room. You tell yourself that her hold over
the girl must be terrible. And you consider
the way out that occurs to your imagina-
tion: perhaps Aura is waiting for you to
release her from the chains in which the
perverse, insane old lady, for some un-
known reason, has bound her. You remem-
ber Aura as she was a few moments ago,
spiritless, hypnotized by her terror, in-
capable of speaking in front of the tyrant,
moving her lips in silence as if she were
silently begging you to set her free; so en-
slaved that she imitated every gesture of
the Sefiora, as if she were permitted to do
only what the Sefiora did.

You rebel against this tyranny. You
walk toward the other door, the one at the
foot of the staircase, the one next to the old
lady’s room: that’s where Aura must live,
because there’s no other room in the house.
You push the door open and go in. This
room is dark also, with whitewashed walls,
and the only decoration is an enormous
black Christ. At the left there’s a door that
must lead into the widow’s bedroom. You
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g0 up to it on tiptoe, put your hands
against it, then decide not to open it: you
should talk with Aura alone.

And if Aura wants your help she’ll come
to your room. You go up there for a while,
forgetting the yellowed manuscripts and
your own notebooks, thinking only about
the beauty of your Aura. And the more
you think about her, the more you make
her yours, not only because of her beauty
and your desire, but also because you want
to set her free: you've found a moral basis
for your desire, and you feel innocent and
self-satisfied. When you hear the bell
again you don’t go down to supper because
you can’t bear another scene like the one
at the middle of the day. Perhaps Aura will
realize it, and come up to look for you after
supper.

You force yourself to go on working on
the papers. When you're bored with them
you undress slowly, get into bed, and fall
asleep at once, and for the first time in
years you dream, dream of only one thing,
of a fleshless hand that comes toward you
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with a bell, screaming that you should go
away, everyone should go away; and
when that face with its empty eye-sockets
comes close to yours, you wake up with a
mufiled cry, sweating, and feel those gen-
tle hands caressing your face, those lips
murmuring in a low voice, consoling you
and asking you for affection. You reach out
your hands to find that other body, that
naked body with a key dangling from its
neck, and when you recognize the key you
recognize the woman who is lying over
you, kissing you, kissing your whole body.
You can’t see her in the black of the star-
less night, but you can smell the fragrance
of the patio plants in her hair, can feel her
smooth, eager body in your arms; you kiss
her again and don’t ask her to speak.
When you free yourself, exhausted,
from her embrace, you hear her first whis-
per: “You're my husband.” You agree. She
tells you it’s daybreak, then leaves you,
saying that she’ll wait for you that night
in her room. You agree again, and then
fall asleep, relieved, unburdened, emptied
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of desire, still feeling the touch of Aura’s
body, her trembling, her surrender.

It’s hard for you to wake up. There are
several knocks on the door, and at last you
get out of bed, groaning and still half-
asleep. Aura, on the other side of the door,
tells you not to open it: she says that Sefniora
Consuelo wants to talk with you, is waiting
for you in her room.

Ten minutes later you enter the widow’s
sanctuary. She’s propped up against the
pillows, motionless, her eyes hidden by
those drooping, wrinkled, dead-white lids;
you notice the puffy wrinkles under her
eyes, the utter weariness of her skin.

Without opening her eyes she asks you,
“Did you bring the key to the trunk?”

“Yes, I think so . . . Yes, here it is.”

“You can read the second part. It’s in
the same place. It’s tied with a blue rib-
bon.”

You go over to the trunk, this time with
a certain disgust: the rats are swarming
around it, peering at you with their glitter-
ing eyes from the cracks in the rotted floor-
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boards, galloping toward the holes in the
rotted walls. You open the trunk and take
out the second batch of papers, then return
to the foot of the bed. Sefiora Consuelo is
petting her white rabbit. A sort of croak-
ing laugh emerges from her buttoned-up
throat, and she asks you, “Do you like ani-
mals?”’

“No, not especially. Perhaps because
I've never had any.”

“They’re good friends. Good compan-
ions. Above all when you’re old and
lonely.”

“Yes, they must be.”

“They’re always ﬂlemselfes, Sefior
Montero. They don’t have any preten-
sions.”

“What did you say his name is?”’

“The rabbit? She’s Saga. She’s very in-
telligent. She follows her instincts. She’s
natural and free.”

“I thought it was a male rabbit.”

“Oh? Then you still can’t tell the differ-

ence.”
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“Well, the important thing is that you
don’t feel all alone.”

“They want us to be alone, Sefior Mon-
tero, because they tell us that solitude is
the only way to achieve saintliness. They
forget that in solitude the temptation is
even greater.”

“I don’t understand, Sefiora.”

“Ah, it’s better that you don’t. Get back
to work now, please.”

You turn your back on her, walk to the
door, leave her room. In the hallway you
clench your teeth. Why don’t you have
courage enough to tell her that you love
the girl? Why don’t you go back and tell
her, once and for all, that you’re planning
to take Aura away with you when you fin-
ish the job? You approach the door again
and start pushing it open, still uncertain,
and through the crack you see Sefiora Con-
suelo standing up, erect, transformed, with
a military tunic in her arms: a blue tunic
with gold buttons, red epaulettes, bright
medals with crowned eagles—a tunic the
old lady bites ferociously, kisses tenderly,
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drapes over her shoulders as she performs
a few teetering dance steps. You close the
door.

“She was fifteen years old when I met
her,” you read in the second part of the
memoirs. “Elle avait quinze ans lorsque je
Lai connue et, si jose le dire, ce sont ses
yeuz verts qui ont fait ma perdition.” Con-
suelo’s green eyes, Consuelo who was only
fifteen in 1867, when General Llorente
married her and took her with him into
exile in Paris. “Ma jeune poupée,” he
wrote In a moment of inspiration, “ma
jeune poupée aux yeux verts; je fai com-
blée d’amour.” He described the house
they lived in, the outings, the dances, the
carriages, the world of the Second Empire,
but all in a dull enough way. “P’ai méme
supporté ta haine des chats, moi qu’aimais
tellement les jolies bétes . . .’ One day
he found her torturing a cat: she had it
clasped between her legs, with her crino-
line skirt pulled up, and he didn’t know
how to attract her attention because it
seemed to him that “tu faisais ca d’une
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facon si innocent, par pur enfantillage,”
and in fact it excited him so much that if
you can believe what he wrote, he made
love to her that night with extraordinary
passion, “parce que tu m’avais dit que tor-
turer les chats était ta maniére a toi de
rendre notre amour favorable, par un
sacrifice symbolique . . .” You've figured
it up: Sefiora Consuelo must be 10g. Her
husband died fifty-nine years ago. “Tu
sais si bien ' habiller, ma douce Consuelo,
toujours drappé dans de velours verts, verts
comme les yeux. Je pense que tu seras
toujours belle, méme dans cent ans . . .”
Always dressed in green. Always beauti-
ful, even after a hundred years. “Tu es si
fiére de ta beauté; que ne ferais-tu pas pour
rester toujours jeune?”’



