C

That same evening you read those yellow
papers written in mustard-colored ink,
some of them with holes where a careless
ash had fallen, others heavily fly-specked.
General Llorente’s French doesn’t have
the merits his wife attributed to it. You tell
yourself you can make considerable im-
provements in the style, can tighten up his
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rambling account of past events: his child-
hood on a hacienda in Oaxaca, his mili-
tary studies in France, his friendship with
the duc de Morny and the intimates of
Napoleon III, his return to Mexico on the
staff of Maximilian, the imperial cere-
monies and gatherings, the battles, the de-
feat in 1867, his exile in France. Nothing
that hasn’t been described before. As you
undress you think of the old lady’s dis-
torted notions, the value she attributes to
these memoirs. You smile as you get into
bed, thinking of the four thousand pesos.

You sleep soundly until a flood of light
wakes you up at six in the morning: that
glass roof doesn’t have any curtain. You
bury your head under the pillow and try
to go back to sleep. Ten minutes later you
give it up and walk into the bathroom,
where you find all your things neatly ar-
ranged on a table and your few clothes
hanging in the wardrobe. Just as you fin-
ish shaving the early morning silence is
broken by that painful, desperate yowling.

You try to find out where it’s coming
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from: you open the door to the hallway,
but you can’t hear anything from there:
those cries are coming from up above, from
the skylight. You jump up on the chair,
from the chair onto the desk, and by sup-
porting yourself on the bookshelf you can
reach the skylight. You open one of the
windows and pull yourself up to look out
at that side garden, that square of yew
trees and brambles where five, six, seven
cats—you can’t count them, can’t hold
yourself up there for more than a second—
are all twined together, all writhing in
flames and giving off a dense smoke that
reeks of burnt fur. As you get down again
you wonder if you really saw it: perhaps
you only imagined it from those dreadful
cries that continue, grow less, and finally
stop. |

You put on your shirt, brush off your
shoes with a piece of paper, and listen to
the sound of a bell that seems to run
through the passageways of the house until
it arrives at your door. You look out into
the hallway. Aura is walking along it with

59



a bell in her hand. She turns her head to
look at you and tells you that breakfast is
ready. You try to detain her but she goes
down the spiral staircase, still ringing that
black-painted bell as if she were trying to
wake up a whole asylum, a whole board-
ing-school.

You follow her in your shirt-sleeves, but
when you reach the downstairs hallway
you can’t find her. The door of the old
lady’s bedroom opens behind you and you
see a hand that reaches out from behind
the partly-opened door, sets a chamberpot
in the hallway and disappears again, clos-
ing the door.

In the dining room your breakfast is
already on the table, but this time only
one place has been set. You eat quickly, re-
turn to the hallway, and knock at Sefiora
Consuelo’s door. Her sharp, weak voice
tells you to come in. Nothing has changed:
the perpetual shadows, the glow of the
votive lights and the silver objects.

“Good morning, Sefior Montero. Did
you sleep well?”
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“Yes. I read till quite late.”

The old lady waves her hand as if in a
gesture of dismissal. “No, no, no. Don’t
give me your opinion. Work on those pa ges
and when you've finished I’ll give you the
others.”

“Very well. Sefiora, would I be able to
go into the garden?”

“What garden, Sefior Montero?”

“The one that’s outside my room.”

“This house doesn’t have any garden.
We lost our garden when they built up all
around us.”

“I think I could work better outdoors.”

“This house has only got that dark patio
where you came in. My niece is growing
some shade plants there. But that’s all.”

“It’s all right, Sefiora.”

“I’d like to rest during the day. But come
to see me tonight.”

“Very well, Sefiora.”

You spend all morning working on the
papers, copying out the passages you in-
tend to keep, rewriting the ones you think
are especially bad, smoking one cigarette
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after another and reflecting that you ought
to space your work so that the job lasts as
long as possible. If you can manage to save
at least twelve thousand pesos, you can
spend a year on nothing but your own
work, which you've postponed and almost
forgotten. Your great, inclusive work on
the Spanish discoveries and conquests in
the New World. A work that sums up all
the scattered chronicles, makes them in-
telligible, and discovers the resemblances
among all the undertakings and adven-
tures of Spain’s Golden Age, and all the
human prototypes and major accomplish-
ments of the Renaissance. You end up by
putting aside the General’s tedious pages
and starting to compile the dates and sum-
maries of your own work. Time passes and
you don’t look at your watch until you
hear the bell again. Then you put on your
coat and go down to the dining room.
Aura is already seated. This time Sefiora
Llorente is at the head of the table,
wrapped in her shawl and nightgown and
coif, hunching over her plate. But the
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fourth place has also been set. You note it
in passing. It doesn’t bother you any more.
If the price of your future creative liberty
is to put up with all the manias of this old
woman, you can pay it easily. As you
watch her eating her soup you try to figure
out her age. There’s a time after which it’s
impossible to detect the passing of the
years, and Sefiora Consuelo crossed that
frontier a long time ago. The General
hasn’t mentioned her in what you’ve al-
ready read of the memoirs. But if the Gen-
eral was 4.2 at the time of the French inva-
sion, and died in 19o1, forty years later, he
must have died at the age of 82. He must
have married the Senora after the defeat
at Querétaro and his exile. But she would
only have been a girl at that time . . .
The dates escape you because now the
Seiiora is talking in that thin, sharp voice
of hers, that bird-like chirping. She’s talk-
ing to Aura and you listen to her as you
eat, hearing her long list of complaints,
pains, suspected illnesses, more complaints
about the cost of medicines, the dampness

67



e e

s ) e e - A i S

T ——

of the house and so forth. You'd like to
break in on this domestic conversation to
ask about the servant who went for your
things yesterday, the servant you've never
even glimpsed and who never waits on
table. You're going to ask about him but
you're suddenly surprised to realize that
up to this moment Aura hasn't said a word
and is eating with a sort of mechanical
fatality, as if she were waiting for some
outside impulse before picking up her
knife and fork, cutting a piece of liver—
yes, it’s liver again, apparently the favorite
dish in this house—and carrying it to her
mouth. You glance quickly from the aunt
to the niece, but at that moment the Se-
fiora becomes motionless, and at the same
moment Aura puts her knife on her plate
and also becomes motionless, and you re-
member that the Sefiora put down her
knife only a fraction of a second earlier.
There are several minutes of silence:
you finish eating while they sit there rigid
as statues, watching you. At last the Se-
fiora says, “I'm very tired. I ought not to
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eat at the table. Come, Aura, help me to
my room.”

The Sefiora tries to hold your attention:
she looks directly at you so that you'll keep
looking at her, although what she’s saying
is aimed at Aura. You have to make an
effort in order to evade that look, which
once again is wide, clear, and yellowish,
- free of the veils and wrinkles that usually
obscure it. Then you look at Aura, who is
staring fixedly at nothing and silently
moving her lips. She gets up with a motion
like those you associate with dreaming,
takes the arm of the bent old lady, and
slowly helps her from the dining room.

Alone now, you help yourself to the
coffee that has been there since the begin-
ning of the meal, the cold coffee you sip as
you wrinkle your brow and ask yourself if
the Sefiora doesn’t have some secret power
over her niecé: if the girl, your beautiful
Aura in her green dress, isn’t kept in this
dark old house against her will. But it
would be so easy for her to escape while
the Sefiora was asleep in her shadowy
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