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The Prophecy
A river will flow
(I want to flow with it)
A river of blood will flow
(1 shall open the sluice gates)
river of blood
(1 am myself in that river)
of blood
( just what I like)
and
enough! Conjunctions revelt me

and Then Twenty Years of Peace Will Come

—twenty years means nothing

—what's coming can be postponed forever

—1 won't even mention peace. It's static, frozen. It
doesn't concern me and doesn’t consider me.

I will cut the old prophecy short and the river will
continue to flow through my work and my wit. A river of
blood will flow to the rhythm of my own instruments.
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The accordion

Ever since my earliest childhood the accordion has
awakened this kind of ant-crawling tickle in me and I lose
my bearings but find some calm. Not the flute, though,
the flute perks me up. And leét's not mention drums, drums
are something quite different and I'll go on beating drums
through the length and breadth of my life—when 1 don't
turn to the bass drum, when I don’t turn to the bass drum,
and that will really be magnificent.

Did 1 say length, did I say breadth, did I say my life?
How stupid. One ends up using other people’s clichés as if

Digitized by tha Intarnat Archive one were like them, as if one could deal in human dimen-
sions when impregnated by the infinite, the eternal, the
all-encompassing. I am the Immanent, | am the salt of
life.

That's how it is and [ won't justify myself. If I have
never {another word I loathe) justified myself before, I
don’t see why I should do it now when we have suc-
ceeded at last—along with my sister Estrella, my sister
who is in me—Iin fully accepting our greatness. It was like
building ourselves out of sand: accepting greatness grain
by grain until this our single body was formed. And now
that we're made completely out of sand, out of pure
greatness, time doesn't pass for us. The beard I have
grown is a worthy beard, a prophet’s beard—it's not a
cover-up as has been insinuated by some of the chosen
few who still have the enormous privilege of being able to
contemplate our person.
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They come to consult me.

They come to consult us, my sister and me, even
though none of them knows the Secret. No one, never
ever {(ra-la-la, that tricky measure of time again, as if it
maitered to us), has seem me without clothes on and
that's why no one tra-la-la has seen Estrella. Except for
that man, that one who recognized her and baptized her
and gave her the kiss. That man, that so-called teacher,
who luckily no longer belongs to the realm of the living.
It was her,/'my only true kiss. The Kiss.

Others, quite different, were once my lovers. All
those fermnales who simultaneously paid me homage. Now
I've eradicated them from my world that mimics theirs,
but when I sail along on my island of reeds the winds
sometimes drive me close to their territory and 1 observe
them through my binoculars. I can't quite see them—tiny
and red as they are—but I can see their dwellings, the
anthills, the tacuris, tall castles with towers and battle-
ments, dungeons and tiny cells. 1 learned something from
these females, although they weren't worthy of my re-
spect. Only one deserved such a distincton, and when 1
met her, she was already dead. So much the better. It
saved me from falling into the temporality of love or de-
Eire,

The ants, on the other hand, knew about me in my
life and recognized me. I was so young then, responding
to music of the accordion at siesta time. They say my
mother gave a double shriek when I was born and then
died forever: there was nething left for her to do in this
world. They say that day was so like the others that
nobody—not even my mother—sensed the omen, and
with good reason: ever since my birth I've mastered the
invaluable art of pretense and mimicry. That's why a little
later my cradle was a fruit crate hanging from a bough
and | became the Thousandmen fAower for many a day.
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Golden yellow with crimson spots, I was the Thousand-
men flower while the unenlightened talked about measles
and fed me potions.

Flour, water. My godmother made noodles, concocted
a stew, gobbled it wp, and digested it. Long, crushing
siestas, during which I, barely two years old, used to
sneak out, running away from the ever so sad sound of
kitchen accordions, and went looking for laughter. The
creaking, sun-dried earth cracked a smile for me, opened
up in fits of laughter, led me to the anthills, those castles.
Why did the ants, so tiny and red, have castles, while 1
didn't? 1 think it was my yet-unknown sister, the future
Estrella, who made me do it: I felt the itching right
where she dwells—between my legs—and to deal with
the itch I got into the habit of climbing onto castles, I
couldn't reach the highest castle yet, but 1 chose one that
was just right for me and [ sat down and crushed it. It was
an anthill, but it was also my first castle, and the ants rec-
ognized me, of course, and covered me with their own
sumptuous redness. [ was resplendent and quivered in the
sun. A robe of red ants, the most beautiful cloak I'd ever
had, alive with pulsating antennae and festive thrills in
each one of its folds and stitches. Later on, 1 tried to find
another living robe, but everything that came to me was
already dead, even though stll warm. The robe of ser-
pents somesne suggested [ rejected as slimy and unconsti-
tutional. The other robe was one of love and respect: not
one of those man-eating ants bit me. They revered me.
They loved me.

In my puberty I'd also learned whom to love, When
my testicles dropped for good and my sister Estrella com-
plained for the first and only time, before finding warm
comfort between the two of them.

“Manuel's got three balls, Manuel's got three balls,”
shricked the idiot Eulogio in the midst of the marshes, the
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only words he ever uttered in his life. Since my name stll
wasn't Manuel in those days, it didnt bother me much.
Rather, I experienced it as praise: what today I eall
Eulogio’s Eulogy. The homage to Estrella from a mute
idiot who only spoke to point her out. My first miracle.

I recounted it ever so many times to the Generalis-
gizsimo, with a few alterations in the text, of course.
Miracles can be elastic and the Generalississimo under-
stood that, although in other matters he was a little ob-
tuse (| this stubbornness of his is what caused the failure
of my last aitempt with him and prevented me from
bringing him back to life), But the Generalississimo is
secondary, I'll talk about him sometime, when his turn
comes. For now and forever it's my turn, I'll concede him
a crumb when I feel like it or maybe when Estrella
strongly demands it. She loved him, [ think, even though
she always had the delicacy to try to hide it.

Geting back to the miracle, [ used to tell the Gen-
eralississimo that Eulogio had shouted—his only words,
his only human emission :

“Manuel's got a halo, Manuel's got a halo,”

or
“Manuel is a saint, Manuel is a saint,”

or, closer to the truth (if there
is such a thing ),

“Manuel has three . . . marks on his forehead.”

The Generalississimo didnt waste his ime on unim-
portant interpretations: he was accustomed to taking
words literally and accepting facts as they were presented
to him.

Estrella, on the other hand, discusses everything, she
analyzes, vivisects, and interprets. Metaphorically speak-
ing, of course, as it should be, since she is the living
metaphor.

Estrella. Discovered by the red ants. She was the
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only one who got to know the dungeons of the ants, the
secret tunnels where they suckle life. I sat on the ant
castle and | destroyed the castle. She penetrated into its
innards. I had taken all my clothes off during that visit to
the world of tacuris, and without knowing it I already
knew that my true clothing would be the living robe.
Estrella managed thus to enter the collapsed realm of the
ants and learn their secret and chat with the queen. Sim-
ple circumstances that led her to be the queen and make
me, who subsumes her, her omnipotent god.

Now I know: ants are wise and at the same time
bold, or maybe vice versa, or also vice versa. Precisely.
Wisdom leads them to boldness, boldness to wisdom, in a
cyclical, pendular way unknown to the majority of sad
mortals, who are terrified by knowledge and refuse to risk
their skins to attain it. Not ants. They know that in order
to attain knmowledge one must pay a price, and they are
ready for anything. A lot of them are lost in the search,
whole ant colonies go out of control and put together the
oddest structures, beautiful, useless, and fatal. But ants
are inferior beings: they need drugs. Ants have herds of
aphids that they milk like cows, they suckle on the aphids
and get drunk and know, I must have got drunk as well at
the age of two, in an unmentionable way, and since then [
have known. No. Quite the contrary. The ants sipped
from me and that's why they didn’t eat me alive. Ever
since then, they've known. Thereafter, the anthills, the
tacuriis, have become more erect and majestic.

I am superior. | don't need any drugs, although at
times | share those of others out of pure sociability, so
as not to seem different. And to keep my business going: 1
produce drugs—no longer through my pores but in an
industrial way, so others can attain, even if only in fleet-
ing flashes, a little of the light that illuminates me.

For my personal use, 1 am the drug, the drug is L
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The ants sipped from my pores, from my most private
crevices, that’s why I feel I haven't stolen anything from
them by building this subterranean castle of mine. The
Tacurid, With tunnels and passageways, bridges and cat-
walks, dungeons and cells, and these ventilators like little
towers that, seen from the air, look like a field of anthills.

It might be that some daring ant, in illo tempore,
made its home in my person in order to instruct me, so
many years later, on the shape of the tunnels and the
ventilators, so as to keep me out of sight of those who are
hunting for me.

A field of anthills is what my castle looks like when
seen from the ground up. From the ground up there is
always so little to be seen.

Wise tacuriis, tubes through which the wind comes
to bring music throughout my labyrinthine castle. A
sound more like a moaning accordion than like an organ.
The accordion of nostalgic childhood siestas. Under-
ground castle, Aeclian, a miracle that I often celebrate by
drinking a glass of the choicest formic acid.

I've mentioned my floating island and I've mentioned
my castle on land—underground. That's me, versatile.
Master of all landscapes.

Why did 1 come back to my native soil? Ask the few
who are allowed to see me, for they know the risks that
my return entails, Because | am my native soil, | am—we
are, I musin't forget Estrella, even if 1 never mention her
in public—made of this finest, purest sand. I am—we
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are—like crystal: all of one piece, and I don't deceive
myself.

The government people, who are supposed to be my
enemies, can't act without me. They have to consult me.
They use intermediaries, they beat around the bush, but
nevertheless they consult me. I go along with their game:
I play the part of one who doesn’t know, who hides from
official agents, I only let disguised emissaries find me. I
transform myself, assuming the most complex personae,
and pretend to hide. But I still let them find me and ap-
plaud the results. It's important for me to pull the strings
even if my name never appears in the newspapers. ['ve
erased my name, though from time to tme someone
thinks to call me Don Manuel. I don't encourage it at all;
public opinion doesn't interest me in the least and I prefer
to let them believe what they believe: that I've become
invisible, that the earth has swallowed me up. Officially,
no one can find me, not the police nor the gendarmerie,
not In nor the CIA nor the FBI nor the KGB nor
any of those initials that were especially created not to
find me.

I'm inwvisible for two reasons, one better than the
other:

—I know how to camouflage myself under their very
noses

—I've become indispensable to the ones who give the
orders.



Capital. Night

"I tell you he's a dangerous fellow.”

“Come, now. He's just a poor lunatic, he thinks he's
that Minister of Well-being, so many years ago, remem-
ber? The Sorcerer.”

“Does he only think it? Couldn’t he really be him?”

“Mo. That man was liguidated by the military right
after the coup. How could they let him come out of it
alive? That fellow was a threat to them, he koew oo
much. And theyre letting this one go on grazing peace-
fully, that's all, even allowing him the clownish pleasure
of pretending to be hjd:ing_ when everybody knows he's
going around strutting through the Marshland. It seems
there are people who worship him and bring him
offerings.”

“Government people, of course.”

"You're exaggerating, woman. I agree that the mili-
tary are animals, but they're more or less rational animals.
They don't get involved in witcheraft.,”

“What's been geing on lately is witcheraft pure and
simple, you can't deny that.”

“This unfortunate situation is repeated every so often
in human history. It's called fascism."

“There wasn't any reason for its happening to us, a
literate, accomplished, hardworking, peaceful people.”

“It's the seciceconomic contingencies. We've got to
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fight against them, not against nonexistent witchcraft.,”

“1 think you would do well to take a little trip
through the Marshland. You might be able to clear some-
thing up. What's the man's name?”

“They say it's Manuel, like the other fellow. A very
common name. But they also call him the Papoose,
Eulogio, the Sorcerer, Estrella, Sixfingers, the witchdoe,
the Sawman, Red Ant.”

The drums

Mo reason for concern, theyre subnormal, that's all.
I've always said so. Now they think they're going to find
me in the Marshland. Theyll find me if 1 want them to.
I've got my own inner country, a country of the mind
where I take refuge when I feel like it. I know theyTre
talking about me again in the Capital and there've been
some sharp ones who've got me pinpointed. Let them
come.
I'm a submarine of the mind, 1 submerge at will, 1
watch them through my secret periscope and if they get
close I can madden them with a drumroll.

A serious matter, the drums. Theyre the strength of
the world that lies over the border. Drums, tambours,
congas, snares, bongos, famborils, marugas, guaguas,
gourds, tambourines, huchuetes, tablas. Those. 1 get
strength from the drums and 1 give strength back to the
drums threefold. The drumhead of my skin resounds,
Estrella pounds in wild pulsations, I flail about and vibrate
as if the hands of ten black drummers were playing me.
Twenty hands with cold blue palms stimulating me with
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the sweet intensity that enly those hands can bring out.
I'll have to go back, I'm going to go back,

For three days with their nights he prepared for the
trip and sent out his calls. Concentrating in front of his
own altar, which was a large mirror, he gave off mental
waves s0 they could come looking for him on the wrong
day. He also gave off certain Hertzian waves on a private
frequency and put on his white robe, waiting for the
Funset.

At the indicated hour, a double row of false anthills
were lighted up to mark the landing strip and the Beech-
craft landed without any trouble.

"I'm going to take advantage of this extra trip and
load the you-know-what,” the pilot told him. “We're going
to have to fiy very high, here’s the oxygen equipment if
you need i

“Don’t worry. [ always fiy high.”

The broad band of the river showed them the border,
and after a few miles the pilot made out the other clan-
destine landing strip. An almost blind landing, and the
plane took off again, leaving him alone in the jungle and
at some distance from the sacred terrain for the quim-
banda.

He was obliged to walk in the growing darkness, fol-
lowing the cut through the jungle, The white robe was
becoming stained with red earth and the splotches of
sweat turned into scabs. Perhaps that's why, or perhaps
because of other more secret signs, when he reached the
sacred terrain where the ceremony was taking place, he
provoked the ery.

“Eshiil Eshil” shouted the priestess, already pos-
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sessed, contorting under the enormous white cloth the
others held at chest level.

“Eshiuuuul® was the general shout as he took his
first step into the clearing, and even though it was more of
a shout of terror, he puffed up with pleasure. The drum-
beats changed, the call to Eshi began, frenetically, the
priestess redoubled her convulsions, trying to get Oshald
out of her body. She had to make room for Eshi even
though Eshi's turm had passed.

What pleasure for him, being recognized in his dark-
est, most diabolic aspect, being acclaimed like that even if
it was out of fear, not welcome.

Drops of blood began to fall heavily on the white
cloth and draw flowers on it. No one wonders where the
drops might come from, the trance is slowly taking
everybody over and men and women jump into the circle
and begin writhing with the pain of the dance, moan-
ing like women giving birth, quivering and shaking. And
he, hieratic in the center of the circle of dancers, breathes
deeply and feels himself elevated. The drums roar with
fury and the hands of the drummers can no longer be seen
and the babalao makes a halo about him with the pes-
tilential smoke of his cigar, Someone hands him a bottle
of cane liquor and he begins to spin on his heels and
sprinkle the liquor on all the priestesses dancing around
him, distortedly.

Shangd doesn’t come down, lemanjid doesn't come
down, in spite of the calls. And the horses of the saints
gallop, stamp, buck, with no spirit riding them because
Eshii has taken over the festivities and he's unrestrainable.

Here I am and I elevate myself

I unfold myself

Something of me is elevated through the air while
the dancers down below tear themselves to pieces
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I'm not among them, I'm up there, a pinpoint of light
that shines in condescension and twinkles to the rhythm
of the drums

I am she, | am Estrella up there and down here I am
1. abowve all others

I squeeze them and hless them

I tolerate them and Jove them

I flood them and I SCREAM
I scream and no one hears me. [ purify myself and live
through the remotest times

With the welght of three balls, no one can drag
himself along the earth without feeling different. The
idiot Eulogio shouted, and thanks to that shout I was the
Other One, the marked one. Who can reproach me in the
marshes, at age thirteen, for having got undressed in front
of an idiot and a little girl with extra fingers and toes? She
was Sixfinpers and that same day the raft dam split and
Sixfingers drified away from me, Eulogio lost his speech
again and no one ever called me Threeballs, although
everybody knew—I made sure—that 1 was different.
Superior. Complete.

In order to avoid questions, he abandoned Eulogio
on the desolation of the raft dam, and all alone he poled
the boat to where he thought the dry land was. In the
middle of the lagoon the pole wouldn't touch bottom and
he had to row, though he didn't know how. He spun
about a lot, he was his own whirlpool, he spent a whole
might trying to get somewhere and in the morning reached
the place where the marshes ended and he was able to
walk, first with the water up to his knees, then splashing
through the mud, and finally on dry land, ch so dry that
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after three days of walking he yearmed for the water,
the bright lagoon. When he reached the great river, he
didn’t even pay any attention to it. He only knew that he
had to cross, and not by swimming either; he recognized
its breath, its threat.

On the other side of the river, crossing the border, he
finally came upon the one who seemed to be waiting for
him.

The one who was to be teacher before seeing himself
degraded to the humiliating status of pariah had a sign in
his house that said Suffer the children to come unto me
and he, who was a child at the time, considered himself
called. He swears that he never noticed what was written
underneath, in very small letters: From the rear.

He entered frontwards, head held high and his three
balls, as one might say, in his hand. He put them on the
table, as one might say, in order to inquire about the
phenomenon.

The teacher knelt before him and kissed him on the
supernumerary. Sister ball, he mumbled, sister, sister.
And that was how our man came In contact with Estrella,
through the teacher’s kiss.

Estrella, his twin sister, the one who in the maternal
womb chose to be incorporated in him, to remain forever
under his cloak.

The teacher initlated him on the drums and gave her
a name: Estrella de la Manana, Moming Star. It was a
baptism filled with emotion that wasn't limited to his
privy parts but which in some way took over his whaole
body, flooding it with tremaors.

The teacher, impressed by Eulogio’s words, called
him Manuel and invested him with his first white regalia,
a robe embroidered with pearls and hemmed with lace.

"You look like a bride, Manuwel,” the teacher said to
him, sighing, and he accepted the doubtful compliment,
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sensing that it was a matter of his own marriage to the
recently baptized Estrella de la Manana, for him Morning
Star and Night Star, Star of Life. Let her guide you, he
would repeat to himself over the years, and she would
guide him along his intricate way through swamp and
marsh, The teacher, without understanding too well that
he was digging his own grave, was godfather to both: he
kissed the groom, the bride, and also a little above and
below.

That was how the inidation was initdated and the
rituals begun, along with the slow apprenticeship in
recipes: the preparation of propitiary perfumes, the soap
of seven powers, talismans for and against the evil eye,
herbs to make one fall in love, incenses for cleansing, and
its opposite, the pestilential unguent for revenge.

A few recipes he learned too well, and others less so,
Certain perfumes, like that of Venus, always turned out
volatlle and somewhat rancid on him. But he created
completely new formulas that provided him with a seat of
honor—somewhat shadowy, it is true, being obscure
formulas—among initiates all over the world.

The formula for the essence that opens the doors of
the accursed secret was his greatest specialty, and that
was never transmitted to anyone. He kept it for his own
private use and some few times obtained great satisfac-
tion. That formula had given him very good results dur-
ing the life of the Generalississimo, when not only eso-
teric but also earthly powers passed through his hands.
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Now I don't want earthly powers, now I'm on a dif-
ferent search and I've come under the protection of the
mystical egg, while Estrella rises up on her own and
sparkles, translucent. Estrella, so much a woman, so much
mine, twinkles only for me and only I can see her. For
now we play the waiting game and work hard, but some-
day we'll obtain the fruit of our marriage and it will be
such a very, very perfect fruit—our son—that there will
be no need for any other being in this world. We won't
need anybody, not even to play the drums. The drums are
for now and not for when the time without measure
comes when we will be three and one at the same time, as
is fitting.

In the meantime, the drums are calling for a sacrifice
and Estrella, so self-effacing, offers it herself. Her own
menstrual blood, drop by drop, rhythmically, falling on
the cloth of Oshala which was so white before and can be
seen coagulated with red-flowering now. This is her true
sacrifice. Drops of a blood that rencunces the son, not of
that other vulgar, alien blood which, with limitless gener-
osity, we went about spilling in order to calm the minor
gods, the ones who interfere: a river of blood will flow.

The smoke becomes thicker and thicker, it masks
everything now, and I can only see a few white shapes
that go on and on, jerking to the ever more frantic sound
of the drums, | can’t see the drummers” hands as they fly
over the drumheads, [ can only hear the Falms as they
drum, the fingers, the fingertips, a succession of back,
palm, a succession of fingers, palm, palm, changing the
beat, and [ imagine the movement in the dense smoke of
the cigars that makes me invisible, and without moving [
make myself part of the movement, I give myself over to
the smoke. Estrella floating and [ floating, too, in a differ-
ent dimension. They're clouds. It's no longer cigar smoke,
now it's clouds that dress me, enwrap me like veils, and I
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float without the ballast of Estrella and I go along un-
raveling in ecstasy.

That's why I'm so pure, that's why so beloved—by
me.

From the white shapes below, beyond the clouds,
one has broken away and is beginning to rise up. It's ap-
proaching me, floating through the air, and I can't help
recognizing it with a shudder that almost brings me back
to ground level. It's she, it's the Dead Woman, the dream
of my life, the one | always wanted to meet face to face in
movement and not, as always, protected by invulnerable
rigor morts, She, so transparent and blond, ever more
radiant, approaches and her mouth quivers as if she were
trying to talk to me, yes, she's going to talk to me no less,
the chosen one, she doesn't appear to just anyone, she
comes only to me, who has invoked her so much, her
body almost entirely of pure air breathes deeply and
fills up more with air, trembles, is on the point of trans-
mitting her message to me, says:

“Come down, damn it. Come down and be a man.”

| keep this phrase to myself in the most hidden part
of my being, like a treasure. [ haven't ever repeated it to
anyone, because human evil might misinterpret it. | know
its essence, its essence is this,

“We beg you to abandon your divine kingdom on
high for one more tme. Go back please to the mortals
who still need you.”

She’s always been rather blunt in her messages, but
ne one can deny her immense store of tenderness. She's
the honeycomb and I'm the bec who builds the comb,
who nourishes itself from the honeycomb, multiplies itself
in the honeycomb, and destroys it. Therefore, I graciously
heeded her request, came down and made myself a man
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again. I ceased being a god for a while again. The drums
fell silent and the smoke vanished.

The small plane—once its precious cargo had been
delivered —came back to pick me up and return me to my
side of the border.

“I'm serry, sir, we had a little run-in with the bas-
tards here. Every so often they attack us, to let their peo-
ple see they're not in with us. There weren't any casual-
ties, of course, but as you can see, a window got broken
during the shooting, We're going to have to fly low. Please
forgive me, sir.”

“It’s fine. It's just right for me, for now.”
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Capital. Day

“That man is up to his old tricks again. I think this
time we're going to have to eliminate him.”

“Is that an order, General, sir, Mr. President, or just a
wish?™

“I'm afraid it's the latter. Until we find out where he
hid those documents, we won't be able to touch him. But
double the surveillance. | found out that he crossed the
border again and bhad a secret meeting. Also, the Beech-
craft he was traveling in, which was delivering the
merchandise, was shot up.”

“Do you think that he's turning information over to
our neighbors, General ?”

"Mo, it's impossible for him to have any new informa-
tion other than what we feel like giving him. But, just the
same, he's dangerous.”

“For the country?”

Mo, for us.”

The flutes

There isn't always a wind in the lands of the Tacurd.
On a few drowsy, stifling middays, the false anthills in-
stead of ventilating suck out the air of the tunnels and our
man can hear the fAutes. The time has come for him to
emerge from his enclosure, but he knows he can't do it.
Humility then falls upon him like a mace and long hours
go by while waiting until the sun calms down and the
ground stops creaking. Maddening, frightful hours. He
then wanders through the long corridors, howling in tune
with the air-sucking flutes, sometimes kicking the walls.
His castle, the Tacurd, is a maternal womb full of twists
and turns and hiding places, and he kicks the walls and
tries to destroy the womb. Tries to kill the mother once
again. To bring on the collapse.

Estrella is in him to restrain him. When he draws
back his leg to launch it with all his might against one of
the columns, Estrella contracts with pain and leaves him
doubled up, rolling on the floor.

*Maidens, brave maidens,” he howls, and the brave
Indian maidens run to him in their white tunics, saying
very softly: “Weep weep, gray owl,” and cradle him in
their copper-colored arms.

Singular moments, these, when a touch of poetry is
permitted, a touch of tenderness. From the time he was
thirteen, Estrella has been the repository of tenderness for
both of them. Dear, plush Estrella. He strokes her as the
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maidens cradle him, and sometimes, through a conduit
that ism't at all alien to him, Estrella weeps on his hand:
white, painful tears. He then halds out his hand for the
young maidens to lick.

Brief beatific instants brought on by the lingering
lament of the flutes. From which he usually recovers in no
time. He then forgets the beatitude and returns to his
alembics and retorts. He mustn't be distracted for more
than a second, for now in his leisure dme he is looking for
a certain magical formula that will save the world. Over-
pepulation, thanks to him, will no longer be a problem;
there will be food for all mouths because there will be
fewer mouths, and war will once more be a thing of plea-
sure, not a necessity as in these pitiless times.

He has promiscd Estrella that the final compound
will be a colorless, odorless, tasteless liquid. Inserted
vaginally, it will dissolve the uterus without affecting the
patient in any way. She might of course lose her sexual
appetite, but that eventuality doesn’t worry Estrella,
rather it makes her happy.

S0, pretending to be playing, he experiments with the
different compounds on the Indian maldens and inserts
liquids and sometimes his fingers into them until they feel
an itching that isn't utterly disagreeable. But the uter
keep going and sometimes they produce an offspring, no
one knows how or by whom. When he finds out {which
doesn'’t usually happen, for there are those who roam se-
cretly through the castle passageways—rather pale, it's
true, but in good health), he demands that they be
brought to his table, done to a turn and with an apple in
the mouth.

Inevitably, the apple won't fit in the tiny mouth,
newbern meat is too insipid, teo white, and though he
swallows it happily in the knowledge that he is master of
lives and properties, the next morning he has stomach
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cramps. He doesn't care: a rite has been celebrated. One
must take some part or other in human reproduction, and
he finds himself at the other end of this assembly line: he
incorporates the fruit of human reproduction into his own
organism, assimilating it. He doesn’t spend his precious
energy in improbable partnerships.

Though, in the hope that the miracle of Sixfingers'
birth might be repeated, he doesn’t totally discourage
reproduction under his roof. Sometimes he even allows
emissaries from the Central Government, men who have
reached his domains disguised as hoboes or furtive hunt-
ers or Indians or deserters or fugitives, to get lost in the
meanderings of the Tacurd and have some fun fertilizing
the maidens. For that same reason, he is not too upset by
the long useless hours he spends in his laboratory search-
ing for the precious liquid that will dissolve uteri like salt
in water. He even thinks of abandoning the experiments
in exchange for the birth someday of another like the one
he loved in his childhood. Another Sixfingers will be born,
and once more he will learn the names of birds.

First love: Sixfingers
Great love: Estrella
Yeneration: the Dead Woman

In this trilogy Estrella comes out on top, for he
knows he'll never be separated from her. Even if that
were possible. The unnatural imbecile who suggested a
surgical removal paid for it with his life. There will never
be any scalpel or the shadow of a scalpel separating him
from Estrella, flesh of his flesh.

The Dead Woman, too, accompanies him through his
life, but only in memoriam and in the reality of her fore-
finger—her total identity. Estrella isn't jealous of the
Dead Woman, she loves her too, in her way.
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Sixfingers is only the warmth of a childhood memory
and has ceased to count in matters of love.
And that's it. For he has better things to do.

Many females had tried to trap him. At one time he
was a man of real power, & luscious mouthful. And
women would offer him much to get their hands on him.
But he was always so dignified, so distant. “Women?
What do I need women for?” he would ask himself. “I
come with a builtin woman, I'm complete. I've got no
reason to go looking for myself in mirrors.”

A few times he would condescend to explain: What-
ever we renounce enriches us, and let me point out that I
am renouncing sex, the greatest of renunciations. Just
draw your conclusions.”

And on some private occasions he had been heard to
gay: "I obey a superior being who dictates my behavior. [
chey Myself.”

Only one woman believed she had him and he let her
think so for convenience. He called her the Intruder.
When one fine day he had to start calling her Madam
President, he decided to join forces with her and pretend
he was caught in her trap. Keeping all his dignity intact,
of course, never dropping his pants, Oh no. For very
symbolic reasons, he condescended to explain to her one
night (for reasoms tribolic, he would secretly chuckle to
himself ).

He performed his sexual duties perfuncterily, but
even 50, he performed them for over a year, proud of

fucking no other but that widow, and with the fringe
benefits of knowing her sterile.

"Who wears the pants here?" he used to shout at her,
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grabbing her by the hair, and she was forced to admit to
the evidence, even though she occupied at that tme the
highest of civic positions.

No problem for him. He could easily handle Madam
President. He felt absclutely secure in his seat of honor,
even when she appeared on the balcony of Government
House and the people who were gathered in the square
supposedly to cheer her voiced their demands:

“Madam President, fight back, give the Sorcerer the
sack!”

Nobody was going to give him the sack, and cer-
tainly not Madam President, who needed him for every-
thing.

He made sure that Madam President would never
betray him: he had her in the palm of his hand, and
precisely for that reasem, though not without a certain
disgust, he sometimes made the effort of taking her in
his arms. He smeared Madam President with his seed so
she would always remember that the power she held
over her people was actually a power that came from him,
her Master.

{ Maybe history would have been different had he
known the Dead Woman in her lifetime. )

I am the Master, because love cannot master me.
I do not breed. I never scatter myself.

He had an only child and that child was himself. The
only woman who deserved his genes was the one who had
conceived him, and just for that purpose. With the simple
act of being born of his own spermatozoon, he gained
convincing proof of the primordiality of the egg: the hen
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has never been more than an intermediary, and once her
mission is fulfilled, it is best to destroy her.

These ideas come to him when the flutes whine, dur-
ing those crushing, airsucking middays in his subter-
ranean castle. His hatred for maternal cloisters grows
then to exasperation, but his love for himself grows ac-
cordingly. He, who was his own father and who destroyed
his cloister, 13 also the first woman, due to Estrella—
without cloister or opening whatsoever, the pure egg.

The birds

Motherless and fatherless, on his own, the perfect
orphan. At age two he became a threat and so was banned
from his land of the anthills, condemned to live on an
island.

Don Ciriaco passed by the kichens one day riding a
sorrel and agreed to get him out of that dried-up land-
scape, away from the ants,

“He's the son of Dofia Eulalia, may she rest in peace.
She knew all about herbs, a real saint. We can't let the
papeose go around playing with poison, hell turn the evil
eye loose if he keeps on destroying anthills with his ass.”

Don Ciriaco agreed to take him off, along with Dofia
Eulalia’s herb collection and some unguents that he de-
manded as a bonus. He didnt mount him up on the
horse’s rump, for he was too small. He straddled him over
the animal's withers, between his arms, putting him an
the reins side.
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Wrapped in the vapor of that horse’s sweat, he had
his first dream, which now he thinks of as prophetic.
When he opened his eyes, he found himself in that con-
fused and unknown region called the jungle, and the
smell of wild jasmine, whose flower is transformed and
changes color with the passage of time—from white to
the most violent violet—intoxicated him to the point of
making him see double: the landscape repeated upside
down, sinking into the ground.

It was the edge of the marshlands, the first encroach-
ing of water, Palm trees above and palm trees below, mir-
rored in the water through which the horse was sinking
as it trod over a carpet of tender, treacherous green that
gave way under its hoofs.

Maybe that’s why he never liked green carpets. He
always preferred red ones.

The first step into the kingdom of waters, the first
lesson in learning how to read reflections.

Don Ciriaco dismounted where the water was al-
ready up to his knees and he pulled his boat out from
among the reeds. He put Eulalia's herbs into the boat
with great care and then he loaded Eulalias son, just like
another piece of cargo, placing him on top of the bags of
flour and sugar. He took the halter of the sorrel, gave him
a slap, so he'd go back to dry land and graze until he was
called again. With his pants rolled up, Don Ciriaco
began to push the boat through the barrier of water lilies
that looked like sockets blooming with purple candles.

The last thing the papoose saw of that half-land, half-
water was a black crane perched up on a palm tree croak-

ing goodbye to him.
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The initial path can be repeated forever,

In the boat, the two-year-old papoose lay among the
bags and let himself be carried along the cut opened
through the reeds—a narrow waterway that the boat
poled by Den Ciriaco followed with some difficulty. Stick
in the pole and push, on one side and then on the other,
through the gallery of reeds that at times threatened to
close in and swallow them.

Eulalia’s son, Eulalito, whom everybody called the
papoose for lack of a name of his own, didn't pay the least
bit of attenton to those parallel walls of high golden
staffs that almest shut out the sky. What he discovered
and loved along that strange route were the giant com-
munal webs that the boat passed. Yards of dark webbing,
a net of lace to catch flying fish, and the clump of spiders
huddled peacefully in a corner, pretending to be napping,
waiting for a good catch. Weaving the appropriate nets
and going to sleep, wasn't that a most effective system?

Maybe so, in a world of tangles. But the reed barrier
suddenly ended and the boat came out into the open
water, where the ways of fishing are very different. Oh,
wonder of the eternal lagoon! All visible space became
water, with no horizon, and that water was black and
transparent at the same time, with inner gardens like an
emerald. In those days the papoose couldn't have known
anything about emeralds, but he discovered then the deep
gardens and was entrapped forever in the other face of
the mirror. A mirror of black waters, the decomposition of
the world.
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Underneath the water were growths like forests of
pine, with tiny yellow flowers that lost color as they went
down deeper and farther from the surface, losing color
but doubtless acquiring something unsuspected when
they reached bottom.

On the surface of the lagoon, a vast expanse of pol-
ished dark crystal. On a horizontal plane the infinite,
which is nothingness; but on the vertical plane—pene-
trating—the subaquatic world that emerged at times in a
single floating leaf. The papoose sometimes grabbed it,
discovering the long black strand that linked the leaf to
the inscrutable bottom. And every so often they would
pass a water hyacinth, a squat plant with inflated blad-
ders like a frog. Then the papoose would dip a hand deep
in the water and Don Ciriaco, looking like a gondolier as
he poled along, would mutter from the stern of the boat:
“The piranha,” just like that, in the singular, because he
was a man of very few words and because he wasn't refer-
ring to a type of fish but to a curse.

And though the papoose understood, even if he had
no idea what piranhas were, he kept his hand in the water
as if it didn’t matter, because he already knew that he
could ignore threats.

So, floating over woods and meadows, over fathom-
less black wells, avoiding wild creatures, heading toward
a sun that blinded them and made those dark waters look
white, they finally came to Don Cirlaco’s island, where
Dofia Rosa received the papoose with the same indifferent
expression with which she received the sugar and the
flour. She had six children and was expecting another.
What difference did one more spot make to the jaguar?
she said to herself. She did like Dona Eulalia’s herbs,
though.

The papooese was small for his age, and pale. He be-
came immediately popular with Amalia, the oldest
daughter, who placed him in a large fruit crate, hanging
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from a bough, and played with him as if he were a doll.

The years spent on the island were cotton years,
bland and even warm, and under their influence his life
might have been quite different, had it not been marked
from the very start. One certain day a piece of yellow
cloth opened up over his cradle-hammock-fruit erate and
it seemed to have a complex scarlet design printed on it,
intricate grooves.

“It's the Thousandmen fower" Amalia said as she
went about telling him the names of things. He identified
so much with the flower futtering over his head that he
even fell ill.

Another day, while exploring the little jungle heart of
the island, he saw something throbbing that looked like a
small burlap bag hanging from a branch. The bag first
sighed, then it shuddered all over, until there emerged a
dark bird that seemed much larger than the bag. The bird
immediately few away, but he kept it in his memory, “It's
an oriole,” Amalia told him, and he identified with the
ariole.

It's a tanager, a cardinal, a fero, an aguapeazd whose
call 18 a danger signal, an owner-of-the-sun, a baker bird
—Amalia went on pointing them out to him and he
wanted to be all those birds, but it was easler to be the
boa constrictor or the alligator that Don Ciriaco some-
times hunted for their skins,

A lot of time spent with Amalia learning from her,
until Cora was born. Right under his nose. Hanging from
his branch that was already starting to bend, in his nest
that was getting too small for him, like the nest of the
oriole, he saw. All curled up and fetus-like so as to fit into
the fruit crate, pretending to be asleep, through the slats
he spied on those open legs, that ferce hollow that was
opening up as if to swallow him, until water began to
pour out and then a hairy spider started to emerge, and
emerge, taking shape as Cora's somewhat slimy form.
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First they cut off the dark plant strand that joined
Cora to the bottom of the dark lagoon, then they washed
her and took him out forever from his nest and put her in.
Wrapped in yellow cloth, her skin the red of the eolor
print of the Thousandmen fower.

He couldn’t hate her. He left her in his nest and
called her Little Flower, and with the passage of years he
went about teaching her the names of the birds and he
learned to count with her fingers. That's why his measur-
ing systern was never decimal: because Little Flower,
Cora, had six toes on each foot and little stubs on the edge
of each hand, next to her pinky. She had other things, too,
that he would begin to discover in time, but in earliest
infancy only those little stubs, which he used to suck until
he fell asleep.

He never caught a dorado, he never had that lively
and struggling strength at the end of his line. He never
hunted an alligator or a swamp deer. Don Ciriaco always
left him on the very short stretch of solid ground that was
the island, to help and watch over the women. He was too
strange to be allowed to go into the terse silence of the
marshes. Too white; he would attract evil glows.

When he was seven years of age, he began to under-
stand what that business of helping and watching over the
women was all about, and he wasn't interested at all. He
was only interested in Sixfingers, because she was differ-
ent. Around that time the rural police came to harass
Dofia Rosa and he didn't help her in the least; what could
he have done, in any case?
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The roar of an outboard motor grew louder in the
distance and Sixfingers and he left their lair in the little
jungle and ran toward the pler to see what kind of animal
was approaching. Dofia Rosa kept on washing and serub-
bing the clothes on the rotten boards without paying any
attention whatever to the death rattle that ended up
frightening off the siriri ducks and made the aguapeazi
call out from amang the reeds.

They almost had to put a boot in her face, the rural
police did, for her to lift up her questioning eyes. They
weren't going to ask her anything, they never had any
doubts: let her do the asking. But Dofia Rosa remained
unperturbed, mute.

“Tell us where vou are hiding the fugitive or well
beat you to a pulp.”

“Fugitive?"

“Yes. Fugitive, bandit, outlaw, escapee, runaway.
The guerrilla.”

“I haven't seen any one of those,”

“We are not asking you if you've seen him. We're
ardering you to hand him over, Sing.”

“bing, sing!" they shouted again at Dofia Rosa.

And the papoose and Cora, hidden among the reeds,
were happy: they would finally find out what kind of bird
Dofia Rosa was, by her song,

More than a songhird, she turned out to be a croak-
ing black crane. All that when the policemen began kick-
ing her in the face and kicking and dragging her across
the logs of the pier. Sing, they shouted at her, where have
you hidden the man? And they made her kneel, twisting
her arm behind her back, made her kiss the floor and
rubbed her face against the rough wood. Dofia Rosa
sprawled out right there, her clothes in shreds. And the
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papoose and Sixfingers in the reeds, hugging each other
tightly. Sixfingers kept her eyes shut, the papoose kept his
wide open, and once more he saw the hollow, so dark, so
persistent, and this tme it was for him to know what
could happen to the hollow from outside inward.

One policeman first, then the other one, dropped
their pants and fell on top of Dofia Rosa, letting her
shrieck all she wanted, because in the immensity of the
lagoon, in the midst of the broad swamps that had no end,
who would hear those shrieks and who would care?

The papoose didn't even try to do his duty: he
couldn’t watch over her or help her. He could only keep
on staring and staring at that confused scene, till Dona
Rosa was left stretched out there, like a broken doll.

The second policeman, as he pulled up his pants,
warned her: “We gave you something no shitty guerrilla
could ever give you, you ought to thank us. Now we are
going out to look for him on the other islands, but don't
warry, we'll be back.”

Maybe not Dofia Rosa. Almost surely not Dofia Rosa.
But the papoose, when they were alone on the island once
more, dreamed that those vultures were coming back. It
Was an exciting dream.



Capital. Night

“Why won't he die, I ask myself, why won't he just
nicely jump into the lake, If the dog dies, the rabies might
be cured. If the man disappears, all our troubles are over.”

“Let's not fall into the trap the government is setting
for us. It's easy to use that fellow as a scapegoat and
overlook what's going on around us. 1 think the troubles
that afflict our poor country are based on elements in-
finitely more complex than the life or death of a single
man, ne matter how much of a sorcerer he might be. A
man who might not even exist, a man who's like the per-
sonification of collective hysteria and its undefined fears:
he makes me think of the Middle Ages, when during
witch hunts, after a good session of torture, they all con-
fessed to having attended the Black Mass. | think the
same thing is happening here—from being so oppressed,
people see the devil everywhere—and that could be just
what the government wants.”

“Oh no, 1 think that underestimating the strength of
the enemy is the best way of giving the enemy strength,
Somewhat like the devil, since you pointed it out. What's
that business about the devil’s best trick being his making
us think he doesn't exis(?”

“Atomizing the enemy is the best way to displace re-
sponsibilities. And making us believe in the existence of a
distant enemy is the best way of obliging us to shift focus,
These military are very, very skillful. They've calibrated
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to perfection this campaign of rumors about the longevity
or resurrection or reincarnation of the Sorcerer in order to
sink us in the swampy terrain of superstition and legend,
where it isn't at all easy to get a footing. They offer it to
us as the most perfect piece of information, if we are to
accept Warren Weaver's definition as quoted by Umberto
Ecce: The concept of information does not refer to only
one message in particular, but to the statistical character
of a group of messages; in such statistical terms, the
words information and unmcertainty are intimately inter-
related.” The emphasis is mine. From this point of depar-
ture we should begin to analyze the official manipulation
we are ourselves subject to with respect to the uncer-
tainty of the material that comes to our attention. Ap-
parently they're transmitting a message, but nothing
obliges us to accept it as a truthful message. Quite the
contrary. There's an excess of ambiguity in the informa-
tion, and it's impossible to trace the source.

I think we have to consider that business of the
Marshland as a real metaphor. We should analyze the
elements that have been offered us point by point and
deconstruct the textuality inscribed in the para-official
discourse, We should oy to structure our basic coordi-
nates on the dichotomy of that governmental position, It's
a perfect specular P]a:.r-. with a repressive superego on the
surface (the government) and its repressive inverted
image underground (the Sorcerer). This double figure
hampers our movement, denies us even the slightest in-
terstitial freedom. It's Bateson's ‘double bind." The
present power structures of the Central Government are
put together, without a shadow of a doubt, with the cog-
nizance of a labile ego on the part of the people, acquir-
ing in that way a power of manipulation over the afore-
said people in accordance with the dark face of the reality
presented to them, Awakening in them superstitious fear
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and at the same time the vague promise of salvation by
magic; freezing them in that way in the realm of the

imaginary.”

The song of the saw

With six fingers you can point out invisible space,
with six fingers it's worthwhile scratching your inner self.

And Sixfingers drifted away forever and left me stuck
to a fixed path that T will defend down to the final conse-
quences. She went off in silence without looking back and
I stayed on more solid ground, ignoring that at that pre-
cise instant we were unfolding : she the flower and I thou-
sand men, forever.

A thousand men [ shall have at my feet. A thousand
and a thousand more times a thousand and a thousand
more times 28. Things like these are sensed or remem-
bered in the vasiness of the lagoons. Now [ know, the
lagooms, one after another, threaded together by unsus-
pected passages among the reeds,

There are cuts that only | know, that I ordered
opened with saws, The mystery of the raft dams and the
floating islands | discovered in my own flesh at a very
early age: the raft dam split and Sixfingers went floating
away from me on a newly formed little island. I never
heard from her again, Now I look for her in my moments
of meditation, in my own liquid times, With her extra
finger she could have pointed out the way that can't be
seen in the water, she could have made me find her.
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At the age of seven, after a certain incident I prefer
not to mention, they left me a boat so that [ could get
around and warn of danger. I never warned anybody
about anything, what's danger for some people might not
be for others; instead, we began to go with Sixfingers to
the edge of the lagoon, to the raft dams of reeds.

Matural occurrences that go along with their decep-
tons, making us believe what isn't and yet is. The roots of
the reeds tangle under the water and form a cushion—the
raft dam—where more reeds grow. Vast expanses of false
plains that sometimes the wind breaks up and turns into
floating islands at the mercy of the wind. These islands go
about changing place, constantly transforming the look of
the lagoons, which seem quite still, but never static.

That's why I can sail on my floating island now, be-
cause modifying landscapes has been and is the passion of
my life.

Sixfingers and | would frolic here in other regions of
tme that were just right for us, We would get to play and
she would open her legs just as on a certain occasion her
mother, Dofia Rosa, had opened herself up. Except that
Sixfingers never cried out, instead she would laugh like
crazy when 1 explored her with my finger. Two fingers,
three fingers, four fingers, five, the whole hand. I re-
gretted missing a finger that would have made her truly
happy, but, no, true happiness has never ceased to flow
from my hands when I've wanted it to.

It's strange that I should be the one seeking her in
this new cycle and not she going about the lagoons calling
for my hand. Holy hand.

On certain nights, however, | can hear her. Papoose,
papoose, she calls me, like the quack of a duck. Sixfingers
changed into a duck, web-footed as she was. Waterproof.
One of these nighits when [ feel inspired I'll make some
incantations and have her come back and Il introduce
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her to Estrella. Only a sixth finger can touch Estrella, only
something out of other worlds. Sixfingers 1 suspect was
the daughter of her own brother, she deserves the high
honor of knowing my Estrella.

I limit myself now to seeking her on physical terrain
and I have them open the cuts. When [ know that the
consultors won't be coming to consult me for a while, I go
off and fioat through the lagoons in search of an ap-
propriate place. [ take the sawmen along with me and I
show them the spot. And so we discover new lagoons and
explore the expanse of this swamp world. With their saws
my meén go about opening paths, cutting through the raft
dam of reeds as if it were made of wood, 1 feel like Co-
lumbus every time we reach ancther waler mirror, com-
ing out of the puisonous world of reed clumps, once again
into the transparency of another lagoon. The raft damis a
Pandora's box, Once a sawman was bitten by a pit viper
and we had to saw off his foot so the peison wouldn't
spread. 1 had to fire the man for being careless, but I've
kept the foot in my private museum as a trophy.

That night, the sawmen went into mourning and
sang as never before. That's the charm of my sawmen,
that's why I don't get rid of them all, They're virtuosos on
that ever so delicate instrument that is the saw, and when
they finish opening a cut, they perform the most moving
musical pleces. [ hide amid the tranquil reeds of my float-
ing island and listen to them with unction. Sometimes
I weep.

A time for meditating, for mingling with nature. Per-
haps there in the Tacurd important emissaries are waiting
for new consultations, but in this state of mind 1 prefer
floating on my island and cradling my memories, Not be-
cause the time for action has passed and I'm now in a
mood for pure reflection. Nothing of the sort. I'm more
like a tiger crouching in wait, ready to leap. I'm the
swamp tiger. The lurker,
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During my meditations I wonder if in this business of
making cuts, in this sailing along on an island that's a
floating clump of reeds, I'm going off in search of Six-
fingers, or if in reality the one I'd like to find is Eulogio.
Eulogio knew and for that very reason he must already
be—should be—dead. Thinking him alive means doubt-
ing my own willpower. | awarded him a voice and | took it
away from him again forever, a means like any other of
getting it back for Estrella. Eulogio’s ex-voice is now the
quiet voice that Estrella only uses to communicate with
me, that is to say with the rest of her/my person.

Sometimes Estrella wakes me up with her weeping
and I caress her until we both go back to sleep, calmer
now. Sometimes she demands certain sacrifices: finding
Eulogio, anointing him with honey in order to sweeten
that ever so harsh voice with which he accused her—
insulted her, really, calling her a ball—and leaving him
on top of a tacurd at the mercy of the ants.

Why did I go swimming naked in the lagoon in front
of the cretin? Since when does a person hide from idiots,
who's ever ashamed in front of them? But all of a sudden
Eulogio’s eyes lighted up; he had a glimmer of intelli-
gence when he shouted, “Manuel has Three Balls.” And
she was discovered, discovered by me too, although at
that moment [ couldn’t understand it.

The doctor who suggested an operation, telling me
it was a cyst, paid dearly for his boldness. Every so often,
Eulogio pays in someone else’s skin, through an inter-
mediary, a power of attorney, one might say. When Es-
trella demands vengeance, any victim will do, and more
than one Eulogio has been anointed with honey and
planted in the middle of an anthill to serve as fodder for
my friends.

That's how the present government came Lo recog-
nize me, when word got around about these sacred sacri-
fices. People wanted to put me on trial, but the govern-
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ment, rather more intelligently, decided to name me its
adviser in arcane matters of repression,

MNow there are those who venerate me, They call me
Brother, they call me Father. I get away from them on my
island, accompanied by the sweet music of the saws. The
sawmen play with very delicate Viennese violin bows that
I ordered especially for them. On the consultors’ small
plane I'm accustomed to receive exquisite items, and not
just to make my taste buds quiver. Old ol catalogues
arrive, for example, and | dream aloud about the most
refined methods of torture. Aloud, because 1 know they've
installed a plague of hidden microphones in my castle and
1 amuse myself that way, hinting at what might happen
to them if they get too smart. Juntas liguidas, tableros
divléctricos of cemented asbestos, bronze axle shafis,
winches, piston valves, instruments ever so useful if you
know how to apply them properly.

Personally, | never talk about revenge; I'm too much
of a gentleman, almost a lady: no threat will ever blossom
on my lps. But they know quite well what awaits them §f
anything bad should happen to me, that's why they take
such good care of my person. They may not have much
imagination, but they're no fools, and I never leave them
much room for fantasy, I prefer w sin by being over-
explicit.

I note all this, not in order to leave the evidence out
in the open, but simply because I'm writing a novel. Not
when I'm floating along on my island, no. When I'm float-
ing along, I fish for elements to enrich it: an electric eel, a
ray, piranhas, anacondas, those lethal beings from the
depths of these black ransparent waters that no one dares
enter. Only my sawmen get off the island and sink their
feet into the swamp. | send them off in the boat and keep
my distance, because it's one thing to know about de-
composition—I like that—and something else again to
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feel it in your own pituitary. The most translucent water
with its bottom vegetation becomes foggy and gives off its
miasmas when one of them stirs up the bottom. Putrid
vapors that I smell from a distance with delight but
which could asphyxiate me close by.

I learned about this spongy warm mud as a papoose.
You try to set foot on it and you sink in up to your knees.
There's no solid bottom, there’s something marshy about
it, and its fascinations are irresistible to a child. Not so
much for a grownup, even less so after the drowned men.

I'm sure they threw them to me as a way of saying
indirectly that they'd identified me. As if I cared. Sir, sir,
the sawmen called, something that surprised me very
much because I've forbidden them to speak to me. Sir, sir,
and | knew it was an emergency.

(Did 1 say I'm writing a novel? I lied. Actually, I'm
putting tegether an intimate diary so that the present day
will take place in all times. Even though these labels are
unworthy. My life and therefore my diary combine to
form a great novel. The novel. The Bible. )

I went over. Sir, sir, sir; like a vocative. And | man-
aged to catch sight of the drowned men, their skin all
earthen and swollen. I recognized my old suggestion: take
them up in a helicopter and throw them into the river, I
had ordered back then when they asked me what to
do with those who'd been damaged in excess during inter-
rogations. Into the river, | was quite clear, never in my
lagoons. Never in my lagoons,

For that very reason and for the last time, [ sank into
the mud and [ turned the heads of the drowned men, who
have the modest habit of floating face down. [ didn’t seem
to recognize any one of the three, although that event
couldn’t have bothered me very much. I gave the order
for my sawmen to saw off their heads, and that night the
saws sang as never before. | also hummed a tune when,
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well packed now, the three heads were turned over to the
emissaries who had come to consult me disguised as In-
dians. And I told them:

“Here's a gift for the great white chief. Nothing too
important, the great white chief shouldn't even bother
thanking me. Just a memento.”

An aide-mémolire, rather. Yes. Something to remind
him of my power.
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Capital. Day

“Colonel, get General Durafona immediately.”

“Yes, Mr. President.”

The colonel withdraws when General Durafiona
enters, and the president comes straight to the point.

“General Durafiona, that man has got to be elimi-
nated.”

“You know very well, General, that for the moment
we can't take that risk. Besides, he's an excellent adviser.”

“As an adviser he hasn't got any better ideas than the
ones we'd have ourselves if we put a little time into
thinking.”

“Precisely, but he has at his command weapons that
we military men still haven't focused on. Don't look at me
that way, Mr. President, I'm not referring to intelligence,
I'm referring to weapons of the spirit. We mustn't forget
that the man is a wizard, he knows the occult sciences.”

“For that very reason he's a threat.”

“For that very reason, Mr. President, General, sir, the
fact is he would represent a greater threat to us dead than
alive. Because of his knowledge of the occult and because
of what-we-already-know. On the other hand, for our
enemies . . "

“I don't think we have any enemies left, we've
eliminated them all.”

“Thanks to that man, as you call him, we keep on
discovering enemies even among the most irreproachable
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of our citizens, That strengthens the regime and justifies
the repression that's our means of self-expression, our only
raison détre.”

“1 still have serious doubts about that man.®

“General, sir. We can't wipe out our theoretician with
a stroke of the pen. I could almost say our theologian—
we're men of action, and he knows how to create the
action when we need it.”

In the Tacura

“What's this business of addressing me with your hat
on? Are you unaware, perhaps, that everybody is to come
before my venerable person with his hat in his hand,
humble, head bowed?”

“It's a uniform morion, sir. I suspect that not many
men in uniform have come before your presence lately.
Our morion is a sign of respect, sir. We have higher or-
ders always to wear our uniforms crisp and complete, sir,
and this has been a very long trip and very tiring, but
here I am, as if just out of the cleaner’s, not a single
wrinkle. It's the least you can expect of your faithful
grenadier.”

“Decidedly the least. As for the rest, I'm quite sure
everything can be expected of you, It can be seen in such
noble bearing, in your alert look.”

“Thank you very much, sir. You flatter me.”

"You deserve it, son, you deserve it. Plus a few other
rewards I'll give you at the proper time if you tell me now
everything you have to tell me. Tell me how things are
going back there in the distant Capital, and more specifi-
cally in the place you came from.”

“Confused, sir.”

And he told ocne about the conversation between the
president and General Durafiona almeost as if he'd been
there. Verbatim. That’s why, when the latest consultant
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arrived, 1 knew how to handle the delicate situation and
signed the decree.

“Doubt,” I almost accused him personally, “doubt is
going to lead our country to ruin. Everyone who has
doubts must be torm out by the roots, we can't let him
draw a single breath. We've fashioned a perfect plan and
we're not going to depart from it no matter who falls or
who perishes. Because only that plan is over our heads.
This is the great lesson history has given us and the one
we never remember when the moment arrives. S50 many
governments have fallen in a clatter, so many nohle
projects have failed because of the simple fact that the
Plan wasn't followed, from trying to modify the direction
while in full swing. Thats how people fall victims to
storms and list to port, if you take my meaning. The ma-
jority of great political shipwrecks have come about from
not sticking to the initial plan. We're not going wo allow
that to happen. We're going to keep on sailing against
wind and tide on the exact course that we mapped out
when we weighed anchor. We'll crush anyene who gets in
our way, friend or foe, and if it becomes necessary we'll
change pilots—but our plan is one and It's ours, National
Reconstruction demands it that way, The guidelines are
centralization—apparent—and cohesion, with hierarchy
and efficiency, with the military apparatus finely cali-
brated to the service of a project that can only be im-
plemented by force. This is an ideological viewpeint that
permeates the bases put together by us and by the mili-
tary High Commands with the firm intentlon of passing
on the discipline of martial values to the whole body of
state agencies so as to channel the authoritarian tradition
teward cbjectives of social and economic progress. The
way our first communiqué has set it forth. That's it. By
which one can infer: we will impose our model on the
world and will continue going along swiftly at full sail

46

against wind and tide through the stormy seas of history.”

“Very good, Captain, sir.”

“And if the Commanding General has any doubts,
then let him be overthrown, defeated, defenestrated, re-
placed, annihilated, disappeared, diluted, exploded, swal-
lowed, petrified, erased, dissolved, mashed. But not kept
in the Highest Office any longer. It's unhealthy for the
MNation. Doubt has to be eradicated by decree. There's
no room for doubt in history.”

And then they consulted me about the possible war
with our neighbor to the west. It's going on twenty-five
years that they've been coming to me with the same ques-
tion, indirectly. And I always answer them: Declare it!
Buy the most modern weapons, collect new taxes to buy
more weapons, and declare it. There has to be some plea-
sure in life.

The idea fascinates them. Every time they buy some
new weapons they're like kids with new toys, theyre all
full of giggles and excitement, and then they have their
doubts, at the last moment they doubt. That's why I men-
tion the business about the decree, but also, for that same
reason, I profess the love of a father for them. They're so
fickle.

Capital. Night

“I think we should analyze one by one every link in
the chain of signifiers that has been presented to us, and if
possible, fetter the government with it

“For example: what more obvious metaphor than
that of the Marshland? Our so-called Sorcerer has been
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situated in the Marshland, a zone that is transparent and
fetid at the same time, a place that looks like a crystalline
paradise and is in reality a swamp, formed of decompos-
ing plants, bogs, poisonous flowers, and all manner of
vermin. Could you find a better representation than this
of the human unconscious? The clarities that conceal, the
putrid smells that surface with each step. We accept it as
a real place because that’s the way we are in the darkest
regions of our being. Thats why [ insist that the Marsh-
land is a symbolic location. As is symbaolic that purported
Sorcerer who lives underground and sails about on an
island. As is all of his recollection of a quite distant past,
which, by being past and distant, appears nostalgic. QOur
duty now consists in dismantling these symbols and inter-
preting the unconscious discourse of the government,
what it's transmitting to us in spite of itself.”

The Egret

How very delightful, My novel is working out mar-
velously. In order to have a strong protagonist, is it not
necessary to have an antagonist of steel? It's certainly not
worth mentioning that I am the protagonist, that point
has been made only too clear, but now I'm also my
antagonist and I'm growing bigger every day. Gigantism
doesn't frighten me. My castle, the Tacurd, which used to
be a convent, has been turned into a real anthill now. And
that's no joke: neither person nor place can avoid fulfill-
ing its destiny. Little ants, little ants; teams of masons,
that is, go along opening new tunnels and enlarging the
old ones. They cut, dig, model, and, above all, they raise
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the height of the ceilings because my new stature re-
quires more space. When people take you for a symbol,
your size becomes immeasurable.

Luckily, with this limestone earth, it isn't necessary
to shore up the tunnels. It would be horrible for me to
feel 1 was inside a mine, [ detest anything that has to do
with extractions.

“Pardon me, there, Mr. Master, but a messenger from
the Outer Lands has arrived.”

“Frisk him thoroughly for me, as usual. Don’t miss a
single nook or cranny. And once he's disarmed, have him
come in.”

“It's degrading,” one of them dared say. One who
naturally never set foot in these latitudes again (or in any
others, I'm afraid). "Degrading, humiliating, letting
yourself be felt up by women.”

Degrading? Humiliating? He was crazy. It's the only
free fun | offer those who have the high honor of appear-
ing before me. Because, as far as the other fun is con-
cemed, | charge for it. Not this: my Indian maidens come
dressed in their white Indian tunics and first they frisk
the stranger up and down, on all sides. Then they pull his
clothes off and stick their fingers where they can and
press what has to be pressed in case he's hiding some
dangerous item in some natural conduit or under the skin.
They feel him up well, they search him deeply. Many
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strangers come back to visit me just for the pleasure of
being frisked for weapons in that way and many times the
maidens bite a little when they suspect something or
scratch, as if by accident but with full cruelty, retaining
pleces of skin under their nails. That's why sometimes [
watch them through my one-way mirror, and when some
stranger shows a scratch on his face, 1 recognize him as
blessed. Branded with my brand. Mot with fire, no, not
with a red-hot iron. Branded in blood, as is fitting.

Everybody has the livestock he deserves and [ have
my herd of men.

Mot a flock, like the other one's. Neither troop nor
team { although at times . . . ). A pack of hungry wolves, a
herd of young buffalo, who, if they've been marked on the
face by my Indian maidens, will obey me blindly.

My maidens choose them to perfection. They know
that only those with the tightest sphincters and the
hardest halls can join my herd. The incorruptible ones.
The whitest ones with the sharpest teeth. Theyre the
flower of manhood and that’s why [ can count on only
so few for the time being. When the herd reaches a
thousand men, it will be a regular army. The men of my
Aower, the Thousindmen fiower. And we'll raise the
goelden-yellow banner, streaked with bloed, and go out
to conquer the world.

I still need quite a few. With luck, and if this mes-
senger who's now being frisked appears with the sign on
his face, it will be gg—but I'm in no hurry: [ want the
choice to be perfect, and I've got all the time in the
world. It will be these warriors or their sons or the sons of
their sons who will inherit the brands.

‘The new messenger came in unmarked, but I think
there are grounds for appeal, He has a very good bearing,
fine features, a faintly ironic smile beneath a small golden
mustache, and [ think I like his eyes. He comes to atten-
tion like a god.
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“At your orders, sir.”

“You can call me your Master, that's all.”

“My Master.”

“Fine. If | can master you, you may come closer.
Come, let me feel those biceps a little, that smoothness.
Take off your dark glasses . . . such blue eyes . . . take off
your cap . . . such blond hair, curly. Take off your pants,
such . . . come, come closer. I'm not geing to bite you. Get
up on that stool.”

I didn’t let him leave, notwithstanding the fact that
he was to carry an important message. On the contrary, I
put on my parade uniform (ch yes) and I made him my
aide-de-camp. This is a government in internal exile,
ruled by its own laws.

I punished the Indian maidens for not having
pointed him out. | punished them through an inter-
mediary, that is, 1 gave him my personal whip, the Liz-
ard’s Tail, made of the finest leathers, designed not for
animals but for people. And he knew how to use it.
Naked, the maidens howled under the blows and I re-
corded those howls, which completely covered my dis-
creet moans of pleasure, controlled, like everything about
me. Now | use that recording as background music when
visitors come. [t gives a certain austere character to my
castle, and the visitors feel more at home.

I cleansed my new aide-de-camp of his name and
now he is called the Egret, being so white and graceful. I
should have called him Nightingale and sometimes I do:
he has such a marvelous voice. Especially fine. Estrella
doesn't like him, even though we complement each other:
he doesn’t have any balls—he says he lost them in a street
fight when he was very small, and sometimes I make him
reenact the events. I'm the attacker and 1 keep his sup-
posed testcles between my teeth and then [ put them
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where it can't be imagined. He doesn't like that game, he
says it makes him suffer. | insist that it's like a psycho-
drama, therapeutic.

Therapeutic for me of course, that's what's Impor-
tant. It might help me consummate my marriage to
Estrella.

A son of Estrella’s and mine, the purest and most
perfect combination. For which I don't disdain the co-
u}'bgramm of the ]'-‘.gmt, And since he can't distinguish any
anomaly whatever in my scrotum—he’s only known his
own empty one—from time to time | let him lend his
tongue and his saliva to the most noble of procreative
CAU5ES.

Certain nights I spend awake, pondering, I picture
the great moment and ask myself, not without a certain
anxiety, how Estrella will get through the pregnancy.
She’s so consistent, so small, so round, so placid. Will 1
have to carry her in a wheelbarrow? Will she puff up so
much that she'll hinder my movements? Will 1 have to
anaint her with sweet-smelling pormades so her skin won't
crack and streak? Will the pregnancy last nine months?
And what will the birth be like, and through where? 1 can
help with that. I have my own openings.

Sometimes I hold a general rehearsal and my aide
covers me with sandalwood oil, and as it runs over my
skin his hand is so soft that I'm afraid I'll get used to it.
give him a good lashing, then, and off T go to weep in a
corner of the room.

Luckily, much more demanding tasks claim my at-
tention and stop me from growing soft with lust. In my
hands is the fate of the country, maybe the entire world,
and | musint forget it. The pleasures of the flesh are

accessories compared to the pleasures of power. They
alone matter.

5

I order my aide to get dressed and attend to the
new consultants who are arriving more and more often.
He gives them my blessing and passes my word to them.
The verb. Which is to act, to act. Not to let the situation
get stagnant, not to let softness get the upper hand with
them, act harshly, tightening the noose.

Fortunately, we have no problems on the economic
side. Ministers change but systems last, and the inflation-
ary process is glowing now in all its splendor. The people
are more and more undermmourished, lacking even the
strength to revolt.

Sometimes I'm disgusted by a people with no rebel-
lion in them. It makes you want to see them rise up just a
little, raise their heads; I'm going to have to send them
some stimuli, I'm going to have to motivate them. Let's
se¢ if you can wake up, folks, let's see if you can call a
few little strikes here and there and show your discontent
at long last. That way, we can squash you with greater
pleasure. Cockroaches.

For mushrooms

My Master is heaven. It's also heaven when we go
boating like this and I stand up in the stern of the ever so
long boat, erect like the egret, untouched by the sun
under a darling parasol, and I push this sort of gondela
along with the drive pole (which is a long, interesting
rod ) and we simply make no noise at all through the dead
lagoon,

The Master lies at the bottom of the vessel, his noble
white beard more radiant than all the fine lace in the
world. I have woven cloaks of fianduti lace for him to
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way to reach them. Vast tunnels with twists and wms
and crannies meant to pacify the mind, to quiet the soul.
He passes through galleries with the circumvolutions of
the brain, and with the brains spongy texture. Through
spiraling corridors that become vague under the candle-
light, he drifts as in a dream in search of the source.
Deeper and deeper he sinks into the womb of the earth.
0ld Pachamama, old mother earth with such rocky,
sterile innards that are nelther warm nor recepuve nor
cushiony.

Solid-rock bowels through which he travels, feeling
totally at home. He is made of that same granite, he is
unmovable but as corrupted as the womb of the earth,
The womb of the earth, its guts that at certain points are
covered with mildew, the slippery clay-like mucous mem-
brane of the earth, its momentary silk touch, the co-
agulated liver-red with the throbbing of a heart, it all
reaches him and moves him.

Moves him forward, that is, pushes him on. It's not
viscosities he is searching for. He is in search of the pre-
ternatural rigidity that will allow his aide-—the dog—to
catapult him—the Master—to the heights of ecstasy.

So this viscosity has to be left behind, other passages
have to be traversed in order to reach the purest of
humidities.

Suddenly, at one curve along the way, he comes
upon the unexpected dry tears of the earth: a vast cavern
of white stalactites falling in very thin threads like frozen
rain. Tongue to tongue with the stalagmites that are born
from the floor and weep upward,

Ever so white stalagtites of salt, britile. Breakable.
Shaping a paradise of incorruptible and fragile purity.
The salt burns everything, it won't allow even a drop of
life, which is future corruption, The world of things rot-
ten has been left behind-—swamps, lagoons. Now he has
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to open his way through the tunnel of salt that has never
seen a presence. He advances stiffly, holding the can-
delabrum high, and goes along cracking the stalactites
and the stalagmites, which thunder with the dry sound of
broken bones.

Opening his way through the solid rain, he feels
pure, sublime (who would have thought so), thanks to
the purity of the salt, the great protectress. The most
clean. Radiant. The light of the candles mingles with the
salt and bathes him with iridescent reflections. All the
curses bestowed upon him drop away from his body as
the stalactites brush him while they fall, cracking at his
feet. Bongos, guacharacas, giliros, and the beating of the
soft drums, the sound of his feet breaking the crystals of
salt, creaky. For a timeless period, immeasurable, he
opens his path of salt until he finally reaches the mile-
stone. The great stalagmite of fleshy colors that signals
the entrance.

When he used to frequent those grottoes of mystery,
at the beginning of the cultivation of the mushrooms, the
stalagmite was his altar. He would spend long hours
dreaming before it after having ingested the mushrooms
by twos, as established by the ritual. Then, the stalagmite
was the Virgin of Salt and under the petrous covering the
crystallized body of the maiden was quite evident. That
happened long ago, when he used to dream of forcing the
clearest and purest of maidens to remain completely mo-
tionless as the drops of salt water rained down from the
ceiling and became petrified over her body, ever so
slowly, over decades, during which he tirelessly contem-
plated the motionless maiden becoming the living statue.
The statue of salt with eternal inner life. Sometimes he
could feel her throbbing under the coarse salt blanket,
sometimes amid the vivid purples and reds of living,
bleeding flesh the face of the Dead Woman would appear
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to him and he could allow himself the luxury of a few
salty tears. The consubstantiation with weeping had
nothing to do with any weakness.

All of that in times gone by, when lesser dreams
found room in his destiny. Not now. Now he finally grasps
the truth of the statue of salt and understands its sublime
form. And he perceives the phallus, the unmistakable
phallus that will clarify so many doubts for him and
allow him so many others. A gigantic phallus with a pink
droplet spouting out of the glans. A promise.

So he entered into the chamber of the mushrooms
with hopeful step and for the first time was dazzled by lts
beauty. He saw the enormous vaulted cathedral with
walls like precious stones of transparent crystal that had
interior gardens like the water of his lagoon, completely
mineral this time, static. He saw outpourings of liquid
sapphires, coagulated emeralds. And vast pink walls of
quartz, hematite. All from the play of the ever so trans-
parent salt and its mineral drippings. Copper and iron
oxides detained there for centuries, sulfates waiting for
him, for him who arrived impoverished, holding a golden
candelabrum.

And the mushrooms were in the center of that cathe-
dral of transparencies, inmersed in their own watery glow.

With just the stump of the candles left, he takes a
few steps toward the radiant clarity of the mushrooms,
the clarity that will be his after their ingestion. The
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brightest of clarities? No. Right there, in the far end,
semething even more radiant than the mushrooms them-
selves glows with mushroom color, with a more disquiet-
ing greenish light. The light seems to be calling him and
he goes forward, perhaps in search of himself, in the hope
of seeing himself in a radiant mirror, something that will
give him back his dazzling image.

What is it that shines with such intensity? Is it a
golden mirror in the depths of that bejeweled natural
palace that no human mind is capable of conceiving? No.
Is it a divine glimmer, like a quiet lake that reflects itself?
Mo. It's only the incomprehensible glow of a pile of rags.
Of talking rags.

“Yes, sir, my son, although [ well know that [ should
call you son of someone rather less virtuous than [. Yes.
Here 1 am, in spite of your neglect, surviving after all
these years just to teach you a lesson in humility. 1 am the
Machi, yes. You brought me from my southern lands with
promises much brighter than these cursed mushrooms.
Radiant promises. And I didn't believe you, that's why I
came, just to disconcert you. How could it have occurred
to you that the Machi, the mother, the teacher, the witch
could fall into such a coarse trap, a clumsy net woven
with promises? | am the only promise, I'm the one who
has the gift of prophecy in which the prophecy is ful-
filled. Everything else outside of me is empty, I once told
you, do you remember? And I don't care if you've forgot-
ten completely, my words are still there, they have the
power to make the stified memory become flesh in you.
Because of those words, of what | told you that day, you
left and never came back, you disappeared with the idea
of wiping me out of your life and out of the world of the
living. What poor judgment, eh? What a lack of deep
knowledge in spite of all you think you know. 1, on the
other hand, don't need to have you before my eyes to
know that you're still sowing evil out there, scattering
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through the world the cruelties for which you weren't
born.”

“Of course I was, you old witch. The first memery of
my life is the shriek of the black bird, and then the black
cave of the woman that opened to expel the monstrous
being with six fingers on each hand. No one, as far as I
know, has received so many omens from the kingdom of
darkness, no one better than I, nor so predestined,”

“Those were simple manifestations of the superior
forces to which we are all submitted.”

"Shitty old Machi, all rags,. 1 can’t see what superior
manifestations of forces you can talk about, thrown into a
corner, turned into a rag on the floor, without shape now,
nothing but bones, giving off a light of green putrefac-
ton.”

“You never did have a good disposition, but you're
getting sourer with age. Take care. The tea from certam
little mushrooms would be just right for you, it would
restore vour calm.”

“Little mushroom tea! Little mushroom teal 1 came
to find big mushrooms, the ones that will give me power
through another, the potent ones. [ don't need tea of any
kind. If it's a question of drinking anything, 1Tl have
Machi soup, just so vow'll know. You're nothing but
bones, old witch, not even good for jerked beef and jerked
beef's the driest thing you can think of on earth. I'm
going to have some soup made with your bones and drink
it as a downer at night.”

"It will be mushroom soup, I tell you. | haven't eaten
anything else since you saw fit to forget me. And it's a
known fact that mushroom soup is no good at night, it
gives bad dreams, old witches appear to you and unload
on you all the curses you've earned throughout your life,
which is saying a lot.”

“Shut up, old soup bone. I've got a dog who . . .7

“Don’t interrupt, will you. | radiate light and there-
fore I irradiate the word and you're nothing but a vile
reflection of me, rather ill-bom, and if on a certain day
you went away from me it was because [ allowed it and if
you've come back now like the unremembering fool you
are it is because 1 planned it that way, [ called you before
me. I've got something to tell you and you're going to
hear me or burst.”

I did both, I heard her and I burst. In fury. But I
didn't listen to her for her sake, cheap old witch, I lis-
tened to her because Estrella had begun to writhe around
in her skin and I felt very uncomfortable while I was
telling the Machi a few truths. That's why I fell silent, for
my sister, because the Machi had been able to recognize
her a thousand years ago and called her Little Morning
Star, and Estrella is grateful for that, and doesn't forget
flattery, feminine as she is, mawkish as she is. It has to
be accepted: Estrella happy, me happy, therefore at that
time 1 took the Machi away from her ridiculous
Araucanian shrine, an ordinary hut, and I brought her
home to assume the sublime duties of guardian of the
mushrooms. All for Estrella, and now Estrella obliges me
to listen to her, weighing heavily on me, forcing me to
kneel on the ground in order to accommodate her and
calm her. And the Machi talks and talks, taking advan-
tage of it to spit in my face everything I haven't let her
express all these years. She talks and talks and I'm peace-
ful because she forgets in the meantime to reclaim the
sacred trapalacucha pectoral from me. 'Thnugh I haven't
the remotest intention of giving it back to her. It probably
was her ritual object or whatever, but now it's come under
my aegis, it's mine alone. It's true that these ceremonies of
cold Indians aren’t very interesting, they lack passion,
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nothing like the hot magic of blacks, loaded with energy,
but the sacred trapalacucha is something else: thick sil-
ver, it has force. With the sacred trapalacucha hanging
from my neck I feel sovereign, above all during the fes-
tivities of the Waning Moon. I listen to the Machi so she
won't take the pectoral away from me, or from a distance
call back its powers. She's quite capable of doing a
bitchy thing like that to me, the shitty old woman, She
can also deny me a little of the green phosphorescence
that she's gathered for herself and send me off through
these galleries escorted only by bats.

“You should trust them, son, they would guide you
with all necessary precision. They're quite a bit more per-
fect in matters of radar than somebody I know.”

Old devouring witch, the things she kept on telling
me, accusing me as if she had the right to. 1 don't intend
to repeat them, so as not to bore anyone, pure lies, stories
invented by that perverted mind of hers. Filthy-minded
old crone, there in the solitude of her grotto imagining
things that I, well, maybe, no?, but which she had no
reason to go letting out.

I allowed her to talk, and while she talked—so she
wouldn't cancel my powers—I repeated once more the
ancient incantation :

Mirror am I. Look into me. The transparency
will be found in my image which is

tn the purity of one who suspects and is.
Musory, beguiling, guileful I am.

Earth i my flatus, and the heavens

artd the seas my lessened palpitations,

[ am the fathermother neuron.
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And I carried off my good harvest of green-light
mushrooms even though she tried to stop me. This is my
house from top to bottom, and everything that grows here
and breathes here is mine. The green light more than
anything, even though the old rag had sparkled with it.

I'm the fathermother neuron, no one is going to come
on shining more than us, right, Estrellita?

Who can shine more than the Sorcerer? Even less
now that he's appropriated phosphorescence. That's why
in the Capital, at night, secluded behind closed doors,
this voice can be heard :

“One tries not to be trapped in the greasy web of
superstitions, but these are sticky, dark times, and super-
stition is impregnating everything with its fetid smell of
backwaters and swamps. ldeas are decomposing, noble
precepts are slowly rotting, and the smell of decomposi-
tion reaches us in waves, suffocates us, The sirens of
police cars break the rotten air at times, and the muddy
lock of soldiers who, morning, noon, and night, aim their
machine guns at us. We can no longer walk through the
streets of the city without being pushed against a wall
and frisked for weapons. They manhandle us, they trans-
fer o our bodies the swamp smell of rotting plants. The
rains don’t wash us, the floods either, quite the contrary.
Now it rains unseasonably and in the wrong place,
deserts are flooded and meadows become barren. As if
someone were playing with the clouds.

"And on top of this, and on top of this: Superstition
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is slowly hemming ue in. Superstition that goes by the
name of fear. Now the so-called evil lights twinkle in the
north and we don't know where they come from. A green-
ish glint appears at dusk and only dies out with the dawn.
Possibly it's still there, permanently, appeased by day. It's
the light of rottenness, the clarity of horror.

“At least, if it went away with the day, if during the
day we could walk along the streets and perform our
tasks with no one bothering us, without fear. But every so
aften a mysterious car with four men inside springs out of
nowhere and carries off one of us, hooded, and we never
hear from him again. What keeps us from acting, from
defending ourselves, what paralyzes us? Superstition. The
uselessness of all this. The terror. The disgust. The weari-
ness. The need to believe in something. The dreams. The
nightmares.”

Maneuvers of the Sorcerer

I must clarify here that Brigadier General Mastrotti
has been overthrown. He has been replaced at the head
of government by General Duranona, a hard-liner. As it
should be. And it cannot be said that these little hands of
mine have not done their meddling in such a happy—for
me—aoccurrence. One more good thing 1 have done for
my country: 1 have given them a firm and decisive leader.
General Mastrotti had turned out to be a little bland for
us, not very practical, imprecise, consumed by doubt,
which is the worst of consumptions. I laugh, because now
in Military Headquarters No. 8, Barracks 7—his old
regiment—he must be enjoying the benefits of his relaxa-
tion of discipline. The master torturers are no longer the
great artists of pain that they were in my day. Now
theyre a bunch of bunglers, with no skill at all. Any poor
devil can torture today, there’s no more respect for spe-
cialists, those who calibrate their art with the utmest pre-
cision.

When [ was able to impart personal instructions, tor-
ture in this country was a fine and true embroidery. We
knew up to what point we could squeeze, we knew how
to carry the subject to the very edge of the unbearable
without letting him slip out of our hands. No master of
torture can bear the great failure when the subject peace-
fully leaves for the other world where no one can catch
him. You have to know exactly how much the body can
take, you have to know the limits; destroying it doesn't
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mean destroying it totally, it means this: bending it
breaking it, undoing it and, you should know, carrying it
ta the depths of pain in full consciousness.

We practiced a lot to reach perfection, I'm proud to
say, we experimented rigorously. My men couldn't be ac-
cused of sloppy amateurism.

Teday they no longer consult me, they think they
know everything, and they're a bunch of bunglers.
They've read my manuals, I have to admit, but reading’s
not enough: technical advances have to be put to use
praperly. Too bad ahout poor General Mastrotti, Ret.: it's
possible that he won't live to be turned into a martyr.

And to think that they planned to send him here to
me, to my Free Territory, no less. Sacred bullshit! They
would have contaminated it! A leathery general, what do
I want him for? | could have given him as a plaything to
the Indian maidens, of course, but ['ve got no reason to
be discourteous to my poor girls and give them so un-
stimulating a toy. The poor things have never hurt any-
one, although they haven't done anyoene too much good
either, that's for sure.

Lauckily, welfare won't be the coln of the realm with
General Durafiona in charge; things are going to get
much more amusing. This general respects my ideas as if
they were his own, and he applies them right down to the
last consequence. He's an upright man, a true leader. He
doesn’t have a somewhat softish hand like the other one,
no sir; he does his name honor. | suggested to him the
creation of a paramilitary corps to reinforce the repres-
sion. It's no longer enough with the parapolice, which
gave me great satisfaction, especially in the days when I
moved happily among them.

We need people, Durafiona has communicated to
me, and | can impart my usual advice, as if they didn't
know it, as if they needed my endorsement for those
chores. Well. Take them from the jails, 1 tell them, it's
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- from the jails that you get the best personnel, not only the

most suitable but also the most devoted, the ones who are
grateful. They're capable of anything, they're even capa-
ble of loyalty, it's incredible.

Umbanda

“Like you people, the so-called Sorcerer, the witch-
doc, also dresses in white and says he’s religious.”

“Yes. But with the opposite sign, turned around. He's
on the dark side, and that's not a secret to anyone. If his
attire bothers yvou, we can try to make him wear black, or
red. His white robes or whatever, dyed with the blood of
his victims."

*I didn’t mean that. What difference does the color of
the clothes make, we're not staging a play, we're trying to
fight a reality that's hard to get hold of, with aspects that
reason can’t grasp. I dom’t know if youll be able to do
anything, but please don’t waste your efforts on aesthetic
considerations.”

“I find you very Cartesian, my friend. Colors don't
matter, what matters is the symbol, it's on this level that
we have to operate, not on a visible level.”

“Fine, fine. I've already thought it out, similia simili-
bus curantur; if they attack us on the side of irratienality,
we counterattack on the same flank. One must never
underestimate the enemy. But let it be stated that this
isn't our usual way of acting. You may now proceed.”

And proceed they would, now, in relative calm, be-
cause they had found the ideal site: the old mansion at
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to drive it off, destroy it, and to do this they draw a circle
of gunpowder around the possessed one and light the
powder. The flames rise up high, blue, and the smoke and
smell of the powder invade the environment. The dense
blue and acrid smoke of gunpowder, transfiguring the
scene, and the men in white now on another plane, writh-
ing in the Hames.

From the other side of the wooden grating that sep-
arates them from the Sphere, the magical space, Navoni
and his people let themselves be trapped by what is not
happening. by everything that those acts imply and re-
veal. The battle is without quarter, and they know it even
though no one says so, the battle has been joined, and the
opponent is five hundred miles away. It is possible that the
gunpowder will reach him, the glow of the blue flames
over which the men in white roll, singeing their hair and
at times their eyebrows. Purification.

Bring me the maorphine, theyre destroying me,
ghouts the other one there in the north, under his earth,
and the Indian maidens run to prepare the injections
when they see him writhing on the floor. It's as if they
were ripping out my guts, the obsidian knife penetrates
me, sinks into me, [ cant be, no, not me, the victim, I'm
dlways the priest, not the propitiatory victim, no, not the
scapegoat. Release me, [ tell you. Release me.

And the Indian maidens, who haven't touched him—
no one has touched him—lock at him in terror, the
syringe ready in their hands. The Indian maidens don't
know what to do, and he goes on demanding his dose and
shrieking for them to release him when nobody in fact is
holding him.

Finally, one manages to stick the needle in an ankle,
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in the hope of hitting a vein, and he begins to calm down
a little, panting.

Lying in a corner, on the floor, the Aide can't help
howling softly.

Go on, you shitty wolf, go on, you fairy, howl, that's
the way I like it, howl, wolf, howl out for me what I hald
back, go on, | need it, you're my voice, no, you're not my
voice, my voice is my own, unique, I won't give it to you
or lend it to you or let you have it, you're the voice, one
that I recognize as if it had always been blowing in my
ear. Speak out, Aide, dog, wolf, fag, shit. Howl, Aide.
Howl, I tell you. That voice is a very special voice and I
don’t want to lose it.

"Can one know, after such a squandering of energy,
if you have any effect?”

"No. Or maybe yes. We can feel it in our skin. But
don't expect any immediate results, I'm afraid it'’s going to
be a long and very difficult struggle. It's not an ordinary
enemy, this man is evil incarnate. Don't be surprised if
reprisals shower down on us.”

“Do you mean that you've awakened the sleeping
dog?”

“That dog never sleeps, as such. But if he really has
powers, and I'm afraid he does, at this very moment he's
probably planning revenge. Things can become very
serious.”

“And how can we get in touch with you people
again, in case you learn something? With smoke signals?”

“Please, Navoni, were in no mood for jokes. You
know quite well that you can find me in my office when
you need me. And don't forget: we've risked our necks on
this project, too. We above all.”



Ceremonies of revenge

Revenge. All my blood calls out for revenge. They've
been practicing witchcraft against me, | will throw the
forces of my force upon them, [ will annihilate them, I
will tear them to shreds, | alone, I'm not going across the
border for help. I alone, with all my power, will make
mincemeat of them. I've sent out orders that no stone be
left unturned. They're dangerous people, they know how
to manipulate the powers of the mind, and there’s only
one way to avoid that: destroy the mind. My people in
the Capital have been well trained in that, they use their
instruments to perfection, but the others have to be found
first. I've set up an operational dragnet and now my men
are combing the Capital, even though it's not easy to
identify such a volatile enemy. Lots of innocent people are
paying, they say; so what? Innocents, if vou please. Who,
in some way or anather, would net lke to do me in?

The Central Government doesn’t want to be ident-
fied with this extermination campaign of mine. They
claim that they have to fight a more tangible enemy.
Enemies of the government, the real enemies of the gov-
ernment, are those who aim at me, knowing that only
through my person can they destroy the concept of gov-
ernment. 50 what, I'm invulnerable. But I'm not going to
let them pull my leg.

For that reason, rather than to protect myself, ['ve
ordered the pyramid built. A squat pyramid with sides
that face the four points of the compass. If 1 was the
propitiatory victim yesterday, today [ shall be the priest,
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with no more ado I'll be the Supreme Pontiff, 1] be, as |
have always been, the Lord High Executioner, the Abom-
inable One.

I want them to bring my enemies in alive and 1 will
wrench out their bowels with my own hands. Every one
of those who celebrated rites against my person. And
people won't be able to say—as they've never been able
to say even if they wanted to—that my hands are stained
with blood. Mo sir. That's what rubber gloves were in-
vented for.

Hurry up, slaves, lackeys, animals, hurry up, animals
all of you, even if I'm the one wearing the mask.

That's how I like it, a bit ritualistic and a touch
Egyptian. Not completely, I have my own convictions, I
always personalize myself and defend myself against for-
eignizing cults. Il never let myself be indoctrinated or
dragged along, I simply incorporate what's useful to me, [
adopt it and adapt it. I'm the great syncretizer, the great
ecumenist, the totalizer, the Sublime One. That's why
I've put on this mask of Anubis, with whom | sometimes
identify. That's why the pyramid theyre bullding for me
is a double pyramid, a pyramid that's double-faced and
single-faced at the same time, unique, Unity symbolizes
and divides me. Like my pyramid, which will be Aztec on
the outside—squat, that is—and completely pyramidal,
Egyptian, on the inside.

But Aztec as seen by all for the great sacrifice. They
attack me underground and 1 elevate myself, My pyramid
will be built of adobe: stone is hard to find in these parts
and I need my pyramid now, without the slightest delay.
Even though it's made of adobe. Adobe? So much the
better. I'll be directly linked to the earth and will resist
all tremors.
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I tell my slaves to hurry. In this dry climate, adobe
almost makes itself, and 1 need my pyramid as quickly as
possible. My hidden enemy is about to attack me again
and I have to be prepared. Those unknown white witches
who made me twist with pain during the last full moon
are going to attack again. I wouldn't want to repeat the
eXperience.

|l can't even drift through my lageons or write my
novel anymore, 1 take notes, yes, and I successfully pre-

pare my revenge.

I have to put on the red robe of great vengeances
and I'm almost ready. To think that my inept men in the
Capital report that they can’t find the wricksters, that
there are no such white witches or the like. I've felt them
in my insides and I shall make them come out of their
lairs with a howl from the wolf. Howl. Aide, wolf, howl a
little more, howl, | can recognize that voice. Not like
the sirens of my dear patrolman's voices in illo tempore.
Howl, not with that whistle voice, with a worthy, rarefied
voice, howl, | can hear Her behind the high notes, yes, it's
my Dead Woman, no less, my Dead Woman brought to
life again in that deballed voice of yours, goddamnit! I
should give you one of my balls in exchange for this
miracle, except maybe not, it wouldn't be the same any-
more, you'd go back to being just another ballocked one
and not the Dead Woman. The receptacle of the Dead
Woman's voice. Do it a little more, like that, with a sad
litthe howl behind the words, that's it! Her voice, coming
back to send messages to her people. Messages of ven-
geance, Extermination.

My dear people, my dearest ones, repeat with me.
My beloved, come out to search for those sons of bitches,
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those tricksters who are out to destroy me. Vengeance,
my dear people, my dear companions.

I need you, come out and blast them, come out, rise
up, protect me. Let the white witches who hate me be
blasted. The people will hear you, wolf. They will hear
Her. Give out, talk, relax. You're very calm, extra calm,
you can't feel your body, that hand is dead, you're going
to feel very sleepy, sleepy, you're very sleepy now, how
nice, you're sleeping, you can't keep your eyes open. Your
eyelids are heavy. Heavy. Youre going to sleep now.
You're asleep now.

Speak now, my Dead Woman! Speak, I'm recording
you. And tell them to blast them all, turn them to mush.

“My dear proletarians, hear me. I've come back to
you. Today you need me more than ever. You need my
unselfish and ever-loving protection, but forces of evil are
out to destroy me. Don't let them, my dear people, If they
destroy my cult, then nobody will look after you, no one
will come from the Beyond to reach out a hand to you.
And the attack is being perpetrated against my High
Priest. A certain evil sect is celebrating black masses to
annihilate him. It must be destroyed, the sect that meets
underground in some cellar must be found, found and
wiped out, and 1 count on you for that, my dear people,
my beloved proletarians. 1 will ask my High Priest, my
Lord, to pray for you. He will know how to thank you if
you fulfill your mission.”

Mo, stop. Erase the last phrase. 1 have no reason o
thank anyone for anything, They will be doing their duty
and that’s the highest happiness any follower can aspire
to. They should thank me: it's enough that I show them
the way and give them certain directions.



The Peoplists

“If it weren’t that she was a saint, I'd say it smacks of
black Mandingo stuff. Messages from beyond the grave
keep reaching us and it's Her voice, there’s no doubt
about it, it's Her veoice that curls about the music or be-
hind the voice of the announcer who is trying to tell us
just the opposite. 1 think the time has come to act, we
can't goon like this in the shadows. She's asking us to.”

“We have to be alert, companion. It could well be
Her enemies who are trving to mobilize us for their own
ends. It s5eems to be Her voice, that's true, but a voice can
be imitated. 1 propose we wait for further proof before
taking clandestine action.”

"l agree. In any case, I'm calling a meeting for Sun-
day. The voice promised to send new proof, proof that
leaves no room for objection. Meantime, I've given orders
for the companions in the west to be prepared, ready to
he mobilized and to reopen the Secret Sanctuary. It has
to be aired out after so many years, we have to see that
everything is in order and whether anyone has discovered
it ar violated it so as to obtain the proofs they're telling us
about.”

“They should proceed with the utmost prudence.”

“Absolutely. Today more than ever, we have to take
precautions,”

i
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To the Altar, to the Altar

The High Priest, with his noble white beard, and his
gilded acolyte approach the mysterious Altar of the Fin-
ger. Observe, ladies and gentlemen, the steps of almost
divine majesty, not walking almost, almost levitated.
With crimson robes—the wedding gowns have been im-
mersed in secret tinctures—they advance solemnly
toward the center of the earth, to the altar where the
Finger gleams, alone and admonitory as always.

It's an infinite obelisk. It's a beam of light that per-
forates the clouds.

It can be seen for a thousand miles, although nobody
perceives it, because nobody pays attention to these calls.

It is the Sacred Finger that will finally fulfill its
noble mission on earth.

The High Priest and his acolyte advance with solemn
step. One foot, almost dragging, makes a brief pause half-
way along and then lands in front of the other. And the
other foot slips along with the sadness of having to break
away from the nurturing earth for a fraction of an inch.
The High Priest goes along mumbling his prayers; and he
asks forgiveness for the first time, humbly, because he
knows that the Finger, as it points, also points at him, at
him more than anyone—he's everywhere—and accuses
him, ignoring the fact that it is at last about to fulfill its
sacred assignment.

Mea culpa, mother, lover, mea culpa, this is my work
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and no one, not even the Generaliss himself, ever sus-
pected. Because I loved you more than anyone in the
world and I knew about your lasting beyond death and
I've helped to keep you alive beyond your mystical aura
and your legend. You will always be here among us be-
cause of this forefinger that some people mutter | stole,
because there’s never a lack of ne'er-do-wells.

In the pomp of his march to the altar the High Priest
relives the scene with such intensity that he can't help
falling to his knees. His golden acolyte, three steps be-
hind, doesn't react in time, trips over the prostrate figure
of his Master, and falls in a confused tangle of arms and
legs and then of saliva and other more secret secretions
that stain the red robes with mud, the coagulants of pas-
sion that the Finger deserves,

The scene

The scene that he evoked took place when after so
many, many years they finally managed to get her back.
They had taken her away and hidden her far from their
reach, but one fine day they restored her to the Gen-
eraliss, to him, and to the other woman, the Intruder.

And the three together proceeded to uncover her.
After so many years. But he held them back.

We can't do it like this, so crudely, with a screw-
driver and chisel, that would profane her. She's a Saint,
we owe her the high honor of a ceremony on opening her

sarcophagus.
Bo

Perhaps by raising the lid through the simple power
of the spirit, perhaps something even less ambitious but
equally filled with feeling. He began to intone the chants,
the Generaliss and the Intruder joined in, timidly at first,
then with fervor, and finally with an impatience that
burst when the Generaliss took the hammer and chisel
and began to pound furiously on the lid of the coffin.

“They've kept us apart for twenty years, I won't wait
any longer. ] want to see her!”

He managed to pop off the wooden lid, and another
of resplendent crystal appeared, and in the depths of that
ever 50 quiet water the embalmed body of the Dead
Woeman.

Here you are, here you are, the Generalississimo
shouted, trying to embrace her. And, indeed, there she
was, more beautiful than ever, more transparent and
alive, and that was why the Intruder suffered an attack of
hysteria and began to shriek like a madwoman. The
Sorcerer almost had a dizzy spell. Snap out of it, don't be
silly, he said to himself; this Sleeping Beauty will be yours
if you can just stay calm.

He went to get the finest of fine diamonds in all Gov-
ernment House to cut through the glass, and the Gen-
eraliss let him do it and allowed him to organize the elab-
orate ritual in spite of his impatence. First it was
necessary to purify the air in the room—the mortuary
chamber—with incense and incantations. Then they
shoved the Intruder out, for both men wanted to be alone
with the Dead Woman.

Cutting through the glass took more than two hours
because it was a task that called for the precision of a
surgeon and the love of a mother, And finally there she
was, uncovered, so perfect and glowing that neither of
them dared touch her. The Generalississimo only passed
his fingertips gently across her face, afraid that it would
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disintegrate with the slightest pressure, and then they
embraced, the General and the Sorcerer, and they sobbed
for a long time, the one on the shoulder of the other, each
imagining it was she he was holding in his arms.

Meanwhile, the Intruder had not lost any time. She'd
called together the entire High Command so they could
be witness to such a magnificent event and had called the
Hierarchy so they could reopen the canonization process
(it was better for her to have a saint as a rival than just
any old embalmed corpse ).

The generals, the colonels, the bishop, the two vice
admirals, the brigadiers, the chaplain, other high military
dignitaries began to arrive. And they invaded the sacro-
sanct precincts, the mortwary chamber, which very soom,
with the glow of torches and medals, began to look like a
ballroom.

A Tot of sparkle, yes, but, all the same, they all were
dazzled by the beauty of the Dead Woman, a spiritual
beauty that went beyond coarse matter, as the bishop,
also dazzled, took care to point out. And once more they
began to mull over plans for building a shrine for her in
the streets. “In the most active downtown Ares, sur-
rounded by parks and gardens." "That's it. Well ex-
propriate a few blocks around, knock down the buildings,
let's say for about four blocks, and open up a broad rond-
point with the mausoleum in the center, a real sanctuary.”

*We could build a monument of solid gold, in keep-
ing with her worth.”

“We could stud it with diamonds.”

“Carve the top from one single gigantic diamond.™

“We could do that.”

“Just a mement. [ agree that we should give the peo-
ple the inalienable right to venerate her. But to venerate
her, the only one, the irreplaceable one, the one who s
alive in the heart of us all. Because they could well have
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switched her on us. Who can be sure that this beautiful
dead woman is anything more than a skillful imitation, or
a woman made of wax? Or, worse yet, someone else's

corpse prepared by a highly skilled artist to look like
Her."

“Monsignor! Do you doubt my honesty in something
so personal, so delicate?”

“Of course not, Mr. President, of course not. But you
could be a vietdim of the trick, too,”

“That's impossible! 1 would recognize her among all
women. My blood recognizes her. Alive or dead. And
venerates her.”

“I have no doubt, General, sir. And I respect and
admire you for that, God save me from wishing to offend
you. But you must understand that in such a delicate
situation we must be absolutely sure. Many, ever 50 many
years have passed, and it seems impossible to me that she
could have kept so intact. It would be a miracle. The best
proof of her sainthood. And, as you are aware, the
Church has as its prime mission to mistrust miracles until
there is proof to the contrary.”

“Excuse me, Mr. President, but Monsignor might be
right. What do you suggest, Monsignor?”

“I think that it would be wise to call in a forensic
physician to investigate the case.”

“I'm a military surgeon, Monsignor, [ think I'm
capable of discharging those duties.”

“Yery well, Colonel Doctor. What procedure do you
propose?”

“Analyzing the condition of the teeth would be too
traumatic, we would damage that suggestive half-smile,
Besides, I'm afraid the dentist who attended the Lady has
probably died and the records haven't been preserved.
Also, it wouldn't be right to let the matter out into the
open, this investigation must remain strictly among our-
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selves. | think that the most sensible thing would be to
examine the ingerprints. [f there’s no objection.”

“I agree,” the Generalississimo warned, half regretful
already, “just as long as the finger is well cleaned off
afterwards.”

“The fact is, | don't know how to explain it, General
sir, Generalissimo sir, Generalississimo sir . . . The Lady's
finger is completely dehydrated. It would have to be am-
putated, put in liquid for a few hours so it would regain
the necessary humidity, the impression made, and it
would then be sewn back on with the greatest of care.
And nothing would be different. I can promise you. It
will be as good as new.”

“Get this monster out of my sight!” roared the Gen-
eralississimo. “"And don't ever let him into this place
again,” the Generaliss warned. “His idea is ghastly, fr-
reverent, Sadistic.”

I had to intervene at that precise moment to calm my
Generaliss sir. No one but I eould get close to him when
bhe was enraged, and at that moment he was out of his
mind, snorting through his teeth and even wailing a little.
Nobody was moved. Those jackals and hyenas crowded
around him, demanding the finger, that pound of flesh.

“The doctor is surgeon for the whole High Com-
mand, his sutures are invisible, he can’t do any damage,”
one of the hyenas in back dared murmur. And I thought
he was right, and that it would be best to get them all out
of there and proceed at once.

“You don't have to watch the operation,” I warned
them. “It's enough to see the finger and compare finger-
prings.”

There was nothing for them but to move out, reluc-
tantly, missing the amputation spectacle that had got
them so worked up. They gathered in the main salon on
the first floor and sent for some refreshments Lo ease their
walt.
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O General sir, O most beloved, O lord of shadows—
even if I don’t call you that—0O ashen eminence, eminent
ash who soon will drift away from us leaving me to care
for the Dead Woman alone and watch over this finger, O
man among men and lord of many men although never
all. O replaceable irreplaceable one, O littde brother, un-
wary. | take charge of this ceremony, 1 wash away blame
while the chief surgeon of the State cuts off the Finger.

All that I don’t say and you know, all you know even
if 1 don't say it, all you will never suspect—and who
cares, for your days are numbered, numbered by the fin-
gers of a few hands and not the chosen hands of Six-
fingers. Numbered by the fingers minus one, the same
one that the head surgeon with all the delicacy of his
sublime craft is now slowly slicing off, letting his love
flow through the scalpel and drooling a little. Only a small
avid thread of spittle that runs out of the corners of his
mouth slips down along his chin. Vampirish. 1 like it so.
The thread of drivel: the river of bloed which I carefully
calibrate.

Always
In memoary of that supreme moment and today too,
always calibrating them.

The absence of blood is important. That body so
dead, so forever dead, did not shed a drop. With all the
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blood women use, all they overflow, squander, waste!
That's why 1 look down on them—because they dom't
appreciate the sacred liquid, because they're not im-
pressed by its scarlet presence. They say that my mother
menstruated all through her pregnancy, 1 didn't give her
a moment's respite. That blood so thick, unstimulating. I
didn’t want to keep it in my abode.

The water in which the finger will finally be sub-
merged is blessed by me. Water completely purified of
sim, water without wvibrations so that the finger can
charge it—I shall drink it afterwards when no one can
5e¢ me, 50 a5 to learn the truths of the finger. | have
already committed the truths of the water to memory,
that’s why | erased them, annulled them with my exor-
cisms. With this water, what has never circulated before
will now circulate throughout my organism. I shall have
the essence of the only woman who matters to me, and
Estrella will receive the benefits of a digital femininity
that will show her the way. It will be a breath of fresh air
for Estrella, a stimulation that will drive her forward and
make her mature; Estrella, like a ripe fruit walting for the
harvest. This finger juice will be the irrigation. The finger
will be the plow and will open the furrow for me.

Where to stick the finger? Where, | wonder, can the
wound be, the finger in the wound, my most intimate
aspiration? Stick it in and keep it there and twist it
around as much as one can, leaving no scar. Scars are
sclerotic, dead. Only the wound is alive, alive in suppura-
tiomn.

In those days I had no thoughts of the wound. Limit-
ing oneself in those days to seeking another finger to
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replace the Finger, the great twister, the finger that will
always poke about in the wound. Let's not be confused,
let's keep our ideas straight. Looking for the replacement.
Where can Sixfingers be wandering? She could have
given me one of hers without feeling the loss, offering me
just one of her leftover fingers that, for just such reason,
had been so sweetly born on those hands of hers. Giving
me a sixth finger, as an offering, 50 [ could keep the true
one. The foremost Forefinger.

All the time. The immeasurable quantity of time re-
quired to come in contact with oneself and grasp the mar-
row. The muddle. Luckily, I have all the time in the
world before me, for behind me all I have iz my center
of pleasure and an occasional memory. A memory of that
day, of the moment of the finger (and the Finger was
never, never used, as suspicious people suspect), the
Finger was never used by me with ulterior motives. Noth-
ing ulterior or posterior as regards the Finger. Just poster-
ity. That's it. Posterity.

And a wound remained, perhaps even a keloid scar.
So what.

I understood my mission from the very beginning.
The idea took shape as 1 was martially descending the
steps of Government House with the Finger in a flask
held on high. (The Generaliss wouldn't have thought to
leave the side of his dead woman, our dead woman. If
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they had cut off a finger, he would stay with her to be her
finger, her right arm, héer whole body, her soul. Soul
What they both really lacked. )

I, then, alone, descending the marble staircase with
the flask held high and my lucidity at its sharpest. I left
the finger with the senior ecclesiastic and military
officials—the jackals. Let them watch it macerate while I
dive into other waters. [ had three hours. Three hours are
maore than enough to perpetrate any substitution.

With what devoton I sought it! And, in the end,
with what desperation. I used both my official preroga-
tives and my natural gifts, Everything, so as to procure
another right forefinger from another beauty in her thir-
ties. Said like that, it sounds like what it wasn't; easy.
Holy shit! | had to keep the embalmer in tow in order to
get the job done swiftly. | didn’t find her in the women's
jail or in any penitentiary—it would have been less dis-
courteous. A double, a rather light blonde with very thin
hands and a sharp forefinger, where would 1 find her in
this indifferent, shitty city, in this morass of rather am-
biguous, surreptitious beings? In a café, finally. Sitting
quietly. Reading, Exhibiting her hands as she put sugar in
her cup, stirring it a little. It was necessary to cut the nail
and take off the polish. All that before proceeding, and
she asking why, and what had she done. The guardians of
public order who arrested her were people of few words;
they obeyed my instructions and had no reason to go
about making comments. Neither at that moment nor at
any moment; | would take care of that, and they knew it
well. So, complete silence and the bewildered blonde. She
fainted at the climax. Let that information serve as one
miore note of human cowardice, [ was left with not only

a8

the finger but the ring, too. As a keepsake. [ let the boys
have the damaged blonde—as a keepsake. They would
know how to keep her in the shadows for as long as
necessary. Until her finger grew back, maybe, or until it
was erased from her memaory.

I returned to the place of my vigil; with the false
finger I went back to where the true Finger awaited me.
And all were ready now to witness the solemn proof. The
Generalississimo then came down from his aerie and in
plain sight of everyone withdrew the Finger from the fask
with devotion and with devotion held it in his hands for a
long time. He seemed to be praying.

I prepared the small cushion and the glass slide. The
Generalississimo, as if it were his own, inked that Finger
and quickly pressed it down on the glass. There was a
most complete darkness and in the total removal of light
we projected the slide onto the white screen. A second
later the beam of light that would unveil the mystery
came from the other projector. Beside our fingerprint the
other flowered: the old fingerprint registered a long time
ago of Her whom we all know.

What a chill ran through the room! What a tremor of
excitement when it was proved that the prints were iden-
tical. A single fingerprint, a single person at two different
stages in time, two stages of the body. That finger drying
there in cotton and the one—the same!—that so many
years ago had made its mark of its own volition.

The Generaliss broke into sobs and [ had to ac-
company him to his quarters, help him get undressed, and
begin to calm him. Not for long, no. [ left him with his
adde and reentered the room where the Finger rested
triumphantly on the cotton, surrounded by those reverent
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!.I ness. Mirror [ am, look into me. I am {llusory. I am the
fathermother neuren.

I am alse my eminent destiny as pointed out to me
by the Finger. The Finger is all I need to fulfill myself, it's
what is lacking in my aide.

jackals. Reverent imbeciles, beclouded by an immanence
that was really in me, not in this finger that would come
to be mine.

I took the cotton nest and raised the Finger high. 1
went up the stairway and, around the corner, I made the
substitution. The Dead Woman's finger finally rested
against my chest, throbbing with me.

I'm all heart. Me. All heart. This is what I am right
now, on my way to the altar, given over to my recollec-
tons. These memaories are a lagoon of quiet, thick waters.
They throb in me wholeheartedly, while my aide the
Egret, the little golden child, tries to calm me in his arms.
What can the poor creature know of my designs?

She is no longer she, burled again in a secret place.
That body, as beautiful as it is and as undecaying, has
lost all identity. She is only this finger by which she was
once recognized, and this finger is mine now, now and
forever mine. [ built an altar to it, | preserved it for vears,
I suckled it with my own secretions, 1 can now do what I
feel like with the finger, manipulate it according to my
every whim. This finger can be, as I have said, my plow
and my corncob. [ have no need for any stupid eunuch
aide embracing me now and thinking it will calm my
palpitations. I dont need him for anything, at least not
for anything effective, although I do have use for him in
other duties. He has the voice, I have the Finger and I
have my brain. We will be unbeatable.

Earth is my flatus, and the heavens and the seas my
lessened palpitations. Wishing to calm them is only mad-
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The sworn followers

My dear companions. We are gathered today in the
greatest secrecy by order of the Central Council. We
have been entrusted with a mission that I would not hesi-
tate to describe as historic, end for that very reasom I
wanted to share this sublime moment with all of you,
without omitting a single companion.

Only a few details are of interest when it is a ques-
tion of such a monumental mission, and 1 don't plan to
continue holding you in suspense. Esteemed companions,
friends rather. Brothers and sisters: If all is confirmed,
the order will soom be ratified for us to penetrate the
Secret Sanctuary, breaking the seals. Light will shine
once more in those chambers, even if only for the time
necessary to make a rapid inspection and give them a
dusting. We must return them to their former glow and
prove that everything is as it was then,

Yes, it's just as you hear, and 1 can understand the
murmurs of surprise and even the shudder, But the pass-
word has come to us from the Central Council and we
must be prepared to receive the order to march. And
more than anything, we must be proud of having de-
served such a great distinction. Let us, one more time,
then, swear fidelity to the cause and know how to respect
our vow of silence to the death.

I cannot hide from you the fact that this will be the
most remarkable of missions. Also the most noble and the
least bloody, For the time being. But every companion
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r who agrees to accompany us must be prepared for pos-

sible dangers and fully assume the rizks.

Before going into details, 1 should like to state a
proviso that must be made perfectly clear: whoever
does not feel capable of following instructions to the let-
ter can withdraw from this room without any recrimina-
tions whatsoever. They will be properly excused and no
questions asked. Free of blame or guilt, they can still
work within our ranks. Provided they leave this room in
time. Because once instructions have been given and the
details of the mission laid out, it will be too late to step
back. There will be no consideration then, and all de-
serters will be adjudpged traitors.

We must also count on the cyanide capsule that was
given to each of us when we went underground. Once
we undertake this operation, we will never be parted
from that capsule and we will be ready to swallow it if for
some reason we're caught. Keep in mind:

A Peoplist doesn't surrender or betray; death is the
only way.

Therefore, those who are not prepared to face the
consequences should withdraw in time and remain in ig-
norance; we will bear them no rancor and we will not
question their motives.

This will be an exceedingly delicate mission and we
can undertake it only if we are pure of heart. Since our
venerated Dead Woman has chosen to manifest herself
among us, it is now our duty to break the seals of the
Sanctuary and see that everything is in order. I only ask
now that you deliberate and take a tally so we will know
how many sworn followers we can count on in the end.

Small groups are formed. Deliberations, debates.
Finally, the spokesman of the largest group:
“I think that a diversification of forces should be ar-
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ranged. As they say, let's not put all our eggs in one bas-
ket. For that very reason, the group I now represent has
decided to sacrifice itself by remaining outside of the se-
crel. We choose Ignorance for the benefit of our Cause.
We will be the Venerators of the Dead Woman from the
shadows. Thus, if, God forbid, one of you should fall into
the hands of the armed forces and through negligence
drag down the rest, we can be counted on to hold high
the banner of our devotlon, For this reason, if you will
permit, we shall withdraw from the room, not without a
most understandable regret.”

To which the chief replied with a nod of the head
and an effort to keep his eyes down so as not to show his
feelings. Finally he said:

“With great joy | see that the majority of the younger
Peoplists have stayed with us. I hope that their perilous
decision hasnt been made out of simple curiosity but
rather that they are imbued with the nobility of the cause
that will be entrusted to them. Curiosity is the mother of
many foolish acts. Therefore, we must satisfy it immedi-
ately, so it won't besmirch the solemnity of the plan.

“Let us listen to the instructions from our faithful
Narrator. She will offer us words of wisdom. We must be
fully prepared when the Moment comes.”

The legend

Many, many years ago now, this land was ours and
we lived in pood fortume, thanks to an exceptional
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woman, a goddess. We called her simply Lady Captain
and she expected nothing more from us, only to guide us
along paths of well-being and happiness. She was always
humble and always on the side of the humble and the
unprotected. She was our light, our guide. Our Lady
Captain. A mother to all of us. I can well say it, I, all
wrinkles now, who was so very young then. She stroked
my head one day and it was as if heaven had opened up
for me.

She had come to our poor slum to lay the first stone
for the installation of twelve new water taps, and I was in
the front row since the night before, waiting to merit
the blessing of her stroke. She was golden like the sun,
and fair, and little by little she was giving us everything
we needed, she was bathing us with gifts. Day and night,
tirelessly, she would attend to very long lines of poor
people who waited to ask her for some favor, or just to see
her in her radiant beauty. She fought for the workers and
never sold out to the bosses, she shook up the Generalis-
sissimo—her revered husband—so he, woo, would fight in
defense of the oppressed. “"Be a man, goddamnit,” she
would say, jabbing him in the presence of others. She
knew what it was to be a man, for there are some bur-
dened down with testicles who can be cowards, while
others, like this woman, are real warriors. She was our
warrior, our shield, she fought in our name and defended
us from the exploiters.

Until one day she left us, angelically. She wasn't
with us anymore, off to heaven she went, taking all her
courage with her. Not that she had chosen to, no. The
Lord took her away because she belonged more on High
than in this dirty swamp we call life. But she couldn’t
abandon us, no; she left her most beautiful body with us,
properly embalmed, and we worshipped her in her glass
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coffin and for a few years we did not feel alone in the
least.

Until a dirty military coup overthrew the Generalis-
gissimo and the Generalississimo had to leave without
saying goodbye and she was taken away from us all with-
out warning. We searched for her for years, we looked for
her throughout the whole world without respite but
without success. Almost twenty years passed before the
Generalississimo was able to keep his promise to return.
And he came back to us, in triumph as was fitting, and in
a short time our Dead Woman was restored to us, truly
restored, and there she appeared, as beautiful and as un-
polluted as ever, untouched, and again we could worship
her as in the old days.

Beside the glass case there was always the other
man, the unknown one, the Sorcerer. Who got to be a
cabinet minister. He was something like a father to her,
and on a certain day that man spoke to us. The Generalis-
sissimo had just died and we had buried him with great
pomp, when that man spoke. He told us about the Dead
Woman's miracles, which we already knew about, in a
way. 50 we began to ask her for things and to offer her
things in exchange: votives candles, reliquaries, what we
could; a wedding dress when she got us a husband, the
crutches when she cured our lameness, flowers, candles,
maoney, all our jewels. What we could. What we had.

That man built her a temple and we would leave our
gifts there and pray. Until a new catastrophe came down
on us, another coup, after which the cult was forbidden.
But this time we were quicker and we were able to hide
her before they took her from us again. We hid her with
her treasures and all in this secret place that soon, after
another twenty years have passed, we will visit again, but
more stealthily, and only to renew the air she doesn't
breathe, to shake the dust off her and show her our grati-
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tude and the emotion we feel on finding that she has
deigned to manifest herself among us once more,

In the other world, in the other memory, she hasn't
forgotten us. We will dress her in her finest raiment, and
once more, in her presence, we will repeat the oath to
obey her unto death, and beyond death, too. She is our
savior, we depend on her for the realization of the ancient
prophecy. A river of blood will flow, Don Bosco said; the
river is already flowing. A river of blood will flow and we
will have twenty years of peace. If she has deigned to
return among us, it must be to bring us the peace that
we need 50 badly.

Hail to the Dead Woman! Hail to the Virgin!

Hail!

The Finger

Daddy’s darling little finger, smack, smack, come to
Daddy here and hell give you another kissy and sorry
sorry pretty little finger for taking you out of your com-
fortable little formaldehyde cradle, washing you nicely
nicely with all that clean sweet water under the tap, all
that sweet water to get rid of the poisonous formaldehyde
smell, hydrated little finger; darling little finger, see how
I care for you, embalmed as you are, and even so [ pre-
serve you in formaldehyde, just in case, and | wash you
and wash you under the tap with fresh sweet water and
you have to be appreciative about it, for there's a water
shortage in these latitudes.

Divine little finger is going to be turned into the
Great Avenging Finger, look, look how, point to the
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south, like that, pointing, that's why you're an index fin-
ger, point the south out for me, not like that stupid finger
that always points to the west, the other finger is bronze,
look at it, stuck eternally onto a statue, how banal, how
unnatural, not like this beautiful little finger that's flesh
and blood and nicely free, on its own, preserved by the
miracle of science and of miracles.

Great Avenging Finger that will also give me other
satisfactions when the moment arrives, Daddy's little fin-
ger, and now come here and pardon my pressing you on
this ugly little pillow, but that's life: there will always be
someone powerful like me to press others and ink them
and use them for his very noble ends. Or for his dirty
maneuvers, Whichever.

Whao will doubt now that the Dead Woman is alive,
that she’s returned to the earth to demand revenge? Now
I do have power over life and death, I can revive her
whenever | want, I can cover their buttocks with the
fingerprints of the Dead Woman. It will be something
never scen before, | have to get ready. Identify myself
fully with her. To think they say 1 failed in my resurrec-
tions. Rather, in the great resurrection when [ made the
Attempt. By Satan, | never fail in anything, it's just that
sometimes | postpone my triumphs for a while.

Twenty years are nothing, as we rightly say. I didnt
get to bring him back to life that time because of his lack
of drive. Her, yes, I'm bringing her back to life because
she deserves it, and because I deserve it, too. This deed,
which will earn me my reward, is in itself my reward.

The attempt

He was praying in the private chapel he had at that
time in the very heart of Government House. And the
order had been given: Do not disturb His Excellency’s
prayers, except in a case of extreme emergency. And this
was a case of extreme emergency and the messenger had
no remorse whatever in pulling the Minister out of his
concentration to give him the news. The Minister had
been trying to blow new strength into the Generalissis-
simo’s image, in the center of the sacred pentacle,
clouded in incense.

“It's too late, Your Excellency,” the messenger mum-
bled, grief-stricken, “our Generalississimo has just
breathed his last sigh. We have to be resigned. He's
passed on to a better life.”

“What better life, you wretch! What are you talking
about? What life can be waiting for this man that's better
than the one in this world where he had everything, ab-
solutely everything, surrounded by the affection of his
people, enjoying the ineffable privilege of having me by
his side, with all the material benefits anyone could ever
expect and more, with his spirit in peace after having had
the great revenge of returning in triumph to this country
that he had once left in defeat, what more can a man ask
for but the enormous satisfaction of making his enemy
pay, every one of his innumerable enemies, making them
pay a tooth for a tooth and an eye for an eye for all the
evil they had done him? A better life, you animal, can
there be a better life for him than this life that let him
carry out his plans?”
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“Forgive me, Minister, sir.”

“Master. From here on, I will be your Master, every-
body's Master. He wanted it that way, he just communi-
cated the fact to me in spirit. I was the one who took care
of his revenge, and this is my reward. I will be the boss,
the Master. With my head held high, T will take on the
responsibility and [ will know how to keep his name
alive. And not just his name, something else too.”

“Yeah, all right, master.”

“With a capital letter!”

“With a Capital Letter.”

“And now bring before my person those quacks who
were responsible for the Great Catastrophe, for the
Enormous Grief that Overwhelms the Entire Nation. 1
want them here instantiy.”

When he was alone, he felt a pressure in his chest
that was really indignation over the abandonment. You
can't do this to me, damn you, he shouted at the image of
the Generaliss, knowing that it was too late. Now he
would have to blow new strength into himself, because he
had more than enough reason to suspect that with the
death of the Generalississimo—General, really, why keep
up the deception now—with the death of that man, his
possibilities of reaching power were probably seriously
reduced. Even if the Intruder succeeded the Generaliss.
The Intruder? No one would ever place in her the hopes
of salvation that the people had placed in their dead
Generaliss. Although, who knows? That woman, well ad-
vised, tutored,

Nor was It a question of getting so far ahead of
events, Several important things still remained to be done
—and in that respect he was strictest with himself. He
could well disguise reality for others. As to his inner law,
it was never (o deceive himself, to take events as they
come, but to make them fit his needs. In this case in
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particular: to find a scapegoat. The doctors. When he had
them before him, the first thing he did was order them to
bring the Generalississimo back to life.

“Impossible, Mr. Minister. We've tried everything, as
you can well imagine. Cardiac massage, oxygen, mouth-to-
mouth resuscitation, drugs, everything. It's impossible to
g0 against the designs of nature.”

“Why not? Guard! Put these men in custody until
you get further orders.”

“Sir, you can't do this to us. Qur other patients are
waiting for us.”

“Blast them! If He's dead, other patients in this coun-
try have no right to live.”

A phrase that remained engraved in the collective
memory a5 a synthesis of devotion and Armness.

The collective memory also registers an attempt at
resurrection—never established with absolute certainty—
which redounds to the benefit of the legend of the
Sorcerer.

What is certain is that our man headed toward the
chambers v ith a more martial, more ministerial step than
ever. Enlarged already.

The Intruder had been left alone with her dead hus-
band. Out of respect for her mourning. And the poor
thing was weeping unconsolably. It was the only thing
that had occurred to her to do in such historic circum-
stances. A weak woman, that one, who let herself be
overwhelmed by events. Not like the other one, not at all
like the other one, who was lying there a few steps away,
still placid in her coffin beside the Generalississimo’s bed,
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maotionless, Solemn, as circumstances demandead of her. A
queen.

| shook the Intruder a little to bring her to her senses
and 1 decided then and there to turn her into my ally.
Together we locked the doors and covered the face of the
Dead Woman with an embroidered cloth, Dont let the
pocr thing see that we're stealing him away from her, 1
explained to the live one,

And 1 set in motion the ceremony where 1 revealed
the best of my occult knowledge. 1 was young then, how-
ever, and the Generaliss leathery. I think I recited the
incantations to perfection, the spells came out of me in
one unbroken string, T had been rehearsing them for
months, I couldn’t have made a mistake. When [ had no
words whatever left, | pulled desperately at his feet, re-
peatedly, and [ called him three times by his full name.

Summon your spirit and come, SUMMON your spirit
and come, | invoked, as in ritwals of calling. And the
Generaliss, unmoved. Hardheaded as usuval. More and
moré hardheaded, hard, all of him hard, turning rigid
before our eyes as we tried to soften him with the rites.
Suddenly his jaw dropped, openmouthed with fright and
quite dead. He was going to stay like that for eternity
unless we did something fast. 1 had to tie up his lower
jaw with a handkerchief, as with any ordinary corpse,
and, though it was an acknowledgment of the end, we
still refused to accept it.

"He looks like he’s got a toothache,” the Intruder
said, and the idea was of some consolation.

I called him General Cavities, I called him General
Toothache, knowing that matters of pain are matters for
the living. And he, as if nothing had happened. Refusing
to listen to me. Playing at not understanding, at being
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dead. Just to go against me, not to give me satisfaction,
once more. [t was the last time he had his own way, that
goes without saying.

The colonels wouldn't let us go on with our incanta-
tions. They forced the door and burst into the room, to
render—so they said—posthumous homage. Archbishop
and all. I had to give up my post at the head of the bed to
the Archbishop, but [ remained there in spirit. Always at
the head.

MNow I can really do some reviving and no one will
be able to interrupt me. Because 1 am reviving no one less
than Her. Reviving in my own way, of course. She'll never
stop being the Dead Woman, the Departed One, the De-
ceased. That's her most enviable condition. But 1T will
manage to bring her back among us, all the same. I've
already given orders that seem to have originated from
Her and they're orders that are already beginning to be
carried out.

She, revived by me, is speaking through my mouth.
Or, rather, through the mouth of the unballed one, and
now she makes her mark with her finger that’s nothing
but a stamp in my hands.

coMpanion : THE BEST ENEMY IS A DEAD ENEMY
A certain secret sect is trying to put an end to my memory
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Desatroy them
Venerate me

and 1 put her fingerprint here so they will have no mo-
ment-of-doubt~In that way I can be sure they will seek
out the members of that cursed sect who are trying to put
an end to me. They will destroy them so as to venerate

me. As is proper.

Commander in Chief

“Flot, that's the word. It would seem that our man
was right, after all. A plot is being organized against the
government. I've given orders to activate the search for
the subversive, unpatriotic elements, in that way con-
tributing firmly and energetically to the norms of the
process of Mational Reconstruction which we are em-
barked upon. We must prevent and repress this act we
could describe as a mystical crime, a true menace to the
purification of the State, but we also have to tread care-
fully and carry out an inconspicuous operation. On my
way to Government House yesterday I thought I caught a
strange effervescence among the people. They looked like
ants getting ready for some suspicious activity. Let's re-
double our efforts but let them not be noticed. Our image
has to be one of confidence, peace, and happy expecta-
ton, so the people will see that thanks to us the country
will once more find the destiny of greatness that ration-
ally and reasonably corresponds to it.”

"It will all be done as you say, Air Marshal, but don't
go all poetic, it's not healthy.”
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The 20,000-man pyramid

A metaphor [ am now turning into reality, because
that's how the pendulum of history wants it as it goes
from fact to symbol and from symbal to fact in the blink
of an eye, with a flip of the fingers—of the Finger. The
pendulum for those who, like me, make history, inside
and out, living it and telling it, justifying it and/or modi-
fying it. People who, like me, hold power—and there are
so few!—are the only ones who can allow themselves this
incomparable luxury: turning dreams into reality, pass-
ing from word to deed with complete impunity. Not from
the word itself, which would be too simple. Passing to the
deed from the uncertain basis of a popular word, a cliché,
a metaphor, as | have shown above.

Therefore, 1 am ascending physically now, placing
myself at the head of everything, dignifying myself, mak-
ing an altar for myself, rising on top of the pyramid that I
have ordered built. Without spending a cent, in exchange
only for the spiritual good that I offer my serfs. My flock,
my most devoted followers.

"We are building the Great Temple,” 1 exhort them.
And they drink in my words and, luckily, ignore the fact
that over the centuries the builders of temples have never
been the beneficiaries of temples. The blood of workers
has always served to firm the mortar that holds up the
temnple, and I can’t see why these must be an exception,
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no matter how bloodless and undernourished they may
look.

“If you sacrifice them all, O Master, you'll be left
without aderers, without a fock. And, on top of it all,
with the temple unfinished,” my aide, now my acolyte,
dares whisper, and I let him have those infrequent out-
bursts of impertinence because T am magnanimous and
sometimes [ can recognize the relative good sense even if
it comes out of the mouth of a eunuch,

Even Estrella has taken the side of moderation, and
she makes me more indignant than anyone. Estrellita,
Estrellita, try to understand that we're not talking about
those practical things that are the private concern of
women, weTe talking about great, virile acts. Don't be
like the castrato, think about the show. Think about the
eternal glory of our name if we decide upon the great
sacrifice. Marco Polo reports, [ make clear for her in case
she doesn’t know, although she knows everything, that
twenty thousand people were executed during the funeral
procession of the Mogul Khan so that they might serve
him in death.

“Nobody has died here,” Estrellita 5Pﬂ|:tﬁ|.=!5 from the
depths of my being and, luckily, only I can hear her. “This
isn't any funeral procession, you're no Mogul or whatever,
or anything like it, and there's no reason to believe Marco
Polo, who was a seven-soled liar.”

“Estrellita, you always have your feet on the ground
. . . without your taking it as any reference to your shart-
comings, of course.”

I let a day or two pass and then I latch on to an
irrefutable argument: during the inauguration of the
Great Temple of Tenochtitlin, Aztec priests sacrificed
twenty thousand men in a single day. They had them
form columns of five thousand, each marking a cardinal
point, and, erack-crack, they went along pulling cut their
hearts one by one as they climbed up. Like an assembly

106

line. Disassembly, rather, just imagine what a sublime
spectacle, such beauty, all that blood staining the stairs, a
carpet of blood like a gigantic cloak of red ants, a living
cloak of blood, radiant, shining, ant-like, hot. Four
sublime tributaries of my river of blood.

Ughhhhh!

Estrellita, the traitress, had a stomach cramp and 1
had to double over, almost kneel down, almost begging
her forgiveness, but none of that. I recovered immedi-
ately, and grabbing my balls in my hands, I called the
guard to bring the Machi, the mushroom witch, to me.
She would understand. After seeing so much green, so
much moldy glow, she certainly must be thirsty to see a
red bath of blood.

Ragbag came staggering in. Damn, I said to myself,
she’s gone blind, she won't be able to admire the splendor
of my pyramid, I won't be able to explain anything about
anything to her,

“You're wrong, son, you don’t have to look at me
with that expression of disgust that's so very much your
own. I've lost a thousand things, but I've kept my senses
intact. But what's this business of dragging me out into
the sunlight after years and years in darkness? Every-
thing dazzles me now, even your brute presence dazzles
me, just imagine.”

“Crone, Machi, 1 didnt bring you here for us to dis-

cuss personal matters. I brought you here to support my
plan.”
“And since when have you ever needed my support?®
“Youre old and you don't understand a thing. Don't
ask questions, limit yourself to answering when 1 ask you
questions. And answer yes. For now, all you're allowed to
do is be surprised and applaud. Listen well:

“That mound you see there, if your weak eyes can
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distinguish anything and your weak brain can grasp any-
thing, in a very short time will be a splendid pyramid.
And not just any pyramid, no, it's going to be hollow and
Egyptian on the inside and terraced and squat on the
outside. an Aztec pyramid. 1 am the great syncretizer, as
you already know. I am the High Priest no matter how
much it bothers you. And my pyramid must be baptized
formally because it will be my temple, because it will
serve to raise me above all mortals in a literal sense. [ was
telling that poor acolyte of mine, who never understands
anything, and the small person annexed to my person that
for the death of the Mogul Khan twenty thousand men
were sacrificed as a means of providing him with com-
pany, and for the inauguration of the main temple of
Tenochtitlin another twenty thowsand went under the
obsidian knife. Don't you find it an interesting figure?”

“Twenty thousand men? A little overblown, don’t
you think? In these parts, that would nearly mean cne
per thousand of the total population of the country. Not
an overly inhabited place, don't forget.”

“Well, my idea was to have it as a symbol. My figure
is a thousand really, a highly meaningful figure for me. A
thousand men, that is, Like the pyramid's being the color
of the earth, an almost golden ocher, that is, glimmering,
and when the threads of blood begin to flow down over
the steps and cross and merge, an enormous, most beauti-
ful, gigantic, voluminous Thousandmen flower will be
formed and it will be like a carnivorous flower. My em-
blem.”

“Delightful. And everything will be transformed into
revolting scum, with a smell that . . . well. And it will be
all covered with flies. Green flies, that's for sure, to add a
little more to the color combination. And just try to imag-
ine the last two hundred men, let’s say, trylng to climb up
the steps with the blood flowing, as they slip and fall on

108

their asses, giving a spectacle that won't be at all edify-
ing or grand, a real embarrassment, in fact. Look, as far
as human sacrifice is concerned, [ think you've already
gone well over your quota. It would be better now to
stick to something allegorical, wouldn't it? A single ani-
mal that sums it all up.”

“Maybe a female animal. Maybe the Machi is all [
need. Let me think about it.”

“What blood will flow out of me? I'm pure mush-
room.
“Look, 1 can always have you accompanied by a few
fresh Indian maidens, beautiful girls with hot blood. But
the main thing will be getting rid of you, you contradict
me (060 much.”

“Neo, I'm just insisting that something smaller would
be better for you. Maybe a ringdove, so your evil instincts
will be made perfectly clear. After all, you're making a
pyramid, not a blood sausage.”

That last phrase sealed the Machi's fate. Making fun

of me? It was the first time anyone had tried, and it was
also the last. I had her put in the stocks and her mouth
filled with rags so she wouldn't shriek. After more mature
reflection, I had them take out the gag so they could
stuff her with nice red meat. No ordinary mushroom juice
at the hour of the great sacrifice. She had done well to
alert me.

The building of the pyramid is advancing swiftly and
that’s without much use of the Lizard's Tail whip.

Secretly, I have a much more ambitious project and
I've had them bring me some rhinoceros-horn powder,
which is an incentive to love. It's the most expensive
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thing you can buy today, and precisely for that reason it's
indispensable to me. The inner pyramid will be my
chamber of love, In this place my real wedding with
Estrella will take place, once we've conquered the enemy.
In order to consummate this ever so unique union, 1 will
need all the help I can get: rhinoceros homn, Spanish fly,
belladonna, henbane, any aid to stimulation. It will be
worth the trouble, yes, it will be worth the trouble be-
cause we will succeed in engendering a son of god who
will be god, pure and radiant. First, though, I have to go
about clearing the terrain-—the country, that is—of evil
vibrations. Those who oppose our designs will be crushed
without mercy. A son of Estrella’s and mine, a son of my
person, cannot be born where dissidence is rampant, Our
son, my son, will require complete acquiescence, and for
that reason, right now, I shall order the sacrifice of the
Machi, that blabbermouth. It will be the high point of the
ceremonices of revenge.

ITO

Capital. Day

“We have to act immediately to avoid playing into
the hands of the subversives. The foreign press is printing
lies about our beloved country again. Look at these clip-
pings, just take a look. They say that over the past few
weeks we've made more than two hundred people disap-
pear, that we torture babies in front of their parents to
make the parents confess, that we beat pregnant women
until they miscarry. The usual routine, what else is newl
Fortunately, we've given orders to bar these foreign
newspapers, which have sold out to an international con-
spiracy. The less printed matter that circulates here, the
better. But just the same, were getting a bad image
abroad. And that can’t be tolerated. Our image has to be
clean at all costs.”

“What do you suggest, General, sir—that we ease
up?”

“Absolutely not! What are you talking about? I'm
going to replace you as Press Secretar}r if these are your
brilliant ideas. No sir. We've got to organize a counter-
offensive. We're going to defend our model at any price.
We have to be prepared to crush anybody who stands in
our way. National Reconstruction requires it, and we're
not going to let them go around calling us fascists. We
won't allow them to try to confront us with so-called
hurmnan rights, such an unreal concept. Our image must



remain as pure as our intentions, and that's your re-
sponsibility.”

“Yes, Mr. President.” The Press Secretary came to
attention, clicking his heels.

As if 1 had nothing else to do, as if I spent the whole
day here scratching my balls (1 beg your pardon, Estrel-
lita}, yesterday no less a person than the secretary in
charge of the press and information for the country came
to visit me. | had to give him about five of my invaluable
hours, because you must admit it's a tricky matter. We
talked about the rumors and I explained to him how to
manipulate information so that cur countrymen—even
when ignorant of what is being sald—will be convinced
that the assertions of the foreign press have no basis in
fact and are the reflection of a dirty campaign of vilifica-
tion. There's nothing like stirring up self-esteem to make
the public react the way it should. When the government
is criticized, they should know; the country is being criti-
cized, nothing less; and when the country is criticized,
the ones really being criticized are its inhabitants.

In addition, we drew up the following:

PRESS BELEASE
In order to complete the process of National
Reconstruction, we must support a strong
povernment, and not one that is one in name
anly, a solid government, not one that is help-
less and deficient. It must be strong, becawse
we do not know when this aggression will
cease. For that end, we need integrated action

I12

in families, schools, and universities, which
will provide the norms of behavior that mold
young people. There iz no such thing as par-
tial responsibility, is for every-
one, evert children, and, abowe all, it reaches
right to the organs of communication, be-
cause the ideclogical struggle is directed at
people’s minds, and we are not going to re-
strict the freedom of the organs of com-
munication, because by doing that we would
be fighting in the way our powerful enemy
wants us to. What we demand is responsi-
bility in the media and in the people who
direct them, so0 as not to give rise to psycho-
logical insecurity, which is exactly what the
subversives are secking.

Our own journalists will understand quite well that
this means shutting their mouths and not echoing slander.
But, oh, how boring, by Jove! having to clarify all that for
the Press Secretary. They become more stupid every day,
'bmsl:lng their time on trivialities instead of concentrating
on what really matters: finding my enemy and destroying
him. As quick as possible, goddamnit! There's less than a
week to the full moon, and I'm sure they're going to at-
tack me again if we don't succeed in stopping them. The
Peoplists, yes, seem to have begun to fight, but they tell
me that, before anything else, they are going to the sanc-
tuary of the Dead Woman to express their devotion.
Pissing and missing the pot. As usual. You can't count on
the people, so shortsighted, so tied to convention. Let
them leap the wall and rush to the attack without asking
anybedy's permission! | give them permission, and I'm
the only one who counts. Attack! Attack| was my mes-
sage, but they want to respect the old verticalism and
they go to Her, goddamnit, as if she weren't the most
horizontal of all. Dead as she is, parallel to the ground.
Verticallsm. What a bore.
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And the full moon only a few nights off and the
pyramid that will never be finished and that imbecile of a
Press Secretary asking me about the ABC's of his re-
sponsibilities, wasting my time.

I've decided to kill two birds with ene stone. Tl give
the moran instructions and take care of my own interests
with one stroke of the pen. It used to be much more fun
under General Mastrotti, when [ acted under cover. INow
I have to play with the cards on the table and am not
allowed certain pranks. Anyway, I manage to get my lit-
tle pleasures. And I say to the secretary:

“My dear sir: At vour request and that of General
Durafiona, my worthy and distinguished colleague, 1
have offered all the information you need to handle this
delicate matter. But as you will no doubt well under-
stand, precautionary measures are never enough when we
are standing up against a multifaceted and sibylline
enemy. International public opinion has a thousand faces,
it puts on all manner of disguise. We were attacked on all
flanks. and we must defend ourselves on all flanks. The
enemy who manipulates international opinion is
ubiguitous, he's everywhere, in our high seats of learning,
too, and especially right under our own floor, in our base-
ments. It's a prolific, dark enemy, with hidden winding
passageways, and only 1 know how to do battle against it.
That's why | suggest you withdraw to rest for a time,
while we—my acolyte and l—organize the details of a
ceremony that I am going to arrange for you, Mister Press
Sec., to confront the contingencies that might turn up in
your very noble and very complex campaign against the
campaign of vilification.”

Later on, I sugpgested to him:

“A masked ceremony seems the most appropriate for
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you, all sacred masks, all prepared. They will be like your
own skin and enable you to assume an infinity of faces
and forms. You will need them all if you want to con-
centrate on misinformation.”

How tedious, how boring. The unspeakable monot-
ony of having to advise utterly unimaginative men. A
different cock, quite a different one, would have crowed
during the life of the Generalississimo. He would have
ma.njpufate:l these minor strategies to perfection without
any need of me wasting my invaluable time. In cases like
this, 1 was only there to give the final touch, the master
stroke, my contribution to the show, to evervthing that
cilled for splendor. Because we have to admit that the
Generaliss, in minor instances, always found the exact
word without waiting for me to tell him.

And to think that now 1 have to prepare the cere-
mony for the boob. A few nights away from the full
moon, as if | could afford such distractions.

It would be amusing to have him attend the sacrifice
of the Machi, I'm sure that the crazy witch is going to
give off a beam of green light when I open up her stom-
ach. She might put a scare into our Press Chief and force
him to believe in my powers. But no, I'm saving the
Machi for a more succulent oceasion. We might have a
little fun now with the Indian maidens. I've been letting
them lounge around the Palace for some time now, it's
counterproductive. My pyramid must be much more
radiant than the full moon. If I can manage to darken
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the moon, all the evil curses that the white witches in the
Capital are trying to lay on me will turn on them and I'll
be able to wipe them out, blast them like the dirty old
toads they are. Old, useless toads.

I'd like to take the Press Chief to visit my pyramid,
but it brings bad luck to show it off before it's finished.
And more than one person will ask: 1If He doesn't know
how to ward off bad luck, who does, then? [ wonder who?
It’s just that I'm terribly busy these days, and even the
simplest spell requires time and dedication. 1 prefer
to limit myself for now to what can’t be put off, and
conceéntrate all my powers on the counterattack. That's
my real process of Personal Reconstruction, the only one
that counts. It's not because of worry over what might
happen to me; as the whole world knows, I'm inde-
structible, but if I conguer my hidden enemy I'll be tak-
ing a giant step in defense of the plan of fathermother-
hood that I'm committed to. Then the country will be all
mine, the world will be mine, and no one will be able to
stop me.

I'm filing my nails in the meantime, I'm practicing,
the way a pianist plays scales. Little by little I'm laying
the bases for my Kingdom of the Black Lagoon, and I've
already ordered the minting of coins with my effigy. 1
now pay the builders of the pyramid with those coins,
more a gift than real wages, and they can only spend
them at the general store on my property. In that way,
they always come back to me, the coins do, and I don't
have to mint great quantities, The merchandise [ sell
themn costs me very little money, or nothing, to be quite
frank, because I exchange it for a few ounces of the
product of my plants. My processing plants, of course,
you mustn’t think that I've become a farmer or any other
such base thing.

Although [ do fall into certain cultivational tempta-
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tions now and then. With the hallucinatory mushrooms,
for example, or with that other more secret crop of

us mushrooms that ] like for their admirable col-
oration and their surprising shapes. Not to mention my
favorite garden, to which I offer the most delicate of but-
terflies: the garden of carnivorous plants where [ get my
inspiration.
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The Sanctuary

At last we have received the order to open the secret
Sanctuary, We can now be certain that the messages we
have been receiving this last month, the ones that reach
us subliminally through regular radio programs, come
from Her. This is corroborated by the written messages
that are beyond question; the fingerprints have been
meticulously compared and there is no doubt, they are
Hers. It is our Dead Woman who calls us, She has come
back from the kingdom of eternal light to offer us this
radiant spark. A true miracle. A period of great glory is
approaching and we must be worthy of this grace. She,
the Saint, has come to save us. Let us go, then, with all
nobility, to restore the brilliance of the Sanctuary. We are
the chosen. Let us put into play all the unction, all the
devotion, that we owe Her.

She is our Sacred Mother, the only one who remem-
bers us. We will raise on high the banner of our love for
Her and we will not let it be tied to any conquering
chariot. We will be the worthy representatives of the
people, we will all come to Her to show Her our rever-
ence and our fervor.

We will march to Her with our heads held high,
facing the enemy wherever he may be crouching and try-
ing to stop us. We will cross the river of blood that the
ancient prophecy speaks of, we will wait by Her side for
the peace we deserve. We will go with our heads held
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high, yes, but inside we will be most humble, our eyes
will be downcast because She will have lighted our way
with Her radiant presence.

We know that presence of Hers very well, all of its
divine glow, and we will not permit any representative of
this government that is not a government of the people to
stop us from fulfilling our commitment.

Superstition, heresy, some exclaimed as soon as they
came to power, and with those words, those insults, they
forbid us to venecrate Her. We had to go underground,
sanctuary and all, and little by little they squeezed our
cult until we had to close Her shrine and hide the relics
and the offerings. But now, after so many years, my co-
religionists, brothers and sisters, we will finally tear down
the wall. We will bring Her relics out into the light of day
and from those relics we will draw the sirength to fight
the enemny as She has asked us to. And She will return to
reign among us.

We must arrive before the full moon. Before it is too
late, we will have to liquidate Her enemy as best we can.
If we can.

I have finally got the people on the march. Now 1
can let myself be distracted by my new priorities:

MEMORANDUM
1. Of my new Kingdom of the Black Lagoon I shall
speak later. For some time I've been working on the idea
and I've already set in motion the first part of the project,
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but I prefer not to mention it, so the idea won't be stolen
from me, These government guys are suckling from me,
they want to gobble up my brains so they can fill my
privileged seat of honor. Do they think maybe [ haven't
noticed 11?7 I'm quite sure theyre watching me, studying
my every step and even my tiniest sighs { my vital emana-
tion, my prana). But I take my precautions, and, for ex-
ample, I'm writing this vade mecum in invisible ink so no
spy can microfiim it. Words of mine that are erased when
I want them to be and that only I can bring back to life
when I need them.

2. Buy Estrellita a little present to seduce her. To
entice her.

3. Train the snipers and post them at the borders of
my domains. No one is to enter without a pass, but, above
all, no one is to leave. No one is to go out into the world
and spread the good news before it's time. The Kingdom
is already on its way, but the Savior has still not been
gestated. (It will be my son. Personally I don't dream
about saving anyone. I'm above it all. )

4. Get several gross of candles.

5. Complete the preparations for the Grand Ball of
the Full Moon.

8. Expedite the most urgent invitations.

Is a charter flight from the Capital okay?

This has been my last idea of genius and I domt
see wWhy I shouldn't turn loose all my efforts to put it into
practice. A masked ceremony for the Press Secretary, yes,
a public one with me as Hierophant. I shall invite high
government officials, the top journalists, all the note-
worthy people in the country, and we will put on a grand
ball for the full moon.

It really will disconcert my hidden enemy and it will
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disconcert the full moon. My enemy expects me to react
sertously, performing some countermagic to which they
would know how to respond. And I, as usual, will have
gone off on a tangent. I'm going to give a party. When
they think they are attacking me and making me double
over with pain, I shall be dancing to the sound of my
drums. But no sacred atabagues or ceremonial beats,
Naone of that. Drums for the merecumbé, the samba. I
drive them all mad with dancing and laughter. A river of
blood will fow, yes, but this time it will flow with laugh-
ter. A gallop of red laughter. Let's see if my enemy will
recogmize me in this my new disposition of spirit.
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I, Luisa Valenzuela, swear by these writings that I
will try to do something about all this, become involved
as much as possible, plunge in head-first, aware of how
little can be done but with a desire to handle at least a
small thread and assume responsibility for the story. Not
the story of humanity, but this minimal story of the so-
called Sorcerer that is slipping from my hands, taken over
by him, who had been the papoose from Trym Lagoon,
a very precise and well-mapped place, now transformed
into the diffuse and undiscoverable Kingdom of the Black
Lagoon with him, 2 mere witchdoc, as Lord and Master.
He's already expanding its borders and hopes to invade
all of us after having invaded me in my kingdom, the
imaginary one. | know now that he, too, is writing & novel
that superimposes jtself on this one and is capable of nul-
lifying it.

A psychopath, a messianic madman who helds us in
suspense. And a scoundrel of the first order; I've just re-
celved an invitation to his masked ball of the Full Moon
(Come as you are, we will provide the disguise at the foot
of the Pyramid). Masquerade to inaugurate a pyramid,
what an idea. He has no inventiveness, he repeats clichés,
and to cap it all, he's the most destructive being imag-
inable.

To the point of occupying my thoughts completely. 1
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can’t even do my work now, or write either, or keep up my
contacts with a certain ambassador 5o as to get asylum for
a few people at least. | should have to busy myself only
with that, a work more to0 my measure, with no preten-
sions of saving the country, but simply and more realis-
tcally a few who run the risk of death. I, too, was
planning a party, at the embassy, so more people could
get in and request asylum, and now I get this invitation
and it throws me off. Although a masked ball . . . it isn't
such a bad idea.

I can see that there are minor elements that bring us
close (7)) together. There's an affinity in the voice as I
narrate him, sometimes our pages are indistinguishable. 1
try to see the witchdoc as he sees himself, but not too
much; I try to capture his tone, but at times he changes it
on me, sharpens it, and it sounds invented. How am I
going to be able to invent someone so merciless? 1 tell his
story so his existence won't go unnoticed. A country of
ostriches, this, conduct we tend to imitate by sticking our
heads in the sand, denying any danger.

And now this invitation drops down on me. It goes
beyond all limits, it breaks all the barriers. | have to find
MNavoni and show it to him, to see what he thinks. Some-
thing has to be done.

[ called MNavoni's office, where he almost never is, of
course, and [ left a messapge: tell Dr. Estévez (any doctor
mentioned there is of course Navoni) that I'll meet him at
the Café de la Flor at seven-thirty. He'll understand.
That’s why I'm here now at the Café La Opera, it's five
forty-five. Navoni should have arrived fifteen minutes ago
and the invitation is burning in my handbag. If there’s a
palice raid theyll find a compromising docurnent on me
and you won't hear any more from me. What will T tell
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the cops, that I'm writing the Sorcerer's biography and
that's why he's trying to get on my good side and has
invited me to his party? We don't know what position the
cops take or pretend to take with respect to the witchdoc.
Besides, if they go and ransack my place and find this
manuscript, I've had it, 1 don’t think they'd approve at
all.

I look at my watch and know that I can wait only
five more minutes. It's the rule and we follow it to the
letter, largely out of prudence—the one expected might
have run into an ambush and confessed where and with
whom he really had a meeting—and in part because we
want the lead role.

Not I. Some time ago | made a serious discovery,
which 1 adhere to: if you can't be the protagonist of the
story, then it's best to be the author/ess of the story. Ex-
cept that now this firm separation weakens as [ find my-
self getting mixed up in the story that I'm putting together.

Thank God, there comes Navoni. It's a relief to see
people arrive these days, confirming the fact that they're
still alive. It’s also a relief, unfortunate, but a relief, to
find out theyre dead. The other possibility is the most
intolerable one.

I know I'm to call him Alberto even though his name
is Alfredo, and things like these sometimes amuse me and
I don't take them as seriously as I should. We have to re-
lease tensions, [ tell myself, keep our sense of humor even
under the most terrifying of circumstances. Alberto,
Alberto, I shout to him, all excited then, and he doesn't
like that, “Don’t attract attention” is the byword, and [, as
usual, am out of step.

A crisp hello and he talks about other things and I
know that it's to gain time and let people forget us, leav-
ing us a modicum of freedom to communicate elliptically.
Alberto/Alfredo lights a cigarette, orders a cup of coffee,
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which is the least conspicuous thing you can ask for in a
place like this, looks at me.

I like the way he locks at people. It's an intelligent
look, alert. 1 trust him and I know that this alertness
keeps us alive in more than one sense: it reminds us of the
iImminence of danger and obliges us not to lower our
guard even for a second. We can’t be inattentive,

Finally, when he feels everything has returned to the
seeming calm of downtown cafés where the nothing-ever-
happens-here functions best, Navoni raises his eyebrows
as if to question me. 1 hand him a copy of the well-known
weekly God, Country, and Home, practically the only
publication we can read without fear, and he takes it with
curiosity. He knows that this is one of my inoffensive
touches of humar, he knows that the information will be
in that magazine, contaminating it.

MNavoni thumbs through God, Country, and Home as
if interested, comes upon the large card sent by the witch-
doc, hesitates for only a few seconds, continues on with
his concern with such illuminating ardcles, folds the
magazine, puts it casually in his jacket pocket, goes on
chatting.

“You're looking very well, are you thinking about
traveling these days? I know that you were feeling rather
lunatic, but 1 don't think a trip of this kind would be
good for you; no, decidedly not, quite the contrary.”

“I wouldn't dream of going, of course, I just wanted
to tell you. It's very strange. | don't know why he invited
me; be shouldn't even know that I exist. That worries me.”

“"Maybe what he's really after is for you to know very
clearly that he himself exists. It's the only thing that in-
terests him. A megalomaniac of the ‘1 dont care what
they say about me as long as they say something’ type.
That's the kind of person he is, if you can call him a

person.
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“But I'm afraid now. What shall 1 do? Shall I give up
the biography? You know I've got more important things
to do in any case.”

“Don't even think about it. If we're going to let them
neutralize us to the point of not being able to write—I
don't say publish—it would be better if we killed our-
selves. No. You keep right on with what you're doing.
With everything youre doing. I'm going to give you back
your own advice. Once you sent us to deal with a certain
figure; you said it's like in homeopathic medicine: Similia
similibus curantur, like is cured by like, you said, and
now | say to you that I'm beginning to believe that. Or
I'm beginning to belleve that these formulas are good for
those who believe, We can't reject them, we can't allow
ourselves to reject any pessibility. Come and see it with
your own eyes. There isn't much time left till the great
night. I don’t know if they'll let you be present, but Il be
in touch. 50 long, beautiful. Do a lot of writing.”

A lot of writing, yes sir, that’s terrific advice, as if
you could get into someone else’s skin just like that when
your own has become s0 uncertain. You're kind of naked,
with nothing to say, suddenly gasping for a little air. I
should have gone to the masked ball, you have to honor
invitations when they rain down from above, and not stay
as | did, expectant, waiting for the okay to attend the
counterparty. '

A novelist is not in the world to do good but to try to
know and transmit what is known; or is it to invent and
transmit what is intuited? As it is, I'm not going, and
mayhe the masked ball [ will describe will be more exact
than the real thing, or maybe the Sorcerer will decide
to write his own story of the party, or we will find out
through some unsuspected source what really will hap-
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pen and maybe that will turn out to be the least informa-
tive of all.

Every guest, as he arrives, will be given a terra-cotta
mask with the face of an animal, something halfway be-
tween revulsion and beauty. A satanic parade. And later,
much later, the actual orgy will take place. Then clubs
will be distributed among the guests, and to the rhythm
of kettledrums the dance will begin. Not an ordinary
dance, no: a dance of destruction. The puests will all
have to break at least one mask with their clubs, as if it
were a clay jar, and since the mask is placed over the face
of the other person, who knows who is breaking whose
mask and, with luck, face, and reprisals will immediately
ENsue.

Still several nights to go before the appearance of the
round moon and I can already imagine that dance of the
furies while the masks are on. After they've been broken,
there remains not only the great unmasking but the im-
Pplicit promise of venpeance.

I'm being led into wicked imaginings, blown up most
certainly by the Sorcerer, while I await the other invita-
tion to the counterceremony of my Umbanda people.

One more deception won't kill the Peoplists, it might
even strengthen them. That was so in this case, when,
after the arduous work of taking down stone after stone,
with the healthy intention of putting everything back in
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place and not leaving any tracks (as if anyone would see
tracks there on that little forest path so far from the main
road), they finally uncovered the Dead Woman's sanc-
tuary, which, in reality, was a grotto. An almost bare
grotto as they discovered to the horror of the oldest
among them, those who knew about the treasures previ-
ously amassed there, Over the long period of clandestine
seclusion, the sanctuary had lost all its adornments. The
crutches were all there, certainly, piled in the corners.
Also, there were casts of those with fractures whom the
Dead Woman had miraculously healed, and there were
the brass votive offerings and a few bridal bouquets al-
most turned to dust, but what about the gowns? The
beautiful bridal gowns embroidered with pearls, the robes,
the cloaks, the tiaras, the diadems? The finest of candle-
sticks, the votive lamps? All gone, everything that had
given luster to the grotto, everything that had made it
sumptuous and sacred. Gone.

There was a long consultation. The youngest pro-
posed alerting the people and calling for a general upris-
ing. The council of cld members that was formed for the
emergency calmed everyone's spirits:

"We can't deal with these matters of the soul by de-
manding that our people shed their blood. We must find
other solutions. The enemy is multifaceted and much
more subtle than we can ever imagine. He isn't always
part of the government. Sometimes he attacks on his own
and is just as ferocious. From here on in, let the Sanctu-
ary rise to the surface, No more keeping it in the dark, let
us bring it back into the light where it belongs. We will
carry these few relics to a church, to the Basilica close
to the Capital if pessible, so we can give the cult of our
Dead Woman back to the world. Thinking that this will
keep us calm, the government won't oppose our project.
We can also come to an agreement with the Church, as
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always. We'll symbolically donate the relics to the Virgin
and we'll say that we're coming to adore the Virgin. They
themselves do things like that, they call it syncretism.”

“Unanimously approved. After all, She was always
our own true Virgin.”

“And this maneuver will upset the enemy and well
be able to take him by surprise.”

“Except that She has called on us for immediate
action.”

"Groups of activists are already looking for the secret
sect of magical destruction. Let that part of the mission
remain in their hands. We'll get the other part started, the
less chancy one,”

“Well spoken. I propose that we form a solemn pro-
cession with the relics that are left. We'll carry them to
the Basilica. We'll pick up people along the way, it will
be a glorious pilgrimage. Let us declare this day the Day
of the Saint. Today She has come back to the light, She is
no longer alive just in the soul of her people. She will
live again in the memory of the world. It's a pity that we
don’t have her lovely embalmed body.”

“They say they créemated it and threw the ashes to
the wind.”

“I don’t believe it. But in that case they'd be sacred
ashes and I'm sure they'd come and alight on the cupola
of the Basilica.”

“Come, then, to the Basilica. To offer her our whole-
hearted and ever-constant devotion,”
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Days of waiting, but finally the real invitation ar-
rives, Navoni lets me know that I can go, that's all; well
meet on such and such a cormer at ten in the evening.
Theyll pick me up without too much explanation, as is
customary, even though it was I who put them in touch
with the babalao Caboclo de Mar, the priest who had
agreed to intercept the witchdoc's magic, shert-circuiting
it. I gave them the idea, but now they've taken it over, as
always, and are carrying it out scientifically and I'll have
to be content with the crumbs. And I know what I'm
talking about, I was in love with Navoni years back, I
know what to expect of him and to what extent I can
admire him.

On this night with a moon that’s about to emerge—
full, I believe, or hope—I walk through the streets with
my senses alert and weighed with memories of Navoni, of
the one he used to be, the less mature chap who sdll
retained a touch of humor in the face of danger—and
danger would be kind to him and it wouldn't hover over
him as it hovers over him now, cornering him so often,
rendering him inaccessible. To me at least. Except that
for me, too, now some danger is hovering and 1, too—now
—sghould have to learn to become inaccessible, at least to
the guys who, perhaps, one never knows, are following
me in order to grab Navoni. A trap? Using me as bait?
I'm going straight to where the greatest of possible
preys will be waiting for me, and that’s why I'm careful.
I'm careful because of him, too, especially because of him,
and that business about going straight there is only a
figure of speech, for here [ go, on foot to aveid witnesses,
toward the meeting place, taking all kinds of detours,
going down side streets, abandoning the diritta via, look-
ing for one-way streets so as to walk against the traffic,
facing the vehicles, knowing at least that they're not fol-
lowing me by car. If they're following me on foot, Il find
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out in some unexpected turn at a corner [ haven't fore-

seen. And I use the godforsaken darkness of these streets
for my own benefit and I think about the Navoni of the
good old days, when we would stroll along streets like this
holding hands under the trees. Where have those hands
gone, where are those tranquil streets? The streets have a
different density of shadows now, and the hands only
serve to cover the mouth and try to ward off a blow, as if it
were possible to avold blows in times like these. Five to
ten, no moon yet, one more turn, [ don't think anyone is
following me, no one has paid any attention to me at all,
but still, I'd rather not stand on the designated corner, or
lean against the mailbox. One more turn around the block,
I used to do it so often with Navoni, when it was so hard
for us to part. Now, almost without saying goodbye,
we've parted, we turn, and if I saw you I don't remember,
because if I remembered, it could be lethal for the other.
The mailbox reappears at the end of the block, the moon
must be about to come out somewhere on that clogged
urban horizon, and the car approaches me very slowly
and [ recognize it and | get in with a casual air, cursing
between my teeth.

I would have liked another kind of date with Mavoni,
something a little more—how would you say?—tender,

Theyre petting ready for the Umbanda ceremomy,
all dressed in white, barefoot. With a certain devotion, 1
stay in the back of the room, trying to retain what I see.

They're praying at the altar to Saint George, they sing
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' - Saint Anthony, all of gold, open up the doors for us, we

are about to start. Then one of them leaps back and seems
to fall . . . Other men and women follow him, until they
are all in a trance, and then no one can cross the mystical
line, the “line of the old black man." We know that the
battle is going to be arduous and no one moves in our
cOmner, no one even takes a deep breath. If those who saw
you then could only see you now, Mavoni, making fun of
me some time back because of this magic business, you
said, as when [ put ashes in your pocket to protect you,
and you, of course, playing the wise guy, saying sure, of
course, the ashes make me invisible, just imagine, watch
me go into the police station there just like that, after all,
I've got ashes in my pocket and I'm invisible. We have to
see if cops believe in those things, what a bad break it
would be if 1 ran into sorme kind of atheist who doesn’t be-
lieve in magic, somebody pure, like that kid who recog-
nizes that the emperor hasn't got any clothes on. And,
boom, I'd hate to tell you the talel

You are the disbeliever, 1 said to him back then, and
now | don’t know if 1 should repeat it, you're the dis-
believer who doesnt understand subtleties, who has to
take everything literally. Being invisible also means being
inconspicuous, and that can only be achieved with a lot
of trust in yourself. If you believe in the ashes, then the
ashes will give you the trust you lack, right?

The subtle threads of the unconscious plot that 1
think I know how to weave but which I'm weaving little
or nothing of. The fringe, that's all. It's pointed out to me
by a sweet guide, a girl in white who comes over to me
with a frail step and puts her hand on my head. Ho-ho,
she laughs, 1 had black hair and curls, too, once, when I
was a young man. [ had curls just like yours. Now I'm a
bald-headed old black man, but now I know. And the
voice comes out broken, smelling of cane liquor, and I
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don’t discuss that transvestism of souls but follow her
along the hall and down the stairs to the zone called the
Sphere, that dusty cellar with a brick floor and a heavy air.

“You are very subdued, my child, your aura has gone
out. [ see you dark, very dark inside, why? Have you been
sticking your nose where you shouldnt? Are you poking
around in mysteries? | see you so dark.”

Of course, in the midst of all that darkness, amid
glgantc shadows. Me dark? How else? I'm crouching at
the feet of my guide, who has sat down on a fruit crate,
and I curl up, hunch over, and deny it all; my aura out?
who would ever have thought of something so silly? and
my guide laughs in that broken old man's veice, so out of
place coming from that soft mouth. Very dark, she re-
peats.

Out of the corner of my eye, as in a dream, I see
the others coming down the rickety stairs that lead to the
Sphere and going past the wooden railings. The gun-
powder ritual is beginning for them, inside circles of fire,
amid flames, to cleanse themselves of all the evil they've
absorbed up above on their unprotected battlefield.

Separated from them by the wooden barrier, [ contort
with them and I feel the crackle of the flames in my hair
and on my skin. The fire that purifies them doesn't seem
to be reaching me, however, only that irritating smell of
burnt gunpowder and the blue smoke that smothers all of
us equally.

“The thickness of evil is great, my child. It has to be
fought off on all possible flanks. Tremendous things are
happening now and you mustn't even approach the cause
of the evil, you mustn't contaminate yourself. There are
devils.”

“There are devils, but they're small, inoffensive, most
pleasant devils. Especially one that comes from Agua dos
Meninos, the market in Bahia, he's made of iron, with his
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trident and lance in his hands, his long legs, and a splen-
did srnile on his iron mouth.”

“Eshar

*Yes, the messenger of the spirits.”

“No, the devil. All according to how you see him.
One should never enter into possession of those elements,
they always come loaded down. Never touch objects of
evil. Don't approach them. You have to break away from
everything that means witcheraft, and see, my child, you
have all kinds of knickknacks. Get rid of them all, Il tell
you how.”

And I listen, and the smoke from the gunpowder en-
velops me and protects me perhaps. It cleanses me.
Similia stmilibus curantur,

The guests have left now, in a rush, some with feel-
ings of guilt even. Have you ever seen anything like it?
Although quite a few werent there, and not as many
private planes as expected landed on the formerly clan-
destine, now private strip. There weren't too many rep-
resentatives of the govermment, but that didnt seem to
bother our man. In any case, once the party had begun,
everyone with his mask and his cloak on, anyone could
think that he had the General President in person in front
of him without suspecting that, in reality, it was a ques-
tion of one more manifestation of the Lord of These
Lands, Master of the Black Lagoon and very soon of the
warld. Under another embodiment that could have been
that of any one of his guests.
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He'd arranged things well, the Sorcerer; not a detail
escaped him. The pyramid had been completed on the
oulside, and if the final touches were missing inside, that
was unimportant. The squat pyramid looked perfect at
firat sight, with oil lamps lighting all its terraced sides,
the Machi already sacrificed and beiling with greens in
the great sacred caldron, and—a touch of genius—terra-
cotta masks with the effigy of the Master for all the
guests, men and women alike. And an identical black
cape for all, in a mad cloning of Lords of the Tacumi,
while the One and Only played pontiff atop his pyramid,
dressed in a crimson iridescent robe and the mask of an
ant.

He had thought it out well. A mask of feathers and
an eagle outfit would have fed his vanity better and
would have been more in keeping with his spirit, but the
ants deserved this tardy homage and he would now as-
sume with lordliness this new aspect of his rich personal-
ity. He would no longer be in his own incamation,
anyway. He would be in each and every one of his guests
who wore his mask. His face. With eyes the exact tone of
gray of his own eyes, and tiny holes in the pupils so the
guests could look through those eyes. His eyes. Then
nothing of what they were to see or what they saw would
be offensive to them.

The guests climbed up the steep steps of the pyramid
until they reached him on his radiant seat of honor on
high. Beside the Master bubbled a caldron that gave off
an aroma of humidity and herbs. The Indian maidens
served the most ferocious alecholic beverages and the
Master gave each one a steaming bowl with broth from
the caldron.

He went on serving it solemnly with a large silver
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ladle, and as he greeted each guest, he held out the bowl
as if offering communion.

“Machi bouillon,” he said by way of greeting, and
they all drank reverently, without understanding the
enormity of the homage.

Details so well thought out! Around the neck of each
of them, hanging on a small chain, a thin tubing of white
metal through which they could sip the drinks and the
broth without taking off their masks. A kind of maté sip-
per, so homey.

“I won't let them chew you,” he had promised the
Machi before doing her in.

And she had answered him: “Even if you let them,
even if you want it, you're not going to change me into
shit. I'm going to be where I'm not, and in other places,
too: you're going to remember me.”

So, as he held out the bowls to his guests, he added:
“It's a one-course dinner, but what a dish. Pure wisdom,
you'll remember me everywhere. It will nourish you for-
ever, It will bring you infinite well-being.”

Well-being, what one might call well-being, was
probably what the others experienced. As for him, the
darned Machi bouillon upset his stomach badly, and at
the height of the party, when they were all quite drunk
and happy and the pyramid was glowing in all its splen-
dor and the drummers were drumming like madmen,
drowning out the music from the accordions—because
that's what they had been hired for, brought over from
the other bank of the river, from the other side of the
border, for no other reason but to cover up the accordions
and condemn them to inaudibility. After the crop-dusting
plane had circled the pyramid and the immediate area five
times, spraying the white powder obtained at the local
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processing plants, with the Sorcerer shouting from on top
through @ megaphone: “It's pure, it's the most natural
there is. Breathe deeply”—when the party was at its best,
the people dancing howling fornicating and chasing each
other in the light of an enormous full moon that hung
over their heads, when the frolic had reached its apex, he
fell into a strange swoon. He sat rigid on his throne, un-
able to utter another word, and the ant mask slipped off
his face, coming to rest ten vards below at the feet of the
bacchants. Several raised their eyes and saw his pale face
illuminated by that immense moon, a clay-colored face
that was the reflection of all the faces around. That awak-
ened the fury in them. It was never known who was the
first to pick up a cudgel and break the mask of the person
next to him, but it turned out 0 be a contagious motion
and very shortly everyone was brandishing a club and
they were whacking each other right and left, breaking
masks and defending their own. Maybe because each
wanted to be the only one, the Sorcerer, not knowing that
the real Sorcerer had fallen into a mystical ecstasy which
was so really, so truly like a catatonic stupaor.,

At dawn, not a single mask remained, although there
were a lot of masks of blood, faces of scabs and green
welts and eves like purée and all manner of disfigurations.
And he as if absent, up there, not even ahble to enjoy the

spectacle.

I told him so, I told him so, the Egret sobbed when
the light of day permitted the private planes to take off
and they were finally alone. I told him so, the Machi soup
disagreed with him. The Machi got her revenge. Come
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back, Master, come back, don't let the witch swallow you
inside out.

Come back, come back, I'm your Egret, your dog.
I'm your aide, if you want, I'm your wolf, come back. And
he shook him hard, trying to revive him.,

“It's no use. Only he has the power to revive others,
and he's the one whe's out of commission now.”

“Shut up, you squaw, you witch. He's never out of
commission. He must be sunk in meditation.”

“T'm going to call the doctor.”

“Don’t even think of it, you witch. You'll do some
calling, all right, calling the other squaws, that string of
idlers and good-for-nothings, so they can come and help
me get him down from here. We'll bring him inside the
pyramid, even if it isn't finished. He'll be cooler there, he
won't get sunstroke there, he won't dehydrate. Besides, he
says the bad vibrations won't reach him inside the pyra-
mid. The perfect pyramidal form protects him. 1 hope
he's right, inside. Because outside it's something else.”

They tried to move him and he was rigid in a sitting
position. Statuary. One of the maidens got the idea of
running a pair of staves through the legs of the throne to
carty him on their shoulders like that. It was his first
gestatorial chair. Luckily, none of those present knew the
tradition, and no one thought to feel his testicles. What
a wild surprise the maidens would have had. Three balls.
A trinity in the crotch.
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The Lord and Master's swoon lasted two nights and M

the two days that went with them, but the days don't
count in such cases. When it's night for him it's night for
everybody, and the maidens took turns lying by his side
to give him warmth and keep that ever so venerated body
from catching a cold. The Egret couldn't stay by the Mas-
ter's side because weeping would overcome him immedi-
ately, and the Master not only began to grow cold again
but got wet all over. The Egret, therefore, would walk
back and forth on his long heron legs, trying to think,
trying to find a solution or an antidote.

He thought about the mushrooms, but he didn't have
the heart to go back to the Tacuri, much less go In
through the long corridors to the rock-salt cavern, where
the Machi’s ghost would surely be waiting for him. He
thought and he thought, without results as usual, and he
finally decided to put on one of the Master's masks that
had remained intact, to see if he became inspired.

With the mask on, he looked in the mirror. There
was never a lack of mirrors in the Master’s domains. He
looked at himself in the mirror and finally had an intel-
lipent reflection. He then sat down on the Master's
throne, which had been left empty. He arranged the
Master's red velvet cape around him, then he decided to
put on the Master's iridescent tghts, and he was now
complete. Not in the ant outfit, but in the Master's outfit.
In the Master's face, trying for a more hoarse, unknown
voice, which could be the voice of the Master.

“Maidens, maidens, come immediately, [ need to
whip you for a while.”

And the maidens came quickly, because they had
nothing else to do and because they were wandering aim-
lessly around and wanted a little fun.

The Egret in his red raiment began to undress them
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with the Lizard's Tail, trying to catch a tipoi tunic with the
long tongue of the whip, trying to snare a petticoat and
pull it off.

The maidens laughed and helped a little, to give him
pleasure, He's got the Master's face and he’s not the Mas-
ter, they sang to him, provoking him, enchanted that he
wasn't the Master, that he was much more youthful and
much less cruel.

And they went about undressing and opening their
legs and tempting him, to the point where he had taken
off his tights and his underpants and was wearing only
the cape and the Master'’s mask and was perhaps on the
verge of attaining what he had never attained before.

That was more powerful than all swoons put to-
gether. The real Master awoke with a leap and yelled at
him. “What are you doing, you wretch? Do you think you
can take my place like that? Death to the traitor, death to
the dog.”

“Master, I gave you back lifel”

“You gave me back shit. Now take off the mask and
come over here, we've gol things to do.”

If the witchdoc had died, I would have been lefi
without a novel, But what a relief it would have been,
what a relief,

Now I can keep on writing, that is, I can keep on
disregarding my other duties without too much guilt, at-
tending only to the more peremptory priorities. Even
though I wouldn't like to play duck, going into the water
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without getting wet. Once at the dance, Il dance, if I
camn, as rmuch as | can.

Yesterday I went to see the ambassador, It seems he
can finally offer asylum to the lawyer couple 1 recom-
==mondod=All-for the best, since the poor souls were on
the point of falling into the claws of the cops. And the
ambassador, what an interesting fellow he is. That's an-
other story I ought to be writing, | wonder why fiction
and reality get so intertwined in me, or at least in my
writing. why I can't keep them separate. Everything
mingles, the threads tangle, they wrap around my feet
and tie me up. I like the ambassador and that gets me
mixed up, too, why mix matters that are more or less
emoticnal with these others which are matters of life and
death. As if the emotional ones weren't matters of life and
death too, or, rather, choosing life when everything is on
the brink of the other thing.

Getting back to our witchdoc, I must say that he has
recovered consciousness—or whatever its called in such
cases—and with it, all his power of destruction, and so is
back to his old tricks. And | have to go on telling what 1
know or what [ think I know in that regard, in spite of the
fact that hell still have an advantage over me there, not
only because he knows more but because he invents
things better, Damn him.

For that very reason I've decided without further
delay to get rid of the little iron devil and all the rest of
the magical paraphernalia, following my guide's sensible
advice, The little devil with his trident and his lance,
Eshu and his tools, with such an enchanting smile, so
seductive with his pointed metal homs and almost hori-
zontal prick. Eshi's prick almost horizontal? Yes, ma'am.
The gentleman who was so kind as to make me a gift of
it felt it was no compliment at all to bring me an Eshi
with a fallen prick. One at a right angle, rather, that
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points to the ground. That's what all metal representa-
tions of Eshi are like, you have to admit, but not mine,

because my knight-errant gentleman intended to change
that, straighten out the sex organ, giving it an erection, as
they say. But that's another story.

The present story can be wrapped up in a paper bag.
That’s where I'm putting Eshi for the moment (bye-bye,
love ), along with the peyote necklaces from the market in
Sonora, a few tablets from the witches’ market in La Paz
on the Calle Linares, the love amulets (for all the luck
they've brought me) and the money amulets (I can say
the same) and a couple of figas, a male garlic with a red
ribbon, some deer eyes (seeds). Those other seeds that
the ambassador gave me aren't included. They're sea
tomatoes, one is female and the other male, and when you
put them in a glass of water the female floats and the
male sinks, mmeﬂﬂng that usually happens to males in a
glass of water.

Talismans amulets charms tablets devil and his
armament necklaces of doubtful origin little sugar skulls
all in a paper bag and in another the bottle of dry cane
liquor that I was to buy for this solemn occasion.

My friend Julia, so perfect and punctual, will come
for me at a quarter to six in the afternoon and drive me to
CAaITy outl my assignment.

“On Friday, just before the sun goes down, do you
understand, my child? before nightfall, during sunset.
Take your little devil and the other magical objects to the
woods and hide them in the underbrush. Then take a
bottle of cane liquor and pour out half of it, making a
circle around the offering. And leave the open bottle
there, repeating all the while that you're doing this to pay
for your imprudence in having harbored evil elements in
your home, understand?”

Those were the instructions and 1 understand them
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so well that as soon as Julia arrives we go off in her car to
the woods near the airport, the only ones in the area,

After driving for half an hour, at the point where
the highway is about to cross into the dangerous and
guarded precincts of the international alrport, we make a
right turn and go along a route that's certain to take us
into the woods. The sun is quite low, a few timid pink
tones are beginning to invade the sky, when suddenly the
car gives a shudder and a red light on the dashboard goes
o,

“It cant be,” Julia says. "It seems the fan belt's
broken, and I just had a new one put in.”

And 1 sigh and remember the second part of the
story of Eshi, the words of Christian, my captain from
across the sea, when he gave it to me:

A beautiful woman cannot be given a gift of a little
fallen-phallus devil, that's why [ asked the ship's ma-
chinist to straighten this one out, fix the phallus to what it
should be. The machinist liked the idea and went off to
his forge roaring with laughter to give the cock a few
hammer blows and raise it to its proper position. 1 went
back to the bridge and was up there when all of a
sudden the ship lurched as if we'd run aground and the
machinist showed up in a rage. Here, he shouted at me,
take your shitty devil, he blew up my auxiliary boiler,
which had been working perfectly, I'd just finished ad-
justing the pressure gauges. And he gave me back the
Eshi and refused to hear another word about it, 50 here it
is, for you, at half-mast, you might say, but it's the inten-
tion that counts, isn't it?

I decide mot to tell Julia that part of the story. so as
not to dishearten her completely. Instead, 1 open the car
door, determined to get rid of that bad-luck cargo as
quickly as possible. I step to the ground and stop short.
Right there, above my head, threatening as warnings like
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these can be under these circumstances, is a huge sign
with the dark outline of a soldier aiming his rifle at me.
And the warning reads:

MILITARY ZONE
ND PARKING NO STOPPING

And the sun, cbeying the sign, doesn't park, doesn't
stop. It goes implacably on its way down toward the
herizon, seon it will disappear and it will be too late for
us.

"Mr. President, General, sir, forgive me for bringing
up these problems, but I think theyre interfering with
our plan for National Reconstruction. This isn't serving
our high and noble interests, nor is our sovereignty pre-
served this way or its historical continuity assured. That
man has tricked us again. Our representatives and special
envoys to the so-called Festival of the Pyramid, along
with their distinguished wives, have returned from the
north in a lamentable condition, some with their faces
seriously beaten, with cuts and bruises.”

“Have them make me a written report. How did the
gory event take place?”

“Well, actually, it seems they beat each other up
without anyone provoking them. But I can assure you,
Mr. President, that all the blame can be placed on that
evil character. He must have put something into the hors
d'oeuvres, which were quite frugal, according to what
I've been told. But it seems that he served a potion that
aroused people to violence instead of maintaining and
increasing—if possible—the unity of aims and the bonds
of a bealthy and cordial camaraderie.”

“Of course, of course. I'm sorry that our cameramen

147



weren't allowed to be present at that little party. But if
Lieutenant Lopez has followed my instructions, well
kave some photographs of the lamentable episode very
soon. | want to see them.”

“Tm very sorry, General, but it seems that Lieuten-
ant Lopez had his camera confiscated.”

“Lock him up! [ don’t want stupid assistants who
can't follow my wishes. My orders, that is.”

“At your command, Mr. President. And what are we
to do about the man up north? Our officers are very un-
happy.”

“We won't do anything. What are you thinking of?
WeTl leave him alone, let him organire another festival.
Let him invite us again. I'd like to go as an impartial
observer. They seem to be amusing parties.”

*Anything you say, General, sir."

"You're excused, Colonel. But first please draw the
curtains and turn on the lights. I don't like this hour of
uncertain clarity, It's lasted too long already. Wipe it out.”

Come on, boys, let's pick up the pace a little. We're
all exhausted, but look, you can already make out the
towers of the Basilica in the distance. Come on, com-
panions! We've got to get there before sunset, She won't
forgive us if we arrive to inaugurate her new sanctuary in
the dark. And, to make things worse, they close the
Basilica at nightfall.

What rot. Look at the horizon, dog. Better yet, don't,
dom’t look at it. This hour of the day makes me nervous.
It's as if something were opening up there in the back-
ground, between earth and sky. The pinks getting more
and more intense don't bother me, I rather like them; I

148

r

like it when the sun's disk turns red, flattens out, and loses
its gaudy playing-card look. But at this terrible moment,
look, no, don't look, it can drive you mad, it's like a hor-
rible mouth, a woman's opening that wants to swallow
you up, there in the back, with a greenish, unique glow;
imagine that green in the midst of soft little pinks and
blues, a green that's out of place, threatening, like the
Machi’s mouth. This is happening to me because I didn't
keep her in my stomach, this is happening to me because
I vomited her up with all my strength, tossed her up
toward the sky. Now the Machi is challenging me with
her mouth or whatever it might be, gigantic, green, and
the sun like a tongue that goes on licking.

I didn't feel much like getting out of the car facing a
sign like that, and very slowly we continue on in search of
a telephone before the car falls apart on us completely. We
have to get help from the Auto Club, move quickly; if we
don't, Eshii will keep on with his tricks. We reach the gate
of the army camp and Julia rather imprudently gets out
of the car. [ hear the click of the safety catches on the
machine guns as they're released, I see the five guards
move into combat position. Good God! Our armed forces
in action. I open my door and get out too, my hands
conspicuously away from my body, but my dignity intact.
I smile as best I can, I shout, “Telephone, we're looking
for a telephone to get a mechanic™ (not a bullet in the
belly ). "Our car’s broken down; fan belt, we think.”

“There's no telephone here. Drive slowly down to the
police post, and don't make any suspicious movemnents.”

“Can we turn around here?”™

“Affirmative,” they answer, more relaxed now. but
following us with their eyes just the same, and maybe
with spyglasses from the turrets, and Julia, that mad-
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woman, proposes that I get out a few yards from there.

"Run out and throw your little devil away before it's
too late. It's his fault. He doesn't want us to get tid of
him, and the sun is going down fast. In fifteen minutes
itTl be too late. And then who can say if we can avoid
another run-in like this one.”

“And who will save me now? I get out right in front
of the camp with that rather suspicious bag and a bottle
that could easily be a Molotov cocktail. 1 get evervthing
ready in the bushes across there, and one of the guards in
the towers shoots me down. If I'm lucky; if not, they take
me away for interrogation, as they call it.”

We finally get to the police post, explain our dra-
matic situation. They let us call the Auto Club, they chat
with us, the AC doesn't arrive, and the sun is going down,
down, the lght is getting dim, sunset, really, and [ decide
to gamble everything because I'm half out of my head,
because a person says she doesn't believe and then just
look at her.

I go back to the car with some kind of excuse. Julia,
who got the message, stays in the guard post to distract
the two policemen: I want to call again, where did I put
the card, what a drag, and I hope my car won't be ruined,
and things like that. Poor little helpless woman, and the
policemen are solicitous, In the meantime, inside the
car, I surreptitiously empty my handbag and [ put the
devil and the rest of the objects in it, 1 get out of the car
like a person going off to pee in the underbrush there (as
if my bladder were capable of functioning}, I throw
away the purse, 1 go back to the car, paranoia takes hold
of me and I go back into the bushes to empty the contents
of the purse and pick it up in case some clue was left. [
look for the bottle, at any moment | expect a bullet to
smash into my back, I expect a mouthful of blood. But ne,
not this tme. | empty the liquor a2 mile 3 minute and get
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back in the car as brother sun finishes his visible course.
Mechanical help is approaching in the distance, Julia re-
tums with a forced smile, the policemen think what a
nice lady, my heart starts up again, my diaphragm starts
up again, and I can breathe once more because | am rid
of Eshi now.
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The illumination

At 8 p.m. the machines unlocked themselves by their
own power and were able to go on printing. An inex-
plicable breakdown that not even Funes himself had been
able to pinpoint, much less fix. And if old Funes couldn’,
no one else at The Voice of the Town of Capivari could.
Old Funes had seen the birth of the machinery of that
newspaper, he had reared it and, one might almost say,
nourished it with his own secretions. A lot of sweat at
least. And now, because of that integration, the old man
had the coloring of linotype and the cough of a rotary
press. Skinny. indeed, he usually went unnoticed, moving
with the same rather clock-like movement as the ma-
chines. Whole days would pass without anyone’s noticing
his presence, but at the sublime moment of a breakdown
Funes was indispensable. Was, had been, will be?—
because the present tense couldn't be employed on this
particular Friday. All his science had been of no use in the
face of the generalized demise of the machines, Even Don
Justino Alchurrdn, publisher of the paper, had tried to en-
courage him, something that gave an even greater dimen-
sion to his faflure.

After much effort and many attempts, old Funes—
terrified by that world of paralyzed machines, which
wasn't his world at all—withdrew to the darkest corner,
having decided to merge forever with the burlap and tow
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Aimpregnated with grease and printer's ink. Everybedy
forgot about him, upset as they were, and nobedy
thought to wake him and congratulate him when finally,
at eight o'clock that evening, the machines came to life all

1 by themselves and everything apparently returned to

——

k

¥

\ normal.

The Voice of the Toum of Capivari went on printing

. all night long, and it was the issue that had the greatest

success throughout the region. The issue of Saturday,
August 1, when everybody was in the general store of the
town of Capivari fulfilling his duty of consuming the
ritual cane liquor with rue which would preserve him

- from illness for the rest of the year.

The newspaper reached them a little late, but with
succulent news. Nobody wanted to be left without his
copy—as a memento, they said—and that’s why, when
the Sorcerer’s men arrived to seize it, they were unable to

. confiscate a single one.

The Capivarians, delighted. The age-old stagnation
of the little town was finally being stirred up, and others,
not themselves, were finally receiving the whacks dis-

. tributed throughout the region. Scandalous Masked Balll

Histrionic Bacchanal! Such headlines for a humble news-
paper that until then had concerned itself only with agri-
cultural problems. A far-reaching event was finally upset-
ting the boozy calm of siesta time, an event with dark
implications, but so very stimulating. And on the day of
cane liquor and rue: one glass on an empty stomach and
any good Christian is protected. One small glass, or let's
say two, or several, and by noontime spirits were high
and reprisals were planned. The great imitation. The
parody.

“Are we lesser people, don't we know how to swing
clubs? Don’t we know how to take blows? —some con-
fused little drunk shouted, and everybody chorused no,
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they werent a lesser people, yes, they knew how to give
and receive whacks—receive, most of all. And they were
in agreement with the whole plan,

Schoolmaster Cernuda offered his school desks to
build the pyramid, and by the end of the afternoon it was
finished off with fruit crates. For cudgels they would use
rolled-up newspapers, the peasants weren't so stupid as to
go about injuring each other, and the gabble and en-
thusiasm reached its height when the owner of the gen-
eral store dusted off three bags of masks, leftovers from
past carnivals. A preat idea, the carnival masks: the face
of any monster might well be the true effigy of the Sor-
cerer, and it was better that way, there was less repetition.

Don Justino Alchurrén, mayor of the town of
Capivari as well as publisher of the newspaper, watched
the preparations framed in the window of his residence
on the sguare. He felt himself overflowing with pride.
That mysterious note from an anonymous correspondent,
which had arrived by messenger and which he had hesi-
tated so much to publish, was now opening the gates of
heaven for him. No one in all Capivari and its surround-
ing countryside would forget the festival that was spomn-
taneously being prepared, the fruit of popular fervor.
Thanks to what had been published in his newspaper, to
which no one had paid much attention until then in spite
of its twenty years of devoted service to the community.
The newspaper announced farm auctions, gave advice on
the making of soap, advertised products to combat to-
bacco and comn blights, predicted the weather, and
busied itself with other matters of small import. On that
memorable day, however, the newspaper had unleashed a
popular celebration that could become a custom, per-
haps, and with the passage of years would turn into a
traditional fiesta, the Great Folklore Festival of Capivari
that would atiract thousands of tourists from the four
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cormners of the nation and maybe even from neighboring
countries. And they would all carry away souvenirs:
braided lassos, whips, cattle counters in braids of four
with silver circlets, local handicrafts all, wrapped in
pages from the newspaper that from then on would be a
real daily, a proper morning paper read by everyone. The
Annual Festival of Capivari with polka and chamamé
contests. Famous musicians would be invited, accordion
and harP plajre:rs would come from more prosperous lo-
calities, a brewery would be established, Capivari would
come to know splendor. And he, Don Justine Alchurrdn,
would finally display on his person a mayoral sash and
the newspaper would have a proper building, no more of
that dark shed. There would be fireworks.

The Capivarians, less ambiticus, were ready to have
fun that night, and that was enough. Or maybe not. They
would tell stories and more stories of that night to their
children and to their children's children and anyone
within earshot for the rest of their lives.

Everyone so busy: the men putting the pyramid to-
gether, going from house to house and hut to hut getting
candles and gathering all available drinking supplies, the
women taking bags apart and sewing burlap capes for
everyone. The children were trying to manufacture more
masks in case there weren't enough to go around, and the
three village idiots were chewing away on hard carob
pods, spitting them afterwards into the jars, along with
plenty of saliva to accelerate the fermentation of the
brew.

Schoolmaster Cernuda was the one who decided that
the festival should be celebrated in honor of someone.
Not any patron saint, but that most noble and self-effac-
ing reporter who had risked life and reputation in attend-
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ing that pemicious party in order to write his clarifying
chronicle

A small delegation set out for Don Justino Alchur-
rdn's house and knocked om the door with all the solem-
nity the circumstances required. “We need to know the
name of the hero of the day in order to pay him homage.
We want you to tell us who the chronicler of that pro-
vocative event was.”

And Don Justine Alchurrdn, suddenly yanked out of
his reveries, didn't even have time to put together a more
plausible story and released the truth, which smacked of
the fantastic in every way. “If [ only knew who it was, If I
only knew. I would promote him immediately to star re-
porter, make him doctor honoris causa, anything, But it's
not possible for me to do that. The article came to me in a
sedled envelope, handed me personally by a horseman
dressed all in black, riding a dark horse. He didn't look
like a gaucho, in spite of his broad-brimmed hat, but
maore like a musketeer. [ don't know. He asked for me and
gave me the envelope personally, without dismounting,
almost without a word.”

“And you didn’t ask him what his name was.”

“Of course | asked him. He said his name was Mas-
card. But after reading the contents of the envelope I
thought he was fooling me with the name.”

Cernuda the schoolteacher decided no, Mascard was
the appropriate name, and he proposed dedicating the
festival to him in absentia.

At dusk, the pyramid was almost ready. The only
thing missing was the representation of the Sorcerer, now
called Red Ant. No one wanted to take on himself such an
irreverence, so Schoolmaster Cernuda got hold of some
ancient Indian chronicles and directed the fashioning of
the figure, making an adaptation here and there in line
with local taste and possibilities.
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“And at the beginning of the festival, at nightfall,
they tumed to making the figure of the Idol in human
form, with a human face and all the appurtenances of a
man.
“And this they did in the form of a human body
made entirely from seeds of . . . [Well, there's no need to
give everything literally. Put in sunflower seeds.] They
placed him on a framework of rods and fastened him with
thoms, put thoms on him to keep him steady.

“Once he was fashioned thus, they adorned him with
feathers and gave the face their own features. They put
on his stone mosaic ears [Well, we can skip the tur-
quoises] in serpentine shape and from his turquoise ears
hung a ring of thorns [One does what one can]. It's made
of gold [ahem!], it’s in the form of toes, it's put together
like toes [with the feet].

“The bridge of the nose made of gnld [Well, let’s use
our imagination. Children, go get some of that paper that
chocolate candy comes in], with smooth stones. A ring of
thorns hangs from the nose too, with lines perpendicular
to the face. This facial decoration of transverse lines was
blue [Let's make that crimson] and yellew in color.
Owver the head they put the magical headdress of feathers
from a hummingbird [or a hen]. Then they placed a dec-
oration of yellow parrot feathers around the neck [Some
people like omnithological details!], from which hang
tapering fringes, like the shocks of hair boys have. His
cape, too, fashioned from nettle leaves, dyed black
[That's easy], and, in five places, clumps of delicate
feathers from an eagle [O.K.?].

"He is wrapped in a robe painted with skull and
bones. On the torso he wears a vest painted with dis-
jointed human members—all of it covered over with
craniums, cars, hearts, intestines, thoraxes, teats, hands,
feet.
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“On his back, borne like a burden, is his blood-
colored flag, This blood-colored flag is nothing but paper.
[So much the better!l] It's dyed red, as if dyed with
blood. He holds a sacrificial flint as a crowning touch, and
this, too, is only paper. It's also flecked with blood color,”

“Don't tell me now that this doesn't look good. Just
like the other one.”

When they finished the image, which was some-
where between the terrifying and the ridiculous, the
Capivarians, with the schoolteacher at their head, de-
cided that it would be in no way a sacred festival. The
festival that had got started hours before, probably with
the appearance of The Voice of the Toun of Capivart,
was a festival of self-affirmation and therefore immensely
free.

Several of them carried the effigy on a litter and with
extreme care began to scale the pyramid made of
benches, boards, boxes, branches. Part of it crumbled, the
pyramid half disintegrated on one side, but they reached
the surnmit safe and sound and deposited their burden
there, surrounded by candles so all could see it.

“Do you think theyre worshipping me?” asked the
Sorcerer, again established in his headquarters at the
Tacurd.
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And the spy who had run to tell him about the latest
happenings in the not too distant town of Capivari an-
swered without hesitation: “I have no doubt about it,
Master. What else could they be doing?”

The Capivarians, far removed from that frame of
mind, with the effigy atop the squat pseudo-pyramid,
began the dance and followed it with a drunken spree.
Don Justino Alchurrén didn't feel like getting involved in
the festivities, but he gave his wife, along with his three
d.aughter:s and the maid, permission to station themselves
in the windows of the house, wearing colored dominoes.
It was a way of showing their support without becoming
completely involved, the perfect way of fulfilling his
double function of mayor and journalist: up front, where
the news happens, and at the same time in the rear to
protect his people.

On two occasions he ventured among the dancers on
the square and was able to admire up close the mag-
nificence of the pyramid with its colorful figure on top.
Both times, however, he had to return quickly to his
house because everyone insisted that he drink some of
that repulsive half-fermented local brew, and he wasn't
one to disappoint his people.

Back in his house, Don Justine Alchurrén felt re-
lieved and happily took up his dream:ing again. The walls
were lit with the reflection of Roman candles and flares
that burst from time to time out in the square. The fes-
tivities would last all through Sunday, certainly, and he
was beginning to wonder in what state the Capivarians
would go to work on that following morning, stuffed with
memories. A minor preoccupation, no doubt about it. So
many beautiful things would come out of the festival
afterwards, so many birth certificates—because it was
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common knowledge that the Capivarians were enjoying
themselves in every possible way—so many weddings,
perhaps; the mayor's office would take on an unusual live-
liness and he would be able to devote himself to his fa-
vorite activities: registering. noting, writing, classifying,
filing, The commissioner would also be able to fulfill his
duties, life would begin its cycle again in the town of
[:.H.Pi"i'm.

An intense glow yanked Don Justino Alchurrén out
of his dreams. And he heard his daughters’ somewhat
contradictory cries: "Papa, come look. Papa, save us, do
something. Help, Papa, look how divine. Papa, it's won-
derful, they've gone mad. How frightening, how fan-
tastic.”

Don Justino Alchurrdn ran to the window and
caught the bonfire at its moment of maximum splendor.
It's not known whether in the spirit of purification or out
of sheer fun. But someone had set fire to the wood and
everything was now burning festively. Flames that
reached the sky, to which Don Justino Alchurrdn likewise
raised his arms, but no one paid him the slightest atten-
tion. Everyone was enthralled with the flames, except
schoolmaster Cernuda, who was lamenting the loss of his
school desks, although he did admire the gigantic torch
that was now consuming the image of the Sorcerer,

“What a world!” he proclaimed. "How much good
must be sacrificed in order to consume evil. And how
much beauty is given off by the sacrifice. How much il-
lumination.”
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I know for sure that the wrath of the witchdoc, the
self-called Lord of the Black Lagoon, made itself felt al-
most immediately. A glow that exceeded his? When had
anyone ever seen such disrespect?

But I'm too busy with other difficulties to get con-
cerned over the fate of the Capivarians. A sturdy people,
capable of defending themselves all alone, protected from
earliest infancy by capybara oil, which is so good for cur-
ing a cough and fending off the evil eye. Iconoclasts al-
ways manage to save themselves, that's why the ones who
worTy me now are the others, the worshippers, the
blinded people who already number in the hundreds of
thousands. They not only worry me, they also worry the
Sorcerer, it seems, and that's good: they've escaped his
clutches. They've joined the cult of the Dead Woman,
which has much greater reaches. And that's why the
Sorcerer has spread his nets and why his influence is al-
ready being felt in the Capital.

It's been only a few months since 1 started the bi-
ography, and how the man has grown; he's left his retreat
in the false anthill and with all speed has set in motion a
plot that takes in all sectors. I did what 1 could, 1 threw
away my poor little devil and all the accessories and now
I'm only waiting for the moment.
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Navoni and [ have started up our romance again. F who now number eleven. They've tripled the guard in

Things like these bring people closer together: when the
ship is sinking, everybody embraces. A good embrace,
Navoni's, | love him and | love the people of Capivari
because they don't compromise. They're each pure, in
their own way: those who know without wanting to, and
Navoni, who wants to know at all costs. And, as it hap-
pens, neither one nor the others think of themselves as
owning the truth. They just do their best.

Now theyTe going to put the blame on Navoni and
me for the fury that's been unleashed by our conspira-
cies. Especially on me, who brought the Caboclo de Mar
into the struggle, It's easy to say: Let sleeping dogs lie,
things like that, the laws of cause and effect, like that.
Easy to szy. But I'm not buying that blame business.
They say the witchdoc resumed his activities because I
began to write his biography, I woke the dog up, 1 stirred
up the quict clear waters of the hlack lagoons and the rot
came up from the bottom . . . As if the rot hadn't been
there from the beginning, as if that dog and his subdog
hadn't been moving about in their sleep all the time, un-
leashing nightmares,

It's true that the witchdoc has grown, has become
larger during these months in which I've been writing.
He's woven a vast net and now he's everywhere, but it's
not my work; rather, this unfolding of forces complicates
the biography enormously for me. Now he's everywhere
and | have to follow him through the most shadowy ways
and byways. He's extended his domains, he's absolute
master of the Kingdom of the Black Lagoon, mapped out
by him and constantly enlarged by him. An expansionist
like few others, and he leaves me no time to concern
myself with the ambassador or with my friends in asylum,
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front of the embassy and the sentries allow themselves all
manner of excesses: with their bayonets, they turn the
pristine matiresses that arrive for the new guests mnto
sieves. Searching for weapons, they say, for drugs, secret
documents, whatever, so that they end up ruining every-
thing; they inspect purchases from the market to such an
extent that no delivery boy wants to run the risk of losing
a whole day in the inspection. A good theme for a novel.
But Red Ant won't let me, no, he insists that | concentrate
my full attention on him, and for that same reason he
doesn’t worry too much about the worshippers of the
Dead Woman, who no longer pay any attention to him.
Did they ever pay any attention to him, did they ever
know about him?

On the night of our sleeplessness, the worshippers
reached the Basilica and filled it up. Who would have
thought so: with the few relics of the Dead Woman that
were left, they arrived on their knees, dragging themselves
along. Now the Dead Woman has a visible shrine in the
Basilica, on the surface of the earth.

And when Sunday arrived, thousands and thousands
of people poured in. And thousands more came daily, to
the point of filling fields that extended along the banks of
the river surrounding the Basilica. A court of miracles,
with all the cripples, invalids, amputees, blind, lame, and
castrated who abound in these times and these latitudes.

The prior of the Basilica stays in the shadows and
hasn’t wanted to show his face, not even on the last Sun-
day evening, when word had got around and all five gov-
emment TV stations appeared to cover the story. Live
and direct. It was hard for the mobile units to make their
way through the crowd that filled the central square and
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the streets all around. In a corner of the square a priest
was waving a hyssop, blessing the cars, which went by at
the speed of a walk, and collecting the 200 pesos estab-
lished as the entrance fee. The main avenue was blocked
off by the legless, who proceeded on their little carts. The
armless carried candles in their mouths and dripped wax
on the heads of these advancing slowly before them on
their knees.

We all saw them on our TV screens and we felt our
hearts beating with popular fervor; it was a little sticky,
dangerous. The sexton kept showing his face, speaking in
the name of the high dignitaries of the Church:

‘Mo, madam, it is forbidden to enter the Basilica with
a lighted candle. You can imagine what the floor would
be like if everybody did that. You're not the one who has
to clean it up, are you? No, madam. It doesn’t matter if
the Committee of Dames of Charity of the Holy De-
ceased offers its services to clean up every night. It's not
that, you have to understand. It's because of the fire
hazard. Yes, madam, yes. You can donate a candle, what's
important for the Deceased is the gesture, and so much
the better if the candle is virgin. Put your candle in the
box. Mo, not that one, that's the big box for offerings; in
that smaller box. We'll see to it that the candles are all
melted down and with the wax we'll make the votive
lights that will burn in the name of all the faithful, morn-
ing, noon, and night. Of course, madam, there will be a
lot of candles left over, especially the larger ones, the
prettiest ones, yes. We've thought of everything, and
that's why we've opened a resale booth. With the money
from that, we'll be able to keep the Basilica, the House of
the Deceased, in perfect shape”

There were some protests:

“We brought a lot of gold and silver offerings. I don't
see them anywhere, only the brass ones.”
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“Naturally, sir. The valuable ones go into the safe.
We don't want our holy place to be a source of tempta-
tion. Besides, there's a P'la:n to melt down all the precious
metals to manufacture an enormous bell with a silver—
argentine, that is—sound that will ring out like none
other, for the glory of our Dead Lady.”

The Sorcerer didn't let himself be moved by the im-
probable argentine pealing of a bell that would never
come into existence. And from his kingdom, which
seemed so remote from secular things, he demanded his
tithe. He had mobilized the people so that they would
take up the cult again and plunge into action and defend
him, and the people had only fallen on their knees, for-
getting about the enemy. Oh, well. If the people didn't
want to move, make them pay for it. He knew quite well
on whom to pour out his wrath, against whom to invest
that money: the inhabitants of Capivari, who had done
the impossible to merit his thunderbolt of justice.



The Voice

The situation is growing clearer. It was getting ex-
tremely uncomfortable for me, that business of having a
subterranean, ubiquitous enemy, in my image and like-
ness. Now I've got the enemy more within reach, in my
gunsight you might say, a crossbow’s shot away, and [
can conduct the operation from my pyramidal heights
and cbserve the results with my powerful binoculars.

Were they trying to make fun of me by imitating the
festival? Theyll soon see who laughs last.

As @ first step, expropriate that two-bit newsletter, the
cause of all the trouble. And I'll be doing them a favor:
the printed word is the worst kind of poison and must be
kept in responsible hands, Now that 1've finally managed
to organize my parallel army, Il give the order for the
arrest of the owner of that rag.

“House arrest, Master?”

“How could you even think of such nonsense, paral-
lel Colonel? That business was for the other newspaper
owner. Coarse concessions that those who only have nom-
inal power might grant. The powerful, the omnipotent,
like me, we never forgive. Let them crush that stinking
little publisher in Capivari, let him be puréed into mush.
I'm not going to let him enjoy his home, where they tell
me he has an orchidarium, a large cage of toucans, and
three daughters in bloom. You're crazy. Make him disap-
pear for me, and keep the house, the orchids, the toucans,

166

and the daughters for me. Il know what to do with them

all. And especially keep the newspaper for me."
“Sir, excuse me, but Don Justino Alchurrén is a

highly respected man. Besides, he's the mayor of Capivari.”

“S0 much the better. I am the only respectable per-
son here. We'll annex Capivari into the Kingdom of the
Black Lagoon, we'll declare ourselves independent. The
Capivarians don't deserve such good fortune; theyre
mere insurrectionists. Or maybe they do deserve it, for
trying to emulate me. Theyve done the correct thing.
They couldn't have a better model, even if they were a bit
careless with the details.”

“Excuse me, sir, but Capivari doesn’t want to be an-
nexed. Theyre all roused up by the disappearance of
their mayor. We planted a suicide note, but nobody paid
any attention to it. They say he was abducted by the
forces of evil, imagine that. It's true that our men were a
little careless: they left one of the mayor's hands behind
in the bam where the interrogation took place. No con-
fession could be wrung out of him: the interrogatee stuck
to his account of the rider in black who handed him the
article. A rider in black who, according to the statement,
said his name was Mascard and who rode off at a gallop.
He cant be found, Master. As for the interrogatee. my
boys finished the job. But discontent reigns in Capivari.”

I don't give a shit if the people of Capivari dont
want to be annexed. As if the wishes of the Capivarians
were of any importance, The time has come to enlarge
my domains, and the annexation of the northeasiern zone
seems the next logical step. As far as I'm concerned, it's
an accomplished fact already, though 1 wouldn't want to
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proceed in too brusque a fashion, 1 won't send my armed
forces to make them bow down as a powerful person
lacking imagination would. No. I want the people of
Capivari to admire and worship me. I will be implacable
and splendid, I will force them to surrender of their own
free will. 1 will act with method. With patience. Every-
thing in its dme and I in all times, Lord of Eternities.

“Look, pretty doggy, I'm going away untl the new
moon, but don't howl, no. Come let me pat that pretty
little head. That's it, that's it. And now, aide, enough
clowning around. | want you to listen carefully. | don't
think that the internal enemy will attack during my ab-
sence, no, its not the right moment. But I'm geing to
entrust you with two vital missions. The first will be the
making of the cradle—yes, a cradle, don't interrupt; the
second, the publication of the first issue of the newspaper
under its new star—that’s the word! And enough of that
long and insipid name. It will no longer be called The
Voice of the Toun of Capivari but The Voice, concise
and sharp. Later I'll give you precise instructions for this
first issue. But before anything else, a warning: Keep a
close watch on the cmnpletinn of the decoration of the
inside of the pyramid, see that the proportions are fol-
lowed exactly and that it's perfectly pyramidal. And sleep
there every night. All alone. No man or woman or dog or
rat or spider or bat or ant can sleep with you. I'm going to
leave you my seal while I'm gone. The destruction that is
wished for me could fall on your head if you don't protect

yourself as you should.”

Without his seal and without any worries, the
Sorcerer boarded the Beechcraft. He had it land near the
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guimbanda sacred terrain, on the other side of the broad
river, and he set out as one going to the ceremony. But at
a bend in the cleared path, precisely opposite the tree
that lowered its strangulation roots onto its brother tree,
he veered north, making his way through vines and gi-
gantic leaves. No black magic this time, this time he
needed something much more overwhelming and im-
mediate, for what he sought was to demolish a town so
prone to mockery.

Meanwhile, the aide, handsome as he was and feel-
ing quite powerful with the Master’s seal hanging from
his neck, gave himself body and soul to the making of the
cradle. He could take his time, the Lord and Master had
told him, and it made no difference to him from where,
from whom, or how or when the newborn would come.
Just making the most beautiful of cradles, a means of
participating in the birth by carving the womb.

That same dawn he ordered the felling of trees until
the woodsmen came upon a rosewood and an incense tree.

“We're cutters of ordinary timber, sir. How will we
recognize such rare wood?®

“By the scent, you wretches. Cut down all the big
trees, and when a fallen giant gives off an incomparable
aroma, cry out with joy, I'll recognize that cry from here.
Then bring me those logs, only those. But the aroma has
to be all-encompassing and total, like nothing you poor
boobs have ever amelled up till now.”

And since before he'd become a grenadier he'd been
a cabinetmaker in his father's carpenter shop, the Egret
began to sketch out the motifs he would carve on the
cradle. First he designed some large angels for the head,
with garlands of roses that went all around and met at the
foot in a huge cluster. Then he thought the business of
angels wasn't the best, given the circumstances, and
opted instead for an exceedingly complex design of ani-
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mals and plants, vines and creepers, a cornucopia over-
flowing with fruit, to recall that distant crate the Master
had once mentioned to him. And over the head of the
improbable future infant, something to hold mosquito
netting that would hang from a thin carved branch and
would be a Thousandmen flower made of wood.

He decided that the cradle deserved all his energies
and he had three newspapermen brought from the Capi-
tal 1o fill the positions that had remained mysteriously
vacant on The Veice of the Toun of Capivari, now The
Voice, renovatdons and remodeling due to change in own-
ership. The Lord and Master had left precise instructions
for the first issue in that new series that would no longer
deal with rural matters but with the occult. The Voice
would come to be the voice of the Master, his tribune of
doctrine, and he already had the first editorial set up in
type, inexplicably signed Red Ant, “The Best Enemy [s a
Dead Enemy" was the title of the piece, and Red Ant
showed that he had a thorough knowledge of his subject.
Farther on, in the centerfold, the poster: Wanted, dead or
alive, more dead than alive, Mascard. And underneath, a
composite of the rider in black, based on the confessions
of Don Justino Alchurrén, R.LP. AMPLE REWARD.

A few marriageable young women in Capivari care-
fully detached the centerfold of the newspaper and
tacked it up facing their beds. In order to recognize
Mascaré in case we run into him in the marketplace, they
explained. We could use the reward, some added, al-
though the clarification was unnecessary. They kept Saint
Anthony clese by but hidden, and one must admit that the
rider in the composite had a certain air about him. The
artist who had sketched it had added a touch here and a
touch there, giving him a great deal of charm. It was the
last compeosite he ever did in his life,

The Sorcerer, unconcerned with those avatars, had
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~ already set off his flare signals and his men in Zone 3 had

gone to pick him up in the jeep.

"Master isn’t planning to go to the sacred terrain on
this trip?”

“No. I've got more urgent matters to attend to up
north.”

"Pardon me for voicing an opinion, but I think the
Master's life has been so hectic that the Master could use
a good purification ceremony.”

“You people can do it for me this very night; well
continue our trip tomorrow,. The plane, with its valuable
cargo, has gone to Zone 7 and will return to pick me up in
thirty-six hours. [ have to have everything ready by then.
There are arrangements | have to make with the men at
the dam.”

“All the way to the dam? It's going to be a long and
tiring trip by land. You should have stayed on the plane.”

“It's not your place to suggest anything to me. |
know when to move by air and when to crouch in the
bushes like a jaguar. I need you people for transportation,
and then you'd better forget you ever saw me.”

The purification ceremony turned out to be a very
simple but intense one. 730-Wrinkles, who had been
called in especially, knew how to carry it off with an
excess of zeal. She passed the egg of a black hen all over
his body, singing incantations, asking that the egg absorb
all the evil that his body carried. Afterwards, with very
precise movements, she broke the egg over a glass of
spring water. When the yolk came in contact with the
water, a mushroom of smoke grew and en wmppad all af
them for a few seconds. The liquid in the glass held by
730-Wrinkles began w boil with great bubbles, exhaling a
pestilential odor of brimstone, of a thousand rotien eggs,
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and grew darker and darker untl it became completely
black.

The Sorcerer burst out laughing, twisting with
laughter, shaking and rembling in the midst of the tears
that leaped from his eyes, and it was an uncontrollable
laugh, pouring out as from a broken dike, a dam turning
loose its contents of laughter, and the laughter sweeping
away everything in its path,

“Look, you old witch, look what you've done to me.
What a mess vou've made. If it were up to you, you
would have drawn out all the evil, you would have left
me stark naked. Luckily, the evil I have in me is inex-
haustible and what you pulled out only tickled me. Look
at the ravages; you're sensational, old woman, I'm going
to take you home with me so we can put on this show
again.”

“I'm sorry, sir, but I won't be going with you. I won't
cross the border. I happen to know how the sorceresses
you carry off with you end up.”

“Itll be different with you, old woman. And I can
take you even if you dom't want to go, so it would be
better if you came willingly, wouldn't it?"

"No. You might be able to take me, but it's not best
for you. It's not good for you at all.”

“Get out of here, you old witch. Don't threaten me,
or I'll have you thrown to the dogs. Now get out of here,
beat it, I've got much more pressing business to attend
to.

“And let's get going now, right away, let's go, move
it. We've got to be on our way before dawn. We'll push
on hard all day, I want to get there before sundown.”

To think it was I who got them the permits to build
that darn—I negotiated with the three countries, I mo-
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bilized my resources—and now that I need a tiny favor
from them, I have to do all this playacting and put up
with all these annoyances. Not that [ dislike playacting,
quite the contrary. But there are problems I'd rather
solve with a simple radio message, taking care that people
in the Capital don't find out about it, and without giving
up my modus operandi because of it.

I've got the African mask of mdakd ghoyd and I
stroke it as we proceed through the jungle. The red earth
is tinting everything, everything around us stained blood-
red, and it cught to please me but it doesn't. The mask, of
course, can't be stained: I take care of it with all my love
and with a large plastic bag, I've made a few local
adaptations on it, now it's the ndakd ghoyd guazi, and it's
not just a long pouch of white material, now it displays
two large sky-blue stripes.

It's a mask and it's not a mask, like everything that
belongs to me. It consists of a narrow cloth cylinder ten
feet long which 1 hold over my head with a long rod and
with which | invest myself. 1 dance with the cylinder, I
stretch it and fold it at will, my will, so as to rouse up all
the powers of the ndakd ghoyd, which are my powers.

No one can resist this apparition, much less the poor
fellows at the dam. And if the ghoyd fails—nothing can
ever be considered infallible—the four men who are
traveling with me know some persuasive arguments, and
a machine gun is an irrefutable argument.

On the way, we stop to take a piss and I'm moved by
the romanticism that sweeps over me sometimes and
lends color to my less picturesque deeds. There, within
reach of my hand, is the vine with beautiful fleshy flow-
ers, full of suggestion. The mburucuyd, the passion flower
with Christ’s crown of thorns and the three nails. They say
that you mustn't cut the flower of the mburucuyd because
it will make the Saviour bleed again. | dont believe in
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such nonsense, the botanical superstitions of the poor. I'm
the only Savior here and I cut the two largest flowers to
put on my mask in place of eyes, and I cut all the others [
can reach and 1 piss on them, so theyll learn. And be-
cause of that, we travel on quite a bit more vigorously,
but still without exchanging a word.

We arrived at dusk, And [ terrified them, but not
sufficiently. It's three in the morning and I still haven't
convinced them. These men at the dam are very stubborn.

5o they don't want to close the sluices? So they need
a joint order from the three governments? So they don't
care about the sublime destiny of a little town, so they
don't want (o dry up a broad region, don't want to destroy
the crops of a whole province, don't want cattle to die of
thirst, and things like that? Poor fellows, how consider-
ate, right? But 1 didn't come all the way up here to let
myself be softened by their compassion—['ve got my own
reservoir. [ came to cut off the supply of water to Capi-
vari, and it doesn't make much difference whether 1 get it
by slashing a few throats. What do you think, fatty?
Youre in charge here, fatty, what do you think of our
playing a Hetle? You tell me to stop teasing you, that you
want to go to bed? But you're drunk, fatty, You just close
off the sluices for me when [ tell you, or I'm afrald the
sleep you'll be having will be the sleep of the just. The
eternal sleep. If you take my meaning,

The boys brought the pots of honey, so get un-
dressed, fatty, we're going to daub you all over. What
for? S0 the bears can come and lick you, you'll see how
they tickle, how you're going to laugh, you won't have a
frightened face anymore. Bears like honey a lot. Are you
going to tell me that there aren’t any bears around here?
Well, then, ants like honey, too. And I like ants, I'm in the
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habit of giving them little gifts like this. There are fire
ants hereabouts, nice little girls, I particularly like to be
on their good side. Fatty-spread-with-honey should turn
out to be a feast for them. I'm going to serve it to them
for breakfast. Orderly little girls, ants: they get up very
early and eat and eat and eat until they leave bare bones.
Shiny white. Even though I won't increase the flood of the
river of blood this way, I'll have other little pleasures,
You'll see. Seeing is a figure of speech, of course. I think
eyes are a favorite delicacy for ants, and you have such a
sweet gaze, we're going to save ourselves about two little
spoonfuls of honey. And don't shit in your pants, will you!
The ants don't like that. I don’t either. Come on, boys, a
little more honey here, and dont hit him so much, the
meat gets tough from the blows and my little ants will

There are means and there are means. Intelligence is
there to help you find the appropriate means for each
situation. For example, this fat engineer won't ever forget
me now, and | can be sure he won't tell on me either,
though that doesn’t worry me. A couple of my men from
Zone 3 will stay at the dam to keep an eye on the engineer
and make sure that on the appointed day and hour my
orders to close the sluices are carried out. Il be in the
center of the square in Capivari—at the exact point
where my statue is to be erected—and I'll predict the
disaster. I'll besiege them with thirst. If they don't give in
quickly, they'll burst. 1 can annex the village with or
without inhabitants, with or without trees, animals, birds.
The toucans and the orchids of Justinoe Alchurrén's can go
to hell. His daughters can go to hell. Although I can ir-
rigate the latter with my own I;l-ermnal walers.,
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It's good you're back, my Master, sir, adored ome.
Your instructions have been followed to the letter. I'm
making the cradle as you told me to, but I'd rather not
show it to vou yet. I want it w be a surprise. The first
issue of The Voice has appeared. It sold out immediately,
a great success, A whole lot of ads have come in, here
they are, in proper order:

Prof. ABDALA, profound knowledge of the
secrets of occult sciences. Spirtual adviser of
worbdwide fame. Can solve your problems of
love, undo curses, vices, bad luck, lechery.
Send stamped, self-addressed envelope for
reply. Box Xzo2. Capital

PROBLEMS IM YOUR LIFE?
EAD LUCK?
DISAFPOINTMENTS?

Don't despair. We have the true and positive
solution that will change your life FOREVER,

giving you material and spiritual well-being
(luck in love, health, at wark, the lottery).

Thanks to us, vou will have REAL POWER
to iumph, conquer, and DOMINATE.
O.R.0,, P.O, Box Bgogo, L.A. CA. gooT2

A worthy person should not resizn himself to
defeat!
The mission of his life is to triumph!
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I make absent cnes return, [ undo evil spells.
Dofia Elpidia, Apartado Postal 1072, Chilua-
bhua, Mexico

LOVE HOPE REBIRTH
Wear

or
give
the BIOMAGHETIC MAGKACROSS

the jewel of happiness
FRIENDSHIF POWER SUCCESS

FREE talisman “The Secret of Happiness”

If you are a person of good faith and a be-
liever in supernatural powers, write me and
you will receive this talisman with all instruc-
tions for its use, [ send it 1o you free because
of the spiritual mission I must fulfill, so that
you may obtain good luck in éverything and
get ahead in your business and love affairs.
Mr. Herrera, P.O. Box 147166, Capieal

FANTASTICH!
Special announcement completely guaranteed

Make yourself invisible with a ring, be a mil-
Honaire in one day or win your loved one with
one prayer; with another you will win the lot-
tery; get out of jail, cure yourself of any ill-
ness; also drive off enemies and obtain
anything you desire. With our special prayers.
Send 1.900 pesos immediately. RECA, Inc.
P.O. Box 25, La Ciénaga
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“Vest-pocket warlocks! Marketplace magicians! Do !
|

they think they can overshadow me? To the stake with all
these fakers, burn them alive. Ordeal! We'll impose trials
by ordeal to get rid of them, Anything else?”

“Yes, Master. There was a strange communication,
Master, someone who said his name was Porcia, or Por-
quia, or Porchia. A certain Antomio. He insisted that he
holds the copyright for all these names: Voices, Voice,
The Voice, Vioicing, that you can't use any of them—I'm
sorry, Master, I'm only quoting him—for your infamous
slander sheet. That if you go on publishing The Voice, it
will cost you dearly.”

“Don't make me laugh, sweetie pie. Don’t make me
laugh, because I laughed too much back there and now I
feel like something different.”

You're going to help me, aren’t you, little aide? to
engender my son with Estrella. You just make the cradle,
it's an act of faith, the only thing vou can offer, I'll attend
to the technical details. You'll soon see, little aide, how
well it's going to turn cut for me, how beautiful the child
will be. And you'll be the podfather,

And my Dead Woman the godmother. No doubt about
it. If the Generaliss had been alive, he would have been the
godfather, he'd earned it, but these are other times and a
handsome aide is the best godfather imaginable. Especially
if he comes all decked out in black, from head to toe, with
4 broad-brimmed hat, riding a black horse.
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What am [ thinking? What's all this? I'm assailed by
images that don't belong to me; it must be lack of sleep,
fatigue. Keep on rubbing, massaging me, aide Egret, and
don't let nightmares cofl around my daydreams.

Don't allow it, Egret

Don't allow it, Estrella

Don't allow it, E . . . my Dead Woman, rather. Your
name must never be spoken. But please don't allow it
either, In that way I'm protected by the Triple E.

Sublime Protection.

Navoni comes and says, Spread the word. No more
reading The Gazette, The News, The Nation, none of
those newspapers. No. We have to read The Voice.

You're kidding me, I answer him. The witchdoc's
rag? It doesn’t carry a single piece of news.

Of course, he insists. But neither do the others, if you
think about it. And at least The Voice doesn’t pretend to
carry news. It carries other things. The time has come for
us to learn to read between the lines.

All right, 1 accept; because I believe in Naveni and
even more because 1 believe in the virtue of reading be-
tween the lines.
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I'm not going to say that the thing is slipping out
of my hands, that would be unthinkable. My hands are
tentacular, | am Shiva, nothing escapes me, 1 clutch
everything with my five fingers and the one extra finger as
a banus. But I can't deny the fact that the circulation of
The Voice is growing, a fact that simultaneously makes
me proud and worries me. And the misprints that get
through—I've hired the best proofreaders but to no avail,
the mistakes appear every so often, like cancer. I've
printed an errata sheet to drive them away:

ERRATA
For: Red:
always sometimes
sometimes never
TEVET = =

Well, then, how should it read when through a typo-
graphical error it says

Nothing: the greatness of the great
or
Mobody 13 the light of himself, not even the sun?

The value of never should be the value of nobody

and of nothing. That's how it should be read so as to
gain full knowledge of my person,

Fuck itl This biography is getting out of hand. The
witchdoc is taking on a life of his own, and 1 can't take
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 that lightly. National events are becoming too serious for

anyone to sit down and describe magic rites. Much less
sponsor them. [ haven't felt at all calm lately.

We've managed to get more people into asylum at
the embassy, but I'm afraid theyll be the last. So many
people are being persecuted, so many raids. Now threats
from the Triple E are arriving, who can tell what lurks
behind that formula, and there's the danger that my
friend the ambassador will be recalled. The Foreign
Office of his country can order his return as a reprisal
because the local government won't issue safe-conduct
passes for the people in asylum. I don't know what to do.
I read The Voice and it makes me sick to my stomach. I'd
like to go to bed for a long time, disappear under the
covers, but bed isn't safe at all. In my immobility I would
be in dread that theyd break down the door and come
take me away.

I move, I keep on writing, with growing disillusion-
ment and with a certain disgust. Disgust even with my-
self, for believing that literature can save us, for doubting
that literature can save us, all that bullshit.

How calm I feel as | get ready for the taking of
Capivari. I concentrate on the speech I'll deliver to them
lomorrow, at 11 a.m. to be exact, a speech that will last
precisely an hour, because with my first word the sluices
of the dam will be closed and exactly an hour later, bang!
not a drop of water in the Capivarian canals. The town
dried up by the astringent magic of my words.

An hour of perfect, polished discourse, which 1 fore-
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see as absclutely useless, and that's what pleases me
muost: it's part of my plan, Those good, rebellious Capi-
varians will surrender only when the threat takes on
substance and when not a thimbleful of liquid circulates
through their irrigation channels. But before that, Tl
have fiooded them with words. 11l have made them feel
my power,

People of Caplivari, annex| I'll exhort them, knowing
all the while the scant effect such an imposing threat will
have on them, people who have never been appealed to
by any authority. Only a palpable danger will make them
see Teason and demonstrate clearly the sublime possibil-
ity I'm offering them of belonging to the Kingdom of the
Black Lagoon. How much work you face when you are
dealing with rustics with no concept of greatness. People
of Capivaril I will call them with all the strength of my
lungs, even though they don’t deserve such an appeal,
such respect. And loudspeakers, wisely placed at certain
intervals, will multiply the intensity of my words and dis-
seminate the echa far and wide.

In the meantime, while I walt for tomorrow morning,
I repeat, How calm 1 feel! How calm! The pounding of
my aide's hammer as he carves the cradle produces this
relaxation in me. He doesn’t want me to see the cradie,
and I prefer not to see it, until the moment comes: who
kEnows what kind of cradle it will be, for who knows what
kind of child.

[ think seriously, while the hammer pounds and I
grow drowsy, about the son who is coming. My beloved
Estrefla, in her divine, unbroken sphericity, will be un-
able to nurse him, and that's another problem that we
have to face together. I can't allow anything impure to
enter the crganism of that creature who will belong to me
completely: anything engendered by me will be born by
me and nourished by me. I won't accept any foreign in-

182

tervention, no external help. This son will be the son of
my exclusive person, because Estrella is me. This son: my
continuance, my essence.

Biting the hand that feeds him. That phrase sud-
denly came to me, just like that, in my drowsiness, and [
hope with all my heart that it refers to me and not to my
future son, and especially not in relation to the one who is
ennobling himself now with the propitiatory act of build-
ing the cradle for me. He's using a hard wood, carving it
with hammer and chisel, and the rhythmic tapping rocks
me and reminds me of other carpenters. The woodpecker,
that is, back there in the jungle when, after visiting the ex-
teacher—oh, so much a teacher then!—I tried to returm
home and couldn’t find my way. I, thirteen years old,
those florescences, having learned so many things from
the teachers, sensing so many more things 1 would come
to know later, bearing the heavy burden of that knowl-
edge and trying to return to the place where | was bomn,
on this side of the river, with the feeling in any case that
there is no returning home, there is never any retum
home.

I crouched hiding in the underbrush when I heard
voices, because, though | was already well into that be-
nign forest between the barrens and the inlets, I had just
heard men’s voices and men are never benign. [ took
refuge in the broad hollow trunk of a tree, an enormous,
yawning mouth that was there as if waiting for me, and
above my head on that tree a woodpecker was hammer-
ing to make his nest, which would be his cradle. Luckily,
the woodpecker was pecking loudly and the men couldn't
hear the sound of the branch I had broken to get to my
hiding place. There were a lot of them, ten men at least,
all armed with shotguns, escorting one lene man, gagged,
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and cry for mercy, they will confess their sins, their evil
thoughts, and I, who don't give a shit for all that, will
appear magnanimous. With a sovereign gesture [ will
give them back their water. That amniotic fluid.

I will have myself called Magnificent Lord then.
Father of Waters. Splendorous Master of the Black La-
goon and of Caplvari of the Seven Currents. Because they
will have more water than ever, I'll flood them with
water, and they, who were always sparing with their irri-
gation, knowing only how to grow corn, will have, thanks
to me, tice paddies. Their land will form an enormous
lagoon. I will enlarge my domalins.

Navoni came to see me that night. Baby, he said, I
think we're going to need you. It was around eleven
o'clock, I'd been trying to write in spite of everything,
trying to imagine what the Sorcerer could be plotting at
that hour. I'd hit upon the idea of a father; no matter how
great a witch doctor he was, that business of having been
born from himself, right? nothing but the man's fantasy,
dreams of self-sufficiency. But what part could a father
play at such an advanced peint in the story? I was be-
wildered, I recelved Mavoni with joy, however, blessing
the Interruption, but not falling completely into his trap:
need me, what fop?

"Don’t tell me you want me to get more people
into the embassy. That's become impossible, I'm afraid.
They've doubled the guard by the gates. And the ambas-
sador, when he's not lying awake thinking the moment
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has come to break off diplomatic relations, can't sleep
because every car that approaches at night might belong
to the paramilitary come to storm the embassy and grab
the people in asylum. Poor man, that's no life. I can't ask
him for more.”

"No, baby, don't get upset, I'm not here to ask for
anything that concrete, It's something a little more eso-
teric, the kind of thing you like. Now that you've gotten
rid of the little devil that had you all tied up, you can act
with complete freedom, no? Look, all 1 want is for you to
kill the witchdoc in your biographical novel, your novel-
ized biography, or whatever it is you are writing. I don't
think | can ask you to make the government fall, I'm
afraid, but at least kill the witchdoc, eh, girl? so we can
get that ghost off our backs, and one of these days the
whaole thing will blow up in sympathy.”

“Sympathy?”

“Yes. Like bullets that go off by themselves some-
times, simply because another bullet was fired miles
away. A somewhat loud sympathy, let's say.”

He managed to arouse all my tendemness; in sympa-
thy, of course. This guy who's so rational, pragmatic, look
what he's coming out with now. [ felt very close to him,
so close that we ended up in bed. A very goed location, a
very good formula, although not very stable, let's call it
volatile, when our friend Navoni is involved, driven as he
is by duties that go beyond mere happiness.

After making love—and there [ have no reason to
complain, it was always perfect with Navoni—I think I
put my foot in my mouth. With a little thread of a voice,
it didn’t occur to me to say anyl.hing better {as if it had
been necessary to say anything in any case) than: This
triumph | dedicate to the town of Capivari, which is
probably listening to me.

It must have been around three in the morning by

187









attention, and deserve for the Lord and Master to refresh
his memory through them.

S0 up to the Altar of the Finger he goes, to the chest
he goes, to hear the sound of broken chains, because he
must cleave them with a sledgehammer to free the con-
tents of the chest, the secret and forgotten contents.

All he finds in the chest are a spent bullet and a small
skeleton, carved from a bone, presumably human. These
items with no apparent significance are laden with sig-
nificance. They are a protective fetish and an image of
Saint Death. Talismans that will open the gates of
Capivari for him when the floodgates are closed.

Amen,

Dawn comes with the sound of the telephone, at six
o'clock sharp, because these things have to be mathemat-
fcal for them to work as they're supposed to. Punctuality
is the best palliative for anguish. And a phone call is a
relief like few others,

“Everything under control, everything okay. I'm
afrald that business about Mama's illness was a false
alarm, there weren't any symptoms, and 1 didnt go to
work because of it and they were waiting for me to do a
rather important job, But don't feel that it's your fault,
beautiful. Now you can get back to your things, forget
about Mama's illness, she's not in any danger at all, get
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- back to your novel. And don't forget to get rid of the hero,

eh? I think it would be the best way to be sure of a real
success in the bookstores. A blockbuster, let's say.”

“T'll do what I can.”

“That’s the way to talk. I'll eall you when I have a
free moment. I'm enchanted by interludes with you. I kiss
your left eyelid.”

“Should I take that as a warning to close my eyes?”

Lordly, with his two talismans hanging from his neck
in a small green pouch—the inherited talismans are two,
three are the cnes that hang farther down on him by his
own right. Lordly, and feeling himself complete master of
his powers, he sets out on that luminous moming for
Capivari, where his spokesmen have been announcing
his arrival since sunup. They are men skilled in the use of
a convincing word, those spokesmen, and on all sides they
proclaim the high honor it will be for the town of Capi-
vari to hear the Voice for the first and only time.

A thundering veice, terrifying as it rose up over the
flat roofs and the few small trees of Capivari, spreading
out beyond the sad telegraph poles. The Sorcerer-orator
began his speech in a slow but impressive way. He was
prepared to make it long: during his sleepless night he
had rehearsed a threatening but simple tirade—for those
simple people.

“People of Capivari,” he harangued, encompassing
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them all, and sure that not a soul in that town—thanks
to the loudspeakers—would fail to hear him. "People of
Capivari,” he repeated, more strongly now, “1 know that
vou are unconquerable and that's why I like you; but I'm
going to make you bow down your heads. 1 know that
you're not going to give in willingly, that you don’t want
to be annexed to my Kingdom of the Black Lagoon.”

And the Capivarians, clustered in the small square
that was really a vacant lot where they usually played
socoer, began to gather in small groups, consulting each
other, whispering among themselves and passing the word
along until they all began shouting in unison:

Black-la-goon
Black-la-goon

And they shouted yes, yes, we want to be annexed,
an-nex-a-tion, and they began to leap and wave their arms
with great enthusiasm and sang, Master, Master, how
great you are, and the women ran to get their pots and
pans and came out beating on them with their lids like
cymbals, and the ball ran into the net and goooal| they all
shouted yes, they wanted to be annexed to the Kingdom
of the Black Lagoon and place themselves in the hands of
the Master—Master of Capivari now, and all the prob-
lems he would be able to solve.

And that was how they cut off the poor Sorcerer's
speech, leaving him perplexed for a few moments. He
recovered his control much more rapidly than any mortal
under similar circumstances would have dene, and whis-
pered for his aide to wy making contact with his men In
Zome 3. They should prevent the closing of the dam’s
floodgates at all costs. And he proceeded with his speech,
his tone changed now, showing the positive aspect of
what he had intended to set forth as a curse.
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As he spoke, he reflected: The water's going to ebb
now, there won't be time for the men in Zone 3 to run to
the dam to countermand the order. The water must be
ebbing by now, and what am | going to say?

Never never never have | lacked means and there's
no reason why these misfortunes should happen to me at
my most glorious moment.

I was alone on the balcony for the first time—
although it was only a platform made of planks—alone all
alone facing the people, and the people of Capivari were
acclaiming me. They shouldn’t be defrauded. Not then, at
least.

I promise, I promise (promises have always gone
with the wind in the end) that you will never lack for
water, my children, my protected ones. If water doesn't
reach you by an earthly route—something that could
happen, earthly events don't merit much of my trust—
water will fall from heaven for you. Miracles like this
don't fail when | am involved: the celestial is my working
area, | asserted, sneaking a look at the horizon, where a
few dark clouds seemed to be forming. 1 could see them
and they couldn’t, I was elevated as was fitting and they
only had eyes for me, as was fitting. But the clouds began
to break up after a while, they were just another vain
promise among 0 many others,

For that reason, at the exact moment in which I
reckoned there would be a dearth of water, I shouted:

“MNow we shall hold back the natural course of things,
we shall reverse the currents, we shall make a change of
liquids on these lands so that everything, very shortly,
will find a more splendid and deeper channel.”

Master, Master, they shouted, and they sang How
Great You Are and leaped about and danced with a rarely
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seen merriment, which carried me back to other times,
times that prefigured these and opened the path of light
for me.

The women with their pots used as drums, and any-
body who doesn't leap about is a traitor; so much energy
released, so much enthusiasm.

I promised them a monumental soccer match in
which the Capivari Juniors would be champions. I prom-
ised them an international witch doctors’ convention,
with invitations extended to all babalacs, all ialorixds,
cabalists, spiritualists, paleros, astrologers, oriates,
oszinaistas, ifas, mentalists, {lalochas, shamans, curers,
conjurers; those who predict by means of tarot, diloggun,
okuele, obi; those who practice obeah, white tables and
black tables, the n'kaci w'kici, herbalists, vaudoists and
voodooists; seraphists and trance mediums, ensnarers and
liers-in-wait. All. Absolutely all: the strength will be with
us when the scattered light is brought together again,
when the waters are sweetened and once more flow as
they used to. They will come to join us together again as
friends who have been separated for centuries.

Capivari will be the Capital of Magic. Which, with a
simple slide, will be transformed into the Capital. Magi-
cal Capital.

So much talking and invoking—with dissimulation
—waiting for the miracle in reverse that would be pro-
duced when the waters were cut off. | promised to transfer
to that same square—the only one in town, a poor crphan
—the Main Altar of the Finger, without making clear
which finger I was referring to or how many. I spoke to
them of my childhood, of Sixfingers, of the village idiot, of
the birds, the ants, and the capybaras—their emblern. I
promised to send them a totem pole made by the very
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hands of my aide the artist-carver, | promised and I

sed, and since the waters turned out not to be cut
off, I cut off the flow of my words, my verbal torrent, and
said to myself I'll make the people in Zone 3 pay for such
disobedience.

No, I'm afraid I haven't got the strength to kill the
witchdoc. I grasp my pen, on the point of doing it, and
crack! up rise other themes that capture my attention,
and the Sorcerer continues there, alive and kicking, as full
of spark as ever.

It must be because of that sympathy business Navoni
mentioned, and not precisely because of any kind of sym-
pathy a person might feel toward a monster. Quite the
contrary. Something related to sympathetic magic,
rather: on paper, [ suppress the witchdoc with a stroke of
the pen, and that ever so simple act ricochets and brings
repercussions for Alfredo, for me. No, I can't. And Al-
fredo hasn't called me since that unhappy moming, and I
wonder whre he can be wandering and if something has
happened to him. There 1 go, hanging on the telephone
for a guy again. I'd sworn to myself no, never again—
although these circumstances are quite different, and I
can even forgive myself the anxiety and accept it. 1 feel
like going to the ambassador and asking for his help, but
I ean’t, I'm afraid the help I'd ask for would have nothing
to do with the political situation, and those other ques-
tions are better forgotten for now. I'm alone, meanwhile,
waiting for a call. The witchdoc is alone in the midst of
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his horror, too, Maybe [ do feel a little sympathy for him,
after all: he's our reverse face, the dark side of our strug-
gle. The arouser. | couldn't kill him if I wanted to, and I
hate him for that reason, too. Where could Alfredo have

gome?

I have my obsessions, 1 have my fear that drags me
along. I've been woven into a network of fears, they cross
back and forth over my head, they close me in like an
enormous web spun by a spider in the reeds, black and
precise, malefically beautiful. This net of fears, this
geometric pattern, I go on weaving it too without know-
ing why, without understanding it. | would like to de-
cipher a small end of it at least, a point in the web, so as
to go along unwinding the infernal plot, but I'm not per-
mitted that either. Some of my dearest friends have been
killed, others are incapacitated or imprisoned, others—
Navoni!—are running all kinds of risks, and here I am
messing around, tatlc'mg ahout a Epiderweb that entraps
me, putting myselfl into poetic images. The worst thing is
that I can glimpse it so clearly, something woven by clus-
ters of black spiders, crouching in wait for their prey, a
broad, mile-wide web with us as the prey, and the spiders
oo,

I've been waiting for word from Navoni for four days.
I'm no longer even waiting for his embrace, just to know
that he's safe. The Voice that arrived in the Capital at
noon today—they're bringing it in by plane now—told
about the witchdoc's speech and the annexation of Capi-
vari to the Kingdom of the Black Lagoon. What rubbish.
We've lost,

Kill the witchdoc in my writing? Impossible. The
witchdoc isn't alive because of me, and 1 might just be
alive because of the witchdoe, He's my real antagonist.
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But I should try, as far as I can, to kill the military, who
use him as a justification, as a shield.

I read The Voice in the hope I'll learn something
about Navoni through that so very very indirect route. So
he's promised them a soccer championship on an inter-
national level? How original. Nobody for one instant
would doubt the victory of his team, the Capivari Juniors,
it would be a sporting event without too many surprises.
That international congress of magic sounds more inter-
esting. Who knows, maybe with a little luck somebody
will come to us who can outdo the Sorcerer. That would
be his real defeat, on his own ground.

In the black corner we have the Lord of Night,
who appears before us today in the mask of an
ant. In the white corner we have the Caboclo de
Mar, unmasked. It will be a fight to the finish,
with limitless rounds, and no quarter. The victor
must win by a clear knockout. Or we've all had
it. Ladies and gentlemen, the gong has sounded.

The crowd roars.

I ask for a moment of silence. A moment of silence to
recover the thread of reality and not get lost in wishiul
thinking. The open confrontation hasnt begun yet, who
knows if it ever will. And the other consideration: the real
danger doesn't come from this rather farcical character,
the witchdoc, the Sorcerer, the picturesque sadist, our
homegrown Rasputin. Those who hold power here in the
Capital are the real threat. But we always tend to look at
the mask, and the mask belongs to the witchdoc. By de-
stroying the mask, we hope to put an end to the men
]]ldil‘:g behind it, The ones who are clnﬁ:i.ng in on MNavond
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along with so many others, the ones who keep us in sus-
pense and won't let me wrile in peace, the ones who don't
know this last word, the ones who only nourish and pro-
mote the river of blood with our collective blood.

We will not make use of the taking of Capi-
vari a5 a means of pressuring the military
regime, but rather to protest our situation and
the povermment's Indifference to our de-
mands

The Lord of the Black Lagoon and Capi-
vari of the Seven Currents does not plan to
follow a policy of leadership, power, or hege-
mony beyond his domains or accept the same
from others. He only aspires to the good
course of bilateral relations between cur king-
dom and the now encompassing country.

We must keep alive the Aame of inde-
structible cohesion between our teo nations,
who possess similar ideals for the defeat of
gubversive terrorism and ideological celon-
ialisms.

The Tacurd has taken on a truly festive air. Never
before had so many votive lamps been lighted there. The
Tac is being ennobled in direct proportion to the high
office now cxercised by its Lord and Master. The latter is
now Emperor of the Black Lagoon and Capivari, the
former is his central seat, summer palace, and govern-
ment house all in one.
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Machi’s death has brought about great changes. The
beds of hallucinogenic mushrooms have been transferred
to other caves of lesser importance—the mushrooms no
longer Irradiate their green light, they were extinguished
when their mistress was extinguished—and the splen-
dorous cathedral-cavern of rock salt has been transformed
into the throne room. It deserves it for being opulent and
iridescent, bejeweled and precious. The long access cor-
ridors to the room are now reserved for the exclusive use
of the inhabitants of the Palace; the others, the rude mes-
sengers from the outside world, must enter the room with
a shove that is surprising—for them,

It is most desirable for them to reach the environs of
the Tacurd at noon, when the sun beats down most
fiercely on the barren desolation of the surface. A voice
offstage then orders the visitor to stand on a precise spot,
exactly in the center of the cabalistic pentacle sketched
on the ground, and the startled visitor falls down a chute
that takes him suddenly to a spot exactly in front of the
throne in the rock-salt cathedral.

The Sorcerer is there, always there when visitors
come, spotlighted by a natural beam in the best Delphic
manner. And the new arrival, on seeing him all in red on
the golden throne, in the midst of translucent and multi-
colored walls, stands there with his mouth agape. Speech-
less,

But that doesn't happen with schoolmaster Cernuda,
no, not with him, Master Cernuda is never at a loss for
words. And the word is

Sublime!

Sublime in every sense of
the word: exalted, eminent, grand, also volatile. Passing
directly from the solid state to the ethereal, an expression
of desire that schoolmaster Cernuda managed to verbal-
Ize in the most subtle manner, without bringing on the

201



Master's wrath, as if flattering him. And in that vein he
continued on with his dithyramb:

"0 Master of Masters, Magnificent Lord, the people
of Capivari, your people, our people, have conferred
upon me the very high honor of being named Special
Envoy to Your Eminence. Here I stand, entrusted with
the most noble mission of presenting you with this parch-
ment richly illuminated by our very best vermacular art-
ists. On it appear the drum and the whip as main
emblems: we believe that the cultural and folkloric val-
ues of our region are our greatest wealth, and we are sure
that Your Lordship understands that and will know how
to safeguard them. And through them safeguard the val-
ues of local tradition that we know our Excellent Master
holds in such high esteem, so we have decided to form
our first pato team—an eminently national sport—for
which we would require that the divine grace of our
Chief Executive procure for us a troop of thoroughbred
horses. As you well know, our humble country folk only
ride humble native horses, useful only for the coarsest
agrarian chores, and it would be inconceivable that New
Capivari, under the patronage and protection of such a
High Magistrate, should not have the very best troop for
its gallant pato team, a matched troop!

“Furthermore, Sublimity of Sublimities, we think
that our old and womn-out electric generator won't have
the capacity to carry out the High Mission now required
of it; to wit, illuminating Your Majesty's presence and
also illuminating the sporting jousts that will be cele-
brated in Your honor,

“But that is nothing, O Worthy One. The people of
Capivari know that Your Grace will have the streets
paved, will have a sewer system installed, will not limit
the new airmail service to the exclusive use of Your
esteermned journal,
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“We have taken very much into account, Excellent
Sublime and Adored Master, the undeserved promises
that you made to us a week and a half ago in your Unfor-
gettable Oration. Nothing will gladden our hearts more
than a Main Altar and a totem pole commemorating the
glory of our Lord and Master. But does the Lord and
Master think that the poverty-stricken little square of
Capivari, nothing but a vacant lot, is the worthy recipient
of such sublime gifts? We don't think so, Magnanimous
Lord. Therefore, we humbly suggest that before making
such a great offering it would be proper and fitting to
restore the square. Plant trees, set up flowerpots, a band-
stand perhaps. And build a playground there, because, as
we never grow tired of saying, the children of today will
be your mest loving subjects tomorrow, and that even-
tuality fills us with pride.

“Let us not forget, Master: in MNew Capivari the
children are the only privileged ones. They will conjugate
verbs in the future tense, in their hands is the new Power-
ful Capivari. And we must turn our attention to them,
Most Revered One, creating, for example, a new school. A
real school, not the shed we've been using till now. A
school that will warm Your Excellency's soul, that will be
like a most beautiful and rare flower in the lapel of your
spirit; 1 can see it now, consisting of a kindergarten and
primary and secondary levels, connected to the Ministry
of Education of our sister Republic, from which we have
separated but with which we still maintain bonds of fra-
ternal friendship.

“On another occasion, O Magister lluminatissimus,
we will take up the question of running water and the
reduction of the agricultural and livestock taxes. For now
I will be content to plant these problems in Your most
noble spirit, certain as we are that they will be attended
to, O Great among the Great.”
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Is it pessible that the witchdoc lost his shrewd-
ness with that assault of praises? Had so much exaggera-
tion gone to his head? Who is casting the first stone, who
is being decelved? Perhaps only he—he's the only one
who can allow himself to be. He, the boss, the Master,
lord of drums, capo of [,'.‘al:li'l.raﬂ, omnipotent, omniscient.
He allowed himself the luxury of letting himself be
rocked with flattery, listening to schoolmaster Cernuda to
the end and, with a gesture of magnanimity that did him
honor, attending to certain requests, adding, of course,
his own touch of ( local ) color.

“Make a note, aide, make a note. Improvements for
my Capital: ask the rustlers for horses to make up the
pato team, Yellow shirts with purple stripes for the soccer
teamn, and the creation of the Ant Boxing Club. 1 like
husky men, I'm a great patron of sports that ennoble the
human being and take his mind off other less pleasant
COMCerns.

“Wipe out the rest of the requests with a stroke of
the pen. They are unconstitutional.”

Now I'm going back to my pyramid and | don't want
to be bothered. I'm not in for anyone, I will be given over
entirely to my lucubrations, only they can interrupt my
voluntary encloisterment this afternoon. Come, day-
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dreams, speak to me of Capivari my Capital, which I
shall turn into a lake city as a double vengeance—and
vengeance is the unmistakable mark of my passage.
Those who didn't close the sluice gates up there that
memorable day, doing me, without knowing it, the great-
est of favors, will now have to open them wide, yawning
sluices, overflowing waters, coursing waters to flood the
fields of Capivari, extending my lagoons.

Let the Capivarians raise their houses up on stilts so
they can sway, cradled by the waters. Death, death, and
more death to whatever doesn't seek refuge in the long-
legged houses, to whatsoever tries to circulate on land, to
any thing that wishes to live without my permission.

The others will come, too. Lunatics. The Dead
Woman's worshippers with their secret intention of at-
tacking the fortress; they will drown in my waters.
They have succumbed to alien veneration, and I don't
dream of helping them. On a certain occasion [ sent
them the message of the Finger, asking for some logistical
support, and they, lost in the iconography of the Finger,
deviated from my purpose. Therefore, death, too, to the
former adorers, theyre ever so numerous, theyll feed my
carnivorous animals and the wolf 1 carry inside. The
aderers will come, [ can see it quite clearly, up to the
shores of the New Lagoon, begging my forgiveness, and I
will forbid them access to the sacred city. They will be
eaten by my piranhas, by my crocodiles.

Capivari the Holy, purified by the waters, raised up
on sacred stilts that I will bless one by one. And only the
just will be saved, the ones not associated with that bon-
fire game that was meant to consume me. Ha-ha-ha, and
ha, and ha, meant to consume me with fire, me, who am
the living flame. That's why I only dress in red now, so
they’ll recognize me. And multitudes will come from the
former Capital and try to acclaim me now that my great-
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Ten days, or can it be fifteen or seven, since I've
heard from Mavoni. Time becomes gummy and hard to
grasp, as if | were in prison. I've got to start measuring it
with contraptions, clocks, calendars, those items of grief;
I no longer feel it passing in me, [ know nothing of days
or nights, I only know of separation, a great culture hroth
of separation, confused hours marked only by waiting,

I did something: 1 wrote a little more about the
witchdoc without even being able to declare him ill. A
physical illness, of course, because he's been psychologi-
cally sick from childhood. I know, because of the ant
business: only the innocent and the mad escape the fury
of the invertebrate world.

What else did 1 do? I went to see the Caboclo de
Mar so he could talk to me about Navoni, and he told me
that everything was in order, the man was in no danger at
present, he was doing his thing, but it's best for me to
keep away from him, he has more pressing passions than
love. Because of which, instead of staying away, | began
to search for him frantically. Where are these passions
more pressing than love, why won't he infect me a little?
When love appears, it makes everything so restricted, the
focus of attention becomes limited and we dont allow
ourselves the slightest deviation. To console myself, [ say:
Maybe it's not a question of love, there's another feeling
behind that search, another anxiety Is lying In wait. I
began to roam the streets after that indistinguishable and
coveted prey and finally I joined a pilgrimage heading for
the Basilica. | did the last part in all humility and I
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reached the altar of the Dead Woman on foot in an at-
tempt to decipher some message.

But, what an idea! Only I could have thought of
that, stupefied as I am by anxiety. I've known it all along.
Miracles don't exist, not even communication or faith
exists. It's a complete fraud, relics are fakes, indulgences
are sold. As always, as at all shrines in the world.

Does Navoni believe in the Dead Woman? Navond
believes in a people’s strength that would have to be
channeled, as he always proclaims, though I don't always
pay attention. And then I accuse him of being naive. And
lock at me now, at the foot of the shrine, with the urge to
kick away the poor cripples, as if I, too, didn't know the
power of faith. As if 1 weren't thinking that maybe, be-
hind all this, though never right on the edge, but rather
going along with the current, something might be re-
alized someday.

All of which gave me the idea for the ad. A message
In The Voice calling Alfredo. Saying something like:
Come back little Angel Now, we need you. Luisa. Hell
recognize the initials and will reply somehow. Reading
between the lines is the key. Just in case, | look through
the classified ads, under the unheard-of heading
“Acknowledgments—13B."
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THANK you Holy Gleost RED |
| Thank you Hely Ghest QK.

':i'Ha.ﬂh: yau EnE-Marli.n dE Porres
for the grace driven. Elba
Thank you God and Cefering

fior mryllu.nl_r. Celda & Fanny
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Thanks? for what? in times like these? And to the
Holy Ghost, no less, flighty little bird, as someone called

it, ungraspable impossibility of hope.

The esteemed public is requested to remain
completely silent. Our acrialist will undertake
a test of extreme danger and only with max-
imurm concentraton will he be able to attain
his French Somersat! The best in the World!!

Somersat? A typo like the grace driven to Dofia Elba
on the previous page? Sat, and the word world cap-
italized, and why French? We have to read between the
lines, between the letters, around boxes, anything to find
Navoni, and I think that maybe this is a message for me,
of course, he had the same idea and got the jump on me.
That's why I run out in search of a copy of last Saturday’s
Le Monde ( the best in the World! ).

I search and I search and I can't find one anywhere.
Mot at any of the newsstands where sometimes, with luck,
they sell them, or at Air France, or at the French Bank, or
at the Alliance Francaise. Nor—a last, rather stupid
resort—at the Navifrance maritime agency. Nowhere.
There must be some reason, I tell myself, as [ head for the
Casa Visigodo, where you can find anything. Old Tomis
knows me, he knows I'm not just Iu-ul-:ing for it casually.

"Why Saturday’s Le Monde?™

“For the serial. If I'm left never knowing if the
widow killed her husband or not, I'll die. I can'’t stand the
suspense. I'll pay anything.”

“All right. I'll get it for you, but I'm warning you, it's
going to be expensive. That issue was selzed by customs.”
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That was how I spent my last few pesos on a hunch,
and right I was. Because the newspaper had a more than
unexpected single photo: a press conference by three
hooded figures displaying, in turn, a second photo.

I recognize Navoni, not just by his build and his
bearing, but by the stamp of his genius: those hoods that
lock like white masks have a lot to do with what is going
on. The only thing I dont understand is how they could
have got hold of the photograph they're showing, which
looks like a framed enlargement. Not too clear, the sec-
ond photo, taken in poor light, surreptitdously, that's ob-
vipus. But there’s no doubt that it's the witchdoc in his
crystal palace. And he looks just the same as he did
twenty years ago, damn it.
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Keeper of Pain, Keeper of Fear

A great thing, torture: fierce and fanged. On the
other hand, those who manage (managed) to squirm out
of our hands are toothless. We withhold their most vital
parts, we will give ourselves over to the pleasure of dis-
memberment, and, what's even better, we'lll lick our fin-
gers. Yes, sir, fingers—our own, and even someone else’s,
especially someone else’s; we'll suck and we'lll suck until
we leave them thin, until the flesh is consumed and our
jaws are completely cramped.

Unable to articulate words now, unable to dedicate
ourselves to any mastication at all, unable—and that's the
most atrocious thing of all—to release a scream. Best of
all is the absence of motive, and we have no reason to
raise our voices or ask for help. Therefore, we must
scream, blend our screams with those of others, overcome
them, drown them out.

Who will open his mouth? Who, who will be pre-
pared to let fiy a shriek? With swollen jaws from so much
sucking around (mucking around). With swollen jaws,
puffed up, the shriek is still ours. All ours.

And our cry is a cry of triumph. Never permitting
ourselves to slip into pain or fear. Or, rather, yes: permit-
ting ourselves everything because, come what may, nei-
ther pain nor fear ever affects us, ever catches up with us
or suffices. Because we are—I am—the only one capable
of provoking them, as Keeper of pain and of fear.

Fear and pain, pain and fear: I'm used to imposing
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them on others to keep them in line. Let others go along
with the feelings I have brought on them. Let them go
on, for I remain on guard against these contaminations.
Unharmed. Unpalluted.

I drag others down to death to keep death far from
me. Rending others means freezing the moment. Death as
a FIu'Il;mgaliun of my fingers, that is, not impregnating
me. Death that doesn't concern me when I produce it,
doesn't touch me. | manipulate death, I guide it to my
will and she respects me and doesn’t touch me.

They, the ones all whitened, masked and hooded,
challenging cowards who hide themselves, have managed
to take a certain picture of my person at a rather intimate
moment, which means that they not only have invaded
my redoubt but have gotten closer to me than is advisable.
There is evidently a traitor among the many people who
surround me now. [t might be amusing to put the squeeze
on all of them, one by one or in a bunch, to make them
sing, in the certainty that | would find the guilty party in
the blink of an eye {or maybe in the tearing of an eyelid ).
But what do I care about that? Catching a photographer,
a cheap spy, unmask one or two or three, now, when the
masks have been multiplied to such an extent.

The stakes are different now, the values in play are
different, if we can talk about values in relaton to the
purest cowardice.

With cowardice in play, I opt to remain on this side
of the line I draw, and it's a circular line that goes around
me.

I protect myself in a magic circle that for the present
has the diameter of this room of mine, my pyramid. It's
an expandable circle. I'll go on expanding my circle, and
since | tend toward the straight line—as my actions have
proven—the curve of my protective circle will follow the

horizon and will faithfully respect the curvature of the
earth.
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On the one side will be me, framed by some latitude
of my choosing, and on the other the mortals over whom I
will exercise my gift of death in such a way as to halt my
own deterioration.

All of them are masks.

Looking at me from across the street through the
eyeholes in the masks to protect themselves. My glow
could blind them, and blind victdms are less victim-like.
For this reason, only the ones I point out will lose their
sight, and only when I stipulate.

I want them to see me, | want them to smell me, and
at the same time [ want to see them, touch them, smell on
them that stench of terror that they ooze and that's acrid
and biting like the smell of wild beasts. The smell of fear
in others stimulates and excites me. People of Capivari
who don't fear me, I will bring on you subtle torments so
as to be able to smell you in the air. I will sniff at night, I
will stroll through the solitary and dark streets of my
Capivari—there will be a curfew—and from inside the
houses the emanations will reach me.

A river of blood will flow.

A river of blood will flow that has already begun to
form, and floating along that river brought on by me, I
will go as far as the Capital, and 1 will stroll by night
through the solitary and dark sireets. There will be a
curfew. There will be everything that 1 practiced in
Capivari, and much more, because [ will stroll through
the streets of the Capital imposing the silence and the
stasis that | need around me in order to extend myself
onto the world, A gag in one hand, a blindfold in the
other, in the other handeuffs, in the other a whip, in the
other a hobble and several feet of rope to tie them all up.
My innumerable hands full and my countless arms and all
my feet dancing. While I laugh at them.

That's why 1 shout, and to the rhythm of their
shrieks of pain 1 will shout with fury. With joy some-
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times; always with a healthy indignation that is born of
my hatred.

Snapshots of me. What can they do with photo-
graphs of me? Can they point at my image with a finger,
stick pins in it? What else can be done with a photo? And
I, indestructible as always. Heshaping myself.

I am no longer the Egret. No longer wolf or dog; [
am a woodpecker now, carpenter bird, craftsman of the
miracle. A necessary transmogrification if the pregnancy
is to be fulfilled. My partaking of the birth (let him
take charge of hatred—that’s what he knows how to do
best—I shall pour myself into love). I'm carving wings
for the cradle, I'm also going to carve a child. Just in case,
the child. The wood is alive and 1 caress it. The Master
will know how to breathe into it the spirit that it lacks.
There are ways and ways of coming into this world, and
if I carve the child I will be able to give it the softness of
some of my traits and make it somewhat benign. The
Master mustn't know. Tock, tock, let him think just the
cradle. I sandpaper and I polish and every so often [ give
a few hammer blows o one side in order to cover up the
silence of love, | sandpaper—I practically don't use any
gouges—a polished little child all made of blond, opales-
cent wood. The cheeks of this wooden child are as if
throbbing, and the Master mustn't know about this, my
current carving, | want to contribute to the birth. Some-
thing of me in the Child: the work of my hands—my
CATEsses.
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Behind the second mask, which is a white hood with
painted eyes, 1 recognize Alfredo, but behind the image
of the witchdoc, so mask-like, can there exist some pos-
sibility of recogmition? As if that mattered. All that
matters—now—is to know whether Alfredo Navoni is still
alive or whether he's been lost to us in this mockery.

I can hear the hammer hitting the chisel, and it's as if
I could see the wood chips flying like bone splinters.
Shavings on the floor, curled ringlets of wood, because
the Egret is on the other side of the wall, making the
cradle. For that son so completely mine. The Egret can
only offer me a fruit crate; the fruit tree and the fruit will
be me, fruit originating only in me.

What more? A fantasy that sometimes comes over
me as [ listen to the hammering: they're erecting a scaf-

fold. A guillotine by the very door of my dwelling so that

the heads will roll over to my feet and entertain me.

. Theyll come o wink at me, the heads. Theyll come—

maybe—to propose a pact. I'm not dreaming about any

compromises. Heads all hooded, all of them, covered

heads, all by themselves, hooded, and not with an execu-
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tioner's hood, but a white hood with painted eyes put
there by their own free will. The only free will possible:
that of covering shameful parts.

Those sons of bitches photographed me with my face
showing. Only | am permitted the insolence of seeing
myself just as I am. They use masks, they use hoods:
devices for disguise that more than anything else give
them away. Those who appear there with their faces cov-
ered are anybody are everybody and as a result every-
body tums out to be my enemy. It's better to strike out
blindly but to strike with fury than to try to guess who's
behind the masks.

No. I think that for the moment it suits us to abstain.
We'll celebrate the next ceremony behind closed doors, if
only to cleanse ocurselves. Evil can be contagious, but
weTe advancing in our commitment. The circle of rejec-
tion is closing in around the man of the Black Lagoon. He
intended to bring about a popular uprising and only
managed to revive a faith. He's grabbed off a town, and
its inhabitants don't take him at all seriously. It seems
that our Umbanda rituals are producing resulis. But we
have to go on acting with extreme care. And leave time to
do its work, too. Time, which this man tries Olympically
to disdain, is going to be his real enemy in the end.

pr b}

All I've got left is this poorly printed photo with the
black granules imposed by the reality of a newspaper. A
photo that is and isn't Navoni, showing the other photo
that is clearly the witchdoc, his true effigy at last, at last
the mug of the Sorcerer. What the devil do 1 care. Devil
is the exact word. The face of the subject of my biogra-
phy is given to me by Navoni, and Navoni isn't here.
Where is he hiding? and what can he be hiding from me?
I don't care anymore about the one whose face is uncov-
ered, I care about the other cne, the one covered up, who
I know is Alfredo and who hasn't shown up.

I'm tempted to go and look up the witchdoc in person
and put myself at his service. Become his ghost writer. If
he's really writing his novel and I'm trying to do his bi-
ography with the few facts that come my way, why not
combine his knowledge and my literary talents and
achieve the true work that could well be this very same
book? I've had it up to here with not being part of the
story, and even more so with having had the only charae-
ter in it who matters to me slip through my hands. Be-
longing. What if Navoni had left his seed in me when
he went away? There’s no precaution possible when a
person clings so tight to the other being and clings so
tight to life. Our child will be called Faith, and thats
precisely what we lack.
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“We don't have to let ourselves be confused by the
occasion, Mr, President, we have to think fundamentally
about the long haul. A lot has been invested in this
Process, it's cost a lot of blood and a lot of lives, we're not
going to abanden it easily mow that we're so close to
reaching our cbjectives. That's why I insist we should
keep a very close watch on our man, as you call him. I
doubt this mobilization of the Black Lagoon is just an-
other bit of foolishness, We have to take into considera-
tion the great expanses of water, it could be an invasion
rowte.”

“Let’s not fall into the same paranocia that we're try-
ing to implant around us, Rear Admiral.”

“We shouldn't feel so secure, Mr. President. You can
see already how it's been slowly escalating, coming to the
surface: from the supposed anthill he climbed up to the
pyramid, a height from where he permitted himself to toy
with the town of Capivari as if it were a puppet show.
The Kingdom of the Black Lagoon—it was useful to our
projects at first, and in a very limited territory he was ex-
posed to the eyes of public opinion, isolated from us. A
separatist isn't an accomplice. It suited our plans, agreed.
But now he's carried the thing too far: showing his face
in the foreign press is a subtle maneuver that must be tied
in with inadmissible ends.”

“I’s better that he's shown his face. In that way the
pecple won't go on believing that he's invisible and all-
powerful. Now they know he's only flesh and blood, and
quite a hit older.”
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“MNot all that older, don't forget that more than
twenty years have since his last public appear-
ance. | think he's got something up his sleeve.”

“In the picture he appears in his undershirt.”

“For that very reason: nothing here, nothing there,
and pow! one of these days the dove will spring out of the
top hat. The dove, Mr. President! Do you realize what
that would mean?”

| always go forward, forward always. Behind, all
that's left—I've already said so—is my center of pleasure
and a memory here and there that can't begin to disturb
me. I always look on high, even though in the famous
picture | seem to be looking down a little and it isn't very
flattering. Who among those around me could have been
the traitor? Not the Egret, | can hear him hammering and
polishing and chiseling without cease, and he only stops
when | send for him to take care of my most urgent
urgencies. The ones | allow myself between one means of
protection and another.

I've given orders that all photographic equipment
found in my domains and the surrounding countryside be
confiscated, although I'm aware of the futility of that
operation. Just as they can focus in on me with a 2.8 lens,
they can do it as easily with a telescopic gunsight. It
doesn't worry me. | despise weapons and 1 despise poisons.
Photography is a more subtle means of assassination; with
photos they can work magic on me, and they've got my
pictures. Now | have to concentrate on a countermeasure
with mirrors.
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PEOPLE OF CAPIVARI
TURN IN YOUR MIRRDRS

1 had that proclamation
issued and there were no exceptions. The barber espe-
clally kicked and screamed, alleging that it would ruin
his business, and how right he was. I sent two trucks to
pick up the whole cargo, all the mirrors that is, abso-
lutely all, from the three-paned ones on bureaus down to
the tiny cnes in women's compacts. All all, all all all all all
all mirrors, even the rearview mirrors in the few cars
they drive around there and the ones on tractors. | need
all the mirrors, not a single one must be missing.

It caused more surprise than the matter of the cam-
eras. It brought on a hazy, undefined fear, that business
of requisitioning mirrors. And I'm glad: sowing an inex-
plicable fear is another one of my designs, a secondary
one for now, the main one being the programming of the
offensive.

They have one or two or ten or more images of me,
that’s all. I have in my possession all the others. I re-
encounter myself with every step | take, 1 recognize
myself and call myself by name. Calling myself by name
with every step so as not to be dispersed, not to lose my
identity, which is so much mine. The miracle of my iden-
tity will not remain in their hands, limited to those few
hazy views of me in black and white. Only I know how to
call myself by name, know how to be me and know how
to become me. They don't even know what [ really call
myself, what my true name is.

With the mirrors of Capivari, I'm covering the inside
of my pyramid. Wisely spread out on the four triangular
walls up to the vertex. And not in a smooth mirrored
surface, but mirrors placed in myriads of facets of differ-
ent shapes, sizes, orientation, which succeed in doubling
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multplying fragmenting my image by repeating it to
satiety. And right in the center of the pyramid, on a
plumb line from the vertex, is my bed. I lie down and
contemplate myself, | move and in every tiniest corner of
my pyramid I'm moving. Every one of my gestures here
becomes infinite. I'm everywhere.

Only I can enter this chamber of mirrors, only my
image surrounds me and remains there, stays on there
even though I have gone off to roam around the confines
of my demains (my demons). That's it. My demons help-
ing me in the enterprise. My incubuses and my suc-
cubuses, my poltergeists; Azazel, Luzbel, Semiazas,
Asmodeus, Ayphos, Azqueel, Uzuzel; my dybbuks, my
Pombero. They look at me with my own eyes, my thou-
sand eyes in this pyramid of me. Where [ recharge my

strength.
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Sitting down to write when over there, almost beside
you, only a step away, innocent people are being tor-
tured, killed, and one writes as the only possible way to
counterattack. Goddamnit, what irony, what fodlicy.
What pain, above all. If I could stop other hands by stop-
ping my hand, If my paralysis were only a little con-
tagious, but it isn't: I stop and the others go on im-
placably, poking around in cormers, making people
disappear, without respite, without any justificaton
whatever, because that’s what it's all about, maintaining
terror and oppression, so no one will feel like raising his
or her head. 1 wonder how far this government's hunger
for repression will go, what gluttony they're acting in
response to, what gland it can be that secretes this indis-
criminate hate, how we can ever put a halt to this chemi-

cal discharge.

Messianic, eh? I, too, am turning messianic, and
there’s the real contagicn, the Sorcerer's impregnation.
He would like to dominate the world by putting his foot
on it and crushing it whenever he chooses. He hopes—
through action—to destroy at whim. And I, with such a
passive form of action as writing, would like to stay his
hand, put an end to his influence by lapsing into total
passivity, perhaps even silence. Holding back the horror
by not naming it, that might be it. Gag myself? No: a gag
implies knowledge forcibly silenced, censorship. And now
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I realize that I don't know anything, I can’t know any-
thing, and | was deceiving myself all the while [ thought
it necessary to keep memaory alive as a weapon of defense
and enlightenment. Now 1 fear it's just the opposite, I
fear that to name is to give life.

If 1 fall silent now and cross over to the other shaore,
maybe Alfredo Navoni will be able to come to me with-
out running any risk and bring me the knowledge to
which | have no access here and now.

Yes sir. I plant the flag, I plant the pen, 1 plant the
written word, and maybe all that will serve me as seed
someday. I leave my country, to be able to breathe freely
for a time, and if Navoni still loves me, let him look for
me. Il be where he won't run any risk at all. Nor will I,
for the moment. Later on, we'll see,

Who finds paper finds a pen, who finds his voice finds
ears, who seeks breaks away. Finding without searching?
It could be so, and therefore, Red Ant Sorcerer, lord of
the Tacurd, master of drums, high priest of the Finger,
owner of The Voice, hoarder of mirrors, probable im-
pregnator of your own ball, taster of blood, here 1 leave
you free to your fate, and I hope it will be the worst of
fates, the one you have earmed for yourself.

In this simple ceremony | abandon the pen with
which, in other simple ceremonies, 1 took note of you. So
you see. We're alike: I, too, think I have influence over
others. By being silent now, I think I can make you silent.
By erasing myself from the map, I intend to erase you.
Without my biography, it will be as if you had never
had a life. So lang, Sorcerer, felice morte.
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How well I feel today, surrounded by myself! How
free—how complete. Today I already have another face,
I'm no longer the one in that terrible infamous photo. I'm
going to celebrate this change of skin by submerging my-
self once more in

MY DREAMS OF ELOOD

which deesn't keep me at all from submerging myself in
blood. The important thing is that the vital liquid not
cease flowing, nourish me forever, nourish me always, for
I am the sun and I grow splendid with blood. A river of
blood will Aow. Instigated by me. The sluiceways that I
shall open to flood Capivari will in reality be the veins of
my enemies, and I think I will be lucky and there will be
a lot of veins. Not arteries. The blood comes bubbling out
of arteries, and I want an unbroken, constant flow. A river
of blood without leaps and starts, without whirlpools, a
glassy, majestic river that will continually change its
course to sweep away any dike of peace that might be
interposed.

As if there were anyone left to raise barriers against
me, to reject me with disgust as the Intruder rejected me
on a certain occasion when 1 explained my great dream of
blood to her:

She, sitting on the elevated dais as on a pedestal, in a
different heaven. She, on a throne, dressed completely as
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