
   [image: Cover: Land of Smoke by Sara Gallardo]


   
      
          

          

          

         ‘Surprising and enigmatic… reads like a poetic communiqué from an exceptional imagination’

         LA TIMES

         ‘This is a significant addition to South American literature in translation; the breadth of Gallardo’s imagination expands the canon’

         KIRKUS REVIEWS

         ‘Land of Smoke dazzles above all in its highly personal language… a language glowing with both the absolute desperation and the fierce joy of capturing and sharing the glory of one’s experiences’

         LEOPOLDO BRIZUELA

         ‘[Gallardo] shines as a compassionate storyteller’

         THE NATIONAL

         ‘These stories are unsettling, surprising, and unmissable. Land of Smoke is a bountiful collection of short stories, full of sharp edges, odd magic, and unexpected allure’

         FOREWORD REVIEW

      

   


   
      
         1

         2

         
            LAND

OF SMOKE

            SARA GALLARDO

            TRANSLATED FROM THE SPANISH

BY JESSICA SEQUEIRA

         

         
            PUSHKIN PRESS CLASSICS

         

      

   


   
      
         4

         
            To H.A. Murena

         

         5

      

   


   
      
         
7 
            CONTENTS

         

         
            
               
	Title Page

                  	Dedication

                  	LAND OF SMOKE 

                  	On the mountain 

                  	A new science 

                  	Georgette and the general 

                  	Things happen 

                  	The man on the araucaria 

                  	A secret 

                  	The case of Mrs Ricci 

                  	IN THE DESERT 

                  	She 

                  	Phases of the moon 

                  	A camalote 

                  	Domingo Antúnez 

                  	The thirty-three wives of Emperor Blue Stone 

                  	IN THE GARDEN 

                  	The rats 

                  	Perplexities 

                  	But on the island! 

                  	A lawn 

                  	White Glory 

                  	The race of Chapadmalal 

                  	That one 

                  	DAGGERS 

                  	Byword 

                  	Nemesis 

                  	Red 

                  	Palermo 

                  	Even 

                  	Eric Gunnardsen 

                  	TWO SORRELS AND CO. 

                  	The caste of the sun 

                  	Cristóbal the giant 

                  	TASKS 

                  	Cangallo Street 

                  	An embroiderer 

                  	Chacarita 

                  	Lady Music 

                  	J.M. Kabiyú Fecit In Ytapuá, 1618 

                  	White flowers 

                  	Tachibana 

                  	TRAINS 

                  	The great night of the trains 

                  	Love 

                  	The trains of the dead 

                  	EXILES 

                  	Cristoferos 

                  	Reflection on the water 

                  	Steam in the mirror 

                  	In the Puna 

                  	Juliano Stampa 

                  	A.R.J. 

                  	Agnus Dei 

                  	Garden of the Mercies 

                  	A loner 

                  	About the Author

                  	Copyright 

               



         

      

   


   
      10
         
            LAND OF SMOKE11

         

      

   


   
      13
         
            ON THE MOUNTAIN

         

         Things have changed now. In those years, life wasn’t enough for us to finish off the Spaniards.

         I once met a grenadier whose foot teemed with maggots; he pulled them out with a tiny stick. He’d say ‘Another one, go die,’ day in and day out. If you look at it the right way, all of us were just like him. Day in and day out the same obsession: to finish off the Spanish in America. They were the maggots that fed on liberty, and vice versa. We were the maggots eating away the empire, without mercy.

         I was left for dead in a terrible place, the Andean cordillera. Very high up, some mountain range in Peru.

         I’m from the pampa. The crags, the wind, the condors big as I am, the paper sky… I’m terrified of the mountain. With the regiment I could bear it. But when I opened my eyes in the silence, and found myself alone…

         The condor landed on the rock and fixed its round eye on me.

         ‘If I stop looking, it will start,’ the idea came to me. What would start? What I’d seen so many times before: eyes gouged out, the fluttering, the greedy naked necks 14sinking, emerging bathed in green stuff. Amidst the feathers, the corpse seemed to move.

         ‘If I stop looking…’ And I did stop, for who knows how long. I had my wounds to keep me busy.

         The sun, too. At that height you can’t imagine what the sun is like. The shadow either. Look for shelter and you find ice, look for warmth and you step in a bonfire. And so you die in two different ways, and the mountain stays indifferent.

         Without the cordillera, without condors, without sun, without shade, I’d still have had the wounds: my broken leg, my broken arm, my broken ribs, something on the side of my face.

         And the thirst. The thirst was worse than all the rest put together.

         Around me were snowy peaks, hunks of raw flesh and pampas the colour of gold, false as death.

         Why was I alone? A horseshoe near my foot and a cannon were my company. Not a corpse, a voice or a gun in sight. And the condor waiting.

         I thought: I’m dead. The pain proved me wrong.

         I came to understand that I’d fallen off a cliff, no doubt the mule’s fault. We’d always hated each other. It probably fell out of pure spite, dragging me and pieces of stone along, the cannon falling off its back along the way. It was certain it had gone on falling a long way – the 15horseshoe was its farewell letter – and a flurry of activity by the condors suggested it was lying further down. If I could have felt joy, I would have.

         I suppose those condors served as a signal.

         When I opened my eyes the light had changed. A gag choked me, my tongue. A mushroom slid past, or a turtle (I started to think I was dead again). No, it was a human figure under a leather hide, furtive, hunched over, armed. He fought the condors for what was left of the mule.

         I said, ‘For the love of God…’

         No voice came from me.

         I yelled, ‘Brother, for the love of God.’

         My next memory is darkness. I’m no longer thirsty, and am bound like a salami. A little noise: chac chac. My tinderbox. A small flame leaps up. I see a being, a gleam of bald forehead. Crouching, he starts a fire. Flames rise. Leaning over the flame, he sobs.

         Daytime. The place turns out to be a cave. I’m still bound, for medicinal purposes, with furry strips of hide. Rocks close off the entrance. At certain times, I hear them moving; close my eyes, peer. The being wrapped in pale furs closes the entrance again; before looking at me he focuses on the embers, far more interesting to him than I was.

         Why is it so hard for me to say ‘the man’? His emotion by the fire, his care for me were very human. His baldness suggested the blood of a white man. But something 16about him frightened me. More than anything, his refusal to speak.

         With him I changed. Usually spontaneous, I became cunning. Usually courageous, I started to fear. Usually grateful, I was forced into resentment.

         Two more memories. The days when he smoked the pieces of mule snatched from the condors, the taste of mush he fed me with. When I recovered, I found out the mush was mule meat he had chewed.

         Months passed. I came to know his scowling light-blue eyes, close-set by his beaky red nose. A giant crouched before the fire. I wanted to make him talk, so I told stories, I sang, I even recited ten-line verses, but to no effect. Deaf and dumb I thought, but that wasn’t it. How many times had I startled him with the sound of my voice, making him turn his back with fury? My struggle was to make him speak, his, to remain silent. Since he couldn’t convince me, he once threw a stone at me. Small, but effective enough on my wounds. I accepted his silence. It meant renouncing friendship.

         Spanish, I decided. Basque, a mountaineer. A deserter. Or someone like me, a left-over. What made me think so? His Basque appearance, his features. And a certain intuition.

         I came to think my uniform was what prevented him from talking. A maggot gnawing on the empire. But up there, what did any of that mean?17

         It meant nothing. For me, he went against all that was human. Despite having saved me with so much effort, we were enemies. Because of that, because of the silence.

         But why did he want to remain so silent?

         When he wanted to sleep he disappeared into a corner. I imagined the cave formed an elbow shape; I later confirmed it.

         Fear, as if all the evil of the mountain were concentrated in him, made me pretend to be weaker than I was even after I started to recover. Only when he left and all the noise ceased, except the wind and murmurs at those heights, did I have the courage to sit up.

         Then I crawled, groaning, understanding that complete health was still far off, and that I had to yield to time and my host in order to escape alive.

         Yield, what a word. Yielding for me had always meant talking, saying one’s name, telling things to each other.

         When I could take a few steps, I saw his bedding, his treasures: the cannon, straps, remains of uniforms, weapons both patriotic and Spanish, the mule’s harness, stone tools.

         I spent hours and hours alone. He went out to hunt. I understood he did so in anticipation of winter. Winter! I’d been wounded in spring, and already at that time the cold was almost unbearable in the bivouac, let alone on the marches. Winter. I clung to the cave as if it were my 18mother’s womb. Dying is no strange thing. But on the mountain…

         Let’s jump ahead to the first snowfall.

         The cave was deeply cold.

         Every time he went out, I sat up. The dizziness was overwhelming, I leaned on the rock. I flexed my arms and legs. Or rather one arm and one leg. The others were stiff as a couple of stakes. I’d sworn to be stronger than them and spent hours rubbing them, forcing them to yield. They resisted, but there was progress. That progress was my fixed idea, the meaning of my days.

         A difference in the light made me peek outside. I saw fresh snow. I saw footprints.

         Almost round. A cubit in diameter. The toe detached, the rest blurry. Barefoot, biped footprints. To judge by the sinking of the snow, the owner’s weight was proportional.

         I trembled like a hare. I imagined the monster’s sense of smell, my own weakness. I imagined my saviour outside, and me at his mercy. I was about to drag myself away in search of the sabre when the stones at the entrance moved. I backed away towards the coals, prepared to set fire to the blanket as a first defence; but as soon as I made out the hand wrapped in strips of wool, my cunning took precedence, I threw myself on the ground under the blanket, I pretended to sleep.19

         This time he looked closely at me before checking the fire. It’s true I wasn’t in the same place as usual, but in that weather it was natural to seek warmth. He wanted to make sure of something about me. His breathing was controlled, not agitated. He had seen the footsteps and now wanted to make sure I was sleeping. He knew about the monster. He was only concerned to know if I knew too.

         He shook me. I pretended to wake up although my pulse was leaping. He pointed at my corner. I pointed at the coals. Immediately, so as not to be caught in the trap of speaking in signs, I said:

         ‘Starting today I’m going to sleep by the fire.’

         He shook his head, the grey locks of hair on his balding crown sweeping his shoulders. He grabbed the blanket and threw it into my corner.

         There followed a time that saw some changes. My legs began to work better, my arm responded. It was something he seemed to be waiting for. He started some blacksmithing work, which in the beginning I didn’t understand, using musket barrels as tongs, stones as anvils. And fire, of course. He sewed a pair of bellows out of hides before my eyes without my realising what it was for. I began to admire him.

         As a slave-driver, first of all. I had noticed how people from the mountains, people from Europe, worked as if they had no hearts, constantly. He had me at the bellows for thousands of hours. He wanted to turn my cannon 20into something else. And he did. We did. We made a couple of shovels, or something of the kind.

         That reminds me how hard we shovelled snow away.

         Sometimes I thought the footsteps had been a hallucination. Sometimes I heard a noise and jumped up to defend myself. I imagined my sabre snapping like a piece of straw in a bear’s paws. A mastodon seemed to rush at me, I could see its huge tusks. One day it was furry, another day covered in scales, yet another day a giant that could grab a man in each hand and slice their heads off with one bite. The fire was my plan: I’d throw embers in its eyes to begin with, then right after, a torch at its snout, chest and belly. I could hear its shriek. I could hear it draw back, bent over with claws withdrawn.

         I never spoke about him.

         Alone, kneading hides, making leather fastenings, sewing and smoking meats (my activity was domestic; my going out was frowned upon), I had time to think. I imagined many things. The light of day keeps us balanced. I lived in shadows. I imagined my man had domesticated the monster and made it hunt for us. I imagined too much. Taking the wind as an excuse I surrounded my bed with stones, projectiles I wanted to have at hand.

         That night I jumped towards them. A horrible voice woke me. It cried out with a thousand echoes. The monster. No. The embers gave off a calm light under the dark 21vaults. Everything was calm. Except that voice and those echoes, that language not spoken by any people, in which recognisable words floated: María Luisa, Cayetano.

         My companion was dreaming in Basque.

         I got used to so much in that time that growing accustomed to his dreams needed no otherworldly effort. What did come from another world were his voice and his language, those echoes. And the cold.

         During one of my inspections I discovered a hole covered with gravel and, very worn-out, the military document of Miguel Cayetano Echeverrigoitía, born in Hornachuelos, Biscay, soldier of the Fourth Infantry of the King’s Hunters. How clever I felt. I even laughed. At his mercy, for a moment I felt I was his master.

         This awoke in me the urge to talk, after being reduced for so long to monosyllables. It took an unexpected form: I told racy jokes. They had never amused me before; you hear too many of them in the bivouacs. One by one I repeated all those I knew. I meant to wake something in him, I didn’t know well what. Laughter. That’s it, laughter. Which after words is the most human thing of all (if you except betrayal). I felt that laughter, a smile, could be the dawn of a word. One word and the wall of his madness could fall.

         I see him now as I did that night, under the reddish light, a bone from which he’s sucking the marrow stuck 22in his mouth like a flute. He didn’t find the jokes funny. His breathing grew agitated. I regretted having possibly stirred his lust. I became silent, and very sad.

         
             

         

         I set a date for speaking to him about the monster. ‘Tomorrow, at the crack of dawn.’

         Dawn is the mountain’s cruellest lie. It seems innocent, even beautiful.

         But that day there was no dawn. I woke without light. The snow blocked us. No chance of shovelling.

         We were buried.

         He seemed calm. I decided to be so too. If I had to die it would be with dignity. My only objection was that if it was my fate to die on the mountain, why hadn’t it happened before, on the ravine between the cannon and the horseshoe; why go through this relationship in the cave and this healing, just to come to the same end? At least there were no condors, and that was something. There was…

         I knew by heart what there was. Provisions, smoked; hanging herbs; piles of fuel. My Basque had worked as hard as a sailor.

         I had always trusted I would be out of there before we had to consume certain provisions I had smoked during the summer and fall. Snakes, for example, that my companion had snatched from the condors, by throwing stones deadly as lightning bolts. I faced eating them philosophically, 23thinking of them as nourishment that would give me strength.

         Then began the kind of cohabitation that leads to murder, that of two people who are walled in.

         We lived wrapped in furs and clinging to the fire we kept burning in a pit. We wrapped our heads in strips of uniform from different regiments, covered in frost, our eyes not showing; we covered our legs and feet in saddle blankets stuffed with straw and goat hair. Outside the wind was, I don’t know, say, like the mountain turned into air, tumbling. We were amoebas in its belly, ready to be evacuated into nothingness.

         Maggot of the empire, maggot of liberty, writhing a little longer, but for how long? What for?

         And without speaking.

         He ruled, he was the master of the house. No objections. What to eat, what to drink, what to make, when to exercise, everything, everything done in silence.

         What to drink? Ah, yes. Every meal was completed with a tisane. Mine, I discovered, was only for me. It had a bitter taste, the roots of a blackish vegetable.

         It took me a while to realise it was a narcotic. I began to sleep a lot and would wake up feeling heavy, still dreaming. I dreamt, I went about drowsy all day. Better this way, I thought. Even the cries of ‘María Luisa, Cayetano!’ no longer woke me.24

         I was asleep the night the monster entered the cave. Asleep the hours it took him to dig away the snow outside, the days it took to reach the entrance, asleep when it dragged aside the rocks to open a path. The wind did not put out the fire. We didn’t die of cold. Because a hand had been there to surround the embers with stones, close the opening from the inside, let the monster out, and close the rocks again. The hand of an accomplice of the monster.

         I noticed the changes the next day. Light came through the cracks, a wall of stones circled the fire, the rocks at the entrance were arranged in a different way. And there was a certain smell.

         My waking was observed with such attention that I understood: it was life or death. I decided to be an idiot.

         I exulted, ‘Ah! The snow outside has melted!’

         The alliance of Don Miguel Cayetano Echeverrigoitía with a monster of an unknown species was enough to erase the effects of his narcotic. I channelled my exaltation. Bending over the stones I had been striking for weeks to get something like an axe, I forced my nervous system into a rhythm as regular as the blows. But my companion was perceptive and able to notice the change.

         I realised, as if I saw it written in letters on the wall, that my death had been decreed, that everything depended on my ability to pretend. That my axe, the hides I had kneaded and sewed, the meats I had smoked, my own 25flesh, to be smoked, would be used for the survival of the one who had saved me. The despotism of winter was about to reveal its secret. My life depended on that discovery. I decided to delay it, to be the most idiotic of idiots.

         But since curiosity is common in idiots and in others, I decided not to drink the tisane. For this, I counted on my companion’s modesty, which made him turn his back as soon as one went towards the pit and the heap of sandstone. There my tea met its end, and its steam was no different from what usually came from that place.

         I pretended to feel the greatest drowsiness, I lay down to sleep. And I did sleep, just as I did all the nights that followed, because I had no more news of the monster. I almost even forgot it existed. It began to seem another hallucination.

         But it wasn’t possible to forget everything. Through heavy shovelling we kept open the excavation that had led it to our door. I felt as if I’d die of fatigue. And the white immensity outside made me feel as if I’d die of sorrow. Not to ask about the miracle that had opened that gap was almost, almost suicide.

         I made a comment about the good luck that had brought that ‘melting’. It produced a ferocious, attentive stare. Leaning over my shovel, I seemed innocent. My wretched condition as a man of the plains could explain away most things.26

         Did I say that curiosity is common to many? Yes it is. Even to monsters.

         My man had made something like rackets for his feet. He managed to go outside without going far, so that a great snowfall wouldn’t cut him off from the cave. Which meant I went back to spending my hours alone. Such relief.

         I was alone, polishing my axe, when I felt I was being observed. Slowly my hairs stood up on end, but I continued my task. I thought maybe the Basque, in a twist of his madness, had resolved to kill me. Or maybe…

         Under the pretence of adding fuel to the fire, I approached the door and glanced out. Something on the other side of the rocks was peeking inside. Something that covered more cracks of light than a man would, even with furs, even with a turban. A huge shadow.

         I brought the torches. I brought a musket with a bayonet that was near the Basque’s bed. I brought a shovel and filled it with embers. I surrounded myself with stones.

         Then the shadow disappeared. The sad light from outside came back in through the cracks.

         I decided: let’s end this rat’s life. Let’s fight; let’s fight.

         And I started to think. Thought, as it does for so many, made me a sceptic. Even if I did kill the monster, and if I killed my benefactor, what could I do in that place in winter? I would have to wait for the thaw before making a move.27

         Very well, I would wait.

         Now comes the night the monster got in. A blast of cold woke me. I saw a furry silhouette make its way towards the Basque’s corner.

         I woke up. On hearing the sound of a voice, my companion’s, I stifled what had almost been a cry of alarm. He whispered a curt command. Then… may God forgive me… those grunts, what can I say about them? What can I say of the moon that illuminated the giant being as it withdrew, breasts drooping over its swollen, yes, pregnant, belly? It was a female.

         As far as life starting from that night goes, I will say: weapon in hand, back to the wall, we ate without speaking, without gestures. The secret was stronger than any alliance. I developed a sympathy for that one who did not want to return to the world of the word, the great exile, who to his shame had succumbed to compassion for someone like him. That’s how things were.

         That’s how things were until the thaw.

         Until the sound of cavalry, of a bugle in a gorge below.

         I jumped up, frantic. I moved my arms. Then I saw the flag, red and gold. The king’s flag.

         Something grabbed me by the shoulders. It wasn’t the monster, although it seemed so from its strength. My companion, his tiny eyes glassy under the sun, tucked a 28slip of paper into my hand: his registration document. Then he pushed me over the cliff, same as my mule.

         So I fell unconscious among the king’s troops, maggots of liberty, and I, a maggot of empire. I transformed into Miguel Cayetano Echeverrigoitía, native of Biscay, dressed in furs and mute for reasons of prudence, though not deaf, as my companions noticed and commented upon.

         Tied to the back of a mule, my leg in a splint, exhausted, I knew the precipices, ravines, caverns and rock faces were being left behind. That was all I asked for.

         Then a cry was heard. The strangest, the most terrible. It echoed up there. It hit the abyss, bounced and rebounded.

         My Andalusian companions looked at one another, trembling. An Aragonese artilleryman murmured:

         ‘The Irrintzi…’

         I had heard about that. It was the cry of the Basques.

         The suspicions began afterwards. For the moment they remained silent.

         ‘What is it celebrating?’ a young man next to me asked.

         Silent, I said to myself, ‘A new race.’

         I let out a hideous laugh.

         But all of them thought I was mad anyway.
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            A NEW SCIENCE

         

         Iwill tell you what I was able to discover.

         It was 1942. The year Silvina Ocampo published her Epitaphs for Twelve Chinese Clouds. A tall melancholy man wanted to talk with her. A linotypist. By chance he had seen the galley proofs of the poems on a table. The man had a cough, as many typesetters do; soon he gave up his attempt. It was a fantasy, but understandable if you consider the task to which he had dedicated his life.

         The man who told me these things in a basement room near the river was his successor.

         The task looked like a bunch of papers, some of them yellowing. Arturo Manteiga, the linotypist, and Claudio Sánchez, the one talking to me, had been the third and fourth ones to inherit it.

         The yellowest part began with a title page that featured decorations of the finest calligraphy. They were in the author’s own hand. Surrounded by the decorations, the name, date and title of the work could be seen.

         Giacomo Pizzinelli. 1852. The Influence of Clouds on History.30

         Pizzinelli had made observations for thirty-seven years. Day after day he had described the shapes of the clouds and their progress, and day after day from 1852 to 1889 he had noted the variations of politics and the changes of mood in the elite and the people, as far as possible.

         In the beginning he limited himself to his city, Verona. Turin was the second step. He followed the events. He could draw the clouds floating on 24 May 1856, when the Austrians withdrew from Tuscany, and those on 17 March 1861, during the proclamation of the Kingdom of Italy.

         Thanks to a recommendation, he came here in 1889 as a railway engineer. Within a month, he died in Concordia. In bed, in between bouts of fever, he managed to win a disciple.

         Very pale, making notes in the light of the kerosene lamp, José Manteiga decided to do him justice. He was a young Spanish apothecary. It took him some time to complete the sale of his business. He arrived in Buenos Aires on 1 January 1890. He drew the clouds above the Park during the shoot-out between troops and revolutionaries. With great trembling he confirmed that their shapes coincided with the ones recorded by Pizzinelli in Paris in April 1871, the days of the Commune.

         He decided to devote himself to a point that had worried Pizzinelli. The shape of the clouds depends on distance from the sea, humidity, wind, temperature and 31hemisphere. But to what degree was the action of the clouds not merely a product of atmospheric conditions, of which clouds constituted only the visible sign?

         To study this problem he appealed to correspondents, contacted two meteorologists in Italy, made the acquaintance of a friend in Spain and an expert working for the army in Buenos Aires. In addition he completed the basic morphology established by Pizzinelli. The Catalogue of Cloud Shapes, with Possible Historical, Political and Economic Consequences was composed of four hundred analytic sketches.

         José Manteiga continued his work until 1920. Then a burst blood vessel immobilised him for a long period. He died without recovering his speech.

         At that point the new science had sixty-eight years of uninterrupted studies. In its archive: 1,267 watercolours, charcoal drawings and pencil sketches by Pizzinelli; 4,305 pencil drawings, gouaches and photos by José Manteiga. In addition there were notes taken by both of them, in different handwriting, illustrated reports from Manteiga’s correspondents and folders of journalistic clippings with comments, ranging from 1852 to 1920. If one analysed them, astonishing coincidences could be noticed.

         Arturo Manteiga had been his adopted father’s assistant since childhood. In his final years, his photographer. Pizzinelli had already discovered in 1852 that history 32always changes during the night, although luckily or unluckily citizens only notice those changes when they wake up. Arturo learned to photograph nocturnal clouds.

         Manteiga, Arturo, renounced marriage. He renounced everything so as to continue with his task. But the yields of typesetting are few, the cost of photography high.

         Here the new science records the entrance of a woman: Nora. The new science has not recorded her surname. She was the manager of a fashion house, a bit fat and good-natured, according to a photo snapped with Arturo in Lezama Park. For nine years she and Arturo loved one other. Afterwards she married the owner of a pasta factory. This was no betrayal of the cloud science. The pasta man never knew about the part of his dividends that went to support Arturo’s research. Arturo could rely on Nora’s help, her car, her capacity for observation.

         In those outstandingly tidy folders, the clouds that determined the 1943 coup were recorded. When examined, they turned out to be near twins of the ones from 6 September 1930, when the cadets from the Military Academy advanced towards the capital. Afterwards Arturo could record and analyse the coincidence between the clouds presiding over the popular movements of 1916 and 1945.

         Determined, I said. Presided over, I said. Yes.33

         Pizzinelli’s and José Manteiga’s great concern had been resolved by Arturo.

         It’s clouds themselves, not the mere factors that form them, that act on the collective events of humanity. They combine them, decide them, precipitate them.

         This was made clear. Established.

         How?

         I must appeal here to my lack of knowledge. In the basement near the river, Claudio Sánchez, the last disciple, showed me pages covered in numbers. I don’t understand anything about numbers. But if I can trust my memory, I would say the explanation was more or less like this: it’s true that clouds result from a combination of factors. At the same time, clouds are more than those factors. They possess an essential energy, they make history.

         I was twenty-three years old the day of the interview. It was in July 1954. It was cold and humid. That young man in front of me was explaining these things. He was fat, studious and poor. The archive spilled across the table seemed the quintessence of innumerable lives.

         The man was Nora’s godson. He had visited her every Sunday as a child, then orphanhood had made him a regular of her house. And loved by her. He inherited her anxieties. Later he would inherit the noodle factory.

         Claudio Sánchez. The studies of Pizzinelli and the Manteigas, José and Arturo, acquired the appearance 34of novelty with him. That afternoon I could see two notebooks. Historical conjectures, they were titled. They described, on strictly scientific bases, the clouds on the day of Caesar’s assassination, the clouds of Napoleon’s coronation, the clouds of Maipú, of Caseros.

         It was in that basement, in that cold, in that July 1954, that I came to learn what I am telling.

         Like art, science doesn’t often concern itself with means.

         Claudio had a project.

         A century and two years of continuous studies. Conclusive proofs. No publication. This is how Claudio Sánchez summarised the state of the new science. He became indignant. Was the unconscious worth more than the sky? Was capital worth more than the sky? An impressive anger overcame him.

         And since science doesn’t concern itself with means, and since a dignified publication was urgently needed, Claudio did not hesitate. He would resort to the government.

         His girlfriend knew a Franciscan whose political sermons made people talk. The Franciscan, sincerely comparing those in power with saints, had found a path towards those in power. And just as they say, love awakens love.

         That Franciscan responded to Claudio Sánchez with an extraordinary enthusiasm. The ideas of the treatise 35on celestial science in politics mirrored those of a ruling political government that compared itself with the saints. The order would take care of the publication. Ten tomes. Photographs in colour, biographies of the founders of the new science. Everything. Guaranteed.

         I must say I did nothing to dissuade Claudio Sánchez. Anyway, it was time for the world to know of that discovery. In any case, my interview was casual on that cold day in July 1954.

         I didn’t learn much about Claudio Sánchez then. I mean, I learned two things.

         The following year, in July 1955, when some youths sent by the government set fire to churches, a man rushed to rescue something from the bonfire of the church of San Francisco. As we know, nothing was saved from San Francisco. The police pulled out the man, and put him in jail. When the government changed, they wanted to honour him as a hero.

         In 1975 a television programme presented an obese, asthmatic man, owner of a chain of pasta factories. He explained what took up most of his free time, of which he had a great deal. For a while this appearance fed the sense of humour of the country. The man photographed and classified clouds. It was Claudio Sánchez.
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