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CHAPTER ONE

Carlitos gets a spanking today, there is no doubt about it. He will take his wrinkled, dirty and stained shirt back to his mother to be washed and ironed again. Another day, it will be wrinkled, dirty and stained again. It is always the same. In the afternoon, when he goes out to play with his friends, José will be waiting for him, hidden behind the garbage cans on the corner, to give him his. <<A couple of kicks up that ass and a good roll on the pavement will be enough>>—thinks the hooligan, while he swallows the plate of chicken noodle soup with vegetables that he has been served for lunch. What has motivated him today; that his mother left him without dessert for coming home late from school. He thinks that a reason is not really necessary; if there is one, fine, and if not, he can always invent one. Ultimately, he can also appeal to his traditional "because I felt like it". He is not happy about having to explain himself all the time.

José can't wait any longer, his legs tremble, they dance on their own, and they shake spasmodically, driven by anxiety. As soon as his mother goes to take a nap, he sneaks out to stand guard over his target. <<I can't believe what I'm going to enjoy!>> —he thinks along the way, while rubbing his hands as if he could already feel the dry tap of his shoe crashing against his victim's flaccid and dull buttocks. He hopes no one will tip off Carlitos about his unhealthy intentions, otherwise, a beating for the snitch as well. In the neighborhood there is only one boss: him. And a self-respecting boss cannot tolerate such insubordination.

When Carlitos goes out to do his grandmother's shopping, he is met head-on. He is petrified. He tries to back up to escape, but it's too late; he rolls on the pavement and kicks him in the ass; two of each.

The next day, or whenever José feels like it again, he will come back for him to make him pay for his bad mood. It is his law, his way of "releasing stress".

Carlitos has accepted this. He is happy with his life as it is. He doesn't care about the fussing of the hooligans or the taunts of his classmates. It is not that he does as many do; that he forgives and forgets when he is picked on, no, but he has the very strange quality of not feeling offended by anything. For him, everything is normal, natural; he is happy that way. That same afternoon, he could meet his tormentor again to play soccer, or invite him for an ice cream or a soft drink, ignoring what happened.

His parents, like most of the human species, are of the opposite opinion. They think he must have some mental defect that he is not normal, that he cannot be so stupid, that he has to defend himself and attack when he is picked on, when he is assaulted.

Eugenia, one of his paternal aunts, always blames his father for having begotten him "after he was old" <<This one had to be filled with urine>> —she mockingly tells him every time the boy comes home battered and decomposed.

That day, when he arrives home in the evening back with the traces of the traditional dragging on the pavement, his father gets extremely angry, gives a loud punch on the table and says:

<<This is over! My son will not be mistreated again! Today I'll buy him some boxing gloves and enroll him in an academy so he can learn to defend himself! >>.

Sometime later, Carlitos is ready to defend himself. He has learned the basics of boxing and self-defense. His father has told him ad nauseam that "normal" people don't let themselves be beaten or mistreated for free, that anyone who messes with him has to pay for it.

At the request of his family, he organizes a fight in his house with José, his most assiduous tormentor. Just the two of them. No witnesses. They are both the same age; ten years old, of similar weight and build, and similar height.

José bursts out laughing when he sees him with his gloves on. He enters, closing the door behind him, grabs him by the neck with a judo key, takes off his gloves, kicks him in the ass and drags him along the pavement so as not to lose the habit. Then, she puts on his boxing gloves, forces him to tie his braids, leaves him sitting on the curb in front of her house, and finally, walks around the neighborhood all afternoon with the gloves on as a trophy, “look what Carlitos gave me,” he says mockingly and boastfully; “it wasn't enough for him to be my buffoon, but now he's also given me expensive gifts.

When the people in the neighborhood see him looking so funny, they laugh at him and applaud his feat.

When Carlitos' father comes home from work almost at night, he finds him sitting on the curb with the memory of the traditional dragging on the pavement printed on his pants. He looks at him with a face of circumstance and he smiles at him making the grimace with half of his mouth that characterizes him so much.

No matter how hard they tried in a thousand and one ways, nobody could change Carlitos' way of being. Not even the immense tragedy that, forty years later, almost cost him and Griselda, his beloved wife, their lives, and that definitively marked the history of their lives in a before and after.

I was born ten years after the boxing gloves happened, so I cannot testify that it was the way old Alfonsina, my paternal grandmother, told me about it. What I can attest to is the state they were left in after the catastrophe, because I was one of the first to arrive at the scene of the tragedy, and one of the few who saw them crying, naked and bloody, when they were still tied by the legs and arms.

I was also in hell, but not the same as them, but in another very particular hell. A hell made by myself; a suit made to the perfect measure of the "mental moron" that I have always been.

A few weeks after Carlitos and his wife were discharged from the hospital, I was admitted, more dead than alive. After spending several days in the intensive care unit debating between the hereafter and the hereafter, and when even the priest was preparing everything to give me the last sacraments, I opened my eyes and came back to life.

I remember it was a clear morning at the beginning of April. I woke up feeling very heavy. I had just discovered what an anvil must feel like. I must have slept for a long time. I had never slept so much before in my life. Everything was spinning. My body was a giant dead weight. I felt a very strong pressure in my chest. My heart hurt, it hurt a lot, and it wasn't a physical pain, it was much more than that.

I tried to speak, to call out to someone, but I was unable to articulate words. My tongue was tangled in my still sleeping mouth and drool was accumulating between the corners of my yellowish, dry and cracked lips, without me being able to slurp it up.

I noticed immediately that there were many people in that place, and that some were dressed in blue, white or green; the colors usually worn by people who work with the sick.

I got in touch with my reality;

<<I am one of them; I am a sick person>> —I thought, still groggy from the sleep I had just suffered.

It was obvious that those people also knew that I was sick. They had done things to me that are only done to sick people; they had strapped my arms to a bed, as they do to insane people, they had put a mask with bland-smelling air on my face, they had filled my arms with syringes and emptied their serums and medications into them, they had dressed me in hospital inmate garb, and had me hooked up to various devices with monitors and strange sounds. 

My wrists were bandaged, covered with gauze and swabs. A hose with liquids entered through my nose, ran down to my stomach and poured its watery fluid there; a kind of rancid, cream-colored milk.

I didn't own my body, they did. They did with me what they wanted. They managed me at their whim. I was an inert object prostrate in a white and yellowish hospital bed. What could I do more than anything else; remain silent, immobile, and silent, wait, let my time pass, waste my time.

I had been very surprised by my condition as a sick person, as a hospital patient, since I had never been one before in my life. I wanted to believe that it was all a big lie; that I was not sick. I wanted to think that I had never been sick. I didn't want to be the prisoner of a bed. I was a free man, or at least, a free mind in a body imprisoned in a hospital bed. A prisoner of a clan of modern healers, who did with me what they wanted, when they felt like it.

I wanted to fly with my imagination. I wanted to go to exotic places. I wanted to go to an elegant dinner in a luxurious Parisian restaurant, take a gondola ride through the canals of Venice, frolic in the sun on a volcanic sand beach in the Canary Islands, lock myself in an igloo with four Eskimos around a very hot soup in Greenland, sail aboard an ocean liner in the Caribbean Islands, eat spaghetti with Neapolitan sauce in a fine Italian restaurant, sing on a New York street corner with a ragtag group of street vocalists, dance salsa in Puerto Rico with a Dominican mulatto, drink white wine in a tavern in Galicia.

I wanted it all. I wanted to be everywhere, even though I didn't really want to be anywhere, but I didn't know it yet. Unfortunately for me, I was soon to find out.

I wanted to stop time in a millionth of a second; a tiny fraction before that, my particular "big bang", and find out in it the cause that had led my body to that bed, to that hospital.

I asked myself: How did I get so sick? What happened to me? I could not remember.

I wondered if I wasn't still dreaming, if it wasn't that "someone" was dreaming me, if it wasn't that the "someone" who was dreaming me was lazy to put memories in my mind. I could try to dream with him to tell him that I had to put the past in my head. I could try to tell him to dream about something else. I could tell him not to dream me anymore. I didn't want to be a dream. No one had asked me if I wanted to be a dream. I refused to be someone else's thought. I wanted to be an idea of my own, authentic, original, unique, indivisible.

From my position in front of a large glass window I could look out onto the unpopulated side of my city; hundreds of different green colors colored the landscape. A gigantic valley, a kind of immense plain without any hills or mountains around. I could look off into the distance without finding anything to run into; just the vast immensity of the horizon.

In the distance I could see the "Guarapiche", the river that borders my city. Its name comes from the indigenous words "guara" (meaning rock, stone) and "piche" (meaning hard, aged). It is assumed that the union of both words means "hard stones" or "river of stones". Its waters are dark and very deep, and its colors range from light brown to dark gray. In it cohabit very dangerous species, such as the poison sting ray; the killer piranha (known here as "caribe"); and the electric eel, capable of killing a horse with a single shock. It was certainly not a good place to bathe. More than one daredevil had paid with his life for having risked his life in the shallower areas. I once heard a biologist say that there were no less than one hundred and thirty-eight species of fauna living in that river and its banks: twenty-six kinds of fish, six types of amphibians, twenty-three kinds of reptiles, sixty-eight kinds of birds and fifteen kinds of mammals; a whole zoo.

In the surroundings of my city there are also many other minor rivers of moderate and small beds, and of no less common names, such as the "Amana del Tamarindo", the "San Jaime", the Mapirito, the Guanipa, and some others that do not come to my mind now. Its waters are of strange dark brown colors but somehow translucent, like the water that results after submerging a tea bag in a cup of very hot water for a while.

From my position I could not see any of those, only the Guarapiche, and very far away. I could distinguish it only by the reflection produced by the sun.

I could also see the intense and exuberant vegetation that surrounded everything; dozens and dozens of trees, bushes, shrubs and bushes of different types: hawthorns, grasslands, cujíes, ceibas, jobos, caribbean pines, jabillos, carob trees, etc.

I really liked the view from there. If I had been placed at the window on the other side, I was sure that at that moment I would be looking at the concrete jungle, the old streets, the houses and buildings, the heavy traffic, and the crowd of people walking like sheep driven by their destinies.

I had always thought that instead of a city we were more like a "big town"; we had not even reached five hundred thousand inhabitants.

My city was called Maturín. It was also called La Sultana del Guarapiche. It was a city with a beautiful cathedral in the middle, which took dozens of years to build. It had several parks for recreation, in one of which you could see in cages some typical animals of our wildlife; cheetahs, cachicamos, toucans, hummingbirds, macaws, deer, tapirs, etc.

Before the new cathedral began to function, the San Simon church, located in the center, had fulfilled its functions. It was there where, when I was only eight years old, I was an altar boy together with my brother Gustavo, until one day Father Olivo found us snacking on the hosts, hidden behind the image of a saint on the altar. For some time he had been finding it strange to get the used packages when it was time to replace them in the tabernacle.

Nearby, there was an avenue known by the name of Las Palmeras, where some of the oldest houses in the city were located. Looking at them closely, one had the sensation of seeing an old woman dressed in a wedding dress from the time of the Spanish conquest (or invasion, as some prefer to say). It was precisely in that area where an old friend of mine, Julio Cardona, lived.

In spite of the hot climate of the region, the vegetation was very rich and varied. Perhaps, this was due to the amount of rain. While other places suffered from the lack of rain, here we suffered from the opposite. At times, it rained intensely without pause, for days at a time, even weeks at a time.

A short time ago, gigantic oil fields had been discovered in the area. Since then, the town had not stopped growing. Dozens of people had moved in with their families, seeking employment in the oil industry, and then settled there permanently.

From the four or six existing avenues, and the few cars and passers-by, the city had now become immersed in a permanent chaos of traffic, new constructions and shopping and leisure centers.

Like most of the cities in the plains of Venezuela, ours had experienced mostly horizontal growth. Instead of buildings, dozens of urbanizations of small houses had been built, single-family dwellings, they used to call them.

Although the breeze was usually prolific, there were seasons when the wind refused to blow. On those days, the heat and sweltering became very intense, and there were times when it seemed as if time stood still and no longer ran.

The scream of another patient in the ward brought me back to my reality as a sick man tied to a bed like a demented schizophrenic. The sight of other patients in their beds was certainly not an image to my liking, so I preferred to close my eyes to rummage around inside myself. As I did so, a million images came to my mind jostling with each other, jostling abruptly like fish in a pond when they are fed. I took a deep breath and took it easy. I felt like I was on a train, and a journey was beginning. I heard the sound of the carriage rattling on the rails and felt the slight gentle swaying, typical of that type of transport. It was night, and the road was very dark. It was cold. It was raining heavily. The tracks were full of water. It smelled of damp and the confinement of many days.

I looked around and saw that no one else was in my car. I was the only passenger on a journey with no known destination. From my seat, I saw reflected through the windows, as if on a movie screen, some images of a life passing by. A movie that spun at more revolutions than I could decipher. I began to distinguish places, people, situations, things. I saw myself, with a hurricane-shaped world spinning around me. I thought about that world and about myself. Little by little and very slowly, everything became quiet and I began to understand many things. The pieces of my mental puzzle began to fit together.

It all started with a finger and a doorbell.

CHAPTER TWO

An index finger was placed on the switch of a doorbell. It was mine. Standing on the sidewalk, I watched it carefully. It was a normal index finger, like any other. With its wrinkled skin, its nail, its trace of dirt under its nail, its little hairs, its supple bones wrapped in flesh and nerves; nothing abnormal to note. I pressed gently once and waited. I looked at my wristwatch. It was six o'clock in the evening and many minutes more. Quite a few more minutes. A little further on, in front of the house next door, sitting on the platform in a folding chair made of canvas and wood, a lady of advanced years was watching me. She must have been in her seventies or eighties. White skinned, smiling face, small in size and slightly hunched forward. Apart from her, there was no one else. Pavement and platform were clear; no one was walking there at that time of day. Half a block ahead the difference was great; the metropolis was bustling with its usual chaos. The city was preparing to enter a state of nocturnality. The afternoon mosquitoes had taken position, punctual as always, and began to bother me. I felt a slight itch on my left eyebrow, and scratched lightly with the nail of the little finger of my left hand. I waited for a while. There was no response. The sun was dying, and in its usual agony it was dragging with it the last glimmers of daylight.

I pressed the button again. I tried to listen for sound behind the door. I heard nothing. Maybe it was one of those long, steady ringing bells, the kind that sounded something like: peeeeeeeeeeeee..., instead of the typical and that kept ringing as long as you didn't take your finger off the button. The old woman kept looking. She did not dissimulate. Her dress matched the color of her hair, and her hair matched the color of the house; all yellow. Maybe she was also wearing matching panties and bras. Old people are very manic. I began to feel slightly uncomfortable. That look was weighing me down. It made me slouch, it made me hunch over. I loosened the knot of my tie a little more; it was almost halfway down my chest. An ornamental plant separated us; some kind of dwarf palm tree planted in a planter in the middle of the platform. It was aware of the problem. It was trying to act as an obstacle. Under a car a few meters away, a dark yellow cat with white spots, bony elbows, skinny and stiff-shouldered, was also watching me. I caught the gleam in his fluorescent eyes. What an invasion. Besieged without scruples. The plant was uncomfortable too. The humid evening air announced the arrival of night aromas. The insufferable sweetness of the lady's perfume interrupted them viciously. There was no compassion for the environment. Illegitimate aggression that was forced to be tolerated. Pestilent stench that spread its fetid mantle over me too, shaking me and dazing me at times. An index finger was placed on the switch of a doorbell. It was mine. Standing on the sidewalk, I watched it carefully. It was a normal index finger, like any other. With its wrinkled skin, its nail, its trace of dirt under its nail, its little hairs, its supple bones wrapped in flesh and nerves; nothing abnormal to note. I pressed gently once and waited. I looked at my wristwatch. It was six o'clock in the evening and many minutes more. Quite a few more minutes. A little further on, in front of the house next door, sitting on the platform in a folding chair made of canvas and wood, a lady of advanced years was watching me. She must have been in her seventies or eighties. White skinned, smiling face, small in size and slightly hunched forward. Apart from her, there was no one else. Pavement and platform were clear; no one was walking there at that time of day. Half a block ahead the difference was great; the metropolis was bustling with its usual chaos. The city was preparing to enter a state of nocturnality. The afternoon mosquitoes had taken position, punctual as always, and began to bother me. I felt a slight itch on my left eyebrow, and scratched lightly with the nail of the little finger of my left hand. I waited for a while. There was no response. The sun was dying, and in its usual agony it was dragging with it the last glimmers of daylight.

Change of strategy. I knocked differently. I rapped my knuckles three times on the thick glass in one of the few available spaces between the twisted irons that gave ornamental shape to the structure. It was like knocking on a stone. The sound did not echo at all. To myself, standing there, it was inaudible. Maybe, down below, on the sheet metal, there is better percussion I thought. I tried it there. It was one of those old wrought iron doors that from the middle up were made with twisted metals modeling figures intertwined with each other, a thick plate of opaque glass on the inner side, and at the bottom a metal plate. That one had not been painted for quite some time. The part closest to the floor was rusted, corroded, moldy. A cancer had been eating away at it from below. It was sad, very sad... <<Tum, tum, tum, tum>> it echoed loud and strong.

Now it did. The sound waves flowed. Without losing sight of the watcher, I put my ear closer, trying to hear an answer. Luck was coming. There was a reward for perseverance.

—Coming! —I heard a shout from inside.

It was Julio Cardona.

I waited patiently. The plant and I rested relieved. It lost its stiffness, it let itself be moved freely by a sudden current that impregnated the boiling city with humid aromas. It stood still, awaiting the resolution of the conflict. The cat closed its eyes. He squeezed them shut. It stretched out its front paws and placed its head there in a resting position. It waited for its moment. Suddenly it shuddered. He stood up and began to rub his head with his right paw.

I waited patiently. The plant and I rested in relief. It lost its stiffness, it let itself be moved freely by a sudden current that impregnated the boiling city with humid aromas. It stood still, awaiting the resolution of the conflict. The cat closed its eyes. He squeezed them shut. It stretched out its front paws and placed its head there in a resting position. It waited for its moment. Suddenly it shuddered. He stood up and began to rub his head with his right paw. He licked it. The same ritual over and over again. Then he did the same with his left paw. Now I was the one watching him, but he didn't even flinch. The old woman got up, straightened her dress in the back, shook off some cookie crumbs and smoothed it with her hands in front, folded the chair, carried it and went inside her house. The glow of the streetlights grew brighter. My skin reflected their light. It looked yellow too. The air let itself breathe easier. The nostalgia that accompanied those daily hours tried to assault me. The memory of a sweet melody of violins brought me calm. I looked at the sky and took a deep breath. I continued to wait.

I tried to remember, but it did not come to my mind how or where my friendship with Julio Cardona had begun. He was an old acquaintance of my family, and especially of my late grandfather, with whom I had had some import business; bring things cheap, sell them expensive, that was the point. Personally, I had had little dealings with him. On many occasions I had seen him smoking cigars and drinking cognac at the Lions Club, one of the many places where he used to go to boast with many others of his economic achievements and his comfortable life, unconcerned with material privations. I had never particularly liked cigars or cognac. In his adult years he had become a prosperous merchant, owner of a business selling spare parts for cars, yachts and motorcycles, with several branches spread throughout the country; president of the chamber of commerce during different periods, and a founding member of the lions club.

He was one of those men people used to call: rich. He had a different suit for every day of the year; he changed his car at the same pace as women's clothing fashions; he traveled the world whenever he wanted just for the fun of it; he had a beach house for vacations; and he had a chauffeur and house servants who wore uniforms and white gloves. Over the years, he gradually fell into decline when the economic crisis hit and his stock market shares turned to water and salt. He had divested himself of all his businesses and was left with only one store open, to invest all his money in stocks, so when those went down, he went down with them. As time went by, his legs had to be amputated from the knees down due to a diabetes problem; his only daughter married a Frenchman and went to live in a farmhouse near the city of Toulouse in France; his wife (not the mother of his daughter) left him to go with a Portuguese man (who had also been his partner in the business of importing used motorcycles); his only remaining employee took away in a truck all the spare parts from the last store he kept open, as part payment for the salaries he owed her; and finally, he was left alone and broke in his sixties, with the house where he now lived as his only patrimony.

Anastasia, his mother, had also left him after a long and painful illness, which was what they called cancer in those days. She was a big, fat woman, but not the fat, potbellied, fat-assed type, but rather tall, solid and robust. With hip-length black hair, white skin, light eyes and a thick yet sensual voice, she was the wife of only one man, Julio Cardona's father. With him she had her only son, and lived together for more than forty years, at the end of which a cirrhosis of the liver left her without a husband. She was almost two meters tall, and her normal weight always exceeded one hundred and twenty kilograms. She walked like an elephant, with slow but sure steps. Her presence alone was imposing in itself, although she had also been an authoritarian woman with a strong and dominant character. A practicing Catholic, she was a person of firm moral and religious convictions, and very cultured, although she never studied at a university. She was a kind of autodidact, very fond of reading the greats of world literature in general, and of the Spanish language in particular, although she also understood and mastered English perfectly and had a good command of French and German, as a result of the years she lived with her husband in the United States and in Germany, when he worked as Consul of the Venezuelan Government in the cities of Seattle and Hamburg respectively. As a child she was very fond of the piano and classical ballet. It was already in her adulthood, and being in Germany, where she discovered her true vocation, when Cardinal Karl Lehmann, Nuncio of the Pope, gave her and her husband, a small Scottish fold kitten with small and droopy ears, as a souvenir for their years of friendship. From then on she took up cat collecting with such intensity that when she passed away there were an unheard of seventy-three cats in her home, no more and no less.

Nobody in the city (and I would dare to bet that very few people in the world) had such a complete and extensive feline collection. I had cats of almost every type, color, breed and nationality known to man. Single colored (like the black and white), multi-colored (like the Asian cat and the Egyptian mau); very hairy (like the sokoke, the Balinese, the Norwegian forest cat, or the Turkish van), with little hair (like the devon rex, the Russian blue, the snowshoe, the Tonkinese, the Brazilian, or the bombay), with no hair at all (like the sphinx cat); very meowing (like the Absinian and the California cat), not very meowing (like the ragdoll cat), enemies of meowing (like the Himalayan); elegant and slender (like the Siamese, the Korat, or the exotic), coarse, vulgar and ordinary (like the Carthusian cat, or the Creole cats that I picked up in the streets); with long and very hairy tails (like the Scottish fold cat, the Persian and the Angora), with short, cropped or twisted tails (like the Japanese cat, with a tail similar to that of a rabbit, or the Manx, with a stump on the tail); with long necks (like the sacred cat of Burma), with very short necks (like the Burmese); robust and strong (like the bengal cat, the British cat, or the ocicat), dull and very lazy (like the maine coon cat and the munchkin); with big and very open ears (like the oriental cat), or with the ears completely folded back (like the American curl cat). The devon rex, the azul ruso, the snowshoe, the tonkinés, the brasileño or the bomba)y, without any hair (like the sphinx cat); very meowing (like the Absinian and the California cat), little meowing (like the ragdoll cat), enemies of meowing (like the Himalayan); elegant and slender (like the Siamese, the Korat, or the exotic), coarse, vulgar and ordinary (like the Carthusian cat, or the Creole cats that I picked up in the streets); with long and very hairy tails (like the Scottish fold cat, the Persian and the Angora), with short, cropped or twisted tails (like the Japanese cat, with a tail similar to that of a rabbit, or the Manx, with a stump on its tail); with long necks (like the sacred Burmese cat), with very short necks (like the Burmese); robust and strong (like the Bengal cat, the British cat, or the Ocicat), dull and very lazy (like the Maine Coon cat and the Munchkin); with large, wide-open ears (like the Oriental cat), or with ears folded back completely (like the American curl cat).

He kept a detailed record of all his cats; with their passport-size photographs, the place from which he had brought them; their nationalities; vaccination records; types of food; data on their ages; physical characteristics; birthday dates; cat fingerprints. Quite a cat museum. I had a visitor's booklet, cat posters and portraits, cat encyclopedias, cat books, cat stuffed animals, cat toys, cat novels, cat movies; the cat world in all its fullness. She had been registered in all the cat clubs there are, many of them founded by herself, such as the Council for the Protection of Stray Cats, the Feline Foundation of Venezuela or the Feral Cat Club of the State of Monagas. She was president for several periods of the International Cat Association based in Miami - U.S.A., where she went every year with a representation of her pets to exhibit them in exhibitions and congresses. He did not breed them for business, because he never sold a single one. She gave them away after an exhaustive analysis of the socioeconomic and mental conditions of the future owner, although for her it was not really "giving a gift", but rather "giving one of her children for adoption". Such was her feline fervor.

Julio Cardona hated cats immensely, but not for anything bad, but for the dozens of kilos of shit they produced weekly, and whose collection from the sandbanks of defecation, his mother had imposed on him as an obligation. That was so repulsive to him that he had bought himself a diving suit with an oxygen mask and a cylinder hanging on his back, with which he disguised himself every time he had to undertake the unhealthy task of collecting the feline manure. It was one of the few things that made him regret not having had brothers.

By express wish of Mrs. Anastasia, his body was watched over in her house, next to his "seventy-three calamities", as Julio Cardona called them.

He fulfilled to the letter his last wishes, which were of the simplest:

<<When I die, you bring me to watch over my cats, and open all the doors and windows so that whoever wants to leave can do so>>.

That was the last time she saw them. Even the newborns left with their young in their mouths. Not a single one was left!

Contrary to what Doña Anastasia had predicted, that they would ride on the urn to accompany her to the cemetery, and that it would be a spectacle never seen before in the city, as soon as they realized that for the first time the road to freedom was open to them, they emigrated in a stampede. They left "el pelero" without saying goodbye. Not even a single one approached to sniff the coffin, on the contrary. When they were lifting the urn to move it to the cemetery, they discovered several cat droppings on the carpet underneath.

I, who had been there that day, remarked to one who was sitting in the room next to me:

<<And I had thought it was the dead one that smelled so horrible>>.

Afterwards, I regretted it. The poor devil looked at me astonished, wrinkled his face in a very strange way, exhaled a strange and trembling "Yyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyy...", and then, he suffered a huge fit of laughter.

He was a mature man, not old, short, chubby and half bald. I estimated him to be in his mid-fifties, more or less. He used a cane and limped on his left leg. It seemed to me that he was alone; that no one had gone with him to the wake.

Julio Cardona was surprised (as was everyone else present), and was extremely uncomfortable. He came up to him with his eyes on fire with anger, grabbed him by the left arm and by the lapel of his jacket and pushed him out of the house with a mighty shove. The bewilderment was widespread.

It didn't stop there (which I wish it had). As I later learned, the man spent fourteen straight hours laughing. At five in the morning, he had to be rushed to the hospital because he would not stop. He was sedated and put to sleep, yet for hours he continued to convulse; his body kept shaking. He had severe cramps and stomach contractions, and there were serious fears for his life. It was no game.

After that he had to move to another city, because when we met by chance, as soon as our eyes met, he would have seizures and convulsions again. She could not stop them voluntarily. His mind would inexplicably lose control of his emotions. The spectacle was always the same; he would start to turn red; his cheeks would swell up like two apples; the veins in his neck would become like snakes; his eyes would bulge horribly; tears would spurt out of his eyes like streams of water; his jaws, chest and belly would begin to tremble spasmodically; his face would break down horribly, as if he were being held by the testicles; and finally, he would burst into a frightful uproar of laughter, snot, tears and coughing.

That movie always ended up infecting the people around him; they ended up depriving themselves of laughter with him. It was enough to see it. You didn't need to know what he was laughing at. It stopped being funny when the snorting of his anus began to be heard, and his fetid emanations began to be perceived. The poor man always ended up the same way: shitting, pissing and vomiting. He lost control of his sphincters in particular, and of himself in general.

From the first moment I was blamed for everything. His family blamed me. They said I was the one who provoked him. I suppose they thought I was making some strange grimace or grimace. But I, on the contrary, was perhaps the only one who never laughed at those embarrassing exhibitions. I looked at him perplexed, surprised as the most; surprised. I was far from even suspecting that with my seriousness I was contributing even more to the increase of the paranoid laughter of that mentally unbalanced man.

He spent a whole year in psychological and psychiatric treatment and was not able to overcome it, even though they tried all kinds of treatments with him; from the strongest anxiolytics to regressive hypnosis.

Poor man. I always felt sorry for him. Andres, I seem to remember his name.

After he was totally alone, Julio Cardona spent months without anyone seeing his face again. Different stories began to be told about him, perhaps fueled by the length of his voluntary exile. The most absurd and ridiculous things were said, such as that he climbed at night totally naked to the roof of the house to air his balls; or that he went out at dawn dressed as a transvestite to hunt his mother's escaped pets to skin them; or that the spirit of his mother had trapped him with a curse; or that he was already dead, rotten and burst and that nobody dared to call the police to come and check it out, etc., etc., etc., etc., etc. It was strange that they had not said that at night he was transformed into a werewolf, a vampire, a witch who flew on his broomstick, or any of the other stupidities that were so fashionable at the time.

His adjoining neighbors were the only ones able to attest to his existence. The proof was the vibrations in their walls at night and in the middle of the afternoon, at siesta time, which acted as messengers of his elephantine snoring. His snoring was so loud and huge that the vibrations could be perceived in the water of the water pitcher in the refrigerators up to three houses down the street from his house.

On the other hand, Mercedes, an old lady popularly called "Mama Chedes", who lived in one of the adjoining streets, told me that she had heard the neighbors say that at night you could still hear the screams of her mother in the agony of the last days of her illness; that her spirit was still there. Can you believe such nonsense?— I thought.

—I'm coming!— he shouted again as he approached the door.

It took him a while to open. I waited patiently. I was a little nervous not knowing what I would find. The exterior facade of the house gave me a glimpse of what was inside. The walls were damp, discolored and moldy; the glass and wood windows were eroded by the blizzards and the water from the many rains that had passed without the care of the varnish; and the roof was scorched and twisted by the harshness of the sun, which threatened to fall off at any moment. The color of the walls was a bluish ocher, intermingled with green and soft yellow; a rainbow made by the colors of the paints with which they had once been covered, and which now, like the shells of an overcooked egg, were peeling off and intermingling with each other. It stood out among the others. Even though this was the oldest part of the city, most of the houses were well painted and decorated. Some had flower boxes on the balconies in which they grew flowers of various kinds. Others had beautiful decorative lampposts.

Julio Cardona had to make real efforts to reach the front door from his wheelchair. Finally he made it. The door opened suddenly and he appeared before me.

—What a surprise! It's been a long time! —were the words with which he greeted me when he saw me.

—Well, yes, man. I was visiting some clients nearby and decided to stop by to say hello. I haven't heard from you in a long time. I hear you haven't been going out much lately.

—So they say,— he confirmed, frowning slightly and making a small grimace with his mouth.

With the greeting, the prosthetic teeth popped out of his mouth as if they had a life of their own. They fell to the ground sprawled out, but alive. I quickly bent down to pick them up. He felt terribly embarrassed. <<That's the way we are>> —he said as he wiped them with a dirty dish towel that served as a handkerchief.

I felt sorry for him and for the house. He was pale, thin, half bald and somewhat emaciated. He had always been of rather thick build, or fat, which is what overweight people have always been called. He was a man with light gray eyes, a snub nose, gray hair, and pink skin, who never grew a beard or mustache. Even so, he kept one of those poor beards of a recluse of a few days; the kind of man who shaves himself with just a pair of scissors. He was one of those people with a character as calm and peaceful in appearance as a crystalline river, but when it is agitated and the sands at the bottom are stirred up, it takes a long time for it to return to its original state of repose. Hence his character had the double aspect of being temperate, firm and resolute in a state of agitation, and serene, calm and peaceful in a state of repose. I found him much balder than the last time I had seen him, so much so, that I supposed he used to wear a toupee. His clothes were faded and wrinkled, though clean. His pants were held up with one of those strings used to hang freshly washed clothes. It was hard not to notice; the loop with which he tied them was sticking out, and one end was hanging over the side of the wheelchair. You could tell he was wearing one of those lavender colognes, the kind that old people like to use so much, although I've never understood why. Perhaps, after a certain age, the olfactory system instinctively seeks certain types of scents, I didn't know, although I didn't want to know either. His skin hung like a suit made without measurements. The leathers of his jowls and arms swayed flabbily with every movement.

Few signs of the splendor and opulence of past times remained in the house. It was a large house, with five bedrooms, three bathrooms, a maid's room, a large main room as a hall, an adjoining living room as a library, a large kitchen, a separate dining room, and a huge courtyard full of ornamental plants and vines that had gradually taken over everything in its path. It had been a long time since the floor had been mopped, the cobwebs had been removed from the walls, the burnt-out bulbs in the lamps had been replaced, and the dust had not been shaken off the carpets and furniture. It gave off an unpleasant smell of a dungeon of the Middle Ages, of a cell, of a dungeon where the absence of currents accumulates strange and unpleasant effluents; puffs of infectious air that only give the typical aromas of confinement. There were immense white curtains that in their struggle against the passage of light in the windows had become yellowish, opaque, sad, perhaps tired of their thankless work absorbing dark emanations of an insufferable confinement. <<What a disgusting thing>> I thought.

It was only a short time since he had left his particular confinement and dedicated himself to selling things from his house to cover his basic expenses. He had little left; some old furniture scorched with dust; some sad and disheveled chandeliers, clinging limply to the wooden ceilings crawling with moths; some Louis XVI style wooden chairs with limp legs; some wicker baskets and trunks piled up in a corner; an old and rusty paella pan; an old and rusty paella pan; an old and rusty paella pan and a wicker trunk; a rusty old paella pan; a brass plant watering can; a mahogany corner shelf; the dining table with its four chairs; two old armchairs that looked sadly at the sky and the garden; and a few battered appliances.

For an instant I guessed how dreary the days after his mother's departure must have been, and how desperate his current situation must be. The listlessness and frustration he conveyed with his eyes was the book where his current circumstances were clearly read. Years of glory turned into dust and loneliness. Brutal exchange of light for darkness; clarity for darkness; brightness for mist. Decadence, decline, ruin, were consuming him by leaps and bounds.

—Are you coming to buy something?— he asked, and then affirmed with a certain taciturn tone: —There is very little left.

—No, I only came to visit you,— I answered. It seems to me that your doorbell is broken.

—Phew, it's been years,— he said.

I followed him into the kitchen, where he was finishing a bowl of cereal and oatmeal, or something like that. The kitchen, like the rest of the house, was a pity.

—I'd like to invite you for a drink — he commented—, but I've long since lost the jar where I kept the infusions. If you want, look over there and see if you can find it for me, if you please.

Rummaging through the moth-eaten shelves I found it. “I also found the teapot, the coffee pot, the coffee, the sugar, a half-finished jar of oil, a can of tuna, a half-finished package of pasta, and the soup ladle. All hidden in a medium copper pot Look how nice!” he said, referring to the can of tuna; “I knew it had to be somewhere. With this I have enough for tomorrow's lunch.

I smiled half-heartedly.

The best thing about that kitchen-dining room was its location; next to the garden. Sitting at the dining table, or in some of the old and dilapidated armchairs nearby, you had access to a view not only of the garden, but also of the sky. In my opinion, the true adornment of that place was the sky. With its clouds, it’s light and dark by day, and its stars and blackness at night. The sky, which fed oxygen to that place of confinement so violent, so brutal, so savage.

A little later, as we sipped our cups of herbal tea, he told me briefly of the hardships he was experiencing. He told me about how he came to be in such a deplorable state of misery; about the operations in which his legs were amputated; the difficulties he had to buy and prepare his own food; and above all, about the immense and terrible loneliness with which he ate breakfast, lunch and dinner in that last redoubt of what had been his years of pomp and economic glory. According to him, God had long since abandoned him, because not even the religious knocked at his door to offer him the consolations of Christian mercy.

—And you have no help from the state?— I asked him.

—What help will I have!— he said, shaking his head from side to side.

—But... have you applied for them?

—The social worker at the hospital asked me for all of them. They never gave me any of them. They haven't even deigned to come and see how I live.

He made a casual gesture, massaging his forehead with circular movements. Then he said with a tone of resignation:

—I'm screwed, my friend!

—Well, man..., don't worry, you'll see that something can be done, don't lose faith,— I said.

I closed my eyes for a moment. A cataclysm of boiling neurons took place in my brain. A gigantic cumulus of boiling magma, oscillating, liquid, intense yellow. Uncontrolled, arrhythmic, incoherent words and phrases; an orchestra without a conductor: String belts. Hunger. Dirty curtains. Economic hardship. Lost coffee pots. Cereal dishes. Canned tuna. Peeping cats. Amputated limbs. Perfumed old women. Loneliness. Enclosure. Bells that don't ring. Misery. More misery. Lost infusions. Wheelchairs. Lavender scents. Solutions. Solutions. Solutions. That's the crux of the matter: solutions. Everything had to have a solution. What would I do if I found myself in such a situation? I would be practical, quick, severe, and aggressive. That house, if well arranged, could be rented for a good price. It had an excellent location; practically in the center of the city. “I would rent it if I were him, or sell it and move to a smaller place” I thought.

I raised the possibility. He immediately rejected it.

—And where would I go? To the nursing home? I'd rather be killed than go there.

—No man, no,— I told him. By building a second entrance you could rent only half the house — Then you wouldn't have to leave here at all.

—Jmmmmmmmmm...— he muttered.

I didn't want to give him time to comment.
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