
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			Without Borders

			Alcides Vargas Echegaray

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

	
		
			Without Borders

			First Edition: 2023

			ISBN: 9781524318413
ISBN eBook: 9781524328375

			© of the text:

			Alcides Vargas Echegaray

			© Layout, design and production of this edition: 2023 EBL

			All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distrib­uted, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the Publisher.

		

			
		
			Table of Contents

			Chapter 1 The Water War	11

			Chapter 2 Too Late	67

			Chapter 3 Other Women	115

			Chapter 4 A Personal Story	151

			Chapter 5 The Colt Gallop	217

			Chapter 6 Anonymous Beings	259

			Chapter 7 Walking the Path	305

			Chapter 8 The Roads of Paris	348

			Chapter 9 The Trial	383

			Chapter 10  The Wooden Hut	428

			Chapter 11 The Colony 	450

			Chapter 12 Repeated Delusions	486

			Epilogue	505

		

	
		
			“Not all of us can do great things. 
But we can do small things with great love.” 

			Mother Teresa

			“Globalization and universality do not go hand in hand; there would be, at first, an autonomy of one over the other. Globalization is related to technocrats, trade, tourism, information. Universality is concerned with values, human rights, freedoms, culture, and democracy.”

			Jean Baudrillard, 
French philosopher and sociologist (1929-2007)

		

	
		
			Chapter 1 
The Water War

			I heard the dogs barking and knew that they were glad of our arrival. The streetlights barely illuminated the walls of the adobe houses. Earlier we had passed through a path bordered by stone walls and luxurious bushes. In the street we saw, leaning on one of the posts, a man who appeared to be drunk. 

			“Friend, where can we stay for the night?” I asked him. The man did not seem to understand the question. However, he pointed with the finger of his bandaged hand to a two-story dwelling. 

			I knocked on the door, taking advantage of a loose stone on the ground. After a brief time, the door was opened by a disheveled and sleepy looking man who demanded payment before leading us up the stairs to a room on the second floor of the house. Upon entering the room, we saw others already asleep on mattresses placed directly on the wooden floor. They slept under ponchos made of llama wool with chunks of fat stuck to them.

			In the semi-darkness we searched for a space between the sleeping bodies. I sensed that the last free spaces would be attached to the wall being used as a urinal. In my delirium I felt nauseous when I imagined the putrid humidity of the adobe; even so, I lay down without thinking about all the possible contagions in the infected fluids. Nor did I think about poisonous bugs slithering along the plaster molding of the wall. Despite my apprehensions, I had no choice: I had to spend the night in that place that had once been a potato tuber warehouse. I had no choice after a twelve-hour hike along a path of weeds and stones that snaked through the mountains; ascending and descending a rough road created by years of water erosion. For me, arriving at this village of adobe houses with tin roofs awakened a sensation similar to that of finding a caravanserai in Central Asia. 

			I was sure I would fall asleep immediately, despite the muscle aches I felt in my legs and the tingling that ran through my skin. Nothing could prevent me from sleeping, not the musky smell of the room, not the lice I felt moving around my body, not the murmur of the bats’ wings and not even the pain of walking with my back hunched over, could prevent me from sleeping. Tiredness was a soporific that would take effect immediately. 

			I remember having a nightmare in which some strangers tried to give me a black liquid to drink. I the dream I wanted to refuse even though I knew that such a gesture would offend them. I was afraid that these people were trying to poison or bewitch me. What I did not understand was why they had chosen me to carry out that fateful ritual, although I supposed it could be because I was the only stranger in that place. They seemed to be chanting or whispering something; perhaps it was part of a black mass or an incantation ceremony against a subject they were to eliminate. Just before drinking the dark potion, I awoke to my own intemperate screams that clearly scared the other guests in the room. Then I realized that it was all a delirium produced by fatigue; a raving in which the damp urinal wall, the unpleasant smell of too many bodies and the fever that afflicted me due to sunstroke had all mixed together. Finally, silence returned, broken only by the snoring of the men and the humming of insects outside the window. 

			Seconds later I realized that the dark liquid in the wooden container, just like the people who wanted to poison or bewitch me, was a faded memory, or perhaps it was part of a delirious invention. I noticed that I was drenched in sweat, which I attributed to the heat of the environment or to a sunstroke. I was afraid that I had been infected, and I even thought that I was suffering from those fevers that alter the brain. I got the idea that it could be a disease caused by a tick bite. I even thought of a degenerative disease like Parkinson’s or a disorder of the mental faculties due to the inclusion of Lewy bodies; alterations that begin with the same symptoms, hallucinations and delirium, followed by tremors in the hands and drool escaping from the corners of the mouth, and ending with the inability to walk and dementia. 

			With my eyes wide open, while my gaze was lost in the earwigs on the ceiling, which were visible despite the darkness, I tried to escape my sadness and convinced myself that the nightmare was not due to a rare disease, but rather the product of my recent experience, lived in the last two weeks, on a plateau inhabited by strange human beings of small size and atavistic customs. 

			I was sure that the scenery of the encounter was of a similar beauty to other places, with lagoons originated by the thaw, with a blue mirror that reflected the sky and the mountains permanently covered in snow. I imagined the same escarpments and identical gorges furrowed by sonorous streams, the beauty of many lagoons and forests of dwarf shrubs. The spaces had not changed; only my perception had changed with respect to my previous visits to similar places. Perhaps I was beginning to feel fear or apprehension. It could be that the hollows of life had taken their toll on my enthusiasm. “Nothing can last forever,” I said to myself, thinking that my adventurous time had passed. I had ceased to be the traveler who climbed the mountain and then descended into the jungle to penetrate wild and inhospitable places. 

			“What happened, boss? Last night you scared me with your screams,” Medina asked me. 

			“A nightmare, Medina. An unimportant nightmare,” I told my assistant. 

			I had seen the dark liquid contained in a wooden container years before during the healing of a colonist who was bitten by a viper. The sick man’s relatives opened his mouth while a healer forced him to drink. The attire of the man who officiated as healer was most original: he had a plume of red feathers tied to his crown by a hand-woven headband; from his nose hung a crescent-shaped ornament that seemed to be a copper earring because of the reddish color of the polished areas and the green tone of the cuprous oxide in the rough areas. The man was wiry and of medium size, he was an older man for his ethnic group whose life expectancy is between thirty and forty years. He kept his eyes closed as he danced, barely moving from his place, as if trying to guess the irregularities of the floor and the location of the people attending the ceremony. The fact of having his eyes closed showed in the man a distant and superior attitude to those attending the ritual. 

			The potion had been prepared with the juice of a black berry, similar to the huayruro seed. The poisoned person seemed to be in a stuporous phase prior to a deep coma. He was shaking his head as if he had a bug inside him that was causing him great pain or as if an aneurysm was about to burst while he was moving on top of blankets spread out on the floor. A relative explained to me that the patient had been bitten by a venomous snake in the upper part of his right thigh. From the color of the skin around the wound, which the healer had opened to expose the muscle, and from the stench it gave off, I imagined that it had been infected by the anaerobic bacteria that colonized the slime from the snake’s jaws. And I thought that the alteration in consciousness was a product of the toxin from the venom of the ophidian and the septicemia caused by the anaerobes. I had to admit that this healer had the necessary knowledge to know that it was essential to penetrate the lesion so that the air would prevent the proliferation of bacteria. I assumed that the black liquid would have some effect on the toxin; perhaps it was an antidote or a buffer that acted on the protein of the poison, an enzyme that would modify the molecule or neutralize it. 

			After watching the ceremony, which concluded with the swallowing of the potion, I retired to rest on a hammock under a mosquito net in the dwelling that the settlers had prepared to accommodate me. I was not accustomed to sleeping on a fabric that swings in the air; however, I was able to arrange my body in such a way that my lower limbs hung over the sides. The problem was that the mosquito net only partially fulfilled its function as a protection against bites. 

			In the early morning of the following day, before showering, I went to the hut where the healing took place. There I came across the mourners, silent and grieving, surrounding the still-warm corpse. The bad smell continued and the belly had swollen to the point where it looked like it was about to burst. I then looked for the healer, but he was not among those present. I assumed that, before passing away, the man had been burning with fever as the back of his neck had stiffened and his body was arched. I asked no questions. It seemed imprudent at the time to make any inquiry. Somehow I felt ashamed that I had not brought some vial of antibiotic or antitoxin or antiophidic serum. I felt as if I had been condemned to be a mere spectator at the ceremony. Maybe it was that I assumed that the liquid might have some healing effect or I just didn’t want to interfere. I don’t know why I felt an immense sorrow, as if I shared the pain of the relatives. 

			Still today, after so many years, I relived that awful night in my nightmare. I remember trips through the lowland jungle bordering the basin of the great tributary rivers of the Amazon, through the African savannah, the Russian taiga and the marshes of the Caribbean. In each of them, a unique experience, yet some scenes seem to repeat themselves. Perhaps this is due to the schemes we have engraved in our minds, which simulate the reproduction of stereotyped images.

			“Did you find out anything about the porters, Medina?” I had instructed him to inquire about the whereabouts of the attendants among the lodgers and the innkeeper of the hostel.

			“Yes, boss” he replied, “The man says they passed through here a fortnight or so ago. He even told me that they stayed in the tambo. He says that one of them was sick or maybe blind, because they had to lead him by the arm. They were belligerent and got into a fight with the miners; there were injuries on both sides.” 

			At that moment I was presented with details of this place, which was reached after a long walk along a path of rubble and thorns that penetrated the cloud forest where weeds were replaced by the roots of huge trees whose tops could not be distinguished in the dense fog. I had once imagined places above the clouds; castles of avenging kings, a kind of refuge for those persecuted for their religion or their ideas or for practicing unusual rites that their harassers would stigmatize as heresies. 

			That massif, where human beings lived, was unimaginable; basalt monoliths with cavities that communicated as if they were galleries excavated in a soft mass, and not in volcanic rocks. These caves could be the product of erosion by meltwater or perhaps the consequence of earthquakes where solid masses of rocks were moved like rivers by the force of telluric phenomena. In some of them you could even see stalactites and stalagmites covered by lichens and phosphorescent algae that gave a colorful luminosity to the space. There lived those human beings to whom we had turned for support. Then to my mind came the vision of a group of people with distinct characteristics, with ancestral customs and a peculiar history. 

			We must have hiked thirty to forty kilometers through the shortcuts and mule trails. Climbing and then descending the mountain ranges, looking down from the summit over the entire mountain range and the valleys with their green hues. From there you could see the sparkles of distant storms that illuminated the dark clouds in the sky and reflected in the snow and the clouds that covered the forests where the vines hung from the Monkey Puzzles and other trees. 

			As we passed through the misty jungle, butterflies clung to the pools of water and formed a shimmering cover on the weeds and tree ferns, while a pack of howler monkeys moved through the branches in chorus with blue and yellow plumed macaws. Climbing the slope, we reached a place of dwarf bushes and yellow grasses. Then we entered a ravine, with a creek at the intersection of two high hills, where spiky reddish plants grew. 

			I felt my muscles cramp due to the long walk, perspiration stuck to my back, and my spine, hurt thanks to the dyspnea caused by the effort and the lack of oxygen typical of the altitude. Despite the fatigue and the lactic acid, we had to continue to avoid the darkness of the night, which would prevent us from navigating our path safely and potentially lead to falling down the mountain side. From a distance we could make out the glow of the glaciers illuminated by the moonlight. Perhaps, because of their majesty, people named each peak after their tutelary gods. Or maybe it was the other way around: the tutelary gods were named after the mountains. Looking at the elevations it seemed more difficult to descend than to climb the slopes, or at least as difficult, because during the descent the feet would seek to adhere to the boulder floor so as not to slip down the slope or land on the thorns. In the end, toenails would be lifted out of their beds by subungual hematomas. Ankles would suffer contusions as a result of tripping over the sheared rocks on the edges of the mountain. This is where we hiked during the hours before finding lodging in this town in its gently sloping gully through which a sonorous stream ran. 

			There lived an Indigenous community in a village of scattered mud huts and thatched roofs. In the mountains we could see hollows from where their sentries watched us. I thought the lookouts might have some kind of throwing weapon. Our guides, who also carried the medicines, insecticides, and testing kits, which we placed in backpacks, were just as strange to the inhabitants of those villages. The community patrols would consider them as suspicious as they did us. They had requested our presence so for that reason, I was unable to understand their suspicion. No one had come on their own initiative to get to know the place or its inhabitants. They had asked for our help in dealing with a calamity that had claimed several lives in recent weeks. 

			During part of the outward journey, the porters guided us along a goat path until we reached a hill where there was an abandoned shack. I sat on a stone slab placed in front of what had once been a rest hut or dining room for travelers. From that place I could see the water pipes coming from the thaw that went down the ravine, as well as the vegetation, with areas of flowers and others of dense forest. I could not distinguish trails or landmarks that could guide us; I thought of chullpas – watchtowers or simple burial mounds. 

			“What do we do? We can’t even go forward without knowing the way,” I commented with dismay, not having imagined this scenario. 

			“It’s up to you,” Medina replied. 

			Suddenly, in the distance, a hundred or two hundred meters away, we saw a man, between the escarpment of rocks and bushes, waving to us. I presumed that he was the person in charge of the people who were waiting for us to serve as our guide. So, driven by the security of returning to the trail, we resumed our march. 

			The shortcut stuck to a sonorous creek with foaming waters and slippery edges. Several times I fell and landed on boulders thankfully covered by moss and straw, to the delight and derision of my companions.

			As we advanced, I discovered that they were watching us from the top of the mountain. I used the binoculars to check my suspicions. 

			“Medina, have you noticed that we are being watched from the caves?” I asked my assistant, who was a rural nurse. 

			“Don’t say that, boss,” he said with fear on his face, “Do you think they will attack us?” His eyes were wide and his skin was pale and shiny.

			“I don’t know. I don’t think that’s their purpose,” I tried to reassure him.

			“I’m scared, boss. In these circumstances you never know.” 

			“Try to master your fear, Medina. You know that they pick up the smell of fear,” I answered. I did not want to comment that I assumed that the local patrols had weapons, even arrows with poisoned tips. “Try to calm down, Medina!” I stressed, even though I too was experiencing an episode of poorly concealed panic. 

			I conjectured that their faces would be painted white with a vegetable resin on a black background due to the tar that gushed from the fissure of a geographic fault. Similarly, I imagined that the men would have orange hair due to depigmentation caused by deficiencies in their diet, as well as skeletal limbs and distended bellies. The children would have brachycephalic skulls and red, parched cheeks, like the little ones in the Andean villages, who played with bugs and poultry. 

			That time we arrived at nightfall. In the half-light we could barely make out the silhouettes of the bodies nor the limits defined by the stones of the platforms. We could only guess the shapes of the camelids, which must be alpacas, llamas or guanacos, distinguished by the whiteness of their wool. And in no way we could appreciate the grim gesture or the forced smile of the locals. In my mind I recreated the village, possibly composed of a group of isolated mud huts with thatched roofs and accesses of caked earth and weeds. 

			Someone led us to a shack with adobe walls, which was illuminated from the within by a petroleum lamp that emitted a bluish light; we were left here. Medina was placed in the center of the room and me at the back, next to the wall. The man was not alone. In the darkness I could sense the fear of others, there was a nauseating stench clinging to their skin. I couldn’t tell if it was stale sweat or if it was due to the concoctions with which they smeared their bodies. What struck me as odd was the way the stench had gone unnoticed in the forest. Now in the village it was pervasive, repulsive, unbearable. 

			Then I imagined the silhouettes of those men, thin arms, swollen bellies and too skinny lower limbs. And I could make out the features of the man who led us into the hut. He had an angular face and a sparse, unkempt beard. His age was unguessable. 

			As soon as I lay down, I fell fast asleep. Despite a deep sleep, it was fitful. My dreams presented me with scenes of landslides and climbing escarpments; in some of them I saw myself in a mess and I could not distinguish whether it was a police raid or a settling of scores for a pending matter from the past. In the mess I could distinguish several faces of angry people. The atmosphere was unfamiliar to me. I could only feel my lower limbs slacken, as if I had no strength or the floor turned out to be the slime of a gastropod. Then I had a jolt, as if I had rolled off a cliff at the edge of the road. 

			When I awoke from the nightmare I was assaulted by gloomy thoughts that provoked a persistent insomnia. I tried to go back to sleep to regain the energy I had lost during the hike up the mountain, but it was impossible. 

			The next day, after we had washed our faces with melt water in a stone hollow, we went out into the open field between the huts. The men watched us in silence. Then I dared to ask,

			“Who can we talk to?” What I really would have liked to ask was, ‘with whom we should coordinate?’ 

			“They don’t seem to understand us,” Medina replied. 

			Meanwhile, our people, the porters, remained silent. As they did not respond, we limited ourselves to comply with the protocol that, we thought, was part of our mission. 

			We were taken to a hut, where some of the sick people were staying. We examined them, uncovered their chests and abdomens, observed their eyes, mouths and palates. In most of them we found stigmata of an old disease that appears from time to time causing many deaths, as in the case of the supernumerary elephants of the African savannah or the rats that kill themselves by throwing themselves into the sea in the fjords of Norway. 

			Our assessment revealed blackish spots on the chest. When we pressed on them with gloved fingers, their reluctance was noticeable; they were blood globules or something similar: pink exanthema evolving into watery blisters. Nothing we could do. I reasoned that these globules would have spread all over the body: on the surface of the brain mass, in the capsule covering the liver, on the kidneys and adrenals; even on the corneas, where they were slightly smaller. The blisters absorb blood until the individual becomes anemic: it raises their temperature, and consumes them from the inside, drives them mad or demented; they struggle with fevers, delirium and tremors until they fall into a coma and, finally, die. However, these people have lived for centuries with this endemic disease that appears from time to time. It kills them by the dozen, but many survive and manage to reproduce. Thus, their race and its progeny has been perpetuated. 

			The disease appeared every twenty or sixty years, like the visits of Halley’s comet; perhaps together with Halley’s comet. I would have liked to explain to them the reason for cyclical phenomena in endemic diseases. I would have told them that the massive melting of ice caused changes in the surface of the continents. And that, in turn, glaciations wiped animal and plant species off the face of the earth. 

			Pandemics also have this periodic characteristic. For that reason, I would have liked also to explain that epidemics have arisen after wars or as a consequence of massive displacements of people. Perhaps they would not have understood anything. Even if I told them that bubonic plague arrived in Europe in the Middle Ages with the invading troops from Asia; or that typhus appeared in Russia after the defeat of the German troops in the Second World War. Then I remembered that the rabies that affected the Nordic steppes was due to the presence of hungry wolves, which spent a harsh winter surrounded by frozen lakes and tundra, without other small animals that hungry packs usually feed on. But they were not interested in my historical exposition, so I had to save the explanation for another time. Nor would they want to know if there are wolves, taigas or wars between countries. Perhaps, after examining the rashes and the bloody pustules of the inhabitants of this place of huts and hollows, I could get an idea of the disease and its possible cure. Perhaps when I cured the sick, they would be interested in listening to my globe-trotting tales. 

			I silently evaluated the signs of the disease to try to make a diagnosis. There I realized that they were watching me silently. I interpreted in that silent gaze a question, “Will you be able to do anything for us?” I trembled at the responsibility; I also feared their frustration in the event that I could not help them: the poisoned arrows, the spears with bone-sharp points, or an assault with tooth and nail. Beyond any attack, however, I would feel disenchantment as I met their distressed faces; frustration as I heard the children’s moans at the catastrophe and saw the women’s wild eyes. I must not fail. There was no alternative. 

			Some watched our extravagant group with pity; others saw us as if we were the advance guard of a horde of enemies. Those with the most wrinkles showed the lanky faces of leprosy, and the young ones boasted scars on their faces. It seemed to me that no one trusted my brown eyes or the gray hair that invaded my mustache and beard; neither did they trust Medina’s large size, much less the guides or porters, who were sweating profusely after having carried medicines and instruments such as microscopes and laboratory reagents on their backs. I did not know what to say. “What a world!” I thought, and I kept quiet, sure that no one would understand me, and on the assumption that someone did understand me, he wouldn’t have cared. 

			I had arrived believing that these people would receive us as saviors coming to rid them of plagues and rats. On the contrary, they were suspicious of us. It was the same as always: what promised to be fire turned out to be ice. Who am I to assign blame for such human behavior as fear of the unknown? The khaki suits we wore, the explorer’s boots, our beards, our light skin... Everything would remind them of the invading settlers of the lowlands; the adventurous fortune hunters who had arrived in the upper part of the ravines, where the streams whose waters carried the auriferous mud were born. From the beginning, they became their enemies, because in the past they had persecuted them and stripped them of their lands.

			“Are you sure it was them who asked us to come?” I asked, thinking that maybe it was another ethnic group that inhabited a different mountain or another place.

			“The porters say it’s them,” Medina replied. 

			“They think we are intruders. We are not welcome.” 

			The men in that place were extraordinarily small; I would say dwarfs. They looked like a group of pygmies from Africa or the Philippines. Their faces were ruddy and their cheeks had a dirty crust on them. The women were just as small and were thinner, as if they were all pre-pubescent girls. No one stood out in the crowd. All the faces looked the same to me. The men were hostile, defiant, and the women were hiding behind them. 

			At first, their hostility hid a defensive attitude, but when they gained confidence, they formed two semicircles around our group. In the first semicircle were the men, dressed in rather peculiar attire: some wore a beige wool jacket and others were covered by a poncho of intense colors between maroon and black. In the second semicircle the women were dressed in light-colored blouses. In a kind of folded shawl they carried their children or their belongings. 

			In addition to their size, I was struck by the long hair; in the case of the men, combed with multiple braids that went down from the roots to the back. The women had gathered their hair in two thick braids, one on each side of their heads. I assumed that they were an ethnic group different from the Uros that inhabit Lake Titicaca; different from the Queros that populate the foothills of the eastern Andes and the high jungle of the Tahuamanu. Perhaps they were part of the Catacamara, who were known to be highway robbers, or a more peaceful group of uncontacted people, different from the ethnic groups that inhabited the surrounding area. 

			After I tried to communicate with them, one of the group uttered a phrase that I could not understand, although I seemed to have caught a word or two. Maybe they wanted to tell me, ‘Why did you take the trouble to come and see us?’ Maybe it wasn’t a question, but a statement, ‘You shouldn’t have come here!’ 

			At that moment I understood that any intrusion, even in good faith, would never be welcome. Even when they themselves had invited you. Then I remembered the racial discrimination in countries receiving refugees. To the natives we looked like dark skinned intruders. Maybe they thought we were going to steal their belongings or even their souls. That would surely seem more serious to them, because without a soul they could not continue living in their huts of stone and adobe, with the floor dug out to prevent the chilly wind from the mountains from freezing them; nor in the caves opened in the mountains, where they took refuge from the alluvium of the ravine. My analysis of the soul of these beings had its roots in Eastern mythology, which postulates that life surpasses death and converts our energy into a fluid entity that glides in ethereal space. According to this set of beliefs, we remain eternally in that place, as an ectoplasm without age or any other peculiar characteristic. 

			In their case, it was not the sidereal spaces or ascent to the clouds; it was more like caverns illuminated by phosphorescent algae. In that place rested the spirits that had occupied their bodies and from there came the death throes of the dead, and occasionally their messages, which were almost always warnings about dangers. All this in a tone similar to the howling of the wind. 

			Evidently, they needed us, but, at the same time, they found us unpleasant, strange and inhuman. That was the perception they had of our crew, composed of a light-skinned individual, dressed in an explorer’s jacket, linen pants, boots and a skirted hat; a mestizo, shorter in stature, with the look of a late-night reveler, and several porters, with angular faces and greasy hair, similar in every way to the settlers of the lowlands who first invaded them and then cornered them until they occupied only the most inaccessible places. 

			I would have liked to point out that I was born in a neighborhood that smelled of farts and piss, where drunks made a racket and relieved themselves in the nooks and crannies of the alleys. That is why the stuccoed walls of the houses in the main square, including the side walls of the church, were damp and smelly. The men would fall to the ground and then sleep off the hangover. Next to the church were the steps that ascended to the upper part of the neighborhood. On them sat the addicts taking drugs and getting high.

			I would also tell them that the old men in my neighborhood had the same wrinkles, the children the same boogers and the women the same charm. It was a neighborhood like so many others, with unhappy characters and desolate losers, abusers of their wives, spoiled by popular customs. There I lived the same fantasy and reality that then I had to experience with these mountain people. I saw the misery that rummaged the nooks and crannies in search of support and identical prayer for redemption. Likewise, I felt that the days led to nothing, that I had to read the same news in the same newspaper to prolong the routine. In the end I realized that there was no point in recounting the details of my life in such a situation. Besides, they only wanted to know if I was able to cure those fevers and the accompanying drowsiness. They were not interested in whether I was better or worse than them. 

			The natives who followed us seemed to be part of a commission of interlocutors appointed in an assembly. Among them I distinguished a man who was less than five feet tall, with a tonsured head, as if he were a priest or altar boy in some local church. These men were the ones who guided us through the trail that visited each of the mud huts. Inside the houses we were accompanied only by the tonsured dwarf, who seemed not to be afraid of being infected; or maybe he had contracted the disease in the past and was now immune. I would have liked to explain to him that this was not always the case, that some viruses had multiple strains and were actually more lethal if they affected people who had already had something similar. The process is called amplification and is an autoaggression response on the infected cells; autoaggression attributed to cytokines and giant lymphocytes, which are called natural killers. The attacked cells may be part of the vascular endothelium or of the alveoli. Thus, complications include internal hemorrhages, cerebral vasculitis and hemorrhages in the alveoli, leading to severe respiratory distress. 

			That was the molecular explanation for dengue hemorrhagic fever and severe respiratory diseases. The little man with the tonsure had no idea about that, he walked among the sick, helped them to drink liquids from the wooden container, wiped their tears with the back of his hand and the drool with his fingers, which he then dried on his cloth pants. My guts churned and I almost threw up at the sight of it. Then it occurred to me to think of the nurses who took care of the wounded soldiers laid out on the canvas stretchers. I also remembered the white-helmeted first responders rescuing the wounded from burns caused by incendiary bombs. And I assumed that the whole planet had its own lepers, its own typhoid patients and its own aid workers. 

			“Medina, do you understand what he is saying?” 

			“It’s a dialect, it sounds like ancient Quechua,” he answered, “I think I understand some of the words.” 

			“Ask him how many sick people have these symptoms. And also where our porters are.”

			Medina spoke in Quechua. The shaven-haired man looked him in the eye, but did not answer, as if he had not understood the language or did not know what to say. Suddenly he took Medina by the hand and led him to a place on the esplanade, where a large hut with a thatched roof burned by the sun stood. I saw them walk away, and after a while, during which they remained in the hut, I saw them return. Medina’s face had turned white and he was walking with his eyes wide open; his hands were shaking. He wanted to tell me something, but he was not in a position to do so because of the trembling of his body and because the words would not come from his lips. 

			“He whispered,” he said, his voice cracking. I interpreted that he wanted to confess something hidden. “In that hovel are our men drugged or poisoned. I don’t know what they have done to them. They can’t even sit down. They didn’t recognize me at all, master. I’m so scared.” He couldn’t continue because of the gasp, which I recognized as a respiratory spasm. 

			“What are we going to do? I swear I’m scared shitless,” he said, unable to utter another word. 

			“Answer me with a number on the Glasgow scale,” I wanted to know their neurological response score to get an idea of the risk. 

			“I don’t know how to measure, boss. They can’t talk or sit down,” said Medina. 

			“We’re screwed, Medina!” That moment seemed to me to be one of the most difficult in my life, even though I had gone through many others just as hard. Dissimulate and take an interest in the number of dead and sick people. As if you did not give importance to the situation. 

			An Indigenous man, who had a sunken orbital cavity, possibly due to the enucleation of the eyeball, began to draw lines on the dirt floor, using a dry branch. As the man drew the lines, I counted them, until I reached thirty. However, I did not know if the lines referred to the number of sick or dead people. The other men around us seemed to confirm the number with a murmur. 

			Some of those present studied me suspiciously; others simply did not look at me. I thought they had not understood me because of the language barrier or perhaps I had not formulated the question well. They spoke, according to Medina, a dialect derived from Quechua or an archaic Quechua that my assistant could not fully interpret. Knowing the number of sick and dead people helped me to calculate morbidity and mortality, to know how lethal the disease was. It was clear to me that the lethality data was important in determining virulence and designing a plan to control the outbreak.

			“We’re screwed, comrade,” I commented to my assistant, thinking that they wanted to blackmail us with the results. 

			“Do you think they will kill us, boss?” I noticed that his legs, indeed, his whole body was still trembling, as if he were shivering with intense cold. 

			“I don’t know,” I answered, although it was clear to me that it was a factual language that we and they could understand. “It will depend on the results we get,” I continued, reasoning what our chances were. “The more of them that survive or are cured, the greater our chance of getting out in one piece, comrade.”

			After evaluating the possible differential diagnoses and the epidemic history of the region, I signaled the people accompanying me to take off their clothes. I was trying to find vector bites on their skin. In that area, one of the most common parasites was the body louse. The bug had a white abdomen and eight legs armed with tiny pincers that it used to attach itself to the skin or hair of humans. 

			As soon as they took off their clothes, I could see not only the traces of bites and scabs from scratching, but also multiple insects in their clothes, as if they were gathering to protect themselves or to reproduce. I immediately imagined the rat burrows and their inhabitants under the stone slabs. The diseases that these rodents had came to mind, such as black plague, hantavirus, even Rocky Mountain fever. I also remembered the epidemic exanthematous typhus that struck the troops hiding in the trenches during the First World War. The soldiers died with their bodies full of rashes, possessed by fever and the madness of stupor prior to death. That is why they had christened the disease trench fever or exanthematous typhus. After some time it was clarified that they were two diseases with a different evolution. Trench fever came with an outbreak and a fever of forty degrees, but after a few days it would suddenly disappear just as it had come. Typhus, on the other hand, was a serious disease, which had ravaged Russia and other European countries during the Bolshevik Revolution and the following years. As a result, thousands of soldiers, market workers and cleaners, train travelers, peasants on collective farms had lost their lives. Thousands, perhaps hundreds of thousands, of anonymous people died, as did famous people, such as the journalist John Reed, famous for his book Ten Days That Shook the World. It affected both the cities and countryside. More than two million people died, more than the number caused by the war between the Reds and the Whites or by shells from the western front, where the German troops were located. 

			“Medina, do you think you could ask them to bring us the boxes of medicine? I hope we have enough injectable and capsule chloramphenicol for all the sick people,” I told my assistant.

			We then used a catheter to give them intravenous solutions and antibiotics through that route. For some we injected the drugs intramuscularly, which left them lame for several days. It was a gamble. If we succeeded, we would be able to save everyone on the expedition. If not, we would not have many options left. 

			Medina had told me that our porters were narcotized by some drug that had been injected into the outer ear with a blowgun, or perhaps they had been forced to inhale a paste made from creeping plants. The hallucinogen would have taken effect immediately, preventing any reaction on their part, despite the fact that they were twice the weight and so much taller than these little men. Ours had been overpowered by the group, as in the wars between the Pygmies and their neighbors the Maasai of the lower Nile. Perhaps they used as a hypnotic inducer a crystalline liquid that also required a small dose of sleeping pill, which they would have camouflaged in the drink, taking advantage of the thirst after the exhaustion of the trek.

			At that moment, ideas came to me. The variety of situations that could occur suddenly flooded my imagination: human cages built with balsa wood or chonta wood, dirty and dark rooms full of giant bedbugs, us crawling on the floor of rubble and weeds, unable to sit up. That would be revenge for their dead and their prostrate; for their frustration at having trusted us without getting results. It would encourage the expectation of another scenario. Would it be the same if we managed to heal their sick? I would never know. Injectable chloramphenicol and getting the diagnosis right were our chance to get out alive. 

			I evaluated the faces to be able to guess their intentions. In that moment of anguish, as in the sleepless nights, I ached for my sentimental failure, for being away from my children, for the burdening loneliness. To whom should I pray for a little bit of compassion? Who should I pray for on this occasion? I would not pray for the sick or the dead; I would pray for myself and my people. I would pray that we could return unharmed to the other side of the mountain, where the small towns of settlers and artisanal miners are. I would also ask to be able to cure their mourners and in that way I would save myself and the people under my care. 

			The day after our arrival, the villagers organized themselves to receive our instructions. Lines of people were formed: the children first, then the women, organized in pairs. Everyone went through the ritual of undressing to be sprinkled with grayish talcum powder with insecticide effect that we had brought in our backpacks. Then the lice and nits would be killed by soaking the clothes in boiled water. Then I would see that on the surface of the water a fatty cream forms, a whitish, caseous mass containing the cuticles of the apterae. 

			When I finished the work, I met with the delegates. There I suddenly heard what sounded like a murmur underneath the conversation in their dialect, as if someone was saying “What now? At first I did not believe that this question had been asked in my language; I thought I had imagined it as a result of the desire to communicate or that I was confused and I had misunderstood some phrase in their dialect. However, I couldn’t let that opportunity pass me by, so I asked out loud,

			“Do any of you speak Spanish?” Perhaps I should have used the term Castilian so as not to confuse them.

			Suddenly from behind the group emerged a man with thinning hair, his face furrowed with wrinkles and shorter than his companions. I estimated that he might be among the oldest in the village.

			“I do, Sir.” He had the Manchego touch of some priest or missionary who had arrived in the vicinity many years ago, or maybe he learned it from a catechist who had been kidnapped long ago.

			“That’s good,” I replied enthusiastically.  “I can’t tell you how glad I am. That’s great!” I repeated. 

			Later I learned from him that the tonsured man was the village sorcerer, and that he had the power to paralyze the bodies of his fellow villagers by simply knotting the end of a blackened handkerchief. He told me that the man’s name was Melquíades and that he had been baptized by a missionary with a white beard and cassock. The magic was an inheritance from his ancestors, who, for generations had been dedicated to witchcraft. 

			During the dialogue I wanted to inquire about the fate of my people.

			“Where are my men?” I asked, looking him in the eye. 

			“They are bad men, mister,” he said, as if to justify the kidnapping.

			“What did they do?” I was interested, fearful that he would inform me about some kind of rampage in which they might have participated.

			The man did not respond. I wanted to believe that he didn’t understand me or that he didn’t care about the anxiety I felt for the safety of my staff.

			“Master, another man like you lives here,” perhaps he lacked the words to express his wishes. “The man wants to see you.”

			Without waiting for my consent, the man took me by the wrist and gently dragged me along a path that disappeared in the bend of the mountain. From that spot I could see a hut at the bottom of the ravine. The roof looked like zinc or some reflective plastic. Attached to one of the walls was a pipe with torrent water. The trail entered through a corridor of fruit trees and dwarf palms, similar to the forest of the cloud mountain. The puddles along the path were covered with blue and red butterflies, wasps with black cephalothorax and orange abdomen, green snakes and lizards with iridescent fur. 

			We walked for half an hour to reach the plain, where the hut, built with wooden planks, was located. Inside, barely illuminated by the chinks of the light that filtered through the planks, we could make out an individual prostrate due to some chronic illness. The man appeared to be about sixty years old. He had abundant hair, a graying beard and a bored expression, perhaps because of the pain or the discomfort of remaining in an unchanging position. The cornea of one eye was dull and the eyeball was projected out of the orbital cavity, the result of an exophthalmos that, I interpreted, was due to a corneal and nerve injury. The other eye followed my movements. 

			“How are you Mr...?” I realized that I didn’t know his name. 

			“I asked him to bring you,” he answered in a voice that I recognized as that of a military or veteran policeman; gruff, I would say imperative.

			“Tell me, what can I do for you?” I wanted to know, trying not to lose my cool, although I could tell I was in for a surprise or two.

			He was watching me closely; I suspected that the examination stemmed from a desire to get to know me and to be able to communicate some hidden thought that was somehow important to him. 

			“You’re wondering what happened to my left eye, aren’t you? And why I am in such a state of disability,” he continued.

			“You could say that.” I answered laconically. 

			“Let’s see, first, my vision. It’s a matter linked to my tenure here. It was about twenty-five years ago. I was, at the time, a police sergeant. I had been assigned to a political-military emergency zone under the command of a captain named Huerta,” he paused to think about whether to continue with his narration. Then he continued, “The captain’s methods were anything but saintly. The day of the incident that caused the damage to my eye, he had tried to rape the wife of an individual, a high military commander of a column of subversives. I objected and we argued loudly. The officer got excited and, after taking out his regulation weapon, wanted to shoot me in the face. I defended myself and struggled to wrest the gun from him; in the end a shot was fired,” he stopped talking to take a breath, as if the story brought him back to the scene of the events. Then he resumed the story, “The officer was in charge of a high-risk mission. 

			“The flash of the shot damaged my eyesight and caused me intense pain, to the point that I lost consciousness. When I regained consciousness, I was surrounded by the rest of the unit, who accused me of having killed the captain. For this reason, I was to be transferred to the nearest town to be tried by the military court. 

			“The lieutenant, second in command under the captain, told me, ‘Martinez, I’m not going to repeat this: take out your backpack and flee to the jungle. In two hours we will come out to hunt you with the order to shoot.’” 

			I kept thinking about the internal wars, the codes of violence, the limits between the civilized and the savage. Then I looked at the sergeant, waiting for him to continue his story. 

			“I tried to stay away from my former colleagues. It became my life. During the day I walked among the rocks and at night I slept in the torrents. After weeks, exhausted by the effort, I arrived at this place, where Melquíades cured me with his leaf tea and frog soup and I was able to recover from the fright and the effort.” 

			When he mentioned that name, I conjectured that he was referring to the little man whose head was shaved to simulate a religious man since I had already been told, he had astral powers and ancestors who had performed the same activity. 

			“Do you think I should continue or shall I go on to explain some matters that concern us both?”

			“Whatever you wish.” I was waiting for the man to continue so that, in this way, I could understand something that seemed enigmatic to me up to that moment. Was I facing a group of hospitable natives or were they hostile and dangerous? 

			“Well, I stayed with them all this time. I did not want to expose myself to a summary trial or to the revenge of his relatives or his comrades-in-arms. You will understand that the event could be interpreted as insubordination, which is punishable by firing squad for treason. So I had to abandon my family, my home and my work. 

			“The paralysis is another matter. It happened during an avalanche; I became invalid while trying to rescue those buried in the mud. I don’t know how but I damaged my spine and have been paralyzed from the waist down ever since.”

			“I’m sorry. Sincerely, I’m sorry, Sergeant,” I apologized, thinking that the paralysis could be due to a vertebral fracture with spinal cord section. 

			“Now to your business, doctor. I was the one who sent for you so that you could cure the men in the village. I instructed the paramedics to look for you, I wrote the letters to ask your organization to come and help us.” 

			At that moment a woman in her thirties or early thirties entered the room, with a friendly face with a smile on her face. She was holding a tray with several bowls on it. I guessed that both the tray and the bowls were carved from balsa wood. The woman seemed to scold the sergeant and opened a window that let in sunlight. The window was protected by transparent glass or mica. Possibly, that material had been transported from some city by a relative or other person who had that facility. 

			“This is my partner,” said the sergeant. 

			“Nice to meet you!” I said to the woman. When she heard my greeting, she smiled back at me. 

			The scene seemed to me to be similar to my visit to the organization’s head office in La Paz. Waiting for us in the office was Judith, an Irish woman who was the director for the region. She served us with herbal teas, creams, pastries or whatever snacks she had on hand. The same eagerness was shown by the sergeant’s companion, with the same smiling and friendly expression. I knew then that it was the woman who took care of the needs and demands of the prostrate man. 

			After hours of chatting about one topic or another, it occurred to me to ask, “Did you ever try to return to the city?” I wanted to know. To tell the truth, I was intrigued. I was sure that before suffering the vertebro-medullary injury the man had made not one, but several attempts to return to his hometown.

			“Once, hiding my true identity, I returned home. When I arrived, everything was different. My wife had realized that I no longer existed and had taken up with a relative of hers. Imagine, with my character, it didn’t take long for me to kill them both. Each one of my children lived somewhere else.” He paused again. Then he continued, “I inquired about the status of the charge and was informed that it was not time-barred, so if I came forward, I was sure to end up in jail.”

			At that moment I understood that there are marches of no return. You can’t always turn back. This was the case with the sergeant and others. I took advantage of the interview to ask him other questions I needed to know about the village and its people.

			“Why do the natives live in the puna?” I was referring to the inhospitable climate, which did not allow the cultivation of varieties of plants that grew at other altitudes, and also to the livestock, which was limited to camelids. 

			“Because they were defeated in the water war,” replied the man. 

			Then he told me the story of the water war, in which the defeated were the men of the village and the victors, their neighbors, the natives of the lowland jungle. The war had lasted about ten years. Martínez calculated the time according to the account of the natives, who had counted one hundred and twenty full moons. According to the sergeant, the confrontation took place some three or four hundred moons ago. The losers had to move and took refuge in the punas and in the caves of the rocky areas. In the end they discovered that there was another way to continue living. 

			Those who won the war took away the water from the streams coming down from the thaws, but they discovered that the mountain hid springs with clear water where they could drink without fear of being contaminated by the feces of cattle and shepherds. The water rolled down a spring between the grasses and creeping clovers, wetting the rhizomes and welcoming colorful birds and butterflies. They soon learned that dwarf yuccas and twenty-centimeter pineapples could be grown and that nearby grew cacti with leaves parasitized by a white powder that turned red when wet or squeezed. With the dye that resulted from this white powder, they gave color to the carded wool before passing it to the weavers for weaving. 

			I wanted to imagine the fight as a guerrilla war, with the groups scouting the enemy from the high ground and then taking advantage of any carelessness and coming down with arrows. Their puya was a xerophytic plant with fleshy, lanceolate leaves, polished to have the edge of a Swiss Army knife. In this war, once they killed the male, the female belonged to them, even if she resisted. I imagined the wives and daughters of those killed in action, sequestered in the huts of the one who had killed her husband, sleeping in the same bed, sexually assaulted during the night. 

			In my mind, perhaps the dead man was not the husband, but the father of an abducted women. In the same way, they would be received with the same lewd joy as if the act were superior to hatred. I imagined that in some cases the abducted women would take revenge and, after getting the murderer drunk, they would cut off his sex at the root, and then leave the victim bleeding on the dirt floor of the hut. The subject’s blood would flow from his groin until he was left weak and drained of blood, unable to defend himself due to intoxication from the cane alcohol or whatever strong drug he had been tricked into drinking. The narcotic used could be chamico, ayahuasca or any hallucinogenic ivy that grew nearby. 

			Perhaps the man would not feel pain from the amputation, but would sink into a deeper and deeper sleep. After the castration was complete, the woman would flee to the bush to avoid the revenge of the relatives of the deceased, who upon learning of it would go out in search of her armed with machetes and axes. In their ethnic group, vengeance was an obligation because they believed that, without this punishment, the soul of the deceased would continue to wander through the caves of the mountain. Therefore, there would be no rest for the bereaved until the murderers were eliminated. 

			At that moment I remembered some old proverbs: ‘with the yardstick you measure you will be measured’, and ‘he who kills with iron dies with iron’. That was the law in these parts. Of course that was the dance and the Murga must be danced to the beat of the drum. 

			Today I picture the war as any other confrontation of hostile forces: feathered Indigenes against men with braids in their hair. Men with faces painted with achiote against men with sallow faces who did not need to paint their faces. Corpses would appear in the rivers, washed up on the muddy banks. Scavengers such as mountain lions and ocelots would have a feast. Even animals that were not normally scavengers, such as black pigs and wild dogs would probably join in. 

			In some cases the excess of violence could be attributed to the moonshine made with potato peels or fermented corn, which turned them into unbridled psychotics, even with the children or women of the enemies. In other cases, the warriors outraged the bodies of the deceased, on which they danced; or urinated in the wounds of the head. 

			That invalid, the one-eyed sergeant filled me in on the old habits that still prevailed among these little men with ruddy cheeks. Until then I had thought that violence was confined to the outskirts of the big cities or was common among the lower-class elements of society. However, I could see that it was equally prevalent in the Andean villages, as well as in the hamlets bordering the large rivers. Then I remembered the murder of a family of landowners in a place that was three thousand five hundred meters above sea level. The limbs, torn off with an axe; the teeth, smashed with a club; the skulls, destroyed with stones. 

			Returning to the village, I saw the sorcerer walking in the middle of the slope. I observed him carefully and found him to be bald and paunchy. The hump had reduced him to a dwarf among dwarves. The limp could have been due to a clubfoot or a shortened consolidation fracture. However, despite his shortcomings, he was the best hope for my group; at least I could converse with him, even if there was a language barrier. I might ask him about the intoxication of my porters or the future that awaited us. However, it seemed to me that this was not the right time for it, despite my predicament. It was possible that among his feathered enemies there was a similar personage, perhaps skinny and long, with very long upper limbs, to the point where his hands almost touched his knees. He would have a wiry face, sunken cheeks and protruding cheekbones; with slanted eyes, as if hidden deep in the sockets. 

			After meeting the village sorcerer and comparing him with my imagined sorcerer of his adversaries, I wondered what they would say to each other if they ever met. The rendezvous could take place halfway between the two villages, on a stone slab simulating a ledge above a dolmen. The men would carry leather whips to whip each other before engaging in any dialogue. Maybe even the encounter would be friendly and, after studying the physiognomy of their opponent, they would throw coca leaves on a red poncho as if they were playing poker. This would serve to divine the will of the tutelary spirits of the mountains and invoke harmony between the two ethnic groups or, at least, a peaceful coexistence with precise limits. 

			I spent some time recreating the scene in my mind, mixing memories, such as the arrival at the plateau town that had welcomed us with musicians playing drums and panpipes, which gave the encounter an air of mystery and solemnity. There we encountered other sorcerers dressed in white and pink flamingo feathers, attached to their heads by means of a mitre adorned with silver inlays, bits of mirror and imitation precious stones. The dancers moved to the sound of a melody interpreted by the musicians of the town while their necks swayed and shook the plume of colored feathers, which varied with the reflections of the sun. At times orange feathers were noticeable; they seemed to have been plucked from the cock-of-the-rock bird, at others the red and blue from parrots. At times they had the dull color of salt lake palmettos. 

			The other men of the village wore leather shoes with miter-like inlays, as well as conch shells, which produced a sound that combined with the music of the panpipes and drums. The spectacle resembled one I had enjoyed at the Salvador de Bahia carnival, as well as the dances of the Mesopotamian carnival in the province of Misiones. 

			At the end of the conversation with the paralyzed sergeant I had to return to the present. He and I, alone with all the burdens. He with his stories; me with my apprehensions. We were two men with similar paranoias, with the iron will to get the potion that would cure all evil; with the desire to be judged by the honorable deeds, and not by the shadows and dastardliness. That was the moment to make our reality transparent and renounce any expectation of leadership. 

			“Of the ten prostrate patients, seven no longer have stupor or fever. The other three have stopped shivering; I hope they will be better tomorrow. The mildly ill and those who were at the onset of the disease, still in the stage of cold shakes, are already cured,” I informed him, thinking that we were fulfilling our mission. I hoped that he would understand that on their part they had to reciprocate. So I dared to ask, 

			“What has become of our porters?”

			“I don’t understand what you mean,” he replied without looking me in the eye. He seemed to be unaware that the people who had carried our equipment were being held incommunicado in a dark room in a large hut, restrained and narcotized with some kind of hallucinogenic substance. 

			“What I mean is that the sick people are, for the most part, cured. Besides, there have been no more cases in the last few days.” For me this was as important as the healing of those who had suffered from the disease. 

			Before our arrival, and during the first week, more than two or three cases per day were detected. Even older men were found unconscious at the edge of the thawing pond; women lay on the grass of the platforms and children went into a sudden panic crisis, which manifested itself in screams, as if they had hallucinations with monsters and evil beings. Two weeks later, no more newly sick people were reported to us on the perimeter or on the outskirts of the site. 

			It was more than likely that this was due to the elimination of the vector, the louse, or the host, the black field rat. The women still had the gray dust of insecticide caked in their hair, and the children seemed to have sprouted among the stones and could be seen running up the hill. I felt relieved, as if suddenly the stench of the burrows was no longer there and the stench of the men had dissipated. Under other circumstances I would have been so pleased with my success that I would have screamed like a madman or an excited fever patient before the stupor. However, to my mind came the image of five young men in a toxic state with furtive looks and ataxia in their limbs who, from time to time, screamed in terror at their own delusions. As long as they were not with us, there was nothing to be happy about. That is why I had to ask the sergeant to convey my request to the tonsured-haired sorcerer, so that his people would have an attitude of reciprocity with us. 

			“We gave them what they asked for. It would be good if they gave us back our porters to return to our land,” I demanded. 

			When Esteban, the man who spoke Manchego Spanish, who led me to Sergeant Martínez, gave the sergeant’s order to Melquíades, the sorcerer looked at me. Then he withdrew without giving me an answer. 

			Watching him leave, I experienced a moment of fear. I watched him with his limping walk as he approached the group that seemed to be permanently watching us. Melquíades lobbied with Esteban and with the other men with the flattened faces and flattened hair. His attitude was not friendly at all, perhaps because he was hiding some purpose or had a plan that affected our stay in the place. I was overcome with uncertainty. My legs faltered, until I sat on a round stone in the middle of the path that led to the huts. 

			I was thinking about the porters. I was no longer certain that they would be released, even though the sick had been cured; I was not even sure that we would be able to return home. I guessed that the sergeant had no decisive influence on our fate; the shaven-headed dwarf and his assembly were the ones who decided the fate of the group. 

			I was overcome with fear, as if I had suddenly realized that I had nothing to bargain with; perhaps for them it was the most natural thing in the world that the sick would heal, that no one would show the traces of the bites of the aptera, that the ravine would not give off the stench and fumes of dead rats. My shirt was wet with sweat and stuck to my body. 

			Then suddenly I saw Medina coming out of the wooden door of a hut we had not visited before. His skin had a yellowish tinge to it, which made me fear that he was suffering from liver disease or was chronically anemic, which I never realized. He was panting as if he had been running down the slope. I asked him what was wrong and he replied that one of the women we had thought was getting better had passed away. The news subtracted years from me, I aged in an instant and noticed that my face was wrinkling. I had not expected the event, and even less at that moment, when they were deciding our return to the other side of the mountain. I thought they already knew the news; I assumed they had heard the cries of the relatives when they saw that the woman did not react to Medina’s attempts at resuscitation. Under the circumstances, I felt I had nothing to demand. 

			“I think we’re screwed, Medina,” I said, letting him know that they would make us pay dearly for failure. 

			“Don’t scare me. I thought you were a friend of the hunchbacked-one. Didn’t he tell you what they would do with us?”  

			Before I could respond, the men from the assembly arrived. Many had painted black lines on their cheekbones, which I interpreted as a sign of war. Some of them carried walking sticks with a blade strapped to their staffs, others carried boleadoras strapped to their waists. In their expression I perceived disenchantment for the dead woman. They looked menacing. Maybe they were waiting for someone from the group to take the initiative and pounce on us so they could join in with spears and boleadoras, with sticks and their knives, or with a kind of machete that allowed them to make their way through the dense parts of the jungle. However, no one attacked us. They only surrounded us by drawing a crescent moon. They had overcome their shyness and looked us in the face, although none of them uttered a single word. It was as if they were waiting for the sorcerer to make a decision. 

			The man approached us with his pendulum gait. The group made way for him to step in front of us, face to face. 

			“Thank you, Father!” he blurted out as if he had learned that phrase in the last few hours. 

			“We did what we could,” I replied, explaining the woman’s death in advance. Then I kept silent, although I wanted to tell her that the outcome did not depend on us, since it was possible that her lungs or brain were damaged. Besides, the drugs acted on the microbes; in this case, on the rickettsiae that caused typhus, and not on the after-effects of the disease. 

			I waited for Melquíades or Esteban to be the one to raise, in his half tongue, a question about our work. I prepared the answer in silence: some organs were affected; the woman’s brain suffered small hemorrhages that converged in a major one that caused her death, or perhaps a clot had migrated from the veins of the lower limbs to the lungs, where it had blocked the respiratory function. Death followed.

			“The men want to thank you with a garment of your choice. They want to show their affection,” said Esteban. 

			“Tell them that we are grateful for the gift, but that we want to return to where we came from.” I would have liked to explain that I was concerned about the porters, who were part of our group. Also, I had to inform them that our departure would not be immediate, but when we finished the task. “We will leave once our work is finished, which will come to an end when no new cases are presented in ten days.” 

			I would have liked to ask him what the man with the tonsured hair thought about the woman’s death, but I did not want to raise doubts about the quality of our task. I did not want to inquire. Most likely they would take the death as part of the epidemic, just like the losses prior to our arrival. I looked into the eyes of each of the men around us, trying to find answers. Then I noticed one of them, who had a palpebral palsy from some damage to the contralateral hemisphere of his brain. 

			The exchange of glances lasted a few minutes, during which we tried to communicate in this way. Then they turned around and went back to where the women and children were, sitting on a wall of stones joined without mortar; only with rhizomes of creeping plants in the joints and cracks. After a few minutes, which seemed eternal to me, Esteban and the sorcerer returned to our side. They motioned for us to follow them to the hut where the porters were supposed to be.

			“They will be fine,” Esteban clarified as he showed me the sleeping or narcotized men. 

			“Are they asleep or drugged?” I was interested while trying to perceive the respiratory rhythm, the trembling of hands or any other sign of alarm. 

			The sorcerer approached each of them and patted their backs. Then the porters began to wake up as if they had been hypnotized. At that moment I thought that the man had learned to induce sleep, or perhaps he really was born with the ability to paralyze his enemies, or those who had dared to speak ill of him, just by knotting a dirty handkerchief he wore around his waist. 

			The last of the men to awaken made an attempt to assault those present, including us. He had the look of the paranoid and the expression of being on the verge of an attack of contained rage. I assumed it was a psychosis resulting from intoxication; a side effect of the narcotic they had been given. Maybe his brain was not connecting with the past or he had suffered many years before from alcoholism with delirious crises. 

			Suddenly the sorcerer stepped forward and held the man by the neck as if he were trying to suffocate him or wanted to hypnotize him again. Our porter lay exhausted on the ground, and the others, as if commanded by an inner voice or an order that Medina and I did not hear, lifted him up and placed him in a portable hammock to carry him to the roadside camp. I was amazed: an old man no more than five feet tall had immobilized a six-foot-tall porter. Images of the fight between a hornet with an orange abdomen and a giant tarantula came to my mind. It was an unequal combat that made my hair stand on end.

			“He is a very bad man,” Esteban told me. He is a murderer of men. 

			I could not understand what he meant by making this statement. If so, he owed her an explanation as to how he joined the group. 

			“I summoned him from among the men who knew the area,” I clarified, wishing to make him understand that I had made the mistake of not investigating his background. “I did not know his past,” I apologized. 

			Later I was able to meet with the other porters, whom I asked if they knew anything about the guy. In this way I learned that our man was discharged from the army after having spent a period as a conscript. Possibly, he had participated actively during the fighting in those areas that had been declared an emergency by the military commanders or by the political leaders of the nation. I immediately thought of a war of lesser intensity, one of those in which the civilian population was also involved. 

			“He told us that he knew how to use pineapple grenades and long-range rifles,” one of them told me. Then he told me what the guy had told him about a confrontation in the vicinity of a town located in the inter-Andean plateau. The macho man told us that he had killed a member of the terrorists’ army. The boy was no more than thirteen or fourteen years old, but he was a strong son-of-a-bitch in the armed struggle. He, together with a sergeant of an annihilation group, had killed him by strangling him with construction wire. He explained that the wire was pulled taut at each end; the condemned man hung in the middle. As I imagined the atrocities the porter was about to narrate to me, I felt a shudder, as if I were to blame for having hired the individual. 

			At that moment my mind recreated a platoon of black sweaters with their faces smeared with shoe polish. They entered the village firing their guns into the air to frighten the villagers. In one of the huts, behind a mud-brick stove, two children were hiding and crying loudly. Someone from the village told them that these children were, in fact, as dangerous as a whole column of subversives, since they had killed a governor, the unlettered judge and two neighbors. 

			The men learned of the crudeness of the actions through newspaper reports and were able to corroborate the facts when they went to the camp of a tribe of Asháninca who had been kidnapped by one of the columns of the seditionists. The mission was to treat the outbreak of an unknown disease among the Asháninca refugees who, due to the promiscuity and debauchery of one troop and the other, had acquired an unidentified type of viral infection that appeared to be delta hepatitis, although they also assessed the possibility that it was a lymphotropic virus disease with liver damage. “Damn wars!” they exclaimed then. Today they had a much worse concept. 

			The porter wanted to know how he had guessed his companion’s past. “Was he really a sorcerer with extrasensory perceptions? Had he known the subject’s background in an ayahuasca session or by taking another narcotic?” I recalled that the method was used by the technical police of despotic regimes to obtain information and self-incriminations. Those anesthetized for surgeries had a similar reaction; they even confessed to matters they avoided telling during wakefulness. For that reason, I presumed that the sorcerer had made them inhale a liquid, perhaps the juice of bluebells or the greenish extract resulting from grinding and squeezing the leaves of poison ivy. Perhaps he had resorted to injecting the drug into the external auditory canal, for which he had used a blowpipe made of a hollow reed that he had fired with a blow. Under the effects of narcolepsy tongues would have been loosened, recounting every detail of their lives and those of their relatives. 

			“Take him away!” Esteban shouted. Then he added, “We don’t want him here! “

			I got the message: the farther away, the better. 

			They could have sent him back through the territory of the Catacamara, a violent ethnic group living in the caves of a limestone rock. The tribe would have eliminated him with an arrow shot poisoned with curare, which causes an incurable narcosis in the body; while the drug takes effect, the sphincters relax and bowel movements become very intense. It would have been worse if they had tortured him, cut off his tongue, his ears, his penis, and left him bleeding to death lying on the waterlogged floor of a cave. I pitied the madness of the porter: his baleful look, the drool from the tantrum, the clenched hands and the contracted body expression; all mixed with the panicked gesture of a grown child. 

			“I beg you,” I asked Melquíades, using Esteban as a translator, “free our people. In exchange I promise to take care of them,” I promised. I wanted him to understand that he would have nothing to fear. They would not approach their women, they would not get surly with the men, much less with the children. 

			And although I did not say so, if Esteban, the translator, and the sorcerer Melquíades allowed it, I would send the porters away first. They would leave the village a few days before us; they would take with them the cargo we had brought, the laboratory equipment and medicines. Two or three natives could even accompany them to bring back a consignment of medicines from the central office. That way, the storekeepers and ministry bureaucrats would have the opportunity to send us more insecticides and other antibiotics against atypical bacteria. The porters would then act as couriers while transporting their sick comrade to safety in his home village, in the company of his relatives. 

			I do not have the power to guess a man’s past just by looking into his eyes or observing some feature on his face; I am not even capable of discovering his behavior, despite having lived with him during the days of preparation and the hours of hiking in the mountains. At that moment I felt sorry for the porter, for his evasions and isolation when we were talking. He seemed to have serious fevers, with a kind of self-absorbed and taciturn thinking. I feared that the man would never fully recover and at the same time I was afraid that he would have another fit of anger that would be repelled by these little men. His mind interpreted the narcosis hangover as a kind of madness that removed his inhibitions and brought to the surface the psychopathy activated during the war. In the event that he went wild, the natives would surround him with daggers, beat him with leather and galena stone boleadoras and drag him by the ankles to the center of the esplanade. His eyes would turn from anger to panic when he realized that this was the end of his life. Then he would ask forgiveness from men or from a higher being. I don’t know if he ever showed any compassion for his fellow man. Maybe he had developed psychopathy after drinking dog’s blood mixed with gunpowder or after receiving the violent doctrine of pre-combat training. 

			Three days later the porters left the village. They dragged their companion along. The man had regained his mobility and some of his senses, although he seemed dazed or isolated. Someone had tied his hands with a rope that was pulled by his companions, in turn, to drag him along. 

			Medina and I stayed in the village until the mission objectives were achieved. We would complete the missing doses of antibiotic treatment in the new cases and follow up on the old ones. We were also going to continue with the rat extermination and elimination of vectors, including a type of gregarious mosquito that flew in white clouds. For this task we counted on the help of women and children, who washed the clothes and wool covering the camelid hides. The men were in charge of eliminating the domestic and field rats. They felt they had the right to do so because of their skill in handling blowguns, arrows, machetes and boleadoras. 

			The days went on and on until one day several dragonflies appeared flying over the top of the bushes and dwarf shrubs. I remembered that in my hometown we children interpreted the presence of insects as the announcement of news; in this case, it could be good news. It was time to leave. 

			I kept thinking of octagonal crystal viruses and intracellular corpuscles in the case of rickettsiae. As I looked at the toes, gangrenous from clots in the blood vessels, I thought of intravascular thrombosis generated by protobacteria of the mycoplasma type. “How much did I have to learn to perform the dance?” I said to myself silently as I moved to the beat of music that only I could hear. 

			I talked to the paralyzed sergeant again before leaving the village. I went to his hut to bring him a packet of pain medication. There I asked him if he had any errands he could fulfill when he returned to the city. In the end I asked him, 

			“Were you there during the war?” 

			He remained silent. I imagined the villages razed to the ground, the thatched roofs burning like torches; the surrounding area full of corpses and dogs that approached with the desire to bite them; worms crawling out of their nostrils and hundreds of carrion vultures flying over the scene. 

			After a silent moment, which he used to reflect, he answered me in a laconic way,

			“We were the defeated ones.” 

			He did not explain anything else. I understood that the dead and wounded had been caused by the Andean people or whatever the ethnic group to which the sorcerer and the little men with mottled faces belonged. An ethnic group with men and women with multiple braids tying their woolly hair. They were the ones who had to flee to the mountains, take refuge in the cracks of the slopes and smoke the caves to scare away the vampires. They formed caravans of transhumants, who moved along the deer trails, and herded the llamas and alpacas. They had to carry the chickens with their hairless necks in baskets. They also had to painfully drag the elderly and children along with them. 

			They were not the first displaced by the war; neither would they be the last. Each scene reminded me of the refugee camps; the groups that moved away in buses with baskets on the roof, where they placed mattresses, bedpans and all kinds of belongings. Perhaps they were like the caravans of gypsies moving from one place to another in carts pulled by vans converted into trailers. When I imagine the transhumant groups, I seem to be reading Lajos Zilahy’s The Wandering City, with women in colorful coiffures and weeping children populating the wagons of a railroad traveling from one city to another. They stayed in the outskirts of one city and after a while a locomotive pulled the convoy along the railway to another city, and in this way they changed places. What did not change was the routine of sleeping on the boarded floor, sharing food prepared in a common pot and getting used to the noise of the stations, hearing the whistle of the departing trains, the sound of the bells announcing the proximity of the departure and the screeching of the wheels rubbing on the iron of the rails. 

			I also speculated about the exodus of the little Andean men marching through the ravines with their belongings; slipping on the wet straw because the morning dew had turned to ice. They had to camouflage themselves between the rocks and the bushes so as not to be detected by the enemies; hidden in the dark crevices of the peaks, from where they could watch the movements of their pursuers. They crossed the cloud forest and then spent the night in the pass, where they found a place with chullpas built in stone several centuries earlier to house the remains of the inhabitants of another era. 

			Another similar place came to my mind, also a gap between two valleys separated by a mountain range. There I found the skeletons of fortune hunters who had arrived after contracting malaria in the low jungle. That time I discovered the traces produced by diseases whose remedies were not known and ghost towns on the shores of the oceans, abandoned by the bereaved of the dead in epidemics. The sorcerer brought me the image of doctors during the previous centuries. 

			In those mountains you could find red or yellow flowers, turquoise butterflies the size of your palm, large and small monkeys, three-meter-long snakes that attack only when you step on their nest, and herds of piglets. Before descending to the lower lands, we had to cross the pass, at four thousand meters of altitude, where the plants did not bloom; there was only a yellowish grass where we could observe the occasional dung beetle pushing the dung of a mammal that had adapted to that altitude, perhaps a white fox or a black bear, a camelid or simply a vizcacha. At that height there were pools of yellowish water that seemed to me sulfurous or ferrous; waters that boiled with bubbles and emitted fumaroles. Then it occurred to me that I could bathe in the deepest of them, fed by two springs, with floors and walls of stone slabs joined with mortar. 

			I still remember the heat I felt, the erythema of my skin, my impudent nakedness. Medina’s flabby fatness, with that big drinker’s belly and neck and face of a different color than the rest of the skin tone. I ended up with scalded balls; just like Medina, only in my case they were not balls, but scalded ping-pong balls, because I had spent more than two hours in the pool, enjoying the temperature of the water in the middle of the cloudy mountain, with hundreds of witnesses, among dwarfs with sallow skin, monkeys and iguanas with green and spiny backs. 

			While I was soaking my body in the hot water, ideas came to my mind; ideas of better times, when in some town next to the road a person we did not know was waiting for us and who could be transcendent in our affective selection. This was a strange way of thinking after seeing sick people with exanthema and fevers. In connection with this, I thought that we were facing a disease that had arisen in rodents, from where it had passed to humans, as a zoonosis whose vector was the body louse. Therefore, the first victims had not been humans, but rodents. Perhaps the stench of the creek, which increased in the burrows, under the roots of the bushes, was due to the rotting of the lifeless bodies of the vermin. Then came the infestation of the natives by the bite of the apterae attached to clothing and hair, lice and nits. 

			No sooner had I left the village, which looked more like a dotted patchwork of huts, some here and there, lurid thoughts came to my mind, as if I had drunk a punch of blueberries mixed with snake skins and rhinoceros’ tusks. The morbidity came with erotic fantasies. I thought I saw a woman from a Caribbean port. The young women in the group looked like Tropicana women to me; even the women with two children hanging from their hips were a sip of water in the desert. I experienced a horniness as if I had suddenly been released after twenty years of imprisonment without seeing a single woman, but never forgetting the crescent moons of the neighborhood girls showing their cleavage. This horniness consumed me like a malt fever or a sudden madness with an out-of-the-ordinary excitement. 

			Today, after so many sheepish years, I wonder if the exaggerated eroticism was a reaction to the fears of contagion or if it was due to the proximity of some enigmatic female who was going through a period of unbridled desires. At that moment it occurred to me what the lice might reek of. They gave off a smell of cattle dung or rotting rags from the hut of the seventy-year-old village priest who had ten children by different old women. I also remembered the food markets, with their flying rats, somewhere between ground rats and bats, with axillary folds that when extended are like wings and allow them to glide across the high floors. Later, when I observed the lice on the wooden rafts made of balsa wood, I could see that the parasites gave off a musky odor that made me gag and vomit. 

			Poor little Andean people who lived up there, on the slopes of the cloudy mountains, where the savannah begins to be tropical forest and the horseflies transform into singing cicadas, insects that have a head so disproportionate that it occupies more than seventy percent of their body; the rest are wings and an abdomen similar to that of shrimps. Poor little men with dastardly faces, chained to their fate, waiting for the settlers to arrive at some point and drive them out of the village and off the mountain. Then, once a mineral vein is discovered, the invaders will haul their front-end loaders and dredges to explore the pipe that holds gold-bearing sand. And they will arrive like an invasion of locusts, they will build barracks for their supplies and camps for their workers and their retinues, which will include women to serve their needs. Then the little men would again be displaced from their village and would be forced to gather in caravans of nomads to look for another place where they could settle. 

			That second time they will be more exposed to contract another disease and endure new plagues, and life will end up being a chimera. They will be a ghost people, with fantasies such as witches who travel on the backs of condors, with beliefs that imply being close to the tutelary gods. But in the end they will be nothing more than an ethnic group of losers in a millenary war. 

			And when I hear the airs of a flute played by the shepherds of the Maghreb or the Lapps of northern Scandinavia, I will remember them. And I will get the idea that this instrument predates the universal diaspora; even before the era in which the continents migrated to become what they are. The same flutes in the hands of the Zulus and the snake charmers in Calcutta; the same pentaphonic scales. 

			I had budgeted that we would leave them insecticides and a supply of chloramphenicol capsules when we left. Then? Then return with the same ones, fleeing from death. Fleeing from those little beings with whom I could not communicate in their language and whose fate I did not understand. Fleeing from myself, even though I was the one who suggested the trip, and even forced the reluctant ones, who wanted to avoid the twelve hours of walking, the wounds of the thistles, the risk of catching typhus and scabies, coming back with lice or carrying the sorrow of having been in the mountain of white snow and icy winds; to carry the melancholy of a village of stone walls with no mortar or of adobe bricks, with thatched puna roofs and earthen floors soaked with the urine of children and old people. 

			Both I and Medina, as well as the porters, wanted to return from the past to the future, to forget the present because it burned. We could not bear to live another day with the men of the mountain, not even with their women with braided hair or their children, who played near us. Much less did we want to explore whether the stones in the crevices were silver pyrites or shiny argentite. Nor did we want to receive the red range ponchos because we believed that everything was infected, that everything could be dangerous. Likewise, we did not want to accept the silver ornaments they used as pins to hold their shawls and skirts. My companions seemed to have traveled to hell, like Eurydice, and were ready to return to earth. Once in town, I would not see the porters again; they had already collected their money and would leave with another group that demanded less risk. 

			On the third day we recovered in a village of two thousand inhabitants. We stayed in a two-story house, which had a small lodging sign on it, and which must have been more like a tambo of the traders of supplies or a miner’s lodge. The second floor turned out to be a single room, without partitions or divisions, in which there was no bed. The mattresses, thinned by use, had all been arranged in a row, the edge of one next to the edge of the other, on the floor. 

			Medina and I ended up in that shelter; there we had to blow away the bad smells of the bodies, the fleas invited by the neighbors, the snoring and the murmur of the wings of the bats that lived in the crawl space. I presume that we slept like blessed people preserved by the smell of insecticide, which would keep the parasites away from the skin and the cockroaches from the floor. I’m convinced that we both dreamed of those men with mottled cheeks. And although the obsession ended for me the following week, it continued for a long time in Medina’s obsessive brain; possibly, telling his part in the adventure in a bar in his town, where he would chat with friends from the neighborhood. Surely he told them a fantasy story in which he represented himself as the hero of an epic: in this version he was the one who confronted the warriors of the tribe to rescue the members of his group. In doing so, he prevented them from being killed by the ethnic tribesmen. 

			Medina would culminate the narration by telling them about his bath in a pool of sulphurous, overheated water with a group of girls from the tribe. Not only that; he would tell them that the chief of the tribe had offered him one of those girls for his company, but that he refused so as not to attract the fury of his jealous wife. And, of course, that thanks to his work we saved more than a hundred human beings affected by a rare disease that caused gangrene in their toes, caused the appearance of blue patches of ecchymosis on the thorax and caused a fever of more than forty degrees, until finally, after one or another convulsion, death came. 

			I compared two essential moments in my life: the one I spent in that place, which is reached after crossing a pass at four thousand meters above sea level, and my experience in New York itself, in a PATH train station bound for New Jersey, where my companion Daniel Gutiérrez was working as a factory stevedore. There I witnessed a scene of two women kissing. Both were thin, skeletal. Both had an indeterminate number of earrings in their ears. Both had hair dyed an exotic, bright color, as if they were birds of paradise, varieties of quetzal or a type of moiré. 

			Each one had her own thing: lips painted crimson red or steel blue; open necklines over a black leather garment; long, flaming giraffe collars and skirts that reached thirty centimeters above the hips. There was something different about them. Maybe it was their brazenness or their boldness; the scent they gave off or their strong grassy look. Maybe it was all the result of my lack of connection with that world, which seemed to me a hundred times more modern and, therefore, a hundred times more real. My suit was obsolete in that environment full of guys with headbands on their foreheads and huge jackets. 

			Almost all the men were giants dancing in their tennis shoes. I felt in danger, as if I were walking through the masonry of one of those fifty-plus story towers; it even seemed to me that I should attempt an honorable retreat to the hotel. For those things of life, I remained on the back of a horse and let myself be carried along the predestined route. In this way, I continued to travel all the way to New Jersey. 

			Many of the men I encountered frowned in hostility at my presence; the young women looked to me like alien beings or mannequins in a fashion house. I was out of place, as if I were an iguana in a lingerie fashion show, with very long and very beautiful skinny women who seemed to me like angels or something similar. They had come from another solar system similar to ours and their mission was to bewitch us with their siren song as we returned by boat along the route of Ulysses.

			Suddenly I caught a glimpse of other people walking along the platform. They were wearing suits similar to the ones worn by the citizens of Fifth Avenue, similar to the one I was wearing, although they had a different shine. Possibly they were from brands I had heard of, like Giorgio Armani, Hugo Boss, Louis Vuitton, Versace. I didn’t have the slightest resemblance to them either, just as I didn’t resemble the dystopians at the train station. They all had the same taste in clothes, the same way of walking, as if they were Hollywood actors, and would dine in Vietnamese restaurants in Chinatown or Thai restaurants on Fifth Avenue. 

			The same feeling of invalidity in the mountains and in the big city. Identical fear of not being able to survive the experience. So I adopted a cocky attitude, I know the same route, and I took the train like any other citizen. I sat in one of the last seats, close to the window, so I could watch the people walking along the avenues: guys coming out of the gym, wearing sleeveless polo shirts and sweatshirts; people, older, who seemed to be rushing to get to the office or a sales job; cool guys, stereotypes with a prefabricated personality and design; tattoos on shoulders and breasts with no interest in sex. I imagined how fucked up it was to play each of the roles. No one would even find out who was who. 

			I continued the trip, continuing to look out the same window. Others seemed to have an air of tiredness, as if they had finished their day and wanted to return to their homes. Those who had nowhere to go had to look for shelter. And on the way they would meet friends for a few beers. I remembered the little bars around the dock at the port. The same hustle and bustle, the same cheerful bustle, even if the cities were different: it didn’t matter if it was the Hudson River wharf, Hamburg or Canton. The agitation of the comedians on stage would be identical. And I imagined thin, languid women, consumed by the same needs; and obese, ruddy men, sitting at the bar. 

			I enjoyed the solitude, even though there were hundreds of people on the transport. No one seemed to be looking at me and I had my eyes fixed on the outside. I had no desire to communicate. If I had slept it would have been the same. 

			When I arrived, I had several questions prepared for Gutierrez. I met him at work. He was a longshoreman in a brick-red container yard. 

			“Why do you live in this country?” Maybe I should have phrased it differently, ‘why was he still in this city since he had lived in other cities before coming to this one?’ 

			“Well... In the homeland I was broken,” he answered, looking at the floor, as if he noticed the defects of the surface and felt the need to feel with his feet and eyes those imperfections so as not to fall.

			“I don’t want to discuss your decisions; it’s just a loose question,” I wanted to apologize for my intrusion.

			“The truth is that I had no future there. My options were bad. My debts were eating me up. My children were coming to me in stained clothing and the fat lady was fucking me up.” I didn’t know what he meant; from my point of view, he had no future in this country either.

			“What do you mean?” I continued, regretting my question immediately because I thought he would not answer me.

			“No one knows more than you how my life was over there. Not even any fucking savings. In this country, sure, I work non-fucking-stop, but I’ve managed to have some savings. I even send money to my ex-wife and kids. I can send about five hundred dollars a month; sometimes I send up to two thousand dollars,” he told me. Then he continued, “That’s not all. I’m looking at the possibility of buying a house in a neighborhood near here. Maybe in Patterson. In the meantime, I have a small apartment, where I live with my current fiancée.” He was giving me a detailed summary of his life, including his current financial situation. “I even have a credit card that would allow me up to fifteen thousand dollars of debt.”

			“Life is difficult. I think it’s the same here as it is there.” I didn’t want to touch the subject anymore and moved on to a safer topic. 

			“Come on man, I want to buy you a few beers. Tell me what time you finish your work and I’ll be back then. In the meantime, I’ll get to know something of the city.” The truth was that I didn’t want to keep on talking about the same subject and I was looking for a fourth intermission. 

			“I can’t believe it. You buying beers? I can’t believe it.” I’m sure he just remembered I was a teetotaler.

			Then I evoked anecdotes from our childhood. A deserted beach where we used to go as youngsters escaping from National History or Physiochemistry classes. All the dog killers of the city. The little girl who accompanied us, whom we nicknamed Lolita because of the impact of a movie, who then ended up being his girlfriend and then his first wife. She had brown hair and a mischievous look. I think all of us boys, who watched her frolicking on the beach in her one-piece bathing suit, were enamored of her. 

			“What brought you to New Jersey?” I wanted to ask him, and then I would have questioned the choice. Maybe he got carried away by the neon lights of the great glassy towers of New York. And I remembered that we were envious of him because Lolita chose him out of the whole gaggle of lowly hooligans. In the end, time passes and there was nothing left of Gutierrez and Lolita. Everything fell apart; there were fights and insults in the street, the barracks scandals and then it was all over. No one was jealous of her anymore. Suddenly no one knew what had happened to the macho man. He disappeared like the good news and like the governments in power. The mayor had been arrested and the president was being investigated for corruption. No one believed in anyone. 

			The town’s love triangles were as scandalous as the nation’s political scandals. One guy sold some land to the governor’s mother and then the state bought it at an overpriced price to build a cemetery. The same method as Artemio Cruz, who acquired agricultural land around Mexico City and after a law, approved by his political godchildren, made it developable with prices raised from one to ten thousand. 

			Lolita became la Gorda. Gutierrez left town and she ended up as the wife of one of her first husband’s longshoreman colleagues. She seemed more real than the ads on the main avenue. 

			I would have also told him “Comrade, what if you tried to be a chauffeur for one of those Latin pop stars?”

			He had come to the conclusion that in New York there was more money and you could have businesses on the side, since they didn’t require a lot of capital. There were many issues. For example, his ex-wife became the girlfriend of a longshoreman and then realized that it was a great idea to have the guy working for her. After just a few months she was engaged to a guy half her age. Can you imagine? No one could believe that the woman could manage to get ahead on those notes. She stank of farting human bait and sweated sugarcane brandy. I wouldn’t have imagined eroticism to suit her. 

			Gutiérrez told me about a guy we met at the port who today lived exploiting a businessman he said was his boyfriend. 

			“How?” I was surprised. I didn’t understand if the guy’s partner was a woman or a man. I assumed that for the guy in the port it was the same thing. 

			I was definitely out of touch. I realized that time had passed. He was still in the race, but I had fallen by the wayside. 

			With the new nihilism, the urban tribes were left with nothingness and living the carpe diem of pleasure, loving no one and wanting nothing. Some guys did contortions on the asphalt floor while others created a rap counterpoint with street songs. I didn’t want to stay in any hotel in the vicinity, so I took a bus to the island of Manhattan. At that moment I was reminded of the Hong Kong ferry. The crowd was moving in one direction or another. There was a guy watching me; he seemed to be a six-foot-four transvestite with oriental features. I immediately rushed to catch the bus, almost pushing the people in front of me. 

			Today I remember those experiences as if I had never lived them. The confrontation between ethnic groups, between the men with braids and those with feathered plumes, sounds to me like the war in Rwanda between Hutus and Tutsis, with a death toll of hundreds of thousands. 

			Years later I ran into Judith and got a hell of a surprise when I saw her looking all shabby and chubby. Almost immediately I wondered what kind of visual or mental distortion I was in to have had any dirty thoughts about her. She was the regional director of the WHO Communicable Disease Program. That time I mistook kindness for seduction. I was sorry to hear that her marriage had gone to the dogs. Apparently, her husband took off his racial complexes and tried to become a fatal male for blondes. I felt sorry for her, as the guy beat her unconscious once he lost his fear of the woman’s hissy fits and the ten kilos the gringa had on him. It was then that she realized that her boxer’s body was an illusion. I experienced so much sadness that I waited for the guy to return home before I punched him twice in the cake-hole in front of Judith herself. Then I threatened him, “If you ever lay your hands on her again, I’ll kill you!”

			 I don’t know if he assaulted her anymore; what I do know is that the woman didn’t deserve the son of a bitch. Deep down, he was just a hustler who had taken all kinds of advantages from her.

			What became of Medina? I never saw him again. I remember his muffled tone of voice, as if that way he was showing his respect; I also remember his double skin color in the hot spring pool, the huge belly, the fatty mattresses on his hips and the ratty underpants that let us guess at his infantile genitals. I guess he eventually retired from the ministry and began to enjoy injectables in a topical place at his own home. 

			Once I was shown some watercolors by the painter Palao. In one of them I thought I could make out the portrait of the sorcerer or someone very similar to the old man. Afterwards I said to myself: “All the Collas have the same bad habits”. Although I still think that the old man had his portrait taken on Good Friday, when he went down to receive the blessing of the recumbent Christ in the church of a town with two churches and four bell towers. 

			Perhaps if I visited the village again, the scene would be different. It is possible that the huts of stones joined without mortar and thatched roofs were no longer standing, nor were the men with braids on the back of their necks, much less the medicine man with powers. Instead I would find adobe huts with iron roofs, a little school without a teacher, a church without a priest and a few locals in leather jackets exploiting the silver mines. From time to time they would be visited by typhus and the endemic disease would also kill many villagers. 

			No one would remember the sorcerer. Of course, they wouldn’t remember the visit of a couple of guys either; not even the oldest men with the mottled cheeks. All that makes me doubt whether the village, the disease, the old witchdoctor who officiated as healer, midwife, fortune teller and historian, and a paralyzed sergeant with the last name of Martinez ever existed. I even doubt that we had made the trip with Medina and a group of porters. 

			But no. I am sure that the village existed, just like the war between ethnicities; that diseases come and, after a while, go away. I am surprised that villages disappear as individuals do. I imagine the disappearances of people in a dark night. It could happen in a village in Arauca, close to the Venezuelan border, or perhaps in a puna village in the Andes, or perhaps in a hamlet in the north of the Republic of Congo. The doors would be shattered by the blows of the guns and the men would be dragged away by force while the women and children cried and screamed. In the end, they would have no news of the abductee. 

			Likewise, the village had gone up in smoke. Everyone I asked told me they had never heard anything about it. Everyone denied knowing of a native people living in an unnamed village. On the maps of the region there was no construction within forty kilometers of that village, whose name I do not remember and in whose tambo we spent the night when we returned from the expedition. However, I am told that the inhabitants of the region have identical characteristics: they are small in stature and their faces are dark in the cheekbones. Some of the men still wear their hair in braids and the women wear a pair of thick braids. Most of them live in stone huts; some even live in caves on the slopes, in the middle of the mountains. 

			“What about the Catacameras?” I wanted to know.

			“Who, sir?” answered my interlocutor. 

			Then I remained silent, with my gaze lost at a point on the horizon. 
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