Up there you read the new pages, the
continuation, the events of an agonized
century. In his florid language General
Llorente describes the personality of Eu-
genia de Montijo, pays his respects to Na-
poleon the Little, summons up his most
martial rhetoric to proclaim the Franco-
Prussian War, fills whole pages with his
sorrow at the defeat, harangues all men of
honor about the Republican monster, sees
a ray of hope in General Boulanger, sighs
for Mexico, believes that in the Dreyfus
affairs the honor—always that word
“honor’—of the army has asserted itself
again.

The brittle pages crumble at your touch:
you don’t respect them now, you're only
looking for a reappearance of the woman
with green eyes. “I know why you weep at
times, Consuelo. I have not been able to
give you children, although you are so
radiant with life . . .” And later: “Con-
suelo, you should not tempt God. We must
reconcile ourselves. Is not my affection
enough? I know that you love me; I feel
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it. I am not asking you for resignation, be-
cause that would offend you. I am only
asking you to see, in the great love which
you say you have for me, something suf-
ficient, something that can fill both of us,
without the need of turning to sick imag-
inings . . .” On another page: “I told Con-
suelo that those medicines were utterly
useless. She insists on growing her own
herbs in the garden. She says she is not
deceiving herself. The herbs are not to
strengthen the body, but rather the soul.”
Later: “I found her in a delirium, embrac-
ing the pillow. She cried, ‘Yes, yes, yes, I've
done it, I've re-created her! I can invoke
her, I can give her life with my own life!’
It was necessary to call the doctor. He told
me he could not quiet her, because the
truth was that she was under the effects of
narcotics, not of stimulants.” And finally:
“Early this morning I found her walking
barefooted through the hallways. I wanted
to stop her. She went by without looking at
me, but her words were directed to me.
‘Don’t stop me,’ she said. ‘I’'m going toward
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my youth, and my youth is coming toward
me. It’s coming in, it’s in the garden, it’s
come back . . .’ Consuelo, my poor Con-
suelo! Even the devil was an angel once.”

There isn’t any more. The memoirs of
General Llorente end with that sentence:
“Consuelo, le démon aussi était un ange,
avant . ..’

And after the last page, the portraits.
The portrait of an elderly gentleman in a
military uniform, an old photograph with
these words in one corner: “Moulin, Pho-
tographe, 35 Boulevard Haussmann’ and
the date “1894.” Then the photograph of
Aura, of Aura with her green eyes, her
black hair gathered in ringlets, leaning
against a Doric column with a painted
landscape in the background: the land-
scape of a Lorelei in the Rhine. Her dress
is buttoned up to the collar, there’s a hand-
kerchief in her hand, she’s wearing a
bustle: Aura, and the date “1876” in white
ink, and on the back of the daguerreotype,
in spidery handwriting: “Fait pour notre
dixiéeme anniversaire de mariage,” and a
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signature in the same hand, “Cornsuelo
Llorente.” In the third photograph you see
both Aura and the old gentleman, but this
time they’re dressed in outdoor clothes, sit-
ting on a bench in a garden. The photo-
graph has become a little blurred: Aura
doesn’t look as young as she did in the
other picture, but it’s she, it’s he,it’s . . .
it’s you. You stare and stare at the photo-
graphs, then hold them up to the skylight.
You cover General Llorente’s beard with
your finger, and imagine him with black
hair, and you only discover yourself:
blurred, lost, forgotten, but you, you, you.

Your head is spinning, overcome by the
rhythms of that distant waltz, by the odor
of damp, fragrant plants: you fall ex-
hausted on the bed, touching your cheeks,
your eyes, your nose, as if you were afraid
that some invisible hand had ripped off the
mask you've been wearing for twenty-
seven years, the cardboard features that
hid your true face, your real appearance,
the appearance you once had but then for-
got. You bury your face in the pillow, try-
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ing to keep the wind of the past from tear-
ing away your own features, because you
don’t want to lose them. You lie there with
your face in the pillow, waiting for what
has to come, for what you can’t prevent.
You don’t look at your watch again, that
useless object tediously measuring time in
accordance with human vanity, those little
hands marking out the long hours that
were invented to disguise the real passage
of time, which races with a mortal and in-
solent swiftness no clock could ever meas-
ure. A life, a century, fifty years: you can’t
imagine those lying measurements any
longer, you can’t hold that bodiless dust
within your hands.

When you look up from the pillow, you
find you're in darkness. Night has fallen.

Night has fallen. Beyond the skylight
the swift black clouds are hiding the moon,
which tries to free itself, to reveal its pale,
round, smiling face. It escapes for only a
moment, then the clouds hide it again.
You haven’t got any hope left. You don't
even look at your watch. You hurry down
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the stairs, out of that prison cell with its
old papers and faded daguerreotypes, and
stop at the door of Sefiora Consuelo’s room,
and listen to your own voice, muted and
transformed after all those hours of si-
lence: “Aura . . .”

Again: “Aura . . .

You enter the room. The votive lights
have gone out. You remember that the old
lady has been away all day: without her
faithful attention the candles have all
burned up. You grope forward in the dark-
ness to the bed.

And again: “Aura . . .

You hear a faint rustle of taffeta, and
the breathing that keeps time with your
own. You reach out your hand to touch
Aura’s green robe.

“No. Don’t touch me. Lie down at my
side.”

You find the edge of the bed, swing up
your legs, and remain there stretched out
and motionless. You can’t help feeling a
shiver of fear: ““She might come back any

minute.”

”
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“She won’t come back.”

“Ever?”

“I'm exhausted. She’s already ex-
hausted. I've never been able to keep her
with me for more than three days.”

“Aura . . .”

You want to put your hand on Aura’s
breasts. She turns her back: you can tell by
the difference in her voice.

“No . .. Donttouchme .. .”

“Aura . . . Ilove you.”

“Yes. You love me. You told me yester-
day that you’d always love me.”

“Ill always love you, always. I need
your kisses, your body . . .”

“Kiss my face. Only my face.”

You bring your lips close to the head
that’s lying mext to yours. You stroke
Aura’s long black hair. You grasp that
fragile woman by the shoulders, ignoring
her sharp complaint. You tear off her taf-
feta robe, embrace her, feel her small and
lost and naked in your arms, despite her
moaning resistance, her feeble protests,
kissing her face without thinking, without
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distinguishing, and you're touching her
withered breasts when a ray of moonlight
shines in and surprises you, shines in
through a chink in the wall that the rats
have chewed open, an eye that lets in a
beam of silvery moonlight. It falls on
Aura’s eroded face, as brittle and yellowed
as the memoirs, as creased with wrinkles
as the photographs. You stop kissing those
fleshless lips, those toothless gums: the ray
of moonlight shows you the naked body of
the old lady, of Sefiora Consuelo, limp,
spent, tiny, ancient, trembling because
you touch her. You love her, you too have
come back . . .

You plunge your face, your open eyes,
into Consuelo’s silver-white hair, and
you’ll embrace her again when the clouds
cover the moon, when you’re both hidden
again, when the memory of youth, of
youth re-embodied, rules the darkness.

“She’ll come back, Felipe. We’ll bring
her back together. Let me recover my
strength and I'll bring her back . . .”
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