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You touch the damp, mossy walls,
breathe the perfumed air, and try to isolate
the different elements you’re breathing, to
recognize the heavy, sumptuous aromas
that suwrround you. The flicker of your
match lights up the narrow, empty patio,
where various plants are growing on each
side in the loose, reddish earth. You can
make out the tall, leafy forms that cast
their shadows on the walls in the light of
the match. But it burns down, singeing
your fingers, and you have to light another
one to finish seeing the flowers, fruits and
plants you remember reading about in old
chronicles, the forgotten herbs that are
growing here so fragrantly and drowsily:
the long, broad, downy leaves of the hen-
bane; the twining stems with flowers that
are yellow outside, red inside; the pointed,
heart-shaped leaves of the nightshade; the
ash-colored down of the grape-mullein
with its clustered flowers; the bushy gath-
eridge with its white blossoms; the bella-
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donna. They come to life in the flare of
your match, swaying gently with their
shadows, while you recall the uses of these
herbs that dilate the pupils, alleviate pain,
reduce the pangs of childbirth, bring con-
solation, weaken the will, induce a volup-
tuous calm.

You're all alone with the perfumes
when the third match burns out. You go
up to the hallway slowly, listen again at
Sefiora Consuelo’s door, then tiptoe on to
Aura’s. You push it open without knocking
and go into that bare room, where a circle
of light reveals the bed, the huge Mexican
crucifix, and the woman who comes to-
ward you when the door is closed. Aura is
dressed in green, in a green taffeta robe
from which, as she approaches, her moon-
pale thighs reveal themselves. The woman,
you repeat as she comes close, the woman,
not the girl of yesterday: the girl of yester-
day—you touch Aura’s fingers, her waist
—couldn’t have been more than twenty;
the woman of today—you caress her loose
black hair, her pallid cheeks—seems to be
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forty. Between yesterday and today, some-
thing about her green eyes has turned
hard; the red of her lips has strayed be-
yond their former outlines, as if she
wanted to fix them in a happy grimace,
a troubled smile; as if, like that plant in the
patio, her smile combined the taste of
honey and the taste of gall. You don’t have
time to think of anything more.

“Sit down on the bed, Felipe.”

“Yes.”

“We're going to play. You don’t have to
do anything. Let me do everything my-
self.”

Sitting on the bed, you try to make out
the source of that diffuse, opaline light that
hardly lets you distinguish the objects in
the room, and the presence of Aura, from
the golden atmosphere that surrounds
them. She sees you looking up, trying to
find where it comes from. You can tell
from her voice that she’s kneeling down in
front of you.

“The sky is neither high nor low. It’s
over us and under us at the same time.”
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She takes off your shoes and socks and
caresses your bare feet.

You feel the warm water that bathes the
soles of your feet, while she washes them
with a heavy cloth, now and then casting
furtive glances at that Christ carved from
black wood. Then she dries your feet, takes
you by the hand, fastens a few violets in
her loose hair, and begins to hum a 'mel-
ody, a waltz, to which you dance with her,
held by the murmur of her voice, gliding
around to the slow, solemn rhythm she’s
setting, very different from the light move-
ments of her hands, which unbutton your
shirt, caress your chest, reach around to
your back and grasp it. You also murmur
that wordless song, that melody rising
naturally from your throat: you glide
around together, each time closer to the
bed, until you mufile the song with your
hungry kisses on Aura’s mouth, until you
stop the dance with your crushing kisses
on her shoulders and breasts.

You're holding the empty robe in your
hands. Aura, squatting on the bed, places

107

_— -_-__'_-I-'I



an object against her closed thighs, caress-
ing it, summoning you with her hand. She
caresses that thin wafer, breaks it against
her thighs, oblivious of the crumbs that
roll down her hips: she offers you half of
the wafer and you take it, place it in your
mouth at the same time she does, and swal-
low it with difficulty. Then you fall on
Aura’s naked body, you fall on her naked
arms, which are stretched out from one
side of the bed to the other like the arms
of the crucifix hanging on the wall, the
black Christ with that scarlet silk wrapped
around his thighs, his spread knees, his
wounded side, his crown of thorns set on a
tangled black wig with silver spangles.
Aura opens up like an altar.

You murmur her name in her ear. You
feel the woman's full arms against your
back. You hear her warm voice in your
ear: “Will you love me forever?”

“Forever, Aura. I'll love you forever.”

“Forever? Do you swear it?”’

“I swear it.”

“Even though I grow old? Even though
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I lose my beauty? Even though my hair
turns white?”

“Forever, my love, forever.”

“Even if I die, Felipe? Will you love me
forever, even if I die?”

“Forever, forever. I swear it. Nothing
can separate us.”

“Come, Felipe, come . . .

When you wake up, you reach out to
touch Aura’s shoulder, but you only touch
the still-warm pillow and the white sheet
that covers you.

You murmur her name.

You open your eyes and see her standing
at the foot of the bed, smiling but not look-
ing at you. She walks slowly toward the
corner of the room, sits down on the floor,
places her arms on the knees that emerge
from the darkness you can’t peer into, and
strokes the wrinkled hand that comes for-
ward from the lessening darkness: she’s
sitting at the feet of the old lady, of Senora
Consuelo, who is seated in an armchair
you hadn’t noticed earlier: Sefiora Con-
suelo smiles at you, nodding her head,
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smiling at you along with Aura, who
moves her head in rhythm with the old
lady’s: they both smile at you, thanking
you. You lie back, without any will, think-
ing that the old lady has been in the room
all the time;

you remember her movements, her
voice, her dance,

though you keep telling yourself she
wasn’t there. ‘

The two of them get up at the same mo-
ment, Consuelo from the chair, Aura from
the floor. Turning their backs on you, they
walk slowly toward the door that leads to
the widow’s bedroom, enter that room
where the lights are forever trembling in
front of the images, close the door behind
them, and leave you to sleep in Aura’s bed.
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