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The origins of this project
I started teaching literary translation at Glendon
College in 2009. This mandatory course is part of
the Spanish-English Translation Certificate, and it
is my challenge every fall to inspire the students
and show them how rewarding this art form can
be. Time and again my students have proven not
only to have the discipline and desire to perform
well in class, but also to have the essential talent
for this particular craft: the ability to think, feel
and use language as though they were the writers
themselves.

streets of a populous Canadian city, an Irish
elevator operator, a little girl whose grandmother
destroys her innocence, a broken-down poet who
never gave up. There are also broken hearts and
the sad fate of those who try desperately to cross
the Rio Grande in search of a better life. All of
these voices deserve to be heard. There is
something for everyone, really.
I would like to thank, first and foremost, all the
authors who generously allowed my students to
translate their work in to English. Gina Beltrán,
Claudio Kuczer, Diego Creimer, Guillermo Rose,
Pablo Salinas, Alejandro Saravia, Pablo Urbanyi: I
hope we have done your stories justice.

It is in celebration of that talent that I initiated a
class project in collaboration with the HispanicCanadian magazine The Apostles Review. This
Montreal-based publication has been in existence
for ten years now, offering a platform for the
works of established Spanish-speaking writers in
Canada. When I contacted the Apostles' editorial
board and asked if they'd like to have my students
work with their stories, they instantly agreed. And
that's how this small anthology came to be.
It sounds easy, right? Only it wasn't. It took us
two school years to finish translating the nine
stories that had been selected and a few more
months after that to put them all together. It has
been a successful journey, however, because we
have finally arrived at what we hope will be a safe
port: the hands of English-speaking readers.
All the translated stories in this volume were
written by Spanish-speaking authors who have
continued to nourish their literary careers here in
Canada and who are as diverse as our diaspora.
Each author's point of view, use of language, plot
and even narrative interest is unique.

I also would like to thank the students whose
efforts made this collection possible. Some of
them have already graduated from the program at
Glendon. All of them have been so very patient,
waiting to see their names printed in these pages,
a fair reward for their commitment and talent.
Norma Lizeth Barahona, Caitlin Kinnear, David
Marshall, Catalina Ramírez, Gabriela Rodas,
Corina Sirb: may you all have the success you
deserve as translators. I hope you are proud of
yourselves, because I am certainly very proud of
each one of you.
Special thanks to Dr. Maria Constanza Guzman
for supporting this project, and to Gabriela
Campos for the artwork.
To Diego Creimer and Maria José Giménez, my
partners-in-crime, thanks for all your help and
support to make this possible.
We Hispanic-Canadian writers are used to toiling
in the fringes of literary life in our adoptive
country. This is a humble intent to reach out and
have our voices heard. ¡Salud! Cheers to this vast
and generous land that has welcomed us with
open arms, and that will now, hopefully, listen to
us with an open heart.

As people who have arrived in Canada mostly
from Latin America, the writers who are featured
in this edition share a deep nostalgia for the
landscapes and the people that have been left
behind –whether under warm sunshine or amidst
heartless bloodbaths– the former having shaped
our childhood, the latter permanently weaved into
our existence, always throbbing there, whether in
the past or in the present. But the reader will also
find here stories about strange encounters on the

Martha Bátiz
Toronto, March 2015
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From This Island, To Yours
It is an honour to introduce this first English issue
of The Apostles Review. For over ten years, in
this multilingual island city, in a French-speaking
nation within a country with two official
languages, our magazine has been publishing
prose, poetry, essays and translations in Spanish,
peppered with the odd piece in English or French.
Latino-Canadian writers are spread far and wide
across this land; they write in one or more
languages (usually Spanish, English or French)
and some self-translate their work. So why publish
an issue in English? The backdrop of our editorial
efforts is the city of Montreal, an island that
translates itself on a daily basis. The stories of its
multilingual corners beckon; the skyline woos us
across many bridges. The Apostles Review—an
island unto itself—is a fluid space for vibrant
exchange, effervescent with meaning and
inspiration, just like our host city. We human
beings are language incarnate, translations of
translations down to our very core—think RNA
and DNA, codes deciphered in every cell making
up life itself. Venturing into a translation issue and
reaching a wider readership was a natural step.

in? the one in which their book will sell the most
copies?
The fruit of a translation project brilliantly led by
Martha Bátiz, here are ten short stories by
Apostles Review contributors, rendered into
English by ten different translators, and
bookended by poems written in English by
contributing editor Alejandro Saravia and yours
truly. They are stories about people, places and
displacement in a wealth of muses, voices, styles
and textures. There are trains, elevators, cityscapes
and suburbia. Death by brick, prejudice or war.
Hearts and memories freed by a letter, by an old
notebook, or by the wind over a frozen landscape.
May these radiant stories travel far and reach
unlikely shores. Bonne lecture !

María José Giménez
Montreal, March 2015

When a person is displaced—whether or not by
choice—what is left behind or misplaced? What
do they collect along their journey, or gain upon
arrival? Parallel questions arise about the
translation of a text: What dies? What is born?
What is lost and what is garnered in the process of
transcreation? My hope is for this collection to
offer an experiential reading on these questions,
all beyond ideas of provenance and arguments
about native and non-native languages, outside
translation theory and methodical analyses of
source and target texts, and beyond justifications
for a writer’s choice of language—to write in the
language they dream in? in the language they work
5
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THE KUDLIK
By Alejandro Saravia
Outside the mighty winds of winter
Howling, roaming in the darkness
The blind sculptor chiselling the forms of ice
In the vastness of the frozen land
Spilled upon the earth the glimmer of infinite crystals
The night is a polished mirror
The wind that keeps singing wild and powerful songs
Shaping the immense boulders of frozen water
The fast, invisible caribou galloping outside
In the darkest hour of night upon layers of ice
That time accumulated one storm after another
In this moment you are one, two people
The first Inuit woman, the first man living in the Arctic
As the winds sweep the land of burnished ice
You both are sleeping, your nakedness covered by animal skins
Under the round dome of carved ice
Warm against your body, the quiet sleeping nakedness
Of the one you share your seal meat with, your laughter and dreams
Two humans sleeping together in the tundra
Their pure nakedness that lasted thousands of years
In the realm of ice, of frozen seas and hungry polar bears
Under the hollering winds of January in the Arctic
Their arms, legs, torsos, elbows and hands keep warming each other
Being together in the strength of their fragility
Carved in the small round soapstone, only two heads can be seen
A woman and a man sleeping in the small Inuit sculpture
The ancient oil lamp, the kudlik shining in the darkness of time
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THE OTHER COMMUTER
by Guillermo Rose
Translated by Caitlin Kinnear
I take the train every day. In the morning, to
the office. At night, to go home.

I took off my glasses and saw,
frightened, that not only was the figure
dressed differently, but he was moving
differently too. His movements didn’t match
my own.

It’s a normal-looking train. The only
thing that’s different is that the cars all have
two levels. Oh, and most of the seats are
placed in groups of four—two by two, face to
face.

I looked around curiously at the other
passengers. There were only three other
people in the train. Apparently I was the only
one finding myself in this strange situation, as
the others did not seem to be surprised by
their reflections in the windows and had not
noticed my curious incident.

The train takes about forty minutes or
so to get from downtown to my house. Quite
normal. At least, that’s what I thought, until I
discovered the secret of the window. For
months I didn’t realize, I was always so
distracted. But last week, Thursday night to be
exact, something very strange, very different,
happened during my ride home.

One of the other passengers, a woman
wearing black boots, black pantyhose and a
black coat, went on chewing her gum
unaffected. Her gaze was directed towards the
floor, a gentle expression on her face.

I was reading the newspaper I had
bought at the terminal, my eyes wandering
occasionally to the window on my right. At
first I didn’t notice any detail. It was dark
outside, and the window acted like a mirror.

There were only ten minutes left
before we were due to arrive at my station. I
looked back into the window. Instead of
seeing my face turning towards me, I saw the
back of my neck, as my reflection, or the man
I saw in the window, had his back turned to
me.

I went on reading the newspaper,
looking outside from time to time and
glimpsing my reflection in the window. At
some point, I looked closer at my reflection. I
realized, terrified, that instead of the graycoloured suit I was wearing, my reflection was
wearing a light blue suit, my tie had a different
pattern and, instead of my regular glasses, my
reflection was wearing sunglasses.

In that car, which I’ll call the parallel
car, there were other passengers, different
from those in my train.
They were obviously different
passengers, because in my car there were only
three other people, while the reflection
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showed a train full of passengers. I could see
people of different ethnicities, a couple,
people sleeping, others reading the newspaper.

Suddenly I realized that the other three
passengers had not moved during the entire
ride. I turned my head slowly and saw that my
double, the other man who was my exact
likeness—my reflection in the window—was
standing up with Olga. They headed towards
the door of the parallel car, which was now
clearly visible, its doors opening.

I also noticed that while I was holding
a newspaper, my reflection had a black
briefcase on his lap. His hands were placed on
top of the briefcase, one of them holding the
same newspaper I was reading.

She got off the train first followed by
me, or rather, the other me.

I looked desperately at the newspaper
in the window and, though the reflection
wasn’t quite clear, I could see that it was also
today’s newspaper. I took a deep breath as the
train arrived at the stop just before mine. At
least the newspaper was the same.

In that moment, an intense, glacial
cold washed over me. In horror I remembered
what happened to me every day.
I do not really take the train. It is he
who takes the train, because he is not my
reflection. I am his.

But why was the rest different? I could
see that I was talking to someone. I bent
forward a little to try to see their face. It was
Olga, a friend that sometimes takes the train
home with me. She and my reflection seemed
to be having a very animated conversation.

Slowly, the cold I felt gave way to a
deep sleep as the doors of the train closed
with a deafening silence.-

I decided not to pay any more
attention to it. I was probably having a
daydream, or rather, a day-nightmare. We
were reaching my station. Factory lights gave
way to silhouettes of houses and darkened
backyards. The train began to slow down. The
conductor announced, as usual, our arrival at
the station.

***

I got ready to get up and head towards
the door—but I couldn’t move. I was
paralyzed, except for my head. I tried to
scream in fear, but when I opened my mouth
no sound came out. What was happening to
me?
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THE GYPSY
by Pablo Salinas
Translated by Gabriela Rodas
0
From her tattoo, Aishe can tell she is
Japanese. Her experience trading pity for coins
during these past months has taught her that
they are the only Asian women that get
tattoos. The Japanese girl takes a coin out of
her purse and the gypsy accepts it with a big
smile. She is just about to say, “Thank you,
darling,” when she sees her for the first
time—not the Japanese girl, but the redhead
sitting two rows back. Aishe continues with
her routine of speaking softly in a mix of
English, French, and some other language no
one can recognize, as she moves closer to the
redhead with unusual familiarity.

“You can never tell where all these people
come from, unless you come from the same
place and you can recognize an ear or a
chipped tooth. The subway is filled with
people from different places, so it’s possible to
see a bit of yourself in everyone.”
That voice, with fresh coffee breath, is
Isabelle’s. She has mimicked Kristeva’s
expressions, mannerisms and even the French
accent.
“Sure, sure,” I utter, and try to sleep
for a bit as the train continues westbound.
1

Mirela, on the other hand, pretends
she hasn’t even seen her. But she’s been
eyeing her for a while now with her big
Transylvanian eyes, and she has figured out
the gypsy’s exact country, region, and even her
language of origin. As she watches the woman
slowly approach her, Mirela can even guess
the marketplace where they sell the faded
fabric the gypsy is wearing. But she remains
silent.

Aishe gets on at Berri-UQAM; her
hair is long, maybe black. Sometimes she gets
on at Papineau, and sometimes Florica gets on
top of Aishe, and together, one on top of the
other, they start collecting money all day.
The train has been filling up since the
Gay Village. However, people don’t tend to
spend money on gypsies that aren’t playing the
guitar and singing a flamenco tune. This
subway car is one of those new ones where
they took the seats out, and put in some ads
about ecology and venereal diseases instead,
so it looks renovated. The conductor waits for
the crowd to get on, and waits for the
confusion to end between the Francophones
getting off and the Anglophones getting on to
go westbound. Then he closes the doors and
accelerates. Aishe loses her footing and falls
on top of a student who lets out a squeal and
covers her face in vain against the gypsy’s
dollar-pizza breath.

Only a few centimetres away now,
Aishe is close enough to smell the redhead. At
that moment she imagines that among that
pile of English notebooks and that winter
coat, there has got to be a damn shiny cross
with multiple arms. For a moment they both
remain silent, until the gypsy puts on her
working face and continues to walk towards
the rest of the passengers.
Mirela is a little nervous. She tries to
remember if the Greeks had four or three
seasons a year, and in which one Persephone
would leave her husband’s Underworld to go
live with her mother. She doubts herself for a
moment, was it Persephone or Proserpine?
10

The voice over the subway system announces
“Station Peel.” Mirela gets off quickly,
struggling to get past a tourist who tries to
steer a bicycle into one of the rear subway
cars.

“I don’t have anything, you old piece
of shit, don’t you understand that I don’t have
anything,” she says, this time in Romanian.
Aishe just stares at her and bursts out
in laughter.

When she gets to Saint Catherine,
Mirela looks at her watch and quickens her
step. Her class is in one of those halfdemolished rooms that Concordia University
uses for its Humanities department.

“What are you laughing at, you old
whore? Can’t you see that I really don’t have
anything?”
“You just pissed your pants to say
that, right in your underwear.”

“It’s almost five and it looks like it’s
going to snow,” someone says, grabbing her
by the arm. It’s the gypsy woman from the
subway and she’s talking to her in Romanian.
First they talk about the weather, then switch
to more tangible topics, and the gypsy asks her
for five dollars to feed Florica.

There are lots of people passing by the
corner, but no one pays attention to the two
women speaking in Romanian.
“Yeah, you definitely pissed yourself,
woman, for not wanting to give me a little bit
of money for my daughter.”

"I don’t have anything ma’am,” Mirela
replies in English, while she tries to figure out
how the hell the woman knew she
understands Romanian.

Mirela explains that her pants are
actually that colour, and she tries to put
Aishe’s hand over her fly, but she resists.

“There are several banks at the corner
there, I can come with you if you want,” Aishe
insists.

Now it’s Mirela who tries to clutch the
gypsy’s arm and put it between her legs, but
Aishe quickly steps back.

“I don’t have an account ma’am, I
don’t have one,” Mirela keeps insisting in
English. But they’re both already walking
towards the corner. They find an ATM with
red letters.

“God bless you, you stingy bitch,” is
the last thing that she says in Romanian as she
walks away to keep working.
At that moment, people begin to
gather. A tall man, maybe an Arab, sees that
Mirela has the same books he has in his
backpack and asks her if she is okay.

“It’s a Banque Nationale ATM,” Aishe
explains.
Mirela’s arm is sore. The gypsy woman
has been leaning on her the whole way there.
Mirela takes out a small brown card and
inserts in the ATM slot. Aishe waits a couple
steps back. They then hear a loud beep. The
card is not from the same bank and in order
to proceed, you have to pay a two-dollar fee.
Mirela musters some courage and turns
around to face the gypsy.

“Yes, yes,” she replies in Romanian.
The guy just smiles, without really
understanding, and keeps walking towards one
of those half-demolished rooms where
Concordia University tucks away its Classical
Literature students.
Mirela regains her composure and
quickens her step. If she keeps running she’ll
catch up to him in a couple of seconds. Her
underwear is wet, but no one has noticed.-
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UNCLE KO’S THOUSAND LIVES
by Martha Bátiz
Translated by Martha Bátiz
For Ko Un, with admiration and respect
When no one expected his return anymore,
when almost everyone believed he was already
dead, he appeared all of a sudden at our door.
He had always been slim, but now it seemed
as if his skin were the only thing holding his
bones in place. As if in that body of his there
was neither blood nor muscles nor tendons,
but just skeleton and hide inexplicably joined
together. His eyes, larger than ever, welled up
with tears when he saw me, but I did not
recognize him. He scared me and I screamed,
and Mother was about to push him away
thinking he was a vagabond, a madman. How
could we have ever imagined it was Uncle Ko!
When I finally hugged him, I could feel his
vertebrae, his protruding shoulder blades like
rocks on a desert plain. His body resembled
the moon’s surface: there were craters,
protuberances, changes in tone and texture
that seemed to belong to a different world. He
was wearing a very light cotton shirt, stained
with dirt and dry blood, and his skin was cold.
Humid and cold, like a frog’s. The sun was
about to set; it was breezy—and yet his hair
did not respond to the wind’s rhythm. It
remained stiff. What did they do to you? I
couldn’t ask. Words tied themselves up in a
knot in my stomach, tangled together with my
anguish. I was afraid he’d lose his balance, I
thought he was going to crumble; I just
couldn’t understand how those feet, whose
bones seemed to compete against each other
to see which one would be more visible, could
keep him standing up.

Uncle Ko was a poet. Mother had told
me that, ever since he was a child, he used to
spend hours looking for new words to name
beauty and fear, and that, more than creating
rhyming patterns, he seemed to just find them
lingering in the air at the very instant he
needed them. When he started school, his
teacher knew immediately that she would
never have another pupil such as Ko, and she
convinced my grandparents to allow him to
lose himself in the pages of every available
book. Sickly and scrawny as he was, Grandma
thought it was prudent to follow her advice
and, while Mother helped around at home, Ko
read. He always carried a notebook, and in its
pages he used up every possible inch of paper
to rehearse images, similes, and metaphors. I
know it for a fact because I actually have that
notebook, the first one. The rest were burned
the day they came to arrest him, but that first
one was already hidden beneath a loose
wooden board under my bed. I was never
tired of looking at it, of guessing the emotions
that his calligraphy lay bare, of watching in
awe how he sailed through language like
someone who, after wading in furious waters,
had finally arrived in a calm river and then,
slowly, reached the sea. I know this, too,
because when Uncle Ko realized that my
hands were too clumsy for anything except
holding a pen and using it to create worlds
that turned around like his, he made me his
apprentice. Right up until the day he was taken
away. I was nine years old and I cried for
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many days after because the same night that I
lost him, his notebooks and my notebooks
also perished—consumed in the fire, together
with all the books he had promised to let me
read when I was older. A dark scar in the
middle of our courtyard was all that was left
behind. That, and empty shelves and broken
bookcases that Father did not dare repair, and
which we discarded with the garbage in the
following weeks.
Nobody had explained to me that
Uncle Ko’s poems were considered a
dangerous weapon. Who would have guessed?
The foreigners who came to visit him always
spoke highly of his work; they took with them
copies of his writings to publish them even in
languages that we could not understand and,
sometimes, they asked him to go on trips with
them. Whenever Uncle Ko accepted their
invitations, my sole consolation was to know
that he would return to me supplied with new
books and stories. Until the soldiers came and
they turned the entire house upside down, and
they tossed into the fire everything that was
made of ink and paper and, in taking Uncle
Ko away, they rendered both my afternoons
and my hands mute.

without questions or tears. Until the afternoon
when he returned.
Once inside the house, Uncle Ko
asked for a cup of tea. Instead of sitting down,
he remained standing up, looking around the
room at length and then taking us in, one by
one: Mother, Father, me—especially me—
without haste, as if drinking us up with his
gaze. He had lost several teeth, and the ones
that remained were rotten, but the frank
laughter that exploded in his face filled us with
joy and curiosity.
“What are you laughing about?”
Mother asked, trying to laugh through the
tears that had suddenly overcome her. Her
eyes changed for an instant and, if only
fleetingly, I caught the look of the little girl
who had grown up with Ko and who was glad
to have him back, in whatever condition, but
alive.
“I’m laughing at how well I
remembered your nose, and your voice, and all
the colours in this room.”
None of us understood what he
meant, but we smiled regardless. Mother
helped him sit down in an armchair. His frog
skin stretched instead of ripping, as I was
expecting it would, and Uncle Ko then
proceeded to drink his tea in absolute silence.
We couldn’t stop staring at him. We were
anxious to pummel him with an avalanche of
questions, but we did not dare. Finally, after a
while, Uncle Ko pointed at the cup he was
holding between his fingers and said:

Father went out searching for Uncle
Ko in all the city’s jails and in the hospitals,
but his efforts were futile. Mother ultimately
felt glad that Grandpa and Grandma were no
longer alive, and therefore would not share
her anguish, or the piercing pain of not
knowing what had happened. After months of
inquiries, of going from one office to the next
always in vain, my parents gave up their
search. I realized then that they were scared of
talking about Uncle Ko. Later, however, fear
transformed into either forgetfulness or habit,
because hundreds of days would go by
13

“I was held in a place so dark that I
couldn’t even see the edge of a cup such as
this.”

heard in jail but whose faces he never saw.
Sometimes he made me cry the entire
afternoon, but he kept insisting Don’t cry, my
girl, write. Let us write…

We didn’t know what to say, how to
respond, until I followed my instinct and,
guided by an impulse, I went to fetch him
some paper and a pen. Uncle Ko took the pen
in his fingers, as if first doubting its existence,
and then, as if he had forgotten what it was
used for. He spent a few minutes looking at it,
and then caressing it before bringing it close
to the paper. When he tried to write, his wrist
betrayed him and he couldn’t form even a
single letter. The pain that suddenly convulsed
his face and deformed it told us what he had
suffered.

We worked together, in secrecy, when
I came home from school and he returned
from wandering around the neighbourhood. If
anyone asked about his poetry, he would show
them his clumsy, stiff fingers. Nobody
believed him dangerous anymore. We were
careful. And, to avoid a repetition of his
previous fate and the destruction of our work,
I carefully hid page after page under the same
loose wooden plank that had protected his
notebook. We knew that nothing could be
done with the poems until the regime fell, but
that never discouraged us.

Many weeks went by before Uncle Ko
could recover his strength and asked me to
help him write. That is how I found out that,
in order to endure his confinement, he had
consoled himself by evoking the features of
every person he had ever met. And that he
had made himself the promise, if he survived
and was ever free again, of writing a poem
about every person who had crossed his path.
A poem, for example, about the woman who
repaired used shoes. I knew her silver braids
very well and was acquainted with the vinegary
smell of the curtains that hung from her
shop’s window, and lingered on her clothes,
but Uncle Ko revealed to me the coarse
texture of her hands and the curve of her back
in a way I had never seen before. Another
poem—about the day in which he felt a faint
ray of sunshine creep into his cell, a cell that
faced north and was terribly cold—his daily
darkness became even more cruel after that
brief caress of light. Others, most of them,
about those people whose screams he had

There are more than a thousand lives
that Uncle Ko shared with me and left behind
on paper, sung by his voice and transcribed by
my hand during my late adolescence. More
than a thousand are the pages that survived in
hiding. And now that our country is at last
free, it is only fair to liberate his poems from
their lengthy imprisonment. Uncle Ko would
have liked this book so much! That is why I
am here today, standing in his place—I, who
learned everything from him—and here are
these Thousand Lives to demand justice as only
poetry can; to reveal those who went on living
simple lives, and those who were condemned
to darkness or death, and to bring to life the
memories that saved us—him from madness,
and his people from oblivion.-
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HOW PRINCESSES GET ANGRY
by Pablo Urbanyi
Translated by David Marshall
Once upon a time there was a little girl, as
beautiful as a princess, and very kind-hearted
but very innocent and ill-prepared for life in
the world in which we live. This is the story of
how she learned from her elders, thanks to a
female dog and her little babies. And how,
having lost her innocence, she lived happily
the rest of her life.

especially in northern countries, or for cultural
reasons, or because they loved her so much.
So that that the children could grow
up healthy and have a place to play outside,
they rented a little house in an “exclusive” or
“executive” suburban neighbourhood, as it
was called. Just as the other two hundred
houses found there, it was pretty and quaint
and had a front yard with a gorgeous garden.

As you can imagine, the girl was not
alone in the world. She had something that
would be old-fashioned nowadays—a family
consisting of a father, mother, little brother
and grandmother. Like many grandmothers,
her grandmother was old. She had as many
wrinkles as she had experiences, and her hair
was very white, but her eyes shone like two
stars, sweet and tender, full of love.

Let’s not mention the long winter, and
just stick to the spring and summer, during
which most of our story takes place. The girl
and her little brother and their little
neighbours used to play in the front yard, a
marvellous garden with a tree with silvery
leaves and multi-coloured little flowers. We
will call her Princess—even though she wasn’t
one, she deserved to be one. To prove it: even
with twenty mattresses and comforters, she
was unable to sleep if she felt a pea through
the sheets.

Her family was from a far-off country,
beyond the Maghreb. They were poor but
dignified. They had emigrated to a northern
country, a little cold but whose people were
very kind and were of all colours of the
rainbow.

To the little princess, everything
seemed alive. She was always happy and
laughing. She would laugh when gusts of wind
blew through the garden and tossed her
golden hair. Well, she actually had dark hair,
but we can imagine that it was golden. She
turned her little face to the wind, and laughing
she would open her little arms. She used to
laugh at the moon, do little hops and skips to
reach it, and she would call to it. It didn’t
matter to her if the moon kept going without
saying hello to her, she would still laugh and
laugh. Some days the sky would be dark, but
she would dance in the rain in spite of the

Everyone thought that it was a kind of
Paradise where it was easy to buy things and
that is what the statistics proved. Maybe you
don’t know what statistics are: you’ll learn
about them soon. Although it didn’t have a
king, it had a queen, and one so delightful that
she was almost like a fairy. Nobody knows
exactly why they had brought their
grandmother with them. Maybe it was because
they didn’t have the money to put her in an
old-age home as is customary nowadays,
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thunderclaps that scared her. She would ask
about the sun and she would laugh when it
peeped out again. She used to look at the sky,
amazed at the vastness of its blue expanse and
wanted to know where it ended. And, since
the airport was nearby, when a plane passed
low overhead trailing behind it a grey tail, she
would become quite serious and say, “Daddy,
Mummy, look! The plane is dirtying the sky!”

One day a miracle happened. And it
couldn’t be less than a miracle in a country
where there is a queen. Maybe she wasn’t the
one who performed it, maybe it was a fairy
godmother, but the fact is that one day a
puppy appeared in the garden. Guided by his
cries, the princess discovered him behind
some little plants. It seemed as if he had been
born there.

Since her little brother and a little
neighbour used to throw stones at the frogs in
the garden, she would too. Her mother
explained to her that the frogs were good and
they ate bugs. Her grandmother added,
“They’re useful.” The princess shared her
universe; she used to take the bad bugs to the
good frogs, who would thank her nicely. In
this task she was helped by the little squirrels
and the little mice with whom she used to talk
quite naturally. In exchange for their help, she
used to give them the peanuts and cheese for
which they asked her. If you don’t believe that
those little animals talk, you’re a bunch of
unbelievers and you haven’t watched Walt
Disney movies. I suggest you do so, to see
what happy life is like and to develop some
faith and optimism.

How happy the princess was! She
clapped her hands, did a little dance and ran to
get some milk in a saucer. She petted him
while he drank it. To thank her, the puppy,
who was so friendly and funny and furry—a
silvery ball—licked her hand. It was natural
for a princess to receive such tribute. She
talked to it, but the puppy was still too young
to understand. Exaggerating her enchanted
world, she considered the puppy to be hers
and decided to defend it against the
wickedness of her little brother, the little
neighbours and the whole world. She didn’t
have to defend it against any wicked designs
of her grandmother, but rather against her
grandmother’s
cultural
customs.
Her
grandmother said that dogs have to live in
their little houses and not inside the house
and, besides, it was one more mouth to feed.
Her mother, like the true and devoted wife she
was, left the last word to her husband, who
adored the little princess. After having
thoroughly examined the puppy, the little
princess’ father discovered that it was a
female. For his adored princess, he accepted it
all the same. The princess clapped her hands
in delight. Thinking that the puppy was an
enchanted princess who could be transformed
with a kiss, she named her Diana, after the
good and warm-hearted princess she had seen
visiting poor and sick children. There were
more problems. Female puppies have lots of
little puppies. What would they do with them

Her little brother and the little
neighbours were a bunch of rascals who used
to destroy the little plants and the little flowers
with whom the princess also used to talk. She
used to defend them against the boys’
wickedness and she ended up being the one
the boys hit. She didn’t hate them for that;
what’s more she grew to love her little brother
the day he gave her his favourite toy to make
her feel better after she had fallen down. Just
so you know, princesses also fall down and
often miss-step.

16

when they came along? Her father found out
from his colleagues at work that in that
Paradise, animals, creatures of God, were part
of the process of socialization of children, and
he also found out that there male and female
dogs were sterilized. It cost a hundred dollars,
equivalent to four payments for a TV. That
was a lot of money for them. Once again her
grandmother showed her goodness and
wisdom. She pointed out that if all the male
dogs in that world were sterile, she didn’t see
how they could get the female puppy
pregnant. These wise words prevailed, and
they left it at that.

harmony of home. When her father used to
return in the evening, very tired from his
workday, and while he ate his dinner, which
had been prepared with love, surrounded by
his dear family, he could feel the warmth of
his home and the tenderness of his children.
His children, especially the little brother of the
princess, were not able to play in the yard, or
very little, because of the cold. So they used to
scream and ask permission to watch TV.
With an understanding, indulgent
smile, he granted their wish, as he was already
a bit up to date on the ideas of that country—
tolerance and the acceptance of others’ needs,
to reward and not punish, and because the
damage they claimed that TV did was not
proven scientifically, and also so his kids
would stop screaming. So, relaxed, he would
drink a second can of beer, another cultural
custom of the world in which they lived. It
helped him sleep, so that like the good servant
of the queen that he was, he could get up early
the next morning.

The summer passed, and autumn
came, which in that Paradise was happy, and
the trees donned their multi-coloured foliage.
The trees then lost their foliage and a beautiful
and white winter arrived, which we said we
would forget about. However, we shall take
advantage of its passage to finish telling this
story.
The land where the family had arrived
was also called Land of Promises and
Opportunities; they were only to be found.
Every day, her father, who had a lot of faith in
that land and in the future, would get up early
to go to work by bus, so that he could,
without losing his dignity, escape their poor
and humble state, pay for the colour TV they
had bought on instalment and buy a car. Her
mother also used to look for work, but
according to the statistics there were few
opportunities available. To make matters
worse, she had no professional diploma, and
apart from a few cleaning jobs in a house
larger than theirs, she didn’t find much.

Spring returned. The trees wore green,
as did the beautiful carpet of the garden,
where plants and beautiful flowers gave off
intoxicating scents which filled the air with the
taste of honey. And like a happy contradiction
of her grandmother’s wisdom, another miracle
occurred.
Her grandmother couldn’t have
known that in Paradise, there were many
lonely individuals who needed companionship
and not all male dogs were sterilized. Diana
had grown and was already playing and
chatting with the princess. Nevertheless,
Diana remained silent and very still when a
huge male dog, as if finally having met
someone similar, excitedly started playing
leapfrog with her. But he couldn’t complete

But all this, as you can imagine, was
not very important. The important thing, as
everyone knows is the family, the sweet
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the jump, and maybe discouraged by his
failure, stayed close to Diana, hugging her and
making movements that only imitated jumps.

Paradise, went from drinking two cans of beer
a night to four, the grandmother took a pencil,
multiplied the price of a can of beer, $1.20
times 4 (you who are more energetic can use a
calculator to do the same thing, and
participate in this story) and multiplying that
result by 365 days per year, and added a zero
for 10 years. She wrote the total in very large
figures on a piece of paper and put it under
the nose of the princess’s father, saying softly,
“Look, you’re drinking away the future. This
way you’ll never be able to buy a car.”

The princess’s little brother and two
little neighbours, one black and one yellow,
were looking at the scene, trying to connect it
with what they had seen in the educational
movies on television.
But the princess, very worried by
Diana’s moans, asked her mom: “Mom, what’s
wrong with Diana?” Being heir to an outdated
culture, her mother blushed. But since she had
also seen the same movies, she said,
“Nothing’s wrong with Diana, nothing… She
is making love.” “Why?” “Um…to make little
babies.” “Like my little brother?” “Well, not
the same, no. She’s going to have puppies.”
“Will she carry them in her tummy like you
carried my little brother?” “Yes.” The little
princess clapped her hands, and while hopping
and skipping she asked, “And when will they
be born?” “In the spring.”

With a hiccup and eyes half-closed
with tiredness from his hard day’s work,
pouring down the rest of the fourth can, the
father smiled thankfully at the grandmother’s
forecast, and wondered fondly if she would
live another ten years.

Dear little friends, while we’re in the
winter, waiting for next spring, we’ll try to get
to know the sweet old grandmother better.
That way we’ll understand not only why she
reacted the way she did to this new family
member, the little female dog, but it will also
help us understand what happened later.

Once again the spring returned, a
season in which the most beautiful things in
the world happen. As well as what we already
said about trees and flowers, the happily
chirping birds return. The cicadas, the ants
and the bees also get to work to get ready for
the next winter. That year, also a year of
enchantment and miracles, even water lilies
grew in the princess’s garden. Maybe you
don’t know what water lilies are. I can assure
you that I don’t know either. What I do know
is that they appear in many fairy tales.

As well as being kind and tender, the
princess’s grandmother was very frugal,
something which you might have realized
already. With the wisdom of her experience,
it’s not for nothing that the poor thing got
through hard times. In spite of not knowing
much about statistics and not having a
doctorate in mathematics, she still knew how
to multiply. When the princess’s father,
consistent with the cultural customs of this

The little dogs were born. How the
princess laughed! Filled with happiness, she
waved her little arms, danced around, and ran
from one place to the other. Standing right in
front of the kennel she would count them,
“One, three, six, fifteen. No, no, one, two,
three.” In total there were ten of them.
“Mummy, Granny, they are falling out,” and
she would put them back. “Oh no, you poor
thing, you can’t find her teat,” she would say,
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making them comfortable, helping the little
babies while the mother dog would lick her
hand. She would laugh and pat the dog.
Everyone knew, at every moment, what was
going on in Diana’s little house.

grandmother nervously pushed her aside. The
princess fell down and started crying.
The princess’s grandmother put the
last little dog in the pail of crystal-clear water.
The little dog sank, then there were bubbles
and then he floated back up. The princess’s
grandmother lifted the brick she had gotten
ready. The princess had stopped crying and
was now on her knees, fascinated, following
the movement of the brick.

But life always comes with so many
problems! If the family budget could have
coped feeding one dog, the same thing
couldn’t be said of a dog with ten pups. The
princess’s father found out from friends at
work that in this Paradise there was a holy
institution called the Humane Society, which
took care of all kinds of animals. It would, for
the modest sum of $10 per little dog, put them
to sleep, painlessly, forever. The princess’s
grandmother didn’t need pen or paper to
figure out the total and say, “Ninety dollars!
It’s a fortune! It’s nuts. I’ll take care of it.”

Smoothly, so that there would be no
splash, the princess’s grandmother lowered
the brick to the surface of the water and
dropped it on the little dogs who were shaking
their paws. The little neighbours and the
princess’s little brother, remembering what
they had seen on television, found something
familiar about this scene. But no, it was not so
real. There was something missing, they didn’t
know what. Maybe a bit of blood?

The princess’s sweet grandmother was
concerned for the family’s income and wellbeing. Following the customs of her native
land beyond the Maghreb, she searched and
searched and searched for the ventilation shaft
for the septic tank. But she did not find it.
And no matter how many calculations she did,
the passage through the toilet was too narrow.

The brick sunk slowly. The water
covered it.
The princess cried out and put her
hand to her mouth. Her mother reached her,
but too late.

One afternoon, the princess’s mother
was bustling around in the kitchen. Suddenly
there was silence. The boys must have been
up to some mischief. She went outside to look
for them.

Her little brother and the little
neighbours yawned, out of boredom, and
went away.
From that afternoon on, the princess
was sad. What was wrong with her? Nobody
knew. The princess didn’t laugh, she didn’t
dance around happily, nor did she reply to any
questions they asked. Her mother was very
worried. She mentioned it to the princess’s
father. When he heard her comments, he
opened a fifth can of beer. And the
grandmother replied the princess’s mother,

She saw them. The little neighbours
and the princess’s little brother were crouched
down, watching the princess’s grandmother
attentively. And the princess was there as well,
looking serious and tense, uncomprehending.
“What are you doing, Granny? What are you
doing?” she cried out, trembling and tightly
grasping her grandmother’s wrist. Her
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“Frankly, I don’t know why you’re making
such a big deal out of it. What’s bothering
you? Something good always comes from bad.
This way, the little princess will get to know
what this world is all about, and she’ll suffer
less when she’s gets older.”

reply, her upper left lip rose so high that her
canines showed. The princess’s mother asked
the children what was going on. They pointed.
The princess’s mother looked: she saw a real,
very real bloodstained little body, and beside
it, the brick.

Little friends, maybe you thought that
the princess’s grandmother made a mistake
counting the doggies and adding them up. But
no. One of the doggies remained. It was for a
neighbour lady who had also come from
beyond the Maghreb, and knowing the
customs over there, had wisely requested a
little dog when she saw that the female dog
was pregnant. “It’s always a good idea to leave
one behind,” the grandmother commented,
feeling moved, and sensitive to feminine
problems. “That way the dog’s teats will hurt
less. Also the dear little princess will have one
to play with.”

Years passed and life carried on. The
princess’s grandmother grew too old and
mixed up addition and multiplication in her
head. So, in spite of the six beers the
princess’s father would consume nightly, with
the help of the social welfare department they
found enough money to put her in a home.
This was in accordance with the world in
which they lived in and its customs. If the
home did not specialize in grandmothers, it
did specialize in old people. The princess’s
grandmother died. Her death was not sad. The
nurse told the princess’s parents that she saw
the grandmother’s soul leave her body with
her last breath, and she was taken by two
angels who carried her to Paradise, where one
day they would all meet again.

The days passed. One cloudy day, the
princess’s mother was ironing, facing the
kitchen window. She heard the princess’s
laughter. She smiled contentedly; the princess
was laughing once more. She looked out the
window. Sitting under the silvery-leafed tree,
the princess was rocking back and forth and
laughing. The little neighbours and the
princess’s little brother, standing near her,
were watching something and commenting.

The costs of the funeral were not
inconsiderable, but having one less mouth to
feed, they managed to buy a car. Always
dignified, they lived like happy consumers.
They thought that when they finished paying it
off, with God’s help, since they were good
people and believers, or with the bank’s
help—more useful and effective in this case—
they would be able to buy a house.

The princess’s mother stopped
ironing. She went out of the kitchen, walked
through the garden and came up to the
princess, who kept on laughing. “Little
princess, why are you laughing?” she asked.

And so, the lesson learned, her
innocence lost, the princess grew up without
concern for what was in her bed—or perhaps,
instead of a pea, something rougher, better—
and she lived happily until her death. Whether
she got married or had a dog, we don’t know.-

The princess couldn’t even speak, she
was laughing so hard; each time she tried to
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A BALANCED LIFE
By Ramón de Elía
Translated by Jillian Tomm
that spaceflight would be the least likely thing
for me to do. This will surely not seem so very
difficult to you, but the problem was that in
addition to this particular premonition I had a
second that produced no less terror: I saw
myself in a shop of rubber shoes, in the
process of opening a box out of which I took
a new pair of sandals—oh that smell of
rubber, my God, that smell of rubber!—in
order to offer them to a client very well on in
years.

Note to the reader: This story belongs to a collection of tales
about the renowned astrophysicist Professor Orbis. The
collection includes a variety of texts, some of which are
letters addressed to the Professor. The following is one of
those.

Dear Professor Orbis,
Who would have said that one day I
would write to you without feeling that I’m
putting my life at risk! In a few minutes you
will understand what I mean by this; let me
explain, first, about myself and tell you more
about my situation, and then I would like to
inform you of an enormous opportunity now
open to us.

The object of my life was, then, to
simultaneously escape these two dark destinies
that called me like the sirens of Ulysses, and
which never ceased to terrorize my nights. It
was because of this that I studied accounting,
specializing in banking finance, and chose a
job here in Memphis, Tennessee, in a strong
and vigorously growing local bank (I should
point out that in this region rubber is very
impractical as the summers here are merciless
to that material. I have seen, myself, an elderly
lady halted while crossing the street, literally
sticking to the incandescent asphalt. She only
escaped by leaving behind her sandals, which
remained there for weeks).

When I was a child, while most of my
friends dreamed of nothing but going to the
moon or to Mars, I suffered recurring panic
attacks every night triggered by a certain scene
that froze my blood: me, alone, floating out in
space, kept alive only by a spacesuit in which I
could see the oxygen indicator slowly and
continually dropping. The stars surrounded
me in all directions and—the worst thing—I
had no sense of up or down.

Despite the apparent success of my
mission, the dread of both of these images did
not cease to harass me; perhaps destiny would
yet catch me through some bank crisis that
would send me jobless to NASA or to some
little shop in Brooklyn. This was my state of

For some reason I can’t explain, I took
this image to be a premonition, an event that
sooner or later would come about in my life.
The strength of my conviction was such that
during my entire life I have made decisions so
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mind when one day I read an interview that
you gave (“Professor Orbis, close your eyes,”
Psychoanalysis Today, No 361) in which Dr.
Tomm took you to account for your
premature interpretation of a dream.

them. When I returned that night to my
solitude in space, I verified that in reality I had
enough oxygen for more time than I had
initially thought. This gave me a first breath of
tranquility. Later, I looked at the stars with
greater attention and decided to jot down their
positions. This is how, after several weeks of
note-taking, I constructed my own star chart
and began describing my own constellations.
Through a contrivance I won’t go into here, I
was able to convince a professor at the
University of Arizona to investigate whether
this vision, this pattern in my sky, could be
generated by any specific position in the
known universe. Several months later I
received the surprising news that I was located
halfway between Antares and Sirius, and that
one of the marginal stars that was visible in a
pale cloud was the king of stars, our sun.

Have I made a mistake about my own
nightmares? I thought. Shortly afterward, I
contacted Dr. Tomm and had a difficult but
fruitful dialogue with him. His first comment
was that my strategy to maintain equidistance
between a rubber shoe store and space travel
hadn’t been so successful: he believed that
ending up in a shoe shop would be highly
more probable than finding myself in the
solitude of space: “but the ways of the job
market are inscrutable,” he said, and rightly so.
Having delivered this criticism, the
doctor went on to suggest that perhaps these
images were not fears but precisely the
contrary: repressed desires, the terror of which
came from the fear of success, of the
realization of my profound self. “Perhaps your
mother erred through an excess of realism and
your dreams could not develop,” he suggested,
with the precision of a surgeon. He proposed
that instead of trying to escape, terrified, from
these images, that I enter into them more
deeply, that I investigate them, if with a certain
caution, to see what I would really find there.

This wasn’t the only surprise: there is
also the shoe shop. Once I got over the stench
of rubber shoes exuded by that flimsy box,
and after tending to the old woman with
bunions, I had a visit from a young woman
who revealed her elegant feet and put them at
my disposal. My life changed from that
moment; those were not the last elegant feet
that I have seen.
One day while accompanying one of
my young and delicate clients, I learned that
the shop is located in the Gedankenstrasse,
steps from Nietstrasse, in the suburbs of
Frankfurt, in the heart of the Turkish ghetto.
Mohamed, my uncle and boss in this dream, is
a very sensitive man and lover of life, and he

Dr. Tomm and you—who led me to
him—have changed my life. And it is here, I
think, that my letter will begin to interest you.
The first thing I did was to recuperate
the dreams and take proper possession of
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has supported what have become regular
escapades stimulated by those beautiful feet.
I think that it would not in any way
surprise Dr. Tomm to learn that my life in
Memphis has also much improved and,
furthermore, it isn’t unlikely that I will soon
rise in the bank hierarchy. But returning to
what is of interest you. Once I understood my
privileged location in space, I invested a great
deal of time carrying out studies to verify my
initial information. In a few months, there at
my interstellar position, I constructed a
spectrometer—ex nihilo, as Thomas Aquinas
would have said—and confirmed the expected
low proportion of strontium 88 in the
magnetosphere of Sirius. I continued with
studies of this same type, as well as
undertaking more sophisticated ones that,
thanks to the free time I’ve been given at the
bank and the relaxed rhythm of the Turkish
ghetto, I’ve been able to execute with
precision.

text is the more important; it contains as-yet
unpublished information compiled from the
telescope I made—also ex nihilo—in space. I
beg you to read it with care and, given your
important role in this capital change in my life,
that you please share with me the honour of
these discoveries.
It would give me great pleasure to
meet you in person but I know that Memphis
is not right at hand for you. In addition, my
three activities leave me little free time. But a
possibility occurred to me: I read in a journal
that you will visit Germany for an important
conference taking place soon and that,
happily, the organizing city is none other than
Frankfurt. My suggestion is, then, that you
take a moment to slip over to the vibrant, if
not exactly charming, neighborhood in which
I live, and that you visit the shop of
Mohamed. If you don’t find me, it will be
because some young princess has captured
me, but I will surely return before you have
waited too long.

“It is curious,” Dr. Tomm said to me
after a while, “what each of the images
contains in your analogical deformation: the
shop becomes a key to the flowering of your
sexuality, and space, the search for the truth
about the cosmos and perhaps, why not, of
God.”

In great hope of seeing you soon, yours
sincerely,

John Reynolds
Acacias Bank

Together with this letter I have sent
you two long texts; the first contains
observations and calculations that confirm my
position in space (2,365 parsecs from Sirius
and 1,789 from Antares) as well as
information that replicates with exactitude
similar studies made from Earth. The second

***
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THE CLUB
by Diego Creimer
Translated by Norma Barahona
The world of journalism is in full decline in
Quebec.

the phone rang. “Mario Pocaterra, you are the
person we were looking for,” said a voice on
the other end.

As it was to be expected, I was also
sacked from Les Déboirs. The racetracks went
bankrupt and when I begged to be transferred
to the obituary section, the journalist who has
been working there for sixty years shouted
that he didn’t need help from anyone and
added, panting, “The last obituary I’ll write
will be my own.” I spent some afternoons in
my office chewing on a pencil, until my boss
asked me not to come in anymore.

***
The Chief of the newspaper was
Benoît Lachance. He was also the president of
the subsidiary of the Optimists Club of
Montreal. Without a doubt, a bulletproof type
of guy: nothing could erase that kind smile
that seemed carved on the waxen material of
his face. Benoît explained that I would be the
only journalist from “The Glass Half-Full.” I
would have to write all the articles that would
appear weekly, except Benoît’s editorials, of
course, which would be many. “My writing is
stronger by the day,” he said without a single
trace of humility. I remembered the saying (I
believe it’s by Oscar Wilde) “Humility is a
virtue when you have no other.” I told myself
that Benoît must be a very virtuous man.

It was the month of March and all the
Quebec and Canadian media were threatening
with mass layoffs. The journalists of the
Journal de Montréal were on strike. At RadioCanada they were waiting for the fateful letter
from the Department of Human Resources;
many others were waiting for their newspapers
and radio stations to go bankrupt. And I
found myself once again on the street, jobless
and penniless.

Filling twenty pages of the paper
would not be easy. On Monday, after showing
me my desk, Benoît told me that the Club
would pay me for my training.

It was in this frame of mind that one
afternoon, in my department’s humid
loneliness, I found the saviour advertisement.
The Optimists Club of Quebec had decided to
publish a newspaper and was looking for an
Editor-in-Chief. Without thinking too much
about it, I sent my résumé and an e-mail with
this single sentence: “I’m penniless and on the
street: I feel sad and lonely, period. But every
cloud has a silver lining.” Five minutes later

“It’s not about finding news. You don’t have
to discover anything: you simply have to
rewrite the reality in a way that the facts will
inspire optimism in the readers.”
“And catastrophes? We don’t publish those?”
“What catastrophes?”
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“I don’t know, accidents, earthquakes, the
economic crisis…”
“Excellent! I see you have a lot to learn. I
hope you don’t lose your enthusiasm. This is a
great opportunity for you.”
“It is?”
“You said it yourself; every cloud has a silver
lining. This is what it’s all about: be optimistic
until the end.

The Creed read as follows:
I promise to
-‐ Be strong to the point that nothing disturbs
my peace of mind.
-‐ Speak of health, happiness and prosperity to
all those who cross my path.
-‐ Instill confidence in my friends.
-‐ Consider only the positive side of things.
-‐ Always wish the very best, think only the
best, and work for it.
-‐ Celebrate with equal enthusiasm the success of
others and my own.
-‐ Forget past mistakes and concentrate on the
future.
-‐ Smile constantly.
-‐ Devote much time to improve myself, so that
there’s no time left to criticize others.
-‐ Be too magnanimous to suffer, too noble to get
angry, too strong to fear, and too happy to let
reality disturb me.

He wrote me a cheque with my first
week’s pay: $700. It wasn’t bad in times of
despair. I went to lunch, thinking about
everything Benoît had told me. Would I be
able to live up to his expectations?
I bought Les Déboirs at the kiosk on
the corner and sat in a bar to eat a panini. The
first page announced an outbreak of equine
influenza on a farm in Kentucky. It was,
apparently, a deadly flu, very contagious for
humans. Another piece announced the
bankruptcy of an automaker in the United
States and Canada: sixty-five thousand
workers on the street. As compensation,
everyone would receive a half built car taken
directly from the production line. The third
article was local, “Although the newspapers
continue to be bankrupt, the Optimists Club
of Quebec launches a new newspaper.” I read
the note: all media specialists predicted a
resounding failure. Journalists of other
newspapers mocked the project’s lack of
seriousness.

I thought about my twenty-year career,
I thought of everything I had lived, seen and
written. I would have liked to walk up to
Benoît’s desk and tell him to go to hell right
there and then. But I had rent to pay and a
fridge to fill. To resign a job in those days was
to condemn yourself to poverty.
I made an effort to smile, and
repeating the last sentence of the Creed, I
began to research material for my first articles.

I returned to the office. On my desk,
Benoît had left a copy of the Optimists’ Creed
and a note: “You have the rest of the day to
memorize it. Tomorrow at noon I’ll expect
your first article.”

***
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It was a productive afternoon. The
next morning, I took these two texts to
Benoît:

obstruction to the spirit of free enterprise. So
far, no other source was able to confirm
whether the overthrown officials were still
alive. The new government lead by Ben Sipay,
the mine foreman at Oswenn Phosphates Inc.,
announced austerity measures (in health and
education) and investments (in his employers’
company). Although the reactions to the coup
were very negative worldwide, Professor
Dennis Quinn, a researcher in the Department
of Social Geology at Kingston University,
highlighted several positive aspects. First, the
phosphate supply remains secure, bringing
prosperity and stability to other regions of the
world. Second, the horror raised by the
probable beheading of the ousted president
will foster a feeling of mutual respect between
mining companies and civil governments in
other small Polynesian islands. “The worst is
over. Instead of futilely mourning for those
who lost their heads, let’s try to turn this
change into something positive,” added Dr.
Quinn.

65,000 General Motor Employees Will Be Able To
Rethink Their True Vocation
Every crisis brings with it the seeds of
change, and this couldn’t be any different.
This week, 65,000 Canadian families may start
a new life. Freed from routine assembly lines
and automated welding, the 65,000 employees
who were recently fired by General Motors
may redirect their careers and discover new
passions and talents. As adversity fuels the
imagination, several of those fired already had
the brilliant idea of opening kiosks and stores.
Many of them will lose their homes because
they are unable to pay their mortgages, but
who cares? Other colleagues and peers can
buy them at affordable prices. “What matters
is the sum of all of happiness. The misery of some
plus the happiness of others, does it give a
positive outcome? Bravo. That’s all that
counts,” says Professor Denis Quinn, Head of
the Economics Department at the University
of Cornwall. And though the faces of those
dismissed reflect sadness and even rage, this
journalist can only see in them a thirst for new
experiences.

Benoît finished reading.
“Impeccable. I knew that you were the person
we needed. How did you master the style,
capture the essence, and empathize with our
view that fast?” he said.
“Well… it’s been many years.”
“What? Have you always been an optimist?”
“No, but I’ve been out of work many times.
That helps.”
“To be optimistic? How interesting.”

Coup in Nauru: Democracy is strengthened in
Polynesia
On the tiny island of Nauru, in
western Polynesia, rebel forces supported by
the owners of a phosphate mine overthrew
President Gawa Harris this Sunday. Harris and
his thirty-five officials were subjected to a
brief oral trial for abuse of power and

I wanted to answer, “No, it helps to
learn how to please guys like you, to suck up
to you when needed, to look for work like
street peddlers in Buenos Aires, capable of
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voicing the rat and the poison with the same
conviction.” But instead I said:

On Wednesday morning I arrived at
work full of an optimism that was each time
more sincere. Two police cars were parked
outside the entrance. Some onlookers had
gathered. I stood between them. Two
policemen brought out Benoît in handcuffs. I
got closer.

“He who fights lives to fight another day.”
Benoît smiled and answered with
another quote:
“If your problem has no solution, why make it
a problem?”

“What happened?”
Benoît stared at me and didn’t say
anything. He looked like a dog in penance, but
there was something strange in his eyes. A
flash of anger that didn’t match his smile. I
turned to one of the cops.

He was testing me. I retorted:
“For every minute you are angry, you lose
sixty seconds of happiness.”
Benoît called on Winston Churchill:

“He’s my boss. Why are you taking him?”
“Judge’s order. Repeated counts of fraud and
scams, tax evasion, and conspiracy. He stole
the savings of dozens of elderly optimists.”

“The pessimist sees difficulty in every
opportunity. The optimist sees the
opportunity in every difficulty.”

The policemen put Benoît in the back
seat of the cop car. I bent down to talk to him.
With my best smile I said:

I invoked Ghandi:
“Man often becomes what he believes himself
to be.”

“Adversity doesn’t defeat us, it revives us.”

Benoît
was
quiet,
with
an
imperturbable smile on his sebaceous and
haggard face. He wrote me another cheque for
$700.

In an as yet unknown tone of voice, as
if coming from his core, Benoît said in
French:
“Get lost, asshole.”

“But you paid me yesterday,” I said.
“It’s an advance on account of the success to
come.”

The cop car sped away. I stood on the
sidewalk, not knowing where to go: I was
jobless again, back on the street again.

***
Life goes on, I said to myself. And I
walked away whistling softly.-
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THE ELEVATOR OPERATOR
by Andrew Kuczer
Translated by David Marshall
Some Irish wakes last a week or sometimes
longer, but Patrick O'Meara's wake finished in
less than ten hours, since it took place within
the normal business hours of Large
Department Stores, between nine in the
morning and seven in the evening.

Department Stores. He would have liked to
take his last breath going up from second to
third, his favourite floors, but his illness
prevented this final journey.
When Patrick's nephew, Jimmy
O'Meara, passed on his uncle's last wish to
Mike McIvor, president and general manager
of Large Department Stores, the latter's
reaction was what one might have expected
from the leader of a great commercial
emporium like Large Department Stores.

In Patrick O'Meara's letter to his
nephew Jimmy, which Patrick wrote after
finding out that his illness was incurable, he
asked his nephew to take care of making sure
that they buried him in one of the elevator
shafts inside Large Department Stores, where
he had been the elevator operator since the
age of twenty-two. It was the only work he
had known, apart from that on his
impoverished family's farm. He was proud of
his job. In forty-three years he had missed
work only twice, before falling seriously ill and
spending long stretches in the hospital. The
elevator was his whole life. There he was in
contact with people and the world. That was
where he had brief conversations with
interesting people and nice kids.

“Look, Jimmy, I have always treated
my employees more like they were my kids
than my subordinates and as long as they don't
try to start a union, I'll always do the
impossible to indulge them. But what your late
uncle is asking for is not only impossible to
carry out as a practical matter, but also goes
beyond the bounds of good taste.” Mr.
McIvor wanted to leave no doubt that his
refusal was firm and final.
The president's authoritarian tone did
not intimidate Jimmy. “Mr. McIvor, I see your
point, but I must insist. I believe that one
should always try to honour the last request of
any human being. Also my uncle was
connected with the IRA, and I am sure you
know that if they find out that Large
Department Stores refused to honour the last
request of my uncle, well... let's not even talk
about it.”

Patrick lived alone in a sordid little
room, which was a lot less welcoming than his
elevator. He always kept his elevator
impeccably clean and beside the door he had
put up a little bronze plaque with the
inscription “Here I serve you, Lord, operating
this elevator.” When his bosses let him, he
would hang up posters and photos of
celebrities on the walls of the elevator,
celebrities who had passed through Large
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At the mention of the IRA, Mr.
McIvor's voice took on a more sympathetic
tone. “You've got to understand, Jimmy, that
if word gets out that your uncle is buried here,
in the elevator shaft, that's going to end up
scaring away a lot of customers and we already
have enough problems with merciless
competition from those foreign big box
stores. Our sales volumes have dropped a lot
these last three years, and we can't afford to
scare away customers. Besides, I don't think
it's legal to bury people wherever you feel like.
If you like, we could have the wake for your
uncle tomorrow, Friday, in the large elevator,
during our normal business hours.”

What Mr. McIvor neglected to
mention to Jimmy, and which greatly
dismayed the friends, fellow elevator operators
and distant relatives who attended the wake,
was that the main elevator continued to be at
the disposal of the public during the funeral
service. This was because the old Large
Department Stores building, which had five
sales floors and one more floor just for
offices, only had two elevators. The bereaved
thus had to share the elevator with store
customers, which took away from the
solemnity of the occasion and also resulted in
a lot of pushing and shoving. As a result, the
table on which the coffin was placed wobbled
on several occasions and the deceased had to
be readjusted several times to a more dignified
position.

“My uncle wanted his final resting
place to be here, in Large Department Stores.
I beg you to agree to his last request.”

“What lack of respect to the departed!
What an outrage!” The attendees of the wake
got more and more annoyed as the more
curious customers approached the open coffin
and a few of them even pinched the deceased
to assure themselves it was not a mannequin.
Other customers made comments such as,
“These sales promotions are in the worst
possible taste,” or “Why don't we buy a coffin
like this for your mum? I don't think I can
stand her for much longer.”

“Jimmy, the spirit of Patrick O'Meara
will forever rest in Large Department Stores,
especially if the wake takes place here, in his
favourite elevator. Honestly, I am sure that's
what he really wanted.”
Jimmy finally accepted, or maybe
pretended to accept, what Mr. McIvor was
proposing. At eight thirty the following
morning, a car from the funeral home arrived,
with the coffin containing the remains of
Patrick O'Meara. The coffin was placed in the
back of the elevator, on a piece of furniture
lent by the store's housewares department, a
dressing table complete with two mirrors and
their spotlights, which when turned on
heightened the solemnity of the occasion and
accentuated the pallor of the deceased.

Even worse, one customer approached
the deceased and offered him his condolences
saying, “Even though I don't know you, my
thoughts are with you, Mr. ....?” and the man
looked around waiting for an answer, but no
one was in the mood to reply.
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In spite of the poor start, when a few
of Patrick’s friends and distant relatives
arrived, the event livened up a bit, and like
other Irish wakes, became more like a party.
As is the usual custom, the elevator clock was
stopped at the moment of Patrick's death, the
mirrors of the dressing table were turned to
face the back wall, sheets were hung up to
cover the walls of the elevator, and candles
were lit around the coffin. Later, professional
mourners who had been hired by the funeral
home came to lead the laments, and the Food
and Drink department of the store provided
plenty of triple-decker tuna and cheese
sandwiches and Large Department Stores'
brand white wine, beer and whisky. Some
customers taking the elevator not only ate and
drank but also became part of the ceremonies
and speeches, between shopping.

As the elevator was reaching the
fourth floor in the middle of the afternoon,
the loudspeakers announced that for the next
ten minutes, the Department of House
Cleaning supplies had a special offer on paper
towels, a dozen rolls at a discount of eighty
percent. All the passengers in the elevator,
including wake attendees, went flying out of
the elevator toward the shelves of cleaning
and toilet products. Everyone, more or less,
needs paper towels, and this kind of
opportunity doesn't occur very often.
The elevator went up and down a few
times, the coffin its only passenger, stopping
at the occasional floor. When president
McIvor got into the elevator on the upper
floor, on his way to a shareholder's meeting,
he immediately closed the coffin to avoid
awkward questions. The attendees of the wake
returned to the elevator and continued
celebrating noisily, without anyone noticing
that the coffin was closed. At seven that
evening, the van from the funeral home came
to transport the casket—now empty—to the
cemetery.

The first to speak was James Shutter,
the floor manager: “Patrick has gone, but he is
still with us, teaching us that life has its ups
and downs...” This unintended metaphor
prompted a few chuckles, followed by
indignant murmurs on the part of most. James
Shutter decided not to continue with his
speech and hastily bid the group goodbye.

A few months later, the company
mechanic who did the maintenance work on
Large Department Stores' elevators saw a
mound at the bottom of the shaft of the large
elevator, topped by a wooden cross and a
plaque that read “1932-1997.” Neither he nor
any of the other maintenance mechanics
commented or asked questions about what
they had seen, since “you never know when
you’ll get in trouble with the IRA for talking
too much, and life is short and you should
take care of it.”-

No one who spoke after that, not even
Jimmy or president McIvor, could say
anything really interesting about Patrick's
personality, only that he had been very faithful
in carrying out his duties, that he had never
hurt anyone, that he'd almost never been
absent, and that he had never not held up the
elevator for a customer who wanted to go up
or down.
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DAWN IN SIGHT
by Alejandro Saravia
Translated by María José Giménez

On his tenth birthday, his father gave him a
Winchester shotgun. Aim… Steady... Hold it
steady, the husky voice whispered, while the
child, with trembling hands and frightened
eyes, looked through the scope and aimed at
the quivering fur of a wild rabbit out in the
distance. Twenty years later, he can still
remember the sharp smell of gunpowder after
the recoil, but there are no wild rabbits left in
his childhood roaming grounds. From his
dusty ranch, he can see the grayish arm of a
faraway river. If he looks hard, he can make
out some houses and streets on the other side
of the border. He wakes up at dawn every
Sunday. Two o’clock is his most generous
time. He gets up in the dark, gropes around
for his clothes and walks out to the veranda.
The air smells like a damp cave, of smoke. On
the other side of the river, lights flicker in the
corners of a nearby town. At that hour, the
river that splits the world in half is a black
snake. The man knows by heart how many
steps he needs to take, the path he must
follow through the dark rooms in his house to
find exactly the case he wants and take out a
rifle, a Remington 700, asleep in its sleeve. He
mounts the infrared scope on his rifle. He
caresses its long barrel and smooth stock, and
he breathes in the soothing scent of grease.
He screws the weapon down onto a rest and
points it toward the river. Only through the

eye of the scope he can see the awkward
movements of a rodent starting and stopping
among the shrubs out in the distance. He
loads a 7.62-millimeter cartridge into the
chamber and waits. Sometimes he waits and
waits until the morning light catches him
asleep, sitting by his gun with crusted saliva at
the corners of his mouth. Sometimes, after
only a half hour of sitting and waiting, he
starts to see the thermal contour in the dark, a
moving jade glow of human bodies making
their way along the bank on the other side of
the river. Suddenly his throat is parched, and
blood swells up in his veins. Sometimes the
pounding gallop in his chest is so loud he
can’t even hear the sounds of the night. A
truck honking, the faraway howl of a coyote.
Through his scope he can see the bodies halt
every now and then. They are always of
different heights. It’s hard to tell if the figure
is that of a man or woman because of the
wide distance between the barrel of his gun
and the moving body on the opposite bank.
But his weapon is powerful. He has learned
how to select his target among the cautious
green halos. He picks the largest body, the
one feeling around for the path. Then he
follows it in his sight. And he waits. At some
point the shape will have to stop to test the
rushing waters before daring to wade across.
That is the right time. They’re just like wild
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rabbits, he says to himself, hearing his father’s
voice in his head. At that precise instant, he
pulls hard on the trigger. A brief glow lights
up the profile of his face and the rails of the
veranda. The shot kicks his shoulder back, the
rifle almost shakes loose from his grip, and
for a moment he loses sight of the thermal
halo of his chosen target. Alert, he looks
through his scope again. The glowing body
has fallen into the water, and he can almost
see it struggling, arms flailing in vain as the
current carries it away. He can see other
shapes, now agitated, falling down, getting
back up, running along the bank of the river,
no longer attempting to be stealth, following
the body down the river as it sinks under and
rises back up. Sometimes he can hear faint
screams. The silhouettes, some smaller, some
larger, follow the lifeless body as it floats
away. He feels tempted to reload and shoot
again, but he holds back. Shouldn’t over do it,
there will be more tomorrow, he says to
himself as he watches the bodies gradually
retreat along the path until they disappear into
the flickering streets on the other side of the
river. Sometimes at that hour, for a brief
moment, the breeze brings a waft of fried
food, a tattered music of mariachis that fades
into the air at dawn.-

Librería  Las  Américas
Desde  1972

Los  libros  
en  español:  
nuestra  
razón  de  ser
2075  Boul.  St-‐‑Laurent
Montreal,  Qc.  H2X  2T3
lasamericas.ca

This translated short story was first published in Cactus Heart
e-Issue #7

***
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ANOTHER DAY OF WAR
by Gina Beltrán
Translated by Corina Sirb
She was cutting the potatoes for the meal
when she heard a racket in the street. The
dogs were barking and a few children seemed
to be yelling excitedly. The heat was
unbearable. With her arm, she wiped the sweat
off her brow and tried to whistle so she would
not hear anything but herself; but the air was
so heavy that the whistle got stuck in her
throat. She coughed a dry and weary cough.

demanding signatures until, humiliated, they
realized that most of the people could not
write, let alone sign. But several years had
gone by since then, and the village had turned
once again into the same blend of lethargy and
misery that everyone and everything had
grown used to.

For a moment, she wondered if it
might be better to wait a while or go see at
once what was happening. She walked towards
the door, turned back, sighed and touched her
hands. They did not look like those of a
twenty-two-year-old woman. She told herself
that she should take advantage that her kids
were napping, and quickly ran out into the
smothering street. The heat was burning the
soles of her feet. It would not let her
concentrate on her instincts. Who could have
arrived in the village? Could it finally be the
priest they had promised for the children’s
baptism?

From time to time, corpses would turn
up floating in the river with unrecognizable
faces and bodies branded by torture. They
belonged to no one, to someone else, too
much of a heavy burden to be properly buried
and mourned. The children enjoyed
themselves watching the current sweep away
those pieces of death. In their minds, they
would transform them and dress them in
clothing of different eras that had nothing to
do with cruelty or pain. The adults, however,
would recognize that stench that would get
under their fingernails and in their hair,
leaving them reeking of a weary hatred and
ongoing fear. That was the afternoon torpor
that would not even let them breathe in peace.

It was a few years ago that various
outsiders wearing foreign clothes had arrived,
saying that they were there on behalf of the
government, that they were supposed to count
everyone in the country. They took out a few
white and spotless sheets of paper and went
from door to door, asking questions and

She was a block away but she could
already see all the people gathered in front of
the abandoned church. Those who had arrived
had white shirts with a Red Cross insignia on
it. They were handing out things, perhaps
something useful for the children. She reached
out excitedly and was happy to feel a package
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of unknown material between her fingers. She
grabbed it firmly so that it would not fall in all
the commotion. Those wearing white shirts
began to speak in their arrogant voices, trying
to explain something to them. She was
looking, examining them in detail without
really listening to what they were saying. She
was sweating so much that the package was
slipping from her hands, and she was straining
to grab it as if it were her last glimmer of
hope. The heat made her dizzy, exhausted; it
made her feet hurt and her throat feel dry.
Suddenly, she stopped in front of one of the
white shirts that asked her, emotionless and
straightforward, if something hurt.

trying not to feel the tears that reached her
sore mouth. She had a courageous impulse
and decided to rub her gums, but her tongue
was still numb and she could not feel that new
emptiness that bothered her so much. After
all, it was a small loss. She knew a few people
whose rotten tooth had cost them their lives
in this land without medicine. The price was
forgetting about their own lives, forgetting
that they were somebody that could expect
something out of life. Ironically, it was as if
they could only succeed in not feeling entirely
lifeless by giving up their own lives. To avoid
being one of those unidentified bodies drifting
down the river. True, it was better to prevent
it, but it so was painful.

“Something?”
“Yes. Something. Anything at all!”

She got home fifty years older,
toothless and forever ugly. At the door, three
pairs of beautiful eyes were waiting for her,
the same that searched for her as soon as they
woke up. She looked at their small bodies, still
so far away from death and unaware of what it
truly meant to cry. As she hugged them, she
inevitably felt old and distant in a hopeless
world. She walked in to feed the children and
shut the door, knowing it was all in vain.
There was nothing left—no whistle, no fruit,
not one single moment of vanity. Nothing—
not even for an instant—that would make her
forget that miserable village where she had to
live.-

In that moment, she remembered the
tooth that had been bothering her for several
months. The subtle memory of that faint pain
that had grown stronger by day and even more
by night overwhelmed her with absolute
terror. She forgot to breathe and turned pale.
Her lips felt dry.
“Miss, does anything hurt? If not, please let
the next person in line through.”
“Yes, yes, the tooth.”
It was at that moment that she smiled
reminiscing an indescribable longing of a lost
love.
The walk back home was long and
painful. She dragged her feet as she went on,
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LETTER FROM MONTREAL
By Diego Creimer
Translated by Catalina Ramírez
Montreal, Canada
April 15th, 2031

frustration, built your own beliefs. You
thought yourself an angel. An angel decorating
a cake. Your feet grew prisoners in their ballet
slippers. You were a model housewife, the
neighbourhood's fairy godmother, the
inspiration of those weak in spirit, blind like
me, who followed you submissively. For
almost fifty years we all danced to the beat of
your off-beat drum. Some will go to their
grave oblivious to that. I will go to mine
laughing.

Cecilia:
This letter is for all the others that I
was unable to write before. After having
shared so many years together, and having
spent others apart, I want to settle the score
once and for all. And I want you to
understand that thanks to you, I have reached
the pinnacle of hatred, of abhorrence, and that
I did so without much effort: it was a natural
process because before I became this man
who hates, you were, and always have been,
the one who deserved to be hated. Once the
praises had been bestowed, the applause
faded, the stage lights extinguished; when
there no longer was a hand to pet that furry
and treacherous little kitten that is your ego,
that rabid cat... When the curtain would fall in
Buenos Aires, over and over again, in the
provincial theatres, and you would take your
makeup off, I would see the unmistakeable
face of that resentful beast appear. Oh, how I
hope that you are suffering in your solitude as
much as I am basking in mine!

I loved you because I was weak... Did
I love you? Or was I only weak? I met you too
early and I left you entirely too late. I was only
eighteen when, in the yard of the Colegio
Nacional and in front of all my friends you
vaporized my masculinity with a formidable
slap to the face. I was sixty when I left you
crying amongst your old photographs. In the
midst of it all, I gave you everything. I was
your driver, your servant, your schmuck. I
gave you two children when you saw fit. I
embraced a faith I didn't have so that your
Holy Family notebook could proudly be
displayed on your night table. I was silent for
forty years and watched the kids grow up
screaming that their father was a stupid idiot
because that's what you had said, that's what
you had decided from the beginning. In your
small library you had several books that you
never read. Someone told you the plot and

Your mother wrapped you in a cloak
of vanity and proclaimed, “Free from faults
you will sail this world. You will set an
example.” And you, always unsatisfied
creature, believed her, and out of her own

35

before others more ignorant than you, you
managed
to
impress
at
those
pseudointellectual soirees. Who would have
had the audacity to contradict you? Your
ignorance reigned. That day your mother—
always your mother—gave you the
Diccionario de la Real Academia Española
bound in leather you decided you owned the
language. Did you ever even open it? The
paper has probably yellowed by now. It
doesn't matter. You only cared about the
cover anyway.

have left you'll be able to sit and reconsider
their praises and their flattery in light of what
you now know. You'll see us fornicating in the
dark, in closets, in basements. You will see
your life crumble. Your mom isn't even here
anymore to hold you up. And our children
won't be able to console you because your
pride will force you to keep silent. That's fair.
I went far away to die being myself. I
have no other explanation than that one. And
I took your dentures to wipe that stupid smile
off your face once and for all.

Making love to you was always a very
strange experience. You'd scorn the pleas of
my desire, finally consent, silence your
orgasms, give me a tender kiss, and then the
spilled fluids would instantly rip you away
from me and bring you back to your own
world. With one pull you'd take off the sheets
and throw them in the washing machine even
if it was four in the morning. You'd turn on
the lights, put on your shroud again, lie tense
on your side of the bed, adjust the notebook
of the Holy Family so that it would watch
over our dreams; you'd fall asleep. I'd go
smoke on the balcony already thinking about
the fifteen days I'd have to wait until you,
queen bee, would see it fit to come down
again to me. What sad fucks, what sad, lonely
fucks. Your genitals must by now be a dry,
desolated, cold cave; mine, now wilted, were
able to have, in spite of you, their moments of
clandestine happiness. I slept with many of
your girlfriends, and with some of your guy
friends. I think that for them too, it was a way
to mock your omnipotence. In the years you

Until never,
Me

***
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UNFINISHED I
By María José Giménez
stark and naked
and quiet
it’s cold
you don’t want to be here
but look
at this soft cleft on the mountain
right here where a gully
drops the skyline down
this v that pulls the entire valley in
you can’t see it from there
or even from here
in spring summer or fall
here
in this place out of the wind
even in the dead of winter
there is softness and sunlight
seeping down to the open field below
ice covered and bare
but here
this is not the windswept ridge
exposed and visible
it is not the road
always moving forward
sure of where it’s going
it is not the river
frozen and all-knowing
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this gully
cradles birches
skeletons
alone and not alone
they stand they lean they look
and shed their skins
as body and mind fall into
the heart of winter
some aloof some grieving
some exuberant in their way with words
in their way with pine and spruce
and naked naked maple
here sap sleeps the dream of growth
leaves curled tight like fists
awake awake even in their seeming death
still there still awake and still
swaying and awake
showing up
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