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			PENGUIN MODERN CLASSICS
		

		COLLECTED STORIES

		LISPECTOR CLARICE was a Brazilian
			novelist and short story writer. Her innovation in fiction brought her international renown. She
			was born in the Ukraine in 1920, but in the aftermath of the First World War and the Russian
			Civil War, the family fled to Romania and eventually Brazil. She published her first novel,
				Near to the Wild Heart in 1943 when she was just twenty-three, and the next year was
			awarded the Graça Aranha Prize for the best first novel. She died in 1977, shortly after the
			publication of her final novel, The Hour of the Star.

	
		
			Glamour and
				Grammar

			“DO YOU RENOUNCE THE GLAMOUR OF
					EVIL,” CATHOLIC communicants are asked at Easter, “and refuse to be
				mastered by sin?” The question preserves a conflation,now rare,of glamour and sorcery:
				glamour was a quality that confounds, shifts shapes, invests a thing with a mysterious aura; it
				was, as Sir Walter Scott wrote, “the magic power of imposing on the eyesight of
				spectators, so that the appearance of an object shall be totally different from the
				reality.” 

			The legendarily beautiful Clarice Lispector, tall
				and blonde, clad in the outspoken sunglasses and chunky jewelry of a grande dame of
				midcentury Rio, met the current definition of glamour. She spent years as a fashion journalist
				and knew how to look the part, but it is in the older sense of the word that Clarice Lispector
				is glamorous: as a caster of spells, literally enchanting, her nervous ghost haunting every
				branch of the Brazilian arts. 

			Her spell has grown unceasingly since her death.
				Then, in 1977, it would have seemed exaggerated to say she was her country’s preeminent
				modern writer. Today, when it no longer does, questions of artistic importance are, to a certain
				extent, irrelevant. What matters is the magnetic love she inspires in those susceptible to her. For them, Clarice is one of the great
				emotional experiences of their lives. But her glamour is dangerous. “Be careful with
				Clarice,” a friend told a reader decades ago. “It’s not literature. It’s
				witchcraft.” 

			The connection between literature and witchcraft
				has long been an important part of Clarice Lispector’s mythology. That mythology, with a
				powerful boost from the internet, has developed ramifications so baroque that it might today be
				called a minor branch of Brazilian literature. Circulating unstoppably online is an entire
				shadow oeuvre, generally “deep” and breathing of passion. Online, too,
				Clarice has acquired a posthumous shadow body, as pictures of actresses portraying her are
				constantly reproduced in lieu of the original. 

			If the technology has changed its forms, the
				mythologizing itself is nothing new. Clarice Lispector became famous when, at the end of 1943,
				she published Near to the Wild Heart. She had just turned twenty-three, an obscure
				student from a poor immigrant background; her first novel had such a tremendous impact that, one
				journalist wrote, “we have no memory of a more sensational debut, which lifted to such
				prominence a name that, until shortly before, had been completely unknown.” But only a few
				weeks after that name was becoming known, its owner departed Rio de Janeiro. 

			For almost two decades, she and her husband, a
				diplomat, lived abroad. Though she made regular visits home, she would not return definitively
				until 1959. In that interval, legends flourished. Her odd foreign name became a subject of
				speculation—one critic wondered whether it were a pseudonym—and others wondered
				whether she were not, in fact, a man. Taken together, the legends reflect an uneasiness, a
				feeling that she was something other than she
				seemed: “that the appearance of an object shall be totally different from the
				reality.” 

			The word “appearance” must be
				stressed. A pretty foreign service wife, to all appearances an unthreatening pillar of the
				Brazilian bourgeoisie, produced a series of writings in a language so exotic that, in the words
				of one poet, “the foreignness of her prose” became “one of the most
				overwhelming facts of … the history of our language.” There was something about her
				that was not what it seemed, a strangeness often recorded by those who encountered her writing
				for the first time. But it was rarely articulated as well as at the end of her life, in the
				middle of the military dictatorship, when she found herself being extensively vetted, and patted
				down physically, at Brasília airport. 

			“Do I look like a subversive?” she
				asked the security guard. The woman laughed before giving the only possible answer.
				“Actually,” she said, “you do.” 

			An old Scottish dictionary noted that
				“glamour” refers metaphorically to “female fascination.”And it is an
				etymological curiosity that the word derives from “grammar.” That word,in the middle
				ages, described any scholarship, but particularly occult learning: the ability to becharm, to
				reveal objects and lives as “totally different from the reality” of outward
				appearance. For a woman writer, particularly one renowned for revealing the hidden realities of
				visible lives through sliding, shifting syntax, the association is irresistible,and helps
				explain the “female fascination” Clarice Lispector has long exerted. 

			In these eighty-five stories, Clarice Lispector
				conjures, first of all, the writer herself. From adolescent promise through assured maturity to
				the implosion of an artist as she nears—and
				summons—death, we discover the figure, greater than the sum of her individual works, who
				is beloved in Brazil. To speak of João Guimarães Rosa is to speak of Grande
					sertão: veredas. To speak of Machado de Assis is likewise to speak of his books, and
				only then of the remarkable man behind them. But to speak of Clarice Lispector is to speak of
				Clarice, the single name by which she is universally known: of the woman herself. 

			From the earliest story, published when she was
				nineteen, to the last, found in scratchy fragments after her death, we follow a lifetime of
				artistic experimentation through a vast range of styles and experiences. This literature is not
				for everyone: even certain highly literate Brazilians have been baffled by the cult-like fervor
				she inspires. But for those who instinctively understand her, the love for the person of Clarice
				Lispector is immediate and inexplicable. Hers is an art that makes us want to know the woman;
				she is a woman who makes us want to know her art. This book offers a vision of both: an
				unforgettable portrait, in and through her art, of that great figure, in all her tragic majesty. 

			Much in this book is unprecedented. For the
				first time in any language—including in Portuguese—all Clarice’s stories are
				gathered in a single volume. It includes one, the first “Letter to Hermengardo,”
				which I discovered in an archive. This unusual work offers new evidence of the importance of the
				Spinoza she read as a student, an influence that will echo throughout her life. 

			Exciting as such bibliographical landmarks are
				for the researcher or the biographer, something far more surprising appears when these stories
				are at last seen in their entirety. It is an
				accomplishment of whose historical significance the author herself cannot have been aware, for
				it could only appear retrospectively. And its force would be considerably diminished if it was
				an ideological expression rather than a natural outgrowth of the author’s experiences. 

			This accomplishment lies in the second woman she
				conjures. If Clarice Lispector was a great artist, she was also a middle-class wife and mother.
				If the portrait of the extraordinary artist is fascinating, so is the portrait of the ordinary
				housewife whose life is the subject of this book. As the artist matures, the housewife, too,
				grows older. When Clarice is a defiant adolescent filled with a sense of her own
				potential—artistic, intellectual, sexual—so are the girls in her stories. When, in
				her own life, marriage and motherhood take the place of precocious childhood, her characters
				grow up too. When her marriage fails, when her children leave, these departures appear in her
				stories. When Clarice, once so gloriously beautiful, sees her body dirtied with wrinkles and
				fat, her characters see the same decline in theirs; and when she confronts the final unraveling
				of age and sickness and death, they are there beside her. 

			This is a record of woman’s entire life,
				written over a woman’s entire life. As such, it seems to be the first such total record
				written in any country. This sweeping claim requires qualifications. A wife and a mother; a
				bourgeois, Western, heterosexual woman’s life. A woman who was not interrupted: a woman
				who did not start writing late, or stop for marriage or children, or succumb to drugs or
				suicide. A woman who, like so many male writers, began in her teens and carried on to the end. A
				woman who, in demographic respects, was exactly like most of her readers. 

			Their story had only been written in part. Before Clarice, a
				woman who wrote throughout her life—about that life—was so rare as to be
				previously unheard-of. The claim seems extravagant, but I have not identified any predecessors. 

			The qualifications are important, but even when
				they are dropped it is astonishing how few women had managed to create full bodies of work.
				Those who had were precisely the women exempted from the obstacles that kept most women from
				writing. These are the barriers Tillie Olsen adumbrated in her famousessay of 1962,
				“Silences in Literature,” the barriers that led to women’s being, in
				Olsen’s calculation, “one out of twelve” writers in the twentieth century.
				There were exceptions, but they were exceptional in being exempted from the problems that
				plagued most women. “In our century as in the last,” Olsen wrote, “almost all
				distinguished achievement has come from childless women.” Edith Wharton was far from
				middle-class; Colette hardly lived, or wrote about, a conventional bourgeois life.
				Others—Gabriela Mistral, Gertrude Stein—had, like many male writers, wives of their
				own. 

			Clarice Lispector, as these stories make clear,
				was intimately acquainted with these barriers. Her characters struggle against ideological
				notions about a woman’s proper role; face practical entanglements with husbands and
				children; worry about money; confront the private despair that leads to drinking, madness, or
				suicide. Like so many women writers everywhere, Clarice was ignored by publishers, agonizingly,
				for years on end. As even the greatest women were, she was consistently placed in a separate
				(lower) category by reviewers and scholars. (As late as the 1960s, Virginia Woolf herself was
				rarely found on syllabi.) Clarice persisted anyway, once remarking that she did not enjoy being compared to Virginia Woolf because Woolf
					had given up: “The terrible duty is to go to the end.” 

			But her sympathy for silent and silenced women
				haunts these stories. The earliest, written when Clarice was in her teens and early twenties,
				often feature a restless girl in conflict with a man: 

			
				Mama, before she got married, according to Aunt
					Emília, was a firecracker, a tempestuous redhead, with thoughts of her own about liberty
					and equality for women. But then along came Papa, very serious and tall, with thoughts of his
					own too, about … liberty and equality for women. The trouble was in the coinciding
					subject matter. 

			

			If these women are sometimes crushed by imposing,
				fascinating men, they become more assertive as the author grows older. But it is a different
				kind of assertion. The strident feminism of Clarice’s student years gives way to something
				far less explicit, and these characters no longer flaunt thoughts about “liberty and
				equality for women.” They simply live their lives with as much dignity as they can muster.
				In art as in life, that is not always very much. 

			Many are silent. The grandmother in “Happy
				Birthday” surveys the petty mediocrities she has spawned with wordless revulsion. The
				Congolese pygmy in “The Smallest Woman in the World” has no words to express her
				love. The hen in “A Chicken” has no words to say that she is about to give
				birth—and thus cannot be killed. The adulteress in “The Burned Sinner and the
				Harmonious Angels” has to listen to all kinds of people talk about her. The priest admits
				that “I fear from this woman who is ours a word that is hers.” Her husband admonishes the crowd to “beware a woman who
				dreams.” She herself utters not a single word, and the play concludes when she is burned
				as a witch. 

			The other side of silence is speech. Today,women
				as writers—and women as the subjects of women writers—are so familiar that it is
				hard to believe that Clarice Lispector’s characters or their lives ever needed to be
				discovered. But to see this work from the perspective of what came after is to miss its
				historical novelty. 

			Clarice was fundamentally without a tradition.
				She was an immigrant, and though she had the ancient European Jewish tradition behind her, that
				world, particularly in the tiny shtetl where she was born, was not easily adaptable to modern
				urban lives. And in the literature of the language she wrote, the subject of modern women no
				more existed than did women writers themselves. 

			In this respect, Portuguese was no different from
				any other language, and Brazil no different from any other country. Clarice was nine when
				Virginia Woolf asked a question she later quoted: “Who shall measure the heat and violence
				of the poet’s heart when caught and tangled in a woman’s body?” The question,
				Woolf believed, applied as much to women of her own day as it did to women of
				Shakespeare’s. 

			This novelty explains some of the fascination and
				confusion early readers of “Hurricane Clarice” expressed. One imagines a similar
				thrill of discovery among the first readers of Dickens and Zola and Dostoevsky, when literature
				first cast its light on the working classes; or when gay readers first saw their lives written
				about sympathetically; or when colonial peoples exchanged the condescension of folklore for the
				higher dignity of literature. The astonishment
				her achievement provoked is still palpable in the yellowing scrapbooks preserving the reviews in
				Clarice Lispector’s archives. 

			This achievement begs the question of how she
				succeeded where so many had failed: how Clarice Lispector —of all
				people—succeeded. She came from a tradition of failure, a tradition of no tradition, as a
				Brazilian woman writer, as a woman writer, as a woman, but perhaps most of all as a result of
				her own background. Her early years were so catastrophic that it is a miracle she survived them. 

			She was born on December 10, 1920, to a Jewish
				family in western Ukraine. It was a time of chaos, famine, and racial war. Her grandfather was
				murdered; her mother was raped; her father was exiled, penniless, to the other side of the
				world. The family’s tattered remnants washed up in northeastern Brazil in 1922. There, her
				brilliant father, reduced to peddling rags, barely managed to keep his family fed; there, when
				Clarice was not quite nine, her mother died of her wartime injuries. 

			Her sister Elisa wrote that their liberal father,
				whose own desire to study had been thwarted by anti-Semitism, “was determined for the
				world to see what kind of daughters he had.” With his encouragement, Clarice pursued her
				education far beyond the level allowed even girls far more economically advantaged. Only a
				couple of years after reaching the capital, Clarice, from a family clinging to the lowest rungs
				of the middle class, entered one of the redoubts of the elite, the National Law Faculty of the
				University of Brazil. There, Jews (zero) were even more rare than women (three). 

			Her law studies left little mark. She was already
				pursuing her vocation into the newsrooms of the capital, where her beauty and brilliance made a dazzling impression. She was, her
				boss wrote, “a smart girl, an excellent reporter, and, in contrast to almost all women,
				actually knows how to write.” On May 25, 1940, she published her earliest known story,
				“The Triumph.” Three months later, age fifty-five, her father died. 

			Before her twentieth birthday, then, Clarice was
				an orphan. In early 1943, she married a Catholic, unheard-of for a Jewish girl in Brazil. At the
				end of that year, shortly after she published her first novel, she and her husband left Rio de
				Janeiro. In short order, therefore, she left her family, her ethnic community, and her country.
				She also left her profession, journalism, in which she had a burgeoning reputation. 

			She found exile intolerable, and during her
				fifteen years abroad her tendency toward depression grew sharper. But despite its disadvantages,
				perhaps exile—this series of exiles—explains how she managed to write. 

			Her immigrant background left her less
				susceptible to the received ideas of Brazilian society. And in purely financial terms, her
				marriage was a step up. She was never rich, but as long as she was married she did not have to
				work on anything but writing. It is hard to imagine her creating the complex works of this
				period—three novels and the stories of Family Ties—amidst the relentless
				demands and meager paychecks of full-time journalism. She had two children, but she also had
				full-time help. This meant free hours every day: a room of her own. 

			This would have been the case for any Brazilian
				woman of the class she married into. Why, then, did so few develop their talents? Most were
				trapped inside the structures that blocked women everywhere: lack of education and forced
				motherhood topped the list. But they were also blocked by a generalized unconcern with what they
				might have to say, an unspoken attitude that
				women didn’t do certain things. To be a foreigner, on the other hand, meant an exemption
				from the normal ways of doing things. It was a productive cultural alienation, and the other
				side of alienation is freedom. Clarice’s experience of both resonates throughout her life. 

			Traditionally “female”
				subjects—marriage and motherhood, kids and clothes—had, of course, been treated
				before. They are all here. But alongside them the little dramas of women’s lives gain
				expression, sometimes for the first time: the tedium and the covert joys of the average
				housewife; the young woman’s delight in her beauty, and her subsequent discovery of the
				horrors the mirror holds: her face deformed by makeup; her body getting fat; her body growing
				old. Had any writer ever described a seventy-seven-year-old lady dreaming of coitus with a pop
				star, or an eighty-one-year-old woman masturbating? Half a century or more after they were
				written, many of these stories, read in an entirely different age, have lost none of their
				novelty, none of their power to shock. 

			In dance as in music, in painting as in
				literature, the great artist is one who uses the tiniest details—the brushstroke, the
				grace note, the turn of foot or phrase—to create a whole that, though made of these
				details, nonetheless surpasses their sum. As Clarice Lispector’s reputation is more than
				the achievement of her individual works, so does there emerge from the portraits in these
				stories—short as well as long, addressing both fleeting moments and great crises—a
				master-narrative of human experience: of the dramas, big and small, that make up a
				person’s life. Shortly before she died, a critic asked Clarice whether two plus two
				equaled five: 

			
				For a second I was speechless. But then a darkly humorous
					anecdote sprang to mind: It goes like this: the psychotic says that two plus two equals five.
					The neurotic says: two plus two equals four but I just can’t take it. 

			

			New subjects require new language. Part of
				Clarice’s odd grammar can be traced to the powerful influence of the Jewish mysticism to
				which she was introduced by her father. But another part of its strangeness can be attributed to
				her need to invent a tradition. As anyone who reads these stories from beginning to end will
				see, they are shot through by a ceaseless linguistic searching, a grammatical instability, that
				prevents them from being read too quickly. 

			The reader—not to mention the poor
				translator—is often tripped up by their nearly Cubist patterns. In certain late stories,
				the difficulties are obvious. But many of Clarice’s reorderings are so subtle that one not
				paying close attention can easily miss them. This makes them extremely difficult to reproduce
				and also explains, in part, their poetic appeal. In “Love,” for example, we read:
				“They were growing up, taking their baths, demanding for themselves, misbehaved, ever more
				complete moments.” The sentence, like so many of Clarice’s, makes sense if read in a
				quick glance—and then, examined again, slowly, begins to dissolve. In “Happy
				Birthday,” amidst an awkward celebration, a child verbalizes an awkward pause:
				“Their mother, comma!” 

			In Why This World: A Biography of Clarice
					Lispector, I examined her roots in Jewish mysticism and the essentially spiritual impulse
				that animated her work. As the Kabbalists found divinity by rearranging letters, repeating
				nonsensical words, parsing verses, and seeking a
				logic other than the rational, so did Clarice Lispector. With several exceptions (“The Egg
				and the Chicken,” “Brasília,” “Dry Study of Horses”), this
				mystic quality, which can make her prose nearly abstract, is less visible here than in novels
				such as The Passion According to G. H. or The Apple in the Dark. But to see
				Clarice Lispector’s writing as a whole is to understand the close connection between her
				interest in language and her interest in what —for lack of a better word —she called
				God. 

			In these stories, the divine erupts beneath
				carefully tended everyday lives. “She had pacified life so well,” she writes in one
				story, “taken such care for it not to explode.” When the inevitable explosions come,
				shifts in grammar announce them long before they explicitly appear in the plot. Laura, the
				bored, childless housewife in “The Imitation of the Rose,” has a “painstaking
				taste for method”—until her grammar starts to slide. 

			
				Carlota would be stunned to learn that they too
					had a private life and things they never told, but she wouldn’t tell, what a shame not to
					be able to tell, Carlota definitely thought she was just tidy and mundane and a little
					annoying, and if she had to be careful not to burden other people with details, with Armando
					she’d sometimes relax and get pretty annoying, which didn’t matter because
					he’d pretend to be listening without really listening to everything she was telling him,
					which didn’t ever bother her, she understood perfectly well that her chattering tired
					people out a bit, but it was nice to be able to explain how she hadn’t found any meat
					even if Armando shook his head and wasn’t listening, she and the maid chatted a lot,
					actually she talked more than the maid, and
					she was also careful not to pester the maid who sometimes held back her impatience and could
					get a little rude, it was her own fault because she didn’t always command respect. 

			

			These signals can be much more concise, as in
					The Passion According to G. H., when another housewife recounts the mystical shock she
				underwent the day before. Remembering herself as she then was, G.H. says: 

			
				I finally got up from the breakfast table, that
					woman. 

			

			The transformation described in the
				novel—then to now—yesterday to today—her to me—first person to
				third—is resumed in a breezy anacoluthon, the break in grammar perfectly symbolizing the
				break in this woman’s life. Like so many of Clarice’s best phrases, it is elegant
				precisely because it disregards the mannered conventions that are the elegance of belles
				lettres. 

			“In painting as in music and
				literature,” Clarice Lispector wrote, “what is called abstract so often seems to me
				the figurative of a more delicate and difficult reality, less visible to the naked eye.”
				The effort to supersede apparently inevitable structures animated modern art. As abstract
				painters sought to portray mental and emotional states without direct representation, and modern
				composers expanded traditional laws of harmony, Clarice undid reflexive patterns in grammar. She
				often had to remind readers that her “foreign” speech was not the result of her
				European birth or an ignorance of Portuguese. One of the most highly educated women of her
				generation was no more ignorant of the standard Brazilian language than Schoenberg was of the
				diatonic scale, or Picasso of anatomy. 

			Nor, needless to say, of the proper ways women
				presented themselves. As a professional
				fashion writer, she reveled in her characters’ appearances. And then she disheveled their
				dresses, smudged their mascara, deranged their hair, enchanting well-composed faces with the
				creepier glamour Sir Walter Scott described. With overturned words, she conjured an entire
				unknown world—conjuring, too, the unforgettable Clarice Lispector: a female Chekhov on the
				beaches of Guanabara. 

			
				BENJAMIN MOSER
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			FIRST
				STORIES 

			

		
	
		
			The
				Triumph

			(“O triunfo”)

			THE CLOCK STRIKES NINE. A LOUD, SONOROUS
					PEAL, followed by gentle chiming, an echo. Then, silence. The bright stain of sunlight
				lengthens little by little over the lawn. It goes climbing up the red wall of the house, making
				the ivy glisten in a thousand dewy lights. It finds an opening, the window. It penetrates. And
				suddenly takes possession of the room, slipping past the light curtains standing guard.

			Luísa remains motionless, sprawled atop the
				tangled sheets, her hair spread out on the pillow. An arm here, another there, crucified by
				lassitude. The heat of the sun and its brightness fill the room. Luísa blinks. She frowns.
				Purses her lips. Opens her eyes, finally, and leaves them fixed on the ceiling. Little by little
				the day enters her body. She hears a sound of dry leaves crunching underfoot. Footsteps in the
				distance, tiny and hurried. A child is running out on the road, she thinks. Once more, silence.
				She amuses herself a moment listening to it. It is absolute, like the silence of death.
				Naturally since the house is remote, rather isolated. But … what about the domestic noises
				of every morning? The sound of footsteps, laughter, the clattering of dishes that announce the
				start of the day in her house? Slowly the idea
				crosses her mind that she knows the reason for the silence. She pushes it away, though,
				stubbornly. 

			Suddenly her eyes widen. Luísa finds herself
				sitting up in bed, a shiver coursing throughout her body. She looks with her eyes, her head, her
				every nerve, at the other bed in the room. It’s empty.

			She props her pillow up vertically, leans against
				it, head tilting back, eyes closed.

			It’s true, then. She thinks back to the
				previous afternoon and night, the tortured, long night that followed and dragged on until dawn.
				He left, yesterday afternoon. He took his bags with him, the bags that just two weeks ago had
				come home festively covered in labels from Paris, Milan. He also took the manservant who had
				come with them. The silence in the house was explained. She was alone, since his departure. They
				had fought. She, silent, before him. He, the refined, superior intellectual, yelling, accusing
				her, pointing his finger at her. And that feeling she’d already experienced during their
				other fights: if he leaves, I’ll die, I’ll die. She could still hear his words.

			“You, you trap me, you annihilate me! Keep
				your love, give it to someone who wants it, someone who has nothing better to do! Got it? Yes!
				Ever since I met you I haven’t produced a thing! I feel tied down. Tied down by your
				fussing, your caresses, your excessive zeal, by you yourself! I despise you! Think about that, I
				despise you! I …”

			These explosions happened often. There was always
				the threat of his leaving. Luísa, at that word, would transform. She, so full of dignity,
				so ironic and sure of herself, would beg him to stay, with such pallor and madness in her face,
				that he’d given in every other time. And happiness would flood her, so intense and bright,
				that it compensated for what she’d never imagined was a humiliation, but that he’d make her see with ironic
				arguments, which she wouldn’t even hear. This time he’d lost his temper, as he had
				every other time, for almost no reason. Luísa had interrupted him, he said, right when a
				new idea was stirring, luminous, in his brain. She’d cut off his inspiration at the very
				instant it was springing forth, with a silly comment about the weather, and concluding with a
				loathsome: “isn’t it, darling?” He said he needed the proper conditions in
				order to produce, to continue his novel, nipped in the bud by an absolute inability to
				concentrate. He’d gone off somewhere to find “the atmosphere.” 

			And the house had been left in silence. She,
				stuck in the bedroom, as if her entire soul had been removed from her body. Waiting, to see him
				reappear, his manly form framed in the doorway. She’d hear him say, his beloved broad
				shoulders shaking with laughter, that it was all just a joke, just an experience to insert into
				a page of the book.

			But the silence had dragged on infinitely,
				punctured only by the monotonous hiss of the cicadas. The moonless night had gradually invaded
				the room. The cool June breeze made her shiver.

			“He’s gone,” she thought.
				“He’s gone.” Never had this expression struck her as so full of meaning,
				though she’d read it many times before in romantic novels. “He’s gone”
				wasn’t that simple. She dragged around an immense void in her head and chest. If anyone
				were to bang on them, she imagined, they’d sound metallic. How would she live now? she
				suddenly asked herself, with an exaggerated calm, as if it were some neutral thing. She kept
				repeating and repeating: what now? She cast her eyes around the gloomy bedroom. She switched on
				the light, looked for his clothes, his book on the nightstand, traces of him. Nothing left
				behind. She got scared. “He’s gone.”

			She’d tossed and turned in bed for hours and hours and sleep
				hadn’t come. Toward dawn, weakened by wakefulness and pain, eyes stinging, head heavy, she
				fell into a semi-unconsciousness. Not even her head stopped working, images, the maddest kind,
				ran through her mind, barely sketched out and already fleeting. 

			It strikes eleven, long and leisurely. A bird
				lets out a piercing cry. Everything has stood still since yesterday, thinks Luísa.
				She’s still sitting up in bed, stupidly, not knowing what to do. Her eyes fix on a marina,
				in cool colors. Never had she seen water give quite that impression of liquidness and movement.
				She’d never even noticed the painting. Suddenly, like a dart, wounding sharp and deep:
				“He’s gone.” No, it’s a lie! She stands. Surely he got angry and went to
				sleep in the next room. She runs, pushes the door open. Empty.

			She goes to the desk where he used to work,
				rifles feverishly through the abandoned newspapers. Maybe he’s left some note, saying, for
				instance: “In spite of everything, I love you. I’ll be back tomorrow.” No,
				today! All she finds is a piece of paper from his notepad. She turns it over. “I’ve
				been sitting here for two solid hours and still haven’t been able to focus my attention.
				Yet, at the same time, I’m not focusing it on anything around me. It has wings, but
				doesn’t land anywhere. I just can’t write. I just can’t write. With these
				words I’m scratching at a wound. My mediocrity is so …” Luísa breaks off
				reading. What she’d always felt, only vaguely: mediocrity. She’s absorbed. So he
				knew it, then? What an impression of weakness, of faintheartedness, on that simple piece of
				paper … Jorge …, she murmurs feebly. She wishes she hadn’t read that
				confession. She leans against the wall. Silently she cries. She cries until she feels limp.

			She goes to the sink and splashes her face.
				Sensation of coolness, release. She’s waking. She perks up. Braids her hair, pins it up. Scrubs her face with soap, until her skin feels
				taut, shiny. She looks at herself in the mirror and resembles a schoolgirl. She tries to find
				her lipstick, but remembers in time that she no longer needs it.

			The dining room lay in darkness, humid and
				stuffy. She throws open the windows. And the brightness penetrates all at once. The new air
				enters swiftly, touches everything, ripples the sheer curtains. Even the clock seems to strike
				more vigorously. Luísa halts in surprise. So much is charming about this cheerful room.
				About these things suddenly brightened and revived. She leans out the window. In the shadow of
				that line of trees, ending a long way down the red clay road … In fact she hadn’t
				noticed any of this. She’d always lived there with him. He was everything. He alone
				existed. He was gone. And things hadn’t entirely lost their charm. They had a life of
				their own. Luísa ran her hand over her forehead, she wanted to push away her thoughts. From
				him she had learned the torture of ideas, plunging deeper into their slightest particulars.

			She made coffee and drank it. And since she had
				nothing to do and was afraid of thinking, she took some clothes lying out to be washed and went
				to the back of the yard, where there was a large sink. She rolled up her pajama sleeves and
				pants and started scrubbing everything with soap. Bent over like that, moving her arms
				vehemently, biting her lower lip from the effort, the blood pulsing strong throughout her body,
				she surprised herself. She stopped, unwrinkled her brow and stood staring straight ahead. She,
				so spiritualized by that man’s company … She seemed to hear his ironic laugh,
				quoting Schopenhauer, Plato, who thought and thought … A sweet breeze made the hairs on
				the back of her neck rise, dried the suds on her fingers.

			Luísa finished the chore. Her whole body gave off the rough,
				plain scent of soap. The work had warmed her up. She looked at the large spigot, gushing clear
				water. She felt a wave of heat … Suddenly an idea came to her. She took off her clothes,
				opened the spigot all the way, and the cold water coursed over her body, making her shriek at
				the cold. That improvised bath made her laugh with pleasure. Her bathtub took in a marvelous
				view, beneath an already blazing sun. For a moment she became serious, still. The novel
				unfinished, the confession discovered. She became lost in thought, a wrinkle on her brow and at
				the corners of her lips. The confession. But the water was flowing cold down her body and
				noisily clamoring for her attention. A good heat was now circulating through her veins.
				Suddenly, she had a smile, a thought. He’d be back. He’d be back. She looked around
				at the perfect morning, breathing deeply and feeling, almost with pride, her heart beating
				steadily and full of life. A warm ray of sunshine enveloped her. She laughed. He’d be
				back, because she was the stronger one.

		
	
		
			Obsession

			(“Obsessão”)

			NOW THAT THE AFFAIR IS BEHIND ME, I CAN
					RECOLLECT it more serenely. I won’t try to make excuses for myself. I’ll
				try not to point fingers. It simply happened.

			I don’t recall very clearly how it started.
				I transformed myself independently of my consciousness and when I opened my eyes the poison was
				circulating through my blood irremediably, its power already ancient.

			I must tell a bit about myself, before my
				encounter with Daniel. Only thus can one understand the ground in which his seeds were
				scattered. Though I didn’t think one could entirely comprehend why those seeds bore such
				sad fruit.

			I was always serene and never showed the least
				sign of possessing those elements that Daniel brought out in me. I was born of simple creatures,
				steeped in that wisdom one acquires through experience and figures out with common sense. We
				lived, from childhood until I was fourteen, in a nice house on the outskirts of town, where I
				went to school, played and roamed without a care beneath the benevolent gaze of my parents.

			Until one day they discovered I was a young lady,
				lowered the hem of my dress, made me wear new clothes and considered me almost ready. I accepted the discovery and its consequences
				without much commotion, in the same distracted way that I studied, went out, read, and
				lived.

			We moved to a house closer to the city, in a
				neighborhood whose name, along with other subsequent details, I shall suppress. There I would
				have the chance to meet other boys and girls, Mama said. I really did make friends quickly, with
				my good-natured, easygoing cheer. They thought I was adorable, and my sturdy body, my fair skin
				made them like me.

			As for my dreams, I was so full of them at that
				age—those of any young girl: to get married, have children and, finally, be happy, a
				desire I didn’t really clarify and which confusingly matched the endings of the thousand
				novels I’d read, without ever contaminating me with their romanticism. I only hoped that
				everything would be all right, though I would never be overwhelmed with satisfaction if
				that’s how it turned out.

			At nineteen I met Jaime. We got married and
				rented a pretty, nicely furnished apartment. We lived together for six years, without children.
				And I was happy. If someone asked me, I said yes, adding not without some bewilderment:
				“And why wouldn’t I be?”

			Jaime was always good to me. And I considered his
				not very impassioned temperament to be somehow an extension of my parents, of my former home,
				where I’d grown used to the privileges of an only daughter.

			I lived easily. I never devoted a deeper thought
				to any one subject. And, as if to spare myself even more, I didn’t entirely believe in the
				books I read. They were made just for entertainment, I thought.

			Once in a while, groundless melancholy would
				darken my face, a dull and incomprehensible nostalgia for times never experienced would invade me. Nothing romantic, and I’d push
				them away as quickly as I would a useless notion unconnected to the really important things.
				Which ones? I didn’t really define them and grouped them under the ambiguous expression
				“things of life.” Jaime. Me. Home. Mama.

			Meanwhile, the people around me carried on
				serenely, their foreheads smooth and unworried, in a milieu where habit had long since opened
				the correct paths, where facts were reasonably explained by visible causes and the most
				extraordinary were connected, not through mysticism but through self-serving complacency, to
				God. The only events that could disturb their souls were birth, marriage, death and their
				attendant conditions.

			Or am I mistaken and could it be that, in my
				happy blindness, I didn’t know how to peer into things more deeply? I don’t know,
				but now I think it seems impossible for the shadowy region in every man, even the peaceful ones,
				not to harbor the threat of other, more terrible and suffering men.

			If that vague dissatisfaction ever arose to
				bother me, I, without knowing how to explain it and used to giving a clear name to all things,
				wouldn’t allow it or would attribute it to physical ailments. Furthermore, the Sunday
				gathering at my parents’ house, together with the cousins and neighbors, whatever pleasant
				and lively game would quickly win me over again and set me back on the straight path, to walk
				again with the masses who have their eyes closed.

			I realize now that it was a certain apathy,
				rather than peace, that turned my acts and my desires to ash. I remember how Jaime had once
				said, a bit emotionally:

			“If only we had a child …” 

			I responded, carelessly:

			“What for?”

			A dense veil isolated me from the world and,
				without my knowing it, an abyss separated me from myself.

			And that’s how I went on until I caught
				typhoid fever and nearly died. My two households sprang into action and throughout nights and
				days of labor saved me.

			Convalescence arrived to find me thin and wan,
				without the slightest interest in anything of the world. I hardly ate, grew irritated at the
				simplest words. I’d spend the day propped against the pillow, not thinking, not moving,
				caught in a sweet and abnormal languor. I can’t say for certain whether this state more
				easily allowed Daniel’s influence. I rather imagine that I exaggerated my infirmity to
				keep people around me, as when I was ill. Whenever Jaime got back from work, I’d purposely
				emphasize my fragility.

			I hadn’t meant to frighten him, but I
				managed to. And one day, when I’d already forgotten my “convalescent” pose,
				they informed me that I was to spend two months in Belo Horizonte, where the good climate and
				new environment would strengthen me. Argument was out of the question. Jaime took me there, on a
				night train. He found me a nice boardinghouse and departed, leaving me alone, with nothing to
				do, suddenly launched into a freedom I hadn’t asked for and didn’t know how to
				use.

			Perhaps that was the start. Out of my sphere, far
				from the things that seemed like they’d always been there, I felt unsupported because in
				the end not even conventional wisdom had taken root in me, so superficially had I been living.
				What had kept me going until then were not convictions, but the people who held them. For the
				very first time they were giving me a chance to see with my own eyes. For the very
				first time they were isolating me with myself. Judging from the letters I wrote during that time and read much later, I notice that a feeling of
				distress had seized me. In all of them I mentioned coming home, desiring it with a certain
				anxiety. That is, until Daniel. 

			I cannot, even now, recall Daniel’s face. I
				mean my first impressions of that physiognomy of his, altogether different from the assemblage I
				later got used to. Only then, unfortunately a bit too late, did I manage through daily proximity
				to comprehend and absorb his features. But they were different … Of the first Daniel
				I’ve retained nothing, except the imprint.

			I know that he was smiling, that’s all.
				From time to time, some isolated feature of his comes to mind, from the former days. His long
				and curved fingers, those thick, wide-set brows. That’s all. Because he overpowered me in
				a way that, if I can put it like this, almost prevented me from seeing him. I really do believe
				that my later anguish was intensified by this impossibility of reconstructing his appearance. So
				all I possessed were his words, the memory of his soul, everything that wasn’t human in
				Daniel. And during nights of insomnia, unable to reconstruct him mentally, already exhausted by
				these futile attempts, I’d glimpse him as you might a shadow, huge, with shifting
				contours, looming oppressive yet also distant as a threat. Like a painter who bends the treetops
				in order to capture a gust of wind on his canvas, sending hair and skirts flying, I could only
				ever manage to recall him by transporting me to myself, to the version from that time. I
				martyred myself with accusations, despised myself and, hurt and brokenhearted, lodged him
				vividly inside myself.

			But I must start at the beginning, to put a bit
				of order into this narrative of mine …

			Daniel lived in the boardinghouse where I was
				staying. He never approached me, nor had I ever particularly noticed him. Until one day I heard him speak, entering suddenly into someone
				else’s conversation, though without losing that distant manner he had, as if just emerging
				from a deep sleep. It was about work. Which should be no more than a means of ending immediate
				hunger. And, amused at scandalizing the bystanders, he added—any day now he’d
				abandon his own, which he’d done several times before, to live like “a good
				bum.” A bespectacled student, after the first moment of silence and reticence that fell,
				coldly retorted that above all else work was a duty. “A duty in the interest of
				society.” Daniel made some gesture, as if he couldn’t be bothered to convince
				anyone, and granted one sentence:

			“Someone’s already declared
				there’s no foundation for duty.” 

			He left the room, leaving the student fuming. And
				me, surprised and amused: I had never heard anyone defy work, “such a serious
				obligation.” Jaime and Papa’s greatest revolts manifested themselves in the form of
				some trivial complaint. In general, I’d never recalled that you ever could not accept,
				could choose, could revolt … Above all, I’d perceived in Daniel’s words a
				disregard for convention, for “things of life” … And it had never occurred to
				me, except as a slight whimsy, to wish that the world were different than it was. I recalled
				Jaime, always praised for “fulfilling his duties,” as he said, and felt, without
				knowing why, safer.

			Later, when I saw Daniel again, I stiffened into
				a cold and useless posture, since he barely noticed me, lumping me together with the rest of the
				boardinghouse, safeguarded. However, when I looked everyone over at dinner, I vaguely felt a
				certain shame in belonging to that amorphous group of men and women who had banded together in
				tacit agreement, stoking their indignation, united against the one who had come to disturb their
				comfort. I understood that Daniel scorned them and
				I was irritated because I too was implicated.

			I wasn’t used to lingering for very long
				over any one thought, and a subtle discontent, like an impatience, seized me. From then on,
				without thinking, I avoided Daniel. Whenever I saw him, I imperceptibly grew wary, eyes wide
				open, watchful. I think I feared he’d make one of those cutting remarks of his, because I
				was worried I’d agree … I mustered my dislike, defending myself from who knows what,
				defending Papa, Mama, Jaime and all my own people. But it was in vain. Daniel was the danger.
				And I was heading toward him.

			Another time, I was wandering aimlessly through
				the empty boardinghouse, at two o’clock on a rainy afternoon, until, hearing voices in the
				waiting room, I went in. He was talking to a thin fellow, dressed in black. Both were smoking,
				speaking unhurriedly, so absorbed in their thoughts that they didn’t even see me come in.
				I was about to retreat, but a sudden curiosity took hold of me and led me to an easy chair, at a
				distance from where they were sitting. After all, I justified to myself, the room belonged to
				the lodgers. I tried not to make a sound.

			In those first few moments, to my astonishment, I
				understood none of what they were saying … I gradually made out a few recognizable words,
				among others that I’d never heard spoken aloud: terms from books. “The universality
				of …” “the abstract meaning of …” It must be known that I never
				witnessed discussions in which the subject wasn’t “things” and
				“stories.” I myself, having little imagination and little intelligence, thought
				strictly along the lines of my narrow reality.

			His words slid over me, without penetrating.
				However, I sensed, singularly uncomfortable, how they hid a harmony of their own that I
				couldn’t quite grasp … I tried not to get distracted so as not to miss any part of
				the magical conversation.

			“Achievements kill desire,” said Daniel.

			“Achievements kill desire, achievements
				kill desire,” I repeated to myself, somewhat bewildered. I drifted off and when I started
				paying attention again yet another brilliant and mysterious phrase had been born, disturbing
				me.

			Now Daniel was talking about himself.

			“What interests me above all is feeling,
				accumulating desires, filling me up with myself. Achievements open me up, leave me empty and
				sated.”

			“There’s no such thing as
				satiety,” the other one said, between exhalations from his cigarette.
				“Dissatisfaction returns, creating yet another desire that a normal man would try to
				satisfy. You’re justifying its futility with some random theory. ‘What matters is
				feeling and not doing …’ Sorry. You’ve failed and all you can do is assert
				yourself through the imagination …”

			I listened to them, numb. Not only did the
				conversation surprise me but, the grounds on which it was based, something far from everyday
				truth, but mysteriously melodic, touching upon, I sensed, other truths unknown to me. And I was
				also surprised to see them attack each other with unfriendly words that would have offended any
				other person but that they accepted indifferently, as if … as if they didn’t know
				the meaning of “honor,” for example.

			And, above all, for the very first time I, in a
				deep slumber until then, caught a glimpse of ideas.

			The uneasiness those first conversations with
				Daniel produced in me arose as from a certainty of danger. One day I managed to explain to him
				that the thought of this danger was linked to expressions read in books with the scant attention
				I generally granted to everything and that now flared in my memory: “fruit of evil”
				… When Daniel told me that I was speaking of
				the Bible, I was seized with terror of God, combined nevertheless with a strong and shameful
				curiosity like the kind from an addiction.

			Because of all this, my story is difficult to
				explain, when divided into its elements. How far did my feeling for Daniel go (I use this
				general term because I don’t know exactly what it contained) and where did my awakening to
				the world begin? Everything was interwoven, mixed up inside me and I couldn’t specify
				whether my unease was desire for Daniel or yearning to seek the newly discovered world. Because
				I awoke simultaneously as a woman and a human.

			Perhaps Daniel had acted merely as an instrument,
				perhaps my destiny really was the one I pursued, the destiny of those set loose upon the earth,
				of those who don’t measure their actions according to Good and Evil, perhaps I, even
				without him, would have discovered myself some day, perhaps, even without him, I would have fled
				Jaime and his land. How can I know?

			I listened to them, for nearly two hours. My
				staring eyes hurt and my legs, frozen in place, had fallen asleep. When Daniel looked at me. He
				later told me that the burst of laughter that so wounded me, to the point of making me cry, was
				caused by the days-long delirium he found himself in and above all by my pathetic appearance. My
				mouth gaping stupidly, “my foolish eyes, attesting to my animal ingenuity” …
				That’s how Daniel spoke to me. Clawing at me with easy and colorless remarks that he
				tossed off but that dug into me, swift and piercing, forever.

			And that’s how I met Daniel. I don’t
				recall the details that brought us closer. I only know that I was the one who sought him out.
				And I know that Daniel took me over gradually. He regarded me with indifference and, I imagined,
				would never have been drawn to my person if he hadn’t found me odd and amusing. My humble approach to him was my gratitude for his favor
				… How I admired him. The more I suffered his scorn, the more superior I considered him,
				the more I separated him from the “others.”

			Today I understand him. I forgive him for
				everything, I forgive everything in people who can’t get a hold of themselves, people who
				ask themselves questions. People who look for reasons to live, as if life alone didn’t
				justify itself.

			Later I got to know the real Daniel, the invalid,
				the one who only existed, though in perpetual radiance, inside himself. Whenever he turned
				toward the world, now groping and spent, he realized he was helpless and, bitter, bewildered, he
				discovered that all he knew was how to think. One of those people who possess the earth in a
				second, with their eyes closed. That power he had to deplete things before getting them, that
				stark premonition he had of “afterward” … Before taking the first step toward
				action, he had already tasted the saturation and sorrow that follow victories …

			And, as if to compensate for this impossibility
				of achieving anything, he, whose soul so yearned to expand, had invented yet another path suited
				to his inactivity, where he could expand and justify himself. To make the most of oneself,
				he’d repeat, is the highest and noblest human objective. To make the most of oneself would
				mean abandoning the possession and achievement of things in order to possess oneself, to develop
				one’s own elements, to grow within one’s own form. To make one’s own music and
				hear it oneself …

			As if he needed a scheme like that …
				Everything in him naturally reached the maximum, not by objectification, but in a state of
				capacity, of exalted strength, from which no one benefited and of which everyone, besides him,
				was ignorant. And this state was his summit. It
				resembled something that might precede a climax and he burned to reach it, feeling that the more
				he suffered, the more alive he was, more punished, nearly satisfied. It was the pain of
				creation, yet without the creation.

			Because when everything melted away, only in his
				memory was there any trace.

			He never let himself rest for long, despite the
				sterility of this struggle and no matter how exhausting it was. Soon he would once again be
				revolving around himself, sniffing out his nascent desires, concentrating them until they were
				brought to a breaking point. Whenever he managed it, he’d vibrate with hatred, beauty or
				love, and felt nearly compensated.

			Anything was an excuse to set him off. A bird
				flying by, reminding him of unknown lands, breathed life into his old dream of flight. From
				thought to thought, unconsciously driven toward the same end, he’d reach the notion of his
				cowardice, revealed not only in this constant desire to flee, not to align himself with things
				so as not to fight for them, as in his incapacity to achieve anything, since he himself had
				conceived it, pitilessly dashing the humiliating good sense that kept him from flight. This duet
				with himself was the reflex of his essence, he discovered, and that was why it would go on all
				his life … That was why it became easy to sketch out the distant, gasping, faltering
				future, until the implacable end—death. That alone and he would attain the goal toward
				which his inclination guided him: suffering.

			It seems mad. However, Daniel also had his
				reasons. Suffering, for him, the contemplative, was the only way to live intensely … And
				in the end it was for this alone that Daniel burned: to live. Only his means were strange.

			He surrendered so much to the feeling he created
				and therefore it grew so strong that he’d
				eventually forget its induced and nurtured origin. He’d forget that he himself had forged
				it, would imbibe it, and lived from it as if from something real.

			Sometimes the crisis, with nowhere to vent,
				became so painfully dense that, submerged in it, exhausting it, he finally longed to free
				himself. He would then create, so as to save himself, an opposing desire that would destroy the
				first. Because at those times he feared madness, felt he was ill, far from all humans, far from
				that ideal man who would be a serene, animalized being, with an easy and comfortable
				intelligence. Far from that man he could never become, whom he couldn’t help but scorn,
				with that haughtiness gained by those who suffer. Far from that man he envied, nonetheless. When
				his suffering overflowed, he sought help from that kind of man who, in contrast to his own
				misery, seemed beautiful and perfect to him, full of a simplicity that for him, Daniel, would be
				heroic.

			Tired of being tortured, he’d seek him out,
				imitate him, with a sudden thirst for peace. It was always that opposing force that he
				introduced in himself whenever he reached the painful extreme of his crisis. He granted himself
				some balance like a truce, but one that boredom soon invaded. Until, from the morbid desire to
				suffer anew, he would solidify this boredom, transforming it into anguish.

			He lived in this cycle. Perhaps he’d
				permitted me to get closer during one of those times when he needed that “opposing
				force.” I, perhaps I’ve already mentioned this, was the picture of health, with my
				restrained gestures and upright posture. And, I now know, the reason he sought to crush and
				humiliate me so was because he envied me. He wanted to wake me up, because he wanted me to
				suffer too, like a leper secretly hoping to transmit his leprosy to the healthy.

			However, unsuspecting as I was, for me his very torture blurred
				things. Even his selfishness, even his spitefulness made him seem like a dethroned god—a
				genius. And besides, I already loved him.

			Today, I feel sorry for Daniel. After feeling
				helpless, not knowing what to do with myself, with no desire to go on with the same past of
				tranquility and death, and not succeeding, the habit of comfort, at mastering a different
				future—now I realize how free Daniel was and how unhappy. Because of his
				past—obscure, filled with frustrated dreams—he hadn’t managed to find a place
				in the conventional world, more or less happy, average. As for the future, he feared it too much
				because he was well aware of his own limits. And because, despite knowing them, he hadn’t
				resigned himself to abandoning that enormous, undefined ambition, which, when later it had
				already become inhuman, was directed beyond earthly things. Failing to achieve the things right
				in front of him, he’d turned toward something that no one, he guessed, could ever
				achieve.

			Strange as it seems, he suffered from unknown
				things, from things that, “due to a conspiracy of nature,” he would never touch even
				for an instant with his senses, “even just to learn about its material, its color, its
				sex.” “About its qualification in the world of perceptions and sensations,” he
				said to me once, after I went back to him. And the greatest harm Daniel did me was awaken within
				me that desire that lies latent inside us all. For some people it awakens and merely poisons
				them, as for me and Daniel. For others it leads to laboratories, journeys, absurd experiences,
				to adventure. To madness.

			I now know a thing or two about those who seek to
				feel in order to know that they are alive. I too ventured upon this dangerous journey, so paltry
				for our terrible anxiety. And almost always
				disappointing. I learned to make my soul vibrate and I know that, all the while, in the depths
				of one’s own being, one can remain vigilant and cold, merely observing the spectacle one
				has granted oneself. And how often in near-boredom …

			Now I would understand it. But back then I only
				saw the Daniel without weaknesses, sovereign and distant, who hypnotized me. I know little about
				love. I only remember that I feared him and sought him.

			He made me tell my life story, which I did,
				fearfully, choosing my words carefully so I wouldn’t seem so stupid to him. Because he
				didn’t hesitate to talk about my lack of intelligence, using the cruelest expressions.
				I’d tell him, obediently, small facts from the past. He’d listen, cigarette in his
				lips, eyes distracted. And he’d conclude by saying, in that singular way of his, a blend
				of the suppressed desire to laugh, of weariness, of benevolent disdain:

			“Very well, quite happy …”

			I’d blush, not sure why I was furious,
				wounded. But I wouldn’t reply.

			One day I talked about Jaime and he said: 

			“Interesting, very normal.”

			Oh, the words are common, but the way they were
				uttered. They revolutionized me, made me ashamed of what was most hidden inside me.

			“Cristina, do you know you’re
				alive?” 

			“Cristina, is it good to be
				unconscious?” 

			“Cristina, there’s nothing you want,
				is that so?”

			I’d cry afterward, but I’d seek him
				out again, because I was starting to agree with him and secretly hoped he’d deign to
				initiate me into his world. And he knew just how to humiliate me. He started to dig his claws
				into Jaime, into all my friends, lumping them together like something contemptible. I
				don’t know what it was that, from the start,
				kept me from revolting. I don’t know. I only recall that for his ego it was a pleasure to
				dominate and I was easy.

			One day, I saw him suddenly get excited, as if
				the inspiration struck him as both fortuitous and comic:

			“Cristina, do you want me to awaken
				you?”

			And, before I could laugh, I already saw myself
				nodding, in agreement.

			So began the strange and revelatory outings,
				those days that marked me forever.

			He’d have hardly condescended to look at
				me, he made me realize, if I hadn’t decided to be transformed. As mad as it sounds,
				he’d repeat several times: he wanted to transform me, “to breathe into my body a
				little poison, that good and terrible poison” …

			My education had begun.

			He spoke, I listened. I learned of dark and
				beautiful lives, I learned of the suffering and the ecstasy of those “privileged by
				madness.”

			“Meditate on them, you, with your happy
				middle ground.” 

			And I would think. The new world that
				Daniel’s persuasive voice made me glimpse horrified me, I who had always been a docile
				lamb. It horrified me, yet was already pulling me in with the magnetic force of a fall
				…

			“Get ready to feel with me. Listen to this
				passage with your head thrown back, eyes half-closed, lips parted …”

			I’d pretend to laugh, pretend to obey as a
				joke, as if begging pardon from my former friends. And from myself, for accepting such a heavy
				yoke. Nothing, however, was more serious for me. 

			He, impassive, preparing me as if for a ritual,
				insisted, solemnly:

			“More languor in your gaze … Relax your nostrils more,
				get them ready to absorb deeply …”

			I would obey. And above all I would obey while
				trying not to displease him with any single thing, placing myself in his hands and begging
				forgiveness for not giving him more. And because he asked nothing of me, nothing that I’d
				hesitate any longer to offer him, I fell even further into the certainty of my inferiority and
				of the distance between us.

			“Let yourself go even more. Let my voice be
				your thought.” 

			I would listen. “For those who remain
				incarcerated” (not only in prisons, Daniel would interject)“tears are a part of
				daily experience; a day without tears is a day in which the heart has hardened, not a day in
				which the heart is happy.” “… since the secret of life is to suffer. This
				truth is contained in all things.” 

			And little by little, really, I was understanding
				… That slow voice ended up burning in my soul, stirring it profoundly. I had been
				wandering through grottos for many long years and was suddenly discovering the radiant passage
				to the sea … Yes, I once shouted to him barely breathing, I was feeling! He
				merely smiled, still not satisfied.

			Yet it was the truth. I, so simple and primitive,
				who had never desired anything with intensity. I, unconscious and cheerful, “because I
				possessed a cheerful body” … Suddenly I was awakening: what a dark life I’d
				led up till then. Now … Now I was being reborn. Lively, in pain, that pain that had been
				lying dormant, quiet and blind in the depths of my self. 

			I grew nervous, agitated, but intelligent. My
				eyes always uneasy. I hardly slept.

			Jaime came to visit, spending two days with me.
				When I got his telegram, I went pale. I walked as if dizzy, figuring out how to keep Daniel from
				seeing him. I was ashamed of Jaime. 

			Using the excuse that I wanted to try a hotel, I
				booked a room. Jaime didn’t suspect the real
				motive, as I expected. And this brought me closer to Daniel. I distantly yearned for my husband
				to react on my behalf, to snatch me from those hands. I don’t know what I was afraid
				of.

			Those were two awful days. I hated myself because
				I was ashamed of Jaime yet did everything possible to hide with him in places where Daniel
				wouldn’t see us …

			When he left, finally, I, somewhere between
				relieved and helpless, granted myself an hour of rest, before returning to Daniel. I was trying
				to put off the danger, but it never occurred to me to flee.

			I had faith that sometime before I left Daniel
				would want me. 

			However, news that Mama had fallen ill called me
				back to Rio before that day arrived. I had to leave.

			I spoke with Daniel.

			“One more afternoon and we may never see
				each other again,” I ventured fearfully.

			He laughed softly.

			“You’ll come back for
				sure.”

			I got the distinct impression that he was trying
				to suggest that I return, as if it were an order. He’d said to me one day: “Weak
				souls like yours are easily led to any kind of madness simply at a glance from strong souls like
				mine.” However, blind as I was, I rejoiced at this thought. And, forgetting that he
				himself had already affirmed his indifference to me, I clung to this possibility: “If
				you’re suggesting that I track you down one day … isn’t it because you want
				me?”

			I asked him, trying to smile: 

			“Come back? Why?”

			“Your education … It’s not yet
				complete.”

			I came to my senses, fell into an intense gloom
				that left me slack and empty for several moments.
				Yes, I was forced to recognize, he had never even been disturbed in the least by my presence.
				But, again, that coldness of his somehow excited me, built him up in my eyes. During one of
				those sudden exaltations that had become frequent with me, I wanted to kneel near him, abase
				myself, worship him. Never again, never again, I thought, frightened. I dreaded not being able
				to bear the pain of losing him.

			“Daniel,” I said to him softly.

			He raised his eyes and, seeing my anguished face,
				narrowed them, analyzing me, comprehending me. There was a long minute of silence. I waited and
				trembled. I knew that this was the first truly alive moment between us, the first to link us
				directly. That moment suddenly cut me off from my entire past and in a singular premonition I
				foresaw that it would stand out like a crimson spot on the whole arc of my life.

			I was waiting and as I did, all my senses on
				edge, I’d have wanted to freeze the whole universe, afraid that a leaf would stir, that
				someone would interrupt us, that my breathing, some gesture would shatter the spell of the
				moment, make it vanish and cast us back into the distance and into the void of words. My blood
				beat muffled in my wrists, in my chest, in my forehead. My hands ice-cold and clammy, almost
				numb. My anxiety left me extremely tense, as if on the verge of flinging myself into a
				maelstrom, on the verge of going mad. At a slight movement from Daniel, I nearly exploded into a
				scream, as if he had shaken me violently:

			“And what if I come back?”

			He met this phrase with displeasure, as always
				when “my animal intensity shocked him.” He fixed his eyes on me and his features
				underwent a gradual transformation. I flushed. My constant concern with piercing his thoughts hadn’t granted
				me the power to penetrate the most important ones, but I had honed my intuition for the minor
				ones. I knew that for Daniel to take pity on me, I would have to be ridiculous. Another
				person’s hunger or misery moved him less than a lack of aesthetics. My hair was down, damp
				with sweat, falling across my flaming face and the pain, to which my physiognomy, calm for years
				and years, was still unaccustomed, was probably contorting my features, lending them a touch of
				the grotesque. At the gravest moment of my life I had become ridiculous, Daniel’s
				punishing look told me as much.

			He remained silent. And, as if at the end of a
				long explanation, he added, in a slow and serene voice:

			“And besides, you know me far better than
				you’d need to live with me. I’ve already said too much.” Pause. He lit his
				cigarette unhurriedly. He looked deep into my eyes and concluded with a half-smile: “I
				would hate you the day I had nothing more to say to you.”

			I’d already been so downtrodden that I
				wasn’t hurt. It was the first time, however, that he’d openly rejected me, myself,
				my body, everything I had and was offering him with my eyes closed.

			Terrified by my own words that dragged me along
				independently of my will, I proceeded with humility, trying to please him.

			“Won’t you at least answer my
				letters?”

			He had an imperceptible moment of impatience. But
				he answered, his voice controlled, softened:

			“No. Which doesn’t mean you
				can’t write me.”

			Before I took my leave, he kissed me. He kissed
				me on the lips, which didn’t ease my worry. Because he was doing it for me. And I wanted him to feel pleasure, to be humanized, to be
				humbled.

			Mama recovered quickly. And I had gone back to
				Jaime, for good.

			I resumed my previous life. Yet I moved like a
				blind woman, in a kind of stupor that shook itself off only when I wrote to Daniel. I never
				received a word from him. I no longer expected anything. And I kept writing.

			Once in a while my state worsened and every
				instant grew painful like a small arrow lodged in my body. I thought of fleeing, of running off
				to Daniel. I would fall into feverish fits that I tried in vain to control through household
				chores so as not to alert Jaime and the maid.

			A state of lassitude would follow in which I
				suffered less. Yet, even during that phase, I never relaxed completely. I carefully scrutinized
				myself: “would it return?” I would refer to the torture with vague words, as if I
				could hold it off that way.

			In moments of greater lucidity, I’d
				remember something he once told me:

			“You must know how to feel, but also how to
				stop feeling, because if an experience is sublime it can equally become dangerous. Learn how to
				cast the spell and then break it. Pay attention, I’m teaching you something valuable: the
				magic that is the opposite of, ‘open, Sesame.’ The best way for a feeling to lose
				its perfume and stop intoxicating us is to expose it to the sun.”

			I had tried to think about what had happened
				clearly and objectively so as to reduce my feelings to a rubric, with no perfume, no subtext. It
				seemed vaguely like a betrayal. Of Daniel, of myself. I had tried, nevertheless. Simplifying my
				story in two or three words, exposing it to the sun, seemed really laughable to me, but the
				coolness of my thoughts didn’t spread to me and it rather seemed an unknown woman with an unknown man. Oh,
				those two had nothing to do with the oppression that was crushing me, with that painful longing
				that made my eyes go blurry and troubled my mind … And even so, I had discovered, I was
				afraid to free myself. “That” had grown too much inside me, leaving me full.
				I’d be helpless if I were ever cured. After all, what was I now, I felt, but a reflection?
				Were I to eradicate Daniel, I’d be a blank mirror.

			I had become vibratory, strangely sensitive. I
				could no longer stand those agreeable afternoons with the family that once amused me so.

			“Sure is hot, huh, Cristina?” said
				Jaime.

			“I’ve been going over this stitch for
				two weeks now and I just can’t get it right,” said Mama.

			Jaime broke in, stretching:

			“Imagine that, crocheting in weather like
				this.”

			“The hard part isn’t the crocheting,
				it’s racking your brain trying to figure out that stitch,” Papa replied.

			Pause.

			“Mercedes will end up engaged to that
				boy,” Mama announced.

			“Even as ugly as she is,” Papa
				replied distractedly, turning the page of his newspaper.

			Pause.

			“The boss has now decided to use that
				delivery system of …” 

			I would disguise my anguish and make up some
				excuse to step away for a moment. In the bedroom I’d bite down on my handkerchief,
				stifling the cries of despair that threatened my throat. I’d collapse onto the bed, my
				face buried in the pillow, hoping that something would happen and save me. I was starting to
				hate them, all of them. And I longed to abandon them, to flee that feeling that was growing by
				the minute, intermingled with an unbearable pity
				for them and for myself. As if together we were victims of the same, inevitable threat.

			I’d try to reconstruct Daniel’s face,
				feature by feature. It seemed to me that if I could remember him clearly I’d gain some
				kind of power over him. I’d hold my breath, tense up, press my lips together. One second
				… One more second and I’d have him, gesture by gesture … His figure was
				already taking shape, nebulous … And finally, little by little, crestfallen, I’d see
				it vanish. I got the impression that Daniel was fleeing me, smiling. However, his presence
				wouldn’t leave me entirely. Once, while I was with Jaime, I had felt him and blushed. I
				had imagined him watching us, with his calm and ironic smile:

			“Well, look what we have here, a happy
				couple …”

			I had trembled in shame and for several days
				could hardly stand the sight of Jaime. I thought of Daniel, even more intensely. Lines of his
				stirred up a whirlwind inside me. The odd phrase would rise up and haunt me for hours and hours.
				“The only attitude worthy of a man is sorrow, the only attitude worthy of a man is sorrow,
				the only …”

			From a distance, I was starting to understand him
				better. I’d recall how Daniel didn’t really know how to laugh. Once in a while, when
				I’d say something funny and if I caught him off guard, I’d see his face seem to
				split in two, in a grimace that contradicted those wrinkles born solely from pain and
				reflection. He’d look both cynical and childish, almost indecent, as if he were doing
				something forbidden, as if he were cheating, hiding from someone.

			I couldn’t bear to look at him, in those
				rare instants. I’d lower my head, annoyed, filled with a pity that hurt me. He really
				didn’t know how to be happy. Maybe he’d never been taught, who knows? Always so
				alone, since adolescence, so far removed from the
				least overture of friendship. Today, without hatred, without love, with no more than
				indifference, how much kindness I could show him.

			But back then … Was I afraid of him? I just
				felt that all he’d have to do was show up, a single gesture would make me follow him
				forever. I used to dream of that instant, I’d imagine that, by his side, I would free
				myself from him. Love? I wanted to go with him, to be on the stronger side, for him to spare me,
				like one who seeks shelter in the arms of the enemy to stay far from his arrows. It was
				different than love, I was finding out: I wanted him as a thirsty person desires water, without
				feelings, without even wanting to be happy.

			Sometimes I’d allow myself another dream,
				knowing it was more impossible still: he’d love me and I’d have my revenge, feeling
				… No, not superior, but equal … Because, if he wanted me, it would destroy that
				powerful coldness of his, his ironic and unshakable scorn that fascinated me. Until then I could
				never be happy. He haunted me.

			Oh, I know I’m repeating myself, that
				I’m rambling, mixing up facts and thoughts in this short narrative. Nevertheless,
				it’s taking me so much effort to marshal its elements and put them on paper. I’ve
				already said that I’m neither intelligent, nor cultivated. And merely suffering
				isn’t enough.

			Not speaking, with my eyes closed, something
				beneath my thought, deeper and stronger, apprehends what happened and, in a fleeting instant, I
				see it clearly. But my brain is feeble and I can’t manage to transform that vivid minute
				into thought.

			It’s all true, nevertheless. And I ought to
				acknowledge still other, equally true feelings. Often, while thinking of him, in a slow
				transition, I’d see myself serving him like a slave. Yes, I’d admit, trembling and
				afraid: I, with a stable, conventional past, born
				into civilization, felt an excruciating pleasure in imagining myself at his feet, a slave
				… No, it wasn’t love. I horrified myself: it was debasement, debasement …
				I’d catch myself peering in the mirror, searching for some new sign in my face, born of
				pain, of my vileness, and that might guide my mind toward those tumultuous instincts I still
				didn’t want to accept. I was trying to unburden my soul, tormenting myself, whispering
				through clenched teeth: “Vile … despicable …” I’d answer myself, a
				coward: “But, my god (lowercase, as he’d taught me), I’m not guilty, I’m
				not guilty …” Of what? I never said exactly. Some awful and powerful thing was
				growing within me, some thing that paralyzed me with fright. That was all I knew.

			And confusedly, faced with the memory of him, I
				would shrink back, unite myself with Jaime, drawing him close to me, wanting to protect us both,
				against him, against his power, against his smile. Because, knowing he was far away, I’d
				imagine him watching my days and smiling at some secret thought, the sort whose existence I
				could only guess at, without ever managing to penetrate its meaning. I sought, after a long
				while, over a year, as if to justify to myself, to Jaime and our bourgeois life, how he had
				taken over my soul. Those long conversations in which all I ever did was listen, that flame that
				lit up my eyes, that slow gaze, heavy with knowledge, beneath thick eyelids, had fascinated me,
				awoken in me obscure feelings, the aching desire to immerse myself in something unknown, to
				attain something unknown … And above all they’d awoken in me the sensation that
				palpitating inside my body and spirit was a deeper and more intense life than the one I was
				living.

			At night, unable to sleep, as if speaking to
				someone invisible, I’d say to myself softly, defeated, “I agree, I agree that my life is comfortable and mediocre, I agree, everything
				I have is trivial.” I felt him nod benevolently. “I can’t, I
				can’t!” I’d shout to myself, this lament containing the impossibility of no
				longer wanting him, of carrying on like that, of, first and foremost, following the grandiose
				paths he’d started to show me and where I was getting lost, puny and helpless.

			I had learned of ardent lives, but had returned
				to my own, dull one. He had let me glimpse the sublime and insisted that I too burn in the
				sacred fire. I was thrashing around, with no strength. Everything I had learned from Daniel only
				made me realize how trivial my everyday life was and despise it. My education hadn’t
				ended, as he’d so accurately put it.

			I felt alone in the world, I tried to escape in
				tears. Yet my attitude in the face of suffering was still one of bewilderment.

			How did I find the strength to destroy all that I
				had been, to hurt Jaime, to make Papa and Mama, old and tired already, so unhappy?

			In the period leading up to my decision, as in
				certain illnesses just before death, I had moments of respite.

			That day, Dora, a friend, had come over
				attempting to distract me from one of those headaches that I used as an excuse to surrender
				freely to melancholy, without being disturbed. It was a remark of hers, if I’m not
				mistaken, that launched me toward Daniel by other means.

			“Darling, you should have heard Armando
				talking about music. You’d think he was talking about the best meal in the world or the
				most gorgeous woman. Going on and on, like he was gnawing on every little note and spitting out
				the bones …” 

			I thought of Daniel who, on the contrary, made
				everything immaterial. Even the one time he’d kissed me, I had imagined it didn’t involve lips. I trembled: not wanting to
				impoverish his memory. But another thought remained lucid and undisturbed: he used to say that
				the body was an accessory. No, no. One day he’d glanced with repugnance and censure at my
				blouse that was heaving after I’d been running to catch the bus. Revulsion, no! He’d
				said to me, continuing another cold thought: “You eat chocolate as if it were the most
				important thing in the world. You have a horrible taste for things.” He ate like someone
				crumpling a piece of paper.

			All of a sudden, I realized that a lot of people
				would smile at Daniel, with one of those proud and ambiguous smiles that men dedicate to one
				another. Perhaps I myself would have disparaged him if I weren’t ill … At this
				thought, something rebelled inside me, strangely: Daniel …

			I suddenly felt exhausted, without the strength
				now to go on. When the telephone rang. Jaime, I thought. It was as if I were fleeing Daniel
				… Ah, some help. I answered, eagerly.

			“Hello, Jaime!”

			“How’d you know it was me?”
				came his nasal, good-natured voice.

			As if someone had poured cool water over my face.
				My nerves relaxed. Jaime, you exist. You’re real. Your hands are strong, they take me in.
				You like chocolate too.

			“Will you be long?”

			“No, my girl. I called to ask if you need
				anything from downtown.”

			I struggled for another second not to scrutinize
				his careless sentence. Because lately I’d been comparing everything to the beautiful and
				profound things Daniel had told me. And I would only calm down, after I agreed with the
				invisible Daniel: yes, he’s dull, mediocrely, incredibly happy …

			“I don’t need anything. But come home right away, all
				right? (Now, darling, before Daniel comes, before I change my mind, now!) Hello! Hello! Listen,
				if you want to bring me something, buy some candy … chocolate … Yes, yes. See you
				soon.”

			When Dora left, I stood in front of the mirror
				and fixed myself up as I hadn’t done in months. But anxiety robbed my patience, left my
				eyes bright, my movements darting. It would be a test, the final test.

			When he arrived, my agitation stopped
				immediately. Yes, I thought deeply relieved, I was calm, almost happy: Daniel hadn’t shown
				up. He noticed I’d changed my hair, my nails. He kissed me, unworried. I took his hands,
				ran them over my cheeks, my forehead.

			“What’s the matter, Cristina? What
				happened?”

			I didn’t answer, but thousands of bells
				clanged inside me. My thoughts vibrated like a shriek: “Just this, just this: I’m
				going to free myself! I’m free!”

			We sat on the sofa. And in the silence of the
				living room, I felt at peace. I thought of nothing and leaned against Jaime serenely.

			“Can’t we stay like this the rest of
				our lives?” 

			He laughed. Stroked my hands.

			“You know? I like you better without nail
				polish …” 

			“Request granted, sir.”

			“That wasn’t a request: it was an
				order …”

			Then back to silence, whipping in my ears, my
				eyes, sapping me of strength. It was nice, tenderly nice. He ran his hands through my hair.

			Then, as if a spear had pierced my back, I grew
				suddenly irritated on the sofa, opened my eyes, focused them, dilated, on the air …

			“What happened?” asked Jaime,
				worried.

			His
				hair … Yes, yes, I thought with a slight, triumphant smile, his hair was black … His
				eyes … Just a moment … His eyes … black too?

			That same night, I decided to leave.

			And suddenly, I no longer considered the matter,
				stopped worrying, gave Jaime a pleasant evening. I went to bed serene and slept through the
				night, I hadn’t in a long time.

			I waited for Jaime to go to work. I sent the maid
				home, gave her the day off. I packed a small suitcase with the essentials.

			Before leaving, though, my calm suddenly
				evaporated. Useless, repeated movements, darting and stumbling thoughts. It seemed as if Daniel
				were next to me, his presence almost palpable: “These eyes of yours rendered right on the
				surface of your face, with a delicate brush, a touch of paint. Meticulous, light, incapable of
				doing good or evil …”

			In a sudden burst of inspiration, I decided to
				leave a note for Jaime, a note that would hurt him the way Daniel would hurt him! That would
				trouble him, crush him. And, just for the pride of showing Daniel that I was
				“strong,” remorseless, I wrote deliberately, trying to make myself distant and
				unattainable: “I’m leaving. I’m tired of living with you. If you can’t
				understand me at least trust me: I’m telling you that I deserve to be forgiven. If you
				were more intelligent, I’d tell you: don’t judge me, don’t forgive, nobody can
				do that. But, for the sake of your own peace, forgive me.”

			Silently I took my place beside Daniel.

			Gradually I took over his daily life, replaced
				him, like a nurse, in his movements. I looked after his books, his clothes, brightened his
				surroundings.

			He
				never thanked me. He simply accepted it, as he’d accepted my companionship.

			As for me, from the moment in which getting off
				the train I approached Daniel without being repelled, I had taken a singleminded attitude.
				Neither from contentment because of him, nor regret because of Jaime. Nor quite relief. It was
				as if I had returned to my source. As if previously they had chiseled me out of rock, cast me
				into life as a woman and I later returned to my true roots, like a final sigh, my eyes closed,
				serene, standing still for eternity.

			I didn’t dwell on the situation, but
				whenever I scrutinized it I always did so in the same way: I live with him and that’s it.
				I stayed close to the powerful one, to the one who knew, that was enough for me.

			Why didn’t that ideal death last forever? A
				bit of clairvoyance, at certain moments, warned me that peace could only be fleeting. I sensed
				that living with Daniel wouldn’t always be enough for me. And I plunged even deeper into
				nonexistence, granting myself respites, putting off the moment when I myself would seek life, to
					discover by myself, through my own suffering.

			For the time being I would just watch him and
				rest.

			The days passed, the months fell away one by
				one.

			Habit settled into my existence and its guidance
				soon kept me busy by the minute with Daniel. Soon I no longer became enthralled, exalted, as
				before, when I listened to him. I had entered him. Nothing surprised me anymore.

			I never smiled, I had unlearned joy. Yet I
				wouldn’t have removed myself from his life even to be happy. I was not, nor was I unhappy.
				I had so incorporated myself into the situation that I no longer received stimuli and sensations
				that would allow me to modify it.

			Only one fear disturbed my strange peace: that
				Daniel would send me away. Sometimes, silently mending his clothes at his side, I sensed that he
				was about to speak. I’d drop the sewing onto my lap, go pale and await his order:

			“You can go.”

			And when, finally, I’d hear him tell me
				something or laugh at me for some reason, I’d pick the fabric back up and continue my
				work, fingers trembling for a few seconds.

			The end, however, was near.

			One day when I’d gone out early, I took
				longer than usual to come home, due to an accident on one of the roads. When I got to the
				bedroom, I found him irritated, his eyes gazing off into the distance, not replying to my
				“good evening.” He hadn’t eaten dinner yet and when I, feeling guilty, begged
				him to eat something, he kept up a long, willful silence and finally informed me, scrutinizing
				my worry with a certain pleasure: he hadn’t had lunch either. I rushed to put on the
				coffee, while he kept up the same sullen attitude, a little childish, watching my hurried
				movements from the corner of his eye as I set the table. 

			Suddenly I opened my eyes, in shock. For the
				first time I was realizing that Daniel needed me! I had become necessary to the tyrant …
				He, I now knew, wouldn’t send me away …

			I recall that I stopped with the coffee pot in my
				hand, disoriented. Daniel was still gloomy, in silent protest against my accidental negligence.
				I smiled, a little bashfully. So … he did need me? I didn’t feel joy, but something
				like disappointment: well, I thought, my job is done. It frightened me, that unexpected and
				involuntary reflection.

			I had already served out my term of slavery.
				Perhaps I’d go on being a slave, without rebelling, for the rest of my life. But I was
				serving a god … And Daniel had gone soft, his spell was broken. He needed me! I repeated a thousand times afterward,
				feeling that I had received a beautiful, enormous gift, too large for my arms and for my desire.
				And the strangest thing is that with this impression came another, absurdly novel and powerful.
				I was free, I realized at last …

			How can I understand myself? Why that blind
				conformity at first? And afterward, the near joy of liberation? Of what matter am I made in
				which elements and foundations for a thousand other lives mingle but never merge? I go down
				every path and still none is mine. I have been sculpted into so many statues and haven’t
				frozen into place …

			From then on, without actively deciding to, I
				imperceptibly neglected Daniel. And no longer accepted his dominance. I was just resigned to
				it.

			What good is it to narrate trivial events that
				demonstrate my gradual progression toward intolerance and hatred? It’s well-known how
				little it takes to transform the mood in which two people live. A slight gesture, a smile, snag
				like a fishhook onto a feeling coiled in the depths of calm waters and bring it to the surface,
				making it clamor over the others.

			We went on living. And now I savored, day by day,
				mingled at first with the taste of triumph, the power of gazing directly upon the idol.

			He noticed my transformation and, if at first he
				retreated in surprise at my courage, he took up the old yoke with still greater violence,
				prepared not to let me escape. Yet I would find my own violence. We armed ourselves and were two
				forces.

			It was hard to breathe in the bedroom. We moved
				as if in the thick of danger, waiting for it to materialize and crash down on us, behind our
				backs. We grew cunning, seeking a thousand hidden intentions behind every word offered. We hurt
				each other at every turn and established victory and defeat. I grew cruel. He grew weak, showed what he was really like. There were
				times when he was a hair’s breadth away from begging me for help, confessing to the
				isolation in which my freedom had left him and which, in my wake, he could no longer bear. I
				myself, my strength quickly flagging, sometimes wanted to reach out to him. Yet we’d gone
				too far and, proud, couldn’t turn back. It was the struggle, now, that kept us going. Like
				a sick child, he grew increasingly capricious. Any word of mine was the start of a harsh
				quarrel. Later we discovered yet another recourse: silence. We hardly spoke.

			So why didn’t we separate, given that no
				serious ties bound us? He didn’t suggest it because he’d grown used to my help and
				could therefore no longer live without someone to wield power over, to be a king over, since he
				had no other subject. And perhaps he really did love my companionship, he who’d always
				been so solitary. As for me—I took pleasure in hating him.

			Even our new relations were invaded by habit. (I
				lived with Daniel for almost two years.) Now it wasn’t even hatred. We were tired.

			Eventually, after a week of rain that had trapped
				us together for days on end in the room, fraying our nerves to the limit—eventually the
				conclusion came.

			It was a late afternoon, prematurely dark. Rain
				dripped monotonously outside. We’d hardly spoken that day. Daniel, his face white over the
				dark “scarf” of his neck, was looking out the window. Water had fogged the
				windowpanes; he pulled out his handkerchief and, attentively, as if this had suddenly become
				important, started wiping them, his movements painstaking and careful, betraying the effort it
				took to contain his irritation. I watched him while standing next to the sofa. The clock went on
				ticking in the room, heaving.

			Then, as if I were continuing an argument, I said to my own
				surprise:

			“But this can’t go on
				…”

			He turned and I met his cold eyes, perhaps
				curious, definitely ironic. All my rage solidified in that moment and weighed on my chest like a
				stone.

			“What are you laughing at?” I
				asked.

			He kept staring at me and went back to wiping the
				windowpanes. Suddenly, he recovered and answered:

			“At you.”

			I was astonished. How brave he was. I was afraid
				of how boldly he challenged me. I answered haltingly:

			“Why?”

			He leaned slightly closer and his teeth gleamed
				in the half-darkness. I found him terribly handsome, though the realization didn’t move
				me.

			“Why? Ah, because … It’s just
				that you and I … indifferent or hateful … An argument that has nothing really to do
				with us, that doesn’t exhilarate us … A disappointment.”

			“So why laugh at me, then?” I
				continued obstinately. “Aren’t there two of us here?”

			He wiped a droplet that had trickled onto the
				windowsill. 

			“No. You’re alone. You were always
				alone.”

			Was this just a way to hurt me? I was surprised
				all the same, I was stunned as if I’d been robbed. My God, so … neither of us
				believed anymore in whatever held us together?

			“Are you afraid of the truth? We
				don’t even feel hatred toward each other. If we did we’d almost be happy. Beings
				made of strong stuff. You want proof? You wouldn’t kill me, because afterward you’d
				feel neither pleasure nor pain. You’d just think: ‘what’s the
				point?’”

			I
				couldn’t help but notice the intelligence with which he penetrated the truth. But how
				things were going so fast, how fast they were going! I thought.

			Silence fell. The clock struck six. Back to
				silence.

			I breathed hard, deeply. My voice came out low
				and heavy: 

			“I’m leaving.”

			We each made a slight, quick movement, as if a
				struggle were about to begin. Then we looked at each other in surprise. It had been said! It had
				been said!

			I repeated triumphantly, trembling:

			“I’m leaving, Daniel.” I came
				closer and against the pallor of his slender face, his hair looked excessively black.
				“Daniel”—I shook him by the arm—“I’m leaving!”

			He didn’t move. I then realized that my
				hand was clutching his arm. My declaration had opened such a gulf between us that I
				couldn’t even bear touching him. I pulled it away with such an abrupt and sudden movement
				that the ashtray went flying, shattered on the floor.

			I stood staring at the shards for a while. Then I
				lifted my head, suddenly calmed. He too had frozen, as if fascinated by the swiftness of the
				scene, having forgotten any mask. We looked at each other for a moment, without anger, our eyes
				disarmed, searching, now filled with an almost friendly curiosity, the depths of our souls, our
				mystery that must be the same. We averted our gaze at the same time, disturbed.

			“The prisoners,” Daniel said trying
				to lend a lighthearted, disdainful tone to the words.

			That was the last moment of understanding we had
				together.

			There was an extremely long pause, the kind that
				plunges us into eternity. Everything around us had stopped.

			With another sigh, I came back to life.

			“I’m leaving.”

			He didn’t make a move.

			I walked to the door and at the threshold stopped
				again. I saw his back, his dark head lifted, as if he were looking straight ahead. I repeated,
				my voice singularly hollow:

			“I’m leaving, Daniel.”

			My mother had died from a heart attack, brought
				on by my departure. Papa had found refuge with my uncle, in the country.

			Jaime took me back.

			He never asked many questions. More than anything
				he wanted peace. We went back to our old life, though he never came completely close to me
				again. He sensed that I was different from him and my “lapse” frightened him, made
				him respect me.

			As for me, I go on.

			Alone now. Forever alone.
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