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Deriva




We liked to meet in the valleys beyond the great cities, in the
limits of the known world, where almost no one had ventured before
and all temples were empty, since nobody needed gods in that wild
land. Being there, we didn’t have to see the corpses, the houses on
fire, the ruins of our old monuments — the legacy of a war whose
beginnings nobody remembered. There were hundreds of us, roaming
around, trying to believe that we were creating the beginnings of a
new civilization, fragile and precarious but durable. However, most
people would leave before long, bored by the lack of action or
frustrated by not having opportunities to gain experience. The
newcomers didn’t understand how people could abandon this cold
paradise, but soon enough they would find that this paradise was
actually empty and they too would return to the cities.

She was always there. It didn’t matter at what time I arrived
(and, not being able to sleep, I sometimes arrived at very odd
hours) — she was always there, night or day. I first noticed her
because she had given herself a strange name, an old Spanish word
that sailors used when they couldn’t control their ship and would
travel without a destination until the wind blew again or the storm
had passed. She was called Deriva. I approached her, thinking that
she might speak my language, but she didn’t. We began to explore
the limits of the valleys and the surrounding mountains. We didn’t
need to do anything; we never accepted quests, and we seemed to be
perfectly content just by drifting for hours at a time. Sometimes
we didn’t even pretend to believe in this world, and we laughed at
the imperfections of a graphic engine that was being pushed to its
limits by two vagrants. One of the furthest mountains, one time,
simply disappeared just when we were about to begin our ascent,
after spending a long day in getting there. We were glad, though.
We had discovered the limits of the game.

There was a rule we never broke. We never spoke about personal
things, about our families, about our dreams, about our daily
lives. She was always Deriva, the priest who had been expelled from
her order because she refused to support the war, and I was
Delirio, a rogue wizard trying to regain control of his shattered
mind, after having seen all the members of his family die in the
war. I couldn’t help thinking about her, though, about her real
self. Was she a kid, a student expelled from her school? Had she
been fired recently? That would explain why she had so much free
time, why I found her already there or about to be there any time I
logged in. Was the game a kind of therapy for her, or was she using
it to hide from the real world, unable to face her authentic
problems? I could find thousands of explanations for her behavior,
but I never asked. I didn’t even know if she was really a woman. I
could sense, all the same, that her life was a total mess. I could
tell because mine was.

She never asked, either.

But one day, accidentally, I discovered that we were almost
neighbors. I couldn’t access the game for two days; my Internet
connection was down because of a vicious storm. When I finally made
it back, eager to know what had happened during my absence, she
wasn’t there. One of the pilgrims told me that she had disappeared
at the same time I did, and she hadn’t come back yet. Then, all of
a sudden, she was there, in the middle of the common room.

“What happened to you?” I asked.

“A damn storm,” she said.

“Same here,” I said. And we both knew.

As if nothing had happened, we went back to the valley, to help
the newcomers recover from their injuries, and to organize the
daily hunting groups that would get us the food our characters
needed.

“It’s kind of humiliating, don’t you think?” she said, at one
point.

“What?” I asked.

“This. Being addicted to a game. And a game we refuse to
play.”

I disagreed: I firmly said that I liked the game the way we
played it, but we both knew the real game was being played in the
inner cities, where players from all over the world were engaged in
wars and combats, quests and adventures, mysteries and amusements.
It was the first time we talked to each other out of character, and
I realized with sadness that it wouldn’t be the last one. Sure
enough, in the next few days I learned where she lived (I could be
there in half an hour, I thought), her favorite movies, her
favorite books, her political opinions. And one day we decided to
meet.

She was younger than me, in her early thirties. She didn’t take
care of herself (I didn’t, either), but she had an air of decadent
elegance. I expected the sadness of her green eyes, and her ironic
smile made me feel comfortable. She was as powerful and vulnerable
as her character in the game.

Our relationship in the real world wasn’t that different from
the relationship we had established in those immense valleys where
we were hiding from a war, or maybe from everything. Sometimes we
made plans to go to a movie or have dinner in a nice restaurant. We
would meet at the doors of the movie theater or the shopping
center; we stayed at the doors talking of nothing, and we would end
up by drifting away like a lost ship, going nowhere in particular,
exploring the outskirts of the city and those places where nothing
is supposed to happen. Maybe because I am from Madrid, I always
thought the night didn’t exist in the city. She proved me wrong.
She made me discover a new city, and I realized how much I had
hated it during all these years without noticing it. We drank in
bars I didn’t even know existed, and where we never stayed for
long. Neither of us had a driver license, which was rather
surprising considering that both of us lived in California, so we
were able to slowly and carelessly get drunk. But we were always
walking, walking to our next bar or exploring a remote
neighborhood. Actually, rather than walk, it seemed to me that we
glided by the streets of the city, and maybe all that physical
activity kept us from getting really drunk. We didn’t even
acknowledge we were drinking too much. The god Alcohol was gentle
on us. It was just another game.

We talked. We talked and talked and talked, about the
differences between our two countries, about the books we loved and
hated, about the strange intensity of the political conflicts that
were taking place in the fictional world where we met each other.
We talked about anything but ourselves. It’s not that I wasn’t
curious: I kept inventing all kinds of explanations for her
enigmatic behavior, for her lack of formal occupation, for her
strange addictions, so similar to my own. I felt a very strong
connection with her, but she was an empty page, an opaque mirror,
and I realized that, by trying to explain the mystery of her life,
I was in fact trying to solve my own. I didn’t ask her, though. I
couldn’t. I didn’t have the courage. I sensed that asking would be
like removing a dike or the defensive walls of a city, so the sea,
or the invaders, could come in.

The first time I kissed her, I kissed a complete stranger.

“We are the same,” she said, looking deep into my eyes.

We were seated on a public bench, on an empty street, in the
middle of the night. It was cold and windy. She yawned and rested
her head on my shoulder. I put my arm over her shoulders. We
kissed. In a way, it came out of the blue. She was an attractive
woman, but I had never thought of kissing her, maybe because of
that invisible dike I couldn’t lift.

When we weren’t walking together in the middle of nowhere, we
saw each other on the game. We played almost as often as before.
Without even trying, we had become quite powerful, just by the
sheer amount of time we devoted to our characters. People came in
from the cities looking for our help, which we granted or refused
randomly, as inconstant gods. There were rumors of an army coming
from one of the cities, commanded by a general who was jealous of
our growing influence. We couldn’t care less.

She invited me to her apartment two days later. This time, we
didn’t stay outside. I had imagined her apartment as impersonal as
our conversations, without decoration or special touches, ready to
be left behind at the first opportunity. However, I found a rather
conventional place, quite feminine, with paintings, maps, and
pictures of friends or family on the walls, some flowers, and lots
of books. I knew I could find a lot of information about her on
those walls, in her belongings, but I didn’t have the time. We
kissed, and my body was possessed by an urgency that I didn’t know
I could feel again. Her body was slim and soft, and once again I
began to wander randomly — this time on the magnetic geography of
her body. My mouth created contradictory paths on her back, my lips
slowly covered the longitude of her legs, and my hands were
thoughtful and careful, as if they were sculpting her body,
creating it out of nothing, and everything was slow and gentle,
because I knew that over her body I was walking on the edge of the
abyss, and if I tripped I would be falling for thousands of
years.

I disappeared for two days. I didn’t call her; I didn’t log in
to the game. It was rainy again; the city was covered by a dark
sheet of clouds. That suited me. It was as if my sadness was
outside of me, as if it were a part of the city that I could
observe with the detachment of a stranger. The smoke, the
pollution, the lifeless sky belonged to me — they were part of my
personality. I was beginning to receive too many unpaid bills; I
would need to find a job soon. My sadness was impersonal,
incomprehensible, like an object manufactured in an unknown
country. Why did I have to feel as sad as always? Was there no end
to it?

When I went back to the game, all the little villages in the
valley had been plundered. The army had come. That general had
spent considerable resources, yet he didn’t find us. Deriva was
surrounded by a group of followers claiming for vengeance. All of a
sudden, we were in the middle of political turmoil.

“What’s up with you?” she asked me.

I didn’t know what to answer.

“It’s okay,” she said. “I think I understand. And I am going to
give you all the time you need. All the time you need.”

But I wanted to talk. Now. I just didn’t know how.

“I miss my son,” I wrote, and I saw that sentence, so simple and
yet so utterly devastating, floating on my monitor, between a tree
and the roof of a house. There! I had said it, at least part of it.
She was trading with other players and didn’t react. “Oh, how much
I miss him!” My character began to cry, disconsolately. She
approached, and made the sign that meant she was speaking out of
character.

“Is that you?”

Yes, it was me. It was me, for the first time.

“Can I come over to your house?” she asked.

She came.

My body was out of control. Everything ached — my head, my body,
the city, the air. My house was an injury. She held me in her arms.
She was still a stranger, an untouchable hole in the middle of my
life. I still didn’t know anything about her.

“I told you,” she said. “I told you. We are the same.”

And then I decided that I had to talk, right now, right there. I
had to tell her everything. It wouldn’t take me that long. The
story was simple. My wife and my son died in a car accident; I was
driving. But my mouth couldn’t find the words, and my hands moved
on their own and grabbed her. I felt a war inside my body and a
desire more powerful than myself. I undressed her and, while we
walked towards the bedroom, kissing each other, I knew that a
bridge had fallen and I would never find my way back.
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	At
a Loss for Words (2008)
“What do you need?” I asked him.

“Words,” the man answered. “Just words. How silly is that? But
it’s the only thing I need.”

“Maybe I can help you,” I said. “I have plenty of words. And I
don’t know what to do with them. I have no one to talk to.”
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