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INTRODUCTION

 

“All terror is a simplicity.”

– RAY BRADBURY, Long After Midnight

“Only one thing was strange: to go on thinking as usual…” Thus announces Julio Cortázar’s amphibious narrator in “Axolotl,” a lucid, unsettling story about a Parisian man (or is it a salamander?) who spends his day visiting the aquarium at the Jardin des Plantes, until it becomes apparent he is trapped in the body of a salamander (or is it a man’s?). Everything is strange in this tale: a routine activity quickly turns into a phantasmagoria. Without fully realizing it, the reader witnesses a process of transubstantiation. Mind you, it isn’t like Gregor Samsa in Kafka’s Metamorphosis because middle-class angst is not one of Cortázar’s themes. He is attracted – possessed, even – by displaced identities and the dislocation of contemporary life. Are we truly who we say we are? Look carefully and you’ll realize that the self is less stable in its presentation than we tend to think; in fact, it is in constant mutation, never static, always in the act (and art) of becoming.

Strange? Well, everything around us is strange, even incongruous. To think otherwise is to be a fool. Baudelaire believed that strangeness is a necessary ingredient in beauty. This sense of strangeness is at the heart of Cortázar’s oeuvre and distilled in this volume are, undoubtedly, the best examples of his philosophy. My own favorite stories are here. They were originally included in three collections, Bestiario (1951), Final del juego (1956), and Las armas secretas (1959), and they belong to Cortázar’s first creative period. Roughly, that period stretches from 1938, when he published his first book, until 1967, when he published the extraordinary volume of essays La vuelta al día en ochenta mundos, translated into English as Around the Day in Eighty Worlds. Cortázar turned upside down the legacy of his namesake, Jules Verne, a science-fiction author he admired, to suggest that the true interplanetary journey in the mid-twentieth century was inwards, into the soul of things. His Weltanschauung is exemplified by the famous line in Hamlet (Act II, scene 2): “O God, I could be bounded in a nutshell and count myself a king of infinite space, were it not that I have bad dreams.” After that point, Cortázar became infatuated with Fidel Castro’s Communist regime in Cuba. His concerns were what the French call littérature engagée: the wounds of colonialism, and the spreading of the gospel of revolution. Readers tend to have little patience for this period: all in all, it is less aesthetically exciting, more predictable. Cortázar’s fiction aligned itself with a party line. In it he became…well, usual.

In contrast, the first Cortázar is fresh, incisive, surprising. His fiction in particular displays an elasticity nothing short of stunning. It forces upon us a certain uneasiness, a sensation of restlessness. “I’m a petit bourgeois blind to anything beyond the aesthetic sphere,” he said of himself at the time. Perhaps the right word is “foreignness,” though there is no exact equivalent in English of the Spanish “extrañeza.” Aware of the intangibility of what he was after in his writing, Cortázar talked of “el sentimiento de no estar del todo,” the sensation of the surreal, of existing in a dream, of never really reaching the here and now. Not coincidentally, Cortázar, who in his forties supported himself by doing translations, rendered Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe into Spanish.* He perceived himself as the sole human inhabitant of a deserted island populated by odd, unwieldy creatures. “Only by living absurdly,” argues Horacio Oliveira in Hopscotch, “is it possible to break out of this infinite absurdity.” Cortázar felt this too: “I happen to have been born not to accept things as they are.” It must be made clear, though: foreignness for Cortázar is never synonymous with alienation – that state of isolation, of being contemporaneous with others yet feeling left out, which we associate particularly with Kafka. Joyce also explored it, as did Proust, Apollinaire, and Pirandello. Cortázar took that emotion a step further. What attracted him was the concept of being a permanent outsider, of never feeling at home. That’s why I like his work: because it is a portable home for those who are intellectually homeless. He was fluent in French, English, and of course Spanish. These languages enabled him to live in alternative universes. Feeling left out for him wasn’t a source of sorrow but an engine of creativity. His agenda was to undermine verisimilitude in literature. To make the surreal real and vice versa.

Physically, too, he was not quite of this world. He suffered from an illness that made his bones grow disproportionately. I vividly remember attending, in the early 1980s, an event in Mexico City, at which he spoke. There was something almost monstrous in his appearance – 6 foot 6 inches tall, his hands and feet oversized, his face as if magnified by a distorting mirror. In short, as fantastical a being as anything found in his fiction.

Cortázar, who died in 1984 and is buried in Montparnasse, wasn’t even a proper Argentine, if such thing exists. His full name was Jules Florencio Gortázar, and he was born in Brussels in 1914, of Argentine parents but of mixed descent: his maternal grandfather was French, his maternal grandmother German. This, in small part, might explain his penchant for global viewpoints and his intrinsic feeling of being an inveterate interloper. At this time Belgium was occupied by the German forces of Kaiser Wilhelm II, but the Cortázars were able to escape to Zurich, where they had family, then to Geneva, and later to Barcelona before returning to Argentina. They settled in the neighborhood of Banfield in Buenos Aires, in 1919. Soon afterwards, the father left the family and the mother alone raised Jules and his younger sister. Wandering, hence, became his foundation – wandering as well as wondering. He belongs to a generation of Latin American literati that came to be known as “El Boom.” The cadre also includes Gabriel García Márquez from Colombia (best known for the magisterial novel One Hundred Years of Solitude, which is also about the tension between construction and destruction), Carlos Fuentes from Mexico (Where the Air Is Clear), José Donoso from Chile (The Obscene Bird of Night), and Mario Vargas Llosa from Peru (The War of the End of the World). Together they came to be associated with Magical Realism. But Gortázar never embraced the concept, perceiving it as somewhat embarrassing. All of reality is magical and all of magic is real. The purpose of the writer isn’t to combine the two to make a credible artifact but to undermine credibility as such. The novel, to be truthful, ought to be fractured, unpredictable, and subversive.

Cortázar was something of a “sandwich man” among the Boomistas. He was the oldest of them. On average, the rest were at least a decade younger (García Márquez, for instance, was born in 1927 and Vargas Llosa in 1936.) At the other end of the spectrum was Jorge Luis Borges, who might be said to be the fountainhead that fertilized Cortázar’s generation. An hombre de letras with interests pointing in divergent yet symmetrical directions, Borges, fifteen years Cortázar’s senior, belonged, in more ways than one, to the nineteenth century. He was deeply imbued in the European tradition (his Ficciones are equally Cervantean and Shakespearean) as well as in the Gaucho tradition. In other words, as an Argentine he looked at once inward and outward for inspiration. Cortázar’s first story, “House Taken Over,” was published by Borges in 1946, in the magazine Anales de Buenos Aires. It assimilates Borges’ tropes in admirable fashion – the world is turned into a labyrinth. The plot concerns a pair of adult siblings inhabiting a house in Buenos Aires who are utterly uninterested in local affairs (that apathy might well be Cortázar’s). The siblings of “House Taken Over” are slowly pushed out of their ancestral home by a mysterious, unnamed force. The tale might be read as a ghost story à la Poe (one of Borges’ patron saints, whom Cortázar translated into Spanish) as well as a parable of Peronism. It might also be seen as a premonition of Cortázar’s own existential journey, since he too left his home in 1951, moving to Paris, where he stayed as un exiliado for the rest of his life, figuratively entering a larva state, neither here nor there.

Peronism had forced him out. Or better, it forced him to face displacement as an engine of literature. “Why have we had to invent Eden,” he wrote in Hopscotch, “to live submerged in the nostalgia of a lost paradise, to make up utopias, to propose a future for ourselves?” In the 1960s, with hippies questioning the status quo, embracing Eastern religions, Cortázar’s was a leading voice calling for a less dogmatic, more dynamic way to approach reality. He engaged in experimentation – sexual, aesthetic, ideological – because it signified playfulness. He always retained his childhood love of playfulness: the mind not only relaxes through play, it also becomes more lucid, less intolerant.

Play is ruled by serendipity. It is the best way to learn things. It involves humor. And it is always about freedom. In fact, it isn’t difficult to argue that playfulness – in Spanish “el instinto juguetón” – is the single unifying theme of Cortázar’s work, as the stories in this volume testify. The shortest of them, “Continuity of Parks,” is a detective story where the reader becomes the culprit. Incorporated into the second edition of Final del juego in 1964, it erases the border between fact and fiction in ways that have become commonplace today. The story is presented as a game, as is the uncanny “End of the Game,” where children pose as statues in front of a train that runs near their neighborhood. Those statues engage the passengers. Ultimately, they awaken a secret bond between them. That bonding is present also, albeit somewhat differently, in “The Night Face Up,” about an individual who, after a motorcycle accident (like one Cortázar had in 1952), enters another dimension, becoming a human sacrifice among the Aztecs. In structure, the story resembles Borges’ “The South.”

Arguably the most challenging of Cortázar’s stories, and perhaps the most rewarding, is “Blow-Up,” about a photographer who witnesses a crime he seeks to unravel by developing his photographs. In Spanish, it is called “Las babas del diablo,” which means something like “the devil’s slobber.” Included in Las armas secretas, it was first published in English in the collection End of the Game and Other Stories, later retitled Blow-Up and Other Stories after the success of the Michelangelo Antonioni film adaptation in 1966, with David Hemmings and Vanessa Redgrave. This in turn was re-adapted, rather loosely, into Blow Out (1981), directed by Brian De Palma, with John Travolta in the leading role. It is a narrative told in the first, second, and third person, all at once, a story about the quest to tell a story that can’t really be articulated in sequential, coherent fashion: a story about the defeat of literature. Then there is the novella “The Pursuer,” based on the career of jazz master Charlie Parker. This is a haunting – and hunting – narrative about the twisted relationship between a biographer and his biographee. Cortázar asks questions that are unavoidable in the genre: who owns the life being delivered in a biography? To what extent is the biographer appropriating, usurping even, his subject’s life? Is their relationship one of tyranny? Can one really tell someone else’s life without perverting it? Cortázar’s sustained passion for jazz – jazz is for him what, say, baseball is for Philip Roth – is transformed into a tale where improvisation is handcuffed. “The Pursuer” is the narrative where freedom becomes a casualty.

Also worthy of recommendation are a number of stories from another collection forming part of this omnibus, We Love Glenda So Much (Queremos tanto a Glenda, 1980): the homonymous story, about a club of admirers of a Hollywood star (inspired by Glenda Jackson) who plot a strategy to fix those of their idol’s films that they judge imperfect; the philosophical “Orientation of Cats,” in which Cortázar explores existentialist issues from the perspective of felines; “Press Clippings,” about the desaparecidos – in this case, Jewish ones – during the Dirty War; and “Graffiti,” about domestic violence. Cortázar probably left us a hundred or so stories, and inevitably there are superb ones not included here: “Poisons,” about an ant colony in a backyard (it reminds me of Italo Calvino); “Don’t You Blame Anyone,” a one-paragraph-long tale in which a man tries to put on a sweater…and fails miserably, to the point that, desperate and fatalistic, he throws himself out the window; the stories compiled in Historia de Cronopios y de Famas (1962), with their invented creatures who are greenish, frizzy, idealistic, and disorganized (true to himself, he never quite described them in concrete terms). There is also one little-known yet unique item from his second period, Fantomas contra los vampiros multinacionales (1975), a comic book featuring the popular hero Fantômas (created by Marcel Allain and Pierre Sauvestre in 1911) fighting vampires. The narrative is a parody of capitalist abuse.

For all his mastery of the short story form, Cortázar’s magnum opus is Hopscotch which, along with One Hundred Years of Solitude, is surely the most important novel published in the Spanish language since Don Quixote at the beginning of the seventeenth century. Hopscotch (Rayuela) is shaped according to the playground game enjoyed by children from Persia to Brazil. The hopscotch court (according to the OED, from the English words “hop” and “scotch” – in the sense of “an incised line or scratch”) is a mandala, which is a symbol in Hinduism representing the entire universe (Mandala was the novel’s working title.) The 155 chapters are divided into three parts: “From the Other Side” (chapters 1 to 36), “From This Side (chapters 37 to 56), and “From Diverse Sides” (chapters 57 to 155). The latter are described as expendable chapters, meaning their relevance in the actual plot is non-existent. We are encouraged to hop from one chapter to another, mischievously, almost haphazardly. Cortázar wants the reader to be active, engaged. To that effect, the novel can be read in alternative ways: sequentially from beginning to end; from chapter 1 to chapter 56, disregarding the “expendable chapters”; following the ‘table of instructions’ provided in the front matter by Cortázar, which asks the reader to intertwine chapters from all three parts; or in whatever way the reader chooses.

Hopscotch is the type of book that grows with you as a reader. I am the perfect example, having first read it in my teens, when I was mesmerized by its inventiveness. As years went by, I stopped thinking of it with reverence. It seemed to me stilted, erratic in its execution, even soulless. But as I age, I have learned to adore it. Today I often explain my own life, as others in my generation do, through the prism of Oliveira’s. This proves to me that classics are books read not once only but reread, books that become lifelong companions, books through which we read ourselves and others. Originally published in Buenos Aires in 1963, Hopscotch was superbly translated into English by Gregory Rabassa in 1966. It starts with a memorable line: “Would I find La Maga?” The protagonist, Horacio Oliveira, an Argentine intellectual between forty and fifty years old (approaching the age of Alonso Quijano at the beginning of Don Quixote), enjoys a ‘pseudo-student existence’ in Paris, although he makes his living as ‘a clandestine bookkeeper’. His knowledge is wide-ranging, but he is utterly impractical. Oliveira’s love is Lucía, also known as La Maga, who has a child named Rocamadour. Oliveira admires her sweetness, her capacity to live life fully. The couple belong to the bohemian Serpent Club. An assortment of characters rotates around them: Morelli, a novelist who stands as Cortázar’s alter ego; the pianist Ronald; La Maga’s would-be lover Ossip Gregorovius; Pola, with whom Oliveira has an affair, and, back in Buenos Aires, his friend Traveler and Traveler’s wife Talita.

Nothing much happens in Hopscotch – and everything does. Oliveira longs for existential fulfillment. He is an exile in France who returns home in the second part of the novel. In the interim, encounters take place, happenings change the characters’ convictions. Cortázar calls attention to the mundane, the obvious, the simple. For simplicity is the ultimate sophistication, and sophistication is simple at its core. He fills the novel with memorable scenes, with experimental chapters (for instance, chapter 34 transcribes a fragment from a novel called Lo prohibido, “the forbidden,” by nineteenth-century Iberian writer Benito Pérez Galdós), with quotations à la Walter Benjamin (from Malcolm Lowry, Octavio Paz, Lawrence Ferlinghetti, José Lezama Lima, and George Bataille), with news clippings from the London Observer and the TLS, with invented languages, and so on. The volume is built as a hall of mirrors, or maybe a museum, or perhaps a carnival of possibilities. In 1968, chapter 62 was spun off, becoming an independent novel called 62: A Model Kit. Cortázar theorized about this and other intentions in chapter 79: “It would seem that the usual novel misses its mark because it limits the reader to its own ambit; the better defined it is, the better the novelist is thought to be. An unavoidable detention in the varying degrees of the dramatic, the psychological, the tragic, the satirical, or the political. To attempt on the other hand a text that would not clutch the reader but which would oblige him to become an accomplice as it whispers to him underneath the conventional exposition other more esoteric directions.” Indeed, he made Hopscotch into an aleph, which is how Borges describes the magical artifact – a nutshell inhabited by infinite space – he (or the character called Borges) finds in a basement in Buenos Aires: a fluid kaleidoscope, constantly erasing its edges.

The novel was recognized as a milestone in Latin American literature and fellow Boomistas were swift to acknowledge Cortázar’s achievement. Of a later generation of writers influenced by his work the most important is Roberto Bolaño, another enfant terrible, a restless Chilean who wanted to be Argentine but couldn’t so he tried passing for Mexican and succeeded. His mammoth narrative, 2666 (2004), made of five loosely related novellas, might be read as a homage to Hopscotch: the Morelli figure represented by Archimboldi. Likewise, The Savage Detectives (1998) is cortazariana in nature. Bolaño used Cortázar’s anti-establishmentarianism as a canvas against which he shaped his own fiction. For example, his magnificent story “The Insufferable Gaucho,” packed with rabbits, owes much to “Letter to a Young Lady in Paris,” where an onslaught of rapidly-reproducing rabbits pushed the protagonist to insanity.

In an interview he gave in the early 1980s, Cortázar said: “I feel very much alone, and I think that’s as it should be. Each day I lose more confidence in myself, and I’m happy…” In other words, the standard view of literature as produced by an author who is confident, in control, the master of his domain, a puppeteer whose mission is to entertain us, is wrong, at least in the case of Cortázar. In truth, it might be just the opposite: writing is trying to show how arbitrary, how capricious life is. How strange. And also how playful.

Ilan Stavans

ILAN STAVANS is Lewis-Sebring Professor in Latin American and Latino Culture at Amherst College.




*He also translated Memoirs of Hadrian by Marguerite Yourcenar, the first woman ever elected to the Académie Française.
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DATE: 1921

LITERARY CONTEXT: Pirandello: Six Characters in Search of an Author.
Svevo: Confessions of Zeno.
Wittgenstein: Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus.

HISTORICAL EVENTS:  

DATE: 1922

LITERARY CONTEXT: Du Gard: The Thibaults (to 1940).
Eliot: The Waste Land.
Joyce: Ulysses.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Establishment of USSR. Stalin becomes General Secretary of the Communist party Central Committee. Mussolini marches on Rome.

DATE: 1923

LITERARY CONTEXT: Cummings: Tulips and Chimneys.

HISTORICAL EVENTS:  

DATE: 1924

LITERARY CONTEXT: Breton: Surrealist Manifesto.
Ford: Parade’s End (to 1928).
Forster: A Passage to India.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Intervention of military in Chile to force Congress to implement social reforms. Death of Lenin.

DATE: 1925

LITERARY CONTEXT: Fitzgerald: The Great Gatsby.
Gide: The Counterfeiters.
Hemingway: In Our Time
Kafka: The Trial.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Locarno conference.

DATE: 1926

LITERARY CONTEXT: Aragon: Paris Peasant.
Kafka: The Castle.
Quiroga: Exiles.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: General Strike in Britain.

DATE: 1927

LITERARY CONTEXT: Heidegger: Being and Time.
Mauriac: Thérèse Desqueyroux.
Proust: In Search of Lost Time completes publication.
Woolf: To the Lighthouse.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: First Sandanista uprising in Nicaragua. Lindbergh makes first solo flight across the Atlantic.

DATE: 1928

AUTHOR’S LIFE: Begins attending Escuela Normal de Profesores Mariano Acosta, a teacher training college.

LITERARY CONTEXT: Breton: Nadja.
García Lorca: Gypsy Ballads.
Lawrence: Lady Chatterley’s Lover.
Fernández: We’re Not Always Awake When Our Eyes Are Open.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Yrigoyen re-elected president of Argentina. First Five-Year Plan in USSR. Discovery of penicillin.

DATE: 1929

LITERARY CONTEXT: Arlt: The Seven Madmen.
Cocteau: Les Enfants terribles.
Faulkner: The Sound and the Fury.
Ortega y Gasset: The Revolt of the Masses.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Mexican National Revolutionary Party formed, which rules Mexico for 70 years as a single-party state. Ecuador is the first Latin American country to give women the vote. Trotsky banished from USSR. Wall Street crash; first year of the Depression.

DATE: 1930

LITERARY CONTEXT: Faulkner: As I Lay Dying.
Freud: Civilization and its Discontents.
Musil: The Man Without Qualities (to 1932).

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Military coup led by General Uriburu launches Argentina’s “Infamous Decade,” characterized by repression, corruption and electoral fraud. Gandhi begins civil disobedience campaign in India.

DATE: 1931

LITERARY CONTEXT: Arlt: The Flame-Throwers.
Woolf: The Waves.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: General Justo elected president in Argentina.

DATE: 1932

AUTHOR’S LIFE: Qualifies as a primary school teacher.

LITERARY CONTEXT: Céline: Journey to the End of the Night.
Huxley: Brave New World.
Romains: Men of Good Will (to 1946).

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Restoration of civilian rule in Chile (to 1973). F.D. Roosevelt’s landslide victory in US presidential election.

DATE: 1933

LITERARY CONTEXT: Arlt: Etchings from Buenos Aires.
García Lorca: Blood Wedding.
Hemingway: Winner Take Nothing.
Malraux: Man’s Fate.
Neruda: Residence on Earth (to 1935).

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Roca-Runciman trade agreement between Argentina and Britain. Roosevelt’s “New Deal” in US. Nazis become largest single party in German Reichstag; Hitler appointed Chancellor of Germany.

DATE: 1934

LITERARY CONTEXT: Fitzgerald: Tender Is the Night.
Miller: Tropic of Cancer.
Nabokov: Despair.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Riots in Paris. Dollfuss murdered in attempted Nazi coup in Austria.

DATE: 1935

AUTHOR’S LIFE: Qualifies as a secondary school teacher.

LITERARY CONTEXT: Borges: A Universal History of Infamy.
Quiroga: Beyond.
Steinbeck: Tortilla Flat.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Italy invades Abyssinia. Anti-Jewish Nuremberg laws passed in Germany.

DATE: 1936

AUTHOR’S LIFE: Studies at the University of Buenos Aires but leaves a year later to work as a teacher.

LITERARY CONTEXT: Faulkner: Absalom, Absalom!

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Spanish Civil War (to 1939). Hitler and Mussolini form Rome–Berlin Axis. Abdication crisis of Edward VIII in UK.

DATE: 1937

LITERARY CONTEXT: Amado: Captains of the Sands.
Breton: Mad Love.
Dos Passos: U.S.A.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Japanese invade China.

DATE: 1938

AUTHOR’S LIFE: Self-publishes Presencia, a volume of sonnets, under the pseudonym Julio Denis.

LITERARY CONTEXT: Anouilh: Thieves’ Carnival.
Greene: Brighton Rock.
Miller: Tropic of Capricorn.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Germany annexes Austria. Munich crisis.

DATE: 1939

LITERARY CONTEXT: Joyce: Finnegans Wake.
Nin: Winter of Artifice.
Steinbeck: The Grapes of Wrath.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Germans invade Czechoslovakia and Poland: beginning of World War II (Argentina declares its neutrality).

DATE: 1940

LITERARY CONTEXT: Bioy Casares: The Invention of Morel.
García Lorca: Poet in New York.
Greene: The Power and the Glory.
Hemingway: For Whom the Bell Tolls.
McCullers: The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Germans occupy Paris; unoccupied France governed from Vichy. Churchill becomes British prime minister.

DATE: 1941

LITERARY CONTEXT: Bataille: Madame Edwarda.
Borges: The Library of Babel.
Brecht: Mother Courage.
Fitzgerald: The Last Tycoon.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Japanese attack Pearl Harbor.

DATE: 1942

LITERARY CONTEXT: Camus: The Outsider.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Germans reach Stalingrad. Battle of El Alamein.

DATE: 1943

LITERARY CONTEXT: Genet: Our Lady of the Flowers.
Saint-Exupéry: The Little Prince.
Sartre: Being and Nothingness.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Military regime seizes power in Argentina. Germans retreat in Russia, Africa and Italy.

DATE: 1944

AUTHOR’S LIFE: Begins teaching French literature at the University of Cuyo in Mendoza.

LITERARY CONTEXT: Anouilh: Antigone.
Bataille: On Nietzsche.
Borges: Ficciones.
Sartre: Huis Clos.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Argentina breaks diplomatic relations with Germany and Japan, declaring war on them in 1945. Juan José Arévalo becomes first elected president of Guatemala. Attempted military coup in Colombia. Normandy landings and liberation of Paris.

DATE: 1945

LITERARY CONTEXT: García Lorca: The House of Bernarda Alba.
Orwell: Animal Farm.
Sartre: The Roads to Freedom (to 1947).

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Unconditional surrender of Germany; Hitler commits suicide. Atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. United Nations founded.

DATE: 1946

AUTHOR’S LIFE: Cortázar’s first story, “House Taken Over,” is published by Jorge Luis Borges in the magazine Anales de Buenos Aires. Attends a protest against Perón and is briefly imprisoned; resigns from his position at University of Cuyo. Begins working for a publishing company in Buenos Aires (to 1948).

LITERARY CONTEXT: Genet: The Miracle of the Rose.
Peake: Gormanghast (to 1959).

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Perón becomes president of Argentina, promising higher wages for workers and social security; Perón’s wife Eva – “Evita” – is put in charge of labor relations. Nuremberg trials. “Iron Curtain” speech by Churchill.

DATE: 1947

AUTHOR’S LIFE: Qualifies as a translator. Translates Gide’s L’Immomliste into Spanish.

LITERARY CONTEXT: Camus: The Plague.
Levi: If This Is a Man.
Lowry: Under the Volcano.
Sartre: What Is Literature?

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Women gain the franchise in Argentina. Marshall Plan to aid post-war Europe rejected by USSR as threat to Communism.

DATE: 1948

LITERARY CONTEXT: Marechal: Adán Buenosayres.
Sabato: The Tunnel.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Assassination of Gandhi. Apartheid officially adopted in South Africa. Foundation of the State of Israel.

DATE: 1949

AUTHOR’S LIFE: Publishes a play, Los Reyes (The Kings).

LITERARY CONTEXT: Borges: The Aleph.
De Beauvoir: The Second Sex.
Genet: The Thief’s Journal.
Orwell: Nineteen Eighty-Four.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Foundation of NATO. Communist regime in Hungary. New constitution in Argentina strengthens presidential powers – suppression of press and political opponents.

DATE: 1950

AUTHOR’S LIFE: Writes El examen (Final Exam; novel), which is not published until 1985.

LITERARY CONTEXT: Neruda: Canto General.
Paz: The Labyrinth of Solitude.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: McCarthy leads Communist witch hunts in US (to 1954). Korean War (to 1953).

DATE: 1951

AUTHOR’S LIFE: In opposition to Perón regime, Cortázar emigrates to France and lives in Paris. Bestiario (Bestiary; short stories) published.

LITERARY CONTEXT: Beckett: Molloy trilogy (to 1953).
Malraux: Voices of Silence.
Salinger: The Catcher in the Rye.
Yourcenar: Memoirs of Hadrian.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Perón is re-elected with huge majority in Argentina.

DATE: 1952

AUTHOR’S LIFE: Begins working as a freelance translator for UNESCO and other organizations; goes on to translate, among other works, Robinson Crusoe and the stories of Edgar Allan Poe into Spanish.

LITERARY CONTEXT: Beckett: Waiting for Godot.
Calvino: The Cloven Viscount.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Death of Eva Perón. The National Revolutionary Movement comes to power in Bolivia. Eisenhower elected US president. Accession of Elizabeth II in UK.

DATE: 1953

AUTHOR’S LIFE: Spends time in Italy. Marries Aurora Bernárdez, an Argentine translator.

LITERARY CONTEXT: Baldwin: Go Tell it on the Mountain.
Bellow: The Adventures of Augie March.
Robbe-Grillet: The Rubbers.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Death of Stalin.

DATE: 1954

LITERARY CONTEXT: K. Amis: Lucky Jim.
Fuentes: Masked Days.
Golding: Lord of the Flies.
Neruda: Elemental Odes.
Sagan: Bonjour Tristesse.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Vietnam War (to 1975). US backs right-wing coup in Guatemala. General Stroessner comes to power in Paraguay. Beginning of Algerian War of Independence.

DATE: 1955

AUTHOR’S LIFE: Spanish translation of Marguerite Yourcenar’s Mémoires d’Hadrien published.

LITERARY CONTEXT: García Márquez: Leaf Storm.
Greene: The Quiet American.
Lévi-Strauss: Tristes Tropiques.
Nabokov: Lolita.
Robbe-Grillet: The Voyeur.
Rulfo: Pedro Páramo.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Perón ousted by the military in Argentina; thousands are killed during three days of fighting. Constitution of 1853 (based on US constitution) restored.

DATE: 1956

AUTHOR’S LIFE: Final del juego (End of the Game; short stories) published.

LITERARY CONTEXT: Butor: Second Thoughts.
Fuentes: Where the Air Is Clear.
Camus: The Fall.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Khrushchev delivers “Secret Speech” at 20th congress of Soviet Communist party. Suez crisis.

DATE: 1957

LITERARY CONTEXT: Bataille: Eroticism; Blue of Noon.
Carpentier: The Kingdom of this World.
Donoso: Coronaciócn.
L. Durrell: The Alexandria Quartet (to 1960).
Kerouac: On the Road.
Pasternak: Doctor Zhivago.
Paz: Sun Stone.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Dictatorship of Papa Doc and Baby Doc Duvalier in Haiti.

DATE: 1958

LITERARY CONTEXT: Burroughs: Naked Lunch.
Capote: Breakfast at Tiffany’s.
Duras: Moderato Cantabile.
Lampedusa: The Leopard.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: De Gaulle returns to power in France and founds the Fifth Republic.

DATE: 1959

AUTHOR’S LIFE: Las armas secretas (Secret Weapons; short stories) published, containing “Las Babas del Diablo” (Blow-Up).

LITERARY CONTEXT: Bellow: Henderson the Rain King.
Grass: The Tin Drum.
Monterroso: Complete Works and Other Stories.
Nin: Cities of the Interior.
Robbe-Grillet: In the Labyrinth.
Sarraute: The Planetarium.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Fidel Castro forms new government in Cuba.

DATE: 1960

AUTHOR’S LIFE: Los premios (The Winners; novel), the first of Cortázar’s books to be published in English. Travels to the United States.

LITERARY CONTEXT: Borges: The Maker.
Guevara: Guerilla Warfare.
Lee: To Kill a Mockingbird.
Simon: The Flanders Road.
Updike: Rabbit, Run.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: John F. Kennedy wins US presidency.

DATE: 1961

LITERARY CONTEXT: Burroughs: The Nova Trilogy (to 1964).
García Márquez: No One Writes to the Colonel.
Heller: Catch-22.
Naipaul: A House for Mr Biswas.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: US severs relations with Cuba; “Bay of Pigs.” Construction of Berlin Wall. Yuri Gagarin becomes first man in space.

DATE: 1962

AUTHOR’S LIFE: Historias de cronopios y de famas (Cronopios and Famas; short stories) published.

LITERARY CONTEXT: Burgess: A Clockwork Orange.
Carpentier: Explosion in a Cathedral.
Fuentes: The Death of Artemio Cruz; Aura.
Nabokov: Pale Fire.
Pinget: The Inquisitory.
Solzhenitsyn: One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich.
Vargas Llosa: The Time of the Hero.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Cuban missile crisis. Algeria granted independence from French colonial rule.

DATE: 1963

AUTHOR’S LIFE: Rayuela (Hopscotch; novel) published, establishing Cortázar’s name. First visit to Cuba, a country he revisits frequently.

LITERARY CONTEXT: Plath: The Bell Jar.
Sarraute: The Golden Fruits.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Assassination of John F. Kennedy.

DATE: 1964

LITERARY CONTEXT: Amado: Shepherds of the Night.
Bellow: Herzog.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Military coup puts an end to democratic rule in Brazil. National Revolutionary Movement overthrown in Bolivia. US Civil Rights Act prohibits discrimination in employment on basis of race or gender. Nobel Peace Prize awarded to Martin Luther King.

DATE: 1965

LITERARY CONTEXT: Calvino: Cosmicomics.
Mailer: An American Dream.
Queneau: The Blue Flowers.
Robbe-Grillet: La Maison de Rendez-Vous.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: US forces occupy Dominican Republic. Sustained bombing of targets in North Vietnam by US aircraft; 3500 US marines sent to South Vietnam.

DATE: 1966

AUTHOR’S LIFE: Blow-Up is adapted into a film by Michelangelo Antonioni, with David Hemmings and Vanessa Redgrave. Todos los fuegos el fuego (All Fires the Fire; short stories) published. English translation of Hopscotch.

LITERARY CONTEXT: Bulgakov: The Master and Margarita.
Capote: In Cold Blood.
Donoso: El lugar sin límites
(The Place Without Limits).
Pynchon: The Crying of Lot 49.
Vargas Llosa: The Green House.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Military rule in Argentina following a coup led by General Juan Carlos Ongania. Mao instigates Cultural Revolution in China.

DATE: 1967

AUTHOR’S LIFE: La vuleta al día en ochenta mundos (a miscellany of essays, sketches and short pieces) published; translated into English as Around the Day in Eighty Worlds.

LITERARY CONTEXT: Cabrera Infante: Three Trapped Tigers.
Derrida: Writing and Difference; Of Grammatology.
Fuentes: Change of Skin.
Fernández: The Museum of Eterna’s Novel.
García Márquez: One Hundred Years of Solitude.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Che Guevara shot dead in Bolivia. Six-Day War between Israel and Arab states. First successful heart transplant.

DATE: 1968

AUTHOR’S LIFE: 62 Modelo para armar (62: A Model Kit; novel) published. Separates from his wife.

LITERARY CONTEXT: Queneau: The Flight of Icarus.
Solzhenitsyn: Cancer Ward.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Martin Luther King assassinated; violent reaction throughout US. Czechoslovakia invaded by Soviet troops seeking to reinstate Communism. Richard Nixon elected US president. Student revolt against government policies in France.

DATE: 1969

AUTHOR’S LIFE: Último round (Last Round; essays, articles, short stories and poems) published.

LITERARY CONTEXT: Monterroso: The Black Sheep and Other Fables.
Vargas Llosa: Conversation in the Cathedral.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Americans land man on moon. Pompidou elected president in France.

DATE: 1970

AUTHOR’S LIFE: Collected short stories published under the title Relatos.

LITERARY CONTEXT: Borges: Brodie’s Report.
Donoso: El obsceno pájaro de la noche (The Obscene Bird of the Night).
Roa Bastos: Son of Man.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Chilean Salvador Allende becomes world’s first democratically elected Marxist head of state.

DATE: 1971

AUTHOR’S LIFE: A volume of selected poetry, Pameos y meopas, published.

LITERARY CONTEXT: Lessing: Briefing for a Descent into Hell.
Maillet: La Sagouine.

HISTORICAL EVENTS:  

DATE: 1972

AUTHOR’S LIFE: Prosa del observatorio (From the Observatory; prose and poetry) published following a visit to India.

LITERARY CONTEXT: Amado: Tereza Batista Home from the Wars.
Calvino: Invisible Cities.
Donoso: Historia personal del boom.
Monterroso: Perpetual Motion.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: “Bloody Sunday” in Londonderry, Northern Ireland. Israeli building at Olympic Village near Munich attacked by Arab guerrillas. Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty (SALT I) signed by US and USSR.

DATE: 1973

AUTHOR’S LIFE: Publishes Libro de Manuel (A Manual for Manuel), a political novel that angers both left and right. Officially exiled by the Argentine junta.

LITERARY CONTEXT: Barthes: The Pleasure of the Text.
Bioy Casares: Asleep in the Sun.
Puig: The Buenos Aires Affair.
Pynchon: Gravity’s Rainbow.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Chilean President Allende and at least 2,700 others killed in coup led by General Pinochet. Terrorist violence in Argentina; Perón returns to power. Military take-over in Uruguay.

DATE: 1974

AUTHOR’S LIFE: Octaedro (short stories) published. Becomes an active campaigner for human rights. Awarded Prix Médicis for Libro de Manuel;

LITERARY CONTEXT: Cabrera Infante: A View of Dawn in the Tropics.
Carpentier: Reasons of State.
Paz: The Monkey Grammarian.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Death of Perón who is succeeded by his wife, Isabel; terrorist violence, demonstrations and strikes, in which hundreds lose their lives. Death of Pompidou in France; succeeded by Valéry Giscard d’Estaing. Nixon resigns in wake of Watergate scandal.

DATE: 1974 cont.

AUTHOR’S LIFE: donates prize money to support political prisoners in South America.

LITERARY CONTEXT: Roa Bastos: I, the Supreme.

HISTORICAL EVENTS:  

DATE: 1975

AUTHOR’S LIFE: Publishes a comic book, Fantomas contra los vampiros multinacionales, about the evils of multinational companies.

LITERARY CONTEXT: Bellow: Humboldt’s Gift.
Bioy Casares: A Plan for Escape.
Borges: The Book of Sand.
Fuentes: Terra Nostra.
García Márquez: The Autumn of the Patriarch.
Levi: The Periodic Table.
Naipaul: Guerrillas.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: End of Vietnam War. Inflation rises to 300% in Argentina.

DATE: 1976

LITERARY CONTEXT: Puig: Kiss of the Spider Woman.
Vargas Llosa: Aunt Julia and the Scriptwriter.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Military junta led by General Jorge Videla seizes power in Argentina; opponents rounded up in “Dirty War,” which sees thousands of people “disappear.” Death of Chairman Mao in China. Jimmy Carter elected US president.

DATE: 1977

AUTHOR’S LIFE: Alguien que anda por ahí (short stories) published; the book is banned by Argentina’s military regime.

LITERARY CONTEXT: Morrison: Song of Solomon.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Military coup in Pakistan.

DATE: 1978

AUTHOR’S LIFE: Publishes Territorios, a book about visual art.

LITERARY CONTEXT: Greene: The Human Factor.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Camp David Agreement between Carter, Egyptian president Sadat and Israeli prime minister Begin.

DATE: 1979

AUTHOR’S LIFE: Begins support of Nicaraguan revolutionaries.

LITERARY CONTEXT: Calvino: If on a winter’s night a traveler.
Kundera: The Book of Laughter and Forgetting.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Somoza regime overthrown in Nicaragua; Sandanistas take power. Pro-Western Shah of Iran forced into exile; an Islamic theocratic republic is ratified under Ayatollah Khomeini. Margaret Thatcher becomes first female prime minister in Britain. Carter and Brezhnev sign SALT II Arms Limitation Treaty. Soviets occupy Afghanistan.

DATE: 1980

AUTHOR’S LIFE: Queremos tanto a Glenda (We Love Glenda So Much; short stories) published.

LITERARY CONTEXT: Eco: The Name of the Rose.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Shipyard worker Lech Wałęsa leads strikes in Gdansk, Poland. Iran–Iraq War begins (to 1988). Ronald Reagan elected US president.

DATE: 1981

AUTHOR’S LIFE: Granted French citizenship. Marries Carol Dunlop, a Canadian writer, photographer and political activist.

LITERARY CONTEXT: García Márquez: Chronicle of a Death Foretold.
Rushdie: Midnight’s Children.
Updike: Rabbit Is Rich.
Vargas Llosa: The War of the End of the World.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Military regime led by Leopoldo Galtieri in Argentina. President Sadat killed by Islamic fundamentalists in Egypt. Mitterrand elected president in France.

DATE: 1982

AUTHOR’S LIFE: Carol Dunlop dies of cancer. Deshoras (short stories) published.

LITERARY CONTEXT: Allende: House of the Spirits.
Walker: The Color Purple.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Argentina occupies Falkland Islands, resulting in war with Britain. Subsequent loss of the islands leads to the fall of Argentina’s military government.

DATE: 1983

AUTHOR’S LIFE: Publishes Los autonautas de la cosmopista (Autonauts of the Cosmoroute), a non-fiction work written with his late wife Carol Dunlop.

LITERARY CONTEXT:  

HISTORICAL EVENTS: US troops invade Grenada when its government is overthrown. General Noriega leads coup in Panama. Civilian government restored in Argentina. Raúl Alfonsín becomes president. Government investigation into “Dirty War” crimes. Inflation reaches 900%.

DATE: 1984

AUTHOR’S LIFE: Dies of cancer in Paris (12 February); buried in the Cimetière de Montparnasse.

LITERARY CONTEXT: Carter: Nights at the Circus.
Duras: The Lover.
Kundera: The Unbearable Lightness of Being.

HISTORICAL EVENTS: Famine in Ethiopia. Indira Gandhi assassinated in India. Reagan re-elected US president in landslide victory.
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In its own way, this book consists of many books, but two books above all.

The first can be read in a normal fashion and it ends with Chapter 56, at the close of which there are three garish little stars which stand for the words The End. Consequently, the reader may ignore what follows with a clean conscience.
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And moved by the hope of being of particular help to youth, and of contributing to the reform of manners in general, I have put together this collection of maxims, counsels, and precepts which are the basis of those universal morals that are so much a part of the spiritual and temporal happiness of men of all ages, states, and conditions, and of the prosperity and orderliness not only of the civil and Christian republic in which we live, but of any other republic or government that the most thoughtful and serious philosophers of the world might wish to contrive.


Spirit of the Bible and Universal Morals,

Drawn from the Old and New Testaments

Put down in Tuscan by the Abbot Martini

with footnotes

Rendered into Castilian

by a member of the Regular Clergy of the

Congregation of San Cayetano of this Court

With permission
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Everytime it starts to get cool, I mean in the middle of autim, I start gettin nutty ideas like I was thinkin about what was forein and diffrent, like for exsample how I’d like to turn into a swallow and get away and fly to countrys where it gets hot, or be an ant so’s I could get deep into a cave and eat the stuff I stored away durin the summer or be a snake like what they got in the zoO, the ones they keep lockt up in glass cages thats heated so’s they don’t get stiff from the cold, which is what happens to poor human beans who cant buy no close cause the price is to high, and cant keep warm cause theys no keroseen, no coal, no wood, no fule oil and besides theys no loot, cause when you go around with bocoo bread you can go into any bar and get some sneaky pete that can be real warmin, even tho it aint good to overdo it cause if you overdos it it gets to be a bad habbit and bad habbits is bad for your body just like they is for youre selfrespeck, and when you start goin downhill cause your actin bad in everythin, they aint nobody or nothin can stop you from endin up a stinkin piece of human garbidge and they never gone give you a hand to haul you up outen the dirty muck you rollin around in, not even if you was a eaglE when you was young and could fly up and over the highest hills, but when you get old you like a highflyin bomber thats lost its moral engines and fall down outen the sky. I jes hope what I been writin down hear do somebody some good so he take a good look at how he livin and he dont be sorry when it too late and everythin is gone down the drain cause it his own fault.

CÉSAR BRUTO, What I Would Like to Be If I Wasn’t What I Am (Chapter: “A St Bernard Dog”)







FROM THE OTHER SIDE


Rien ne vous tue un homme comme d’être obligé de représenter un pays.

JACQUES VACHÉ, letter to André Breton







1

WOULD I FIND La Maga? Most of the time it was just a case of my putting in an appearance, going along the Rue de Seine to the arch leading into the Quai de Conti, and I would see her slender form against the olive-ashen light which floats along the river as she crossed back and forth on the Pont des Arts, or leaned over the iron rail looking at the water. It was quite natural for me to climb the steps to the bridge, go into its narrowness and over to where La Maga stood. She would smile and show no surprise, convinced as she was, the same as I, that casual meetings are apt to be just the opposite, and that people who make dates are the same kind who need lines on their writing paper, or who always squeeze up from the bottom on a tube of toothpaste.

But now she would not be on the bridge. The thin glow of her face was probably peeking into the old doorways in the Marais ghetto, or maybe she was talking to a woman who sells fried potatoes, or she might be eating a hot sausage on the Boulevard de Sébastopol. In any case, I went out onto the bridge and there was no Maga. I did not run into her along the way either. We each knew where the other lived, every cranny we holed up in in our pseudo-student existence in Paris, every window by Braque, Ghirlandaio, or Max Ernst set into cheap postcard frames and ringed with gaudy posters, but we never looked each other up at home. We preferred meeting on the bridge, at a sidewalk café, at an art movie, or crouched over a cat in some Latin Quarter courtyard. We did not go around looking for each other, but we knew that we would meet just the same. Oh, Maga, whenever I saw a woman who looked like you a clear, sharp pause would close in like a deafening silence, collapsing like a wet umbrella being closed. An umbrella, precisely. Maybe you remember, Maga, that old umbrella we sacrificed in a gully in Montsouris Park one sunset on a cold March day. We threw it away because you had found it half-broken in the Place de la Concorde and you had got a lot of use from it, especially for digging into people’s ribs on the Métro or on a bus as you lethargically thought about the design the flies on the ceiling made. There was a cloudburst that afternoon and you tried to open your umbrella in the park in a proud sort of way, but your hand got all wrapped up in a catastrophe of cold lightning shafts and black clouds, strips of torn cloth falling from the ruins of unfrocked spokes, and we both laughed like madmen as we got soaked, thinking that an umbrella found in a public square ought to die a noble death in a park and not get involved in the mean cycle of trash can or gutter. Then I rolled it up as best I could and we took it to the top of the park near the little bridge over the railroad tracks, and from there I threw it with all my might to the bottom of the gully where it landed on the wet grass as you gave out with a shout in which I thought I vaguely recognized the curse of a Valkyrie. It sank into the gully like a ship into green water, stormy green water, into la mer qui est plus félonesse en été qu’en hiver, into the treacherous wave, Maga, as we counted for a long time, in love with Joinville or with the park, embracing like wet trees or like actors in some second-rate Hungarian movie. And it stayed down there in the grass, small and black, like some trampled insect. And it did not move, none of its springs popped out as once before. Ended. Over. Oh Maga, and still we were not satisfied.

Why was I coming to the Pont des Arts? It seems to me that on that December Thursday I had intended crossing over to the Right Bank to have some wine in the little café on the Rue des Lombards where Madame Léonie reads my palm and tells me of trips and surprises. I never took you to have Madame Léonie read your palm, probably because I was afraid that she would read some truth about me in your hand, because you have always been a frightful mirror, a monstrous instrument of repetitions, and what we had called loving was perhaps my standing in front of you holding a yellow flower while you held two green candles and a slow rain of renunciations and farewells and Métro tickets blew into our faces. So I never took you to Madame Léonie’s, Maga. You told me so and that is how I know that you did not like my watching you go into that little bookshop on the Rue de Verneuil, where a burdened old man fills out thousands of reference cards and knows everything there is to know about the study of history. You used to go there to play with a cat, and the old man let you in and didn’t ask questions, content to have you get him a book from the upper shelves. You used to get warm at that stove of his with its big black pipe, and you didn’t like me to know that you were going to sit next to that stove. But all of this should have been said in its proper time, except that it was difficult to know what the proper time for things was, and even now, with my elbows on the railing of the bridge, as I watched a small, must-colored péniche, sparkling clean like a great big beautiful cockroach, with a woman in a white apron hanging wash on a wire strung along the prow, as I looked at its windows, painted green, with Hansel and Gretel curtains, even now, Maga, I wondered if this roundabout route made any sense, since it would have been easier to reach the Rue des Lombards by the Pont Saint-Michel and the Pont au Change. But if you had been there that night, as so many other times, then I would have known that the roundabout made sense, while now, on the other hand, I debase my failure by calling it a roundabout. I raised the collar of my lumberjacket, and it was a matter of going along the docks until I came to where the large shops go on to the Châtelet, passing underneath the violet shadow of the Tour Saint-Jacques, and turning into my street, thinking about the fact that I had not met you and about Madame Léonie.

I know that one day I came to Paris. I know that I was living off loans for a while, doing what the others did and seeing what they saw. I know that you were coming out of a café on the Rue du Cherche-Midi and that we spoke. Everything had been going badly that afternoon because the habits I had brought from Argentina would not permit me to cross from one sidewalk to the other to look at silly items in the dimly lit shop windows on streets I don’t remember any more. I followed you grudgingly then, finding you petulant and rude, until you got tired of not being tired and we went into a café on the Boul’ Mich’ and all of a sudden in between two croissants you told me a whole chunk of your life.

How was I to have suspected that what seemed to be a pack of lies was all true, a Figari with sunset violets, with livid faces, with hunger and blows in the corners. I came to believe you later on, later on there was reason to, there was Madame Léonie, who looked at my hand which had gone to bed with your breasts, and she practically repeated your exact words: “She is suffering somewhere. She has always suffered. She is very gay, she adores yellow, her bird is the blackbird, her time is night, her bridge is the Pont des Arts.” (A must-colored péniche, Maga, and I wonder why we didn’t sail off on it while there was still time.)

We had barely come to know each other when life began to plot everything necessary for us to stop meeting little by little. Since you didn’t know how to fake I realized at once that in order to see you as I wanted to I would have to begin by shutting my eyes, and then at first some things like yellow stars (moving around in a velvet jelly), then red jumps of humor and time, a sudden entry into a Maga world, awkward and confused, but also with ferns signed by a Klee spider, a Miró circus, Vieira da Silva ash-mirrors, a chess world where you moved about like a knight trying to move like a rook trying to move like a bishop. In those days we used to go to art movies to see silent pictures, because I had my culture, maybe not, but you, poor thing, didn’t understand anything at all about that yellow and convulsed shrieking which had all taken place before you were born, that grooved emulsion in which dead people ran about. But suddenly Harold Lloyd would go by and then you would shake off the water of your dream and would finally be convinced that all was well, and that Pabst, and that Fritz Lang. You used to make me a little sick with your mania for perfection, with your rundown shoes, with your refusal to accept the acceptable. We used to eat hamburgers in the Carrefour de l’Odéon and we used to go cycling to Montparnasse, to any hotel, any pillow. Then other times we would go all the way to the Porte d’Orléans and we became more and more familiar with the vacant lots beyond the Boulevard Jourdan, where sometimes at midnight the members of the Serpent Club used to get together to talk to a blind seer, a stimulating paradox. We used to leave the bicycles on the street and go in a little way, stopping to look at the sky because it is one of the few places in Paris where sky is worth more than ground. Sitting on a pile of rubbish we would smoke for a while, and La Maga would stroke my hair or hum songs which hadn’t been invented yet, absurd tunes broken with sighs or memories. I took advantage of such moments to think about useless things, a practice I had begun some years before in a hospital and which all seemed richer and more necessary every time since. With great effort, marshaling auxiliary images, thinking about smells and faces, I managed to extract out of nothing a pair of chestnut-colored shoes I had owned in Olavarría in 1940. They had rubber heels and very thin soles, and when it rained the water used to seep in up to my very soul. With that pair of shoes in the hand of my memory the rest came along by itself: the face of Doña Manuela, for example, or the poet Ernesto Morroni. But I rejected them because the game consisted in bringing back only the insignificant, the unnoticed, the forgotten. Trembling at not being able to remember, attacked by those moths suggested by postponement, an imbecile for having kissed time, I finally saw beyond the shoes a can of Sol brand tea which my mother had given me in Buenos Aires. And the little double teaspoon, a mousetrap spoon, where little black mice were scalded alive in the cup of water as they gave off hissing bubbles. Convinced that memory keeps everything, not just the Albertines and the great journals of the heart and kidneys, I persisted in reconstructing the contents of my desk in Floresta, the face of a girl impossible to remember named Gekrepten, the number of drawing pens in my pencil box in the fifth grade, and I ended up trembling and desperate (because I had never been able to remember those pens; I know that they were in the pencil box, in a special compartment, but I cannot remember how many they were, nor the precise moment when there were two or six), until La Maga, kissing me and blowing smoke and her hot breath into my face, brought me back and we laughed, and we began to walk around again among the piles of rubbish, looking for the members of the Club. It was about that time I realized that searching was my symbol, the emblem of those who go out at night with nothing in mind, the motives of a destroyer of compasses. I spoke about pataphysics with La Maga until we both were tired, because the same thing used to happen to her (and our meeting had been like that, and so many things, dark as a match), always falling into exceptions, seeing herself stuck in huts not meant for people and all this without despising anyone, without thinking we were Maldorors at the end of the trails or Melmoths privileged to wander about. I do not believe the firefly gets any great satisfaction from the incontrovertible fact that he is one of the most amazing wonders of this circus, and yet one can imagine a consciousness alert enough to understand that every time he lights his belly this light-bearing bug must feel some inkling of privilege. In just this way La Maga was fascinated with the strange mixups she had become involved in because of the breakdown of the laws governing her life. She was one of those people who could make a bridge collapse simply by walking on it, or who could sobbingly remember having seen in a shop window the lottery ticket which had just won five million. As for me, I’m already used to the fact that quietly exceptional things happen to me, and I don’t find it too horrible when I go into a dark room looking for a record album and feel in my hand the wriggling form of a centipede who has chosen to sleep in the binding. That sort of thing. Or finding great gray or green tufts in a pack of cigarettes, or hearing the whistle of a locomotive coincide ex officio in time and pitch with a passage from a symphony by Ludwig van, or going into a pissotière on the Rue de Médicis and seeing a man apply himself to his urination and then step back from the urinal towards me as he holds in the palm of his hand as if it were a precious and liturgical object a member of incredible colors and dimensions, and my realizing at that moment that this man is the replica of another (although they are not the same one) who twenty-four hours before in the Salle de Géographie had been lecturing on totems and taboos and had held up carefully in the palm of his hand ivory sticks, lyrebird feathers, ritual coins, magic fossils, starfish, dried fish, photographs of royal concubines, offerings of hunters, enormous embalmed beetles which made the inevitable ladies present quiver with startled delight.

All things considered, it’s not easy to talk about La Maga, who right now must certainly be walking around Belleville or Pantin, carefully looking at the ground until she finds a piece of red cloth. If she doesn’t find it she’ll go on like that all night. She’ll rummage in garbage cans, her eyes glassy, convinced that something horrible will happen to her if she doesn’t find that piece of ransom, that sign of forgiveness or postponement. I know what it’s all about because I too obey these signs, and there are times when I must find a red rag. Ever since childhood, whenever I drop something I must pick it up, no matter what, because if I don’t a disaster will happen, not to me, but to someone I love whose name begins with the same letter as the thing I dropped. The worst is that nothing can stop me when I drop something, and it doesn’t work if somebody else picks it up because the curse will still be effective. People usually think I’m crazy and I really am crazy when I do it, when I pounce on a pencil or a piece of paper which I have dropped, like the night I dropped a lump of sugar in that restaurant on the Rue Scribe, a posh place with an overload of salesmen, whores with silver foxes, and well-established married couples. We were there with Ronald and Étienne, and I dropped a lump of sugar. It landed underneath a table some distance from ours. The first thing that had drawn my attention was how it had rolled so far away, because most often a lump of sugar will stay where it lands, obeying obvious geometrical principles. But this one took off like a mothball, heightening my worry, and I began to feel that it had actually been snatched out of my hand. Ronald knows me, and when he saw where it had landed he began to laugh. That frightened me all the more, along with a touch of rage. A waiter came by and thought I had lost something of value, a Parker pen, a false tooth, and all he did was upset me even more. I didn’t even excuse myself and fell to the floor to look for the lump among the shoes of people who were curious and thought (quite rightly) that something important was involved. I went under a table where there was a fat redhead and another woman, not so fat but just as whorey, and two businessmen, or so they seemed. The first thing I managed to find out was that the lump was nowhere in sight, even though I had seen it leap among the shoes which now were moving about restlessly like a flock of chickens. A carpet on the floor made things worse, and despite the fact that it was dirty from so much treading on top of it, the lump had gone to hide in the pile and could not be found at all. The waiter was crawling around on the other side of the table and there we were, two quadrupeds making our way about among those chicken-shoes which all the while were cackling madly up above. The waiter was still looking for a Parker or a louis d’or, and when we were well under the table, with a feeling of great intimacy and shadow, he asked me what it was and I told him the truth. His face was ready to fly off its hinges, but I was not in any mood to laugh. Fear had doubled the knot in my stomach, and I had become by then quite desperate and began to grab at the women’s shoes to see if the lump might not be hiding under the arch of one, while the chickens cackled and the businessmen-roosters pecked me on the back. I could hear Ronald and Étienne breaking up with laughter as I moved from one table to another until I found the lump ensconced behind an Empire foot. Everybody was furious and so was I, as I held the sugar tightly in my palm and felt it dissolve in the sweat my hand gave off, as if it were some sort of mean and sticky vengeance meant to terminate another one of those episodes that I was always getting involved in.
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AT FIRST IT had been like a bloodletting, being here, a flogging to be taken internally, the need to feel a stupid blue-covered passport in my coat pocket, the hotel key hung securely on its rack. Fear, ignorance, bewilderment. This is the name of this thing, that’s how you ask for that thing, now that woman is going to smile, the Jardin des Plantes starts at the end of that street. Paris, a postcard with a drawing by Klee next to a dirty mirror. La Maga had appeared one afternoon on the Rue du Cherche-Midi. When she came to my room on the Rue de la Tombe Issoire she would always bring a flower, a Klee or Miró postcard, and if she didn’t have any money she would pick up the leaf of a plane tree in the park. At that time I used to pick up pieces of wire and empty boxes on the street early in the morning and I made them into mobiles, silhouettes which swung around the fireplace, useless gadgets which La Maga would help me paint. We didn’t love each other, so we would make love with an objective and critical virtuosity, but then we would fall into terrible silences and the foam on the beer glasses would start to look like burlap, getting warm and shriveling up while we looked at each other and figured that this was Time. La Maga would finally get up and walk uselessly around the room. More than once I saw her admire her body in the mirror, cup her breasts in her hands like a small Syrian statue, moving her eyes slowly over her body in a sort of caress. I could never resist the urge to call her over to me, to have her fall on top of me, unfold again after having been so alone and so in love for a moment, face to face with the eternity of her body.

We didn’t talk much about Rocamadour those days; our pleasure was selfish and it used to come moaning over us with its narrow brow, tying us up with its salty hands. I had come to accept La Maga’s disorder as the natural condition of every moment, and we would go from memories of Rocamadour to a plate of warmed-over noodles, mixing wine and beer and lemonade, going to the corner to buy two dozen oysters from the old woman there, playing Schubert songs on Madame Noguet’s shell of a piano, or Bach preludes, or putting up with Porgy and Bess along with steak and pickles. The disorder in which we lived, or the order, rather, which saw a bidé quickly and naturally changed into a storage place for records and unanswered letters, seemed to me like some sort of necessary discipline, although I didn’t care to tell my feelings to La Maga. It didn’t take me long to understand that you didn’t discuss reality in methodical terms with La Maga. Praise of disorder would have horrified her as much as criticism of it. Disorder did not exist for her, as I discovered while I was finding out simultaneously what her purse contained (it was in a café on the Rue Réaumur, it was raining and we were beginning to want each other). But I accepted it and even favored it once I had identified it. My relations with practically all the rest of the world were based on these disadvantages, and how many times had I lain on a bed left unmade for several days listening to La Maga cry because a little girl on the Métro had reminded her of Rocamadour, or watched her comb her hair after she had spent all afternoon before a portrait of Eleanor of Aquitaine and was killing herself trying to look like the painting, and it occurred to me like a sort of mental belch that this whole A B C of my life was a painful bit of stupidity, because it was based solely on a dialectical pattern, on the choice of what could be called nonconduct rather than conduct, on faddish indecency instead of social decency. La Maga was putting up her hair, taking it down, putting it up again. She was thinking about Rocamadour. She sang something from Hugo Wolf (badly), she kissed me, she asked me about her hairdo, she began to sketch on a scrap of yellow paper. That was all she, no doubt about it, and there was I on a deliberately dirty bed, drinking a glass of deliberately flat beer, always being myself and my life; there was I with my life face to face with other people’s lives. But I was proud nonetheless to be a conscious bum and to have lived under all sorts of moons, in all kinds of scrapes with La Maga and Ronald and Rocamadour and the Club and the streets and my moral sickness and other worse ones, and Berthe Trépat and sometimes hunger and old man Trouille, who used to get me out of trouble, under the eaves of vomity nights of music and tobacco and little meannesses and all kinds of exchanges, because underneath and on top of it all I had refused to pretend like normal bohemians that the chaos of my affairs and finances was some sort of higher spiritual order or something else with an equally disgusting label, nor had I accepted the notion that all one needed was just one split second of decency (decency, now, young fellow!) to crawl out from the midst of so much filthy cotton. And that’s how I had met La Maga, who was my witness and my spy without being aware of it; and the irritation of thinking about all this and knowing that since it was always easier to think than to be, that in my case the ergo of the expression was no ergo or anything at all like it, so that we used to go along the Left Bank and La Maga, without knowing she was my spy and my witness, would be amazed at how much I knew about things like literature and cool jazz, which were great mysteries for her. And I felt antagonism for all these things when I was with La Maga, for we loved each other in a sort of dialectic of magnet and iron filings, attack and defense, handball and wall. I suppose La Maga had her notions about me and she must have thought I had been healed of my prejudices or that I was coming over to hers, more and more lighthearted and poetic. In the midst of this precarious happiness, this false truce, I held out my hand and touched the tangled ball of yarn which is Paris, its infinite material all wrapped up around itself, the precipitate of its atmosphere falling on its windows and forming images of clouds and garrets. There was no disorder then. The world was still something petrified and established, swinging on its hinges, a skein of streets and trees and names and months. There was no disorder to open escape-hatches, there was only filth and misery, glasses with stale beer, stockings in a corner, a bed which smelled of sex and hair, a woman who ran her small, thin hand along my thighs, holding off the stroke that would have plucked me out of this vigilance in the depths of emptiness for just a moment. Too late, always too late, because even though we made love so many times, happiness must have been something else, something sadder perhaps than this peace, this pleasure, a mood of unicorn or island, an endless fall in immobility. La Maga did not know that my kisses were like eyes which began to open up beyond her, and that I went along outside as if I saw a different concept of the world, the dizzy pilot of a black prow which cut the water of time and negated it.

During those days in the fifties I began to feel myself penned in between La Maga and a different notion of what really should have happened. It was idiotic to revolt against the Maga world and the Rocamadour world, when everything told me that as soon as I got my freedom back I would stop feeling free. A hypocrite like few others, it bothered me to spy on my own skin, my legs, my way to get pleasure from La Maga, my attempts at being a parrot in a cage reading Kierkegaard through the bars, and I think that what bothered me most was that La Maga had no idea at all that she was my witness, and on the contrary, was convinced that I was eminently master of my fate. But no, what really exasperated me was knowing that I would never again be so close to my freedom as in those days in which I felt myself hemmed in by the Maga world, and that my anxiety to escape was an admission of defeat. It grieved me to recognize that with artificial blows, with Manichaean beams of light, or desiccated, stupid dichotomies I could not make my way up the steps of the Gare de Montparnasse where La Maga had dragged me to visit Rocamadour. Why couldn’t I accept what was happening without trying to explain it, without bringing up ideas of order and disorder, of freedom and Rocamadour, as one sets out geranium pots in a courtyard on the Calle Cochabamba? Maybe one had to fall into the depths of stupidity in order to make the key fit the lock to the latrine or to the Garden of Olives. For the moment it surprised me that La Maga had let fantasy carry her to the point of calling her son Rocamadour. In the Club we had quit looking for reasons. La Maga had only said that her son had been named for his father, but after his father had disappeared it had seemed better to call him Rocamadour and send him to the country to be brought up en nourrice. Sometimes La Maga would go for weeks without mentioning Rocamadour and those would always be the same times that she was hoping to become a singer of Lieder. Then Ronald would sit down at the piano with his cowboy-red hair and La Maga would bellow something from Hugo Wolf with a ferocity that made Madame Noguet tremble as she sat next door stringing plastic beads to sell at a stand on the Boulevard de Sébastopol. La Maga’s singing of Schumann was rather pleasant, but it all depended on the moon and what we were going to do that night, and also on Rocamadour, because no sooner did La Maga think of Rocamadour than her singing went to pot and Ronald was left alone at the piano, with all the time in the world to woodshed some of his bop ideas or to kill us softly with some blues.

I don’t want to write about Rocamadour, at least not right now, because I would have to get so much closer to myself, to let everything that separates me from the center drop away. I always end up talking about the center without the slightest guarantee that I know what I’m saying, and I slip into the trap of geometry, that method we Occidentals use to try to regulate our lives: axis, center, raison d’être, Omphalos, nostalgic Indo-European names. Even this existence I sometimes try to describe, this Paris where I move about like a dry leaf, would not be visible if behind it there did not beat an anxiety for an axis, a coming together with the center shaft. All these words, all these terms for the same disorder. Sometimes I am convinced that triangle is another name for stupidity, that eight times eight is madness or a dog. Holding La Maga, that materialized nebula, I begin to think that it makes just as much sense to model a doll out of crumbled bread as to write the novel I will never write or to give my life in the defense of ideas that could redeem whole peoples. The pendulum immediately changes direction and there I am again among calming notions: a worthless doll, a great novel, a heroic death. I line them up, from least to greatest: doll, novel, heroism. I think about the orders of values so well explored by Ortega, by Scheler: aesthetics, ethics, religion. Religion, aesthetics, ethics. Ethics, religion, aesthetics. Doll, novel. Death, doll. La Maga’s tongue tickles me. Rocamadour, ethics, doll, Maga. Tongue, tickle, ethics.
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HORACIO OLIVEIRA WAS sitting on the bed smoking his third insomniac cigarette. Once or twice he softly stroked the skin of La Maga, who was next to him, asleep. It was just before dawn on Monday and they had already let Sunday afternoon and evening slip by reading, listening to records, getting up alternately to warm up some coffee or prepare some mate. La Maga had fallen asleep during the last movement of a Haydn quartet and since he did not want to listen any more, Oliveira had pulled out the plug of the phonograph as he lay there on the bed. The record kept on spinning a little more, but there was no more sound from the speaker. He didn’t know why, but this stupid inertia had made him think about the apparently useless movements of some insects, of some children. He couldn’t sleep and he looked out the open window towards the garret where a hunchbacked violinist was studying very late. It was not a warm night, but La Maga’s body warmed up his leg and his right side; he moved away little by little and thought that it was going to be a long night.

He felt very well, as he always did when La Maga and he could come to the end of a date without fighting or annoying each other. He wasn’t worried too much by the letter from his brother, a solid-citizen lawyer from Rosario, who had filled up four onionskin pages with an account of the filial and civic duties which Oliveira had poured down the drain. The letter was a real delight and he had hung it on the wall with Scotch tape so that his friends could enjoy its full flavor. The only important item was the confirmation of some money sent through the black market, which his brother delicately referred to as his “agent.” Oliveira planned to buy some books he had been wanting to read and he would give La Maga three thousand francs which she could do with as she pleased, probably buy a near-life-size felt elephant to surprise Rocamadour with. In the morning he would have to go to old man Trouille’s and bring the correspondence with Latin America up to date. Going out, doing things, bringing up to date were not ideas calculated to help him get to sleep. To bring up to date: what an expression. To do. To do something, to do good, to make water, to make time, action in all of its possibilities. But behind all action there was a protest, because all doing meant leaving from in order to arrive at, or moving something so that it would be here and not there, or going into a house instead of not going in or instead of going into the one next door; in other words, every act entailed the admission of a lack, of something not yet done and which could have been done, the tacit protest in the face of continuous evidence of a lack, of a reduction, of the inadequacy of the present moment. To believe that action could crown something, or that the sum total of actions could really be a life worthy of the name was the illusion of a moralist. It was better to withdraw, because withdrawal from action was the protest itself and not its mask. Oliveira lit another cigarette and this little action made him smile ironically and tease himself about the act itself. He was not too worried about superficial analyses, almost always perverted by distraction and linguistic traps. The only thing certain was the weight in the pit of his stomach, the physical suspicion that something was not going well and that perhaps it never had gone well. It was not even a problem, but rather the early denial of both collective lies and that grumpy solitude of one who sets out to study radioactive isotopes or the presidency of Bartolomé Mitre. If he had made any choice when he was young it was that he would not defend himself with the rapid and anxious accumulation of “culture,” the favorite dodge of the Argentine middle class to avoid facing national reality, or any other reality for that matter, and to think of themselves as safe from the emptiness surrounding them. Thanks, perhaps, to this systematic mopiness, as his buddy Traveler had defined it, he had managed to steer clear of that order of Pharisees (many of his friends did belong to it and generally in good faith, because it was just possible and there were examples), those who plumbed the depths of problems with some sort of specialization, and who, ironically, were awarded the highest pedigrees of Argentinity for doing just that. Furthermore, it seemed slippery and facile to mix up historical problems, such as one’s being Argentinian or Eskimo, with problems like the ones that deal with action or withdrawal. He had lived long enough to be suspicious of anything stuck to someone’s nose that keeps falling off: the weight of the subject in the notion of the object. La Maga was one of the few people who never forgot that someone’s face would always have something to do with his interpretation of communism or of Creto-Mycenaean civilization, and that the shape of someone’s hands had something to do with what he felt about Ghirlandaio or Dostoevsky. That’s why Oliveira tended to admit that his blood-type, the fact that he had spent his childhood surrounded by majestic uncles, a broken love affair in adolescence, and a tendency towards asthenia might be factors of first importance in his vision of the cosmos. He was middle class, from Buenos Aires, had been to an Argentinian school, and those things are not dismissed lightly. The worst of it was that by dint of avoiding excessively local points of view he had ended up weighing and accepting too readily the yes and no of everything, becoming a sort of inspector of scales. In Paris everything was Buenos Aires, and vice versa; in the most eager moments of love he would suffer loss and loneliness and relish it. A perniciously comfortable attitude which even becomes easy as it grows into a reflex or technique; the frightful lucidity of the paralytic, the blindness of the perfectly stupid athlete. One begins to go about with the sluggish step of a philosopher or a clochard, as more and more vital gestures become reduced to mere instincts of preservation, to a conscience more alert not to be deceived than to grasp truth. Lay quietism, moderate ataraxia, attent lack of attention. What was important for Oliveira was to experience this Tupac Amarú quartering and not faint, not fall into that pitiful egocentrism which he heard all about him every day in every possible shape. When he had been ten years old, during an afternoon spent under some paraíso trees and surrounded by uncles and historico-political homilies, he had shown his first timid reaction against that so very Hispano-Italo-Argentine ¡Se lo digo yo! punctuated with a pound on the table. Glielo dico io! I say so, God damn it! That I, Oliveira had begun to think, does it have any value as proof? What omniscience was contained in the I of grownups? At the age of fifteen he discovered the business of “all I know is that I know nothing”; the hemlock that went with it seemed inevitable. One doesn’t challenge people that way, I say so. Later on he was amused to see how more refined forms of culture produced their own versions of “I say so!” delicately disguised even for the person using them. Now he heard, “I’ve always thought so,” “if I’m sure of anything…,” “it’s obvious that…,” almost never softened by a disinterested appreciation of the other person’s point of view. As if the species in every individual were on guard against letting him go too far along the road of tolerance, intelligent doubt, sentimental vacillation. At some given point the callus, the sclerosis, the definition is born: black or white, radical or conservative, homo- or heterosexual, the San Lorenzo team or the Boca Juniors, meat or vegetables, business or poetry. And it was all right, because the species should not trust people like Oliveira; his brother’s letter was the precise form of that rejection.

“The worst part of all this,” he thought, “is that it always ends up in the Animula vagula blandula. What is there to do? With that question I’ll never get to sleep. Oblomov, cosa facciamo? The great voices of History stir us to action: revenge, Hamlet! Shall we avenge ourselves, Hamlet, or settle for Chippendale, slippers, and a good fire? The Syrian, after all, made the scandalous choice of Martha, as is well known. Will you give battle, Arjuna? You cannot deny values, reluctant king. Fight for fight’s sake, live dangerously, think about Marius the Epicurean, Richard Hillary, Kyo, T. E. Lawrence…Happy are those who choose, those who accept being chosen, the handsome heroes, the handsome saints, the perfect escapists.”

Perhaps. Why not? But it’s also possible that your point of view is the same as that of the fox as he looks at the grapes. And it also might be that reason is on your side, but a lamentable and mean little reason, the reason the ant uses against the grasshopper. If lucidity ends up in inaction, wouldn’t it become suspect? Wouldn’t it be covering up a particularly diabolical type of blindness? The stupidity of a military hero who runs forward carrying a keg of powder, Cabral, the heroic soldier covering himself with glory, is hinted to be a revelation, the instantaneous melding with something absolute, beyond all consciousness (that’s a lot to ask for in a sergeant), face to face with which ordinary vision, bedroom insight at three o’clock in the morning and with a half-smoked cigarette, is about as good as a mole’s.

He spoke to La Maga about all this. She had awakened and was snuggling up against him, mewing sleepily. La Maga opened her eyes and remained thoughtful.

“You couldn’t do it,” she said. “You think too much before you do anything.”

“I believe in the principle that thought must precede action, silly.”

“You believe in the principle,” said La Maga. “How complicated. You’re like a witness. You’re the one who goes to the museum and looks at the paintings. I mean the paintings are there and you’re in the museum too, near and far away at the same time. I’m a painting. Rocamadour is a painting. Étienne is a painting, this room is a painting. You think that you’re in this room, but you’re not. You’re looking at the room, you’re not in the room.”

“This girl could leave Saint Thomas way behind,” Oliveira said.

“Why Saint Thomas?” asked La Maga. “That idiot who had to see to believe?”

“Yes, sweet,” said Oliveira, thinking that underneath it all La Maga had hit upon the right saint. Happy was she who could believe without seeing, who was at one with the duration and continuity of life. Happy was she who was in the room, who had the freedom of the city in everything that she touched or came in contact with, a fish swimming downstream, a leaf on a tree, a cloud in the sky, an image in a poem. Fish, leaf, cloud, image: that’s it precisely, unless…
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SO THEY HAD begun to walk about in a fabulous Paris, letting themselves be guided by the nighttime signs, following routes born of a clochard phrase, of an attic lit up in the darkness of a street’s end, stopping in little confidential squares to kiss on the benches or look at the hopscotch game, those childish rites of a pebble and a hop on one leg to get into Heaven, Home. La Maga spoke about her friends in Montevideo, about her childhood years, about a certain Ledesma, about her father. Oliveira listened without interest, a little sorry that he was not interested; Montevideo was just like Buenos Aires and he had to finish breaking away (what was Traveler up to, that old drifter? What kind of majestic hassles had he got into since he had left? And poor, silly Gekrepten, and the bars downtown). That’s why he listened with displeasure and was making sketches in the gravel with a stick while La Maga explained why Chempe and Graciela were good girls and how it had hurt her that Luciana had not come to the ship to see her off. Luciana was a snob and she couldn’t take in anybody.

“What does snob mean to you?” asked Oliveira, picking up interest.

“Well,” La Maga answered, lowering her head with the air of someone who senses that she is about to say something stupid, “I was traveling third class, but I think that if I had gone second class Luciana would have come to say goodbye.”

“That’s the best definition I’ve ever heard,” said Oliveira.

“And besides, there was Rocamadour,” La Maga said.

That’s how Oliveira found out about the existence of Rocamadour, who in Montevideo had been plain Carlos Francisco. La Maga didn’t seem disposed to go into very great detail about Rocamadour’s origins except that she had not wanted an abortion and was beginning to regret the fact now.

“But I don’t really regret it all. My problem now is making ends meet. Madame Irène costs a lot and I have to take singing lessons. All that costs a lot.”

La Maga didn’t really know why she had come to Paris, and Oliveira was able to deduce that with just a little mixup in tickets, tourist agents, and visas she might just as well have disembarked in Singapore or Capetown. The main thing was that she had left Montevideo to confront what she modestly called “life.” The great advantage of Paris was that she knew quite a bit of French (in the style of the Pitman School of Languages) and that she would be able to see artistic masterpieces, the best films, Kultur in its most eminent forms. Oliveira was moved by all this (although Rocamadour had shaken him up a bit, he didn’t know why), and he thought of some of the slick girls he had known in Buenos Aires, incapable of getting any farther away than Mar del Plata, in spite of such great metaphysical desires for planetary experience. And this kid, with a child to boot, gets herself a third-class ticket and takes off to study singing in Paris without a dime in her pocket. For what it was worth, she was already giving him lessons in how to look at and see things; lessons she was not aware of, just her way of stopping suddenly in the street to peep into an entranceway where there was nothing, but where a green glow could be seen farther in, then to duck furtively into the courtyard so that the gatekeeper would not get annoyed and sometimes look at an old statue or an ivy-covered curbing, or nothing, just the worn-out paving made of round stones, mold on the walls, a watchmaker’s sign, a little old man sitting in the shade in a corner, and the cats, always, inevitably the minouche morrongos miau-miau kitten kat chat gato gatto; grays and whites and blacks, sewer cats, masters of time and of the warm pavement, La Maga’s invariable friends as she tickled their bellies and spoke to them in a language somewhere between silly and mysterious, making dates with them, giving advice and admonitions. Suddenly Oliveira felt funny walking with La Maga, but it was no use getting annoyed because La Maga almost inevitably would knock over beer glasses or pull her leg out from under the table in just the right way so that the waiter would trip over it and start to curse. He was happy in spite of being exasperated all the time with that business of not doing things the way they ought to be done, of the way she resolutely ignored the larger figures of an account to go into ecstasies over the tail of a modest 3, or would stop short in the middle of the street (a black Renault came to a halt about five feet away and the driver stuck his head out and used his Picardy accent to call her a whore). She would stop as if there was a real view to be seen from the middle of the street, as if the sight of the distant Panthéon was much better from there than from the sidewalk. Things like that.

Oliveira already knew Perico and Ronald. La Maga introduced him to Étienne and Étienne introduced them both to Gregorovius. The Serpent Club began to take shape at night in Saint-Germain-des-Prés. Everybody accepted La Maga’s presence right away as something inevitable and natural, even though they would get annoyed with having to explain to her almost everything they were talking about, or because she would send a serving of fried potatoes flying through the air simply because she didn’t know how to use a fork in the proper fashion and the potatoes would almost always land on the heads of the people at the next table, and excuses would have to be made, telling how thoughtless La Maga was. La Maga did not get along very well with them as a group. Oliveira realized that she preferred to be with them individually, to walk along the street with Étienne or with Babs, to bring them into her world, never consciously, but bringing them in all the same because they were people who only wanted to escape the ordinary routine of buses and history, and therefore, in one way or another, all the people in the Club were thankful to La Maga even though they would rain insults on her at the slightest provocation. Étienne, sure of himself as a dog or a mailbox, would get furious when La Maga would come out with one of her comments concerning his latest painting, and even Perico Romero had to admit that-when-it-came-to-being-a-female-La-Maga-took-the-cake. For weeks or months (keeping track of time was difficult for Oliveira, happy, ergo futureless) they walked and walked around Paris looking at things, letting happen whatever had to happen, loving and fighting, and all of this outside the stream of news events, family obligations, and physical and moral burdens of any sort.

Toc, toc.

“Come on, let’s wake up,” Oliveira would say from time to time.

“What for?” La Maga would reply, watching the péniches sail under the Pont Neuf. “Toc, toc, you’ve got a bird in your head. Toc, toc, he picks at you all the time, he wants you to give him some Argentinian food to eat. Toc, toc.”

“O.K.,” grumbled Oliveira. “Don’t get me mixed up with Rocamadour. Before we’re through we’ll be speaking Gliglish to some clerk or doorman and there’ll be hell to pay. Look at that guy following the Negro girl.”

“I know her. She works in a café on the Rue de Provence. She likes girls. The poor guy has had it.”

“Did she try anything with you?”

“Naturally. But we became friends just the same. I gave her my rouge and she gave me a book by somebody called Retef, no…wait, Retif…”

“I see. So you didn’t go to bed with her, right? It could have been fun for a woman like you.”

“Did you ever go to bed with a man, Horacio?”

“Sure. For the experience, you know.”

La Maga looked at him out of the corner of her eye, suspecting that he was kidding her, that all of this came from his being furious over the toc-toc bird in his head, the bird that asked him for Argentinian food. Then she threw herself at him to the great surprise of a couple strolling along the Rue Saint-Sulpice, and she mussed up his hair as she laughed. Oliveira had to hold her arms down and they began to laugh. The couple looked at them and although the husband had a hint of a smile, his wife was much too scandalized by such behavior.

“You’re right,” Oliveira confessed finally. “I’m incurable. Talking about waking up when, after all, it’s so nice to be asleep like this.”

They stopped by a shop window to look at book titles. La Maga began to ask questions, using the colors of the covers as her guide. Flaubert had to be put in his period for her, she had to be told that Montesquieu, how Raymond Radiguet, explained to about when Théophile Gautier. La Maga listened, drawing on the window with her finger. “A bird in my head wants me to give him some Argentinian food to eat,” Oliveira was thinking as he heard himself talking. “Oh, me. Oh, brother!”

“But don’t you see that you can’t learn anything this way,” he finally told her. “You think you can get an education on the street, love, and you can’t. If that’s what you want, subscribe to the Reader’s Digest.”

“Oh, no. Not that crap.”

A bird in his head, Oliveira was saying to himself. Not her, but him. But what did she have in her head? Air or chick-pea flour, something hard to grasp. The center was not in the head.

“She closes her eyes and hits the bull’s-eye,” thought Oliveira. “The Zen method of archery, precisely. But she hits the bull’s-eye because she doesn’t know that it is the method. But in my case…Toc, toc. And that’s how it goes.”

When La Maga would ask about Zen (such things could happen with the Club, where they were always talking about nostalgic things, wisdom so distant that they came to think of it as fundamental, the obverse of a medal, the far side of the moon, always), Gregorovius would try to explain the rudiments of metaphysics while Oliveira would sip his pernod and watch, enjoying it. It was madness to try to explain anything to La Maga. Fauconnier was right, for people like her the mystery begins precisely with the explanation. La Maga heard the words immanence and transcendence and she opened up two big beautiful eyes which cut off Gregorovius’s metaphysics. Finally she convinced herself that she had understood Zen and sighed with fatigue. Only Oliveira knew that La Maga was always reaching those great timeless plateaus that they were all seeking through dialectics.

“Don’t learn any stupid facts,” he would advise her. “Why wear glasses if you don’t need them?”

La Maga was not quite sure. She was terribly in awe of Oliveira and Étienne, who could keep an argument going for three hours without a stop. There was something like a circle of chalk around Étienne and Oliveira and she wanted to get inside, to understand why the principle of indetermination was so important in literature, why Morelli, of whom they spoke so much, whom they admired so much, wanted his book to be a crystal ball in which the micro- and the macrocosm would come together in an annihilating vision.

“It’s impossible to explain to you,” said Étienne. “This is Meccano number 7 and you’re barely in number 2.”

La Maga became sad, she picked up a leaf from the edge of the sidewalk and spoke to it for a while, moved it along the palm of her hand, put it rightside up and upside down, stroked it, and finally she took off the leafy part and left the veins exposed, a delicate green ghost was reflected against her skin. Étienne snatched it away brusquely and held it against the light. That’s why they admired her, a little ashamed at having been so brutish with her, and La Maga would take advantage by ordering another pint or, if possible, some fried potatoes.
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THE FIRST TIME had been in a hotel on the Rue Valette. They were walking along there aimlessly and stopping in the doorways, drizzle after lunch is always bitter and something ought to be done about that frozen dust, against those raincoats smelling of rubber, and suddenly La Maga drew herself close to Oliveira and they looked at each other like fools. HOTEL, the old woman behind the rickety desk greeted them with an understanding air and what else was there to do in this rotten weather. She dragged one foot and it was painful to see her climb the stairs, stopping at each step to drag up her sick leg, which was thicker than the other, and go through the same maneuver all the way to the fourth floor. There was a smell of toilet soap, of soup, on the rug in the hallway someone had spilled a blue liquid which had taken the shape of a pair of wings. The room had two windows with red curtains, full of patches. A damp light spread out like an angel over to the bed with a yellow spread.

La Maga had thought to play it innocent, staying by the window, pretending to look at the street while Oliveira checked the bolt on the door. She must have had a system all worked out for this sort of thing, or maybe it just always happened the same way. First she put her purse on the table and looked for her cigarettes, she looked at the street, taking deep drags, she commented on the wallpaper, she waited, obviously she waited, all effort was being made so that the man could best play his role and would have all the time necessary to take the initiative. At one point they had burst out laughing, it was all too silly. Flung into a corner, the yellow bedspread looked like a shapeless doll against the wall.

They had got into the habit of comparing spreads, doors, lamps, curtains. They preferred the hotel rooms of the cinquième arrondissement to those of the sixième. In the septième they had no luck at all, something was always happening: pounding in the room next door or the plumbing made a lugubrious sound, and it was then that Oliveira had told La Maga the story of Troppmann. La Maga listened as she held him tight, and she would have to read the story by Turgenev. It was incredible what she would have to read in those two years (she didn’t know why they were two years). Another time it was Petiot, another time Weidmann, another time Christie. It ended up with the hotel always giving them the urge to talk about crimes, but La Maga would also be engulfed by a wave of seriousness and she would ask with her eyes fixed on the flat ceiling whether Sienese painting was really as fantastic as Étienne claimed, whether they shouldn’t try to save up to buy a phonograph and the works of Hugo Wolf, which she would sometimes hum, breaking off in the middle, forgetful and furious. Oliveira liked to make love to La Maga because there was nothing more important to her and at the same time, in a way hard to understand, she was in a sense dependent on his pleasure, she would reach him for a moment and would therefore cling desperately and prolong it. It was as if she had awakened and recognized her real name, and then she would fall back into that always somewhat twilight zone which enchanted Oliveira, fearful of perfection, but La Maga really did suffer when she returned to her memories and to everything that in some obscure way she had to think about but could not. Then he would have to kiss her deeply, incite her to new play, and the other woman, the reconciled one, would grow beneath him and pull him down, and she would surrender then like a frantic animal, her eyes lost, her hands twisted inward, mythical and terrible, like a statue rolling down a mountainside, clutching time with her nails, with a gurgling sound and a moaning growl that lasted interminably. One night she sank her teeth into him, bit him in the shoulder until the blood came, because he had fallen to one side, a little forgetful already, and there was a confused and wordless pact. Oliveira felt that La Maga wanted death from him, something in her which was not her awakened self, a dark form demanding annihilation, the slow wound which on its back breaks the stars at night and gives space back to questions and terrors. Only that time, off center like a mythical matador for whom killing is returning the bull to the sea and the sea to the heavens, he bothered La Maga in a long night which they did not speak much about later. He turned her into Pasiphaë, he bent her over and used her as if she were a young boy, he knew her and he demanded the slavishness of the most abject whore, he magnified her into a constellation, he held her in his arms smelling of blood, he made her drink the semen which ran into her mouth like a challenge to the Logos, he sucked out the shadow from her womb and her rump and raised himself to her face to anoint her with herself in that ultimate work of knowledge which only a man can give to a woman, he wore her out with skin and hair and drool and moans, he drained her completely of her magnificent strength, he threw her against a pillow and sheet and felt her crying with happiness against his face which another cigarette was returning to the night from the room and from the hotel.

Later on Oliveira began to worry that she would think herself jaded, that the play would move on to sacrifice. Above all he feared that most subtle form of gratitude which turns into doglike love. He did not want freedom, the only suit that fit La Maga, to be lost in any strong femininity. He didn’t have to worry, because as soon as La Maga was back on the level of black coffee and a trip to the toilet, it was obvious that she had fallen back into the worst of confusions. Terribly mistreated that night, opened up to an absorbent space that beats and expands, his first words when she was back on this side came like whiplashes, as they had to, and when she came back to the side of the bed she was the image of a progressive consternation which tried to soften itself with smiles and a vague hope, which left Oliveira quite satisfied. Since he did not love her, since desire would stop (because he did not love, desire would stop), he would have to avoid like the devil any kind of sacred ritualizing of their play. For days, for weeks, for some months, every hotel room and every square, every position of love, and every dawn in a marketplace café: a savage circus, subtle operation, and rational balance. That’s how it came to be known that La Maga was really waiting for Horacio to kill her and that hers would be a phoenix death, entry into the council of philosophers, that is to say, the discussions of the Serpent Club. La Maga wanted to learn, she wanted to be ed-you-kay-ted. Horacio was the exalted, the chosen one, the one to fill the role of purifying priest, and since they never understood each other because when they were discussing something they would be off on different tracks and different interests (and she knew this and understood it well), therefore the only possibility of coming together would be if Horacio were to kill her while making love, where she could get together with him in the heaven of some hotel room where they would come together equal and naked and there the resurrection of the phoenix could take place after he had strangled her delightfully, dripping a string of saliva into her open mouth, looking at her ecstatically as if he had just begun to recognize her, to make her really his, to take her to his side.
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THE TECHNIQUE WAS to make a vague date in some neighborhood at a certain hour. They liked to challenge the danger of not meeting, of spending the day alone sulking in a café or on a park bench, reading-another-book. The another-book theory was Oliveira’s, and La Maga had accepted it by pure osmosis. For her, in truth, almost all books were one-book-less; she would have liked to be overcome by an immense thirst and for an infinite period of time (figured as between three and five years) to read the complete works of Goethe, Homer, Dylan Thomas, Mauriac, Faulkner, Baudelaire, Roberto Arlt, Saint Augustine, and other writers whose names would keep coming up in conversation in the Club. Oliveira would answer this with a sour shrug of his shoulders and talk about the distortions of the Río de la Plata, where a breed of full-time readers has developed, where libraries swarm with old maids who have forsaken love and sunshine, where the smell of printer’s ink can end the joy of garlic in a home. He wasn’t reading much then, too busy looking at trees, pieces of string he found on the ground, the yellowed films he saw in movie clubs, the women in the Latin Quarter. His vague intellectual tendencies had become resolved in aimless meditation, and when La Maga would ask him for help, a date or an explanation, he would only supply it grudgingly, as if it were something useless. “But you already know it,” La Maga would say, peeved. Then he would take the trouble to explain to her the difference between familiarity and knowledge, and he would ask her to try some individual research projects, which La Maga would not finish and which would drive her to her wit’s end.

Since they would never normally be in certain places, they would agree to meet there and they almost always found each other. The meetings were so incredible at times that Oliveira once more brought up the problem of probability and examined the case cautiously from all angles. La Maga could not possibly have decided to turn that corner of the Rue de Vaugirard at the precise moment in which he, five blocks down the street, decided not to go along the Rue de Buci and headed for the Rue Monsieur-le-Prince for no apparent reason, letting himself go along until suddenly he saw her stopped in front of a shop window, absorbed in the contemplation of a stuffed monkey. Seated in a café they carefully reconstructed their routes, the quick changes, trying to find some telepathic explanation and always failing, and yet they had met in that labyrinth of streets, they almost always met and they laughed wildly, certain of some enriching power. Oliveira was fascinated by La Maga’s store of nonsense, her calm disdain for the simplest calculation. What for him had been analysis of probabilities, choice, or simply faith in himself as a dowser, for her was simple chance. “And what if you hadn’t met me?” he would ask her. “I don’t know, but you’re here, you see…” For some reason the answer made the question worthless, it showed the logical basis of ordinary common sense. After that Oliveira would feel better able to resist his bookish prejudices, and paradoxically La Maga would fight off her disdain for scholarly knowledge. Thus they went along, Punch and Judy, attracting each other and repelling, as love must do if it is not to end up as calendar art or a pop tune. But love, that word…
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I TOUCH YOUR mouth, I touch the edge of your mouth with my finger, I am drawing it as if it were something my hand was sketching, as if for the first time your mouth opened a little, and all I have to do is close my eyes to erase it and start all over again, every time I can make the mouth I want appear, the mouth which my hand chooses and sketches on your face, and which by some chance that I do not seek to understand coincides exactly with your mouth which smiles beneath the one my hand is sketching on you.

You look at me, from close up you look at me, closer and closer and then we play cyclops, we look closer and closer at one another and our eyes get larger, they come closer, they merge into one and the two cyclopses look at each other, blending as they breathe, our mouths touch and struggle in gentle warmth, biting each other with their lips, barely holding their tongues on their teeth, playing in corners where a heavy air comes and goes with an old perfume and a silence. Then my hands go to sink into your hair, to cherish slowly the depth of your hair while we kiss as if our mouths were filled with flowers or with fish, with lively movements and dark fragrance. And if we bite each other the pain is sweet, and if we smother each other in a brief and terrible sucking in together of our breaths, that momentary death is beautiful. And there is but one saliva and one flavor of ripe fruit, and I feel you tremble against me like a moon on the water.
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IN THE AFTERNOON we used to go to see the fish on the Quai de la Mégisserie, in March, the leopard month, the crouching month, but now with a yellow sun which took on a little more red each day. From the sidewalk on the riverside, paying no attention to the bouquinistes who give nothing without pay, we would wait for the moment when we could see the fishbowls (we went along slowly, delaying), all the fishbowls out in the sun, and as if hung in the air hundreds of pink and black fish, motionless birds in their round air. An absurd joy would take us by the waist and you would sing, dragging me across the street to enter the world of fish hanging in the air.

They bring out the bowls, those great pitchers, onto the street and there among tourists and excited children and ladies who collect types (550 fr. pièce) are the fishbowls underneath the sun, spheres of water which the sun mixes with the air and the pink and black birds dance around softly in a little chunk of air, slow cold birds. We would look at them, trying to bring our eyes up to the glass, touching it with our noses, annoying the old women who sell them, as they go about with their nets to hunt aquatic butterflies, and we understood less and less what a fish is. We went along that path of not understanding and getting closer to those creatures that could not understand each other. We walked through the fishbowls and were as close as our friend, the woman in the second shop as you come from the Pont Neuf, who told you: “Cold water kills them, cold water is a sad thing…” And I remember the maid in the hotel who told me about a fern: “Don’t water it, put a plate of water under the pot, then when it wants to drink it can, and when it doesn’t want to, it doesn’t…” And I thought about that unbelievable bit that we had read, that a single fish will get sad in its bowl and that all one has to do is put a mirror next to it and the fish is happy again…

We used to go into the shops where the more delicate species would have special tanks with thermometers and red worms. We would find out along with exclamations which used to infuriate the saleswomen – they were so sure that we were not going to buy anything at 550 fr. pièce – all about the behavior, the love, and the shape of the fish. The moment was delicately delicious, something like very thin chocolate or orange paste from Martinique, and we were getting drunk on metaphors and analogies, always trying to get into it. And that perfectly Giotto fish, do you remember, and those two that played about like jade dogs, or a fish which was the exact shadow of a violet cloud…We found out how life goes on in shapes without a third dimension, that they disappear when they face you, or at most leave a thin motionless pink line in the water. A flick of a fin and there he is miraculously again with eyes, whiskers, fins, and from his belly sometimes coming out and floating a transparent ribbon of excrement which has not come loose, ballast which suddenly puts them amongst us, which plucks them out from the perfection of their pure imagery, which compromises them, to use one of those fine words we so much liked to use around there in those days.
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THEY CAME INTO the Rue Vaneau from the Rue de Varennes. It was drizzling and La Maga clutched Oliveira’s arm even tighter, pressing herself against his raincoat, which smelled like cold soup. Étienne and Perico were arguing over the possibility of explaining the world through painting and words. Oliveira put his arm carelessly around La Maga’s waist. That might be an explanation too, an arm squeezing a thin, warm waist. As they walked he could feel the light play of her muscles, a sort of monotonous and persistent speech, an insistent Berlitz, I-love-you, I-love-you. Not an explanation: a pure verb, to-love, to-love. “And always following the verb, the copulative,” Oliveira thought grammatically. If La Maga could only have understood how suddenly he was bothered by obedience to desire, “useless solitary obedience,” as a poet had once called it, a waist so warm, wet hair against his cheek, the Toulouse-Lautrec way that La Maga used to walk snuggled up to him. In the beginning was the copulative, to rape is to explain, but not always the other way around. To discover the anti-explanatory method, so that this I-love-you, I-love-you would be the hub of the wheel. And Time? Everything begins again, there is no absolute. Then there must be feed or feces, everything becomes critical again. Desire every so often, never too different and always something else: a trick of time to create illusions. “A love like a fire which burns eternally in the contemplation of Totality. But suddenly one breaks out into wild babble.”

“Explain, explain,” grumbled Étienne. “If you people can’t name something you’re incapable of seeing it. And this is called a dog and that’s a house, as the guy from Duino used to say. You’ve got to show, Perico, not explain. I paint, therefore I am.”

“Show what?” Perico Romero asked.

“The only reasons for our being alive.”

“This creature thinks that the only sense is the sense of sight and all that can come from it,” Perico answered.

“Painting is more than just a visual product,” Étienne said. “I paint with my whole body. In that sense I’m no different from your Cervantes or your Tirso de What’s-his-name. What I can’t stand is this mania for explanations, the Logos understood exclusively as a verb.”

“And so forth,” Oliveira said grumpily. “Speaking of senses, the pair of you sound like a dialogue between two deaf men.”

La Maga squeezed him tighter. “Now this one is going to come out with one of her asinine comments,” thought Oliveira. “She has to rub first, make an epidermic decision.” He felt a sort of hateful tenderness, something so contradictory that it must have been truth itself. “We ought to invent the sweet slap, the bee-kick. But in this world ultimate syntheses are yet to be discovered. Perico is right, the great Logos is watching. What a pity. We would have to have amoricide, for example, the real black light, the antimatter that troubles Gregorovius so much.”

“Say, is Gregorovius coming to the record session?” asked Oliveira.

Perico thought that he was, and Étienne thought that Mondrian.

“Think about Mondrian a minute,” Étienne was saying. “Next to him Klee’s magic symbols are nothing. Klee played with fate, the gifts of culture. Pure sensibility can be satisfied with Mondrian, but you need a whole bag of other tricks with Klee. A sophisticate for sophisticates. Chinese, really. Mondrian, on the other hand, paints the absolute. Stand naked in front of him and it’s one thing or the other: either you see or you don’t see. Pleasure, thrills, allusions, fears, delights are completely superfluous.”

“Do you understand what he’s saying?” La Maga asked. “It seems to me that he’s not being fair to Klee.”

“Fairness or unfairness has nothing to do with this,” said Oliveira. “He’s trying to say something else. Don’t go getting personal right away.”

“But why does he say that such beautiful things are no good for Mondrian?”

“He’s trying to say that basically a painting like one of Klee’s calls for a degree ès lettres, or at least ès poésies, while all that Mondrian wants is for a person to mondrianate and that’s all.”

“That’s not it,” said Étienne.

“Of course it is,” Oliveira said. “According to you a Mondrian canvas is sufficient unto itself. Therefore it calls upon your innocence more than on your experience. I mean Edenic innocence, not stupidity. Even that metaphor you used about standing naked in front of a picture has a pre-Adamite smell about it. Paradoxically, Klee is much more modest since he asks for the co-operation of the viewer and is not sufficient unto himself. The fact of the matter is that Klee is history while Mondrian is atemporality. And you’re dying to find the absolute. Do I make myself clear?”

“No,” said Étienne. “C’est vache comme il pleut.”

“You said it, coño,” said Perico, “and that son of a bitch of a Ronald lives all the way to hell and gone.”

“Let us stiffen our pace,” said Oliveira, mimicking his Spanish accent. “Let us sneak our bodies out from under this drizzle.”

“There you go. I almost like your rain and your chicken better. It sure knows how to rain in Buenos Aires.”

“The absolute,” La Maga was saying, kicking a pebble from puddle to puddle. “What is an absolute, Horacio?”

“Look,” Oliveira said, “it’s just that moment in which something attains its maximum depth, its maximum reach, its maximum sense, and becomes completely uninteresting.”

“There comes Wong,” Perico observed. “The Chinaman’s wetter than a wonton in a soup.”

Almost at the same time, they spied Gregorovius coming around the corner of the Rue de Babylone, loaded down as usual with a briefcase bulging with books. Wong and Gregorovius stopped under the lamppost (and looked as if they were taking a shower together) and greeted each other with a certain solemnity. In the doorway of Ronald’s building there was an interlude of umbrella-closing, comment ça va, who’s got a match, the minuterie is broken, what a lousy night, ah oui c’est vache, and a rather confused ascent, broken at the first landing by a couple sitting on the steps and deeply engaged in the act of kissing.

“Allez, c’est pas une heure pour faire les cons,” said Étienne.

“Ta gueule,” answered a muffled voice, “montez, montez, ne vous gênez pas. Ta bouche, mon trésor.”

“Salaud, va,” Étienne said. “That’s Guy Monod, an old friend of mine.”

Ronald and Babs were waiting on the fifth floor, each holding a candle and smelling of cheap vodka. Wong made a sign and everybody stopped on the stairs and broke into an a capella version of the profane anthem of the Serpent Club. Then they ran into the apartment before the neighbors came to their doors.

Ronald was leaning against the door, redheadedly, wearing a checked shirt.

“The place is surrounded by telescopes, damn it. At ten o’clock at night the great god Silence is enthroned and woe to anyone who is irreverent. Yesterday some official came up to bawl us out. What did the gentleman tell us, Babs?”

“He mentioned ‘repeated complaints.’ ”

“So what are we going to do?” asked Ronald as he opened the door to let Guy Monod slip in.

“We’ll do this,” said Babs with a flawless gesture of the arm and a resonant oral fart.

“What about your chick?” Ronald asked.

“I don’t know, she got lost,” Guy said. “I think she’s gone. We were making out fine on the stairs, and all of a sudden. Farther up she just wasn’t there. What the hell anyway, she’s Swiss.”

(–104)
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AT NIGHT THE clouds were flat and red over the Latin Quarter, the air was still damp as a listless breeze blew a few last drops against the dimly lit window, the panes were dirty, one broken and patched up with a piece of pink adhesive. Up above, under the lead gutters, the pigeons must have been sleeping, also lead, wrapped up in themselves, perfect antigargoyles. Protected by the window was that mossy parallelepiped, smelling of vodka and candles, damp clothing and leftover food, which was a kind of studio for Babs the ceramicist and Ronald the musician, the seat of the Club, wicker chairs, stained pillows, bits of pencil and wire on the floor, a stuffed owl with half his head gone, a poorly played and corny tune on an old record with a deep needle-scratch, an incessant scratch rasp scrape, a terrible saxophone that one night in 1928 or 29 had played as if it were afraid of getting lost, backed up by schoolgirl drums, a mediocre piano. But then an incisive guitar came on which seemed to signal a transition to something else and suddenly (Ronald had alerted them by holding up his finger) a cornet broke loose from the rest of the group and blew the first notes of the melody, landing on them as on a diving board. Bix took off with everything he had, and the clear sketch was inscribed on the silence as if it had been scratched there. Two corpses sparred fraternally, clinching and breaking, Bix and Eddie Lang (whose real name was Salvatore Massaro) played catch with I’m Coming Virginia, and I wonder where Bix is buried, thought Oliveira, and Eddie Lang, how many miles apart are their two nothings that one future night in Paris were to fight, guitar against cornet, gin against bad luck, jazz.

“I like it here. It’s warm, it’s dark.”

“That Bix is a crazy son of a bitch. Put on Jazz Me Blues.”

“The influence of technique on art,” said Ronald, digging his hands into a pile of records, looking casually at the labels. “Before LP’s came out those guys had less than three minutes to play in. Nowadays a wild man like Stan Getz can come along in front of a mike and turn himself loose, blow anything he wants to. Poor Bix had to be satisfied with one chorus and as soon as he got warmed up, snap, it was all over. They must have got sore as hell when they cut records.”

“I don’t know,” said Perico. “It’s like writing a sonnet instead of an ode, and I don’t know a damned thing about this crap. I only came because I was sick of staying in my room reading an endless essay by Julían Marías.”

(–65)
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GREGOROVIUS LET HIS glass be filled with vodka and began to drink with dainty sips. Two candles were burning on the mantelpiece where Babs kept bottles of beer and her dirty stockings. Gregorovius admired the listless burning of the candles through the hyaline glass, it was so foreign to all of them and so out of their time, like Bix’s cornet, coming and going from a different time. He was annoyed by the feet of Guy Monod, who was on the couch either sleeping or listening with his eyes closed. La Maga came over and sat on the floor with a cigarette in her mouth. The green candles burned in her eyes. Gregorovius looked at her in ecstasy and remembered a street in Morlaix at dusk, a high aqueduct, clouds.

“This light is so much like you, something that comes and goes, always moving.”

“Like Horacio’s shadow,” La Maga said. “His nose grows and shrinks. It’s amazing.”

“Babs is a shepherdess of shadows,” Gregorovius said, “she works in clay, concrete shadows…Here everything breathes, a lost contact is established again; music helps, vodka, friendship…Those shadows in the cornice; the room has lungs, it palpitates. Yes, electricity is eleatic, it has turned our shadows to stone. Now they are part of the furniture and the faces. But here, on the other hand…Look at that molding, how its shadow is breathing, that volute that rises and falls. In those days man lived in a soft and porous night, in a continuous dialogue. The terrors, what a luxury for the imagination…”

He put his palms together, keeping only his thumbs apart: a dog began to open his mouth and move his ears on the wall. La Maga laughed. Then Gregorovius asked her what it was like in Montevideo, the dog suddenly dissolved, because he wasn’t sure that she was Uruguayan; Lester Young and the Kansas City Six. Shh…(Ronald, finger to his lips).

“Uruguay always sounded so strange to me. I picture Montevideo with lots of steeples all with bells cast after a battle. And you can’t tell me that Montevideo doesn’t have giant lizards along the river bank.”

“Certainly,” said La Maga. “All you have to do is take the bus to Pocitos.”

“And do people in Montevideo really know Lautréamont?”

“Lautréamont?” asked La Maga.

Gregorovius sighed and drank more vodka. Lester Young, tenor; Dickie Wells, trombone; Joe Bushkin, piano; Bill Coleman, trumpet; John Simmons, bass; Jo Jones, drums. Four O’Clock Drag. Yes, tremendous lizards, trombones on the river bank, blues crawling along, drag probably meant a lizard in time, an endless crawling at four o’clock in the morning. Or maybe something completely different. “Oh, Lautréamont,” La Maga said, suddenly remembering. “Yes, I think they know him quite well.”

“He was from Uruguay, although you wouldn’t think so.”

“No, you wouldn’t,” said La Maga, coming to.

“Actually, Lautréamont…But Ronald’s getting annoyed, he’s put on one of his idols. I guess we’ll have to shut up. But let’s talk very low while you tell me about Montevideo.”

“Ah, merde alors,” said Étienne, looking at them furiously. The vibes were testing the air, taking wrong steps upstairs, skipping a step, jumping five at once and coming down again on the top one. Lionel Hampton was balancing Save It Pretty Mama, letting it go as it fell down and spun around on the tip of his toe among pieces of glass, instant constellations, five stars, three stars, ten stars, he was putting them out with the tip of his slipper, he was rocking in a hammock twirling a Japanese parasol wildly in his hand and the whole band came in on the final fall, a hoarse trumpet, earth, down again, floating to a landing, finibus, all over. Gregorovius was listening to the whisper of Montevideo according to La Maga, and perhaps he would finally learn more about her, about her childhood, whether her name really was Lucía like Mimi in La Bohème; he was at that vodka level where the night began to become magnanimous and everything promised him fidelity and hope. Guy Monod had doubled up his legs and his hard soles no longer dug into Gregorovius’s spine. La Maga was leaning on him a bit and he felt the soft warmth of her body, every movement she made to follow the music or the rhythm of her speech. With his wits ajar Gregorovius managed to make out the corner where Ronald and Wong were selecting and passing records, Oliveira and Babs were on the floor, leaning against an Eskimo pelt on the wall, Horacio keeping cadence with the smoke, Babs lost to vodka, unpaid rent, and dyes that faded at three hundred degrees, a blue which melded into orangey rhombuses, something intolerable. Oliveira’s lips were moving in the silence of the smoke, he was talking to himself, backwards, to some other thing that imperceptibly twisted Gregorovius’s innards, he didn’t know why, probably because that apparent absence of Horacio’s was a fraud, which left him for La Maga to play with while he was there moving his lips in silence, speaking to La Maga through himself in the midst of the smoke and the jazz, laughing to himself inwardly at so much Lautréamont, at so much Montevideo.
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GREGOROVIUS HAD ALWAYS enjoyed meetings of the Club because it was really not a club at all in the strictest sense. He liked Ronald because of his anarchy, because of Babs, because of the way they were carefully killing themselves without worrying about anything, given over to the reading of Carson McCullers, Miller, Raymond Queneau, to jazz as a quiet exercise in freedom, to the unrestricted knowledge that they both were failures in the arts. He liked, if that’s the word for it, Horacio Oliveira, with whom he had a sort of persecutive relationship in that Oliveira’s presence always exasperated Gregorovius from the moment they came together, even after he had been out looking for Horacio, although he would not admit it, and Horacio would be amused by the cheap mysteries Gregorovius used to cover up his origins and way of life, by the fact that Gregorovius was in love with La Maga and did not think that Horacio knew, and the two of them would accept and reject each other at the same time in a sort of tight bullfight which in the last analysis was one of the reasons for the Club’s get-togethers. They worked hard at being the knowing ones, at arranging a set of allusions to frustrate La Maga and infuriate Babs; all they had to do was mention something in passing, as now when Gregorovius was thinking that there really was a disillusioned persecution between him and Horacio, and right off one of them would quote the hound of heaven, “I fled him,” and so forth, and all the while La Maga would look at them with a kind of humble despair as one of them was in a state of I-flew-so-high-so-high-I-caught-my-prey and they would end up laughing at themselves. But it was too late because Horacio would be appalled at this exhibitionism of associative memory, and Gregorovius would feel himself touched with the annoyance that he had helped bring about, and between them both a certain resentment of accomplices would build up and two minutes later they would be at it again, and that, among other things, is what went on at meetings of the Club.

“This is one of the few times I’ve had such lousy vodka here,” said Gregorovius as he filled his glass. “Lucía, you were about to tell me about your childhood. It’s not hard for me to picture you on the river bank, with pigtails and rosy cheeks, like the girls I used to know in Transylvania, before they turned pale under the influence of this damned Lutetian climate.”

“Lutetian?” asked La Maga.

Gregorovius sighed. He began to explain and La Maga was listening humbly and in a studious sort of way, just as she always did and with great intensity until rescued by some distraction. Ronald had just put on an old Coleman Hawkins record and La Maga seemed resentful that the explanation was ruining the music, and besides, it wasn’t what she usually expected from an explanation, a tingling of the skin, a need to breathe deeply as Hawkins must have breathed just before taking another turn at the melody and as she would breathe when Horacio would deign to explain some really deep line of poetry for her, adding to it that other fabulous depth which could have been now if he instead of Gregorovius had been explaining this business about Lutetians, and how he would have made it blend into Hawkins’s music, along with the green candles, a tickle, a deep breath which would be the only thing she could be sure of, something comparable only to Rocamadour or Horacio’s lips or sometimes an adagio from Mozart that could barely be heard because the record was in such bad shape.

“Don’t be like that,” Gregorovius said humbly. “All I wanted was to understand your life a little better, what you are, how you happen to have so many facets.”

“My life,” said La Maga. “Even if I were drunk I wouldn’t tell you about it. And you won’t understand me any better after hearing about my childhood. Besides, I didn’t have any childhood.”

“I didn’t either. In Herzegovina.”

“Mine in Montevideo. I’ll tell you one thing. Sometimes I dream about grammar school, it’s so horrible I wake up screaming. And age fifteen, I don’t know whether you were ever fifteen years old.”

“I think so,” Gregorovius said uncertainly.

“I was; in a house with a courtyard and flowerpots where my father used to drink mate and read dirty magazines. Does your father ever come back to you? His ghost I mean?”

“No, actually my mother is more apt to,” Gregorovius said. “Especially the Glasgow one. My Glasgow mother comes back sometimes, but she’s not a ghost, just a memory that’s a little too wet, that’s all. She goes away with an Alka-Seltzer, it’s easy. But you…?”

“How should I know,” La Maga said impatiently. “It’s that music, those green candles, Horacio over there in the corner, like an Indian. Why must I tell how he comes back? But a few nights ago I was at home waiting for Horacio, I was sitting near the bed and outside it was raining a little, the way it does on that record. Yes, it was something like that, I was looking at the bed and waiting for Horacio, I don’t remember how the bed was made, and suddenly I saw my father lying with his back towards me and covering his face as he always did when he was drunk and beginning to fall asleep, I saw his legs and could make out his hand on his chest. I felt my hair stand on end, I wanted to scream, everything you feel at times like that, you must have been afraid sometime…I wanted to run away, the door was so far off, at the other end of the hallway and more hallways, the door was farther and farther away and I could see the pink bedspread going up and down, I could hear my father snoring, in a moment I would see a hand, then eyes, then his hooked nose, no, I shouldn’t be telling you all this, finally I screamed so loud that the woman upstairs came down and made me some tea, and later on Horacio said I was hysterical.”

Gregorovius stroked her hair and La Maga lowered her head. “Here it comes,” Oliveira was thinking, and he stopped following Dizzy Gillespie’s tricks as he swung on the high trapeze without benefit of net, “here it comes, it was bound to. He’s crazy about the girl and that’s his way of showing it, with his ten fingers. The same game over and over. We keep falling into worn-out molds, learning every trite role there is like idiots. But just as if I were stroking her hair while she told me sagas of the Río de la Plata, we feel sorry for her and we have to take her home, all of us a little tight, and put her to bed, petting her gently as we take off her clothes, slowly, button by button, every zipper, and she does want to, wants to, doesn’t want to, straightens up, covers her face, cries, hugs us as if suggesting something sublime, wiggles out of her slip, kicks off a shoe with a gesture that connotes protest and gets us as excited as we ever can get, how base, how base. I’m going to have to bust you in the face, Ossip Gregorovius my poor friend. No desire, no pity, exactly what Dizzy is blowing, without pity, without desire, just as absolutely without pity as what Dizzy is blowing.”

“What a damned drag,” Oliveira said. “Take that crap off the machine. I’m not coming to the Club any more if I have to listen to that clown.”

“The gentleman doesn’t like bop,” Ronald said sarcastically. “Wait a minute, I’ll put on something by Paul Whiteman for you.”

“Let’s compromise,” Étienne said. “Common consent, sweet Ronald: let’s hear Bessie Smith, the dove in a cage of bronze.”

Ronald and Babs began to laugh for some obscure reason and Ronald looked through the pile of old records. The needle made a terrible scratch, something began to move down deeper as if there were layers and layers of cotton between voice and ears, Bessie singing with a bandaged face, stuck in a hamper of soiled clothes, and her voice got more and more muffled, it came out stuck to rags and proclaimed with neither anger nor plea, “I wanna be somebody’s baby doll,” it fell back to wait, a streetcorner voice, one from a houseful of grannies, “to be somebody’s baby doll,” hotter and more yearning, panting now “I wanna be somebody’s baby doll…”

Oliveira burned his mouth with a long drink of vodka, put his arm around Babs’s shoulders, and rested against her comfortable body. “The intercessors,” he thought, sinking softly into the tobacco smoke. Bessie’s voice thinned out towards the end of the side, and now Ronald was flipping the Bakelite disk (if it was Bakelite) and from this piece of worn-out material the Empty Bed Blues would be born again, a night in the twenties in some corner of the United States. Ronald had closed his eyes, his hands on his knees, faintly keeping time. Wong and Étienne also had their eyes shut, the room was almost dark and the needle scratched on the old record; it was hard for Oliveira to believe that all of this was taking place. Why there, why the Club, those stupid rites, why did those blues come out like that when Bessie sang them? “The intercessors,” he thought once more, snuggling up to Babs who was completely drunk and was crying quietly as she listened to Bessie, trembling in time to the rhythm or counterpoint, weeping inside so as not to get far away from the blues about an empty bed, tomorrow morning, shoes in puddles, unpaid rent, fear of old age, the ashen image of dawn in the mirror at the foot of the bed, the blues, life’s infinite cafard. “The intercessors, one unreality showing us another, like painted saints pointing towards Heaven. This cannot exist, we cannot really be here, I cannot be someone whose name is Horacio. That ghost there, that voice of a Negro woman killed in an automobile accident twenty years ago: links in a nonexistent chain, how do we support ourselves here, how can we be meeting tonight if it is not a mere play of illusions, of rules that are accepted and agreed upon, a deck of cards in the hands of an inconceivable dealer…”

“Don’t cry,” Oliveira whispered to Babs. “Don’t cry, Babs, none of this is true.”

“Oh yes, oh yes it is true,” Babs said, blowing her nose. “It is true.”

“It could be true,” said Oliveira, kissing her on the cheek, “but it isn’t.”

“Like those shadows,” Babs said, snuffing and swallowing the mucus and moving her hand from side to side. “And it makes you sad, Horacio, because everything is so beautiful.”

But all this, Bessie’s singing, Coleman Hawkins’s cooing, weren’t they illusions, or something even worse, the illusion of other illusions, a dizzy chain going backwards, back to a monkey looking at himself in the water on that first day? But Babs was crying, Babs had said, “Oh yes, oh yes it is true,” and Oliveira, a little drunk too, felt that the truth now lay in that Bessie and Hawkins were illusions, because only illusions were capable of moving their adherents, illusions and not truths. And there was more than this, there was intercession, the arrival through illusions to a plane, a zone impossible to imagine, useless to attempt conception of because all thought destroyed it as soon as it attempted to isolate it. A hand of smoke took his hand, started him downward, if it was downward, showed him a center, if it was a center, put it in his stomach, where the vodka was softly making crystal bubbles, some sort of infinitely beautiful and desperate illusion which some time back he had called immortality. Closing his eyes he managed to tell himself that if a simple ritual was able to excentrate him like this the better to show him a center, to excentrate him towards a center which was nonetheless inconceivable, perhaps everything was not lost and some day, in different circumstances, after other proofs, arrival would be possible. But arrival where, for what? He was too drunk even to set up a working hypothesis, to form an idea of a possible route. He was not drunk enough to stop thinking consecutively, and this poor power of thought was sufficient for him to feel that it was carrying him away farther and farther from something too distant, too precious to be seen through this stupidly propitious mist, vodka mist, Maga mist, Bessie Smith mist. He began to see green rings spinning wildly about, he opened his eyes. Usually after seeing the rings he would feel like vomiting.

(–106)
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WRAPPED UP IN smoke Ronald was pulling out record after record, scarcely bothering to find out what the others wanted, and once in a while Babs would get up from the floor and start digging through the piles of old 78’s, she would pick out four or five and put them on the table within reach of Ronald, who would lean forward and pet Babs who would twist away laughing and sit on his lap but just for a moment because Ronald wanted to be quiet while he listened to Don’t Play Me Cheap.

Satchmo was singing:


So what’s the use

if you’re gonna cut off my juice



and Babs wiggled on Ronald’s knees, excited by Satchmo’s style of singing, the theme was vulgar enough to let her take liberties which Ronald would never condone when Satchmo sang the Yellow Dog Blues, and because in the breath that Ronald was blowing on the back of her neck there was a mixture of vodka and sauerkraut that aroused Babs fantastically. From her high outlook, a sort of delicate pyramid of smoke and music and vodka and sauerkraut and Ronald’s hands marching up and down, Babs could condescend to look downward through her half-closed eyes and she saw Oliveira on the floor, his back against the Eskimo pelt on the wall, smoking and dead drunk now, with a resentful and bitter South American face whose mouth would smile from time to time between drags, Oliveira’s lips which Babs had once desired (not now) were curved a little while the rest of his face looked washed-out and absent. As much as he liked jazz, Oliveira could never get into the spirit of it like Ronald, whether it was good or bad, hot or cool, white or black, old or modern, Chicago or New Orleans, never jazz, never what was now Satchmo, Ronald, and Babs, “So what’s the use if you’re gonna cut off my juice,” and then the trumpet’s flaming up, the yellow phallus breaking the air and having fun, coming forward and drawing back and towards the end three ascending notes, pure hypnotic gold, a perfect pause where all the swing of the world was beating in an intolerable instant, and then the supersharp ejaculation slipping and falling like a rocket in the sexual night, Ronald’s hand caressing Babs’s neck and the scratching of the needle while the record kept on turning and the silence there was in all true music slowly unstuck itself from the walls, slithered out from underneath the couch, and opened up like lips or like cocoons.

“Ça alors,” said Étienne.

“Yes, Armstrong’s great period,” said Ronald, examining the pile of records Babs had picked out. “Like Picasso’s giant period, if you like. Nowadays they’re both a pair of pigs. To think that doctors have invented ways to be rejuvenated…They’ll go on screwing us for another twenty years, wait and see.”

“Not us,” Étienne said. “We’ve already shot them down and just at the right moment, and all I ask is for someone to do the same for me when my time is up.”

“Just at the right moment? You’re not asking for much, kiddo,” said Oliveira, yawning. “But you’re right, we have given them the coup de grâce already. With a rose instead of a bullet, if you want to think of it that way. What’s left is habit and carbon paper. To think that Armstrong has just now gone to Buenos Aires for the first time and you can imagine the thousands of boobs who will think they’re listening to something great while Satchmo, with more tricks than an old fighter, bobbing and weaving, tired and amortized and without giving a damn what he does, strictly routine, while some of my friends whom I respect and who twenty years ago would cover their ears if you put on Mahogany Hall Stomp now pay God knows how much for an orchestra seat to listen to that warmed-over stuff. Of course, my country itself is warmed-over too, with all my patriotic love I’m forced to admit it.”

“Starting with you,” said Perico from behind a dictionary. “You’ve come here in the same mold as all of your countrymen who take off for Paris to get their ‘sentimental education.’ At least in Spain we learn all about that in brothels and at bullfights, coño.”

“And from the Countess Pardo Bazán,” said Oliveira, yawning again. “Everything else you say is true, old boy. What I should really be doing is playing truco with Traveler. You didn’t know him, did you. You don’t know anything about all that. So what’s the use of talking about it?”
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HE CAME OUT of the corner he had been stuck in, he put one foot on a piece of floor after having examined it as if it had been vital to pick out the exact spot on which to place his foot, then he brought out the other one with the same caution, and six feet away from Ronald and Babs he began to shrivel down until he was impeccably installed on the floor.

“It’s raining,” said Wong, pointing at the skylight.

Wafting the smoke away with his hand, Oliveira looked at Wong with friendly contentment.

“It’s best to be at sea-level where all one can see are shoes and knees all around. Where’s your glass?”

“Over there,” said Wong.

It turned out that it was full and within reach. They began to drink, appreciatively, and Ronald put on a John Coltrane record which made Perico snort. Then a Sidney Bechet from his Paris merengue period, something that seemed to be making a little fun of Spanish prejudices.

“Is it true that you’re writing a book about tortures?”

“Not exactly,” said Wong.

“What is it, then?”

“In China one has a different conception of art.”

“I know, we’ve all read Mirbeau the Chinese. Is it true that you have photographs of tortures taken in Peking in 1920 or around that time?”

“Oh, no,” said Wong smiling. “They’re all faded, they’re not worth looking at.”

“Do you really carry the worst one around in your wallet?”

“Oh, no,” Wong said.

“And did you show it to some women in a café?”

“They were so insistent,” said Wong. “The worst of it was they didn’t understand at all.”

“Let me see it,” said Oliveira, putting out his hand.

Wong began to look at the hand, smiling. Oliveira was too drunk to insist. He drank some more vodka and shifted his position. A piece of paper folded four times was placed in his hand. Instead of Wong he saw a kind of Cheshire cat smiling, sort of bowing in all the smoke. The post must have been six feet high, but there were eight posts, except that it was the same post repeated eight times in four series of two photos each, which went from left to right and from top to bottom, the post was the same in spite of slight differences in focus, all that was different was the prisoner tied to the post, the faces of the people around (there was a woman on the left) and the position of the executioner, standing to the left out of deference to the photographer, some American or Danish ethnologist who had a firm hand but a bad camera, an ancient Kodak that took bad pictures, so that except for the second picture, where the choice of knives had indicated work on the right ear, and the rest of the naked body could be seen clearly, the other pictures, because of the blood which was beginning to cover the body and the poor quality of the film or the development, were rather disappointing, especially from the fourth one on, in which the prisoner appeared as a blackish mass on which one could make out an open mouth and a very white arm, and the three last pictures were practically the same except for the position of the executioner, in the sixth picture crouching next to his bag of knives, taking out one at random (but he must have been cheating, because if he was going to begin with the deepest cuts…), and looking more closely one could see that the victim was alive because one foot was sticking out in spite of the pressure of his bonds, and his head was thrown back, his mouth still open, on the ground Chinese gentility must have spread an abundant amount of sawdust because the pool was no bigger, it made an almost perfect oval around the post. “The seventh is the critical one,” Wong’s voice came out from behind the vodka and the smoke, and one had to look closely because blood was pouring out around the paps which had been deeply excised (between the second and third pictures), but one could see in the seventh that a decisive cut had been made because the shape of the thighs which had been turned outward a bit had changed, and if one brought the picture up close he could see that the change was not in the thighs but in the groin, instead of the hazy splotch in the first picture it looked like something pouring out of a hole, something like a little girl who has been raped, with blood flowing down her thighs. And if Wong did not think highly of the eighth picture he must have been right because the victim could not have been alive any more, no one lets his head fall to the side that way. “According to what I have been told, the whole operation took an hour and a half,” Wong observed with ceremony. The piece of paper was folded in four, a black leather wallet opened its mouth like a crocodile and gobbled it up from amidst the smoke. “Of course, Peking is not what it used to be. I’m sorry I showed you something so primitive, but one cannot carry certain other documents in his billfold, there have to be explanations, an initiation…” His voice came from so far away it seemed to be a prolongation of the images, the gloss of a ceremonious scholar. Above or below, Big Bill Broonzy had begun to chant See, See, Rider, and as always everything came together from the unreconcilable forms, a grotesque collage which made its adjustments with vodka and Kantian categories, those tranquilizers against any too sharp coagulation of reality. Or as almost always happened, closing one’s eyes and going back, to the cottony world of any other night chosen carefully among the cards of the open deck. “See, see, rider,” Big Bill was singing, another corpse, “see what you have done.”
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IT WAS SO natural for him to remember then that night on the Saint-Martin canal, the proposition they had made him (1,000 francs) to see a film at the home of a Swiss doctor. During the war an Axis surgeon had arranged to film a hanging in all of its details. Two rolls in all, but silent. However, the photography was excellent, they swore. You could pay on the way out.

In the moment necessary to resolve it all and say no and leave the café with the Haitian girl who knew the friend of the Swiss doctor, he had had time to imagine the scene and put himself as always on the side of the victim. There was no reason to waste words on the hanging of whoever-he-was, but if that somebody had known (and the refinement could have been precisely in telling him so) that a camera was going to record every moment of his grimaces and twistings for the pleasure of future dilettantes…“No matter how it hurts me, I shall never be indifferent like Étienne,” Oliveira thought. “What it amounts to is that I insist on the unheard-of idea that man was meant for something else. Then, of course…What poor tools we have to find a way out of this dungeon.” The worst was that he had looked at Wong’s picture with coldness because the one they were torturing had not been his father, not thinking about the forty years that had passed since it all took place in Peking.

“Look,” Oliveira told Babs, who had come back to him after having quarreled with Ronald, who had insisted on listening to Ma Rainey and had put Fats Waller down, “it’s incredible how bastardly we can get. What did Christ think about before he fell asleep? Suddenly in the midst of a smile your mouth can turn into a big hairy spider.”

“Oh, no,” said Babs. “Not delirium tremens at this time of night.”

“It’s all superficial, baby, everything is epi-der-mic. Look, when I was a kid I used to drag them out for all the old ladies in the family, sisters and all that, the whole genealogical mess, you know why? Well, all kinds of silly reasons, but among them because for those ladies when anyone passed on, as they would say, any kicking-off which took place in their circle was much more important than a war, an earthquake which kills ten thousand people, things like that. We’re cretins, but such cretins it’s hard to imagine, Babs, because to come to this we’ve had to read Plato, the Church Fathers, the classics, without overlooking a single one, and beyond that to know everything that can be known about the knowable, and that’s the precise moment that one arrives at a cretinism so incredible that he’s capable of grabbing his poor illiterate mother by her shawl and blowing his top over the fact that she is upset by the death of the Jew on the corner or the girl on the third floor. And you talk to her about the earthquake in Bab-el-Mandeb or the offensive at Vardar Ingh, and you think the poor devil feels any abstract pity for the liquidation of three divisions of the Iranian army…?”

“Take it easy,” Babs said in English. “Have a drink, sonny, and don’t be such a murder to me.”

“And what it really comes down to is a case of eyes that can’t see…Why, tell me why we must beat old ladies about the head with our puritan adolescence of shitty little cretins? Oh, brother, I’m stewed. I’m going home.”

But it was hard for him to give up the warm Eskimo pelt, the distant and almost indifferent contemplation of Gregorovius as he plied La Maga with his sentimental interview. Breaking away from everything as if he were plucking a cadaverous old rooster who had resisted to the last in the name of the cock he once had been, he let out a sigh of relief on hearing the theme of Blue Interlude, a record he had once owned in Buenos Aires. He couldn’t remember all of them, but he did know that Benny Carter was on it and maybe Chu Berry, and hearing the difficult simplicity of Teddy Wilson in his solo, he decided to wait for the end of the record. Wong had said it was raining, it had been raining all day. That must be Chu Berry, unless it was Coleman Hawkins in person, but no, it wasn’t Hawk. “It’s incredible how we’re cheating ourselves,” thought Oliveira looking at La Maga who was looking at Gregorovius who was looking at the air. “We’ll end up going to the Bibliothèque Mazarine to take notes on mandrakes, Bantu necklaces, or the comparative history of nail clippers.” Think of a repertory of insignificant things, the enormous work which goes into studying them and gaining a basic knowledge of them. A history of nail clippers, two thousand volumes to acquire the certain knowledge that until 1675 these small things had never received any mention. Suddenly in Mainz someone does a picture of a woman cutting a nail. It is not exactly a pair of nail clippers, but it looks like it. In the eighteenth century a certain Philip McKinney of Baltimore patents the first nail clippers with a spring attached: the problem is solved, the fingers can squeeze with all their strength to cut toenails, incredibly tough, and the clippers will snap back automatically. Five hundred notes, a year of work. If we were to turn now to the invention of the screw or to the use of the verb gond in eighteenth-century Pali literature. Anything would be more interesting than to guess the conversation between La Maga and Gregorovius. To find a barricade, anything, Benny Carter, nail clippers, the verb gond, another drink, a ceremonial impalement conducted carefully by an executioner attent to the smallest details, or Champion Jack Dupree lost in the blues, a better barricade than he because (and the needle was making a horrible noise)


So long, whiskey, so long ver-mouth,

Goodbye, goodbye, gin,

So long, whiskey, so long ver-mouth,

Goodbye, goodbye, gin.

Jus’ want some good grass

’Cause I wanna turn on again –



So that in all certainty Ronald would come back to Big Bill Broonzy, led by associations Oliveira knew about and respected, and Big Bill would tell them about another barricade with the same voice that La Maga was using to tell Gregorovius about her childhood in Montevideo, Big Bill without bitterness, “matter of fact,”


If you’re an ofay, well, you’re okay,

An’ if you’re tan, you’re all right, man,

But if you’re brown or black, mmn,

Step down, git back, git back.



“I know already that nothing can come of it,” said Gregorovius. “Memories only change the least interesting part of the past.”

“Yes, nothing can come of it,” La Maga said.

“That’s why if I asked you to tell me about Montevideo it was because you’re like a queen of hearts to me, all front, no substance. I put it that way so that you’ll understand me.”

“And Montevideo is the substance…Nonsense, nonsense, nonsense. What do you call the past? As far as I’m concerned everything that has happened to me happened yesterday, last night, no earlier.”

“So much the better,” said Gregorovius. “Now you’re a queen, only not of hearts.”

“It wasn’t so long ago for me. It’s far away, very far away, but not so long ago. The arcades of the Plaza Independencia, you know them too, Horacio, that sad square with all those restaurants, knowing there had been a killing that afternoon, the newsboys selling their papers in and out of the arcade.”

“The lottery and all its prizes,” Horacio said.

“The woman carved up in El Salto, politics, soccer…”

“The boat to the racetrack, a drink of Ancap brandy. Local color, eh.”

“It must have been quite exotic,” said Gregorovius, putting himself in a position so that he would block off Oliveira’s view and be more alone with La Maga, who was looking at the candles and keeping time with her foot.

“There was no such thing as time in Montevideo in those days,” La Maga said. “We used to live near the river, in a large house with a courtyard. I was always thirteen years old, I remember it so well. A blue sky, thirteen years old, my fifth-grade teacher was cross-eyed. One day I fell in love with a blond boy who sold newspapers in the square. He had a way of saying ‘pay-puh’ that made me feel empty somewhere here…He wore long pants but he couldn’t have been more than twelve. My father was not working then and spent the afternoons drinking mate in the courtyard. I lost my mother when I was five years old, some aunts brought me up but they went to the country later on. When I was thirteen there were only my father and I at home. It was a kind of tenement, not a home. There was an Italian, two old women, and a Negro and his wife who fought at night but later on would play the guitar and sing. The Negro had red eyes, like a wet mouth. I didn’t like them very much and preferred to play in the street. If my father found me playing in the street he made me come in and would spank me. One day while he was spanking me I saw the Negro peeking through his half-opened door. At first I didn’t really catch on, I thought he was scratching his leg, something he was doing with his hand…Father was too busy hitting me with a belt. It’s funny how you can lose your innocence all at once, without even knowing that you’ve passed into another existence. That night in the kitchen the Negro couple sang until quite late. I was in my room and I had cried so much that I was terribly thirsty, but I didn’t want to leave my room. My father was drinking mate in the doorway. You can’t imagine how hot it was because you’re all from cold countries. It was the humidity that was bad there near the river, I think it’s worse in Buenos Aires, Horacio has told me it’s worse, I don’t know. That night my clothes stuck to me, everybody was drinking mate that night, two or three times I went out and got a drink from the spigot in the courtyard among the geraniums. I had the idea that water from that spigot was cooler. There wasn’t a star in the sky, the geraniums had a harsh smell about them, they’re vulgar plants, very beautiful, you have to stroke a geranium leaf. The lights were out in the other rooms already and father had gone out to the bar run by one-eyed Ramos, and I went into the courtyard and there was the empty mate gourd he always left by the door so that the tramps from the lot next door would not steal it. I remember that when I crossed the courtyard the moon came out a little and I stopped to look at it, the moon always made me feel coldish, and I made a face that could be seen from the stars, I believed in such things, I was only thirteen. Then I drank some more from the spigot and went back to my room upstairs, climbing up an iron staircase where once I had sprained my ankle when I was nine years old. When I was about to light the candle on my night-table a hot hand grabbed my shoulder, I heard the door close, another hand covered my mouth, and I began to notice Negro smell, the Negro was pawing me all over and whispering things in my ear, slobbering on my face, pulling off my clothes, and there was nothing I could do, not even scream because I knew he would kill me if I screamed and I didn’t want him to kill me, anything would have been better than that, to die would have been the worst offense, the most complete stupidity. Why are you looking at me like that, Horacio? I’m telling how the Negro in the tenement raped me, Gregorovius did so want to know how I lived in Uruguay.”

“Don’t spare us any details,” said Oliveira.

“Oh, a general idea is enough,” said Gregorovius.

“There’s no such thing as a general idea,” Oliveira said.
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“WHEN HE LEFT my room it was almost dawn and I didn’t even know how to cry any more.”

“The dirty bastard,” Babs said.

“Oh, La Maga richly deserved that homage,” said Étienne. “The only funny thing, as always, is the diabolical separation of form and content. Everything you’ve said is exactly the same as what happens between lovers, except for the slight resistance and the probably stronger aggression.”

“Chapter 8, Section 4, Paragraph A,” Oliveira said. “Presses Universitaires Françaises.”

“Ta gueule,” said Étienne.

“Let’s cap it off,” Ronald said. “It’s about time we heard something like Hot and Bothered.”

“A proper title for the reminiscences we’ve just heard,” said Oliveira, lifting up his glass. “That Negro was quite a guy.”

“It’s not a subject for jokes,” Gregorovius said.

“You were the one who dragged it out, friend.”

“And you’re drunk, Horacio.”

“Of course. It’s the great moment, the lucid moment. You, child, should have got a job in some gerontological clinic. Just look at Ossip, your pleasant recollections have taken twenty years off his age.”

“He dragged it out,” said La Maga resentfully. “Now he’ll start saying how he didn’t enjoy it. Give me a vodka, Horacio.”

But Oliveira didn’t seem disposed to get mixed up with La Maga and Gregorovius, who was muttering explanations that she was barely listening to. Wong got more of his attention as he offered to make some coffee. Very hot and very strong, a secret he had learned at the casino in Menton. The Club applauded unanimously. Ronald lovingly kissed the label on one record, started the turntable, put the needle on in a ritualistic sort of way. For a moment the Ellington machine obliterated them with that fabulous sparring between trumpet and Baby Cox, the subtle and easygoing entrance of Johnny Hodges, the crescendo (but the rhythm was already getting to be a little stiff after thirty years, an old tiger who could still ripple) with riffs which were both tense and loose at the same time, a difficult minor miracle: “I swing, therefore I am.” Leaning against the Eskimo pelt, looking at the green candles through his glass of vodka (we used to go to look at the fish on the Quai de la Mégisserie) it was almost easy to come to the conclusion that what was called reality deserved that disparaging phrase of the Duke’s, “It don’t mean a thing if it ain’t got that swing,” but why had the hand of Gregorovius stopped caressing La Maga’s hair, there was poor Ossip, sleeker than a seal, all broken up by that distant deflowering, it was pitiful to look at him, so tense in that atmosphere where the music was breaking down resistance and was weaving everything into a kind of common breathing, the peace of an enormous heart beating for all, drawing them all into itself. And now a cracked voice, making its way out of a worn-out record, suggesting unknowingly that old Renaissance invitation, that old Anacreontic sadness, a carpe diem from Chicago, 1922.


Skin like darkness, baby, you gonna die some day,

Skin like darkness, baby, you gonna die some day,

I jus’ want some lovin’ be-fore you go your way.



Every so often the words of the dead fit the thoughts of the living (if the one group is living and the other is dead). You so beautiful. Je ne veux pas mourir sans avoir compris pourquoi j’avais vécu. A blues song, René Daumal, Horacio Oliveira, but you gotta die some day, you so beautiful but— And that’s why Gregorovius insisted on knowing about La Maga’s past, so that she would die a little less from that other backward-moving death composed entirely of things dragged along by time, so as to put her in her own time, you so beautiful but you gotta, so as not to love a ghost who lets her hair be stroked under a green light, poor Ossip, and how terrible the night was turning out, everything so incredibly so, Guy Monod’s shoes, but you gotta die some day, Ireneo the Negro (later on, when she got more courage, La Maga would tell him about Ledesma, about the men at carnival-time, the saga of Montevideo). And suddenly with cool perfection, Earl Hines was giving his first variation of I Ain’t Got Nobody, and even Perico, lost in some remote reading, lifted up his head and listened, La Maga had rested her head on Gregorovius’s thigh and was looking at the floor, at the piece of Oriental rug, a red strand that disappeared into the socle, an empty glass next to a table-leg. She wanted to smoke but she wasn’t going to ask Gregorovius for a cigarette, without knowing why she wasn’t going to ask him, and she wasn’t going to ask Horacio either, but she knew why she wasn’t going to ask him, she didn’t want to see his eyes as he laughed and again took revenge for her lying close to Gregorovius and for not having approached him all evening. Helpless, she thought sublime thoughts, quotations from poems which made her feel that she was in the very heart of the artichoke, on one side “I ain’t got nobody, and nobody cares for me,” which was not entirely true, because at least two people were present who were in a bad mood over her, and at the same time a line from Perse, something like “Tu es là, mon amour, et je n’ai lieu qu’en toi,” where La Maga took refuge snuggling up to the sound of lieu, of Tu es là, mon amour, the bland acceptance of a fate which made her shut her eyes and made her body feel like an offering, something that anybody could have and dirty and exalt like Ireneo, while Hines’s music matched the red and blue spots which danced around behind her eyelids, which for some reason were called Volaná and Valené, Volaná on the left (“and nobody cares for me”) spinning madly, Valené on top, hanging like a star in a pierodellafrancesca blue, et je n’ai lieu qu’en toi, Volaná and Valené, Ronald would never be able to play the piano like Earl Hines, Horacio and she should really own that record to listen to at night in the dark, to learn how to make love to the phrasing, those long, nervous caresses, “I ain’t got nobody” on the back, on the shoulders, fingers behind the neck, nails working in and out of the hair, one last whirlwind and Valené merges with Volaná, tu est là, mon amour and nobody cares for me, Horacio was there but nobody bothered with her, nobody was petting her head, Valené and Volaná had disappeared and her eyelids hurt from having squeezed them together so tightly, she could hear Ronald talking and then the smell of coffee, ah, a wonderful smell of coffee, dear Wong, Wong Wong Wong.

She got up blinking, glanced at Gregorovius who looked like something spoiled and dirty. Someone passed her a cup.

(–137)
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