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Your sleep is heavy and unsatisfying. In
your dreams you had already felt the same
vague melancholy, the weight on your
diaphragm, the sadness that won't stop
oppressing your imagination. Although
you’re sleeping in Aura’s room, you're
sleeping all alone, far from the body you
believe you’ve possessed.
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When. you wake up, you look for an-
other presence in the room, and realize it’s
not Aura who disturbs you but rather the
double presence of something that was en-
gendered during the night. You put your
hands on your forehead, trying to calm
your disordered senses: that dull melan-
choly is hinting to you in a low voice, the
voice of memory and premonition, that
you're seeking your other half, that the
sterile conception last night engendered
your own double.

And you stop thinking, because there
are things even stronger than the imagina-
tion: the habits that force you to get up,
look for a bathroom off this room without
finding one, go out into the hallway rub-
bing your eyelids, climb the stairs tasting
the thick bitterness of your tongue, enter
your own room feeling the rough bristles
on your chin, turn on the bath faucets and
then slide into the warm water, letting
yourself relax into forgetfulness.

But while you’re drying yourself, you
remember the old lady and the girl as they

117



smiled at you before leaving the room arm
in arm; you recall that whenever they’re
together they always do the same things:
they embrace, smile, eat, speak, enter,
leave, at the same time, as if one were imi-
tating the other, as if the will of one de-
pended on the existence of the other . . .
You cut yourself lightly on one cheek as
you think of these things while you shave;
you make an effort to get control of your-
self. When you finish shaving you count
the objects in your traveling case, the
bottles and tubes which the servant you've
never seen brought over from your board-
Ing house: you murmur the names of these
objects, touch them, read the contents and
instructions, pronounce the names of the
manufacturers, keeping to these objects in
order to forget that other one, the one
without a name, without a label, without
any rational consistency. What is Aura ex-
pecting of you? you ask yourself, closing
the traveling case. What does she want,
what does she want?

In answer you hear the dull rhythm of
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her bell in the corridor telling you break-
fast is ready. You walk to the door without
your shirt on. When you open it you find
Aura there: it must be Aura because you
see the green taffeta she always wears,
though her face is covered with a green
veil. You take her by the wrist, that slender
wrist which trembles at your touch . . .

“Breakfast is ready,” she says, in the
faintest voice you've ever heard.

““Aura, let’s stop pretending.”

“Pretending?”

“Tell me if Sefiora Consuelo keeps you
from leaving, from living your own life.
Why did she have to be there when you
and I . . . Please tell me you'll go with
me when . . .”

“Go away? Where?”

“Out of this house. Out into the world,
to live together. You shouldn’t feel bound

to your aunt forever . . . Why all this
devotion? Do you love her that much?”
“Love her?”

“Yes. Why do you have to sacrifice your-
self this way?”
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“Love her? She loves me. She sacrifices
herself for me.”

“But she’s an old woman, almost a

corpse. You can’t . . .”

“She has more life than I do. Yes, she’s
old and repulsive . . . Felipe, I don’t
want to become . . . to be like her . . .
another . . .”

“She’s trying to bury you alive. You’ve
got to be reborn, Aura.”

“You have to die before you can be re-
borm . . . No, you don’t understand. For-
get about it, Felipe. Just have faith in me.”

“If you’d only explain.”

“Just have faith in me. She’s going to be
out today for the whole day.”

“She?” |

“Yes, the other.”

“She’s going out? But she never . . .

“Yes, sometimes she does. She makes a
great effort and goes out. She’s going out
today. For all day. You and I could . . .”

“Go away?”

“If you want to.”

“Well . . . perhaps not yet. I'm under

”
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contract. But as soon as I can finish the
work, then . ., .” .

“Ah, yes. But she’s going to be out all
day. We could do something.”

“What?”

“I'll wait for you this evening in my
aunt’s bedroom. I'll wait for you as al-
ways.”

She turns away, ringing her bell like the
lepers who use a bell to announce their
approach, telling the unwary: “Out of the
way, out of the way.” You put on your
shirt and coat and follow the sound of the
bell calling you to the dining room. In the
parlor the widow Llorente comes toward
you, bent over, leaning on a knobby cane;
she’s dressed in an old white gown with a
stained and tattered gauze veil. She goes
by without looking at you, blowing her
nose into a handkerchief, blowing her nose
and spitting. She murmurs, “I won’t be at
home today, Sefior Montero. I have com-
plete confidence in your work. Please keep
at it. My husband’s memoirs must be pub-
lished.”
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She goes away, stepping across the car-
pets with her tiny feet, which are like
those of an antique doll, and supporting
herself with her cane, spitting and sneez-
Ing as if she wanted to clear something
from her congested lungs. It's only by an
effort of the will that you keep yourself
from following her with your eyes, despite
the curiosity you feel at seeing the yel-
lowed bridal gown she’s taken from the
bottom of that old trunk in her bedroom.

You scarcely touch the cold coffee that’s
waiting for you in the dining room. You
sit for an hour in the tall, arch-back chair,
smoking, waiting for the sounds you never
hear, until finally you're sure the old lady
has left the house and can’t catch you at
what you're going to do. For the last hour
you’ve had the key to the trunk clutched
in your hand, and now you get up and
silently walk through the parlor into the
hallway, where you wait for another fif-
teen minutes—your watch tells you how
long—with your ear against Sefiora Con-
suelo’s door. Then you slowly push it open
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until you can make out, beyond the
spider’s web of candles, the empty bed on
which her rabbit is gnawing at a carrot:
the bed that’s always littered with scraps
of bread, and that you touch gingerly as
if you thought the old lady might be hid-
den among the rumples of the sheets. You
walk over to the corner where the trunk is,
stepping on the tail of one of those rats; it
squeals, escapes from your foot, and scam-
pers off to warm the others. You fit the
copper key into the rusted padlock, remove
the padlock, and then raise the lid, hearing
the creak of the old, stiff hinges. You take
out the third portion of the memoirs—it’s
tied with a red ribbon—and under it you
discover those photographs, those old,
brittle, dog-eared photographs. You pick
them up without looking at them, clutch
the whole treasure to your breast, and
hurry out of the room without closing the
trunk, forgetting the hunger of the rats.
You close the door, lean against the wall in
the hallway till you catch your breath,
then climb the stairs to your room.
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