but there I was on the prow of the balcony, frozen stiff, slapped about by the wind, beneath an icy drizzle.

I was looking around in a state of insomnia at the sleeping neighborhood when it happened. The nightmare that had disturbed me enough to make me get out of bed now appeared before my wide-open eyes.

Houses and trees wavered before me, with the slight trembling of film submerged in liquid as it is being developed. For an instant, the roofs undulated. The few visible lights (a lamppost, an open window) went out and flicked back on in different positions. The street below zigzagged, spilled from its course, flooded toward the left, passed the square bulge of the street corner, and overflowed into a great illuminated avenue that was not Nazca. The echo of a thunderclap astonished me. There was no storm. Just wind and water. The thunder was the passage of a train through an iron bridge over my head. I thought, terrified: “The station is very far away, so what bridge is this, where is it, why is it above me?” The silence following the gust of noise deepened, as the neighborhood underwent new convulsions. Split off, hostile, this was not Villa del Parque.

Amidst the rain, a few lines remained visible. I felt as much fascination as I did fear, and leaning out a bit further, my waist crushed by the cement parapet of the balcony, I tried to see as best as I could the image that emerged from that unexpected photograph.

I saw another neighborhood—black, gray, quivering, foreign. A street, a door in a house, a sign with red letters I couldn’t read, an empty plot or perhaps a great deserted patio, and amidst the shadows, the circle of a remote lighthouse that was looking for me in the night and rain, quickly increasing in size as it approached. First it was a yellow light, then a whirlwind of intense colors, and finally the unknown face of a man who moved his lips in silence. All at once the vision shook itself. Villa del Parque and that negative which hadn’t been completely revealed disappeared, erased by something warm that covered my eyes.

They were tears.

I met her on Friday, and today is Monday. She’ll leave at nine, she said.

It was still night when I slipped out of bed. I closed the door of the bedroom and then the door of the study, put a folded tablecloth under the machine to absorb the noise of the keys, and kept writing.

I reached, as you’ve read, the nightmare on the terrace. That’s where I stopped. I didn’t do so on purpose. The surprise of finding myself in that ridiculous situation (in pajamas, beneath the rain, and to top it off, crying) stopped me from going on. I don’t recognize myself, and can’t believe the scene belongs to the past I’m trying to recuperate and explain to myself. A piece of another game; one of the common tricks of memory.

The girl from Villa del Parque Station is still asleep, but it won’t be long before the alarm sounds. Her idea.

“It’s a pretty watch,” she’d said, taking it into those delicate hands of hers as if it were a living thing.

She wound it, observing the position of the needles, before she put it on the night table between the lamp and the onyx ashtray Victoria gave me for the last birthday we celebrated as a couple.

I looked at her with such absorption that she had to repeat the question:

“Will you come with me?”

“Yes, yes,” I answered.

“You’re a good man.”

And she smiled. I already knew she was going to smile. Everything about this girl is so slow. In the gray of her eyes, behind a corolla of gold petals, a faint light first appears that progressively inundates her gaze until transforming it into a unique metallic shine. But independent of the eyes, for two or three seconds, not too long but long enough for me to notice it and be astonished, her face stays fixed in the previous expression: serious, concentrated, or empty. Then, step by step, joy does its work. The arch of the eyebrows opens, the high cheekbones calm their severity, one lip detaches from another, the thick-drawn lines of the beautiful mouth with the very fine fuzz of Nordic women begin to soften at the corners, and between two parentheses and two sets of dimples, the smile appears, a perfect continuity.

It’s not strange that I grew distracted in the contemplation of these singular processes. Only when she added that she’d take the train at 8:26 a.m.—the only defect I can find in her is a maniacal respect for timetables—do I understand that she wasn’t asking if I’d accompany her in love or happiness. She wanted me to take her to Retiro Station.

If when describing her I give an impression that I judge her to be stupid, let me clarify that I’m not the kind of man who confuses velocity of movement with intelligence. There was nobody more rapid than Victoria, yet
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