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PREFACE
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​

In my childhood, I was surrounded by the esoteric and the magical, but this magic is muddier than Merlinesque, a more specific magic and perhaps, in a way, more austere. Stories like this one, and many others like it, inhabit this magic. They are rubbed with pillar-candles (which is a totally different emblem), headscarves, tobacco smoke, and glasses of water under the bed. They are meant to disgust some in mustaches and suits and to fascinate others with books in their hands.

This book outpours from my fascination with this magic and the union of my eyes that observed it. It's like a stamp of how there are certain things that are simply older than we are as bodies and that will simply continue to perpetuate themselves long after the human race ceases to exist, so it's not worth trying to reason with them, even though we are so prone and fussy about doing so as a habit.

“The Dark Side of the Candle” is, in fact, one of the first novels I wrote, back in 2014. It’s built on my childhood experiences and my contact with that austere magic that surrounded my home. It also has ties to the spiritualism practiced in the south, so don’t be surprised if you don’t understand it at first, just like Diogenes.
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CHAPTER 1 
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Halfway through his trip, Eliu unexpectedly turned on 12th Street instead of following straight to 11th. He knew that route by heart; it was his monotonous pedaling routine of every day, in perpetual mutism, listening to Passion Pit and turning his head to avoid the “Good mornings” from his customers, who already felt a kind of relativity towards the young man. 

For Eliu, with large glasses and spindly legs, he had founded his own world. There, in that dystopia, human warmth wasn’t essential but optional; that’s why he avoided other humans, and there’s an explanation for that. 

Take A Walk brought a smile to his face and made him nod his head to the rhythm of its indietronics. The neighbors on the street stared at him because they couldn’t understand what kind of music made you revere it at six in the morning.

‘There’s an old one on the street by the bullring,’ Diogenes told him, ‘and it’s still abandoned.’

He tried not to connect that memory with his change of usual direction, but it was obvious; the monotony he practiced like a religion was so sacred that his disobedience implied something of enormous proportions.

The street was devoid of human beings; they had vanished as if by magic, as if nothing benevolent allowed them to stay. Eliu, bathed in adrenaline, had broken the routine that provided him with money, and felt good about it. For the first time in his entire life, he had shattered some boundary of responsibility.

Desolate houses, closed doors, and grayish bushes adorned the environment surrounding the boy. He didn’t stop; neither fear nor the ringing of duty made any dent in his endeavor. He didn’t even dare to take a look at his situation: a ghost street with him pedaling toward the abyss of danger. His music was enough for him to float, to keep his feet from touching reality.

The wind had died down, the ravens fought against any little songbird and dominated the ominous trees of 12th Street. In front stood the bullring, a former coliseum where these animals were cruelly given death, now part of a desolate panorama with a fuliginous route.

Eliu stopped, took the headphones off his ears, and that’s when he returned to reality. He gazed at the old house, ravaged by time and neglect, sprinkled with the most despicable hues and lashed by a delicious aura of paranormal mysticism.

The boy got off his vehicle and observed the house before deciding to go inside. He dug in his backpack for his camera, smiled to himself, and approached with slow but steady steps, as if he had already walked through that house’s aged yard. With the camera hanging around his neck and the lens in his hand, Eliu opened the door; it crackled and creaked to welcome the first visitor in probably years.

Eliu carried a film camera; it was the first one he’d ever owned, and he loved developing photographs. Even though there were just a few remaining film cameras and carrying it around his neck was a bit heavy, Eliu truly felt it was the method most closely tied to the fire of a real photographer. Of course, the boy had another camera, a Polaroid, which he rarely took out of his apartment. The boy’s passion in his free afternoons was snapping at old houses. Not just any old houses; haunted houses, or those steeped in scary tales, adorned a nearly full album, the only notebook Eliu would die for.

This album overflowed with the most beautiful images of places far removed from common beauty; old boards and shadows were the subjects in profile. However, the boy’s ability to transform the gloomy into butterflies made each photograph enchanting and pleasing to the eye. Undoubtedly, an unacquainted piece of art that only Eliu, Mariana, and Amy had the joy of observing.

Although, certainly, Eliu wasn’t constantly picturing a world of supernatural agents near him. What would happen if the hands of an inhuman race reached him? Would he be in the mood to embrace what he had ignored, or what would his true reaction be? It didn’t matter now to deduce unrealities. Eliu Monsalve believed himself to be a photographer, and that’s where his concentration lay: in finding static beauty.

Whenever Eliu heard of a house, square, wall, chapel, or pavilion that was ‘haunted,’ he’d don his camera and rush to capture it, like any feline dead set against its prey, only instead of beheaded deer, the prize was a photograph of the encounter.

The steps to the entrance were adorned with sneaker prints; the wind would erase them in a couple of days, but the brave soul who noticed them would know of the visitor. To the boy’s surprise, the living room had furniture covered in marvelous, surreal cobwebs, and the pendant lantern barely seemed damaged. Only spiders and geckos peered out at their intruder, though they were intruders as well.

Flashes spread through the room, capturing tiny beams of light that pierced through holes or a few moths that added a touch of nostalgia. ‘Nothing good,’ the boy thought, so he decided to head upstairs. 

In very rare occasions, the aspiring photographer found places dominated by some ghostly entity or aura; on those occasions, he merely felt uncomfortable and desperately wanted to leave rather than wander aimlessly for long periods. This house wasn’t any more peaceful, for it was impossible; Eliu drifted into thought and was overcome by quietness.

In the upstairs hallway, waves of dust and ash had formed a symbiotic home. A family of grotesque paintings lined the walls. The faces lay unrecognizable beneath the mustered dust, but they seemed nothing more than uncouth decorations. The first unusual element appeared before his glass eyes: a burned-out room.

That would be the event that forced the residents to vacate the house, leaving it as a potential home for other beings, human or otherwise. ‘It must not have been just fire,’ Eliu thought, ‘a greater tragedy must have occurred to abandon such a temple of quietness.’

But Eliu was being incredibly naive to trust the quietness of an abandoned place. Or perhaps this thought was the result of comparing it to other places he’d been to.

He entered the room and lit it up with his flashes. It was a woman’s bedroom, judging by the bed and the decor the ashes let deduce. A lamp that had once been pink gave the occupant away —what girl runs away from Hello Kitty? Nonetheless, upon turning to his right, the young man could observe the debris of what had been another bed, with pieces of wood vanquished in battle by monsters of ash, still engulfing them up to this day. The walls in this side were black and the soot spread to touch the pink walls from the left side creating a bedroom of dualities.

When the photographer started leaving the bedroom, he found a full-length mirror in front of him, one he hadn’t noticed before. He saw his reflection: his long pullover, his new pants, his grimy sneakers, his camera, and a woman shorter than him standing behind him.

By the time he turned around, the image was gone, and he began to feel an uncommon heaviness. Besides, he hadn’t finished his work for the day, and if Mrs. Carmen didn’t receive her diary, she was sure to complain to Gutiérrez. That apparition was nothing more than a figment of his imagination, fueled by his discontent over neglecting his work to chase after abandoned houses legless to move.

The heaviness continued to weigh on Eliu’s neck. Dozens of elephants alighted upon that area, forcing the boy to flee, more urgent than terrified.

After the delivery, Professor Brito’s class never seemed so tiresome. Behind his desk, Alan and Bruno threw paper balls at him and teased him with ironic and terribly annoying giggles; the boy paid them no attention, the idea of ​​revealing his treasure was far more enticing.

Mariana waited for him in the cafeteria; they ordered cheese snacks and kissed coldly. She complained that they hadn’t seen each other since the university’s New Year’s party, and he concocted some unimaginative excuse. Then Alan and Bruno spilled an entire apple juice on him, to which the boy didn’t react.

“Why didn’t you do anything to defend yourself?” the girl asked in a shrill voice.

“What does it matter?” he replied with displacency, though angry.

“If you complain about this, they’ll listen and it won’t continue. Someone like you shouldn’t have to live being bothered.”

“No one will listen to me. We’re grown; we’re supposed to defend ourselves.”

“Fine, and you don’t have any fists?”

“I have open hands. I’m not going to go around copying my enemies, either.”

“The things you’d do if you finally stepped up.” 

He didn’t reply; he felt offended. There were times when he didn’t really understand why Mariana liked him. She wasn’t a popular girl, but she wasn’t run-of-the-mill either. She looked natty, attractive, and could certainly have any big guy by her side, and yet she’d been with Eliu for quite some time, even though their relationship was atypical and very unequal. Eliu pondered this and left her sitting in the cafeteria with a kiss on her forehead. He returned to his lonely apartment downtown, leaving his ‘girlfriend’ with words to say.

As he entered the well-kept apartment, Lucas’s slow lick slavered Eliu’s hand. The dog looked neglectedly overweight, so its energy was dull as he walked, and his euphoria was only perceivable through a very gradual wagging of tail. Eliu took off his shoes, placed his bag on a sofa after taking out his camera, and headed to the darkroom.

He would surrender to drowsiness after developing his new acquisition. In the darkroom he had set up at home, one particular photo caught his eye: it was a self-portrait, a photograph he didn’t remember taking. In it, he stood sleepily in front of the mirror with the camera in one hand. He didn’t pay the attention anyone else would have and decided to separate it from the rest of the ‘regular photos.’

When he lay down, his ribs began to ache; he rubbed them but the pain continued. He felt a tightness that compressed him, and that bothered him. At first, sleep came delayed, and after closing his eyelids, there was no sensation at all. A pleasant stagnation overcame him until he was drooling. There, under the shadow of a ceiling fan with weak blades, lay Eliu in a fetal position, his sheet had fallen to the floor and his socks were still on. Behind him, a beautiful young woman with black hair hugged him vehemently.
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CHAPTER 2
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Diogenes was at the bakery counter with his peculiar way of calling out for attention. The girls asked for any trinket to flirt with the boy, who responded with a believable fallacy.

Eliu entered, scratching his neck and with an incredible craving for a hot cappuccino to soothe his exhaustion.

“Happy New Year, man!” exclaimed the baker. “It’s been a while!”

“You really play the fool, I was here yesterday.”

“Calm down, you don’t seem like your usual quiet guy.”

“Problems, always multiplying.”

“Humans have problems all the time,” replied the baker boy, wiping the counter with exaggerated strength in his arm.

“Then I wish I weren’t human.”

“What are you talking about? Being human is better than . . .” he thought for a moment, “being a flea.”

“Being human is suffering; that’s no fun.” 

“Sometimes I think you swallowed an emo.”

“Because of the depressing things I say.”

“You admit it.”

“Life has been tough on me; everyone is what they’ve been through.”

“At nineteen, you’re way too fatalistic.”

“Just give me a cappuccino,” Eliu insisted, scratching his neck.

“I’ll give it to you with a remedy that’ll chase away that bad vibe.”

“Sedatives?”

“Love.”

“Get thee behind me. I don’t want love from you.”

“All humans need love. You haven’t been loved enough, and that’s why you look and act like a robot.”

“I wish I were a robot. I wouldn’t be part of the human beings, and I could . . .” 

Eliu paused. His right hand rested on his neck, he grimaced in annoyance, and a small buzzing sound deafened his left ear for a brief moment.

“What could you do?” 

Eliu took off his glasses, squinted, and wiped the crystal with the fabric of his pullover. The smile he gave Diogenes seemed rubbed in a fabricated cynicism.

“I could kill everyone who makes me suffer. Only as a robot would I annihilate them, but no, I’m a human. Too weak to take the initiative.” 

The baker made a face of contempt and pity for his friend. According to Diogenes, Eliu was a funny and charismatic boy when you paid attention to him; unfortunately, he didn’t receive the care he deserved, and the scourge of violence visited him often to remind him how unhappy and wretched he was. Or at least those were the thoughts that ran through his head. From Diogenes’s point of view, Eliu was also very lucky and had a comfortable and uncomplicated lifestyle, but he only heard complaints from him and about his weakness.

“Did you go to the old house?” Diogenes asked, with a sugary bun in hand.

“Indeed,” Eliu replied cheerfully, as if he drew his warm mood from the cappuccino he had just been handed. “Yesterday morning. I took some rather boring photos though—” he paused to scratch himself.

“Do you have mange? I told you not to sleep with that dog.”

“Lucas is quite hygienic; I own him,” he replied curtly.

“You really needed my cappuccino,” he said, handing him the sugary bun. “This one’s on the house.”

“Any cappuccino would do the trick, but if you give me free bread, I’d gladly come visit you every morning.” 

The friends laughed, sharing untold anecdotes from the beginning of the year, while Diogenes served the orders piling up on the counter. They were interrupted by Vanessa and a very attractive friend, to Eliu’s crystal eyes.

“Happy New Year, Eliu!” Vanessa exclaimed. “Dio, I need four sugary buns and two lattes, please.”

“Aren’t you going to introduce your friend?” the baker asked.

“Ariadne,” the newcomer replied. “I’ve been here before, though never with Vanessa.”

“She’s in my singing class, and we decided to commute together. These are Diogenes and Eliu, good old friends,” Vanessa introduced them.

Eliu kept staring at the brunette who went to sit with Vanessa at one of the tables closest to the window with plants, elegantly tasting the sugary buns.

“Do you like her? Even if you say no, I know the answer.”

“She’s attractive,” Eliu replied.

“What happened with your relationship with Mariana?”

“We broke up, I guess.”

“Does she know? Sometimes I think she does, but every time I see her, you’re holding her hand.”

“Should I tell her? Just staying away from her is enough.”

“You’re one of a kind, you know? You have a crazy mix of negative and positive emotions that warrants psychological evaluation.”

“You bet . . .”

“Keep drinking your cappuccino,” his friend incited, concerned. 

With little time to get ready for college, Eliu said goodbye to Diogenes, Vanessa, and the charming brunette he’d mysteriously fallen for. The heaviness returned, the pressure in his ribs making itself known, making him taste a distinctly unpleasant malaise.

At the counter, Diogenes struck up a conversation with Vanessa, and Eliu and his inner demons came up.

“He’s interesting,” Ariadne added up. “Does he have a girlfriend?”

“No,” the baker said, silencing Vanessa’s judgment. “And I’m going to make you two a lovely couple.”

“You don’t have the authority to carry out that task,” Vanessa retorted. “What if Eliu isn’t attracted to Ariadne?”

“I have a very good feeling about this.” 

Suddenly, the lightbulb that lights the bakery shattered into tiny shards, plunging everyone into dim darkness. Electricity is fleeting in that country, but the fact that a lightbulb commits suicide in broad daylight is unusual.

* * *
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ELIU FELT HIS BODY release from the pressure and breathed deep and inflamed. He added his photos to the album and tried to think of a title that would summarize his work, but couldn’t come up with anything catchy.

The lights began to flicker, and Eliu, alone with no one but Lucas, remained silent for a moment as if he could hear a conversation coming from the flickering lights. For a moment, his body trembled for the first time. A chill froze the back of his neck, and some eyes seemed to pierce him from the infinity. The heaviness had accompanied him to his sanctuary, and he couldn’t discern the reason or the contradiction.

After finishing the limit exercises that Brito had assigned him, he read a bit of a comedic book and went to bed, arranging mentally his routine: get ready, feed the dog, go to the newspaper for the bundle, deliver them, go to the university, return home, and arrange everything again.

Lucas barked at the flickering lights, driving Eliu to despair. Even after the lights went out, the dog’s barking didn’t stop; he barked at nothing in the room, at the young woman Eliu couldn’t see. The pale specter in a long robe tried to quiet the dog with caresses and hushes, hushes Eliu heard.

“What was that?” the boy shouted to his dark room as if it had a mouth to answer.

For another brief moment, Eliu lay motionless, waiting for something more. Then, he lay down, covering himself with the quilt he almost never used. Lucas barked again, this time at his own owner. Overcome by sleep, the commands to silence the dog were inaudible.

“Shut up, dog!” Eliu said, though he didn’t know if he was saying it internally or if he had actually spoken it.

The dog barked at the girl, clinging to her host another night, causing him delirious dreams and a feeling of suffocation. 

“Don’t bark at your master,” Eliu scolded, searching for his shoe to strike the animal’s forehead. “Now go to sleep,” he told him, hearing Lucas’s yelp as he was hit and ran from the bedroom.

In that feverish state, when one is prey to that confusion between sleep and reality—where the walls move like lava lamps—a whisper very close to his ear said, “I’m into you.”
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CHAPTER 3
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The world moves around strange positions, producing different effects, individual consequences. Some point at this movement as a force; random or imposed. Any name assigned to it is valid as long as it is believed with faith.

For Eliu, running into Ariadne in the faculty cafeteria—a picturesquely bustling place—was a sweet encounter sketched by his force, which he calls “destiny.” They were both delighted, as well as surprised. They let themselves be swept away by the moment, forgetting their corresponding classes. Instead, they took advantage of the fortuitous lapse to have a couple of shaved ices, since next times can’t be decided, they just happen.

“Are you an engineering student too?” the boy asked, sipping part of his blue-purple shaved ice.

“Nooo,” she replied sarcastically; “I’m from humanities, and I only come down here because I love your faculty cafeteria.”

“I see. Do you use sarcasm a lot? It’s believed to be a defense mechanism.”

“I didn’t mean to make a bad first impression,” she replied, worried.

“Don’t worry, it wouldn’t be the first impression anyway.”

She smiled, displaying the most beautiful expression the boy had ever seen on a woman’s face. The fly landed on the honey, and I don’t say that because Eliu was a jerk, quite the opposite; it’s just that he’d noticed girls were so easily charmed by so little. At least, that’s what his experience showed.

“I hadn’t even seen you in the square, and you see every kind of student there,” he continued.

“Don’t you have anything better to go about than harass people?”

“On the contrary, I’m a workaholic; I can hardly get away from work to breathe. I often sit there between classes to read.”

“Workaholic and a bookworm, a charming alienation, and I mean it.”

She smiled again. Eliu was drawn to her, to her sharp yet enticing words. He believed life was a game only young people could choose to play.

“So . . .  do you work or are you spoiled?”

“I’m not the bimbo blonde on campus, I’m a brunette.” 

Eliu understood within his vast universe. He was facing an elusive girl who hadn’t answered any of his questions; perhaps very sure of what she wanted and eccentric in both speech and thought.

“So, you study engineering, you’re not blond, what else? I bet you live near my house, no, in my building.”

“No, no. Fate isn’t that accommodating, believe me. Where do you live?”

“Syracuse.”

“No, I live with a friend in Sunpowder, they’re almost close. Not close enough,” she thought aloud.

“That one is expensive . . .  you must earn a good living.” 

“I know where you’re going with this, huh,” the girl wiggled her index finger.

“What’s wrong with getting information? You’ll get rid of the stranger label.”

“You have to leave something to the imagination, that’s the point.”

“You leave something to the imagination when there are new encounters, will there be any?”

“I assure you so,” she replied, taking the last sips of her ice. 

The boy pondered for a few seconds as the conversation died down, bit his lip, closed his eyes behind his glasses, and blurted out before he regretted it:

“Do you have a boyfriend?”

“Mariana,” she answered instantly.

Eliu’s heart felt like a car on the highway suddenly slamming on the brakes, its traction sounding dissonant and fiercely loud.

“That’s past tense,” he replied defensively. “Remember I’m human?”

“Where does that fit in?” the girl wondered.

“As such, I make mistakes, and she was the most recent one.”

“I don’t know if I should go out with someone who talks about their ex like that.”

“Oh, right. Good time for gender solidarity. I refute the idea that you can be an ex if you never had anything concrete.”

Ariadne took a sip of her shaved ice and calmly asked, “Don’t you like tethers?”

“I don’t know how to answer that. What kind of tethers are you referring to?”

“What kind could there be in a world as simple as ours?”

Eliu narrowed his eyes.

“The tethers of romantic relationships and commitments, the tethers of pledged words, the tethers that bind you to your family, the tethers that bind you to your race, the tethers of work.”

“The tethers to your race?” Exclaimed Ariadne, drawn in by the philosophical rhetoric her interlocutor was
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