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            Dedication

         
         
            While this novel was being read in Oviedo, Spain, by the members of the panel who a few days later awarded it the Tigre Juan
               Prize, thousands of shameful kilometers away, a gang of armed murderers paid by other, bigger criminals, men with smart suits
               and manicured nails who claim to act on behalf of “progress,” ended the life of one of the most distinguished defenders of
               Amazonia and one of the most outstanding and principled figures in the worldwide Ecological Movement.
            

            This novel will never reach your hands, Chico Mendes, dear friend of few words and many deeds, but the Tigre Juan Prize also
               belongs to you and to all those who continue along your path, our collective path in defense of the only world we have.
            

         
         —L. S.

         

         
         
            For my distant friend Miguel Tzenke, Shuar union leader from Sumbi in the upper Nangaritza and great defender of Amazonia.

            On a night of magical storytelling you revealed to me aspects of your unknown green world, which later, in other lands far
               from Ecuadorian Eden, helped me create this story.
            

         
         —L. S.
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            Introduction

         
         Luis Sepúlveda was a big, affable man, who could establish a long conversation with whomever he found. He ate and drank like
            a king—and he also knew well when to stop. His friends used to wait for his arrival as if life was full only when he was around.
            When telling a story, he could shift the center of any table to the corner in which he was sitting. But he was also capable
            of long and concentrated silences, a person who was comfortable when alone—as if he had an off-and-on switch for social matters.
            I didn’t know him well, but that’s how I saw him during the short days in which I ended up spending time around him by chance,
            when he was already a famous writer.
         

         
          

         Truly beloved by common readers but snubbed by the literary establishment, Luis Sepúlveda’s work has yet to find a stable place in the Latin American tradition—if tradition, and even Latin America, really exist. Literary success found him by surprise after the publication of The Old Man Who Read Love Stories in 1989. He was born in a small city 200 miles north of Santiago de Chile, the son of a Mapuche woman and a restaurant owner.
            By the late eighties, when he was in his early forties, he had been a sailor in the South Pacific and a personal bodyguard
            of the socialist president Salvador Allende in Chile and, because of that, a political prisoner who suffered isolation and
            torture after Augusto Pinochet’s coup d’état in 1973. After coming out of jail, Sepúlveda became a theater director in Buenos
            Aires, an apprentice of Shuar hunting techniques in the jungles of Ecuador, a Sandinista guerrilla fighter in Nicaragua, a
            journalist in Hamburg, and an active environmentalist on board a Greenpeace boat—way before we all had a serious conscience
            about the apocalyptic dimensions of the climate crisis we were already submerged in. 
         

         
         He was not, by any measure, a regular writer, and his life experience did not fit well in a publishing world that had been
            ruled for a century by serene patrician figures of transparent, even obsessive European heritage, like Victoria Ocampo or
            Octavio Paz.  
         

         
         The Old Man Who Read Love Stories takes place in the small imaginary town of El Idilio—The Idyl—in the Amazon basin of Ecuador and tells one episode in the life of Antonio José Bolívar Proaño, the titular old man, who knows the ways of the jungle because he spent part of his youth with an indigenous Shuar community—better known in the US by the imposed Spanish name of “Jivaros.” One day, two Shuar men arrive in El Idilio with the dead body of an American hunter, and the despotic mayor—sent by the remote central government of Quito—launches an expedition in search of whatever had killed the foreigner, reluctantly led by Antonio José Bolívar Proaño. 

         
         A novel to be devoured—most set a few hours aside before opening it because doing anything other than finishing it feels insurmountable
            once inside its meteoric plot—it’s a fable about the costs of environmental irresponsibility and colonial folly: to sustain
            extractive policies blind to the indigenous practices concerning nature is to point a loaded gun to ourselves—and press the
            trigger. But if there is something that Luis Sepúlveda was not, it was a person convinced of his own moral superiority, so
            even while the book is a powerful call to modify exploitative ways of interacting with the last virgin spaces of the world,
            it is also a hilarious tale, rendered into English by Peter Bush with loyalty to Sepúlveda’s direct style and sardonic sense
            of humor. 
         

         
          

         The moment in which The Old Man Who Read Love Stories appeared and became an enormous success was a puzzling one. On one hand, the books written by the Boom generation of the sixties and seventies—loosely: Cortázar (Argentinian), Donoso (Chilean), Fuentes (Mexican), García Márquez (Colombian), Monterroso (Guatemalan), Roa Bastos (Paraguayan), Vargas Llosa (Peruvian)—seemed to have occupied all the spaces for Latin American superstars in the local market. On the other, the eighties were a “lost decade” south of the Rio Grande. The development dream brought out by the promise of a hemispheric “alliance for progress” with the US was shattered by the Reagan and Thatcher market-restriction policies that made healthy financial operation impossible for economies whose cornerstones were the production of commodities—oil, mainly, but also copper, ethanol, produce, and beef. In the context of a truly brutal and extremely long recession, Latin America’s publishing industry contracted until almost extinction, and with that crunch came the end of the exchange of authors’ titles between the various countries of the region, excepting those of the Boom generation—whose best moment had already passed. 

         
         Latin American literature, which had been a playground for multiregional and multicultural exploration, became divided in a bunch of smaller and enclosed national markets. And there is a mirage in the literary production of the subcontinent: as it’s all written in Spanish, it feels accessible for all in the region, but it is not. The extension and multiplicity of the Latin American experience is just too ample for a regular reader to sample it without editors committed to offering a continental scope. In those years, for readers to know what was going on in Uruguayan literature, they had to go to a bookstore in Montevideo. 

         
         By the late eighties and early nineties, Spain’s editorial establishment—better prepared for the crises thanks to the money
            flow from northern to southern Europe in the early years of the European Economic Community—took over the niche of exporting
            Latin American literature, making Madrid and Barcelona the only publishing centers that could reach a pan-Hispanic readership.
            This somewhat rescued the old exchange tradition of Latin American writing but produced a taste change that favored sales
            figures over other signals of literary success. This was a seismic displacement of values not well received by the financially
            wounded, but very well-educated, readers of the Spanish-speaking countries of the Americas.
         

         
         It was in this context of discomfort that Luis Sepúlveda appeared as the rising star of Latin American fiction. He was read with suspicion by the literary establishments of the whole region. Sepúlveda had virtues, but he was not a style master, like Juan Rulfo, Jorge Luis Borges, or Gabriel García Márquez; not an experimental risk taker, like Julio Cortázar, José Donoso, or Elena Garro; not a writer ready to assault the old European realist tradition, like Rosario Castellanos or Mario Vargas Llosa; not a postmodern visionary, like Manuel Puig or Sergio Pitol. 

         
         There was, in fact, nothing in Luis Sepúlveda’s life, reasons for writing, or publishing journey that could have predicted
            the success of The Old Man Who Read Love Stories. He was an unknown poet, a freelance journalist, a failed theater director, and a travel writer, whose name was completely
            unfamiliar to readers outside the small circle of South American Marxist exiled intellectuals who had stayed in Europe even
            after 1990, by which time most of the Latin American countries had returned to democratic ways.
         

         
         The novel was originally published by two small and radical leftist publishers in 1989: Júcar in Gijon, Spain, and Emisión
            in Santiago de Chile. One year after the publication of those editions, Éditions Métailié, in Paris, bought the book rights
            and made it a French bestseller. Then Tusquets Editores, an independent midsize publishing house from Barcelona with printing
            and distribution representation in Mexico City, Buenos Aires, Bogotá, and Santiago, published a second edition with a massive
            print run. As of today, The Old Man Who Read Love Stories has sold more than eighteen million copies, and it’s an airport book retailer staple title not only in Latin America but also in many non-Hispanic European countries. Even today Sepúlveda’s books are set in special cardboard displays devoted only to his works in, for example, Italian bookstores. 

         
          

         Selling millions of copies does not guarantee literary quality but neither does it deny it. The birth of modern novels as
            we know them was marked by the tremendous commercial success of Miguel de Cervantes’s Don Quixote. And the elitist anathema against plot-driven literature with heavy-handed political commitment and a straight style feels
            limiting nowadays. If in the late eighties and nineties, authors with strong political views were considered tolerable only
            if they were true masters with an experimental muscle—Borges, a conservative, and García Márquez, a progressive, were enjoyed
            with caution by readers in their opposing ideological teams—the end of the Cold War and the return of democracy to Latin America
            has made that itch irrelevant. Well-considered new writers, such as Nona Fernández, a leftist Chilean, Antonio José Ponte,
            an anti-communist Cuban, or Mariana Enriquez,a left-leaning populist Argentinian, are read all over the place and favorably
            critiqued, even though their positions on public affairs are explicit in their fiction. 
         

         
         This same generation of authors has been experimenting with what were not long ago considered minor genres. Samanta Schweblin and Michel Nieva—also Argentinians—have written splendid novels placed in a dystopic future. Yuri Herrera—Mexican—has experimented with a change of rules for historical novels, and the Ecuadorian Mónica Ojeda has been classified as the author of “Andean Goth” fiction. Most of these novelists illustrate in their books a preoccupation with oppressed groups in the context of a world heading toward an environmental catastrophe. 

         
         In this new context, The Old Man Who Read Love Stories, an adventure novel—genre fiction in the school of Stevenson or Dumas—that expresses a program of environmental commitment and a vigorous revindication of the ways of doing things of the original population of the Americas, not only stops being difficult to place as literature, but can also be read as influential, and maybe more important, urgently current. The novel’s swift prose and purely realistic nerve—rare at the moment in which the book was published—originated from the author’s disenchantment with the bourgeois values of traditional literature: the technocratic world that gave us the most exquisite fiction also produced unbearable forms of inequality and the devastation of nature. Sepúlveda’s disdain for the values of elitist writing is consistent with his ideas and works as an antecedent and a shelter for this new generation that revindicates the use of less prestigious literary genres as a signal of political stances. It is not that Sepúlveda’s books are a call to revolution—he was always emphatic about literature’s impossibility to change the world—but if it is true that he was mainly an activist and an adventurer during most of his life, it is also true that the practice that tied together all of his odd jobs—as a sailor, a guerrilla fighter, or a bodyguard—was the need to experience all sorts of things in order to be able to later tell tales. 

         
          

         I read The Old Man Who Read Love Stories for the first time when it was published by Tusquets in Spain. I was then a young critic and aspiring novelist in Mexico
            City, sick and tired of the representation of Latin America as the tropical backwater of the Western world. Like most people
            of the region going through the transition between the nineteen eighties and nineties, my life experience had nothing to do
            with the tropical landscape of García Márquez’s Macondo. So I found the stereotype that we lived  under a canopy impermeable
            to modernity to be truistic and condescending. I didn’t like Sepúlveda’s novel; I may have even written a bloody review of
            it in a marginal medium that didn’t survive the internet tsunami—I sincerely don’t remember. 
         

         
         It was the spirit of the times: in the early nineties, the then-young Chilean authors Alberto Fuguet and Sergio Gómez published—in
            good part as a reaction to the success of The Old Man Who Read Love Stories—an anthology to call attention to younger Latin American writing that was better linked to global trends, with the notorious title of McOndo. Like most of the literati of that time, I dismissed Sepúlveda’s writing project, mainly because I could not understand his
            reasons for producing an adventure novel not written with the exquisite prose and prestigious philosophical and social preoccupations
            of Álvaro Mutis’s Conradian tales of Maqroll, el Gaviero. We had not conceptualized yet that to write about the destruction
            of a specific environment is to write about class struggles, and that a plain style can sometimes be the perfect vehicle for
            what someone wants to say.
         

         
         I got to know Sepúlveda more than twenty years later at a writer’s festival at a beach resort in Portugal in which I was accompanying my then-wife and he was a patron. While the rest of the writers went to the venue to participate in their events, Sepúlveda and I would stay in the hotel and then walk together—always too early—to the meals and cocktails offered by the organizers. I am a shy man and he was a solitary fellow—even though, once in a public setting, he became a tempest—so in the mornings and afternoons we were like two ghost boats trapped in a bay. I would read on the terrace and quietly look at him going for walks on the beach or chatting with those who didn’t have events at the literary fair. By night, Valeria and I, free of the children for a few Portuguese days, would stay late conversing with his close circle of friends at the hotel bar, mesmerized by Sepúlveda’s ability to tell superfun stories. I am not exaggerating his talent: he was able to make all roll with laughter recounting an anecdote of the terrible days in which he was a political prisoner suffering horrendous torture sessions. 

         
         In the many exchanges, long and short, public and private, that I had with him in those days, I learned that he was the most
            gifted oral narrator I would ever meet, and I understood that it was through the art of telling tales—who knows if real or
            fictitious—that he had managed to survive as a generous-spirited man the too many experiences of danger and precarity he had
            gone through. He could keep the attention of a group for as long as he wanted; he was able to convert a group of adults into
            a bunch of open-mouthed children; he could transform any old joke into a carnival.
         

         
         It is that oral storytelling pulsion—and not the will to innovate narrative techniques or to be part of a literary tradition
            that he sincerely didn’t care about—that makes the pages of The Old Man Who Read Love Stories move at the speed of a hurricane. The discomfort that has left the book out of the canon comes from the same place that should
            make it an important piece in the history of Latin American writing: it is, more than anything else, a damned good story to
            engulf oneself in.
         

         
         —Álvaro Enrigue

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         The sky was a donkey’s swollen paunch hanging threateningly low overhead. The warm, sticky wind swept up the scattered leaves
            and violently shook the stunted banana trees that graced the front of the town hall.

         
         
         The few inhabitants of El Idilio and a handful of adventurers from the surrounding countryside were gathered on the quay,
            waiting their turn to sit down in the portable chair belonging to Dr. Rubicundo Loachamín, the dentist, who used his own peculiar
            brand of oral anaesthetic to relieve his patients’ suffering.
         

         
         “Does that hurt?” he would ask.

         
         His patients clung tightly to the arms of the chair and responded by gazing at him wide-eyed and sweating like pigs.

         
         Some tried to pull the dentist’s insolent hands from their mouths and give him the earful he deserved, but their efforts clashed
            with the dental surgeon’s strong arms and authoritarian tones.
         

         
         “Calm down, you idiot! Hands off! I know it hurts. Whose fault is that? Come on! Is it mine? No! It’s the government’s! Get that into your thick skull. It’s the government’s fault your teeth are rotten. It’s the government’s fault you have a toothache.” 

         
         The afflicted closed their eyes or nodded meekly in agreement.

         
         Dr. Loachamín hated the government. Each and every government. The illegitimate son of an Iberian immigrant, he retained his
            father’s intense loathing of anything that smacked of authority, but the reasons for that hatred were lost in youthful drinking
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