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  ANTONIO DI BENEDETTO (1922–1986) was born in Mendoza, Argentina. He began his career as a journalist, writing for the Mendoza paper Los Andes. In 1953 he published his first book, a collection of short stories titled Mundo animal. Zama was his first novel; it was followed by El silenciero, Los suicidas, and Sombras, nada más . . . Over the course of his career he received numerous honors, including a 1975 Guggenheim Fellowship and decorations from the French and Italian governments, and he earned the admiration of the likes of Jorge Luis Borges, Julio Cortázar, and Roberto Bolaño. In 1976, Di Benedetto was imprisoned and tortured by Argentina’s military dictatorship; after his release in 1977 he went into exile in Spain. He returned to Buenos Aires in 1984 and died less than two years later.


  ESTHER ALLEN is an essayist and translator from Spanish and French. Among her translations are Horacio Verbitsky’s The Flight: Confessions of an Argentine Dirty Warrior, José Martí: Selected Writings, and José Manuel Prieto’s Encyclopedia of a Life in Russia. The National Endowment for the Arts has awarded her two translation fellowships, one of them for Zama; the French government has named her a Chevalier de l’ordre des Arts et des Lettres. Her current project is a biography of José Martí. She teaches at City University of New York’s Graduate Center and at Baruch College.
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  PREFACE


  ON DECEMBER 23, 1849, Fyodor Dostoyevsky, arrested and imprisoned seven months earlier, stood in the heart of St. Petersburg with other members of the Petrashevsky Circle while an officer read out a sentence condemning them all to death by firing squad. For five minutes, the twenty-eight-year-old Dostoyevsky knew his life was about to end. The first three men were tied to stakes, guns lowered in their faces; the future author of Crime and Punishment was in the next group. Just as the shots were about to be fired, an aide-de-camp arrived at a gallop, bearing a stay of execution from the tsar that commuted the group’s sentence to exile and hard labor in Siberia. Many a biographer has linked that moment to themes and passages in the subsequent works. “The memory of this false execution,” observes Henri Troyat, “remained alive in Dostoyevsky’s writing.”


  Antonio Di Benedetto, a writer so influenced he would say he was “invented” by Dostoyevsky, also heard his own execution read out and knew he was about to die. For eighteen months during Argentina’s Dirty War, from March 24, 1976 to September 3, 1977, he was imprisoned, tortured, and, on four occasions, taken from his cell and placed before a firing squad. For the Di Benedetto biographer, however, the impact of the mock executions on the literary work requires a more complex calculation. Di Benedetto faced the firing squads two decades after writing Zama, his first novel and third book, which in its growing and inexorable dread, its sense that the present results not only from the past but also from the future, seems uncannily imbued with what its author would live through twenty years later.


  •


  Antonio Di Benedetto was born on the Day of the Dead, a fact he liked to underscore. He grew up in Mendoza, a city of fifty thousand inhabitants at the base of the Andes in an area of west-central Argentina that by 1922, the year of his birth, was already Latin America’s foremost wine-growing region, famous especially for its Malbecs. His parents were both of Italian descent, his father born in Mendoza, his mother in Brazil. His childhood was marked by the sudden and unexplained death of his father, a former soldier turned oenologist, in 1933. The following year, at the age of twelve, Di Benedetto published his first short story, “Soliloquy of a Boy Prince,” in a student newspaper. He completed a university degree and began studying law but never finished; he was already publishing regularly as a journalist by the time he was eighteen. In 1949 he became the editor of the arts and letters section of Los Andes, a Mendoza newspaper.


  The nameless protagonist of a story in his first book, Mundo animal (1953), muses “Maybe everything depends . . . on where you’re born, and the inadequacy of the destiny that follows from that. I don’t know. Maybe I should have been born somewhere else, maybe not. Maybe I shouldn’t have been born in this era. I don’t mean I should have been born during the Middle Ages or the same year as Dostoyevsky. No. Maybe I should have been born in the twenty-first century, or the twenty-second.” However out of place the author of these words felt in space and in time, he had by the time he wrote them made a crucial decision: to remain in the town where he was born and keep a deliberate distance from the cultural and political power center of Buenos Aires. It was a decision he would hold to until history intervened to take the matter out of his hands, and it was as peculiar a stance for a person of literary ambition in Argentina as it would have been for a nineteenth-century Russian writer to stay away from St. Petersburg or for a French writer to opt not to move to Paris.


  Di Benedetto—along with a few other Argentines of his generation, such as Juan José Saer and Daniel Moyano—was a regionalist whose work did not seek to circumnavigate world literature, as Jorge Luis Borges and the coterie of cosmopolitan littérateurs in the nation’s capital were doing, but delved instead into the particular reality, past and present, of specific, primarily Latin American places. Most of Zama takes place in and around Asunción, now the capital of Paraguay, but for the eponymous main character of the novel, which is set during the last decade of the eighteenth century, a backwater of the Spanish Empire. Asunción lies well over a thousand miles to the northeast of Di Benedetto’s hometown, and Mendoza seems to be the hometown of the novel’s protagonist, as well—the place where Zama’s wife, Marta, lives with their children and his mother, “half the length of two countries and all the width of the second” away from him.


  Without much claim to cultural prestige or international standing, Asunción suited Di Benedetto’s regionalist impulse, while an odd twist of the city’s origins suited the novel’s enigmatic temporality. In 1537, a group of Spanish soldiers sent out from the first settlement at Buenos Aires chose a bend in the Paraguay River where they were given a generous welcome by the local Guarani as the place to establish a fort. Asunción, which grew up around that fort, would become known as the Mother of Cities; expeditions sent out from it founded a number of other cities in the region, including, curiously enough, Buenos Aires itself, initially settled in 1536, then abandoned, then refounded in 1580—this time successfully—by a group sent out from Asunción consisting of ten Spaniards and fifty Paraguayan mestizos. The mestizos were the result of intermarriage among Guarani women and the conquistadors, who so habitually kept harems of five or six native wives that by the late sixteenth century the local Catholic authorities complained to the Spanish king that Asunción had become a veritable “Mohammedan paradise.”


  When we meet him in 1790, Don Diego de Zama is a highly placed administrator chafing against his posting to a provincial outpost founded a quarter millennium earlier, which reached the apogee of its power at the end of the sixteenth century and is now, two centuries later, far outstripped by Buenos Aires—one of several imperial power centers Zama yearns to be transferred to. Zama is a criollo, an americano—a Creole of unmixed Spanish blood born in the Americas—and is therefore an anomaly in the bureaucracy of the Spanish Empire, whose administrators were almost invariably born and educated in the metropolitan homeland, then sent across the Atlantic to serve. Those men’s children were ineligible for service even if well-educated and of full Spanish blood; the risk that those born in the colonies might identify more with the conquered than with the conquerors was too great.


  As it turned out, this fear was well-founded. It was the Creoles who rose up across South America to gain their independence from Spain in the early nineteenth century—a movement that Benedict Anderson, in his landmark 1983 study Imagined Communities, sees as a key to the emergence of nationalism across the globe. “Why was it precisely creole communities that developed so early conceptions of their nation-ness—well before most of Europe?” Anderson wonders. “Why did such colonial provinces, usually containing large, oppressed, non-Spanish-speaking populations, produce creoles who consciously redefined these populations as fellow-nationals?” In Di Benedetto’s novel, this revolutionary merging of Creoles, mestizos, former slaves, and natives into a new consciousness of shared nationhood belongs to a near future of which Zama, a man lost in time, never has the faintest inkling.


  Zama belongs to no community or class of people. His status in the imperial bureaucracy alienates him from the americanos like himself and makes him an object of suspicion for the imperial over-lords with whom he works. His strident eschewal of relations with women of Indian or African extraction further isolates him, putting him distinctly at odds with his colleagues and the history of the city he’s marooned in. His hypocritically vociferous rejection of interracial fornication might appear to align him with a fledgling nation far to the north that had gained its independence from the British Empire just fourteen years before the novel begins. But the United States of America occupies no place whatsoever in Don Diego de Zama’s mental geography.


  Though its three, precisely dated sections—and the long, echoing silences between them—span a decade of thwarted waiting, the novel was written at breakneck speed. Di Benedetto consecrated an eighteen-day vacation from his job at Los Andes to it and when that didn’t give him enough time, he went on writing at his desk in the newspaper offices every morning for seven or eight days until it was done. The writing went so quickly because Di Benedetto had previously devoted many months to research. Saer, one of its greatest admirers, has rightly described Zama as a deliberate refutation of the very idea of the historical novel. Even so, it is based on extensive investigation.


  One primary source was a 1952 biography by Efraín U. Bischoff of Miguel Gregorio de Zamalloa (1753–1819). Like Zama, Zamalloa was an americano. In the waning decades of Spain’s empire in the Southern Cone, Zamalloa, too, became a powerful figure in the imperial bureaucracy. After receiving a doctorate in 1776 from the Universidad de Córdoba in central Argentina, Zamalloa served as Corregidor—magistrate or chief justice—for the region of Chichas in present-day Bolivia. Then, in 1785, he was assigned to a lesser position in Asunción and had to remain there unhappily for a long while until his transfer to Montevideo finally came through in 1799— clearly the period of his life that fired Di Benedetto’s imagination. Zamalloa’s subsequent fate couldn’t have been more different from Zama’s; in 1811, the year after Argentina’s war of independence from Spain was launched, Zamalloa became the rector of the Universidad de Córdoba and remained in that post until his death.


  Another source (as Malva Filer demonstrated in a 1982 study) was the Descripción é historia del Paraguay y del Río de la Plata and other works by the Spanish naturalist and military officer Félix de Azara who traveled in the region from 1781 to 1801. To write the novel, Di Benedetto told an interviewer, he needed to know “the country’s topography, hydrography, fauna, winds, trees, and grasses, the indigenous families and colonial society, medicines, beliefs, minerals, architecture, weapons, Guarani, the language of the Indians, domestic habits, fiestas, the map of the principal city, the towns, rural labor and crime.” The textual sources were crucial because Di Benedetto didn’t visit Asunción in the flesh until a decade and a half after the novel was published.


  •


  A Buenos Aires publisher, Doble P, brought out the first edition of Zama in 1956. It attracted few readers but received several admiring reviews, including one in the prestigious and highly influential literary magazine Sur. Di Benedetto and his work were not unknown in Buenos Aires literary circles. Borges had been on the jury of the Sociedad Argentina de Escritores (a writers’ organization known by the evocative acronym SADE) that gave a prize to Mundo animal, and Borges would later express support for Di Benedetto’s work in brief notices and blurbs. Di Benedetto visited the capital on occasion, knew many of the writers there, and became the Mendoza correspondent for the Buenos Aires daily La Prensa the year Zama was published. Still, his self-imposed exile in Mendoza cost him, and dearly.


  Take, for example, the remarkable 1,664-page tome titled simply Borges, which staggered the Argentine literary world when it came out in 2009. Borges compiles half a century of journal entries by Adolfo Bioy Casares, Borges’s closest friend and writing partner, into an extraordinary record of a lifelong conversation between two great writers. The index of this documentary masterpiece of twentieth-century literature stretches over 130 pages and lists thousands of people, writers and non-writers, famous and obscure, loved and loathed, admired and reviled, alive and dead, from every place and time. The name Antonio Di Benedetto simply doesn’t appear. He wasn’t part of the conversation.


  To escape the binary of province versus capital that dominated Argentine cultural life, Di Benedetto began traveling extensively, especially after 1960, when he spent a year in Paris on a grant from the French government and also visited England and Italy. He covered the Bolivian revolution that brought René Barrientos to power in 1964, and at the invitation of the U.S. State Department, spent several months in the United States the following year. Di Benedetto was seated in the audience during the 1966 Academy Awards when The Sound of Music picked up the Oscar for Best Picture. Himself the author of two screenplays, Di Benedetto attended film festivals in Cannes, Berlin—where he interviewed Alain Robbe-Grillet—and San Sebastián. He visited Israel, Greece, and Morocco, and took his mother on a trip to her native Brazil, visiting Paraguay for the first time on the way home. He also published two more novels, El silenciero (1964) and Los suicidas (1969). Neither shares plot points or characters with Zama, but the three books are connected by strong thematic threads and have been published together in a single volume under the title La trilogía de la espera (The Trilogy of Expectation).


  Perhaps Di Benedetto imagined he could leapfrog Buenos Aires, going directly from Mendoza into an international literary career. Some suggestion of this is present as early as Declinación y ángel / Decline and Angel, a curious bilingual edition published in 1958 by Mendoza’s public library. The intent behind the inclusion of English translations, as the jacket copy explains, was to make the slim paperback a missive out into the world beyond Spanish. It was a good idea, but one ahead of its time; Borges would not see the first volume of his work in English translation until 1962. And the execution was problematic. The translator—her name given simply as “Ana” on the title page—was equipped for her daunting task with a bilingual dictionary and an at best intermediate grasp of English. If Di Benedetto presented the non-Spanish speakers he met in the course of his travels with copies of this slim volume, it can’t have served him well.


  The ambition for international recognition remained. “I’ve traveled,” he told an interviewer, “but I’d prefer for my books to travel more than me.” He had some fulfillment of his wish when Zama was published in 1967 in a German translation by Maria Brunswig de Bamberg under the title Und Zama wartet. In Germany, the book was a critical success—and sold well, too.


  Horacio Verbitsky, a left-wing investigative journalist associated with the Peronist guerrilla group known as the Montoneros, spent a few months working alongside Di Benedetto in Mendoza in the early 1970s. Verbitsky and others who knew Di Benedetto during that period of rising political ferment remember him as quiet, hardworking, socially reserved, and politically conservative. Why, in March 1976, only a few hours after the military coup that brought the generals who launched Argentina’s Dirty War into power, the new government decided to arrest him, and then to imprison him, torture him, and subject him to four mock executions over the course of the next eighteen months—that question would remain a mystery to Di Benedetto and to those who’ve subsequently investigated it. It was a historia de faldas, some have whispered, conjecturing that a romantic rival with political clout used this drastic means to get him out of the way. Others maintain that Di Benedetto was being punished for his journalistic ethics, his insistence on reporting the facts of the stories he covered rather than reshaping them to suit the generals’ purposes.


  Whatever the real reason, Di Benedetto would not be silenced. He was forbidden to work as a writer while in prison but was allowed to correspond, so he devised a way of including short stories in his correspondence. He would begin, “I had a lovely dream last night; let me tell you about it,” and then write an entire story in letters so microscopic they had to be deciphered through a magnifying glass.


  In the end, the German translation of Zama served him better than anything else he ever published. Bamberg, the book’s translator, persuaded the Nobel laureate Heinrich Böll to write a letter to the Argentine president Jorge Videla on Di Benedetto’s behalf. That letter, along with the intervention of the Argentine writer Ernesto Sábato, finally secured his release in September 1977. His 1983 story collection, Cuentos del exilio, is dedicated to Böll and Sábato, in gratitude.


  Once freed, Di Benedetto, like most who had born the brunt of the generals’ madness and managed to survive, opted to go immediately into exile. He was not unscathed. “I’ll never be sure whether I was jailed for something I published,” he said. “I would have suffered less if they’d told me what it was exactly. But I never knew. That uncertainty is the worst of the tortures.” The short stories he wrote in prison were published in 1978 in Spain under the title Absurdos. With forays to France and the United States—a residency at the MacDowell Colony in 1981—he lived in Madrid until 1984 when he returned to Argentina to reside, at last, in Buenos Aires.


  The writer Sergio Chejfec recalls that in 1985, when he was in his late twenties, he noticed an elderly man sitting alone in a dimly lit Buenos Aires pizzeria. Chejfec, who felt an “intense, secular veneration” for Di Benedetto’s work, lurked outside the doorway waiting for the man to come outside so he could be certain it really was Di Benedetto. It was, and the two struck up a conversation. Chejfec spoke of his admiration for Di Benedetto’s work and mentioned that he was a regular contributor to a prominent literary magazine. Di Benedetto expressed regret for his decision to move to Buenos Aires—he’d been better off in Madrid, he said—but had little use for the offer implicit in Chejfec’s declaration. Before moving off down the street, he told the would-be promoter of his work, “You’re young. That’s why you can believe my work is good. But that’s not how it is. Estoy entregado a la nada. I am delivered up to nothingness.” A photo taken around that time shows Di Benedetto bearded, bare-chested, and scrawny, next to a portrait of Dostoyevsky. A year later, just after receiving SADE’s annual Gran Premio de Honor, he died of a cerebral hemorrhage.


  Though he won many prizes, in Argentina and abroad, for novels, short stories, journalism, and a screenplay; though he was awarded a Guggenheim fellowship and was decorated by the French and Italian governments; and though Zama, during his lifetime, appeared in five subsequent editions, and in German, French, Italian, and Polish translations, and had two scholarly books and a doctoral dissertation dedicated to it, and even—a particular source of pleasure and pride to him—a Madrid bookstore named after it, in 1986, the year he died, only a handful of people anywhere would have declared Antonio Di Benedetto to be a major figure in twentieth-century Latin American literature.


  •


  One of them was a young Chilean writer who lived in Spain. While Roberto Bolaño never met Di Benedetto and may never even have corresponded with him, in 1997, he won a regional literary award— the Premio de Narración Ciudad de San Sebastián—for a short story titled “Sensini.” The title character is a writer’s writer, a cult figure, an Argentine novelist exiled in Spain whose name—Luis Antonio Sensini—the story’s anonymous protagonist is startled to see listed as the third-place winner in a provincial writing competition in which he himself has placed fourth. He describes Sensini’s entry—in Chris Andrews’s elegant translation, first published in Last Evenings on Earth (2007)—as “claustrophobic, very much in Sensini’s manner, set in a world where vast geographical spaces could suddenly shrink to the dimensions of a coffin.” The narrator decides that Sensini’s is “better than the winning story and the one that came second, as well as those that came fourth, fifth and sixth.” The two writers begin to correspond. Any question as to whether this fictional writer is a stand-in for Di Benedetto is banished by the evocation of Sensini’s masterpiece:


  
    Entitled Ugarte, it was about a series of moments in the life of Juan de Ugarte, a bureaucrat in the Viceroyalty of the Rio de la Plata at the end of the eighteenth century. Some (mainly Spanish) critics had dismissed it as Kafka in the colonies, but gradually the novel had made its way, and by [then] Ugarte had recruited a small group of devoted readers, scattered around Latin America and Spain, most of whom knew each other, either as friends or as gratuitously bitter enemies.

  


  The story ends some years after Sensini’s death when his daughter, Miranda, makes an unexpected visit to the narrator who until then has seen the writer and his family only in the photographs Sensini sometimes attached to his letters. The ending is inconclusive, a quality the story ascribes to Sensini’s work and one that many critics, including Andrews, have noted as characteristic of Bolaño’s, as well. Miranda and the narrator are standing on a terrace late at night, drinks in hand, looking down at the lights of Girona, when “Suddenly I realized that we were at peace, that for some mysterious reason the two of us had reached a state of peace, and that from now on, imperceptibly, things would begin to change. As if the world really was shifting.”


  The world really was shifting. Bolaño’s own work made its way— and not gradually—to vast international acclaim in the years before and after his death in 2003. “Sensini,” for example, has since 2012 been included in The Norton Anthology of World Literature. But the shift was not only toward Bolaño. Readers of his celebrated 1998 Savage Detectives know that Los Suicidas is a rare brand of mezcal, no longer in production, which the novel’s protagonists drink over the course of a very long night of conversation. More and more of them are also aware that Los suicidas is the title of Di Benedetto’s third novel.


  As the generation of Di Benedetto enthusiasts such as Chejfec and Bolaño grew in prominence, a regional publishing house, Adriana Hidalgo Editora, based in Córdoba, Argentina, began reissuing his work. The first of the new editions appeared in 1999 with a prologue by Saer. When the novelists Ricardo Piglia and Osvaldo Tcherkaski were asked in 2001 to select the twenty-four greatest works of Argentine literature for a series titled Biblioteca Argentina, they included Zama. In 2004, Ejercicios de pudor, a highly influential study of Di Benedetto by Jimena Néspolo, was published by Adriana Hidalgo. The fiftieth anniversary of Zama’s publication was celebrated in 2006 with a weeklong festival in Buenos Aires.


  Since then, a feature film titled Aballay, based on a story Di Benedetto wrote while in prison, was selected as the 2011 Argentine entry for the Academy Award for Best Foreign Film. Currently, Lucrecia Martel, widely regarded as one of the foremost contemporary Argentine moviemakers, and particularly known for her Salta trilogy—three films about the provincial Argentine town where she was born—is working on an eagerly awaited version of Zama. Long after he and his creator gave up waiting for it, Don Diego de Zama’s ship would appear, finally, to have come in.


  •


  Zama—the novel and its eponymous protagonist—is out of place in time, premature or belated, prescient or outmoded. The de-lay of more than half a century between the novel’s first publication and this, its first appearance in English, only exacerbates that condition. Zama willfully disorients. Its highly precise, linear chronology throws into question all relations between past, present, and future. It anchors itself emphatically in the final decade of the eighteenth century while simultaneously refuting that pretense with a language that only occasionally toys with archaism and a narrative style, perspective, and antihero very much of the twentieth century. Now the novel is reborn into the twenty-first century.


  There are hazards attendant upon its introduction into English at this late date. Written only half a decade after the 1949 preface to The Kingdom of This World in which Alejo Carpentier first put forth his notion of lo real maravilloso (an expression translated into Eng-lish as “magical realism”), Zama appears in English a couple of years after the death of Gabriel García Márquez, the writer most associated with that trend—though, like Di Benedetto, García Márquez devoted much of his life to journalism.


  Di Benedetto knew well how difficult it was to elude this blanket category that came to dominate the international reception of Latin American literature. At the time of his death, he was organizing a collection of one hundred of his short stories for the publishing house Alianza. He proposed a table of contents that sorted them by subject matter or technique. Among the subheads were “On Metamorphoses,” “Psychological,” “Tortured,” “Oneiric,” “Realist,” “Magical Realism” (he used “Realismo mágico,” a Spanish back formation from the English translation of lo real maravilloso), “Lyrical Realism,” “Fanta-Historical Realism,” “On the Unreal,” “Trans-Realist,” “Objectivist,” “Naturalist,” “Fables,” “With Animals But Not Fables,” “Zoo-Botanical,” “Fantastical,” and “Ominous.” After his death the project foundered and was never published; the caustic attempt to drown out the cliché of magical realism in a volley of parodic counterparts was in vain.


  García Márquez often cited Kafka’s Metamorphosis as a primary influence on his work. The first translation of it published in Latin America came out in 1938 and was signed by Borges. (García Márquez’s memoir calls it a “false translation”; the Spanish researcher Christina Pestaña has demonstrated that Borges’s “translation” is identical in every respect to an unsigned Spanish rendering, probably by Margarita Nelken, published in Madrid in 1925.) In Di Benedetto’s first book, Mundo animal, which concerns all sorts of transactions and transmutations between human and animal, the profound influence of Kafka and particularly of The Metamorphosis seems much in evidence, though Di Benedetto would claim that he didn’t read Kafka until 1954, the year after Mundo animal came out, the year before he wrote Zama.


  Underscoring the connection to Kafka, Bolaño’s Sensini has a son —unlike Di Benedetto, whose only child was a daughter—whose name was Gregorio and who disappeared into the maw of the Dirty War; Gregorio’s sister confirms the narrator’s suspicion that he was named after Gregor Samsa. That prompts a closer look at the name Zama. In Rioplatense Spanish the z is sibilant, like the English s, which suggests that the name might be read less as a truncated version of the historical Zamalloa than as an almost exact repetition of Samsa.


  Zama, though, is a Samsa in reverse, a negative image of Samsa, not trapped in home and family but trapped in exile away from home and family. While the circumstances of which he is a victim do not seem to be of Samsa’s own creation, Zama is aware, dimly or fully, and more or less from the start, that he himself is the primary engenderer of his own difficulties and delusions. He might be described as a would-be magical realist who can’t quite extricate himself from reality. In Samsa’s own mind, he truly, palpably is an insect, while Zama’s hallucinations are largely self-induced, which, despite his best efforts to the contrary, he knows. Even his urgent need to abandon himself to love is thwarted by his despairing drive for lucidity and the blind contempt it engenders. The unreal, trans-realist, or fanta-historical aspects of the novel mainly amount to nightmares that are nightmares, fever dreams induced by fever, and a glum form of the pathetic fallacy that leads Zama to see himself in the flora and fauna that surround him. In the last of the novel’s three sections, Zama defines himself in a suicidal act of demystification: “But I had done for them what no one had ever tried to do for me. To say, to their hopes: No.”


  •


  What defines Zama for the reader, however, is his own first-person singular—yet another of the elements, like space and time, in which he is lost. His haughty, often peremptory voice ranges between ranting and stillness, dejection and delirium, meandering circumlocution and curtly abrupt finality. The voice even occasionally evinces an ironic detachment from its own predicament, momentarily tempered by what Edwin Frank—to whose neurosurgical edit this translation owes a greater debt than can be told—calls “a certain abject nobility.” As I worked on the translation, I looked for English counterparts to that voice. Certain lines from James Boswell’s Life of Samuel Johnson seem to strike a similar plainspoken yet strident note, at once archaic and timeless: “Sir, he was impertinent to me, and I beat him.” And, even more so: “The great business of his life, he said, was to escape from himself.”


  Finally, Samuel Beckett was the writer whose English I found most useful in making the translation. And no, Di Benedetto cannot have been aware of Beckett when he wrote this book. One line from Molloy, the first novel in Beckett’s trilogy, published in French in 1951 and in Beckett’s English translation in 1955, the year Di Benedetto wrote this novel, seems both a perfect counterpart to the prose voice of Zama and a perfect summation of the story it tells.


  I include it here as an epigraph to the translation: “The fact is, it seems, that the most you can hope is to be a little less, in the end, the creature you were in the beginning, and the middle.”


  —ESTHER ALLEN


  ZAMA


  A las víctimas

  de la espera.


  To the victims

  of expectation.


  1790


  1


  I left the city and made my way downriver alone, to meet the ship I awaited without knowing when it would come.


  I reached the old wharf, that inexplicable structure. The city and its harbor have always been where they are, a quarter-league farther upriver.


  I observed, among its pilings, the writhing patch of water that ebbs between them.


  A dead monkey, still whole, still undecomposed, drifted back and forth with a certain precision upon those ripples and eddies without exit. All his life the water at forest’s edge had beckoned him to a journey, a journey he did not take until he was no longer a monkey but only a monkey’s corpse. The water that bore him up tried to bear him away, but he was caught among the posts of the decrepit wharf and there he was, ready to go and not going. And there we were.


  There we were: Ready to go and not going.


  •


  Nature, as she exists in this country, is most gentle, and for that very reason I’m at pains to keep my distance from her. For she is childlike and might captivate me, and in moments of lassitude when I’m barely half awake she may bring me sudden, treacherous thoughts that persist far too long and give neither satisfaction nor repose. Nature holds up the mirror of external things; were I to submit to her wiles I might recognize myself there.


  Such musings were for myself alone, excluded from conversations with the Gobernador or any of the rest of them by my scant or even nonexistent capacity for making friends with whom I might unburden myself. The waiting, the exasperation, were a long soliloquy I communicated to no one, as the occasionally rather insolent Ventura Prieto would remind me. That afternoon he attached himself to me—not having sought me out, of course, merely by chance. He remarked that in this flat country I seemed to have been cast down a well. To me, he said it only the once, but to others many times, heedless of what everyone knew: that I was a fighting cock, or, at the very least, ringmaster of a cockfighting pit.


  He appeared as the monkey was entertaining me and I pointed it out in order to distract him and ward off questions about what I might be waiting for in that spot. And Ventura Prieto, my inferior, pondered, as if seeking to outdo me with some greater curiosity or stranger discovery of his own. He then proceeded to recount one of his so-called investigations, though whether they were any such thing I cannot say, for I suspected him of insinuating comparisons. These investigations of his disconcerted me and sometimes echoed intolerably in my thoughts.


  He said that in this very river there lives a fish that the river spurns, and the fish must spend its life going to and fro like the monkey, though with greater difficulty, for the fish is alive and must wage continual battle against the ebb and flow that seek to cast it upon dry land. And these long-suffering fish, Ventura Prieto said— so attached, perhaps despite themselves, to the very element that repudiates them—must devote nearly all their energies to the conquest of remaining in place, and though they are always in danger of being cast from the river’s bosom, so much so that they are never to be found in the middle of the current but always and only along the banks, the span of their life is long, longer than that of other fish. Only when their effort exhausts them to the point that they can no longer seek food do they succumb, he said.


  I had followed this story, which I did not believe, with morbid curiosity. The longer I considered the matter, the more reluctant I was to think of this fish and myself at the same time. I therefore proposed to Ventura Prieto that we return to the city, and stifled my opinions.


  I sought to occupy my mind with the reason for my stroll: the fact that I was awaiting a ship, and that if a ship came it might bring a message from Marta and the children, even if she and they did not come, or were never to come.
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  I can pity myself without wallowing in vain self-mortification so long as it isn’t humiliation before others I fear but only that I might exceed the degree of moderation which, without avarice, I accord myself. Acknowledging my own impassioned disposition, I must shun all stimuli that are contrived or deliberately pursued. There is no excuse when instinct has forewarned us but we do not heed the warning.


  It was the sun that drove me outside. Freed at long last from a succession of cloudy days that brought no storm, the sun burned white, conjugating its colorlessness, its fixed, blazing surface, against sand so blank that it induced visions. I could see a puma, like an ecstatic, unthreatening element of decor, sleek and without detail, as if it possessed neither claws nor teeth, as if the curves of its body were not menacingly coiled to pounce but expressed only docility and were gently inclined toward some caressing hand. This puma, which I did not see, led me to reflect on games that were terrible or that could turn terrible, not at the moment of play but before or after.


  I sought the leafy refuge of the stream-bed but was forced to hold back among the first line of trees; women’s voices were approaching, free and unsuspecting, excited by the water’s pleasures.


  Nevertheless, cloaked by the vegetation, I proceeded a bit farther, and for an instant saw naked bodies full-on, some black, some golden-dark, and one from the side, its face obscured. I made out only the nape of a neck, hair piled high above, but whether it was a white woman’s or a mulatta’s I did not know. I had no wish to go on looking, for the sight held me spellbound and it might be a mulatta and I must not even lay eyes on them so as not to dream of them and render myself susceptible and bring about my downfall.


  I fled. It was clear that they’d noticed me, though I was uncertain whether the racket behind me contained any note of rapture.


  My stride grew firmer; I sensed someone had set out in pursuit. Not a man: Men did not stand watch over the women’s bath. An Indian girl, or a mulatta, rather, given her speed, though she was off the path in dense undergrowth with tree trunks rising in her way.


  She had almost caught up and her determination warned me that she hoped to see my face and know who I was; such must have been her mistress’s command. Then it became clear that she was white. I stopped short, renouncing my retreat and my resolve to keep from learning who she was. I had to turn and confront whatever was to be: exposing her and exposing myself.


  That was impossible.


  All I could do was unleash the full force of my thwarted spirit upon this spy.


  Veering left, I pitched in among the trees and she was too startled to get away. Naked as she was, I took her by the throat, strangling her cry, and slapped her until my hands were dry of sweat, before sending her sprawling to the ground with a shove. She curled up with her back to me. Delivering a kick to her buttocks, I left.


  With me went my anger, already yielding to bitter self-reproach. Character! My character! Ha!


  •


  My hand may strike a woman’s cheek but it is I who will endure the blow, for I shall have done violence to my own dignity.


  Even if this were not so and all of it were no more than a moment’s disorderly conduct, I knew I had no justification for abandoning myself to wrath, or for extinguishing in another what I myself had engendered in her.
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  It was again the hour of siesta, which made my bed desirable yet dangerous. And that day, so soon after the day of the women’s bath, I did not want to spend another siesta in the countryside.


  It was the hour of siesta and a terrible man fell upon me in the empty street like a meteor out of the sun, destined by infallible powers for me alone among all mortals.


  He seized me by my garments as I sought to restrain him with a vigorous “Caballero!” He ignored this, calling me without pause for breath a “predator upon honest women” and a “filthy, gutless snoop.” Indignant and perplexed, I struggled to free myself amid the dawning realization that this was her husband and of who, then, she must be. He shouted, “There shall be a duel!” and strode off. He left me there, desperate to follow and give him a thrashing, even as I deceived and assuaged myself with the assurance of vengeance to come. He had stated that there would be a duel.


  There would be no duel. No one but a bitch in heat and her four-legged suitors were in the street to bear witness to his words and call him to account. No doubt his explosive declaration had sufficed in itself to relieve him of the impulse to ill-use me. And I—I had greater weaknesses for which to reproach myself.


  I swore that this would be the last of those weaknesses. I told myself that if I were reconciled to enduring such conduct, it was only because I understood the reason for his fury and knew myself to be guilty. One thing I objected to, even so: He should not have insulted me. “Filthy, gutless snoop”: Such words lodge in the mind and there is no forgetting them.


  Matters standing thus, and the loudly proclaimed duel likely never to take place, might I deduce that even the most brutish individual is capable of some moderation in the satisfaction of an offense? Or that a man who defends his wife with something less than zeal is not held back by fear but has his own secret reasons for not concerning himself overmuch—an obscure hatred, perhaps, or a faint aversion, or else a love gone extinct—though that fact be evident to none, not even the man himself?
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  The Gobernador remitted an incomprehensible case to me and I complied with the request as soon as he made it. I had no wish to question whether it lay within his authority to remove a man convicted of murder from prison and have him escorted to my office by a single guard in order to “offer an explanation of the matter,” so that I might ascertain “how and by what means to proceed to the dismissal of the charges.” It was of utmost importance that I attend to this prisoner without betraying an awareness of how he came before me, nor with what high recommendations or obscure designs on the part of the recommender. I had to keep diligently in mind my stability, my post and the duties attendant upon it, if I was ever to succeed in disencumbering myself of it—of the post, that is.


  I also had to hear the prisoner out, a thing that very shortly proved impossible. For it is not possible to attend to one who does not speak. When it came to the heart of the matter, that is, the story of his crime, he remained impenetrable, though his attitude was merely absent, not stony.


  With foresight, the guard obligingly alerted me from behind the prisoner’s back that we had reason to anticipate a fit of weeping or some other crisis of a sentimental order.


  This was not a fearsome individual, then, but a broken man.


  To spare myself the scene that my naked interrogation had perhaps provoked, as well as the irritability that soon overcame me, I left the prisoner alone with the guard, who seemed to view him not as a threat but as one in need of protection.


  In the interval, in the vague hope of changing my mood, I went to Ventura Prieto’s office and described the case of muteness I had left behind my door.


  I did not have occasion to regret this. With no hint of disdain, Ventura Prieto exclaimed, “That won’t do at all!” He requested my authorization to assist me and to address the prisoner.


  Offering a friendly smile—and he bore so little resemblance to a bureaucrat that he may well have seemed a friend—Ventura Prieto persuaded that sequestered spirit to deliver itself up, however tersely.


  Lowering his eyes, in a voice hoarse with sorrow, the once handsome boy, now prematurely withered, said, “I was always a great smoker. One night, in horror, I saw that a bat king had grown from me—”


  He broke off.


  This terse declaration had perturbed us such that we did not wish him to relapse into his previous silence. He did not. Noting that his words did not correspond entirely to his thoughts, he was mentally reviewing them in order to coordinate the two more precisely. After a long while, he began again, and made this speech.


  “I was always a great smoker. One night I fell asleep, cigar in mouth. I woke up, afraid to wake up, as if I already knew: A bat wing had grown out of me. Disgusted, I groped in the darkness for my biggest knife and cut it off. It fell to the floor and by daylight it was a woman with dark skin and I was saying I loved her. They took me to jail.”


  He said no more.


  We shared his silence.


  With my eyes I told the guard to take him away.


  •


  Ventura Prieto, too, said I must find a way to save him.


  He lamented not having seen the dark-skinned woman’s body. He wanted to know where the boy had cut her.
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  This engrossing interview had quieted the explosions that were set off within my bosom by two wide-spaced cannon blasts announcing the presence of a ship.


  It was my habit on such occasions to proceed directly to the wharf for immediate proximity to whatever news was to be had there and to the faces of the sailors and the few disembarking travelers. This time, the correspondence pouch had already been delivered to the Casa de la Gobernación before I could do so.


  The Oficial Mayor had conscientiously arranged the mail into stacks for each recipient, spread out across his table. There was nothing for Don Diego de Zama. Once again, my hands remained empty, as they would for a long while to come.


  The absence of news from Marta, my sons, and my mother plunged me back into the dejection I’d endured after the arrival of many another boat, a dejection that, as the tally rose over the course of what was now a residence of fourteen months, cast me ever further down.


  Leaving the office, I abstained from the alluring spectacle of another grand and tempestuously peregrine ship in the harbor.


  I confined myself to my quarters.


  I asked a slave for a light meal of hen’s eggs. This was out of the ordinary—I always took my meals elsewhere—and attracted the attention of the daughters of my host, Don Domingo Gallegos Moyano. Later, it prompted one of them to come to my quarters and offer me yerba maté. I accepted.


  I consecrated the second half of that day to a querulous and exhaustive epistle to Marta that the ship could bear back downriver.


  In my mind I followed the letter’s slow journey, by water to Buenos-Ayres, then westward overland for hundreds of leagues. And I was pained by the reproaches, now still fresh on the paper, to be read three or four months hence by my spouse, far away and without a man by her side—perhaps on a day when I was happy. But I changed nothing of what I’d written.


  In my room, as twilight began to fall, a visitor was announced.


  I was still unaware of what ship had come in and had not realized that its captain was my friend Oficial Indalecio Zabaleta, on whom I now bestowed a strong and affectionate embrace.


  I knew that if he’d come to me so quickly, setting aside the affairs that normally occupy a captain on the first day in port, he must have something for me. But before I could pose any question my attention was captured by someone else.


  Beyond the doorway, in the gallery that ran along the courtyard, stood a boy, stock-still, as if holding himself in check. No doubt he had come with Indalecio; he might even be his son. It was not this but the agitation of his noble features that transfixed me; his eyes were brimming with tears which, as the captain turned to him, overflowed.


  He ran to me and flung himself in my arms, sobbing convulsively with what I took for pleasure and enthusiasm.


  I was correct. Impressed and very likely well-pleased by his offspring’s transports, Indalecio explained. “During the voyage I told him who Doctor Don Diego de Zama was.”


  Doctor Don Diego de Zama, granted the unforeseeable and touching homage of a stripling of twelve. Such recognition was a counterweight to many days of slights and oversights.


  Doctor Don Diego de Zama! . . . The forceful executive, the pacifier of Indians, the warrior who rendered justice without recourse to the sword. Zama, who put down the native rebellion without wasting a drop of Spanish blood, winning honors from his monarch and the respect of the conquered. This was not the Zama whose administrative duties occasioned neither surprises nor dangers. Zama the Corregidor was arrogantly unaware of Zama the Asesor Letrado, while the latter strove to demonstrate not merely a family resemblance but an absolute and certain identity with the former. To the Corregidor he once was, the present Zama vaunted his councillorship, for across the whole breadth of the province he was second in rank only to the governor. But even as he did so, Zama the Asesor Letrado knew and could not conceal or deny that in this country, even more than in other regions of the empire, such a post does not deify, nor can a man be a hero without risk of life and limb, even if there is nothing to justify such a risk. Zama the councillor had to confess himself to be a Zama subjugated by circumstances and without opportunities.


  At this point in the duel, the waning Zama might begin to suspect that the fierce Zama was not so battle-hardened and tremendous as all that. An iron-handed corregidor can easily twist the will of slaves crushed by months of an oppression exerted by a force worse than violence: cruelty.


  I was that Corregidor: a man of the law, a judge. A light so high and pure could not be extinguished or denied, even if it did not shine quite so brightly as a hero’s. A man without fear, with the vocation and power to bring an end—to crime, at least. Without fear.


  “I told him who Zama was.” A flash of glory from my past existence could not compensate for the lackluster life I now led.


  Zama had been and could not modify what he once was. Should I believe I was predestined by that past for a better future? This boy, Indalecio’s son, demanded that of me with all the force of his admiration.


  But I—I saw the past as a shapeless, visceral mass, yet still somehow perfectible. It had its noble elements but among them I couldn’t help but recognize something—the main thing—that was viscous, unpleasant, and elusive to the grasp, like the intestines of a freshly disemboweled animal. I did not repudiate this element but accepted it as part of myself, possibly an indispensable part, even if I’d played no role in bringing it into existence. I hoped, rather, to be myself, at last, in the future, by dint of what I might become in that future.


  Perhaps I believed I was that man already, living in accordance with the image that awaited me further ahead. Perhaps this present Zama who claimed to resemble the Zama to come was built upon the Zama who once was, copying him, as if timidly venturing to interrupt something.


  •


  The aguardiente duly measured out between us, I learned that Indalecio had been in Buenos-Ayres with my brother-in-law who was overseeing my application to the viceroy for the transfer that was strictly my due and that I urgently required.


  Assurances had been offered, without mention of a specific date. But the signs were positive.


  In exchange for this promising augury, in which I had faith, or in which at least half of me had faith, given that I bore the scars of several failed reiterations of it, I confessed my requirements to the captain. I hungered not so much for a promotion as for a stable position in Buenos-Ayres or Santiago de Chile. My career was stagnating in a post that was, it had been implied from the start, only a temporary, stopgap appointment. And, too, there was this: Half the length of two countries and all the width of the second lay stretched between my wife and me.


  Perhaps because the boy was present I kept the full confession to myself: This great distance was a particular torture by reason of the rigorous and exclusive fidelity to Marta I maintained, though precisely why I was so faithful was something I could not explain even to my own conscience.


  •


  We dined at the tavern.


  On my return, very late, I marveled at the moon’s solitary lordliness, and in the ardor of alcohol felt myself prepared to match it, were I put to the test. The empty streets, lined with great houses and vacant, shadowy spaces, the rugged terrain that sloped down to the river—all of it seemed to promise some sudden event that my rapier would respond to unhesitatingly.


  That night I felt valiant and tremendously inclined to love.


  I had my surprise, as if it were predestined, and a lovely young woman at my side in the bargain.


  As the hour was so late, I went in at the back of the house, using the gate to the vegetable garden that lay beyond the servants’ courtyard.


  I reckon that my unexpected presence in that place at that hour set someone’s plans awry. Before I came in, one party succeeded all too well in fleeing or hiding.


  But another, poorly concealed, remained. When this person belatedly attempted to escape, in the shadow of the house’s massive walls, I made out a woman, though without knowing who she was. With ten long, tactical steps I cut her off, while she, though irremediably intercepted, continued straight toward me without stopping. The instant I spent waiting for her to reach me may have taken deeper root in me than in her. I was full of optimism and audacity; hope rapidly sprang up within me.


  It was Rita, the youngest daughter of my host, Don Domingo. I discovered her identity with four varas of distance yet between us and in spite of the mantilla that barely dimmed the moonlight’s glow upon her face. Lunar woman, I murmured to myself, seeking to confer a poetic enchantment on the moment, but what thrilled my senses was delight of a different order.


  She took two more steps and fell to the ground. She had stumbled. I rushed to her, though she was already half up and required no help. But in my unbridled eagerness to profit I caught her from behind and finished lifting her, my greedy hands pressing against her breasts, which were soft, as though from much fondling.


  This was my reward for keeping silent about her nocturnal escapade! Without reservation I revealed my intentions. She paid no heed. Amiable and mild, her aplomb regained, she disregarded my embrace. Looking resolutely into my eyes she spoke a few hushed words of gratitude, as if in response to a great favor. Then she withdrew, dignified and cautious, to the sleeping quarters.


  I could be charged with neither impudence nor abuse. That she had understood immediately. For her part, she let me know she did not fear me.


  I lingered in the garden. For some time I faced the space she’d disappeared into. I must have stood there witlessly, rigid and engrossed.


  Then, reacting at last, I lay down on the fragrant grass. For a while longer I would savor the charm of the night’s outdoor adventure. An opportunity had presented itself beneath my own roof. A Spanish girl, white, very young. My hands knew she was not pure.


  6


  A supper party at the home of Don Godofredo Alijo, Ministro de la Real Hacienda.


  His wife had announced that the occasion would commence in the English fashion at five o’clock. The guests were served steaming chocolate, accompanied by jams and tiny glasses of liqueur. It was, everyone said, “very English,” and I kept my opinions to myself, having observed along the Pacific coast that the only Englishmen who habitually drank chocolate with their meals were sailors. It would not have displeased the company, or certainly not the men, to know that chocolate was the drink of sailors. Our ways are very simple here. But to know that for the sailors it was no delicacy but merest nourishment would not have gladdened them. In the end, as an alternative and so as not to neglect local custom, the lady of the house also generously provided maté, which found greater favor than the chocolate.


  Before the evening meal was served, someone who had avoided the “English reception” joined us. I saw her the moment she came through the door, and from that moment on the gathering was transformed into a subtle play of expectations.


  It was the wife of the meteor from the sun, Luciana, spouse of Honorio Piñares de Luenga, a colleague of Godofredo Alijo. The absence of Piñares himself went unremarked, for his wife generally appeared on social occasions without him and the small circle of government officials had grown accustomed to this state of affairs.


  Naturally Luciana was not unknown to me; a conversation or two had occurred between us. In the days since her husband’s challenge had revealed that she was the woman bathing in the stream, I had accorded occasional intervals to imagining her body, which was more comely than her clothing gave to suppose. Still, I took for granted that this was a forbidden and impossible thing.


  Even in Piñares’s absence, her presence hampered my movements and made me awkward, all the more so because she directed no glance my way and left not the slightest opening for a greeting, which I would not, in any case, have known how to offer.


  •


  I cursed myself for having failed to foresee the encounter, which was entirely predictable, given that Alijo and Piñares were members of the same governing body. But in the days since receiving the invitation, my mind had been fastened exclusively upon Rita.


  I’d begun to remain at home as never before. I listened for her footsteps and observed from afar her excursions to mass, continually looking for some sign of warmth in recompense for keeping her secret. But she haughtily dispensed with me.


  I grew feverish, as if my feverish thoughts of Rita and the plans I was making for her had infected the rest of me.


  The supper party had promised to afford me a respite.


  Three hours of convivial talk between the chocolate and the meal had perforce expanded the familiarity that the smallness of our circle gave rise to in our everyday encounters, repeated over many months and long years.


  We permitted ourselves a great deal with respect to one another. I, however, allowed the others more leeway than my natural decorum authorized me to take with respect to them.


  One of the men in the group proposed that when supper was over and the women had dispersed to their hearths, a gathering be convened with some free mulattas in a certain house on the city’s edge. The others mostly approved, their lascivity observable in the corners of their mouths. A man of initiative, an acknowledged organizer, went around to make a count of who would join the party in order to arrange for the impending escapade.


  In my vacillations I did fierce violence to myself. Then, when my turn came, I made my excuses.


  One of the men, aware as most were of my resolve, asked without malice, “Only if she’s white, then?”


  “And Spanish,” I haughtily replied.


  My conclusive tone cut off all further comment.


  The organizer continued to jot down his list.


  But the one who had questioned me did not relinquish his curiosity. He went so far as to take me aside, respectfully, discreetly, to say he was amazed by the exclusivity of my preference. He begged me to honor him with my confidence and reveal whether it was in fulfillment of some religious vow that I maintained my stance.


  I told him the truth. “I fear the Gallic disease. I fear the loss of my nose, eaten away by the sickness.”


  He left me in peace.


  I hadn’t confessed all my reasons, only one that was chief among them. Never had I imagined I would unveil my apprehensions and the motives for my conduct to a person with whom I was not on intimate terms. Until I did precisely that.


  •


  But he was a gentleman. Later, at the table, no look or gesture of his even hinted at the mockery he could well have indulged in. The master of the house, addressing those nearest at hand, some ladies among them, perorated with approval upon men of virtue and hinted at those of us who might be considered such.


  I found myself within his sphere of influence, as was Luciana, though she gave no sign of listening to his moralizing discourse. Nevertheless, when this pontificator indicated his views on the question of who among us endured the burden of the white and sanctifying torment of purity, as he called it, Luciana allowed her eyes to rest briefly upon mine. All the burning mettle of her glance penetrated me, as if she were willingly responding to the call of something new and strange.


  At once I softened and became benign. I had no difficulty eluding the flattery of other silent glances of esteem, and anchored myself only to this fleeting look from a woman whose admirable nudity I already conceived of, though without sensuality and in disregard of the evidence that she, amid the other women around the table that night, was in no way superior to any of them.


  She did not concern herself with me again for the remainder of the meal. Her distance attracted me all the more. I drank to excess in the aim of emboldening myself to brilliance. Luciana, I could see, was not seduced.


  Once more I concealed my anxiety in prudent silence.


  •


  I was not aware of how fully I’d betrayed myself but realized with some dismay that I’d done so when, along with all the others, I pushed my chair back from the table, and Bermúdez, the Oficial Mayor, leaned close to my ear as if to make some friendly, humorous confidence. He murmured, “There is a new jest going around. Someone near me pointed to Luciana Piñares and exclaimed, ‘There’s the woman with the most beautiful body Zama has ever imagined.’ ”


  This seemed deliberately calculated to set off a fit of ill temper. But it so happened that at that very moment and not a second later the imaginer of beautiful bodies received another glance from the woman whose body was the most beautiful he’d imagined. A glance that sang, “If only I knew you better. . . .”


  If, on my way home, I’d encountered His Majesty in the street with the following proposal on his lips, “Zama, do you want a post in Buenos-Ayres with greater status and higher pay, but only if you agree to set out tomorrow?” I would have said, “Not yet.”


  No man, I told myself, disdains the prospect of illicit love. It is a game, a game of dangers and satisfactions. If victory is his, then he has won his mock trial and prevailed over society, that unwelcome duenna, while an interested third party looks on.
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  Moreover, that night seemed foreordained for love with Rita, too. My plan was to enter from the back gate and give chase to her in the garden. I would be implacable this time and perhaps she would yield. The appeal of the Gallegos Moyano family’s youngest daughter was now far inferior to Luciana’s, however. In the outline of the future that with the moon’s assistance I was sketching, Rita played a merely accessory role.


  But the closer I drew to the house the more important she grew: My desire for love was urgent, even if satisfaction were come by too easily. Forearmed with resignation though I was, I could not bear for my hopes to be cheated by an empty kitchen garden.


  My hopes were cheated.


  The perennial fury returned, undiminished.


  Through the courtyards I strode, heedless of the noise I made, and reached my own in a single impulse, ready to disturb Rita’s tranquil repose with a great slam of the door.


  My door stood open. A steady glow emanated from the room. I wanted it to be her in there, waiting for me, and knew that was impossible. I cursed myself for the clamorous footsteps that had shattered all silence and slumber, and tried to remedy my own commotion by drawing near on featherlight feet.


  On the table was a burning candle. Next to it stood a tin box, secret repository of my silver coins.


  A thief.


  The fit returned. I knocked things over and sputtered with rage.


  First to require my attention was the box: Three or four coins lay strewn across the table, the rest remained inside. My scrutiny was swift but the intruder, who until then had escaped my notice, was swifter. Emerging from the shadow of my bed, he edged past me with considerable agility and darted toward the gallery, taking full advantage of my surprise.


  He was a fair-haired boy, barefoot and bedraggled.


  I went to the door. The dark gallery had swallowed him up. A lone boy, I supposed, could not have been so daring. I conjectured an accomplice, still concealed. Sword unsheathed I turned back inside, crying out loudly in order to threaten whomever might still be within and sound the alarm to the world without.


  I charged into the shadows, impetuous, stabbing fruitlessly. Candle in hand, I made a closer and more prolonged inspection of the bed’s nether regions.


  Meanwhile Don Domingo had arrived, his veteran wheel-lock pistol at the ready, but without much in the way of steadiness or aim to put it to effect.


  •


  Three slaves, still hastily donning their shirts, carried out our peremptory order—“Find them! Find them!”—and searched the arcades and courtyards, disappearing behind plants and giant urns. They returned, not having found a thing and so confused that only then did they realize they’d rushed off to search for something without knowing what it might be.


  Don Domingo explained what I’d seen, should they be able to offer any enlightenment. “A fair-haired boy of about twelve, raw-boned, barefoot, almost naked, who must have slept several hours here in Don Diego’s bed.”


  The slaves exchanged glances and murmured warily among themselves.


  One of them, a sambo, rendered what might be deemed their opinion. “It must be a dead boy, mi amo.”


  If Rita were listening, from one of the several rooms that now distilled faint light, I preferred that she share the Negro’s superstition. Otherwise she might consider me worthy of every sort of derision.


  In the morning, a second search of the house and all its outbuildings was conducted. Only my room had been visited. Nothing of value was missing.


  The suspicion that this was some malevolent prank seized me, but I could establish no suspects. Why did my thoughts turn to Ventura Prieto? It was in no way plausible that he would disturb me in this manner. Nevertheless, turbulent and unstable as my mind was, I could not help but monitor his expressions during my hours at the office, alert lest he betray himself by alluding to the night’s business in any way. But no. Nothing.


  That afternoon as I wondered where to stow my paltry trove of silver coins more securely, I received a most welcome summons: to maté prepared and served by Rita.


  We sat on small, low chairs in the shade of an old plane tree and she served me the first maté in silence. It was sugary and very weak. I sipped it slowly and felt, along with the warm liquid, the slow awareness of a great affection flooding through me.


  She raised her eyes, as if in response to this limpid new sentiment, seeking in mine some sign that she could trust me. I was moved: I saw her there, beautiful and delicate, victim of a love consummated in mystery, in all the solitude of her great secret, and I supposed— and was firm in this conviction—that she had been, was, and would always be the possession of a single man.


  We spoke not a word all the while and I was unsure of how to convey my sudden mood of fraternal affection. Indirection was my chosen tactic. Deliberately awkward, I told her I felt immensely grateful to her. Surprised, she asked why. I explained with great warmth that when anyone showed pity for me, a man without family, far from his own land, it struck such a strong chord in my bosom that there was no concealing it. And my emotion was indeed visible, in the form of a slight wateriness of the eye.


  My words and tears were out of proportion to the favor Rita was bestowing on me, one her sisters had often done me before. She must have understood that, must have perceived that my fervor grew out of remorse and perhaps even compassion, inspired by her secret love affair and her belated but abject approach to me. She burst forth in copious tears, biting her fingers to keep from sobbing aloud. I caressed her head, which reclined against my leg, and urged her to regain possession of herself quickly, fearing with justification that we might be discovered.


  She calmed down and dried her tears until her demeanor was sad but serene once more.


  She served me another maté, then sipped one herself. The calm, luminous atmosphere washed over us, and we allowed it to transform us into tranquil objects.


  She attempted conversation, asking about the fair-haired boy of the previous night. She had adopted a different tone, and my unease over the possibility that it was all a prank was exacerbated. As I explained how he leaped from the bed and dashed past me, eluding me like a bird in flight to merge with the shadows as if he belonged to them, a doubt nettled me: Had Rita and her man arranged it all? They wanted to frighten me, or to drive me mad, perhaps, in punishment for my late-night homecomings, which had disrupted their wooing.


  My tenderness for her came to an abrupt end. It required utmost effort to maintain my decorum and not wound her deeply with an accusation. Obstinately holding to my belief that Ventura Prieto must be behind the boy’s incursion, I became convinced that Rita’s lover was none other than he. Whether this was in fact the case did not matter. All I cared to know was whether that grotesque nocturnal muddle was in any way attributable to Rita.


  I declared that I believed I at least had the right to know the name of the individual I was protecting with my discretion.


  Indignation narrowed her almond eyes, she clenched her teeth, then released them to say, with conclusive precision: “Oficial Mayor Bermúdez.”


  And with a moan she fled back to her room.


  I remained there in fixed contemplation of a small, low chair that now stood empty, the gourd growing cold in my hand.
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  Only at that point did Bermúdez begin to occupy a definite place in my thoughts. Until then he had merely figured as a receiver and redistributor of papers at the Casa de la Gobernación.


  For others, I gathered, he represented something rather spectacular, at least from the neck up.


  He had been a captain in the King’s army until a deep stab wound near the heart barred him forever from the violence of military life. Still, there was nothing to deny him the use of a helmet. His was the most highly polished specimen I ever saw. He sported it whenever a solemn occasion, civil, military, or religious, provided the opportunity. It so happened that the upper part of his skull was entirely devoid of hair—prematurely, for he was no older than thirty-five—and people said that with or without the helmet his head gleamed all the same. Bermúdez seemed quite vain about this.


  •


  Work soon brought us together and his presence filled me with sorrow and regret over the previous afternoon’s events. This inconsequential individual was, after all, for someone I knew, an incitement to sin, to anguish, to delight. I pictured Rita’s small hand tenderly stroking that burnished pate.


  Bermúdez, who had never approached me except bearing papers, or only that once with his ironic prattle at the supper party, made a rare gesture of friendliness. He asked whether at noon we could take lunch together at the inn. He gave no reason and I felt obliged to consent, supposing that Rita had been quick to inform him of her chagrin over my conduct.


  I felt a reborn inclination to be of use to the lovers and went so far as to indulge in the illusion of elevating their relations to a more decorous level. No aggression was apparent in Bermúdez’s invitation and I arrived all unsuspecting to share his table.


  •


  Even so, his way of broaching the subject stung me. He told me he had something to confide, for my own safety’s sake, and prayed me not to take offense. As I thought his only objective was to air the matter of his amours with Rita, I inferred that, after acknowledging them, for he had no alternative, he intended to issue a threat. I assessed the situation and calculated that his endangered heart left him ill equipped for a duel. I could offer him the compliment of my patience. I would listen to him speak for a while.


  Even the most acute observer of humanity does not know what the man sitting at his side, sharing succulent helpings of grilled meat, may hide or hold within himself.


  I pressed Bermúdez to explain. He declared, “Señor Doctor, your position is seriously compromised.”


  I began to tremble and clenched my fists. So I was the compromised man, then, and not Bermúdez?


  Very rapidly, without leaving me time to react, he described the logic that underlay his concern. I, born in America and the only americano in the provincial government, had certainly proven my loyalty to the monarch. Yet at the party I had proclaimed that I would accept only Spanish women. My wife, in addition to being far away, was also born in America. In consequence, my words could mean one thing alone: that I hungered after or perhaps already possessed one of the colony’s Spanish women—in flagrant adultery, for I was married. And if the female were married as well, the dereliction was double.


  I found myself responding at once with an elaborate and extensive justification: What I had meant was simply a woman who was white, not an Indian, mulatta, or Negress, which repelled me. Even the white woman (I lied), could only be a wench notorious for lechery, and was purely hypothetical, at that. I was entirely confounded and entangled myself in words without finding a way out. Clearly this could be prejudicial to my probable transfer. If I were viewed as an americano who offended against the honor of Spain and some interested party took it upon himself to raise a hue and cry, my petition to the viceroy might be obstructed.


  I was beleaguered but found some relief in the thought of the paean to my virtue made by Don Godofredo Alijo himself over supper. “How can two such contrary opinions be maintained? An esteemed Ministro de la Real Hacienda speaks in my favor.”


  Bermúdez, I saw, was finding himself speedily disarmed. Even if the matter were to come to the attention of the highest authority, the Gobernador himself, and the governor were inclined to deliver an opinion on it, the Oficial Mayor was a man of too little standing to advise him.


  Bermúdez then ventured to inform me that in the days following the dinner certain gentlemen had spoken quite openly of the incident, though he, Bermúdez, would not be so indiscreet as to supply their names, unless, that is, the information were indispensable to such precautions as I might wish to take.


  I felt superior to this low gossip, and would have even had there been some basis for it. I foresaw no imminent danger. I assured Bermúdez that he troubled me not at all. I told him he was most welcome to keep the names of those gentlemen to himself forever.


  He could not budge me now.


  •


  This supposed favor offered me by Bermúdez brought an image unbidden to my mind: Luciana de Piñares de Luenga, observed on several occasions visiting the Oficial Mayor’s offices—a rare habit for a woman of her status.


  But that was well before the supper party and I could not see its relevance to the present episode.
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  The unforeseen events, the jolts and agitations of those days, kept me from making any attempt to see Luciana. Until another official gathering took place, and such occasions were few and far apart, that would be difficult. Zama, the offender, could not step through the doorway of Piñares, the offended. And to seek her out at mass was to venture into a labyrinth; two or three religious services were offered each morning in every church in the city and there were six of them in all, not counting the ones where the natives worshipped.


  Rita, once resplendent, was now less so, as if something were draining away her blood. When we saw each other she struggled to maintain a normal bearing. Wounded, she bore the bruises of the weak, humiliated by the strong.


  •


  My mind was free, therefore, to return to Marta. Thus disposed, I received a message from her. It arrived on the same ship that brought a gentleman from Uruguay who bore various letters recommending him to me. He had been drawn to the city by a promising transaction in the lumber trade. Considerable personages entrusted him to my good care and requested that I introduce him to those who might swiftly advance his affairs. This was sure to entail some diminution to my stock of silver coins.


  Overcoming long misgivings, Marta wrote me about the penury of our household. She was afflicted. She had been forced to sell the modest adornments that were part of her dowry, though she had kept this secret from my mother. The money thus gained afforded her some respite, until such time as I could help.


  At present, I could not help. I could only unbosom myself to her in another missive that spoke of how greatly touched I was by her silent abnegation while recommending forcefully and repeatedly that she continue to conceal the crisis from my mother. I had to clarify that though in principle my monthly salary was one thousand five hundred pesos, a thousand of that came out of the city’s own coffers. Those funds were scarce, and my share of them, in consequence, merely illusory. As for the other five hundred pesos, in fifteen months of residence they had arrived from Spain on only eight occasions.


  “Marta,” my pen supplicated, “let us sacrifice ourselves a little longer. It is for my career, which I cannot abandon while I still seek another position, one closer to you, with greater distinction and genuine income. Also at stake is my name, the name of your children.”
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  I found lodgings for my visitor in a house on Calle San Francisco, which runs up from the river and behind Calle de San Roque. The Piñares de Luenga family home was on Calle de San Roque. If a man were to stand behind that house and throw a stone, it might hit the Uruguayan’s window.


  I visited him assiduously in his rooms. My solicitous concern with the advancement of his affairs must have struck him as odd.


  Then one day, very early, I observed, behind the Piñares home, a group of horses and mules being readied for a journey. The master of the house was preparing to depart for his estate in Villa Rica.


  •


  I allowed some prudent time to lapse, then invited the gentleman from the east to call upon Piñares de Luenga, Ministro de la Real Hacienda, who surely would be able to supply him with such information as could put the conclusion of his commercial negotiation on a solid footing.


  Attired in a manner that earned compliments from my protégé, I passed by to collect him and with him on my arm presented myself at the entry to the home of Don Honorio Piñares de Luenga.


  A young male slave informed us that the Señor Ministro was at his estate in Villa Rica and would not return for a month’s time. I manifested an intemperate disappointment, vociferating loudly and drawing looks of amazement from my companion. I was not leaving. I required further explanation. The Uruguayan tugged discreetly at my sleeve. Before he could ruin my plan, and in view of the fact that no one was coming to my aid from within, I resolved to give an order: “Tell your señora that a gentleman from Montevideo is here, presented by Don Diego de Zama, and that this gentleman must very soon return to his country and desires to be waited upon by the Señor Ministro.”


  The cunumí withdrew, taking care to leave the door ajar.


  The Easterner voiced his unease, wondering how I could be so insistent on pursuing information of questionable importance, especially given that the Ministro was not there to provide it. If I would be of help to him, there were other Ministros de la Real Hacienda. . . .


  The door opened wide; we were to go in. The slave escorted us to the salon.


  •


  Luciana received us, very much the dignified lady but with a somewhat heightened color in her cheeks. She seemed glad of our visit and I knew this to be a consequence of my daring. There was, I believe, a sudden connivance between us.


  Even so, she devoted all her attention to the man from the east, hearing him out for a while and lamenting her husband’s absence before besieging him with questions that the fellow could not answer since he was neither well-informed nor at all inclined to the sort of intellectual matters that excited Luciana’s curiosity. She wished to know about music and the theater in Buenos-Ayres and Montevideo, and since she could extract no enlightenment from him there, it occurred to her that this individual, a merchant, might have knowledge of textiles. She asked him about stores and stuffs and even the price of a silver thimble. Here was a field in which the Uruguayan could better acquit himself, and he sought to regain ground by presenting himself as a traveler and speaking of a journey to Córdoba. But that was a misstep. Luciana supposed that among the people he had befriended there must at the very least be some learned gentlemen, and she was seized by a fancy to know more of the private life of that class of person, their parties, assemblies, manner of dress, food, drink, and way of educating their children— questions for an encyclopedia, not the Uruguayan.


  My turn arrived. I took the floor with some resentment, for I am a learned gentleman, though not from Córdoba, and she might well have questioned me. It is often thus: Those who have some position or fortune to boast of but have had no contact with any university prefer to ignore the studies and diplomas of those who do in fact possess them.


  My fund of anecdotes gave the Uruguayan a reprieve. So captivated was Luciana that, astonishingly, she would not allow the conversation to end until we promised to return two days later, at the hour of prayer.
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  That night I dreamed that a smiling, solitary woman who came for me alone was arriving by boat. In need of my protection, she entrusted herself to my arms. Tenderly our hearts mingled. I could give a precise description of her kind face. Her neck was blond and downy as a peach, and I was greedy for it.


  She was not Marta. She was not Luciana. She was no one I knew.


  •


  I left my bed, newly spiritual. The morning was clean and propitious. I drank maté but declined biscuits. To eat, to chew, struck me as coarse.


  In the street I crossed paths with a modest berlin, its harnesses frayed, its carriage worn by long use.


  I paid no attention as it passed by. Then I noticed a hand, young, plump, and very white, protected by lace, clinging to the door. A drawn curtain kept the public from seeing anything beyond this small testimony of grace. The modest carriage moved on, indistinguishable from any other.


  I thought of going for my horse. I put the thought from my mind.


  Perhaps it was the woman from the dream. Of a certainty it was not.


  Like that one, this woman moved within me in an unending caress.


  Piecing together shards of hope, I sought to retain in memory the characteristics of the coach and the horses drawing it. I mused that for a lady with such a hand, to ride in that vehicle was hardly better than going on foot. Yet, I reminded myself, my own true lady, Marta, my señora, now disposed of even less.


  I was a traitor to her love, humility, and sacrifice. Yet thinking of that hand, with its safeguard of lace, and thinking of Luciana, I sought to justify myself as if before a tribunal. “At least I must retain the right to abandon myself to love.”


  To abandon myself to love, that alone did I underscore in my inventory of rights. Again I imagined the fugitive hand, pale and plump, and made it real by making it Luciana’s, and mine to kiss, a single kiss from a man abandoned to love, and then to rest my cheek upon it and feel its warmth pass into my body.


  •


  I had to present myself at the office. That realization did not pain me for I remained under the influence of the dream, and of the white hand, another dream. It did cause me pain, considerable pain, to reflect that reality continually eluded my grasp and that if a woman came to me, she did so in dreams and nowhere else.


  Would I never be visited by love? Not Luciana’s love, even if I could obtain it, but the love of a woman from other regions, a creature with delicate, caressing ways such as are found in Europe, where cold exerts its dominion at least a few months of the year and the women wear coats as soft to the touch as the bodies within.


  Europe, snow, clean-scrubbed women who never sweat to excess and dwell in sparkling houses where no floor is made of packed earth. Unclothed bodies in heated chambers adorned with lamps and carpets. Russia, the princesses. . . . And here was I without lips to

  pair with my lips, in a country whose name a whole infinity of French and Russian ladies—an infinity of people across the world— had never heard. Here was I, consumed by the need to love, while millions and millions of men and women much like myself had no thought that I was alive, or that such a person as Diego de Zama even existed, or a nameless man with powerful hands who could seize a girl’s neck and bite into it until it bled.


  Here was I, in the midst of a vast continent that was invisible to me though I felt it all around, a desolate paradise, far too immense for my legs. America existed for no one if not for me, but it existed only in my needs, my desires, and my fears.


  •


  I was newly spiritual.


  Along my way, I came upon a middle-aged Indian woman, slumped in a ditch carved out by the rains, without strength to move.


  I approached, with what aim she knew not, and her eyes grew imploring as if to beg me not to drive her away, not to harm her. That silent prayer, her abandonment and her pain, aroused a great compassion in me.


  I wanted to know what her condition was.


  “Tuvïg,” she said.


  “Blood? Are you wounded?”


  She shook her head slowly.


  “No. Heavy bleeding, su merced.”


  “What can I do for you? What can I offer?”


  “Yerba or sugar to pay the médica, su merced.”


  I gave her a small coin for her médica, who would be the native curandera, and another for herself. I told her she should wait for two men to come who would lift her up and carry her to the curandera and then to her rancho.


  “I have no rancho, su merced. I am free. Once I had one but my man threw me out.”


  I understood her situation but did not see how I could contribute to its solution. I flung another coin onto her skirt, conscious that it did nothing to alleviate her poverty or the illness her husband had tried to eradicate by eliminating his wife from his home.


  •


  An errand boy awaited me in front of the Casa de la Gobernación with a message from the Uruguayan. He had awoken with stomach cramps and vomiting, sure symptoms of the colic. He begged me to find someone to minister to his illness.


  The blood rushed to my head. This seemed a sneer from fate, playing a malevolent game to excite my superstitions. I had tended to a stricken stranger in the street, wanting to help her back to health, and now her ailment seemed to have passed into my acquaintance. Because he was sick, there would be no visit to Luciana that afternoon: Such was the misfortune that befell me.


  I sent word to the Uruguayan that specialists would soon be coming to his aid, but decided not to address the matter immediately. Secretly I wished him to suffer until he howled.


  Nor did I send anyone to assist the fallen woman.


  The Gobernador had given instructions that I was to place myself at his disposal the moment I arrived, which condemned me to wait in his antechamber until he summoned me inside. On this particular occasion he delayed until I was writhing with impotence.


  Two very neat old men and a pretty young woman who was childlike and remarkably passive were in the same situation and observed my agitation. They had been in the room when I entered and had responded with timid courtesy to my brief salutation. No more than that passed between us and I felt humiliated by our apparent equality of status.


  As it transpired, they were the matter at hand. Receiving me with soothing cordiality, the governor prayed me to save him from these people, whom he knew to be a fearsome nuisance.


  I had to accede, nursing my vengeance in silence.


  Passing through the antechamber without giving them a glance, I closed the door of my office behind me. Let them seek me out.


  First they would have to grow weary of waiting for their audience with the governor. They would bestir themselves and approach the secretary, only to be informed that it was the learned councillor they should see. Then they would wait another long while before they were received at last and came to the realization that the learned councillor was none other than myself, that is, the very man in whose presence they had already wasted an irrecoverable half hour.


  •


  But time spent in that place served no purpose and I grew irritated by their placid endurance of the wait. I was more impatient than they were, or so it seemed.


  I meant to be despotic and expeditious, but the old man’s humble words offered little scope for that.


  He was the descendant of Adelantados, in a direct line from Irala, the city’s founder.


  As he laid out his simple narration of facts, without posturing or pride, a knock came at the door: Ventura Prieto. I invited him in so as to put the old man in his place; now he would have to make his confession and plead his case before a stranger of unknown rank.


  Ventura Prieto, ever discreet, made as if to withdraw, but I gave him a sign and he stopped near the door, observing with interest.


  The old man grew uneasy, just as I’d planned. He said he was one of the first inhabitants of Concepción, and had inherited lands. His hands had grown decrepit and he was unable to work his land. He had fallen into poverty. He had no choice but to petition Su Majestad for help, on his own behalf and on that of his wife and his granddaughter, who had lost her parents to the Indians in the bloodshed some ten years earlier.


  At first the girl’s limpid gaze rested upon me. Then, slowly, she bowed her pretty forehead. The fingertips of her small hand dug into my table as if seeking something to cling to. My table was the representative of the learned councillor: I was the last solid ground on which to stand.


  Once more I embodied something useful and important.


  It was my vanity that spoke. “Vuesa merced may return to your land in peace. You shall have your encomienda of Indians. The Gobernador will remind His Majesty of it without delay, I give you my word.”


  I put a good deal of effort into the theatrical solemnity with which I delivered this promise for I wanted to see the girl’s eyes light up with gratitude. I neglected, however, to request that her grandfather provide me with documentation in proof of his ancestry.


  The young girl bestowed the tearful glitter of her gaze upon me. Within her joyful breast I knew myself to be someone.


  •


  Ventura Prieto had come to my office to deliver yet another message from the Easterner.


  With uncharacteristic friendliness, I asked for his advice. He recommended Palos, the surgeon, and I made a joke about the thrashing with long wooden palos that the practitioner’s name implied. I asked where this Palos might be found, and charged Ventura Prieto to provide me with two men who could search for the fallen woman. I was feeling so good-natured and communicative that I told him what had happened. I wanted him to share in my compassion and humanity.


  He was more compassionate, more humane, and more clear-sighted than I. The Indian woman, he said, was every bit as worthy of a surgeon’s care as the Easterner. To convince me of this, he described the curanderos’ capricious procedures: “Witchcraft. Treatments that are sometimes terribly cruel, always entirely ineffectual. For example: Against heavy bleeding, they prescribe the smoke of burning güembé leaves.”


  It wasn’t difficult for him to persuade me, though I regretted having allowed him into my confidence.


  He went so far as to tell me what he thought about my ruling in the case of the Adelantado’s descendants.


  An ancient document bearing the name of Irala was, he said, hardly sufficient cause to deprive one or two hundred natives of their liberty and put them to work on another’s behalf.


  Was he criticizing my decision in the old man’s favor or simply the regime of the encomiendas? I asked what title he would consider valid for obtaining an encomienda.


  “None,” he answered. “And certainly not some remote inheritance.”


  I contemplated him with smug superiority. His views were dangerous and he had grown overexcited, while I remained calm.


  Very deliberately I said, as if upon deep reflection, “Is it a Spaniard I address, then, or an americano?”


  His reply was reckless. “A Spaniard, señor! But a Spaniard who is astonished by all the americanos who try to pass for Spaniards and not be what they are.”


  Now I was furious. “You count me among them?”


  He hesitated an instant, then contained himself. “No,” he said.


  •


  Palos had exchanged the role of surgeon for that of inebriate. Even after he was extracted from the tavern, he would not consent to attend to anyone other than the Uruguayan, deeming the street an unworthy venue for “the consultations of science.”


  I left him with the colic sufferer and, followed by two house slaves, set forth in search of the woman to carry her to the servants’ quarters where the surgeon could see her without cost to his pretensions.


  She was no longer where she had been, and no one in the vicinity had noticed her, her condition, or her departure.


  Nor was it a simple matter to locate the dwelling of the curandera, in case she had gone there. The slaves explained something I’d never bothered about before, and which was confirmed by those nearby: The native “doctors” only came in from the countryside on feast days.


  There was one gûaigüí, an old woman, who did have an established residence and permanent practice.


  This I learned from Ventura Prieto when I went to the inn to regain strength. I was still so disoriented that my unease and remorse were visible, my guilt at neglecting a human being to whom I had promised my aid.


  Both americanos and Spaniards—and even Spaniards of the most exalted class—preferred a trained priest to a surgeon for the treatment of their ailments, and a curandero to a priest. There was, in any case, a proverb to the effect that death comes only to the old and to women in childbirth, not to soldiers or the sick. If there was any truth in this, its validity stretched no farther than the boundaries of the province, or those of its more civilized nucleus, where the natives did not predominate and human flesh was not habitually consumed.


  Thus my arrival caused no upheaval at the house of the médica. Two Spanish ladies waiting their turn feigned not to recognize me.


  The woman I was looking for was not to be seen. Perhaps she was inside, among a group that was consulting with the gûaigüí in privacy. After a while, I went in. Among those gathered there was a boy of about twelve, rawboned and fair-haired, who was passing cane vessels full of urine to the old woman for her diagnosis.


  Something about him brought to mind the little bandit who’d occupied my bed and unlatched my money box. But certainty was long in coming. Then, in a moment of reprieve from his task, he looked up at me calmly and smiled, almost familiarly. All doubt was banished: It was him.


  Without further reflection, I pushed through the cluster of patients and fell upon him, my heavy hand gripping his shoulder. For an instant, the whelp lost his composure. I made my accusation: “It was you, you little swine. It was you!” To force a quick reply, I seized him like a wolf that takes its prey in its jaws and shakes it from side to side, and accompanied the shaking with loud rebuke. “Pilfering brat, who sent you to rob me? Tell me!”


  The hubbub of women all about me like frightened hens so irked and distracted me that the brat, indomitable mongrel that he was, wriggled from my hands. Planting one foot firmly on the ground, he delivered me a hard kick in the privates with the other.


  I cried out in pain and he escaped. Damnation!


  The women scattered with no thought of coming to my aid. The old woman remained seated on the floor with a mystical, absent air, legs crossed beneath her skirt. I was bellowing, hands cupped over my member.


  When the pain subsided, I assailed the old woman with questions. All she would say was that some days earlier the fair-haired boy had brought her a gift, a bundle of the dried chilies she used as medicine. In exchange she’d allowed him to stay at her house. But she didn’t know who he was, or his name.


  She spoke with certainty and not a trace of regret. “He won’t be back.”
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  The afternoon was barely under way and yet the day had already brought such troubles that I was terrified to go on. But a man cannot renounce his life for half a day: There is either the rest of eternity or nothing.


  I could at least escape the city’s snares by riding out on my horse with no destination in mind. I vacillated between this prospect and that of paying a visit to Luciana, with uncertain results.


  I could not do so unless the Easterner accompanied me, but that gentleman lay pinned to his bed like a worm, twisting and turning without departing from a fixed point. He was perfectly useless to me and I contemplated him in silence. His death, I told myself, would not matter to me in the slightest.


  Nor would my own, I believed. I was overcome with a desire not to trouble myself over anything, not to return to my room or go back out into the dusty, burning street but to lie there, right where I was, even if it were upon the earth itself, and rest, rest.


  •


  Entering my host’s home from the back, I encountered the kitchen women. It was the siesta hour and they were preparing sweets, stewing peeled fruit in great metal pots in the open air.


  I was sweaty and decidedly more ruddy than usual. Earth, the red earth of the streets, caked my face. I wanted to plunge my body into warm water and commanded them to use their cooking fire to prepare me a bath.


  They placed a large tub in my room and scented the air with eucalyptus.


  A slave scrubbed my back with a wet cloth. I ordered him away.


  I remained seated in the water a long while, sedated and at peace. My imagination traveled to my distant home and then back to the immediate possibility of love, Luciana’s or that of any other comely, healthy woman. I needed physical love as badly as I needed to eat.


  •


  The bath brought me comfort. I was rosy with well-being and so unconsciously predisposed to do what I would do that a trivial episode decided the matter. As I left my room on my way into the street, I met my host, Don Domingo, paternal and indulgent. He said, “I’ve heard the news! You’ve had a tub bath, soaked your whole body!” I nodded at him and smiled, friendly and proud, then proceeded on my way, well satisfied by his remark.


  I was a man to command respect and to be given a proper reception. My host’s discreet compliments said as much. An old man come from his tub is no more than a clean old gent who must take care not to catch a chill. A freshly bathed man of thirty-five suggests something else altogether.


  •


  Such was my hunger for adventure and risk that I wanted the Easterner to remain prostrate, though I did go to the trouble of passing by once more to inquire after his condition. It was worrisome; a terrible fever had set in. I feared I was at fault for wishing him ill.


  His situation and my uneasy conscience put some brake to my impulses, but then it occurred to me that I myself might die within the week from the same food and the same colic. I might die an ascetic, my blood burning, my mouth filled with self-reproach, leaving no woman in pain over having sinned for Diego de Zama. This same Diego de Zama, not having kissed a body other than his wife’s for years, knew himself to be alien to the purity that fidelity imposed, and urgently required that someone else participate in the bewilderment of his desires, the sharp bite of his reproaches.


  No. Beneath the blur of that evening sky, I was not going toward a luminous or happy love. With what certainty I knew that.


  •


  But that I was going to love I had no doubt. The strength of my resolve had led me to mistake my own appetite for an implicit assignation.


  I was partially disabused of this when I stood in front of the house without yet having devised a pretext for presenting myself.


  I asked to speak to the señora. Luciana was embroidering in the salon. She received me benevolently and without surprise.


  Both of us feigned great interest in all that concerned the Easterner. She deplored her husband’s absence and pledged to send him a message the next morning with a slave just come from the hacienda.


  She abandoned herself to confidences. “My husband is as much enamored of me now as at the beginning of our marriage. While he’s away, he assails me with tender missives.”


  I grew angry. “Señora, it aggrieves me to know that.”


  “Why?”


  “I’m jealous.”


  She parried, with spirit, “Nothing authorizes you to be.”


  A silence set in, but I was obstinate in my aims and no gentleman: I neither begged pardon nor withdrew.


  She softened, with an air of remorse. She told me that many women abhorred her for her independence, and that because she spent long periods alone, too many men were in error with regard to her conduct. She did not share her husband’s penchant for the hacienda and, moreover, felt stifled both in her house and in this country. She had little knowledge of any other, having come from Spain in her adolescence, but she reckoned that in larger cities people were less alone, for they didn’t all know each other so well.


  Alert for a word that would give me grounds to insinuate myself or advance, I had no wish to follow her in these reflections. She seemed more and more downcast, and I felt almost inclined to go on the attack. I scrutinized her severely, almost disdainfully. Why wasn’t she responding with more grace to what appeared so imminent to me? On closer analysis, her skull struck me as the opposite of beautiful, and I compared her jawbone, in its jutting protuberance, to that of a horse.


  She concluded with a murmured discourse that I paid no heed to and was unsure whether I should answer. Then she announced, as if pained at having to do so, “Diego, night is falling. It’s late. We mustn’t be imprudent.”


  She called me by my Christian name, intimately: Diego. She begged for prudence and this seemed to tie the knot of our complicity. Here was my triumph, a sudden triumph. I greeted it with foreboding, pleasure, and tremendous irresolution, for I did not know how and when I would be able to consummate it, or whether it fell to me to initiate that.


  I could only say, greedy, vehement, and abandoned to love— abandoned to love—as I clasped one of her hands, “Luciana, my Luciana.”


  She assented with a sigh, without saying a word, keeping her eyes lowered as she extracted the warm hostage from my grip. Her farewell gave me my orders: “Now, until tomorrow.”


  •


  In the end it had all been too simple, too easy. But I feared my good fortune.
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  Was it, in fact, Ventura Prieto?


  That night I gave no thought to the Easterner. In the morning a messenger came to the Gobernación with word from my protégé’s host that the gentleman’s affliction had taken an alarming turn for the worse.


  The messenger was a schooled manservant who employed such ceremony in his preliminary greetings and such painstaking abundance of detail in his report that passersby—I conferred with him in the gallery—slowed their pace to catch a few words. One of these was Oficial Mayor Bermúdez, who, authorized by my look of dismay, inquired whether I’d received calamitous news about a loved one.


  He spoke to me in front of Ventura Prieto and I could not keep the latter from overhearing my discreetly courteous and informative reply, nor from giving free rein to his habitual curiosity and questioning me—with courtesy, true—on my search for the woman stricken with heavy bleeding.


  Ventura Prieto was, in truth, far too involved in the matter; I had turned to him when I was unsure where else to turn. I answered that I’d been unable to locate the sick woman but had found the old médica he’d spoken of.


  “Then vuesa merced saw the mysterious blond boy?”


  How much that question revealed! Ventura Prieto was aware that the blond boy was with the médica, and it was he, Ventura Prieto, who’d sent me to seek her out. It was a sneer and an affront. Such were my thoughts. At last I could vent my indignation.


  Without further words, without warning or delay, I dealt him two hard blows. He staggered, astonished. Then he reacted, fixing me with a gaze of iron. He bent slowly forward, then flung himself upon me, hoping to clutch my neck and throw me to the ground. I parried his move and though he had hold of me I eluded the pincers of his hands by jerking my head energetically and making my neck so hard I could almost feel my veins rupturing: It must have been like grabbing a live tree trunk. We were sweating, body clutching body, but I knew myself to be the more powerful and the more driven of the two. I set out to pin him against a window. Step by step he yielded until he was pressed against the bars. I gripped his hair and hit his head against them three times. I didn’t want to smash his head in, nor did I have the strength for that. But I knocked him silly and while he was still blinded by the certainty of my dominance, I managed to draw my knife and slash him across the cheek.


  I sprang back and maintained my distance, expectant, knife in hand, alert for his reaction. Faltering and gasping, he stood there as if he didn’t want to see his own blood.


  Now that the fight was at an end, several spectators approached to lavish me with affection, congratulating me on my dexterity and my victory, hurling imprecations against Prieto and greatly concerned to assist me, were I in any way injured or debilitated.


  •


  Ventura Prieto was jailed.


  The Gobernador sent for me. No sooner had I entered than he declared, “I’ve stripped him of his post.”


  He requested a verbal report on the episode but gave me a foretaste of his perspective. “God help us! That we ourselves should be exposed to the assault of any passing oaf, here in the King’s own house!”


  I understood. The game was won, though Prieto was Spanish and I an americano. Solidarity of status had prevailed.


  Now I knew how to organize my account of the events.
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  I required sleep. Still, so as not to provide further grist to rumor, I ate my habitual lunch at the inn.


  A manioc soup was placed before me. It was all the same to me—I had no appetite—so I accepted it without complaint and was left with nothing solid in my stomach and the wine rising into my head.


  I absolved myself of the Easterner and went home to bed.


  But the Easterner was decidedly against me: He died. I was roused from my siesta so this fact could be communicated.


  His death, too, proved a seedbed of irritations. I was in charge of all the ceremonies and legal formalities and it would fall to me to conduct him to his tomb. Not only that, but should a complaint one day be lodged over some long-ago debt, I would be the one responsible for digging him up, putting him in a boat, and packing him off downriver.


  I consoled myself by calculating that my transfer would be secured long before such time. Though I also conjectured that destiny might play a joke and send, aboard the selfsame ship, both my new appointment and a power of attorney from the dead man’s relatives requesting that I dispatch the corpse to them. In which case even then I would make my journey alongside the Easterner, a man addicted to my company as few have ever been.


  •


  Aside from its suddenness, the Uruguayan’s death was an event of the utmost normality: A man’s death was and is a common occurrence. But the message that followed upon that one struck me as anything but normal: Luciana sent a female slave to the door of Don Domingo Gallegos Moyano, my host, to inquire after the state of my health. Word of the altercation with Ventura Prieto had reached her and she was concerned.


  I felt a stir of alarm over Luciana’s deficient discretion, the casual way she made her interest in me a matter of public knowledge. At first I resolved to reproach her for it.


  But I was won over by my pride at seeing her so greatly seduced as to ignore all risk.


  •


  I did very little for the Easterner. I merely sent a priest to keep vigil over him and told the owners of the house where he lay that we would come the next day with a notary to take inventory of the clothing and money that had been his.


  I could not, for the moment, devote myself fully to these tasks; they would take time away from my reunion with Luciana.


  Furthermore, so as not to disturb her or dampen the happy spirit I sought to impart to our encounter, I did not inform her of the Easterner’s death. When she asked about the course of his illness I lied that he continued to suffer from colic. She told me to advise him to take thirteen swallows of aguardiente, and thus I learned that Luciana was quite ignorant, at least on certain matters.


  Still, I was at her side once more, and had acquired another debt of gratitude for her benevolence that kept me from judging her on such secondary matters. Deploring that morning’s fight, she lavished me with attention befitting a hero. She scanned my face for wounds I might not have noticed and even pressed her hands to my forehead to awaken any pain that might remain there.


  I took it as a pretext for touching me and allowed her to do it. So sensitive was I to her touch that I nearly swooned. It did not seem to occur to her that other parts of my body might also have suffered blows—or at least she did not probe them.


  Then she sat down, at a greater distance from me than the previous evening, and as we spoke of the Easterner and she prescribed aguardiente, she became the señora receiving a visitor once more, and called me “Señor de Zama,” “Doctor,” or “Don Diego.” I considered the possibility that someone might be spying on us and she was avoiding intimacies to throw this person off track, but I detected nothing of the kind.


  For some while I sustained this tone of Luciana’s, but soon my need for her became acute. Wishing to hurry matters along, I spoke several phrases of utmost devotion and described an entire mental consecration to her person since the preceding night—a lie. The truth was that whenever I’d thought about her over the course of the day, I had felt no need to bother myself about her. In my mind she was submissive and surrendering, which dispensed me from further effort.


  But that evening she was not the submissive, surrendering Luciana I had envisioned; she was a Luciana on the defensive.


  Skillfully she eliminated anything from her responses that might engage my amorous declarations until at last she produced this disconcerting confession: “Every man is greedy for my body. Honorio, my own husband, lives in thrall to the flesh. I despise it and despise all men for their love of possession.”


  The conditions had been laid down.


  She fell silent a moment, as if extenuated by the force and courage required to speak with such clarity, and also as if giving me time to consider this statement and declare myself.


  I was enamored of her body and toward her body I was reaching. Nothing else about this untutored woman whose face gave no pleasure mattered to me in the slightest. But she spurned those who aspired to the love of her body.


  Had all my plans come to nothing? Yet if Luciana had accepted me so frankly and rapidly, something had suggested to her that I was unlike other men, those other men she despised. Of course: I was the virtuous man of Don Godofredo Alijo’s discourse!


  And so I adapted to her fantasy, resigned to sustaining it as an elegant cover for my retreat, now imminent.


  It was a simple task to hold forth upon her virtue and idealism and to conclude by alleging that my spirit yearned to meet such a woman, who would lavish her friendship upon me, and a tender affection free of all other implications.


  I could see she was greatly flattered. She hinted that if I proved deserving, I might find myself enjoying that very affection of which I dreamed. So she conceded two points to me now, when the day before she’d accorded six and promised ten.


  Night was falling as I departed. She accompanied me out to the arcade and called a servant to show me to the door.


  A drowsy sacristan was stumbling along the street, swinging a bell.


  “Who died?” the servant asked.


  The sacristan intoned the prescribed reply: “A son of God: Don Félix Ordóñez. Pray for him.”


  Don Félix Ordóñez was the Easterner. From her servant’s mouth, Luciana would soon learn of it.


  •


  With the demise of the Easterner, there was no pretext Luciana could give her husband to explain my visits. This contingency favored me; it freed me from interviews I now saw as pointless and from the obvious dangers they entailed. Moreover, we had made no plans for the following day, or for any other. I had no obligation to go back.


  Was I glad to have emerged from the adventure unscathed?


  •


  The Easterner had departed too quickly to leave any indication of his wishes and I did not know which of the Orders he preferred. I assigned him to the one I favored, the Mercedarian friars.


  I went directly from Luciana to the house of mourning, already very visibly that. The room was shrouded and the chanting of the religious brothers alternated with prayers in an oppressive atmosphere filled with more murmuring than I could readily explain, given how few people could possibly be interested in the posthumous destiny of this foreigner. The priest had organized everything with great care, no doubt suspecting that the Easterner had arrived at our port well provisioned.


  So great was the priest’s zeal that he forbade any cooking fire in the house, as if the death truly affected the family who lived there. The tardy sacristan had divulged news of the decease quite sparsely, and as a result not a single dish of food, such as people of position generally send when a death is announced, arrived that whole night. The next morning, sleepy and fatigued from my vigil, I was tortured by hunger.


  The first stew was sent over by the Piñares de Luenga family. I thanked fate for having inspired in Luciana some attachment.


  The maidservant who brought it, a well-tutored and very self-assured mestiza, duly delivered the protocols of condolence, begged pardon for her mistress and master’s absence from the wake, and, with exemplary reserve, told me the señora would expect me after the interment.


  At first this message irritated me. It would embroil me in a new round of visits, now strictly formal and unproductive.


  •


  And so, having delivered the Easterner’s coffin unto the earth in the shadow of the Templo de la Merced, I took two hours of necessary rest before responding to Luciana’s appeal.


  Perhaps I sought to provoke her, to make her bristle at my tardiness, and so begin to relinquish her belief in my unfailing courtesy and rectitude.
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  On previous occasions I must have arrived with an anxious face. Not this time. My changed demeanor authorized Luciana to raise a question. If she hadn’t sent for me, would I have come?


  The question was so astute that it flustered me. I claimed such need of her understanding and company that there was no length I would not have gone to in order to see her, even in the face of powerful opposition.


  She smiled, but vaguely and with a hint of incredulity, and prevented me from going on.


  Instead, she plied me with questions about the Easterner’s death and the details of the funerary rites. I admonished myself severely for having set my sights on a woman who would dither away my time in a conversation so conducive to tedium.


  In retrospect I see it must all have been a way for her to study me and learn my reactions. She cared for the Easterner and the nails in his coffin only as an excipient into which, when the time came, she could mingle the drug, the active ingredient, with a lengthy pause, underscored by the words “Ungrateful wretch. . . .”


  The words were a spring that activated me. In a single bound I was at her feet, one knee to the ground, caressing the hand that rested upon her skirt, and, much later, kissing it.


  The fingers of her free hand were buried in my hair. Then they strayed lower, to the beard, conveying all gentleness in their caress.


  I raised my gaze to hers in questioning supplication.


  She declared, as if yielding to a beautiful and fearsome fatality, “If it must be, then let it be.”


  She flung her head back against the chair, offering herself to my kiss.


  It was prolonged and succulent.


  When we emerged and I waited for some sign to tell me how much farther I could advance, Luciana remained melted in a dream.


  Then, returning to herself, she called me “Beloved. . . .”


  And when I bent toward her for another kiss, her right hand intervened, with delicate but unopposable authority. I yielded, and she said, “Now go.”


  I could accept this, for I felt myself already her master. These delays, plausibly intended to appease her virtue, cost me little.


  •


  The following afternoon in the salon she was at work on a complex piece of embroidery that incorporated many multicolored silken stuffs. Because the fabrics exceeded by far the size of the frame, someone had to hold them up to keep them from trailing on the floor. Next to Luciana stood a mestiza, doing precisely that.


  This additional presence alone was not reason enough for discouragement, but I grew to suspect a studied strategy when, after a time, another servant began bringing us maté with periodic punctuality, no doubt in obedience to orders given prior to my arrival.


  At the fifth or sixth round of maté I declared myself replete in order to stave off at least one of our vigilant chaperones, but very soon she returned with a small jug of liqueur that she served out in tiny cups. The contents were very meager and I drained them quickly three times in succession before noting that this gave the servant a motive for presenting herself again, without being called. I left the last cupful intact, and after a few inspections, she had to accept that I had no further need of her services.


  Luciana nodded, disarmed and delighted by the tenacity with which I strove to make our encounter more intimate, and arranged for my reward. She instructed the mestiza who was holding the goods to spread them over a sofa and fetch her a special pair of tiny scissors from some remote room. And to leave the door only slightly ajar when she went out and to knock before coming in when she returned.


  With the door half closed, Luciana and I stood in a single impulse, moving into a union of lips, crushing each other in an unending embrace. For me, the sensation of contact extended across the body, as though we wore no clothes. Somewhat out of breath, I took my lips from hers and acquainted them with her cheeks, her neck, the spot behind her ear where her hair began. . . .


  Two faint knocks, knuckles against wood, and hair and clothing had to be reordered.


  The conversation grew impersonal for a few moments longer until Luciana told me, with an indifference either feigned or real, I could not tell, that her husband was to return the next day. I inquired as to the hour, in hopes that it would be very late in the night and an opportunity would still remain. But no. He had sent word with a courier that he would spend the night in a town half a day’s journey from the city and would be back under way at dawn.


  I could not contain my disappointment, which was so overwhelming that Luciana adopted an inoffensive look of sly amusement. But she was learned in signals, communication, and the art of sustaining hope, if not in other things. Her lips arranged themselves in a slight and soothing smile. An inclination of the head, her eyes full of confidence, announced some piece of astute cunning that would keep us from having to suspend our encounters.


  What was her system? Would it be possible for us to see each other only in the presence of third parties or from a prudent distance? My urgent need to know was impeded by the calm mestiza with the silken threads.


  My last kiss was of leave-taking, upon the señora’s hand. We were in the gallery, in the presence of her maid and the slave who was to accompany me to the door. Other servants passed by, bearing vessels of food to the dining room. The embroidery assistant stood next to Luciana, attached to her mistress like a lapdog. Luciana gestured to her to bid me farewell, as if some special connection had been formed between this female and myself. The girl honored me with a ceremonious reverence, knee bent and torso inclined, then emitted an inexpressive yawp.


  The duenna I’d perpetually feared might betray us if we spoke imprudently was a deaf-mute.


  This new wile of Luciana’s, calculated to suppress my fears, only diminished my pride in the knowledge that she was prepared for intrigues, even with her husband in residence.


  By taking the lead in this way—without so much as consulting my not wholly negligible ingenuity—she showed herself to be well versed in such machinations.
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  All the discipline I’d exercised to mitigate the rigor of my abstinence from women had collapsed. I was a horse at the starting line and the shot that would begin the race was slow in coming.


  Yet I trusted my powers of self-control, well exercised by the year and a half of waiting.


  There remained the fear of dreams, which are incontrollable. But my accumulated fatigue demanded a bed.


  As it happened, my only intelligible dream was a soothing one: Once more the solitary, smiling young woman arrived to entrust herself to my protection, and again I was unable to identify her with Marta, Luciana, Rita, or any other woman of my acquaintance.


  This was a most pleasant prophecy that, repeated twice in the span of only a few days, might credibly become a reality: one I desired fervently as a consolation and a brake.


  As on the previous occasion, I allowed myself to begin the morning in a calm and hopeful state.


  It was a day of rest, in honor of some saint of small renown. I began the morning by riding my horse inland. The journey out was joyous and contemplative. On the return I was bent on speed and the pure pleasure of moving swiftly, tightening my body to keep from falling and to guide the horse, feeling my own internal rhythms conjugated with the beat of the gallop. But I was also in great haste to be back, as if I craved company.


  I passed the harbor. There was no news of a ship from the Río de la Plata. And I had a great need to receive something, some business that was distinctly my own and had a direct bearing upon me, anything that came from another human being yet was remote from my habitual interactions with my neighbors or as an administrator.


  I guided the animal to its stable.


  The city, early to rise that day and rather festive, had its windows propped open. Pedestrians exchanged greetings with passengers in carriages, on their way from district to district and from church to home.


  In the streets, I greeted several señoras and señoritas with whom I had dealings as a result of my friendships with their husbands or fathers.


  And suddenly I was catapulted into adventure.


  An unknown woman in a mantilla, escorted by two half-breed girls, fastened her gaze on me as we approached each other. Believing that I interested her, I stepped to one side and made a low bow. She did not respond. A hunger for her came over me—hunger for a woman—and I stood there a moment expecting her to turn back or order one of her maids to do so. That did not happen; she seemed prepared simply to leave me behind. I could not resign myself to this without further inquiry into the reason for her insistent gaze. I set off in resolute pursuit. One of the servant girls must have alerted her, and the lady, forewarned, quickened her pace, but my strides covered more ground. She was almost running now, as was I, though neither of us had lost our composure. It was a violent pursuit, destined to fail, I could see that clearly, for any number of reasons, foremost among them my appalling lack of urbanity. I did not relent until I had come within a few varas of her. Then, indolent and unavoidable, a large family with whom I had frequent contact emerged from their home, directly in my path. I had no choice but to stop and greet them.


  Later I walked down streets in all directions without encountering the fugitive.


  •


  But the adventure was launched.


  I returned to the places where devout women and those out paying calls tend to gather. I greeted all who were unaccompanied by any male guardian. If they were acquaintances, I probed their faces for any sign of a disposition toward me that was more than merely courteous. If they were strangers, I looked for some reaction to my mildly gallant demeanor that would betray a woman who might be persuaded to stray.


  I was excited and alert to the subtlest sign, disposed to seize any opportunity I might glimpse and carry my daring forward into victory. I walked, I sweated: I came and went for an hour or more. Then the ambulatory population thinned out and vanished. It was time for lunch; my stomach, too, clamored for its due.


  When the plate of cheese and pitcher of wine had been set before me, I speculated on how many tables there must be where, at that moment, a woman was describing to her husband her astonishment over the Asesor de Gobierno’s reckless conduct. I had sown pointless suspicions whose consequences I could not foresee.


  Even as I cursed the havoc within me, I felt its power. My blood’s yearning defied any bridle. I had to contain myself, punish myself.


  My only recourse was to return to my room and shut the door. But I had no wish to sleep. I thought of Luciana’s kisses and though I knew them to be the cause of my present state, I imagined them minutely, reproducing the sensations they shot through me.


  •


  I did not go back out again until nightfall. There had been a market that day in and around the plaza, and the free women and slaves, sent by their masters to pitch their wares, were now putting away the baskets of manioc, peppers, sweets, tobacco, coffee, and other merchandise that remained suspended above them or lay strewn about on the ground without having found a buyer.


  I halted a few moments, entertained by the sight of them packing up their day’s business, counting out small change, gossiping, and briskly taking leave of each other, no doubt in sorrow that so enjoyable a day was coming to an end. They left in small bands that would gradually unravel along the way.


  As they went past, one girl who was walking with three others gazed at me with the look that means: I would desire this man but I know it’s impossible.


  No. It wasn’t impossible.


  I followed them at a distance. They observed my maneuver and grew anxious.


  Two of them stopped at a house that belonged to a rich family. The other two continued on toward the rancherías. It was one of those two that I desired.


  The night watch were making their rounds along the pineapple fields. If I were to hide, which I had no easy way of doing, I would give the women a reason to denounce me.


  The soldiers did not harass them. It was obvious from their clothing and baskets that the women were on their way home from the market.


  As they came toward me, the soldiers slowed their pace. The commanding officer recognized me and required no further clarification; on the contrary, without seeking to detain me he paid me several quite unnecessary compliments that under different circumstances would have flattered me.


  One woman went into a rancho.


  The path still stretched before the one that remained: past the final scattered ranchos and the ruins of the hospital, and through the cogas, small farms whose dwellings were marked by the faint glow of hearths that dotted the landscape here and there.


  The night was dense now, the sky heavy with that pregnancy that precedes the diaphanous moment when the moon is about to rise. I could no longer tell which of the women I was following. Nor did I care.


  The hard, compact night infused me with its energy. A woman’s shape walked ahead, and it was as if I’d already possessed her, with a certainty nothing could alter. My body foretold hers.


  Now! I told myself, and as I moved with long strides to take her, a dog’s ominous howl rose through the night.


  I cursed it for a son of Satan and without slowing my pace began murmuring the insults that ward off evil influences.


  At that point the moonlight finally came and my relief at being able to see where to set my feet down was extinguished in an instant. Scenting prey, a silent pack of dogs was emerging from the ruins to descend upon us.


  Twenty steps ahead, the woman froze.


  I shouted, “Courage! I’m coming!” and advanced, sword in hand.


  But the dogs passed her by without touching her—they knew her—and launched their furious attack against me, the stranger. The first one came at me so forcefully that I couldn’t run him through. He scrabbled up my chest, jaws wide to bite my face. With a hard blow of my free arm I knocked him aside and he fell on his back, whereupon I dealt him the quick, sure thrust that was his end.


  Meanwhile, two others were circling me, one snapping at my boots. I wounded them severely with two-handed strokes of my sword and left them dying amid howls of pain and rage. The others kept their distance, barking at me until I dispersed them by charging at them and bellowing.


  The woman had sought refuge among the nearby ruins. I went to her, cleaning my sword along the way, swaggering and dominant.


  She was the one, and she was young.


  Her ardor matched my own. For a time I was eighteen years old once more, in all the perfection of youth.


  •


  I sat down on what remained of some great blocks of adobe and put my flint and steel to use. The flame first showed me her bare, calloused feet. I lifted it to the face. She was smiling, waiting. I considered the features: the nose, the skin. She was undoubtedly born of a Negress—and I, with my long refusal of the mulattas who, for money. . . . But I’d had voluntary acceptance from this one.


  As we rested there, I comforted myself with that thought, amid my reflections.


  She said, “Su merced, if you wish to keep me. . . .”


  My gratitude and gratification inclined me to indulgence. I heard her out.


  She was dictating her requirements! I was to take her into my household as a servant, and her mother and small brothers, too.


  I drew upon another reserve of patience to inquire, “And if not?”


  “You won’t see me again.”


  She was entirely categorical. She had observed that my state was not merely that of a white man indulging in a caprice, and she stood there before me stipulating her conditions, as much at liberty to give and take as I myself. We were on the same level, or so she felt at that moment, and I, too. I was a white man, in the service of the King; she risked offending me. But no. Instead I was humiliated.


  I rose to my feet, shook out my clothing, and set off for the city in silence.


  The episode was an affront to my right to lose myself in love. In any love born of passion, some element of idyllic charm is required.


  I could perceive the matter thus because I was momentarily appeased, at least in one respect. Though the thought of it brought me sorrow. An arid sorrow.


  When I’d gone about a hundred varas, I wanted to observe us moving apart, each in our own direction.


  I turned, and the night, grown peaceful and condoning, gathered the whole of me in. Perhaps it held her captive in its depths.


  I thought I could emerge from the night by returning to the city.


  With some effort I freed myself from the grip of that vision of the vast world to try and distinguish the distant trace of her, her path toward the horizon. No one moved along that edge. She might still be back there, lying on the ground. Perhaps she was very sad.


  •


  By day, it was quite possible none of it had happened.


  In the morning I avoided meeting my own eyes: I combed my hair before the mirror, but turned my gaze upward, then directed my attention to my beard, still without looking.


  But once my grooming was complete, I threw the comb down, went to the mirror, and looked straight into my own eyes, defiantly at first, then with greater calm. I’d resisted my gaze because I knew that if Marta’s eyes had been on me I would have felt the need to cut myself a little.
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  A ship came in.


  I was not, at that moment, on the alert for cannon blasts from the harbor. I heard the first one with a start, unable to place quite what it was I’d been expecting from this boat. For a moment I seemed to recall that a young woman was coming from the Río de la Plata to meet me. Marta? No, no. A different woman, it had to be a different woman, but not that one either . . . who belonged to the region of dreams. Some missive, from my mother, my wife, my brother-in-law, that was what I was expecting: What I deserved to receive on this boat was a decree with the King’s seal upon it.


  The second cannon sounded, an imperative summons to my urgent need, and I was overwhelmed by a bewilderment of presentiments.


  I advised the secretary that I was going down to the ship for a letter. This was also meant for the Gobernador, should he inquire as to my whereabouts, since I’d been somewhat neglectful of my duties during the preceding weeks. But I was going in search of one thing only: the face of the lady traveler in my dreams.


  I did not see her among the heads peering down at me over the edge of the ship, and I rushed aboard before any of the voyagers could set foot on land. The need to reach her drove me on but once again—so soon—I found no relief. I was merely enamored, but enamored with what vehemence! My audit of the ship and all it contained was so bold that an officer, perhaps on orders from the captain, tried to stop me. I appealed to my authority, but he replied that he would not acknowledge it on board unless I explained why I was intruding into the passengers’ cabins in this manner.


  I did, telling him I was looking for a lady who was arriving from the Río de la Plata. He demanded her name. Naturally I could not supply it. A description of her, yes—but in the whole of its voyage the ship had carried no young woman.


  •


  I accepted the absence of any news from home, for if the news were not good I could do nothing to remedy their difficulties.


  The brigantine was carrying a great scroll of paper with the King’s seals upon it: It was not for the Asesor Letrado but for the Gobernador.


  •


  He summoned me to his office. The dispatch was unfurled upon a table, its outer seals broken. Inside was a very thick one, made of gold and lacquer and adorned with small ribbons. It seemed to glow with a light all its own, which it lent to the governor’s face.


  He did not speak of the royal dispatch but of my own case, telling me he was aware of my ambitions, the steps I’d taken, and my merits, and announcing news of which he’d given me no inkling before: that very soon a person of influence might occupy himself with my longed-for promotion and transfer.


  Without giving me time to inquire about this benefactor, and with an air ever more markedly benevolent, yet still as if keeping something from me, he divulged, furthermore, that for the moment this person who was disposed to help me would provide the solution to one of my more immediate problems.


  He—for naturally it was he—had already arranged for Ventura Prieto to avoid trial in exchange for proceeding directly from prison aboard ship and into exile. Thus would I avoid all the disagreeable alternatives of a court case.


  The Gobernador was beaming. No doubt he expected me to bow and scrape in gratitude. But I couldn’t bring myself to do so. I was lost in thought, oblivious to the fact that I was in the midst of an audience. My moment of blind rage was costing Ventura Prieto personal dishonor, a slash across the cheek, jail, the loss of his post, and forced ejection from the country. The most I could claim he was guilty of was the aversion I felt for him and the fact that he’d asked me whether I’d seen the fair-haired boy who accompanied the curandera—which, viewed from the present distance, in no way indicated that he had sent that boy to break into my house. True, this was not his homeland, but he had interests here; there must be a reason why he was here. It seemed excessive to persecute a man in such fashion. Nevertheless, I was forced to acknowledge that out of anger or rashness he had become my enemy, for good reason or not, and to such a degree that the two of us together were one too many for a single city.


  The governor had proceeded on his own initiative, without consulting me, and since his action favored me I could not remain mute after learning of it. But I was unable to open my mouth except to ask, “Has he chosen a new place of residence?”


  Disconcerted by the dryness of my manner and what he must have considered my ingratitude, the governor gave a brusque reply: Yes, he had. Santiago de Chile.


  Hence Santiago de Chile, bordering the land where my wife and mother resided, was eliminated as a possible new post for me.


  Forgetting the royal seals that had dazzled me during the first part of our interview, I asked if the governor required anything more of me, and in view of his negative response, begged permission to withdraw.


  •


  It was right before my eyes and I was unable to see it: the royal proclamation that elevated my Gobernador in rank, appointing him to a position at court. He had planned to announce it to me after offering me that touching display of his favor, and I should have manifested great joy and showered him with salaams and baisemains.


  I had lost the most prestigious advocate I could have had in Madrid.


  •


  The anger I could bear. However, at night, in my bed, after finally ceasing to torment myself with reproaches, I fell victim to despair of another sort.


  I was an enraged and rabid animal. I don’t know what sort of animal: one with four legs and great strength. I needed to escape and all that kept me from doing so was a rock. I charged at it again and again and with every charge a gash in the center of my face gaped wider. I kept on charging, growing weaker with each attempt, and weaker, and. . . .


  After that I was a man, though still with a barrier to overcome. There was nothing before me but a flat expanse where every need was abolished. I had only to move forward, farther and farther. But I feared the end. For, presumably, there was no end.
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  What I needed was to get away from myself.


  I took my small hoard of coins to the horse races with a mind to enlarge it or be left destitute.


  I went very early, in midafternoon. The sun was brutal. Only the riders and the judges ventured out under its rays, and even they withdrew every two or three races to be replaced by others.


  Those of us with money at stake lay sprawled under the trees at the forest’s edge. None but men were in attendance so there was no limit to the consumption of aguardiente and many stripped down until only their lower parts were covered.


  I lost twice, won once, and then, in a subsequent race, lost everything I had won.


  Out of prudence, I called a temporary halt to the gambling. I had reason to fear that my wagers might be ill-advised; I was unable to get a good view of the horses from so far away. It behooved me to wait till the sun was lower in the sky. As the afternoon waned, I could go to the edge of the track, which would make it easier to assess the possibilities.


  With nothing at stake in the contests to come, I strolled about among the groups and whiled away the time in idle talk. Finally, at some remove from all the others, I stretched out under a palm tree.


  Only one man lay on the ground nearby, drunk and fast asleep, his breath whistling. He was an acquaintance of mine: a wealthy man.


  I observed the start and first leg of another race. Then I grew drowsy and my eyelids closed.


  By my calculation I slept no more than a moment. When I opened my eyes, the same horses were just trotting back from the finish line. But there followed an instant of bewilderment. Disoriented, I needed to take stock of everything that had surrounded me before I fell asleep.


  I sought to focus on what was there: in front of me, the test races; I myself, seated here with my back against a tree trunk; the rest of them over to the side; nearby, the drunk. . . . Something indefinable was alive in the grass next to him, moving toward him. A spider, I intuited, and one of considerable dimensions. My thought was not for the sleeping man but for myself, though I judged the distance between us too great for any such vermin, however quick, to cross— particularly since I was forewarned.


  Then I saw it more clearly. I made out its legs, long and very slender, which barely bent the thin blades of grass. Whether spiders with long thin legs were poisonous I did not know. I told myself that they were not.


  The spider approached the drunk. From a quarter vara away, these spiders can leap and bite so that if taken by surprise, even a man who’s awake has no time to defend himself. I had no wish to move. I could crush it with my boot but would postpone that until the last.


  The spider moved toward the sleeping head and I watched to see whether anything out of the ordinary would transpire. Would the man—obedient to some mysterious warning instinct—suddenly awaken and kill it? He did not. Now the insect was crawling in his hair. I didn’t see it climb up; I saw it there on him and then I was quite certain I should do nothing.


  It stepped down the forehead, edged along the nose and mouth, extending its legs along the right cheek, then proceeded onto the neck. This is when it bites, I said to myself. It did not bite. It stretched up a leg and perched on the beard. The man’s snoring rustled the hair of his beard, which moved up and down, and I was certain that now the spider, feeling under attack, would bite. There it was, rising and falling on the tips of the beard.


  The situation could not go on. It ended in the way I’d least imagined: The drunk gave a swift swipe of his great paw and sent the spider flying at least a vara through the air.


  He might be awake now, I thought, and feared some rebuke for not having defended him. But his arm fell back in its former position, his whole body slack with pleasure in its repose. The snoring went on as loudly as before.


  I got up to find the spider’s corpse. It had fallen on a patch of smooth red sand, not dead but crippled; the adventure had cost it four or five legs. I contemplated it for a moment then destroyed it with my heel.


  I reviewed the episode. At no point had I felt any emotion, except when I imagined that the man had wakened and was about to deliver himself of an entirely justified diatribe against me.


  •


  All my money made its way into other men’s pockets.


  I couldn’t leave the racecourse in a state of absolute penury. I had no indication of when my pay would finally arrive.


  I sold my horse to one of the men who was racing. Horses abound in this country. I never held mine in much esteem and sold it for a modest price. I was given more for the saddle and other gear than for the animal.


  As I had nothing to ride back on and disliked the idea of going on foot, I decided to wait for a ride in some departing carriage.


  Meanwhile, my horse was entered in a race. I hadn’t understood that the plan was to have it run, and so soon. It won.


  I saw two more races, the good ones now, the evening races. I was tempted to bet and the only thing that kept me from doing so was the thought that I’d have nothing left to pay the inn with.


  Once again my horse was at the starting line. It had proven itself swift and sure. I’d lacked sufficient confidence in it.


  It won again.


  I went and sat on a cart, my back to the racecourse.


  •


  The ship set sail.


  Ventura Prieto was not allowed to come in person and collect his furniture and other belongings, which were placed on board by others. He went from the jail to the ship and remained there under guard until the lines were cast off.


  The following day, a prison guard asked me to grant him an audience.


  I was intrigued; I could not imagine a plausible motive for the request. I briefly entertained a suspicion that Ventura Prieto had suborned a guard to embark in his place, in disguise, and that Ventura Prieto himself would come in, dressed as a guard, to wreak vengeance upon me.


  To prove my courage, I allowed the visitor in.


  It was an ordinary jail guard, thin and unkempt. Tersely he begged pardon for his audacity and held out a note.


  It was from Ventura Prieto and read as follows: “I am reconciled to this departure, for it does not lie within my power to be sufficiently indignant.”


  I certainly did not lack for indignation. This banishment that I was enduring without advantage or means of escape had equipped me with a more than adequate supply of the stuff, however masked in glory I was by the status of my position.


  But Ventura Prieto, I sensed, alluded to another sort of indignation, one unmotivated by selfish concerns.


  When I pondered Ventura Prieto, he seemed a propagandist of something, though I knew not what. I was dissatisfied with my own conduct, and laid the blame for my excesses on irresistible inner forces, as well as a combination of inscrutable external factors, invisibly staged to provoke and upset me. It was these besieging incitements, I thought, that precipitated me into those undesired acts, sometimes of a seductive nature, that in hindsight could appear so abominable and repellent. But having reasoned that far, I would begin to wonder whether the question was merely a moral one, and to suspect that had I adopted a firm position in advance, making a choice not in the moment of temptation but at an earlier stage, I might have saved myself. Upon reaching this point, however, I would reject the reflection I’d just formulated, convinced that even in the final moment, one can choose.


  •


  I wanted to leaf through court documents and cut myself off from the world.


  I regained my affinity for the law. I regaled myself with all the laws that bore a connection to my favorite subjects at university, along with the new ones—they had accumulated unread for months! —whose logic advanced so implacably, paragraph by paragraph, that having read the first two or three, I could predict everything that followed.


  I had to be prepared to make my mark in Buenos-Ayres. Peru was next in the line of my aspirations; the most longed-for, the culmination, was Spain.


  In all these schemes, Marta was present, Marta was with me, in the old prosperity of the life we once shared, the days of study and concentration.


  •


  At moments I would detach myself from the law. Without rising from my bench, I lost myself in complex associations.


  Once, my sword, hanging from a nail nearby, reminded me of the night the dogs attacked. That, I thought, was the only blood ever to wet that blade—a gift from my brother-in-law when I embarked on the Río de la Plata. I dubbed myself “dogslayer.”


  Those disemboweled beasts, forever linked to the encounter in the hospital ruins. . . . How I hungered for the like once more! For all my single-minded study of the law, I still desired another night as upending as that one. It had brought me peace. But a single glass of water does not sate a lifetime’s thirst.


  Then Luciana found her way into my retreat and the memory of her would often make the printed pages go blank. When, lying in bed, I was visited by a recollection of her liquid kisses, I lunged for my books to regain my composure.


  I did not succeed.


  To ward off temptation, I made no attempt to see Luciana. I was passive, though I yearned for her to summon me.


  Perhaps it was the sense of order that emanated from my new way of life and the apparent recuperation of my decorum that led Don Domingo Gallegos Moyano to invite me to share his table over the holidays. This was a custom, long since abandoned, that dated back to the early days of my residence in his house.


  I relished those meals with their powerful condiments and the lavish sweets that, along with sewing, were the constant preoccupation of the household’s young ladies. To be included in a family meal was the greatest pleasure of all.


  Not since the tearful episode had I approached Rita. We sat near each other during these meals and that obligated some measured conversation between us. I detected no sign of aversion in her, only an air of sorrow that others did not seem to note.


  But the most precious discovery granted by our proximity was the appearance, on her forehead, of those tiny spots that are certain indicators of virtue.


  I was afflicted by the knowledge that she was in pain and by my ignorance of the cause of her suffering. Had Oficial Mayor Bermúdez abandoned her? Had she voluntarily extracted herself from his influence, adopting a new stance of repentance and fortitude?


  After one Sunday meal I invited her for a stroll in the garden. She did not reject me.


  Her need to probe the wound was greater than mine.


  Without looking at me, as if telling the story to herself, she made her confession, her shame yielding to a courage that allowed her to put it on display.


  Bermúdez was a demanding individual, devoid of respect, from whom she could not detach herself, nor did she want to, though she’d become aware of his egotism and was in some doubt as to the true nature of his feelings.


  Rita wanted to make me believe she was torturing herself over a purely theoretical doubt, but I did not play along, nor was she able to keep all her unvoiced distress to herself. I forced her to complete the confession she pretended to have finished.


  Oficial Mayor Bermúdez was out of love. He would let weeks go by without making the slightest attempt at any encounter, not even in the streets or after mass, and still less, of course, in furtive nocturnal escapades.


  Rigid to the point of exploding, Rita told me this, and then, stifling a sob, wounded and despairing, explained in all candor, “Bermúdez is not a man to live without a woman’s love.”


  Rita sensed that she’d been replaced. She waxed indignant and condemned the faithless male. To calm her, I offered, with utmost sincerity, to help restore order to her life. If need be, I would confront Bermúdez and demand that he go back to her and make an open request of her hand in marriage. Should he do otherwise, I would slap him in public, thereby forcing a duel.


  Rita was horrified by this plan, which I’d launched in a single vehement breath. She implored me not to intervene, not to harm her man, not to make her humiliating situation known to all. She wept and pled so ardently that I felt my own eyes moisten at the sight of this woman, so fully subjugated, so eager for her subjugator to continue to enjoy, in all freedom, whatever pursuits he had a mind to.


  Rita made a great show of resignation and I could do no less than yield to her will. But I was stirred and full of mettle and it pained me not to respond immediately with an action that would attest once more to the daring of my character and the strength of my arms.


  I feasted at the banquet of manliness. Yet as I vowed restraint to Rita, there filtered into my spirit the tranquillity that comes of being exempted from a perilous obligation.
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  Very soon thereafter, something more powerful and of more direct interest caused my preoccupation with Rita to wane. Though my dealings with her became more frequent, they were not again as intimate as during that Sunday siesta. I made a pretense of fearing that my constant inquiries about the development of her conflict might disturb her, and so left her to endure it without hope of even the minimal respite that communication with me might have afforded.


  Luciana presented herself at my office.


  There was nothing to forewarn me. My only notice was a request for an audience. When it came, she stood already in my ante-chamber.


  She left her maid there and entered alone.


  I lay in wait for her behind the door and wrapped her in my arms, kissing her passionately, shaken and stripped of all control by the gift of her presence, this bold visitation.


  She responded with tenderness but, better prepared than I, took care to maintain the appearance of an ordinary audience.


  Driven to distraction by the sight of her, I heard her out as she explained her scheme.


  The mestiza who, in my presence, had held the embroidery for her, was a free woman. A mule driver from the Piñares hacienda sought to marry her, to ensure that his children would also be free. So eager was he for liberty that he perceived no obstacle in her condition. In early youth, he’d served a different master, a tobacco grower. To escape, he had plunged into the river, making for the Gran Chaco. He wanted to join the Guaicuru, though he knew they were savages. But men sent by his señor tracked him down. As punishment and to keep him from fleeing again they cut open the soles of his feet and smeared the wounds with the sap of a poisonous plant. Ever since, his feet perpetually burned and walking was a torment.


  Luciana and her husband had consented to the mule driver’s matrimonial plan, which was not unusual. However, a question had since occurred to her. Since the mestiza was mute, would her consent be valid? Piñares had failed to assuage her doubts and she told him the case required a consultation with the learned councillor at the Casa de la Gobernación. Her husband was annoyed. This marriage, he said, was causing too many complications, and now he opposed it. Luciana persisted until he was persuaded to tolerate the match once more and to authorize her to visit me and learn whether the prospective bride’s muteness constituted an impediment.


  I gazed at her, stupefied by her resourcefulness and in a state of some consternation that she should take pleasure in toying with the respect that her husband was due. How could he accept Luciana’s effort to persuade him to reach an understanding with me? I had watched his wife bathing in the river and he had called me a “filthy snoop.” How could he allow her to pay me a visit, alone?


  I abstained, however, from inquiring as to what in heaven’s name had led her to bring my name into this business with her husband. Her machinations disturbed me; they discredited Luciana and put me at risk.


  With no need to consult any book, I expounded freely upon the question of disabilities and presented her with the legal remedy.


  Luciana hung on my every word with great satisfaction. I could see in her face an image of Zama, the eminent jurist, as if in a mirror. When I had concluded, she narrowed her eyes and said, “You deserve a kiss.”


  But she did not move from her seat or summon me to her side.


  I would receive the kiss I deserved. Not here but at her house, tonight. That was the promise.


  Honorio Piñares was a loud sleeper and Luciana was sensitive to the noise, which sent a pain shooting through the right side of her head. Only the right side, but the pain was terrible. By her husband’s consent, she slept in another bedroom, though not when he had just returned from the hacienda, for understandable reasons to which Luciana, naturally, made no allusion.


  That night she would be in the second bedroom, all the way across the house from where her husband snored, in the opposite gallery and on the upper floor. Just after midnight, I was to slip in silence down the neighboring alley. When the time came, she would put a candle in her window. Then a trusted slave would unbar the door.


  A rather elaborate preliminary to a single kiss, I thought, glimpsing greater recompense.


  •


  That night, the moon, indifferent to my convenience, glowed jubilantly with all its light.


  I took shelter in an abandoned house nearby, without doors or roof; it was the only viable hiding place to the north of Luciana’s abode, where the land had yet to benefit from much construction. To the south were two or three other dwellings, in a line with the Piñares home, and a few more stood behind them. But the one house that interested me rose tall and alone.


  I waited for her signal, petrified with resolve to keep my eyes and attention fixed to her window, yet keenly aware of my surroundings and on the alert for any sound or shadow that might betray an ambush.


  In the distance I heard the night watch, heading so unerringly toward where I was hidden that I muttered an oath between my teeth. I retreated into the semi-ruined house and wedged myself into its darkest corner. Cobwebs clung to my beard; to keep them from sticking to my lips I spat into my hands.


  The squad of soldiers went past.


  As if he had peeled off from it, an individual in a cape now stood there, his neck rigid with effort as he lifted his gaze to Luciana’s window.


  I emerged. The sound of my footsteps on the rubble betrayed my presence. We exchanged glances, both nailed to the spot. Then, as if in perfect agreement, we both put hand to pommel. We remained there, on guard, considering one another.


  The moon, straight overhead, cast the shadows of our hats over our faces, preventing any identification, however much we tried. For my part, I made every possible effort. But we drew no closer to each other and our eyes strained in vain.


  Nevertheless, it was clear from his sword and attire, and the feather in his hat, that this was a gentleman. He was certainly not a bandit, nor could I have given him the impression of being one.


  He had to be an aficionado of Luciana, like myself. Perhaps her lover.


  I didn’t care who he was, nor did I care to have contact of any sort with him, be it verbal clarification, greeting, or quarrel.


  I resolved to proceed down the street, turning my back on the both of them: the nocturnal rival and the offerer of kisses. I hesitated a moment longer, fearing that after our prolonged immobility he would take any movement from me as a sign of attack, in which case I would be forced into combat.


  But I could stand there no longer; maintaining my balance on the irregular shards of adobe grew ever more difficult.


  I shot a final glance at the little window.


  He, ever attentive to each of my gestures, followed the inclination of my head and appeared to understand. Then his face swung back toward me; he lifted his fingers to the brim of his hat as if saluting me in camaraderie and turned away. I watched him move off toward the streets along the port.


  He was renouncing Luciana with a gesture that expressed contempt for her, not capitulation to me.


  I could do that, too. I needed to say so to the stranger. I wanted to shout, call out to him that we could go and drink together. I did not.


  I tried to stamp my heels loudly against the ground as I walked away, to let Luciana know I was turning my back on her. But the accursed, indifferent sand muffled all sound.


  I was appalled, outraged.


  My rival was evidently a gentleman, and he and I had both been made objects of mockery. If, that is, Luciana had deliberately set out to taunt our illusions by arranging an encounter designed to make us ridiculous in each other’s eyes.


  I thought even worse of her than that and abhorred and degraded her the more, for I had no doubt that the man specially invited for that night in particular was myself, while the other had happened by only out of old habit, which must often have profited him well.
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  Two days later a slip of paper was delivered to my office. Replete with errors of grammar and spelling, it read, in what might pass for Castilian, as follows: “Honorio has gone to the estate for a month. I expect you today, at six o’clock. If you are offended and hesitate to come, I want you to think about this: Do you believe I would open my bedroom to a man who is not my husband?”


  •


  Astonishing woman! What could her note mean? That on that moonlit night she’d had no intention of giving me a signal and still less of granting me access to her house? That she’d lied to test my respect for her virtue?


  But how could she rebuff me on account of her honor even as she allowed me to kiss her, and when she herself kissed me, and furiously? There is no virtue, then, when bodies join, but when lips do, there is? Perhaps so, I told myself. And thereupon found tranquillity and freedom from guilt at the remote possibility that I would, in some future moment, have to respond to the accusations of my wife.


  •


  She received me as if eager to buy whatever I might be selling, with no words, only a kiss I didn’t ask for; she’d already served it up on her lips, an initial offering.


  Liqueurs and preserves sat on a side table. The pavita hissed and steamed on the hot coals, and the gourds and yerba maté were at the ready. The message was clear: No maidservant would be interfering.


  I did not reproach her for her ruses or demand to know why the stranger had been there, looking up at her window. I did not discuss her virtue or beg pardon for having supposed it to be nonexistent when I accepted her mendacious offer of a nocturnal tryst.


  I could not speak; she would not allow it. She filled my mouth with sweets, with jams, with kisses. Naturally she did not serve the maté for that is a lengthy ritual, conducive to conversation.


  Gathered into my arms at last, as if to recover from the effort of all the passion she’d delivered through her lips, she offered them up to me once more. “Husband, my husband,” she said.


  Husband! My husband, she called me. And she would open her bedroom only to. . . .


  Amid the lulling tenderness of these caresses, she gradually pulled away. Then she placed her lips next to my ear and just as I thought she was about to bestow some new and strange indulgence asked, “Will you come again tomorrow?”


  Her words dragged me back from afar. The sound of a voice was not to my taste at that moment, and to speak in my turn seemed a vast endeavor requiring that I break myself in two or exercise a faculty I had momentarily lost the use of. Nevertheless, the question remained in her eyes. “Will you come back tomorrow?”


  I said yes.


  No, I should have said: No. And stayed where I was.


  •


  The next afternoon, as I crossed the threshold, I was met with an unexpected sight: all the parlor and dining-room furniture was heaped in the gallery. These two rooms, and only these, out of the whole section of the house that was visible to me, were being painted. And the parlor and the dining room were the only rooms to which a visitor who was not a member of the family was allowed access.


  Luciana waited for me in the garden. Seated side by side on a wooden bench, we conversed and drank maté. She explained the meaning of the figures carved in the back of the bench and I said I found the maté to my liking, thereby unintentionally giving her an opening to speak at length of her husband’s yerba fields and the various agricultural techniques he employed to improve the crops. From that, she drifted into a peroration on the general characteristics of the hacienda and even the details, and their minute particulars.


  That day I grazed her skin with a single kiss on the hand as I took my leave.


  Painting the two rooms took infinitely longer than was normal, days and days. When I complained of the slow progress, Luciana, who continued to entertain me in the garden, explained that she’d first had them whitewashed, then learned that flies avoid rooms where the walls are painted blue. She was waiting for the whitewash to dry before applying a coat of sky blue.


  Making a calculated display of a determination that she could not thwart, I said, pausing to let my warning sink deep, “I shall return to this house, tonight.”


  Calmly she studied my eyes. “Who will open the door?”


  “I’m fully capable of causing trouble. You will see.”


  She tried to distract me. Within two days, she announced, we would resume our intimate tertulias in the parlor.


  Exasperated, I rose to my feet. I repeated my declaration in a hiss as penetrating as a knife: “I shall return. Tonight.”


  “Don’t,” she warned.


  Suddenly she grew severe, even—perhaps, I wasn’t sure— displeased.


  •


  At midnight, an hour that might figure in her calculations— after all, she herself had once appointed it—I walked along the alley. Her window, like all those on the upper story, was entirely shuttered, without a chink through which the light of an encouraging signal might show.


  I tried the door to the street. It might as well have been cast in iron, so tightly was it locked.


  I installed myself at the foot of the crumbling house, but it was impossible to wait there with any degree of calm. A confusion of barking rang out from all sides, as if the dogs meant to sound the alarm.


  I had foreseen this outcome since that afternoon; it did not torment me. I chose to proceed out of sheer stubbornness, to prove to her that I was determined to assert myself decisively. I had warned her I would cause trouble and I intended to be true to my word. I looked around for a stone with some heft to it, and after patiently going through the motions several times, taking into account the projectile’s weight, the strength of my arm, and the distance to be covered, I threw it, and with absolute precision. It struck the window. Nothing broke. With a resounding thud, the stone fell back to earth.


  There was no indication that anyone in the house or the vicinity had paid the slightest attention.


  I left.


  •


  To make my disgust patent and elicit a new summons from Luciana, I let a day go by.


  The morning hours delivered themselves to the past without improving my prospects for the future, and by noon I’d begun to wonder whether, in their carelessness, the Gobernación’s clerks had simply neglected to deliver her message. Nor did an encouraging paper or person turn up at the home of my host. Then I gave in. It is not unbecoming for a man to give in to a woman.


  At the accustomed hour, I rapped on Luciana’s door—a calm “Here I am.” With a formality I had grown accustomed to, the cunumí asked me to wait in the street while she notified her mistress.


  She came back to announce that her mistress could not receive me.


  •


  It occurred to me that any passerby who recognized me would see, directly in front of my face, a pair of doors, tightly shut.


  I went to the tavern.


  It was thick with smoke and parishioners, this being the hour for aguardiente and unwatered wine.


  I took a bench alongside a very meagerly provided table where three old men drank in silence, softening thin slices of matambre between their almost toothless gums. One of them was crusty about the eyes. Another, seated next to me, sweated as if beneath hot sunlight. Intermittent streams flowed out of his hair and down his temples and forehead, tracking horizontal furrows into his sideburns before dripping through his sparse beard to his neck, then sliding down his wrinkles to disappear inside his clothes. Where the sweat beaded rather than streamed, it served, perhaps because of its convex shape, as a lens, and in its passage showed, appallingly enlarged, now a hair, now a black spot, now the redness of his irritated scalp. In one spot, wet from the passage of three or four drops, I could perceive in detail the black grime that adheres to a face that is never washed. Enlarged by that flowing, liquid lens, the filth seemed to move outward, as if emanating from him.


  Apparently it was my stomach that had perceived all of this most clearly. Growing agitated and convulsive, it abruptly disgorged something in protest that forced me to run out to the street, hand over my mouth, so as not to befoul the table.


  High-pitched titters reached my ears from various corners of the establishment.


  Ridicule continued to shove me along on my way.


  •


  On another afternoon, when the dominion of a sun that blazed straight into the very depths of my body was reaching its end, I prowled and paced, irresolute, before Luciana’s door, my paces growing shorter each time I passed it by.


  Better, I told myself, grasping any pretext, to wait for the night. She cannot send me into the garden if she receives me then.


  Another circuit and again I approached the door. Sounds issued through it from within. It opened, and a man walked out.


  Piñares. The name came to me with a start. But no: Bermúdez. It was Bermúdez from head to toe.


  And Bermúdez was not a man to resign himself to a virtuous love.


  •


  I was curled inside my mother’s womb, knees against my lips, and much inconvenienced by my hat and sword, which kept me from maintaining any stable position in that constricted and shifting space. Still, the wait was bearable, for in a short while I would be born. When the moment came and the convulsions were so strong that I began to slide out on my back, an individual in a glittering steel helmet appeared from who knows where and got ahead of me in the tunnel that led to the light. The enclosure’s inner walls grew still. There I was, left squeezed within them, until such time as a new opportunity might present itself.


  Clad in festive garb, all green velvet and gold embroidery, I was the guest of honor at a performance. A glittering crowd flowed through a doorway and disappeared without a sound. We crossed the threshold, and at that moment the presence of my host, who had taken my arm in a most cordial fashion, was extinguished. I went inside. I was alone before a stage. Facing the ruins of ancient private boxes, its wings, curtains, and other hangings were all collapsing beneath a slow accumulation of dust. The night was sealed up in silence; beneath the deathly lunar clarity I could see that the distant backdrop depicted an immobile battle. The painted horsemen and beasts heightened my solitude. I didn’t care to look at them. I could not leave. But they were irresistible. I turned to see and a horseman broke away from the rest, a horseman in a gleaming helmet who crossed the theater on his galloping mount in a torrent of sound. As he went past, he covered me in dirt.


  But in truth I never managed to fix Bermúdez in my mind. He did take on a certain form and substance at that moment in Luciana’s doorway, but before I’d taken my eyes off him he had already metamorphosed from subject to object. I deemed him no more than an object of Luciana’s love.


  At the Gobernación, I strove to distinguish him from the papers and furniture that were the appurtenances of his office and found it impossible to do so. To my eyes and mind he represented just one thing: the man who was capable of being loved.


  The idea bounced off him and rebounded upon me as a comparison: not I.


  There were, nevertheless, several ways to refute that thought and console myself: I had won the complete and proven love of my wife. I retained her faith and her affection.
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  The woman who was traveling from the Río de la Plata could only be Marta, nectar of my love.


  Two more months would pass before I knew it with certainty, two months during which I felt not the remotest desire even for a word from her. No one and nothing appealed to me, except food, of which I demanded more than I could pay for. I was always hungry and the innkeeper, rejoicing, whetted my gluttony.


  Then a fine brigantine whose presence alone was good news brought me a letter from Marta. Now fully aware of my penury, she no longer complained of her own situation but offered to sell our house and farm in order to send money. “Your career above all else, Diego,” she wrote.


  My eyes moist with gratitude and renewed tenderness, I kissed the paper where her generous hand had rested.


  The brigantine carried a small fortune, enough for the final payment of the Gobernador’s salary and the ten months’ wages that were due me.


  In my chambers, door locked, I spread the coins across the table and drew pathways through them. Each sector represented a debt repaid. I divided what was left into two equal parts: one for Marta and the other a reserve for my tin box.


  Almost two thousand pesos were destined for my distant home. That sum tallied up, I subtracted one hundred pesos to buy myself a horse, regally arrayed in the finest saddlery. Immediately I regretted it. I left the hundred pesos with Marta and took only eighty from my tin box, toward a more modest purchase.


  •


  The Gobernador said his last farewell on the feast day of San Blas, the country’s patron saint. The evening before, he threw a ball for the city’s most prominent residents.


  I considered myself well armed for an encounter with Luciana. Marta’s understanding and sacrifice had steadied me: I owed nothing to anyone but Marta and felt myself capable of rigorous adherence to that stance.


  Then Luciana did not appear at the ball. I would postpone her banishment from my mind, I told myself, until I knew what had kept her away.


  She was prostrate, with stabbing pains in the head.


  •


  As this indisposition occurred sporadically, lasting no more than a day, I supposed—now with an acknowledged desire to see her— that she would attend the next day’s festivities in honor of San Blas.


  She did not.


  At the noonday banquet, the seat next to Honorio Piñares was empty.


  The fiesta in the town plaza that afternoon was to be reviewed from a dais by the authorities and their retinue. I longed for her to see me as much as I longed to see her, the two of us in close proximity amid all the dignitaries, with infinite opportunity to exchange gazes, observations, witticisms.


  Piñares’s conduct was rather different from what it would have been in the controlling presence of his wife. During the horse races, he came and went between the privileged few and the throng of common people, laying bets with merchants and low-ranking military men. Seeking reasons for hatred and contempt, I never took my eyes off him, but he did not give what I was looking for.


  The dance that followed the races was the most tedious portion of the program for those of us in the stands, since we could only watch. None of us withdrew, however, both out of respect for protocol and because a display of fireworks was promised afterward.


  Then, from afar, we saw head after head bending down toward ear after ear, so that the crowd seemed a wheat field rippled here and there by wind.


  A soldier pushed his way through to his commanding officer in the stands. In a low voice, the officer conveyed the news to the commander of the regiment. The commander of the regiment spoke to the Gobernador, who spoke to those beside him. The news now flowed from two sources: the people, at one end of the plaza, and the authorities, in the seats of honor.


  While the whole population had converged on the fiesta, leaving the city a hollow shell, Rita Gallegos Moyano was beaten and stripped of all her clothing, even the garments closest to the skin.


  An Indian woman found her crouching in a ditch. Rita begged for something to cover herself with. The destitute native had nothing to give her, only the rag she wore herself, but she agreed to go in search of some linen or other cloth that would serve the purpose.


  She knocked on several doors, but everyone was at the plaza. Finally she came upon an elderly servant who was still at home, but this old woman, reluctant to trust an Indian, would not agree to give her anything without her masters’ authorization. The servant went out to corroborate the story with her own eyes. Escorted by the intermediary, who was in no hurry, she reached the ditch, saw that there was in fact a white woman entirely naked within it, and though nothing she had on hand was quite what the unfortunate woman required, she tried to do as much as her intellect and integrity allowed.


  She went to look for her masters in the plaza, and when she had located them, asked whether she might be permitted to make use of a sheet. The odd request led her señora to demand an explanation, and the servant woman had no choice but to deliver one, and at the top of her lungs, to make herself heard amid the hubbub.


  The family came to the aid of the unknown young white woman and had her driven home. They did her a disservice, however, by not remaining silent. No sooner had Rita been settled in her bed at home by the few maids left there than word of her dishonor began to spread.


  The initial curiosity roused in the crowd by the serving woman’s shouted report presently intersected with other currents of information. Rita’s story was confirmed and expanded upon, with considerable assistance from imagination and poor taste.


  •


  I did not hear out the whole story—I could verify the details later, if that proved necessary. I simply asked my informant to tell me where Rita was and whether she’d been seriously harmed. My fraternal affection for her was reborn. I felt an urgent need to be at her side without delay.


  Fetching my horse would have been tortuous and time-consuming. I ran through the streets and saw that others, from all walks of life, were doing the same.


  A multitude of the curious had gathered in front of my host’s home in anticipation of a spectacle that was not to be. They were pleased, in any case, by their close proximity to the victim of so notorious an episode.


  I elbowed my way through them, muttering “Carrion” into my teeth.


  The door was finally opened to me after many insistent blows.


  Don Domingo was in the gallery with three of his daughters, all choked with sobs, attending to him, while mulattas and Negresses backed up their lamentations like a chorus. The old man inveighed against heaven for this dishonor. He lifted his arms, vowing vengeance.


  I thought Rita had died.


  But no. She was deepening her father’s despair by refusing to open her door, which she had barred. She declined, even under direst threat, to divulge the identity of her offender.


  The tumult grew louder. All the servants’ cries and wailings were only making matters worse, I judged. Summoning the energy the old man had failed to muster, I began ordering them away at the top of my lungs.


  This must have alerted Rita to my presence. From within her room she announced that I was the only one she would receive.


  Her father wanted to go in, too, but this was not allowed. I persuaded him with many reasonable words, and a hint of force, to leave it to me to convince his daughter to behave more sensibly.


  The room was dim. It took some effort to see the young woman, and then to comprehend the thrust of her statements. She had latched the door behind me and was at my feet imploring, “Vengeance, vengeance! Avenge me, Don Diego!”


  It was more than I could have foreseen. Her humiliation and her lacerating plea were overwhelming. My knees gave away. I fell to the floor.


  The two of us, one body against the other, felt our mutual warmth for an instant and held each other and gave in to our anguish. I wept over my disillusionments, my betrayals, and, finally, over the disgrace that had befallen this woman who was now comforting me in the midst of her own upheaval.


  Finally we regained control.


  Seated on the edge of the bed, between sobs, she told her story. She had beseeched Bermúdez to see her, but he had given her no opportunity to fling reproaches in his face. Amid the din of the fiesta, she approached him and demanded he come away with her and answer her questions. They had their quarrel in an empty alleyway. He made it known that he wanted a definitive break. He turned his back and she pursued him, pounding at his shoulders with her puny fists. Then she took a dagger from her belt, prepared to kill him. But Bermúdez gave her no chance even to raise the weapon. He twisted her wrist and spun her to the ground, hammering her with kicks. Then he stripped her of her clothes.


  Again Rita could not contain herself. Again she clamored for vengeance.


  I hesitated, without responding or seeking to calm her down. It wasn’t that I failed to share her outrage, but I suddenly feared that people might imagine there was some secret link between Rita and myself that compelled me to come to her defense. I was about to explain this, but she, interpreting my silence as a refusal, sought to convince me in the most appalling way: “I beg of you, Don Diego. Don’t make my father die at the hands of that loathsome man. Risk your own life, which is worth far less, for a woman’s good name.”


  I felt a red-hot pinprick deep within.


  I rose. Now was the time for weeping, not before. But I demanded serenity from my thoughts, firmness from my posture.


  Rita had fallen silent. She had yet to see the blood well out, had yet to know how broad and how deep was the wound she had made.


  I advanced to the door with measured steps. Only then did she become conscious of her insult. “Forgive me, forgive me,” she cried, trying to keep my hand from lifting the latch. It took very little effort to shake her off.


  Light streamed down my body, leaving her in shadow.


  Her father had ceased his gesticulations. He was waiting for me to speak, whether words of consolation or incitement to some brutal undertaking of honor and reprisal.


  “She has told me nothing. She knows nothing, remembers nothing,” I informed him.


  “What? How?”


  The old man had hoped for everything from me, from this conversation. He did not yet understand my refusal to help. I went on my way to the door. He caught up and tried to hold me back, giving feeble hops of rage that lifted him a hand’s width off the ground.


  He didn’t stop me.


  •


  I took a room at the inn.


  Bermúdez left his position and disappeared from the city.


  When his flight became known, Don Domingo Gallegos, alert to any sign that might betray the offender, deduced what his daughter had declined to acknowledge.


  The old man became a frenetic searcher. He examined every face at the inn and the tavern and visited the Oficial Mayor’s empty office every day. He would lurk for hours in the street where Bermúdez once lived, as if waiting for him to emerge. This aroused great and general compassion; it was well known that the lout had abandoned the city without any thought of returning.


  Someone brought back a story that Bermúdez had made his way to the Jesuit missions.


  Refusing all escort, Don Domingo mounted a meek bay horse and set out for the south, carrying no gear.


  There was no reason to imagine that the old man might return one day, or might ever reach his stated destination.


  •


  Luciana, who generally paraded her wardrobe about the city more assiduously than any other woman, had remained secluded in her house since shortly before San Blas’s day: a full three months, by my calculation. This did not seem to be a voluntary penitence. Her suffering head could not bear any sound and she’d made her home an island of silence.


  On learning of her prostration, I was tempted to pay her a dutiful visit, if only to prove how far my self-imposed austerity could go.


  In this mood, I received a letter that declared: “I am so alone that I think less about myself now. I wonder: How is Diego faring? Has he found prosperity? Does he still cling to vague promises from well-intentioned but ineffectual friends and relatives? Might a more effective plea from my brother to His Majesty be of use to him? Diego, having you here nearby, even when I can’t see you, has always made me hesitate to offer you a favor that might take you to another country, perhaps to Spain. But I ask less from life nowadays and am resigned to having you triumph far from me. Will you have the goodness to visit me?”


  •


  At first I was ashamed. In a transport, I set fire to the letter and watched it burn. Any prying gaze to which this paper might discover that a woman was intervening or offering to intervene on my behalf was thus forestalled. Still less could I bear that word: prosperity. To prosper was to go beyond what was discreetly reasonable: It signified a gain sought out of mere ambition.


  Then my mind took up the term effective. The brother, apparently, was in possession of this elusive quality, which was hardly to be detected among my other intercessors.


  I needed a post nearer to Marta, for Marta, for my mother, for my children—to search for my past: my home. The home that gave me such pain because I’d shaped it in the image of an even more remote structure, inherited from parents and grandparents. The home that weighed on me all the more because I did not have one.


  At the same time, I needed Luciana. My home was behind me, the transfer ahead but distant. I needed a more immediate future, palpable and proximate, something that would submit to me quickly and continually.


  •


  A Luciana who was dimmed, repentant, and sad emanated from the letter, an unimaginable Luciana, unless she were confined to a sickbed without hope of reprieve.


  When I arrived, however, there she was in the parlor, needle in hand, fresh and so industrious that she begged my pardon for not having left off her work when I was announced. Her words coming very fast, she said she couldn’t put down her stitches just then, though she was finishing up.


  No, I didn’t have to wait long at the door. Hat in hand, I watched her in profile. When she stood up and came toward me with a smile of celebration and welcome, her full face showed: an eyelid was drooping, the right one.


  My pain over her disgrace became gentleness. Exaggerated as it may seem, I felt the respect that keeps us from passing judgment on the actions of the dead.


  I had arrived haughty and strong, prepared to reject any kisses she might try to give me along with her offer of help, as if, in my estimation, the support of this brother, of whose existence I had heretofore been unaware, was of no particular value.


  As things stood now, I could not hit on a proper subject of conversation. Clearly the first topic broached should be her health or lack thereof. But any allusion to the illness that had had such visible and disfiguring consequences struck me as indiscreet.


  Luciana took the lead. She asked whether I’d noticed her shaky handwriting. I lied and said I hadn’t. She expressed surprise. Her inability to use both eyes, she said, caused her enormous difficulties. In order to see what she had in front of her, she was forced to turn her head to the right repeatedly, until the left eye, which now had to do everything, grew fatigued and refused to serve any longer.


  One night, as she lay in bed, the faint light from the candlestick had dimly revealed a spider, fat, round, and slow, on the bedroom ceiling. Though she could not be certain. Beside her, her husband slept.


  After a few hours, she awoke with a feeling of dread. She lit the candle and looked at the door: Had someone broken in? No. Then at the ceiling, for the thing that might have been a spider. No, nothing showed there in the darkness. Then at her husband, to see if the light had disturbed him.


  The spider was on Piñares’s neck, clumsily making its way along his skin.


  Terrified, Luciana could only cover her eyes with her hands and weep deep within, unable to move, to flee. Piñares lay so still that suddenly she was sure the spider had already bitten him and he was dead. Then a demented boldness came over her. She took the spider in her hand and threw it to the ground.


  When Luciana at last had the strength to awaken Piñares, the insect was still on the floor, alive and unharmed. They killed it.


  In the morning the walls of the room were examined to see if it had left offspring or a mate behind. A nest of pompilid wasps was discovered. The pompilid captures a spider for its young, a spider large enough for them to feed off through their infancy. The wasp stupefies the spider with repeated stings, then abandons it to its fate in the nest.


  The stupefied spider had managed to escape from the tiny wasps before they were born.


  •


  I do not know whether any of this in fact took place, though Luciana told the story at such length, with such emotion, and to such effect that an understanding grew up between us.


  Very quickly it was as if we were hand in hand.


  We sipped sweet maté unhurriedly, lazily. As the tertulia progressed, she gave me a scolding for putting myself in the hands of ineffectual intermediaries and for resigning myself to a post she considered incommensurate with my abilities. I agreed and told her so, charmed, comforted, contented. “Very well: Let’s see what favors Doctor Don Diego de Zama can expect from a woman.”


  “You shall see,” she answered with great resolve and immediately began developing plans that centered on this newly revealed brother who was, she assured me, a gentleman of the court.


  This was a dream to cherish warmly. I was furnished with a rich supply of new hopes.


  My consent given, she promised to dispatch a missive by the first mail.


  Much later, she leaned briefly into the gallery to glance up at the sky. I thought she was checking on the elements. Would there be a storm to delay the arrival of a boat or calm weather to favor it?


  But she had a different reason. “You must go, and quickly,” she urged. “Honorio will be home for dinner soon. It’s late.”


  I felt the blood rush through my body.


  “Your husband is in the city?” I asked in dismay, reproaching her without giving her time to answer so obvious a question. “You didn’t warn me.”


  “But then . . . you thought he was at the hacienda?”


  It was Luciana’s turn to be startled by my ignorance and to laugh unconcernedly and with such good-hearted ingenuousness that I was soothed.


  Had she become more of a girl-child, more innocent? Had she set aside her wiles?


  She even asked, “How could you believe he was at the hacienda when I didn’t say so in my note?”


  •


  Two days later, the drums gave notice of a boat from the Plata.


  Piñares de Luenga was at the port and went aboard to converse with the captain.


  During the afternoon, Luciana sent for me. I told the trained manservant who brought the message that I would go, but did not. Her tactics baffled me; this invitation demonstrated even less concern for my security than the time when she’d lied to lure me into a dark street in close proximity to a rival whose capacity for contempt exceeded my own.


  The following morning I was roused from bed by one of the inn’s servants who bore this exciting billet-doux: “Are you afraid of Honorio? Don’t be. But if you don’t want to come, please send me an account of your titles so I can send them to my brother. No doubt he will need to include them in his appeal.”


  I bore the account of all my titles to her in my mouth.


  I was ready to clutch at anything, now that there was no longer any justification for desiring her.


  Accordingly, an encounter with Honorio Piñares in his home was something I foresaw and even willed. I wished to be driven to such an encounter and, more precisely, into a fight.


  Still, a recondite caution induced me to select twilight as the hour of our meeting. And of course no confrontation occurred.


  I said to Luciana, “What would have happened if your husband had been at home when I asked to see you and was announced?”


  “Don’t be afraid,” she began to explain.


  “I am not afraid,” I replied, with a certain violence.


  “Well then, don’t be afraid,” she asserted, conciliatory.


  When she saw I was calmer, she produced her reasoning: “He says that men are contemptible but women don’t notice that until they’re married. He believes I share his opinion and that all men are repellent to me.”


  Luciana spoke as if confiding an unpleasant secret to her embroidery, her head bent low.


  •


  Piñares’s credo seemed to promise safety. Nevertheless, she did not want me to visit again until he had retreated to the hacienda.


  He was away for a good month, a month of assiduous visits. At first I tried to keep the contact superficial, aimed only at safeguarding my opportunity for support before the King.


  Our friendship was serene until the day I observed that the drooping eyelid was functioning more normally. It could now lift until the eye was almost open. I congratulated Luciana with effusive sincerity. Warm and open, as in the past, she said, “It’s thanks to you—the peace and tenderness you bring me.”


  I wished that my response had been merely heartfelt. However, her confided words released certain long-suppressed impulses that lay deeper within me—and not elsewhere.


  Later, as I walked home, my brain issued a summary decision to have Luciana once and for all. I pursued every line of reasoning that might shore up my previous stance of forbearance, but I was fighting against the determination of my entire body, which preceded all argument and was imperative.


  The fever of it was upon me but the drive was commingled with a caution dictated by my instincts.


  I sought to reawaken the loving responsiveness Luciana had once offered me. My words grew more daring, and in our conversations Luciana would venture down the paths they opened before her.


  On one occasion, a line I tossed out, as if casually, hooked a significant catch.


  I told her I could not understand how she could have denied herself children: She must be incapable of deep affection. This would have stung any woman, but with a teasing and humorous sally, I safely prevented a direct response, swiftly diverting the conversation toward a related subject with no direct bearing on her.


  I purported to have only just learned, at this late date, of the system by which Mbaya women eliminate the risk of childbirth, by exerting pressure with their own fingers on certain parts of the body. This distracted Luciana from my previous declaration. She said she had witnessed this barbaric procedure in the countryside, though the practice was somewhat different there: The curandero delivered vicious kicks to the women’s delicate zones, a treatment as brutal as it was effective.


  After telling me about this, Luciana spent a moment in reflection. Then she asked sadly whether I thought she herself had resorted to such methods or similar ones. I told her I did not.


  Then, from her own lips, I learned why she had no children. And I learned why Luciana did not love her husband.


  Honorio’s father was an indiano, a Spaniard who’d gone off to make his fortune in the Indies. He returned to the homeland greatly enriched, leaving behind in America the only issue of his loins, then fifteen years of age and the administrator of his hacienda and household. The tender youth suffered hardships which he endured with stoicism and overcame to win both fortune and status for himself. But the father, having abandoned him to his own devices at so tender an age, now imposed upon him the burden of marriage, and without consulting his opinion or preferences. In Spain, the tyrannical old man arranged with his own sister for her daughter, Luciana, to wed Honorio. As a result, Luciana, at the age of eleven, was promised in marriage to her cousin, Honorio, who was twenty-two at the time. Not until she was fifteen was Luciana informed of the arrangement. Preparations for the wedding began then, carried out via power of attorney. At seventeen, Luciana traveled to America to join the cousin and husband who was a stranger to her.


  While describing the customs of the Mbaya Indians, Luciana had been so relaxed and animated, naming certain parts of the body with such frankness, that I had the disagreeable impression that she was forgetting herself and speaking to me as if I were a woman.


  Yet this history of her marriage, painful but no cause for shame, was for her a kind of surrender, necessary and irremediable, a breach of her female modesty.


  I knew at once that the intimacy she had entrusted me with could turn quickly into suspicion and rejection. And I had good reason to fear her hostility.


  I do not know if it was because I was touched, or out of fear that she would abandon me anew, but I vowed to respect her, for so long as she wished to be respected.


  •


  The captain of the regiment, deputized to the post of Gobernador until such time as a new governor could be appointed, took on his executive role with great energy, precisely because he was well aware of the limited duration of his interim reign. He soon demonstrated that he possessed in abundance the sharp claws the position demanded.


  In fact, his reign sought to manifest its effectiveness on a single issue: the payment of the stipend due the functionaries and employees of the royal administration. And that was, it must be acknowledged, the only issue that could engage and interest him. In making the demand for the rest of us he also implicitly made it on his own behalf.


  The tin box, which had been restored to its mission for some while and was satisfactorily provisioned for the first time since I’d set foot in the province, was now far too small for the treasure it was called upon to house.


  The shipment of silver arrived by an early boat on the morning that followed my unfortunate conversation with Luciana. Since the Teniente de Gobernador maintained that the well-being of those who administered the res publica must come before the res publica itself, he ordered that the funds be disbursed immediately. In consequence, resources that meant daily sustenance for my distant home were soon mine to dispose of. Once more the coins on my table helped bring Marta into my thoughts.


  The soft, mild love that radiated from my memory of her seemed to grow more real, and suddenly and in all lucidity I felt I understood why: Her good love had stirred something that was in me or in my life here and now, a new chapter in no way related to my spouse, who remained in the past, far behind. This, I thought, was the true nature of my love for Luciana. And I feared for Marta.


  I went down to lunch and drank recklessly and to excess. During the siesta, as I slept, my mind dwelled obstinately on a lascivious image of Luciana. No sooner did I wake than the wine made my head fall back onto the pillow. In the end I loved that lascivious image.


  Vanquished by lethargy, I refreshed my head with water.


  I was at peace. My mistress, eternal and inalterable, was Marta.
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  Now I fully discerned what it was I desired from Luciana. I understood that all the delays and impediments were brought about by the ease with which my emotions were swayed. When I grew soft, I could be distracted from my objective. Then the woman grew stronger and gloated over prolonging the pleasure she took in being pursued.


  I hadn’t forgotten how fruitless my earlier bursts of energy had been. But it seemed to me that a distinction had to be made between two eras: the first, when Luciana toyed with me and resisted, and now a second one, of patient rapprochement and amorous tension which, in an instant, might veer into passion.


  I trusted so entirely to some fortuitous and unforeseen possibility of being loved that when I was seized by the thought that it might happen that very afternoon, I stayed put in the tavern. I wasn’t strong enough to love with any vehemence that day.


  In the tavern, the foreman of a gang of drovers was drinking. I sat there alone, listening to him.


  He was mustering troops for his señor, Alfonso de Almeida, who was about to take possession of the hacienda in Villa Rica that once belonged to Don Honorio Piñares de Luenga.


  •


  Though the hour was late and I was no longer expected, I presented myself before Luciana.


  I hadn’t seen her since the night before, when she had revealed her double kinship with Piñares. But this was a new era, or so I foresaw.


  The lid of the right eye was closed once more. Not so tightly as to prevent the trickle of a tear to accompany a more copious flow from the left eye, which wept openly as, without words, we went to each other.


  She held her hands out, only the hands, and kept her body at a distance. She needed my consolation, and consolation is felt more deeply when the blood communicates it.


  In speaking to me the previous night, had she done herself such violence as to leave her in this pain? I asked and she answered no with a delicate shake of her head. In the morning, a messenger had come from her husband to tell her of a matter that was about to be formalized: the sale of his hacienda in Villa Rica. And now it was done.


  “But what is so fearsome and painful about this sale?” I asked, disconcerted to see her in so inconsolable a state and forgetting how the news had worried me when I heard it in the tavern. “Are you faced with impoverishment?”


  Luciana relieved me of that fear, adding, with a serene and pitying sorrow, “Pobrecito. You don’t know.”


  I had not known that Honorio was beset by the same desire as his father: to return to Spain and there enjoy the goods accumulated in America. Having no son with whom to share those riches, he had gathered them up and resigned his post as Ministro de la Real Hacienda, without seeking another at court or in any other Spanish territory.


  Luciana had said nothing of this earlier, out of fear that I would have no more to do with her once I learned she would soon depart forever.


  This decisive news occasioned two thoughts, both equally optimistic and agreeable. First, prior to her departure, Luciana would come to me of her own accord. Then, once in Spain, she would tenaciously spur on my promotion to a new post of higher status. I had ample proof of her diplomatic skills.
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  Never again did I receive a kiss from Luciana, never. The departure was organized with such minute care that it took place on the very next boat that went down to the Plata, and it had been arranged so far in advance that I never understood how I could be the person closest to Luciana and not know what had long since been apparent to many.


  For too long I’d been entirely conscripted by Luciana, a stranger to the life around me.


  She insisted we take leave of each other in the garden. “Within full view of everyone,” she proclaimed.


  But not within view of her husband, though that could well have happened, for throughout that final week I could see him or thought I could see him, nearby and clearly delineated, or far-off and vaguely discernable, in all the places a man could be, as if in each of them he had some business to conclude, some hand to shake. I harbored a suspicion that he still wished to challenge me, and that before he departed he would finally turn and confront me. Trying to keep out of his sight, I made myself so scarce that I seemed to stumble over him at every pebble in the street.


  Luciana chose the setting for our farewell, and chose, as well, to adopt an air of heroic abnegation. For my part, I consented to play the melancholy part of a man irremediably abandoned. In the false bottom of my soul I rejoiced over this journey: I would no longer confront the peril of those fruitless assignations.


  Everything about the moment was ridiculous and external, for both of us. I understood this but Luciana did not. She took my play-acting for the truth and sought to reciprocate, yielding to me, at last, the very marrow of her feelings.


  Luciana told me that no other man had ever sought her as I had, without thought of the flesh. I had become and would always remain the favorite of her heart.


  This estimation of me, so distant from reality, did me such good that I risked everything to confirm it. “The favorite, sí. Thank you, Luciana. But the only one, as well?”


  “You are mine and I am yours, yours alone, and I would have given you what you’ve never asked of me, if only you had asked.”


  She bit back a sob, clutched both of my hands in a sudden frenzy, and departed for the upper chambers of the house without leaving me time for the slightest reaction.


  It was the only visit that ended without protocol. I walked to the front door alone.


  •


  I believed that she loved me. She did not need to pretend she was pure and accepted the pretense that she could be impure. That was why she was strong: Her game was subtler and more polished than mine.


  •


  Down to the Río de la Plata, then out to sea and onward to Spain —where I had never been more than a name on certain documents —would go a mind, a human sensibility, permeated with the idea of me. Someone in Europe would know who I was, what kind of man Diego de Zama was, and would believe him to be good and noble, a wise councillor, a man of love. I was ennobled.


  For Luciana, my purity constituted a deep-rooted and permanent idea. I still hesitated over whether to believe she was pure. I could choose. I chose a redemptive faith in her reputation and her honor.


  I understood that she was more candor and despair than woman. She had refused to be flesh and she had triumphed. She was freer than I.


  •


  I wanted to witness the departure but it passed me by unawares.


  At first I tried to discern Luciana among the figures on the brigantine. Then, propped against a bale on the dock, weightless, I took what I thought would be only a brief foretaste of slumber.


  The light was sparse, the heavy clouds so low they shielded the ground, not the sky. The palm trees’ green fronds expressed their distress. The sky’s blue offered no resistance to a corrosive infiltration of gray. Heavy with humidity, possessive, the atmosphere suspended all the life within it. Lulled upon the still waters, the boat rocked with a languor devoid of all memory.


  I didn’t see it sail away. At some moment it was gone and the crowd at the port had dispersed.


  •


  A presence had been suppressed. Henceforth my afternoons would be free. I could study and be idle. Idleness is agreeable.


  I walked away from the water toward the Gobernación, where neither Oficial Mayor Bermúdez nor Ventura Prieto was to be found. Both had their reasons for living. Their destinies did not interest me. I’d erased them; their memory made no impression. Nor was I obliged to repair to my office. The Teniente de Gobernador gave no orders but to his troops, and in the Gobernación we did not wear uniforms. I could mount my steed and go hunting across the pacified scrublands.


  If I wished, I might assemble some soldiers for an excursion to the Jesuit missions that I was curious to see. I had money enough for that and for a year’s living expenses, and also to provide for Marta. Meanwhile, notice of my transfer would no doubt finally arrive, thanks to steps taken by Marta’s brother in Buenos-Ayres or Luciana’s brother at court.


  My placement in another city seemed so certain that without moving house, my family could come for a visit, to stay with me while I awaited the royal providence: Marta at last in my arms and with her my long-desired home. This was no unattainable fantasy: I had the means, and the interim governor would ensure regular pay for months to come.


  And yet all was not well.


  Something deep inside me canceled out these promising external perspectives. I saw everything before me in good order, possible, realized or realizable. Nevertheless, it was as if I, I myself, might generate failure. Not that I judged myself guilty of this failure; it was as if the guilt were an inheritance and had little to do with me. I was equipped with a kind of advance resignation. Everything is possible, I saw, and in the end every possibility can be exhausted.


  It wasn’t the mere fact of transience that concerned me. Much can be made of what is fleeting, the moment enjoyed for the moment. The cause of my overwhelming unease was something greater, I knew not what, a kind of potent negation, invisible to the eye, that was superior to any strength I might muster or rebellion I might wage.


  What was more, it threatened from afar. At present, every prospect seemed favorable. But I suspected another, irremediable phase—far-off? imminent?—that I would reach in exhaustion, as if extinguished in the depths of a void. What was it that could be so much worse? Destitution, perhaps? Poverty? Some dire affront? Death itself? What? What was it? . . . Nothing, I don’t know. It was nothing. Nothing.


  I sought an explanation for my turmoil and became aware that it was as if I had, for a great while, been approaching some long-foreseen design that I was now within.


  I felt an imperious need to grasp hold of something. My stomach, demanding nourishment, came to my aid. I went to the inn, as if in pursuit of hope.
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  I WAS laboriously making my way back to the idea of a divine creator. A spirit grounded upon nothing, able to establish laws of equilibrium, gravity, and motion. But its universe was a rotation of spheres, large or small, opaque or luminous, within a precise space, seemingly delimited by the range of a gaze, where all sound was inconceivable.


  Then, to meet my needs, the divine creator took on human form but could not truly be a man because he was a god, alien and remote. An old man with white hair and beard, sitting on a rock in fatigued contemplation of the mute universe.


  His hair had been white forever. He was born old and could not die. His solitude was appalling. Malevolent.


  A god cannot create gods so he thought to create man so that man could create them.


  Then he created life. But before creating mankind, he made snakes, flies, and the germs that cause plague. He gave fire to the volcanoes and churned the seas. He needed to eradicate his torment and a rage engendered in his heart by solitude.


  Later he carried out a labor of love: mankind. And surrounded him with a wealth of goods.


  But the god failed. For mankind created a multitude of gods who did not look kindly upon the first one. These gods divided the universe among themselves, and some imposed their own rule. The god’s greatest failure was this: He could see man, but man could not see him, could not gaze back into his eyes, which were suffused with paternal affection.


  The god was left alone and irascible. He allowed the fruits of goodness to multiply, on their own or through mankind’s labors, but did not eliminate the evils. Instead he delighted in stirring them up here or there, as a way of manifesting his presence. Other upstart gods assisted him in this.


  •


  I wished to be a father. To be a father once more, with a son there, where I was: a son who would gaze back up at me with affection when I turned my eyes and my desolation toward him.


  Emilia, the woman who attended to my needs, an impecunious Spanish widow who did not surpass me in age but did in character, resisted this idea and insulted me whenever I spoke of it.


  To preserve appearances, I kept my room at the inn, though I slept at her rancho and with her, of course.


  One lunar night we lay unsleeping long past midnight and had no taste for each other. Emilia waxed garrulous. My thoughts were occupied with Peruvian gold, racehorses, and my private theogony. She was drawing up an inventory of the family members she had lost; in truth, not a single one was left, I believe. Her own calculations must have reached the same result, for she burst forth in tears and said I was her last and only refuge and that she loved me more than her dead husband, along with other plaintive and touching confidences of that kind. She kissed me a good deal on the mouth and that night was the first we tallied up until she was a mother.


  During the nausea of early pregnancy she could not abide the sight of me and I was unable to tolerate her. She allowed me in only when I brought money, at intervals that grew ever longer, for the funds at my disposition were already scanty and I was obliged to administer them wisely.


  The child was born sickly, doubtless because his mother had directed all her energy outward, shouting at me.
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  The city was, to some degree, different. There were stores now; commerce went on every day. Society was no longer a single entity and its sundry constellations gave themselves license to be in less than full agreement with the learned councillor and other officials. Likewise, I gave myself license to dispense with society. The Gobernador was my secret accomplice.


  Feeling rather smug, I brought him word of my paternity. He laughed, spraying spittle, and patted me on the shoulder. This was inoffensive. I was happy.


  When his noisy effusions subsided he inserted himself into the situation, wanting to make a show of benevolence. It occurred to him that my new responsibilities gave me grounds for addressing a plea directly to the King, setting forth in moving terms my aspiration to a new post.


  His logic besotted me and, forgetting all my judicial science, I agreed.


  But the governor quickly saw the error. “It isn’t possible.”


  “What? Why isn’t it possible?”


  “Think of it! The child’s a bastard.”


  He slammed his fist into his palm. Having inspired me with this illusion and then deprived me of it in such rapid sequence, the governor wished, I imagine, to make amends, which had to be worth more to me than the procedure just rejected as impossible. He offered himself as signatory to a petition addressed to Su Majestad. In the first flush of this impulse, to keep from losing a single instant to distraction, he dragged me along behind him until we came upon a clerk.


  The clerk was writing.


  “What are you writing?” The governor’s presence was an interruption, as was the question, which was not hostile but only intended to ascertain whether the clerk was engaged in any urgent official business. The mozo, one Manuel Fernández, failed to comprehend this and in great confusion, while trying to conceal his papers, confessed, “A book, Señor Gobernador.”


  It was the governor’s turn to be surprised. But he accepted Fernández’s avowal in good humor.


  “Aha! A book! Make sons, Manuel, not books. Learn a lesson from our councillor here.”


  Fernández looked at me without conceding me much importance and I smiled to show I was participating in the jest, or whatever the governor had in mind.


  Then the clerk, in a respectful tone, deeply convinced of his words, said, “I want to realize myself in myself. I don’t know what my children will be like.”


  The governor hesitated before replying. Then he took the offensive. “Books? Ha, ha! Worse than children.”


  I laughed, too—out of obligation, not conviction.


  Fernández went red with shame and rage. Barely containing himself, he managed to say, “Children realize themselves, but whether for good or ill we do not know. Books are made only for truth and beauty.”


  “That’s what you believe, what authors believe, but readers don’t see it like that,” came the ready retort. Fernández, who’d responded rather sharply, lowered his head. I realized he could not pursue the argument further without committing a serious offense against the governor, to whom all respect and deference were due.


  The latter adopted an magnanimous air. “Bien, bien,” he said and withdrew, summoning me along with a “Vayamos, Zama.” Once in his office he took a seat in silence, out of sorts and displeased, and charged me with the disagreeable mission of ascertaining why this man Fernández was writing a book in the Casa de la Gobernación.


  The familiarity the governor habitually conceded me authorized me to inquire, “Will vuesa merced dispose of the petition to Su Majestad today? Shall I fetch another clerk?”


  “No, no. Not today, Don Diego. That will be for another day.”


  •


  That day was not to be the next day, for out of discretion I said nothing of the matter, and he, as if it had slipped from his mind, said nothing either.


  Nor was it the day after. As if he sensed exactly when I was on the verge of opening my mouth to renew my appeal, he sealed it shut by demanding my report on the case of the clerk, which I had yet to deliver.


  Thus the man’s situation grew worse, for each time the Gobernador recalled him, he grew irritated and ordered me to make my report categorically unfavorable so as to remove him from his post.


  I formed an intention not to proceed along those lines but rather in accordance with the dictates of my own mind and good faith.


  •


  I feigned good faith to Fernández when I approached him. I did not warn him that his answers would be recorded and that my interrogation was dangerous to him.


  In his office, I asked him, in a friendly and reserved manner, why he was writing in the Casa de la Gobernación, that is, when his time was meant to be devoted entirely to the King’s service. His answer was ambiguous. “The inclination to write is not a seed that germinates within a fixed period of time. It is a small animal, deep in its cave, that procreates when it is of a mind to, for its season is variable and sometimes it is a dog and other times a ferret, sometimes it is a panther and other times a rabbit. It may do so with or without hunger, on some occasions only if it is very well rested and on others if a wound received from a hunter is causing it pain or if it is returning in excitement from a day of mischief.”


  I followed this discourse closely and said, by way of assent, “Aha!”


  Having gained some part of his confidence, I asked him to show me a few pages. He consented. I read several paragraphs with slow deliberation. The line of thought seemed rather entangled.


  “But this is incomprehensible!” I was finally forced to declare.


  “Señor Doctor, it is possible that the first man and the first lizard were each incomprehensible, as well, to all that surrounded them. I not only write: I make my creation.”


  I regarded him with a certain admiration, then thought to offer advice. “No one will accept it!”


  Arrogant, he cut me off. “Vuesa merced, when I write my book I have no master.”


  “And the censor?”


  “I write because I feel the need to write, to take what is in my head and place it outside. I will store the papers in a tin box. My grandchildren’s grandchildren will dig them up. Things will be different then.”


  I thought him an egotist and mused that when the box was opened a hundred and fifty years hence new forms of restriction and censure might well exist.


  I recorded his answers as accurately as memory allowed. My report, I believed, would be truthful and also provide the governor with the pretext he needed.


  But the governor was not satisfied. He wished me, the inquisitor, to issue a ruling and sign it.


  I did.
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  The next morning, when I thought he could have no further reason for putting off what he had spontaneously offered, another wall arose.


  A protocol was reestablished, a protocol that, in fact, was usual in all seats of government, but that this rather chaotic Gobernador, who was of uneven character and on occasion very common manners, had eliminated from the start of his administration, at least for myself and other high functionaries.


  To enter his office it no longer sufficed to knock upon the door. It became necessary to request an audience. The Oficial Mayor communicated this to me.


  I requested an audience. None was granted.


  •


  By the sort of secret channel that all of us, acting as transmitters or receivers, know well, Manuel Fernández was advised that people in high places were scheming against him.


  He came to me. He was aware of my report. He neither begged nor rebuked but told me he would turn hunter or soldier, though he doubted a regiment would accept him now, for those who make a habit of injustice complete their work by splattering their victims with ignominy. To keep him from proceeding as Ventura Prieto had done, I told him I would intercede on his behalf with the Gobernador. His fate as soldier, hunter, or beggar was no concern of mine: I simply wished to remind him that I was in communication with a governor and could intervene in a decision that would determine the fate of an individual.


  During the audience, I told the Gobernador that Manuel Fernández had asked me to intercede on his behalf.


  He rose from his seat, came around the table, and passed behind my back. Then he returned and sat down in front of me once again to put forth the following capricious proposition: One of us, Manuel Fernández or myself, would have to relinquish his support. If the proceedings against the clerk were annulled, the governor would not petition the King on my behalf; if the governor argued my case before the King, he would dismiss Fernández from his post. I had to decide.


  “Right now?” I asked.


  “No. Tomorrow.”


  •


  I did not care to decide.


  A man who writes a book may, at times, be capable of high-minded action. It was my sense and my desire that this book-writing homunculus Manuel Fernández allow me to emerge without moral burden from the thicket. He could make the sacrifice.


  I told him the alternatives with which the Gobernador had presented me and said that I myself had renounced the governor’s favor. However, the governor refused to credit such abnegation. Before resolving the situation, he wanted Fernández to be aware of what I was doing for him.


  Fernández replied that gestures of abnegation gave him pleasure and he was grateful for mine. His extremely modest post meant far more to him than any promotion could mean to me.


  I could think of no answer, nor could I think of accepting his response and leaving it at that. I pointed out that my position was hardly advantageous; I had gone more than a year without receiving my emolument, while he, however modest his post, was paid with some approximation of regularity.


  He answered that a delay of half a year could not be called regularity.


  I was plunged into despair and set aside all notion of another interview with the governor.


  •


  The innkeeper allowed neither his wife nor his daughter to wait on me but served me personally, heaping my table high with excellent food and calling me “Señor Doctor.”


  All unsuspecting, I imagined he must have grown obsequious after reaping bountiful profit from the boat full of gullible travelers that had arrived that morning.


  When lunch was over, he offered me a green liqueur and sat down with me.


  He said he would not yet demand that I pay him all I owed for food and lodging, but that he did need my room, the best in the house, for a married couple who would stay only as long as it took them to negotiate an inheritance in the country. Once these people—I could see them eating at a nearby table—had gone their way, my room would be restored.


  Irritated—the innkeeper persisted in rubbing the palm of his hand over the table, as if to smooth something down, perhaps myself—I replied that very soon I would settle my debts and had made up my mind to move to the house of a family with whom I was on friendly terms.


  •


  I needed to maintain a stern grasp on the possible. Things—too many things—were falling away from me, leaving me naked. The lash of the whip on naked flesh is terrible.


  I told the Gobernador that, presented with his two alternatives, Manuel Fernández had renounced all benefit to his person in view of the harm his claim would occasion to my interests. I applauded the clerk’s stance, noting as evidence of the nobility of his character that he had begged me not to make his decision known to anyone. His one request—should it be possible, I added—was that the decree removing him from his post not blemish his honor, leaving him free to enlist in some far-off military garrison. Far-off was what I wanted it to be.


  The governor heard me out in silence. He then delivered himself of his usual “Bien, bien” and assented. “Bien. The matter will be attended to.”
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  Emilia was peeling yams. A tenacious anger was visible on her face, and her attention was turned so entirely toward me that she barely heeded the child.


  Propelled by his knees and his filthy little hands, the child moved about on the dirt floor. With no one to clean them, his nostrils dripped, and the two streams of snot had reached the upper lip, irritating and inflaming the skin. The little one rubbed his face, smearing the snot around with a dirty hand and further injuring the skin. His viscous little fingers then dug back into the dirt, which made a revolting mud.


  This was my son.


  Sometimes I would reproach Emilia for her neglect of the child. This time I was in no mood to do so.


  I was delivering a long peroration. It concluded with the announcement that soon I would be bringing my Vargueño desk, my books, my bed to her house. . . .


  “If you bring the bed, it means you cannot pay the inn.”


  “If I bring the bed, it means I want to be here with you.”


  “There’s a bed here.”


  “You share it with the boy.”


  When she had no response she would conveniently fall silent, for at other times she could be quite loquacious. She went on interminably peeling yams. She cut out the black spots and scraped off whatever yellow flesh remained on the thicker peels. Presumably she was making soup.


  “So, what do you say?”


  “That I’m not your wife. Therefore you must consult me before proceeding.”


  “Not my wife? Aren’t you the boy’s mother, and I his father?”


  “Your wife is another woman.”


  “And you. Tell me, don’t you belong to someone else, as well?”


  “No.”


  “Well, then?”


  She aimed the discussion in another direction, unexpected and terrible.


  “Did you bring my money?”


  She called it her money, the money I had to hand over to her. From outside—he had left the rancho without our noticing—the child set up a wail. I thought this interruption would spare me a response. It did not.


  I lent an ear to the infant’s sobs. She called me back to the question that mattered most.


  “Did you bring my money? Answer me.”


  I could not say no.


  I made a sudden display of exultation, thinking to make her share in my new hopes, my joy. But logic dictated that my eagerness to obtain a post in another city was a subject best avoided. Still, I tried to turn the situation around by telling her that the Gobernador, that very day, had, with his own hand, signed a report to the King on the state of my purse and that of the other ranking functionaries who had long gone unpaid.


  Involuntarily, Emilia’s eyes grew sharp with self-interest. To conceal it, she rose and, as if she had only just now noticed, went out to the crying child. I followed her, speaking seductive words. “Nineteen months,” I said as we walked. “It has been that long since I’ve seen a real from the King’s treasury. From here, from the city’s funds, during that same period, I’ve drawn what amounts to a bit more than three—about three thousand five hundred pesos. But more than ten months of city funds are still due me from before that and from—”


  I broke off. We had reached the child, who was beneath the planks where the hens sleep. It was late afternoon, when the hens move about and relieve themselves. The boy was standing below them and. . . .


  Emilia moved forward, muttering angrily. She pulled the child out, wiped the excrement off his head with the hem of her skirt, and set him down a little way off. Instead of seeing further to the child’s hygiene, she picked up a shovel and began cleaning the ground soiled by the birds.


  She seemed calmer now and able to listen to me. Still, I had to make an effort. The infant went on moaning, though more softly now, and she was stirring up a cloud of dust. A few of the hens strutted about, perturbed, cackling their mindless challenge.


  “Fijate, pues, Emilia. There are the ten months of city wages still due from before, plus nineteen, makes twenty-nine, less three and a half. . . .Twenty-nine times a thousand makes twenty-nine thousand: twenty-nine thousand pesos! Now let’s see what’s due from the royal coffers. That’s easy. Multiply by five hundred, nineteen times five hundred . . . nineteen times five hundred. . . . No, better to count

  it out in parts: first ten times five hundred and then nine times five hundred. Ten times five. . . .”


  “Go away! Loco! Go away, get out of here!”


  I stopped speaking.


  She raised the shovel in fuming menace. Forewarned, I jumped back to keep my distance from her fury, but she kept shouting “Go away! Go away!” while the terrified baby boy screamed and wept.


  Resigned, I turned away. There was no placating her. I took a few steps in silence.


  But then I turned back to speak, even so. Rigid, legs apart, she lifted the shovel over her head once more.


  At that distance she couldn’t hit me.


  I made a gesture of recrimination and said, “Don’t expect me to come back if you don’t call me back now. Never. Never!”


  But my eyes were on the boy.


  My son. On all fours and so filthy that in the twilight he was indistinguishable from the earth itself: a kind of camouflage. At least—like an animal—he had that defense.


  •


  On the way back I banished the boy and his bellicose mother from my thoughts. It was time to settle accounts, for the Gobernador’s petition to the sovereign would accomplish a transfer, and once in Buenos-Ayres I could demand payment from the viceroy himself. His strongboxes were of greater strength.


  Thus, I told myself, twenty-nine times one thousand makes twenty-nine thousand. Less the three thousand five hundred already received, twenty-five thousand five hundred. Nineteen from the royal coffers, ah, along with the previous month’s delay, made twenty; twenty times five hundred made ten thousand. Ten thousand pesos, plus twenty-five thousand five hundred made thirty-five thousand five hundred. There was the trip across the sea for the petition, then the return trip for the royal decree, which in total would take about the same amount of time that would be required to prepare my journey prior to abandoning my post: a lapse of seven, eight, or nine more months. Nine thousand times five hundred. Or rather ten: ten times one thousand five hundred made fifteen thousand. And if it was only nine months, that made thirteen thousand five hundred. Thirty-five thousand five hundred currently owed, and thirteen thousand five hundred to come . . . forty-nine thousand pesos. The court’s many formalities might make the process cumbersome, and then it would be more than eight or nine months, perhaps as many twelve or fourteen. In which case, five months longer meant seven thousand five hundred pesos on top of the forty-nine thousand. . . . Oh glory!
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  The Gobernador requested my presence in his office. He was smiling and affable; philanthropy oozed from him. He showed me the petition to the King, written on parchment and adorned with his signature and seal. It abounded in praise of my person and titles, spoke admiringly of my talent, made very delicate allusion to my aspirations.


  Happiness blazed up within me. I was a forsaken old man to whom a girl had appeared who recognized him as her grandfather, a girl he’d never seen before, whose existence he’d never dreamed of. In this newly revealed granddaughter, the grandfather could at last recognize all the family’s virtues.


  Here was the forgotten mirror of my merits. This was hope; this held out the promise of a reality that was almost within reach. Almost.


  The governor disabused me. “Su Majestad never attends to this sort of request the first time. But still, a first attempt must be made. In a year or two, we will renew it. Then he will take it into consideration.”


  As I withdrew from the office, I found Manuel Fernández behind the door. I asked him what he was doing there. He said the governor had sent for him. Why? He did not know. He was afraid. I should have been fearful, too, but was not. Even a brief conversation between them could unravel the skein of deceit I had spun.


  I decided to busy myself about something or other that would keep me from the office, at least for the day.


  •


  Perennially malnourished when not tightly sealed, my purse was held in ill repute, which forestalled all possibility that a household aware of anything beyond my name and position would afford me lodging.


  Over the course of that night, I had crossed the name of every family of my acquaintance off a mental list. Forgetting I had told him I already had a new place of residence, I beseeched the inn-keeper for advice as to who might take me in.


  He plunged a finger into his ear and tickled himself, no doubt to activate his brain. He wrinkled his brow, duty-bound to make an effort. Finally, he said, “I dare not recommend Your Worship.”


  At another time, just two years earlier, the tip of my sword, if not a few two-handed thrusts, would have given him a good case of indigestion. But I had sold both sword and rapier months earlier.


  But I berated him, of course. He grew abashed and confounded and claimed he hadn’t meant to say I was a dubious individual and not to be recommended. No, it was only that he had no heart to recommend a certain family to me, in view of conditions there.


  Bent on giving a quick, elegant turn to our conversation, I demanded that he indicate precisely whom it was he referred to. The innkeeper feared I would not pay him punctually? Well, then, I would go to these people and, by invoking his name and recommendation, do him harm.


  •


  Not only was the name Ignacio Soledo new to me but the ravaged person of the man was, too, and whether the harm had been wrought by the years, by disease, or by vice, I knew not. I told him that though I believed myself to be fully acquainted with as many white residents as lived in the city, I had nevertheless failed, until that moment, to come across him. He made no effort to sate my curiosity, merely informing me that he hardly set foot in the street, and did so only to attend religious offices.


  In sharp contrast to this reserve, he sought to learn more about me than might perhaps be considered discreet. He took my post as a guarantee and wished to know the exact total of my stipend. When I had told him, he begged my pardon for his curiosity, assuring me, with an unconvincingly amiable smile, that he had never before had occasion to do business with so substantial a personage as I, though he’d had dealings with many a merchant and wealthy mariner.


  He declared that his house was safe, and I answered that I, too, believed it to be so, despite its location near the edge of the pineapple fields, for the entire city was calm and only minor infractions occurred, generally petty thefts by Indians in broad daylight, which caused neither damage nor great harm to anyone.


  My quarters did not open, along with others, onto an immense central arcade, as at the Gallegos Moyano house, but had a door of their own that gave directly onto the street, with a storeroom at the back beyond which a courtyard gave access to the rear yards of the house. The rooms were dark, damp, and crammed with wretched furnishings. I indicated to Señor Ignacio that these could be removed. I would bring my own furniture.


  I agreed only to the rental of the rooms. My meals, I informed him, would be taken at the inn. Only when my studies or some deeply absorbing task obliged me to remain in my rooms would I request a light repast.


  This arrangement seemed reasonable to him. Excusing himself, he left me alone in the empty bedroom.


  After several moments he returned and placed a small bell in my hand. I would see little of him, he said, and the house’s residents were few: his daughter and three servants, two of them females of color and one a faithful mulatto. If I rang, one of the slave women would attend to me.


  •


  I had imagined that with my last night at the inn behind me, my sole pressing concern would be the question of how to pay for my room and board while waiting for the long-delayed replenishment of my funds.


  Such was not the case.


  The Gobernador was playing a game, goading and bewildering me.


  In my office, until then my private and exclusive preserve, was a second table. Someone was seated at it: Manuel Fernández.


  He rose to his feet. It was clear from his face that he was not there of his own will. He did not say as much, of course, but begged pardon for his presence in a room consecrated by long tradition to the Asesor Letrado alone.


  The governor had hit upon a way of humiliating me without displaying disrespect toward my position. Fernández’s table abutted mine. I observed this fact and spoke it aloud to him, but there had been no overstepping of bounds on his part. Manuel Fernández was to pass, from that day forward, for my secretary, and it is acceptable for a secretary to place his table directly adjacent to that of the man he serves.


  “Yesterday, during the afternoon, the Gobernador himself saw to its installation.”


  I needed to know whether Fernández had betrayed me—betrayed me, when all was said and done, by speaking the truth.


  “All this was decided yesterday, is that right? When you went in to see the Gobernador. I know, I know. But tell me, did the two of you review the cases, el tuyo y el mío, yours and mine?”


  Never before had I addressed him with the intimate, disdainful tú of a superior. I did so in emulation of the governor; I would set myself over Fernández from the start. The abusive tú was a prelude to violence; I could feel it in my fists.


  But there was no cause. Though rigid with agitation, Fernández remained sovereign in his obligation to accept and tolerate my aggression. “It may be that the Gobernador has reviewed the case,” he informed me. “I do not know. He did not review it with me, at any rate. He did not allow me to speak. He had already made all the arrangements.”


  Fernández, for his part, was unaware of my machinations.


  We were, then, to some degree in a stalemate, neither having any account to settle with the other. I, at least, acknowledged no debt.


  •


  I had my furniture and books moved to the new domicile.


  I was granted access and assisted by a colored female slave whose appearance was African, though she communicated in a mix of Portuguese and Spanish, with occasional recourse to Guarani.


  Until the previous day, I had dwelt in absolute ignorance of her master’s existence, and that, along with the mysterious origins betrayed in the slave woman’s speech, made me feel as if I had arrived in a different country. Nothing else authorized that impression; these two things in themselves were sufficient.


  The slave left me alone with the damp and my things, which were like so many patient traveling companions, a pack of mules I had to drag along behind me rather than being drawn by them. She soon returned bearing a pitcher of clean water. When she withdrew for a second time, she closed the door to the courtyard behind her.


  Soon thereafter, I felt a need to visit the rear yard. I thought it unwise to intrude on the house on my own and waited a while longer, believing that the slave would soon reappear, sent by someone or of her own accord, in fulfillment of a courtesy that is entirely customary with a recently arrived guest.


  No such gesture occurred within the period I could endure without causing myself considerable discomfort. I rang the bell. The walls of my rooms absorbed the sound. There was no reaction beyond them.


  Again, louder.


  A long, steady, faraway silence.


  Again—and even more imperiously.


  A few light footsteps in the street—first distant, then stronger as they passed the doorway, then fading, fading, until nothing more was to be heard—emphasized the absence of all human sound within the house.


  I opened the door to the street. It was not yet nightfall. They could not have retired to bed already.


  Behind the door of the old storeroom I shook the bell hard, three times. At length and with long intervals in between.


  Birds, the few that were left, chirped in the courtyard trees.


  I opened the door a crack. Without going far, I stepped into the courtyard, half to show myself, half to look around.


  A rabbit was peeking out from between some potted shrubs—it may have been there for a while—and quickly hid when I looked in its direction. A hen was carrying out a thorough inspection of the ground, pecking at it as if her beak were a pair of scissors.


  These two creatures aside, nothing was startled into movement by my presence.


  All was quiet, apart from the indifferent hen: the plants, the evening, and I.


  I was on the verge of calling out. Amid the prevailing calm, that seemed excessive. Then I remembered I still held the bell in my hand. I looked around.


  From an isolated room near the end of the gallery across the courtyard, in the glimmer of twilight, through opaque glass panes, a young woman was gazing at me, impassive.


  I kept myself from giving the bell a shake and made as if to speak. Words rose to my mouth and my hand felt an impulse to join them, in chivalrous gesture. But the words did not come out; my hand remained fallen by my side. No invitation was made to speak to her or greet her. As if something would have shattered.


  I withdrew in consternation, shutting the door behind me.


  I sat a long while, calculating the slow birth of the night so as to proceed, under its cloak, to the rear yards.


  •


  I decided to take no more than two meals, one of them the light repast agreed upon with Soledo. In place of breakfast, maté; in the afternoon, maté.


  But in the morning no one knocked on my door to offer maté, or even a pavita of hot water. I made my way to the back of the house and discovered the kitchen.


  It lacked the bustling life that generally emanates from the kitchens of all houses with the arrival of the sun, or even earlier.


  I made so bold as to step across the threshold. The kitchen was abandoned, its ovens devoid of spark, its cooking vessels in scant supply and mostly worn through at the bottom.


  There was nothing there to exercise my stomach so I proceeded to the office.


  •


  Little mental effort on my part was required to understand that Manuel Fernández was a man to be trusted. He wouldn’t be entirely on my side, but more on mine than on the Gobernador’s, yes.


  As the first errand of his new career as secretary to the Asesor Letrado, I delegated him to keep watch over the parchment that pleaded on my behalf until he saw it taken aboard the ship.


  Thus was he given to understand that I placed greater trust in his conduct than in that of the Gobernador. I knew he was grateful for this, deep down, though he gave no sign of it.


  •


  At nightfall and in early morning, the void of activity around my rooms remained the same, so it appeared that the time to request the light repast—light and therefore cheap or perhaps free—was lunch.


  I shook off my timidity and went into the courtyard to call out and make the bell sing.


  From some corridor toward the front of the gallery, approximately in the region of the parlor window where I had detected the young white woman, a young colored moza emerged. She approached me.


  She was sad, as if long abused and long resigned to it.


  She wasn’t the one who’d waited on me when I came. I asked about that one.


  “Sumala?” she asked me, in turn.


  “I don’t know,” I said. “She was of African appearance—perhaps Brazilian.”


  “Yes, Sumala,” she confirmed with a sigh. “Now it’s me.”


  It mattered little whether it was she who waited on me or Sumala. Even so, something prompted me to inquire further after Sumala.


  “She’s dead,” the moza stated.


  In my hands, a lump of coal had burst into flame.


  I wanted to separate myself from Sumala, the vigorous woman who had served me just once and then, quite likely, died only a few steps away. The previous evening’s silence and the abandonment of the kitchen were now easily interpreted, I thought.


  The colored moza offered to serve me. I gestured vaguely to indicate that I required nothing at the moment. She curtsied, about to withdraw, and I recalled that I myself had rung the bell to summon her.


  I asked for water. A full pitcher.


  •


  I ate at the inn, both lunch and dinner. I would request the light repast the following midday.


  •


  Tora, the colored girl, was obliging, large of body, strong, stubborn, and ungainly. Perhaps that was why they called her she-bull. The next morning she struck me as slow-witted, too. Obedient to my bell, she entertained my request for some hot water to prepare maté and said yes. But she might as well have said no or that she hadn’t heard me because she did not return.


  I peered into the courtyard, the dominion of wild birds that left their traces there and a few stray barnyard fowl. Tora was returning anew from the front of the arcade, a small kettle in hand.


  Watching her arrive from that part of the house filled me with an apprehension that was very likely stupid. All of them seemed to have retreated before my presence to huddle together in a single room. All of them were there: the elderly host, his daughter, the mulatto, and Tora. Perhaps also the lifeless body of Sumala. In one corner, the fire on which they cooked their stews.


  I questioned Tora about it. Why did she bring water from the living quarters rather than the kitchen?


  “We live over there, su merced,” she said, pointing with a finger, then extending the whole arm. Here was the explanation and she expanded on it without need of further inquiry from me. The house had another wing that a passageway connected to my courtyard.


  That was all it was. There was nothing suspicious there, nothing tortuous to unravel.


  Quickly accepting the news, I was free to suppose that I had not observed any funerary rites nor had any knowledge of the removal of a body because it had all taken place in another part of the building.


  •


  The light repast at midday was so very light as to seem wholly weightless: a slice of cheese and another of chipá, the manioc bread. Instead of wine, maté.


  My stomach was left in agony that, by late afternoon, drove me early to the inn, where my tablemates were made aware of the meagerness of my lunch by the sounds emanating from my innards.


  “Pururú,” said one, and another smiled and nodded, both confident that I was ignorant of the indigenous term.


  Even if I had been unaware of it, pururú was what my guts were saying and I understood.


  •


  The next day I did things in reverse and took the large meal at lunch. Sleep will extinguish hunger I told myself, foreseeing the meager dinner Tora would bring.


  I correctly foresaw the dimensions of the meal but was mistaken as to the mitigating effects of nocturnal repose. I slept soundly for two hours or more and then my appetite returned with such force that it awoke me as imperiously as a command or an outcry.


  I drank a glass of water. The clamor was appeased. I could rest once more.


  But only for a few moments.


  Candle in hand, I made my way to the abandoned kitchen. I lit a fire, found my kettle, and prepared maté.


  I sipped it slowly, seated on a bench at the kitchen door.


  It was the sky’s own secret hour when it shines brightest because all humans are asleep and no one is watching.


  I was as clear and shimmering as the celestial universe.


  I thought of Marta without pain.


  The past was a small notebook, much scribbled-upon, that I had somehow mislaid.
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  The sun was docile and so was I.


  Emilia’s rancho was there among all the others. Viewed from above, they seemed to have fallen and scattered as randomly as dice spilled from a cup. My perspective was even loftier; I looked down from on top of a ravine that could not be said to intersect the street, for there was no street, but that intersected an imaginary line that might be traced from the rancho’s door.


  I was waiting calmly to see my son. Sheltered by a hat, I sat on a hoary tree trunk and smoked.


  I had supposed the little one would come outside as he’d done the last time I’d had him in sight, dragging himself along, fascinated by the yellow movement of a newborn duckling or a flashing fragment of glass. He would reach and try to grasp the shiny glass, clutching at it over and over until he cut his hand. Blood and wailing would then erupt. I hoped to witness all that and waited for his sobs, not because I wished him to suffer but so as to feel him there, alive and audible.


  Yet he did not appear.


  After a time, it may have been an hour or more, the mother came out with a bucket of slop. She flung it to the hens, which all dove upon it and fought to gobble it up. But the napping dogs also wanted their share and braved the stabbing beaks to reach the scraps. The risk brought no reward: There were vegetable peels but no meat of any kind.


  Or so I supposed, as I watched them slink away with not even a bit of bone to gnaw on.


  Alone, Emilia bore the burden of my son and of dire poverty. I understood that clearly, without remorse.


  The child remained within, perhaps sleeping. Better that way, I thought. Seeking sustenance, a famished hen will stab her beak as readily into the eye of a child as into a chewed-up beef bone, especially if the child is defenseless and crawls on all fours.


  I stood up from the tree trunk. At that moment, Emilia leaned from the kitchen doorway once more. Even at that distance, I caught the movement. She screened her eyes with a hand. Perhaps she recognized me. She threw more garbage into the yard, then went into the kitchen and closed the door.


  I walked back with slow steps. I smoked. I had eaten abundantly at midday.


  The tin box was empty. My purse held sufficient money to pay for ten more meals. The innkeeper would not bring out the stew without first seeing coins on the table. I put them down carefully as I took my seat.


  •


  I returned early to my quarters. The sun rode high in the sky but was sickly, as it had been throughout the day.


  I placed some books on the table and opened a few of them. I shook the bell.


  Tora arrived to inquire after my needs, then brought me a boiled egg with a slice of chipá.


  I ate it with pleasure, and yet an egg, after some minutes, leaves a memory in the mouth that we would rather not have. I wanted a drink to take the taste away. Pavita in hand, I set out across the courtyard to the kitchen. A white woman was passing through the opposite arcade, dressed in green and looking very serious, a high comb adorning the top of her head. Her feet made no sound on the tiles.


  She disappeared just where I thought the passageway must be, the perennially dark juncture of the building’s two wings.


  She did not see me. Her stroll down the gallery was timed so precisely that I may already have been at her back when I left my room.


  I deduced this without moving from my doorway. I hoped to the last that she would turn, that I would see her face and be able to greet her.


  The courtyard had recovered its usual deathly aspect—the woman’s presence had done nothing to alter it, I grant—and I resolved to have a look down that passageway and observe the other sector of the house where my host, with manifest discourtesy, had never escorted nor invited me.


  I was about to do so but something held me back. The atmosphere seemed, abruptly, to have grown so heavy as to constrain me from moving. I perceived that despite everything, I was not alone.


  I glanced toward where I knew I had to look, and from behind the same window as before a young white woman was looking out at me quietly, without staring, as if barely interested.


  Something, surprise or I don’t know what else, kept me from reacting naturally. I tried to recover my aplomb but had a sharp perception of how inelegant I was there, with the little kettle in my hand. I crouched to set it down by the doorway. When I rose, the young woman was gone.


  Immediately I was at pains to seize upon that vision, fearing it would flow from my head without leaving any clear or lasting impression. The thing was not palpable or real. It was . . . an absence. Yes. What was missing, behind the glass panes, was a pink dress. The young woman wore pink.


  The other woman, who had passed in front of me a moment earlier, was dressed in green.


  Therefore it was not the same woman. There had been no time for a change of clothes.


  I locked myself in my quarters. The thought of crossing the courtyard to the kitchen displeased me.


  That two white women should appear in that house in succession could not, on reflection, be considered a strange event. Soledo had informed me that there was only one, his daughter. But that was on a given day, and another woman could well have joined the household later, either as a permanent member or a simple visitor. She might be a housekeeper, her presence perhaps rendered necessary by Sumala’s death.


  Such reasoning led me to logical conclusions. Nevertheless, the episode obsessed me as an unnecessary piece of imposture. There seemed to be something elaborately false in all of it. My distaste focused on Señor Ignacio more than anyone else. Since the day of our negotiation he had cut off all contact with me.


  •


  Manuel Fernández proved himself qualified for at least half of his duties: A good secretary will keep his superior’s secrets while ably penetrating whatever secrets others have that may be of interest.


  He watched as the parchment was placed in a bag and the bag was transported onto the brigantine to be received and registered on the King’s behalf by a ship’s officer. He took note, furthermore, that the ship had brought a coffer from the royal treasury. He questioned those who bore it and learned that it was quite light. Perhaps, he told me, because the coins were of pure gold rather than any inferior substance.


  They were not gold and were destined for inferiors. The Gobernador exhorted those of us with more exalted titles not to indulge in idle talk that would be adverse to the King. The employees of lesser account, less zealous in the service of His Majesty’s honor, would receive what was theirs while we would await the next remittance.


  The governor suffered no ill effect from membership in this generic “we.” He had his own properties and rents within the province.


  •


  The innkeeper knew none of the details but had learned that the Casa de la Gobernación received funds that morning. He wanted his money, which is to say, mine.


  He failed to understand how some could have been paid and others not—a thing I, in turn, was unable to explain satisfactorily; to do so would have been to betray the Gobernador’s directive. Some of the clientele ceased their chewing the better to eavesdrop, as if this were an affair of state in which they, too, were implicated, if only via their ears. I saw how they hung on my words and on the owner’s responses, and I was enraged.


  The innkeeper withdrew, grumbling to himself. I gave vent to my emotions with a slam of my fist on the table, and at my loud “Accursed bumpkins” the innkeeper was back, launching an assault upon my person. He was restrained by two or three prudent individuals who placed themselves between us. I howled, I raised my fist, I vociferated about his idiocy, and no one dared restrain me or had the courtesy to appease me. The subject of my remarks—I called him a blood-soaked pig butcher—unleashed a barrage of “Let me at him,” to which a lean and bent man would respond, “You’ll end up in jail, Miguel.” And each “Dejadlo conmigo” was followed by another “Que te condenas, Miguel.” I slammed my fist once more, and he, held back by others, struggled once more to attack me. Then I left.


  My hand was sore and my legs trembled all down their length.


  •


  The tavern fare was unvarying and poor: sausages, carne asada, manioc soup, and manioc bread. The tavern was for drinking, of course, not for regular meals. Anyone who made a habit of taking his meals there paid just as much as at the inn.


  That night I ate matambre, carne asada, manioc bread, and manioc soup.


  Manuel Fernández was there, lingering with obvious pleasure over a small portion of wine.


  He saluted me respectfully but did not approach until I summoned him over. He brought his wine.


  I spoke injuriously of the innkeeper. Fernández must have known why. He assured me that reason and justice were with me.


  Rummaging discreetly on his right side he brought out a small purse that he placed on the table and promptly concealed with his hat. Then he rummaged on his left and another little purse appeared in his hand, somewhat smaller than the first, which it joined on the table.


  He lifted the hat a bit so I could see what lay beneath.


  He said, “Su merced must choose which of these you desire and prefer.”


  I looked into his eyes. He was drunk.


  I took the smaller one. He said, “In peace.”


  I did not understand the meaning of this taciturn statement: “In peace.” But I replied that I agreed with him.


  “In peace,” he repeated.


  •


  I lit a candle in my room and sat down at the table.


  I seized two fistfuls of coins and opened my palms. Then I arranged them in a single stack, from larger to smaller. The candlelight shone full on them. I gazed at them, watching for any sign of movement, which of course was nonexistent.


  It was a stupid ritual. But I needed to look at them until I no longer saw them.


  I did, and after a while gave them no more thought. Then the room, in its nocturnal dampness, reappeared all around them, stretching back in shadows that reached into the storeroom, empty of furniture.


  Two hurried sweeps of my hand hid the coins from sight. Half of one still showed beneath my little finger, two others had jumped away.


  I looked at the storeroom. Now I had nothing to conceal from anyone who might be watching me.


  My heart drove me on.


  I knocked over my chair, making a racket, perhaps to scare an intruder away.


  I walked toward the door without turning my back on it. I picked up an iron rod. Then the candle. Rod at the ready, wary, I entered the storeroom.


  No one.
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  It was to be feared that having extended me a loan Manuel Fernández might claim some privilege over me. Or perhaps, sobriety regained, he might regret giving me almost half his money.


  I was disposed to resist any attempt to make me repay too soon what was his. That morning I conducted myself with a correctness of manner calculated to indicate that the loan was yesterday, behind us, and that it had been made to Don Diego de Zama, and not to the Asesor Letrado, Fernández’s superior.


  He knew how to give; I knew how to receive.


  At midday I invited him to join me in a meal at the tavern.


  He accepted with a word of thanks. We left the Gobernación together.


  As we passed through the plaza, I saw Emilia amid the market women. With the hens and my son.


  I signaled to Fernández to halt. He did not know why but obeyed my indication. He contemplated my issue, seated upon the red earth and bearing traces of having rolled about in it, though with a fresh face and healthy body.


  My son.


  The hens.


  There it was! Of course! From the slop Emilia threw out her door the dogs did not extract so much as a chicken bone because the unhappy woman had to keep her chickens for the marketplace while surviving on a diet of vegetables and grains.


  I felt an impulse to go to her and leave half my coins in her hand.


  But, I told myself, she manages to live. Who knows if I can, without money.


  I needed to communicate what was good in all of this so the bad element would cease to torment me.


  To Fernández, I said, “That one, the little one down there on the ground, the one whose skin is so light: He’s mine.”


  For him, the boy was born at that moment.


  “I like him,” he said.


  I thought he would formulate some compliment. But he remained silent, observing the child and no doubt also painting a more complete composition that included the boy, the mother, and the hens.


  I wished to convey my pride, lest he dwell on the situation of the woman and my child. “He’ll be a hero,” I said. “Let’s go.”


  I drew him after me.


  He followed, pensive.


  Then he said, “How can anyone know, so early in his life, whether he will be a hero or will even try, or agree, to become one, should the occasion present itself?”


  I disliked Fernández’s manner of speaking and sought to demonstrate my authority, a father’s authority.


  “I have decided upon it. He will be a hero.”


  He shook his head in denial, not victorious but certain.


  “No one can decide upon another’s actions or hopes or the sum of his possibilities.”


  His dark thoughts and the calm with which he gave voice to them were agitating me.


  I took out the little purse, jingled it, and said, “I’ll help him. We’ll see what my son becomes, whether he’s a hero or nothing.”


  I was showing off and would have to pay for it.


  At the table, I set aside half the coins. I put them in Fernández’s hands and charged him to deliver them, in my name, to Emilia. He had seen her that morning and knew who she was. I told him how to reach her rancho.


  •


  In midafternoon we suspended work at the office. Fernández set out, with my coins, to pay Emilia. I returned to my quarters.


  I had been absent since morning.


  I entered the courtyard, which existed entirely for me. Slowly, lone master of the place, I prepared a fire in the kitchen, boiled water, and carried the kettle over beneath a large plant. I pulled out a bench and, comfortably installed, sipped the warming green concoction with pleasure.


  I gazed absentmindedly down the length of the arcade. Suddenly Ignacio Soledo appeared there.


  No sooner did he see me than he retreated, without any greeting.


  This made me indignant. I could not understand why he withdrew so rapidly, refusing me so much as a wave of the hand.


  I preferred to suppose that he hadn’t seen me but, on reaching the courtyard, had suddenly changed his mind and gone back inside. Yet I felt that Soledo and his people had, for incomprehensible reasons, condemned me to isolation.


  The appearance of Tora, harmonious and vital, restored my soul. I was even able to forget the darkness of her skin as I watched her approach.


  She bore a note from Señor Ignacio. Asserting an urgent need for money, he begged me to advance him some portion of the amount due for my lodging.


  He had seen me in the courtyard. Otherwise he would not have sent Tora so quickly.


  As if in challenge, I asked Tora why Soledo had not brought the request personally.


  “My señor is in bed,” the woman explained.


  “In bed?”


  “He’s ill, su merced.”


  “Since when has he been in bed, since when has he been ill? Tell me that.”


  I could not believe her story and pressed her further, to discredit it. The slave replied, in a most natural manner, that he had been in bed for two days. I attempted to embroil her in prevarication: “Can I visit him?”


  She stuttered before declaring, “He cries out and is delirious. It’s an ugly sight.”


  “How, then, did he write this note?”


  “It was written on the day of Sumala’s death.”


  Her defense was adequate.


  I hesitated, then recalled that when he stepped into the courtyard Soledo had been wearing a heavy scarf around his neck, an uncommon thing at that time of year on a day of bright sunshine. Truth may be on the other side, I thought, conjecturing that Señor Ignacio might have sought to escape the vigilance of his daughter and the slaves in order to emerge into the open air, only to abandon his plans upon seeing me. In that case, it was acceptable that he had fled at first glimpse, without so much as a greeting: He would have deemed me inimical to his aims.


  I was lost in thought. Perhaps taking this for skepticism as to the note and its message, Tora told me something that was both convincing and decisive. A woman she called Misia Lucrecia had just given her the slip of paper, pleading that I comply with its request. They were in great need due to the illness that had befallen her señor.


  I did not ask who this Misia Lucrecia was. I took for granted that it was the woman in the green dress who had passed by the evening before. Thus it was confirmed that there was another white woman in the house, apart from Soledo’s daughter.


  More persuaded by the messenger and her clarifications than by the message, I handed over some coins. I was now reduced anew to very straitened circumstances.


  Tora moved away. At least, I thought, my roof is assured for some time to come. Now that I have favored him with an advance, Soledo cannot ask for anything more.


  The thought brought security and satisfaction until another one, emerging without effort or warning from the dark strata of my being, intruded: Someone knew that my purse had grown fat the previous night.


  Only the memory of Tora’s claim that the message dated from two days earlier allowed me to think otherwise. Even so, I continued to find it strange that it had not been presented to me until that afternoon.


  I put these suspicions aside, reminding myself that I alone was aware of how meager my funds were. The Soledo family would have been convinced, from the start, that I was a man of means, one to whom it was natural to turn at any time, in the certainty of obtaining funds without delay and in the full amount requested.


  With that worry banished, I took a sip of maté, newly satisfied that I could be mistaken for a solvent and indispensable person.


  •


  Fernández returned to the office from Emilia’s rancho with a sad expression that seemed to evince reproach. As he gave an account of his mission, his face grew commiserating. This struck me as insolence. I berated myself for having sent him. He was my secretary, however, and someone had to carry out the errand for me. Neither obligation nor desire attached me to Emilia now, nor even, to some extent, necessity.


  At midday I asked if he meant to lunch at the tavern, hoping he would say no. He said he had stewed chicken enough for two, prepared by the woman who served him.


  I accepted and went to his room in a shabby house where two other rooms were also let out to subalterns.


  As I chewed, a sudden suspicion came over me. “Is this a gift from Emilia?”


  He reddened. “No,” he replied.


  Nothing more: just no. I did not believe him. I left the piece of chicken on the plate and insisted.


  “Is it a present? She gave it to you to cook it and invite me to a meal?”


  “No, señor. It was bought.”


  “You bought it? From whom? From Emilia?”


  He nodded, as if confessing a sin.


  “Why? Why from her?”


  “To help her, señor.”


  I wiped my mustache. How could I object to that?


  I went on chewing, very quietly. Then I said I could help her no further until money arrived from Spain or Peru. I told him how I had invested little less than the totality of what remained of my funds.


  Fernández made no comment.


  Then he asked, as if posing the question to himself, “What will we do?”


  “What is the point of asking what we will do?”


  “Señor, I, too, am left without a blanca. All that was in my purse I spent last night on wine.”


  “Wine? For yourself alone?”


  “No, señor. I invited everyone to a round.”


  “You did?” I was upbraiding him as if he had swindled me.


  He was greatly ashamed. There was more to confess.


  “Then I did something else.”


  “Something else? What was that? May I know? Go on, spit it out.”


  “I paid for a round for everyone and then later. . . .”


  “Yes. Let’s have it.”


  “I stood another round.”


  I contemplated him, as if discovering him at that moment. Fernández might have been my son, or the son, the good son, of any good man.


  I ate a batata and began to drink the broth. He was not eating. I encouraged him, gesturing with my spoon to follow my lead. This broth, the meal before us, was worthy of our attention; the irreparable past was not.


  Timid and making an effort, as if begging permission, he spoke again. “Señor Doctor . . . that isn’t all.”


  I took little account of his words. Still swallowing down the rich broth, I replied, “Sí, sí, I know. After you paid for the first round and then the second round there was a third.”


  “No, señor. It isn’t that.” He was recovering his austere serenity.


  “All right. What is it then?” I said, looking him straight in the eye.


  “When I asked what we would do, I was asking what we would do for the señora.”


  “What señora?”


  “Begging your pardon, señor: Señora Emilia.”


  “And what interest do you have in her?”


  Fernández made a defensive gesture, as if denying any personal interest.


  “What are we to do?” I spoke again. “Nothing. Neither you nor I: Nothing. We can do nothing.”


  Fernández said, “It’s true. Nothing.”


  And he desisted so swiftly it was impossible to imagine he had even brought up a matter so remote from his concerns.


  With Fernández, I played at being fierce. And Fernández pretended to yield.
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  The buildings in the outlying regions of the city were widely scattered. More than fifty varas lay between the last house and Señor Ignacio’s, and behind it, on the other side, no less than thirty varas stretched between it and the nearest inhabited walls. Directly opposite, though, with only space enough for the passage of carriages and beasts, were one, two, three houses, very prettily aligned.


  Neither doors nor windows relieved the hermetically sealed aspect of this ensemble of buildings. All such apertures remained shuttered. Only one window, a low wide one, offered scope for gazing out upon the world. It was almost at ground level. A woman could sit next to it and look out, and be visible from the waist up.


  The woman was always there when I came back to the house in late afternoon, staring at me insistently with expectant eyes. I would look briefly her way, as if to verify that she’d installed herself in her spot yet again, and then pat my pockets and seek the key on my belt, the better to busy myself and divert my attention from her.


  She was older than forty, with stiff, wavy black hair. This thatch, perhaps entirely ungroomed, framed her head obliquely, opening wide on both sides as if to avoid contact with her face, which no one could have desired.


  •


  “Tora, who is the señora who sits next to the window every afternoon?”


  “She’s always done that.”


  “I didn’t ask how long she’s been doing it. I asked who she is.”


  “She’s always been there looking out, since I was born.”


  “And your memory extends to when you were born?”


  “To before that, su merced.”


  “Are you mocking me, Tora?”


  “How could I, su merced?”


  She bared her arm above the elbow to show an ancient, scarred depression in the flesh.


  “I have others like it on my body. I was born with them. An angry white man tried to kill my mother with a chain. I was inside her. I hadn’t been born.”


  “And you remember?”


  “Sí, su merced, I remember.”


  •


  Tora told me the woman was supposed to retire to a convent, since no man had taken her to wife in her time, but she did not. Her parents died. Then a gentleman, allegedly a brother, came from the north and resided briefly in the house with her.


  Tora’s information ended there. She must know more but could not tell me all of it without straining her memory. Perhaps by way of apology, she added, “She’s no richer than my master.”


  “Is your master rich?”


  “No. He’s poor.”


  Saying this, she recalled something more. Señor Ignacio had once aspired to remedy his neighbor’s solitude. He had advised her to sell her house and move across the way to his. That was a long while ago. The woman was disturbed by the proposal. Don Ignacio said she claimed she was keeping her own house in order to welcome back the individual whom, before her parents’ death, no one had known to be her brother. All relations between the two families had ended there.


  Curious as to whether Soledo’s offer to the woman betrayed the secret design of a man without a woman, I asked, “All that you’ve spoken of happened before your mistress’s death?”


  Displaying no surprise, Tora replied, “My mistress is not dead.”


  She took my ignorance as natural and went on speaking of the woman who looked out into the street. I did not allow that.


  “Where does your mistress live? Where is she?”


  Alarmed by my excited interest, Tora said, as if defending herself from an accusation, “She is here, su merced. My mistress is in this very house.”


  “She is the woman who has recently arrived?”


  “No woman has arrived, su merced.”


  “What do you mean? Isn’t she the woman who was wearing green two days ago?”


  “I don’t know, su merced. Perhaps not.”


  “But she may be?”


  “Sí, su merced. She may be.”


  “And the other one? Who is the other woman, the young one?”


  Tora’s gaze delivered an accusation of sacrilege.


  “Su merced, Sumala is dead. Sumala’s body lies in the earth.”


  I bit myself. I must not continue speaking of so complex and delicate a matter with Tora.


  My senses told me there were two white women in the house. The slave affirmed—without apparent malice—that there was only one, and she was not the daughter but the wife of Señor Ignacio.


  Lies, lies, I told myself, disgusted and powerless. House of swindles and swindlers.


  If this was a joke, it was monstrous.


  •


  Tora was gone, and I wished to do what I never did: read or write a letter. I told myself I should devote my time to something that concerned me directly and not to the murky circumstances of a home that was not mine.


  Even so, the courtyard called out to me. I took a book and opened it to any page.


  The courtyard called and called.


  What I read made no impression. I grasped nothing. I thought it was the first time in my life I’d encountered such a book but there was no need to ascertain that the opposite was true: It was a law book I had used for years. The courtyard was calling!


  I knew that the courtyard was not outside the door but inside me, and that it would assume its true form only when I was inside it.


  I went out. It was a relief. There it was: the branches encrusted in white stains left by birds, the gray and crepuscular light. At the far end, standing in the arcade, her white hands crossed over her ample skirts, to all appearances impassive, untroubled by any anxiety, was the young woman.


  She was looking at me.


  She looked at me a moment, then turned, correct and graceful, back into the shadowy corridor. An instant, and she was there no longer.


  I ran to the dark corner where I presumed the passageway must begin. That obscure spot revealed nothing but the juncture of two walls, set back far beneath the eaves and therefore lightless.


  I cast an uneasy glance back at the courtyard. I longed for the daylight not to fade too quickly. I had to speak to Soledo, but first would have to investigate and verify things for myself. I had to keep Soledo’s iron reserve from deceiving me.


  I took a few steps along the wall of the northern gallery.


  I reached a familiar door—that of the parlor where Soledo had received me. From there, the possibilities were scant: The corridor that led to the other wing had to be no more than five meters away, down one arcade or the other. Only this region of the courtyard had been easy for me to see from the areas that I had never before ventured beyond.


  Five meters along the second gallery, where bright light shone from above, was a closed door, nothing more, that was hardly to be mistaken for the doorway of a corridor, if anyone were ever to put a door on a corridor.


  Past this door and farther down the gallery that faced the wing where my quarters were located, there was an opening, a window. Behind its glass panes I had twice seen the young woman.


  It was open. I looked through, taking no precautions. The window gave on to an empty room, seemingly in ruins, for the door in the back wall was missing. Beyond it lay a courtyard or an overgrown garden that the falling night made indecipherable. Within the room, shadows drifted down like sooty spiderwebs. I looked up, as if to see who might be dislodging them. There was no roof.


  I understood. The entire wing was abandoned. Any of its doors, perhaps even the one I had just gone by, gave access to the other part of the house.


  I turned back and tried the other door. Its hinges were rusty and neglected. They squeaked like a rat but obeyed. The door granted entry to another hollow room, also roofless.


  I crossed through it.


  A dense garden of opaque vegetation and beyond it another wing and gallery where everything slept. A row of rooms ran along it; to my relief, they contained human beings who were capable of lighting candles and creating, by their light, garments, or a last will and testament, love or death.


  My expedition would not advance a single vara farther.


  I shut the door from the outside, taking care to secure its two panels as tightly as before.


  No further explanation from Soledo was required. The thought of conversation with him repelled me.


  In passing, I observed the window.


  A woman sometimes came to this window. She installed herself in the empty room and directed her gaze toward me.


  •


  Night now openly made its presence felt in my room—in the gathering shadows, the damp, and my grumbling stomach.


  I rang the bell, first through the open door, then out in the courtyard.


  The sterility of the sound convinced me that the time for my light repast was long gone.


  This, and the thought of how light the repast would have been had I received it, irritated me. I was served only two out of every three times I rang, and always poorly and tardily; it was clear that the mysterious lady of the house had no liking for me. She made no attempt at the slightest convivial gesture: a dish of preserves or a plate of abundant and graciously presented food. Nothing. Perhaps the husband controlled my collations very strictly, or the matter was left entirely to the abilities and discernment of the slave. Perhaps she lacked adequate authority. That, I conjectured, was the crux of it: a woman much inferior in age to her husband, limited by his imperiousness or his stinginess, and also very possibly by his jealousy.


  That hypothesis was largely acceptable, but still a wave of doubt came over me. For when I had observed her most closely, as she walked through the gallery, she gave the impression of a mature woman, of forty or more, even if not as old as her husband. Why, then, when posted at her lookout beyond the glass panes or, earlier that evening, in the arcade, had I believed her to emanate not only the charm of youth but the shyness of adolescence, the sorrowful and resigned air of a young woman cloistered prematurely, against her will.


  •


  Fernández invited me to eat fish with him in his room.


  I wrinkled up my nose as if at a stench. In this province fish is considered an inferior food; the natives call it pirá and spit when they mention it. I scowled, too. These reiterated invitations to feed me might be a secret favor of Emilia’s.


  I said, “Your fish is from Emilia. Emilia neither sells nor raises fish, as far as I know, but she can acquire it.”


  Fernández smiled like someone who has done a good deed without expectation of reward and then finds himself the object not only of his beneficiary’s ingratitude but of his stupidity.


  He pointed out two bodily signs: deep blue circles under the eyes, extending to the cheekbones, and an obvious bite mark on three fingers of the left hand.


  He had spent the night fishing. He had exchanged the tavern for the stream as a source of sustenance, his own and—when all was said and done—mine. And a source of something more, perhaps. Seated before the enormous platter, I said, “There’s plenty of it, and it’s good.” Then I asked, “But is this all?”


  Fernández confessed that it was not. He had delivered half the catch to Emilia.


  •


  Already the twilight woman, a kind of guardian of that street, was suffering at her post. She watched me arrive. Did she fix her gaze on me in offer of something or to take something from me?


  It amused me to see it.


  Human life, I had furtively confirmed, seemed almost extinguished in that place. It was the surface of the moon, with four houses, a man walking between them, and a woman with an unknown voice, ready to send out signals with her fingers, her arms, her state of agitation itself.


  In the middle of the street, rather than turning toward my house, I turned toward hers. Her face told me she desired this. Right away it looked softer to me, its sagging flesh more abundant than in fact it was.


  I’d taken, at most, two steps, when she raised her hands to her mouth in horror and I realized I was in danger.


  I looked back.


  A horse was coming at me. Trying to turn it aside, the rider was pulling hard at the reins, hard enough to cut its mouth. The brute was almost atop me when it reared. I was safe.


  The earth is red there and the roadbed far from solid. Open, almost unpopulated, it was a place that horsemen and carriages, emerging from the pineapple fields, used as a racecourse. A pedestrian, particularly if distracted, would not hear them until they were right on him. The dust they raised in the distance gave notice of their presence, more than any sound.


  I took the episode as a warning of evils to come and turned away from the path I was on, which led straight to the woman and her window.


  •


  It was early. I had little to do.


  I prepared maté and enjoyed the twilight as it coalesced in the courtyard.


  I heard a distant knocking on a door. Such peripheral noise did not concern me.


  The knock was repeated. I lent an ear and located the direction it was coming from.


  A third time. It was my door. No one had ever come knocking for me at that house.


  I straightened my clothes and combed my beard before going to the door.


  I opened it.


  A small girl stood there, a mulatta, eight or ten years old. She was a pleasure to see, such a little thing, uncommonly neat and proper, her eyes brimming with dismay as if she’d been hoping against hope that no one would answer her knock.


  And who was she there for? I asked benevolently. She tried to explain. Twice she raised her arms in the air, as if to drive on the necessary words, but they did not come.


  She then tried to place a bit of paper in my hands but with such awkwardness and haste that it fell to the ground. The child did not notice and considered her mission to have been fulfilled. She went back across the street at a run and entered the house where the woman sat at the window.


  The slip of paper at my feet took on significance. It contained two terse lines, two questions: whether she could be of help and whether I would consent to a correspondence.


  It was absurd. The woman was suggesting that she and I correspond as only adolescents or lovers do.


  I devoted myself anew to the maté, pretending to relish it along with the inner laughter provoked by this unsought adventure.


  No, no, I said to myself. Her aspirations struck me as excessive in such a woman.


  I imagined Tora, a full-bodied female, pleasing to the eye, secretly carrying romantic notes to that flabby involuntary spinster. I was so greatly diverted by the image that I regretted not having a companion to share in its hilarity.


  Then I wondered: Was my ridicule exaggerated? Her first question had stirred up things from my former life that I preferred not to face.


  Once again someone was offering me help. Yet another woman felt authorized to furnish me with her protection. I was a fragile man, therefore, and visibly so.


  And there was more. The message suggested some new version of Luciana’s scheme, that laborious intercession on my behalf which must have run aground, who knows, and which had become like the memory of some relative who has disappeared. The note was a travesty of Luciana’s initiative, this ugly creature and her unwanted advances a joke played upon me by time.


  Then, as so often on other occasions, a complex sequence of logical conclusions was displaced by an unexpected and starkly legible intuition: This women wanted to help me with money.


  I considered the question of whether to accept. I probed for the cause of my vacillation. It was not scruple, no. Not now. My hesitation was due to a piece of information in my possession: Tora had warned that this woman was no richer than her master, her master being poor.


  My conduct, I knew, had to be guided by my current situation and prospects, not by any remembered afflictions or constraints.


  Yet this woman promised no great benefit to me—a fact that supported my initial inclination to respond in the negative.


  The final mainumbig abandoned its rapt, silent fluttering among the flowers, and I knew it was time to yield my place in the garden to the night.


  Before I could light the candle in my room, tender little knuckles rapped at the door.


  The sweet mulatta, her skin even darker in the dark street, stood there silently, gazing at me with the suffering eyes of one in the grip of another’s will.


  I tried to help. “Did you bring another message?”


  She looked down without answering. She stared at her naked feet which could not keep still.


  That was not it. “What have you come for?” I asked.


  Again, her resolve failed at the first attempt, and I had to repeat the question.


  “Why did you come? For what? Go on. Say it.”


  “I don’t know. She sent me.”


  The timid little voice took for granted who “she” was.


  The woman at her lookout post would brook no delay in our correspondence. She demanded a response.


  I signaled to the little girl to wait and went to my desk. I made a light and found paper, quill, ink . . . not knowing what to write.


  I hesitated between a lengthy epistle of postponement designed to stoke her longings on the chance that I might one day find myself in need of her help, or a few laconically expressive lines, like those she had sent me, to dash all her hopes.


  I peered out to see if the girl had departed and left me free of immediate obligation. But there she was, frail and subjugated, all her small life unwittingly put to serve the sensual greed of a stunted, monstrous woman.


  I had my answer in mind, precise and specific. The woman asked if she could lend me her assistance, if I would consent to epistolary relations. A single word of response sufficed: No.


  I wrote: Sí.


  •


  The paper handed over, the door closed, I returned to my table. I had thrown down the pen in such haste, as if to ward off regret by preventing delay, that several white pages were splattered with ink.


  I observed the dark drops, still fresh.


  Deliberately and very much aware of what I was doing, I pressed down on them, smearing my hands and the papers with ink. I wanted to spread the filth farther, make everything filthy.


  I tested the heft of my purse: A few coins remained. Enough.


  I went out to find a woman.
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  With purse and stomach empty, I awaited an invitation from Manuel Fernández. Lunchtime drew nigh, and it had yet to be extended.


  I dropped a hint. “You’re well rested, that much is clear. There are no bags under your eyes.”


  “Sí, Señor Doctor. I slept soundly.”


  “No fishing last night, then.”


  “No, Señor Doctor.”


  “And what you caught the night before has gone bad?”


  “Sí, Señor Doctor. Yesterday already, none of what was left could be cooked for dinner.”


  My inquiries did not appear to be prospering.


  We applied ourselves to our papers.


  As I could not eat, I was in no hurry to rise from my work.


  Fernández took a liberty that under other circumstances would have merited punishment. “Señor Doctor,” he said, “I believe the hour has come.”


  “Hour? Hour for what?”


  “For lunch. A stewed hen awaits us.”


  To conceal my contentment, I said, “Another hen? You’re quite the spendthrift, Manuel.”


  “This one is a gift, señor.”


  “May I inquire from whom?”


  “Sí, Señor Doctor. From the señora.”


  “You mean Señora Emilia?”


  “Sí, Señor Doctor. La Señora Emilia.”


  I inquired no further.


  We went to our lunch.


  •


  So as not to speak of the hen as we ate it, I pursued the topic of the book whose composition had first brought us together. I asked Fernández about it, inquiring as to its nature—of which I knew nothing, having understood nothing of the one page I had read— and its progress. I suspected he had put off writing it now that he was alert to the unseemliness of expending ink and office time on it.


  He allowed me to heap question after question upon him and seemed determined to bear their weight, as if it were a punishment.


  Then, with regret, he stated, “I gave it away to an old man. I don’t know who he is or where he came from. He was in the tavern, complaining about the delay of a ship, which left him stranded in the city for three weeks, and in all those weeks he couldn’t lay a hand on a book that didn’t treat of religious matters. I had mine, the seven small notebooks of it I had written thus far, on the bench beside me. I asked whether he wanted to read them. He looked them over and said yes, but there wouldn’t be time, for soon he would have to leave. I told him they were his, to take away forever and dispose of as he willed.”


  “How could you have done that? Were you afraid of an investigation? Had the Gobernador ordered you to relinquish your work?”


  “No, not at all. It happened later. I can tell you when.”


  “When?”


  “The day I took the money to Señora Emilia.”


  Fernández was guiding me along to a revelation. So long as I needed to share his table, I preferred not to take it in.


  Perhaps whatever he sought to impart was not of the slightest importance to me.


  •


  Nevertheless, I was overcome by a deep irritation with Fernández. It was as if I had him in my body.


  To be rid of him, and of my need for him, I decided to apply myself to the exacting task of courting the woman in the window.


  There she was, behind the glass panes. Making my way down the street, I had a notion to knock at her door and speak to her, but upon closer inspection, I could not.


  As I closed the door to my quarters—the treasure-house of all her bliss, or so it seemed—I blew her a kiss.


  An hour or so later the little mulatta brought two letters.


  The first, while wrapped in circumspection, was permeated with an iron-clad faith that I had placed my hand in hers. She begged me to tell her how she might be useful to me, apparently well aware of what was most likely to impel me to action. In the following paragraph came what I took to be the reward she expected in exchange for these promised favors, and that was the patronizingly protective tone of her intrusion into my domestic intimacy, as if she were certain there was no risk of rejection. She told me she would look out for me zealously, with open eyes, in that unwholesome house, and would take care to keep me always on my guard. I thought she was alluding to the dampness of the rooms, the storeroom in particular.


  This first epistle appeared to have been written prior to my amorous pantomime. It was followed by the second, which had undoubtedly absorbed the hour that had elapsed since my arrival, and which was the letter of a woman in love, with the savor of the first kiss still upon her lips.


  These letters presented a complication, but a necessary one. I read them hurriedly, as if catching up on a business matter, then reduced them to ashes, storing their contents in my memory in case, on some future occasion, they should prove useful.


  My ladylove must have imagined a different fate for her messages. After such time as she deemed sufficient for me to have written a response, she sent the little girl, that mute and persuasive presence.


  I wrote a few lines. “My head is cleft with pain. I shall write tomorrow at greater length, as is due, and with all the passion that possesses me.”


  Very shortly thereafter the little messenger stood before the door again.


  I did not answer, fearful of some home remedy.


  •


  To escape the little mulatta’s persistent knocking, I went out through the darkness to the kitchen to make a fire, though my stomach issued no urgent demand.


  When the coals glowed evenly, I went back for the pavita.


  It was on the table, next to the burning candle. I walked to it, with no thought but to heat water for maté. With neither premonition nor apprehension.


  Not in the storeroom but on entering my room, I had a sudden certainty that I’d just walked past someone. Some bodily but indefinite presence was there behind me, only a few steps away, pressed against the lightless wall.


  The secret sound of a stealthy flight, with myself in pursuit. Not to hunt her down. To see.


  A final instant beneath the moon and then the dark corner took her in.


  I glimpsed the comb atop the head, the tall comb.


  To follow was to introduce myself into the private quarters of Ignacio Soledo. The impulse to burst in, full of reproach, fell away.


  Soledo was back on his feet, according to Tora’s latest information. His wife, or false daughter, was spying, spying on me, perhaps at his command, perhaps with intent to steal.


  This, not the damp, was the danger in that house. I had been warned and had failed to understand the warning. I stood at the edge of the storeroom where the courtyard began.


  Entirely occupied with these fleeting thoughts, I saw only the image of the fugitive.


  Until I observed that the figure of a woman had just slipped past me, curls tumbling past her shoulders.


  She was moving toward the shadows, as if she were one of them.


  Curls, not a comb: This was my docile, passive, distant friend from the roofless lookout next to the passageway.


  Two of them, then. Two women.


  My indignation at the spying, my fear of nocturnal assault, gave way, after the passage of the second woman, to something else.


  To fascination. She had circled past, as if inviting me to follow. And I foresaw that at the end of her path lay neither love nor happiness nor prosperity.
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  I slept to excess, until the morning was far advanced.


  I had to make haste to reach the office. Since Tora did not appear at the first sounding of the bell, I left without taking maté and without having had any opportunity to cast light on the previous night’s double presence. A demand to speak to Ignacio Soledo would have taken up even more time, of course. My quest for explanation would have to wait until evening.


  •


  So I resolved to proceed while dressing, but once out in the street and then later in the office, that second figure whose weightless transit through the gallery I had glimpsed began to circle around me. It was pleasant to think of her, though there was an element of deceit, emptiness, and absorption in the thought that gave me no peace. She was a beautiful perversion, a temptation I resisted. A silent fury rose up inside me like blood rushing to the head.


  I told myself I would kill Soledo for that woman.


  The horror.


  The horror of being trapped in absurdity.


  The horror of fascination.


  A total consecration to her image, without sensuality, in sadness. The brutal urge to capture her, to see her for longer than an instant. Perhaps that alone and nothing more, and therefore the crime I contemplated was unnecessary.


  The horrors within were stripping away the daily reality of the office, of Manuel Fernández, there before me, concrete, unaltered, along with the small and unending scrape of his pen, which only then reappeared, when I saw him there once more.


  •


  He took me to eat.


  I was bewildered.


  He spoke, but my thoughts were all projected toward the night, the coming night, which hinged upon the night before.


  I neither ate nor was tempted by the food that lay there on the plate. It was clear that my stomach, without sustenance since yesterday’s lunch, hoped to be fed, but it had no support from my hands, my head, or my will.


  Manuel Fernández was expressing himself with vehemence. I was weak, depleted. I watched and listened to him as if he were inside a tank of water.


  “¡Por favor!” he said impatiently, and I listened more attentively. His words were a comfort and a relief.


  He was declaring his aim and resolve to take Emilia in holy matrimony.


  He grew animated. We both grew animated.


  Then he told me that if I authorized it he would recognize my son as his own.


  Yes, I told him again, and he seemed to have attained the happiness of self-denial. It was visible in his face.


  I was glad for him, for Emilia, for my dirty little son. I was glad for myself. Now I would be less and less bound to other people.


  I was laughing softly, a slight, continual laugh from between clenched teeth, as if for no reason: the laughter of an idiot child.


  I beseeched Fernández to take me to the tavern.


  •


  Not the slave of aguardiente, but with aguardiente at my service, obedient to the commands of my appetite and my defiance, I waited for night to fall.


  A candle in the window testified that someone had not resigned herself to my absence.


  Brutal and petulant, I threw a fistful of earth against the glass.


  She appeared at her transparent post, with her soft face and stiff hair. Was this provocation, aggression, or mournful serenade?


  I gestured to her to open the door.


  The light disappeared from the window.


  The door creaked inward. She presented herself to guide me.


  I swept the candle aside; it went out in midair and fell to the ground.


  I took her with vehemence.


  Not seeing her, I could kiss her. A great deal, as much as she needed.


  I threw her to the ground, with some gusto, I believe. She was lightly clad, as if in preparation.


  •


  I rose to my feet, brushing off the dust.


  In the darkness, I could sense her scrambling. She dragged herself toward the wall and leaned back against it. She was panting.


  “I need money,” I said.


  She panted a moment longer, took in a long breath, and spoke one word, cuánto, without a question mark.


  “Fifty pesos,” I said, and immediately knew that the sum was paltry and that it was too late to ask for more. I was no longer burning nor was she panting.


  “You’ll have it,” she said. The declaration had the liberating power of a farewell.


  I groped for the outer door, which had been left unbarred, and went into the street.


  •


  Once in my quarters, I stood with my back against the door. Before me, in the depths of the silent, sleeping house, was the image— evanescent, or so I foresaw—of the young woman in all her fearsome charm. Behind me, concrete in her ugliness and in the force of the bond acquired that night, was a woman I could not see by the light of day without recoiling.


  I believed that the doorway of the storeroom was closed, that I was isolated and secure. But as I grew accustomed to the darkness, I distinguished the overgrown plants in the depths of the garden.


  I rushed to shut the door.


  Even so, if someone were already inside, that person was still there with me. I needed light so as to investigate, but nowhere could I put my hand on the tinderbox.


  I heard a dull, rhythmic sound.


  I tiptoed toward the spot where I thought it came from. Tiptoed into the void.


  It was closer than that . . . it was upon me!


  I reached to touch. I almost thought it was my own heart.


  But now it wasn’t there. It had become a blow upon wood, the wood of the door, a knocking. Diligent, precise, and soft.


  I struggled not to open it, and the sound continued, like a piece of advice: A-bre, a-bre, a-bre.


  Its command could not be resisted.


  With a blow I separated the two leaves of the door, as if in surrender, as if baring my breast to bullets. There, at my door, was the one who had knocked: the blond lad, rawboned, barefoot, bedraggled. Beyond him, in the middle of the street, were three stampeding horses, one with a small body entangled in its legs, a body that gave itself over with wild movements of the hands and never a whimper.


  With a bound I was in the midst of the beasts and the riders, already dismounting. The blond lad ran beside me.


  The little mulatta had completed her fall. She was now a small, soft body given over to the earth. My attention fastened on two things: the lips, half open in the sad smile of one who will not laugh again, and, scattered on the ground around the hand whose open palm faced the cloud-swathed moon, a few lusterless coins, brittle but whole in their roundness, constant in their material nature, alien to the tragedy.


  The coins, myself, the small dead girl: All of us were silent and serene. The three men cursed and swore and the blond boy joined in, gesticulating, saying who knows what. The murderous horse’s fore-legs were still skittish and the horse reared up in another fit of rage, perhaps disposed to trample others underfoot, there and farther along, on every roadway in the province.


  I withdrew. My boots dragged in the dirt; I could not lift my feet. Had my arms been longer, my fingernails, too, would have been encrusted with red earth.


  •


  From my room, my head cast down upon the table, I heard loud voices, loud weeping, then softer voices, softer weeping, until it was over.


  One, two horses departed. Others arrived. Then left.


  I know nothing more. Night, my benefactress, came to my tired body.


  I dreamed a woman’s cool hand was stroking my forehead; this coolness permeated my whole body, which may have been feverish until then. After that the cold was master to my flesh, before someone threw a thin woolen poncho over me.
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  I awoke in the early hours of dawn.


  The courtyard was strewn with a rubble of sunlight that made the birds chatter with joy. I shook myself. A strange garment lay over me.


  A poncho made of soft, thin wool.


  I thought Tora might have put it there, but along with this unascertainable surmise came the cold to reclaim me. I shut the door to the courtyard, made a blanket of the poncho, and went to hide in my bed as if it were a cave.


  I slept very late.


  I did not leave the room until I sensed an absence of light outside.


  I perceived the moon, like a woman seated on the horizon, naked and fat.


  I went to the rear yards.


  I searched for something to chew on in the kitchen garden but it was much neglected and had no fruit trees.


  I drank maté in the kitchen.


  I was not thinking of the dead girl. By now she was far away. I remembered the blond boy. He had reappeared now, with four years gone by, under incomprehensible circumstances. I did not devote much thought to him.


  In that kitchen, I seemed to be separate from everything, alone and forgotten. I could die there and no one would notice. To cease to exist did not trouble me. But, I said to myself, it would be terrible to cry out in pain—or fear—in the throes of death, with no one there to hear.


  I was isolated, besieged, defenseless. The wind’s sudden shifts had incapacitated me. As had these premonitions.


  I returned to my quarters as if harvesting the darkness, and with a new faculty—or so it seemed—of perceiving myself from without. I could see myself gradually transformed into a figure of mourning, the shadows, soft as bat’s down, adhering to me as I passed.


  When I stepped into the storeroom, I knew it could all disappear.


  It could disappear with me.


  I was going to confront something, someone, and I understood that I was to choose it or choose for it to die. But I was confusing that with death itself, and the choice to be made on this sad night would not turn out to be difficult, or so I believed.


  A hint of womanliness had come into the room.


  She was in the storeroom and this time she would not flee. I lit the candle. I needed to see her face.


  The wick burned.


  She, too, was expecting me, unmoved, impassive, even when I brought the flame close to her curls to see if it was she. And yes.


  A fog seemed to have filled the room, but I managed to hold myself upright. I set the candle on the table as I went past, and sought my bed.


  •


  I awoke and it was night; the lamp cast its impure glitter against the wall.


  Someone had covered me in blankets and I did not want to turn my head for I sensed a presence next to the bed. Not to keep from seeing her but because something, who knows what, had given me a premonition of disappointment.


  She passed her hand—cool water—over my forehead and I deduced that this was the very caress of the night before.


  She.


  I turned my head.


  Disappointment, yes. Disappointment.


  The tall comb. A woman of unblooming middle age. Compassionate affection, an amorous and self-abnegating pity in her eyes. All very definite, without anything beyond that, without mystery.


  “It isn’t you,” I said, shaking my head and speaking as if I were alone, as if she signified nothing.


  “I am,” she said, with some bitterness.


  I could not pretend, could not deceive myself, even if she had the clairvoyance to understand the disappointment in my words: “It isn’t you.” I could not lie to myself: Even her voice saying “I am” was that of a matron.


  I rejected her affirmation. Obstinately I closed my eyes, as if to isolate myself in the full anguish of not finding her.


  Then, betraying the pain of a thing lost and irrecoverable, she said, “Ah, I know it well. A man like you, a man sought after and attended to, who never has to ask anyone for anything, wants another kind of woman. You want the kind of woman who risks everything to help you, to place herself, driven mad by solitude, in your hands. She must be young, more beautiful than I am now, her voice bright, her curls as soft as the soft pink of her dress. . . .”


  She seemed to be warning me that she knew just how subjugated I was to the enchantment of that other glimpsed figure—from my perspective quite possibly her daughter, but to her, a true rival.


  Then suddenly the actual woman was attaining some power of fascination. This was because of her voice, its grave and sorrowing tone close at hand yet unfathomable, just as I wished it to be. I gave it all my attention, as if expecting some song of revelation to emerge from the forest. All that she said was simple and comprehensible. Or rather, I took her words to have a double sense, and to hold the explanation, all explanations.


  She squeezed my hand on the blanket. Seeking to be more persuasive, she suggested, “Ah, if a man wants. . . . It’s possible to be one woman and the other. He can see a woman as she is and as he desires her to be.”


  Was that what I had done over the past several days? I feared she would say so. I feared that, and something more. And she, still following her thought, said, “But only if he loves the woman. If he clings to the one who no longer is, and to her alone, then he loves a dangerous fantasy. It will lead to sickness and distress, perhaps horror.”


  That was it, exactly. Horror—this night, only now revealed in its horror—had captured me.


  I denied it, so as to deny power over me to this woman who had penetrated to my innermost thoughts so accurately. “How could I, how could anyone, voluntarily relinquish himself to horror?”


  In response, she pierced me with these words: “If you desire, in terror, to see my past, it’s only so you can transfer the terror of your own past to it.”


  I seemed to be arguing with the dangerous fantasy she’d alluded to.


  Her insinuation, strong as it was, did not scare me off. Bringing all my discernment to bear, I managed to situate her words within what is normal and possible. I thought she wanted to frighten me, to make me abhor the image of the younger woman and love her alone. I rejected the temptation to argue further about the nature of the youthful figure that made its appearances at twilight, but I did protest against the sullying of my early life. “My past isn’t shameful!” I exclaimed.


  I gazed at her face to see if this outburst had affected her. It had not. She was serene, and her serenity cured me of the suspicions that had momentarily driven me to distraction.


  She appeared to be waiting patiently for my thoughts to evolve. She contemplated me. Now that she knew I did not share or accept her opinion, I believed she would speak to me with the respect and deference her presence in my room gave me reason to hope for.


  But no. “All of us, or almost all, are small matters. We devise some slight present for ourselves, and in consequence a hateful past,” she said.


  She placed an open hand on my shoulder and added, “I’m afraid to draw up a tally of sins. I don’t want the past to be more powerful than the future.”


  Such scruples were not new to me and could easily be mistaken for those of any woman who finds a final reason to vacillate before making her impassioned surrender. And yet. . . .Why was I immersed in such disturbing thoughts? When she spoke of herself, why did she seem to be speaking of me? Why were her words so strange and judgmental? Why did she express herself in these abstractions, so incongruous to the situation we were in?


  Everything was far too ambiguous, but the ambiguity did not appear to be hers. It seemed, rather, to emanate from me, as if this feminine figure beside me were not real but only a projection of my afflicted consciousness, a projection made flesh by the magic power of creation that a fever possesses.


  “I’m afraid,” she repeated in sorrow, and it struck me that the sorrow did not belong to her, that it was my own sorrow, of old vintage.


  “I’m afraid,” she was saying, and I was afraid, too, and wanted to tell her so but without the shame of words. With my hand I groped for hers and took it, and it was burning, which would have been a comfort if the suspicion had not come to me that my right hand was holding my left, or my left hand the right, I could not know.


  I could not know whether a woman was truly there, I could not know whether I was talking to anyone. I did not know, could not know whether all of it was happening or not.


  Amid this disorder and uncertainty, she seemed to throw herself into a desperate effort to erase what had just been said, to annul the chaos her rational analysis had established.


  She kissed me as if to inflict wounds upon me. She kissed me infinitely.


  With those kisses, she took all my strength.


  The sensuality of it was overpowering. It hollowed me out and left me so empty I no longer desired her.


  She took only my lips. Through her kiss, as if absorbing me, she seemed to take me beyond, to where I don’t know, to where nothing is, to where there is nothing. Everything was negated.


  Well before I could hope to make any show of will, my strength was running out. It was coming to an end . . . coming to an end, smoothly now, gently, quietly, coming to an end.


  And all was . . . a welcoming and expansive silence.
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  About the first week I confess myself unable to arrive at any judgment. About those that followed, I can say only that I don’t know if my capacity for understanding abandoned me or if I preferred not to understand.


  I left myself to exist in the bed next to the window. My eyes could reach through it as far as a palm tree and a meager clump of weeds. I consented to manioc soup, and occasionally to another kind, made of bone marrow, spooned solicitously into my mouth as if I were a child.


  At night, in that narrow place, I watched Emilia and Fernández lie together. Sometimes by day as well, they would lie together for a while, and afterward she would sing at her household labors. I did not always know that it was Emilia and Fernández, only that it was a man and a woman. That I perceived clearly.


  One afternoon when she was feeding me soup, I raised my eyes searchingly and she was so kind and free of anger that I dared say, “Emilia. . . .”


  But my voice, from long inactivity, I imagine, did not emerge, and she could see only my effort to speak and the certainty that I recognized her.


  She called to Fernández.


  He brought my child in his arms, and my child was clean and well-fed, and the summons appeared to have brought them in from a mutual diversion that had left its delight on their faces.


  Emilia and Manuel pondered me in low voices, fearful of raising their hopes prematurely, or so I believed.


  The cautious respect that prevented them from drawing nearer kept them from seeing the good tears in my eyes.


  •


  I shared their table. Virtuous meals: beans, manioc, cheese, polenta, mpaipig, mbeyú made of sweet corn.


  Their conjugal union was also virtuous. The sacrament was performed by the very priest who had almost administered extreme unction to me.


  My child, christened Diego, for me, and Luciernes, for the mother, now had a different name: Diego Fernández.


  •


  As a first attempt, I walked to the ravine. I managed to complete to my satisfaction the hardest test I set myself: to ascend to that high place where, one afternoon during the siesta, I had installed myself to observe the wretched poverty of my second family.


  I reached the hoary stump and, pleased with my accomplishment, used it to rest. I gazed down at the rancho.


  They, the two of them, were following my exploit with sober pleasure. Manuel had his arm across Emilia’s shoulders. She let him hold her, full of trust, and no one could have said she was an irritable sow of a woman. Five years older than Manuel, that much was true, she was laughing and would go on laughing.


  No other person, I told myself, can realize my love, my goodness, my sacrifice, but another can act on my behalf. Nonetheless, the fact that it pains me, without jealousy, to see Manuel has done just that, means I have lost neither my compassion nor my magnanimity.


  The next ordeal was more demanding: all the way to a remote street, a remote house in the north, near the pineapple fields.


  I made inquiries.


  Señor Soledo, his wife Misia Lucrecia, a mulatto, and a slave woman known as Tora had all left for Brazil some four or five weeks earlier.


  That was the inventory: only one white woman.


  •


  My depleted body could barely endure the return journey. It took so long that Emilia and Manuel could not go on waiting.


  I was holding myself up by the grille on a window, giving myself a rest before embarking on another stretch of the way, when I saw Manuel, who had undoubtedly come out looking for me. I didn’t try to go on. He would help.


  He was, even then, my secretary. I wanted to wave him on, urge him to make haste. I needed to know if he had set aside some message for me from Marta.
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  VICUÑA Porto was like the river; he grew with the rains.


  Water poured down upon the earth from the torrid sky and the current would swell. Meanwhile, Vicuña Porto seemed to emanate from the diligently irrigated soil.


  If a cow got lost, the blame lay with the river that gluttonously licked up everything in its path. If a merchant died, eviscerated in his bed, Porto must have done it.


  With each year—and two had gone by—Vicuña Porto loomed larger. He was a multitudinous man and the city feared him.


  It lived in dread of him but without putting up a garrote. Until the conflagration that took one block, then two, then three. Every man listened to the fire consuming the doorposts as if they were his own bones.


  The city formed a resolution: It would hunt Vicuña down.


  But some said it was the season of his arrival, while others said it was the time when he left, and none could say whether he was in the city or not. A futile search was made within the city limits. Then an armed brigade was mustered to pursue Vicuña and his men, bring him to ground in his lair, and bring about his death.


  •


  I requested a place in that legion.


  No one knew why.


  No one had ever seen Vicuña or had any notion of where his tracks lay. He chose his own name; no one gave it to him.


  Vicuña . . . and a time long past. Vicuña . . . and the Corregidor. I knew his name. I knew his face!
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  The Gobernador, my hand in his, lingered endlessly over our leave-taking, incredulous as he was that I was departing for the north, precisely opposite the direction in which I had always yearned to go.


  With all the solemnity of his post radiating from his cheeks, he told me at last that “Su Majestad shall celebrate this return to arms, and even more than that: a victory he is well able to reward.”


  This was the necessary promise. It corresponded to the obvious fact that a daring feat of arms in the service of public order would place me in the monarch’s hand, to be set down in a position more to my liking.


  Triumph would come in a single round, amid great applause. Vicuña Porto could not disguise himself as a landowner, settler, or peon on a yerba maté plantation. Wherever we met him, I would know him.


  He had served me when I was Corregidor. Disloyal, he fomented rebellion among the Indians and instigated looting. He was never caught; the clamor of his exploits was hushed by his departure for other regions, and so the lands under my supervision were pacified.


  •


  The regiment’s officer in chief did not hand over command to me. He told me I would have full authority, but the squadron would have at its head an officer on active duty, taken from among the troops themselves.


  This was a mark of disdain, cloaked in respect. A mere precaution, he told me, to ensure my security and minimize certain concerns, given that soldiers encamped in the wild grow hostile and lazy.


  The two of us—the officer in chief, whose name was Capitán Parrilla, and myself—left the barracks with only a small escort. Most of the twenty-five men had marched ahead earlier that morning with a large herd of horses, ten relief horses for each man, and cattle for our sustenance.


  Hence there was no parade, march-past, or celebration of any sort to send us off, though I would have longed for one, perhaps so my Diego could see me.


  A restless cow with very long horns was energetically attempting to escape from the herd as four soldiers feigned powerlessness to subjugate her. They wanted an excuse to give rein to their horses and break out of the trudging march.


  That was our welcome: dust and partial disorder.


  We moved to the head of the column, Parrilla in ill humor.


  I swiveled around in the saddle to look back, wanting to give notice to the city that when I returned I would only be passing through. A head, Vicuña Porto’s, would be my ticket to the better destiny that neither civil merit, intermediaries, nor supplication had gained me.


  But between ourselves and the city were the soldiers and the herd. There was no option but to look forward.


  So, forward then.
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  After the flatlands—outer limit of the brief excursions on horseback that people from the city sometimes took—the forest began. We skirted past.


  The sun shone its torch in our faces. The forest seemed airy, welcoming, and cool, but remained over there, to one side of us, our margin as we were its.


  Then it seemed to follow us, ceaselessly flowing alongside.


  I was drowsy, falling asleep. Hipólito Parrilla was not a man for talk, or so his conduct indicated.


  This was not the case. Until we reached the freshwater lake, he hadn’t wanted to make himself thirsty with conversation. Dust gets into an open mouth.


  At the lake he had us drink. First men, then horses, then cows— the order of importance imposed by those who drank first.


  He permitted neither maté nor asado. He demanded that we devote our utmost efforts to the march while we were still fresh, our strength not yet drained.


  The soldiers chewed on ground-up charquí. I didn’t want to do that, not yet.


  •


  The captain had a most uneven character.


  By day he maintained a rigor so extreme that we were forbidden to break even briefly for some restorative stew. At nightfall, we settled among the ruins of Pitun, where an asado was prepared that he and I, served by one of the men, ate at a separate fire. His full stomach visibly protruding, he grew merry. I could not join in his mood— sleep was gathering me in—so he walked over to the troops.


  He sang with the soldiers and authorized aguardiente.


  In the morning, when the reveille sounded and I looked about me, a decline in the number of our men was apparent.


  A search was made.


  The men were lying in the deep trenches the Jesuit priests had made a century earlier to keep the Indians from fleeing into the forest.


  Parrilla ordered that all who were drunk be whipped. But very few were sober and the punishments were light and quick so as not to delay our departure.


  Once again I kept my distance from the soldiers, reluctant to witness this tedious and flagrantly unjust flogging, in punishment for what the jefe himself had authorized.


  •


  Before we entered Ypané, Parrilla stood up on his horse in the native fashion and harangued the troops, warning that if they repeated their disorderly conduct in the town they would be whipped not on their backs but lower down, and riding would become a torture.


  A speech imparting the plan for this expedition to the expeditionary force would, I thought, have been more in keeping with the situation. No one, it seemed, quite knew what that plan was.


  I was nonplussed. Parrilla—who could have been my comrade and, up to a point, my equal—took no interest in me. He was a man who did not know what he wanted, sometimes aloof, at other times expansive, and both to excess. I held apart from the troops and had not so much as exchanged a glance with a single soldier. I paid no attention to them, except for the four or five who appeared before me without my seeking them out: the one who served our food, the one who saw to my horses, a few others.


  •


  In Ypané, Parrilla grew obstinate in unjustified suspicions. It was patently obvious that Vicuña Porto could not have taken refuge in that town, so small, impoverished, and peaceful.


  The local priest and administrator claimed to have heard nothing but distant rumors of the bandit’s existence and to have neither seen him nor suffered from his misdeeds. Dissatisfied with their report, Parrilla ordered the entire population of whites and natives to gather in front of the church.


  It was the season for planting—what, I don’t know. Indians scratched the shallow surface of the soil with the bleached bone of a cow or horse; they had no better tools nor were they aware that such tools existed. Others, behind them, planted the seeds. Still others, following the almost imperceptible furrows, covered them over, also using the most primitive tools.


  But before these last could arrive, birds dived down to the earth in dispute with the men, to rob the seeds. Of every five seeds planted, three were left. And I foresaw that the three that remained would be eaten by insects and worms that came later, after farmers and birds of prey had both moved on.


  I asked one of the Indians we herded from the fields to the church about the yield of the harvests—his daily bread. He did not understand.


  I needed no answer from him.


  Ventura Prieto had given me the answer, years earlier, though he never spoke of it to me.
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  That afternoon, we entered the region of the Mbaya Indians.


  We could no longer ride in the vanguard. Parrilla sent a scout ahead of us. He went alone, as custom dictated, so there would be no conversation to distract him.


  I was thirsty. My mouth seemed filled with flour.


  Vegetation betrayed the presence of a marsh.


  I thought Parrilla would give order to disperse and drink. To the contrary, observing that certain of the relief horses were attempting to break from the herd and wet their mouths, he ordered them held back.


  To me, he deigned to explain. “These waters may be insalubrious.”


  An argument that might have persuaded one other than myself. But I harbored a suspicion that the captain was imposing greater sacrifices than were necessary in the aim of grinding down my resistance, and for that reason alone.


  Then came my provocation.


  I asked for his flask of aguardiente. I was not similarly equipped.


  I drank two swigs without returning it to him. Two more: four. Two more: four, five, six.


  My scalp began to sting. Waxing loquacious with the captain as he watched in annoyance, I told him this was caused by the sun.


  I asked whether his family had a heraldic emblem. He answered that it did. I told him that the tree and the tower appear in my family’s coat of arms. He made no comment. I then inquired as to whether there figured, in the Parrilla family coat of arms, the implement used for grilling meat, commonly known as a parrilla.


  Parrilla exploded with a lash of his whip to my mount’s croup. The horse was as taken by surprise as I was and gave two mighty bounds; the second threw me to the ground.


  Parrilla dismounted and reached me before I was able to stand up. My head was burning with rage and aguardiente.


  He took me by the shoulders, assisting me as I rose to my feet. I flailed in an effort to hit him in the face. In a tone both vehement and sincere, he said, “Can’t a man blaze up in anger and make a mistake, then repent and be pardoned?”


  •


  Behind us, some hundred varas away, the relief horses trotted. The soldiers followed.


  They could not know what had happened.


  Perhaps they thought it an accident or misstep, a sudden fit of nerves from the brute I was mounted on.


  One horseman can ride next to another at a trot, without either ever looking at the other’s face.
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  The sun, in the final quarter of the sky, halted in its transit.


  The grass would be our blanket that night.


  I helped trample down the ground. For the first time, I mingled with the soldiers.


  I was agitated and bitter. I tried to convince myself of my own lucidity, but in truth I was in such a daze that the men going to and fro with me at our task seemed to float in midair.


  •


  Flatten grass, and a viper that neither escapes nor is trampled to death by a horse, will attack, to defend itself.


  Not wanting to bite the pastern or fetlock, it climbed up the animal’s leg. I could have reached it after it passed the knee, as it uncoiled to bite the breast.


  But I was unaware of it until the horse bucked and I risked another humiliating spill.


  The reins slipped from me and I clung to the mane.


  Bitten, the horse broke into a gallop while the viper, losing its hold, dangled by a single tooth from the chest. The long body whipped at the victim’s flanks. The danger—the reason for my terror—was that it could break free, spiral through the air, and twine about my leg.


  The quadruped stumbled, I rolled over its head, and the men came to my rescue.


  •


  There was a threat of rain. A straw shack was built for Parrilla and me, which forced us into even greater unwanted proximity.


  Before sleeping, I went out into the dark to attend to my bodily needs.


  The guard dogs tracked me a moment, nostrils alert to any nearby wild beasts. They sniffed and let me by. I had been recognized; my scent would be the only watchword necessary for my return.


  I was in a position that would have made self-defense rather awkward when I heard the dry grass crunch at my back.


  Footsteps.


  A dampness at my temples.


  Footsteps, heavy ones, those of a large animal. I was nailed to the spot, absolutely defenseless, as if in a trance. It would pass in a second, I told myself, leaving me another instant for delay after that, for if I flee like this, they’ll see me arrive in a way that. . . . And the dogs behind me and . . . .


  But now it was too late to flee.


  I turned, and in the time it took to move my head I knew that this was not the footstep of a beast; it lacked wariness.


  A man.


  A calm man.


  He said, as if delivering a witticism, “This whole wide country for the two of us and we’ve ended up choosing the same spot.”


  •


  When it was time to go back, he asked if we could stay a bit longer.


  He said, “Señor Doctor, there’s no moon, and we’d call attention to ourselves if we struck a light. My face can’t be seen, and therefore it behooves me to speak my name.”


  I was expecting the name. I knew it already.


  “Vicuña Porto.”


  I did not react. I sensed a dagger in his hands.


  It was him if he said as much, thereby risking his life. His voice summoned up my table, my office, my horse, my sword, my daily round of duties in another land. We were there in search of him, so it was not unreasonable for him to be there. But I did not understand how he could have approached without being seen, and still less how he had managed to identify me in the blackness of night.


  •


  He had revealed himself, and now undoubtedly waited to see what I would do. I was petrified with amazement at my singular destiny. I had fallen into his hands. All I could do was fear some treacherous blow.


  I did not speak, and he prodded me, “Perhaps the Señor Doctor doesn’t know me, doesn’t recognize Vicuña Porto?”


  I hastened to say I did, for the tone of the question was midway between jest and warning. And when I’d said that yes, I knew him, he commented, as if regretfully, “You know me, vaya! How unfortunate!”


  Was he allowing me a final word, before sacrificing me?


  I jumped back, not to take out a weapon but to escape. But I had a strange premonition that I was only delivering myself to my murderer, someone stationed behind me with a knife, ready to cut my throat. Porto’s cry would be the other man’s command. . . .


  And so, after jumping back, I jumped forward, a maneuver that Porto took for an attack. He stuck out a foot, I fell facedown, and he threw himself upon me, his knees pressing me flat as he dug a sharp point into my neck.


  “Piedad,” I begged.


  “Hand over your weapons,” he ordered.


  I told him my knife was in my boot. He seemed to grasp that I had not meant to attack him; the pressure on my legs diminished and I no longer felt the sharp metal on my neck.


  But he continued to straddle me while slapping me vigorously about the head. “You don’t know me, you don’t know me,” he said. “Su merced does not know me.”


  He was through with hitting me. He stood up.


  I lay sprawled on the grassy earth.


  I knew he was standing over me, observing my movements.


  After a time, we both calmed down.


  As if to breathe a little, as if to test me, he walked in a circle around me, never taking his eyes off of me.


  I looked toward the campfire. It was far away. If I tried to flee, Vicuña Porto, murderous knife in hand, would catch me.


  As I watched, someone in the camp rose to his feet by the fire, a black, ecstatic figure silhouetted against the blaze.


  It disappeared.


  It reappeared, surrounded by dogs, as if it knew precisely where to find me.


  Vicuña Porto stepped toward me, warning me anew. “You don’t know me, eh? You don’t know me.”


  But he did not leave. He stayed at my side and ordered me to get up and go meet the man coming toward us.


  I admired his temerity. He would confront the soldier and kill him, I thought. What he might do with me after that I hardly imagined.


  We walked side by side.


  The dogs raced forward.


  The sentry let out the precautionary cry.


  “Señor Don Diegooooo!”


  Vicuña Porto answered on my behalf, “Here we are. . . .”


  •


  Vicuña Porto was a soldier in the legion sent in pursuit of Vicuña Porto.
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  I wasted much of the night plotting how to turn him in without endangering myself.


  I came up with many strategies. On first consideration, each seemed easy and not the least bit dangerous. Then the drawbacks became clear.


  •


  My first concern the next morning was to see Vicuña Porto. Perhaps he had left us during the night, freeing me from the threat of him and the burden of concealment.


  He was there, indistinct among the others. When my eye fell on him, he could almost be described as docile.


  I did not wish to seem imprudent and moved away.


  As we broke camp, I carefully studied the features and outward indications of the other men. I was looking for anything that would reveal a henchman of the fearsome bandit. Three or four of them seemed like they might be. . . .They might all be, or perhaps none were. They were all coarse, filthy, tough, mettlesome, and strong. It had taken me two days to clap eyes on their faces and distinguish their features at all.


  Hipólito Parrilla, still sipping at his maté even after having drained it dry, was spewing entirely superfluous orders. Each man was perfectly well acquainted with the routine and was carrying it out— without haste, true, but none the faster because the jefe so ordained.


  The captain had just been awoken and could barely contain his agitation. The prospect of entering the territory of armed Indians was disturbing to him, though in theory these particular Indians were friendly neighbors to the Spaniards.


  Watching his irritation overflow, I began, for the first time, to savor my secret: I, who meekly bore the affront of Parrilla’s wrath, was the only one who knew that Vicuña Porto galloped behind his pursuer.


  Vengeance. Jubilation.


  Without being tormented by my own weakness, I could maintain my silence two, four, eight days longer.


  I had, I was certain, a perfectly valid excuse: By deferring my revelation I avenged the hand that Parrilla had placed on me, making silent mockery of the efforts that bore him farther and farther, for no reason.
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  To the east rose barely perceptible hills that gradually burgeoned into the aerial blue of far-off mountains.


  To the west, sometimes directly before us, was the vast stretch of scrubland, with vegetation tall enough to conceal a man’s full height.


  A detachment of three scouts had to be sent ahead. They marched at five hundred paces distant from one another, about three hundred varas in front of us.


  At a certain moment, I saw one of them slow down. He wheeled his horse around and raised his arm to signal the alarm.


  Quick preparations and the sound of the jefe’s voice as he snaked through the troops.


  Even before Parrilla’s review of the men was complete, the scout signaled that there was nothing to fear.


  We approached at a fast trot.


  Two tall Indians emerged from the brush, both well built and with no eyebrows, only a stripe of blue paint that bisected their foreheads and ran down their noses. They both had spears.


  The guide explained that their weapons were no threat.


  They were Guanás, and peaceful. The spears were for hunting deer and ostrich and defending themselves against wild beasts. They needed horses for hunting, and were going to the Mbaya town to acquire them.


  •


  They joined our troops.


  Along a gentle slope, an Indian village engendered a reiterated silhouette of huts, rising against a background of delicate, elongated clouds tinged pink by the sunset.


  Parrilla sent the Indians as our emissaries.


  They came back opening and closing their arms in the air. They meant by this that they had found the huts empty.


  I didn’t believe them and neither did Parrilla.


  Foreseeing a trap, a detachment went ahead, weapons at the ready. On their return, they confirmed the Indians’ observation.


  The Guanás probed the ashes next to the dwellings and said they had been abandoned only a short while before. They concluded that either the Mbaya were having a fiesta, over in the direction of the sun, or had retreated to some hidden spot to lie in wait for us, or in fear of some reprisal from the Caaguaes, their enemies.


  Parrilla gave the command for combat formation, which confirmed that he was at a loss; with so many horses and cattle in our midst, no orderly formation was possible. Furthermore, night would overtake us within less than a league, and an advance held out the certain danger of embroiling us in an ambush by the natives.


  I understood all of this but did not dispute the order, partly because I was unable to but mainly because the adventure presented me with a new dimension for action.


  I had departed on an impulse to win back my titles through some impressive feat. At no moment since had I approved of or taken pleasure in my own conduct as I did then.


  I believe I had no thought that I might die.


  I thought of the fight.


  •


  We left the Indian camp behind. After something more than half an hour of cautious marching I discerned no cause for alarm, nor did the scouts give any warning.


  We proceeded along an almost imperceptible rise. On reaching the shoulder, the lookouts came to a halt.


  Our column stopped.


  They neither moved forward nor sent word back to us.


  Parrilla took off with sudden impetus. I refused to be left behind.


  We arrived. I saw what the scouts were gazing upon in silence.


  About half a league below us lay another huddle of huts, with the vital signs of great campfires and blurred figures in movement around them. But this was not merely the population of a single tribe; this was a multitude.


  March, Parrilla ordered. We took the descent head-on.


  •


  The keen anticipation of a fight was over. For me. For Capitán Parrilla, perhaps not. The phantom of battle may still have led him on. He forgot to rescind the order to proceed in combat formation, and though the formation was entirely chimerical, it required a display of weaponry that would prove fatal. I failed to notice this myself.


  Night favored the natives, and it fell upon us in what seemed to be the span of a few seconds.


  All that was visible in the distance were the campfires’ shifting flames.


  Then the ululation burst upon us.


  Sometime earlier I had slung my musket across my chest. I’d forgotten it was there.


  I was unarmed, then, as the floating, unbroken mass of shrieks encircled us like a belt.


  I could hear nothing from our midst, no sound. All of it came from outside.


  Our multiple body of soldiers, horses, and cows was beginning to disintegrate. I, at one extreme, felt myself driven toward the enveloping, thunderous wall.


  It stopped.


  The Indians withdrew.


  Then came the cries of pain, the pleas for help intermingled with the braying and lowing of the poor beasts, terrified or wounded, which sometimes drowned out the human voices.


  The natives had pulled back. To prepare to ambush us anew, I presumed.


  The two Guanás knew better. They offered to cross enemy lines and explain that we did not come to make war.


  Parrilla, for once, did not feel up to resolving everything on his own. I was at his side. He consulted me. He wished to punish the natives, he said. I pointed out that we did not know how many attackers there were, nor were we acquainted with the terrain, which they had already shown was to their advantage.


  Parrilla accepted my opinion.


  Perhaps it was his, as well. But he needed someone else to take responsibility for the surrender, if only in part.


  •


  The Guanás returned with a Mbaya emissary.


  Our explanations were accepted, the spilled Spanish blood was regretted, and we were invited to join in their fiesta, a celebration of victory over the mountain tribes.


  Parrilla had the Guanás explain that the Mbaya invitation honored us but we could not accept, obliged as we were to attend to our wounded.


  The Mbaya departed with the Guanás.


  •


  With negotiations under way, no reconnaissance could be made, no fire lit.


  We remained on guard.


  The moaning of the wounded struck me full in the face.


  I thought of spears. Of a spear coming at me in the darkness and piercing my belly, a spear I would take in my hands, knowing it to be the agent of my irremediable death. But not in the forehead. Not in the mouth. Not in the eyes.


  •


  The negotiators returned with a blazing torch.


  Nalepelegrá, the cacique, had demanded that before this flame went out, those of us who had survived and those among the wounded who could mount a horse must present ourselves at the fiesta. It was a victor’s command.


  Aware that certain of our men were presumed to be dead, he sent assurances that by reason of the long friendship between Mbayas and Spaniards he would not scalp them. In the morning, we could bury their bodies intact. The Mbaya would lament the deaths of our comrades-in-arms alongside us, and one of the cacique’s daughters would remain within her tent for three days with fish spines stuck into her arms as a sign of mourning.


  •


  The torch was quite small. We had to work quickly.


  Three were dead and five wounded: two by the cruelty of the spear, three trampled by the terrified beasts.


  Vicuña Porto retained full health and vitality.


  •


  It was not a fiesta but a battle.


  A deliberate, ritual battle.


  We reached their tents without announcing our presence and without any special reception.


  We joined the spectators—children, women, old men—all seated on the ground and making no display of concern, passion, or sympathy.


  I sought to comprehend this barbaric performance. The Indians were hitting one another in a volley of fisticuffs from which, it seemed, no male adult or adolescent was exempt.


  At first I doubted the real power of these blows. My mind would not accept that having beaten us, some discord immediately erupted among them. But I saw bloody noses, split lips, bruised eyes. One of them halted for a moment, finished loosening a tooth, threw it to the ground, and went looking for a new adversary who soon did him further damage.


  Beyond were the four campfires. Between them, a clearing.


  Something was piled up there. I distracted myself from the brawl by staring at it.


  Heads with jagged necks, scalps with hair plastered down by coagulated blood, recently severed limbs. The trophies.


  Meanwhile, the melee had been suspended, though it was still fierce in some sectors. A number of the natives tried to pacify the remaining contenders, which only further goaded them on. I supposed that soon the combat would once again become general. But no.


  Then an Indian approached, filthy with dirt, blood, and sweat from the fight.


  This part of the fiesta was over, he said. Now it was time to drink.


  His name, he said, was Nalepelegrá. He said he wished to know ours.


  “Capitán Hipólito Parrilla,” said Parrilla, and stood rigid as if saluting a superior officer, though without saluting, to demonstrate that he was not humbling himself. Nalepelegrá touched his cheeks with open palms.


  I took a step forward. Nalepelegrá noticed me and approached. I said my name without adding any titles or adopting an exaggerated posture. The cacique ran his fingers through my beard. He stank and his stench subsequently clung to me.


  After that I thought drink would be distributed.


  The wait went on. I did not know what for.


  Parrilla looked over at me, seeking my help in case it came to that.


  Nalepelegrá stamped the ground. In an instant he became a horse. He neighed.


  My flesh was lacerated with terror. I could not, must not move.


  Without requesting authorization from the captain, Vicuña Porto stepped forward before the cacique, touching his forehead with his left hand.


  Nalepelegrá was appeased.


  Vicuña Porto said “Gaspar Toledo,” his name in that militia. The Indian chief lifted his hand to his beard.


  We understood.


  The ceremony was repeated with all the remaining soldiers.


  Then we drank chicha made from honey.


  A good deal of chicha.


  I needed to slake my thirst and to sleep like a brute.


  •


  The sun was a dog with a hot, dry tongue that licked and licked me until it woke me up.


  The dog had shown great fidelity, waking me first. Many sleepers its tongue had yet to rouse lay across the ground.


  Indians, soldiers, the captain. . . .


  I dragged myself up to a sitting position and pulled in my legs. Steadying them with my arms, I dropped my head, which would not hold itself upright, upon my knees.


  But my mind still functioned.


  It came to me that the horses had run off and it would be exhausting to retrieve them. That the cows had fled into the forest and those that had not would have fallen into the Indians’ hands and were perhaps already slaughtered.


  That three of our number had been slaughtered.


  I wished to feel pain and could not.


  I did not know which men we’d lost. I was not acquainted with them. I had seen them only dimly, by night.


  I reflected that we would have to bury them.


  They would remain there, at the foot of that hill, with a cross and a stone above.


  The wind would topple the cross. Later, someone would carry off the stone.


  Bare earth.


  No one.


  Nothing.


  I shuddered, without moving.


  This could not be. This could not be for me.


  I must go back, expose myself to this no further.


  Give up the search.


  Parrilla would never agree to that, not with his honor as a soldier injured by the Indians, and without having captured Vicuña Porto or even getting so much as a whiff of him.


  Vicuña Porto.


  Turn him in. Go back.


  I raised my head a bit, letting my eyes wander.


  He wasn’t among the men sprawled around me.


  Parrilla was asleep. On his back, mouth open, head twisted to one side.


  Wake him. Tell him to call the two, six, eight sleeping soldiers nearest at hand and go after him.


  Yes.


  I had to do it. Call out to Parrilla, tell him.


  I thought through these actions but did not succeed in moving.


  I had my arms around my legs, my body in a ball. Others might carry it, but not its own feet.


  It would have been terrible if someone forced me to make it stand up, that body.


  A soldier appeared, from where I did not know. Another. A third, who was Vicuña.


  They stared at us, perhaps watching to see when the jefe would get to his feet.


  I placed my forehead on my knees.


  To sleep . . . to sleep. . . .
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  Nalepelegrá took our cattle, promising to pay more for them than they were worth. He paid by telling us that the fugitive cows of all the haciendas to the north had retreated to the forests of y-cipó.


  He advised us to take all these cows, herd them together, and drive them back to our land, abandoning the search for the white man. All white men, he said, are equally wicked, except for Capitán Parrilla, myself, and our soldiers, whom he called by their names or approximations thereof. He was quite vain about having learned them all.


  We lacked fresh meat.


  One day we ate charquí.


  Another day we fished. I caught a manguruyú that weighed five arrobas.


  To find water, we turned away from the forest and plunged into the scrublands, losing sight of the Indian towns where, Parrilla remembered, Porto might have taken shelter.


  We lived in tight cohesion. Parrilla stuck very close to Vicuña; in appeasing the cacique, Vicuña had demonstrated his knowledge of the native character.


  There were fewer of us now, and fewer relief horses, too.


  I had decided to denounce him, but I could not envision the occasion. Nothing, when considered in detail, would provide me with sufficient cover. I was waiting until an opportunity presented itself in reality, with all circumstances favorable.


  Our goal had at first lain somewhere to the far end of the lands of converted Indians. Now our journey was taking us across the realm of the Mbaya and toward the northeastern country of the Guanás. Our goal seemed to run ahead of us, a moving target, as in fact it was, since it traveled with us. Why? Why? Parrilla’s motives were not known to me and I did not dare initiate a conversation with him that might provide some clarification but might also bring all the more violence and pain down upon me.


  Or I could simply forget about Vicuña and see him as the soldier Gaspar Toledo. That required no effort; he looked exactly as any Gaspar Toledo, soldado de Indias, would.


  I pondered the fact that there he was, among us, even as we endured deprivation, exhaustion, dire obstacles, and death to find him, and it struck me that this was very much like the search for freedom, which is not out there but within each one.


  •


  Perhaps Parrilla had postponed the pursuit of Vicuña until such time as we’d replenished our provision of charquí or salt meat. We still had coarse salt in abundance.


  Without explanation we veered north. But we understood.


  This was not haplessness, if his aim was the forest of y-cipó.


  To drive out cows, the general practice was to set fire to the forest. Nalepelegrá had told us not to do this and Parrilla was strangely influenced by Nalepelegrá.


  To me, the vegetation seemed too dense for cows to penetrate. Parrilla’s opinion was that they might have found a way in at a place we had yet to reach. I told him we should seek that place, then, or someplace less densely overgrown.


  We wasted the rest of the day.


  At night, by the fire, Parrilla’s eyes were on me, filled with recrimination and insult. That didn’t matter: I had higher motives for living than mere honor.


  We rose at dawn. We were ordered to carve out a way through the forest.


  Not all of us had a torch. Those who didn’t worked with the knife.


  I cut bejucos that were like strong ropes lashing the trees together. There was no need to cut down any tree; after the vines that bound it to its neighbors were eliminated, a tree fell with a single push. The ground was suzú—spongy—and the plants were barely rooted in it.


  I don’t know how many varas we went in. At first the light had reached us from above, where we were cutting; now it grew dimmer. I looked up and saw other palms springing from the forked limbs of trees that sprang from the earth, pindo palms and unknown plants, ferns, and flowers, forming another, aerial forest above us, sometimes as dense as the one we tunneled through.


  I saw us as a figure trying to enter the sketch of a forest, with another forest sketched on top, and above it, still attached to the first, the sketch of a third forest, mingling with a fourth forest.


  •


  At one point, Vicuña Porto was cutting away at my side, silent, sweaty, and intent.


  He struck a bejuco, the same one I was working on only a short distance away: The ax slipped and metal knife clashed against metal ax-head.


  A provocation, I thought. It was not.


  Gruffly and with some effort, he said he’d been clumsy and begged my pardon.


  He moved away.


  Another day, the very next day, he came out to me and remained at my side. We both cut with all our might, as if each sought to prove to the other that he cared for nothing but clearing a way through the forest.


  Exhausted, gasping anxiously for air, I broke off. So did he. Then he said, “I have my sins, but not such as are attributed to Vicuña Porto. This Vicuña Porto does not exist. I am not he, nor is anyone else. It’s a name. And mine is Gaspar Toledo. I am Gaspar Toledo, I’ve spent a long year being him and don’t want to be anything else.”


  When he said he was Gaspar Toledo he pounded his chest.


  I listened to him, paying close attention all the while to the sounds around me. Would Parrilla arrive and, without any intervention on my part, participate in this unsolicited confession?


  We were alone, the two of us, in a wretched hollow we’d excavated together over the course of the afternoon.


  The aim of Vicuña Porto’s speech was not to shower me with excuses or protest his own virtue. He was trying to persuade me, make me complicit, convince me of his innocence.


  When he stopped speaking and I was sure no one else was listening, I told him, “I believe you.”


  I planned to expose him that night.


  •


  I was waiting for the hour of repose to say a word in Parrilla’s ear.


  When all the men were prone and wrapped in skins, I feigned sleep and did sleep, though without abandoning myself to it entirely. It was the pleasant rest that the body sinks into when its position is right and silence surrounds it.


  After two days of southern wind, the atmosphere was cool with a hint of rain. The soldiers no longer built a shack or any sort of shelter for the jefe and myself.


  I was sheltered by the gray sky, blanketed in voluptuous sleep, the temptress that overcame me and did not, released me and returned, released and returned, gaining ground each time. . . .


  A thing slender as a whip but alive slipped silently into the leather that enveloped me. A snake.


  Upon me, slithering fast. Impotence. My whole body a cramp.


  It reached my waist, curled up, and stayed put.


  I avoided breathing, so as not to move. After a time my muscles relaxed.


  The snake sought out warmth and knew where to find it. I was aware of its habits and knew I wouldn’t be bitten if I didn’t grow agitated or attack.


  If I cried out, whoever attempted to remove it would excite it. My flesh would pay for its rage.


  Eyes wide open, I observed the course of the moon for more than half the night.


  Sleep came in a secret invasion. I slept, for a few moments, I believe, and awoke with death at my temples, thinking I had stirred involuntarily.


  There was no longer a weight on my belly. It was the snake that had moved, as it left its warm nocturnal nest.


  Day was dawning. I freed myself from my stiff posture and turned happily over onto my left side.


  I wanted to sleep without fear, if only for a few minutes.
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  Parrilla awoke me.


  We were leaving; the men had saddled the horses.


  The captain’s sword could not slash through that sketch.


  •


  The tense, sleepless night had left me weak and submissive, perhaps even thinner and lighter, or so I felt. My horse seemed to bear me with no effort at all.


  •


  The woodlands stretched onward but thinned, as if to match my mood that day. After the forest of y-cipó, so fecund, so vigorous, a meadow scorched by the sun or by fire gave way to a sickly grove of bitter orange trees.


  The dogs had been scattered around us, ahead or behind, but now formed a pack, with more than three vying for the lead, and went off. They ranged alongside the woods for a moment, then were lost within.


  They seemed to me like rats abandoning a sinking ship. Given the power, I’d have tied them all up. They were like a sign of my impending shipwreck, of our shipwreck, perhaps.


  To Parrilla they were something else altogether.


  He ordered a halt, and with five men backing him up, went in pursuit of the dogs.


  I couldn’t hold back but galloped off into the dust they raised, as if throwing myself over a cliff. When I caught up to Parrilla, I was trembling from the effort.


  •


  A clearing, full of lush grass.


  A cow and her calf.


  Eight, ten dogs were pursuing the mother while the others held back, tongues lolling, skittish, strategically contained.


  Parrilla signaled us to let them alone.


  The cow was defending herself with short but powerful kicks. The dogs snapped at her legs and leaped around her.


  The calf was left helpless. The bulk of the pack had remained behind, inactive. Now they brought it down and killed it, tearing open the neck. It was their prey.


  The dogs left the cow to us without a fight. One of the men captured it with a lasso.


  I stood apart, observing the calf and its hunters: a hunk of meat crawling with a pullulation of famished worms.


  This, I suggested, constituted a rather large banquet for a few dogs.


  Parrilla may have had the same thought. He took action, dismounting, whip in hand, to scatter them.


  They resisted, growling.


  One dog, inflamed by long hunger and hot blood, bounded up in a burst of snapping teeth and knocked Parrilla to the earth. Fifty paces.


  I gave the horse rein, to trample it underfoot.


  A clean metal blade sliced into the dog’s underbelly and turned.


  With a jerk of the reins I stopped my mount.


  The body had fallen on Parrilla. He pushed it away. He was drenched in the liquid from its veins.


  I knew now that I could hand Vicuña over to him: Parrilla knew how to finish off a dog.


  I dismounted. I think I needed my mind to be free of any other thought but this one. I walked toward Parrilla.


  I told him, “Capitán, Vicuña Porto is among us.”


  He stopped wringing the blood from his clothing. One of his hands grasped the other and held it captive—bitten by the dog, perhaps, or to keep from hitting me.


  But he struck me a blow with his eyes.


  “Where? Which one is he?”


  I told him.


  “How can . . . how can this be?”


  He seized my garments, as if to enter into me and know with complete certainty now.


  “It’s him. He served me when I was Corregidor. It’s him. He threatened me when we were two days out.”


  Now everything was clear. Everything. I felt clean in every fiber of my being.


  Parrilla relinquished me with a look that showed there was no gratitude in his heart.


  He mounted. Racing past the soldiers, he shouted an order to sacrifice the cow.


  He crossed through the forest with me behind, as if he owed me an answer and I were pursuing him to get it.


  •


  Porto was at some distance from the bulk of the men, as if exposed, as if everything were foreordained.


  I thought Parrilla was going to ride right over him. But no. He turned aside in time, though the threat hung in the air.


  He made him a sign to follow, I believe, and Porto may have thought Parilla picked him simply because he was the nearest available man.


  I kept my distance, expectant, not fully grasping the maneuver.


  Parrilla passed before me, followed by Vicuña Porto; the captain had set a quick trot, and Porto was adjusting his speed to it.


  Then I saw what the trick was.


  Suddenly the captain reined in his mount and wheeled it about. Vicuña was bewildered, and in an instant the captain had drawn his pistol and demanded surrender.


  The subterfuge revealed, Vicuña dug in his spurs. This, I thought, meant our defeat. In a moment he would be transformed into a figure moving off into the distance, and we knew nothing could stop him. He would remain entirely out of our reach.


  A shot, and the horse declared its condition by falling heavily to one side.


  Porto leaped in the air and landed on his feet, hand at his waist.


  He stood alone on the smooth, bare earth. Helpless. Beyond the strength of his arm or the vengeance or defense of his knife.


  The captain came back into my mind. He, Vicuña, and I formed a triangle. Each of its angles sharp with rancor.


  I knew I could not yet consider myself safe.


  As if my safety or danger depended on something other than myself, I looked around for the troops. There they were, disturbed, ready to break out of order, as if order itself were a corral.


  Parrilla gave them a sign, I don’t know what.


  Four horsemen approached at a gallop.


  In two pairs, they advanced along the two sides of the triangle. One pair to Vicuña; the other to me.
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  A swarm of insidious carachai were biting my neck, my face. Now a small cloud attacked my forehead and I could not see, so dense was the veil before my eyes.


  Bound by a rope behind my back, my hands were useless to defend me against the misery of these insects. I missed my hands, as if they were gone. I pressed them together, wanting to feel that they were mine again.


  Lacking hands, I squeezed the horse’s flanks with my legs to hold myself upright.


  It felt as if each bite left a grain of dust lodged in the invisible wound it made, which caused a sharp burning. I felt I was being smothered in blood.


  My nose dripped a bit and my mustache grew dirty. A fly settled on the filthy coating and I blew upward to scare it off, but it did not budge. The mosquitoes chased it away.


  I imagined our entrance to the city.


  All the flesh of my face swollen. Nose, mustache, and lips filthy and stuck all over with greedy, sinister flies.


  Behind me, my feckless hands.


  To the crowd, Vicuña Porto, the bandit, would be no more defeated, repugnant, and wretched than Zama, his accessory.


  •


  The scouts sounded the alarm, which I had been on the alert for.


  In the distance, on the move, was an agglomeration of variable form.


  I imagined an army of natives, a famished gang of runaway slaves, a herd of wild animals. . . .


  I thought Parrilla might leave me to die with my hands bound behind me.


  Still, hope came with the realization that, whatever it was, man or beast, was marching far too openly to be an enemy.


  Though if they were natives contemplating an attack, they would know that night, which hardly hindered their movements but hemmed us in and blinded us, was soon to fall.


  The captain had the men make ready and sent the lookouts as far as they could go, to see what it was.


  Within half an hour they were back, wonder in their faces.


  These were natives, they affirmed, five hundred or more in number, on foot and in procession, but without a cross or the image of a saint before them, perhaps even without praying.


  Parrilla asked if they were led or accompanied by any priest.


  “No, Señor Capitán,” the leader answered, and the other two scouts shook their heads along with him.


  Perhaps only at that moment did they realize how mistaken the assumption that it was a religious procession had been. Now the Indians were coming toward us, garbed in the gray of twilight. Parrilla had aligned his men in two equal rows, perhaps to construct a double wall, which in an actual battle would clearly have been no more than a fantasy.


  Porto and I were sent to the rear, next to the relief horses, with a guard.


  That position was disheartening. I could see very little.


  I watched as the thing drew nearer.


  If it spread out, it could surround us and cut us off entirely.


  The procession arrived at a certain prudent distance, perhaps the length of a horseman’s charge, and came to a halt.


  Across this neutral territory eight or ten children walked.


  They moved, I thought, with that air of resolve and confidence in themselves and their powers that confers even greater immunity on certain diplomats.


  Before Parrilla’s horse, they all set one knee to the ground.


  I noticed a scout running to his side.


  They parleyed. The King’s captain and the native children.


  I could not know what they were saying.


  Once, just once, the soldiers spoke among themselves, but their words died out in the long empty space between them and us.


  •


  Blind. All the adults were blind. The children were not.
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  We set up camp together.


  It was their generous hospitality, rather than the agreement that emerged from the parleys, that brought us into proximity.


  They had venison, hunted that same day, and chicha made from carob. They contributed all of it to our voracity.


  After the meal, I was left a while longer with my hands untied, seated before a fire. Parrilla’s satiety granted me that.


  I tried to distinguish between the two camps: ours, with the militia’s habitual evening routine, and theirs, set apart and full of people who, without forcing themselves upon us, seemed to intermingle with us and with all that emanated from us.


  I preferred to view the other camp without compassion.


  They were victims of the ferocity of a Mataguayo tribe that had blinded them with red-hot knives.


  Their lineage had not been interrupted since that attack, some twelve years earlier, I calculated. Their children were not born blind.


  •


  A soldier gripped my knee.


  Wanting my attention, or perhaps to warn me of danger.


  I feared a treacherous blow from behind.


  This surreptitious informer directed me to look toward something. I saw no alarm in his face, only avidity and wild desire.


  I looked.


  An Indian man had mounted an Indian woman.


  They were in a pool of light.


  I thought I understood. They did not see, and so gave no thought to the gaze of others upon themselves.


  •


  Another Indian brought his igtacú-guá to the coals to warm up water.


  He knelt among us. He did not speak.


  He prepared maté.


  He passed the calabash around, for anyone who wanted to have some before he did. He said, “Fuerte.” The maté was strong.


  He spoke Spanish. He had done forced labor for the Spaniards before he was blinded, he said.


  He told the story of the Mataguayo invasion once more. By now all of us knew it well.


  I asked where they were headed.


  He didn’t answer. He smiled understandingly at the sound of my voice, to let me know I was naïve.


  I preferred not to acknowledge his refusal. Where, I asked, were their ranchos or huts?


  He told me something I had already guessed and something more that I might never have grasped on my own.


  When the tribe grew accustomed to carrying on without eyesight, it was happier. Each one could be alone with himself. Shame, censure, and recrimination no longer existed: Punishment was not necessary. They turned to one another out of collective need and common interest: to hunt a deer or put a roof on a rancho. A man sought out a woman and a woman sought out a man for love. Some of them, to isolate themselves even further, beat their own ears until the tiny bones within were crushed.


  But when the children reached a certain age, the unseeing ones knew their children could see—and were penetrated with unease. They found no rest. They abandoned their ranchos and wandered off into the forests, the meadows, the mountains. Something pursued them or drove them on. It was the gaze of the children who accompanied them that made it impossible for them to stop anywhere. Just a few, who were still adapting to a nomadic life, had yet to be overcome by this restlessness.
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  I was asleep.


  Beyond the walls of my dream, I was flooded with dazzling light.


  I opened my eyes. Impossible to see.


  For a second a flaming torch had been next to my face.


  My skin no longer felt its heat.


  I strained to look, now forewarned.


  Two, three torches were moving through the sleeping bodies.


  A verification.


  Stealth.


  I wanted to raise myself up. I could not.


  My feet were bound by a rope.


  When I lay down for the night, only my hands had been bound.


  •


  Early dawn made its way into the blind Indians’ existence, warning that soon they would again be visible to the eyes of others.


  They moved off from the encampment, leaving only us on the ground, all asleep, I imagined, except for me.


  No.


  There were three men standing up. Together they slowly approached each of those lying on the ground.


  They lowered a torch to the face; they spoke, and then, bending down, they seemed to slash at something.


  Then the man they’d approached would sit up, rub himself, and go into contortions I soon interpreted. He was stretching his limbs because, like me, he’d been tied up.


  They came to me, the three of them.


  One said I should join the captain.


  Another said I should not: In case of attack, I could kill as many Indians as the rest of them.


  The third voiced a peculiar opinion: It was thanks to me they had reached this place.


  The second man had the voice of Vicuña Porto.


  It was he, I think, who cut the rope around my feet.


  I could get up now.


  •


  All the others had their feet and hands free; but though I could walk, I still had my hands tied.


  The soldiers were eating cold grilled venison. I paused to watch.


  One of them—my companion at the campfire the night before? —untied me and gave me something to eat.


  No one objected.


  They ate in silence, as if holding back their thoughts for fear of an argument. There was something still to be done.


  Vicuña Porto put down the calabash without draining it.


  The others stopped chewing and set aside their meat.


  My benefactor, looking me in the face, said that was enough. Did he want me to tell him to bind my hands again? I couldn’t do that. Then he did it, without waiting for me to ask. He grumbled.


  Vicuña Porto left and the soldiers followed. I followed Vicuña Porto and the soldiers.


  They had taken Parrilla prisoner, and he was a fierce prisoner.


  He lay facedown on the ground, tied with many ropes.


  Those who had been his men surrounded him, contemplating him, as did I, though he may not have noticed me among them. He insulted them one and all.


  They moved away. This was a council to which I would not be admitted.


  I stood there, before the captain.


  “You said yes, too,” he said, and I thought that the other soldiers, aside from the first three, had said yes to something, but I hadn’t; they hadn’t asked me anything.


  I was about to explain this to Parrilla when it occurred to me that no explanation was necessary. Very soon Parrilla would no longer be with us.


  At that moment, it seemed as if no more than two men drew breath across the whole crust of the earth: the captain, tied up at my feet, and I, with my hands bound, observing him, as if he were not himself, as if feelings were not possible, as if the possible were not possible.


  One man grabbed him by the hair, others by different parts of the body.


  They had agreed to torture him, I thought. But no.


  Only in the final abuse, perhaps. They lifted him from below and carried him to the water’s edge.


  Twenty paces back, I went along. Alone.


  They threw him into the river.


  If he could swim underwater, I thought, he might save himself. Later I remembered that they hadn’t cut his ropes.
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  My protector restored my dominion over my hands. We rode as if to retake some site we had lost view of the day before.


  Not the forest of y-cipó. And not the bitter orange grove. It must be farther in.


  The undertaking, whatever it might be, did not appear to arouse joy or strong hope. No one spoke of it.


  To me it was flight, a flight into uncertainty.


  And it was then, I think, that uncertain though I was as to our goal, I became possessed of the certainty that my fate would be the same anywhere.


  I asked myself not why I was alive but why I had lived. Out of expectation, I supposed, and wondered whether I still expected anything. It seemed I did.


  Something more is always expected.


  My thinking mind had this thought, but when I dispensed with thinking I fell into a brute inertia, as if my share in things were running out, and the world would be left unpopulated because I would no longer exist within it.
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  Around the evening bonfire they spoke of the cocos.


  They had accepted me as a witness. Something like a blind Indian, perhaps, or merely an inferior and disposable henchman.


  They sat in a circle around the fire. I sat outside the ring and back a little way. They sated their hunger, then extended a portion to me.


  Cocos.


  My erudition was perilous.


  They were under the spell of a story told by the blind ones. The blind ones heard explosions that the children, their children, who were not blind, could not discern with the same precision. The booming guided them to the mountain. It was a battle between Spaniards and Lusitanians, they imagined, and hoped to scavenge the abandoned victuals. But it was rocks, round rocks bursting open, that made the noise. They blossomed with precious crystals, the children said, the gems that white men were greedy for.


  I could disenchant them, tell them they would find only spar and other transparent minerals entirely without value, as other adventurers and sacrificial victims had learned in times as distant as the previous century.


  I could erase, from the heaven they sought, the bejeweled lightning bolt.


  Then the gratitude that had led them to keep me alive would be extinguished. The kind fellow who had spoken up for how useful I had been to bring them this far—so close to the treasure, that is— would bow his head without further argument.


  Death, then. My death, chosen by me.


  I mused that death was not a thing to enjoy, though going to one’s death could be, as a desired act, an act of will, of my will. To wait for it no longer. To hound it down, grow intimate with it.


  I asked them to listen.


  I was granted a place in the circle. They offered it as if fore-seeing that I had something to give that would put me on an equal footing.


  The cocos were an illusion, I said.


  They did not contradict me with incredulity or mistrust.


  I had said yes to my executioners, I knew.


  But I had done for them what no one had ever tried to do for me. To say, to their hopes: No.
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  The gathering then turned its attention to another voice, not yet one of vengeance and ferocity, or so it seemed.


  A soldier said what he hadn’t managed to say before when a less risky and presumably more profitable scheme lay before them.


  He described in minute detail the journey that the Portuguese make to Mato Grosso and Cuiabá. He spoke as if he had witnessed for himself the fatigue and helplessness that burdened the men on the return, along with their prodigious loads of rich minerals.


  He proposed ambushing them at the Cuchuy river, or at the Tacuary.


  Once again, diamonds struck sparks in the eyes of these tattered mutineers.


  I seemed to see them sparkling in their beards, as well.


  Vicuña Porto may have glimpsed assent in my expression. He invited me to say as much.


  He and the others had faith in my scant knowledge of geography, which in fact supported the initiative.


  It was possible.


  A major undertaking. At a considerable distance from the power of Spanish arms.


  It was clear that everyone was waiting for Porto to approve before giving vent to their enthusiasm.


  Porto had yet to pronounce himself.


  He found a bottle of aguardiente, which may once have belonged to the captain. He held it up to the fire and saw that no more than two swallows were left.


  He drank one, holding the liquor in his mouth a long while, the better to savor it.


  With the palm of his hand he wiped the rim of the bottle. He held out the last swallow to me.


  I hesitated. To accept, I told myself, is to go on.


  To go on was to become one of these men, an adventurer, a criminal. To go on was also to live.


  I grasped the bottle in two hands and raised it to my mouth as if I were taking a bite out of it.


  That night when I lay down to sleep, I placed the glass bottle next to my skin.


  I sheltered it as if it protected me. I gripped it like a safe-conduct. It was a promise made by a son, a cherished bit of plunder.
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  An early riser brought an ostrich.


  He cut it open and I asked him for blood. He gestured me to bring a cup, and let a vein gush into it.


  As soon as the liquid covered the bottom I said, “That’s enough.”


  He looked at me, slightly amazed.


  I plucked a feather from the bird and went down to the hollow where the river was at its broadest.


  With my knife, I cut a point in the quill.


  I pulled out a slip of paper that had gone black along the edges. I smoothed it down against my leg. I wrote, “Marta, I haven’t gone under.”


  That last word may have been unclear. The ostrich blood had coagulated and was no longer of much use.


  I put the paper in the bottle, closed it up, and threw it in the river.


  After the splash, it floated off into the distance, bobbing.


  There was something there, something human, exerting an influence on the surroundings through me.


  I raised my eyes to the wall of the ravine.


  A soldier was observing me, impassive. He could have been posted there since ancient times, watching, incapable of surprise.


  I thought that the message was not destined for Marta or anyone out there. I had written it for myself.
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  All sixteen pronounced in favor of my death. Their faces were bare and they looked straight into my eyes.


  But Vicuña Porto’s single vote had more power. He said that being an informer merits the death penalty, and treachery deserves the same. No one can be executed twice. But, he said, a man can die before dying; he can endure a double death from a mutilation that annihilates him.


  •


  I reasoned that this was not true, that he was mistaken. Even without arms, without eyes, I could tear up roots with my teeth and roll toward the river like a sack. If they left me alive, I would still be able to choose between life and death.


  Porto knew that, too. He spoke shrewdly, concealing the mercy he meant to show me.


  Before the first cut, he whispered in my ear, “Bury the stumps in the ashes from the fire. If you don’t bleed to death, and you meet an Indian, you’ll survive.”


  •


  Someone said, “Do you want to live?”


  Someone was asking me whether I wanted to live.


  That meant my blood hadn’t all drained away. The Indian had come.


  So I might not die. Not yet.


  He ripped my garments.


  I felt tourniquets shackle my arms and knew that my fingerless hands were no longer spurting blood.


  Perhaps I dozed off, perhaps not.


  I came back from nothingness.


  I wanted to rebuild the world.


  I opened my eyelids as slowly as if I were creating the dawn.


  He was watching me.


  It wasn’t an Indian. It was the blond boy. Filthy, in rags, still only twelve.


  He was me, myself from before; I hadn’t been born anew. I understood that when I recovered my own voice and was able to speak. Smiling like a father, I said, “You haven’t grown. . . .”


  With irreducible sadness he replied, “Neither have you.”


  A NOTE ON THE COVER ART


  THE COVER photograph is by Guido Boggiani (1862–1902). Trained as a landscape painter, Boggiani left his native Italy to travel from 1887 to 1893 in the Southern Cone, where he was drawn to the study and representation of indigenous life. He returned to Paraguay in 1896, now equipped with a camera. Journeying through the interior, he took more than four hundred photographs on glass plates coated with gelatin. In 1901, he left Asunción on a new expedition into the Gran Chaco and disappeared. A search party sent out the next year found the bodies of Boggiani and his assistant, skulls shattered and heads severed by ceremonial axes. They seem to have been killed by members of the Tumrahá tribe, among whom Boggiani had lived on good terms several years earlier. In 1904, the Czech explorer Alberto Frič recovered most of Boggiani’s belongings left in Paraguay, including 175 negatives. These were later developed by Frič’s grandson and published in Guido Boggiani, Photographer (Czech Republic: Titanic Publishers, 1997).
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