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The Doppelgangers
The longest we lived in one place was seven months. 
My parents suffered from wanderlust. I didn’t know there was a term for their condition until I was ten and I found the word in a dictionary. It kind of made sense that they’d be under the thrall of some weird German and hard to pronounce disease, seeing as my dad was an intellectual snob and suffering from run-of-the-mill idiocy would be a bit too ignoble to bear.  

Later on I met the doppelgangers and that explained even more. Or maybe it didn’t. Who knows. 
#

It started with the Mexican debt crisis of 1982. One day we had a house and one day we didn’t. Oddly enough I don’t think my parents minded that much. Something in them had been itching to roll out maps, set forth and conquer new territory. 
We packed the cactus, the books and a couple of suitcases and headed away. 

For the first few years it was fun. We went down to the coast and I got to start a seashell collection. My mother braided my hair as we rode the car and the radio blared the songs they liked and my parents sang to them. Then we moved further south and it was warmer and we lazily slipped into the Yucatan peninsula. But by the time we were heading out of Veracruz I was fed up with the constant shuffle. 

The apartments we took were bare of almost any furniture because we wouldn’t be there long enough to accumulate possessions.  We didn’t even unpack much of our stuff anymore. And though they said it would be different this time around, this time we’d settle and plant some roots, that it would all be better soon, I knew my parents were liars.  

I didn’t even have the cactus – it had rotted away from overwatering.  

I think it might have been my anger which brought the doppelgangers but I can’t really say. They were there one day, like mushrooms sprouting after the rain and boy, was that a rainy September. Mexico City should have been exciting but with my soggy socks and the second-hand uniform I had to wear to school, all the excitement died away. 

It was a private school. Catholic. But my aunt insisted on it and she was, after all, paying for my education, though her generosity did not extend to a new uniform. 

Things had gone worse than expected in Jalapa. Short of cash, my parents turned to my dad’s sister for assistance.  Aunt Carolina had money to spare, but would not part with it without making some explicit demands. That included a proper Catholic school for me.

My dad was a journalist and a bibliophile. My mother a photographer.  I still have some of her photographs from back then. Black and white images which show the long, empty stretches of highway, the changing Mexican landscape. 
My dad went to work for a small printer of school books. My mother went to work part-time as a cashier. 
My mother was supposed to pick me up after school, but she was often tardy. She had an innate inability to tell time and seemed to function on an entirely different schedule than the rest of the world. Active at three a.m., out of bed by noon. This had not been much of an issue before, but now, with my dad employed full-time and my mother with her part-time job – they had been freelancers before – she had to pick me up and she was late. 

The nuns at school, who had the gentle touch of scorpions, glared at her, white teeth bared, whenever she appeared, heels clicking. 

It didn’t matter how much I begged her to be on time, she never listened. 

One afternoon, as I waited after school long after the rest of my classmates, I saw my mother and father across the street.  They were holding a large umbrella. I thought it was odd than they’d both come for me.
A few minutes later my mother arrived. She was all wet. She didn’t have an umbrella and was cursing – she cursed often and loudly – about her employer, that bitch who snapped her fingers at her. 
I asked her what had happened to her umbrella and she said she’d lost it two days ago.

We got into the beat up car that was a source of shame to me. Everyone else had a fancier vehicle. I pressed my face against the window and looked out at the shiny, new cars going by and I wished we could go to Acapulco. We never vacationed. There was no money for such frivolities and, anyway my father liked to remind us, Acapulco was for the bourgeois.
#

We lived in aunt Carolina’s house, a large, old structure wallpapered in different shades of yellow. It was a very dignified home. Aunt Carolina echoed it in her prim dresses with flower patterns and her sensible shoes. My mother, who’d fallen in love in university and subsequently dropped out and married my father, seemed to be removed an entire generation from Carolina even though they were close in age.

My mother was pretty and bubbly. She liked to dress in tight jeans and tighter shirts, take photographs, and spend plenty of time going out at nights. My aunt did not approve of this, especially the going out at night because my father had a job to attend to and they couldn’t very well take off as they did before, could they?

My father agreed and nodded and said his sister was a smart woman, but he still found way too many excuses to drink and when aunt Carolina wasn’t looking he’d slip into his favourite leather jacket and trot off to read at the park or play pool and smoke cigarettes. Talking about Camus never made anyone a single peso, and the result was any extra money we had went towards books, drinks and smokes.        
My father took me with him to the pool hall sometimes. I was only a kid, but there were plenty of youths there anyway and nobody enforced the sign that said “minors will not be allowed in the premises.” 
He liked to talk philosophy and literature while he played with Seferino, a high school teacher with a high-pitched voice, and Tomas, a translator of French novels.  

I’d listen to them, never understanding a word, and drank lots of lime sodas until it was time to go back to the house.  Other kids at my school could say their dad had taken them horseback riding or bought them a new toy during the weekend, but all I could claim was a couple of lime sodas and his back turned to me while he shot an eight ball. 

One evening when we were heading home – my father was talking about the book he’d read the day before, his words slightly slurred – I caught sight of a man who looked exactly like him walking on the opposite side of the street. The man was wearing a very nice suit and shiny shoes and his hair was slicked back, cut short instead of tied in a ponytail. He carried a briefcase. 
I tugged at my father’s arm, trying to make him look, but he didn’t and then the man turned the corner. 

My dad laughed with his deep, vibrant voice and he said he had a few pesos and we could stop to buy a hot plantain from the street seller pushing his little cart. 

#

They had a kermesse at school and all the mothers made treats, cooked tamales and prepared orchata water. Not my mother. She could mix all the right chemicals to develop negatives but she couldn’t – or wouldn’t – produce a platter of tostadas. The result was that I was the only kid at school that didn’t bring any food. To top it off my mother had braided my hair and I didn’t like it anymore because the other kids said I looked like an Indian, like the maid’s kid. 
I stared at the colourful stands with their signs made on pieces of cardboard and their paper flowers. I stared at the mothers behind the stands and their children. 
I saw my mother’s double by a food stand wearing a conservative beige blouse and small earrings, very much unlike my real mother with her tights shirts, the loud laughter, the cheap jewellery she liked to wear, the camera resting on her hip. 

The double stared at me.  

#

My mother worked in a shop in the Zona Rosa – formerly an area of upscale boutiques, most its cache now lost –  which was the worst possible location for a woman of her temperament, specially due to the strategic positioning of a camera store with all sorts of fancy filters, tripods and lenses. 

One afternoon, when we stopped by to pick her pay check, she ended up spending almost the whole of it on some camera equipment that took her fancy. When we stepped out I saw a copy of my mother ride off in a taxi, her long hair cut short, and sporting some pearls I’d never seen her wear.

That night my mother and father had a row over the camera equipment.

It was like this with them frequently. They’d yell, insult, even come to blows – if this was the case, I had to stop them – and then quickly make up in a couple of days.

I hated it and I hated them.

I pressed a pillow over my head until I heard a door slam shut. After a little while I stepped towards the window, staring at the moon and wondering if all the other kids had to deal with clowns like these.

Then I looked down onto the street and saw a man and a woman staring up at me. I placed my hand against the glass, as if greeting them, but then grew afraid and returned to bed.  

#

The bitter rain continued to fall, clogging sewers and causing floods, threatening to return Mexico City to the swamp from which it had risen.

The nuns’ lessons were stale and my mind wandered when they spoke. Because it rained so much we couldn’t have recess in the little courtyard. We ate our lunch at our desks and were supposed to read quietly instead of playing games.

I read a thick dictionary. I loved learning the meaning of words. That’s how I had come upon wanderlust and many other interesting definitions. My father, himself a lover of words, gave me a piece of bubble gum for every difficult word I acquired. 

That day, as the rain sang its litany, I found a new word. It was chance. My hands opening the dictionary to a random page, a finger falling upon the letters. Doppelgänger. An evil double. An alter ego.
I looked across the street that afternoon – my mother was late, again – and saw a man and a woman with my parents’ faces. They nodded at me. I nodded in return.

#

Aunt Carolina had dinner parties twice a month. She ordered tiny little breads and salty crackers from the nearby bakery, and cousins and friends I had never met descended upon the house. They men all wore suits and ties and were all licenciado something, all slightly pudgy and greyed, unlike my father, who stood quiet, thin and swathed in his leather jack.

The women wore dresses similar to my aunt’s, sensible shoes and painted smiles. None of them understood my mother’s interest in installing a dark room in the house – we’d always had one before – nor her open laughter.
These people’s children were chubby, unruly, regular kids who got to go to Acapulco. We were too good for Acapulco, for these reunions, for the whole freaking world. 

The parties left my parents looking slightly frayed. They fought after them. Late at night my mother accused my father of having dragged her to Mexico City, of living like beggars. He accused her of ingratitude, of spending too much money and wearing flashy clothes and flirting loudly with everyone they bumped into.

After one memorable fight my mother took the car, threatening to drive off and never come back, succeeding only in crashing the old thing. 

In the morning my mother was tight-lipped. We boarded the bus. All the windows were misty and you couldn’t see outside. The bus was packed with people in their suits, carrying briefcases, looking straight ahead.

My mother found us a seat and we spent the ride in silence. I rubbed away the mist veiling the outside with the palm of my hand, but all I saw was greyness and rain.   

#

My father lost his job at the beginning of December. 
This made aunt Carolina angry and my mother even angrier. She had been planning to quit her own job and try to some freelancing again. My father’s sudden unemployment meant she’d have to stay. 

My father said if she wanted to split she could do it and she said she wouldn’t leave me with him, an irresponsible drunkard who couldn’t even ride the subway three stops up the street and push paper clips around a desk.

My father countered with my mother’s lack of punctuality and her unnecessary displays of bare flesh, as though she were still sixteen when she had passed thirty. 

Banging of doors, drawers empty, suitcases filled with clothes and then emptied as the inevitable making up took place.
But unlike other times it felt like they had reached a boiling point and there were fights every third day and with the posadas in full swing my father was drinking more, my mother was screaming louder and I was learning more words than I had ever learned before, just trying to bury my head in the dictionary or melt into the wallpaper. 

On December 23 they came to blows. My mother flung a vase towards my father. It hit him smack in the face. He responded by rolling up a newspaper and hitting her on the back. 
“Will you stop!” I yelled, which was what I usually yelled.
And they did, looking contrite. 

And then, after they had cooled down, my mother came looking for me and said “Sweetheart, it’ll all be better soon” and she asked if I wanted my hair braided. 
Only it was never better. That’s what they promised as we skipped from town to town, as we drove down the highway with the windows rolled down, as the years melted. 

It’ll be better soon. My parents were liars of the worst sort. 

I lay with my hands pressed against my belly, feeling a knot in my gut. Everything was quiet. I listened to my own breathing.  

Without turning on the lights I tiptoed to the front of the house and opened the door.
The doubles were waiting patiently, sitting on the steps. They walked in and went up the stairs, towards my parent’s room. I went back to bed.

#

Three weeks later my mother sold all her photo equipment and asked for a full-time position at the shop. My father, sobered up, with his hair cut and in a suit, looked much more respectable and landed a job at a paper factory writing neat productivity reports. 
They didn’t smile, but they didn’t fight either.
In July they bought a new car. We decided to drive it to Acapulco for the weekend.

As my father was swinging the suitcase inside I chanced to look behind and saw a man and a woman by the curb, looking very much like my parents. He wore a leather jacket, she had a camera strapped around her neck. 

They raised their heads, as if to signal me.

I looked away. 

THE END

