2

The old woman laughs sharply and tells
you that she is grateful for your kindness
and that the girl will show you to your
room. You're thinking about the salary of
four thousand pesos, and how the work
should be pleasant because you like these
jobs of careful research that don’t include
physical effort or going from one place to
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another or meeting people you don’t want
to meet. You're thinking about this as you
follow her out of the room, and you dis-
cover that you’ve got to follow her with
your ears instead of your eyes: you follow
the rustle of her skirt, the rustle of taffeta,
and you’re anxious now to look into her
eyes again. You climb the stairs behind
that sound in the darkness, and you’re still
unused to the obscurity. You remember it
must be about six in the afternoon, and the
flood of light surprises you when Aura
opens the door to your bedroom—another
door without a latch—and steps aside to
tell you: “This is your room. We'll expect
you for supper in an hour.”

She moves away with that same faint
rustle of taffeta, and you weren’t able to
see her face again.

You close the door and look up at the
skylight that serves as a roof. You smile
when you find that the evening light is
blinding compared with the darkness in
the rest of the house, and smile again
when you try out the mattress on the
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gilded metal bed. Then you glance around
the room: a red wool rug, olive and gold
wallpaper, an easy chair covered in red
velvet, an old walnut desk with a green
leather top, an old Argand lamp with its
soft glow for your nights of research, and
a bookshelf over the desk in reach of your
hand. You walk over to the other door, and
on pushing it open you discover an out-
moded bathroom: a four-legged bathtub
with little flowers painted on the porce-
lain, a blue hand basin, an old-fashioned
toilet. You look at yourself in the large
oval mirror on the door of the wardrobe—
it’s also walnut—in the bathroom hall-
way. You move your heavy eyebrows and
wide thick lips, and your breath fogs the
mirror. You close your black eyes, and
when you open them again the mirror has
cleared. You stop holding your breath and
run your hand through your dark, limp
hair; you touch your fine profile, your lean
cheeks; and when your breath hides your
face again you’re repeating her name:
“Aura.”
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After smoking two cigarettes while ly-
ing on the bed, you get up, put on your
jacket, and comb your hair. You push the
door open and try to remember the route
you followed coming up. You'd like to
leave the door open so that the lamplight
could guide you, but that’s impossible be-
cause the springs close it behind you. You
could enjoy playing with that door, swing-
ing it back and forth. You don’t do it. You
could take the lamp down with you. You
don’t do it. This house will always be in
darkness, and you’ve got to learn it and re-
learn it by touch. You grope your way like
a blind man, with your arms stretched out
wide, feeling your way along the wall, and
by accident you turn on the light-switch.
You stop and blink in the bright middle of
that long, empty hall. At the end of it you

‘can see the bannister and the spiral stair-

case.

You count the stairs as you go down: an-
other custom you’ve got to learn in Sefiora
Llorente’s house. You take a step backward
when you see the reddish eyes of the rab-
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bit, which turns its back on you and goes
hopping away.

You don’t have time to stop in the lower
hallway because Aura is waiting for you
at a half-open stained-glass door, with a
candelabra in her hand. You walk toward
her, smiling, but you stop when you hear
the painful yowling of a number of cats—
yes, you stop to listen, next to Aura, to be
sure that they’re cats—and then follow
her to the parlor.

“It’s the cats,” Aura tells you. “There
are lots of rats in this part of the city.”

You go through the parlor: furniture
upholstered in faded silk; glass-fronted
cabinets containing porcelain figurines,
musical clocks, medals, glass balls; carpets
with Persian designs; pictures of rustic
scenes; green velvet curtains. Aura is
dressed in green.

“Is your room comfortable?”

“Yes. But I have to get my things from
the place where . . .”

“Tt won’t be necessary. The servant has
already gone for them.”
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“You shouldn’t have bothered.”

You follow her into the dining room.
She places the candelabra in the middle of
the table. The room feels damp and cold.
The four walls are paneled in dark wood,
carved in Gothic style, with fretwork
arches and large rosettes. The cats have
stopped yowling. When you sit down, you
notice that four places have been set.
There are two large, covered plates and an
old, grimy bottle.

Aura lifts the cover from one of the
plates. You breathe in the pungent odor of
the liver and onions she serves you, then
you pick up the old bottle and fill the cut-
glass goblets with that thick red liquid. Out
of curiosity you try to read the label on the
wine bottle, but the grime has obscured it.
Aura serves you some whole broiled toma-
toes from the other plate.

“Excuse me,” you say, looking at the
two extra places, the two empty chairs,
“but are you expecting someone else?”’

Aura goes on serving the tomatoes. “No.
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Sefiora Consuelo feels a little ill tonight.
She won’t be joining us.”

“Sefiora Consuelo? Your aunt?”

“Yes. She’d like you to go in and see her
after supper.”

You eat in silence. You drink that thick
wine, occasionally shifting your glance so
that Aura won’t catch you in the hypno-
tized stare that you can’t control. You'd
like to fix the girl’s features in your mind.
Every time you look away you forget them
again, and an irresistible urge forces you
to look at her once more. As usual, she has
her eyes lowered. While you’re searching
for the pack of cigarettes in your coat
pocket, you run across that big key, and
remember, and say to Aura: “Ah! I forgot
that one of the drawers in my desk is
locked. I've got my papers in it.”

And she murmurs: “Then you want to
go out?”” She says it as a reproach.

You feel confused, and reach out your
hand to her with the key dangling from
one finger.
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