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  For Elsa Nadal,

  who has waited faithfully.

  For Virgilio Pinera, in memoriam,

  because the kingdom continues to be his.


   

  Good Master, what good things shall I do,

  that I may have eternal life?

  —Matthew 19:16


  I

  One Night in the History of the World

  So many stories have been told and are still told about the Island that if you decide to believe them all you’ll end up going crazy, so says the Barefoot Countess, who is crazy, and she says it with a mocking smile, which isn’t a bit surprising because she always wears a mocking smile, and as she says it she jingles her silver bracelets and perfumes the air with her sandalwood fan, on and on and on, sure that everyone is listening to her, and strolls through the gallery with her bare feet and her cane, on which she unnecessarily leans. She talks about the Island and with the Island. This is not an Island, she exclaims, but a tree-filled monstrosity. And then she laughs. And how she laughs. Listen, can’t you hear it? the Island has voices, and indeed everyone believes they hear the voices because the Barefoot Countess’s craziness is infectious. And the Island is a bounteous grove of pine trees, casuarinas, majaguas, yagrumas, palms, ceibas, and of mango and soursop trees that produce the biggest, the sweetest fruits. And there are also (surprisingly enough) poplars, willows, cypresses, olive trees, and even a splendid red sandalwood tree of Ceylon. And the Island grows a multitude of vines and rosebushes that Irene plants and tends. And it is crisscrossed by stone paths. And it has, in the center, a fountain of greenish water where Chavito has placed a clay statue of a pudgy little boy holding a goose in his arms. Forming a rectangle, houses arise, just barely managing to stem the advance of the trees. The trees nonetheless have strong roots and lift the paving stones of the galleries and the floors of the houses and cause the furniture to move, to wander as if they possessed souls. I tell you the day will come when the trees enter the houses, the Barefoot Countess insists in the tones of a prophetess. And though they feel afraid, Merengue, Irene, and Casta Diva laugh, they laugh at her, that crazy woman is full of surprises.

  You get to the Island through the great door that lets out onto Linea Street, in a neighborhood of Marianao called (easy to see why) the Ovens. The entryway must have been sumptuous some years back. It has two severe columns supporting a pediment, and a solemn, well-rusted iron gate that is always closed. High in the gate, next to twisted iron letters that read THE ISLAND, sits a bell. If you want them to open for you, you have to shake the gate several times to make the bell ring, and then Helena will come out with the key and open the padlock. The times are very bad, Helena says to everyone who comes, by way of justification. The visitor has to recognize that, indeed, the times are very bad. And go into the courtyard. No matter that outside, there in the street, the heat might be unbearable. The courtyard has nothing to do with the street: it’s cool and humid, and it feels good to stay here a while and let your sweat dry. In one corner you can see Merengues cart, so white it’s a treat to look at, with windows that gleam. There are also different varieties of malanga growing in flowerpots, and a coarse reproduction of the Victory of Samothrace. You still can’t see the Island, though you can feel it; from the courtyard you can’t make out the Island because a huge wooden screen blocks your vision. Before you get to the gallery, the walls are a tarnished yellow, and the ceiling, supposedly white, is as yellow as the walls. The lamps are of unadorned iron, and hardly a one of them has its glass intact. In the first corner, right next to Uncle Rolo’s door, sit a dark metal spittoon and a wooden hat stand that has eroded away, unused. When you get to the end of the wooden screen and take a few steps forward along the left side of the gallery, you can declare that at last you have arrived in the Island.

  And no one knows exactly when the Island was built, for the simple reason that it was not built at any one time, but at many times over the years, as a function of Godfather’s advancing or declining fortunes. The only thing that’s known for sure is that the main entrance was built when Menocal was in power and the “fat years” were in full swing. Everything else is speculation. Some think the first house was Consuelo ‘s, erected around 1880, and they may be on to something if you notice that Consuelo ‘s house is the most run-down. Rolo asserts, using facts he draws from who knows where, that a good part of the construction was already standing when the Treaty of Paris was signed. A fact that’s hardly worth remembering if you bear in mind that Rolo is capable, for the sake of appearing to know something, of asserting the most ridiculous nonsense. Whatever the case, it is evident that this enormous rectangle of stonework that encloses one part of the Island (the part they call This Side) was not erected all at once, but rather was built up through a series of changing tastes and needs. And perhaps that’s why it has the improvised air that so many attribute to it, the feel of a building that has never been finished. High and irregular time-blackened walls. Scant windows of frosted glass. Narrow double doors. Blue and mauve skylights. Why put a date on it? Professor Kingston explains, with irony, that the Island is like God, eternal and immutable.

  And it is fortunate that the houses are in This Side, because The Beyond is practically impassable. A narrow little wooden door, built by Godfather many years ago and now almost in ruins, divides The Beyond from This Side. The Beyond is a wide strip of open terrain running down to the river where only one house stands, Professor Kingston’s, and one shed, where in another time Vido’s father kept his carpentry shop. The only path through that area that you can more or less see is the, one the old professor has worn with his daily walk.

  It happens that, taken altogether, the Island (This Side and The Beyond) is many islands, many patios, so many that sometimes even the people who have lived there for years get lost and don’t know which way to turn. And Professor Kingston states that it depends on the hour, because for every hour and for every light there is an Island, a different Island; the Island at the siesta, for example, is nothing like the Island at dawn. Helena maintains that without statues it would be a different place. That’s true, the statues. Who could imagine the Island without statues? The statues with which Chavito has filled the Island. They are beings, mute and motionless but as alive as everyone else, with as much consciousness and poverty as everyone else, as sad and as weak as everyone else. So says the crazy woman. And the others smile, shake their heads. Poor woman. Poor, crazy woman.

  In one little corner that no one sees, between the Discus Thrower and the Diana, heading toward Consuelo ‘s old house, the Virgin of La Caridad del Cobre stands in a case built of glass and stones (brought back from a quarry in the province of Oriente). The stones and the glass blend in with the foliage. You have to know where the Virgin is to find her. She’s a tiny, humble image, no pomp, just like the original in the sanctuary of El Cobre. Everyone knows that this Virgin is the Patroness of Cuba; few know that there is no image more modest, more diminutive (barely ten inches tall), without any involuted splendors, as if it were purposely constructed to be hard to notice. The (eminent) artist who sculpted her mixed-race face is, of course, anonymous. Her (unadorned) dress was cut from coarse cloth of a nearly white shade of yellow. She has no crown; to be sincere, she needs none: her sloe-colored hair is crown enough. The child in her arms, mixed race as well, has a delightful expression on his little face. And where the anonymous artist proved his greatness was in the three young men at the Virgin’s feet, who row desperately in their boat, trapped by the storm over there toward the bay of Nipe. Everyone knows that La Caridad appeared to these three young men who were about to die. She chose them to be saved. She chose to reveal herself to them. Since they are so small, you have to look very carefully at them to discover that the anonymous (and eminent) artist has endowed them with life, that is to say, with anguish. Two of them (who have not yet had the Vision) are sure they are going to die. The third, however, the most chosen of the three, has already discovered the radiance and is looking up above. The anonymous artist has been able to depict him right at the moment when the shock has not yet gone from his face but blessedness has already begun to cover it. It should also be recorded here that the wooden wave that is trying to swallow the three men is a display of virtuosity. Before this humble (because of its size, I mean) image, Helena has placed an unadorned vase that she always fills with yellow flowers. There are, besides, a few votive offerings. Don’t lose sight of the glass case, of the Virgin, almost lost among her pagan companions (the Discus Thrower and the Diana). At some point she will be the protagonist of a singular deed that will mark the beginning of the catastrophe.

  Did you know the sea was near? Yes, it is near and there are few people who know it. I couldn’t say why so few know that, since in this Island, no matter where you get lost, the sea has to be near. On an island the sea is the only thing that’s certain, because, on an island, the land is what’s ephemeral, imperfect, accidental, while the sea, to the contrary, is persistent, ubiquitous, magnificent, partaking of all the attributes of eternity. For an islander the perpetual discord of man against God does not play out between earth and heaven, but between earth and sea. Who said that the gods live in the heavens? No, let me ten you once and for all: both the gods and the devils live in the sea.

  I couldn’t say why so few know that the sea is near, since after you walk past the narrow little wooden door that divides This Side from The Beyond, and you go beyond Professor Kingston’s room, Chavito’s studio, the old carpentry shop; after you cross the ditch that they ostentatiously call the River (what zeal for ennobling all that is small, poor, coarse!), you enter a grove of marabú bushes. They call this wilderness Mount Barreto. (Barreto was a kind of tropical Gilles de Rais.) In this grove, toward the right, a little path opens up. Perhaps, I know, it is euphemistic to call it a path. It is simply a narrow space where the marabú isn’t so aggressive, where with a little bit of imagination you can walk without undue difficulty. Walking through there for half an hour you get first to the ruins of the house they say belonged to Barreto (where they buried him, where they say he still lives, despite the fact that he died more than a hundred years ago). Then the marabú starts thinning out, the earth begins turning to sand, and the marabú trees give way little by little to pine trees, rubber plants, sea grapes. Suddenly, when you least expect it, everything comes to an end, that is, a strip of sand emerges. And the sea appears.

  I have decided that today should be Thursday, late October. It has gotten dark long before dusk because today was the first day of autumn (which is not autumn) in the Island. Even though the sun rose on a beautiful summer day, little by little, so slowly no one could notice, the wind began to pick up and the heavens covered over with dark clouds that sped on the night. Chacho, who had gotten back from Headquarters just past four in the afternoon, was the first to notice the coming storm, and he told Casta Diva to take in the laundry that was hanging outside, and he went out to the gallery The woman saw him later, absolutely motionless, watching perhaps the tops of the trees. It’s true, Casta Diva thought, it looks like the world s coming to an end, and she shut the windows not just because the wind was Irene would come too, with her palm leaf fan and her smile. If it were a truly special night even Miss Berta would appear, since she is at times capable of taking a break in her prayers to forget that she is an exiled daughter of Eve, as she says with the perfect diction of a doctor of pedagogy It’s highly likely that Uncle Rolo would also be sighted, since there are nights when Rolo begins to draw near, as if against his will, as if he were a victim of chance, and he would bring with him (otherwise it wouldn’t be him) his melancholy, his defeated appearance, and a half-urgent, half-hopeful gaze, as if the people who got together in the Island were all superior creatures. And Merengue, who knows him well, would sit there watching him with sorrowful eyes and exclaim to himself, though making sure everyone could hear, poor man, poor man. Guffaws would break out. The conversation would begin. (None of this happens: we are now in a novel.)

  Today the evening lights went out too soon. Lord, let me dream. Very early, Marta closed her eyes. Give me, at least, the possibility of having my visions, my own visions. Her eyes lived scarcely by the light of day. Since I can never know the real Brussels, the real Florence, let me walk through my Brussels, my Florence. And she went into the house without turning on any lights, why should poor Marta with her eyes closed need lights. I would love to see tall mountains bordering immense lakes with castles and swans. Marta goes to bed. Or doesn’t go to bed. There is a strong wind and it seems like people are pushing on the doors and windows. Since You have condemned me to the rocking chair, to this constant, dark, nearly black redness, give me too the possibility of seeing a ship, a street, a deserted plaza, a bell tower, an apple tree. Please God, I want to dream. Dream. Since I cannot see what everyone else sees, let me have access at least to what no one sees. It’s so simple.

  The land of ice, and of fearful sounds where no living thing was to he seen, Professor Kingston recites, and he closes the windows with a stick. The windows are so tall this is the only way they can be closed. The world is coming to an end with this rainstorm, the world is coming to an end with this rainstorm and you won’t even have a little laudanum to relieve the pain of staying up late. You’ve lived for years in The Beyond and you realize it doesn’t matter whether you live on one side or the other. It doesn’t matter, old man, it doesn’t matter. Believe me. And you sit in the little rocker, Ciras little rocker, practically the only thing of Cira’s you’ve kept. The little rocker and a few letters she wrote you during the months you spent alone in New York. Professor Kingston breathes with difficulty He tries to cool himself with the cardboard fan they gave him this morning in the pharmacy On one side the fan shows a color photograph of a cat. Professor Kingston turns the fan around. He prefers the ad for Veloso’s Pharmacy on the back to the odious face of the cat. Now he runs his eyes around the room, looking for something to do. Today is Thursday, so he has no classes. Nothing waiting to be finished, either. The exams have been read, put in proper order, graded, placed on the table. The bed is clean and ready to receive him should sleep come. The kitchen, straightened up. With his eyes he reviews the room, which is spacious and cool since it has four windows that open onto The Beyond, and observes the grey walls, yellowish grey because it’s been so long since they were painted, though the room is exquisitely tidy and smells of Creolina, as it is obvious that Helena has no equal anywhere in Havana. He observes the furnishings, the iron bedstead, the modest wardrobe with discolored mirrors, Ciras little rocker of excellent wood (majagua, perhaps), which is like the Platonic idea of a rocker, the rocker itself, and he observes the table, horrid imitation Renaissance, and notices the toy chest he has filled with books, and the nightstand with the lamp and the volume of Coleridge. That’s fine. That’s good enough. Than OK. Everything’s fine so long as he doesn’t show up, doesn’t come near here. I fear thee, ancient Mariner. I don’t want to see him, wouldn’t want to see him for anything in the world, and in this I have to admit that I am no scholar. Professor Kingston tries out certain breathing exercises the doctor has taught him. He breathes in slowly, lifting his hands and counting to ten. Then he breathes out quickly through his mouth. Because many things are lost in the labyrinth of the mind, I can barely remember Cira’s face, the tone of her voice; I can’t remember the dress she was wearing. Sometimes I wonder if any of that was true. If I can say that she had an expression of joy when I found her, it’s because I have repeated it and repeated it over all these years, so the phrase has become stuck, expression of joy, without my being truly certain that it was so. Even the cat, Kublai Khan, I see it lying there indifferently at the foot of her bed just because I know that cats are indifferent. Just words, not true memories. I mean, it’s the rhetoric of memory that allows one, once the images disappear, to keep the illusion that one still remembers. Still and all, him I remember with absolute clarity. He remains intact in my memory, as if these twenty-three years had not passed. Yes, I should admit that I can’t see Cira, that I can’t see Kublai Khan, the way I can see him. The sharp uniform, the black, shining eyes, the skin evidently bronzed by the sun; the smile, the hands. And he halts his breathing exercises, sits motionless, listening. He has the impression that something has moved in the Island that is not the Island itself. Over these many years of living exiled in The Beyond, I have developed a sixth sense for listening and knowing the slightest intimacies of the Island. Footsteps? No, no, he thinks, he steels his nerve, not footsteps, must be fear, because the first thing fear does before taking shape is to draw near so that its steps can be heard, because fear is too much like that famous H. G.Wells character. Or perhaps it was just a palm frond, torn off by the wind that rose up today. Of course he knows that it is neither fear nor the knocking of a frond. And now he can be certain because he hears the footsteps again. There is a huge difference between this sound and that of the wind shaking the trees. These are footsteps, no doubt about it. The slow, heavy footsteps of someone who has difficulty walking. Professor Kingston stands up and steals to the door, presses his ear to it. Lowers his head and closes his eyes, as if by losing his sight he could concentrate better. The footsteps approach, stop, approach, stop. The old man thinks it must be someone limping with one leg. They come so close that he swears he can hear breathing. Then he feels that the door is moving as if they were pushing on it. For a few seconds there is just the language of the Island, wind, trees, swirling leaves. He thinks: better open. He thinks: better not open, turn off the lights, get into bed, cover up tight, because … What if it’s him? Well, if it’s him there’s nothing I can do. Nothing. Just open the door and let him in and allow him to say everything he has to say. The footsteps begin again, receding from the door. Receding as if they are going to the carpentry shop. Slow, heavy footsteps, steps of someone who limps and has difficulty walking. They recede and recede until they cannot be heard. Again it is the Island, like God Himself the eternal and immutable Island, He opens his eyes and realizes that at some point the fan has fallen from his hand. He goes to the wardrobe and puts on an old leather jacket from his New York days, and draws from a case the pistol that he won at the target shoot in a fair, a toy pistol that looks real. And of course it isn’t loaded, since it is a toy it can’t be loaded, it’s just to frighten, and then he turns on the outdoor light and opens the door and cautiously sticks out his head. The light is weak, it disappears into the first branches of the aralias and marabú bushes. Horrible weather. The red sky, so low, a wonder it hasn’t started raining yet. Windy, humid, smell of earth. Seems like there are thousands of people milling about but that’s just an impression the Island often gives. He steps out onto the scant cement sidewalk in front of the door. I’m trying to listen because my hearing is more reliable than my sight, and I cannot discover, in the hubbub of the trees, any sound that should alarm me. I stand motionless for a few seconds. That’s all, and he is about to turn back when he feels something make his shoe soles slip. On the sidewalk there is an intense red stain. He squats laboriously. Is it blood? He runs two fingers through the liquid, which is pleasantly warm, and brings them up close to his eyes. Blood, yes, blood. He stands laboriously. Holds up the pistol, squeezes the trigger, and listens to the metallic clack of the pistol mechanism. He turns back. Discovers that the door is also smeared with blood, and goes inside and closes the door well, with both locks, and his breathing becomes more and more difficult, and he walks to the center of the room, right beneath the light. If a man, he says, could walk in his dreams through hell and wet his fingers with blood as proof that his soul had been there, and if on awakening he found his fingers stained with blood … then what?

  Eleusis is Uncle Rolos bookstore. You can visit it by going out to the street and turning toward the south corner of the building. There, very near the stables, where Linea Street almost dead-ends at the train station, you will see the sign with hard-to-read gothic lettering and an arrow. Just a matter of turning a bit to the right and you’ll see the bookstore, and you’ll know it’s a bookstore because it says so, otherwise anyone would just keep on walking, thinking that it’s an outpost of Headquarters. Uncle has made the shop out of three walls and a wooden roof, and since it backs up to his own room, he has opened a door that communicates with the house, so that the house has become an extension of the shop. And since Uncle Rolo wasn’t born yesterday and he knows that the bookstore doesn’t look like one, he’s seen to writing in black letters on all sides of it: ELEUSIS,THE BEST IN CULTURE FROM EVERY ERA, and he has opened a small shop window (there wasn’t money for more) and has astutely placed several editions of the Bible. And he has lots of sales, because you can’t deny that Uncle knew how to pick a good spot. Everybody comes here if they’re on their way to Bauta, Caimito, Guanajay, Artemisa, and they want to buy themselves a paperback or magazine for the trip. And plenty of soldiers come here, too, officials from Headquarters going to and from Marianao to join in the monotony of the military camp, because what better way to kill time than with an Ellery Queen novel. And, of course, it isn’t just the people passing through: Uncle has his regular clientele; professors and students at the Institute, the teachers from the Kindergarten and Home Economics normal schools, the English teachers from the night school (such as Professor Kingston), and the odd musician or intellectual now and then. Uncle does the selling: his business is not big enough to give himself the luxury of an employee. And Uncle Rolo doesn’t complain, he feels good at his business and every single day (even on national holidays) he opens shop at eight A.M. on the dot and closes it at eight in the evening, with just a two-hour break at midday, because of course, however pleasant it would be to stay in the bookstore, lunchtime and siestas are sacred.

  Several times he has thought that the rain was starting and he has come out to the Island to see it. It is always, however, the same image of a reddish sky, agitated trees, and everything dry, dry as a bone, as if it’s been thousands of years since the last drop of water fell. You think you hear one thing and you hear something else and it’s impossible to tell what you’re really listening to. He lights an H-Upmann cigar (the only luxury he likes to allow himself) with the illusion that the smoke will scare away dark ideas. He lights the cigar well, turning it around and around, then he takes it from his lips, holds it a bit away, observes it. Good cigar, I swear. And there’s nothing like smoking a good cigar after a long day’s work. It’s the only moment in the day you come close to Julio Lobo or that sonofabitch Sarrá. He listens to the rain falling. Deafening, ferocious, that rain. This time it can’t be a mirage, because this time it’s too obvious that it’s raining at last, full force, to make up for all the rain that hasn’t fallen all these months. He goes out to the Island to see the fury of the gods made manifest in this first October downpour. Ah, an illusion. The first drops are yet to fall.

  And Merengue has brought out the rocking chair because he figures it’s all the same whether it rains or not. He adjusts the cushion that Irene made to cover the broken cane, and he sits down to enjoy the cigar. It seems like it’s raining and it’s not raining: it’ll be raining when it seems like it isn’t. That’s the way it is. He rocks. Softly. Last night he sat there, too, after everyone else went in to eat, to smoke his H-Upmann peacefully, in silence. And, of course, he recalls that last night he got home late, sales had gone better than expected. Chavito wasn’t there. Nevertheless, that wasn’t it. No, that wasn’t it. He was actually hardly ever there when Merengue got back from his exhausting tour of Marianao, pushing his pastry cart. What had troubled Merengue last night was discovering that Chavito had apparently not been there all day, that the room had stayed just the way he (Merengue) had left it. His son couldn’t hide it when he passed through a room. If there was anyone unruly in this world it was Chavito, a hurricane who could turn a house upside down, as if he had been raised without a mother. Merengue, who was always fighting about having to pick up the scattered shoes, the shirts tossed on the bed and the dirty underwear on the table, felt despondent because the room was all order and cleanliness, and you could see plain as day that his son had never been through there. As he rocked in the chair with the broken wickerwork, he thought that Chavito had become a different person. It wasn’t (Merengue had given this idea a lot of thought) that he had become more serious, more responsible; not that he had become more thing she does, very early, after bathing and before preparing for her classes, is to boil a great jar of linden tea that she later sets out to cool and puts in the refrigerator. The linden calms her, helps her to think clearly And at night it helps her to sleep. Also, while she reads, she has the habit of marking the words with her lips. Something she does not permit her students but that she has never been able to eliminate. Also, she likes to pick her nose and take her feet out of her slippers and place her tired, calloused soles on the floor. These more or less are the habits of Miss Berta when she reads. She has others; they are not as persistent as these, acquired more than fifty years ago. Though perhaps one other custom should be added: getting up every now and then to observe the sleep of Doña Juana.

  Stealthily, with the utmost care, Miss Berta enters the room and, without even turning on the light, stands in front of her mother s bed. She leans over not only to see but also to hear how the old woman is breathing. Doña Juana sleeps face up, hands crossed over her breast, holding the rosary, as if she wanted to anticipate death, as if this final position were the most natural one possible. At times Miss Berta even forgets about her pious reading and stays there in the room, and observes how her mother’s great breast rises and falls, and studies as best she can in the darkness the expression covering the visage of Doña Juana, no different from the one she wears when she is awake. Miss Berta waits. She has been waiting a long time. Doctor Orozco told her one afternoon that Doña Juana had at most six months to live. Thirty years have passed since that prophecy, and twenty-five since Doctor Orozco was laid to rest in the Iberian Union Lodge section of Colón Cemetery. This year Doña Juana had her ninetieth birthday Miss Berta has never called the doctor again. She waits. She studies, she prepares, and above all, she observes. There, in the darkness, she follows the not entirely steady rhythm of her mother’s breathing. She watches at great length, and studies the vast body inch by inch. Some nights the linden tea does not work and Berta loses patience, looks for the little flashlight she keeps in the drawer of the nightstand and shines it on the old woman’s body. Doña Juana, meanwhile, sleeps marvelously and never alters the rhythm of her breathing. Doña Juana gives herself over to sleep with the certainty of those who were born to be eternal.

  She can’t finish the page, can’t read, doesn’t understand what she’s reading, and she returns again and again to the same words and it’s no good, there’s no way to understand what’s happening to Barabbas in those vineyards he’s getting into. Miss Berta lifts her eyes to the windows. She turns her head toward the room, turns it toward the kitchen. Nobody there, of course. Who would be there? The sensation nevertheless persists that someone, stationed in some corner, is following each and every one of her movements with insidious curiosity, with loutish obstinacy. She drops the book, turns off the lamp, approaches the window and opens the shutters in the conviction that there she will meet with the eyes that are annoying her so. There is no one in the gallery, it seems. She sees only a disordered darkness of wind, trees, and leaves. Air blows in through the windows, humid and smelling of earth, smelling of rain. She closes them again. Walks about the living-dining room saying to herself that she’s a fool, she’s crazy, that’s enough stupidity for now, there’s no one, absolutely no one, watching her. At the same time, however, she finds herself adopting attitudes: Is it that you are never yourself when you are in front of others, or that you are only yourself when you are in front of others? And where are those eyes? She doesn’t know, she cannot know where the eyes are, the most terrible thing about it is that the eyes are everywhere. And Miss Berta lets herself collapse into the moire easy chair and picks her nose. She recalls that a few months ago, around May or June (Pentecost Sunday), she first felt she was being observed. In the parish church. Very early No one was there. The six o’clock mass had ended and it wasn’t yet time for the next one, and no one had come in. She sat down in the first pew, and then she kneeled to pray and there, kneeling, she felt someone looking at her. The sensation she experienced was so vivid it startled her, she even stood up and looked behind her, searching among the columns, convinced someone had entered the church. No one was there, however. No one. Miss Berta returned to the pew, tried to pray, attempted to say the Credo, raised her eyes several times to the Christ on the main altar with the bloody wounds the color of sepia and the waxen skin, the sloe-colored hair, the sweetly closed eyes, and she could not say the Credo, the words escaped her mind, wiped out by the gaze that was stroking her body like a muddy hand. She thought way, without completely taking up the seat; it gives the impression she is ready to rise at any moment, to take off running, to disappear into the Island, among the rosebushes and plants. Miss Berta, who has also brought a glass of linden tea for herself, sits down in another chair, facing Irene, and she is happy because the eyes have disappeared, and no one is observing her, no insidious gaze is following her; she has only Irene’s eyes in front of her and those don’t bother her. Irene takes a brief sip of the cold concoction and sighs. Miss Berta sits there watching Irene for a good long time, waiting to hear what she has to say, and, perhaps to break the silence, perhaps because it is a question she’d like to ask each and every inhabitant of the globe, she comes out, just like that, completely off the subject, with, And you, do you believe in God? Irene looks at her for an instant; takes another brief sip of the concoction and says, I went out this afternoon, down to the plaza, to look for chayotes for Lucio, Lucio just can’t get enough chayóte soup, and he likes the salad a lot too, and I went out early, walking you know, cutting through back here, past the Cinema Alpha, and what do you know but I met an old friend of mine from Bauta and she looked completely changed, the years had really taken a toll on her, she’s a great old friend of mine, Adela, no, not Adela, Adela died of consumption a little after the hurricane of ‘44, her name is Carmita or Cachita, I’m not sure, and it doesn’t matter, it was a really nice day when I left for the plaza, and while I was standing there buying the chayotes and other things like corn on the cob, the tender kind to make tamales with, the weather started to change, but really change, just like night had suddenly fallen, I remember they had to turn on the lights in the plaza so they could count the money, you couldn’t see your hand in front of your face, and I came running back, I had left some laundry hanging on the line and I didn’t want it to get wet, I came back in a taxicab with the nicest driver, Ramón something or-other was his name, Ramón Yendía, that’s it, and I got back in time to take in the laundry, though if I’d have known it wasn’t going to rain I wouldn’t have rushed so much, and what do you know but when I arrive I find a layer of dirt covering the floor and the furniture and some poplar branches embedded in the grillwork over the main window, and that’s not the worst of it, Berta, it just took me a minute to sweep up the dirt and throw the branches back into the Island, because my mother always said, Everything that dies should go back to the earth, and the most terrible thing happened when I went into the bedroom, and I swear that when I saw what I saw there the sky came crashing down on me, with angels and devils, the whole heavens, on top of me, what did you ask, do I believe in God?

  Irene had been praying to the little printed image of Christ that she keeps under glass on the nightstand. It actually isn’t an image of Christ. That fact, however, will be clarified in its own due time.

  If the reader has no objections, it can be five in the afternoon. The Island should be prematurely dark. Irene would be turning on the lights to sweep out the dirt and return to the Island the branches cut down by the wind and embedded in the grillwork over her main window. It’s also likely she’d organize the chayotes and corn in the vegetable bin and take in the laundry from the clothesline. She should drink a cup of cold coffee, have a look at the almanac, and see again, fleetingly, the face of Carmita or Cachita, her friend from Bauta, the old face, so changed, and she would say that Carmita or Cachita must be her age more or less, so she would already be at least fifty (she wouldn’t know exactly now). And she would reflect, The worst thing about time isn’t what it adds but what it takes away. And if she should enter her room to change clothes, on the floor, between the bed and the wardrobe, in front of the nightstand, she would find the broken porcelain pitcher (tall, in the form of an amphora, with two gilded handles and a pink rococo landscape on the belly). If the reader has no objections, Irene would lean over to pick up the pieces.

  You have to have a lot of courage not to believe, says Irene. You have to have a lot of courage not to believe, says Miss Berta.

  What time is it? Drink the linden, it’s good for you, it calms you down. What happened? I don’t know. I don’t know how to tell you. Excuse me one moment. Miss Berta disappears behind the bedroom door. Carefully she approaches Doña Juana, observes her, tries to listen to her breathing. And Doña Juana, as if she knew someone were monitoring her sleep, is the perfect image of the old woman sleeping in her white linen nightgown with tiny embroidered flowers and the rosary whose crucifix, they say, contains soil from the Holy Land and was consecrated by Pius XII. Miss Berta returns to the living-dining room and sits down again facing Irene and says, A pitcher breaks and memories appear. Irene shakes her head, no, no, let me explain, she straightens in her chair, closes her eyes.

  The pitcher meant a lot to me; the real drama, Berta, is that I have forgotten why.

  First she thought she had bought it for her mother in the little shop of the Jew who lived on the highway to Cayo La Rosa. A dark and humid shop, crammed with cheap pieces that did a fairly poor job of pretending to be originals from Frankenthal or Sevres. She saw herself there picking out the pitcher with the rococo landscape. The Jew, an elderly man more than eighty years old, with a long yellowish beard and small, dark and impertinent eyes, leaned before her and explained the reasons why this pitcher was a true work of art, and why this selection therefore proved that she had exquisite taste. Irene held out her handkerchief with the money she had been able to squirrel away from what the match factory paid her for the little boxes. The old man in turn held out the pitcher with trembling hands. It must have no doubt been a May afternoon because she would have wanted the pitcher for Mother’s Day, and there were still a few days to go and she would have to keep the pitcher at her cousin Milito s house. She vividly remembered the smell of wood and varnish in that dark shop, in front of which there opened a pasture full of beautiful horses. She knew, however, that the elderly man she saw in her memory drew a lot from the tailor in Santa Rosa who made Lucio s clothes. And on the other hand, hadn’t Rita once laughed at her, saying that there was never any Jew with any shop on the highway to the Cayo? The only Jew who lived in Bauta, said Rita, was the Pole with the shoe store. Actually, Irene thought, I never bought that pitcher in any shop, my father gave it to me for my birthday. Yes, for my fifteenth. Her father got home one day from the textile factory with a large box and he said it was for her and she hugged him and gave him lots of kisses, and opened the box and was amazed by the pitcher, which she placed on the pedestal table in her bedroom, next to the bed. What pedestal table? That pitcher had never been in the house in Bauta and she had never had a pedestal table in her house. And she told herself that if she would just concentrate, as she had done other times, she would surely return to that house of her childhood and would find out if the pitcher had ever been there. She saw a long avenue lined with royal palms and at the end of it the wooden house, fairly large, painted blue and white, with a spacious wraparound porch that was a marvel. And she reached the garden planted with miniature palms and jasmines, country roses and plumbagos, and she climbed the four steps that divided it from the porch, and she could even hear her heels tapping on the polished floorboards. She entered the living room. She felt like an intruder, there was no way this could be the living room of her house. She realized the house she had actually reached was Uncle Rodrigo s in Baracoa beach. And she couldn’t be certain of that, either, because it could easily be the house of her cousin Ernestina in Santa Fe, or any other house she might have invented. Then she tried to remember her own house, her childhood house, whether it was made of wood or of masonry, and she realized she had no way to pin down that detail. She felt certain that there had been a special smell in her house, a smell of charcoal from the little heaters her mother used to warm the irons, but that information didn’t do one bit of good. She couldn’t smell the charcoal or the irons or the hot starched cotton clothes; the only thing she smelled was rain in the Island on an October afternoon. She spent a long time entering other people’s houses, strangers’ houses, houses she had only entered in her thoughts, trying to find among them her own house, the house of her childhood, but she couldn’t get her memories to return her to the one place she had been so happy she could die. And it was at that moment she thought she recalled that the pitcher had actually been a gift from Emilio on the day they had fixed their wedding date. Irene saw Emilio with his Prussian bluejacket and the timid air he always had about him until he realized he was dying. She saw him as he must have looked, entering the night in 1934 when they decided they would marry on the first of April the following year, with her pretty face illuminated by happiness and the pitcher wrapped in a golden taffeta cloth. She saw him enter several times. There was something false about the evocation, she didn’t know what it could be, it became apparent that Emilio wasn’t Emilio, she even thought the problem was his jacket. He never wore a jacket, but a handsome military outfit. By then, after Machado fell, he had been made a colonels orderly at the Columbia military camp. And the jacket she was seeing couldn’t be Emilio s, but rather Lucio s, and it had actually been not Emilio who gave her the pitcher but Lucio, and she thought she was going crazy

  Don’t worry, these things happen, exclaims Miss Berta, actually thinking that these things do not happen. And she takes Irene’s hand and caresses it because she thinks this is the best way of showing her support. Sometimes I forget my own name, Miss Berta lies, and she lies so badly that she notices how Irene looks at her with incredulity and briefly makes a face. Well, not that I forget … I mean, I forget. She falls silent. Stops caressing Irene’s hand. You know, life is full of surprises … Irene nods. Yes, life is full of surprises … And she raises her head as if she were listening; no, it’s not that, it’s not that she’s listening. And she puts up her hands. You need to sleep, Miss Berta says sweetly, sleep mends all things. Irene seems like she’s about to leave, because she gets off the chair and stands up with a certain difficulty and approaches the door. She does not go, however. I still haven’t told you the worst part.

  A knock at the door. Irene opens. Mercedes leans forward, says her good evenings, explains, I couldn’t sleep, this strange night is keeping me awake, just like Marta, I’m tossing and turning and I can’t get to sleep and then to top it all off I saw a man at the window. Irene takes Mercedes by the arm and leads her inside. A man at the window? Mercedes nods. Miss Berta stands up, goes to the kitchen and comes back with a glass of cold linden tea for Mercedes. The three women sit down at the table. A man at the window?

  Tall, thin, distinguished as an elderly exiled empress, you can see a mile off that the Barefoot Countess is, or was, a woman of class. All you have to do is see her coming down the galleries with her silver bracelets and sandalwood fan, leaning unnecessarily on a cane that is a serpent, proud in her bearing, sure in each of her gestures, talking to herself with precise and chosen words. She is not beautiful and apparently has never been able to boast of being beautiful. What does it matter? She has known how to appear beautiful. Her hair, now white, seems straight; actually, when you get close, you note that it has been painstakingly combed to seem straight. Black at times, her eyes turn green on some very bright mornings, and they have an intense gaze, mocking and wise (wiser still at those moments when she reaches the point of delirium). She has a surprisingly wide nose and thick lips that she hides by smiling, emphasizing the mockery in her eyes. Her skin, a handsome copper color, is always clean, untouched by the cruelty of the sun on the Island. And although she wears dresses from twenty or thirty years past, no one can call them anachronisms, much less laugh at her. The fact is that her elegance transfers to her clothes (not the other way around, as usually happens), and confers on them a mysterious modishness. They aren’t dresses from any given era, Casta Diva states, perplexed. They are dresses for all times, Uncle Rolo observes, emphatic. And the most obvious thing is that despite her obvious mulatto background, there is something about her that does not belong to Cuba. No Cuban woman, Rolo tries to explain, is so dignified in her manners, nor walks with such majesty that, rather than moving through this burning Havana of ninety-plus in the shade, she seems to be strolling through the gothic corridors of a castle on the Rhine, and besides, in this era of confusion and shallowness what Cuban woman can cite Gessner’s Idylls in perfect German? No; Cuban women, those sacred pearls of Eden, too busy with their toilettes, can at best recite the facile rhymes of José Angel Buesa, and they never hum Wagner, but the Rico Mambo by Dámaso Pérez Prado. Cuban women are too busy attending to their waistlines, says Rolo.

  This is not an Island, exclaims the Barefoot Countess, but a tree-filled monstrosity. And she walks down the gallery jingling her silver bracelets and perfuming the air with her sandalwood fan. The cane on which she unnecessarily leans is a serpent carved from ácana wood. And her dress, tonight, is white linen in Richelieu embroidery. I tell you, there will be a day when the trees come into the houses, she insists in the tones of a prophetess. And she stands still next to the Apollo Belvedere right behind the wooden screen in the courtyard. She sighs. That all this should be destroyed! And the Island the crack between the hinges. Lucio takes a few steps forward, looks back, raises an arm and lowers it with a certain brusqueness. Gives the impression he’s about to do something. Stops. Stops before he does what? Now it seems he has decided to leave, only he suddenly returns with decision and caresses, with fear but with relish, the thighs of the Apollo Belvedere.

  Many people have gotten lost in the Island, never to be seen again. At least that’s what they say over here. Uncle Rolo (who is afraid and, by the same token, rather happy) has followed the stone path as far as the poor and anguished Laocoön being strangled with his sons by the two serpents of Pallas. It is a Laocoön without muscles, skinny, poorly sculpted, yet despite all that it is a startling sight on a night like this. There is no sign of Lucio anywhere. And Uncle Rolo continues up to the fountain, where today the frogs are not singing and the Boy with the Goose is not smiling, and he keeps on up to the bust of Greta Garbo (they know it is Greta Garbo because Chavito says so, otherwise you might think it’s a bust of Miss Berta reciting the rosary), and it seems you can hear the voice of the Barefoot Countess: This is not an Island, but a tree-filled monstrosity, and she laughs, and how she laughs. Uncle draws back. The only thing he couldn’t put up with at this hour is meeting that crazy woman with her air of a queen in exile. He doesn’t take the stone path, instead he cuts through the thick vegetation that Irene tends, passes the Wrestlers (Chavito’s inert Wrestlers), and reaches the Apollo Belvedere with those perfect thighs that Lucio caressed a moment before. Uncle Rolo searches, trying to discover some special movement in the vegetation that will tell him in which direction Lucio disappeared. The Island is awhirl with this October wind that threatens rain, and thousands of paths open up where Lucio could have disappeared. Paths that instantly reclose. Strange portals of branches. Uncle Rolo makes a gesture of discouragement, a brief sigh while lowering his head. Then he sees, at the feet of the majestic Apollo, an object shine. He bends over and picks it up, damp and mired with slime and dead leaves from somewhere. He takes his handkerchief out and cleans off the object and realizes it is a compass mounted in a seashell, mother-of-pearl. And the compass has its indecisive red and black needle. And on the other side of the seashell, a blurry photograph of the cathedral of Hagia Sophia. And you can hear, from the other side of the wooden screen, the sound of water and a voice singing low, a religious song in some other language or perhaps in terrible Spanish. And Uncle Rolo walks around and discovers the person he already knew he’d discover. Merengue is cleaning his vending cart, intoning religious songs under the unfurled wings of the Victory of Samothrace. Merengue turns his head when he senses footsteps; smiles lightly; interrupts neither the work nor the song. Uncle also smiles, with more zeal: seeing Merengue is always a relief Merengue, he says. And the black man straightens up, tosses his damp rag in the soapy water, and smiles more broadly, showing the white, white teeth of a pure black. Bad night, says the black man. Every night s a bad night, replies Rolo, also smiling, as if meaning to imply that he feels happy to have met him here, in the courtyard. The black man, however, suddenly grows serious, looks nervously in every direction, crosses himself and says no, Rolo, tonight is a bad night. And Rolo is just about to say, No, old man, its not so bad, I just had the luck of finding me a mother-of-pearl compass, the instrument that points out the way, the only thing that orients us, that keeps us from getting lost. He opens the iron gate and goes out into Linea Street, which is deserted at this hour with the laurel bushes agitated by the gusting wind. Toward the left, toward the Columbia base, you can see the lights of the first watch houses. You can hear voices and knocking sounds. Uncle Rolo walks to the right, and it would seem he’s heading toward the bookstore, though, of course, what would Uncle be doing in the bookstore at this hour? He goes by the horse pastures, and the place Rolo is really heading toward without realizing it (or realizing it) is the train station. A grey edifice (or a blue one turned grey by time), one of those built twenty or thirty years ago, grim, austere, with an imposing, poorly lit entryway that doesn’t harmonize with its scant waiting room. An unpleasant edifice rising harshly in the midst of a landscape dominated by trees and poor houses with roofs of blackened tiles. Many nights, when he can’t sleep, Uncle goes to the station and spends hours there, thinking about any old thing, and sometimes not even thinking, just watching the soldiers, or trying to talk with Homer Linesman, to get him to tell something about the tragedy of his life, though the linesman never yields one iota of his terseness, because if there’s any man who doesn’t say a word in this world it’s that filthy and stooped old man who looks in every direction with the eyes of an animal lying in wait. At this hour there’s hardly anyone at the ticket counter. At this hour no train is leaving. You can see a shadow pass between the rails that may be the linesman’s. The four or five cheap wooden benches in the main hall are empty. However, there’s a dirty duffel bag on a stool next to the Coca-Cola machine. Almost mechanically, Uncle straightens his hair, wets one index finger with his tongue, and rubs it across his thick eyebrows. He sits down on the best bench, the one that lets him see a good part of the hall, and adopts an attitude of unconcern. Then the door to the restroom labeled GENTLEMEN opens. A sailor appears, buttoning his fly. The sailor finishes buttoning the buttons of his fly, all the while watching Uncle with eyes that could be either mocking or reverent, and he runs his fingers over the fly as if to check that it is well closed. He walks over to the stool with sure steps (too sure to really be sure, thinks Uncle) and picks up the duffel bag. Uncle Rolo stands up. He tries to express indifference, tiredness, boredom, he raises his eyebrows, lets the lids fall. Doesn’t smile. A smile is the first step toward complicity: you should never smile from the first moment. Can you tell me what time it is, says Uncle Rolo without looking at the sailor (so that it seems Uncle has addressed the question to no one in particular). Since, however, the sailor takes his time responding, Uncle observes him for a moment. The sailor is looking at Uncle with mute eyes and a face that doesn’t tell him any more than any of Chavito’s statues. And Uncle, who can’t stand the intensity of those large, dark eyes, averts his own toward the rails, toward the countryside beyond the rails, which is a reddish stain agitated by the wind on this October night, and luckily at the same instant you can hear the whistle of an approaching train. He experiences the relief of having something to do. He goes toward the doorway leading to the tracks and feels the racket, a sound like the thunder that should have been falling tonight. A passing train, a swift light, enlivening for one moment the lifeless train station. A military train. He sees the soldiers pass, adolescents, smiling, waving good-bye, playing with each other, with the shield of the Republic flashing from their caps. Just one second for the train to pass, so little time, so quick, and then silence is restored, it’s all too hard to believe it ever passed, and Uncle turns back and sees that the sailor is gone.

  Although you’d say it’s raining, Uncle Rolo says, No, it’s just a trick, and he wants to sleep, and he closes his eyes, and he cannot sleep, and he turns on the lamp on the nightstand and begins to read, once more, chapter twelve of Against the Grain, the chapter in which Des Esseintes travels to London without leaving Paris.

  You can’t even read. Between you and Huysmans’ words (which, as you like to say, aren’t Huysmans’ words, because they’re translated into Spanish) floats the figure of the sailor. And you know that something about him troubled you, though you don’t know what. And you can see him again now that you are lying in bed listening to the rain that isn’t falling. You can see him again, tall, thin, with the slimness a sailor’s uniform brings out so well, his dark, fresh, adolescent skin, and a mouth (the mouth really impressed you) that’s almost thick, but not quite. The elegant motions of a dancer, not a sailor. Again you can see his eyes, shining, the color of honey. Since you were a child you’ve heard that the eyes are the mirrors of the soul; and if every man’s soul is reflected in his eyes, what kind of soul does the sailor have? You thought from the first moment there was an insolent look in his eyes, but now you wouldn’t be able to confirm it. Insolence? No. Perhaps the look of someone who knows everything or is able to imagine everything, perhaps the look of someone who doesn’t see the other person s eyes but their insides. Large eyes, shining, honey-colored. And suddenly you know why he troubled you, you know that he troubled you because in his look, in his eyes, there wasn’t a drop of pity.

  And Uncle Rolo, who is a character in a novel, turns out the light. Tonight I won’t get to sleep, he says, and he falls asleep in the way that a character in a novel usually sleeps (by disappearing).

  Lucio turns on the light. It’s easy to tell that Irene isn’t home, he doesn’t hear the stealth of her slippers, the footsteps pursuing him around the house, doesn’t hear her too-maternal questions. He has reached his room without anyone showing him the time or asking him if he wants to eat or where he’s been. No one has forced him to lie. And he undresses calmly, as if he had all the time in the world to undress. And when he is naked and turns off the light and lies down in bed and strokes his thighs and his chest, he feels dirty. He thinks about Miri’s mouth running over his body, about Miri’s little hands that touch him as if he were God, and he feels dirty. He also thinks, of course, about Manilla. He sees him, fat, lolling back in the easy chair with frayed upholstery, very serious, smoking a cigar almost down to the butt, with an expression of helplessness that can’t be real, and he feels dirty.

  And why did he go to Manilla’s house? He has no answer to that question. Sometimes it’s just a matter of getting dressed, in the firm belief that he’s going to see Miriam, or perhaps thinking it’s better to go to the movies because they’re showing a James Dean picture, and suddenly, as if the devil were guiding his steps, he finds himself before Manilla’s frayed easy chair, letting the money fall into Manilla’s huge hand, and allowing the little girl’s little hands to caress him as if he were God.

  Nor had Lucio been thinking about going to Manilla’s house today. He had spent the whole afternoon thinking he would go to the outdoor cafes on Prado to hear the bands, and that’s what he had told Fortunato in the vinegar factory. It’s even possible that he had invited him, and if Fortunato could have set aside that strange attitude he’s had lately for a few hours, if he could have said yes, Lucio would certainly never have gone to Manilla’s house. But the guy just looked at him with that intense look in his dark eyes, didn’t smile, and said with a certain distaste, I’m not going anywhere. Lucio was so shocked at the aggressivity of the response that he lowered his head and didn’t know what to do, he could only dissimulate by washing out the bottles. And the guy, who noticed, called him, Lucio … And Lucio paid no attention, and said under his breath, Son of a bitch, and the other heard it, or guessed it, stepped away without a word, and stayed away for a long time without going back to. where Lucio stood, and if he did go back it was because Lucio, no longer angry, had called him. And Lucio thought now, if Fortunato had agreed to accompany him, he would have gone to hear the women’s bands at the outdoor cafes and he would have saved himself from Manilla and Miri. That didn’t happen. Fortunato yelled, I don’t feel like it, and Lucio left the vinegar factory at six in the afternoon and went home, where Irene had a bath ready for him with hot water and essence of vetiver, and he bathed for a long time, because bathing was one of his few pleasures in life, and he stayed there for hours running the soapy sponge over his body and thinking about the things in life, not as they were but as he would have liked them to be, since the truth is that he never thinks of things as they are. He shaved. He came out into the room without drying off, with the big white towel tied around his waist. Naturally he didn’t have to pick out the clothes he was going to wear; Irene, as if divining his intentions, already had his light-colored pants, his Prussian blue cashmere jacket, his white shirt laid out on the bed. Upset about the interference, however opportune as it was, upset because it gave the impression that his mother never made a mistake, he slammed the door shut and gave himself over to another of his great pleasures: lying down all wet on the towel spread over the bed, to let his body dry off by itself, while he thought about things, not as they actually were, of course, but as they ought to be. Then he dressed carefully, taking an interest in every detail of the clothes, with the agreeable sensation that his body would gratefully accept any piece of clothing, that everything fit it well, that he, as Rolo had once said without knowing he could hear, looked like a movie actor, and he went out into the living-dining room where the table was already set. He sat down in the hopes that Irene would not sit down facing him. As soon as Irene served him his water she sat down and said nothing for a long time, watched him eat with that sympathetic and admiring gaze that drove him to the edge of fury, and only when she began to clean up the plates did she say, Tonight the world is coming to an end with this rainstorm. Lucio replied with that brusqueness he always uses when he talks to his mother, For me, if the world’s coming to an end I hope it catches me in the street, and he went outside and saw the Island was a reddish whirl of wind and leaves, and he went as far as the fountain and stood there thinking for a long time, without understanding very well what he was thinking, because he wasn’t actually thinking but seeing images and repeating words, and he began to feel sad, feel a sorrow he knew all too well, one that made him long for a Fire Brigade, so! you spend your time wasting your time and while they’re at it they make me waste mine for the few miserable pesos they pay me, today more than ever I was looking out the window with nostalgia, I always like to look out at the rooftops of Marianao, blackened from the dampness, the obelisk, the white-and-red tank of the Aqueduct, the trees of the Island that I don’t know really are the trees of the Island but all I have to do is imagine that they are and I get a lump in my throat, whether they are or not, I look at the trees and manage to get myself out of the office for a few seconds, and today, when it was finally time for me to really go, I saw the open sky, and I don’t know why I said open because it was really more closed than usual, it looked like the world was coming to an end, at City Hall they were saying, Hurry, hurry, the rain’s almost here, I didn’t hurry, what’s more, it didn’t even occur to me to take the bus, haven’t I ever told you how much I love rainy days? Marta says I should have been born in London or Stockholm, does it rain a lot in Stockholm? where is Stockholm? there’s no such city, in spite of my sadness, in spite of my tiredness, when I walked down the steps at the entrance to City Hall I felt something that I can’t explain, pardon me, I’m so slow! something I’m incapable of explaining and it occurs to me, right now, to call it happiness, you understand? no, I know you don’t, you don’t understand, I don’t mean I didn’t feel tired or sad, but considering how tired or sad I was that afternoon with rain threatening, I felt happy, I often feel sad and happy at the same time, it’s as if one thing were connected to the other and I can’t explain it, the sky was about to fall to the ground, the strong wind, the smell of damp earth, a cloud was looming of dust, of dirt, of leaves, of papers, and all that increased my sadness, increased my new state of I don’t know how to explain it and it occurs to me now to call it happiness, and I actually didn’t know (I still don’t know) what it was all about, I don’t know if there really was a boy playing with a black rag, I was walking toward home, there wasn’t anybody in the street except for the little boy that now I don’t know if he existed, the houses were locked and bolted as if they were expecting a catastrophe, it had grown dark, it couldn’t have been later than five in the afternoon, lots of times I come walking back and I like to see the houses from the high part of Medrano Street, I like to see the ladies, that’s when they sit out on their porches and drink coffee or who-knows-what in elegant coffee cups, and they talk and they smile, when you live in a pretty house you have no reason not to smile, right? except today was different, first: there wasn’t a single lady on a single porch; second: I felt tired, sad, and happy, I had the impression that neither the streets nor the houses were the streets or the houses they usually are, I was wandering around lost and wasn’t coming back home but back who-knows-where, and the wind, as intense as it is right now, wouldn’t let me walk, in one street (I don’t know which one) I saw a wheel, no, no, it wasn’t a wheel, a rim, some metal thing rolling downhill along the street, it slipped along a little ramp as if someone were guiding it, it went into the Apollo Park, the Apollo Park is the little park before you get to the ditch, pretty near the train station, and I call it that as my own joke, it has a statue of somebody, some patriot who won some battle, I call him Apollo because the ugliest old soldier in the War of Independence couldn’t have looked half as ugly as that statue, not even if Chavito had made it, and the rim or the wheel, that metal thing rolling along like someone was guiding it, crashed into the base of the statue and made a musical sound, then I noticed someone was sleeping on a park bench, I approached, Irene, Berta, listen to this, a sailor, sleeping on the park bench, a sailor in full uniform and all, with his cap on his stomach and a duffel bag thrown on the ground, a sailor, listen, a young man, a boy, I’d say not more than twenty years old, thin, and he must be tall (he didn’t fit on the bench), a lovely face, all well defined and a little Oriental-looking, Oriental as in the Thousand and One Nights, I mean, and his hands on his cap, smooth hands, hands that had never hoisted a sail (though there aren’t sailing ships anymore, you can’t help thinking of Salgari and the days of the pirates), I didn’t see his eyes, like I said he was sleeping, but I did see his lips half open and, I swear, I had the impression that I had never seen such beautiful lips, and that made my tiredness or sadness more intense, my happiness vanished, I thought, There never was any happiness, that was just something I made up to keep from feeling so bad, I got back to the Island feeling like I was going into the cemetery to be buried alive, my sister Marta greeted me as she always does; that is, she didn’t greet me, didn’t respond to my kiss, didn’t say a word, I asked her how she felt and she answered glad to be blind so she doesn’t have to see me, me and the rest of the world, because she thinks the rest of the world must be as stupid as I am, do you know what it is to spend your whole day under the nose of that old Morúa, writing and writing endless pages of municipal nonsense, just to come home and your sister, your own sister, your twin sister who shared your mother’s belly with you, who shared the Cemetery and Typee with you, treats you like that? do you think that’s right? I took a hot bath, a hot bath can’t get rid of my tiredness, my sadness, but it does allow me to sleep as best I can, I didn’t eat dinner, I drank the dreadful tamarind juice I had made myself yesterday, I lay down in bed, I must have fallen asleep right away, and I don’t know what I dreamed or what I didn’t, the wind was howling, like in the novels of Concha Espina or Fernán Caballero, which I’ve never read, probably I was dreaming I was Ida Lupino playing Emily Bronté, I would have loved to be a character in Wuthering Heights, to live in the pages of Wuthering Heights, at some point I heard a knock at the window, I woke up, in one of the frosted panes I saw, perfectly outlined, the face of a man, I let out a scream, the figure disappeared, I ran and even though I’m such a coward I opened the window, I just managed to see a white figure disappearing into The Beyond, I leaned against the window to be able to bend over and see better, and when I stood up again I discovered that the window and my nightgown were stained with blood. Berta rises, goes to the window. It seems to be raining, she exclaims without conviction. There’s no one out there but the strong wind that’s trying to rip the trees out by their roots. I still haven’t told the worst part, Irene says, opening her eyes. There is such hopelessness in Irene’s gaze that the two women reach out their hands, as if by agreement, to hold Irene’s hands and caress them. Mercedes begs, Don’t get like this. Irene shakes her head and adds, How should I get if I saw my own son. What do you mean? A long silence. The two women keep caressing Irene’s hands. Once more, in a quiet voice, almost a whisper, she explains that she couldn’t remember who had given her the pitcher that the wind broke this October afternoon. She shows them the finger she cut on the broken porcelain, she wonders where that pitcher, which now resides in the trash can, could have come from. The most terrible part, what she hasn’t told yet, took place when she wanted to remember Emilio, her husband of fifteen years, the only man in her life, but all she saw was Lucio, that really is serious, very serious, I must be going crazy. Explain it to us, woman, don’t get hysterical. Irene talks as if it were someone else talking, there is a distance between what she says and her anguished face, the words slip from her lips with a strange coldness. She had lain in bed for a long while searching through her memories for the face of the man who had been so important for the fifteen best years of her life, and as much as she tried, all she kept seeing was Lucio in his blue jacket. She decided then to do what she had refused to do up until that moment, not out of an idle whim, no, but because she wanted to find Emilio ‘s face on her own, without any help. But a point came when she couldn’t take it anymore and she had to compromise, she went to the wardrobe and took out the box of photographs. I opened it as if my life depended on that banal act. First she found photos of Lucio as a baby, chubby, my son always looked older than he was because he was such a well-bred little boy; I found photos of me with him, of me alone, there in the Island, back before Chavito went into making statues; photos at the beach (what beach?) and a lovely tinted photo where you see me in a brown overcoat walking down Galiano Street, or San Rafael, or Belascoain, how should I know, I look good in the photos, I wasn’t always the disaster I am now. And at last I found a photo of Emilio. At last I could see my husband’s face. In a field, shirtless, holding a stick for knocking down mangos. Lovely-looking, with that ingenuous smile he always had, wide eyebrows raised high over his big melancholy eyes; black, straight hair, stubbornly falling across his forehead. Athletic like Lucio, Lucio took after him, not a hair on his chest, better formed than any of Chavito s statues. I was in ecstasy looking at the photo of my husband and that was the only way I could remember him, see him in front of me, almost talking to me, I saw him (may God forgive me, there are things you don’t say about the dead) the way he used to look when he wanted to touch me, I mean, caress me, kiss me, and he wouldn’t do it brusquely, Emilio could be anything but brusque, he made his advances softly, the quieter and sweeter he seemed the more I knew he wanted me, I knew him better than anyone, by the way he would bring me a cup of coffee, or the way he wouldn’t look at me, would avoid my gaze, when he was full of desire he seemed embarrassed to be looked in the eyes, and let me tell you, pardon me for speaking like this about someone who is dead, I know very well there are things you don’t say about the dead, but timid as that man was, he could love with a passion that held not only his but mine as well, my passion was mixed into his even though my body wasn’t, keen as I was to make me his, to surrender myself, to let myself be possessed, I’d get into bed, close my eyes, that’s all I’d have to do, wait patiently, eyes closed, I would sense his footsteps around the bed, and the truth is I don’t know how I could hear it, he would move around me so delicately that my heart seemed to beat louder than his footsteps, he would caress my head and I would stop being me, 1 would turn into anything, a defenseless animal, frightened, I never lost that fright, and I think that’s what love is, a kind of fright, and when you lose that fright it means love is over, and the fear is logical, it’s that when you’re in love you’re facing someone who is stronger than you are, someone you allow to be stronger, someone you give your courage to as a gift, someone who could do whatever he wanted to with you, turn you to dust if he wished, I liked the fright I felt when my body stopped being my own, and this afternoon I could recall it, I saw him just as he was in the photograph, smiling, his torso naked, and it was just as if the photo had come to life and he had dropped the mango stick to come closer, to tell me, without looking me straight in the eyes, that he loved me, pardon me, don’t blame me if I tell you what I’m going to tell you, I got into bed, closed my eyes, I surrendered myself there in the bedroom where all you could hear was a rainfall that I knew wasn’t rain but just wind on this strange, strange day, I surrendered myself, I mean, I waited for him, the fright gripped my stomach, I was going to be his again, not just going to be his but needed to be his, I had been waiting for so many years for the moment when he would lie down on me again, without talking, without letting me talk, without letting me say what couldn’t fit into my fright at all, he always left me with the desire to tell him everything I felt, and now I shouldn’t talk, out of respect, my husband was dead and I should respect him, and how brave I had to be to keep quiet, not to let any words betray me, and I spoke, I said everything I had ever wanted to tell him in all the years of silence, I said whatever I wanted to, and my hands gripped his back tight, I didn’t open my eyes, I knew I wouldn’t find anyone, and I didn’t need to open them, I could see better at that instant with my eyes closed, I can’t tell you the rest, I don’t know what you are going to think of me, if you think I’m shameless, I still haven’t told the worst part yet.
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