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PROLOGUE


ALCÂNTARA: Whipping-post Square



‘Man’s swelling his pointed dick! Squaaawk! Man’s swelling his pointed dick!’ Heidegger’s harsh, nasal, drunken-sounding voice echoed round the room.


Eléazard von Wogau looked up from his reading in sudden exasperation; half swivelling round in his chair, he grabbed the first book his hand lit on and threw it as hard as he could at the bird. At the other end of the room the parrot, with a vigorous, multicoloured ruffling of feathers, rose from its perch just enough to avoid the missile. Father Reilly’s Studia Kircheriana landed with a crash on the table beyond it, overturning the half-full bottle of cachaça. It shattered on the spot, soaking the book that had fallen apart.


‘Oh, shit!’ Eléazard groaned.


For a brief moment he wondered whether to get up and try to save the book from further damage but then, catching the Sartrian look of the large macaw, that was pretending to be searching for something in its plumage, its head thrown back in an absurd attitude, its eye crazed, he decided to return to Caspar Schott’s manuscript.


It was pretty remarkable, if you thought about it, that such a find was still possible: a completely unpublished manuscript that had come to light in the course of an inventory at the National Library in Palermo. The librarian had not thought the contents worthy of anything more than a brief article in the library’s quarterly bulletin together with a note to the director of the local Goethe Institute. It had taken an exceptional concatenation of circumstances for a photocopy of this handwritten manuscript – the biography, written in French by an obscure German Jesuit, of another, equally forgotten Jesuit – to reach Brazil and Eléazard’s desk. In a sudden access of zeal, the director of the Goethe Institute had taken it upon himself to communicate the discovery to Werner Küntzel, the Berliner who for several years had been attempting to demonstrate how the binary language of computers was rooted in the scholasticism of Ramon Llull and its later variants, notably that of Athanasius Kircher. Always inclined to get carried away, Küntzel had immediately proposed it to the Thomas Sessler publishing house. Balking at the cost of translation, the publisher agreed in principle to a subscription edition and, on Küntzel’s advice, had commissioned Eléazard to establish the text and provide a commentary.


You old bugger, Werner, Eléazard thought with a smile, you’ve really no idea …


He hadn’t seen him since the distant days, already disappearing in the mists of time, of their meeting in Heidelberg, but he well remembered his weasel face and the nervous twitch causing the obscene quiver of a little muscle in his cheek. It suggested repressed tension, ready, it seemed, to explode at any minute, with the result that it sometimes made Eléazard forget what he was saying, an effect perhaps more or less consciously intended by Küntzel. They had corresponded from time to time, although in fairly formal tones on his part, and Werner had never received more than a postcard, occasionally two, in response to the long letters in which he went into detail about his life and his successes. No, really, he didn’t realise to what extent his own life had changed, nor what resources he had had to find to return to his old love. No doubt he knew Kircher’s works better than anyone – fifteen years of close acquaintance with a famous unknown are generally sufficient to procure one that useless privilege – but Werner had no idea how far behind he had left his youthful ambitions. Eléazard had long since consigned the thesis he had been working on in Heidelberg to oblivion, even though he continued to evoke its shade as the sole motivation for an obsession which kept surprising him a little. He had to admit he collected anything closely or distantly connected with the life of that grotesque Jesuit with the same obsessiveness as some people collect bottles of whisky or cigarette packets long after they’ve stopped drinking or smoking. First editions, engravings, studies or articles, scattered quotations, everything was grist to his mill to fill the void left by his long-ago abandonment of university life. It was his way of remaining faithful, of satisfying, even if at the same time mocking, an appetite for knowledge of which, long ago, he had not shown himself worthy.


‘Soledade!’ he shouted without turning round.


It wasn’t long before the young mulatto’s strange, beaming clown’s face appeared. ‘Yes, Senhor?’ she said in her velvety voice and with the intonation of someone wondering what could be wanted of her so abruptly.


‘Could you make me a caipirinha, please?’


‘Pode preparar me uma caipirinha, por favor?’ Soledade repeated, imitating his accent and errors of syntax.


Eléazard repeated his request by raising his eyebrows, but she just wagged her finger at him, as if to say, ‘You’re incorrigible!’


‘Yes, Senhor,’ she said before she went, not without pulling a face from which the tip of a pink tongue protruded.


A mixture of Negro and Indian, a cabocla as they said here, Soledade had been born in a village of the Sertão. She was only eighteen but from adolescence she had had to move to the town to help feed her over-numerous brothers and sisters. For five years the interior regions everywhere had suffered from drought; the peasants were reduced to eating cactus and snakes, but they could not bring themselves to abandon their patch of land and preferred to send their children to the large towns on the coast where they could at least beg. Soledade had been luckier than most: with the help of one of her father’s cousins she had found work as a servant with a Brazilian family. Shamelessly exploited and thrashed for the least failure to carry out her employers’ orders, she had been delighted to accept an offer of work from a Frenchman whose eye she had caught at a feijoada given by his colleagues from the office. Denis Raffenel had been more attracted by her smile, her silky negro skin and her beautiful young girl’s body than by her domestic skills; but he had treated her kindly, not to say respected her, so that she was perfectly content with the double wages he paid and the minimum work she was asked to do to earn them. Three months ago Eléazard’s divorce had happened to coincide with the departure of this heaven-sent Frenchman and he had asked her to come and work for him, partly to please Raffenel but mostly because he was alone. Since she knew him from having seen him several times when he visited Raffenel and since he was French as well – she would have died rather than go back to work for Brazilians – Soledade had accepted immediately, though she did demand the same wages, a pittance to be honest, and a colour television. Eléazard had agreed and one fine day she had moved in.


Soledade did the washing, the shopping and the cooking, cleaned the house when it suited her, which was rarely, and spent most of her time watching the insipid soaps on TV Globo, the national channel. As for the ‘special’ services she had provided for her previous employer, Eléazard had never requested them. He had never even entered the little room she had chosen for herself, out of indifference rather than thoughtfulness, for which Soledade seemed grateful.


He watched her as she came back, once more enjoying her casual gait, her very African way of sliding over the ground with the irritating slap of her bare feet. She placed the glass on his desk, pulled a face at him again and left.


Taking a sip of his drink – Soledade got the perfect balance between cachaça and lime – Eléazard gazed out of the window in front of him. It gave directly onto the jungle or, to be more precise, the mata, that luxuriance of tall trees, twisted lianas and foliage which had retaken possession of the town without anyone objecting. From his first floor Eléazard had the feeling he was plunging straight into the heart of organic life, a little like a surgeon bent over a stomach open to his curiosity alone. When he had decided to leave São Luís to buy a house in Alcântara he had been spoilt for choice. The old baroque town, the jewel of 18th-century architecture in Brazil, was falling into ruin. Ignored by history since the downfall of the Marquis de Pombal, engulfed by the forest, insects and damp, it was inhabited by a tiny population of fishermen too poor to live anywhere but in shacks made from corrugated iron, clay and cans or in tumbledown hovels. From time to time a grower would appear, wild-eyed at having stepped out of the great forest so abruptly, to sell his harvest of mangoes or papayas to the dealers who went to and fro between São Luís and Alcântara. It was there that Eléazard had bought this immense, dilapidated house, one of the sobrados that in former times had contributed to the beauty of the town. He had acquired it for what seemed to him next to nothing but which represented a substantial sum for most Brazilians. Its façade looked straight out onto Pelourinho Square, with the abandoned Church of São Matias on the left and on the right, also open to every wind that blew, the Casa de Câmara e Cadeia, that is the town hall and prison. In the middle of the square, between the two ruins, of which only the walls and roof were left, the pelourinho still stood, the ornate stone column where refractory slaves used to be whipped. A tragic symbol of civil and religious oppression, of the blindness which had led some to massacre thousands of their fellow men with a clear conscience, the whipping post was the only one of all the monuments of the town that had remained intact. Even though they allowed their pigs to wander freely inside the church and the town hall, none of the caboclos who lived there would have allowed the least indignity to be inflicted on this testimony to thousands of years of suffering, injustice and stupidity. For nothing had changed, for nothing would ever shake those three interlinked pillars of human nature, and in that column, which had defied the ravages of time, the locals saw the symbol of their poverty and degradation.


Elaine, his wife, had never been able to bear this place where everything bore, like a stigma, the mould of deterioration, and this epidermal discharge had doubtless played a part in their separation. One more item in the multitude of faults which had been hurled at him out of the blue one evening the previous September. All the time she was talking, his mind had been filled with the standard image of a house eaten away by termites which suddenly collapses without the least sign of the impending disaster having been visible. The idea of trying to vindicate himself never entered his head, as it doubtless never enters the head of all those who are surprised one day by a slap in the face from fate: can you imagine justifying yourself when faced with an earthquake or an exploding mortar bomb? When his wife, suddenly an unknown woman, had demanded a divorce, Eléazard had submitted, signing everything he was asked to sign, agreeing to all the lawyer’s requests, just as people allow themselves to be transported from one refugee camp to another. Their daughter, Moéma, was no problem, since she was of age and led her own life; that is, if one can call her way of shirking all obligations day in, day out, ‘leading a life’.


Eléazard had chosen to remain in Alcântara and it was only recently, six months after Elaine had left to go to Brasilia, that he had started to go through the debris of his love, less to see what could be salvaged than to find the cause of such a mess.


Thinking about it, Werner’s proposal had come at just the right time. The work on Caspar Schott’s manuscript would be a kind of safety rail, forcing him to concentrate and persevere in a way that would be therapeutic. And even though there was no question of forgetting, nor ever would be, at least it would allow him to make the intervals between upsurges of memory longer.


Once more Eléazard leafed through the first chapter of the Life of Athanasius Kircher, rereading his footnotes and certain passages as he did so. God, wasn’t the opening terrible! Nothing more irritating than that stilted tone, the tone of all hagiographies, to be sure, but which here scaled the heights of platitude. The pages stank of candles and cassocks. And that tedious way of reading into childhood the signs of future ‘destiny’! In retrospect it always worked out, of course. A real pain in the arse! as Moéma said of anything, however minor, that got in the way of what she called her freedom but which was basically nothing but irrational and pathological egoism. The only one he felt attracted to was Friedrich von Spee, despite the inanity of his poems.


‘Man’s swelling his pointed dick! Squaawk, squaaaawk!’ the parrot screeched again, as if it had waited for the moment when its utterance would have the greatest effect.


As resplendent as it’s stupid, Eléazard thought, regarding the animal with disdain. A common enough paradox, alas, and not only in the great macaw of the Amazon.


He’d finished his caipirinha. A second – a third? – would have been welcome, but the idea of bothering Soledade again made him hesitate. After all, in Portuguese soledade meant ‘solitude’. ‘I live alone with Solitude …’ he said to himself. There are pleonasms which have a kind of excess of truth in them. It could have been a quotation from the Romance of the Rose: ‘When Reason heard me, she turned away and left me pensive and mournful.’




CHAPTER 1


In which we hear of the birth & early years of Athanasius Kircher, the hero of this history.


On this day, dedicated to Saint Genevieve, the third of the year 1690, I, Caspar Schott, sitting like some student at a desk in this library of which I have charge, undertake to relate the life, exemplary in every detail, of the Reverend Father Athanasius Kircher. Out of modesty this man, whose edifying works have put the stamp of his intelligence on our history, hid behind his books; people will, I am sure, be grateful to me if, as is my heartfelt desire, I gently lift this veil, in all propriety, to throw light on a destiny which glory has rendered immortal now & for evermore.


Setting out on such an arduous task, I put my trust in Mary, our mother, whom Athanasius never invoked in vain, as I take up my pen to bring back to life the man who was my master for fifty years & who bestowed on me, I make bold to assert, his true friendship.


Athanasius Kircher was born at three o’clock in the morning of the second day of May, the feast of Saint Athanasius, in the year 1602. His parents, Johannes Kircher & Anna Gansekin, were fervent & generous Catholics. At the time of his birth they lived in Geisa, a small town three hours from Fulda.


Athanasius Kircher was born, at the beginning of a period of relative concord, into a pious & close-knit family & into an atmosphere of study & contemplation which, I am sure, was not without influence on his future vocation, especially since Johannes Kircher possessed an extensive library so that as a child Athanasius was constantly surrounded by books. It was always with emotion & gratitude that, later on, he would mention to me certain titles he had held in his hands in Geisa, in particular the De Laudibus Sanctae Crucis of Rabanus Maurus, through which he had practically learnt to read.


Favoured by nature, learning even the most difficult of subjects was literally child’s play for him, but despite that he showed such application that he outshone his classmates in everything. There was never a day when he did not come back from school with some new decoration pinned to his coat, rewards with which his father was justifiably well pleased. Appointed class prefect, he assisted the master by explaining Canisius’ catechism to the first-years & heard the juniors’ lessons. At eleven he could already read the Gospels & Plutarch in the original. At twelve he won all the disputations in Latin hands down, could declaim better than anyone & wrote prose & verse with astonishing facility.


Athanasius was particularly fond of tragedy & at the age of thirteen his father gave him, as a reward for a particularly brilliant translation from Hebrew, permission to go to Aschaffenburg with his classmates to see a play: a company of wandering players were putting on Flavius Mauricius, Emperor of the East there. Johannes Kircher sent the little band in the care of a local farmer who was going to the town – two days’ walk away from Geisa – by cart & was to bring them home once the performance was over.


Athanasius was carried away by the talent of the actors & their truly magic ability to bring to life a figure he had always admired. On the boards, before his very eyes, the valiant successor to Tiberius once more defeated the Persians amid sound & fury; he harangued his troops, drove the Slavs & the Avars back over the Danube, eventually reestablishing the greatness of the Empire. And in the last act, when the traitor Phocas killed this model Christian most horribly without sparing either his wife or his sons, the crowd very nearly tore the poor actor playing the role of the vile centurion to pieces.


Athanasius took up Mauricius’ cause with all the hotheadedness of youth & when it was time to return to Geisa our madcap refused to go in the cart with his companions. The farmer who was in charge of the children tried in vain to hold him back: aspiring to an heroic death & ablaze with desire to emulate the virtue of his model, Athanasius Kircher had decided to go alone, like a hero of Antiquity, to face the Spessart forest, which was notorious not only for its highwaymen but also for the wild beasts that were to be found there.


Once in the forest, it took less than two hours for him to get lost. He spent all day wandering to & fro, trying to find the road they had taken on the way there, but the virgin forest grew thicker & thicker & he was seized with dread as night approached. Terrified by the phantasms his imagination saw in the darkness & cursing the stupid pride which had sent him on this adventure, Athanasius climbed to the top of a tree so that he would at least be safe from the wild beasts. He spent the night clutching onto a branch, praying to God with all his heart, trembling with fear & remorse. In the morning, more dead than alive from weariness & trepidation, he plunged deeper into the forest. He had continued like that for nine hours, dragging himself from tree to tree, when the forest started to thin out, revealing a large meadow. Joyfully Kircher went to find out where he was from the labourers who were gathering in the harvest – the place he was looking for was still two days’ walk away! Furnishing him with some provisions, they set him on the right path & it was five days after leaving Aschaffenburg that he returned to Geisa, to the great relief of his parents, who thought they had lost him for good.


Having exhausted his father’s patience, Athanasius was sent to continue his education as a boarder at the Jesuit college in Fulda.


True, discipline there was stricter than in the little school at Geisa, but the masters were more competent & were able to satisfy the young Kircher’s insatiable curiosity. There was also the town itself, so rich in history & architecture, the church of St Michael, with its two asymmetrical towers, & above all the library, the one founded with his own books by Rabanus Maurus so long ago & where Athanasius spent most of his free time. Apart from Maurus’ own works, in particular the original copies of De Universo & of De Laudibus Sanctae Crucis, it contained all sorts of rare manuscripts, for example the Song of Hildebrand, the Codex Ragyndrudis, the Panarion of Epiphanius of Constantia, the Summa Logicae of William of Ockham & even a copy of the Malleus Maleficarum, which Athanasius could never open without a shudder.


He often talked to me about that last book, every time he recalled his childhood friend, Friedrich von Spee Langenfeld. He was a young teacher at the Fulda seminary &, recognising in Kircher the qualities that distinguished him from his fellow students, it was not long before he became attached to him. It was through him that Athanasius discovered the darker side of the library: Martial, Terence, Petronius … Von Spee introduced him to all these authors, whom propriety insists should not be read by innocent souls; & if the pupil emerged from this dubious trial strengthened in his aspiration to virtue, that still does not exonerate his master, for ‘vice is like pitch, as soon as you touch it, it sticks to your fingers.’ We are, however, all the more willing to forgive him this slight bending of the rules of morality because his influence on Kircher was solely beneficial: did he not go out with him every Sunday to the Frauenberg, the Hill of Our Lady, to relax in the abandoned monastery & talk about the world as they contemplated the mountains and the town below?


As for the Malleus Maleficarum, Athanasius well remembered his young mentor’s anger at the cruelty and arbitrariness of the treatment inflicted on those supposedly possessed by the devil who were caught in the net of the Inquisition.


‘How can you not confess to having killed your mother & father or fornicated with the devil,’ he said, ‘when your feet are being crushed in steel shoes or they’re sticking long needles into you all over your body to find the witches’ mark which does not feel pain and which proves, according to the fools, that you have had dealings with the devil?’


And it was the student who felt the need to calm his master down, urging him to be more prudent in what he said. Then von Spee would start to whisper, out there on the hillside, quoting Ponzibinio, Weier or Cornelius Loos in support of his outburst. He was not the first, he insisted, to criticise the inhuman methods of the inquisitors, in 1584 Johann Ervich had denounced the ordeal by water, Jordaneus the witches’ mark, & as he said this von Spee got carried away again, raising his voice & striking terror to the heart of the young Athanasius, who admired him all the more for his reckless courage.


‘You see, my friend,’ von Spee cried, his eyes shining, ‘for one genuine witch – & I am prepared to doubt whether there ever was one – there are three thousand feeble-minded simpletons & three thousand raving madmen whose problems fall into the competence of doctors rather than inquisitors. It is the pretext that these things concern God & religion which allows these cruel supposed experts to have their way. But all they reveal is their own ignorance & if they attribute all these events to supernatural causes, it is because they are ignorant of the natural reasons governing things!’


Throughout his life Kircher repeatedly told me of his fascination for this man & the influence he had had on his intellectual development. Occasionally the young teacher would read him some of the magnificent poems he was writing at the time, those that were collected after his death under the titles of Counter-Nightingale & Golden Book of Virtue. Athanasius knew several of them by heart & on certain evenings of anguish in Rome, he would declaim some in a low voice, as you would say a prayer. He had a marked preference for The Idolater, a poem the Egyptian colouring of which he found particularly delightful. I feel as if I can still hear his resonant voice reciting it in a solemn, restrained style:





O mighty pennate Ishtar, adorèd, benefic,


Wellspring, lunar brilliance, cat-queen edenic!


With the salamander, live adornment of thee,


Fluorescent sea!





Androgynous, its lip tingled: Tutankhamun,


Hermes, puppets, sibyls lie carolling welcome


loyalties, elders deploying stichomythia.





He would finish with his eyes closed & remain silent, absorbed by the beauty of the lines or some memory connected with the text. I would take advantage of that to slip away, sure as I was that I would find him on the morrow back in his usual high spirits.


In 1616 von Spee was transferred to the Jesuit college in Paderborn, where he was to complete his noviciate, & Athanasius, suddenly tired of Fulda, decided to go to Mainz to study philosophy. The winter of 1617 was particularly hard. Mainz was buried beneath the snow, all the rivers around were frozen over. Athanasius had flung himself wholeheartedly into the study of philosophy, above all that of Aristotle, which he loved & assimilated with astonishing rapidity. But having learnt from his experiences at Fulda, where his fellow students had sometimes reacted brutally to his subtlety of mind, Athanasius worked in secret & refused to reveal how much he had learnt. Feigning humility & even stupidity, he was looked upon as an industrious pupil limited by his lack of understanding.


A few months after his arrival in Mainz, Kircher expressed the desire to enter the Society of Jesus. Since he was not, to all appearances, intellectually gifted, it took an approach by his father to Johann Copper, the Jesuits’ superior in the Rhineland, before the latter accepted his candidacy. His departure for the noviciate in Paderborn was put off until the autumn of 1618, after he had taken his final exams in philosophy. Athanasius was delighted by the news, doubtless in part at the prospect of seeing his friend von Spee again.


That winter ice-skating was all the rage; Athanasius developed such skill in this activity that he derived sinful satisfaction from showing off in front of his companions. Filled with vanity, he liked to use his agility & the length of his slides to leave them behind. One day, when he was trying to skate faster than one of his fellow students, he realised he could not stop on the ice: his legs went in different directions & he took a severe fall on the hard-frozen ground. This fall, which was a just punishment for his conceit, left Kircher with a nasty hernia & various abrasions to his legs, which the same pride made him keep hidden.


By February these wounds had become infected. Not having been treated, they started to suppurate badly & in a few days poor Athanasius’ legs had swollen so much that he could only walk with extreme difficulty. As the winter intensified, Athanasius continued to study in the worst conditions of cold & discomfort imaginable. Afraid of being rejected by the Jesuit college, where he had only been accepted with great difficulty, he remained silent about his state, with the result that his legs got progressively worse, right up to the day he was to leave for Paderborn.


His journey on foot across the Hesse countryside was veritable torture. In the course of the days & nights of the walk Athanasius recalled his conversations with Friedrich von Spee about the tortures inflicted by the inquisitors on those accused of witchcraft: that was what he was having to endure & it was only his faith in Jesus & the prospect of soon being reunited with his friend that helped him to withstand as best he could the sufferings of the flesh. Limping terribly, he reached the Jesuit college in Paderborn on 2 October 1618. Immediately after they had expressed their delight at seeing each other again, von Spee, who was there to receive him, squeezed his secret out of him. A surgeon, who was called urgently, was horrified at the state of his legs; he found them already gangrenous and declared Kircher beyond hope. Thinking an incurable sickness was enough in itself, Kircher said nothing about his hernia. The superior of the college, Johann Copper, came to tell him gently that he would have to return home if his health had not improved within the month. However, he called all the novices together in prayer to ask God to relieve the poor neophyte.


After several days during which Athanasius’ agonies only increased, von Spee advised his protégé to appeal to the Virgin, who had always watched over him. In the church in Paderborn there was a very old statue of the Virgin Mary which was said to have miraculous powers. Its fame was widespread among the ordinary folk of the region. Kircher had himself taken to the church & for a whole night he begged the Madonna to look down mercifully on the affliction of her sick child. Towards the twelfth hour he tried out his limbs to see if his supplication had been granted & was filled with a wonderful feeling of satisfaction. No longer doubting that he would be healed, he continued to pray until morning.


Waking a few hours later from a dreamless sleep, he found that both legs had healed & that his hernia had gone!


Look as he might through his spectacles, the surgeon was forced to admit the miracle had happened: to his great astonishment he only found scars & no trace of the infection which ought to have utterly destroyed his patient. Thus we can well understand the special devotion Athanasius retained throughout his life for Our Lady, who had succoured him in his ordeal, indicating how Kircher was predestined to serve God within the Society.


ON THE WAY TO CORUMBÁ: ‘The Death Train’



Uncomfortable on the hard seat in her compartment, Elaine looked out of the window and watched the landscape passing by. She was a beautiful woman of thirty-five, with long, brown, curly hair which she wore in a loose, artistically tousled chignon. She was wearing a lightweight, beige safari jacket and matching skirt; she had crossed her legs in such a way that, without her noticing or perhaps without thinking it important, revealed rather more than she should of the suntanned skin of her left thigh. She was smoking a long menthol cigarette with the touch of affectation that revealed her lack of experience of that kind of thing. On the other seat, almost opposite her, Mauro had made himself comfortable: legs stretched out under the seat across the compartment, hands behind his neck, headset over his ears, he was listening to the cassette of Caetano Veloso, swaying his head in time to the music. Taking advantage of the fact that Elaine was turned to the window, he looked at her thighs with pleasure. It was not every day that one had the opportunity to admire the more intimate anatomy of Profesora von Wogau and many students at the University of Brasilia would have liked to be in his place. But he was the one she’d chosen to accompany her to the Pantanal because of his brilliant performance in the viva for his doctoral thesis in geology – passed with distinction, if you please! – because he had the handsome looks of an unrepentant Don Juan, and also perhaps, though to his mind it really didn’t come into consideration, because his father was governor of the state of Maranhão. ‘Cavaleiro de Jorge, seu chapéu azul, cruzeiro do sul no peito …’ Mauro increased the volume, as he did every time his favourite tune came round. Carried away by the beat of the song, he started humming the words, drawing out the final ‘oo’ sound as Caetano used to. Elaine’s thighs quivered a little every time the train jolted; inwardly he rejoiced.


Disturbed in her daydream by her companion’s irritating chirping, Elaine suddenly looked round and caught him examining her thighs.


‘You’d do better to show an interest in the landscape we’re passing through,’ she said, uncrossing her legs and pulling her skirt down.


Mauro switched off his Walkman at once and took out his earphones. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t hear. What did you say?’


‘It’s not important,’ she said with a smile, touched by Mauro’s worried expression. He was sweet with his dishevelled hair and the embarrassed look of a child caught in the act. ‘Look,’ she went on, pointing out of the window, ‘there are geologists who come from all over the world to see that.’


Mauro glanced at the lunar landscape moving almost imperceptibly across the window frame; bizarre lumps of red sandstone looking as if they’d been dropped there, haphazardly, by some gigantic creature. ‘Precambrian ruiniform reliefs, highly eroded,’ he said with a slight frown, as if reciting a lesson.


‘Not bad … But you could have added, “A magnificent prospect with a savage beauty that gives humans a sense of their fragility here on Earth.” Unfortunately that’s never in the geology manuals, not even in another form.’


‘You’re just making fun of me, as usual,’ Mauro sighed. ‘You know very well that I’m sensitive to that aspect of landscape, otherwise I’d have chosen history or maths. To tell the truth, I’m starting to get tired.’


‘Me too, I have to admit. This journey’s interminable, but remember that we’re going back to Brasilia by plane. The Department hasn’t a lot of money, so we had to come to a compromise. Having said that, I’m not at all unhappy that we’re taking this train, it’s something I’ve been dreaming about for ages. A bit in the same way as I dream of going on the Trans-Siberian Railway some day.’


‘The Death Train!’ said Mauro in funereal tones. ‘The only train in the world where you never know if it’s going to arrive …’


‘Oh, don’t start that, Mauro,’ Elaine said with a laugh, ‘you’ll bring us bad luck.’


The Death Train, so called because there were always accidents happening or an armed attack, linked Campo Grande with Santa Cruz in Bolivia. Just before the border it stopped at Corumbá, the small town where the two travellers were to meet up with the rest of the team, two professors from the University of Brasilia: Dietlev H. G. Walde, a specialist in palaeozoology and Milton Tavares Junior, head of the Department of Geology. To economise on cost, Elaine and Mauro had gone by van to Campo Grande, the last town accessible by road before the Mato Grosso. They had left the van in a garage – Dietlev and Milton, who had done the first stage by plane, were to pick it up on the way back – and waited at the station until dawn. The train was a veritable antique on wheels, with a steam engine worthy of the Far West, slatted-wood carriages in faded colours and arched windows. The compartments resembled ships’ cabins with their mahogany veneer and a tiny cubicle with a little wash-basin in pink marble. In one corner there was even a nickel-plated steel fan mounted on a universal joint which at the time it was built must have been the height of luxury. Now the tap, eaten away by rust, merely managed a hint of moisture, the handle for opening the window went round and round without engaging, the wires of the fan seemed to have been torn off years ago and there was so much grime everywhere, and the felt of the seats was so badly torn it was impossible to imagine at what distant time in the past all this could have been the very latest in up-to-date comfort.


The heat was starting to get uncomfortable; Elaine wiped her forehead and unscrewed her water bottle. Under Mauro’s amiable gaze she was trying to avoid spilling water over herself every time the train jolted when they heard angry shouts from the corridor. Drowning out the racket from the axles, a woman’s voice seemed to be trying to rouse the whole world. They saw several people rush towards the rear of the train, followed by an obese conductor, uniform unbuttoned, cap askew, who stopped for a moment, panting, by the open door of their compartment. The shouts continued even louder, until they were cut off abruptly by two dull thuds that shook the partition and made the window and the fan vibrate.


‘I’ll go and have a look,’ Mauro said, getting up.


He pushed his way through the luggage blocking the corridor and came to a small group of people round the conductor. Armed with a little axe – ‘only to be used in case of fire’ – he was trying to wreck the carriage, starting with the lavatory door.


‘What’s going on?’ Mauro asked one of the peasants watching the scene impassively.


‘Nothing. Just a desgraçado who’s robbed a woman. He’s shut himself in there and refuses to come out.’


For a good ten minutes the conductor continued to attack the locked door. He took a step back, struck the door a powerful blow with the axe, sending an aftershock through the fat of his double chin, paused a moment to catch his breath, then continued. Mauro was dumbfounded by the profound serenity of the violence and, even more, by the appreciative nods of the audience.


When the door had finally been broken down, they saw a poor drunk asleep on the lavatory, a wallet on his knees. After having checked then pocketed the stolen item, the conductor set about extracting the sleeper from his bolt-hole. With the help of one of the passengers, he carried him out onto the open platform at the end of the carriage, waited a few seconds, then pushed him off. Mauro gasped as he saw the body fall onto the embankment like a sandbag. The man turned on his side, as if making himself more comfortable, put his hand over his face and continued to sleep.


‘If I could only get my hands on the bastard who stole my passkey!’ the conductor muttered as he replaced the axe. Then, turning to Mauro, he said, ‘It was a good door, solid, they don’t make them like that any more.’


FORTALEZA: Avenida Tiburcío Cavalcante



Querido Papa!


Don’t worry, it’s nothing serious. On the contrary. But I need a little extra this month, just two thousand dollars. (Write me a cheque, you know I can exchange it at unofficial rates thanks to my Greek in Rio …) The thing is, my friend Thaïs and I have had the idea of opening a nice little bar not far from the beach. A young place with music ao vivo every night (Thaïs knows all the musicians in the town!) and with an ambience which will enable us to attract both students and artists. If it goes as planned we’re even thinking of having poetry evenings and exhibitions of paintings. Brilliant, don’t you think?


    To set ourselves up in the place I’ve found we need precisely the sum I’m asking, half for the first month’s rent, the rest for tables, chairs, drinks etc. Given the enthusiastic response of everyone we’ve told about it, after that the bar will pay its way, no problem. What’s more, I read the tarot pack three times and three times in a row the Chariot turned up. So there you are!


    I can already hear you grumbling that it’ll affect my studies … Don’t worry, I’ve got into the second year of ethnology and since we’ll take turns at the bar, Thaïs and I, I’ll have all the time I need for classes when the new semester starts.


    I had a letter from Mama saying she was off to the Pantanal to search for some fossil or other. I’m really envious of her!


    I hope you’re better and that you’re managing all right – you know what I mean. I’ll try to come over and see you some time, promise!


    How’s Heidegger?





Love and kisses, beijo, beijo, beijo!


    Moéma





All the visible space outside the French window in the living room was filled by the royal-blue night, which had a strong smell of ozone and jasmine. Sitting, naked, on the large straw mat that covered the floor, Moéma’s teeth chattered as she reread her letter. Sudden shivers ran down her spine, she was sweating copiously. She’d have to do something about that pretty quick. She put the letter in an envelope, stuck on a stamp then wrote her father’s address, forcing herself not to tremble. Going back into the bedroom, she stopped on the threshold a moment to look at Thaïs stretched out, naked as well, on the sheets. Her eyes were closed and her full figure was prey to the same icy waves which were making Moéma’s own skin contract from time to time. Through the Persian blinds, the moon cast soothing stripes over her body.


Moéma sat down on the edge of the bed; she ran her fingers through the girl’s thick hair.


‘Have you done it?’ Thaïs asked, opening her eyes.


‘Yes, that’s it. I’m sure he’ll send me the dosh. After all, he never refuses me anything.’


‘I’m speeding a bit, you know.’


‘Me too, but I’ll sort it out.’


Moéma turned to the bedside table and took out the little ebony box containing the coke. With a strip of cardboard she took out a pinch of powder and poured it into a soup spoon; the spoon with the twisted handle that kept it perfectly horizontal. Deciding the quantity was too great, she put some of it back in the box before mixing the rest with a little water from a dropper.


‘You’ll be careful, yes?’ Thaïs whispered, watching her.


‘Don’t worry, I’ve no desire to die, even less to kill you,’ Moéma replied, heating the contents of the spoon over a lighter. ‘I’m not as crazy as I seem.’


After having drawn up the mixture, Moéma gave several taps to the fine syringe they had used four hours ago, gently pressed the plunger, checking that there were no air bubbles left, then picked up the delicate dressing-gown belt lying on the floor.


‘Off we go, sweetheart.’


Thaïs sat up and held out her chubby arm. Moéma wrapped the belt twice round her biceps, then pulled it tight until a vein swelled up in the crook of her arm.


‘Clench your fist,’ she said, leaving Thaïs herself to keep the tourniquet tight. She soaked a piece of cotton wool in perfume then rubbed it over her arm. Holding her breath in an attempt to curb her trembling, she cautiously brought the needle up to the chosen vein.


‘How lucky you are to have such large veins, with me it’s always a great carry on …’


Thaïs closed her eyes. She couldn’t stand the sight of the last part of these preparations, the moment when Moéma drew out the plunger a little: a tiny jet of black blood spurted into the syringe, as if life itself, escaping from her body, were spreading out in there in thin, deadly curls. The first time, two months ago, she had almost fainted.


‘Now, unclench your fist slowly,’ said Moéma, starting the injection. When she’d half emptied the syringe, she pulled the needle out and bent Thaïs’ arm over on a wad of cotton wool.


‘Oh my God! Oh, the shit, my God, the white shit!’ the girl repeated, slumping down on her back.


‘Are you OK, Thaïs? Say something! Thaïs?!’


‘It’s OK … Don’t worry … Come and join me, quick,’ she said, articulating with difficulty.


Reassured, Moéma put the belt round her left arm, holding it in place with her teeth. Now her hand was trembling uncontrollably. Clenching her fist as tight as she could, she pricked herself several times without managing to find a vein in the bluish network scarcely visible under her skin. In desperation, she ended up sticking the needle in a blood-filled bulge in her wrist.


Even before injecting the rest of the syringe, she had a strong taste of ether and perfume in her mouth; and as the aperture on the world gradually closed, she felt herself cut off from the living, cast back into the darkness of her own being. A metallic rumbling swelled up abruptly inside her head, a kind of continuing echo, muffled, such as you hear during a dive when your cylinder hits the rusty metal of an old ship. And along with this shipwreck’s wail came fear. A terrible fear of dying, of not being able to turn back. But right at the bottom of this panic was a couldn’t-care-less attitude to death, a sort of defiance that was almost clear-headed, despairing.


Sensing that she was coming close to the very mystery of existence, she followed the progressive disappearance of everything that was not of the body, of her body and her own will, to merge with another body eager for sensual pleasure, with all the bodies present in the world.


Moéma felt Thaïs’ hand on her chest, pulling her down. She stretched out, immediately concentrating on the exquisitely voluptuous enjoyment the contact gave her. Thaïs bit her on the lip, at the same time stroking her clitoris and rubbing her own genitals against her thigh. Life exploded in all its restored beauty; it had a lovely smell of Givenchy.


FAVELA DE PIRAMBÚ: L’aleijadinho



A nasty play on words between aleijado (handicapped) and alijado (reduced) meant that he was called ‘Reduced Nelson’ or, more often, simply ‘Reduced’. He was a boy of about fifteen, perhaps older, who seemed to have the gift of ubiquity. Wherever you went in the streets of Fortaleza you always ended up seeing him between cars, in the middle of the road, begging for a few cruzeiros. Down as far as the groin he was a complete and, if anything, attractive boy with his shoulder-length hair, his big brown eyes and the beginnings of a moustache, he was only ‘reduced’ in his lower limbs: with the bones of his two legs fused and his feet just stumps, he moved around like an animal, using his arms. Always dressed the same in a shapeless loincloth, like someone being crucified, rather than shorts, and a striped football shirt that he rolled up above his breasts, in the fashion of the Nordeste, he popped up everywhere, dragging himself along quite nimbly through the dust of the streets. Forced by his disability to perform ungainly acrobatics, from a distance he looked like a velvet crab or, to be more precise, a robber crab.


Since the heat in the town forced people to drive with their windows open, he would take up position at the main crossroads and wait for the lights to turn red before launching his attack on the vehicles. Suddenly two calloused hands would grasp the bottom of the window, then a head with a fearsome look would appear while repulsively crooked limbs thumped the windscreen or threatened to invade the interior of the car. ‘Have pity, for the love of God, have pity!’ the aleijadinho would cry, in menacing tones that sent shivers down your spine. Springing up from the depths of the earth, this apparition almost always produced the desired effect: the drivers would fumble with their wallets or rummage round nervously in the jumble of the side pockets to get rid of the nightmare as quickly as possible. And since his hands were occupied, Nelson would order them to place the grimy banknote they’d managed to unearth in his mouth. Then he would slip down onto the road and transfer the money to his trunks after having given it a quick glance.


‘God bless you,’ he would say between his teeth as the car was about to set off again; and such was the scorn he put into the words that it sounded like ‘Go to the devil’.


He filled women drivers with terror. But when you got to know him a bit and handed him his alms even before he had to beg, saving him having to climb up onto your car, he would thank you with a smile which was worth any number of blessings.


On bad days he would go thieving rather than fight with the vultures at the municipal rubbish dump for a piece of rotten fruit or a bone to gnaw. Usually he only stole things he could eat and that was a real torment for him because of his great fear of the savage violence of the police. The last time he’d been caught, for the theft of three bananas, the pigs had humiliated him until he couldn’t take any more, calling him a half-pint; they’d forced him to take off all his clothes, supposedly to search him, in reality to mock his atrophied organs even more cruelly and to tell him again and again that Brazil ought to be purged of such unnatural monsters. Then they locked him up for the night in a cell with a cascavel, one of the most poisonous snakes of the region, in order to cause ‘a regrettable accident’. By some miracle the serpent had left him in peace but Nelson had spent terrified hours sobbing and vomiting until he fainted. Even now the cascavel still haunted his nights. Fortunately Zé, ‘the truck-driver’ had come in the morning to bail him out, so he had escaped the worst.


Nelson’s admiration and gratitude for this odd fellow knew no bounds. Zé, always in jovial mood, had befriended him and came to the favela to see him from time to time. He always had some new story to tell and even took the aleijadinho in his truck for trips to the seaside. Not only was Zé – Uncle Zé as he called him – tall and strong and drove round the world in his huge, brightly coloured truck, he possessed what in Nelson’s eyes was a genuine treasure: Lampião’s nephew’s car! It was a white Willis that Zé had shown him one day. It didn’t go any more, but he looked after it carefully; Nelson had never been so happy as the day he had been allowed to sit inside it. Famous spoils of war! Virgulino Ferreira da Silva, alias Lampião, who had become an outlaw after his father was killed by the police and spent almost twenty years leading them by the nose, had taken it from Antônio Gurgel, a rich landowner who had ventured into the Sertão. Lampião had attacked it on horseback with his band as if it were an ordinary stagecoach and Gurgel had only come out of it alive by paying a large ransom. Nelson knew all the history of the cangaço and of the men who were called cangaceiros because they carried their rifles across their spine, the way harnessed oxen bore the cangalho, the yoke. They had thrown off the yoke of oppression to live the life of free men in the Sertão, and if their Winchesters weighed heavy on their shoulders, at least it was in a good cause, the cause of justice. Fascinated, like all the boys in the Nordeste, by the figure of Lampião, Nelson had done everything he could to collect material about this Robin Hood of the great estates. The sheet-metal and plywood walls of his lair in the favela of Pirambú were papered with numerous photos cut out from Manchete or Veja. They showed Lampião at all ages and in all aspects of his career, also his companion in his adventures, Maria Bonita, and his principal lieutenants: Chico Pereira, Antônio Porcino, José Saturnino, Jararaca … all of whose exploits Nelson knew by heart, holy martyrs whom he often called upon for protection.


Zé having promised he would come round that evening, Nelson had gone back to the favela a little earlier than usual. He’d bought a litre of cachaça from Terra e Mar and filled the two little paraffin lamps he’d made out of old tin cans. Performing contortions, he had even managed to level out the sand in his room, after having cleared away all his dog ends. Now, as he waited for Uncle Zé, he looked at his father gleaming in the half light. Oh, no one could say that he neglected him: the steel bar had been cleaned as if it were a silver candlestick; oiled and rubbed day after day, it reflected the flame of the nightlight on it that he kept lit all the time.


Like many men from the Nordeste, his father used to work in a steelworks of the Minas Geraís. Every evening he would tell him about the hell of the blast furnaces, of the dangers the workers were exposed to because of the rapacity of the owner, Colonel José Moreira de Rocha. One day he didn’t come home. At nightfall a fat oaf in a suit and two foremen had come to see him in the shack, unfit for human habitation, that the boss generously granted each of his employees. They talked of an accident, describing in detail how his father, his own father, had fallen into a vat of molten metal. There was nothing left of him apart from this symbolic piece of rail, which they had insisted on bringing with them. There were sure to be a few atoms of his father spread through it, they said; it weighed sixty-five kilos, exactly the same as his father, so it could be given a church funeral. And for good measure they added that, since he no longer had any claim on the house, he was being asked to quit the property.


Nelson was ten years old. His mother had died when he was born and having no other family, he found himself on the street at a moment’s notice. Through all his trials and tribulations he had held on to the piece of rail and lavished care on it as his most precious possession.


The Colonel was a bastard, a son of a whore eaten away by the pox.


‘Don’t you worry, Daddy,’ Nelson murmured, turning to the steel bar, ‘I’ll get him, you can be sure of that; sooner or later that swine will feel the vengeance of the cangaço.’




CHAPTER 2


Which takes us to the terrible war which lasted for thirty years and turned the kingdoms of Europe upside down; and in which Athanasius displays rare courage on the occasion of a misadventure which could have ended very badly


Athanasius had just started his study of physics when war came to Paderborn. When, on 6 January 1622, Johann Copper gave his flock the order to flee, it was almost too late: the rabble had already surrounded the buildings. Relying solely on his courage & his faith in Our Lord, the Principal of the college went out to meet the mercenaries & urge them to show mercy. They flung a flaming torch in his face. He managed to avoid it but the Lutheran fiends threw themselves on the holy man; he was given a thorough thrashing, insulted & humiliated before being tied up like an animal & dragged off to prison. He was fortunate not to be taken straight to the scaffold, on which many other Catholics no more culpable than he ended their days.


While this was going on & to obey the orders of their superior, the eighty Jesuit pupils – not including five priests who decided to stay – left the college in small groups disguised as ordinary men. Fifteen of them were captured & taken to join the Principal in prison. Accompanied by another student, Athanasius & Friedrich managed to leave the town with no problem.


On 7 February 1622 they reached the banks of the Rhine, in the vicinity of Düsseldorf. The river had frozen over only recently but the locals indicated a section where the ice was thicker & it was possible to cross – which was a brazen lie dictated solely by the desire to save money! The custom was to pay some poor devil every year to cross the river & thus test the ice. The three strangers were a godsend for the country folk & it was solely to save a few coppers that these miserly peasants showed no mercy & lied to then. In those times of misery & hardship men’s lives, & a fortiori the lives of strangers who seemed to be vile deserters, were not worth a cabbage stalk. The skinflints showed them a path by which, they claimed, everyone went across without mishap.


With the hotheadedness of youth & his experience of skating, Kircher took the lead & went on, twenty paces ahead of the other two, to make sure they at least would be safe. The weather was worsening rapidly. Masses of fog drifting down from the north were threatening to hide the shore. Athanasius hurried on. When he reached the middle of the river, he saw to his horror that the ice was melting there. He immediately turned round in order to rejoin his companions & warn them of the danger, but with an ominous cracking noise the ice split between him & his friends with the result that the part he was standing on started to drift on open water. Carried along by the current, shouting himself hoarse on his ice-floe, Athanasius disappeared in the mist.


Fearing for his life, the young man threw himself wholeheartedly into prayer. After sweeping perilously downstream, by a happy chance the ice-raft came close to the frozen part of the river & Kircher nimbly jumped onto it &, without wasting a moment, set off for dry land & the completion of the crossing. However, at about twenty cubits from the bank, while he was still thanking Our Lord for letting him escape from such a dangerous situation, & fairly comfortably too, the ice split in front of him again. Blue with cold, covered in bruises from his repeated falls, Athanasius did not hesitate for one second but threw himself into the icy water & after a few strokes, which called on all his experience as a swimmer, managed to pull himself up onto the bank, more dead than alive.


Soaking wet, teeth chattering, he set off for the town of Neuss where there was a Jesuit college. After three hours of agony, he rang the bell of the college & collapsed in the porter’s arms. When he came to, he rejoiced to see his travelling companions, who had managed to cross the river at another place &, having assumed he had died, now wept tears of joy to see him safe & sound.


After three days of well-deserved rest they were fit enough again to reach Cologne without a stop. It was in that city that von Spee had been ordained & on his advice Athanasius decided to abandon his façade of humility: even though they might offend some people’s susceptibilities, his knowledge & skill at reasoning were too important to be concealed. In a few months Athanasius completed his degree in philosophy with distinction, all the while continuing to study physics, languages & mathematics on his own. Impressed by his exceptional abilities, his teachers decided to send him to the college at Ingolstadt in Bavaria to complete his studies of the humanities & to teach Ancient Greek. In obedience to his superiors, Athanasius left Cologne towards the end of 1622, but he was sick at heart: he was leaving Friedrich von Spee behind & with him all the joy of his youth & of learning. They were never to see each other again.


Kircher spent three years improving his knowledge in numerous disciplines. Under the direction of Christoph Schreiner, whose reputation is firmly established, he studied astronomy & mathematics without respite & was soon as outstanding in them as his master. He achieved the same in physiology, in alchemy & in many other subjects, at the same time deepening his knowledge of languages. At the age of twenty-three Kircher easily outshone all his colleagues, who agreed that he had a remarkable gift of memory in addition to an inventive mind & extraordinary mechanical skills.


At that time Ingolstadt was under the jurisdiction of Johann Schweickhardt, Archbishop of Mainz and Elector of the Holy Roman Empire. Now it so happened that a delegation sent by His Grace was announced for the beginning of March. Such visits were not at all frequent and the town received the visitors with great pomp & ceremony.


The Jesuits, & Kircher in particular, were called upon to contribute to the festivities. Athanasius devised several spectacular events of his own invention which were much admired by the bishop’s delegates. To the amazement of the audience, he created optical illusions in mid-air, projecting fantastic shapes onto the trees in the park & the clouds – chimaeras, sphinxes & dragons; he presented distorting mirrors which showed you upside down, aged or rejuvenated by several years, & concluded with a lavish fireworks display in which the rockets, as they burst, formed the imperial eagle & other emblematic animals. Accused of black magic by some simple or jealous people, Kircher had to demonstrate the mesoptic, catoptric & parastatic instruments which he had used to create the spectacle & show the legates how they worked; they were all instruments of his own invention which he later described in detail in his Mundus Subterraneus & his Ars Magna Lucis & Umbrae. The ambassadors were so delighted with the entertainment that they insisted the young prodigy stayed with them until they left.


Charmed by the reports of his envoys, Johann Schweickhardt urged Kircher to come & see him without delay. Athanasius therefore went to see the old man in Aschaffenburg & made an excellent impression on him. Immediately taken into his service, he spent a large part of his time inventing & constructing numerous curious machines to amuse the Archbishop during his leisure moments. Thus he made a speaking, moving statue, which appeared to be alive, &, among other marvels, explained the miraculous properties of the lodestone, showing how it could be used to cure nervous illnesses or transmit thoughts over a distance. At the request of Johann Schweickhardt he started to write down his reflexions on magnetism, which a few years later were the subject of his first book, the Ars Magnesia.


The Archbishop also charged Kircher with making a topographical survey of certain parts of the principality. He took only three months to complete it & was preparing to extend the task when his patron was suddenly called to meet his Maker.


At the end of 1625 Kircher returned to Mainz to follow a course in theology there. He studied the sacred texts rigorously & assiduously, but not without continuing his scientific work. Having bought one of the first telescopes in circulation, he spent a large part of his nights contemplating the stars. One morning he shut himself away in his cell to observe the sun. Following the instructions of Schreiner & Galileo, he had placed his telescope against a hole made in the shutter of his window and put a sheet of white vellum under the concave glass so as to be able to see the image of the sun clearly on that piece of paper. As he watched the stormy sea of flames on the paper, he noticed numerous spots contrasting with it, appearing then disappearing. The sight filled him with amazement & from that day on astronomy became one of his main fields of study.


One morning in May 1628 he was scanning the shelves of the college library when he came across Mercati’s book about the obelisks erected by Pope Sixtus V. His curiosity was immediately aroused & he started to speculate on the meaning of the numerous hieroglyphs reproduced in the illustrations to the volume. Initially he took them for recent ornamentation, but on reading the book he soon learnt that these figures or inscriptions had been carved on Egyptian obelisks since time immemorial & that no one had ever been able to decipher them. Put in his way by Divine Providence, this enigma was to demand twenty years of uninterrupted effort before finally coming to a happy resolution.


In December 1629, at the end of the last year of his course, Kircher was sent to Würzburg to teach mathematics, ethics & Biblical languages. It was at that college, where I was starting my noviciate, that I met him for the first time.


Sitting in our classroom, my fellow students and I were waiting for our new mathematics teacher, a certain Father Kircher, who had been greatly praised, but of whom we were already making fun, biased against him because of his excessively high reputation. I remember that I was not the last to snigger at him, outdoing the others in ironic remarks about this ‘Father Churcher’ coming down from the heavens with his extravaganzas. However, when he came in & ascended the rostrum silence fell without him having to utter a single word. Father Athanasius was twenty-seven & if ever a face showed the harmony that arouses immediate attachment, as if by sympathy or magnetic attraction, then it was his: a noble and intelligent forehead, a straight nose such as you can see on the David of Michelangelo Buonarotti, a finely delineated mouth with red lips & the faintest downy shadow of an incipient beard – which he kept trimmed very short throughout his life – &, below thick, almost horizontal eyebrows, big, deep-set black eyes with the fascinating sparkle of an inquiring mind, always ready for repartee or debate.


He introduced himself to us in Latin worthy of Cicero & began a lesson the least details of which remain imprinted on my memory. The subject of that lesson was to work out how many grains of sand the Earth contained, supposing that was what it was made of. Kircher walked along the rows of desks, giving each of us a pinch of sand that he took out of the pocket of his cassock & having done that told us to draw a line in our exercise books a twelfth of an inch long. Then he instructed us to place as many grains of sand side by side on the line as it would take: we were amazed to see that each time the line contained exactly 30 grains of sand. Following on from this experiment, which he assured us could be repeated with all the grains of sand that might be found throughout the world, he proceeded with his demonstration. If we imagined a sphere a twelfth of an inch in diameter, it would contain 27,000 grains of sand; a sphere one inch in diameter would contain 46,656,000, one a foot in diameter 80,621,568,000, one a league in diameter 272,097,792,000,000,000,000, hence if the whole Earth consisted of grains of sand it would contain 3,271,512,503,499,876,784,372,652,141,247,182 & 0.56 for it is 2,290 leagues in diameter & contains 12,023,296,769 & 0.3 spheres a league in diameter …


One can easily imagine our amazement at such knowledge & above all at the ease with which he dispensed it. From that day on my admiration & respect for Father Kircher knew no bounds & nothing has happened since then to lessen them. I ceaselessly sought out his company & he favoured me, if not with his friendship, then at least with his generous patronage. His favour brought me the jealousy of my comrades & various annoyances, which are not relevant here but which I am happy to forgive in view of the immense honour that was granted me.


Two happy years passed in this way. Kircher enjoyed Würzburg & tirelessly continued with his own work alongside his duties as a teacher. Through his correspondence with the greatest names of the time & the missionaries of the Society scattered over the globe, he was kept informed of all the new developments in the sciences. And protected as we were in a profoundly Catholic kingdom, the war raging between Reformers & the partisans of the Counter-Reformation seemed a long way away, although we regularly heard the most terrible reports.


It looked as if everything was going to continue in studious tranquillity when Athanasius Kircher had a strange experience: one stormy night, suddenly wakening with a start at an unusual noise, he saw a crimson light at his window. Jumping out of bed, he opened the skylight to see what was happening. To his great surprise he saw that the college courtyard was full of armed men drawn up in ranks! Horrified, he ran to his neighbour’s cell, but found him so fast asleep he could not wake him & it was the same with all the other Jesuits he tried to warn. Worried that he was suffering from hallucinations, he came to get me & took me to a place overlooking the courtyard. The armed men had disappeared.


During the following two weeks Gustavus Adolphus, King of Sweden, joined the war on the side of the Reformers. Reverses for the Catholic side came thick & fast, & after the battle of Breitenfeld & his victory over Tilly, the Swedish army entered Franconia: we received news that the fiends were marching on Würzburg! Kircher’s worst fears were being realised … We only had time to gather a few belongings together & fly. Würzburg having no garrison, no reserves, no help of any kind, the college dispersed within twenty-four hours. The enemy was approaching & it was said that the Swedes showed no mercy towards Jesuits. We were caught up in unspeakable chaos; we had to flee to Mainz & on 14 October 1631 we set off with little more than what we stood up in. My master had to leave behind the manuscript of his Institutiones Mathematicæ, the fruit of several years’ work & a loss it took him several months to get over.


ALCÂNTARA: An intelligent piece of ass, a very intelligent piece of ass!



Whenever Eléazard felt dazed from having spent too long sitting at his computer, he would put his machine into sleep mode, watch the constellations moving across the star-studded night of the screen for a moment, then go and sit down in front of the large mirror in the living room. There he would practise manipulating the ping-pong balls with which his pockets were now filled. There was nothing that could empty his mind so well as repeating the precise movements governing the appearance and disappearance of the objects. He would watch the balls emerge between his fingers, or multiply, correcting the positioning of his hands, trying his utmost to make their dexterity more automatic. This fad had started only a few months ago, the day when he had admired the astonishing dexterity of a juggler in an alleyway in São Luís: a grubby, skinny little matuto with a mouth devoid of teeth, but who was sticking an unlikely number of very long nails up his nose. More than the act itself, Eléazard had admired the man’s perfect control over his body and the almost mathematical elegance he gave his movements. Spurred on by a feeling of urgency, he had scoured all the bookshops in the town to buy an introductory manual on these skills. He had been disappointed at how poor the books on that subject were. Most of those devoted to conjuring went no farther than to reveal the secrets of a few ploys that might fool children. What he wanted to learn was how to be able to produce pigeons out of hats or pull miles of scarves out of someone’s ear, tricks that bordered on the miraculous. Having exhausted all the possibilities, he wrote off to France for a book that would meet his demands.


In reply to his letter, Malbois had sent him a fine copy of the only book ever written by Robert-Houdin plus a Fundamental Techniques for Conjurers, which had so many illustrations of hands and palming manoeuvres that it looked like a manual for the language of the deaf and dumb. The two authors emphasised that the only way to achieve true mastery was by a long period of exercises to make the fingers supple and their movements automatic. Eléazard, therefore, was training himself according to these principles, repeating conscientiously every little exercise of a system which, for him, was quite close to martial arts.


He was annoyed by Moéma’s letter. Not that the money she was asking for was a problem – he spent hardly anything on himself – but he objected to his daughter’s casual attitude. To write just when she wanted something from him was OK, even if it hurt him; after all, it was a father’s function to help a child he’d been selfish enough to bring into the world. But for a bar! She who wasn’t even able to manage a simple student’s budget! He would have preferred it if Moéma wheedled money out of him to go off on a trip or to buy new clothes, why not?, that was the way of things, especially at her age, but every time she had to invent some new project even more unreasonable than the previous one. The worst thing was that she seemed to believe in her idea of a bar as firmly as she had been enthusiastic, two months ago, about the career of a model which was ‘beckoning her’ and of which he had heard nothing since. Three thousand dollars for a portfolio and incidental expenses … Just a kid, really! he thought with a smile, suddenly touched by her ingenuousness. Or perhaps it’s me crossing the threshold: once you start noticing the follies of youth, whether to be offended by them or simply to forgive them, it means you’re already old. So bear with her. He’d sent the cheque that morning and he would continue to give in to his daughter’s whims until she found her vocation. It was the only way of ensuring she never had the feeling she’d missed out on something because of others or lack of money, of allowing her at some point to develop her own sense of responsibility in the course of her life. Was that not the way one became?


At this point in his disenchanted reflections he was overcome with hunger. He felt like seeing, talking to people, so he decided to go out for dinner. Soledade was annoyed when he told her. She’d already made his evening meal and immediately pulled a face. Eléazard tried to cheer her up, but to no effect; her only response was a scornful pout before flouncing out of the kitchen. Glancing at the stove, he saw an omelette swimming in oil; she had gone to the trouble of making a dish that Raffanel had taught her. Not a great teacher, he thought, as he surveyed the contents of the frying pan, unless it’s just that she’s not up to it. He shrugged his shoulders helplessly.


Evening was falling over Alcântara, a sort of disturbing greyness, thicker and blacker than the overcast sky which had darkened the afternoon. There was a threat of rain for the night. Eléazard hurried on, taking care to avoid the zebu droppings which booby-trapped the poorly paved alleyways in places. He turned left, behind Sâo Matías church, and was soon in the Rua da Amargura, the street of sorrow, so called because Viscount Antônio de Albuquerque, the former owner of the palace he was walking past, had been in the habit of making his slaves lie down in the mud so that his wife and daughters could cross with dry feet when going to mass on Sundays. Moth-eaten fabric hung in the wide windows, which destructive weeds were doing their best to take apart stone by stone; there were only scattered and cracked fragments left of the elegant blue-and-white azulejos which used to decorate one of the most beautiful residences in the town. Let the leprosy of time finish its work, Eléazard thought, let it peel off the façade of this obscene testimony to the barbarity of man to the very last tile.


When he reached the Rua Silva Maia, he glanced at the Church of the Rosário. It stood out in its white and green against the leaden sky. Placed there, right in the middle of a strip of ground reclaimed from the forest – but invaded by weeds because it hadn’t been paved – it seemed to be trying to suck up all the humidity of the soil, as could be seen from the spreading patches of red ochre that soiled the lower half of the façade. Shutters closed, a blind pediment, it oozed fear and neglect. Behind it the fur coat of the mango trees swayed heavily, disturbed by audible quivering that shook the foliage from one end to the other.


Eléazard pushed open the door of the Caravela Hotel – Clean and comfortable. Seven well-appointed rooms – making the lengths of bamboo hanging from the ceiling clatter against each other. A young creole immediately came to greet him, arms stretched out towards him, his face radiant with a broad, happy smile.


‘Lazardinho! What a lovely surprise … Tudo bem?’


‘Tudo bom.’


Eléazard felt real enjoyment offering these ritual words of welcome; afterwards, as if soothed by their magic, life immediately seemed more attractive.


‘So how’s things?’ Alfredo asked after having given him a friendly embrace. ‘If you want to stay and eat I’ve got some fresh prawns. I went to get them from the boat myself.’


‘Prawns are OK …’


‘Take a seat. I’ll tell Socorró.’


Eléazard went into the interior courtyard of the hotel. A few tables spread around under the vast roof of the veranda constituted the restaurant. Three immense banana trees and an unknown bush on the patio partly concealed the stairs to the rooms. A naked bulb was already lit, casting a yellow glow over the bare courtyard.


Once he had sat down, Eléazard checked the brief typed menu lying on the table; unchanged for months, it was very simple:





Filé de pescada, Camarão empanado,


Peixadas, Tortas, Saladas.


Preço p/pessoa: O melhor possível


FAVOR FAZER RESERVA





Alfredo’s whole charm was contained in the basic level of catering. Three dishes with fish or prawns, tarts and salads. Even the plural was a harmless exaggeration since apart from exceptional cases – booking advised! – there was nothing but the plat du jour, that is, what Alfredo himself and his young wife were having. As for the prices – The best, the cheapest possible – they simply depended on inflation (300% per year) and what Alfredo felt about the customer.


After a meagre inheritance had left them with this dilapidated house, Alfredo and Eunice had decided to transform it into a hotel. They were motivated not so much by the idea of making a fortune, though that was an illusion they had harboured during the first euphoric days, than by the love of a simple way of life and a desire to bring back some life to Alcântara. Proponents of an alternative solution – the word came to their lips frequently as a panacea for bourgeois self-interest and American imperialism’s hold on the planet – they managed to get by in their haven of peace and humanity. During the season a few tourists, whose passion for colonial architecture was such that they forgot the time of the last boat, would end up in their hotel, the only one in Alcântara, and that brought in enough to allow Eunice and Alfredo to struggle through with the restaurant for the rest of the year. Out of the goodness of their hearts rather than necessity, this likeable couple employed old Socorró as cook and to help do the rooms.


Alfredo reappeared carrying two glasses and two large bottles of beer. ‘Ice-cold! Just the way you like it,’ he said, joining him at the table. He cautiously filled the glasses then raised his to Eléazard:


‘Saúde.’


‘Santé,’ Eléazard replied, clinking glasses with him.


‘By the way, have you heard the news? We’ve let a room!’


It was remarkable enough, right in the middle of the rainy season, for Eléazard to show his surprise.


‘It’s true, I swear it is,’ Alfredo assured him. ‘An Italian woman. She’s a journalist like you, and …’


‘I’m not a journalist,’ Eléazard insisted, ‘I’m a correspondent, it’s not the same thing.’ To his mind, at least, it was different, but he was annoyed with himself for instinctively putting on this air and immediately qualified it. ‘Although both are a similar species of vulture …’


‘You’re too hard on yourself,’ Alfredo went on, ‘and on your profession. Without you, without journalists, who would know what’s going on here? Anyway, she’s called Loredana, and she’s quite a girl, I can assure you. If I wasn’t married … phew.’ This was accompanied by a wink and a burst of finger-clicking.


‘You’ll have to teach me how you do that one day.’


‘You just have to get the knack,’ Alfredo replied. ‘Look: you let your hand go quite limp – that’s the secret – then shake it as if you wanted to get rid of it. Your fingers knock against each other and that’s what makes the noise of castanets.’


As Alfredo looked on with an amused air, Eléazard tried to imitate him without success. He admitted defeat when Eunice appeared with a tray.


‘Good evening, Lazardinho,’ she said putting a plate of breaded prawns on the table. She leant down and gave him a friendly embrace on both cheeks. ‘It’s ages since we saw you, you rascal.’


‘Two weeks,’ said Eléazard in his defence, ‘not even that, twelve days, to be precise.’


‘Love doesn’t count the days. But you’re forgiven. Now tell me what you think of these little beauties,’ she said, pointing at the prawns.


‘Succulent, as usual,’ said Eléazard, his mouth full.


‘Good. I’ll let you get on with it.’


‘Me too,’ said Alfredo, getting up at a brief sign from his wife.


‘No, no, you stay. Go on, keep me company. Eunice, bring us another plate of prawns, please, and a bottle of white wine.’


Alfredo sat down again with an evident air of satisfaction and he didn’t need to be asked twice when Eléazard offered to share his prawns. Peeled and fried in breadcrumbs with just the tail fin sticking out, you could use your fingers to dip them in a kind of very spicy red mayonnaise then pop them in your mouth. They were delicious.


At Alfredo’s instigation the conversation soon came round to the government project of setting up a rocket-launching site somewhere in the surrounding forest. So far the information they had was sketchy, gleaned with difficulty by a Communist newspaper in São Luís, Defence of Maranhão, but it looked as if Brazil was preparing to sacrifice the Alcântara peninsula to the higher interests of the nation, as the newspaper editorial put it with a forest of ironic inverted commas.


‘Rockets! I ask you!’ Alfredo said in disgust. ‘People are starving to death in the streets, the national debt’s strangling the country to such an extent that we’re only working for the blood-suckers of the IMF – and they want to send rockets into space! It’s the Americans again. But we’ll fight, you can be sure of that. If not, it’s the end of Alcântara …’


Eléazard loved the ease with which Alfredo fell into a rebellious attitude. He appreciated it in his daughter as well, although secretly and in a more selective way, without managing to find the core of innocence which would have allowed him to embrace their optimism. True, he shared the sense of the absurdity of the project which had brought a quiver to the Brazilian’s voice, he approved of his anger and his determination, but not for one moment did he feel able to believe in the possibility of holding up the course of events in any way. Not that he had become fatalistic, at least not in his own eyes, nor reactionary or conservative, he had simply lost the hope which alone can move mountains, or at least believe it’s worth trying. Even if he didn’t see it as such, his outward resignation worried him. But how can we call into question our feeling of being clear-sighted when, unfortunately, we are so taken with it? Humanity, he believed, was an indifferent species and anyone unfortunate enough to have sensed that obvious fact can do nothing about the innumerable mass of those who provide the evidence. Alfredo wasn’t a friend and would probably never become one, with the result that Eléazard kept to himself that extreme and contagious despair which must only – can only – be acknowledged within the protective sanctuary of friendship.


To get back to the ‘rockets’, Alfredo didn’t know whether they were talking about strategic missiles or a civilian base for launching satellites. Not that it mattered much for in either case the forest would be destroyed, the inhabitants expelled from their homes, the ecosystem endangered; this vague project had provided a focus for all his disapproval, as if it were an imminent threat to the world, and that, in its very excessiveness, was admirable.


The veranda bulb suddenly started to flicker and crackle. ‘The storm won’t be long coming,’ Alfredo said. ‘I’d better go and find some candles.’





*





Stretched out on her bed in bra and panties, Loredana watched the unsettling fluctuations of the electric light on the ceiling rose. She found its slow and constantly postponed death fascinating. In the humid, stifling atmosphere of the room, her hair was releasing the water of her body drop by drop. She wondered how long it would take before she liquefied completely, leaving nothing below the death rattle of the bulb but a large dark patch on the sheets.


Tormented by an increasing irritation in her crotch, she got off the bed and undressed. As they fell to the floor, her underclothes almost captured a large, honey-coloured cockroach, which scuttled behind the skirting board. The folds in her groin were smarting in a very unpleasant way. One foot on the washbasin, she rinsed herself down with her facecloth, taking great care and grimacing with pain, before smearing cream over her raw skin. Standing in front of the mirror, she spent a long time fondling her breasts while she waited for the burning sensation, which was forcing her to maintain that uncomfortable posture, to subside. God knows how long she would have to spend mouldering away here … Mouldering, that was the word, she thought, brooding over the fungal infection that was starting. And could she trust her go-between? Nothing was less certain. The guy had seemed odd to her, those sidelong glances he’d been giving her all the time she’d been negotiating with him. That he’d wanted to be paid in advance was understandable, but what she found difficult to accept was the fact that he’d revealed so little of the process that was under way, simply making her wait in this hotel. Two to three weeks, he’d said, perhaps a bit longer, but it would all be done by the end of the month. She might as well go and have something to eat, it would take her mind off things. Having failed to find any clean underwear in her suitcase, with sigh of exasperation she put on a skirt and T-shirt over her bare skin.


When she appeared on the veranda, emerging from the gloom, Alfredo broke off. ‘There she is,’ he whispered. ‘I’ll be back in a minute …’


Eléazard watched him dash over to the Italian woman who had had such an effect on him. She must be about thirty-five or forty, to go by certain signs that stopped him putting her age at less, but without showing the beginnings of biological decline one would expect at that age. Eléazard’s experienced eye noted her firm breasts, unconfined under her T-shirt, long, slender legs and a slim, elegant figure. Having said that, she was far from being as beautiful as that rogue Alfredo had suggested. As far as Eléazard could tell, her almond-shaped eyes and her mouth were a little too big for her emaciated face; and her excessively long and pointed nose added to the lack of proportion.


When, led by Alfredo to a nearby table, she passed him, he gave her a smile of welcome; her sole response was a slight nod of the head. Ignoring that, he added a delightfully rounded pair of buttocks to her assets. ‘An intelligent piece of ass,’ he told himself, slightly annoyed at her indifference, ‘a very intelligent piece of ass.’


In fact Loredana had not been as uninterested in him as he assumed. Of course, it was impossible for her not to notice the presence of a person in the otherwise deserted restaurant. Even before he had become aware of her, she had observed him for several seconds and judged him attractive, that is to say dangerous, which explained her wariness towards him and her reserve when he greeted her with a smile. Not that he was physically especially attractive – in that respect Alfredo came out an easy winner – but she had seen in him, in his look and his way of moving, an unusual ‘depth of field’, an expression which to her mind defined the sum total of criteria which made a human being more or less worthy of interest. Even though she was still susceptible to the physical charm of a person, be it a man or a woman, it came a long way behind a quality of being, or at least its probability, which she believed she was capable of perceiving at first glance.


Sitting two tables away from Eléazard and placed so that she was looking at him in profile, she examined him at leisure: the self-confidence of a forty-year-old, black hair, just a touch of silver at the temples but high on his forehead in a way that promised some nasty surprises in the future; what was most striking was his nose: a hook nose, not really ugly, but one she had never seen before except in Verrocchio’s condottiere in Venice. Without being exactly delicate, the stranger showed no other of the statue’s warlike aspects. He simply seemed sure of himself and cursed with rigorous and redoubtable intelligence. Dante seen by Doré, if she had to choose another artistic resemblance. Moreover, he could even be Italian; Loredana didn’t speak Portuguese very well, but well enough to have noticed a strong foreign accent when she heard him talking to Alfredo.


Suddenly sensing the persistent look directed at him, Eléazard turned towards her. He silently raised his glass to her before putting it to his lips. This time Loredana could not repress a smile, but it was to excuse her unrelenting stare.


Alfredo had just served the food when the light went out. After having lit several candles, he came to sit with Eléazard again to open a second bottle. It was the moment the mosquitos chose to emerge. As if there were a link between their appearance and the power-cut, they invaded the veranda in invisible clouds and attacked the diners, irritating Eléazard, who was very sensitive to their bites.


‘Pernilongos,’ said Alfredo as he saw him squash one of the insects on his neck. ‘They don’t worry me but I’ll go and get an incense coil. It is supposed to drive them away.’


Eléazard thanked him. As Alfredo disappeared into the interior of the hotel he glanced at the other table. Better prepared than him, Loredana had taken out a little bottle of insect repellent from somewhere or other and was rubbing it over her arms and ankles. Seeing Eléazard watching her, she offered him the repellent and came over to hand it to him.


‘I bought it in Italy,’ she said, ‘it’s very effective but it smells awful, really awful.’


‘You can speak Italian,’ Eléazard said, putting on his best accent, ‘I’m better at that than at Portuguese. And thanks again, I was being eaten alive.’


‘You speak Italian?’ the woman said in surprised tones. ‘I never expected that. And then, you’re French …’


‘How do you know that?’


‘When a foreigner speaks Italian, even as well as you, I can generally tell. Where did you learn it?’


‘In Rome. I lived there for a while. But please sit down,’ he said, getting up to bring over a chair. ‘We can chat more easily like that.’


‘Why not,’ she replied after the briefest hesitation. ‘Just a moment while I go and get my glass and plate.’


Loredano had not sat down when Alfredo returned with his incense coil. He put it in a small dish and lit it, then quickly sat down with them. Eléazard noted his pleasure at finding the Italian woman sitting at his table. She, on the other hand, seemed annoyed at seeing him joining in the preliminaries of their encounter. For a moment he shared her unexpected vexation: Alfredo had become a nuisance. How human, he thought, to repudiate him in this way; a few words with an unknown woman were enough and a man, for whose company he had expressly come, was suddenly de trop. Feeling guilty towards Alfredo, he decided to accept the unfortunate situation.


‘Let me introduce myself,’ he said to Loredana in Brazilian, ‘Eléazard von Wogau. I think it better to use the language that allows all three of us to join in.’


‘Of course,’ Loredana replied, ‘but you’ll have to make allowances for me. I’m Loredana … Loredana Rizzuto,’ she added, grimacing with disgust. ‘I’m still a bit ashamed of my name, it’s so ridiculous …’


‘But not at all,’ Alfredo broke in fervently. ‘I think it’s very beautiful, very … Italian. I’d prefer to have a name like that instead of “Portela”. Alfredo Rizzuto, God, doesn’t that sound great …’


Eunice’s mocking voice was suddenly heard. ‘Alfredo Rizzuto!? What is it you’ve found now to attract attention to yourself?’ She had appeared behind her husband carrying a tray with a slice of tart and a few mangoes. ‘You must excuse him,’ she said to Loredana, ‘but as soon as he sees a pretty girl he can’t control himself. And now, Senhor Rizzuto, stop drinking and come and help me – there’s no more water, the pump must be on the blink again.’


‘OK, OK,’ said Alfredo in resigned tones. ‘Don’t worry, I won’t be long.’


Once Alfredo had left, Eléazard and Loredana burst out laughing; his expression when he heard his wife address him like that had been downright comic.


‘A funny lad,’ Loredana said, reverting to her mother tongue. ‘Nice, but a bit … clinging, no?’


‘It depends. He doesn’t often have the chance to talk to people from outside, so he takes advantage whenever the occasion arises. And then I think he was a bit intimidated by you. That said, he’s far from stupid, you know. He’s not what I’d call a friend, but I like him a lot. Will you join me?’ he said, lifting up the bottle. ‘It’s slightly fizzy, you could swear it was Chianti …’


‘With pleasure,’ Loredana said, holding out her glass. ‘Oh, Chianti … You’re going to make me feel nostalgic. But just a minute, let’s go back to the beginning, I’m starting to get things mixed up. How come you’re French with a name like that?’


‘Because my father was German and my mother French, so I have dual nationality. However, since I was born in Paris and studied there for the most part, my German roots don’t mean very much.’


‘And may one ask what you’re doing in this hole? Are you on holiday?’


‘Not exactly,’ Eléazard replied, ‘although my work does leave me plenty of free time. I’m a foreign correspondent, I just have to send a report to my agency from time to time. Since no one’s interested in Brazil, it goes straight into the waste-paper basket and I still get paid. I’ve been living in Alcântara for two years now. You’re a journalist too, from what Alfredo told me …’


Loredana, somewhat flustered, blushed to her ears. ‘Yes … That is, no. I lied to him. Let’s say I’m here on business. But please don’t go shouting it from the rooftops. If it came out, that is if some Brazilians got to know, it could work against me.’


Loredana was furious with herself. What had got into her? The shady lawyer in São Luís (the term she always used for that individual with the manner of a con man) had made her promise to keep it absolutely secret and here she was telling the first person she came across. She had caught herself just in time, but if he started asking questions she wouldn’t be able to keep up the new lie for long. God, what an idiot, what a bloody idiot I am, she told herself, going even brighter red.


The blush made her look like a little girl. Eléazard almost paid her a compliment along those lines, but then changed his mind. Nothing was worse than being in a situation like that.


‘What business would that be?’ he asked with a touch of irony. ‘If I’m not being indiscreet, of course.’


‘Gold, precious stones …’ (Stop, Loredana, you’re mad. You’ll never get out of it! a voice screamed inside her head.) ‘But I prefer not to talk about it. It’s an operation which is – how shall I put it – on the borderline of legality … I hope you can understand.’


‘Don’t worry, I won’t bother you with that any more. But take care, the Brazilian police are no angels and I’d be sorry to see you in their hands.’ He refilled her glass and then his own. Without quite knowing why, he added, ‘Don’t worry. I know it’s wrong, but it’s the way things are: if I had to choose I’d always be on the side of the smugglers rather than the police.’


‘That’s all right, then. So I’m a contrabbandiere, for the moment …’ Loredana said with a laugh. Then, with a change of tone but without it being clear whether the remark was connected with what had gone before, she said, ‘You certainly like a drink. It’s almost …’


Eléazard pursed his lips. ‘A bit too much perhaps. Is that what you mean? In Brazil the water’s more dangerous than wine and since the idea of drinking Coca Cola fills me with horror … Joking apart, avoid tap water like the plague; even filtered, it’s still dangerous. There’s new cases of hepatitis every day.’


‘I know. I’ve already been warned.’


A flash of lightning followed by a particularly resounding clap of thunder made her start. The echo was still fading in the distance when the downpour hit the patio. It was heavy, violent rain, pattering on the polished leaves of the banana trees with force. The unexpected deluge created a kind of intimacy between Eléazard and Loredana, an enclosure of quiet and togetherness where they were happy to take refuge. The candle dribbled little transparent pearls, the mosquitos sizzled in the flame, bringing a momentary warm tone to the light. To the strong odour rising from the soil, the candle added unusual fragrances of church and of sandalwood.


‘Perhaps we could call each other tu?’ Loredana suggested, after a few minutes of silence enjoying the rain. ‘I’m fed up with having to make the effort.’


‘I was going to suggest the same,’ Eléazard agreed with a smile. Abandoning Lei, which suddenly brought them closer together, gave him an almost physical sensation of pleasure. ‘Your repellent really works,’ he said, picking a mosquito out of his glass, ‘I haven’t had a bite since that one ages ago. But it’s true that it stinks to high heaven. I’m sure it would keep off policemen as well …’


Loredana laughed, but it was a slightly forced laugh. She felt guilty at having fooled Eléazard with her silly story of smuggling. The wine was starting to go to her head.


‘So what do you do all day when you’re not sending your despatches, which don’t seem to take up much of your time anyway?’


‘I live, I dream … I write. Recently I’ve been spending quite a lot of time at my computer.’


‘What kind of things do you write?’


‘Oh, nothing exciting. I’ve been commissioned to prepare a 17th-century manuscript for publication. The biography of a Jesuit father I’ve been working on for several years. It’s a piece of research rather than writing.’


‘You’re a believer?’ she asked, surprised.


‘Not at all,’ Eléazard assured her, ‘but this guy no one’s heard of is an interesting oddity. He wrote about absolutely everything, claiming each time and on each subject to have the sum total of knowledge. That was fairly standard at the time, but what fascinates me about him – and I’m talking about a man who was a contemporary of people like Leibniz, Galileo, Huygens and was much more famous than them – is that he was entirely wrong about everything. He even thought he’d managed to decipher the Egyptian hieroglyphs and everyone believed him until Champollion came along.


‘Surely you’re not talking about Athanasius Kircher?’ Loredana broke in, visibly interested.


Eléazard felt his hair stand on end. ‘It’s not possible … It’s just not possible,’ he said as he looked at her, dumbfounded. ‘How come you know that?’


‘I haven’t told you everything, far from it,’ said Loredana in a tone of mystery and enjoying her advantage over him. ‘I’ve more than one string to my bow.’


‘Please …’ said Eléazard, putting on a hangdog expression.


‘The simple reason is because I’m a sinologist. Well, not quite; I studied Chinese, a long time ago and I’ve read one or two books that talked about Kircher because of his work on China. Cazzo!’ she suddenly exclaimed. ‘Puta merda!’


‘What’s the matter?’ Eléazard asked, taken aback by her swearing.


‘Nothing,’ she said, blushing again ‘I’ve been bitten by a mosquito.’


SÃO LUÍS Swollen lips, the yielding fruit of the mango tree …



‘Yes … Right … I want all of them, every last one … It’s of vital importance, I hope you understand that. Who? … One moment, I’ll check.’


The telephone wedged between his shoulder and his right ear, in a posture that made his cheek bulge round the receiver, Colonel José Moreira da Rocha unrolled a little more of the cadastral map spread out on his desk.


‘What was it you said? … 367 … N.P … B? N.B … 40 … There, I’ve got it. Why is he refusing to sell? It’s nothing but forest and marshes. My God, what a load of cretins! Offer him twice the price and let him go hang. It all has to be sorted out within the fortnight … No … I said no, Wagner! I don’t want any trouble, especially not at the moment. And you know I don’t really like those methods anyway … How does he earn his living? … OK, I’ll see to it. Don’t you worry, it’ll go through even quicker than we thought. By the way, they’ve brought the meeting forward: tomorrow, three o’clock … I don’t want to know! Be there without fail, I’m counting on you … That’s right … That’s right … OK, call back if there’s the least problem.’


Immediately he’d replaced the receiver, the Colonel leant over to the intercom. ‘Anita, get me Frutas do Maranhão, please. And then I wouldn’t mind a little coffee.’


‘Right, Colonel … Who do you want to speak to?’


‘Bernardo Carvalho, the CEO …’


The Colonel leant back in his chair to light a long cigarillo, savouring the first puffs with evident enjoyment. Behind him a little colonial-style window, the lower half with small yellow and green panes, cast a slightly acid light on his off-white suit. With his broad, clear forehead and wavy, black Franz Liszt hair hanging down over his ears, Governor Moreira da Rocha’s face was like a picture of a politician from the previous century. The impression was confirmed – or perhaps it was the detail that created it – by the presence of a pair of huge white side-whiskers encroaching on his cheeks to the corners of his mouth, setting off in a way that bordered on the obscene a heavy chin split in two by a cleft. With this frame, all eyes were drawn to his mouth; seen by itself, its fullness and the sensual pout of disdain which twisted it slightly made it look youthful. Meeting the Colonel’s eyes after that, lodged like two pieces of lead shot between the reptilian folds of his lids, one became aware of the cynicism accumulated in their deep, grainy, blackish rings and it became impossible to say whether one was dealing with a fairly well preserved old man or one prematurely aged by overindulgence. Moreira was aware of the unease caused by his expressive features and he always made skilful, sometimes even cruel use of it.


The intercom crackled briefly. ‘That’s Bernardo Carvalho on the line, Colonel, extension three.’


The Colonel pressed a switch and settled back in his chair again. ‘Hi there, Nando? … Fine, and you? How are things with you, old chap? … Yes … Ha ha ha! You’d better watch out, at your age getting up to that kind of lark could cost you! You’ll have to introduce me to her so I can show her what life’s really about. But let’s get down to serious stuff. There’s a little shit, name of Nicanor Carneiro, who owns some property and who’s giving me problems. You know who it is? … No, nothing serious, but I’d like to give him a lesson, teach him good manners. You’re going to forget him for a while when you’re purchasing fruit … Just long enough for his bloody mangoes to rot. That’s right, yes … And do it so he can’t pass them off to someone else, eh… . OK, amigo, don’t worry, I owe you. And I expect to see you at my little party, don’t forget. See you soon … Yes, that’s right … That’s right … Ciao, Nando, got to go now, there’s someone on the other line … Ciao …’


He relit his cigar when his secretary came in carrying a silver tray. Closing the door with her hip, she crossed the room carefully so as not to spill anything on the crimson wall-to-wall carpet.


A translucent, fine linen suit, boxwood pearls on her tanned skin, austere bun and stiletto heels. A woman to tempt all the saints of Bahia! Certainly something different from those frumps of the Nordeste.


‘Your coffee, sir,’ she said hesitantly, suddenly embarrassed at finding herself mentally undressed by the governor.


Moreira moved some papers that were right in front of him. ‘Put it down there, please.’


To put the tray down where he had indicated, Anita had to go round the desk to his right hand side. The Colonel felt her body brush against his shoulder. Just as she was about to pour the coffee he slipped a hand up her skirt.


‘No … Not that, sir …’ she said, trying to move away. ‘Please … Don’t …’


His hand clamped to the flesh of her thigh, unmoving like a handler subduing a dog, he maintained his hold, relishing the way the young woman stiffened and the waves of panic running across her skin.


The ring of the telephone caught them in this petrified stuggle. Without letting go, the Colonel picked up the receiver with his free hand.


‘Yes? No, darling … At the moment I still don’t know when I’ll be able to get away. But I’ll send the driver if you want … The sudden capture of the crotch, swollen lips, the yielding fruit of the mango tree … Now don’t be silly … Of course I love you, where did you get that idea … Earthy moisture, the jungle of the genitals, spongy under the kneading fingers … But of course, my love, I promise … Put on your glad rags, there’ll be quite a crowd … Go on, I’m listening. I’ve said I’m listening, now be reasonable, please.’


Tears in her eyes, leaning forward as if being searched by the police, Anita desperately scrutinised the bust facing her. Antônio Francisco Lisboa … Antônio Francisco Lisboa … With an absurd sense of urgency, she read and reread the inscription on the plaster, gorging on it as if it were an exorcism that could purify her.




CHAPTER 3


The happy chance that took Kircher to Provence, the distinguished figures he met there & how he achieved his first successes


Hardly had we reached the security of the Jesuit college in Mainz than the superiors of our Order decided to send Athanasius Kircher far away from the war and the German states. This favour was due solely to his renown, which was already considerable both within our Order & in learned societies the world over. He was given letters of recommendation to the Collège d’Avignon & I was granted permission to accompany him in the capacity of private secretary.


In Paris, where we arrived without mishap, we were received with open arms by the Jesuits of the Collège de la Place Royale. There Kircher was to meet some of the learned scholars with whom he had been in correspondence for several years: Henry Oldenburg, first secretary of the Royal Society in London, who was visiting Paris, La Mothe Le Vayer & the Franciscan Marin Mersenne. With the latter he had long disputations on all kinds of questions which at the time were beyond my understanding. He also saw Monsieur Pascal, who seemed to him a peerless mathematician but a sad specimen of humanity & one whose faith smacked of heresy. The same was true of Monsieur Descartes, the apostle of the New Philosophy, who made a mixed impression on him.


He likewise met Monsieur Thévenot de Melquisedeq, who had travelled to China & had returned with an inordinate taste for oriental philosophies. Fascinated by Kircher’s knowledge of these difficult subjects, he invited him to spend several days at the Désert de Retz, a property he owned on the outskirts of Paris. I was not allowed to accompany him & am therefore not in a position to say what happened there, especially since Athanasius always maintained a discreet silence on the subject. But on the pretext of religion or some Chinoiseries, my master was compelled to witness scenes decency forbade him to describe, for every time he mentioned an example of human lechery or excesses to which idolatry or ignorance can lead, he would cite the Désert de Retz as the principal source of his experience.


After just a few weeks spent in Paris, we finally arrived at the Collège d’Avignon, where Father Kircher was to teach mathematics & Biblical languages. A Northerner brought up in the Germanic mists, Athanasius was immediately taken with the brightness of the South. It was as if the world were opening up again for him, as if he could suddenly see its divine light. More than a simple star to observe through the telescope, the Sun proved to be the lamp of God, His presence & His aura among men.


Discovering in the plain of Arles the wonderful predisposition of the sunflower to follow the course of the sun, my master conceived and immediately constructed a clock based on this singular principle. He filled a small, circular basin with water on which he floated a smaller disc bearing a pot containing one of those plants. No longer held back by its fixed roots, the sunflower was free to turn towards the daystar. A needle attached to the centre of its corolla indicated the hours on the fixed ring which crowned this curious device.


‘But above all this machine,’ Kircher said when he presented it to the college authorities, ‘or, to be more precise, this biological engine in which art & nature are so perfectly combined, shows us how our soul turns towards the divine light, attracted to it by an analogous sympathy or magnetism of a spiritual order when we manage to free it from the vain passions which impede this natural inclination.’


The heliotropic clock was soon known throughout Provence & contributed greatly to the spread of his fame.


My master also found it a valuable advantage to be living close to the port of Marseilles. Thus it was that he had the good fortune to meet David Magy, a merchant of Marseilles, Michel Bégon, treasurer of the Levant Fleet in Toulon, & Nicolas Arnoul, master of the galleys, who had been commissioned to go to Egypt & bring back various objects for the King of France’s collections. It was through these people, who purchased all the curiosities the Jews & Arabs could bring them, that Kircher saw any number of little dried crocodiles & lizards, vipers & serpents, scorpions & chameleons, stones of rare colour engraved with ancient figures & hieroglyphs as well as all sorts of Egyptian images made of glazed terracotta. He also saw some sarcophagi & a few mummies at the house of Monsieur de Fouquet, idols, stelae & inscriptions, of which he always begged to be allowed to make an impression. Athanasius never wearied of going round the country to visit these people and admire their collections. He bought, exchanged or copied everything that was directly relevant to his researches, especially oriental books or manuscripts which reached the continent in Provence. Thus it was that one day he had the great good fortune to exchange an old astronomical telescope for an exceedingly rare Persian transcription of Saint Matthew’s Gospel.


Conjecturing that the Coptic still spoken in Egypt was like the petrified language of the ancient Egyptians & that it would be useful in penetrating the secrets of the hieroglyphs, Kircher immediately started to study it & became very knowledgeable in it within a few months.


My master seemed to have forgotten Germany & all his ties with Fulda; he never ceased to learn, nor to put his astonishing ingenuity into practice. Thus it was that, shortly after our arrival in Avignon, he had the idea of illustrating his knowledge of catoptrics by constructing an extraordinary machine. Working day and night in the tower of the Collège de la Motte he assembled, with his own hands, a device capable of representing the whole of the heavens. On the appointed day he astounded everyone by projecting the entire celestial mechanics onto the vault of the grand staircase. As if impelled by their own motion, the Moon, the Sun & the constellations moved in accordance with the rules established by Tycho Brahe, & by a simple & swift contrivance he was able to reproduce the precise state of the sky at any date in the past. In response to requests from teachers and students he thus presented the horoscopes of Our Lord Jesus Christ, of Pyrrhus, of Aristotle & Alexander.


It was on that occasion, as Pierre Gassendi recounts in his memoirs, that Nicolas Fabri de Peiresc, councillor at the parliament of Aix and a native of Beaugensier, was informed of Kircher’s researches. When he learnt that my master was already well-known for his knowledge of hieroglyphs, he insisted on meeting him.


A strange man, this Provençal country squire: fascinated by the sciences & the friend of some of the most distinguished scholars, he had conceived a passion for the antiquities of Egypt and their enigmatic script. He spent a fortune acquiring any object of importance in that area. Not long previously Father Minutius, a missionary in Egypt & the Levant, had offered him a papyrus roll covered in hieroglyphs that had been found in a sarcophagus, at the feet of a mummy. Peiresc had great hopes of Kircher’s ability to translate the pages and wrote inviting him to stay with him in Aix, at the same time sending him, as a gift, several rare books and a copy of the Table of Isis, also called the Bembine Table. As a postscript he asked him to bring with him the famous manuscript of Barachias Abenephuis, which Athanasius had been fortunate enough to acquire.


Kircher was flattered by this keen interest & one day in September 1633 we travelled to Aix, with the said manuscript in our luggage as well as various specimens of the Hebrew, Chaldaean, Arabic and Samaritan languages.


Peiresc welcomed us with a charm & delight such as is rarely seen. He was proud to meet my master & did everything he could to make himself agreeable to him. Kircher, for his part, was very impressed by the collections his host revealed to him little by little, making the most of its effects & enjoying our sincere admiration. His house was crammed full with all kinds of dried or stuffed animals, but equally with a multitude of Egyptian artefacts & books. There for the first time we saw a phoenicopterus, an aspic, a horned viper, a lotus & any number of dried & mummified cats. In his garden he showed us several pink laurels, which he had grown from a shoot given him by Cardinal Barberini, as well as a pond with graceful papyrus all round from which he made paper in the manner of the Egyptians. We also admired a kind of little rabbit, the size of a mouse, which walked on its hind legs & used it front paws, which were shorter, like monkeys to hold the food it was given, & an angora cat Father Gilles de Loche had brought back from Cairo for him as well as various manuscripts obtained at great expense from the Coptic monasteries of Wadi el-Natrun.


Peiresc, now completely won over by Athanasius, finally revealed his two human mummies of which one, notable for its size and state of conservation, was the corpse of a prince, as was proved by its richness of ornamentation. It was at the feet of this mummy that the little book in Egyptian hieroglyphs had been found which Peiresc had mentioned in his letter to Athanasius. The book was made up of pages of old papyrus written in hieroglyphic characters like those on the obelisks. There were bulls & other animals & even human figures together with other smaller characters, like those in the Bembine Table, but no Greek letters.


Kircher’s eyes were sparkling with excitement. He had never held a genuine example of this mysterious writing in his hands & could not stop himself immediately starting to study it. Peiresc asked him as a special favour to think out loud & Kircher obliged without batting an eyelid. Thus it was that once more I had the opportunity to observe my revered master’s singular genius & his wealth of knowledge.


It was at this juncture that we heard the news of the condemnation of Galileo Galilei by the Holy Office. Peiresc, who was a close friend of the astronomer & had sure information from his contacts in Rome, asked Kircher to come & see him in Aix to discuss the matter. We went at once, though my master remained so silent and seemed so morose that it was impossible for me to tell what he thought about it.


Peiresc was aghast at all this; he was foaming with rage & railing against the horrendous ignorance of the inquisitors. In the argument that followed, Athanasius employed all his rhetorical skill to defend the verdict of the Holy Office & to advocate blind obedience to its authority, especially during that grievous period of schism & religious discord.


However, given Pereisc’s manifest disappointment & the proofs cited in support of the movement of the Earth, Kircher eventually admitted that he regarded the opinion of Galileo & Copernicus as true, as, moreover, did Galileo’s accusers, Fathers Malapertuis, Clavius & Scheiner, though they had been put under pressure & compelled to write in support of Aristotle’s assumptions & were only following the Church’s directions by force & out of obedience.


When he heard him express these views, Peiresc embraced my master, overjoyed to see him return to the path of reason. As for myself, until then educated to respect Aristotle absolutely, I did not conceal my disagreement with the result that the two of them made great efforts to show me where the infallible philosopher was mistaken. I was easily convinced – young people are malleable – but this abjuration left me with the uncomfortable feeling of belonging to a secret brotherhood that favoured heresy. On the way back I was quaking in my shoes, so convinced I was that people would recognise my seditious opinions & deliver me up to the Inquisition. Kircher was amused at my disquiet, but calmed me a little by suggesting I outwardly adopt, as he did himself, the system of Tycho Brahe, which was recognised by the Church & was intellectually satisfying insofar as it constituted a neat compromise between the unmoving paradise of Aristotle & the universal movement of the Italian.


A few days later an order came that we were to go immediately to Vienna & we had to make hasty preparations to leave Avignon.


CORUMBÁ: A little fish, a tiny little fish.



Dietlev and Milton were there to meet them when their train arrived at Corumbá station. Elaine was glad to see the cheerful face of her German colleague. Small and tubby, he sported a bushy pepper-and-salt beard, as if to compensate for the sparse crown of hair that was still resisting the encroachment of baldness. Known for his good nature, his hearty appetite and his love of puns, he hardly ever seemed to lose his infectious good humour. He laughed so easily that Elaine could not imagine him without seeing the gleam of his teeth behind his tousled moustache. His scalp, badly burnt by the sun and brick red, proved that he had not been inactive while waiting for them.


Much more reserved than Dietlev and therefore less accessible, Milton’s severity was legendary and made him an imposing figure. Despite his lack of experience of the terrain, or more probably because of that, he made a point of showing reserve and punctilious formality in all things. His political connections and the great favour in which he was held in the upper echelons of the university gave him hope of being appointed rector the following year. Anxious to show how much he merited the position, he was already cultivating a cold and pretentious façade. All in all he was something of a pain in the neck and Dietlev would have been happy to do without him but had been forced to yield to his prerogative as head of department and his power as a member of the commission allocating research funds.


During the taxi ride Mauro was the object of much solicitous attention on the part of Milton. Questioned more assiduously than Elaine about the events of their journey, he was forced to recount the episode of the wallet-thief in detail, which he did with a light, humorous touch.


Once they reached the Beira Rio Hotel, Dietlev left the new arrivals to settle in, arranging to meet on the terrace for lunch. Elaine’s first concern was to take a shower. She was exhausted from the train journey and felt dirty from head to toe. She had never realised there were still steam locomotives in the country, even less that the smoke was so grimy! Brand new when she had left Campo Grande eight hours previously, her clothes were ready for a thorough cleaning.


She was just coming out of the shower when there was a knock at the door. It was Dietlev. Since she was on familiar terms with him, she just wrapped the bath towel round her before going to open the door. He seemed worried.


‘You’re not ashamed to let someone into your room when you’re half naked?’ he joked.


‘Not if it’s an old friend,’ she replied with a laugh, ‘and one who’s seen me without a stitch more than once, if I remember rightly.’


‘You just be careful, my girl. One day the devil slumbering inside me might well wake up. Especially when lured by such charms …’


‘What is it you want, you nincompoop?’


‘I wanted to see you alone. Without Milton, that is. You know that he gets shit-scared as soon as he feels obliged to leave his office. He’s only come with us so he can reap the glory of my discovery and flatter Mauro’s father by looking after his son personally. If he hears what I’ve got to tell you he’d be quite capable of cancelling everything on the spot.’


‘There’s a problem?’


‘There is. The simple fact is that the guy I’d made an agreement with to go up-river has changed his mind. He won’t hear of hiring out his boat to us any more. And do you know why? You’ll never guess. They say there’s some crazy guys blocking the river above Cuiabá. Even the police won’t go there – they fire machine guns at anything that moves …’


‘But that’s ridiculous!’


‘Traffic in crocodile skins, it appears. A whole gang of them from Paraguay. They’ve even got a little landing-strip in the forest. And since it’s a pretty lucrative business, they don’t hesitate to use any means to make sure they’re left in peace.’


‘You believe all this, do you?’


‘I don’t know. Everything’s possible out here.’


‘But the police, dammit?’


‘Simple – they’ll get a slice of the cake.’


‘And there’s no way of going round the area? Really, it’s beyond belief.’


‘None at all. I’ve studied the maps with Ayrton, the fisherman who brought me the fossil last year. The arm of the river with the deposit starts twenty kilometres higher up and it doesn’t connect with anything negotiable. The only way of getting there would be to disembark downstream and walk through the jungle for sixty or seventy kilometres … It’s out of the question.’


Elaine was devastated. Knowing Milton, it would be the next plane back to Brasilia. ‘What are we going to do, then?’ she asked, stunned.


‘For the moment nothing. But we keep quiet. Not a word to Milton; nor to Mauro, either. You never know. I’ve made some other contacts and I’ll have a reply this afternoon. OK?’


‘OK,’ Elaine said with a disappointed expression.


‘Go and get dressed. We’re meeting on the terrace in ten minutes time.’





*





Leaning on his elbows at the window of his room, Mauro was drinking in the unfamiliar landscape he was seeing for the first time. The Beira Rio Hotel stood beside the river, on the short strip of old structures bordering the bank at that point. From his look-out post the student could see the Pantanal marshes stretching out forever to the east. Twittering flocks of unfamiliar birds flew across a sky that was cloudless, but of a hazy blue. The silty and perfectly smooth water of the Rio Paraguay looked like a yellowing mirror, tainted in places with rust or suspicious patches of mould. It was difficult to believe that this loop of still water could be part of the great river by which the lumberjacks sent their huge rafts of timber down to Buenos Aires or Montevideo. Floating as if by some miracle were small craft made up of bits and pieces, an old two-decker gunboat and the patrol boat of the river police, all moored to trees or worm-eaten posts driven into the bank. Long aluminium barges turned over on the grass among dugout canoes and ropes threw off a dazzling light.


Like every geology student, Mauro had taken part in numerous field studies during his course but this was the first time he was part of a real research project, and, what is more, with the cream of the university. Dietlev Walde had become famous two years ago by discovering, together with Professor Leonardos and other German geologists, an unexpected fossil in a Cormubá quarry: a polyp comparable to Stephanocyphus, which had already been identified in certain regions of the world, but distinguished from it by important structural differences, notably by the presence of secondary polyps. After analyses carried out by various specialists – of whom Elaine von Wogau was one – on the samples brought back to Brasilia, it had been dated back to 600 million years ago and they had shown that the fossil belonged to a primitive branch in the evolution of the Scyphozoa: it was not only the first Pre-Cambrian fossil ever to be found in South America but also one of the most archaic. Named Corumbella wernerii, hahn, hahn, leonardos & walde, it immediately gave Dietlev and his team an international reputation.


The previous year Dietlev had returned to the Mato Grosso to collect further samples. The rumour having got round that there was a mad German who was looking for rocks with impressions and was prepared to give a good price for them, a fisherman had brought him a stone he had picked up by chance high in the north of the Pantanal. Analysis had confirmed that it was a Pre-Cambrian fossil that predated the Corumbella and, what was even better, of an echinoderm which had never been found before, not even in the rich deposits of the Ediacara Hills in Australia! This had led to the idea of the expedition which promised excellent results.


If the prospect of having their name associated with an animal species gets most scientists worked up, it had turned Milton into a veritable wild beast: obsessed with the idea of promotion, he had intrigued to take the place of Othon Leonardos on this expedition. Like Dietlev and Elaine, Mauro despised him for this attitude, unworthy of a true scientist, but his influence was such that one had to put up with him or give up the very idea of working at the university.


After all, the only thing that was really important was to advance our knowledge of the world. This fossil, coming in a direct line from ‘primordial fauna’ promised a fantastic advance in our understanding of our origins and Mauro too was seething with impatience – why be ashamed of it? – to be part of this triumph.


Not counting the fact that it would shut his father up, shut him up for good, he hoped.


At the agreed time, the four of them met on the terrace on the top floor of the hotel. Dietlev went over their objectives again and the role each would play on the expedition. From the logistical point of view everything had gone as planned apart from the problem of obtaining a supply of petrol for the boat. He’d only managed to get half the necessary fuel, but the problem was solvable if they would accept a slight additional cost. Milton having told them that they had sufficient funds to buy up all the reserves of Corumbá, they enjoyed an untroubled lunch.


Towards three Dietlev took them to the quarry so that they could familiarise themselves with the geological layers associated with Corumbella wernerii and, if possible, collect further samples. After having shown them the thin stratum of grey-green clay on which they were to concentrate their efforts, he left them, saying he would see them at the Ester at the end of the afternoon.


Before he got into the taxi, he turned round and saw Elaine and Mauro on their knees, using their hammers on the slope. Hands in his pockets, panama pulled well down over his ears, Milton was watching them work in the white dust.





*





When Dietlev entered the Ester, the café-restaurant where he had arranged to meet the man who represented his last opportunity of finding a boat, the owner dropped his brush to greet him with a great show of friendship. ‘Holà, amigo,’ he said, embracing Dietlev, ‘it’s a pleasure to see you again. What have you been doing all this time?’


‘Hi, Herman,’ Dietlev said, without a reply to a question that didn’t expect one, ‘still painting, then?’


‘I’m afraid so. I’m just giving these old walls a bit of decoration, but this time it’s going to be a portrait. Look what I unearthed,’ he said, picking up a postcard that was lying on the table: ‘Otto Eduard Leopold von Bismarck. Not bad, eh? I’m just making a copy of it, it’s going to be fantastic!’


Dietlev turned towards the large niche where Herman had started to colour in an amateurish sketch of the photo. ‘Indeed …’ he said. He felt ill at ease: as always at some point this individual would suddenly make him feel violently sick. Herman Petersen spoke German and behaved like a German but he was … Bolivian. If one expressed surprise, he would produce the remnants of a passport to prove it. Having married an obese mulatto, who was horribly marked with smallpox (he can’t have found her disgusting since he had given her three kids), he claimed to have Brazilian nationality as well. When he was drunk, which happened every day after a certain time in the evening, he would become voluble and go on about his nostalgia for order and even his sympathy for the great Reich. ‘True, he overdid it towards the end,’ he would say, without ever mentioning Hitler by name, ‘but all the same! The ideas are still there and they weren’t all bad, far from it, believe me!’ The only information Dietlev had been able to extract from him during his two previous visits to Corumbá was that Petersen had arrived in Bolivia in 1945, after the defeat – ‘But I was just a simple soldier, a little fish, a tiny little fish.’


‘OK,’ said Herman, ‘what can I offer you to celebrate your return? I’ve got a new draught beer, a real treat.’


‘Later,’ said Dietlev seeing the man he was waiting for enter the bar. ‘I’ve got some urgent business with this guy.’


‘No problem, amigo, make yourself at home.’


The Brazilian approached Dietlev with a false air of humility, an ominous sign. ‘Senhor Walde,’ he said, avoiding his eye, ‘it’s impossible, absolutely impossible. I would have liked to take you, but I can’t risk losing my boat, as I’m sure you’ll understand. You can’t get past there, they shoot you like rabbits. No one will take you, you can be sure of that.’


Dietlev felt his face flush with anger. ‘I’ll double the price! Think carefully: two hundred thousand cruzeiros!’


The Brazilian squirmed, as if electrified by the immensity of the sum, then his eye suddenly fixed on something behind Dietlev’s back. Instinctively he turned round; Petersen was calmly drying a beer glass, his head bowed over the towel.


‘Well?’ Dietlev asked.


‘I’m sorry, really sorry. I can’t do it, it’s too dangerous. Next year, perhaps …’


‘There’ll be no next year,’ Dietlev said furiously. ‘It’s now or never. My funds can’t be carried over to next year, can you understand that?’


‘Take it easy, senhor. Losing your temper won’t change my decision. I’ve seen Seu Ayrton …’


‘Ayrton? The fisherman?’


‘He left for Campo Grande this morning. He asked me to tell you that he couldn’t go with you. You see, his mother’s ill …’


‘That caps it all!’ said Dietlev, clenching his fists. ‘Scheisse! Did you hear that, Herman?’


‘Hear what?’


‘This guy!’ he said, turning to point to the Brazilian with a grand theatrical gesture. But he had grabbed the opportunity to slip away and Dietlev just had time to see him disappear through the bead curtain hanging over the café entrance. With a look of despair, Dietlev went over to the bar and leant on it: ‘I think the time has come to have a beer. The way things are, there’s nothing left to do but get thoroughly pissed.’


‘Look at that,’ said Herman, putting a huge beer mug under the tap, ‘it comes from Munich, from the Café Schelling. I got it out specially in your honour. So you’ve got problems, it appears?’


‘And how! You can’t imagine what a mess I’ve got myself into.’


Elbow on the bar, chin on his hand, Herman listened as Dietlev outlined the situation. He must have once had a fine Nordic face such as people imagine it in Latin countries, with blue eyes, blond hair and pink cheeks. Over the years the alcohol had remodelled his features: lumpy skin, sagging face, puffy in places, and eyes so pale they looked as if they were veiled by cataracts. His white hair, drawn back, seemed to have been combed with a mixture of fat and nicotine, his cheap false teeth gave him a waxworks smile and, apart from a belly like a child suffering from malnutrition, his body was skinny and disappeared inside his wide shorts and a short-sleeved shirt.


‘This fossil you’re talking about,’ he asked, ‘what is it exactly?’


‘The one I’m looking for? A kind of sea urchin, if you like, but without spines.’


‘And all this bother just for a sea urchin? You’re mad, amigo!’


‘You don’t realise, Herman, it’s something no one’s ever seen. There are institutions and collectors who’d pay a fortune just to have one.’


‘A fortune? How much, for example?’


‘I couldn’t really say. It’s simply beyond price. A bit like a stone brought back from the moon. A few of these fossils would finance our research for several years… .’


‘And the one you’ve got?’


‘It’s not worth a penny. Without identifying the deposit it comes from we’re left with nothing but assumptions; as with any erratic.’


‘Erratic?’


‘Yes, that is something that’s not in its original site any longer. For example, if you open a pharaoh’s tomb and find some grains of wheat in the sarcophagus, you can deduce that the wheat is at least as old as the mummy, that it has a value in the cult of the dead because it symbolises rebirth, etc. If you find those same grains of wheat out in the desert, or if someone brings them to you, they give you no information at all, not about the grains themselves nor about anything else. They’ll be of no interest whatsoever.’


‘I see … And you’re sure this deposit of yours exists?’


‘Absolutely sure. That’s the worst thing about it. I questioned Ayrton at great length, I showed him the satellite maps I’d been able to get: everything agrees. It’s a hill between the junction of the Rio Bento Gomes and that of the Jauru, a bit before you get to Descalvado.’


‘I know it.’


‘What d’you mean, you know it? Have you been there?’


Wrapped in thought, Herman ignored his question. ‘And you think you could find the place, even without Ayrton?’


‘I’m convinced I can. Once there I can guarantee I’d manage, I’m used to it. Ayrton would just have helped me save time.


Herman looked Dietlev straight in the eye, as if he were weighing the pros and cons one last time. ‘Good,’ he said after his brief reflection, ‘I think I’m going to give you a second beer.’


‘No thanks. I don’t feel my usual self as it is.’


Despite that the old German took the two mugs and leant over towards the pump.


‘No. Please, Herman. I haven’t –’


‘I might have a boat,’ Herman said without raising his eyes from the beer running into the mug.


‘What was that you just said?’


‘You heard. I said I might have a boat, a pilot and everything you need. But it’s likely to cost you. It’s up to you.’


Dietlev started thinking fast. Just one word and hope was reborn, stronger than ever. Milton wasn’t worried about money, he’d pay anything to make sure the expedition went ahead. As for Herman, it didn’t look as if he was trying to put one over on him.


‘Who will I be dealing with?’ he asked with a haste he immediately regretted.


‘With me,’ said Herman, placing a full mug in front of Dietlev. ‘It’s a good boat. I bought it from the State Property Office ten years ago. Twenty-eight metre, steel hull, 300 hp engine. And your captain is here before you.’


‘Are you pulling my leg? What would you do with a thing like that?’


Herman seemed annoyed. ‘I’m no more stupid than the next man, you know. I can’t keep a wife and three children on what I earn from the bar. There’s lots you can do with a boat round here: take tourists out fishing during the season, transport goods from one fazenda to another, or hire it out … to geologists, for example.’


‘OK, OK. Sorry. It’s just so unexpected … But out with it now, this story of crocodile hunters, it’s a load of nonsense, isn’t it?’


‘Not at all, they weren’t lying.’


‘But you’re not afraid?’


‘With me it’s different. You see, I do a bit of business with them. I take fresh supplies to them from time to time. They’re not so bad if you leave them in peace. But that’s my business. You know nothing, see nothing, and there’ll be no problem.’


‘How much do you want?’


‘Ah, now that’s the question,’ Herman said, baring all his false teeth in a laugh. Becoming serious again, he went on, ‘I want 400,000 cruzeiros and … 30% commission on the sale of the first fossils.’


Dietlev was struck dumb by the enormity of his demands, less because of the sum of money he wanted, they could always come to an agreement on that, but the crazy idea of a commission.


‘It seems to me you haven’t quite understood, Herman,’ he said, trying to remain calm. ‘It’s not gold nuggets I’m looking for. If I do find these bloody fossils, if my hypothesis isn’t mistaken and if foreign scientists are interested in them, then we might perhaps think of selling some. But in that case it will be the department that deals with it and all the money will revert to the university. To the u-ni-ver-si-ty! I won’t get anything at all out of the business.’


‘There’s always ways and means, aren’t there? There must be a trick somewhere. You’re not going to get me to believe …’


‘But I’m telling you it’s impossible, Herman. Unthinkable even.’


‘Then it’s no, amigo. Find yourself another boat.’


‘You can’t do that to me, Herman. Just think a little about what I’ve told you. I’m happy with the 400,000 cruzeiros and that’s one hell of a good deal, isn’t it? As for the fossils, we don’t even know if they exist. What you’re basing your demand on is nothing but thin air. If everything goes as planned you’ll be the only person to know where they are and there’ll be nothing to stop you going back and helping yourself. The only thing I could promise is to send collectors to you …’


Herman sipped at his beer, a vacant look on his face. He was about to reply when Elaine came in, followed by Mauro and Milton.


Dietlev made the introductions as the little group settled at the bar. Captivated by the charms of Elaine, Herman’s smile returned. She had been back to the hotel to shower and change. In a plain, almond-green cotton dress, her hair still damp, she exuded freshness.


‘What are you drinking?’ Dietlev asked.


‘I don’t like beer,’ Elaine said, seeing the empty mugs. ‘Would it be possible to have some wine?’


‘But of course! Herman Petersen has everything, especially for a pretty girl like you. Here, try this, you’ll like it,’ he said, taking a bottle from under the bar. ‘Valderrobles red. It’s Bolivian and, just between ourselves, a cut above the stuff you find in Brazil.’


Mauro having asked for wine as well, Milton decided he would join them.


‘How did it go?’ Dietlev asked Elaine.


‘Not bad. Mauro and I found three excellent examples of Corumbella. The impression is very clear, we’ll get some nice casts.’


‘But it was Mauro who found the most interesting one,’ Milton interrupted in a sugary voice. ‘The boy has talent.’


Turning his back on Milton, Mauro raised his eyes heavenwards to show Dietlev how irritating he found this obsequious solicitude.’


‘A truly auspicious start to our expedition!’ Milton added, rubbing his hands. ‘So when do we leave, Dietlev?’


Elaine saw a glint of panic in her colleague’s eyes. He turned to Petersen, who had just finished pouring the wine. He put down the bottle and said, smiling at Elaine, ‘Whenever you want.’ He spoke slowly, as if replying to a question from her. ‘I’m at your service.’


Relieved, Dietlev held out his hand to thank him for his decision. ‘The day after tomorrow, that OK?’


‘The day after tomorrow’s OK, amigo,’ Herman said, shaking his hand warmly over the bar. His insistent look said: we’re in agreement on the conditions, aren’t we? Reading a positive reply in Dietlev’s wink, he added, ‘I think it’s your turn to buy me a beer.’


‘To buy us all a beer,’ said Dietlev. ‘That calls for a celebration.’


‘Jolly good!’ Milton exclaimed. ‘I’m keen to get on to the serious business.’


Without mentioning their negotiations or the crocodile hunters, Dietlev introduced Herman as a member of the team. The next day would be devoted to stocking the boat and making their final preparations.


‘What kind of boat will we be going on?’ Mauro asked.


‘The finest boat in the whole of the Pantanal! Come and have a look, it’s moored just outside,’ said Herman setting off for the door. ‘Look, it’s the Mensageiro da Fé. The one next to the Customs launch.’


‘That one!’ Mauro exclaimed, recognising the old gunship he’d seen from his bedroom window.


‘That one,’ said Petersen, ignoring the disparaging tone. ‘It’s not much to look at, true, but it’s a marvellous little boat. And with me at the helm you’ll be quite safe, trust me.’


The Messenger of the Faith … it’s a nice name,’ said Elaine with a smile


‘I wanted to call it the Siegfried but my wife was against it. Oh, and that reminds me, I must warn her – you’re staying to eat here, aren’t you? You’ll see, she cooks piranhas like no one else.’


Dietlev having indicated his agreement, they went back in and sat down at the bar again while Herman shouted for Theresa at the top of his voice.


Eléazard’s notebooks





WITTGENSTEIN: ‘In philosophy a question is treated like a disease.’ Which means starting out by looking for all the symptoms that would allow diagnosis. Use this framework to deal with the ‘Kircher’ question?





ONE COULD SAY of his books what Rivarol said of Court de Gébelin’s Monde primitif: ‘It is a work which is out of proportion with the shortness of life and which demands a summary from the very first page.





MOÉMA’S LETTER … The magnificent arrogance of youth, the beautiful, hip-swaying, unconcerned freedom of those whose future still lies ahead. Something so obvious it makes, as if inadvertently, the old ones get off the pavement, where they no longer have a place.





REGARDING THE TRACKS OF FOSSIL FOOTPRINTS overlapping each other that have been found on the Eyasi Plateau in Tanzania: they show that in the Pliocene, three million years ago, a young woman amused herself by walking in the footsteps of the male who was going in front of her. Elaine saw it as reassuring proof that the hominids of the distant period already resembled us. The fact that I, on the contrary, saw it as a sign of a depressing sameness of our species, was something she found irritating.





NEVER, PERHAPS, has the transition from one century to the next been so lacklustre, so drearily full of its own self-importance.





LOREDANA … When she speaks she makes the pleasant murmuring of an onion roux in the frying pan.





TRUTH is neither a path through the fields nor even the clearing where the light mingles with the darkness. It is the jungle itself with its murky profusion, its impenetrability. For a long time now I haven’t been looking for a way out of the forest any more but rather trying not to get lost in its depths.





NOTHING IS SACRED which managed, if only once, to breed intolerance.





WRITE A SENTENCE with sugar water on a white sheet of paper, put it down by an ant-hill and film it as it appears, with the deviations in form and perhaps in meaning the insects make it undergo.





FOR THE INFORMATION OF ELAINE, last night, from a deep sleep: ‘You are requested never to speak to me, not even in my dreams.’





PIRANHA: etymologically ‘gate of the clitoris’. In Amazonia its teeth are used to make scissors. Doubtless that would have struck a chord with Dr Sigmund, but I cannot believe for one moment that such images can be explained by the ‘castration anxiety’. I prefer to think that when it came to naming things, mankind instinctively chose the most bizarre, the most poetic expressions.
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