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But Polyneices' corpse who died in pain 
they say he has proclaimed to the whole town 

that none may bury him and none bewail, 
but leave him unwept, untombed, a rich sweet sight 
for the hungry birds' beholding. 
Such orders they say the worthy Creon gives 
to you and me-yes, yes, I say to me-

and that he's coming to p1'oclaim it clear 
to those who know it not. 
Further: he has the matter so at heart 
that anyone who da1'es attempt the act 
will die by public stoning in the town. 

Antigone 
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-Snddenly, as if a whirlw,ind had set down 
roots in the center of the town, the banana 
company arrived, pttrsued by the leaf storm. 
A whirling leaf storm had been stirred ttp, 
formed out of the human and material dregs 
of other towns, the chaff of a civil war that 
scented ever more remote and unlikely. The 
whirlwind was implacable. It contaminated ev
erything with its swirling crowd smell, the 
smell of slcin secretion and hidden death. In 
less than a year it sowed over the town the 
rubble of many catastrophes that had come 
before it, scattering its mixed cargo of rubbish 
in the streets. And all of a sudden that rnb
bish, in time to the mad and unpredicted 
rhythm of the storm, was being sorted out, in
dividttalized, ttntil what had been a narrow 
§treet with a river at one end and a corral for 
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Introduction 

the dead at the other was changed into a dif
ferent and more complex town, created out of 
the rubbish of other towns. 

Arriving there, mingled with the ht�man leaf 
storm, dragged along by its impetuous force, 
came the dregs of warehouses, hospitals, amuse
ment parlors, electric plants; the dregs made 
up of single women and men who tied their 
mttles to hitching posts by the hotel, carrying 
their single piece of baggage, a wooden trunk 
or a bundle of clothing, and in a few months each 
had his own house, two mistresses, and the military 
title that was due him for having arrived late for 
the war. 

Even the dregs of the cities' sad love came 
to us in the whirlwind and built small wooden 
houses where at first a corner and a half-cot 
were a dismal home for one night, and then a 
noisy clandestine street, and then a whole in
ner village of tolerance within the town. 

In the midst of that blizzard, that tempest of 
unknown faces; of awnings along the public 
way, of men changing clothes in the street, of 
women with open parasols sitting on trunks, 
and of mule after abandoned mule dying of 
hunger on the block by the hotel, the first of 
us came to be  the last; we were the outsiders, 
the newcomers. 

After the war, when we came to Macondo 
and appreciated the good quality of its soil, we 
knew that the leaf storm was sure to come 
someday, but we did not count on its drive. So 
when we felt the avalanche arrive, the only 
thing we could do was set a plate with a knife 
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and fork behind the door and sit patiently 
waiting for the newcomers to get to lcnow �ts. 
Then the train whistled for the first time. The 
leaf storm turned abmtt and went o1tt to greet 
it, and by turning it lost its drive. But it devel
oped �tnity and mass,- and it underwent the 
natural process of fermentat1"on, becoming in
corporated into the germination of the earth. 

Macondo, 1909. 
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I. 

I've seen a corpse for the first time. It's 
Wednesday but I feel as if it were Sunday be
cause I didn't go to school and they dressed 
me up in a green corduroy suit that's tight in 
some places. Holding Mama's hand, following 
my grandfather, who feels his way along with 
a cane with every step he takes so he won't 
bump into things (he doesn't see well in the 
dark and he limps), I went past the mirror in 
the living room and saw myself full length, 
dressed in green and with this :white starched 
collar that pinches me on one side of the neck. 
I saw myself in the round mottled looking 
glass and I thought: 1'hat 's me, as if today was 
Sunday. 

We've come to the house where the dead man is. 
The heat won't let you breathe in the closed 

room. :You can hear the sun buzzing in the 
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streets, but that's all. The air is stagnant, like, 
concrete; you get the feeling that it could get 
all twisted like a sheet of steel. In the room 
where they've laid out the corpse there's a 
smell of trunks, but I can't see any anywhere. 
There's a hammock in the corner hanging by 
one end from a ring. There's a smell of trash . 
.And I think that the things around us, broken 
down and almost falling apart, have the look of 
things that ought to smell lil{e trash even 
though they smell like something else. 

I always thought that dead people should 
have hats on. Now I can see that they 
shouldn't. I can see that they have a head like 
wax and a handkerchief tied around their jaw
bone. I can see that they have their mouth 
open a little and that behind the purple lips 
you can see the stained and irregular teeth. I 
can see that they keep their tongue bitten over 
to one side, thick and sticky, a little darker 
than the color of their face, which is like the 
color of fingers clutching a stick. I can see that 
they have their eyes open much wider than a 
man's, anxious and wild, and that their skin 
seems to be made of tight damp earth. I 
thought that a dead man would look like 
somebody quiet and asleep and now I can see 
that it's just the opposite. I can see that he 
looks like someone awake and in a rage after 
a :fight. 

Mama is dressed up as if it were Sunday too, 
She put on the old straw hat that comes down 
over her ears and a black dress closed at the 
neck and with sleeves that come down to her 
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wrists. Since today is Wednesday she looks to 
me like someone far away, a stranger, and I 
get the feeling that she wants to tell me some
thing when my grandfather gets up to receive 
the men who've brought the coffin. Mama is 
sitting beside me with her back to the closed 
door. She's breathing heavily and she keeps 
pushing back the strands of hair that fall out 
from under the hat that she put on in a hurry. 
My grandfather has told the men to put the 
coffin down next to the bed. Only then did I 
realize that the dead man could really fit into 
it. When the men brought in the box I had the 
impression that it was too small for a body 
that took up the whole length of the bed. 

I don't know why they brought me along. 
I've never been in this bouse before and I 
even thought that nobody lived here. It's a big 
bouse, on the corner, and I don't think the 
door bas ever been opened. I always thought 
that nobody lived in the bouse. Only now af
ter my mother told me, ''You won't be going to 
school this afternoon," and I didn't feel glad 
because she said it with a serious and reserved 
voice, and I saw her come back with my cor
duroy suit and she put it on me without saying 
a word and we went to the door to join my 
grandfather, and we walked past the three 
houses that separated this one from ours, only 
now do I realize that someone lived on the 
corner. Someone who died and who must be 
the man my mother was talking about when 
she said: "You have to behave yourself at the 
doctor's funeral.'' 
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When we went in I didn't see the dead man. 
I saw my grandfather at the door talking to the 
men, and then I saw him telling us to go on in. I 
thought then that there was somebody in the 
room, but when I went in I felt it was dark and 
empty. The heat beat on my face from the very 
first minute and I got that trash smell that was 
solid and permanent at first and now, like the 
heat, comes in slow-spaced waves and disap
pears. Mama led me through the dark room by 
the hand and seated me next to her in a corner. 
Only after a moment could I begin to make 
things out. I saw my grandfather trying to open 
a window that seemed stuck to its frame, glued 
to the wood around it, and I saw him hitting his 
cane against the latches, his coat covered with 
the dust that came off with every blow. I turned 
my head to where my grandfather was moving 
as he said he couldn't open the window and 
only then did I see there was someone on the 
bed. There was a dark man stretched out, mo
tionless. Then I spun my head to my mother's 
side where she sat serious and without moving, 
looking off somewhere else in the room. Since 
my feet don't touch the floor and hang in the air 
half a foot away, I put my hands under my 
thighs, placing the palms on the chair, and I be
gan to swing my legs, not thinking about any
thing until I remembered that Mama had told 
me: "You have to behave yourself at the doc
tor's funeral. '' Then I felt something cold be
hind me. I turned to look and I saw only the 
wall of dry and pitted wood. But it was as if 
someone had said to me from the wall: Don't 
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move your legs. The man on the b ed is the doc
tor and he 's dead. And when I looked toward 
the bed I didn 't see him the way I had before. I 
didn 't see him lying down, I saw him dead. 

From then on, as much as I try not to look, I 
feel as if someone is forcing my face in that 
direction. And even if I make an effort to look 
at other places in the room, I see him just the 
same, everywhere, with his bulging eyes and his 
green, dead face in the shadows. 

I don 't know why no one has come to the 
wake. The ones who came are us, my grand
father, Mama, and the four Guajiro Indians 
who work for my grandfather. The men brought 
a sack of lime and emptied it inside the coffin. 
If my mother hadn't been strange and far away 
I would have asked her why they did it. I don 't 
understand why they have to sprinkle lime in
side the box. When the bag was empty one of 
the men shook it over the coffin and a few last 

flakes fell out, looking more like sawdust than 
lime. They lifted the dead man by the shoulders 

and feet. He's wearing a pair of cheap pants 

tied at the waist by a wide black cord, and a 

gray shirt He has only his left shoe on. As Ada 

says, he's got one foot a king and the other one 

a slave. The right shoe is at one end of the bed. 

On the bed the dead man seemed to be having 

trouble. In the coffin he looks more comforta
ble, more peaceful, and his face, which had 
been like the face of a man who was alive and 

awake after a fight, has taken on a restful and 

secure look. His profile is softer. It 's as if in the 
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box there he now felt he was in his proper place 
as a dead man. 

My grandfather's been moving around the 
room. He's picked up some things and put them 
in the box. I look at Mama again hoping that 
she 'll tell me why my grandfather is tossing 
things into the coffin. But my mother is un
moved in her black dress and she seems to be 
making an effort not to look where the dead 
man is. I try to do the same thing but I can't. I 
stare at him. I examine him. My grandfather 
throws a book inside the coffin, signals the men, 
and three of them put the lid over the corpse. 
Only then do I feel free of the hands that were 
holding my head toward that side and I begin to 
look the room over. 

I look at my mother again. For the :first time 
since we came to the house she looks at me and 
smiles with a forced smile, with nothing inside; 
and in the distance I can hear the train whistle 
as it disappears around the last bend. I hear a 

sound from the corner where the corpse is. I see 
one of the men-lift one edge of the lid and my 
grandfather puts the dead man 's shoe into the 
coffin, the shoe they had forgotten on the bed. 
The train whistles again, farther off, and sud
denly I think: It's two-thirty. I remember that 
it 's the time (when the train whistles at the last 
bend in town) when the boys line up at school 
to go in for the :first class in the afternoon. 

Abraham, I think. 

I shouldn 't have brought the child. A specta
cle like this isn 't proper for him. Even for my-
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self, turning thirty, this atmosphere thinned out 
by the presence of the corpse is harmful. We 
could leave now. We could tell Papa that we 
don 't feel well in a room where the remains of a 

man cut off from everything that could be con
sidered affection or thanks have been accumu
lating for seventeen years. My father may be 
the only one who's ever- shown any feeling for 
him . .An inexplicable feeling that 's been of use 
to him now so he won't rot a way inside these 
four walls. 

I 'm bothered by how ridiculous all of this is. 
I 'm upset by the idea that in a moment we 'll be 
going out into the street following a coffin that 
won't inspire any feeling except pleasure in any
one. I can imagine the expression on the faces 
of the women in the windows, watching my 
father go by, watching me go by with the child 
behind a casket inside of which the only person 
the town has wanted to see that way is rotting 
away, on his way to the cemetery in the midst 
of unyielding abandonment, followed by three 
people who decided to perform a work of chari
ty that 's been the beginning of his own ven
geance. It could be that this decision of Papa's 
could mean that tomorrow there won't be any
one prepared to walk behind our funeral pro
cessions. 

Maybe that 's why I brought the child along. 
When Papa told me a moment ago: "You have 
to go with me, ' '  the first thing that occurred to 
me was to bring the child so that I would feel 
protected. Now here we are on this suffocating 
September afternoon, feeling that the things 
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around us are the pitiless· agents of our enemies. 
Papa 's got no reason to worry. Actually, he's 
spent his whole life doing things like this ; giving 
the town stones to chew on, keeping his most 
insignificant promises with his back turned to 
all convention. Since that time twenty-five years 
ago when this man came to our house, Papa 
must have imagined (when he noticed the visi
tor's absurd manners) that today there wouldn't 
be a single person in the whole tO>I'll. prepared 
even to throw his body to the buzzards. Maybe 
Papa foresaw all the obstacles and measured 
and calculated the possible inconveniences. And 
now, twenty-five years later, he must feel that 
this is just the fulfillment of a chore he 's 
thought about for a long time, one which had to 
be carried out in any case, since he would have 
bad to haul the corpse through the streets of 
Macondo by himself. 

Still, when the time came, he didn't have the 
courage to do it alone and he made me take 
part in that intolerable promise that he must 
have made long before I even had the use of 
reason. When he told me: "You have to go with 
me, ' '  he didn't give me time to think about how 
far his words went; I couldn't calculate how 
much shame and ridicule there would be in 
burying this man whom everyone had hoped to 
see turn to dust inside his lair. Because people 
hadn 't just expected that, they'd prepared them
selves for fthings to happen that way and they'd 
hoped for it from the bottom of their hearts, 
without remorse, and even with the anticipated 
satisfaction of someday smelling the pleasant 
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odor of his decomposition floating through the 
town without anyone 's feeling moved, alarmed, 
or scandalized, satisfied rather at seeing the 
longed-for hour come, wanting the situation to 
go on and on until the twirling smell of the dead 
man would satisfy even the most hidden resent
ments. 

Now we 're going to deprive Macondo of its 
long-desired pleasure. I feel as if in a certain 
way this determination of ours has given birth 
in the hearts of the people not to a melancholy 
feeling of frustration but to- one of postpone
ment. 

That's another reason why I should have left 
the child at home; so as not to get him mixed 
up in this conspiracy which will center on us 
now the way it did on the doctor for ten years. 
The child should have been left on the sidelines 
of this promise. He doesn 't even know why he 's 
here, why we 've brought him to this room full 
of rubbish. He doesn 't say anything, sitting, 
swinging his legs with his hands resting on the 
chair, waiting for someone to decipher this fright
ful riddle for him. I want to be sure that no
body will, that no one will open that invisible 
door that prevents him from going beyond the 
reach of his senses. 

He 's looked at me several times and I know 
that he finds me strange, somebody he doesn 't 
know, with this stiff dress and this old hat that 
I 've put on so that I won 't be identified even by 
my own forebodings. 

If Meme were alive, here in the house, may
be it would have been different. They might 
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have thought I came because of her. They 
might have thought I came to share in a grief 
that she probably wouldn't have felt, but which 
she would have been able to pretend and which 
the town could have explained. Meme disap
peared about eleven years ago. The doctor's 
death has ended any possibility of finding out 
where she is or, at least, where her bones are. 
Meme isn't here, but it's most likely that if she 
were-if what happened and was never cleared 
up hadn't happened-she would have taken the 
side of the town against the man who warmed 
her bed for six years with as much love and hu
manity as a mule might have had. 

I can hear the train whistling at the last bend. 
It's two-thirty, I think; and I can't get rid of the 
idea that at this moment all of Macondo is won
dering what we're doing in this house. I think 
about Senora Rebeca, thin and looking like 
parchment, with the touch of a family ghost in 
her look and dress, sitting beside her electric 
fan, her face shaded by the screens in her win
dows. As she hears the train disappearing 
around the last bend Senora Rebeca leans her 
head toward the fan, tormented by the heat and 
her resentment, the blades in her heart spinning 
like those on the fan (but in an opposite direc
tion), and she murmurs: "The devil has a hand 
in all of this," and she shudders, fastened to life 
by the tiny roots of everyday things. 

And Agueda, the cripple, seeing Solita com
ing back from the station after seeing her boy
friend off; seeing her open her parasol as she 
turns the deserted corner; hearing her approach 
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with the sexual rejoicing that she herself once 

had and which changed inside her into that pa
tient religious sickness that makes her say: 
• 'You '11 wallow in your bed like a pig in its sty.'' 

I can't get rid of that idea. Stop thinking that 
it's two-thirty; that the mule with the mail is 
going by cloaked in a burning cloud of dust and 

followed by the men who have interrupted their 
Wednesday siesta to pick up the bundles of 

newspapers. Father Angel is dozing, sitting in 
the sacristy with an open breviary on his greasy 

stomach, listening to the mule pass and shooting 
away the flies that are bothering his sleep, 
belching, saying: "You poisoned me with your 
meatballs.'' 

Papa's cold-blooded about all this. Even to 
the point of telling them to open the coffin so 
they could put in the shoe that was left on the 
bed. Only he could have taken an interest in 
that man's meanness. I wouldn't be surprised if 
when we leave with the corpse the crowd will be 
waiting for us with all the excrement they could 
get together overnight and will give us a shower 

of filth for going against the will of the town. 
Maybe they won't do it because of Papa. May
be they will do it because it's something as terri
ble as frustrating a pleasure the town had 
longed for over so many years, thought about 
on stifling afternoons whenever men and wom
en passed this house and said to themselves : 
"Sooner or later we 'll lunch on that smell." Be
cause that's what they all said, from the first to 
the last. 

It'll be three o'clock in a little while. The 

25 



Gabriel Garcia Marquez 

Senorita already knows it. Senora Rebeca saw 
her pass and called her, invisible behind the 
screen, and she came out from the orbit of the 
fan for a moment and said to her: " Senorita, 
it 's the devil, you know. ' '  And tomorrow it 
won 't be my son who goes to school but some 
other, completely different child; a child who 
will grow, reproduce, and die in the end with no 
one paying him the debt of gratitude which 
would give him Christian burial. 

I 'd probably be peacefully at home right now 
if twenty-five years ago that man hadn't come 
to my father's home with a letter of recom
mendation (no one ever knew where he came 
from) , if he hadn't stayed with us, eating grass 
and looking at women with those eyes of a lust
ful dog that popped out of their sockets. But my 
punishment was written down from before my 
birth and it stayed hidden, repressed, until that 
fateful leap year when I would turn thirty and 
my father would tell me : "You have to go with' 
me. ' '  And then, before I had time to ask any
thing, he pounded the floor with his cane: " We 
have to go through with this just the way it is, 
daughter. The doctor hanged himself this morn
ing. " 

The men left and· came back to the room 
with a hammer and a box of nails. But they 
hadn't nailed up the coffin. They laid the things 
on the table and they sat on the bed where the 
dead man had been. My grandfather seems 
calm, but his calmness is imperfect and desper
ate. It 's not the calmness of the corpse in the 
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coffin, it's the calmness of an impatient man 
making an effort not to show how he feels. It's 
a rebellious and anxious calm, the kind my 

grandfather has, walldng back and forth acrosg 
the room, limping, picking up the clustered ob

jects. 
When I discover that there are flies in the 

room I begin to be tortured by the idea that the 
coffin's become full of flies. They still haven 'ti 
nailed it shut, but it seems to me that the buzz
ing I thought at first was an electric fan in the, 
neighborhood is the swarm of flies beating 
blindly against the sides of the coffin and the 
face of the dead man. I shake my head ; I close• 
my eyes; I see my grandfather open a trunk and 
take out some things and I can't tell what they 
are; on the bed I can see the four embers but 
not the people with the lighted cigars. Trapped 
by the suffocating beat, by the minute that 
doesn't pass, by the buzzing of the flies, I feel as 
if someone is telling me: That's the way you'll 
be. Yott 'll be inside a coffin filled with flies. 
You're only a little ttnder eleven years old, but 
someday you'll be like that, left to the flies in
side of a closed box. And I stretch my legs out 
side by side and look at my own black and 
shiny boots. One of my laces is untied, I think 

and I look at Mama again. She looks at me too 
and leans over to tie my shoelace. 

The vapor that rises up from Mama's head, 
warm and smelling like a cupboard, smelling of 
sleeping wood, reminds me of the closed-in cof
fin again. It becomes hard for me to breathe, I 

want to get out of here; I want to breathe in the 
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burning street air, and I use my last resort. 
When Mama gets up I say to her in a low 
voice : "Mama I" She smiles, says : " U  rom Y" 
And I lean toward her, toward her raw and 
shining face, trembling. ''I feel like going out 
back." 

Mama calls my grandfather, tells him some
thing. I watch his narrow, motionless eyes be
hind his glasses when he comes over and tells 
me: "That's impossible right now." I stretch 
and then remain quiet, indifferent to my fail
ure. But things start to . pass too slowly again. 
There's a rapid movement, another, and another� 
And then Mama leans over my shoulder again, 
saying: "Did it go away yet 7" And she says it 
with a serious and solid voice, as if it  was a 
scolding more than a question. My stomach is 
tight and hard, but Mama's question softens it, 
leaves it full and relaxed, and then everything, 
even her seriousness, becomes aggressive and 
challenging to me. "No," I tell her. "It still 
hasn't gone away." I squeeze in my stomach 
and try to beat the floor with my feet (another 
last resort), but I only find empty space below, 
the distance separating me from the floor. 

Someone comes into the room. It's one of my 
grandfather's men, followed by a policeman and 
a man who is wearing green denim pants. He 
has a belt with a revolver on it and in his hand 
he's holding a hat with a broad, curled brim. 
My grandfather goes over to greet him. The 
man in the green pants coughs in the darkness, 
says something to my grandfather, coughs 
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again; and still coughing he orders the police
man to open the window. 

The wooden walls have a slippery look. They 
seem to be built of cold, compressed ash. When 

the policeman hits the latch with the butt of his 
rifle, I have the feeling that the shutters will not 
open. The house will fall down, the walls will 
crumble, but noiselessly, like a palace of ash 

collapsing in the wind. I feel that with a second 
blow we'll be in the street, in the sunlight, sit
ting down, our heads covered with debris. But 
with the second blow the shutter opens and light 
comes into the room; it bursts in violently, as 
when a gate is opened for a disoriented animal, 
who runs and smells, mute; who rages and 
scratches on the walls, slavering, and then goes 
back to flop down peacefully in the coolest cor
ner of the cage. 

With the window open things become visible, 
but consolidated in their strange unrealness. 
Then Mama takes a deep breath, takes me by 
the hand, and tells me : ''Come, let's take a look 
at our house through the window. '' And I see 
the town again, as if I were returning to it after 

a trip. I can see our house, faded and run down, 
but cool under the almond trees; and I feel 
from here as if I'd never been inside that green 
and cordial coolness, as if ours were the perfect 

imaginary house promised by my mother on 
nights when I had bad dreams. And I see Pepe, 
who passes by without seeing us, lost in his 
thoughts. The boy from the house next door, 
who passes whistling, changed and unknown, as 
if he'd just had his hair cut off. 
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Then the mayor gets up, his shirt open, sweaty, 
his expression completely upset. He comes over 
to me all choked up by the excitement brought 
on by his own argument. ''We can't be sure 
that he's dead until he starts to smell,'' he 
says, and he finishes buttoning up his shirt and 
lights a cigarette, his face turned toward the 
coffin again thinking perhaps: Now they can't 
say that I don't operate inside the law. I look 
into his eyes and I feel that I've looked at him 
with enough firmness to make him understand 
that I can penetrate his deepest thoughts. I tell 
him: "You're operating outside the law in order 
to please the others.'' And he, as if that had 
been exactly what he had expected to hear, an
swers: ''You're a respectable man, colonel. You 
know that I'm within my rights." I tell him: 
''You, more than anyone else, know that he's 
dead.'' And he says: ''That's right, but after all, 
I'm only a public servant. The only legal way 
would be with a death certificate.'' And I tell 
him: ''If the law is on your side, take advantage 
of it and bring a· doctor who can make out the 
death certificate. " And he, with his head lifted 
but without haughtiness, calmly too, but with
out the slightest show of weakness or confusion, 
says : ''You're a respectable person and you 
know that it would be an abuse of authority." 
When I hear him I see that his brains are not 
addled so much by liquor as by cowardice. 

Now I can see that the mayor shares the an
ger of the town. It's a feeling fed for ten years, 
ever since that stormy night when they brought 
the wounded men to the man's door and shout-
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ed to him (because he didn't open the door, he 
spoke from inside) ; they shouted to him: ''Doc
tor, take care of these wounded men because 
there aren't enough doctors to go around,'' and 
still without opening (because the door stayed 

closed with the wounded lying in front of it). 
''You're the only doctor left. You have to do a 
charitable act'' ; and he replied (and he didn't 

open the door then either), imagined by the 
crowd to be standing in the middle of the living 

room, the lamp held high lighting up his hard 
yellow eyes : ''I've forgotten everything I Jmew 
about all that. Take them ·somewhere else," and 

he kept the door closed (because from that time 
on the door was never opened again) while the 
anger grew, spread out, turned into a collective 
disease which gave no respite· to Macondo for 
the rest of his life, and in every ear the sentence 
shouted that night-the one that condemned 
the doctor to rot behind these walls-continued 
echoing. 

Ten years would still pass without his ever 
drinking the town water, haunted by the fear 
that it would be poisoned; feeding himself on 
the vegetables that he and his Indian mistress 

planted in the courtyard. Now the town feels 
that the time has come when they can deny him 
the pity that he denied the town ten years ago, 

and Macon do, which knows that he's dead (be
cause everyone must have awakened with a 

lighter feeling this morning), is getting ready to 
enjoy that longed-for pleasure which everyone 
considers to be deserved. Their only desire is to 
smell the odor of organic decomposition behind 

31 



Gabriel Garcia Marquez 

the doors that he didn't open that other time. 
Now I can begin to believe that nothing can 

help my promise in the face of the ferocity of a 
town and that I'm hemmed in, surrounded by 
the hatred and impatience of a band of resentful 
people. Even the church has found a way to go 
against my determination. Father Angel told me 
a moment ago: ''I won't let them bury in conse
crated ground a man who hanged himself after 
having lived sixty years without God. Our Lord 
would look upon you with good eyes too if you 
didn't carry out what won't be a work of charity 
but the sin of rebellion. " I told him: "To bury 
the dead, as is written, is a work of charity." 
And Father Angel said: "Yes. But in this case 
it's not up to us to do it, it's up to the sanitary 
authorities." 

I came. I called the four Guajiros who were 
raised in my house. I made my daughter Isabel 
go with me. In that way the act becomes more 
family, more human, less personal and defiant 
than if I dragged the co,rpse to the cemetery 
through the streets of the town myself. I think 
Macondo is capable of doing anything after 
what I've seen happen in this century. But if 
they won't respect me, not even because I'm 
old, a Colonel of the Republic, and, to top it 
off, lame in body and sound in conscience, I 
hope that at least they'll respect my daughter 
because she's a woman. I'm not doing it for my
self. Maybe not for the peace of the dead man 
either. Just to fulfill a sacred promise. If I 
brought Isabel along it wasn't out of cowardice 
but out of charity. She brought the child (and I 
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can see that she did it for the same reason), and 
here we are now, the three of us, bearing the 
weight of this harsh emergency. 

We got here a moment ago. I thought we'd 
find the body still hanging from the ceiling, but 
the men got here first, laid him on the bed, and 
almost shrouded him with the secret conviction 
that the affair wouldn't last more than an hour. 
When I arrive I hope they 'II bring the coffin, I 
see my daughter and the child sitting in the cor
ner and I examine the room, thinking that the 
doctor may have left something that will explain 
why he did it. The desk is open, full of a confu
sion of papers, none written by him. On the 
desk I see the same bound formulary that he 
brought to my house twenty-five years ago 
when he opened that enormous trunk which 
could have held the clothing of my whole fami
ly. But there was nothing else in the trunk ex
cept two cheap shirts, a set of false teeth that 
couldn't have been his for the simple reason 
that he still had his own, strong and complete, a 
portrait, and a formulary. I open the drawers 
and I find printed sheets of paper in all of them; 
just papers, old, dusty; and underneath, in the 
last drawer, the same false teeth that he brought 
twenty-five years ago, dusty, yellow from age 
and lack of use. On the small table beside the 
unlighted lamp there are several bundles of un
opened newspapers. I examine them. They're 
written in French, the most recent ones three 
months old: July, 1928. And there are others, 
also unopened: January, 1927; November, 1926. 
And the oldest ones: October, 1919. I think: It's 
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been nine years, since one year after the sentence 
had b een pronounced, that he hadn't opened the 
newspapers. Since that time he 's given �tp the last 
thing that linked him to his land and his people. 

The men bring the coffin and lower the 
corpse into it. Then I remember the day. twen
ty-five years ago when he arrived at my house· 
and gave me the letter of recommendation, 
written in Panama and addressed to me by the 
Intendant General of the Atlantic Coast at 
the end of the great war, Colonel Aureliano 
Buendia. I search through various trifles in the 
darkness of the bottomless trunk. There's no 
clue in the other corner, only the same things he 
brought twenty-five years ago. I remember: He 
had two cheap shirts, a set of teeth, a portrait, 
and that old bound formulary. I go about gath
ering up these things before they close the coffin 
and I put them inside. The portrait is still iJ.t the 
bottom of the trunk, almost in the same place 
where it had been that time. It's the daguerreo
type of a decorated officer. I throw the picture 
into the box. I throw in the false teeth and final
ly the formulary. When I finish I signal the men 
to close the coffin. I think: Now he's on another 
trip. The most natural thing for him on his last 
trip is to take along the things that were with 
him on the next to the last one. At least that 
would seem to be the most natural. And then I 
seem to see him, for the first time, comfortably 
dead. 

I examine the room and I see that a shoe was 
forgotten on the bed. I signal my men again 
with the shoe in my hand and they lift up the lid 
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at the precise moment when the train whistles, 
disappearing around the last bend in town. It's 
two-thirty, I think. Two-thirty on September 
12, 1928; almost the same hour of that day in 
1903 when this man sat down for the first time 
at our table and asked for some grass to ea,t. 
Adelaida asked him that time: "What kind of 
grass, doctor?'' And he in his parsimonious 
ruminant voice, still touched by nasality : ''Or
dinary grass, rna 'am. The kind that donkeys 
eat." 

II. 

The fact is that Meme isn't in the house and 
that probably no one could say exactly when 
she stopped living here. The last time I saw her 
was eleven years ago. She still had the little 
botiquin on this corner that had been imper
ceptibly modified by the needs of the neighbors 
until it had become a variety store. Everything 
in order, neatly arranged by the scrupulous and 
hard-working Meme, who spent her day sewing 
for the neighbors on one of the four Domestics 
that there were in town in those days or behind 
the counter attending to customers with that 
pleasant Indian way which she never lost and 
which was at the same time both open and re
served; a mixed-up combination of innocence 
and mistrust. 

I hadn 't seen Meme since the time she left 

35 



Gabriel Garcia Marquez 

our house, but actually I can't say exactly when 
she came here to live with the doctor on the 
corner or how she could have reached the ex
treme of degradation of becoming the mistress 
of a man who had re.fused her his services, in 
spite of everything and the fact that they shared 
my father's house, she as a foster child and he 
as a permanent guest. I learned from my step
mother that the doctor wasn't a good man, that 
he'd had a long argument with Papa, trying to 
convince him that what Meme had wasn't any
thing serious, not even leaving his room. In any 
case, even if what Guajiro girl had was only 
a passing illness, he should have taken a look at 
her, if only because of the consideration with 
which he was treated in our house during the 
eight years he lived there. 

I don't know how things happened. I just 
know that one morning Meme wasn't in the 
house anymore and he wasn't either. Then my 
stepmother had them close up his room and she 
didn't mention him again until years later when 
we were working on my wedding dress. 

Three or four Sundays after she'd left our 
house, Meme went to church, to eight o'clock 
mass, with a gaudy silk print dress and a ridicu
lous hat that was topped by a cluster of artificial 
flowers. She'd always been so simple when I 
saw her in our house, barefoot most of the time, 
so that the person who came into church that 
Sunday looked to me like a different Meme 
from the one we knew. She heard mass up 
front, among the ladies, stiff and affected un
der that pile of things she was wearing, which 
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made her new and complicated, a showy new
ness made up of cheap things. She was kneeling 
down up front. And even the devotion with 
which she followed the Mass was something 
new in her ; even in the way she crossed herself 
there was something of that flowery and gaudy 
vulgarity with which she'd entered the church, 
puzzling people who had known her as a serv
ant in our home and surprising those who'd 
never seen her. 

I (I couldn't have been more than thirteen at 
the time) wondered what had brought on that 
transformation, why Meme had disappeared 
from our house and reappeared in church that 
Sunday dressed more like a Christmas tree than 
a lady, or with enough there to dress three 
women completely for Easter Sunday and the 
Guajiro girl even had enough drippings and 
beads left over to dress a fourth one. Wben 
mass was over the men and women stopped by 
the door to watch her come out. They stood on 
the steps in a double row by the main door, and 
I think that there might even have been some
thing secretly premeditated in that indolent 
and mockingly solemn way in which they were 
waiting, not saying a word until Meme came 
out the door, closed her eyes and opened them 
again in perfect rhythm ·to her seven-colored 
parasol. That was how she went between the 
double row of men and women, ridiculous in 
her high-heeled peacock disguise, until one of 
the men began to close the circle and Meme 
was in the middle, startled, confused, trying to 
smile with a smile of distinction that was as 
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gaudy and false on her as her outfit. But when 
Meme came out, opened her 

·
parasol, and began 

to walk, Papa, who was next to me, pulled me 
toward the group. So when the men began clos
ing the circle, my father opened a way out for 
Meme, who was hurriedly trying to get away. 
Papa took her by the arm without looking at 
the people there, and he led her through the 
center of the square with that haughty and chal
lenging expression he puts on when he does 
something that other people don't agree with. 

Some time passed before I found out that 
Meme had gone to live with the doctor as his 
mistress. In those days the shop was open and 
she still went to Mass like the finest of ladies, 
not bothered by what was thought or said, as if 
she'd forgotten what had happened that first 
Sunday. Still, two months later, she wasn't ever 
seen in church again. 

I remember the doctor when he was staying 
at our house. I remember his black and twisted 
mustache and his way of looking at women with 
his lustful, greedy dog eyes. But I remember 
that I never got close to him, maybe because I 
thought of him as the strange animal that stayed 
seated at the table after everyone had gotten up 
and ate the same kind of grass that donkeys eat. 
During Papa's illness three years ago, the doc
tor didn't leave his corner the same as he hadn't 
left it one single time after the night he refused 
to attend to the wounded men, just as six years 
before that he'd denied the woman who two 
days later would be his concubine. The small 
house had been shut up before the town passed 
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sentence on the doctor. But I do know that 
Meme was· still living here for several months or 
several years after the store was closed. It must 
have been much later when people found out 
that she'd disappeared, because that was what 
the anonymous note tacked on this door said. 
According to that note, the doctor had mur
dered his mistress and buried her in the garden 
because he was afraid the town would use her 
to poison him. But I'd seen Meme before I was 
married. It was eleven years ago, when I was 
coming back from rosary and the Guajiro wom
an came to the door of her shop and said to me 
in her jolly and somewhat ironic way: '' Chabe
la, you're getting married and you didn't even 
tell me." 

"Yes," I tell him, "that's how it must have 
been." Then I tug on the noose, where on one 
of the ends the living flesh of the newly cut rope 
can be seen. I retie the knot my men had cut in 
order to take the body down and I toss one of 
the ends over the beam until the noose is hang
ing, held with enough strength to contribute 
many deaths just like this man's. While he fans 
himself with his hat, his face altered by short
ness of breath and liquor, looking at the noose, 
calculating its strength, he says : ''A noose as 
thin as that couldn't possibly have held his 
body." And I tell him: "That same rope held 
up his hammock for many years.'' And he pulls 
a chair over, hands me his hat, and hangs from 
the noose by his hands, his face flushed by the 
effort. Then he stands on the chair again, look
ing at the end of the hanging rope. He says: 
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"Impossible. That noose doesn't reach down to 
my neck. " And then I can see that he 's being il
logical deliberately, looking for ways to hold 
off the burial. 

I look at him straight in the face, scrutinizing 
him. I tell him : ' ' Didn't you ever notice that he 
was at least a head taller than you ?' ' And he 
turns to look at the coffin. He says : ' ' All the 
same, I 'm not sure he did it with this noose.'' 

I'm sure it was done that way. And he knows 
it too, but he has a scheme for wasting time be
cause he's afraid of compromising himself. His 
cowardice can be seen in the way he moves 
around in no direction. A double and contr·adic
tory cowardice : to hold off the ceremony and 
to set it up. Then, when he gets to the coffin, he 
turns on his heels, looks at me, and says : " I'd 
have to see him hanging to be convinced." 

I would have done it. I would have told my 
men to open the coffin and put the hanged man 
back up again the way he was until a moment 
ago. But it would be too much for my daughter. 
It would be too much for the child, and she 
shouldn 't have brought him. Even though it up
sets me to treat a dead man that way, offending 
defenseless :flesh, disturbing a man who 's at rest 
for the first time; even though the act of moving 
a corpse who's lying peacefully and deservedly 
in his coffin is against my principles, I'd hang 
him up again just to see how far this man will 
go. But it 's impossible. And I tell him so : "You 
can rest assured that I won 't tell them to do 
that. If you want to, hang him up yourself, and 
you can be responsible for what happens. Re-
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member that we don't know how long he's been 
dead." 

He hasn't moved. He's still beside the coffin, 
looking at me, then looking at Isabel and then 
at the child, and then at the coffin again. Sud
den1y his expression becomes somber and men
acing. He says: "You must know what can hap
pen because of this.'' And I can see what he 
means by this threat. I tell him: "Of course I 
do. I'm a responsible person.'' An� he, his arms 
folded now, sweating, walking toward me with 
studied and comical movements that pretend to 

be threatening, says: "May I ask you how you 
found out that this man had hanged himself last 
night?" 

I wait for him to get in front of me. I remain 
motionless, looking at him until my face is hit 
by his hot, harsh breath, until he stops, his arms 
still folded, moving his hat behind one armpit. 
Then I say to him : "When you ask me that in 
an official capacity, I 'II be very pleased to give 
you an answer." He .stands facing me in the 
same position. When I speak to him he doesn't 
show the least bit of surprise or upset. He says: 
"Naturally, colonel, I'm asking you officially." 

I'll give him all the rope he wants. I'm sure 
that no matter how much he tries to twist _it, 
he'll have to give in to an ironclad position, but 
one that's patient and calm. It tells him: "These 
men cut the body down because I couldn't let it 
stay hanging there until you decided to come. I 
told you to come two hours ago and you took 
all this time to walk two blocl{S. '' 

He still doesn't move. I face him, resting on 
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my cane, leaning forward a little. I say: ''In the 
second place, he was my friend.'' Before I can 
finish speaking he smiles ironically, but without 
changing position, throwing his thick and sour 
breath into my face. He says: "It's the easiest 
thing in the world, isn't it 7" And suddenly he 
stops smiling. He says: "So you knew this man 
was going to hang himself." 

Tranquil, patient, convinced that he's only 
going on like that to complicate things, I say to 
him: "I repeat. The first thing I did when I 
found out he'd hanged himself was to go to 
your place and that was two hours ago." And as 
if I'd asked him a question and not stated some
thing, he says: ''I was having lunch.'' And I say 
to him.: "I know. I even think you took time out 
for a siesta. ' ' 

Then he doesn't know what to 'say. He moves 
back. He looks at Isabel sitting beside the child. 
He looks at the men and finally at me. But his 
expression is changed now. He seems to be 
looking for something to occupy his thought for 
a moment. He turns his back on me, goes to 
where the policeman is, and tells him some
thing. The policeman nods and leaves the room. 

Then he comes back and takes my arm. He 
says: "I'd like to talk to you in the other room, 
colonel." Now his voice has changed complete
ly. It's tense and disturbed now. And while I 
walk into the next room, feeling the uncertain 
pressure of his hand on my arm, I'm taken with 
the idea that I know what he's going to tell me. 

This room, unlike the other one, is big and 
cool. The light from the courtyard flows into it. 

42 



Leaf Storm 

In here I can see his disturbed eyes, the smile 
that doesn't match the expression ·of his eyes. I 
can hear his voice saying: ''Colonel, maybe we 
can settle this another way.'' And without giving 
him time to :finish, I ask him: "How much?" 
And then he becomes a different man. 

Meme had brought out a plate with jelly and 
two salt rolls, the kind that she'd learned to 
make from my mother. The clock had struck 
nine. Meme was sitting opposite me in the back 
of the store and was eating listlessly, as if the 
jelly and rolls were only something to hold to
gether the visit. I understood that and let her 
lose herself in her labyrinths, sink into the past 
with that nostalgic and sad enthusiasm that in 
the light of the oil lamp burning on the counter 
made her look more withered and old than the 
day she'd come into church wearing the hat and 
high heels. It was obvious that Meme felt like 
recalling things that night. And while she was 
doing it, one had the impression that over the 
past years she'd held herself back in some 
unique and timeless static age and that as she 
recalled things that night she was putting her 
personal time into motion again and beginning 
to go through her long-postponed aging process. 

Meme was stiff and somber, talking about 
the picturesque and feudal splendor of our fam
ily during the last years of the previous century, 
before the great war. Meme recalled my moth
er. She recalled her that night when I was com
ing back from church and she told me in her 
somewhat mocking and ironic way: '' Chabela, 
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you're getting married and you didn't even tell 
me. '' T hose were precisely the days when I'd 
wanted my mother and was tryi ng to bring her 
back more strongly in my memory. ''She was 
the living picture of you," she said. And I really 
believed it. I was sitting across from the Indian 
woman, who spoke with an accent mixed wi th 
precision and vagueness, as if there was a lot of 
incredihl e leg end in what she was recalling but 
also as if she was recalling it in good faith . and 
even with the conviction that the passage of 
time had changed legend into reality that was 
remote but hard to forget. She spoke to me 
about the j ourney my parents had made during 
the war, about the rough pilgrimage that wou ld 
end with their settling in Macondo. My .parents 
were fleeing the hazards of war and looking for 
a prosperous and tranquil bend in the road to 
settle down in, and they heard about the golden 
calf and came looking for it in what was then a 
town in formation, founded by several refugee 
f amilies whose members were as carefu l about 
the preservation of their traditions and religious 
practices as the fattening of their hogs. Macon
do was my parents' promised land, peace, and 
the P archment. Here they found the appropri
ate spot to rebuild the house that a few years 
later would be a country mansion with three 
stables and two guest rooms. Meme recal led the 
details without repentance, and spoke about the 
most extravagant things with an irrepressible 
desire to live them again or wi th the pain that 
came from the fact that she would never l ive 
them again. T here was no suffering or privation 

44 



Leaf Storm 

on the journey, she said. Even the horses slept 
under mosquito netting, not because my father 
was a spendthrift or a madman, but because my 
mother had a strange sense of charity, of hu
manitarian feelings, and thought that the eyes of 
God would be just as pleased with the act . of 
protecting an animal from the mosquitoes as 
protecting a man. Their wild and burdensome 
cargo was everywhere; the trunks full of cloth
ing of people who had died before they 'd 
been on earth, ancestors who couldn 't have 
been found twenty fathoms under the earth; 
boxes full of kitchen utensils that hadn't been 
used for a long time and had belonged to my 
parents' most distant relatives (my father and 
mother were first cousins) , and even a trunk 
filled with the images of saints, which they used 
to reconstruct their family altar everywhere 
they stopped. It was a strange carnival proces
sion with horses and hens and the four Guajiro 
Indians (Meme's companions) who had grown 
up in the house and followed my parents all 
through the region like trained circus animals. 

Meme recalled things with sadness. One had 
the impression that she considered the passage 
of time a personal loss, as if she noticed in that 
heart of hers, lacerated by memories, that if 
time hadn't passed she'd still be on that pilgrim
age, which must have been a punishment for 
my parents, but which was a kind of lark for 
the children, with strange sights like that of 
horses under mosquito netting. 

Then everything began to go backward, she 
said. Their arrival in the newborn village of 
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Macondo during . the last days of the century 
was that of a devastated family, still bound to a 
recent splendid past, disorganized by the war. 
The Indian woman recalled my mother's arrival 
in town, sidesaddle on a mule, pregnant, her 
face green and malarial and her feet disabled by 
swelling. Perhaps the seeds of resentment were 
maturing in my father's soul but he came ready 
to sink roots against wind and tide while he 
waited for my mother to bear the child that had 
been growing in her womb during the crossing 
and was progressively bringing death to her as 
the time of birth drew near. 

The light of the lamp outlined her profile. 
Meme, with her stiff Indian expression, her hair 
straight and thick like a horse's mane or tail, 
looked like a sitting idol, green and spectral in 
the small hot room behind the store, speaking 
the way . an idol would have if it had set out to 
recall its ancient earthly existence. I 'd never been 
close to her, but that night, after that sudden and 
spontaneous show of intimacy, I felt that I was 
tied to her by bonds tighter than those of blood. 

Suddenly, during one of Meme 's pauses, I 
heard coughing in the next room, in this very 
bedroom where I am now with the child and my 
father. It was a short, dry cough, followed by a 
clearing of the throat, and then I heard the un
mistakable sound that a man makes when he 
rolls over in bed. Meme stopped talking at 
once, and a gloomy, silent cloud darkned her 
face. I'd forgotten about him. During the time I 
was there (it was around ten o'clock) I had felt 
as if the Guajiro woman and I were alone in the 
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hou se. Then the tension of the atmospher e 
changed. I felt fatigue in the arm with which I 'd 
been holding the plate with the jelly and r olls, 
without tasting any. I leaned over and said: 
"He's awake. " She, expr essionless now, cold 
and completely indifferent, said: '' He'll be 
awake until dawn.'' And suddenly I understood 
the disillusionment that cou ld be seen in Meme 
when she recalled the past of our house. Our 
lives had changed, the times were good and 
Macondo was a bu stling town where ther e was 
even enough money to squander on Saturday 
night s, but Meme was living tied to a past that 
had been better. While they wer e shear ing the 
golden cal f ou tside, inside, in the back of the 
stor e, her life was sterile, anonymous, all day 
behind the counter and spending the night with 
a man who didn' t  sleep u ntil dawn, who spent 
his time walking abou t the house, pacing, look
ing at her greedily with those lu stful dog eyes 
that I 've never been able to forget. It saddened 
me to think of Meme with that man who r e
fused his services one night and went on being a 
hardened animal, withou t bitterness or compas
sion, all day long in ceaseless r oaming through 
the house, enou gh to drive the most balanced 
person ou t of his mind. 

Recoverin g the tone of my voice, knowing 
that he was in his room, awake, maybe opening 
his lustful dog eyes every time our words wer e 
heard in the rear of the store, I tried to give a 

differ ent turn to the conversation. 
''How's bu siness been for you ? ' '  I asked. 
Meme smiled. Her laugh was s ad and taci-
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turn, s eeming detached from any feeling of the 
moment, like s omething she kep t in the cup
board and took out only when she had to, using 
it with no feeling of ownership , as if the infre
q uency of her smi les had made her forget the 
normal way to use them. " There it is , "  she said, 
moving her head in an ambiguous way, and she 
was si lent, abstract again. Then I understood 
that it was time for me to leave. I handed 
Meme the plate without giving any explanation 
as to why it was untouched, and I watched her 
get up and put i t  on the coun ter. She looked at 
me from there and rep eated : " You're the living 
picture of her. " I must have been sitting agains t 
the light before, clouded by it as i t  came in the 
opposite direction and Meme couldn't see my 
face while s he'd been talking. Then when she 
got up to put the plate on the counter she saw 
me frontward, from behind the lamp, and that 
was why she said : ''You're the living picture of 
her. " And she came back to sit down. 

Then she began to recall the days when my 
mother had arrived in Macondo. She'd gone di
rectly from the mul e to a rocking chair and 
stayed seated for three months, not moving, 
taking her food listlessly. Sometimes they would 
bring her lunch and she'd sit halfway through 
the afternoon wi th the p late in her hand, rigid, 
not rocking, her feet res ting on a chair, feeling 
death growing inside of them unti l someone 
would come and take the p late from her hands. 
W hen the day came, the labor p ains drew her 
out of her abandonm ent and she stood up by 
herself, although they had to help her walk the 
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twenty steps between the porch and the bed
room, martyrized by the occupation of a death 
that had taken her over during nine months of 
silent suffering. Her crossing from the rocker to 
the bed had all the pain, bitterness, and penal
ties that had been absent during the journey 
taken a few months before, but she arrived 
where she knew she had to arrive before she 
fulfilled the last act of her life. 

My father seemed desperate over my moth
er's death, Meme said. But according to what 
he himself said afterward when he was alone in 
the house, " No one trusts the morality of a 
home where the man doesn't have a legitimate 
wife by his side." And since he'd read some
where that when a loved one dies we should set 
out a bed of jasmine to remember her every 
night, he planted a vine against the courtyard 
wall, and a year later, in a second marriage, he 
was wedded to Adelaida, my stepmother. 

Sometimes I thought that Meme was going to 
cry while she was speaking. But she remained 
firm, satisfied at expiating the loss of having 
been happy once and having stopped being so 
by her own free will. Then she smiled. Then she 
relaxed in her chair and became completely hu
man. It was as if she'd drawn up mental ac
counts of her grief when she leaned forward and 
saw that she still had a favorable balance in 
good memories left, and then she smiled with 
her old wide and teasing friendliness. She said 
that the other thing had started five years later, 
when she came into the dining room where my 
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father was ha ving lunch and told hi m :  "Colo
nel, colonel, there's a s tranger to s ee you in your 
office. " 

III. 

Behind the church, on the other side of the 
s treet, there was once a lot with no trees. That 
was toward the en d of the las t century, when we 
came to Macondo and they hadn't started to 
build the church yet. It was a dry, bald plot of 
land where the children p layed af ter school. 
L ater on, when construction on the church b e
gan, they s et up four beams to on e s ide of the 
lot and it could be seen that the enci rcled sp ace 
was jus t right for b uildin g a hut. Which they 
did. Ins ide they kep t the materials for the con
struction of the church. 

W hen the work on the church came to an end, 
s omeon e finished putting adob e on the wal ls of 
the small hut and op ened a door in the rear 
wall, which faced the small, bare, stony p lot 
w here there was not even a trace of an aloe 
bus h. A year later the small hut was finis hed, 
big enough for two p eople. Inside there was a 
s mell of quicklime. That was the only p leas ant 
odor that had b een s melled for a long time in
side that enclosure and the on ly agreeable one 
that would be smell ed ever after. When they 
had w hitewas hed the walls , the same hand that 
had comp leted the cons truction ran a bar across 
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the inside door and put a padlock on the street 
door. 

The hut had n o  owner. No one worried about 
making his rights effective over either the lot or 
the construction m aterials. When the first parish 
priest arrived he put up with one of the well
to-do fami lies in Maeondo. Then he was trans
ferred to a different parish. But during those 
days ( and possibly before the first priest had 
left) a woman with a child at her breast had oc
cupied the hut, and no one knew when she had 
come, nor from where, nor how she had m an� 
aged to open the door. There was an earthen 
crock in a corner, black and green with moss, 
and a jar hangi ng from a nail. But there wasn't 
an y more whitewash left on the walls. In the 
yard a crust of earth hardened by the rai n  had 
formed over the stones. The woman built a ne� 
work of branches to protect herself from th� 
sun. And since she had no m eans to put a roof 
of p alm leaves, tile, or zi nc on it , she planted a 

grapevine beside the branches and hung a clump 
of sabila and a loaf of bread by the street 
door to protect herself against evil thoughts. 

When the coming of the new priest was an
nounced in 1903 , the woman was still living in 
the hut with her child. Half of the population 
went out to the highway to wait for the priest t o  
arrive. The rural band was p laying sentimental 
pieces until a boy came running, pan ting to the 
point of bursting, saying that the p riest's mule 
was at the las t bend in the road. Then the m usi
cians changed their position and began to play a 

march. The person assigned to give the welcom-
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ing speech climbed up on an improvised plat
form and waited for the priest to appear so that 
he could begin his greeting. But a moment later 
the martial tune was suspended, the orator got 
down off the table, and the astonished multi
tude watched a stranger pass by, riding a mule 
whose haunches carried the largest trunk ever 
seen in Macondo. The man went by on his way 
into town without looking at anyone. Even if 
the priest had been dressed in civilian clothes 
for the trip, it would never have occurred to 
anyone that the bronzed traveler in military leg
gings was a priest dressed in civilian clothes. 

And, in fact, he wasn't, because at that very 
same moment, along the shortcut on the other 
side of town, people saw a strange priest coming 
along, fearfully thin, with a dry and stretched
out face, astride a mule, his cassock lifted up to 
his knees, and protected from the sun by a faded 
and run-down umbrella. In the neighborhood of 
the church the priest asked where the parish 
house was, and he must have asked someone 
who didn't have the least idea of anything, be
cause the answer he got was: "It's the hut be
hind the church, father. " The woman had gone 
out, but the child was playing inside behind the 
half-open door. The priest dismounted, rolled a 
swollen suitcase over to the hut. It was un
locked, just barely held together by a leather 
strap that was different from the hide of the 
suitcase itself, and after he examined the hut, he 
brought up the mule and tied it in the yard in 
the shade of the grape leaves. Then he opened 
up the suitcase, took out a hammock that must 
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have been the same age and had seen the same 
use as the umbrella, hung it diagonally across 
the hut, from beam to beam, took off his boots, 
and tried to sleep, unconcerned about the child, 
who was loo king at him with great frightened 
eyes. 

When the woman r eturned she must have felt 
di sconcerted by the str ange presence of the 
priest, whose face was so inexpressive that it 
was in no way different from the skull of a cow. 
The woman must have tipto ed across the room. 
She must have dragged her folding cot to the 
door, made a bundle of her clothes and the 
child's rags, and left th e hut wi thout even bo th
ering about the crock and the jar,  becaus e 
an hour later, when the delegation went back 
through town in the opposite direction pr eceded 
by the band, which was playing its mar tial air in 
the midst of a cro wd of boys who had skipped 
school, they found the pr iest alone in the hut, 
str etched out in his hammo ck in a car efr ee way, 
his cassock unbuttoned and his sho es off. Some
one must have brought the news to the main 
road, but it occurred to no one to ask what 
the priest was doing in that hut. They must 
have thought that he was related to the woman 
i n  some way, just as she must have abandoned 
the hut because she thought that the priest 
had orders to occupy it, or that it was church 
property, or simply o ut of fear that they would 
ask her why she had lived for mor e  than two 
years in a hut that didn't belong to her with
out paying any rent or without anyone's per
mission. Nor did i t  occur to the delegation to 

53 



Gabriel Garcia JJ1arquez 

ask for any explanation, neither then nor any 
time after, because the priest wouldn't accept 

any speeches. He laid the presents on the floor 
and limited himself to greeting the men and 
women coldly and quickly, because according 
to what he said, he hadn't shut his eyes all 
night. 

The delegation dissolved in the face of that 
cold reception by the strangest priest they'd 
ever seen. They noticed how his face looked 
like the skull of a cow, with closely cropped 
gray hair, and he didn 't have any lips, but a 
horizontal opening that seemed not to have 
been in the place of his mouth since birth but 
made later on by a quick and unique knife. But 
that very afternoon they realized that he looked 
like someone. And before dawn everyone lmew 
who it was. They remembered having seen him 
with a sling and a stone, naked, but wearing 
shoes and a hat, during the time when Macondo 
was a humble refugee village. The veterans re
membered his activities in the civil war of '85. 
They remembered that he had been a colonel at 
the age of seventeen and that he was intrepid, 
hardheaded, and against the government. But 
nothing had been heard of him again in Macon
do until that day when he returned home to 
take over the parish. Very few remembered his 
given name. On the other hand, most of the vet
erans remembered the one his mother had put 
on him (because he was willful and rebellious) 
and that it was the same one that his comrades 
in arms would call him by later on. They all 
called him the pup. And that was what he was 
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always called in Macondo until the hour of his 
death : 

" P up, P uppy." 

So it was that this man came to our house on 
the same day and almost at the same hour that 
the pup reached Macondo. The former along 
the main road, unexpected and with no one 
having the slightest notion of his name or pro
fession ; the priest by the shortcut, while the 
whole town was waiting for him on the main 
road. 

I returned home after the reception. W e  had 
just sat down to the table-a little later than 
usual-when Meme came over to tell me : 
''Colonel, colonel, colonel, there's a stranger to 
see you i n  your office. " I said : " Tell him to 
come in. ''  And Meme said : ' ' He's in the office 
and says that he has to see you at once. ''  Ade
laida stopped feeding soup to I sabel ( she 
couldn't have been more than five at the time) 
and went to take care of the newcomer. A mo
ment later she c ame back, visibly worried: 

'' He's pacing back and forth i n  the office,'' 
she said. 

I saw her walk behind the candlesticks. Then 
she began to feed Isabel her soup again. " You 
should have had him come in,'' I said, still eat
i ng. And she said: " That's what I was going to 
do. But he was pacing back and forth in the of
fice when I got there and said good afternoon, 
but he didn't answer me because he was looking 
at the leather dancing girl on the shelf. And 
when I was about to say good afternoon again, 
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he wound up the dancing girl, put her on the 
desk, and watched her dance. I don't know 
whether it was the music that prevented him 
from hearing when I said good afternoon again, 
but I stood there opposite the desk, where he 
was leaning over watching the dancing girl, who 
was still wound up a little." Adelaida was feed
ing Isabel her soup. I said to her : "He must be 
very interested in the toy.'' And she, still feed
ing Isabel her soup : ''He was pacing back and 
forth in the office, but then, when he saw the 
dancing girl, he took her down as if he knew 
beforehand what it was for, as if he knew how 
it worked. He was winding it up when I said 
good afternoon to him for the first time, before 
the music began to play. Then he put it on the 
desk and stood there watching it, but without 
smiling, as if he weren't interested in the dance 
but in the mechanism.'' 

They never announced anyone to me. Visi
tors came almost every day : travelers we knew, 
who left their animals in the stable and came in 
with complete confidence, with the familiarity 
of one who always expects to find an empty 
place at our table. I told Adelaida: ''He must 
have a message or something.'' And she said : 
''In any case, he's acting very strangely. He's 
watching the dancing girl until it runs down and 
in the meantime I'm standing across the desk 
without knowing what to say to him, because I 
knew that he wouldn 't answer me as long as the 
music was playing. Then, when the dancing girl 
gave the little leap she always gives when she 
runs down, he was still standing there looking at 
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her wi th curiosity, leaning ov er th e desk but no t 
sitting down. Then he looked at me and I real
ized that he knew I was in the office but that he 
hadn't worried about me because he wanted to 
know how long the dancing girl would keep on 
dancing. I didn't say good afternoon to him 
again, but I smiled when he looked at me be
cause I saw that he had hug e ey es, with yellow 
p upils, and they look at a person 's  whole body 
all at the same time. When I smiled at him he 
r emained serious, but he nodded h is head v ery



formally and said : 'The colonel. It's  the colonel 
I hav e  to see. ' He has a deep voice, as if he 
could sp eak with his mouth closed. As if he 
wer e a ventriloquist. ' '  

She was feeding Isabel her soup , and she 
said: "At first he was pacing back and for th in 
the office. ' '  Then I understood that the str anger 
had made an uncommon impr ession on her and 
that she had a sp ecial inter est in my tak ing car e 
of him. Nevertheless, I kept on eating lunch 
while she fed Isabel her soup and spoke. She 
said : ''Then ,  when he said he wanted to see the 
colonel, what I told him was 'P lease come in to 
the dining room, ' and he straighten ed up wher e 
he was, with the dancing girl in his hand. Then 
he raised his head and became as rigid and firm 
as a soldi er, I think, because he's wearing high 
boots and a suit of ordinary clo th, with the shirt 
buttoned up to his neck. I didn't know what to 
say when he didn 't answer an ything and was 
quiet, with the toy in his hand, as if he were 
waiting for me to leave the office in order to 
wind it up again. That was when he suddenly 
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reminded m e  of someone, when I realized that 

he was a military man." 
And I told her: 1 1  So you think it's something 

serious. '' I looked at her over the candlesticks. 
She wasn't looking at me. She was feeding Isa
bel her soup. She said: 

1 1  Wh en I got there he was pacing back an d 
forth in the office and so I cou ldn't see his face. 
But then when he stood in the back he had his 
head held so high and his eyes were so fixed 
that I think he's a military man, and I said to 
him: 1 You want to see the colonel in private, is 
that it Y' And he nodded. Then I came to tell 
you that he looks like someone, or rather, that 
he's the same person that he looks like, al
though I can't explain how he got here. '' 

I kept on eating, but I was looking at her 
over the candlesticks. She stop ped feeding Isa
bel her soup. She said: 

"I'm sure it's not a message. I'm sure it's not 
that he looks like someone but that he's the 
same person he looks like. I'm sure, rather, that 
he's a military man. He's got a black pointed 
mustache and a face like copp er. He's wearing 
high boots and I'm sure that it's not that he 
looks like someone but that he's the same per
son he looks li ke." 

She was speaking in a level tone, monoto
nous and persistent. It was hot and maybe for 
that reason I began to feel irritated. I said to 
her : 1 1  So, who does he look like 1 ' '  And she 
said : ''When he was pacing back and forth in 
the office I �ouldn 't see his face, but later on. " 
And I, irritated with the monotony and p ersist-
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ence of her words : "All right, all right, I'll go to 
see him when I finish my lunch.'' And she, 
feeding Isabel her soup again : "At first I 
couldn't see his face because he was pacing 
back and forth in the office. But then when I 
said to him: 'Please come in,' he stood there si
lent beside the wall with the dancing girl in his 
hand. That was when I remembered who he 

looks like and I came to tell you. He has huge, 
indiscreet eyes, and when I turned to leave I felt 
that he was looking right at my legs.' '  

She suddenly fell silent. In the dining room 
the metallic tinkle of the spoon kept vibrating. I 
finished my lunch and folded the napkin under 
my plate. 

At that moment from the office I heard the 
festive music of the windup toy. 

IV'. 

In the kitchen of the house there's an old 

carved wooden chair without crosspieces and 
my grandfather puts his shoes to dry next to the 

stove on its broken seat. 
Tobias, Abraham, Gilberto, and I left school 

at this time yesterday and we went to the plan
tations with a sling, a big hat to hold the birds, 
and a new lmife. On the way I was remember
ing the useless chair placed in the kitchen cor

ner, which at one time was used for visitors and 
which now is used by the dead man who sits 
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down every night with his hat on to look at the 
ashes in the col d  stove. 

To bias and Gilberta were wal king toward 
the end o f  the dark nave. Sinc e it had rained 
during the morning, their sho es sl ipp ed on the 
muddy grass. One of them was whistling, and 
his hard, firm whistle echo ed in the vegetable 
cavern the way it do es when someone starts to 
sing inside a barrel . Abrah am was bringing u p  
the rear with me. He with his sl ing and the 
stone, ready to shoot. I with my open knife. 

Suddenly the sun broke the roof of tight, 
hard l eaves and a body of light fell winging 
down into the grass like a l ive bird. " D id you 
see it?'' Abraham asked. I looked ahead and 
saw G il berta and Tobias at the end of the 
nave. "It's not a bird, " I said. "It's the sun 
that's just come ou t strong. " 

When they go t to the bank th ey began to get 
undressed and gave strong kicks in that twi
light water, which didn't seem to wet their skin. 
" There hasn't been a singl e bird all afternoon, " 
Abraham said. "There aren't any birds after it 
rains,'' I said. And I bel ieved it myself then. 
Abraham began to laugh. His laugh is fool ish 
and simple and it makes a sound l ike that of a 
thread of water from a sp igo t. He go t un
dressed. "I'll take the knife into the water and 
fill the hat with fish, '' he said. 

Abraham was naked in front o f  me with his 
hand o pen, waiting for the knife. I didn't an
swer right away. I held the knife tight and I felt 
its clean and tempered steel in my hand. I'm 
not going to give him the knife, I thought. And 
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I told him: ' ' I'm not going to give you the knife. 
I only got it yesterday and I'm going to keep it 
all afternoon. '' Abraham kept his hand out. 
Then I told him : 

"lncomploruto. " 
Abraham understood me� He's the only one 

who can understand my words. ''All right,'' he 
said and walked toward the water through the 

hardened, sour air. He said : "Start getting un
dressed and we'll wait for you on the rock." 
And he said it as he dove in and reappeared 
shining like an enormous silver-plated :fish, as if 
the water had turned to liquid as it came in con
tact with him. 

I stayed on the bank, lying on the warm mud. 
When I opened the knife again I stopped look
ing at Abraham and lifted my eyes up straight 
toward the other side, up toward the trees, 
toward the furious . dusk where the sky had 
the monstrous awfulness of a burning stable. 

"Hurry up," Abraham said from the other 
side. Tobias was whistling on the edge of the 

rock. Then I thought : I'm not going swimming 
today. Tomorrow. 

On the way back Abraham hid behind the 

hawthorns. I was going to follow him, but he 
told me : ''Don't come back here. I 'm doing 
something." I stayed outside, sitting on the dead 

leaves in the road, watching a single swallow 
that was tracing a curve in the sky. I said : 

' ' There's only one swallow this afternoon.'' 
Abraham didn't answer right away. He was 

silent behind the hawthorns, as if he couldn't 
hear me, as if he were reading. His silence was 
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deep and concentrated, full of a hidden strength. 
After a long silence he sighed. Then he said g 

' ' Swallows. ' '  
I told him again : ' ' There 's only one swallow 

this afternoon. ' '  Abraham was still behind the 
hawthorns but I couldn 't tell anything about 
him. He was silent and drawn in, but his silence 
wasn 't static. It was a desperate and impetuous 
immobility. After a moment he said : 

' ' Only one 7 Ah, yes. You're right, you 're 
right. ' '  

I didn 't say anything then. Behind the haw
thorns, he was the one who began to move. Sit
ting on the leaves, I could hear the· sound of 
other dead leaves under his feet from where he 
was. Then he was silent again, as if he'd gone 
away. Then he breathed deeply and asked : 

" Wba t did you say ? " 
I told him again : ' ' There 's only one swallow 

this afternoon. ' '  And while I was saying it I saw 
the curved wing tracing circles in the sky of in
credible blue. ' ' He 's flying high, ' '  I said. 

Abraham replied at once : 
" Oh, yes, of course. That must be why then. " 
He came out from behind the hawthorns, 

buttoning up his pants. He looked up toward 
where the swallow was still tracing circles, and, 
still not looking at me, he said : 

" What were you telling me a while back 
about the swallows 7" 

That held us up. Wben we got back the 
lights in town were on. I ran into the house and 
on the veranda I came on the fat, blind women 
with the twins of Saint Jerome who every Tues-
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day have come to sing for my grandfather since 
before I was born, according to what my moth
er says. 

All night I was thinking that today we 'd get 
out of school again and go to the river, but not 
with Gilberta and Tobias. I want to go alone 
with Abraham, to see the shine of his stomach 
when he dives and comes up again like a metal 
fish. All night long I 've wanted to go back with 
him, alone in the darkness of the green tunnel, 
to brush his thigh as we walk along. Whenever I 
do that I feel as if someone is biting me with 
soft nibbles and my skin creeps. 

If this man who 's come to talk to my grand
father in the other room comes back in a little 
while maybe we can be home before four o 'clock. 
Then I 'II go to the river with Abraham. 

He stayed on to live at our house. He occu
pied one of the rooms off the veranda, the one 
that opens onto the street, because I thought it 
would be convenient, for I knew that a man of 
his type wouldn 't be comfortable in the small 
hotel in town. He put a sign on the door (it was 
still there until a few years ago when they 
whitewashed the house, written in pencil in his 
own hand ) ,  and on the following week we had 
to bring in new chairs to take care of the de
mands of his numerous patients. 

After he gave me the letter from Colonel Au
reliano Buendia, our conversation in the office 
went on so long that Adelaida had no doubts 
but that it was a matter of some high military 
official on an important mission, and she set the 

63 



Gabriel Garcia Marquez 

table as if for a holiday. We spoke about Colo
nel Buendia, his premature daughter, and his 
wild firstborn son. The conversation had not 
gone on too long when I gathered that the man 
knew the Intendant General quite well and that 
he had enough regard for him to warrant his 
confidence. When Meme came to tell us that 
dinner was served, I thought that my wife had 
improvised some things in order to take care of 
the newcomer. But a far cry from improvisation 
was that splendid table served on the new cloth, 
on the chinaware destined exclusively for family 
dinners on Christmas and New Year 's Day. 

Adelaida was solemnly sitting up straight at 
one end of the table in a velvet dress closed up 
to the neck, the one that she wore before our 
marriage to attend to family business in the city. 
Adelaida had inore refined customs than we 
did, a certain social experience which, since our 
marriage, had begun to influence the ways of 
my house. She had put on the family medallion, 
the one that she displayed at moments of excep
tional importance, and all of her, just like the 
table, the furniture, the air that was breathed in 
the dining room, brought on a severe feeling of 
composure and cleanliness. When we reached 
the parlor, the man, who was always so careless 
in his dress and manners, must have felt ashamed 
and out of place, for he checked the but
ton on his shirt as if he were wearing a tie, 
and a slight nervousness could be noticed in his 
unworried and strong walk. I can remember 
nothing with such precision as that instant in 
which we went into the dining room and I my-
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self felt dressed too domestically for a table like 
the one Adelaida had prepared. 

There were beef and game on the plates. Ev
erything the same, however, as at our regular 
meals at that time, except for the presentation 
on the new china, between the newly polished 
candlesticks, which was spectacular and differ
ent from the norm. In spite of the fact that my 
wife knew that we would be having only one 
visitor, she had set eight places, and the bottle 
of wine in the center was an exaggerated mani
festation of the diligence with which she had 
prepared the homage for the man whom, from 
the first moment, she had confused with a dis
tinguished military functionary. Never before 
had I seen in my house an environment more 
loaded with unreality. 

Adelaida 's clothing would have been ridicu
lous had it not been for her hands (they were 
beautiful, really, and overly white ) ,  which bal
anced, along with her regal distinction, the falsi
ty and arrangement of her appearance. It was 
when he checked the button on his shirt and 
hesitated that I got ahead of myself and said : 
" My second wife, doctor. " A cloud darkened 
Adelaida 's face and turned it strange and 
gloomy. She didn 't budge from where she was, 
her hand held out, smiling, but no longer with 
the air of ceremonious stiffness that she had 

·had when we came into the dining room. 
The newcomer clicked his heels like a mili

tary man, touched his forehead with the tips of 
his extended fingers, and then walked over to 
where she was. 
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' ' Yes, rna 'am, ' '  he said. But he didn 't pro
nounce any name. 

Only when I saw him clumsily shake Adelai
da 's hand did I become aware that his manners 
were vulgar and common. 

He sat at the other end of the table, between 
the new crystal ware, between the candlesticks. 
His disarrayed presence stood out like a soup 
stain on the tablecloth. 

Adelaida poured the wine. Her emotion from 
the beginning had been changed into a passive 
nervousness that seemed to say : It's all right, 
everything will be done the way it was laid out, 
but you owe me an explanation. 

And it was after she served the wine and sat 
down at the other end of the table, while Meme 
got ready to serve the plates, that he leaned 
back in his chair, rested his hands on the table
cloth, and said with a smile : 

"Look, miss, just start boiling a little grass 
and bring that to me as if it were soup. " 

Meme didn 't move. She tried to laugh, but 
she couldn 't get it out ; instead she turned to
ward Adelaida. Then she, smiling too, but visi
bly upset, asked him : " What kind of grass, doc
tor ? "  And he, in his parsimonious ruminant 
voice : 

' ' Ordinary grass, rna 'am. The kind that don
keys eat. " 
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There 's a moment when siesta time runs dry. 
Even the secret, hidden, minute activity of the 
insects ceases at that precise instant ; the course 
of nature comes to a halt ; creation stumbles on 
the brink of chaos and women get up, drooling, 
with th e flower of the embroidered pillowcase 
on their cheeks, suffocated by temperature and 
rancor ; and they think : It's still W ednesda;y in 
Macondo. And then they go back to huddling 
in the corner, splicing sleep to reality, and they 
come to an agreement, weaving the whispering 
as if it were an immense flat surface of thread 
stitched in common by all the women in town. 

If inside time had the same rhythm as that 
outside, we would be in the bright sunlight now, 
in the middle of the street with the coffin. It 
would be later outside : it would be nighttime. It 
would be a heavy September night with a moon 
and women sitting in their courtyards chatting 
under the green light, and in the street, us, the 
renegades, in the full sunlight of this thirsty 
September. No one will interfere with the cere
mony. I expected the mayor to be inflexible in 
his determination to oppose it and that we 
could have gone home ; the child to school and 
my father to his clogs, the washbasin under his 
head dripping with cool water, and on the left
hand side his pitcher with iced lemonade. But 
now its different. My father has once more 
been sufficiently persuasive to impose his point 
of view on what I thought at first was the may
or's irrevocable determination. Outside the 
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town is bustling, given over to the work of a 
long, uniform, and pitiless whispering; and the 
clean street, without a shadow on the clean 
dust, virgin since the last wind swept away the 
tracks of the last ox. And it's a town with no 
one, with closed houses, where nothing is heard 
in the rooms except the dull bubbling of words 
pronounced by evil hearts. And in the room, 
the sitting child, stiff, looking at his shoes; 
slowly his eyes go to the lamp, then to the news
papers, again to his shoes, and now quickly to 
the hanged man, his bitten tongue, his glassy 
dog eyes that have no lust now; a dog with no 
appetite, dead. The child looks at him, thinks 
about the hanged man lying underneath the 
boards; he has a sad expression and then every
thing changes : a stool comes out by the door of 
the barbershop and inside the small altar with 
the mirror, the powder, and the scented water. 
The hand becomes freckled and large, it's no 
longer the hand of my son, it's been changed 
into a large, deft hand that coldly, with calculat
ed parsimony, begins to strop the razor while 
the ear hears the metallic buzzing of the tem
pered blade and the head thinks : Today they'll 
be coming earlier because it's Wednesday in 
Ma.condo. And then they come, sit on the 
chairs in the shade and the coolness of the 
threshold, grim, squinting, their legs crossed, 
their hands folded over their knees, biting on 
the tips of their cigars ; looking, talking about 
the same thing, watching the closed window 
across from them, the silent house with Senora 
Rebeca inside. She forgot something too : she 
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forgot to disconnect the fan and she 's going 
through the rooms with screened windows, 
nervous, stirred up, going through the knick
knacks of her sterile and tormented widowhood 
in order to be convinced by her sense of touch 
that she won't have died before the hour of bur
ial comes. She 's opening and closing the doors 
of her rooms, waiting for the patriarchal clock 
to rise up out of its siesta and reward her senses 
by striking three. All this, while the child 's ex
pression ends and he goes back to being hard 
and stiff, not even delaying half the time a 
woman needs to give the last stitch on the ma
chine and raise her head full of curlers. Before 
the child goes back to being upright and pen
sive, the woman has rolled the machine to the 
corner of the veranda, and the men have bitten 
their cigars twice while they watch a complete 
passage of the razor across the cowhide ; and 
Agueda, the cripple, makes a last effort to 
awaken her dead knees ; and Senora Rebeca 
turns the lock again and thinks : Wednesday in 
Macondo. A good day to bttry the devil. But 
then the child moves again and there 's a new 
change in time. When something moves you can 
tell that time has passed. Not till then. Until 
something moves time is eternal, the sweat, the 
shirt drooling on the skin, and the unbribable 
and icy dead man, behind his bitten tongue. 
That's why time doesn 't pass for the hanged 
man : because even if the child 's hand moves, 
he doesn 't know it. And while the dead man 
doesn 't know it (because the child is still mov
ing his hand) ,  Agueda must have gone through 
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another bead on her rosary ; Senora Rebeca, 
lounging in her folding· chair, is perplexed, 
watching the clock remain fixed on the edge of 
the imminent minute, and Agueda has had time 
( even though the second hasn't passed on Sen
ora Rebeca's clock) to go through another bead 
on her rosary and think : I'd do that if I could 
get to Father Angel. Then the child 's hand de
scends and the razor makes a motion on the 
strop and one of the men sitting in the coolness 
of the threshold says : " It must be around 
three-thirty, right ? "  Then the hand stops. A 
dead clock on the brink of the next minute once 
more, the razor halted once niore in the limits 
of its own steel ; and Agueda still waiting for a 
new movement of the hand to stretch her legs 
and burst into the sacristy with her arms open, 
her knees moving again, saying : ' ' Father, Fath
er. ' ' And Father Angel, prostrate in the child's 
immobility, running his tongue over his lips and 
the viscous taste of the meatball nightmare, 
seeing Agueda, would then say : " This is un
doubtedly a miracle, ' '  and then, rolling about 
again in the sweaty, drooly drowsiness : ' ' In any 
case, Agueda, this is no time for saying a mass 
for the souls in Purgatory. " But the new move
ment is frustrated, my father comes into the 
room and the two times are reconciled ; the two 
halves become adjusted, consolidate, and Sen
ora Rebeca 's clock realizes that it 's been caught 
between the child 's parsimony and the widow 's 
impatience, and then it yawns, confused, dives 
into the prodigious quiet of the moment and 
comes out afterward dripping with liquid time, 
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with exact and rectified time, and it leans for
ward and says with ceremonious dignity : " It 's 
exactly two forty-seven. ' '  And my father, who, 
without knowing it, has broken the paralysis of 
the instant, says : " You 're lost in the clouds, 
daughter. " And I say : " Do you think something 
might happen ? "  And he, sweating, smiling : " At 
least I 'm sure that the rice will be burned and 
the milk spilled in lots of houses. ' '  

The coffin 's closed now, but I can remember 
the dead man 's face. I 've got it so clearly that if 
I look at the wall I can see his open eyes, his 
tight gray cheeks that are like damp earth, his 
bitten tongue to one side of his mouth. This 
gives me a burning, restless feeling. Maybe if 
my pants weren 't so tight on one side of my leg. 

My grandfather 's sat down beside my moth
-er. When he came back from the next room he 
brought over the chair a�d now he's here, sit
ting next to her, not saying anything, his chin 
on his cane and his lame leg stretched out in 
front of him. My grandfather 's waiting. My 
mother, like him, is waiting too. The men have 
stopped smoking on the bed and they 're quiet, 
all in a row, not looking at the coffin. They're 
waiting too. 

If they blindfolded me, if they took me by 
the hand and walked me around town twenty 
times and brought me back to this room I 'd rec
ognize it by the smell. I 'II never forget how this 
room smells of trash, piled-up trunks, all the 
same, even though I 've only seen one trunk, 
where Abraham and I could hide and there 'd 
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still be room left over for Tobias. I know rooms 
by their smell. 

Last year Ada sat me on her lap. I bad my 
eyes closed and I saw her through my lashes. I 
saw her dark, as if she wasn't a woman but just 
a face that was looking at me and rocking and 
bleating like a sheep. I was really going to sleep 
when I got the smell. 

There 's no smell at home that I can 't recog
nize. When they leave me alone on the veranda 
I close my eyes, stick out my arms, and walk. I 
think : When I get the smell of camphorated 
rum I'll be by my grandfather's room. I keep on 
walking with my eyes closed and my arms 
stretched out. I think Now I've gone past my 
mother's room, because it smells lilce new play
ing cards. Then it will smell of pitch and moth
balls. I keep on walking and I get the smell of 
new playing cards at the exact moment I hear 
my mother 's voice singing in her room. Then I 
get the smell of pitch and mothballs. I think : 
Now I'll lceep on smelling mothballs. Then I'll 
turn to the left of the smell and I'll get the other 
smell of underwear and closed windows. I'll 
stop there. Then, when I take three steps, I get 
the new smell and I stop, with my eyes closed 
and my arms outstretched, and I hear Ada's 
voice shouting : " Child, what are you walking 
with your eyes closed for Y' ' 

That night, when I began to fall asleep, I 
caught a smell that doesn 't exist in any of the 
rooms in the house. It was a strong and warm 
smell, as if someone had been shaking a jasmine 
bush. I opened my eyes, sniffing the thick and 
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heavy air. I said. ' ' Do you smell it ? ' '  Ada was 
looking at me but when · I spoke to her she 
closed her eyes and looked in the other direc
tion. I asked her again : " Do you smell it ? It 's as 
if there were some jasmines somewhere. " Then 
she said : 

" It 's the smell of the jasmines that used to be 
growing on the wall here nine years ago. ' '  

I sat on her lap. " But there aren 't any jas
mines now, " I said. And she said : "Not now. 
But nine years ago, when you were born, there 
was a jasmine bush against the courtyard wall. 
It would be hot at night and it would smell the 
same as now. ' ' I leaned on her shoulder. I 
looked at her mouth while she spoke. ' ' But that 
was before I was born, ' '  I said. And she said : 
" During that time there was a great winter 
storm and they had to clean out the garden. ' '  

The smell was still there, warm, almost touch
able, leading the other smells of the night. I 
told Ada : ' ' I  want you to tell me that. ' '  And 
she remained silent for an instant, then looked 
toward the whitewashed wall with moonlight on 
it and said : 

" When you 're older you 'll learn that the jas
mine is a flower that comes out. " 

I didn 't understand, but I felt a strange shud
der, as if someone had touched me. I said : " All 
right, " and she said : " The same thing happens 
with jasmines as with people who come out and 
wander through the night after they 're dead. " 

I stayed there leaning on her shoulder, not 
saying anything. I was thinking about other 
things, about the chair in the kitchen where my 
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grandfa ther puts his sho es on the seat to dry 
when it rai ns. I knew from then o n  that there's  
a dead man i n  the k itchen and every night he 
sits down,  wi thout taking off his hat, looking at 
the ashes in the cold stove. After a moment I 
sa id : " That must be lik e the dead man who sits 
in the kitchen. ' '  Ada looked at me, opened her 
eyes, and asked: "What dead man?" And I said 
to her: ''The one who sits every night in the 
cha ir wn ere my grandfather puts his sho es to 
dr y. ' '  And she said : ''There' s  no dead man 
there. The cha ir's next to the stove because it's 
no good for a nything else anymore excep t to 
dry sho es o n. ' '  

Tha t was last year. Now it's different, now 
I ' ve seen a corp se a nd all I have to do i s· close 
my eyes to keep on seeing hi m inside, in the 
darkness of my eyes. I was go ing to tell my 
mother, but she's begun to talk to my grand
father: "Do you think something might hap
p en? " she asks. And my grandfather li fts his 
chin from his cane a nd shakes his head. "At 
lea st I'm sure tha t the rice will be bur ned a nd 
the milk spilled in lo ts of houses. ' ' 

VI. 

At first· he used to sleep till seven o 'clo ck. He 
would appear in the kitchen with his co llarless 
shirt butto ned up - to the neck, his wrinkled and 
dirty sleeves rolled up to the elbows, his filthy 

74 



Leaf Storm 

pants at chest level with the belt fastened out

side, well below the loops. You had the feeling 
that his pants were about to fall down, slide off, 
because there was no body to hold them up. He 
hadn 't grown thinner, but you dido 't see the 
military and haughty look he had the first year 
on his face anymore ; he had the dreamy and fa
tigued expression of a man who doesn 't lmow 
what his life will be from one minute to the next 
and hasn 't got the least interest in finding out. 
He would drink his black coffee a little after 
seven and then go back to his room, passing out 
his inexpressive " Good morning " along the 
way. 

He'd been living in our house for four years 
and in Macondo he was looked upon as a seri
ous professional man in spite of the fact that his 
brusque manner and disordered ways built up 
an atmosphere about him that was more like 
fear than respect. 

He was the only doctor in town until the ba
nana company arrived and work started on the 
railroad. Then empty seats began to appear in 
the small room. The people who visited him 
during the first four years of his stay in Macon
do began to drift away when the company or

ganized a clinic for its workers. He must have 
seen the new directions that the leaf storm was 
leading to, but he didn't say anything. He still 
opened up the street door, sitting in his leather 

chair all day long until several days passed 
without the return of a single patient. Then he 
threw the bolt on the door, bought a hammock, 
and shut himself up in the room. 
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During that time Meme got into the habit of 
bringing him breakfast, which consisted of ba
nanas and oranges. He would eat the fruit and 
throw the peels into the corner, where the Indi
an woman would pick them up on Saturdays, 
when she cleaned the bedroom. But from the 
way he acted, anyone would have suspected 
that it made little difference to him whether or 
not she would stop cleaning some Saturday and 
the room would become a dungheap. 

He did absolutely nothing now. He spent his 
time in the hammock, rocking. Through the 
half-open door he could be seen in the darkness 
and his thin and inexpressive face, his tangled 
hair, the sickly vitality of his hard yellow eyes 
gave him the unmistakable look of a man who 
has begun to feel defeated by circumstances. 

During the first years of his stay in our 
house, .Adelaida appeared to be indifferent or 
appeared to go along with me or really did 
agree with my decision that he should stay in 
the house. But when he closed his office and left 
his room only at mealtime, sitting at the table 
with the same silent and painful apathy as al
ways, my wife broke the dikes of her tolerance. 
She told me : " It 's heresy to keep supporting 
him. It 's as if we were feeding the devil. ' '  .And I, 
always inclined in his behalf out of a complex 
feeling of pity, amazement, and sorrow (because 
even though I may try to change the shape of 
it now, there was a great deal of sorrow in that 
feeling ) ,  insisted : " We have to take care of 
him. He 's a man who doesn 't have anybody in 
the world and he needs understanding. " 
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Shortly afterward the railroad began to oper
ate. Macondo was a prosperous town, full of 
new faces, with a movie theater and several 
amusement places. At that time there was work 
for everyone, except for him. He kept shut up, 
aloof, until that morning when, all of a sudden, 
he made an appearance in the dining room at 
breakfast time and spoke spontaneously, even 
with enthusiasm, about the magnificent pros
pects for the town. That morning I heard the 
words for the first time. He said : ' ' All of this 
will pass when we get used to the leaf storm. ' '  

Months later he was frequently seen going 
out into the street before dusk. He would sit by 
the barbershop until the last hours of daylight, 
taking part in the conversation of the groups 
that gathered by the door, beside the portable 
dressing table, beside . the high stool that the 
barber brought out into the street so that his 
customers could enjoy the coolness of dusk. 

The company doctors were not satisfied with 
depriving him of his means of life and in 1907, 
when there was no longer a single patient in 
Macondo who remembered him and when he 
himself had ceased expecting any, one of the 
banana company doctors suggested to the may
or's office that they require all professionals in 
town to register their degrees. He must not have 
felt that he was the one they had in mind when 
the edict appeared one Monday on the four cor
ners of the square. It was I who spoke to him 
about the convenience of complying with the re
quirement. But he, tranquil, indifferent, limited 
himself to replying : " Not me, colonel. I 'm not 
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going to get involved in any of that again.' '  I've 
never been able to find out whether his papers 
were really in order or not. I couldn 't find out if 
he was French, as we supposed, or if he had 
any remembrance of a 

-
family, which he must 

have had but about which he never said a word. 
A few weeks later, when the mayor and his sec
retary appeared at my house to demand of him 
the presentation and registration of his license, 
he absolutely refused to leave his room. That 
day-after five years of living in the same 
house-! suddenly realized that we didn 't even 
know his name. 

One probably didn't have to be seventeen 
years old (as I was then) in order to observe 

-from the time I saw Meme all decked out in 

church and afterward, when I spoke to her in 

the shop-that the small room in our house off 
the street was closed up. Later on I found out 

that my stepmother had padlocked it, was op
posed to anyone's touching the things that were 

left inside: the bed that the doctor had used un

til he bought the hammock; the small table with 

medicines from which he had removed only the 

money accumulated during his better years 

(which must have been quite a bit, because he 

never had any expenses in the house and it was 

enough for Meme to open the shop with) ; and, 

in addition, in the midst of a pile of trash and 

old newspapers written in his language, the 

washstand and some useless personal items. It 

seemed as if all those things had been contami-
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nated by something my stepmother considered 
evil, completely diabolical. 

I must have noticed that the room was closed 
in October or November (three years after 
Meme and be had left the bouse) ,  because ear
ly in the following year I began to dream about 
Martin staying in that room. I wanted to live in 
it after my marriage ; I prowled about it ; in con
versation with my stepmother I even suggested 
that it was already time to open the padlock 
and lift the unbreakable quarantine imposed on 
one of the most intimate and friendly parts of 
the bouse. But before the time we began sewing 
my wedding dress, no one spoke to me directly 
about the doctor and even less about the small 
room that was still like something of his, a frag
ment of his personality which could not be de
tached from our bouse while anyone who might 
have remembered him still lived in it. 

I was going to be married before the year 
was up. I don't know if it was the circumstances 
under which my life had developed during 
childhood and adolescence that gave me an im
precise. notion of happenings and things at that 
time, but what was certain was that during 
those months when the preparations for my 
wedding were going forward, I still didn 't know 
the secret of many things. A year before I mar
ried him, I would recall Martin through a vague 
atmosphere of unreality. Perhaps that was why 
I wanted him close by, in the small room, so 
that I could convince myself that it was a ques
tion of a concrete man and not a fiance I had 
met in a dream. But I didn't feel I had the 
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strength to speak to my stepmother about my 

project. The natural thing would have been to 
say : ' ' I 'm going to take off the padlock. I 'm 
going to put the table next to the window and 
the bed against the inside wall. I 'm going to put 
a pot of carnations on the shelf and an aloe 
branch over the lintel. ' '  But my cowardice, my 
absolute lack of decision, was joined by the fog
gy image of my betrothed. I remembered him as 
a vague, ungraspable :figure whose only concrete 
elements seemed to be his shiny mustache, his 
head tilting slightly to the left, and the ever-pres
ent four-button jacket. 

He had come to our house toward the end of 
July. He spent the day with us and chatted with 
my father in the office, going over some myste
rious business that I was never able to find out 
about. In the afternoon Martin and I would go 
to the plantations with my stepmother. But 
when I looked at him on the way back in the 
mellow light of sunset, when he was closer to 
me, walking alongside my shoulder, then he be
came even more abstract and unreaL I knew 
that I would never be capable of imagining him 
as human or of finding in him the solidity that 
was indispensable if his memory was to give me 
courage, strengthen me at the moment of say
ing : " I 'm going to fix the room up for Martin. "  

Even the idea that I was going to marry him 
seemed odd to me a year before the wedding. I 
had met him in Feburary, during the wake for 
the Paloquemado child. Several of us girls were 
singing and clapping, trying to use up every 
drop of the only fun allowed us. There was a 
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movie theater in Macondo, there was a public 
phonograph, and other places for amusement 
existed, but my father and stepmother were op
posed to girls my age making use of them. 
" They 're amusements from out of the leaf 
storm, ' '  they said. 

Noontime was hot in . February. My step
mother and I were sitting on the veranda, back
stitching some white cloth while my father took 
his siesta. We sewed until he went by, dragging 
along in his clogs, to soak his head in the wash
basin. But February was cool and deep at night 
and in the whole town one could hear the voices 
of women singing at wakes for children. 

The night we went to the Paloquemado 
child 's wake Meme Orozco 's voice was proba
bly louder than ever. She was thin, graceless, 
and stiff, like a broom, but she knew how to 
make her voice carry better than anyone. And 
in the :first pause Genoveva Garcia said : ' ' There's 
a stranger sitting outside. ' '  I think that all 

of us stopped singing except Remedios Orozco. 
" Just think, he 's wearing a jacket, " Genoveva. 
Garcia said. " He 's been talking all night and 
the others are listening to him without say
ing a peep. He' s wearing a four-button jack
et and when he crosses his legs you can see his: 
socks and garters and his shoes have laces. " 
Meme Orozco was still singing when we clapped 
our hands and said : ' ' Let's marry him. ' '  

Afterward, when I thought about it at home, 
I couldn 't :find any correspondence between 
those words and reality. I remembered them as 
if they had been spoken by a group of imagi-
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nary women clapping hands and singing in a 
house where an unreal child had died. Other 
women were smoking next to us. They were se
rious, vigilant, stretching out their long buzzard 
necks toward us. In the back, against the cool
ness of the doorstep, another woman, bundled 
up to her head in a wide black cloth, was wait
ing for the coffee to boil. Suddenly a male voice 
joined ours. At first it was disconcerted and 
directionless, but then it was vibrant and metal
lic, as if the man were singing in church. Veva 
Garcia nudged me in the ribs. Then I raised my 
eyes and saw him for the first time. He was 
young and neat, with a hard collar and a jacket 
with all four buttons closed. And he was look
ing at me. 

I heard about his return in December and I 
thought that no place would be more appropri
ate for him than the small locked room. But I 
hadn 't thought of it yet. I said to myself : " Mar
tin, Martin, Martin. ' '  And the name, examined, 
savored, broken down into its essential parts, 
lost all of its meaning for me. 

When we came out of the wake he put an 
empty cup in front of me. He said : ' ' I  read your 
fortune in the coffee. ' '  I was going to the door 
with the other girls and I heard his voice, deep, 
convincing, gentle : ' ' Count seven stars and 
you 'll dream about me. ' '  When we passed by 
the door we saw the Paloquemado child in his 
small coffin, his face powdered, a rose in his 
mouth, and his eyes held open with toothpicks. 
February was sending us warm gusts of death, 
and the breath of the jasmines and the violets 
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toasted by the heat floated in the room. But in 
that silence of a dead person, the other voice 
was constant and different : " Remember. Only 
seven stars. "  

He came to our house in ,July. He liked to 
lean back against the flowerpots along the rail
ing. He said : " Remember, I never looked into 
your eyes. That's th e secret of a man who 's be
gun to sense the fear of falling in love. ' '  And it 
was true, I couldn 't remember his eyes. In July 
I probably couldn 't have said what color the 
eyes of the man I was going to marry in Decem
ber were. Still, six months earlier, February was 
only a deep silence at noontime, a pair of con
gorocho worms, male and female, coiled on the 
bathroom floor, the Tuesday beggar woman 
asking for a branch of lemon balm, and he, 
leaning back, smiling, his jacket buttoned all the 
way up, saying : " I 'm going to make you think 
about me every minute of the day. I put a pic
ture of ?OU behind the door and I stuck two 
pins in your eyes. ' '  And Genoveva Garcia, 
dying with laughter : " That's the kind of non
sense men pick up from the Guajiro Indians. ' '  

Toward the end of March h e  would b e  going 
through the house. He would spend long hours in 
the office with my father, convincing him of the 
importance of something I could never deci
pher. Eleven years have passed now since my 
marriage ; nine since the time I watched him 
say good-bye from the window of the train, 
making me promise I would take good care of 
the child until he came back for us. Those nine 
years would pass with no one 's hearing a word 
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from him, and my father, who had helped him 
get ready for that endless trip, never said anoth
er word about his return. But not even during 
the two years that our marriage lasted was he 
more concrete and touchable than he was at the 
wake for the Paloquemado child or on that 
Sunday in March when I saw him for the sec
ond time as V eva Garcia and I were coming 
home from church. He was standing in the 
doorway of the hotel, alone, his hands in the 
side pockets of his four-button jacket. He said : 
" Now you're going to think about me for the 
rest of your life because the pins have fallen out 
of the picture. ' '  He said it in such a soft and 
tense voice that it sounded like the truth. But 
even that truth was strange and different. Gen
oveva insisted : " That's silly Guajiro stuff. " 
Three months later she ran away with the head 
of a company of puppeteers, but she still 
seemed scrupulous and serious on that Sunday. 
Martin said : " It 's nice to know that someone 
will remember me in Macondo. "  And Genov
eva Garcia, looking at him with a face that 
showed exasperation, said : 

"Airyfay/ That four-button coat's going to 
rot with you inside of it. " 

VII. 

Even though he hoped it would be the opposite, 
he was a strange person in town, apathetic in 
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spite of his obvious efforts to seem sociable and 
cordial. He lived among the people of Macon
do, but at a distance from them because of the 
memory of a past against which any attempt at 
rectification seemed useless. He was looked on 
with curiosity, like a gloomy animal who had 
spent a long time in the shadows and was reap
pearing, conducting himself in a way that the 
town could only consider as superimposed and 
therefore suspect. 

He would come back from the barbershop at 
nightfall and shut himself up in his room. For 
some time he had given up his evening meal 
and at first the impression at home was that he 
was coming back fatigued and going directly to 
his hammock to sleep until the following day. 
But only a short time passed before I began to 
realize that something extraordinary was hap
pening to him at night. He could be heard mov
ing about in his room with a tormented and 
maddening insistence, as if on those nights he 
was receiving the ghost of the man he had been 
until then, and both of them, the past man and 
the present one, were locked in a silent struggle 
in which the past one was defending his wrath
ful solitude, his invulnerable standoffish way, 
his intransigent manners ; and the present one 
his terrible and unchangeable will to free him
self from his own previous man. I could hear 
him pacing about the room until dawn, until the 
time his own fatigue had exhausted the strength 
of his invisible adversary. 

I was the only one who noticed the true 
measure of his change, from the time he 
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stopped wearing leggins and began to take a 

bath every day and perfume his clothing with 
scented water. And a few months later his trans
formation had reached the level where my 
feelings toward him stopped being a simple un
derstanding tolerance and changed into compas
sion. It was not his new look on the street that 
moved me. It was thinking of him shut up in his 
room at night, scraping the mud off his boots, 
wetting a rag in: the washstand, spreading polish 
on the shoes that had deteriorated through many 
years of continuous use. It moved me to think of 
the brush and box of shoe polish kept under the 
mattress, hidden from the eyes of the world as 
if they were the elements of a secret and shame
ful vice contracted at an age when the majority 
of men were becoming serene and methodical. 
For all practical pruposes, he was going through 
a tardy and sterile adolescence and, like an ado
lescent, he took great care in his dress, smooth
ing out his clothing every night with the edge 
of his hand, coldly, and he was not young 
enough to have a friend to whom he could com
municate his illusions or his disillusions. 

The town must have· noticed his change too, 
for a short time later it began to be said about 
that he was in love with the barber 's daughter. I 
don't know whether there was any basis for 
that, but what was certain was that the bit of 
gossip made me realize his tremendous sexual 
loneliness, the biological fury that must have 
tormented him in those years of filth and aban
donment. 

Every afternoon he could be seen passing by 
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on his way to the barbershop, more and more 
fastidious in his dress. A shirt with an artificial 
collar, gold cuff links, and his pants clean and 
pressed, except that he still wore his belt outside 
the loops. He looked like an affiicted suitor, en
veloped in the aura of cheap lotions ; the eternal 
frustrated suitor, the sunset lover who would al
ways lack the bouquet of flowers on the first 
visit. 

That was how he was during the first months 
of 1909, with still no basis for the gossip iii/ 
town except for the fact that he would be seen 
sitting in the barbership every afternnon chat
ting with strangers, but with no one's having 
been able to be sure that he 'd ever seen him a 

single time with ·the barber's daughter. I discov
ered the cruelty of that gossip. Everyone in 
town knew that the barber 's daughter would al
ways be an old maid after going through a year 
of suffering, as she was pursued by a spirit, an 
invisible lover who spread dirt on her food and 
muddied the water in the pitcher and fogged the 
mirrors in the barbershop and beat her until her 
face was green and disfigured. The efforts of 
the Pup, with a stroke of his stole, the complex 
therapy of holy water, sacred relics, and psalms 
administered with dramatic solicitude, were use
less. As an extreme measure, the barber's wife 
locked her bewitched daughter up in her room, 
strewed rice about the living room, and turned 
her over to the invisible lover in a solitary and 
dead honeymoon, after which even the men of 
Macondo said that the barber's daughter had 
conceived. 
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Not even a year had passed when people 
stopped waiting for the monstrous event of her 
giving birth and public curiosity turned to the 
idea that the doctor was in love with the bar
ber 's daughter, in spite of the fact that everyone 
was convinced that the bewitched girl would 
lock herself up in her room and crumble to 
pieces in life long before any possible suitors 
would be transformed into marriageable men. 

That was why I knew that rather than a sup
position with some basis, it was a piece of cruel 
gossip, maliciously premeditated. Toward the 
end of 1909 he was still going to the barbershop 
and people were talking, organizing the wed
ding, with no one able to say that the girl had 
ever come out when he was present or that they 
had ever had a chance to speak to each other. 

One September that was as broiling and as 
dead as this one, thirteen years ago, my step
mother begari sewing on my wedding dress. Ev
ery afternoon while my father took his siesta, 
we would sit down to sew beside the flowerpots 
on the railing, next to the burning stove that 
was the rosemary plant. September has been 
like this all of my life, since thirteen years ago 
and much longer. As my wedding was to take 
place in a private ceremony (because my fahter 
had decided on it) ,  we sewed slowly, with the 
minute care of a person who is in no hurry and 
has found the best measure of her time in her 
imperceptible work. We would talk during those 
times. I was still thinking about the street room, 
gathering up the courage to tell my stepmother 
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that it was the best place to put up Martin. And 
that afternoon I told her. 

My stepmother was sewing the long grain of 
lace and it seemed in the blinding light of that 
intolerably clear and sound-filled September 
that she was submerged up to her shoulders in a 
cloud of that very September. " No:" my step
mother said. And then, going back to her work, 
feeling eight years of bitter memories passing in 
front of her : ' ' May God never permit anyone to 
enter that room again. ' '  

Martin had returned in July, but he didn 't 
stay at our house. He liked to lean against the 
railing and stay there looking in the opposite 
direction. It pleased him to say : " I 'd like to 
spend the rest of my life in Macondo. ' '  In the 
afternoon we 'd go out to the plantations with 
my stepmother. We 'd come back at dinnertime, 
before the lights in town went on. Then he'd tell 
me : " Even if it hadn't been for you, I 'd like to 
live in Macon do in any case. ' '  And that too, 
from the way he said it, seemed to be the truth. 

Around that time it had been four years since 
the doctor had left our house. And it was pre
cisely on the afternoon we had begun work on 
the wedding dress-that suffocating afternoon 
when I told her about the room for Martin
that my stepmother spoke to me for the first 
time about his strange ways. 

" Five years ago, " she said, " he was still 
there, shut up like an animal. Because he wasn 't 
only that, an animal, but something else : an an
imal who ate grass, a ruminant like any ox in a 
yoke. If he 'd married the barber 's daughter, 

89 



Gabriel Ga.rcia Marquez 

that little faker who made the whole town be
lieve the great lie that she 'd conceived after a 

murky honeymoon with the spirits, maybe none 
of this would have happened. But he stopped 
going to the barbershop all of a sudden and he 
even showed a last-minute change that was only 
a new chapter as he methodically went through 
with his frightful plan. Only your father could 
have thought that after all that a man of such 
base habits should still stay in our house, living 
like an animal, scandalizing the town, giving 
people cause to talk about us as people who 
were always defying morals and good habits. 
His plans would end up with Meme 's leaving. 
But not even then did your father recognize the 
alarming proportions of his mistake. ' '  

' ' I  never heard any of that, ' '  I said. The lo
custs had set up a sawmill in the courtyard. My 
stepmother was speaking, still sewing without 
lifting her eyes from the tambour where she 
was stitching symbols, embroidering white laby
rinths. She said : " That night we were sitting at 
the table (all except him, because ever since the 
afternoon he came back from the barbershop 
for the last time he wouldn 't take his evening 
meal) when Meme came to serve us. She was 
different. ' What's the matter, Meme ? '  I asked 
her. ' Nothing, ma 'am. Why ? '  But we could see 
that she wasn 't right because she hesitated next 
to the lamp and she had a sickly look all over 
her. ' Good heavens, Meme, you 're not well, ' I 

said. But she held herself up as best she could 
until she turned toward the kitchen with the 
tray. Then your father, who was watching all 
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the time, said to her : ' If you don 't feel well, go 
to bed. ' But she didn 't say anything. She went 
out with the tray, her back to us, until we heard 
the noise of the dishes as they broke to pieces. 
Meme was on the veranda, holding herself up 
against the wall by her fingernails. That was 
when your father went to get that one in the 
bedroom to have a look at Meme. 

" During the eight years he spent in our 
house, " my stepmother said, " we 'd never asked 
for his services for anything serious. We women 
went to Meme 's room, rubbed her with alcohol, 
and waited for your father to come back. But 
they didn 't come, Isabel. He didn 't come to 
look at Meme in spite of the fact that the man 
who had fed him for eight years, had given him 
lodging and had his clothes washed, had gone to 
get him in person. Every time I remember him I 
think that his coming here was God 's punish
ment. I think that all that grass we gave him for 
eight years, all the care, all the solicitude was a 
test of God 's, teaching us a lesson in prudence 
and mistrust of the world. It was as if we 'd tak
en eight years of hospitality, food, clean clothes, 
and thrown it all to the hogs. Meme was dying 
(at least we thought she was) and he, right 

there, was still shut up, refusing to go through 
with what was no longer a work of charity but 
one of decency, of thanks, of simple considera
tion for those who were taking care of him. 

" Only at midnight did your father come 
back. He said weakly : ' Give her some alcohol 
rubs, but no physics. ' And I felt as if I 'd been 
slapped. Meme had responded to our rubbing. 
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Infuriated, I shouted : ' Yes ! Alcohol, that's it I 
We 've already rubbed her and she's better ! But 
in order to do that we didn't h ave to live eight 
years sponging off people ! '  And your father, 
still condescending, still with that conciliatory 
nonsense : ' It 's nothing serious.. You '11 realize 
that someday. ' As if that other one were some 
sort of soothsayer. " 

That afternoon, because of the vehemence of 
her voice, the exaltation of her words, it seemed 
as if my stepmother were seeing again what 
happened on that remote night when the doctor 
refused to attend to Meme. The rosemary bush 
seemed suffocat�d by the blinding clarity of 
September, by the drowsiness of the locusts, by 
the heavy breathing of the men trying to take 
down a door in the neighborhood. 

' ' But one of those Sundays Meme went to 
mass all decked out like a lady of quality, ' '  she 
said. " I  can remember it as if it were today. She· 
had a parasol witli changing colors. 

" Meme. Meme. That was God 's punishment 
too. We 'd taken her from where her parents 
were starving her to death, we took care of her, 
gave her a roof over her head, food, and a 
name, but the hand of Providence intervened 
there too. When I saw her at the door the next 
day, waiting for one of the Indians to carry her 
trunk out for her, even I didn 't know where she 
was going. She was changed and serious, right 
over there (I can see her now ) ,  standing beside 
the trunk, talking to your father. Everything 
bad been done without consulting me, Chabela ; 
as if I were · a painted puppet on the wall. Be-
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fore I could ask what was going on, why strange 
things were happening in my own house without 
my knowing about them, your father came to 
tell me : ' You 've nothing to a.o;:;k Meme. She 's 
leaving, but maybe she '11 come back after a 
while. ' I asked him where she was going and he 
didn't answer me. He was dragging along in his 
clogs as if I weren't his wife but some painted 
puppet on the walL 

" Only two days later, " she said, " did I find 
out that the other one had left at dawn without 
the decency of saying good-bye. He 'd come 
here as if the place belonged to him and eight 
years later he left as if he were leaving his own 
house, without saying good-bye, without saying 
anything. Just the way a thief would have done. 
I thought your father had sent him away for not 
attending to Meme, but when I asked him that 
on the same day, he limited himself to answer
ing : ' You and I have to have a long talk about 
that ' And four years have passed without his 
ever bringing up the subject with me again. 

' ' Only with your father and in a house as dis
ordered as this one, where everybody does 
whatever he wants to, could such a thing have 
happened. In Macondo they weren 't talking 
about anything else and I still didn 't know that 
Meme had appeared in church all decked out, 
like a nobody raised to the status of a lady, and 
that your father had had the nerve to lead her 
across the square by the arm. That was when I 
found out that she wasn 't as far away as I 'd 
thought, but was living in the house on the cor
ner with the doctor. They'd gone to live togeth-
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er like two pigs, not even going through the 
door of the church even though she 'd been bap
tized. One day I told your father : ' God will 
punish that bit of heresy too. ' And he didn 't say 
anything. He was still the same tranquil man he 
always was, even after having been the patron 
of public concubinage and scandal. 

' ' And yet I 'm pleased now that things turned 
out that way, just so that the doctor left our 
house. If that hadn 't happened, he 'd still be in 
the little room. But when I found out that he 'd 
left it and that he was taking his trash to the 
corner along with that trunk that wouldn't fit 
through the street door, I felt more peaceful. 
That was my victory, postponed for eight years. 

' ' Two weeks later Meme opened the store, 
and she even had a sewing machine. She 'd 
bought a new Domestic with the money she put 
away in this house. I considered that an affront 
and that 's what I told your father. But even 
though he didn 't answer my protests, you could 
see that instead of being sorry, he was satisfied 
with his work, as if he 'd saved his soul by going 
against what was proper and honorable for this 
house, with his proverbial tolerance, his under
standing, his liberality. And even a little emp
ty-headedness. I said to him : ' You 've thrown 
the best part of your beliefs to the swine. ' And 
he, as always : 

" ' You 'll understand that too someday. ' " 
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VIII. 

December arrived lil�:e an unexpected spring, as 
a book once described it. And Martin arrived 
along with it. He appeared at the house after 
lunch, with a collapsible suitcase, still wearing 
the four-button jacket, clean and freshly pressed 
now. He said nothing to me but went direct
ly to my father 's office to talk with him. The 
date for the wedding- had been set since July. 
But two days after Martin 's arrival in "Decem
ber, my father called my stepmother to the of
fice to tell her that the wedding would take 
place on Monday. It was Saturday. 

My dress was finished. Martin had been to 
the house every day. He spoke to my father and 
the latter would give us his impressions at meal
time. I didn't know my fiance. I hadn 't been 
alone with him at any time. Still, Martin 
seemed to be linked to my father by a deep and 
solid friendship, and my father spoke of him as 
if it were he and not I who was going to marry 
Martin. 

I felt no emotion over the cl oseness of the 
wedding date. I was still wrapped up in that 
gray cloud which Martin came through, stiff 
and abstract, moving his arms as he spoke, clos
ing and opening his four-button jacket. He had 
lunch with us on Sunday. My stepmother as
signed the places at the table in such a way that 
Martin was next to my father, separated from 
me by three places. During lunch my stepmoth
er and I said very little. My father and Martin 
talked about their business matter ; and I, sitting 
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three places away, looked at the man who a 
year later would be the father of my son and to 
whom I was not even joined by a superficial 
friendship. 

On Sunday night I tried on the wedding dress 
in my stepmother's bedroom. I looked pale and 
clean in the mirror, wrapped in that cloud of 
powdery froth that reminded me of my mother 's 
ghost. I said to myself in front of the mirror : 
" That's me. Isabel. I 'm dressed as a bride who's 
going to be married tomorrow morning. " And I 
didn 't recognize myself ; I felt weighted down 
with the memory of my dead mother. Meme 
had spoken to me about her on this same corner 
a few days before. She told me that after I was 
born my mother was dressed in her bridal 
clothes and placed in a coffin. .And now, look
ing at myself in the mirror, I saw my mother's 
bones covered by the mold of the tomb in a pile 
of crumpled gauze and compact yellow dust. I 
was outside the mirror. Inside was my mother, 
alive again, looking at me, stretching her arms 
out from her frozen space, trying to touch the 
death that was held together by the first pins bf 
my bridal veil. And in back, in the center of the 
bedroom, my father, serious, perplexed : ' ' She 
looks jus� like her now in that dress. " 

That night I received my first, last, and only 
love letter. .A message from Martin written in 
pencil on the back of a movie program. It said : 
Since it will be impossible for me to get there 
on time tonight, I'll go to confession in the 
morning. Tell the colonel that the thing we were 
talking about is almost set and that's why I 
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can't come now. Are yo7t frightened7M. With 
the flat, floury taste of that letter in my mouth I 
went to rriy bedroom, and my palate was still 
bitter when I woke up a few hours later as my 
stepmother shook me. 

Actually, many hours passed before I woke 
up completely. In the wedding dress I felt again 

as if I were in some cool and damp dawn that 
smelled of musk. My mouth felt dry, as when a 
person is starting out on a trip and the saliva 
refuses to wet the bread. The bridal party had 
been in the living room since four o 'clock. I 
lmew them all but now they looked transformed 
and new, the men dressed in tweeds and the 
women with their hats on, talking, filling the 
house with the dense and enervating vapor of 
their words. 

The church was empty. A few women turned 
around to look at me as I went down the center 
aisle like a consecrated youth on his way to the 
sacrificial stone. The Pup, thin and serious, the 
only person with a look of · reality in that turbu

lent and silent nightmare, came down the altar 
steps and gave me to Martin with four move
ments of his emaciated hands. Martin was be
side me, tranquil and smiling, the way I 'd seen 
him at the wake of the Paloquemado child, but 
wearing a short collar now, as if to show me 
that even on his wedding day he 'd taken pains 
to be still more abstract than he already was on 
ordinary days. 

That morning, back at the house, after the 
wedding party had eaten breakfast and contrib
uted the standard phrases, my husband went 
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out and didn't come back until siesta time. My 
father and stepmother didn 't seem to notice my 
situation. They let the day pass without chang
ing the order of things, so that nothing would 
make the extraordinary breath of that Monday 
felt. I took my wedding gown apart, made a 
bundle of it, and put it in the bottom of the 
wardrobe, remembering . my mother, thinking : 
At least these rags can be my shroud. 

The unreal groom returned at two in the af
ternoon and said that he had had lunch. Then it 
seemed to me as I watched him come with his 
short hair that December was no longer a blue 
month. Martin sat down beside me and we re
mained there for a moment without speaking. 
For the first time since I had been born I was 
afraid for night to begin. I must have shown it 
in some expression, because all of a sudden 
Martin seemed to come to life ; he leaned over 
my shoulder and asked : " What are you think
ing about ? ' '  I felt something twisting in my 
heart : the stranger had begun to address me in 
the familiar form. I looked up toward where 
December was a gigantic shining ball, a lumi
nous glass month ; I said : ' ' I  was thinking that 
all we need now is for it to start raining. ' '  

The last night we spoke on the veranda it 
was hotter than usual. A few days later he 
would return for good from the barbershop and 
shut himself up in his room. But on that last 
night on the veranda, one of the hottest and 
heaviest I can remember, he seemed under
standing as on few occasions. The only thing 
that seemed alive in the midst of that immense 
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oven was the dull reverberation of the crickets, 
aroused by the thirst of nature, and the tiny, in
significant, and yet measureless activity of the 

rosemary and the nard, burning in the middle of 
the deserted hour. Both of us remained silent 
for a moment, exuding that thick and viscous 
substance that isn 't sweat but the loose drivel of 
decomposing living matter. Sometimes he would 
look at the stars, in a sky desolate because of 
the summer splendor ; then he would remain si
lent, as if completely given over to the passage 
of that night, which was monstrously alive. That 
was how we were, pensive, face to face, he in 
his leather chair, I in the rocker. Suddenly, with 
the passage of a white wing, I saw him tilt his 

sad and lonely head over his left shoulder. I 
thought of his life, his solitude, his frightful 

spiritual disturbances. I thought of the torment

ed indifference with which he watched the spec

tacle of life. Previously I had felt drawn to 

him out of complex feelings, sometimes contra

dictory and as variable as his personality. But at 

that moment there wasn't the slightest doubt in 

me that I 'd begun to love him deeply. I thought 

that inside of myself I 'd uncov:ered the mysteri

ous force that from the first moment had led me 

to shelter him, and I felt the pain of his dark 

and stifling room like an open wound. I saw 

him as somber and defeated, crushed by cir

cumstances. And suddenly, with a new look 

from his hard and penetrating yellow eyes, I felt 

the certainty that the secret of his labyrinthine 

solitude had been revealed to me by the tense 
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pulsation of the night. Before I even had time to 
think why I was doing it, I asked him : 

' ' Tell me something, doctor. Do you believe 
in God 7" 

He looked at me. His hair fell over his fore
head and a kind of inner suffocation burned all 
through him, but his face still showed no shad
ow of emotion or upset. Having completely re
covered his parsimonious ruminant voice, he said : 

" It 's the first time anyone ever asked me that 
question. ' '  

" What about you, doctor, have you ever asked 
it 7 ' '  

He seemed neither indifferent nor concerned. 
He only seemed interested in my person, Not 
even in my question and least of all in its intent. 

' ' That's hard to say, ' '  he said. 
" But doesn 't a night like this make you 

afraid 7 Don't you get the feeling that there 's a 
man bigger than all of us walking through the 
planta#ons while nothing moves and everything 
seems perplexed at the passage of that man 7 ' '  

He was silent then. The crickets filled the 
surrounding space, beyond the warm smell 
which was alive and almost human as it rose UP' 

from the jasmine bush I had planted in memory 
of my first wife. A man without dimensions was 
walking alone through the night. 

' ' I  really don 't think any of that bothers me, 
colonel. ' '  And now he seemed perplexed, he 
too, like things, like the rosemary and the nard 
in their burning place. ' ' What bothers me, ' '  he 
said, and he kept on looking into my eyes, di
rectly, sternly, " what bothers me is that there 's 
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a person like you capable of saying with such 
certainty that he 's aware of that man walking in 
the night. " 

" We try to save our souls, doctor. That 's the 
difference. " 

And then I went beyond what I had pro
posed. I said : ' ' You don 't hear him because 
you're an atheist. ' '  

And he, serene, unperturbed : 
"Believe me, colonel, I 'm not an atheist. I get 

just as upset thinking that God exists as think
ing that he doesn 't. That 's why I 'd rather not 
think about it. " 

I don't know why, but I had the feeling that 
that was exactly what he was going to answer. 
He's a man dist�trbed by God, I thought, listen
ing to what he 'd just told me spontaneously, 
with clarity, precision, as if he 'd read it in a 
book. I was still intoxicated with the drowsiness 
of the night. I felt that I was in the heart of an 
immense gallery of prophetic images. 

Over there on the other side of the railing 
was the small garden where Adelaida and my 
daughter had planted things. That was why the 
rosemary was burning, because every morning 
they strengthened it with their attention so that 
on nights like that its burning vapor would pass 
through the house and make sleep more restful. 
The jasmine gave off its insistent breath and we 
received it because it was the same age as Isa
bel, because in a certain way that smell was a 
prolongation of her mother. The crickets were 
in the courtyard, among the bushes, because 
we 'd neglected to clean out the weeds when it 
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had stopped raining. The only thing incredible, 
miraculous, was that he was there, with his 
enormous cheap handkerchief, drying his fore
head, which glowed with perspiration. 

Then after another pause, he said : 
" I 'd like to know why you asked me that, 

colonel. " 
" It just came to me all of a sudden, " I said. 

' ' Maybe after seven years I wanted to know 
what a man like you thinks about. " 

I was mopping my brow too. I said : 
" Or maybe I 'm worried about your solitude. " 

I waited for an answer that didn't come. I saw 
him across from me, still sad and alone. I 
thought about Macondo, the madness of its 
people, burning banknotes at parties ; about the 
leaf storm that had no direction and was above 
everything, wallowing in its slough of instinct 
and dissipation where it had found the taste it 
wanted. I thought about his life before the leaf 
storm had struck. And his life afterward, his 
cheap perfume, his polished old shoes, the gos
sip that followed him like a shadow that he 
himself ignored. I said : 

"Doctor, have you ever thought of taking a 
wife ? "  

And before I could finish asking the ques
tion, he was giving an answer, starting off on 
one of his usual long meanderings : 

" You love your daughter very much, don't 
you, colonel ? "  

I answered that it was natural. He went on 
speaking : 

"All right. But you 're different. Nobody likes 
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to drive his own nails more than you. I 've seen 
you putting hinges on a door when there are 
several men working for you who could have 
done it. You like that. I think that your happi
ness is to walk about the house with a toolbox 
looking for something to :fix. You're even capa:. 
ble of thanking a person for having broken a 
hinge, colonel. You thank him because in that 
way he 's giving you a chance to be happy. " 

" It 's a habit, " I told him, not knowing what 
direction he was taking. ' ' They say my mother 
was the same way. " 

He 'd reacted. His attitude was peaceful but 
ironclad. 

' ' Fine, ' '  he said. ' '  It's a good habit. Besides, 
it's the cheapest kind of happiness I know. 
That's why you have a house like this and 
raised your daughter the way you have. I say 
that it must be good to have a daughter like 
yours. " 

I still didn 't know what he was getting at in 
his long, roundabout way. But even though I 
didn't know, I asked : 

" "What about you, doctor, haven 't you ever 
thought about how nice it would be to have a 
daughter ? " 

' ' Not I, colonel, ' '  he said. And he smiled, but 
then he immediately became serious again. " My 
children wouldn 't be like yours. " 

Then I didn't have the slightest trace of 
doubt : he was talking seriously and that seri
ousness, that situation, seemed frightful to me. I 
was thinking : He's more to b e  pitied for that 
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than for anything else. He needed protection, I 
thought. 

" Have you heard of the Pup ? "  I asked him. 
He said no. I told him : ' ' The Pup is the par

ish priest, but more than that he 's a friend to 
everybody. You should get to know him. " 

" Oh, yes, yes, " he said. " He has children too, 
right ? "  

" That 's not what interests me right now, " I 
said. " People invent bits of gossip about the 
Pup because they have a lot of love for him. 
But you have a point there, doctor. The Pup is 
a long way from being a prayermonger, sancti
monious, as we say. He 's a whole man who ful
fills his duties as a man. ' '  

Now h e  was listening with attention. He was 
silent, concentrating, his hard yellow eyes fas
tened on mine. He said : ' ' That's good, right ? ' '  

' ' I  think the Pup will be made a saint, ' '  I 
said. And I was sincere in that too. " We 've nev
er seen anything like him in Macondo. At first 
they didn't trust him because he comes from 
here, because the older people remembered him 
from when he used to go out hunting birds like 
all the boys. He fought in the war, he was a 
colonel, and that was a problem. You know 
how people are, no respect for veterans, the 
same as with priests. Besides, we weren 't used 
to having someone read to us from the Bristol 
Almanac instead of the Gospels. ' '  

H e  smiled. That must have sounded as odd 
to him as it had to us during the first days. He 
said : ' ' That 's strange, isn't it ? ' '  

' ' That's the way the Pup is. He'd rather show 
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people by means of atmospheric phenomena. 
He 's got a preoccupation with storms that 's al
most theological. He talks about them every 
Sunday. .And that 's why his sermons aren 't 
based on the Gospels but on the atmospheric 
predictions in the Bristol Almanac. ' '  

He was smiling now and listening with a live
ly and pleased expression. I felt enthusiastic 
too. I said : ' ' There 's still something else of in
terest for you, doctor. Do you know how long 
the Pup has been in Macondo 7 ' '  

H e  said no. 
" It  so happens that he arrived the same day 

as you, ' '  I said. ' ' And what 's even stranger still, 
if you had an older brother, I 'm sure that he 'd 
be just like the Pup. Physically, of course. ' '  

He didn 't seem to be thinking about anything 
else now. From his seriousness, from his con
centrated and steady attention, I sensed that I 
had come to the moment to tell him what I 
wanted to propose : 

" Well, then, doctor, " I said. " Pay a call on 
the Pup and you '11 find out that things aren 't the 
way you see them. ' '  

And h e  said yes, he'd visit the Pup. 

IX. 

Coldly, silently, progressively, the padlock gath
ers rust. Adelaida put it on the room when she 
found out that the doctor had gone to live with 
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Meme. My wife considered that move as a victo
ry for her, the culmination of a systematic, ten
acious piece of work she had started the first 
moment I decided that he would live with us. 
Seventeen years later the padlock is still guard
ing the room. 

If there was something in my attitude, un
changed for eight years, that may have seemed 
unworthy in the eyes of men or ungrateful in 
those of God, my punishment has come about a 
long t time before my death. Perhaps it was 
meant for me to expiate in life for what I had 
considered a human obligation, a Christian 
duty. Because the rust on the lock had not be
gun to accumulate when Martin was in my 
house with a briefcase full of projects, the au
thenticity of which I 've never been able to find 
out, and the firm desire to marry my daughter. 
He came to my house in a four-button jacket, 
exuding youth and dynamism from all his 
pores, enveloped in a luminous air of pleasant
ness. He married Isabel in December eleven 
years ago. Nine have passed since he went off 
with the briefcase full of notes signed by me 
and with the promise to return as soon as the 
deal he was working on and for which he had 
my financial backing came through. Nine years 
have gone by but I have no right to think he 
was a swindler because of that. I have no right 
to think his marriage was only a pretext to con
vince me of his good faith. 

But eight years of experience have been of 
some use. Martin could have occupied the small 
room. Adelaida was against it. Her opposition 
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was adamant, decisive and irrevocable. I knew 
that my wife wouldn 't have been bothered in 
the least to fix up the stable as a bridal chamber 
rather than let the newlyweds occupy the small 
room. I accepted her point of view without hesi
tation. That was my recognition of her victory, 
one postponed for eight years. If both of us 
were mistaken in trusting Martin, it was a mis
take that was shared. There was neither victory 
nor defeat for either one of us. Still, what came 
later was too much for our efforts, it was like 
the atmospheric phenomena the almanac fore
tells, ones that must come no matter what. 

When I told Meme to leave our house, to fol
low the direction she thought best for her life, 
and afterward, even though Adelaida threw my 
weaknesses and lack of strength up to me, I was 
able to rebel, to impose my will on everything 
(that's what I 've always done) and arrange 

things my way. But something told me that I 
was powerless before the course that events 
were taking. It wasn 't I who arranged things in 
my own home, but some other mysterious force, 
one which decided the course of our existence 
and of which we were nothing but docile and 
insignificant instruments. Everything seemed to 
obey the natural and linked fulfillment of a 
prophecy. . 

Since Meme was able to open the shop (un
derneath it all everybody must have known that 
a hard-working woman who becomes the mis
tress of a country doctor overnight will sooner 
or later end up as a shopkeeper) ,  I realized that 
in our house he 'd accumulated a larger sum of 
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money than one might have imagined, and that 
he 'd kept it in his cabinet, uncounted bills and 
coins which he tossed into the drawer during 
the time he saw patients. 

When Meme opened the shop it was sup
posed that he was here, in back of the store, 
shut up because of God knows what bestial and 
implacable prophecies. It was known that he 
wouldn 't eat any food from outside, that he'd 
planted a garden and that during the first 
months Meme would buy a piece of meat for 
herself, but that a year later she 'd stopped doing 
that, perhaps because direct contact with the 
man had made a vegetarian of her. Then the 
two of them shut themselves up until the time 
the authorities broke down the door, searched 
the' house, and dug up the garden in an attempt 
to find Meme 's body. 

People imagined him there, shut in, rocking 
in his old and tattered hammock. But I knew, 
even in those months during which his return to 
the world of the living was not expected, that 
his impenitent enclosure, his muted battle against 
the threat · of God, would reach its culmina
tion much sooner than his death. I knew that 
sooner or later he could come out because there 
isn't a man alive who can live a half-life, locked 
up, far away from God, without coming out 
all of a sudden to render to the first man he 
meets on the corner the accounts that stocks 
and pillory, the martyrdom of fire and water, 
the torture of the rack and the screw, ·wood and 
hot iron on his eyes, the eternal salt on his 
tongue, the torture horse, lashes, the grate, and 

108 



Leaf Storm 

love could not have made him render to his in
quisitors. And that time would come for him a 
few years before his death. 

I knew that truth from before, from the last 
night we talked on the veranda, and afterward, 
when I went to get him in the little room to 
have a look at Meme. Could I have opposed his 
desire to live with her as man and wife ? I might 
have been able before. Not now, because anoth
er chapter of fate had begun to be fulfilled three 
months before that. 

He wasn 't in his hammock that night. He 'd 
laid down on his back on the cot and had his 
head back, his eyes fixed on the spot on the 
ceiling where the light from the candle must 
have been most intense. There was an electric 
light in the room but he never used it. He pre
ferred to lie in the shadows, his eyes fixed on 
the darkness. He didn 't move when I went into 
the room, but I noticed that the moment I 
crossed the threshold he felt that he wasn 't 
alone. Then I said : " If it 's not too much trou
ble, doctor, it seems that the Indian girl isn't 
feeling well. ' '  He sat up on the bed. A moment 
before he 'd felt that he wasn 't alone in the 
room. Now he knew that I was the one who was 
there. Without doubt they were two completely 
different feelings, because he underwent an im
mediate change, he smoothed his hair and re
mained sitting on the edge of the bed waiting. 

" It 's Adelaida, doctor. She wants you to 
come look at Meme, " I said. 

And he, sitting there, gave me the impact of 
an answer with his parsimonious ruminant voice : 
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" It won 't be necessary. The fact is she 's preg
nant. " 

Then he leaned forward, seemed to be exam
ining my face, and said : ' '  Meme 's been sleeping 
with me for years. " 

I must confess that I was surprised. I didn't 
feel any upset, perplexity, or anger. I didn 't feel 
anything. Perhaps his confession was too seri
ous to my way of seeing things and was out of 
the normal course of my comprehension. I re
mained impassive and I didn 't even know why. 
I was motionless, standing, immutable, as cold 
as he, like his parsimonious ruminant voice. 
Then, after a long silence during which he still 
sat on the cot, not moving, as if waiting for, me 
to take the first step, I understood what he had 
just told me in all of its intensity. But then it 
was too late for me to get upset. 

" As long as you 're aware of the situation, 
doctor. " That was all I could say. He said : 

' ' One takes his precautions, colonel. 'When a 
person takes a risk he knows that he 's taking it. 
If something goes wrong it's because there was 
something unforeseen, out of a person 's reach. ' '  

I knew that kind of evasion. As always, I 
didn 't know where he was leading. I brought 
over a chair and sat down opposite him. Then 
he left the cot, fastened the buckle of his belt, 
and pulled up his pants and adjusted them. He 
kept on talking from the other end of the room. 
He said : 

' ' Just as sure as the fact that I took my pre
cautions is the fact that this is the second time 
she 's got pregnant. The first time was a year 
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and a half ago and you people didn't notice 
anything. " 

. He went on talking without emotion, going 
back to the cot. In the darkness I heard his 
slow, :firm steps against the tiles. He said : 

' ' But she was ready for anything then. Not 
now. Two months ago she told me she was 
pregnant again and I told her what I had th e 
:first time : ' Come by tonight and be ready for 
the same thing. ' She told me not that day, the 
next day. When I went to have my coffee in the 
kitchen I told her that I was waiting for her, but 
she said that she 'd never come back. " 

He 'd come over by the cot, but he didn't sit 
down. He turned his back on me again and be
gan to walk around the room once more. I 
heard him speaking. I heard the flow of his 
voice, back and forth, as if he were rocking in 
the hammock. He was telling things calmly, but 
with assurance. I knew that it would have been 
useless to try to interrupt him. All I could do 
was listen to him. And he kept on talking : 

' ' Still, she did come two days later. I had ev
erything ready. I told her to sit down there and 
I went to my table for the glass. Then, when I 
told her to drink it, I realized that this time she 
wouldn't. She looked at me without smiling and 
said with a touch of cruelty : ' I 'm not going to 
get rid of this one, doctor. This one I 'm going to 
have so I can raise it. ' " 

I felt exasperated by his calmness. I told 
him : " That doesn't justify anything, doctor. 
What you 've done is something that's twice un
worthy : :first, because of your relations inside 
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my house, and then because of the abortion. "  
' ' But you can see that I did everything I 

could, colonel. It was all I could do. Afterward, 
when I saw there was no way out, I got ready to 
talk to you. I was going to do it one of these 
days. ' '  

' ' I  imagine you know that there is a way out 
of this kind of situation if you really want to 
erase the insult. You know the principles of 
those of us who live in this house, ' '  I said. 

And he said : 
' ' I  don't want to cause you ari.y trouble, colo

nel. Believe me. What I was going to tell you is 
this : I 'll take the Indian woman and go live in 
the empty house on the corner. " 

' ' Living together openly, doctor ? ' '  I asked 
him. ' ' Do you know what that means for us ? ' '  

Then h e  went back to the cot. He sat down, 
leaned forward, and spoke with his elbows on 
his legs. His accent became different. At :first it 
had been cold. Now it began to be cruel and 
challenging. He said : 

' ' I 'm proposing the only solution that won 't 
cause you any distress, colonel. The other thing 
would be to say that the child isn 't mine. "  

" Me m e  would say it was, " I said. I was be
ginning to feel indignant. His way of expressing 
himself was too challenging and aggressive now 
and I couldn 't accept it calmly. 

But he, hard, implacable, said : 
" You have to believe me absolutely when I 

say that Meme won 't say it is. It's because I 'm 
sure of that that I say I 'll take her to the corner, 
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only so I can avoid distress for you. That 's the 
only reason, colonel. ' '  

H e  was so sure that Meme would not attrib
ute the paternity of her child to him that now I 
did feel upset. Something was making me think 
that his strength was rooted much deeper than 
his words. I said : 

' ' We trust Meme as we would our own 
daughter, doctor. In this case she 'd be on our 
side. " 

" If you knew what I know, you wouldn 't talk 
that way, colonel. Pardon me for saying it this 
way, but if you compare that Indian girl to your 
daughter, you're insulting your daughter. " 

" You have no reason to say that, " I said. 
And he answered, still with that bitter hard

ness in his voice : ' ' I  do. And when I tell you 
that she can't say that I 'm the father of her 
child, I also have reasons for it. ' '  

He threw his head back. H e  sighed deeply 
and said : 

' ' If you took time to spy on Meme when she 
goes out at night, you wouldn't even demand 
that I take her away with me. In this case I 'm 
the one who runs the risk, colonel. I 'm taking 
on a dead man to avoid you having any dis
tress. " 

Then I understood that he wouldn 't even go 
through the doors of the church with Meme. 
But what was serious was that after his final 
words I wouldn 't have dared go through with 
what could have been a tremendous burden on 
my conscience later on. There were several 
cards in my favor. But the single one he held 
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would have been enough for him to Wln a bet 
against my conscience. 

" All right, doctor, " I said. " This very night 
I 'll make arrangements to have the house on the 
corner fixed up. But in any case, I want you to 
be aware of the fact that I 'm throwing you out 
of my house. You're not leaving of your own 
free will. Colonel Aureliano Buendia would 
have made you pay dearly for the way you re
turned his trust. ' '  

And when I thought I 'd roused up his in
stincts and was waiting for him to unleash his 
dark, primal forces, he threw the whole weight 
of his dignity on me. 

" You 're a decent man, colonel, "  he said. 
" Everybody knows that, and I 've lived in this 
house long enough for you not to have to re
mind me of it. " 

When he stood up he didn't seem victorious. 
He only seemed satisfied at having been able to 
repay our attentions of eight years. I was the 
one who felt upset, the one at fault. That night, 
seeing the germs of death that were becoming 
progressively more visible in his hard yellow 
eyes, I understood that my attitude was selfish 
and that because of that one single stain on my 
conscience it would be quite right for me to suf
fer a tremendous expiation for the rest of my 
life. He, on the other hand, was at peace with 
himself. He said : 

' ' As for Meme, have them rub her with alco
hol. But they shouldn 't give her any physics. " 
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X. 

My grandfather's come back beside Mama. 
She 's sitting down, completely lost in her 
thoughts. The dress and the hat are here, on the 
chair, but my mother 's not in them anymore. 
My grandfather comes closer, sees that her 
mind 's somewhere else, and he moves his cane 
in front of her eyes, saying : " Wake up, child. " 
My mother blinks, shakes her head. " What 
were you thinking about ? ' '  my grandfather asks. 
And she, smiling with great effort : " I  was 
thinking about the Pup. ' '  

My grandfather sits down beside her again, 
his chin resting on his cane. He says : ' ' That 's a 
coincidence. I was thinking about him too. ' '  

They understand their words. They talk with
out looking at each other, Mama leaning back 
in her chair and my grandfather sitting next to 
her, his chin still resting on his cane. But even 
like that they understand each other 's words, the 
way Abraham and I can understand each other 
when we go to see Lucrecia. 

I tell Abraham : "Now I 'm tecky-tacking. " 
Abraham always walks in front, about three 
steps ahead of me. Without turning around to 
look, he says : "Not yet, in a minute. "  And I say 
to him : " When I teck some bum hoblows up. " 
Abraham doesn 't turn his head but I can hear 
him laugh softly with a foolish and simple laugh 
that 's like the thread of water that trembles 
down from the snout of an ox when he 's fin-
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ished drinking. He says : " It must be around 
five o 'clock. " He runs a little more and says : 
" If we go now somebum might hoblow. " But I 
insist : " In any case, there 's always tecky-tack
ing. ' '  And he turns to me and starts to run, say
ing : " All right, then, let's go. " 

In order to see Lucrecia you have to go 
through five yards full of trees and bushes. 
You have to go over the low wall that's green 
with lizards where the midget with a woman 's 
voice used to sing. Abraham goes running 
along, shining like a sheet of metal in the strong 
light, his heels harried by the dog 's barking. 
Then he stops. At that point we're by the win
dow. We say : ' 'Lucrecia, ' '  making our voices 
low as if Lucrecia were sleeping. But she 's 
awake, sitting on the bed, her shoes off, wear
ing a loose nightgown, white and starched, that 
reaches down to her ankles. 

When we speak, Lucrecia lifts her eyes and 
makes them turn · around the room, fastening a 
round, large eye like that of a curfew on us. 
Then she laughs and begins to move toward the 
center of the room. Her mouth is open and she 
shows her small, broken teeth. She has a round 
head, with the hair cut like a man's. When she 
gets to the center of the room she stops laugh
ing, squats down, and looks at the door until 
her hands reach her ankles, and she slowly be
gins to lift her gown, with a calculated slowness, 
cruel and challenging at the same time. Abra
ham and I are still looking in the window while 
Lucrecia lifts up her gown, her lips sticldng out 
in a panting and anxious frown, her big curlew 
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eyes staring and shining. Then we can see her 
white stomach, which turns deep blue farther 
down, when she covers her face with the night
gown and stays that way, stretched out in the 
center of the bedroom, her legs together and 
tight with .a trembling force that comes up from 
her ankles. All of a sudden she quickly uncoV>
ers her face, points at us with her forefinger, 
and the shining eye pops out in the midst of ter
rible shrieks that echo all through the house. 
Then the door of the room opens and the wom
an comes in shouting : " Why don 't you go screw 
the patience of your own mothers 1 ' '  

We haven't been to see Lucrecia for days. 
Now we go to the river along the road to the 
plantations. If we get out of this early, Abra
ham will be waiting for me. But my grandfather 
doesn 't move. He 's sitting next to Mama with 
his chin on his cane. I keep watching him, 
watching his eyes behind his glasses, and he· 
must feel that I 'm looking at him, because all of 
a sudden he gives a deep sigh, shakes himself, 
and says to my mother in a low, sad voice : 
' ' The Pup would have made them come if he 
had to whip them. " 

Then he gets up from his chair and walks 
over to where the dead man is. 

It 's the second time that I 've been in this 
room. The first time, ten years ago, things were 
just the same. It's as if they hadn 't been touched 
since then or as if since that remote dawn when 
he came here to live with Meme he hadn 't wor
ried about his life anymore. The papers were in 
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the same place. The table, the few cheap arti
cles of clothing, everything was in the same 
place it 's in today. As if it were yesterday when 
the Pup and I came to make peace between this 
man and the authorities. 

By that time the banana company had stopped 
squeezing us and had left Maconda with the 
rubbish of the rubbish they 'd brought us. And 
with them went the leaf storm, the last traces 
of what properous Maconda had been like in 
1915. A ruined village was left there, with four 
poor, dark stores ; occupied by unemployed and 
angry people who were tormented by a prosper
ous past and the bitterness of an overwhelming 
and static present. There was nothing in the fu
ture at that time except a gloomy and threaten
ing election Sunday. 

Six months before an anonymous note had 
been found nailed to the door of this house one 
morning. No one was interested in it and it 
stayed nailed here for a long time until the final 
drizzle washed away its dark letters and the 
paper disappeared, hauled off by the last winds 
of February. But toward the end of 1918, when 
the closeness of the elections made the govern
ment think about the necessity of keeping the 
tension of its voters awake and irritated, some
one spoke to the new authorities concerning this 
solitary doctor, about whose existence there 
would have to be some valid evidence after 
such a long time. They had to be told that dur
ing the first years the Indian woman who lived 
with him ran a shop that shared in the same 
prosperity that favored even the most insignifi-

118 



Leaf Storm 

cant enterprises in Macondo during those times. 
One day (no one remembers the date, not even 
the year ) the door of the shop didn 't open. It 
was imagined that Meme and the doctor were 
still living here, shut up, living on the vegetables 
they grew themselves in the yard. But in the 
note that appeared on this corner it said that 
the physician had murdered his concubine and 
buried her in the garden, afraid that the town 
would use her to poison him. The inexplicaple 
thing is that it was said during a time when no 
one could have had any reason to plot the doc
tor 's death. I think that the authorities had for
gotten about his existence until that year when 
the government reinforced the police and the 
reserves with men they could trust. Then they 
dug llp the forgotten legend of the anonymous 
note and the authorities violated these doors, 
searched the house, dug up the yard, and 
probed in the privy trying to locate Meme's 
body. But they couldn 't find a trace of her. 

On that occasion they would have dragged 
the doctor out, beaten him, and he most surely 
would have been one more sacrifice on the pub
lic square in the name of official order. But the 
Pup stepped in ; he came to my house and invit
ed me to visit the doctor, certain that I 'd be 
able to get a satisfactory explanation from him. 

When we went in the back way we found the 
ruins of a man abandoned in the hammock. 
Nothing in this world can be more fearsome 
than the ruins of a man. And those of this citi
zen of nowhere who sat up in the hammock 
when he saw us come in were even worse, and 
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he himself seemed to be covered by the coat of 
dust that covered everything in the room. His 
head was steely and his hard yellow eyes still 
had the powerful inner strength that I had seen 
in them in my house. I had the impression that 
if we 'd scratched him with our nails his body 
would have fallen apart, turning into a pile of 
human sawdust. He'd cut his mustache but he 
hadn 't shaved it off. He 'd used shears on his 
beard so that his chin didn 't seem to be sown 
with hard and vigorous sprouts but with soft, 
white fuzz. Seeing him in the hammock I thought : 
He doesn't look like a man now. Now he looks like 
a corpse whose eyes still haven't died. 

When he spoke his voice was the same parsi
monious ruminant voice that he'd brought to 
our house. He said that he had nothing to say. 
He said, as if he thought that we didn 't know 
about it, that the police had violated his doors 
and had dug in his yard without his consent. 
But that wasn 't a protest. It was only a com
plaining and melancholy confidence. 

As for Meme, he gave us an explanation that 
might have seemed puerile, but which was said 
by him with the same accent With which he 
would have told the truth. He said that Meme 
had left, that was all. When she closed the shop 
she began to get restless in the house. She didn 't 
speak to anyone, she had no communication at 
all with the outside world. He said that one day 
he saw her packing her bag and he didn 't say 
anything to her. He said that he still didn 't say 
anything when he saw her in her street clothes, 
high heels, with the suitcase in her hand, stand-
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ing in the doorway but not speaking, only as if 
she were showing herself like that so that he 
would know that she was leaving. " Then, " he 
said, "I got up and gave her the money that was 
left in the drawer. " 

I asked him : " How long ago was that, doc
tor Y ' '  

And he said : " You can judge by my hair. 
"She was the one who cut it. " 

The Pup didn 't say much on that visit. From 
the time he 'd entered the room he seemed im
pressed by the sight of the only man he hadn't 
met after being in Macondo fifteen years. That 
time I noticed (and more than ever, maybe be
cause the doctor had cut his mustache) the ex
traordinary resemblance between those two men. 
They weren 't exact, but they looked like 
brothers. One was several years older, thinner 
and more emaciated. But there was the com
munity of features between them that exists be
tween two brothers, even if one looks like the 
father and the other like the mother. Then I re
called that last night on the veranda. I said : 

" This is the Pup, doctor. You promised me 
you 'd visit him once. " 

He smiled. He looked at the priest and 
said : " That's right, colonel. I don 't kn,.ow why I 
didn't. ' '  And he continued looking at him, ex
amining him, until the Pup spoke. 

" It 's never too late for a good beginning, " he 
said. " I 'd like to be your friend. " 

At once I realized that facing the stranger, 
the Pup had lost his usual strength. He spoke 
timidly, without the inflexible assurance with 
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which his voice thundered from the pulpit read
ing the atmospheric predictions of the Bristol 
Almanac in a transcendental and threatening 
tone. 

That was the first time they 'd seen each oth
er. And it was also the last. Still, the doctor 's 
life was prolonged until this morning because the 
Pup had intervened again in his favor on the 
night they begged him to take care of the 
wounded and he wouldn 't even open the door, 
and they shouted that terrible sentence down on 
him, the fulfillment of which I 've now under
taken to prevent. 

We were getting ready to leave the house 
when I remembered something that I 'd wanted 
to ask him for years. I told the Pup I was going 
to stay awhile with the doctor while he interced
ed with the authorities. When we were alone I 
asked him : 

" Tell me something, doctor. What was the 
child ? "  

He didn 't change his expression. ' ' What child, 
colonel ? "  he asked. And I said : " Yours. Me me 
was pregnant when you left my house. " And he, 
tranquil, imperturbable : 

" You 're right, colonel. I 'd even forgotten 
about that. ' '  

My father was silent. Then h e  said : ' ' The 
Pup would have . made them come if he had to 
whip them. " My father's eyes show a restrained 
nervousness. And while this waiting goes on, it 's 
been a half hour already (because it must be 
around three o 'clock) , I 'm worried about the 
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child's perplexity, his absorbed expression, 
which doesn 't seem to be asking anything, his 
abstract and cold indifference, which makes 
him just like his father. My son 's going to dis
solve in the boiling air of this Wednesday just 
as it happened to Martin nine years ago, when 
he waved from the train window and disap
peared forever. A ll my sacrifices for this son 
will be in vain if he keeps on looking like his 
father. It won 't be of any use for me to beg God 
to make him a man of flesh and blood, one who 
has volume, weight, and color like other men. 
Everything will be in vain as long as he has the 
seeds of his father in his blood. 

Five years ago the child didn 't have anything 
of Martin 's. Now he 's getting to have it all, ever 
since Genoveva Garcia came back to -Macondo 
with her six children, with two sets of twins 
among them. Genoveva was fat and old. Blue 
veins had come out around her eyes, giving a 

certain look of dirtiness to her face which had 
been clean and firm before. She showed a noisy 
and disordered happiness in the midst of her 
flock of small white shoes and organdy frills. I 
knew that Genoveva had run away with the 
head of a company of puppeteers and I felt 
some kind of repugance at seeing those children 
of hers, who seemed to have automatic move
ments, as if run by some single central mechar 
nism ; small and upsettingly alike, all six with 
identical shoes and identical frills on their cloth
ing. Genoveva 's disorganized happiness seemed 
painful and sad to me, as did her presence, 
loaded with urban accessories, in a ruined town 
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that was annihilated by dust. There was some
thing bitter, something inconsolably ridiculous, 
in her way of moving, of seeming fortunate and 
of feeling sorry for our way of life, which was 
so different, she said, from the ·one she had 
known in the company of the puppeteers. 

Looking at her I remembered other times. I 
said to her : ' ' You 've gotten very fat. ' '  And then 
she became sad. She said : ' ' It must be that 
memories make a person fat. " And she stood 
there looking closely at the child. She said : 
' ' And what happened to the wizard with four 
buttons ? ' '  And I answered her right out, be
cause I knew that she knew : " He went away. " 
And Genoveva said : " And didn 't he leave you 
anything but that Y "  And I told her no, he 'd only 
left me the child. Genoveva laughed with a 
loose and vulgar laugh. ' ' He must have been 
pretty sloppy to make only one child in five 
years, "  she said, and she went on, still moving 
about and cackling in the midst of her confused 
flock : " And I was mad about him. I swear I 
would have taken him away from you if it 
hadn't been that we 'd met him at a child 's 
wake. I was very superstitious in those days . "  

It was before she said good-bye that Genov
eva stood looking at the child and said : ' ' He 's 
really just like him. All he needs is the four-but
ton jacket. " And from that moment on the child 
began to look just like his father to me, as if 
Genoveva had brought on the curse of his iden
tity. On certain occasions I would catch him 
with his elbows on the table, his head leaning 
over his left shoulder, and his foggy look turned 
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nowhere. He was just like Martin when he 

leaned against the carnation pots on the railing 
and said : " Even if it hadn 't been for you, I 'd 

like to spend the rest of my life in Macondo. ' '  
Sometimes I get the impression that he 's going 
to say it ; how could he say it now that he 's sit
ting next to me, silent, touching his nose that's 
stuffed up with the heat Y " Does it hurt you ? "  I 

asked him. And he says no, that he was think
ing that he couldn 't keep glasses on. " You don 't 
have to worry about that, " I tell him, and I 
undo his tie. I say : ' ' When we get home you 
can rest and have a bath. ' '  And then I look to
ward where my father has just said : ' '  Cataure, ' '  
calling the oldest of the Guajiros. He 's a heavy
set and short Indian, who was smoking on the 
bed, and when he hears his name he lifts his 
head and looks for my father's face with his 
small somber eyes. But when my father is about 
to speak again the steps of the mayor are heard 
in the back room as he staggers into the bed
room. 

XI. 

This noon has been terrible for our house. Even 
though the news of his death was no surprise to 
me, because I was expecting it for a long time, I 
couldn 't imagine that it would bring on such an 
upset in my house. Someone had to go to this 
burial with me and I thought that one would be 
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my wife, especially since my illness three years 
ago and that afternoon when she found the cane 
with the silver handle and the wind-up dancer 
when she was looking through the drawers of 
my desk. I think that we 'd forgotten about the 
toy by then. But that afternoon we made the 
mechanism work and the ballerina danced as on 
other occasions, animated by the music that had 
been festive before and which then, after the 
long silence in the drawer, . sounded quiet and 
nostalgic. Adelaida watched it dance and re
membered. Then she turned to me, her look 
moistened by simple sadness : 

' ' Who does it remind you of ? ' '  she asked. 
And I knew who Adelaida was thinking about, 

while the toy saddened the room with its worn
out little tune. 

' ' I  wonder wbat 's become of him ? ' '  my wife 
asked, remembering, shaken perhaps by the 
b reath of those days when he 'd appeared at the 
door of the room at six in the afternoon and 
hung the lamp in the doorway. 

" He 's on the corner, " I said. " One of these 
days he '11 die and we 'll have to bury him. ' '  

Adelaida remained silent, absorbed in the 
dance of the toy, and I felt infected by her nos
talgia. I said to her : " Ive always wanted to 
know who you thought he was the day he came. 
You set that table because he reminded you of 
someone. ' '  

And Adelaida said with a gray smile : 
" You'd laugh at me if I told you who he re

minded me of when he stood there in the corner 
with the ballerina in his hand. ' '  And she pointed 
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to the empty space where she 'd seen him twen
ty-two years before, with full boots and a cos
tume that looked like a military uniform. 

I thought on that afternoon they 'd been rec
onciled in memory, so today I told my wife to 
get dressed in black to go with me. But the toy 
is back in the drawer. The music has lost . its ef
fect. Adelaida is wearing herself out now. She 's 
sad, devastated, and she spends hours on end 
praying in her room. ' ' Only you would have 
thought of a burial like that, " she told me. " Af

ter all the misfortunes that befell us, all we need
ed was that cursed leap year. And then the del
uge. ' '  I tried to persuade her that my word of 
honor was involved in this undertaking. 

' ' We can 't deny that I owe my life to him, ' '  I 
said. 

And she said : 
' ' He 's the one who owes his to us. All he did 

when he saved your life was to repay a debt for 
eight years of bed, board, and clean clothes. ' '  

Then she brought a chair over to the railing. 
And she must be there still, her eyes foggy with 
grief and superstition. Her attitude seemed so 
decided that I tried to calm her down. " All 
right. In that case I 'll go with Isabel, ' '  I said. 
And she didn 't answer. She sat there, inviolable, 
until we got ready to leave and I told her, think

ing to please her : " Until we get back, go to the 
altar and pray for us. " Then she turned her 
head toward the door, saying : " I 'm not even 
going to pray. My prayers will still be useless 
just as long as that woman comes every Tues
day to ask for a branch of lemon balm. ' '  And in 
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her voice there was an obscure and overturned 
rebellion : 

" I 'll stay collapsed here until Judgment 
Day. If the termites haven 't eaten up the chair 
by then. " 

My father stops, his neck stretched out, lis
tening to the familiar footsteps that are advanc
ing through the back room. Then he forgets 
what he was going to tell Cataure and tries to 
turn around, leaning on his cane, but his useless 
leg fails him in the turn and he 's about to fall 
down, as happened three years ago when he fell 
into the lemonade bowl, with the noise of the 
bowl as it rolled along the floor and the clogs 
and the rocker and the shout of the child, who 
was the only one who saw him fall. 

He 's limped ever since then, since then he 's 
dragged the foot that hardened after that week 
of bitter suffering, from which we thought he 'd 
never recover. Now, seeing him like that, get
ting his balance back with the help of the may
or, I think that that useless leg holds the secret 
of the compromise that he's going to fulfill 
against the will of the town. 

Maybe his gratitude goes back to that time. 
From the time he fell on the veranda, saying 
that he felt as if he 'd been pushed off a tower, 
and the last two doctors left in Macondo ad
vised him to prepare for a good death. I re
member him on the :fifth day in bed, shrunken 
between the sheets ; I remember his emaciated 
body, like the body of the Pup, who 'd been car

ried to the cemetery the year before by all the 
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inhabitants of Macondo in a compressed and 

moving procession of flowers. Inside the coffin 
his majesty had the same depth of irremediable 
and disconsolate abandonment that I saw in the' 
face of my father during those days when the 
bedroom filled up with his voice and he spoke 
about that strange soldier who appeared onei 
night in the camp of Colonel Aureliano Buen.
dia during the war of '85, his hat and boots dec'
orated with the skin, teeth, and claws of a tiger, 
and they asked him : ' ' Who are you ? ' '  And the 
strange soldier didn't answer ; and they asked 
him : ' ' Where do you come from ? ' '  And he still 
didn't answer ; and they asked him : " What side 
are you fighting on ? ' '  And they still didn't get 
any answer from the strange soldier, until an 
orderly picked up a torch and held it close to 

hls face, examined it for an instant, and ex
claimed, scandalized : " Jesus I It's the Duke of 
Marlborough I "  

In the midst of that terrible hallucination, the 
doctors gave orders to bathe him. It was done'. 
But on the next day you could only see a small 
change in his stomach. Then the doctors left the 
house and said that the only thing advisable was 

to prepare him for a good death. 
The bedroom was sunken in a silent atmos

phere in which you could hear only the slow 
and measured flapping of the wings of death� 
that mysterious flapping that has the smell of a 
man in the bedrooms of the dying. After Father 
Angel administered the last rites, many hours 
passed before anyone moved, looking at the an
gular profile of the hopeless man. Then the 
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clock struck and my stepmother got ready to 
give him his spoonful of medicine. That was 
when we heard the space and affirmative foot
steps on the veranda. My stepmother held the 
spoon in the air, stopped murmuring her pray
er, and turned to the door, paralyzed by a sud
den blush. " I 'd recognize those steps even in 
purgatory, " she managed to say at the precise 
moment that we looked toward the door and 
saw the doctor. He was on the threshold, look
ing at us. 

I say to my daughter : " The Pup ''ould have 
made them come eYen if he had to whip them, " 
and I go over to where the coffin is, thinking : 
Since the time the doctor left our house I 've 

b een convinced that our acts were ordained by 

a higher will against which we could 't have re

b elled, even if we tried w-ith all ow· strength, or 

even if we assumed the ste1·ile attitude of Ade

laida, who shut he1·self up to pray. 

And while I cover the distance that separates 
me from the coffin, looking at my men, impas
sive, sitting on the bed, I feel that I 've breathed 
in the first breath of air that boils up over the 
dead man, all that bitter matter of fate that de
stroyed Macondo. I don 't think the mayor will 
delay with the authorization for the burial. I 
know that outside, on the streets tormented by 

the heat, people are waiting. I know that the:;:-3 
are women in the windows, anxious for a spec
tacl e, and that they stay there, looking out, for
getting that the mille is boiling on the stove a:1d 
that the rice is dry. But I think that even t�is 
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last show of rebellion is beyond the possibilities 
of this crushed and flayed group of men. Their 
capacity for fight has been broken ever since 
that Sunday election day when they moved, 
drew up their plans, and were defeated, and af
terward they still were convinced that they were 
the ones who determined their own acts. But all 
of that seemed to have been disposed, ordained, 
channeling the deeds that would lead us step by 
step to this fateful Wednesday. 

Ten years ago, when ruin came down upon 
us, the collective strength · of those who looked 
for recovery might have been enough for recon
struction. All that was needed was to go out 
into the fields laid waste by the banana compa
ny, clean out the weeds, and start again from 
scratch. But they 'd trained the leaf storm to be 
impatient, not to believe in either past or future. 
They 'd trained it to believe in the moment and 
to sate the voracity of its appetite in it. We only 
needed a short time to realize that the leaf 
storm had left and that without it reconstruction 
was impossible. The leaf storrn had brought ev
erything and it had taken everything away. Af
ter it all that was left was a Sunday in the rubble 
of a town and the ever-present electoral schem
er on Macondo 's last night, setting up four 
demijohns of liquor in the public square at the 
disposal of the police and the reserves. 

If the Pup managed to hold them back that 
night in spite of the fact that their rebellion was 
still alive, today he would have been capable of 
going from house to house armed like a dog
catcher obliging them to bury this man. The Pup 
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held them under an ironclad discipline. Even 
after the priest died four years ago-one year 
before my illness-that discipline could be seen 
in the impassioned way in which they all cut the 
flowers and shrubs in their gardens and took 
them to his grave in a final tribute to the Pup. 

This man was the only one who didn 't go to 
the burial. The only one, precisely, who owed 
his life to that unbreakable and contradictory 
subordination of the town to the priest. Because 
the night they set out the four demijohns of liq
uor on the square and Macondo became a town 
overrun by armed barbarians, a town in terror 
which buried its dead in a common grave, 
someone must have remembered that there was 
a doctor on this corner. That was when they 
laid the stretchers by the door and shouted to 
him (because he didn't open up, he spoke from 
inside) ; they shouted to him : " Doctor, take 
care of these wounded people because there 
aren 't enough doctors to go around, ' '  and he re
plied : ' ' Take them somewhere else, I don't 
know about any of that. ' '  And they said to him : 
' '.You 're the only doctor left. You have to do a 
charitable act. " And he answered (and still 
hadn't opened the door) , imagined by the 
crowd to be in the middle of the room, the lamp 
held high, his hard yellow eyes lighted up : " I 've 
forgotten everything I knew about all that. Take 
them somewhere else, ' '  and he stayed there (be
cause the door was never opened) with the 
door closed, while men and women of Macondo 
were dying in front of it. The crowd was capa
ble of anything that night. They were getting 
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ready to set fire to the bouse and reduce its only 
occupant to ashes. But then the Pup appeared. 
They say that it was as if be 'd been there invisi
ble, standing guard to stop the destruction of 
the house and the man. " No one will touch this 
door, ' '  they say the Pup said. And they say that 
was all he said, his arms open as if on a cross, 
his inexpressive and cold cow-skull face illumi
nated by the glow of rural fury. And then the 
impulse was reined in, it changed direction, but 
it still had sufficient force for them to shout the 
sentence that would assure the coming of this 
Wednesday for all the ages. 

Walking toward the bed to tell my men to 
open the door, I think : He 'll be coming any 
minute now. And I think that if he doesn 't get 
here in :five minutes we 'll take the coffin out 
without any authorization and put the dead man 
in the street so he 'll have to bury him right in 
front of the house. ' '  Cataure, ' '  I say, calling the 
oldest of my men, and he barely has time to lift 
his head when I hear the mayor 's footsteps 
coming through the next room. 

I know that he 's coming straight toward me 
and I try to turn quickly on my heels, leaning 
on my cane, but my bad leg f!J-ils me and I go 
forward, sure that I 'm going to fall and hit my 
face against the coffin, when I stumble across 
his arm and clutch it firmly, and I hear his voice 
of peaceful stupidity saying : ' ' Don 't worry, 
colonel, _I can assure you that nothing will hap
pen. " And I think that 's how it is, but I know 
he 's saying it to give himself courage. ' ' I  don 't 
think anything will happen, ' '  I tell him, thinking 
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just the opposite, and he says something about 
the ceiba trees in the cemetery and hands me 
the authorization for the burial. Without read
ing it I fold it, put it in my vest pocket, and tell 
him : ' ' In any case, whatever happens, it had to 
happen. It's as if it had been announced in the 
almanac. ' '  

The mayor goes over t o  the Indians. H e  tells 
them to nail up the coffin and open the door . 
.And I see them moving about, looking for the 
hammer and nails which will remove the sight 
of that man forever, that unsheltered gentleman 
from nowhere whom I saw for the last time 
three years ago beside my convalescent's bed, 
his head and face cracked by premature decrep
itude. He had just rescued me from death then; 
The same force that had brought him there� 
that had given him the news of my illness, 
seemed to be the one which held him up beside 
my bed saying : 

" You just have to exercise that leg a little. 
You may have to use a cane from now on. ' '  

I would ask him two days later what I owed 
him and he would answer : " You don 't owe me 
anything, colonel. But if you want to do me a; 
favor, throw a little earth on me when morning 
finds me stiff. That 's all I need for the buzzards 
not to eat me. " 

In the promise he made me give, in the way 
he proposed it, in the rhythm of his footsteps on 
the tile in the room, it was evident that this man 
had begun to die a long time back, even though' 
three years would pass before that postponed 
and defective death would be completely real-
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ized. That day was today. And I even think that 
he · probably didn 't need the noose. A slight 
breeze would have been enough to extinguish' 
the last glow of life that remained in his hard 
yellow eyes. I 'd sensed all that ever since the 
night I spoke to him in his little room, before he 
came here to live with Meme. So when he made
me promise what I 'm about to do now, I didn't 
feel upset. I told him simply : 

" It 's an unnecessary request, doctor. You 
know me and you must know that I would have· 
buried you over the heads of everybody even if 
I didn 't owe my life to you. ' '  

And he, smiling, his hard yellow eyes peace
ful for the first time : 

' ' That 's all very true, colonel. But don 't for
get that a dead man wouldn 't have been able to· 
bury me. " 

Now no one will be able to correct this 
shame. The mayor has handed my father the. 
burial order and my father has said : " In any· 
case, whatever happens, it had to happen. It 's 
as if it had been announced in the almanac. '  • 
And he said it with the same indolence with 
which he turned himself over to the fate of Ma
condo, faithful to the trunks where the clothing 
of all those who died before I was born is kept. 
Since then everything has gone downhill. Even 
my stepmother's energy, her ironclad and domi
nant character have been changed into bitter 
doubt. She seems more and more distant and si
lent, and her disillusionment is such that this 
afternoon she sat down beside the railing and 
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said : " I 'll stay collapsed here until Judgment 
Day. " 

My father hadn't ever imposed his will on: 
anything again. Only today did he get up to ful
fill that shameful promise. He 's here, sure that 
everything will happen with no serious conse
quences, watching the Guajiros starting to move 
to open the door and nail up the coffin. I see 
them coming closer, I stand up, I take the child 
by the hand and pull the chair toward the win
dow so as not to be seen by the town when they 
open the door. 

The child is puzzled. When I get up he looks 
me in the face with an indescribable expression, 
a little upset. But now he's perplexed, beside 
me, watching the Indians, who are sweating be
cause of the effort to open the bolts. And with 
a penetrating and sustained lament of rusty 
metal, the doors open wide. Then I see the street 
again, the glowing and burning white dust that 
covers the houses and has given the town the la
mentable look of a rundown piece of furniture. 
It 's as if God had declared Macondo unneces
sary and had thrown it into the corner where 
towns that have stopped being of any service to 

creation are kept. 
The child, who at the first moment must have 

been dazzled by the sudden light (his hand 
trembled in mine when the door was opened) , 
raises his head suddenly, concentrated, intent, 
and he asks me : ' ' Did you hear it ? ' '  Only then 
do I realize that in some neighboring courtyard 
a curlew is telling the time. " Yes, " I say. " It 
must be three o 'clock already, ' '  and almost at 
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that precise moment the first hammer blow 
sounds on the nail. 

Trying not to listen to the lacerating sound 
that makes my skin crawl, trying to prevent the 
child from noticing my confusion, I turn my 

face to the window and in the next block I see 
the melancholy and dusty almond trees with our 
house in the background. Shaken by the invisi
ble breath of destruction, it too is on the eve of 
a silent and final collapse. All of Macondo has 
been like that ever since it was squeezed by the 
banana company. Ivy invades the houses, weeds 
grow in the alleys, walls crumble, and in the 

middle of the day a person finds a lizard in her 
room. Everything has seem destroyed since we 
stopped cultivating the rosemary and the nard ; 
since the time an invisible hand cracked the 
Christmas dishes in the cupboard and put 
moths to fatten on the clothes that nobody wore 
anymore. When a door becomes loose there 
isn 't a solicitous hand ready to repair it. My 
father doesn 't have the energy to move the way 
he did before the collapse that left him limping 
forever. Senora Rebeca, behind her eternal fan, 
doesn 't bother about anything that might repel 

the hunger of malevolence that 's provoked in 
her by her sterile and tormented widowhood. 
Agueda is crippled, overwhelmed by a patient 
religious illness ; and Father Angel doesn't seem 
to have any other satisfaction except savoring 
the persevering indigestion of meatballs every 

day during his siesta. The only thing that seems 
unchanged is the song of the twins of Saint J er
ome and that mysterious beggar woman who 
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doesn 't seem to grow old and who for twenty 
years has come to the house every Tuesday for 
a branch of lemon balm. Only the whistle of a 
yellow, dusty train that doesn 't take anyone 
away breaks the silence four times a day. And 
at night the toom-toom of the electric plant that 
the banana company left behind when it left 
Macondo. 

I can see the house through the window and I 
am aware that my stepmother is there, motion
less in her chair, thinking perhaps that before 
we get back that final wind which will wipe out 
this town will have passed. Everyone will have 
gone then except us, because we 're tied to this 
soil by a roomful of trunks where the household 
goods . and clothing of grandparents, my grand
parents, are kept, and the canopies that my par
ents ' horses used when they came to Macondo, 
fleeing from the war. We 've been sown into this 
soil by the memory of the remote dead whose 
bones can no longer be found twenty fathoms 
under the earth. The trunks have been in the 
room ever since the last days of the war ; and 
they'll be there this afternoon when we come 
back from the burial, if that final wind hasn 't 
passed, the one that will sweep away Macondo, 
its bedrooms full of lizards and its silent people 
devastated by memories. 

Suddenly my grandfather gets up, leans on 
his cane, and stretches out his bird head where 
his glasses seem to be fastened on as if they 
were part of his face. I think it would be hard 
for me to wear glasses. With the smallest move-

138 



Leaf Storm 

ment they'd slip off my ears. A nd thin king 
about that I tap my nos e. Mama looks at me 
and asks : ' 'D oes it hurt you Y ' '  And I tell her no, 
that I was just thinking that I wou ldn ' t  be able 
to wear glasses. And she smiles,  breathes deep
ly, and tells me : " You must be soaked. " And 
she's right; my clothes are burning on my skin , 
the thick, green corduroy, fastened all the way 
up, is sticking to my body with sweat and g ives 
me an itchy· feeling. " Yes, " I s ay. And my 
mother leans over me, loosens my tie and fans 
my collar, s aying : "When we get home you can 
rest and have a bath. " " Cataure, " I hear. 

At that point, through the rear door, the man 
with the revolver c omes in again. When he gets 
in the doorway he takes off his hat and walks 
carefully, as if he was afraid of waking up the 
corps e. But he did it to surpris e my grandfather, 
who falls forward, pushed by the man, stagg ers, 
and manages to grab the arm of the same man 
who'd tried to knock him down. T he others 
have stopped smoking and are still sitting on the 
bed in a row l ik e  four crows on a sawhors e. 
When the man with the revolver comes in the 
crows lean over and talk secretly and one of 
them gets up, goes over to the table, and picks 
up the box of nails and the hammer. 

My grandfather is talking to the man beside 
the coffin. T he man s ays : "Don't worry, colo
nel. I can assure you that nothing will happen. ' '  
And my grandfather says : "I don't th ink any
thing will happen." And the man says : " T hey 
can bury him on the outside, against the left wall 
of the cemetery where the ceiba trees are the tall-
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est. ' '  Then he gives my grandfather a piece of 

paper, saying : " You 'll see that everything will 
him out fine. " My grandfather leans on his cane 
with one hand, takes the paper with the other, 
and puts it in his vest pocket, where he keeps his 
small, square gold watch with a chain. Then he 
says : " In any case, whatever happens, it had to 
happen; It 's as if it had been announced in the 
almanac. ' '  

The man says : ' ' There are some people in 
the windows, but that 's just curiosity. The wom
en always look at anything. " But I don 't think 
my grandfather heard him, because he 's looking 
through the window at the street. The man 
moves then, goes over to the bed, and, fanning 
himself with his hat, he tells the men : " You can 
nail it up now. In the meantime, open the door 
so we can get a breath of air. " 

The men start to move. One of them leans 
over the box with the hammer and nails and the 
others go to the door. My mother gets up. She 's 
sweaty and pale. She pulls her chair, takes me 
by the hand, and tugs me aside so that the men 
can get by to open the door. 

At :first they try to turn the bolt, which seems 
to be soldered to the rusty catches, but they 
can 't move it. It 's as if someone were pushing 
with all his strength from the street side. But 
when one of the men leans against the door and 
pounds it, the room is filled with a noise of 
wood, rusty hinges, locks soldered by time, lay
er upon layer, and the door opens, enormous, 
as if a man could go through on another 's 
shoulders ; and there 's a long creaking of wood 
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and iron that's been awakened. And before we 
have time to find out what's happened, the light 
bursts into the room, backward, powerful and 
perfect, because they 've taken away the support 
that held it for two hundred years with the 
strength of two hundred oxen, and it falls back

ward into the room, dragging in the shadow of 
things in its turbulent fall. The men become 
brutally visible, like a flash of lightning at noon, 
and they stumble, and it looks as if they had to 

hold themselves up so that the light wouldn 't 

knock them down. 
When the door opens a curlew begins to sing 

somewhere in town. Now I can see the street. I 
can see the bright and burning dust. I can see 
several men sitting on the opposite sidewalk, 
their arms folded, looking toward the room. I 
hear the curlew again and I say to Mama : ' ' Did 
you hear it ? ' '  And she says yes, it must be three 
o 'clock. But Ada told me that curlews sing 
when they get the smell of a dead man. I 'm 
about to tell my mother just at the moment 
when I hear the sharp sound of the hammer on 
the head of the first nail. The hammer pounds, 

pounds, and fills everything up ; it rests a second 
and pounds again, wounding the wood six times 
in a row, waking up the long, sad sound of the 
sleeping boards while my . mother, her face 

turned the other way, looks through the window 
into the street. 

When the hammering is over the song of sev
eral curlews _can be heard. My grandfather sig
nals his men. They lean over, tip the coffin, 
while the one who stayed in the corner with his 
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hat says to my grandfather : " Don 't worry, colo
nel. " And then my grandfather turns toward the 
corner, agitated, his neck swollen and purple 
like that of a :fighting cock. But he doesn 't say 
anything. It's the man who speaks again from 
the corner. He says : ' ' I  don't even think there 's 
anyone left in town who remembers this. ' '  

At that instant I really feel the quiver in my 
stomach. Now I do feel like going out back, I 
think ; but I see that it's too late now. The men 
make a last effort ; they straighten up, their heels 
dug into the floor, and the coffin is floating in 
the light as if they were carrying off a dead ship 
to be buried. 

I think : Now they'll get the smell. Now all 

the curlews will start to sing. 

( 1955 ) 
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A T A L E  F O R  C H I L D R E N  

The first children who saw the dark and slinky 
bulge approaching through the sea let them
selves think it was an enemy ship. Then they 
saw it had no :flags or masts and they thought it 
was a whale. But when it washed up on the 
beach, they removed the clumps of seaweed, the 
jellyfish tentacles, and the remains of fish and 
:flotsam, and only then did they see that it was a 

drowned man. 
They had been playing with him all after

noon, burying him in the sand and digging him 
up again, when someone chanced to see them 
and spread the alarm in the village. The men 
who carried him to the nearest house noticed 
that he weighed more than any dead man they 
had ever known, almost as much as a horse, 
and they said to each other that maybe he 'd 
been :floating too long and the water had got 
into his bones. When they laid him on the floor 
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they said he'd been taller than all other men be

cause there was barely enough room for him in 
the house, but they thought that maybe the abil
ity to keep on growing after death was part of 
the nature of certain drowned men. He had the 
smell of the sea about him and only his shape 

gave one to suppose that it was the corpse of a 
human being, because the skin was covered 
with a crust of mud and scales. 

They did not even have to clean off his face 
to !mow that the dead man was a stranger. The 

village was made up of only twenty-odd wooden 
houses that had stone courtyards with no flow
ers and which were spread about on the end of 
a desertlike cape. There was so little land that 
mothers always went about with the fear that 
the wind would carry off their children and the 
few dead that the years had caused among them 
had to be thrown off the cliffs. But the sea was 
calm and bountiful and all the men fit into sev
en boats. So when they found the drowned man 
they simply had to look at one another to see 
that they were all there. 

That night they did not go out to work at sea. 
While the men went to find out if anyone was 
missing in neighboring villages, the women 

stayed behind to care for the drowned man. 
They took the mud off with grass swabs, they 
removed the underwater stones entangled in his 
hair, and they scraped the crust off with tools 
used for scaling fish. As they were doing that 
they noticed that the vegetation on him came 

from faraway oceans and deep water and that 
his clothes were in tatters, as if he had sailed 
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through labyrinths of coral. They noticed too 
that he bore his death with pride, for he did not 
have the lonely look of other drowned men who 
came out of the sea or that haggard, needy look 
of men who drowned in rivers. But only when 
they :finished cleaning him off did they become 
aware of the kind of man he was and it left 
them breathless. Not only was he the tallest, 
strongest, most virile, and best built man they 
had ever seen, but even though they were look
ing at him there was no room for him in their 
imagination. 

They could not find a bed in the village large 
enough to lay him on nor was there a table solid 
enough to use for his wake. The tallest men 's 
holiday pants would not fit him, nor the fattest 
ones ' Sunday shirts, nor the shoes of the one 
with the biggest feet. Fascinated by his huge 
size and his beauty, the women then decided to 
make him some pants from a large piece of sail 
and a shirt from some bridal brabant linen sa 
that he could continue through his death with 
dignity. As they sewed, sitting in a circle and 
gazing at the corpse between stitches, it seemed 
to them that the wind had never been so steady 
nor the sea so restless as on that night and they 
supposed that the change had something to do 
with the dead man. They thought that if that 
magnificent man llad lived in the village, his 
house would have had the widest doors, the> 
highest ceiling, and the strongest floor, his bed
stead would have been made from a midship; 
frame held together by iron bolts, and his wife 
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would have been the happiest woman. They 
thought that he would have had so much au
thority that he could have drawn fish out of the 
sea simply by calling their names and that he 
would have put so much work into his land that 
springs would have burst forth from among the 
rocks so that he would have been able to plant 
flowers on the cliffs. They secretly compared 
him to their own men, thinking that for all their 
lives theirs were incapable of cloing what he 
could do in one night, and they ended up dis
missing them deep in their hearts as the weak
est, meanest, and most useless creatures on 
earth. They were wandering through that maze 
of fantasy when the oldest woman, who as the< 
oldest had looked upon the drowned man with 
more compassion than passion, sighed : 

" He has the face of someone called Ester ban. " 
It was true. Most of them had only to take 

another look at him to see that he could 

not ·have any other name. The more stubborn 

among them, who were the youngest, still lived 

for a few hours with the illusion that when they, 
put his clothes on and he lay among the flowers 

in patent leather shoes his name might be Lau
taro. But it was a vain illusion. There had not 

been enough canvas, the poorly cut and worse 
sewn 

. 
pants were too tight, and the hidden 

strength of his heart popped the buttons on his 
shirt. Atter midnight the whistling of the wind 
died down and the sea fell into its Wednesday 

drowsiness. The silence put an end to any las,t 

doubts : he was Esteban. The women who had 

148 



The Handsomest Drowned Man in the World, 

dressed him, who had combed his hair, had cut 
his nails and shaved him were unable to hold 
back a shudder of pity when they had to resign 
themselves to his being dragged along the 
ground. It was then that they understood how 
unhappy he must have been with that huge 
body since it bothered him even after death. 
They could see him in life, condemned to going 
through doors sideways, cracking his head on 
crossbeams, remaining on his feet during visits, 
not knowing what to do with his soft, pink, sea 
lion hands while the lady of the house looked 
for her most resistant chair · and begged him, 
frightened to death, sit here, Esteban, please, 
and he, leaning against the wall, smiling, don 't 
bother, rna 'am, I 'm fine where I am, his heels 
raw and his back roasted from having done the 
same thing so many times whenever he paid a 
visit, don 't bother, rna 'am, I 'm fine where I am, 
just to avoid the embarrassment of breaking up 
the chair, and never knowing perhaps that the 
ones who said don 't go, Esteban, at least wait 
till the coffee's ready, were the ones who later 
on would whisper the big boob finally left, how 
nice, the handsome fool has gone. That was 
what the women were thinking beside the body 
a little before dawn. Later, when they covered 
his face with a handkerchief so that the light 
would not bother him, he looked so forever 
dead, so defenseless, so much like their men 
that the first furrows of tears opened in their 
hearts. It was one of the younger ones who be
gan the weeping. The others, coming to, went 
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from sighs to wails, and the more they sobbed 
the more they felt like weeping, because the 
drowned man was becoming all the more Este
ban for them, and so they wept so much, for he 
was the most destitute, most peaceful, and most 
obliging man on earth, poor Esteban. So when 
the men returned with the news that the drowned 
man was not from the neighboring villages either, 
the women felt an opening of jubilation in the 
midst of their tears. 

" Praise the Lord, " they sighed, "he 's ours I" 
The men thought the fuss was only womanish 

frivolity. Fatigued because of the difficult night
time inquiries, all they wanted was to get rid of 
the bother of the newcomer once and for all be
fore the sun grew strong on that arid, windless 
day. They improvised a litter with the remains 
of foremasts and gaffs, tying it together with 
rigging so that it would bear the weight of the 
body until they reached the cliffs. They wanted 
to tie the anchor from a cargo ship to him so 
that he would sink easily into the deepest 
waves, where fish are blind and divers die of 
nostalgia, and bad currents would not bring him 
back to shore, as had happened with other bod
ies. But the more they hurried, the more the 
women thought of ways to waste time. They 
walked about like startled hens, pecking with 
the sea charms on their breasts, some interfering 
on one side to put a scapular of the good wind 
on the drowned man, some on the other side to 
put a wrist compass on him, and after a great 
deal of get away from there, woman, stay out of 
the way, look, you almost made me fall on top 
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of the dead man, the men began to feel mistrust 
in their lives and started grumbling about why 
so many main-altar decorations for a stranger, 
because no matter how many nails and holy
water jars he had on him, the sharks would 
chew him all the same, but the women kept pil
ing on their junk relics, running back and forth, 
stumbling, while they released in sighs what 
they did not in tears, so that the men finally ex
ploded with since when has there ever been 
S'IWh a fuss over a drifting corpse, a drowned 
nobody, a piece of cold Wednesday meat. One 
of the women, mortified by so much lack o£ 
care, then removed the handkerchief from the 
dead man 's face and the men were left breath
less too. 

He was Esteban. It was not necessary to re
peat it for them to recognize him. If they had 
been told Sir Walter Raleigh, even they might 
have been impressed with his gringo accent, the 
macaw on his shoulder, his cannibal-killing 
blUnderbuss, but there could be only one Este
ban in the world and there he was, stretched out 
like a sperm whale, shoeless, wearing the pants 
of an undersized child, and with those stony 
nails that had to be cut with a knife. They had 
only to take the handkerchief off his face to see 
that he was ashamed, that it was not his fault 
that he was so big or so heavy or so handsome, 
and if he had known that this was going to hap
pen, he would have looked for a more discreet 
place to drown in, seriously, I even would have 
tied the anchor off a galleon around my neck 
and staggered off a cliff like someone who 
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doesn 't like things in order not to be upsetting 

people now with this Wednesday dead body, as 
you people say, in order not to be bothering 
anyone with this filthy piece of cold meat that 
doesn 't have anything to do with me. There was 
so much truth in his manner that even the most 
mistrustful men, the ones who felt the bitterness 
of endless nights at sea fearing that their women 
would tire of dreaming about them and begin to 
dream of drowned men, even they and others 
who were harder still shuddered in the marrow 
of their bones at Esteban 's sincerity. 

That was bow they came to bold the most 
splendid funeral they could conceive of for an 
abandoned drowned man. Some women who 
bad gone to get flowers in the neighboring vil
lages returned with other women who could not 
believe what they had been told, and those 
women went back for more flowers when they 
saw the dead man, and they brought more and 

more until there were so many flowers and so 

many people that it was hard to walk about. At 
the final moment it pained them to return him 
to the waters as an orphan and they chose a 
father and mother from among the best people, 

and aunts and uncles and cousins, so that 

through him all the inhabitants of the village 
became kinsmen. Some sailors who beard the 

weeping from a distance went off course and 
people heard of one who bad himself tied to the 

mainmast, remembering ancient fables about si
rens. While they fought for the privilege of 
c arrying him on their shoulders along the steep 
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escarpment by the cliffs, men and women be
came aware for the first time of the desolation 
of their streets, the dryness of their courtyards, 
the narrowness of their dreams as they faced 
the splendor and beauty of their drowned man, 
They let him go without an anchor so that ho 
could come back if he wished and whenever he 
wished, and they all held their breath for the 
fraction of centuries the body took to fall into 
the abyss. They did not need to look at one an
other to realize that they were no longer all pres
ent, that they would never be. But they also 
knew that everything would be different from 
then on, that their houses would have wider 
doors, higher ceilings, and stronger floors so 

that Esteban 's memory could go everywhere 

without bumping into beams and so that no one 

in the future would dare whisper the big boob 

finally died, too bad, the handsome fool has fi

nally died, because they were going to paint their 

house fronts gay colors to make Esteban 's' 

memory eternal and they were going to break 

their backs digging for springs among the stones 

and planting flowers on the cliffs so that in fu

ture years at dawn the passengers on great lin

ers would awaken, suffocated by the smell of 

gardens on the high seas, and the captain would 

have to come down from the bridge in his dress 

uniform, with his astrolabe, his pole star, and 

his row of war medals and, pointing to the pro

montory of roses on the horizon, he would say 

in fourteen languages, look there, where the 

wind is so peaceful now that it 's gone to sleep 
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beneath the beds, over there, where the sun 's so 
bright that the sunflowers don 't know which 
way to turn, yes, over there, that 's Estaban's 
village. 

( 1968) 
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A T A L E  F O R  O H I L D R E N  

On the third day o£ rain they had killed so 
many crabs inside the house that Pelayo had to 
cross his drenched courtyard and throw them 

into the sea, because the newborn child had a 
temperature all night and they thought it was 
due to the stench. The world had been sad since 
Tuesday. Sea and sky were a single ash-gray 
thing and the sands o£ the beach, which on 

March nights glimmered like powdered light, 

had become a stew o£ mud and rotten shellfish. 
The light was so weak at noon that when Pe
layo was coming back .to the house after throw

ing away the crabs, it was hard for him to see 
what it was that was moving and groaning in 
the rear of the courtyard. He had to go very 
close to see that it was an old man, a very old 
man, lying face down in the mud, who, in spite 
of his tremendous efforts, couldn 't get up, im
peded by his enormous wings. 
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Frightened by that nightmare, Pelayo ran to 
get Elisenda, his .wife, who was putting com
presses on the sick child, and he took her to the 
rear of the courtyard. They both looked at the 
fallen body with mute stupor. He was dressed 
like a ragpicker. There were only a few faded 
hairs left on his bald skull and very few teeth 
in his mouth, and his pitiful condition of a 
drenched great-grandfather had taken away any 
sense of grandeur he might have had. His huge 
buzzard wings, dirty and half-plucked, were 
forever entangled in the mud. They looked at 
him so long and so closely that Pelayo and Eli
senda very soon overcame their surprise and in 
the end found him familiar. Then they dared 
speak to him, and he answered in an incompre
hensible dialect with a strong sailor 's voice. 
That was how they skipped over the inconveni
ence of the wings and quite intelligently con
cluded that he was a lonely castaway from some 
foreign ship wrecked by the storm. And yet, 
they called in a neighbor woman who knew ev
erything about life and death to see him, and all 
she needed was one look to show them their 
mistake. 

" He 's an angel, " she told them. " He must 
have been coming for the child, but the poor 
fellow is so old that the · rain knocked him 
down. " 

On the following day everyone knew that a 
flesh-and-blood angel was held captive in Pelayo 's 
house. Against the judgment of the wise 
neighbor woman, for whom angels in those times 
were the fugitive survivors of a celestial con-
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spiracy, they did not have the heart to club 
him to death. Pelayo watched over him all af
ternoon from the kitchen, armed with his bail
iff 's club, and before going to bed he dragged 
him out of the mud and locked him up with th� 
hens in the wire chicken coop. In the middle of· 
the night, when the rain stopped, Pelayo and 
Elisenda were still killing crabs. A short time 
afterward the child woke up without a fever and 
with a desire to eat. Then they felt magnani
mous and decided to put the angel on a raft 
with fresh water and provisions for three days 
and leave him to his fate on the high seas. But 
when they went out into the courtyard with the' 
first light of dawn, they found the whole neigh
borhood in front of the chicken coop having fun 
with the angel, without the slightest reverence� 
tossing him things to eat through the openings 
in the wire as if he weren 't a supernatural crea
ture but a circus animal. 

Father Gonzaga arrived before seven o 'clock� 
alarmed at the strange news. By that time on� 

lookers less frivolous than those at dawn had al
ready arrived and they were making all kinds of. 
conjectures concerning the captive 's future. The 
simplest among them thought that he should ber 
named mayor of the world. Others of sterner 
mind felt that he should be promoted to the 
rank of five-star general in order to win all 
wars. Some visionaries hoped that he could be 
put to stud in order to implant on earth a race! 
of winged wise men who could take charge of 
the universe. But Father Gonzaga, before be
coming a priest, had been a robust woodcutter, 
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Standing by the wire, he reviewed his catechism 
in an instant and asked them to open the door: 
so that he could take a close look at that pitiful: 
man who looked more like a huge decrepit hen! 
among the fascinated chickens. He was lying in 
a corner drying his open wings in the sunlight 
among the fruit peels and breakfast leftovers. 
that the early risers had thrown him. Alien; 
to the impertinences of the world, he only lifted 
his antiquarian eyes and murmured something. 
in his dialect when Father Gonzaga went intd 
the chicken coop and said good morning to him 
in Latin. The parish priest had his first suspi
cion of an imposter when he saw that he did not 
understand the language of God or know hoW: 
to greet His ministers. Then he noticed thatl 
seen close up he was much too human : he had 
an unbearable smell of the outdoors, the back: 
side of his wings was strewn with parasites and 
his main feathers had been mistreated by ter-· 
restrial winds, and nothing about him measured 
up to the proud dignity of angels. Then he came 
out of the chicken coop and in a brief sermon! 
warned the curious against the risks of being in
genuous. He reminded them that the devil had 
the bad habit of making use of carnival tricks in 
order to confuse the unwary. He argued that if 
wings were not the essential element in deter
mining the difference between a hawk and an 
airplane, they were even less so in the recogni
tion of angels. Nevertheless, he promised to 
write a letter to his bishop so that the latter 
would write to his primate so that the latter 
would write to the Supreme Pontiff in order to 
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get the final verdict from the highest courts. 
His prudence fell on sterile hearts. The news 

of the captive angel spread with such rapidity 
that after a few hours the courtyard had the 
bustle of a marketplace and they had to call in 
troops with fixed bayonets to disperse the mob 
that was about to knock the house down. Eli
senda, her spine all twisted from sweeping up so 
much marketplace trash, then got the idea of 
fencing in the yard and charging five cents ad
mission to see the angel. 

The curious caine from far away. A traveling 
carnival arrived with a flying acrobat who 
buzzed over the crowd several times, but no one 
paid any attention to him because his wings 
were not those of an angel but, rather, those of 
a sidereal bat. The most unfortunate invalids on 
earth came in search of health : a poor woman 
who since childhood had been counting her heart
beats and had run out of numbers ; a Portu
guese man who couldn 't sleep because the noise 
of the stars disturbed him ; a sleepwalker 
who got up at night to undo the things he had 
done while awake ; and many others with less 
serious ailments. In the midst of that shipwreck 
disorder that made the earth tremble, Pelayo 
and Elisenda were happy with fatigue, for in 
less than a week they had crammed their rooms 
with money and the line of pilgrims waiting 
their turn to enter still reached beyond the hori
zon. 

The angel was the only one who took no part 
in his own act. He spent his time trying to get 
comfortable in his borrowed nest, befuddled by 
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the hellish heat of the oil lamps and sacramen
tal candles that had been placed along the wire. 
At first they tried to make him eat some moth
balls, which, according to the wisdom of the 
wise neighbor woman, were the food prescribed 
for angels. But he turned them down, just as he 
turned down the papal lunches that the peni
tents brought him, and they never found out 
whether it was because he was an angel or be
cause he was an old man that in the end he ate 
nothing but eggplant mush. His only superna
tural virtue seemed to be patience. Especially 
during the first days, when the hens pecked at 
him, searching for the stellar parasites that pro
liferated in his wings, and the cripples pulled 
out feathers to touch their defective parts with, 
and even the most merciful threw stones at him, 
trying to get him to rise so they could see him 
standing. The only time they succeeded in 
arousing him was when they burned his side 
with an iron for branding steers, for he had 
been motionless for so many hours that they 
thought he was dead. He awoke with a start, 
ranting in his hermetic language and with tears 
in his eyes, and he flapped his wings a couple of 
times, which brought on a whirlwind of chicken 
dung and lunar dust and a gale of panic that did 
not seem to be of this world. Although many 
thought that his reaction had been one not of 
rage but of pain, from then on they were careful 
not to annoy him, because the majority under
stood that his passivity was not that of a hero 
taking his ease but that of a cataclysm in re-
pose. 
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Father Gonzaga held back the crowd 's frivol
ity with formulas of maidservant inspiration 
while awaiting the arrival of a final judgment on 
the nature of the captive. But the mail from 
Rome showed no sense of urgency. They spent 
their time finding out if the prisoner had a na
vel, if his dialect had any connection with Ar
amaic, how many times he could fit on the head 
of a pin, or whether he wasn't just a Norwegian 
with wings. Those meager letters might have 
come and gone until the end of time if a provi
dential event had not put an end to the priest's 
tribulations. 

It so happened that during those days, among 
so many other carnival attractions, there arrived 
in town the traveling show of the woman who 
had been changed into a spider for having diso
beyed her parents. The admission to see her 
was not only less than the admission to see the 
angel, but people were permitted to ask her all 
manner of questions about her absurd state and 
to examine her up and down so that no one 
would ever doubt the truth of her horror. She 
was a frightful tarantula the size of a ram and 
with the head of a sad maiden. What was most 
heart-rending, however, was not her outlandish 
shape but the sincere afiliction with which she 
recounted the details of her misfortune. While 
still practically a child she had sneaked out of 
her parents ' house to go to a dance, and while 
she was coming back through the woods after 
having danced all night without permission, a 
fearful thunderclap rent the sky in two and 
through the crack came the lightning bolt of 
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brimstone that changed her into a spider.. Her 
only nourishment came from the meatballs that 
charitable souls chose to toss into her mouth., .A: 
spectacle like that, full of so much human trut� 
and with such a fearful lesson, was bound to de
feat without even trying that of a haughty angel 
who scarcely deigned to look at mortals. Be
sides, the few miracles attributed to the angel 
showed a certain mental disorder, like the blind 
man who didn 't recover his sight but grew three 
new teeth, or the paralytic who didn 't get to 
walk but almost won the lottery, and the leper 
whose sores sprouted sunflowers. Those conso
lation miracles, whic.1 were more like mocking 
fun, had already ruined the angel 's reputation 
when the woman who had been changed into a: 

spider finally crushed him completely. That was. 
how Father Gonzaga was cured forever of his 
insomnia and Pelayo 's courtyard went back tO' 
being as empty as during the time it had rained 
for three days and crabs walked through the 
bedrooms. 

The owners of the house had no reason to la
ment. With the money they saved they built a 

two-story mansion with balconies and gardens 
and high netting so that crabs wouldn 't get in 
during the winter, and with iron bars on the 
windows so that angels wouldn 't get in. Pelayo 
also set up a rabbit warren close to town and 
gave up his job as bailiff for good, and Elisenda 
bought some satin pumps with high heels and 
many dresses of iridescent silk, the kind worn on 
Sunday by the most desirable women in those. 
times. The chicken coop was the only thing that 
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didn't receive any attention. If they washed it 
down with creolin and burned tears of myrrh 
inside it every so often, it was not in homage to. 
the angel but to drive away the dungheap 
stench that still hung everywhere like a ghost 
and was turning the new house into an old one. 
At :first, when the child learned to walk, they 
were careful that he not get too close to the 
chicken coop. But then they began to lose their 
fears and got used to the smell, and before the 
child got his second teeth he 'd gone inside the" 
chicken coop to play, where the wires were fall
ing apart. The angel was no less standoffish with 
him than with other mortals, but he tolerated 
the most ingenious infamies with the patience of 
a dog who had no illu.Sions. They both camei 
down with chicken pox at the same time. The 
doctor who took care of the child couldn 't resist 
the temptation to listen to the angel 's heart, and 
he found so much whistling in the heart and SO\ 

many sounds in his kidneys that it seemed im
possible for him to be alive. What surprised him: 
most, however, was the logic of his wings. They 
seemed so natural on that completely human 
organism that he couldn 't understand why other' 
men didn't have them too. 

When the child began school it had been: 
some time since the sun and rain had caused the 
collapse of the chicken coop. The angel wenti 
dragging himself about here and there like a 
stray dying man. They would drive him out of 
the bedroom with a broom and a moment later 
:find him in the kitchen. He seemed to be in so. 
many places at the same time that they grew to 
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think that he'd been duplicated, that he was re
producing himself all through the house, and 
the exasperated and unhinged Elisenda shouted 
that it was awful living in that hell full of an
gels. He could scarcely eat and his antiquarian 
eyes had also become so foggy , that he wentJ 
about bumping into posts. All he had left werel 
the bare cannulae of his last feathers. Pelayo: 
threw a blanket over him and extended him the� 
charity of letting him sleep in the shed, and only 
then did they notice that he had a temperature 
at night, and was delirious with the tongue 
twisters of an old Norwegian. That was one of 
the few times they became alarmed, for they 
thought he was going to die and not even the 
wise neighbor woman had been able to tell 
them what to do with dead angels. 

And yet he not only survived his worst win
ter, but seemed improved with the first sunny 
days. He remained motionless for several days 
in the farthest corner of the courtyard, where 
no one would see him, and at the beginning of 
December some large, stiff feathers began to 
grow on his wings, the feathers of a scarecrow, 
which looked more like another misfortune of 
decrepitude. But he must have known the rea
son for those changes, for he was quite careful 
that no one should notice them, that no one 
should hear the sea chanteys that he sometimes 
sang under the stars. One morning Elisenda was 
cutting some bunches of onions for lunch when 
a wind that seemed to come from the high seas 
blew into the kitchen. Then she went to the 
window and caught the angel in his first at-
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tempts at flight. They were so clumsy that his 
fingernails opened a furrow in the vegetable 
patch and he was on the point of knocking the 
shed down with the ungainly flapping that 
slipped on the light and couldn 't get a grip on 
the air. But he did manage to gain altitude. Eli
senda let out a sigh of relief, for herself and for 
him, when she saw him pass over the last hous
es, holding himself up in some way with the 
risky :flapping of a senile vulture. She kept 
watching him even when she was through cut
ting the onions and she kept on watching until it 
was no longer possible for her to see him, be
cause then he was no longer an annoyance in 
her life but an imaginary dot on the horizon of 
the sea. 

(1968) 
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• Blacaman the 
, Good, Vendor of 

Miracles 





From the first Sunday I saw him he reminded 
me of a bullring mule, with his white suspenders 
that were backstitched with gold thread, his 
rings with colored stones on every finger, and 
his braids of jingle bells, standing on a table by 
the docks of Santa Maria del Darien in the mid
dle of the flasks of specifics and herbs of conso
lation that he prepared himself and hawked 
through the towns along the Caribbean with his 
wounded shout, except that at that time he 
wasn 't trying to sell any of that Indian mess but 
was asking him to bring him a real snake so 
that he could demonstrate on his own flesh an 
antidote he had invented, the only infallible 
one, ladies and gentlemen, for the bites of 
serpents, tarantulas, and Centipedes plus all 
manner of poisonous mammals. Someone who 
seemed quite impressed by his determination 
managed to get a bushmaster of the worst kind 
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somewhere (the snake that kills by poisoning 
the respiration) and brought it to him in a bot
tle, and he uncorked it with such eagerness that 
we all thought he was going to eat it, but as 
soon as the creature felt itself free it jumped out 
of the bottle and struck him on the neck, leav
ing him right then and there without any wind 
for his oratory and with barely enough time to 
take the antidote, and the vest-pocket pharma
cist tumbled down into the crowd and rolled 
about on the ground, his huge body wasted 
away as if he had nothing inside of it, but 
laughing all the while with all of his gold teeth. 
The hubbub was so great that a cruiser for the 
north that had been docked there for twenty 
years on a goodwill mission declared a quaran
tine so that the snake poison wouldn 't get on 
board, and the people who were sanctifying 
Palm Sunday came out of church with their· 
blessed palms, because no one wanted to miss: 
the show of the poisoned man, who had already 
begun to puff up with the air of death and was 
twice as fat as he'd been before, giving off a' 

froth of gall through his mouth and panting 
through his pores, but still laughing with so 
much life that the jingle bells tinkled all over his 
body. The swelling snapped the laces of his leg
gings and the seams of his clothes, his fingers 
grew purple from the pressure of the rings, he 
turned the color of venison in brine, and from 
his rear end came a hint of the last moments of 
death, so that everyone who had seen a person 
bitten by a snake knew that he was rotting away 
before dying and that he would be so crumpled 
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up that they 'd have to pick him up with a shov_, 
el to put him into a sack, but they also thought 
that even in his sawdust state he 'd keep on 
laughing. It was so incredible that the marines 
came up on deck to take colored pictures of 
him with long-distance lenses, but the women' 
who 'd come out of church blocked their inten
tions by covering the dying man with a blanket! 
and laying blessed palms on top of him, some' 
because they didn 't want the soldiers to profane' 
the body with their Adventist instruments, oth
ers because they were afraid to continue looking 
at that idolater who was ready to die dying with! 
laughter, and others because in that way per
haps his soul at least would not be poisoned. 
Everybody had given him up for dead when hel 
pushed aside the palms with one arm, still half
dazed and not completely recovered from the 
bad moment he 'd had, but he set the table up 
without anyone 's help, climbed on it like a crab' 
once more, and there he was again, shouting• 
that his antidote was nothing but the hand o! 
God in a bottle, as we had all seen with our 
own eyes, but it only cost two cuartillos because' 
he hadn't invented it as an item for sale but for. 
the good of all humanity, and as soon as he said 
that, ladies and gentlemen, I only ask you not 
to crowd around, there 's enough for everybody. 

They crowded around, of course, and they 
did well to do so, because in the end there 
wasn 't enough for everybody. Even the admiral 
from the cruiser bought a bottle, convinced by 
him that it was also good for the poisoned bul
lets of anarchists, and the sailors weren 't satis-
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fied with just taking colored pictures of him up' 
on the table, pictures they had been unable to 
take of him dead, but they had him signing all!
tographs until his arm was twisted with cramps1. 
It was getting to be night and only the most per
plexed of us were left by the docks when with 
his eyes he searched for someone with the look, 
of an idiot to help him put the bottles away, and 
naturally he spotted me. It was like the look of 
destiny, not just mine, but his too, for that was 
more than a century ago and we both remembe!' 
it as if it had been last Sunday. What happened 
was that we were putting his circus drugstore1 
into that trunk with purple straps that looked 
more like a scholar 's casket, when he must have' 
noticed some light inside of me that he hadn 't 
seen in me before, because he asked me in a: 
surly way who are you, and I answered that I 
was an orphan on both sides whose papa hadn 't 
died, and he gave out with laughter that was 
louder than what he had given with the poison· 
and then he asked me what do you do for a liv� 
ing, and I answered that I didn 't do anything 
except stay alive, because nothing else was 
worth the trouble, and still weeping with laugh
ter he asked me what science in the world do 
you most want to learn, and that was the only 
time I answered the truth without any fooling, I 
wanted to be a �ortune-teller, and then he didn 't 
laugh again but told me as if thinking out loud 
that I didn 't need much for that because I al
ready had the hardest thing to learn, which was 
my face of an idiot. That same night he spoke 
to my father and for one real and two cuartillos 
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and a deck of cards tkat foretold adultery he 
bought me forevermore. 

That was what Blacaman was like, Blacaman 
the Bad, because I 'm Blacaman the Good. He 
was capable of convincing an astronomer that 
the month of February was nothing but a herd 
of invisible elephants, but when his good luck 
turned on him he became a heart-deep brute. In 
his days of glory he had been an embalmer of 
viceroys, and they say that he gave them faces 
with such authority that for many years they 
went on governing better than when they were 
alive, and that no one dared bury them until he 
gave them back their dead-man look, but his 
prestige was ruined by the invention of an end
less chess game that drove a chaplain mad and 
brought on two illustrious suicides, and so he 
was on the decline, from an interpreter of 
dreams to a birthday hypnotist, from an extrac
tor of molars by suggestion to a marketplace 
healer ; therefore, at the time we met, people 
were already looking at him askance, even the 
freebooters. We drifted along with our trick 
stand and life was an eternal uncertainty as we 
tried to sell escape suppositories that turned 
smugglers transparent, furtive drops that bap
tized wives threw into the soup to instill the fear 
of God in Dutch husbands, and anything you 
might want to buy of your own free will, ladies 
and gentlemen, because this isn 't a command, 
it's advice, and, after all, happiness isn 't an obli
gation either. Nevertheless, as much as we died 
with laughter at his witticisms, the truth is that 
it was quite hard for us to manage enough to 
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eat, and his last hope was founded on my voca
tion as a fortune-teller. He shut me up in the se
pulchral trunk disguised as a Japanese and 
bound with starboard chains so that I could at
tempt to foretell what I could while he disem
boweled the grammar book looking for the best 
way to convince the world of my new science, 
and here, ladies and gentlemen, you have this 
child tormented by Ezequiel 's glowworms, and 
those of you who 've been standing there with 
faces of disbelief, let's see if you dare ask him 
when you 're going to die, but I was never able 
even to guess what day it was at that time, so he 
gave up on me as a soothsayer because the 
drowsiness of digestion disturbs your prediction 
gland, and after whacking me over the head for 
good luck, he decided to take me to my father 
and get his money back. But at that time he 
happened to find a practical application for the 
electricity of suffering, and he set about build
ing a sewing machine that ran connected by 
cupping glasses to the part of the body where 
there was a pain. Since I spent the night moan
ing over the whacks he 'd given me to conjure 
away misfortune, he had to keep me on as the 
one who could test his invention, and so our re
turn was delayed and he was getting back his 
good humor until the machine worked so well 
that it not only sewed better than a novice nun 
but also embroidered birds or astromelias ac
cording to the position and intensity of the pain. 
That was what we were up to, convinced of our 
triumph over bad luck, when the news reached 
us that in Philadelphia the commander of the 
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cruiser had tried to repeat the experiment with 
the antidote and that he'd been changed into a 
glob of admiral jelly in front of his staff. 

He didn't laugh again for a long time. We 
fled through Indian passes and the more lost we 
became, the clearer the news reached us that 
the marines had invaded the country under the 
pretext of exterminating yellow fever and were 
going about beheading every inveterate or even
tual potter they found in their path, and not 
only the natives, out of precaution, but also the 
Chinese, for distraction, the Negroes, from hab
it, and the Hindus, because they were snake 
charmers, and then they wiped out the flora and 
fauna and all the mineral wealth they were able 
to because their specialists in our affairs had 
taught them that the people along the Caribbe
an had the ability to change their nature in or
der to confuse gringos. I couldn 't understand 
where that fury came from or why we were so 
frightened until we found ourselves safe and 
sound in the eternal winds of La Guajira, and 
only then did he have the courage to confess to 
me that his antidote was nothing but rhubarb 
.and turpentine and that he 'd paid a drifter two 
cuartillos to bring him that bush master with all 
the poison gone. We stayed in the ruins of a co
lonial mission, deluded by the hope that some 
smugglers would pass, because they were men 
to be trusted and the only ones capable of ven
turing out under the mercurial sun of those salt 
flats. At first we ate smoked salamanders and 
flowers from the ruins and we still had enough 
spirit to laugh when we tried to eat his boiled 
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leggings, but finally we even ate the water cob
webs from the cisterns and only then did we re
alize how much we missed the world. Since I 
didn't know of any recourse against death at 
that time, I simply lay down to wait for it where· 
it would hurt me least, while he was delirious 
remembering a woman who was so tender that 
she could pass through walls just by-sighing, butt 
that contrived recollection was also a trick of 
his genius to fool death with lovesickness. Still, 
at the moment we should have died, he came to 
me more alive than ever and spent the whole� 
night watching over my agony, thinking with. 
such great strength that I still haven 't been able 
to tell whether what was whistling through the' 
ruins was the wind or his thoughts, and before 
dawn he told me with the same voice and the
same determination of past times that now he. 
knew the truth, that I was the one who had 
twisted up his luck again, so get your pants 
ready, because the same way as you twisted it 
np for me, you're going to straighten it out'!. 

That was when I lost the little affection I had 
for him. He took off the last rags I had on, 
rolled me up in some barbed wire, rubbed rock 
salt on the sores, put me in brine from my own· 
waters, and hung me by the ankles for the sun 
to flay me, and he kept on shouting that all that 
mortification wasn 't enough to pacify his perse
cutors. Finally he threw me to rot in my own, 
misery inside the penance dungeon where the 
colonial missionaries regenerated heretics, and 
with the perfidy of a ventriloquist, which he still 
had more than enough of, he began to imitate· 
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the voices of edible animals, the noise of ripe 
beets, and the sound of fresh springs so as to 
torture me with illusion that I was dying of in
digence in the midst of paradise. When the 
smugglers finally supplied him, he came down 
to the dungeon to give me something to eat so 
that I wouldn 't die, but then he made me pay 
for that charity by pulling out my nails with 
pliers and filing my teeth down with a grind
stone, and my only consolation was the wish' 
that life would give me time and the good for
tune to be quit of so much infamy with even: 
worse martyrdoms. I myself was surprised that 
I could resist the plague of my own putrefaction 
and he kept throwing the leftovers of his meals 
onto me and tossed pieces of rotten lizards and 
hawks into the corners so that the air of th� 
dungeon would end up poisoning me. I don 't; 
know how much time had passed when he 
brought me the carcass of a rabbit in order to 
show me that he preferred throwing it away to 
rot rather than giving it to me to eat, but my 
patience only went so far and all i had left waSJ 
rancor, so I grabbed the rabbit by the ears and 
flung it against the wall with the illusion that it 
was he and not the animal that was going to ex
plode, and then it happened, as if in a dream. 
The rabbit not only revived with a squeal of 
fright, but came back to my hands, hopping 
through the air. 

That was how my great life began. Since then 
I 've gone through the world drawing the fever 
out of malaria victims for two pesos, visioning 
blind men for four-fifty, draining the water 
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from dropsy victims for eighteen, putting crip
ples back together for twenty pesos if they were 
that way from birth, for twenty-two if they were 
that way because of an accident or a brawl, for 
twenty-five if they were that way because of 
wars, earthquakes, infantry landings, or any 
other kind of public calamity, taking care of the 
common sick at wholesale according to a spe
cial arrangement, madmen according to their 
theme, children at half price, and idiots out of 
gratitude, and who dares say that I 'm not a phi
lanthropist, ladies and gentlemen, and now, yes, 
sir, commandant of the twentieth fleet, order 
your boys to take down the barricades and let 
suffering humanity pass, lepers to the left, epi
leptics to the right, cripples where they won 't 
get in the way, and there in the back the least 
urgent cases, only please don't crowd in on me 
because then I won 't be responsible if the sick
nesses get all mixed up and people are cured of 
what they don 't have, and keep the music play
ing until the brass boils, and the rockets firing 
until the angels burn, and the liquor flowing un
til ideas are killed, and bring on the wenches 
and the acrobats, the butchers and the photog
raphers, and all at my expense, ladies and gen
tlemen, for here ends the evil fame of the Bla
camans and the universal tumult starts. That 's 
how I go along putting them to sleep with the 
techniques of a congressman in case my judg
ment fails and some turn out worse than they 
were before on me. The only thing I don 't do is 
revive the dead, because as soon as they open 
their eyes they 're murderous with rage at the 
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one who disturbed their state, and when it 's all 
done, those who don't commit suicide die again 
of disillusionment. At first I was pursued by a 
group of wise men investigating the legality of 
my industry, and when they were convinced, 
they threatened me with the hell of Simon Ma
gus and recommended a life of penitence so 
that I could get to be a saint, but I answered 
them, with no disrespect for their authority, that 
it was precisely along those lines that I had 
started. The truth is that I 'd gain nothing by 
being a saint after being dead, an artist is what I 
am, and the only thing I want is to be alive so I 
can keep going along at donkey level in his six
cylinder touring car I bought from the marines' 
consul, with this Trinidadian chauffeur who was 
a baritone in the New Orleans pirates ' op
era, with my genuine silk shirts, my Oriental lo
tion.s, my topaz teeth, my flat straw hat, and my 
bicolored buttons, sleeping without an alarm 
clock, dancing with beauty queens, and leaving 
them hallucinated with my dictionary rhetoric, 
and with no flutter in my spleen if some Ash 
Wednesday my faculties wither away, because 
in order to go on with this life of a minister, all 
I need is my idiot face, and I have more than 
enough with the string of shops I own from here 
to beyond the sunset, where the same tourists 
who used to go around collecting from us 
through the admiral, now go stumbling after my 
autographed pictures, almanacs with my love 
poetry, medals with my profile, bits of my cloth
ing, and all of that without the glorious plague 
of spending all day and all night sculpted in 
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equestrian marble and shat on by swallows like 
the fathers of our country. 

It's a pity that Blacaman the Bad can 't repeat 
this story so that people will see that there 's 
nothing invented in it. The last time anyone saw 
him in this world he'd lost even the studs of his 
former splendor, and his soul was a shambles 
and his bones in disorder from the rigors of the 
desert, but he still had enough jingle bells left to 
reappear that Sunday on the docks of Santa 
Maria del Darien with his eternal sepulchral 
trunk, except that this time he wasn't trying to 
sell any antidotes, but was asking in a voice 
cracking with emotion for the marines to shoot 
hiin in a public spectacle so that he could dem
onstrate on his own flesh the life-restoring prop
erties of this supernatural creature, ladies and 
gentlemen, and even though you have more 
than enough right not to believe me after suf
fering so long from my evil tricks as a deceiver 
and falsifier, I swear on the bones of my mother 
that this proof today is nothing from the other 
world, merely the humble truth, and in case you 
have any doubts left, notice that I 'm not laugh
ing now the way I used to, but holding back a 
desire to cry. How convincing he must have 
been, unbuttoning his shirt, his eyes drowning 
with tears, and giving himself mule kicks on his 
heart to indicate the best place for death, and 
yet the marines didn't dare shoot, out of fear 
that the Sunday crowd would discover their loss 
of prestige. Someone who may not have forgot
ten the blacamanipulations of past times man
aged, no one knew how, to get and bring him in 
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a can enough barbasco roots to bring to the sur
face all the corvinas in the Caribbean, and he 
opened it with great desire, as if he really was 
going to eat them, and, indeed, he did eat 
them, ladies and gentlemen, but please don 't be 
moved or pray for the repose of my soul, be
cause this death is nothing but a visit. That time 
he was so honest that he didn 't break into oper
atic death rattles, but got off the table like a 
crab, looked on the ground for the most worthy 
place to lie down after some hesitation, and 
from there he looked at me as he would have at 
a mother and exhaled his last breath in his own 
arms, still holding back his manly tears all 
twisted up by the tetanus of eternity. That was 
the only time, of course, that my science failed 
me. I put him in that trunk of premonitory size 
where there was room for him laid out. I had a 
requiem mass sung for him which cost me fifty 
four-peso doubloons, because the officiant was 
dressed in gold and there were also three seated 
bishops. I had the mausoleum of an emperor 
built for him on a hill exposed to the best sea
side weather, with a chapel just for him and an 
iron plaque on which there was written in Goth
ic capitals HERE LIES BLACAMAN THE DEAD, 

BADLY CALLED THE BAD, DECEIVER OF MARINES 

AND VICTIM OF SCIENCE, and when those hon
ors were sufficient for me to do justice to his 
virtues, I began t�-

get my revenge for his infa
my, and then I revived him inside the armored 
tomb and left him there rolling about in horror. 
That was long before the fire ants devoured 
Santa Maria del Darien, but the mauseleum is 
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still intact on the hill in the shadow of the drag
ons that climb up to sleep in the Atlantic winds, 
and every time I pass through here I bring him 
an automobile load of roses and my heart pains 
with pity for his virtues, but then I put my ear 
to the plaque to hear him weeping in the ruins 
of the crumbling trunk, and if by chance he has 
died again, I bring him back to life once more, 
for the beauty of the punishment is that he will 
keep on living in his tomb as long as I 'm alive, 
that is, forever. 

(1968} 
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Now they 're going to see who I am, he said to 
himself in his strong new man 's voice, many 
years after he had first seen the huge ocean lin
er without lights and without any sound which 
passed by the village one night like a great un
inhabited palace, longer than the whole village 
and much taller than the steeple of the church, 
and it sailed by in the darkness toward the colo
nial city on the other side of the bay that had 
been fortified against buccaneers, with its old 
slave port and the rotating light, whose gloomy 
beams transfigured the village into a lunar en
campment of glowing houses and streets of vol
canic deserts every fifteen seconds, and even 
though at that time he 'd been a boy without a 

man 's strong voice but with his mother 's per
mission to stay very late on the beach to listen 
to the wind's night harps, he could still remem
ber, as if still seeing it, how the liner would dis-
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appear when the light of the beacon struck its 
side and how it would reappear when the light 
had passed, so that it was an intermittent ship 
sailing along, appearing and disappearing, to
ward the mouth of the bay, groping its way like 
a sleepwalker for the buoys that marked the 
harbor channel until something must have gone 
wrong with the compass needle, because it 
headed toward the shoals, ran aground, broke 
up, and sank without a single sound, even 
though a collision against the reefs like that 
should have produced a crash of metal and the 
explosion of engines that would have frozen 
with fright the soundest-sleeping dragons in the 
prehistoric jungle that began with the last 

streets of the village and ended on the other 

side of the world, so that he himself thought it 

was a dream, especially the next day, when he 

saw the radiant fishbowl of the bay, the disorder 

of colors of the Negro shacks on the hills above 

the harbor, the schooners of the smugglers from 

the Guianas loading their cargoes of innocent 

parrots whose craws were full of diamonds, he 

thought, I fell asleep counting the stars and I 
dreamed about that huge ship, of course, he 

was so convinced that he didn 't tell anyone nor 

did he remember the vision again until the same 

night on the following March when he was 

looking for the flash of dolphins in the sea and 

what he found was the illusory liner, gloomy, 

intermittent, with the same mistaken direction 

as the first time, except that then he was so sure 

he was awake that he ran to tell his mother and 
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she spent three weeks moaning with disappoint
ment, because your brain 's rotting away from 
doing so many things backward, sleeping during 
the day and going out at night like a criminal, 
and since she had to go to the city around that 
time to get something comfortable where she 
could sit and think about her dead husband, be
cause the rockers on her chair had worn out 
after eleven years of widowhood, she took ad
vantage of the occasion and had the boatman 
go near the shoals so that her son could see 
what he really saw in the glass of the sea, the 
lovemaking of manta rays in a spring-time of 
sponges, pink snappers and blue corvinas diving 
into the other wells of softer waters that were 
there among the waters, and even the wander
ing hairs of victims of drowning in some coloni
al shipwreck, no trace of sunken liners or any
thing like it, and yet he was so pigheaded that 
his mother promised to watch with him the next 
March, absolutely, not knowing that the only 
thing absolute in her future now was an easy 
chair from the days of Sir Francis Drake which 
she had bought at an auction in a Turk 's store, 
in which she sat down to rest that same night; 
sighing, oh, my poor Olofernos, if you could 
only see how nice it is to think about you on 
this velvet lining and this brocade from the cas
ket of a queen, but the more she brought back 
the memory of her dead husband, the more the 
blood in her heart bubbled up and turned to 
chocolate, as if instead of sitting down she were 
running, soaked from chills and fevers and her 
breathing full of earth, until he returned at 
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dawn and found her dead in the easy chair, still 
warm, but half rotted away as after a snakebite, 
the same as happened afterward to four other 
women before the murderous chair was thrown 
into the sea, far away where it wouldn't bring 
evil to anyone, because it had been used so 
much over the centuries that its faculty for giv
ing rest had been used up, and so he had to 
grow accustomed to his miserable routine of an 
orphan who was pointed out by everyone as the 
son of the widow who had brought the throne 
of misfortune into the village, living not so 
much from public charity as from the fish he 
stole out of boats, while his voice was becoming 
a roar, and not remembering his visions of .past 
times anymore until another night in March 
when he chanced to look seaward and suddenly, 
good Lord, there it is, the huge asbestos whale, 
the behemoth beast, come see it, he shouted 
madly, come see it, raising such an uproar of 
dogs ' barking and women 's panic that even the 
oldest men remembered the frights of their 
great-grandfathers and crawled under their 
beds, thinking that William Dampier had come 
back, but those who ran into the street didn 't 
make the effort to see the unlikely apparatus 
which at that instant was lost again in the east 
and raised up in its annual disaster, but they 
covered him with blows and left him so twisted 
that it was then he said to himself, drooling with 
rage, now they're going to see who I am, but he 
took care not to share his determination with 
anyone, but spent the whole year with the fixed 
idea, now they 're going to see who I am, wait-
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ing for it to be the eve of the apparition once 
more in order to do what he did, which was 
steal a boat, cross the bay, and spend the eve
ning waiting for his great moment in the inlets 
of the slave port, in the human brine of the 
Caribbean, but so absorbed in his adventure 
that he didn 't stop as he always did in front of 
the Hindu shops to look at the ivory mandarins 
carved from the whole tusk of an elephant, nor 
did he make fun of the Dutch Negroes in their 
orthopedic velocipedes, nor was he frightened 
as at other times of the copper-skinned Malay
ans, who had gone _ around the world enthralled 
by the- chimera of a secret tavern where they 
sold roast filets of B razilian women, because he 
wasn't aware of anything until night came over 
him with all the weight of the stars and the jun
gle exhaled a sweet fragrance of gardenias and 
rotten salamanders, and there he was, rowing in 
the stolen boat toward the mouth of the bay, 
with the lantern out so as not to alert the cus� 
toms police, idealized every :fifteen seconds by 
the green wing flap of the beacon and turned 
human once more by the darkness, knowing 
that he was getting close to the buoys that 
marked the harbor channel, not only because its 
oppressive glow was getting more intense, but 
because the breathing of the water was becom
ing sad, and he rowed like that, so wrapped up 
in himself, that he didn 't know where the fear
ful shark 's breath that suddenly reached him 
came from or why the night became dense, as if 
the stars had suddenly died, and it was because 
the liner was there, with all of its inconceivable 
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size, Lord, bigger than any other big thing in 
the world and darker than any other dark thing 
on land or sea, three hundred thousand tons of 
shark smell passing so close to the boat that he 
could see the seams of the steel precipice, with-· 
out a single light in the infinite portholes, with
out a sigh from the engines, without a soul, and 
carrying its own circle of silence with it, its own 
dead air, its halted time, its errant sea in which 
a whole world of drowned animals floated, and 
suddenly it all disappeared with the flash of the 
beacon and for an instant it was the diaphanous 
Caribbean once more, the March night, the ev
eryday air of the pelicans, so he stayed alone 
among the buoys, not knowing what to do, ask
ing himself, startled, if perhaps he wasn't 
dreaming while he was awake, not just now but) 
the other times too, but no sooner had he asked 
himself than a breath of mystery snuffed out 
the buoys, from the first to the last, so than 
when the light of the beacon passed by the liner 
appeared again and now its compasses were out 
of order, perhaps not even knowing what part 
of the ocean sea it was in, groping for the invisi
ble channel but actually heading for the shoals, 
until he got the overwhelming revelation that 
that misfortune of the buoys was the last key to 
the enchantment and he lighted the lantern in 
the boat, a tiny red light that had no reason to 
alarm anyone in the watchtowers but which 
would be like a guiding sun for the pilot, be
cause, thanks to it, the liner corrected its course 
and passed into the main gate of the channel in 
a maneuver of lucky resurrection, and then all 
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the lights went on at the same time so that the 
boilers wheezed again, the stars were :fixed in 
their places, and the animal corpses went to the 
bottom, and there was a clatter of plates and a 
fragrance of laurel sauce in the kitchens, and 
one could hear the pulsing of the orchestra on 
the moon decks and the throbbing of the arter
ies of high-sea lovers in the shadows of the 
staterooms, but he still carried so much leftover 
rage in him that he would not let himself be 
confused by emotion or be frightened by the 
miracle, but said to himself with more decision 
than ever, now they 're going to see who I am, 
the cowards, now they're going to _ see, and in
stead of turning aside so that the colossal ma
chine would not charge into him, he began to 
row in front of it, because now they really are 
going to see who I am, and he continued guid
ing the ship with the lantern until he was so 
sure of its obedience that he made it change 
course from the direction of the docks once 
more, took it out of the invisible channel, and 
led it by the halter as if it were a sea lamb to
ward the lights of the sleeping village, a living 
ship, invulnerable to the torches of the beacon, 
that no longer made it invisible but made it alu
minum every fifteen seconds, and the crosses of 
the church, th� misery of the houses, the illu
sion began to stand out, and still the ocean liner 
followed behind him, following his will inside of 
it, the captain asleep on his heart side, the fight
ing bulls in the snow of their pantries, the soli
tary patient in the infirmary, the orphan water 
of its cisterns, the unredeemed pilot who must 
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have mistaken the cliffs for the docks, because 
at that instant the great roar of the whistle 

burst forth, once, and he was soaked with the 
downpour of steam that fell on him, again, and 
the boat belonging to someone else was on the 

point of capsizing, and again, but it was too 
late, because there were the shells of the shore

line, the stones of the streets, the doors of the 
disbelievers, the whole village illuminated by 

the lights of the fearsome liner itself, and he 

barely had time to get out of the way to make 
room for the cataclysm, shouting in the midst of 
the confusion, there it is, you cowards, a second 

before the huge steel cask shattered the ground 
and one could hear the neat destruction of nine
ty thousand five hundred champagne glasses 
breaking, one after the other, from stem to 
stern, and then the light came out and it was no 
longer a March dawn but the noon of a radiant 
Wednesday, and he was able to give himself the 
pleasure of watching the disbelievers as with 
open mouths they contemplated the largest 
ocean liner in this world and the other aground 

in front of the church, whiter than anything, 
twenty times taller than the steeple and some 
ninety-seven times longer than the village, with 

its name engraved in iron letters, Halalcsillag, 
and the ancient and languid waters of the seas 

of death dripping down its sides. 

(1968) 
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Winter fell one Sunday when people were com
ing out of church. Saturday night had been suf
focating. But even on Sunday morning nobody 
thought it would rain. After mass, before we 
women had time to find the catches on our par
asols, a thick, dark wind blew, which with one 
broad, round swirl swept away the dust and 
hard tinder of May. Someone next to me said : 
" It 's a water wind. " And I knew it even before 
then. From the moment we came out onto the 
church steps I felt shaken by a slimy feeling in 
my stomach. The men ran to the nearby houses 
with one hand on their hats and a handkerchief 
in the other, protecting themselves against the 
wind and the dust storm. Then it rained. And 
the sky was a gray, jellyish substance that 
flapped its wings a hand away from our heads. 

During the rest of the morning my stepmoth
er and I were sitting by the railing, happy that 
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the rain would revive the thirsty rosemary and 
nard in the flowerpots after seven months of in
tense summer and scorching dust. At noon the 
reverberation of the earth stopped and a smell 
of "turned earth, of awakened and renqvated 
vegetation mingled with the cool and healthful 
odor of the rain in the rosemary. My father said 
at lunchtime : " When it rains in May, it's a sign 
that there 'II be good tides. ' '  Smiling, crossed by 
the luminous thread of the new season, my step .. 
mother told me : ' ' That 's what I heard in the 
sermon. " And my father smiled. And he ate 
with a good appetite and even let his food digest 
leisurely beside the railing, silent, his eyeS: 
closed, but not sleeping, as if to think that he 
was dreaming while awake. 

It rained all afternoon in a single tone. In the 
uniform and peaceful intensity you could hear 
the water fall, the way it is when you travel all 
afternoon on a train. But without our noticing 
it, the rain was penetrating too deeply into our 
senses. Early Monday morning, when we closed 

the door to avoid the cutting, icy draft that blew 
in from the courtyard, our senses had been 
filled with rain. And on Monday morning they 
had overflowed. My stepmother and I went 
back to look at the garden. The harsh graY' 
earth of May had been changed overnight into 
a dark, sticky substance like cheap soap. A tric ... 
kle of water began to run off the flowerpots. " I  
think they had more than enough water during 
the night, " my stepmother said. And I noticed 
that she had stopped smiling and that her joy of' 
the previous day had changed during the night) 
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into a lax and tedious seriousness. " I  think 
you 're right, " I said. " It would be better to have! 
the Indians put them on the veranda until it 
stops raining. " And that was what they did, 
while the rain grew like an immense tree over' 
the other trees. My father occupied the same! 
spot where he had been on Sunday afternoon� 
but he didn't talk about the rain. He said : ' ' I  
must have slept poorly last night because I 
woke up with a stiff back. " And he stayed 
there, sitting by the railing with his feet on a 

chair and his head turned toward the empty 
garden. Only at dusk, after he had turned down 
lunch, did he say : ' ' It looks as if it will never' 
clear. " And I remembered the months of heat. I 
remembered August, those long and awesome· 
siestas in which we dropped down to die under' 
the weight of the hour, our clothes sticking to. 
our bodies, hearing outside the insistent and 
dull buzzing of the hour that never passed. r 
saw the washed-down walls, the joints of the 
beams all puffed up by the water. I saw the' 
small garden, empty for the first time, and the 
jasmine bush against the wall, faithful to the 
memory of my mother. I saw my father sitting 
in a rocker, his painful vertebrae resting on a! 
pillow and his sad eyes lost in the labyrinth of· 
the rain. I remembered the August nights in 
whose wondrous silence nothing could be heard 
except the millenary sound that the earth makes 
as it spins on its rusty, unoiled axis. Suddenly I 
felt overcome by an overwhelming sadness. 

It rained all Monday, just like Sunday. But 
now it seemed to be raining in another way, be-
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cause something different and bitter was going 
on in my heart. At dusk a voice beside my chair; 
said : " This rain is a bore. " Without turning to 
look, I recognized Martin 's voice. I knew that 
he was speaking in the next chair, with the 
same cold and awesome expression that hadn 't 
varied, not even after that gloomy December; 
dawn when he started being my husband. Five' 
months had passed since then. Now I was going 
to have a child. And Martin was there beside! 
me saying that the rain bored him. "Not a 

bore, " I said. " It seems terribly sad to me, witll 
the empty garden and those poor trees that 
can't come in from the courtyard. ' '  Then I 
turned to look at him and Martin was no longer 
there. It was only a voice that was saying to 
me : " It doesn 't look as if it will ever clear, " and 
when I looked toward the voice I found only 
the empty chair. 

On Tuesday morning we found a cow in the 
garden. It looked like a clay promontory in its 
hard and rebellious immobility, its hooves sun
ken in the mud and its head bent over. During 
the morning the Indians tried to drive it away 
with sticks and stones. But the cow stayed 
there, imperturbable in the garden, hard, inviol
able, its hooves still sunken in the mud and its 
huge head humiliated by the rain. The Indians 
harassed it until my father 's patient tolerance 
came to its defense. " Leave her alone, " he said. 
• • She 'II leave the way she came. ' '  

At sundown on Tuesday the water tightened 
and hurt, like a shroud over the heart. The 
coolness of the first morning began to change 
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into a hot and sticky humidity. The temperature 
was neither cold nor hot ; it was the temperature 
of a fever chill. Feet sweated inside shoes. It 
was hard to say what was more disagreeable, 
bare skin or the contact of clothing on skin. All 
activity had ceased in the house. We sat on the 
veranda but we no longer watched the rain as 
as did on the first day. We no longer felt it fall
ing. We no longer saw anything except the out
line of the trees in the mist, with a sad and des
olate sunset which left on your lips the same 
taste with which you awaken after having 
dreamed about a stranger. I knew that it was 
Tuesday and I remembered the twins of Saint 
Jerome, the blind girls who came to the house 
every week to sing us simple songs, saddened by 
the bitter and unprotected prodigy of their 
voices. Above the rain I heard the blind twins' 
little song and I imagined them at home, hud
dling, waiting for the rain to stop so they could 
go out and sing. The twins of Saint Jerome 
wouldn't come that day, I thought, nor would 
the beggar woman be on the veranda after sies
ta, asking, as on every Tuesday, for the eternal 
branch of lemon balm. 

That day we lost track of meals. At siesta 
time my stepmother served a plate of tasteless 
soup and a piece of stale bread. But actually we 
hadn 't eaten since sunset on Monday and I 
think that from then on we stopped thinking. 
We were paralyzed, drugged by the rain, given 
over to the collapse of nature with a peaceful 
and resigned attitude. Only the cow was moving 
in the afternoon. Suddenly a deep noise �ook 
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her insides and her hooves sank into the mud 
with greater force. Then she stood motionless 
for half an hour, as if she were already dead but 
could not fall down because the habit of being 
alive prevented her, the habit of remaining in 
one position in the rain, until the habit grew 
weaker than her body. Then she doubled her 
front legs (her dark and shiny haunches still 
raised in a last agonized effort) and sank her 
drooling snout into the mud, finally surrender
ing to the weight of her own matter in a silent, 
gradual, and dignified ceremony of total down
fall. " She got that far, " someone said behind 
me. And I turned to look and on the threshold I 
saw the Tuesday beggar woman who had come 
through the storm to ask for the branch of lem
on balm. 

Perhaps on Wednesday I might have grown 
accustomed to that overwhelming atmosphere if 
on going to the living room I hadn 't found the 
table pushed against the wall, the furniture 
piled on top of it, and on the other side, on a 

parapet prepared during the night, trunks and 
boxes of household utensils. The spectacle pro
duced a terrible feeling of emptiness in me. 
Something had happened during the night. The 
house was in disarray ; the Guajiro Indians, 
shirtless and barefoot, with their pants rolled up 
to their knees, were carrying the furniture into 
the dining room. In the men 's expression, in the 
very diligence with which they were working, 
one could see the cruelty of their frustrated re
bellion, of their necessary and humiliating infe
riority in the rain. I moved without direction, 
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without will. I felt changed into a desolate 
meadow sown with algae and lichens, with soft, 
sticky toadstools, fertilized by the repugnant 
plants of dampness and shadows. I was in the 
living room contemplating the desert spectacle 
of the piled-up furniture when I heard my step
mother's voice warning me from her room that 
I might catch pneumonia. Only then did I real
ize that the water was up to my ankles, that the 
house was flooded, the floor covered by a thick 
surface of viscous, dead water. 

On Wednesday noon it still hadn 't finished 
dawning. And before three o 'clock in the after
noon night had come on completely, ahead of 
time and sickly, with the same slow, monoto
nous, and pitiless rhythm of the rain in the 
courtyard. It was a premature dusk, soft and lu
gubrious, growing in the midst of the silence of 
the Guajiros, who were squatting on the chairs 
against the walls, defeated and impotent against 
the disturbance of nature. That was when news 
began to arrive from outside. No one brought it 
to the house. It simply arrived, precise, individ
ualized, as if led by the liquid clay that ran 
through the streets and dragged household 
items along, things and more things, the left
overs of a remote catastrophe, rubbish and dead 
animals. Events that took place on Sunday, 
when the rain was still the announcement of a 
providential season, took two days to be known 
at our house. And on Wednesday the news ar
rived as if impelled by the very inner dynamism 
of the storm. It was learned then that the 
church was flooded and its collapse expected. 
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Someone who had no reason to know said that 
night : u The train hasn't been able to cross the 
bridge since Monday. It seems that the river 
carried away the tracks. ' '  And it was learned 
that a sick woman had disappeared from her 
bed and had been found that afternoon floating 
in the courtyard. 

Terrified, possessed by the fright and the del
uge, I sat down in the rocker with my legs 
tucked up and my eyes fixed on the damp dark
ness full of hazy foreboding. My stepmother ap
peared in the doorway with the lamp held high 
and her head erect. She looked like a family 
ghost before whom I felt no fear whatever be
cause I myself shared her supernatural condi
tion. She came over to where I was. She still 
held her head high and the lamp in the air, and 
she splashed through the water on the veranda. 
" Now we have to pray, " she said. And I noticed 
her dry and wrinkled face, as if she had just left 
her tomb or as if she had been made of some 
substance different from human matter. She 
was across from me with her rosary in her hand 
saying : . .  Now we have to pray. The water 
broke open the tombs and now the poor dead 
are floating in the cemetery. ' '  

I may have slept a little that night when I 
awoke with a start because of a sour and pene
trating smell like that of decomposing bodies. I 
gave a strong shake to Martin, who was snoring 
beside me. " Don't you notice it ? "  I asked him. 
And he said : "What ? "  And I said : " The smell. 
It must be the dead people floating along the 
streets. " I was terrified by that idea, but Martin 
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turned to the wall and with a husky and sleepy 
voice said : ' ' That 's something you made up. 
Pregnant women are always imagining things. " 

At dawn on Thursday the smells stopped, the 
sense of distance was lost. The notion of time, 
upset since the day before, disappeared com
pletely. Then there was no Thursday. What 
should have been Thursday was a physical, jel
lylike thing that could have been parted with 
the hands in order to look into Friday. Ther� 
were no men or women there. My stepmother', 
my father, the Indians were adipose and im
probable bodies that moved in the marsh of 
winter. My father said to me : " Don 't move· 
away from here until you're told what to do, "· 
and his voice was distant and indirect and didn't 
seem to be perceived by the ear but by touch� 
which was the only sense that remained active·. 

But my father didn 't return : he got lost in the� 
weather. So when night came I called my step
mother to tell her to accompany me to my bed
room. I had a peaceful and serene sleep, which 
lasted all though the night. On the following 
day the atmosphere was still the same, colorless', 
odorless, and without any temperature. As soon 
as I awoke I jumped into a chair and remained 
there without moving, because something told 
me that there was still a region of my conscious
ness that hadn 't awakened completely. Then I 
heard the train whistle. The prolonged and sad 
whistle of the train fleeing the storm. It must 
have cleared somewhere, I thought, and a 

voice behind me seemed to answer my thought. 
' ' Where ? ' '  it said. ' ' Who 's there 1 ' ' I asked look-
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ing. And I saw my stepmother with a long thin 
arm in the direction of the wall. ' ' It 's me, ' '  she 
said. And I asked her : ' ' Can you hear it ? ' '  And 
she said yes, maybe it had cleared on the out
skirts and they 'd repaired the tracks. Then she 
gave me a tray :with some steaming breakfast. It 
smelled of garlic sauce and boiled butter. It was 
a plate of soup. Disconcerted, I asked my step
mother· what time it was. And she, calmly, with 
a voice that tasted of prostrated resignation, 
said : " It must be around two-thirty. The train 
isn 't late after all this. " I said : " Two-thirty I 
How could I have slept so long ! ' ' And she said : 
" You haven 't slept very long. It can 't be more 
than three o 'clock. " And I, trembling, feeling 
the plate slip through my fingers : " Two-thirty 
on Friday, ' '  I said. And she, monstrously tran
quil : " Two-thirty on Thursday, child. Still two
thirty on Thursday. " 

I don 't know how long I was sunken in that 
somnambulism where the senses lose their val
ue. I only know that after many unaccountable 
hours I heard a voice in the next room. A voice 
that said : "Now you can roll the bed to this 
side. " It was a tired voice, but not the voice of a 
sick person, rather that of a convalescent. Then 
I heard the sound of the bricks in the water. I 
remained rigid before I realized that I was in a 
horizontal position. Then I felt the immense 
emptiness. I felt the wavering and violent si
lence of the house, the incredible immobility 
that affected everything. And suddenly I felt 
my heart turned into a frozen stone. I'm dead, I 
thought. My God, I'm dead. I gave a jump in 
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the bed. I shouted : ' 'Ada I Ada I ' '  Martin's un
pleasant voice answered me from the other side. 
" They can 't hear you, they 're already outside 
by now. " Only then did I realize that it had 
cleared and that all around us a silence 
stretched out, a tranquillity, a mysterious and 
deep beatitude, a perfect state which must have 
been very much like death. Then footsteps 
could be heard on the veranda. A clear and 
completely living voice was heard. Then a cool 
breeze shook the panel of the door, made a 
doorknob squeak, and a solid and monumental 
body, like a ripe fruit, fell deeply into the cis
tern in the courtyard. Something in the air re
vealed the presence of an invisible person who 
was smiling in the darkness. Good Lord, I 
thought then, confused by the mixup in time. It 
wouldn't surprise me now if they were coming 
to call me to go to last Sunday's Mass. 

{1955) 
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� Watching It 

Rain in 
Macon do 





T H E  B L A C K  M A N  W H O  M A D E  

T H E  A N G E L S  W A I T  

Nabo was lying face down in the hay. He felt 
the smell of a urinated stable rubbing on his 
body. On his brown and shiny skin he felt the 
warm embers of the last horses, but he couldn 't 
feel the skin. Nabo couldn't feel anything. It 
was as if he 'd gone to sleep with the last blow of 
the horseshoe on his forehead and now that was 
the only feeling he had. He opened his eyes. He 
closed them again and then was quiet, stretched 
out, stiff, as he had been all afternoon, feeling 
himself growing without time, until someone be
hind him said : " Come on, N abo. You 've slept 
enough already. ' '  He turned over and didn 't see 
the horses ; the door was closed. Nabo must 
have imagined that the animals were some
where in the darkness in spite of the fact that he 
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couldn 't hear their impatient stamping. He im
agined that the person speaking to him was 
doing it from outside the stable, because the 
door was closed from the inside and barred. 
Once more the voice behind him said : ' ' That 's 
right, Nabo, you 've slept enough already. You 've 
been asleep for almost three days. ' '  Only then 
did Nabo open his eyes completely and remem
ber : " I 'm here because a horse kicked me. " 

He didn 't know what hour he was living. The 
days had been left behind. It was as if someone 
had passed a damp sponge over those remote 
Saturday nights when he used to go to the town 
square. He forgot about the white shirt. He for
got that he had a green hat made of green straw 
and dark pants. He forgot that he didn 't have 
any shoes. Nabo would go to the square on Sat
urday nights and sit in a corner, silent,- not to 
listen to the music but to watch the black man. 
Every Saturday he saw him. The Negro wore' 
horn-rimmed glasses, tied to his ears, and he 
played the saxophone at one of the rear musi� 
stands. Nabo saw the black man but the black 
man didn't see Nabo. At least, if someone had 
known that Nabo went to the square on Satur
day nights to see the Negro and had asked him 
(not now, because he couldn't remember) wheth
er the black man had ever seen him, Nabo would 
have said no. It was the only thing he did after' 
currying the horses : watch the black man. 

One Saturday the Negro wasn't at his place 
in the band. Nabo probably thought at first that 
he wasn't going to play anymore in the public 
concerts in spite of the fact that the music stand 
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was there. Although for that reason precisely, 
the fact that the music stand was there, he 
thought later that the Negro would be back the 
following Saturday. But on the following Satur
day he wasn't back and the music stand wasn't 
in its place. 

Nabo rolled onto one side and he saw the 
man talking to him. At first he didn 't recognize 
him, blotted out by the darkness of the stable. 
The man was sitting on a jutting beam, talking 
and patting his knees. ' ' A  horse kicked me, ' '  
Nabo said again, trying t o  recognize the man. 
' ' That's right, ' '  the man said. ' ' The horses aren 't 
here now and we 're waiting for you in the 
choir. " N abo shook his head. He still hadn't be-
gun to think, but now he thought he 'd seen the 

man somewhere. Nabo didn't understand, but 
he didn 't find it strange either that someone 
should say that to him, because every day while 

he curried the horses he invented songs to dis
tract them. Then he would sing the same songs 

he sang to the horses in the living room to dis
tract the mute girl. When he was singing if 
someone had told him that he was taking him to 

a choir, it wouldn 't have surprised him. Now he 

was surprised even less because he didn 't under

stand. He was fatigued, dulled, brutish. " I  want 

to know where the horses are, " he said. And the 

man said : ' ' I  already told you, the horses aren't 
here. All we 're interested in is to get a voice like 

yours. ' '  And perhaps, face down in the hay, 
Nabo heard, but he couldn 't distinguish the 
pain that the horseshoe had left on his forehead 
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from his other disordered sensations. He turned 
his head on the hay and fell asleep. 

N abo still went to the square for two or three 
weeks in spite of the fact that the Negro was no 
longer in the band. Perhaps someone would 
have answered him if Nabo had asked what had 
happened to the black man. But he didn 't ask 
and kept on · going to the concerts until another 
man with another saxophone came to take the 
Negro 's spot. Then Nabo was convinced that 
the Negro wouldn't be back and he decided not 
to return to the square. When he awoke he 
thought he had slept a very short time. The. 
smell of damp hay still burned in his nose. The. 
darkness was still there before his eyes, sur� 
rounding him. And the man was still in the cor
ner. The obscure and peaceful voice of the man 
who patted his knees, saying : " We 're waiting 
for you, N abo. You've been asleep for almost 
two years and you refuse to get up. " Then Nabo 
closed his eyes again. He opened them again, 
kept looking at the corner, and saw the man 
once more, disoriented, perplexed. Only then 
did he recognize him. 

If the people in the house had known what 
Nabo was doing on the square on Saturday 
nights, they probably would have thought that 
when he stopped going he did so because now 
he had music at home. That was when we 
brought the gramophone to amuse the girl. 
Since it needed someone to wind it up all day, it 
seemed most natural that that person should be 
Nabo. He could do it when he didn 't have to 

take care of the horses. The girl remained sea� 
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ed, listening to the records. Sometimes, when 
the music was playing, the girl would get out of 
her chair, still looking at the wall, drooling, and 
would drag herself to the veranda. Nabo would 
lift the needle and start to sing. In the begin
ning, when he first caine to the house and we 
asked him what he could do, Nabo said that he 
could sing. But that didn 't interest anyone. 
What we needed was a boy to curry the horses. 
Nabo stayed, but he kept on singing, as if we 
had hired him to sing and the business of curry
ing the horses was only a distraction that made 
the work easier. That went on for more than a 
year, until those of us in the house grew used to 
the idea that the girl would never be able to 
walk, would never recognize anyone, would al
ways be the little dead and lonely girl who lis
tened to the gramophone looking coldly at the 
wall until we lifted her out of her chair and 
took her to her room. Then she ceased to pain 
us, but Nabo was still faithful, punctual, crank
ing the gramophone. That was during the time 
when Nabo was still going to the square on Sat
urday nights. One day, when the boy was in the 
stable, someone beside the gramophone said : 
1 ' N  abo ! ' '  We were on the veranda, not con
cerned about something no one could have said. 
But when we heard it a second time : " N  abo ! ' '  
we raised our heads and asked : 1 'Who 's with 
the girl ? "  And someone said : " I  didn 't see any
one come in. ' '  And another said : ' ' I 'm sure I 
heard a voice calling Nabo. " But when we went 
to look all we found was the giirl on the floor, 
leaning against the wall. 
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Nabo came back early and went to bed. It 
was the following Saturday that he didnt return 
to the square because the Negro had been re
placed. And three weeks later, on a Monday, 
the gramophone began to play while N abo was 
in the stable. No one worried at first. Only later, 
when we saw the black boy coming, singing and 
still dripping from the water of the horses, did 
we ask him : " How'd you get out 1 "  He said : 
' ' Through the door. I 've been in the stable since 
noon ' '  ' ' The gramophone 's playing. Can't you 
hear it Y "  we asked him. And N abo said he 
could. And we asked him : "Who wound it up ? "  
And he, shrugging his shoulders : ' ' The girl. 
She's been winding it for a long time now. " 

That was the way things were until the day 
we found him lying face down on the hay, 
locked in the stable and with the edge of the 
horseshoe encrusted on his forehead. When we 
picked him up by the shoulders, N abo said : 
" I 'm here because a horse kicked me. " But no 
one was interested in what he might have said. 
We were interested in his cold, dead eyes and 
mouth full of green froth. He spent the whole 
night weeping, burning with fever, delirious, 
talking about the comb that he'd lost in the hay 
in the stable. That was the first day. On the fol
lowing day, when he opened his eyes and said : 
" I 'm thirsty, " and we brought him water, he 
drank it all down in one swallow and twice 
asked for a little more. We asked him how he 
felt and he said : "I feel as if a horse had kicked 
me. ' '  And he kept on talking all day and all 
night. And finally he sat up in bed, pointed up 
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with his forefinger, and said that the galloping of 
the horses had kept him awake all night. But 
he 'd had no fever since the night before. He 
was no longer delirious, but he kept on talking 
until they put a handkerchief in his mouth. 
Then Nabo began to sing behind the handker
chief, saying that next to his ear he could hear 
the breathing of the blind horses looking for 
water on top of the closed door. When we took 
out the handkerchief so that he could eat some
thing, he turned toward the wall and we all 
thought that he'd fallen asleep and it was even 
possible that he had fallen asleep for a while. 
But when he awoke he was no longer on the 
bed. His feet were tied and his hands were tied 
to a brace beam in the room. Trussed up, Nabo 
began to sing. 

When he recognized him, N abo said to the 
man : ' ' I 've seen you before. ' '  And the man 
said : " Every Saturday you used to watch me in 
the square. "  And N abo said : " That 's right, but 
I thought I saw you and you didn 't see me. ' '  
And the man said : ' ' I  never saw you, but later 
on, when I stopped coming, I felt as if someone 
had stopped watching me on Saturdays. " And 
N abo said : " You never came back, but I kept 
on going for three or four weeks. ' '  And the 
man, still not moving, patting himself on the 
knees : ' ' I  couldn 't go back to the square even 
though it was the only thing that was worth 
anything. " Nabo tried to sit up, shook his head 
in the hay, and still he heard the cold, obstinate 
voice, until he no longer had time even to know 
that he was falling asleep again, Always, ever 
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since the horse had kicked him, that happened. 
And he always heard the voice : " We 't:e waiting 
for you, Nabo. There 's no longer any way to 
measure the time you 've been asleep. " 

Four weeks after the Negro had stopped 
coming to the band, N abo was combing the tail 
of one of the horses. He 'd never done that. He 
would just curry them and sing in the mean
time. But on Wednesday he 'd gone to the mar
ket and had seen a comb and had said to him
self : " That comb is for combing the horses' 
tails. " That was when ·the whole thing happened 
with the horse that gave him a kick and left him 
all mixed up for the rest of his life, ten or fifteen 
years before. Somebody in the house said : ' ' It 
would have been better if he 'd died that day 
and hadn 't gone on like this, all through, talking 
nonsense for the rest of his life. ' '  But no one 
had seen him again ever since the day we 
locked him up. Only we knew that he wa.S 
there, locked up in the room, and since then the 
girl hadn't moved the gramophone again. But in 
the house we had very little interest in knowing 
about it. We 'd locked him up as if he were a 

horse, as if the kick had passed the sluggishness 
on to him and encrusted on his forehead was all 
the stupidity of horses : animalness. And we left 
him isolated within four walls as if we 'd decided 
he should die of imprisonment because we weren 't 
cold-blooded enough to kill him in any other 
way. Fourteen years passed like that until one 
of the children grew up and said he had the urge 
to see his face. And he opened the door. 

Nabo saw the man again. "A horse kicked 
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me, " lie said. And the man said : "You 've been 
saying that for centuries and in the meantime 
we 've been waiting for you in the choir. " N abo 
shook his head again, sank his wounded fore
head into the hay once more, and thought he 
suddenly remembered how things had hap
pened. " It was 'the first time I ever combed a 
horse 's tail, ' '  he said. And the man said : ' ' We 
wanted it that way so you would come and sing 
in the choir. " And Nabo said : " I  shouldn 't have 
bought the comb. " And the man said : " You 
would have come across it in any case. We'd 
decided that you 'd find the comb and comb the 
horses ' tails. " And Nabo said : " I 'd never stood 
behind them before. ' '  And the man, still tran� 
quil, still not showing impatience : " But you did 
stand there and the horse kicked you. It was the 
only way for you to come to the choir. ' ' And 
the conversation, implacable, daily, went on un

til someone in the house said : " It must be fif
teen years since anyone opened that door. ' '  The 
girl (she hadn 't grown, she was over thirty and 
was beginning to get sad in her eyelids) was sit
ting looking at the wall when they opened the 
door. She turned her face in the other direction� 
sniffing. And when they closed the door, they 
said again : ' '  N abo 's peaceful. There 's nothing 
moving inside anymore. One of these days he '11 
die and we won't be able to tell except for the 
smell. ' '  And someone said : ' ' We can tell by the 
food. He 's never stopped eating. He 's fine like 
that, locked up with no one to bother him. He 
gets good light from the rear side. " And things 
stayed like that ; except that the girl· kept on 
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looking toward the door, sniffi.ing the warm 
fumes that filtered through the cracks. She 
stayed like that until early in the morning, when 
we heard a metallic sound in the living room 
and we remembered that it was the same sound 
that had been heard fifteen years before when 
Nabo was winding the gramophone. We got up, 
lighted the lamp, and heard the first measures 
of the forgotten song ; the sad song that had 
been dead on the records for such a long time. 
The sound kept on, more and more strained, 
until a dry sound was heard at the instant we 
reached the living room, and we could still hear 
the record playing and saw the girl in the corner 
beside the gramophone, looking at the wall and 
holding up the crank. We didn 't say anything, 
but went back to our rooms remembering that 
someone had told us sometime that the girl 
knew how to crank the gramophone. Thinking 
that, we stayed awake, listening to the worn lit
tle tune from the record that was still spinning 
on what was left of the broken spring. 

The day before, when they opened the door, 
it smelled of biological waste, of a dead body. 
The one who had opened it shouted : " Nabo I 
Nabo I "  But nobody answered from inside. Be
side the opening was the empty plate. Three 
times a day the plate was put under the door 
and three times a day the plate came out again 
with no food on it. That was how we knew that 
Nabo was alive. But by no other means. There 
was no more moving inside, no more singing. 
And it must have been after they closed the 
door that N abo said to the man : " I  can 't go to 
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the choir. " And the man asked why. And Nabo 
said : " Because I haven 't got any shoes. " And 
the man, raising his feet, said : " That doesn't 
matter. Nobody wear shoes here. ' '  And Nabo 
saw the hard, yellow soles of the bare feet the 
man was holding up. " I 've been waiting for 
you here for an eternity, " the man said. " The 
horse only kicked me a moment ago, " Nabo 
said. ' ' Now I 'll throw a little water on my face 
and take them out for a walk. ' '  And the man 
said : ' '  The horses don 't need you anymore. 
There aren 't any more horses. You 're the one 
who should come with us. " And Nabo said : 
' ' The horses should have been here. ' '  He got up 
a little, sank his hands into the hay while the 
man said : " They haven 't had anyone to look 
after them for fifteen years. " But Nabo was 
scratching the ground under the hay, saying : 
" The comb must still be here. " And the man 
said : ' ' They closed up the stable fifteen years 
ago. It's full of rubbish now. " And Nabo said : 
" Rubbish doesn 't collect in one afternoon. Until 
I find the comb I won 't move out of here. " 

On the following day, after they 'd fastened 
the door again, they heard the difficult move
ments inside once more. No one moved after
ward. No one said anything again when the first 
creaks were heard and the door began to give 
way under unusual pressure. Inside something 
like the panting of a penned animal was heard. 
Finally the groan of rusty hinges was heard as 
they broke when Nabo shook his head again. 
"Until I find the comb, I won 't go to the choir, " 
he said. " It must be around here somewhere." 
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And he dug in the hay, breaking it, scratching 
the ground, until the man said : " All right 
Nabo. If the only thing you 're waiting for to 
come to the choir is to :find the comb, go look 
for it. " He leaned forward, his face darkened by 
a patient haughtiness. He put his hands against 
the barrier and said : " Go ahead, Nabo. I 'll see 
that nobody stops you. ' '  

And then the door gave way and the huge 
bestial Negro with the harsh scar marked on his 
forehead (in spite of the fact that fifteen years 
had passed) came out stumbling over the furni
ture, his fists raised and menacing, still with the 
rope they bad tied him with fifteen years before 
(when he was a little black boy who looked af
ter the horses) ; and (before reaching the court
yard) be passed by the girl, who remained seat
ed, the crank of the gramophone still in her 
hand since the night before (when she saw the 
unchained black force she remembered some
thing that at one time must have been a word) 
and he reached the courtyard (before :finding 
the stable) ,  after having knocked down the liv
ing-room mirror with his shoulder, but without 
seeing the girl (neither beside the gramophone 
nor in the mirror) ,  and he stood with his face to 
the sun, his eyes closed, blind (while inside the 
noise of the broken mirror was still going on) ,  
and h e  ran aimlessly, like a blindfolded horse 
instinctively looking for the stable door that :fif
teen years of imprisonment had erased from his 
memory but not from his instincts (since that 
remote day when he had combed the horse 's tail 
and was left befuddled for the rest of his life) ,  
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and leaving behind catastrophe, dissolution, and 
chaos like a blindfolded bull in a roomful of 
lamps, he reached the back yard (still without 
:finding the stable ) ,  and scratched on the ground 
with the tempestuous fury with which he had 
knocked down the mirror, thinking perhaps that 
by scratching on the ground he could make the 
smell of mare's urine rise up again, until he fi

nally reached the stable doors and pushed them 
too soon, falling inside on his face, in his death 
agony perhaps, but still confused by that :fierce 
animalness that a half-second before had pre
vented him from hearing the girl, who raised 
the crank when she heard him pass and remem
bered, drooling, but without moving from the 
chair, without moving her mouth but twirling 
the crank of the gramophone in the air, remem
bered the only word she had ever learned to say 
in her life, and she shouted it from the living 
room : " Nabo l Nabo l "  

(1951) 
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