
MONA
Praise for

‘The kind of novel you read with a sense that you’re in on 
some very juicy gossip’ Vogue

‘Beneath her irony and glamour, one gets the sense that 
much of Mona’s life is spent seeking out ways to staunch 
different kinds of pain. The book’s end provides startling, 
perfect chaos, with Mona’s world ripping apart exactly in a 
way you think it won’t’ Vanity Fair

‘It reads as though Rachel Cusk’s Outline trilogy was 
thrown in a blender with Roberto Bolaño’s 2666, and 
then lightly seasoned with the bitter flavour of Horacio 
Castellanos Moya. In other words: Pola Oloixarac is one of 
my new favourite writers’ Andrew Martin, author of Cool 
for America

‘One of the few writers I cannot live without. Mona is 
that novel that, once finished, leaves its reader perfectly, 
beautifully undone. Part mystery, part send-up of a literary 
world, part journey into night, Mona reminds us that no 
matter how far you fly, the past is always near’ Junot Díaz, 
author of The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao

‘One of the great writers of the internet, the only country 
larger than Argentina’ Joshua Cohen, author of The Netanyahus

‘A satirical comedy, a harrowing psychological portrait 
and a philosophical indictment of the hubris of now’ Siri 
Hustvedt, author of What I Loved
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Mnemosyne, one must admit, has shown  

herself to be a very careless girl.

— vladimir nabokov,  Speak, Memory
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1.

Come thirsty, and bring an appetite for Nordic deli-
catessen!”

This was the last line of the invitation she’d 
found in her campus mailbox. The Meeting was scheduled 
to start on Thursday, but writers traveling from abroad were 
supposed to arrive the day before. Sweden’s biggest news-
paper was organizing a special reception in conjunction with 
the local chapter of PEN. The occasion for these festivities 
was the presentation of the Basske- Wortz Prize, the most 
important literary award in Europe and one of the most 
prestigious in the world. The dress code for the event was 
something they called “smart casual,” which probably meant 
the men were supposed to wear a blazer.

Mona calmly advanced through the crowd at the airport. 
Behind her sunglasses she wavered between substances, hav-
ing drowned the pasty residue of Valium on her parched 
tongue with hot black coffee. Half a pill to cross the United 
States, another half to cross the Atlantic, and a tiny bit more 
for the connection from Paris to Stockholm. In California it 
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was impossible to get her hands on any Valium— not unless 
she went all the way to Tijuana. So her shrink sent regular 
shipments from Lima. A side effect of the drug was that it 
seemed to slow her movements— something she thought 
made her look more elegant.

Can we talk?
Mona wore a beige raincoat, black leggings, and white 

sneakers. She was relatively tall. Strands of smooth brown 
hair cascaded from one side of a loose bun. Nobody could 
have mistaken her for a lawyer or a businesswoman— nothing 
in her appearance projected that degree of formality. And  
despite her serious demeanor there was something about her 
that was just a little off. The only visible trait that identified 
her as a writer was, perhaps, her terrible eyesight. Mona’s 
prescription sunglasses were always filthy, but she was so 
farsighted that she never noticed. She removed them and 
squinted: her flight was on time, ten minutes until boarding.

Are you at home?
Unanswered texts accumulated on her phone, buzzing 

like a wasp in her pocket. Anyone watching might have seen 
her glance over her shoulder several times, as though she 
suspected someone might be following her.

You can’t just run off like that. I’m coming over.
Boarding began, organized by flyer status. A few min-

utes later, Mona was in her seat. She loved flying. As the 
fuselage rose, her thoughts were free to roam the spongy 
terrain of clouds. She liked the feeling of being trapped in an 
ocean of air, unreachable, left to her own electronic devices, 
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imprisoned and free at the same time. Takeoff elevated her 
to a spiritual plane. She couldn’t resist the impulse to say a 
few Ave Marias: memories of her days as a Catholic school-
girl suffused her brain like a third drug. (In Lima, all the girls 
dressed in navy blue. They’d thrown her out of that school, 
too. Called it a medical leave.) Mona closed her eyes and 
imagined the aircraft rattled by a hurricane, then descending 
into the depths, dissolving into the blue immensity before fi-
nally exploding underwater. She’d simply cease to exist, with 
the incomplete masterpiece follow- up to her debut novel 
marooned on the laptop that would perish alongside her in 
the icy void. She found the idea relaxing.

Mona slumped back into her seat and massaged her 
neck. Her nearest neighbor was across the aisle. He resem-
bled a giant toad.

You can’t escape. We need to talk.
Was she escaping? she wondered, smiling to herself as 

she cracked the seal on a miniature bottle of Stoli. Enter-
ing  through her earphones, Mina’s “Malatia” (Il Capola-
voro  Collection: Second Part) coursed through her body, the 
sound disseminating like an additional narcotic. Her phone 
was calm now, a sleeping animal. Even if a few messages con-
tinued buzzing in her head, the switch to airplane mode had 
begun to have its soothing effect.

One explanation, she reasoned, was that madness had 
overtaken her. But it wasn’t such a clear- cut case. Her 
sensei, the chair of the Department of Romance and Ibero- 
American Literatures, knew exactly where she’d gone. And 
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she was still in touch with her students. Or at least with 
Raoul, her favorite, who’d written to find out how she was 
doing. He told her that her behavior— a professor who con-
sidered her a threat had called it her “disappearance”— was 
considered inexplicable. She knew her sensei had written to 
her, too. But she’d given up on her Stanford inbox, which was 
filling with reminders of her obligations as a foreigner in the 
United States. Instead she set it to auto- reply: I won’t be read-
ing emails for a while. Not reading emails, in the heart of Sil-
icon Valley, was tantamount to declaring oneself dead. The 
truth— or, rather, what she told herself at the time was the 
truth— was that she’d started writing one of those terrifying, 
brilliant, and dangerous books: a mantis lying in wait for its 
prey, half camouflaged by its own beauty, poised to attack. 
And now the book was starting to eat her alive.

Mona had arrived at Stanford not long after the waves 
she made with her debut novel tossed her onto the beach of 
a certain impetuous prestige—and at a time when being a 
“woman of color,” in the vade mecum of American racism, 
began to confer a chic sort of cultural capital. American uni-
versities shared certain essential values with historic zoos, 
where diversity was a mark of attraction and distinction. By 
playing the part of an overeducated Latina adrift in Trump’s 
America, Mona experienced academic captivity as a sort of 
serene freedom. 

North American universities asked all doctoral candi-
dates, upon application, to reveal their “ethnicity.” Mona had 
clicked “Hispanic, Indigenous” and typed “Inca” in the box 
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underneath. This was Silicon Valley, right? She might as well 
try to Lean In. Anchoring her identity to a brutal and exqui-
site empire about which so little was known would provide 
her with an ideal costume for the university’s tribal mas-
querade. She’d been born in Peru, but claiming indigenous 
ancestry in any other context would’ve been outrageous— 
much like calling herself a “person of color” anytime prior 
to her arrival in the United States. There was a niche sort 
of  glamour to it, like being a rare specimen of an endangered 
species— as though her mysterious DNA were a tiara en-
crusted with rare pearls, and the universities each a massive 
ark navigating the Great Flood of the United States, hero-
ically fulfilling their mission to save two of each beast. Strictly 
speaking, Mona preferred to think of herself as more of a 
mermaid, that cross between the fantastic and the inexplica-
ble whose true habitat was beneath the waterline, among the 
drowned. She couldn’t help feeling like an outside observer, 
a mermaid tourist. Anyway, the whole charade was just a bi-
zarre exercise in academic bureaucracy. And besides that, the 
selection of a racial subtype for “Hispanic” was obligatory.

Mona’s identitarian fantasy was quite well received on 
campus (it related to her research topic) and offered her 
the opportunity to advance her career merely by being 
 herself— as much herself as humanly possible. Later she re-
alized it would have been even more advantageous to add 
on some kind of physical disability— a slight but evident 
defect— but nobody’s perfect.

Even so, Mona enjoyed a unique advantage on campus: 
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her intellectual pedigree was well established by the time she 
arrived. The august critic Jorge Rufini had called her debut 
novel a “radical phenomenon” in a Cuban cultural journal of 
distinction: the literary Chanel of the Latin American left. 
The journal retained an indelible sophistication for  having 
been founded by Fidel Castro as a cultural arm of the Cuban 
Revolution. Mona liked to imagine the back issues stack-
ing up in the leader’s bathroom. What Rufini liked about 
her novel— what he called its “vital commitment”— was 
its marriage of politics and literature, the sancta sanctorum 
of the Latin American Boom. Such a commitment, Rufini 
complained, had become “painfully rare” in her generation. 
This was an implicit snub of what other critics were calling 
“micropolitics” and “autofiction”: two among the many in-
tellectual currents that for Rufini (erstwhile editor of Julio 
Cortázar and beloved friend to many of the previous cen-
tury’s towering authors) were in fact so micro that they be-
longed to the category of literary microbes, sub- entities to 
which no one needed to pay the slightest attention. That 
was why Rufini offered his services as her Stanford sensei, 
catapulting Mona to the status of some kind of savior hold-
ing down the front lines of literature: the legitimate heiress 
to the Boom, a young tigress of that feral breed resulting 
from that marriage of guns and books, scioness of the only 
respectable aristocracy in Latin America.

There’s no one else like you. Why are you hiding?
But at this exact moment, #rightnow in Mona’s life, the 

principal subject wasn’t so much the book she’d already 
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written, but the one she couldn’t finish writing— or, depend-
ing on the day, the utter falsity of her literary persona and 
the total lie she was living. “Just a bunch of shit to distract 
from the real problem, which is that she doesn’t have any 
fucking idea how to tell a story.” Someone said this about 
her on Facebook, in the comments under one of Rufini’s 
posts about her novel. Reading it, Mona could feel the pix-
elated words burning into her heart even as she instinctively 
wrote them off, answering only by way of an ironic comment 
posted under one of  her fake Facebook identities— the avatars 
through which the troll hemisphere of her brain found free 
expression.

I’m a part of your life. There’s no denying it.
Mona’s trolling profiles all had their own particular ap-

petites, and some could become rather explosive in combi-
nation with her cannabinoid repertoire. The dom troll had 
a taste for White Recluse, a tetrahydrocannabinol of the 
highest voltage, engineered to hurl the user into an internal 
maelstrom, where she might better withstand the harsh re-
alities of the year 2017. Mona took the advice of her chief 
troll and started vaping it daily. White Recluse was designed 
to obliterate every trace of paranoia, so a puff was enough 
to keep Mona’s personalities split for six hours straight. 
She spent the time wrapped in a haze thick enough to get 
through classes and department events meant to facilitate 
“networking,” a word Americans used to describe socializing 
with colleagues, as though they needed a concept to justify 
kindness and camaraderie at work.
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What Mona enjoyed most about vaping was the furtive 
impunity. From far away, and even up close, it just looked 
like she was holding a pen. The wisp trailing from her mouth 
was hardly visible, and if anyone asked, she could say it was 
just apple flavoring. Mona could vape out in the open, for 
anyone to see— a behavior that had been definitively prohib-
ited. Getting away with it only confirmed her suspicion that 
she was completely invisible. Nonexistent.

Mona usually saved her cyber hate rounds for nightfall in 
South America, when it was still afternoon in Palo Alto, where 
the California sun beat down upon the land without remorse. 
Eventually she’d power down her phone and fire up  the vape, 
while in another dimension of collective consciousness— of 
which she certainly formed a part, and from which she’d never 
have the guts to escape— her digital self, now rendered de-
fenseless, was thrashed and dragged. Mona nibbled the tip of 
her vape and hoisted herself back outside, shuffling her feet 
down the broad avenues, which in reality were street- level 
highways completely devoid of human life.

You know you can’t just leave me like this.
Sometimes Mona ended up at the Palo Alto Caltrain sta-

tion, where trains to San Francisco stopped. She’d sit on a 
bench and watch people get on and off the trains, stare at the 
empty tracks, and ruminate over the details of her possible 
demise: there she’d be, flat on her back as the travelers nudged 
her, checked for a pulse, patted her down, and searched her 
pockets for ID. They’d call Stanford, her beloved sensei, the 
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academic secretary. And her body? Obviously the most logi-
cal thing was to donate it to science: the body of the deceased 
nonwhite Hispanic- Inca Latina of color would  belong, of 
course, to the university. They wouldn’t just cremate her— 
would they? Wouldn’t that be a shame, a waste? What pa-
rameters would they use to distinguish her body from waste? 
If she were run over by a train, of course, it would totally 
destroy her lady parts. Of what use to science could she be 
in that case? And getting sawed in half under the Caltrain 
would be a breach of her university fellowship . . .  No: it was 
better to remain a woman, Hispanic, South American, body 
intact, praise be to Saint Judith Fucking Butler. Mona imag-
ined blond and Indian doctors in their white coats, stupefied 
by her luxurious but inert tits. Her thoughts segued into an 
elaborate postmortem orgy at Stanford  Medical Center.

After the most recent of these episodes, a sordid sequence 
that unraveled into a total blackout, Mona had woken up on 
the platform. The California cannabis she consumed was 
top- notch.

When I close my eyes, I see you. With me.
She lifted a hand: her hair was stuck to the cement, 

her head a swamp. She didn’t remember how she got there. 
Brain fog muddled the furniture, the bar. Light and dark 
shapes jumbled together, the avalanche after the earthquake. 
Her hands felt their way down her body: wet and cold. 
Something had happened, something horrible she couldn’t 
remember. Her arm ached. She looked down to discover 
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shredded, livid flesh. Her phone let out a hoarse whistle: it, 
too, was a survivor.

She went home and took a long shower, boiling hot, and 
hugged herself under the jets. She felt like she’d fallen several 
stories onto the pavement and absorbed the impact into her 
body. She stepped out of the shower and looked in the mir-
ror: a violet blotch was spreading across her neck. Her face 
was intact, but her body looked like it had been rendered by 
Egon Schiele— or like a figure from one of Schiele’s paint-
ings who’d just crawled out of a car wreck. She didn’t remem-
ber anything about a car, or having injected any Egon Schiele 
into her veins. She didn’t remember a thing.

Maybe the pain was a pupa inside her, Mona thought: 
an amorphous substance awaiting the formation of a new 
exoskeleton. She recalled a viral video she’d seen hundreds 
of times, of a praying mantis slowly shedding its skin. If 
I go on like this, if I can go on like this— she said aloud— I 
might transform into something else. Alert to the sound of 
her voice, Mona’s phone buzzed in reply. It was Google, sug-
gesting that she check in for her flight. How could she have 
forgotten? The festival. Sweden. The Basske- Wortz Prize, for 
which she had been nominated.

Mona tied a silk handkerchief around her neck, cover-
ing the dark mark. She turned to gaze at her nude profile: 
at least she looked thin. And if she won the Basske- Wortz? 
She untied the silk handkerchief and arranged her things 
on the bed: European passport, wallet, several pairs of under-
wear  (purple, black, green, and red), and enough decent 
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makeup to disguise her Egon Schiele deformities. How long 
did bruises last? She put on a black bra and pink panties, 
flounced onto the mattress, pulled her knees to her chest, 
and twirled her slender ankles, creating spirals with toenails 
painted in Chanel’s Rouge Radical. Her left foot curved deli-
cately toward the right, her toes lined up like a sinister family 
of faceless dwarves: Our warmest congratulations, Miss Mona 
Tarrile- Byrne. The world is yours.
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2.

Two hundred thousand euros, thirteen finalists, one 
winner. Hailing from all four corners of the earth, 
the finalists convened for the Great Meeting: 

Sweden’s most prestigious literary festival, held to commem-
orate the legacy of Edmond Virgil Basske- Wortz, Alfred 
 Nobel’s best friend. And if she won? She’d ditch Stanford for 
good and make straight for the jungle, penetrating deep into 
the forest until she lost herself in the wetlands of the Brazil-
ian Pantanal. If you moved to the Pantanal, you could survive 
on a hundred dollars a year and then use the rest of the money 
treating all the infections and diseases you’d contract. You could 
easily spend the remainder of your life in the jungle— because 
you wouldn’t last long! Great idea! Silenced on her phone, Anto-
nio’s voice prattled on in her head. Airplane mode was ideal 
for guys like him, the ones who felt the need to comment 
incessantly on her life.

She unbuckled her seat belt, unclasped the gold pillbox 
where she kept her mints, and sucked on another sliver of 
Valium. On the other side of the aisle, toad- man was stealing 
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furtive glances at the passing flight attendants. Beside him, 
a woman slept with her head lolling against his shoulder. 
Mona inserted her earbuds (“Addicted to Love,” Ciccone 
Youth) and slid her phone, snakelike, to the front of her leg-
gings, so that the little hole for the charger was perpendic-
ular to her clit. She closed her eyes. Pleasurable sensations 
accompanied her shift into Spa Mindset as she visualized the 
Meeting and the little golden basket containing the Basske- 
Wortz Prize, on the other side of the rainbow.

Her daydream adopted the aesthetic of a traditional Nor-
dic porno: men in the sauna, barely covered by their towels, 
watching as she got boned in a frenzy of ecstatic alcoholism 
and barbituric delight. She didn’t derive pleasure from any of 
the specific actions performed by her partners: there wasn’t 
really a sequence of actions to follow in the first place. Rather, 
it was the sensation of losing consciousness that Mona as-
sociated with pleasure. She saw herself emerging from the 
sauna, on the brink of fainting and having lost nearly all mus-
cular control, wrapped in a cotton robe that opened to reveal 
her leg, kissed and caressed by her first (and then a second, 
and a third) new cock- friend. As a native of Lima, she used 
to call them pililas, but after her first Argentine boyfriend, 
she’d started using the Argentine slang pija. Dicks were ra-
dars of attention, erotic antennae made for detecting every 
contour of desire in their surroundings. Lustrous and pink, 
the burning regions of her lusty, addicted chola body opened 
up. Toad- man was watching, wise to the scene. Mona didn’t 
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care. She wasn’t into toadies, but it didn’t matter. She could 
 perfectly well empathize with the sexual desire she awakened 
in others, toad- men included: she found herself arousing, 
too. If there was no reason to separate them, she reasoned, 
then points of view could overlap, hysteria and sexual ex-
citement blending together. Mona was so stoned that she 
popped an upper to counteract the pleasure- induced torpor. 
As if the festival were a suitable occasion for the best pretend 
party of her life, she was completely fucked up by the time 
she deplaned in Stockholm with her smart little carry- on.

The enchantment of arriving in the Stockholm airport 
for the first time offered Mona sufficient consolation after 
someone slammed into her with a luggage cart (another 
bruise  .  .  .   how long do bruises remain on the body?), but 
back in Paris she’d barely been able to repress a pained cry 
when security confiscated a toiletry case full of little luxu-
ries she bought during the connection at Charles de Gaulle. 
The security agent, possibly from Marseille, gave her an un-
derstanding look to acknowledge the loss (Chanel and Clar-
ins!), as if to say, Sorry, you know the rules. Mona splayed her 
arms and cracked the vertebrae in her neck as she submitted 
to the palpitations of another agent, a blonde with her hair 
pulled into a ponytail. When the blonde detected something 
hard near her crotch— a modest but nevertheless visible 
protuberance in her leggings— Mona shrugged, pretending 
she didn’t understand French, so that the agent would have 
to insert a hand into her pocket. The blonde’s fingers moved 
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toward her crotch as Mona gazed at the distant ceiling, C’est 
mon argent, vous comprenez, arms stretched into a crucifix. 
The agent gently caressed the trapped coins.

At arrivals in Stockholm, a stooped, gray man held a 
piece of cardboard displaying Mona’s name. He introduced 
himself as Sturluson, “Like Snorri— only a bit younger.” 
He smiled, managing to frown a bit at the same time, like a 
friendly Siberian dog. Touched by this kind welcome, Mona 
smiled and gave him a hug. Sturluson made excuses for his 
Spanish. It wasn’t as good as it used to be: lately he’d devoted 
himself to the study of medieval Castilian, and his Spanish 
had never been the same— nor would it ever be— since he’d 
translated the Quixote to Swedish and, later, to Finnish.

These little tidbits of information were the antechamber 
through which one had to pass in preparation for the Meet-
ing and the Basske- Wortz Prize. That people as erudite and 
excellent as the Swedish/Finnish translator of the Quixote 
would spend their time collecting guests from the airport 
was offered as proof that this festival was as literary as could 
be: a veritable labor of love, undertaken by a priesthood con-
vened by the very gods of books and talent. It was all meant 
to make the guests feel they were at home and among friends, 
literati comme il faut. And Snorri, for one, seemed perfectly 
comfortable with the code of false modesty in force, citing 
his accomplishments in the form of apologies for slight de-
ficiencies in his linguistic superpowers. He continued by ex-
cusing himself for failing to have mastered the subtleties of 
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Peruvian argot: he had only passing knowledge of Spanish 
from the colonies.

They were interrupted by the arrival of Philippe Laval, 
the latest sensation in French literature. He and Mona had 
been on the same flight from Paris, but Mona only now no-
ticed his circular black Ray- Bans inscribed within the larger 
pale circle of his face. Philippe’s nose reposed upon little pil-
lows of pallid flesh; he smiled briefly, offering his incipient 
baldness in a little bow. A Breton, Mona surmised, desper-
ately hoping she hadn’t already reached the summit of the 
Meeting’s sex appeal. The other writer in Snorri’s charge, an 
Algerian, was flying in from Qatar and had gone ahead to 
baggage claim. They’d have to wait for him. They each stood 
beside their elegant carry- ons; Mona couldn’t evade a hot 
burst of Philippe’s breath.

When he arrived, Khalil Al- Azem pressed everyone’s 
hands between his palms in a warm greeting. He wiped a 
handkerchief across his forehead, marveling at what a fan-
tastic flight he’d had: a flight attendant had read one of his 
novels, recognized his name, and bumped him up to pre-
mium economy: two hundred TV channels, excellent ser-
vice. The Qatari airline was the absolute best.

In the car, Mona started feeling nauseated and mentally 
calculated how quickly she’d be able to roll down the win-
dow and stick her head out to barf. Up front, Snorri and 
Khalil were engaged in an animated conversation about The 
Thousand and One Nights. Laval seemed to have fallen asleep 
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behind his Ray- Bans. Mona lowered her window. Fresh air 
caressed her eyelids with restorative gentleness. It was air 
that had swept across ice— indigo iceberg effluvia— and she 
found herself imagining Sweden as a giant ice floe she could 
press her entire body against, as if it were her lover.

At the welcome party, the visiting writers were received 
by the Minister of Culture, a cordial skinny woman with 
short gelled hair, sharp eyewear, and the general systematic 
air of a Wall Street lesbian. She addressed them in English: 
“Writers from Russia, Armenia, Germany, Iran, Israel, Mace-
donia, Peru, Algeria, South Korea, Japan, Albania, Italy, 
France, and Colombia! We are delighted to have you here 
in Sweden and hope that you’ll enjoy the Meeting, which 
will begin tomorrow morning. The Basske- Wortz Prize will 
be given to one of you at the close of four days of rich con-
versation. Although only one author will take home the two 
hundred thousand euros, the fact that each of you has been 
nominated— and that you are all now here with us— is a 
literary achievement of its own, as well as a special honor for 
the organizers of this Meeting.” The minister then thanked 
everyone in Swedish, explaining that her English was “just 
for business,” and that since their subject was literature— 
that labor of love— she would prefer to speak French, which 
happened to be her favorite language, as she loved French lit-
erature. She then proceeded to commit various acts of gory 
violence against French grammar and pronunciation. Mona 
amused herself by watching Philippe, who wore a tragic ex-
pression and appeared to be engaged in a careful study of 
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the floor. The other guests descended upon the buffet while 
Mona, who still wasn’t done with her bender, sipped a cool 
glass of cava. Since none of her clothes were visible under-
neath her raincoat, Mona’s outfit made her look like a flasher. 
Sheltered behind her cava glass, she assessed the contingent 
of writers who would be her company for the next several 
days. But soon she tired of speculation, and she wasn’t feel-
ing particularly social. She Google Mapped her way back to 
the hotel.

Can we talk? I’ll be on Skype.
Stockholm’s streets were a blue, deserted maze. A coat of 

moisture covered the entire city, giving the cobblestones a 
cinematic luster. Mona’s boots didn’t have decent traction, 
causing her to slip repeatedly. The more she slid, the more 
she hurried. She clasped the key to her Palo Alto apartment 
as her phone continued buzzing, alerting her to the arrival of 
messages that would go unanswered. She felt faint at several 
points along the way.

You know what the worst part is? I’m worried about you, 
Mona.

Back in her hotel room, Mona stretched out on the 
firm, tightly made bed. She untied the handkerchief around 
her neck and touched her left shoulder, which burned and 
ached, as if the pain were migrating through her body. How 
long do bruises last? She turned on the bathroom light and 
switched off the others, leaving the room in shadows. She 
thought it might be nice to vomit, just to clean out her system, 
but she lacked the proper motivation. She rolled onto her 
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stomach, puffed her vape, and sprawled across the length of 
the firm bed. The harsh glare of her computer screen illu-
minated her buttocks, two gently rolling hills. On Skype, an 
avatar tittered in green: incoming call.

Mi senti? Mi senti?
Mona peeled off the Band- Aid she kept over the 

 camera— it was how she protected herself from potential 
spies, hackers, and literary enemies. She had thirty unread 
messages from Antonio, which she deleted immediately. 
He wasn’t the one calling.

“Mona, mi senti?”
On- screen, greeting her shirtless in Italian, was Franco. 

He knew the language of Dante aroused her. Franco was the 
kind of Italian you could only find in the United States, or 
really anywhere outside Italy. Or, as Franco more succinctly 
put it: he was tall. The fundamental axis of his existence was 
to prove that, no, Italians aren’t all warm, friendly, or sweet. 
Or maybe they are, but only when they’re low to the ground 
and have even lower self- esteem. Like a cat, Franco moved 
with the sun, always finding the exact spot where his blond 
head would shine fluorescent in the light. He let his eyelids 
droop with a melancholic air, confident in his ability to con-
jure the image of vintage Marcello Mastroianni.

Mona licked her lips. She crossed and uncrossed her 
stockinged legs, a little detail that she thought Franco would 
like. She felt ravishing in a way that he couldn’t fully appreci-
ate, as she then confirmed by slipping her fingers underneath 
her silk panties. (Maybe more ravishing than usual, because 
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she’d forgotten to bathe.) Franco and Antonio overlapped: 
it wasn’t unusual for them both to be jiggling green on her 
screen at the same time. That, however, was all they had in 
common. The thought derailed her: Mona didn’t want to 
think about Antonio. She’d banished him and anything hav-
ing to do with him to total ostracism, perpetual airplane 
mode. As soon as she so much as sensed his presence— via 
one of his constant messages— she hit delete and mentally 
clicked Empty Trash. Franco, on the other hand, was much 
more appealing— and the Italian language drove her wild.

Mona met Franco during a semester in Princeton, where 
she was finishing a master’s before switching coasts for 
Stanford. The department at Princeton fostered a certain 
camaraderie among the students by making sure wine, 
cheese, and cookies were always on hand at lectures, to lure 
famished graduate students into attendance. Life at Amer-
ican universities was hard, and especially so at Princeton. 
Far from their natural habitats, the Latin Americans there 
passed through periods of numbness. Frozen alive, they re-
sponded only to the monastic discipline demanded by the 
academy, which supplied their spartan shelter and stipends. 
Inside they burned with the memory of human contact, the 
feeling of what it was like to be among other people. Mona 
and Franco had exchanged fancy credentials before a lecture, 
then sized each other up at a few rows’ distance. Franco 
slipped out of the room just before the talk started. Through 
the half- opened door, Mona watched him fill his backpack 
with cookies and leftover Gouda. During the lecture, titled 
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“The Late- Medieval Amazonian Culture: Perspectives and 
Omissions,” she forgot about him completely. She was 
busy annotating references for an essay she was concocting 
about the part of the Amazon basin that remained hidden 
after the Conquest— a secret world that had resisted the 
arrival of Europe from within the impregnable darkness of 
the jungle. The Amazon fascinated her because there, any-
thing that seemed real, sacred, and existent, dissolved . . .  and 
Mona knew with visceral certainty that hiding within that 
slippery monstrosity was a world beyond time: the cave, 
the real and actual Platonic Cave that rendered every other 
theory of knowledge mere illusion. The only way of finding 
this cave in Western culture was first to leave that culture 
behind. The hidden Amazonic giant had a spirit of its own; it 
electrified her, assured her that everything was still possible, 
waiting to be done, hidden only for the time being, encoded 
in a lineage of texts obscuri per obscuriam that only her finger 
could trace. After the talk, Mona dispensed with the idea of 
assailing the presenter with questions, preferring instead to 
reorder her profuse notes. She crossed and uncrossed her 
long legs, sheathed in jeans. Having returned in time for the 
Q&A, Franco interpreted her behavior as a performance ex-
plicitly meant to communicate her desire to be alone with 
him. He invited her to a private party at a real speakeasy in 
town, operated by a Turkish woman who ran a bar and rou-
lette table in her garage.

They split a cab to the Turkish woman’s house, where 
Franco guided Mona across a back patio adorned with a 
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woodpile and some overgrown grass. Mona followed him, 
delighted to place her trust in a tall, hip Italian. She’d never 
been to this part of town, a humble neighborhood full of 
simple homes.

They came to a porch streaked with mildew, where Franco 
spoke the password. Someone said, Hey, and the Turkish 
woman unlocked the door. They followed her through the 
kitchen, where two children, hunched over brown plates, 
watched them go by. In the dining room, a group of men 
played cards in silence. Mona and Franco arrived at an im-
provised bar with seats upholstered in a strident, flowery 
pattern.

They drew up to the corner of the bar and ordered two 
Glenlivets, neat. After the Turkish woman showed the way 
to the bathroom, Mona disappeared down a hallway and 
returned fresh, her black, sleek silk top over gray jeans 
cinched with a pleather belt to accentuate her waistline— 
and therefore, her booty. She was the only woman in the 
whole place— that is, aside from the proprietress, who peri-
odically came and went from the kitchen with a tray, trading 
empty glasses for full ones. She was acting the part of self- 
sacrificing nanny to the guys playing blackjack in the din-
ing room. As they sipped their Glens, Mona started telling 
Franco about her vision of Andean literature coming down 
the mountain like a violent rockslide. She told him about 
Runasimi, the language of the people— and how it was 
the talisman of a future literature, because it obliterated the 
rancid music of the world as they knew it (the white man’s 
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fake news). The whiskey loosened her tongue as well as her 
hands, which moved up and down, offering glimpses of her 
lavender bra. But Franco didn’t seem to notice when her bra 
made its several appearances. His Mastroianni gaze floated 
in the distance, in the direction of the Turk’s bathroom. He 
listened to Mona with a somewhat serious, academic expres-
sion until he stuck his tongue down her throat by way of 
counterargument.

On Skype, Franco was in nothing but boxers. He gazed 
at the camera as he slowly massaged his cock with delicate 
movements, as though it were a tubular little teddy bear. 
Mona arched her back like a cat, trying to fit her stockings 
in the frame behind her proffered ass. They’d met in English 
but usually spoke to one another in Spanish.

“I told you what Gabriela said to me, right?” (Franco 
smoothed his blond coif, a hypotenuse that angled down to 
the tip of his cock at the bottom of her screen.)

“No.” (Mona shaped her mouth into a kiss.)
Franco’s cock wavered in the air, annoyed.
“Really? I didn’t tell you? She said that the field would 

never be the same . . .  after my paper is published.”
“She actually said that?”
“I already submitted it for MLA. I’m going to revolu-

tionize the field with this paper. Seriously. Vieni più vicino al 
cazzo.”

Franco brought his dick closer to the camera and softly 
sang a verse from Cavalcanti (Va tu, leggera e piana / dritt’a 
la donna mia). Mona touched her pussy, focusing the frame 
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on its triangular shape. She’d waxed a few days beforehand 
and her pores grazed the pink fabric of her panties like the 
wet snouts of tiny rabbits. Mona caressed herself until a cold 
blast overpowered her: Antonio’s icon jumped (three new 
missed calls) and her mind went blank. Obeying her re-
flexes, she blocked him. Mona closed her eyes, trying to get 
back into the scene. When she reopened them, Franco was 
staring intently at something else on his screen, focused on 
something that wasn’t her.
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