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The Chilean Forest by Pablo Neruda

Under the volcanoes, beside the snow-capped mountains, among the huge
lakes, the fragrant, the silent, the tangled Chilean forest... My feet sink
down into the dead leaves, a fragile twig crackles, the giant rauli trees rise in
all their bristling height, a bird from the cold jungle passes over, flaps its
wings, and stops in the sunless branches. And then, from its hideaway, it
sings like an oboe... The wild scent of the laurel, the dark scent of the boldo
herb, enter my nostrils and flood my whole being... The cypress of the
Guaitecas blocks my way... This is a vertical world: a nation of birds, a
plenitude of leaves ... I stumble over a rock, dig up the uncovered hollow,
an enormous spider covered with red hair stares up at me, motionless, as
huge as a crab... A golden carabus beetle blows its mephitic breath at me, as
its brilliant rainbow disappears like lightning... Going on, I pass through a
forest of ferns much taller than | am: from their cold green eyes sixty tears
splash down on my face and, behind me, their fans go on quivering for a
long time... A decaying tree trunk: what a treasure! ... Black and blue
mushrooms have given it ears, red parasite plants have covered it with
rubies, other lazy plants have let it borrow their beards, and a snake springs
out of the rotted body like a sudden breath, as if the spirit of the dead trunk
were slipping away from it...

Farther along, each tree stands away from its fellows... They soar up
over the carpet of the secretive forest, and the foliage of each has its own
style, linear, bristling, ramulose, lanceolate, as if cut by shears moving in
infinite ways...
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A gorge; below, the crystal water slides over granite and jasper... A
butterfly goes past, bright as a lemon, dancing between the water and the
sunlight... Close by, innumerable calceolarias nod their little yellow heads
in greeting... High up, red copihues (Lapageria rosea) dangle like drops
from the magic forest’s arteries... The red copihue is the blood flower, the
white copihue is the snow flower... A fox cuts through the silence like a
flash, sending a shiver through the leaves, but silence is the law of the plant
kingdom... The barely audible cry of some bewildered animal far off... The
piercing interruption of a hidden bird... The vegetable world keeps up its
low rustle until a storm churns up all the music of the earth.,

Anyone who hasn’t been in the Chilean forest doesn’t know this planet.
| have come out of that landscape, that mud, that silence, to roam, to go
singing through the world.
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The Garden Next Door by José Donoso, 1992

Sometimes it pays to have rich friends. I don’t mean to advocate, a la F.
Scott Fitzgerald, an irrational and exclusive addiction to such relationships.
But sometimes the friend has always been a friend: from early childhood in
school, from our teenage years spent at the beach or in the country, when the
world was a Garden of Eden because it had not yet presented us with the
tyrannical alternative of perhaps being loved and famous. It is therefore
natural-given that over time the successful friend has known how to
maintain a relationship on equal terms with someone like me, whose
circumstances are so different from his-that, upon returning home at the end
of a nerve-racking evening at La Cala, | would be very happy to hear
Pancho Salvatierra’s voice calling me from Madrid to ask me something
quite normal:

“Listen, Julito, what are your plans for the summer?”

As if Gloria and | were in that class of Latin Americans who can allow
themselves the luxury of making “plans.” We had never doubted that we
were condemned to spend our seventh European summer trapped in the hell
of Sitges. It’s true that from time to time one runs into deathly-pale Chileans
and Argentines, fresh arrivals from Norway or Germany, who swear that in
this dying Europe, Sitges is Paradise itself: where they come from no one
ever even gets a glimpse at the sun, fruit tastes like sugarcane pulp, and no
one gives a damn about what happens to his neighbor.

But ... what about here? June had just arrived. Even after cognac and
Valium, Gloria and | would start bickering about every little thing, in
preparation for the quarrels that would grow stormier in July and August,
filling us with enough resentment to last the whole year. We preferred to
stick to our minuscule apartment so as not to compound the deterioration of
our homelife by also becoming embroiled in the general deterioration
around us:
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the impotence as prices rose and quality slipped; the futility of trying to pry
a smile from the cashier at the green-grocer’s, that old Catalan bitch; the
beaches jam-packed with bodies; the vulgarity in several languages
assaulting one’s ears in the shops, at the tobacconist, and at news-stands that
were always out of newspapers; the entire town reeking of potatoes fried in
the same oil used to fry a thousand portions; and the Belgians, Germans, and
Frenchmen, stuporous from a whole day lying in the sand, settling toward
evening at noisy sidewalk cafés, eyes vacant, silent, looking as if they’d
been squeezed into their reddened skins, shiny with foul-smelling sun
cream. They were all staking their claim to use the sun and pollute the sea
because they had paid for it with good foreign money.

The day Pancho Salvatierra called, I noticed that the first traces of
summer decay had made their appearance in our home. The glass windows
facing the terrace roof demanded cleaning; the geraniums were wilting
under layers of dust; Gloria had put on a washed-out muumuu over a bikini
whose components, leftovers of bikinis from other summers, didn’t match-
yes, no matter what she said, she had put on weight. But for once | was
careful to keep this observation to myself. In view of all this, | slept a
drugged, drawn-out siesta to pass the time till evening without having to
face the usual dilemma at the typewriter: either the documentary-novel,
rejected once before by the formidable Nuria Monclus, that | was sure |
could rework into a masterpiece superior to the consumerist literature — so
popular these days — of false deities like Garcia Marquez, Marcelo
Chiriboga, and Carlos Fuentes, or the boring translation of Middlemarch |
was collaborating on with Gloria, a task that seemed endless but would
bring in an assured, if modest, sum.
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