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In thzs nouel from Argennna a glrl trapped ina boys body eats pozsoned ice creamn.

HOW [ QECAI’WE A NUN
By César Airit.
- Translated by Chris Andrews
117 pp New Directmns Paper, $13.95.

By JASCHA HOFFMAN

ESAR AIRA isa ﬁ—year-old Argemme '
girl whose first taste of strawberry:
. ice eream is tainted with cyanide: “I '
: o WS . devoted daughter " she'says as
: she 1ifts the speon to'her lips. “Dad could'do no

- wrongin my eyes. 7 After she retches, though

her father flies into a rage and murders. the ice’

cream vendor, and. the child collapses into a
‘monthlong toxie delirium; She wakes in'a’ "hos-
pital bed to a doctor who asks “And how are
we today, young Master

 Cosar?” tucky to nave Fach successive
- been one of the survi-
vors of an unexplamed' meident .. ha{]
wave of food poxsomng, _
César still has one big, ™ bﬂﬁﬁ leadmg me
though unstated, _prob- '
lem:; she is‘a: prececzous‘ tﬂ thls Cfﬁwmﬂgf“

little girl trappecl m the'

bodyof aboy. " . momeni preparing
i SU' ...... beglns thls )
strange novelld by the me t{] b@ﬂle angel. .

Argentme wrlter Ce- .

T de Samt—Exupery and Raymond Chandle_r

whxch a: German arnst-is-struck-by hghmmg--
and dragged face-dowr across the pampasby
his horseé, Aira’s sharp eye and supple imagi-.

nation fo]low the artist after his accident, as -

he crosses the continent sketching gauchos

and Indlans his mangled face hldden behmd

a'black vell
Despite the tltle, no vells or Vows are tak-

en’in “How I Became a Nun.” Instéad, Aira -

draws on a trad:tnon of picaresdue novels in
Spamsh that extends back to the lﬁth centu~

Jascha Hoffman is on the staff nf The New

YOI‘R Revxew of Bool{s

; _3.tn lymg well:

Car}ae Fuentes and has trans}ated'Antmne_; §

ry. But he subverts the genre. by allnwmg hls_._-_ i
narrator to escape from her daﬂy life intoa:
series of grandiose: reveries. When she vxsnsf
her father in prison, César cr_awlsst;hr ) i

:hole m the wall, :magmmg that ; e th 'succe

_-ment preparmg'me {:o be the angel he guard-:

, the thigves’ aI'lﬁ":-'ﬁ.

_'murderers o When a'word;she deciphe' S.00
the wall-of -the bnys ‘bathroom gets her in
‘trouble at school, she retreats to the attic'to:

"'play teacher to a roomful of 1maginary dys- :

lexic.children, then becormnies herown pupll by
giving herself minute instructions to accom:

pany every wakmg act:. “How-:to. mampulate__'-.-

cutlery, how to put on. one 5 trousers how ’m '.

_ ;'swal]ow saliva.”

i These good Wcrks in the prwacy of her own :_ 8

- ‘mind are the closest César.comes 10 becommgr ¥
“anun. In real life, however, sheis'a: compulszve A
liar. She lies to the doctor. whn treatghér for ey=
.. anide poisoning, She humlhates her mother on .
“a;public bus by asking, loudly and: repeatedly,"_' :
,whether her father is dead when she knows he’ =

is not. Then she lety the, reader in.on the secret
“Pretend convincmgly not'_

" presumably between' ] ahtasy and rea =

els

ity But she’i§’ alsd; trymg to ‘escape | frnm a7
‘body of the wrong sex and fromia’ ‘sense of
‘guilt, however mxsplaced over the ice cream -
“vendor’s fate. -

On ancther level. though César g amb1~' -

.__tmus delusions seem imposed by the auihor..
‘Despite Chris Andrews’s:clear: translatmn
. Aira’s prose seeris hesitant, his Imagmative '

flights clipped by the 6-year-old mind he is
trying to inhabit. As a result, these perplexing
episodes don’t quite.add tp to & credible story.

‘But:Aira does evokea sense of childhood that is

chilling and bittersweet — like a pmsoned cone

“of Strawberry icecream.. _ S




