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Buenos Aires
late June 1999

a young woman running through an airport, heels clatter-
ing like marbles dropped on a floor. around her, flight 
numbers and desk numbers and gate numbers juddering on 
screens.

Crowds surge towards her and she strives against them; 
they part then close behind her like a stream. harried, she’s 
searching for something, some window, some counter, a 
place to buy a ticket; then shouldering herself – Permiso! 
Permiso! – to the front of a check-in line.

overhead, words flare and blink in manic unison: noW 
BoarDinG. no, she has no luggage. no cigarette lighters. 
no knives. noW BoarDinG. all PaSSenGerS. laSt 
Call.

a thud, and an emblem flowers in her passport like a 
bruise. turning, there is one last stretch and she hurtles into 
it, crimson raincoat flapping at her sides. Signs bleed like 
they’re underwater, for duty-free things, for argentine leather, 
perfumes. The departure lounge is empty; the staff are switch- 
ing off their terminals; a suspended screen is flashing in alarm 
or consternation: Gate CloSinG. Gate CloSinG. She 
hurls herself through. Gate CloSeD.
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The entrance to the plane is a fish-mouth and she tumbles 
into it, staggers down the ribs of seats. her door-keys drag 
like ballast from the life that she is fleeing, a deadweight in 
the pocket of her coat.

She is in shock; the tangible world is real and at once 
unreal to her; her swollen mind is numb and she cannot think. 
She is running to escape the falling, and flying to escape the 
running; amid the splintering that’s both inside her and 
outside her all that matters is the lift-off into flight.
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Mexico City
July 1999

Sunlight is filtering through the leaves of the jacaranda, 
between the slats of the wooden blinds. The sounds of a 
Mexican morning – the thwack of the doorman’s broom 
inside the stairwell, the hawkers’ calls as their barrows rattle 
over the cobbles – have at last receded, leaving me alone with 
my thoughts.

i am trying to prepare a class while the apartment is empty, 
but find i cannot settle to the task. My mind has been numb 
for days after all that has happened, the surge of possibility 
and then the silence, the hope that i’d held for so many years 
unravelling in so few hours.

Perhaps it is the way the light falls that triggers it, an 
impression of other trees and other sunlight, that this morn-
ing carries me back. My thoughts become untethered, 
vaulting over the years that have intervened till they alight on 
this one thing. a memory, just one memory. a season, which 
at the time we didn’t know would be memorable at all.

it was 1976 and the summer, which that year had been so 
reticent, descended as if by ambush, trapping us in a prism of 
heat and light. outside Buenos aires, the dusty roads that 
vanished into the pampas now dazzled with mirages; on the 
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eastern side of the city we were hemmed in by the river 
that stretched to the horizon, blinding under a merciless 
southern sun.

We’d lived through heatwaves before, but this was different. 
There was something fierce in the relentless rise of the 
mercury, something sullen in the humidity’s leaden drag. 
traffic lights begrudged their slow permissions. ambulances 
veered down the weary streets with wails that stretched then 
sagged like old elastic.

in the airless night we silently cursed our wakefulness, and 
searched for a strip of mattress not afire with our own body 
heat. By dawn, defeated, yolanda would rise to prepare the 
coffee; i’d follow her into the kitchen, hollow-eyed. But 
Graciela, oblivious to everything – the sun, the assault of jack-
hammers on the footpath, the radio we had on low for the 
weather forecast – slept on through the morning, undisturbed.

That summer, our youngest daughter was transformed. 
The exams were over and she was home for the weekend, back 
in her childhood room. She padded around the house in her 
nightdress, forgetting where she’d been going before she got 
there: the end of the song she’d been humming; an anecdote 
she’d started to recount. She strummed her guitar, or lay on 
the grass staring up at the trees, dreaming. She was nineteen, 
and radiant, and in love.

everyone who could get away had gone to the coast, to 
Mar del Plata, to Punta del este, to villas or apartments or 
beach shacks down by the sea. That year, for a change of light 
and scenery, we’d rented a house in the delta and were going 
to tigre.

Julieta, our eldest, had flown down from Miami and gone 
on ahead of us, staying with a friend in San isidro on the way.

The rest of us, abandoning the car, took the train from 
retiro station, rattling past the shantytowns and along the 
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marshy coastline to the port. The boat from the fruit dock 
wound through the reedy waterways, past stilt-houses 
tottering between the pine trees, past private jetties with 
doll’s-house roofs at the ends of them where the speedboats 
and the water-taxis moored.

‘This is Venice before anyone thought about building 
Venice,’ Graciela had said as we’d glided through the silty 
water, past men hunched over fishing rods and women 
cocooned in hammocks on the ends of the piers. ‘This is 
Venice before they buried it under stone.’

They weren’t the last words she spoke to me, but they 
might have been. amid the chatter of everyday existence, 
they are the last that i remember, these words from another 
epoch, an echo from another life.

More than two decades have passed since that last 
summer – the last i was ever to spend in a country that 
had always been home. For years now i’ve been living in 
Mexico City, thousands of kilometres to the north. But if 
ever i find myself pulled onto a boat in Xochimilco, and 
we’re drifting among the reeds and islands that once were 
the aztecs’ gardens, i remember her, i remember tigre, i 
remember those days before the world lurched sideways, 
the last days before everything went dark.

in tigre, in the lushness of the delta, there was a breeze, 
and if the breeze faltered there was the emanation of coolness 
that the river carried with it on its long journey south towards 
the sea. it had come to us from the rainforests of Brazil, 
through the gorge at Salto del Guairá in the years before its 
eighteen mighty waterfalls were dynamited and dammed. it 
had plunged through the arena of iguazú, its cascades gleam-
ing white-lipped through the jungle, the air alive with 
butterflies and the crash and roar of the falls. Then south 
again, Paraguay in one arm, argentina in the other, until, 
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reddened with silt, it meandered into the delta and lolled into 
the rio de la Plata that was not really a river at all, but rather 
an estuary that spilled into the atlantic’s inky shoals.

ours was a holiday house on the eastern side of the abra 
Vieja, a narrow finger of the delta, lent to us by a colleague at 
the clinic. it had pointed eaves half hidden by the pine trees, 
and stilts concealed by hydrangea shrubs with blooms like 
babies’ heads.

even before we docked there, i knew which room she 
would choose. From the water you could see straight into it, 
to the iron bedstead and wooden dresser tucked under the 
isosceles roof. Sunshine was pooling on the bedclothes; flung 
there by the river, diamonds of light scattered across the 
wardrobe’s mirrored door.

The sealed-up rooms when we’d entered them were hoary 
with desiccated moths. We threw open the windows and 
shutters; we swept the dustsheets off the furniture in wide 
flamenco swirls.

outside, lilies clustered like bridesmaids, and irises shim-
mered in profusion in the garden of the house next door. The 
neighbour’s house was locked up for the summer, but 
Graciela was already advancing with a kitchen knife, and 
soon returned in triumph with her quiver of pilfered spears.

easter lilies, then, and irises that fanned like paintbrushes 
over the belly of the milk jug, stolen flowers with purple 
petals that dripped onto the tablecloth like tears.

afterwards, all through siesta, Graciela waited for the water-
taxi’s thrum. too distracted to read, she was deaf to the din of 
cicadas, to the squeals of children leaping into the swimming 
hole, sending clouds of insects spiralling into the air.

When finally José arrived, her lassitude evaporated. We 
heard her laughing as she showed him around the stilt-
house, as they photographed each other under the droopiest 
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willow tree. later we heard her protests as, hand after hand 
and just as her sister used to, he called her bluff with the 
truco cards.

Julieta joined us early in the evening. We ate at a table in 
the garden, leaf debris helicoptering onto the tablecloth, 
and afterwards we lingered, sleepy with wine and the exhaus-
tion we’d been carrying with us for days. yolanda told old 
stories of the delta, of its pirating past and the fugitives 
who’d hidden there, of the jaguar hunters who’d given tigre 
its name. and when the stories ran out we stayed on listen-
ing to the stillness, to the calls of the owls and the lapping 
water, while the fireflies burnt their time-lapse trails in 
the air.

She’d been so full of plans. not just for the weekend. not 
just for what to buy when the fruit launches docked or where 
to swim in the late afternoon. Graciela already knew, with a 
conviction that sobered me in someone so young, that this 
man José whom she’d known for a year was the one that she 
wanted for life.

in the early hours of the morning, long after we’d gone to 
bed, the stars went out. Magnesium flashes of lightning 
turned the trees to skeletons and, far away, thunder rolled 
over the rooftops of Buenos aires. i rose to fasten a rattling 
window. all around the islands, the water was electric with 
rain.

The delta was a drug; it helped us forget. it was an oasis 
after the tensions of the city. We could see it gleaming in the 
distance if we turned into one of the waterways that threw 
open the horizon, but in tigre it had still been possible to 
believe we were a world away. all over argentina people were 
braced for another coup; in the darkness of the churches 
people prayed for it; nobody believed that isabel could last 
another week.

9781408844496_txt_print.indd   21 4/11/16   3:28 PM



xxii

i remove my glasses and, setting them down on my notes 
for next week’s lecture, press my fingers into the corner of my 
eyes.

outside the study window, the breeze disturbs the leaf-
shadows that fall like feathers onto the rug on the floor.

There was too much we couldn’t know, too much that was 
inexplicable yet to come. But at least we had this: this place, 
this moment in our lives. at least we were granted tigre.

i fold it away with care, a small envelope of time to which 
i entrust this one last salvageable thing. For this is how i 
remember her, how i choose to remember, how it soothes me 
to remember her. Blurred, diaphanous, memory leads us 
astray, it orphans us in the past, but this i keep always close to 
me, hard against my heart, its silver surface smoky as a 
daguerreotype and lustrous, even as it fades.
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the niGht oF the DoGS

1976–1978
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Buenos Aires
March 1976

out of the darkness, two sounds: the scrape of metal on 
concrete, and a low, lupine kind of snarl.

i watch through the bathroom window. after the first 
night i have started to wait up for them: for the flick of a tail, 
the flitter of shadow across stone. i observe them from above 
with the lights turned off as they slink through the deserted 
streets. under the curfew the quietness is eerie; against the 
silence, their noise sets my nerves on edge.

no one knows where they come from, whether they are 
feral dogs that have infiltrated the city, or city dogs that 
hunger has turned wild. They invade the night-time suburbs 
like scavengers in the wreck trail of disaster. From the 
window i see them streak across the playground, heads 
down, tails low, in furtive silhouette. lured by opportunity, 
they salivate at weakness, aroused by the possibility of 
spoils.
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Since the day of the coup there has been no garbage collec-
tion, and the rubbish cans now totter under their burden of 
sacks. each day more accumulate, so that the cans swell into 
hillocks and then small islands, the bloated bags on top of 
them as taut and obese as seals.

and nightfall is when they come to feed. one moment 
quietness, then suddenly that metal sound, and shadow crea-
tures are tearing at the carcasses, eyes a-glitter, breath steaming 
through ivory jaws. They trapeze on bony haunches, seeking 
the moist organs inside. The air trembles. The membranes 
spill their warm intestines; the gutted plastic releases its 
stench of rot. Drooling, the hangers-on emerge from hiding 
and trot towards the action; others lurk in the shrubberies to 
pace, to watch and wait.

Some nights the excitement boils over; some nights feast 
degenerates into fight. i’ve seen it: the flash of fang as hunter 
rounds on plunderer, as young blood turns against the old. 
Beneath the branches, in the stippled streetlight, they 
converge in a seething mass. Then the mass shifts shape and 
staggers sideways, and suddenly something snaps. Growling, 
yelping, some cur breaks free in triumph; the vanquished 
skitter and skulk away. They limp into the bushes with limbs 
slickly gleaming in the lamplight; when morning comes, the 
footpaths are smeared with detritus, and dotted with scarlet 
trails.

‘Come to bed, osvaldo,’ yolanda says.
i turn, and see her standing in her nightdress by the door-

way, watching me watching by the window, as if vigilance 
alone could protect.

‘i’m coming now, amore,’ i say, and go to follow her.
But then another shadow passes by the window, between 

the patterns the ceiba trees are casting on the footpath, and i 
cannot pull myself away.
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it is the dogs above all that fascinate me, even more than 
the army tanks. it doesn’t occur to me that there might be 
some connection, that the feral and the disciplined might not 
be opposites after all, but merely different facets of the same 
thing.

The tanks we felt before we saw them, a low vibration that 
made the leaves of the pot palms shiver and the lids on the 
saucepans jiggle as if over steam. at first i thought it was an 
earthquake: things were tilting; things were coming unhinged. 
But the sounds grew louder, and new ones followed: the 
scrape of steel as the behemoths ground around the corner, 
gouging out the cobblestones like teeth. Then, at the intersec-
tion where the cobbles gave way to asphalt, the grinding 
turned to a rumble that grew louder as the column drew 
nearer; behind it, personnel carriers purred. Conscripts 
crouched in the back of them with anxious eyes and guns that 
spiked the air like accusations. There they are, i thought, our 
soldiers, bodyguards of the nation, summoned to subdue the 
unquiet land.

and subdue it they have, quarter by quarter, street by street 
locking us down. on television we saw the tanks encircling 
the Casa rosada; overnight, isabel had been hustled away. 
even now, in daylight raids, people are being wrenched from 
suburban houses, helicopters throbbing overhead.

across the city, army trucks are stationed on every corner. 
Machine-guns peer like telescopes down the wide, deserted 
streets.

all this, yet it’s the dogs that haunt me, the way they appear 
at night where by day the soldiers have been. The mangy 
gang-land dogs, the watchdogs and the runaways and the lap 
dogs, the shantytown dogs with washboard ribs out running 
with the greyhounds and the mongrels, agile beasts and 
cunning ones that are reckless now with instinct and eager to 
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do better than just survive. They hunt in packs, these mastiffs 
and these slack-papped bitches, they remember their old 
proclivities and unleash them. They pick over the reeking 
garbage like hyenas, all of them, the household pets and the 
abandoned ones that are everyone’s last priority now that the 
coup that has long been expected, that many have secretly 
yearned for, now that the coup itself has finally arrived.
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Buenos Aires
May 1976

‘osvaldo!’
half the bar swings towards me as hugo bellows my 

name.
i move towards the corner they’ve taken over, smiling at 

the cluster of empty glasses, at the upturned faces of friends. 
hugo, slightly drunk, embraces me, and i work my way 
around the table greeting each of them in turn.

it’s a Friday night and a group of us have gathered at the 
Paradiso, the bar that hugo gets us all to patronise chiefly 
because it’s three doors down from where he works. Gleaming 
with brass fittings, it has the old-world aura of a ship’s saloon, 
while the haze of smoke inside it makes the outside world 
more opaque than it already is. The beers, however, are pass-
able, and the wine is sometimes excellent, and the bar’s 
number is taped to a newsroom pillar so that hugo can be 
phoned there from the desk.
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and if ever a call should come in, Gustavo gesticulates as 
if he’s guiding in an aircraft till hugo dashes to the receiver; 
he can sprint to the office and be back again before his beer 
goes flat.

‘What’ll it be, osvaldo?’ hugo is saying. ‘The next round’s 
on heriberto, i believe.’

it’s a running joke with all of us that heriberto, a movie 
critic with vitriol for everything but 1940s hollywood, finds 
endless ways to wriggle out of his turn.

‘after the pittance you pay for my pieces – when you 
happen to remember?’ says heriberto. ‘you publishers are all 
the same, exploiting the bohemian poor.’

hugo guffaws. ‘exploiting!’ he says. ‘Who’s doing the exploit-
ing when a writer engaged on an exclusive contract recycles his 
opinions up the road?’

‘Slander!’ cries heriberto. ‘you have no . . .’
But hugo waves his protests aside. ‘actually, we’ve discussed 

it with accounting. Payroll has no objections to paying you in 
kind. and Gustavo here is more than happy to set you up a 
tab behind the bar.’

heriberto nearly chokes on his beer. ‘What, and have you 
lot guzzle away my meagre earnings? When what you pay me 
for the wisdom of years would barely cover what you feed 
those goldfish of yours?’

heriberto is short and portly and myopic, which letters-to-
the-editor have unkindly suggested might explain his views on 
cinema; he wears a Borsalino battered beyond pretentiousness 
to cover his vanishing hair. he looks older than his iD says he 
is – an image he has cultivated since his twenties; now he is 
well past forty he has started to grow into the part.

‘Why not? two birds with one shot,’ says hugo, glasses 
flashing. ‘We wouldn’t have to bother about sending you a 
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cheque and you wouldn’t have to worry about buying us  
rounds.’

‘i wouldn’t say “worry” was quite the right word,’ says 
Diego, chipping in.

heriberto, suddenly uncertain whether hugo is joking, 
rummages in at least five pockets for his lighter, then holds 
it to his girlfriend’s cigarette.

Sofia – or is it Sonia? From heriberto’s glare when i greet 
her, i realise i’ve got it wrong again – is half his age and 
seemingly devoted to him, though i have trouble taking 
them seriously as a pair. a freelance writer with ambitions, 
she is a good head taller than heriberto and buxom in her 
figure-hugging blouses; shamelessly, he strings her along  
by name-dropping about his connections on the national 
press.

‘Still, it’s a great idea, trading goods for services,’ Diego 
continues through the paisley whorls of smoke. ‘Though govern-
ments tend to hate it. you can’t tax a barter economy, after all.’

Diego, whom hugo and i have known since we were all 
at high school, we once teased for his stocky legs and his 
fashion-free taste in clothes. now we rib him for being a 
dour economist, though in reality he holds unorthodox 
views that he defends like a conspiracy theorist; he still goes 
about in an orange pullover that no one can persuade him to 
discard.

Gustavo is working around the table, empty glasses 
clinking as he two-by-twos them onto his tray.

‘Just a Quilmes, Gustavo,’ i say, in response to the eyebrow 
he’s raised.

‘Sure it’s a nice idea, this cash-free system,’ says Marguerita, 
with whom Diego has been in love since he reversed into her 
car at university, though he still hasn’t mustered the courage 
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to propose. ‘But it can only work at a micro level – you know, 
for crates of tomatoes, film reviews and the like . . .’

heriberto, put out at hearing his profession placed on a 
par with market gardening, scowls as he returns the lighter to 
his jacket on the back of his chair.

Marguerita, these days an established actress, has a husky 
voice to go with her Spanish features, and a weakness for 
French silk scarves that some dealer in San telmo ferrets out. 
Jet-eyed under the sweep of her black eyebrows, she has the 
quickest mind of all of us, and dissects our arguments with 
the kind of intensity that heriberto reserves for the 
hipódromo racing guide.

hugo likes to hear her take on things, which he adds to all 
the other opinions he accumulates so that you never quite 
know which are his.

Diego, however, disagrees with her about the limits of the 
cashless economy, and swiftly their dispute escalates. The rest 
of us scramble to keep pace.

i’m sorry yolanda hasn’t accompanied me this evening – 
she intervenes only judiciously, but appreciates the sparring 
like a high-speed spectator sport. and she likes the Paradiso, 
with its chandelier dangling bell-shaped from the ceiling; it 
reminds her, she says, of the salóns where, years ago, we used 
to go to dance.

tonight, however, she is buried under a backlog of mark-
ing, so she has sent her love to the rest of us and dispatched 
me here on my own.

hugo was my best man when yolanda and i got married, 
though he insists he has never been tempted to indulge in 
such folly himself.

‘one malfunctioning relationship is enough,’ he says, when-
ever we quiz him about the girlfriends he has presented to us 
over the years. ‘you know i’m wedded to my job.’
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We form a band, of sorts, yolanda and me with Diego and 
Marguerita, hugo and heriberto. others have come and 
gone, moving in and out of our loose circle, but our best 
discussions and our most boisterous evenings take place when 
all of us are there.

i have my back to the bar, but in the mirror i can see 
Gustavo, our shipboard master of ceremonies, sliding a 
cassette out of the tape deck and slotting another one in. 
We try to curb his penchant for some of the more maudlin 
tangos; hugo is convinced he puts them on on purpose 
when our arguments start to heat up.

Since the coup, however, the atmosphere at the Paradiso 
has changed. it is the first time i have been here since the 
generals announced they were taking over, and the difference 
is perceptible even to me. it is not just the ban on certain 
pieces of music, forcing Gustavo to weed out Discépolo and 
Pugliese, even some of Gardel’s tangos, from his collection. 
it’s as if something has interfered with the barometer, pressure 
added to the air we breathe.

‘This curfew’s bad for business,’ Gustavo mutters darkly, 
bottles of Quilmes weeping as he sets them down. he curses 
the fact that the buses now stop before midnight; he predicts 
the demise of the Paradiso, of café life itself.

The bar, it is true, is almost empty – unusual for a Friday, 
particularly in so busy a part of town. idle behind the counter 
in his jacket and starched white apron, Gustavo complains 
that even his regulars are dwindling; if they show up at all it 
is singly, or at most in pairs.

‘nothing but espressos, that’s all they want,’ he says, eyebrows 
lowered in one of his heavier scowls. ‘i haven’t served a bottle of 
Malbec in days.’

i don’t know whether it’s the same all over the country, but 
here at least, no one seems to vent about the news unless it’s 
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football, or launch into a debate about politics with a stranger 
at the table next door. at lunchtime these days the outdoor 
cafés are deserted; with the ban on assembly, even the students 
are staying away.

Weeks have passed since the generals seized power and 
i’ve scarcely spoken to hugo since they did. ‘!CAYÓ ISABEL! ’ 
the headlines screamed, and nobody seemed to be sorry she 
was gone. yet strangely, the relief we’d all been expecting 
hasn’t come.

We’ve had coups before, of course, but i’m unsure what to 
make of this one: the endless parades of jeeps down 
Corrientes, the edicts descending so fast we can barely keep 
up. Communiqués interrupt the television broadcasts, and 
repeat till our minds turn numb on the radio waves. i sense 
it’s not what’s said so much as what they stand for, but i have 
no gift for unscrambling the military’s codes.

i do know that ‘subversion’ is the word they use for terror-
ism, but there hasn’t been a bomb in ages now, and since the 
army has taken over, it’s hard to believe that the terrorists 
haven’t all been caught.

in practical terms, what bothers me most are the random 
roadblocks, which three times now have made me late at the 
hospital; the police are either arrogant or jittery, and you’d 
better watch your movements when you reach for your iD.

‘They’ve removed isabel, they’ve taken power,’ i say to anyone 
at the table who’s listening. ‘Surely now they can lift this state of 
siege?’

‘lift it? Why would they?’ says heriberto, glad of the 
change of subject, Borsalino nodding as he speaks. ‘it suits 
them better to keep us battened down.’

‘i think he’s right,’ says Marguerita. ‘have you noticed how 
no one is saying anything about elections? This is it. it’s how  
they plan to rule.’
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Though politics is argentina’s greatest obsession after 
football, i have no natural feel for it, like being born tone 
deaf or colour blind. Beyond my family, what matters to me 
most is my profession: the treatment of my patients, changes 
at the hospital. Politics in the wider sense has always seemed 
abstract.

now, as i sit with my friends at the Paradiso, ears half-
tuned to the lilt of conversation, i feel a sense of unreality at 
this new chapter in our country’s life.

‘What makes you think this lot will be any different?’ 
someone is saying. ‘Generals are always rescuing us from 
ourselves.’

‘not from ourselves, for themselves,’ somebody quips, and 
everyone at the table laughs.

as they talk, i find a pen in my pocket and start doodling 
on the back of an envelope, as i sometimes do to relax or to 
while away time. as a child, i filled sheets of butcher’s paper 
with drawings of made-up creatures, and progressed to 
pictures of classmates when i got to school. to impress 
yolanda, in the first months of our romance i did sketches of 
our fellow students, and caricatures of the anatomy professor 
we all lived half in fear of; later, i teased our girls with cartoons 
of them as kids. once in a while, for want of a better subject, 
i’d turn my hand to a politician: onganía, say, or evita or 
Perón. But it was never anything more than an idle pastime, 
and never something i considered in a professional light.

But now, as i drift in and out of the conversation, some-
thing surfaces through the diktats and the menace, through 
the Junta’s tone and the barking voices that track us along the 
radio dial. Suddenly i am remembering my schooldays, how 
the master treated the slow kids in the classroom: the humili-
ation, the patronising tone of voice. Perhaps it is that, some 
residual anger, that drives the strokes of my pen.
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Three blind mice.
on my hospital envelope i scribble away at the Junta’s 

three top generals. While the others pursue their arguments, 
i depict our leaders in a series of ridiculous poses, with and 
without their hats and medals and uniforms, testing how far 
my metaphor holds up.

With his beady eyes and pointed chin, the army general 
looks more like a rodent the longer i stare at his photo in 
hugo’s Clarín. i give him a stripy t-shirt, a generous sprink-
ling of stubble, and a giant sack that he’s hoisted over his 
shoulder, ‘a-r-G-e-n-t-i-n-a’ stencilled down the side. 
Suddenly the ratón has become a ratero; the mouse, a thief – 
but a blind one, blundering around with his bag of loot since 
i’ve blacked out his burglar’s mask.

around me the discussion grows more animated; words like 
‘capital’ and ‘import substitution’ wash over me, then some-
thing about some bulldozers in the shantytowns. i barely notice 
when Gustavo selects a slow Di Sarli tango to calm us down.

i am absorbed now by the nose of the navy general – its 
bulbousness surely a cartoonist’s gift. i curl his bushy eyebrows 
over the rims of his blind-man’s glasses; i garnish him with 
cauliflower ears. i place him on the quarterdeck of a frigate, 
his tail a-droop in the ocean air. White cane aloft, he’s issuing 
orders to fire the frigate’s cannons, while from the stern, sailor 
rats are rushing to abandon ship.

The music swells and the voices drop. i drift in and out of 
an incident Marguerita is recounting: something about a 
police raid on the Fac she lives next door to, something about 
some students taken away in vans.

The third blind mouse has radar ears and is blindfolded 
with the argentine flag. Since he’s the air Force General, i 
draw him playing Blind Man’s Bluff with his pilots, who buzz 
him in their aircraft before bailing out in parachute descents.
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‘Phenomenal!’ cries heriberto, surprising me with his 
approval, cantankerous old critic that he is. Swaying slightly, 
he slaps me on the back and calls me ‘Amigo! ’ and whisks my 
scribblings out from under my hands.

Sonia and Marguerita lean forward to admire my artistry; 
Marguerita adds some shantytown dogs of her own. Diego, 
cheeks aflame in the radiance of his sweater, says he likes the 
first one, even if i’ve left the economy out.

hugo loves them.
‘osvaldo,’ he says, ‘we have got to publish. Do them up in 

ink for me, in black and white; get them to me by Monday if 
you can.’

The next two issues have already been planned but he 
wants them for the first one after that.

‘Come on, hugo,’ i say, embarrassed. ‘i’m not a proper 
cartoonist; this isn’t a professional’s work.’ The pictures are 
not even sketches; they are more like the sort of jottings i’d do 
on the back of a telephone pad.

‘all the better, osvaldo. it’s precisely because you’re not a 
professional. you’re a doctor, and people trust their doctors. 
They know you’re not political. They know you’re on their 
side.’

‘That’s rubbish, hugo, as well you know,’ i tell him, laugh-
ing. ‘Doctors have opinions, just like anyone. Doctors vote.’

‘not under dictatorships they don’t,’ says Marguerita.
‘My point exactly,’ says hugo. ‘in any case, you know what 

i mean, osvaldo. as a profession you médicos are seen as 
neutral. no axes to grind. unaligned.’

in their wire rims, hugo’s circular glasses throw up trian-
gles of chandelier light. Give him an idea and he’ll run with it 
on pure adrenaline; he is beaming now as if we were still 
eleven-year-olds playing nick-knock on the neighbours’ front 
doors.
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There is vanity at work, i admit it; i’m not insensitive to 
the praise of my friends. i think of that afternoon’s patients: a 
case of severe glaucoma; a boy who’d collected a black eye 
in the playground – i’ve had a spate of them at the clinic since 
the coup. There are different rewards for the work of a 
cartoonist, i can see that – a satisfaction that’s more immediate 
than the process of healing and care.

‘They don’t look too childish?’ i ask hugo. i think of my 
colleagues at the hospital, and wonder how they might react.

‘of course not – but what would it matter if they did? if 
they puncture the pomposity . . . Come on, osvaldo! it’s only 
a bit of fun.’

hugo flatters me with his excitement and wears me down 
with his arguments, and in the end i concede. in any case, it’s 
not as if that many people will see them; Focus is an entertain-
ment weekly with a modest circulation, even if its listings are 
the most reliable ones in town.

‘Whatever you do, make sure he coughs up,’ says 
heriberto, wagging a finger. ‘never let it be said i didn’t 
warn you . . .’

‘of course we’ll pay – ignore him,’ says hugo. ‘Just don’t 
go flogging your work off to the competition.’

hugo promises to write an editorial to accompany my 
drawings. Diego, making amorous eyes at Marguerita over 
the glow of his tangerine jumper, describes a mid-air circle 
with his finger, and Gustavo brings us another round so we 
can toast the edition’s success.

around us, things are evolving fast.
Without our noticing when it happened, fear has insinu-

ated itself into our lives. Suddenly our restless nights are 
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punctuated by the pop-pop of gunshots, curious-sounding at 
first, then unmistakable, sometimes just a block or two away. 
yolanda, ever a light sleeper, clings to me when they wake her 
and i hold her, and can’t be sure if it’s her heart that is racing 
or it’s mine. in the thin hours of dawn we rise red-eyed with 
sleeplessness and drink black coffee at the kitchen table. 
yolanda makes anxious phone calls to Graciela, and reassur-
ing ones to Julieta in Miami, where she’s been living with her 
husband for the past year.

The security guards who appeared in our street some time 
ago still patrol the houses of our neighbours, acquaintances 
with corporate jobs and kidnapping fears. Driving home after 
dark, we are stopped by police with searchlights, and once, a 
twilight shoot-out makes us reverse all the way up our road. 
at school yolanda hears whisperings; at the hospital there is 
talk about ‘hunting accidents’; there are the colleagues of 
friends who, from one day to the next, fail to turn up at work.

But no one ever talks about what is happening. life goes 
on in the city as if we alone have heard the gunshots, and if 
others ever witness anything it is not discussed.

My sketches start to worry me. i call hugo from the clinic; 
he tells me we have two more days till they go to press. Since 
i am in the neighbourhood, he drops out of a planning meet-
ing and we duck in for a sandwich at the Paradiso.

Gustavo is looking more cheerful; he has just clocked on 
and welcomes us, making a show of pouring our beers.

hugo listens to my concerns and takes them seriously. at 
the weekly meeting, he says, they talked about changing the 
headline, about softening the editorial thrust. They went back 
and forth over whether to pull the text and simply use the 
pictures, or whether to ditch the entire spread. it’s a listings 
magazine, someone insisted, not timerman’s Opinión; others 
were better placed to analyse the regime. But in the end, they 
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decided that self-censorship wasn’t their remit; that if press 
freedom were ever in need of champions, it was then and not 
when times were easy; that exercising excessive caution would 
be doing the Junta’s work.

i do not feel particularly reassured.
‘i’m out of my depth here, hugo,’ i confess to him. ‘i’m 

not sure i have your stomach for things like this.’
‘These bands of steel, you mean?’ he says with a laugh, and 

pats the belly that has started to gain some prominence in 
recent years.

But he understands what is making me nervous. My days 
are spent at the clinic, examining haematomas in the eyes of 
footballers and brawlers; it’s a world apart from lampooning a 
regime.

‘Do you want to withdraw them?’ he says.
i hesitate. he is offering me an exit, but i don’t take it. 

Perhaps i am over-reacting. i don’t want to be seen as cowardly 
in the eyes of my oldest friend.

‘if i do, will you still publish your editorial?’
‘Publish and be damned, as they say.’
i waver. i profess to share his values. it feels like a kind of test.
‘They are only cartoons, osvaldo,’ says hugo, trying his 

hand at doctorly reassurance. ‘if anything is problematic it’ll 
be my words and not your pictures. your drawings are innoc-
uous. if these generals want a shot at governing, they’re going 
to have to learn to take a joke.’

in any case, he says, they have raised the matter with the 
publisher, who took a few minutes between meetings at 
Gazeta Hípica and Autos Hoy to consider it. They have calcu-
lated the cost.

‘The cost?’ i say.
‘look, we’re an entertainment weekly – we print theatre 

reviews and list what’s on at the movies. it’s not as if we’re 
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Clarín or La Nación. But i suppose if the generals aren’t happy 
they could seize a few copies if they feel like it. Close us down 
for a week or two. at worst, stop publication for a month.’

i feel relieved. They have examined it and weighed the 
consequences. if they are going ahead, if hugo’s publisher is 
standing behind him, i don’t feel quite so exposed.

‘okay, hugo. you can have them,’ i say.
‘Good man,’ he responds, and pats me on the back. ‘you 

should see the mock-ups. They’re going to look tremendous 
in print.’

‘i haven’t told yolanda yet,’ i tell him. ‘i want it to be a 
surprise.’

he smiles. ‘Perhaps you should fill her in beforehand,’ he 
says. ‘you know. Just in case.’

he pays the bill, pocketing the receipt, and we embrace 
and go our separate ways.

i am waiting at an intersection, negotiating the lunchtime 
traffic back to the clinic, when his last words come drifting back.

Just in case, i think, and wonder: in case of what?

yolanda looks at me, when i tell her that night, with disbelief 
and anxiety meshing in the tiredness of her face.

‘They probably won’t even notice,’ i say, trying to sound 
more confident than i feel.

‘osvaldo,’ she says. her eyes are round with foreboding. 
‘i’m sure hugo knows what he is doing, but for pity’s sake be 
careful. everything is different this time.’

‘Different how?’ i say.
‘i don’t know. it’s just a feeling. Their methods. Their 

brazenness. That man they pulled out of the restaurant the 
other day . . .’ She is struggling to put her finger on it. ‘They 
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want to make sure we know we are vulnerable. They want to 
give us reason to be afraid.’

retribution in the event comes swiftly, and is not delivered 
in words.

hugo cannot ring me from the magazine the morning 
after publication, and i am not at the clinic; from the bar of 
the Paradiso he tries me at the hospital, and the switchboard 
pages me there.

‘i can’t talk for long, osvaldo,’ he says, when finally we 
connect. Fresh from theatre, i am standing in the doorway of 
the nurses’ station at recovery, which is where i’ve intercepted 
his call.

From Gustavo’s phone he describes the ransacked scene. 
Phone lines yanked like ivy through the plasterboard. 
typewriters smashed, their keys wrenched out like so many 
disarticulated words. Downstairs in the print room, where 
other magazines besides Focus use the presses, loading belts 
dangling in the void.

‘My God, hugo,’ i say, as his words sink in.
and in his office, in a puddle of water among the shards of 

glass on the floor tiles, the bodies of his goldfish, glistening 
like orange pulp.

‘i suppose you could say they’ve expressed their apprecia-
tion,’ he says.

i look around at the walls of the nurses’ station, at the 
 noticeboard with its rosters scattershot with coloured pins.

‘i see what you mean about their sense of humour,’ i say. 
‘i guess it’ll be a collector’s item now.’

her back to me, a senior nurse is sifting through the 
admissions files, pretending not to overhear.
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‘i doubt it, amigo. too dangerous. in any case, they’ve 
pulled the entire print-run. From here to ushuaia you’re not 
going to find a single copy on sale.’

a shiver passes through me: awareness of what we have 
done, the huge mistake.

‘Will you be okay?’ i say.
The nurse’s back straightens almost imperceptibly.
‘it’s a warning, and we’re paying attention,’ he says. ‘That 

should go for you too.’
Before i can reply, his voice changes swiftly, becomes brusque. 

‘i have to go, osvaldo. listen to me: take care.’
This sharpness isn’t like him. i wonder if suddenly he has 

company at the bar.
‘you too, hugo,’ i say. But my words are lost under the 

sound of the hung-up phone.
That morning, running late, i took the Subte to the hospi-

tal, preferring the crush in the underground to the peak-hour 
traffic on the road. late in the day there are complications, 
then an emergency operation; i am unable to leave the 
hospital before dark.

Ford Falcons are all over the roads in Buenos aires; the patotas, 
however, have a particular affinity for those in khaki green. 
yolanda and i see the hit squads all the time, we all do; sinister 
as reptiles, they patrol the streets with gun barrels jutting from 
their windows and wires where their number plates once were.

That evening, when i emerge from the underground 
station, one of the patotas turns its attention to me.

With its windows down, the car crawls a few paces behind 
me, block after block, all the way up Scalabrini ortiz. i tell 
myself not to look, to walk calmly, not to engage. But from 
the corner of my eye i glimpse their guns and my heartbeat 
accelerates. When i turn into a one-way street i lose them; it 
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takes me all my willpower not to run. They may not know 
who you are, i tell myself; don’t give them any reason to find 
out. Then, before i’ve realised, they are back. it is winter; 
night has fallen and the streetlights flicker on, casting their 
jaundiced glow upon the world. i pass a laundrette window 
and see the car’s reflection: elbows, sunglasses smeared with 
lamplight, the dull black metal of their guns.

i reach the ironwork gate outside our house and the Falcon 
stops. The engine hums. Thick-fingered, i fumble with the 
key. in it slides at last, and i sense their expectation. They are 
waiting for me to look at them – as they know i will, they 
are sure of it – when i go to close the door. i move slowly, an 
actor playing myself as the man i was before my cartoons had 
ever been thought of, but the urge is stronger than i am, and 
after all an innocent man would turn.

Casually, i lift my eyes. i let my glance slide their way.
The man at the kerbside window is ready for me. i’ve seen 

his weapon but he doesn’t use it. instead, he raises his hand 
through the open window and points at me, grinning behind 
his sunglasses, curling his fingers into the shape of a gun.

i am still shaking when i find yolanda in the kitchen. She 
hugs me for a long time, stilling me as i lean into the warmth 
of her, the scent of jasmine fading under the dust of class-
room chalk.

‘They followed me,’ i whisper.
i feel her shoulders tense.
i tell her what hugo told me about his offices. She saw the 

cartoons yesterday on her way to school, before the magazine 
vanished from the stands. She understands how we might 
have thought them humorous; she understands how the 
generals did not.

‘What was he thinking? What were either of you thinking?’ 
she says, and i know she is as angry with hugo as she is with me.
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‘he gave me the chance to retract,’ i tell her. i feel foolish 
now; how stupid i was not to see. ‘he’s probably in more 
trouble than me.’

‘you’re both in trouble, osvaldo. you’d better have no doubt 
on that score.’

i feel a wave of coldness coalescing, as it did when i spoke 
to hugo, the implications surfacing on my skin.

‘it might have been a coincidence,’ yolanda says. She is 
talking about the Falcon, the men who trailed me along the 
kerb. ‘But if they weren’t sure before, they will be now. They’ll 
have put it together. now that they know your face.’

She breathes deeply and sets me away from her, cupping 
my elbows the way she does when she has something impor-
tant to say. under the kitchen light, her eyes are flecked with 
brilliance, gold and red flashes on green.

‘osvaldo,’ she says. ‘listen to me now. They may have made 
a mistake tonight, but they are not going to make another. 
We both know they are not playing games.’

i cut her off, seeking to reassure. ‘i’m not important enough, 
yolanda. i’m not political. i’m just a doctor.’ it is only when 
i say it aloud that i realise how feeble it sounds.

‘They came for a teacher at school today, for something 
much less than this.’

i look at her, and know what she is about to say. already 
i feel the things i love slipping from my fingers like leaves.

‘tonight. right now. Before the curfew.’ her words are 
an urgent whisper. ‘take your passport. Go to the 
aeroparque.’

‘yolanda,’ i start to say, but she silences me with a look.
‘if they find you, they won’t forgive you, osvaldo. There 

isn’t going to be a second chance.’
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