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PART I


The 21st, 22nd and 23rd of April




CHAPTER I


In the Cathedral Porch


“BOOM, bloom, alum-bright, Lucifer of alunite!” The sound of the church bells summoning people to prayer lingered on, like a humming in the ears, an uneasy transition from brightness to gloom, from gloom to brightness. “Boom, bloom, alum-bright, Lucifer of alunite, over the sombre tomb! Bloom, alum-bright, over the tomb, Lucifer of alunite! Boom, boom, alum-bright … bloom … alum-bright … bloom, alum-bright … bloom, boom.”


In the frozen shadow of the cathedral, the beggars were shuffling past the market eating-houses as they made their way through the ocean-wide streets to the Plaza de Armas, leaving the deserted city behind them.


Nightfall assembled them, as it did the stars. With nothing in common but their destitution, they mustered to sleep together in the Porch of Our Lord, cursing, insulting and jostling each other, picking quarrels with old enemies, or throwing earth and rubbish, even rolling on the ground and spitting and biting with rage. This confraternity of the dunghill had never known pillows or mutual trust. They lay down in all their clothes at a distance from one another, and slept like thieves, with their heads on the bags containing their worldly goods: left-over scraps of meat, worn-out shoes, candle-ends, handfuls of cooked rice wrapped in old newspapers, oranges and rotten bananas.


They could be seen sitting on the steps of the Porch with their faces to the wall, counting their money, biting the nickel coins to see if they were false, talking to themselves, inspecting their stores of food and ammunition (for they went out into the streets fully armed with stones and scapularies) and stuffing themselves secretly on crusts of dry bread. They had never been known to help each other; like all beggars they were miserly with their scraps, and would rather give them to the dogs than to their companions in misfortune.


Having satisfied their hunger and tied up their money with seven knots in handkerchiefs fastened to their belts, they threw themselves on the ground and sank into sad, agitated dreams—nightmares in which they saw famished pigs, thin women, maimed dogs and carriage wheels passing before their eyes, or a funeral procession of phantom monks going into the cathedral preceded by a sliver of moon carried on a cross made of frozen shin-bones. Sometimes they would be woken from their deepest dreams by the cries of an idiot who had lost his way in the Plaza de Armas; or sometimes by the sobs of a blind woman dreaming that she was covered in flies and suspended from a hook like a piece of meat in a butcher’s shop. Or sometimes by the tramp of a patrol, belabouring a political prisoner as they dragged him along, while women followed wiping away the blood-stains with handkerchiefs soaked in tears. Sometimes by the snores of a scabby valetudinarian, or the heavy breathing of a pregnant deaf-mute, weeping with fear of the child she felt in her womb. But the idiot’s cry was the saddest of all. It rent the sky. It was a long-drawn-out inhuman wail.


On Sundays this strange fraternity used to be joined by a drunk man who called for his mother and wept like a child in his sleep. Hearing the word “mother” fall more like an oath than a prayer from the drunkard’s lips, the idiot would sit up, search every corner of the Porch with his eyes and—having woken himself and his companions with his cries—burst into tears of fright, joining his sobs to those of the drunkard.


Dogs barked, shouts were heard, and the more irritable beggars got up and increased the hubbub by calling for silence. If they didn’t shut their jaws the police would come. But the police wanted nothing to do with the beggars. None of them had enough money to pay a fine. “Long live France!” Flatfoot would shout, amidst the cries and antics of the idiot, who became the laughingstock of the other beggars in the end, simply because this scoundrelly, foul-mouthed cripple liked to pretend to be drunk several nights every week. So Flatfoot would pretend to be drunk, while the Zany (as they called the idiot), who looked like a corpse when he was asleep, became more lively with every shriek, ignoring the huddled forms lying under rags on the ground, who jeered and cackled shrilly at his crazy behaviour. With his eyes far away from the hideous faces of his companions, he saw nothing, heard nothing and felt nothing, and fell asleep at last, worn out with weeping. But it was the same every night—no sooner had he dropped off than Flatfoot’s voice woke him again:


“Mother!”


The Zany opened his eyes with a start like someone who dreams he is falling into space; he shrank back with enormously dilated pupils as if mortally wounded and the tears began to flow once more; then sleep gradually overcame him, his body became flaccid, and anxious fears reverberated through his deranged mind. But no sooner was he thoroughly asleep than another voice would wake him:


“Mother!”


It was the voice of a degenerate mulatto known as the Widower, snivelling like an old woman, amidst bursts of laughter:


“ … mother of mercy, our hope and salvation, may God preserve you, listen to us poor down-and-outs and idiots …”


The idiot used to wake up laughing; it seemed that he too found his misery and hunger so amusing that he laughed till he cried, while the beggars snatched bu-bu-bursts of la-la-laughter from the air, from the air … la-la-laughter; a fat man with his moustaches dripping with stew lost his breath from laughing; and a one-eyed man laughed till he urinated and beat his head against the wall like a goat; while the blind men complained that they couldn’t sleep with such a row going on, and the Mosquito, who was legless as well as blind, cried out that only sodomites could amuse themselves in such a fashion.


No one paid any attention to the blind men’s protests and the Mosquito’s remark was not even heard. Why should anyone listen to his jabber? “Oh yes, I spent my childhood in the artillery barracks, and the mules and officers kicked me into shape and made a man of me—a man who could work like a horse, which was useful when I had to pull a barrel-organ through the streets! Oh yes, and I lost my sight when I was on the booze, the devil knows how, and my right leg on another booze-up, the devil knows when, and the other in another booze-up, knocked down by a car the devil knows where!”


The beggars spread a rumour among the people of the town that the Zany went mad whenever anyone mentioned his mother. The poor wretch used to run through the streets, squares, courtyards and markets, trying to get away from people shouting “Mother!” at him from every side and at any hour of the day, like a malediction from the sky. He tried to take refuge in houses, but was chased out again by dogs or servants. They drove him out of churches, shops and everywhere else, indifferent to his utter exhaustion and the plea for pity in his uncomprehending eyes.


The town that his exhaustion had made so large—so immensely large—seemed to shrink in the face of his despair. Nights of terror were followed by days of persecution, during which he was hounded by people who were not content to shout: “On Sunday you’ll marry your Mother, my little Zany—your old woman!” but beat him and tore his clothes as well. Pursued by children, he would take refuge in the poorer quarters, but there his fate was even worse; there everyone lived on the verge of destitution, and insults were not enough—they threw stones, dead rats and empty tins at him as he ran away in terror.


One day he came to the Cathedral Porch from the suburbs just as the angelus was ringing, without his hat, with a wound in his forehead, and trailing the tail of a kite which had been fastened to him as a joke. Everything frightened him: the shadows of the walls, dogs trotting by, leaves falling from the trees, and the irregular rumbling of wheels. When he arrived at the Porch it was almost dark and the beggars were sitting with their faces to the wall counting their earnings. Flatfoot was quarrelling with the Mosquito, the deaf-mute was feeling her inexplicably swollen belly, and the blind woman was hanging from a hook in her dreams, covered in flies, like a piece of meat at the butcher’s.


The idiot fell on the ground as if dead; he had not closed his eyes for nights, he had not been able to rest his feet for days. The beggars were silently scratching their fleabites but could not sleep; they listened for the footsteps of the police going to and fro in the dimly lit square and the click of the sentinels presenting arms, as they stood at attention like ghosts in their striped ponchos at the windows of the neighbouring barracks, keeping their nightly watch over the President of the Republic. No one knew where he was, for he occupied several houses in the outskirts of the town; nor how he slept—some said beside the telephone with a whip in his hand; nor when—his friends declared he never slept at all.


A figure advanced towards the Porch of Our Lord. The beggars curled themselves up like worms. The creak of military boots was answered by the sinister hoot of a bird from the dark, navigable, bottomless night.


Flatfoot opened his eyes (a menacing threat as of the end of the world weighed upon the air) and said to the owl:


“Hoo-hoo! Do your worst! I wish you neither good nor ill, but the devil take you all the same!”


The Mosquito groped for his face with his hands. The air was tense as though an earthquake were brewing. The Widower crossed himself as he sat among the blind men. Only the Zany slept like a log, snoring for once.


The new arrival stopped; his face lit up with a smile. Going up to the idiot on tiptoe he shouted jeeringly at him: “Mother!”


That was all. Torn from the ground by the cry, the Zany flung himself upon his tormentor, and, without giving him time to get at his weapons, thrust his fingers into his eyes, tore at his nose with his teeth and jabbed his private parts with his knees, till he fell to the ground motionless.


The beggars shut their eyes in horror, the owl flew by once more and the Zany fled away down the shadowy streets in a paroxysm of mad terror.


Some blind force had put an end to the life of Colonel José Parrales Sonriente, known as “the man with the little mule”.


It was nearly dawn.




CHAPTER II


The Death of the Mosquito


THE sun was gilding the projecting terraces of the Second Police Station (a few people were passing along the street), the Protestant church (one or two doors stood open) and a brick building in process of construction.


It always seemed to be raining in the patio of the Police Station, and groups of bare-footed women were sitting on stone benches in the dark corridors waiting for the prisoners, with their breakfast baskets in the hammocks made by their skirts between their knees. Their children clustered round them, the babies glued to their pendulous breasts and the bigger ones threatening the loaves in the baskets with hungrily opened mouths. The women were telling each other their troubles in low voices, crying all the while, and mopping their tears with the ends of their shawls. A hollow-eyed old woman, shaking with malaria, wept copiously and silently as if to show that as a mother she suffered more acutely than the rest. The evils of life seemed without remedy here in this dismal place of waiting, with nothing to look at but two or three neglected shrubs, an empty fountain and these sallow-faced policemen cleaning their celluloid collars with saliva. They must put their trust in the power of the Almighty.


A ladino* policeman came by, dragging along the Mosquito. He had caught him at the corner by the Infants’ School and was pulling him along by the hand, shaking him from side to side like a monkey. But the women did not notice anything comic in this; they were too busy spying on the movements of the gaolers as they carried in breakfasts and returned with news of the prisoners: “He says … not to worry about him, things are looking up already! He says … you’re to buy him four reals-worth of mercury ointment as soon as the chemist opens! He says … not to count on what his cousin told you! He says … you’re to get a lawyer for him; best look for a student, he won’t rook you so much! He says … don’t go on like that, they’ve got no women in there with them so you can’t be jealous; they brought in one of them the other day and he soon found himself a boy-friend! He says … send him a few reals-worth of purge or he can’t shit! He says … he’s fed up with you for selling the cupboard!”


“Hey, you!” the Mosquito protested, indignant at the way this copper was knocking him about. “What d’you think you’re doing? No pity, eh? Just because I’m poor? Poor but honest. Listen to me: I’m not your kid, nor your fancy-boy, for you to treat me like that! A fine idea to keep in with the Yankees by nabbing us and carting us to the workhouse! What a dirty trick! Like turkeys for the Christmas dinner! And it’s not as if you even treated us right! Not you. When Mister Nosey-Parker got there we’d been there three days with nothing to eat, looking out of the windows dressed in blankets as if we were nuts …”


The captured beggars were taken straight to one of the narrow dark cells known as the “Three Marias”. The Mosquito was dragged in like a crab. His voice was drowned at first by the noise of the keys in the locks and the curses of the gaolers, who stank of sweat-soaked clothes and stale tobacco, but afterwards it echoed loudly through the underground vault:


“Oh my God, what a copper! Holy Conception, what a bastard! Jesus Christ!”


His companions were whimpering like sick animals and snivelling with horror of the darkness (they felt they would never be able to free their eyes from it again), and with fear (so many other men had suffered hunger and thirst here till they died); they had a growing conviction that they would be boiled down and made into soap like dogs, or have their throats cut and be given to the police to eat. They seemed to see the faces of these cannibals, lit up like lanterns, advancing through the shadows, with cheeks like buttocks and moustaches like slobbered chocolate … 


A student and a sacristan found themselves together in the same cell.


“I think I’m right in saying you were the first here. You and then me, isn’t that so?”


The student talked for the sake of saying something, to get rid of the knot of anxiety which constricted his throat.


“Yes, I think so,” replied the sacristan, trying to see the other’s face in the darkness.


‘Well, I was just going to ask what you’re here for.”


“For political reasons, so they say.”


The student was trembling from head to foot as he enunciated with great difficulty: “Me too.”


The beggars were hunting about for their inseparable bags of provisions, but everything had been taken away in the office of the Chief of Police, even what they had in their pockets, so that not even a match should be allowed in. Orders were strict.


“And what about your case?” went on the student.


“There’s no case against me. I’m here by orders from above!”


The sacristan rubbed his back against the rough wall as he spoke, to scratch his lice.


“You were—?”


“Nothing,” interrupted the sacristan violently. “I wasn’t anything!”


At this moment the hinges of the door creaked as it opened to admit another beggar.


“Long live France!” cried Flatfoot as he came in.


“I’m in prison …” declared the sacristan.


“Long live France!”


“ … for doing something that was purely an accident. You see, instead of taking down an announcement about the Virgin of La O from the door of the church where I was sacristan, I went and removed a notice of the President’s mother’s anniversary.”


“But how did he find out?” murmured the student, while the sacristan wiped away his tears with his fingers.


“I don’t know. My own stupidity. Anyway, they arrested me and took me to the offices of the Chief of Police, who hit me once or twice and then gave orders for me to be put in this cell in solitary confinement—as a revolutionary, he said.”


The beggars were crumpled up in the darkness, crying with fear, cold and hunger. They couldn’t even see their own hands. Sometimes they relapsed into lethargy, and the heavy breathing of the pregnant deaf-mute could be heard circulating among them as if seeking a way out.


No one knew what time it was, perhaps midnight, when they were taken out of their dungeon. A squat little man with a wrinkled, saffron-coloured face, an unkempt moustache combed over his thick lips, a rather snub nose and hooded eyes, informed them that he was investigating a political crime. And he ended by asking them, first all together and then separately, whether they knew the perpetrator or perpetrators of the murder in the Cathedral Porch, committed the night before on the person of a Colonel in the army.


The room to which they had been taken was lit by a smoking lamp, whose feeble light seemed to be filtered through lenses full of water. What was happening? What wall was that? And that rack bristling more fiercely with weapons than the jaws of a tiger, and that policeman’s belt full of cartridges?


The beggars’ unexpected reply to his questions made the Judge Advocate General jump up from his chair.


“Tell me the truth!” he shouted, opening basilisk eyes behind his thick spectacles and banging his fist on the table he used as a desk.


One by one they repeated in the voices of souls in torment that the assassin had been the Zany, and described in detail the crime they had witnessed with their own eyes.


At a sign from the Judge Advocate the policemen who had been listening outside the door fell upon the beggars, beat them and pushed them into an empty room. From the almost invisible centre beam a long rope was hanging.


“It was the idiot!” screamed the first to be tortured, eager to escape by telling the truth. “It was the idiot, sir! It was the idiot! Before God, it was the idiot! The idiot! The idiot! The Zany! The Zany! It was him! Him! Him!”


“That’s what they told you to say, but lies won’t cut any ice with me. The truth or death, do you hear? Get that into your heads if it’s not there already!”


The Judge Advocate’s voice faded away like the roaring of blood in the ears of the unfortunate wretch, who was suspended by his thumbs with his feet some way off the ground. He went on shouting:


“It was the idiot! That’s who it was! I swear to God it was the idiot! It was the idiot! It was the idiot! It was the idiot! … It was the idiot!”


“Lies!” declared the Judge Advocate, and then, during a pause: “Lies! You’re a liar! I’ll tell you who murdered Colonel José Parrales Sonriente, and we’ll see if you dare deny it; I’ll tell you myself. It was General Eusebio Canales and Abel Carvajal, the lawyer!”


A frozen silence followed these words; then there was a moan, and after a pause another moan and finally a “yes”. When the rope was unfastened the Widower fell to the floor unconscious. Dripping with sweat and tears, the mulatto’s cheeks looked like coal wetted by the rain. When they went on to interrogate his companions, who were trembling like dogs poisoned by the police and dying in the street, they all confirmed what the Judge Advocate General had said—all except the Mosquito. His face was contorted by a rictus of fear and disgust. They hung him up by the fingers because he went on insisting from the ground—seeming indeed half buried in the earth as all legless men do—that his companions were lying when they accused unknown persons of a crime for which the idiot alone was responsible.


“Responsible!” The Judge Advocate pounced on the word. “How dare you say an idiot is responsible? You see what lies you tell us—an irresponsible idiot responsible!”


“It’s what he’ll tell you himself—”


“He must be beaten,” said a policeman with a woman’s voice; and another struck him across the face with a lash.


“Tell the truth!” shouted the Judge Advocate as the whip lashed the old man’s cheeks. “The truth, or you’ll hang here all night!”


“Can’t you see I’m blind?”


“Then stop saying it was the Zany.”


“No, because that’s the truth and I’ve got the spunk to say so!”


Two strokes from the lash covered his lips in blood.


“Listen, even if you are blind you can tell the truth like the rest.”


“All right,” agreed the Mosquito in a faint voice, and the Judge Advocate thought he had won. “All right, you clot, it was the Zany who did it …”


“You fool!”


The Judge Advocate’s insult was lost to the ears of this half-man who would never hear anything again. When they loosed the rope, the Mosquito’s dead body—or rather his torso, for he had lost both his legs—fell to the ground like a broken pendulum.


“The old liar, how could his evidence be any use when he was blind?” said the Judge Advocate General as he walked past the corpse.


And he hurried off to take the President the news of the first results of the inquiry, in a ramshackle cab drawn by two thin horses, and with its lamps shining like the eyes of death. The police flung the Mosquito’s body into a garbage-cart on its way to the cemetery. The cocks were beginning to crow. Those of the beggars who had been set free went back to the streets. The deaf-mute was crying with fear of the child she felt moving in her womb.


* Of mixed white and Indian blood.




CHAPTER III


The Flight of the Zany


THE Zany fled through the narrow twisting streets of the suburbs, but his frantic cries disturbed neither the calm of the sky nor the sleep of the inhabitants, who were as alike one another in their simulation of death as they would be different when they resumed the struggle for life at sunrise. Some lacked the bare necessities of life and were forced to work hard for their daily bread, others got more than enough from the privileged industries of idleness: as friends of the President; owners of house-property (forty or fifty houses); money-lenders at nine, nine and a half and ten per cent a month; officials holding seven or eight different public posts; exploiters of concessions, pensions, professional qualifications, gambling hells, cock-pits, Indians, brandy distilleries, brothels, bars and subsidised newspapers.


The blood-red juice of dawn was staining the edges of the funnel of mountains encircling the town, as it lay like a crust of scurf in the plain. The streets were tunnels of shadows, through which the earliest workmen were setting out like phantoms in the emptiness of a world that was created anew every morning; they were followed a few hours later by office workers, clerks and students; and at about eleven, when the sun was already high, by important gentlemen walking off their breakfasts and getting up an appetite for lunch, or going to see some influential friend, to get him to join in the purchase of the arrears of starving schoolmasters’ salaries at half-price. The streets still lay deep in shadow when their silence was broken by the rustle of the starched skirts of some townswoman, working without respite—as swine-herd, milk-woman, street-hawker or offal-seller—to keep her family alive, or up early to do her chores; then, when the light paled to a rosy white like a begonia flower, there would be the pattering footsteps of some thin little typist, despised by the grand ladies who waited till the sun was already hot before they left their bedrooms, stretched their legs in the passages, told their dreams to the servants, criticised the passers-by, fondled the cat, read the newspaper or admired themselves in the looking-glass.


Half in the world of reality, half in a dream, the Zany ran on, pursued by dogs and by spears of fine rain. He ran aimlessly, with his mouth open and his tongue hanging out, slobbering and panting, and his arms in the air. Doors and doors and doors and windows and doors and windows flashed past him. Suddenly he would stop and put his hands over his face to defend himself from a telegraph pole, but when he realised it was harmless he burst out laughing and went on again, like a man escaping from a prison with walls made of mist, so that the more he ran the further they receded.


When he came to the suburbs, where the town gave way to the surrounding country, he sank on to a heap of rubbish, like someone who has reached his bed at last, and fell asleep. Above the dunghill was a spiders-web of dead trees, covered with turkey-buzzards; when they saw the Zany lying there motionless, the black birds of prey fixed him with their bluish eyes and settled on the ground beside him, hopping all round him—a hop this way, a hop that way—in a macabre dance. Ceaselessly looking about them, making ready for flight at the smallest movement of a leaf or the wind in the rubbish—a hop this way, a hop that way—they closed in upon him in a circle until he was within reach of their beaks. A savage croaking gave the signal for the attack. The Zany got to his feet as he woke, prepared to defend himself. One of the boldest birds had fastened its beak in his upper lip piercing it right through to the teeth like a dart, while the other carnivores disputed as to which should have his eyes and his heart. The bird which had hold of his lip struggled to tear off the morsel, caring nothing that its prey was alive, and would have succeeded had not the Zany taken a step backwards and rolled down a precipice of garbage, sending up clouds of dust and chunks of caked debris.


It was growing dark. Green sky. Green countryside. In the barracks the bugles were sounding six o’clock, echoing the anxiety of a tribe on the alert, or a besieged medieval town. In the prisons the agony of captives who were being slowly killed by the passage of the years began anew. The horizon withdrew its little heads into the streets of the town, a snail with a thousand heads. People were returning from audiences with the President, some in favour, some in disgrace. The lights from the windows of the gamblingdens stabbed the darkness.


The idiot was struggling with the ghost of the turkey-buzzard which he still seemed to feel attacking him, and also with the pain of a leg broken in his fall—an unbearable, black pain, which tore at his vitals.


All night long he whined like an injured dog, first softly then loudly, softly and loudly:


“Ee, ee, ee … Ee, ee, ee …”


As he sat beside a pool of water among the wild plants whose lovely flowers had been engendered by the filth of the town, the idiot’s brain was brewing gigantic storms within its small compass.


“E-e-eee … E-e-eee. E-e-eee.”


The steel finger-nails of fever were clawing at his forehead. Disassociation of ideas. A fluctuating world seen in a mirror. Fantastic disproportion. Hurricane of delirium. Vertiginous flight, horizontal, vertical, oblique, newly-born and dead in a spiral … 


“Eee, ee, ee, ee, ee.”


Curveofacurveinacurveofacurvecurveofacurveinacurveof Lot’s wife. (Did she invent lotteries?) The mules pulling the tram were turning into Lot’s wife and their immobility annoyed the tram conductors, who, not content with breaking their whips on their backs and throwing stones at them, invited the gentlemen passengers to use their weapons. The grandest of them carried daggers and made the mules go by stabbing them … 


“Ee, ee, ee.”


INRIdiot! INRIdiot!


“Ee, ee, ee.”


The knife-grinder sharpens his teeth before he laughs! Smile-sharpeners! Knife-grinder’s teeth!


“Mother!”


The drunkard’s cry roused him.


“Mother!”


The moon was shining brilliantly between the spongy clouds. Its white light fell on the damp leaves giving them the gloss and texture of porcelain.


They’re carrying off—!


They’re carrying off—!


They’re carrying off the saints from the church to bury them!


Oh what fun, oh they’re going to bury them, they’re going to bury them, oh, what fun!


The cemetery is gayer than the town and cleaner than the town! Oh what fun! They’re going to bury them!


Ta-ra-ra! Ta-ra-ra-boom!


And on he went, through thick and thin, taking great leaps from one volcano to another, from star to star, from sky to sky, half awake, half asleep, amongst big mouths and little mouths, with teeth and without teeth, with lips and without lips, with double lips, with moustaches, with double tongues, with triple tongues, crying: “Mother! Mother! Mother!”


Toot-toot! He took the local train to get away from the town to the mountains as quickly as possible; the mountains would give him a leg-up to the volcanoes, beyond the wireless pylons, beyond the slaughter-house, beyond the artillery fort—a vol-au-vent stuffed with soldiers.


But the train returned to its point of departure like a toy on a string; and when it arrived—chuff-chuff, chuff-chuff—a snuffling vegetable-seller with hair like the withies her baskets were made of was waiting in the station, and cried out: “Some bread for the idiot, polly parrot? Water for the idiot! Water for the idiot!”


Pursued by the vegetable-seller who was threatening him with a gourd full of water, he ran towards the Cathedral Porch, but when he arrived—“Mother!” a cry, a jump, a man, night; a struggle, death, blood, flight, the idiot … “Water for the idiot, polly parrot! Water for the idiot!”


The pain in his leg awoke him. He felt there was a labyrinth inside his bones. His eyes grew sad in the daylight. Sleeping lianas covered in beautiful flowers invited him to sleep beneath their shade, close to a cool spring which moved its foaming tail as if a silver squirrel were hidden amongst its mosses and ferns.


No one. No one.


Once again the Zany took refuge in the night of his closed eyes and fought against pain, trying to find a position for his broken leg, holding his torn lip in place. But whenever he raised his burning lids, blood-red skies were passing above him. Between flashes of lightning the ghosts of caterpillars fled away as butterflies.


He turned his back on the alarum bell of delirium. Snow for the dying! The ice-man is selling the viaticum! The priest is selling snow! Snow for the dying! Ting-a-ling! Snow for the dying! The viaticum is going by! The ice-man is passing! Take your hat off, you dribbling mute! Snow for the dying!




CHAPTER IV


Angel Face


COVERED in bits of paper, leather and rags, skeleton umbrellas, brims of straw hats, saucepans with holes in them, broken china, cardboard boxes, pulped books, pieces of glass, shoes curled up by the sun, collars, egg-shells, scraps of cotton and food—the Zany went on dreaming. Now he saw himself in a large patio surrounded by masks; soon he realised that they were the faces of people watching a cock-fight. The fight blazed up like paper in a flame. One of the combatants expired without pain before the spectators’ eyes, which were glazed with pleasure to see the curved spurs drawn out smothered in blood. A smell of brandy. Tobacco-stained spittle. Entrails. Savage exhaustion. Somnolence. Weakness. Tropical noon. Someone was tiptoeing through his dream so as not to wake him … 


It was the Zany’s mother. The mistress of a cock-breeder who played the guitar with flinty fingernails, she had been the victim of his jealousy and his vices. The story of her troubles was endless: at the mercy of this worthless man and a martyr to the child born to her under the “direct” influence of a changing moon, so the midwives said, in her agony she had connected her baby’s disproportionately large head—a round head with a double crown like the moon—with the bony faces of all the other patients in the hospital, and the expressions of fear and disgust, the hiccups, gloom and vomiting of the drunken cock-breeder.


The Zany became aware of the rustle of starched petticoats—wind and leaves—and ran after her with tears in his eyes.


He found relief in her motherly bosom. The entrails of the woman who had given birth to him absorbed the pain of his wounds like blotting-paper. What a deep and imperturbable refuge. What abundance of love! My pretty little lily! My fine big lily! How I love you! How I love you!


The cock-breeder was singing softly into the hollow of his ear:




Why not,


Why not,


Why not, my sugar-plum lollypop,


For I am a cock lollypop


And when I raise my foot lollypop


I drag my wing lollypop!





The Zany raised his head and without speaking said:


“I’m sorry, Mamma, I’m sorry!”


And the apparition stroked his face tenderly and replied:


“I’m sorry, my son, I’m sorry!”


From a long way off he heard his father’s voice, emerging from a glass of brandy:




I was hooked I was hooked


I was hooked by a white woman,


And when the yucca grows well


Only the leaves are torn up!





The Zany murmured:


“I’m sick to my soul, Mamma!”


And the apparition stroked his face tenderly and replied:


“I’m sick to my soul, my son!”


Happiness does not taste of flesh. Close beside them the shadow of a pine tree lay kissing the earth, as cool as a river. And in the pine tree a bird was singing, a bird that was also a little gold bell.


“I am the Rose-Apple of the Bird of Paradise, I am life, half my body is a lie, the other half is truth; I am a rose and I am an apple, I give to everyone one glass eye and one real eye; those who see with my glass eye see because they dream, those who see with my real eye see because they are looking! I am life, the Rose-Apple of the Bird of Paradise; I am the lie in every truth, and the truth in every fabrication!”


Suddenly the idiot left his mother’s lap and ran to watch the circus go by: horses with long manes like weeping-willows ridden by women dressed in spangles; carriages decorated with flowers and paper streamers reeled along the paved streets as unsteadily as drunkards. A troupe of squalid street musicians, trumpeters, fiddle-scrapers and drum-beaters. Floury-faced clowns were distributing bright-coloured programmes announcing a gala performance in honour of the President of the Republic, the Benefactor of his Country, Head of the Great Liberal Party and Protector of Studious Youth.


The idiot’s gaze wandered round the high vaulted roof. The circus performers left him alone in a building standing above a bottomless abyss the colour of verdigris. The seats were hanging from the curtains like suspension bridges. The confessionals went up and down between the earth and sky like lifts carrying souls, operated by the Angel of the Golden Ball and the Devil with Eleven Thousand Horns. The Virgin of Carmel came out from her shrine through the wall of glass enclosing her, just as light passes through a window, and asked what he wanted and whom he was looking for. And he was delighted to stop and talk to her, to the owner of the house, the sweetest of the angels, the reason for the existence of the saints and the poor people’s pastrycook. This great lady was less than three feet tall, but when she spoke she gave the impression of understanding everything like a full-grown person. The Zany explained by signs how much he enjoyed chewing wax; and half-smiling, half-serious, she told him to take one of the lighted tapers from the altar. Then, gathering up her too-long silver cloak, she led him by the hand to a basin full of coloured fish and gave him the rainbow to suck like barley-sugar. Perfect bliss! He felt happy from the tip of his tongue to the tip of his toes. It was something he had never had in his life: a piece of wax to chew like copal, peppermint-flavoured barley-sugar, a basin full of coloured fish, and a mother who sang as she massaged his injured leg: “Get well, get well, my little frog’s bottom, seven little farts for you and your mamma!” All this was his as he slept on the garbage.


But happiness lasts no longer than a shower in the sunshine … Down the path of beaten earth the colour of milk leading to the rubbish-dump came a wood-cutter followed by his dog; he carried a faggot of sticks on his back, his coat folded over it and his machete in his arms like a baby. The gulley was not deep, but the falling dusk had plunged it in shadows and shrouded the rubbish piled up in its depths. The wood-cutter turned and looked back. He could have sworn he was being followed. Further on, he stopped again. He sensed the presence of some hidden person. The dog howled, with its hair standing on end as if it saw the devil. An eddy of wind lifted some dirty bits of paper, stained as with women’s blood or beetroot juice. The sky looked very far away, very blue, decorated like the vault of a very high tomb with sleepily circling turkey-buzzards. Suddenly the dog raced off to the place where the Zany was lying. The wood-cutter trembled with fear. He followed the dog cautiously, step by step, to see who the dead man was. He was in danger of cutting his feet on broken glass, bottle-ends and sardine-tins, and had to jump over foul-smelling excrement and nameless patches of darkness. The hollows were full of water, like harbours among the garbage.


Without putting down his load—his fear was a heavier burden—he caught hold of one of the supposed corpse’s feet, and was astonished to find a living man, whose panting breath combined with his cries and the dog’s barking to make a graph of his distress, like wind when it is laced with rain. The footsteps of someone walking through a little wood of pines and ancient guava-trees near-by agitated the wood-cutter even more. Suppose it was a policeman! Oh well, really, that would be the last straw!


“Quiet!” he said to the dog. And as it went on barking he gave it a kick. “Shut up, you brute, be quiet!”


Should he run for it? But flight would be a confession of guilt. Worse still, if it were a policeman. And turning to the injured man:


“Here quick, I’ll help you get up! My God, they’ve half killed you! Quick, don’t be scared, don’t shout; I’m not hurting you! I was just coming along, and saw you lying there …”


“I saw you digging him out,” interrupted a voice behind him, “and I turned back in case it was someone I knew; let’s get him out of here.”


The wood-cutter turned his head to reply, and nearly fainted with fear. He gave a gasp, and would have made off except that he was supporting a man who could barely stand. The man who had spoken was an angel: a complexion of golden marble, fair hair, a small mouth and an almost feminine appearance, in strong contrast with the manly expression of his black eyes. He was wearing grey. In the fading light he seemed to be dressed in a cloud. In his slender hands he held a thin cane and a broad-brimmed hat which looked like a dove.


“An angel!” The wood-cutter couldn’t take his eyes from him. “An angel,” he repeated, “an angel!”


“It’s obvious from his clothes that he’s very poor,” said the newcomer. “What a sad thing it is to be poor!”


“That depends; everything in this world depends on something else. Look at me; I’m very poor; but I’ve got my work, my wife and my hut, and I don’t think I’m to be pitied,” stammered the wood-cutter like a man talking in his sleep, hoping to ingratiate himself with this angel, who might recompense his Christian resignation by changing him from a wood-cutter to a king, if he so wished. And for a second he saw himself dressed in gold, with a red cloak, a crown on his head and a sceptre set with jewels in his hand. The rubbish dump seemed far away … 


“Strange!” remarked the new arrival, raising his voice above the Zany’s groans.


“Why strange? After all, we poor men are more resigned than other people. And what can we do, anyway? It’s true that with the schools and all that, anyone who learns to read gets ideas into his head. Even my wife gets sad sometimes and says she’d like to have wings on Sundays.”


The injured man fainted two or three times as they descended the steeper part of the slope. The trees rose and sank before his moribund eyes like the fingers of Chinese dancers. The remarks of the men who were now almost carrying him zigzagged in his ears like drunk men on a slippery floor. There was a great black patch before his eyes. Sudden cold shivers blew through his body, setting ablaze the ashes of his burning fancies.


“So your wife wants wings on Sundays?” said the stranger. “Wings! And if she had them they’d be no use to her.”


“That’s right; she says she wants them to go out with, and when she’s fed up with me she asks the wind for them.”


The wood-cutter stopped to wipe the sweat from his forehead with his sleeve, and exclaimed:


“He’s no light weight!”


The new arrival said:


“Her legs are quite good enough for that; even if she had wings she wouldn’t go.”


“Not she; nor yet out of good nature neither, but because women are birds who can’t live without their cage, and because I carry home too few bits of wood to go breaking them on her back”—he remembered at this point that he was talking to an angel and hastily gilded the pill—“for her own good, of course.”


The stranger was silent.


“Who can have beaten up this poor chap?” went on the woodcutter, changing the subject out of embarrassment at what he had just said.


“There are plenty …”


“It’s true, some people’ll do anything, but this chap looks as if—as if they’d had no mercy on him. A jab in the mouth with a knife and off with him to the rubbish dump!”


“He’s probably got other wounds.”


“Looks to me as if the one in his lip was done with a razor, and they chucked him away here so that the crime shouldn’t be found out, eh?”


“But what a place!”


“Just what I was going to say.”


The trees were covered with turkey-buzzards making ready to leave the gulley. The Zany’s fear was stronger even than his pain, and kept him mute; he curled himself up like a hedgehog in a deathly silence.


The wind ran lightly over the plain, blowing from the town into the country, delicate, gentle, familiar … 


The stranger looked at his watch, and after putting some money in the wounded man’s pocket and bidding the wood-cutter a friendly goodbye, he walked quickly away.


The sky was cloudless and resplendent. The outermost houses of the town looked out at the countryside with their electric lights burning like matches in a darkened theatre. Sinuous groves of trees were beginning to appear out of the darkness near the first houses: mud huts smelling of straw, wooden cabins smelling of ladino, big houses with sordid front yards stinking like stables, and inns where it was usual to find fodder for sale, a servant girl with a lover in the barracks, and a group of muleteers sitting in the darkness.


When he reached the first houses the wood-cutter abandoned the injured man, after telling him how to get to the hospital. The Zany half-opened his eyes in search of help, or something to cure his hiccups; but it was on shut doors in a deserted street that his moribund gaze fastened itself like a sharp thorn. Far off bugles could be heard, testifying to the submission of a nomad race, and bells tremulously tolling thrice for the souls of dead Christians: Mer—cy! Mer—cy! Mer—cy!


He was terrified by a turkey-buzzard dragging itself through the shadows. The creature had a broken wing and its angry complaints sounded to him like a threat. Slowly he moved away, step by step, leaning against the walls, against the motionless trembling of the walls, giving moan after moan, not knowing where he was going, with the wind in his face, the wind which had bitten ice before it blew at night. He was shaken by hiccups … 


The wood-cutter dropped his bundle of wood in the courtyard of his hut as usual. His dog had got home before him and received him effusively. He pushed it aside, and without taking off his hat opened his coat so that it hung on his shoulders like a bat’s wings; then he went up to the fire in the corner of the room, where his wife was cooking pancakes, and told her what had happened.


“I met an angel on the rubbish dump.”


The light from the flames flickered on the bamboo walls and the straw roof, like the wings of other angels.


From the hut there emerged a tremulous stream of white, vegetal smoke.




CHAPTER V


That Swine!


THE President’s secretary was listening to Doctor Barreño.


“I must tell you, Mr Secretary, that I’ve been visiting the barracks daily for the last ten years, as military surgeon. And I tell you I’ve been the victim of an unspeakable outrage; I was arrested, and my arrest was due to—but I must tell you about it. This is what happened: a strange disease suddenly made its appearance in the Military Hospital; every day ten or twelve men died in the morning, ten or twelve in the afternoon, and ten or twelve more in the night. Well, the Chief of Military Hygiene commissioned me and some of my colleagues to enquire into the situation and find out what was the cause of the death of individuals who had been admitted to hospital the day before in good health, or nearly so. Well, after five autopsies I succeeded in proving that these unfortunate men had died of a perforation in the stomach, as big as a small coin, produced by some external agent that I didn’t recognise, and which turned out to be the sodium sulphate they had been given as a purge—sodium bought from the soda-water factory, and therefore of poor quality. Well, my colleagues didn’t share my opinion, and presumably for that reason were not arrested; in their view it was a new disease which needed further investigation. I tell you a hundred and forty soldiers died, and there are still two barrels of sulphate left. I tell you that in order to enrich himself by a few pesos, the Chief of Military Hygiene sacrificed a hundred and forty men, as well as those still to follow. I tell you …”


“Doctor Luis Barreño!” shouted one of the President’s aides-de-camp from the door of the secretary’s office:


“I’ll tell you what he says to me, Mr Secretary.”


The secretary took a few steps towards the door with Doctor Barreño. Humanitarian considerations apart, he was interested by the picaresque style of his story, built up step by step, monotonous and grey, in harmony with the grizzled head and dry beef-steak face of a man of science.


The President of the Republic received the doctor standing, his head held high, one arm hanging at his side in a natural position, the other behind his back, and without giving him time to greet him, he declaimed:


“Please get this straight, Don Luis: I am not going to stand the good name of my government being depreciated by gossiping medical quacks, even to the smallest degree. My enemies must be careful to remember this, because I’ll have the head of the first man who forgets it. You may go! Get out! … and go and fetch that swine!”


Doctor Barreño went out backwards, hat in hand, his forehead wrinkled tragically and his face as pale as it would be the day he was buried.


“I’m done for, Mr Secretary, I’m done for! The only thing I heard him say was: ‘You may go! Get out, and go and fetch that swine!’”


“I am that swine!”


So saying, a clerk got up from a table in a corner, and went into the President’s room by the door Doctor Barreño had just shut behind him.


“I thought he was going to hit me! If you’d only seen—if you’d only seen!” gabbled the doctor, wiping away the sweat that was streaming down his face. “If only you’d seen! But I’m wasting your time, Mr Secretary, and you’re very busy. I’m going now. And thank you very much.”


“Goodbye, my dear Doctor. Don’t mention it. Good luck.”


The Secretary finished writing out the despatches which the President would sign in a few minutes’ time. The town was soaking up the orangeade of dusk; it was clothed in pretty muslin clouds and a crown of stars like the angels in a prologue. The shining steeples let fall the Ave Maria like a life-belt into the streets.


Barreño went home, his world crumbling round him. How could he have parried such a treacherous blow? He shut the door, looking at the roofs from which murderous hands might descend and strangle him, and hid himself at the back of a wardrobe in his bedroom.


His coats were suspended in a solemn row like the corpses of hanged men preserved in naphthaline, and their funereal appearance reminded Barreño of the assassination of his father, many years ago, when walking alone at night. His family had had to be content with a fruitless judicial inquiry; and after crime came melodrama in the form of an anonymous letter couched in more or less the following terms: “My brother-in-law and I were returning along the road from Vuelta Grande to La Canoa at about eleven o’clock at night when we heard a shot some way off; another, another, another—we counted five. We took refuge in a little copse near by. We heard horses coming towards us at full gallop. Riders and horses almost touched us as they went by, and after a while we went on our way again. Then all was silence, but soon our horses began to rear. While they were shying and whinnying we dismounted, pistol in hand, to see what was the matter, and there we found the dead body of a man lying on his face, and a little further on a wounded mule, which my brother-in-law put out of its pain. We immediately went back to Vuelta Grande to report our discovery. At Headquarters we found Colonel José Parrales Sonriente, ‘the man with the little mule’, and a group of his friends, sitting round a table covered with wine-glasses. We took him on one side and told him what we had seen. First the shots, then … He listened to us, shrugged his shoulders, turned his gaze to the guttering candle-flame and replied deliberately: ‘Go straight home—I know what I’m talking about—and never mention this matter again!’”


“Luis! Luis!”


One of his overcoats slipped from its hanger like a bird of prey.


“Luis!”


With a quick movement Barreño stepped into his library and began turning the pages of a book. How frightened his wife would have been if she had found him in his hanging-cupboard!


“It’s really past a joke! You’ll kill yourself or go crazy with all this studying! I’ve told you so from the first! Can’t you understand that it’s tact rather than knowledge you need if you want to get on? What good does all this studying do you? What good does all this studying do you? None whatever! It won’t even buy you a pair of socks! It’s really too bad! It’s too bad!”


Daylight, and his wife’s voice restored him to calm.


“It’s the last straw! Studying, studying … What for? So that when you’re dead they’ll say how learned you were, just as they always do about everyone. Pooh! Leave studying to quacks; you don’t need it—that’s the point of having a degree; you’ve got knowledge and don’t have to study. And don’t look so cross! Clients are what you need, not a library. If you had a patient for each of these useless books, this house would be a healthier place. As for me, I’d like to see your clinic full up, hear the telephone ringing all the time, see you summoned to consultations—getting somewhere, in fact …”


“What do you mean by getting somewhere?”


“Well—be a success. And don’t go and tell me that you must wear your eyes out reading for that. Other doctors get along with half of what you know. They’re content to elbow their way to the front and make a name for themselves. The President’s doctor here, the President’s doctor there—that’s what it means to get somewhere.”


“We-e-ell.” Barreño dwelt on the word as if to bridge a little gap in his memory. “Well, my dear, you’d better stop hoping; I suppose you’ll fall over backwards when I tell you that I’ve just been to see the President. Yes, to see the President.”


“Oh, my goodness! And what did he say to you? How did he receive you?”


“Badly. The only thing I heard him say was something about cutting my head off. I was afraid, and what was worse I couldn’t find the way out of the room.”


“He ticked you off? Well, you’re not the first nor the last. He’s pitched into plenty of others!” And after a long pause she added: “Timidity has always been your undoing.”


“But, my dear girl, show me somebody who is brave when he meets a wild beast.”


“No, my dear, that’s not what I mean; I’m talking about surgery, since you can’t manage to be the President’s doctor. And for that the important thing is to lose your timidity. What a surgeon needs is courage, I tell you. Courage and determination in using his knife. A dressmaker who isn’t ready to waste material will never succeed in cutting out a dress properly. And a dress is worth something, you know. On the other hand, a doctor can get his hand in by practising on the Indians in hospital. But don’t worry about what’s happened between you and the President. Come and have lunch. He must have been in a bad temper because of that horrible assassination in the Cathedral Porch.”
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