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Uriel Quesada’s bilingual short story collection, Los territorios
ausentes / Missing Territories, thrusts readers into the void. The
vanished parts of the characters’ lives reveal that there is no “art of
the return” to a mythical homeland nor to (hetero)normality. Serious
and philosophical, yet self-referential and playful, Quesada’s text is
an exercise in cognitive narratology. Through precise minimalism in
both languages, Missing Territories engages readers with narrative
“gappiness.” David Herman, Lars Bernaerts, and others have explored
narrative gaps as the connective tissue between mind and narrative.
Quesada channels this through LGBTQ+, Costa Rican, and other
traditionally marginalized identities in Latine and Latin American
letters. Through ethnographic portraits of the absurdity of the
mundane, Quesada stitches a Borgesian landscape fit for exploration
in contemporary Latine Studies courses in Spanish and/or English.
Scholars may unearth connections to cognitive, gender, joteria, and
other related studies.

The stories join solitude, immigration, bureaucracy, sexuality,
economic strife, political idealism, homecomings, the writing process,
police brutality, anti-LGBTQ+ violence and impunity, and other
themes to expose nuanced characters finding their way in the world.
Like a Hemingway story or a Mad Men episode (minus the misogyny),
solitude, loneliness, and practical and metaphorical blindness recur
in Quesada’s work. The titular story features Marcos, a tico transplant
in Los Angeles, juggling his freedom and familial obligations as his
father is going blind in Costa Rica. Marcos’ detachment from his
father symbolizes the contemporary writer’s evolution from Jorge
Luis Borges, the father of the Latin American novel.

Quesada contextualizes the social and economic turbulence
of 1990s Costa Rica to confront the nation’s image as a peaceful,
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democratic utopia. While working for a government institution
undergoing restructuring, Marcos hooks up with Vinicio, a member
of the review team. Vinicio’s eye tumor obstructs his vision literally
and figuratively when, all along, he has a girlfriend and knows Marcos
will get laid off.

In “Listening to the Master,” Tulane University students plan to
sabotage Borges’ conference. The narrator resents him for estranging
Latin Americans by becoming an inaccessible international icon.
Ironically, the narrator never confronts Borges and is overcome with
emotion —even though no one could hear Borges due to audio issues.

“Sketch Artist” and “Far Away, So Far Away” exhibit solitude
in public spaces. Alluring and mysterious figures at a café and a bar
captivate the narrators. The sketch artist through sexual connection,
and the genderless “That Person” through spiritual connection.

Second person narrators relate “God has been Generous with
Us” and “T'll Leave Tomorrow, I'll Arrive Yesterday” The former is
called Uriel, like Quesada. A bluegrass singer who abandoned West
Virginia twenty years prior, Uriel returns to locate his former banjo
player, Justino Vaca. Uriel left after Vaca’s brother, “the dynamiter,”
blew himself up to escape his solitude. The narrator nicknamed the
Zodiac sign “Cancer” introduces Candide Pardieu, a queen/dandy
throwing a going-to-jail party. His crime? Stealing antiques from
cemeteries. “Cancer” admires Pardieu’s store display window, which
recalls the salesman from “Far away...” Simultaneously, “Cancer”
addresses his partner directly, wondering where he is instead of at
the party. Here, he also acknowledges the costs of the creative process
in stating that it is impossible to live and write at the same time.
Pardieu calls him an eternal spectator. Yet, “Cancer” refuses to “stay
in yesterday” and will not be there when Pardieu is released.

The storymaking process is apparent in “Notes for a Detective
Story.” First, the narrator breaks crime author Elmore Leonard’s rule
by starting a detective story with the weather conditions. Then, he
explains that ending a story is a contrivance. Police heroism is also
debunked as a Hollywood construct —real cops are trained to save
themselves. Officers Sage McCollom, an Irish immigrant, and the
younger Cajun, JC Piazza, are at a diner looking for a victim to occupy
their shift. McCollum ends up beating Sebastian, the Honduran, to
death and kills Piazza.
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In “Bottoms Up” pious Christians attempt to exorcise the
“irredeemable evil” of queerness by invading Café Lafitte in Exile,
the oldest continuously operating gay bar in the United States. The
story exposes violence and impunity against gays and transvestites
while emphasizing their need for identificatory spaces. The last story
personifies shopping carts that the protagonist rescues from solitude
by uniting them in “a cemetery for carts.” To evade major punishment
for this subversion, he agrees to sleep with the investigating officer.

Even after multiple readthroughs, Quesada’s stories still provide
gaps for further contemplation and resolution. As a Mexicanist/U.S.
Latinx Studies scholar, I am thrilled that my inaugural bilingual Costa
Rican short story collection was Quesada’s. Los territories ausentes /
Missing Territories will fit nicely on the shelf with Juan Rulfo, Manuel
Gutiérrez Ndjera, and my favorite gay Chicano authors.

Amanda L. Matousek
Wofford College
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