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I CLICK THE STATIONS OFF IN MY HEAD AS THEY PASS: AGUERO, BULNES, 
Canning, Plaza Italia, Palermo-the end of the line, where I stay on the 
train and it heads back again toward Catedral, the Plaza de Mayo, and the 
church outside of which the eternal flame, invisible in daylight, burns for 
San Martin. The car is dimly lit, imbued with the smell of the underbelly 
of the city: sooty, industrial, ancient; on top of that, an acrid note, the 
ozone generated by the blue sparks that regularly issue from the overhead 
wires on which the subway runs. And when the train passes through the 
Facultad de Medicina-once, twice, three times-the stop where I should 
get off, there is nothing, no light at all save what little the train throws 
off, only the feeling, backed by inconsistent experience, that there may 
be, in the tunnels that lead up to the street, a guttering lamp or two, an 
anachronism, giving off a few shadows, orange licks of flame, slow curls 
of black smoke that the passersby feel in their noses-a painful sweetness- 
but cannot see. 

I don't get off the train, though others do, silently as the darkness 
seems to require, wending their way-blind but trusting, or simply 
resigned-upward toward the light. I continue on: Callao, Tribunales, 
Nueve de Julio. On my lap is the leatherbound volume that I cannot 
read-the light in the train is not enough-but whose contents I know by 
heart, on which, in a strange way, my future has come to depend. 

MY FATHER WAS A BUSINESSMAN AND NOBODY EVER SAID THAT TO ME 

without making the word sound strange, without a glint in their eye, a 
lilt to their voice, without implying through gestures and hints and 
implications less than subtle that there was something more to the story 
than they were letting me in on. They seemed to enjoy this. In retrospect, 
this makes sense to me. They didn't know what he did either: none of 
them. This was a secret he iook not to the grave but to his deathbed, 
where he gave it to me. And I came to understand then that people had 
always been coy or sly or sarcastic as a way of exorcising or papering over 
their frustration, concealing from themselves, as much as they could, 
denying as loudly as possible, that they had no idea what he did. 

He was always working, I remember as a child, locked away in his 
study, poring over papers-reports and magazines, scientific, political, 
and financial; documents culled from I-could-not-begin-to-imagine- 
where-listening more than talking on the phone. He had appointments 
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to keep, places to go, took trips with some frequency, though they were 
rarely of great duration. He carried a briefcase, wore a suit, had about 
him all the trappings of business. I suppose too-there is no way to deny 
it-he was successful; we lived well. My mother had died when I was 
young but we had servants who took care of me, the only child. I went to 
private schools. When I turned seventeen, my father told me I would be 
attending college in America, at Columbia. It had been arranged. 

At college, and through graduate school-which I was, by then, able 
to arrange for myself-the subject of my father came up only occasionally. 
Where was he from and what did he do? Why did it matter? was my usual 
response, more, perhaps, to myself than out loud, an answer drilled into 
me at a very young age; it was so visceral, so automatic, bubbling up in 
me with little or no provocation. 

There is a woman that I do not want to identify as my nanny, the 
woman who took care of me for the twelve years before I left for America. 
Not cook, nor maid, nor laundress and-clear in my memory now, though 
I didn't know it then-neither old enough nor poor enough to logically 
have the position she held with us, Carmina was my confidante, a cross 
between guardian and playmate. I asked her, more than once, what it was 
that my father actually did and her response was always the same, a set of 
words and gestures, facial expressions, even a pattern of breathing. 

She would smile a little sadly, touch my nose, shrug her shoulders 
and give a sigh that lingers with a hint of sensuality. She would scan the 
middle distance if we were outside, examine briefly the point at which 
wall met ceiling if we were not. 

"~QuC importa?" she would ask, after a moment of moving her lips 
around inarticulately. Her question, her answer. And I would feel slightly 
guilty, for reasons I am only just beginning to understand: because I was 
forcing her to choose loyalties between my father and me; because she 
herself was something of a mystery-one I will never be able to solve, I 
am sure-and somehow the combination of one enigma commenting on 
the other charged both the question and the answer. I was forever looking 
for ways to make her sigh like that and never found another. 

She was sure he was a criminal, I suppose; most people must have 
thought the same. There is a phrase that I learned in college, an 
Americanism for which I know no equivalent: "No visible means of 
support." But why would this be strange to a child? What understanding 
do we have-at any age-of the activities of our parents? He was busy; he ( 

did things; he went places. He had money, we had money, as a matter of 
course. I assumed this as a child and took it for granted as I got older. 

As my father got older-and this happened in an instant as far as I 
was concerned-he became secretive about his business. If in my youth 



he had merely been brisk and matter of fact, keeping things out of view 
through dexterity and minor sleight of hand, subtly separating the parts 
of his life that he did not wish to touch each other, he was, in his later 
years, a bit more clumsy, highlighting the strangeness of his behavior in 
his increasingly obvious attempts to hold his sources of income private. 

When I returned from America, after graduate school, degrees in 
hand, accent polished, the dictatorship had fallen but the economy was a 
shambles. Nothing new in that either, I suppose. The economy has not 
been good since before the time of my birth. I just didn't know that, 
growing up. Coming back, seeing things with new eyes, it was impossible 
not to acknowledge. I had been back once or twice in the years that I had 
been in school. They telescope together into one composite visit: being 
met by a car at the airport; the meals shared with relatives; increasingly 
futile efforts to catch up with old friends; when people talked to me of 
acquaintances in exile, it jarred me to realize that they probably spoke of 
me in the same manner when I wasn't there. 

"I AM DEAD, NOW THAT YOU ARE READING THIS," READ THE SMOOTH 

elliptical strokes of my father's handwriting, strangely faded, written, 
apparently, with a fountain pen, in ink that had gone slightly brown 
with age, on the first page of the black, leatherbound book in which he 
had always kept his business records-his portfolio, he'd called it. 

Your mother, too, is long gone. What remains of the family, 
aside from you, is not worth mentioning. I apologize for this 
and for other things too numerous to mention. You know them 
well, my failings. I ask for neither forgiveness nor understanding. 
I make no excuses. I suggest only that you not allow yourself to 
become embittered. A waste of time and energy, I think. 

This book has supported you for your entire life to this point. 
Properly used, it will continue to do so. The next ten or fifteen 
years are assured; after that, your own initiative comes into play. 
What you hold in your hands now is the past. It may also be 
your future. If you choose to make it so. 

Below this, he had signed his name, with the appellation, "Your 
Father" in grandiose script, lest there might be some confusion as to who 
was supposed to read this. He had dated it as well, thirty years ago-to the 
day-from the time I was reading it, which would have meant it had been 
written about nine months before I was born. 

I dosed the book for a moment and touched my nose lightly, a way 
of reminding myself of Carmina, long gone. "Se fue," my father had said 



of her dismissi'vely, on one of the trips home that I took from college. 
This made a certain amount of sense, undeniably. She had been hired to 
take care of me and I was no longer in need of her care, or, at any rate, 
within its range; I never saw or heard from her again. I leaned forward in 
the high-backed, green-leather chair at my father's desk and it creaked. In 
his room, he lay dead on the bed, eyes closed, hands folded peacefully 
over his stomach, the lines in his face going slack in death, his skin suddenly 
looser than I had thought it was, as though he were no longer filling it in 
any meaningful way, which, perhaps, he was not. 

The coroner, the police, a funeral home, the lawyers, all of these 
things would wait, he had told me. Let me rest a while before they come, 
he had asked. He had given me the key to his study. And in his eyes I had 
seen a softer kind of concern than he had shown me before, a tenderness 
which he had rarely voiced, which he did not voice then. Read the book, 
he had told me, nodding slowly. And then, in a tone that betrayed not 
malice but certainty, not threat but promise, he had said: "They will 
pay." His last words. 

It was an odd kind of ledger, the book he had called his portfolio, 
written not quite in code but in shorthand that I was not long in figuring 
out: names, dates, amounts, and predictions. Clearly these were business 
records but they reflected a livelihood that was difficult to peg with 
certainty or precision. My father appeared to  have been something 
between a bookie and a psychic, making his money-with regularity and 
in good amount-by wagering on events in the medium term future. I 
could find no bet that covered a period less than a decade, nor any spanning 
more than two. The amounts were large as well, though inflation had 
obviously taken its toll. You could read something of our economic history 
in the neatly filled pages, the changes in currency, from the Peso to the 
Awtral. A decade before, my father had abandoned the latter as unreliable; 
all entries after that were denominated in dollars. He seemed to have 
been right most of the time and to have collected most of what he was 
owed. He paid when he lost, though with somewhat lesser frequency. 
There was, on the last page of the book-I only came across it as I flipped 
idly through the blank sheets that still filled half the ledger-a short list of 
rules that explained how he had run his business: 

1. Never try to force a payment. Honor is enough. 
2. Seek out those who owe you, not those whom you owe. 
3. Pay on demand and without complaint; collect humbly. 
So, how to view him now in the light of this revelation? Clearly a 

man with greater scope than I had given him credit for. This explained 
as well the range of his reading: finance, politics, the sciences; most of 
his predictions fell into one of those categories. But they were not vague. 



Nostradamus-type prognostications, nothing that resembled "Great 
disaster in the new hemisphere three centuries hence." They were precise 
to the point of minute detail: hard numbers, from casualties to Richter 
scale points, solid increase and decrease ranges, in percentages, for myriad 
economic indicators, at home and abroad. Everything was expressed in 
a neat, tight script, fit on a single line-a single allotted space of the 
line-in his portfolio: "Casualties above this level in this place, by this 
time, for this reason." 

The book gave me a chill-more, in some ways, than the fact of his 
dead body resting tranquilly on the bed in the other room. I had never 
thought of my father as a sensitive person. Not insensitive either, of course. 
Otherly is perhaps the better word; I did not often understand his behavior 
or motivations. I had not been taught to expect to. The Americans I met 
in college and graduate school, a good percentage of them, saw their parents 
as friends, increasingly as equals. I saw my father at a remove, several 
rungs above me, a distance I never expected to close, on a ladder I could 
not define if pressed. And this ledger, this journal, this newly discovered 
history of my own life as well as his, it revealed not only my father's 
sources of income, the wellspring from which I had been supported all 
my life, bits and pieces of what he had been doing, in my presence and in 
my absence, what it was that he meant when he referred to his work, it 
told me also that my father-if not "sensitive" in any conventional sense- 
had been tuned in to the world with far greater intensity than I would 
have imagined possible. 

How he knew these things-his success was far above what one 
could even begin to attribute to random chance-could be, had to  be, 
explained in two ways. First, he was, and apparently always had been, a 
scholar of the most serious son. The study in which I sat gave mute but 
powerful testimony to this fact; my memories too, jogged by the 
revelations of the book before me, corroborated and confirmed this. It 
was the second explanation that was the more unsettling, however. To 
predict change, seismological or financial, with precision is difficult 
enough within a period of months-some would say impossible. To do 
the same over a period of years-without benefit of testing one's skills 
in any meaningful way; how after all could one predict something fifteen 
years in the future and then wait to see whether this came true, before 
proceeding?-this exceeds completely the bounds of credibility. My 
father's knowledge, his foreknowledge, amply and consistently 
demonstrated on the faded pages before me, could not logically be 
explained. And he had made it abundantly clear that this was a skill 
which he thought it at least possible that I possessed as well. 

There were other bits and pieces of information for me to ferret out 



of the study. I would be a long time plumbing its resources, but what I 
had immediate need for came easily into my hands; his right-hand-top 
desk drawer yielded folders of documents and letters, instructions and 
suggestions, titles and leases, insurance policies and accounts at foreign 
banks, a will-which ratified what was already obvious; I was executor 
and sole heir-minor bequests for the servants he assumed I would not 
keep, bequests in envelopes, respectably sized piles of American currency 
held together with rubber bands that had begun to decompose. All of 
this gave the appearance of having been prepared far in the past, foresight 
which, suddenly, seemed perfectly natural. 

My thoughts, my slow perusal of the documents, the aimless 
wandering of my eyes over the dusty shelves of books and magazines that 
lined the walls of the study, these were brought to  an abrupt halt by the 
ringing-jarring and unexpected-of the phone on my father's desk. I 
considered not answering. But some pressure, tinged, for reasons I cannot 
articulate, with guilt-resistance, perhaps, to the assumption of any of 
my father's prerogatives and responsibilities-moved my hand toward 
the receiver. There was a pause after I had said hello, in which I considered 
hanging up. Finally, a tentative voice asked me: 

"Is this the son?'" 
And so I began the business of collecting my father's debts. 

TAKING ON THE RHYTHMS OF MY FATHER'S LIFE CAME MORE NATURALLY. 

to me than I had expected-or, in some ways, even hoped-it would. I 
read the book; I ran the business. Though I had thought at first that I 
would get rid of the apartment, find a place of my own, I did not do this. 
I let the servants go, hired someone to come in once a week to do the 
cleaning, took the laundry myself to a place on the corner, every two 
weeks or so, when I was more or less out of things to wear. I spent a lot of 
time in my father's study, often not getting dressed until late in the day, 
going out for dinner-alone or with friends-at ten in the evening, when 
the walls, the dust, the journals, and the books finally became too much 
to bear. 
. Around me, the city quaked and shook, for reasons not remotely 
related to plate tectonics. Inflation was wildly out of control; there were 
shortages and lines; rolling blackouts were announced in Clarin and 
the other dailies, schedules which told you which parts of the city would 
be dark and when. Unannounced-one assumed, unplanned-blackouts 
were common as well. Friends complained of being followed by the 
blackouts-from home, to school or work, to  wherever they went in 
the evening in vain attempts to relax and feign normalcy. The banks, 



however, hummed on, literally. They sprouted diesel generators of their 
own, massive machines that parked outside on the streets, connected 
by serpentine black cables to the computers and alarms and mechanisms 
beyond my understanding that ostensibly kept the economy moving at 
all. I followed suit, installed my own generator in the basement. My 
life, too, hummed on. 

The only thing that I was not able to do, an area in which my father 
had left no explicit instruction, for which I could find no fast and easy list 
of do's and don't's, was add to the business. Subtracting was easy; 
collections were routine; payouts, though less frequent, presented no 
problem. But how did one find the people to do business with and-far 
more important-from what part of ones being could the necessary 
information be drawn? 

I CLICK THE STATIONS OFF IN MY HEAD AS THEY PASS: AGUERO, BULNES, 
Canning, Plaza Italia, Palermo. My father's portfolio is light on my knees. 
A fourth and final time, the train pulls into the station where I am supposed 
to get off, the Facultad de Medicina. It is still dark-I should have known 
this, should have read the paper this morning-but I find myself rising 
slowly and purposefully from my seat, out the door and onto the platform 
as the train-its doors, characteristically, not yet closed-begins to move 
again. The sensation, heightened by the dark, is jarring, as if it is the 
platform and not the train, that is in motion; I take a split second to 
regain my balance. Without the lights from the subway car, the station is 
almost completely dark. Somewhere, I can smell a lamp but no light is 
visible. People bump into me and murmur apologies, as they move, herd- 
like, toward the exits, the tunnels, the stairs, the rough ascent to daylight. 
I wait. It would be too easy to move with the crowd, following their 
hum. It would be cheating, I think to myself, gently amused in a situation 
that requires sadness to properly acknowledge it, something I don't want 
to give in to. 

The exiting passengers gradually leave me. I feel only the presence of 
those waiting for the next train, standing quietly, their backs against the 
cold, dirty tiles, the vivid invisible murals. If I can navigate the dark, 
without the cues the others had, if I can find my way up and out, to the - - 
Fach, where someone is waiting to meet me, perhaps I can also learn the 
other side of my father's business, learn the side of myself that exploiting 
it will require me to master. Slowly, aware that the tracks, an imminent - 
danger, are on my left, the exit somewhere off to the right, I begin to 
walk forward on my own. 

I have a debt to collect. 
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