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for their unfailing faith and enthusiasm;
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Prologue

These events transpired just after the time when the most powerful soft-drink company in the world pulled off the greatest feat of advertising in modern history.

Fired with the spirit of corporate enterprise, enthused with the idea of refreshing the whole of mankind, and not content that its famous logo was scrolled in neon from Red Square to Tierra del Fuego, it bought into a joint Russian-American space shot, and proclaimed itself from the heavens in a manner unknown since God Himself set his bow in the sky.

It launched two satellites, one at each pole, to project its name upon the eternal snows so that it was visible in the telescopes of distant races and strange civilizations, which accordingly changed their names for our planet. In the Arctic there evolved new species of red polar bears, foxes, and seals, which were then too conspicuous to leave their boundaries of light and venture into the whiteness, and in the Antarctic the same effect was observed upon emperor penguins.

But this message was as nothing compared to its transformation of the moon. Hundreds of silver-suited workers with postgraduate degrees in astrophysics and low-gravity hydraulics drove their specially designed spray-paint vehicles between hundreds of kilometers of carefully placed markers, until below, upon the earth, could be seen the company name resplendent, fluorescent, and unmistakable.

Anthropologists set out in droves to the remotest corners of mountain and rain forest in order to gather data on the effect of this lunar metamorphosis upon primitive thinking, and returned disappointed. Even the Navantes, the Cusicuari, the Kogi, the Acahuatecs, were familiar with the logo that could be found hanging from trees in areas presumed to be unexplored, that could be seen above the doorways of brush huts and painted upon the rocks of Mount Aconcagua.

But with the passage of time even the specially formulated paint could no longer withstand the conditions on our satellite. Sprayed with lunar dust, battered by meteorites, expanded and contracted by extremes of temperature, the writing began to break up until it appeared that the face of the moon was smeared with blood. People would look up at the sky of night, and shudder.
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Hoy, sin miedo que libre escandalice,
puede hablar el ingenio, asegurado
de que mayor poder le atemorice.




En otros siglos pudo ser pecado
severo estudio, y la verdad desnuda,
y romper el silencio el bien hablado.



Francisco de Quevedo y Villegas (1580–1645)


(These days, without fear that his freedom
will offend, an intelligent man may speak,
safe from the intimidation of the more powerful.




In other centuries rigorous criticism,
the naked truth, and the eloquent man’s
breaking of silence, could have been crimes.)
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His Eminence, Tormented by Demons, Resolves to Save His Soul

Once again, Cardinal Dominic Trujillo Guzman felt a pang like that of childbirth spear him in the belly, and he doubled over, clutching himself and moaning. As always when this happened, his only thoughts were of the guilt of his life. In his anguish it was as if ancient coffers opened before his eyes, but instead of overflowing with gold doubloons, louis d’or, silver crucifixes encrusted with rubies, there spilled out demons.

His Eminence knew all his parade of demons by heart; they were an infernal pantheon that, as he lay there upon the stone floor gaping with anguish, passed before him in a monstrous parody of a Holy Week procession, mocking him for his faults and rejoicing.

At the head of the diabolical rout was the creature with the two contending heads in loud dispute. The necks were indeed swanlike, but their length and flexibility merely made it easier for those vile mouths to dart and bite at each other, as with kisses grown too passionate. “Vatican Two, Vatican Two,” one of the heads was screaming, and the other was shouting, equally shrill, “Tradition, tradition,” as though that was all there was to that time in 1968 when His Eminence had attended the very first conference of Latin American bishops in Medellín. He was a powerful man even then, and he had gone away in disgust, determined to do away altogether with the influence of Liberation Theology in his own episcopacy. To be sure, he had tried reason, persuasion, and the quoting of precedents, but that did not prevent his priests from abandoning their worldly goods and disappearing into the backlands with only a donkey and a wooden crucifix to stir up the discontent of the poor, fill their minds with economic theories that had nothing to do with the maintenance of churches and cathedrals, and everything to do with dispossessing those very rich people whose generosity it was that ensured that the Virgin should be represented by silver statues. “Nothing is too good for God,” His Eminence would say, only to have some parish priest retort without respect (and employing some nauseatingly stereotypical formula) that “Loving one’s neighbor is a matter of praxis.” His Eminence recalled without nostalgia the bitter arguments that had so often degenerated into unecclesiastical personal insult as he had dismissed a poor priest as a “slogan-monger” only to be dubbed in return “an oligarchic parasite whose fat belly is full of the bread of the lowly.”

He remembered his early years when life in the Church had been one of tranquillity and routine, a kind of dreamlike state perfumed with incense and lulled with chant. He remembered how he had, one by one, got rid of his turbulent clergy. There had been that one who had left anyway, and had got killed in a skirmish when the national army had surprised a party of Communists; and there was Don Ramón, whom he had browbeaten in repeated interviews until he had forced from him a promise that he would never again allow a political opinion to pass his lips.

Nowadays there were no parish priests with donkeys and wooden crucifixes. Instead there were plump, jolly priests who drove Land Cruisers, who wore gold rings inlaid with the cross, and everything was to his satisfaction, except that when he suffered agony like this, the other side of the argument always presented itself to him, and he recalled that in many villages there were no priests at all anymore. In those places people made a cult of the Black Virgin, begging her intercession even in the most unchristian projects, and there was no sanctioned marriage; men got women pregnant and then disappeared, leaving behind them improbable matriarchies with no conception of the Fatherhood of God. It was at times like this that His Eminence felt the burden of all the contention that had sundered his ministry and that made him wonder if in his certainties he had not been altogether too inflexible.

After the Contending Heads came the leathery creature with five legs that he knew as the Hinderer, tripping everybody up, raising instantaneous and invisible walls that all the others crashed into, so that the dreadful procession compressed itself into a concertina of flailing limbs and obscene imprecations.

Skilled as he was in the redaction of his horrifying visions, His Eminence remembered as if by reflex the machinations in which he had involved himself in order to close down the village schools.

It was not that he was opposed to true education, where one learned the catechism by heart, the multiplication tables, the lives of the saints and national heroes, the basics of literacy, and the story and meaning of the Passion of Christ. To these he was not opposed at all. What he opposed was the brainwashing of the poor by thin and virtually secular missionaries who were poisoned by the insidious ideas of Paulo Freire, who prattled about “liberating the illiterate masses from their culture of silence,” preaching “struggle” and “participation in the historical process.” His Eminence could concede the good intentions of such idealists, but how could he tolerate the idea of the nation’s young growing up without an education that would arrange in advance an eternal place at God’s Right Hand in Heaven?

These pitiful youngsters with such an “education” would surely be condemned forever to the limbo of the heathen, or the purifying flames of purgatory, or perhaps the everlasting torture of hell, tormented by demons such as these very demons, except that the demons of hell were even worse. Why did he feel guilty, when his reason told him that he would be saving them from spending eternity on fire without being consumed, with tridents twisting in their entrails? Why worry about it, when they would have been saved by him personally from being violated everlastingly by the twin organs of Lucifer, one up their backside and one up their vagina (if they were women, that is, which they mostly were, since women were the greatest tempters after Satan himself)? Did those defenders of the underprivileged understand that the Devil’s two penises were toweringly huge, rougher than corn husks, and ejaculated semen burningly cold in such quantities that the condemned split repeatedly apart before being miraculously mended in order to be dually raped all over again? And yet His Eminence felt dejected about all those schoolhouses that were now pig sheds and brothels, as well as about the careers of all the priests he had blighted, and also about the time when he had won promotion by falsely declaring in the relevant ears that his main rival for the post was homosexual.

And here was the demon he knew as the Concealer, who was a furtive character indeed. He was praising the Cardinal with a sarcasm and irony so adept that all the demons were squealing with swinish and delighted laughter. “He is honest,” said the Concealer, raising one finger in the air, so that His Eminence was reminded of the time when he had sold the cloisters of a cathedral to a supermarket chain, and had kept half the money for himself. “He is chaste,” proclaimed the Concealer, and he burned with the shame of having impregnated Concepción, his kitchen maid. He was reminded that once he had gone to a brothel in disguise, but the whore had recognized him and he had been obliged to have her killed, and then the killer had tried to blackmail him, and so he too now lay in unhallowed ground where his soul cried continually for light and for revenge in the crepuscular world of the Cardinal’s nightmares.

“He honors his mother and father,” said the Concealer, grinning while the demons sniggered and pointed, and the cleric recalled how he had left his own mother to die a lunatic in the filth of an asylum rather than house her in the palace and thereby let it be known from her appearance that he had Indian blood in his veins.

“He loves his neighbor, he is full of compassion,” smirked the Concealer, so that the vision of a ghastly mistake returned to him once more. It had been in the time of the disappearances, which he, thinking the stories to be the propaganda of subversives, had not believed to be truly occurring. He had given away to the army the hiding place in the sanctuary of a Marxist priest, and had had to look on in horror as they had filled him up with bullets and carried him away in the St. John’s Day altar cloth, which he had later received back, freshly laundered, but dark with perpetual and reproachful stains.

And the whole congregation of these skeletal monsters, the Smiters, the Flaming Ones, the Litigators, the Dispersers, the Falsifiers, danced around him as he lay upon the flags, panting and groaning. He gazed up at those leering eyes with their sepulchral squints, their skin like that of corpses, stretched tightly over the sharp angles of their bones (reminding him, forgive him the blasphemy, of the dried body of a saint), their copious genitals flapping and waving with a rustling like vultures’ wings, and he turned over on his back, still cradling the terrible pain in his entrails.

He closed his eyes and concentrated. ,“Domine Deus,” he began, his voice cracking with grief. “Agnus Dei, Filius Patris, Qui tollis peccata mundi, miserere nobis; Qui tollis peccata mundi, suscipe deprecationem nostrum, Qui sedes ad dexteram patris, miserere nobis.” With peace descending upon him he added, “Kyrie, Eleison. Christe, Eleison,” and then he confessed to Almighty God, Blessed Mary ever-Virgin, Blessed Michael the Archangel, Blessed John the Baptist, to the Holy Apostles Peter and Paul and all the saints, that he had sinned exceedingly in thought, word, and deed. He struck his chest in penitence, as at mass, and the twittering demons faded from the room at the same time as the appalling pain in his guts diminished to the remains of a suggestive throb.

Concepción came into the lectorium and found him struggling to get to his feet. “The pain again?” she enquired. “You must take yourself to a doctor, my cadenay.”

“I accept it as a just punishment,” he said, looking up at her through the tears of his terrible affliction.

Concepción was a mulatta, his kitchen maid, with one child of his to her credit, and in truth he loved her in her carnality more even than he loved the Virgin in her sexless spirituality. She put her arms around him to give him comfort, and, later in the night when she had slipped into his chamber, she solaced him with the musky familiarity of her nakedness.

But when he got up at three o’clock in the morning to go to relieve his bladder, he could not resume his sleep because the cohort of the devils was back again, parading around the room, swinging from the lightpull and the tapestries sewn by widows that depicted the Stations of the Cross.

Worst of all, the Obscene Ass was there, with his donkey’s head and his donkey’s member, which one minute was so erect that it bounced along the ceiling, leaving a trail of glistening fluid, and the next was trailing flaccidly along the floor like some preternatural gastropod from a cheap horror movie.

His Eminence left the bed and rushed in a frenzy to the chapel, where he kissed the altar and fell upon his knees while the demons cavorted and gibbered even over the Christus Rex that reigned upon the wall. “Munda cor meum,” he prayed, “ac labia mea, omnipotens Deus, Qui labia Isaiae prophetae calculo mundasti ignito …” And they shrieked and turned their backsides to him, farting sulphurously and contemptuously before disappearing amid a chorus of “Diabolus tecum, diabolus tecum.”

After their gales of ribald laughter had faded into the farthest corners of the palace, His Eminence prayed for a very long time and, finally, by way of atonement, promised faithfully with his hand upon the reliquary that he would without fail use his office well to bring the light of the truth of the Church to the entire nation. He would send out the Dominicans to detect errors and defeat them with the aid of the copious logic of saints Anselm and Aquinas, to evangelize the heathen, to save his own tainted soul by ensuring that before he died a million other souls would have been pointed heavenward with all the foolproof precision of a gringo missile.
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Ena and the Mexican Musicologist (1)

Sometimes ignorance can be most beneficial; were it not for my ignorance I would have nothing of what I have today, which in fact is considerably more than I ever could have expected, and is also considerably more than I deserve.

In the first place, nothing of all this could have occurred if I had been a native of this country, rather than what I was, which was an itinerant and not very successful musicologist, specializing in folk tunes of the Andes, which I used to collect and publish in anthologies. I think that the only people who bought them were probably superannuated Western hippies who formed groups, all dressed in ponchos and sombreros, that played in the student unions of West Coast universities and could not even pronounce a proper Castilian “o” on the ends of words.

I was traveling in this country, looking for charango tunes that used the pentatonic mode, when I passed by a church in Ipasueño, where the funeral of a policeman was being held. Out of curiosity I went and stood by the door, which is how I first heard the “Requiem Angelico,” which is now so famous that there is no need for me to describe it. It was being played by a small group of musicians on mandolas, quenas, and the harmonium, and even in that form it moved the whole congregation to tears, myself not excepted.

Assuming that the piece was traditional, I wrote it down immediately in my manuscript notebook with a feeling of the greatest excitement imaginable. As I traveled on through the sierras it fermented continuously in my mind, until one morning I awoke with an arrangement of it for string quartet almost wholly formed in my imagination. I wrote it down in a great hurry before it slipped away, and when I reached the capital I lost no time in posting it to my publisher in Mexico City.

All the rest is history. The success it enjoyed there caused it to spread into the United States, whence it spread to France and the rest of Europe, where it became the theme of a Romanian film that won at the Cannes Film Festival, probably only because of the music. The consequence of all this was that I became immensely wealthy because of the royalties, and you can easily imagine my alarm and distress when it transpired that the music was not traditional at all, but had been composed by the famous Dionisio Vivo of Cochadebajo de los Gatos. There was a spectacular panic in the legal department of my publisher, and eventually I traveled all the way to Cochadebajo de los Gatos with the company lawyer in order to sort out any problems before they arose.

It was a horrifically arduous journey, taking four days through the sierras on muleback, and when we arrived at that extraordinary city populated entirely by eccentrics, it seemed at first that it had been a wasted journey. This was because Señor Vivo himself had been quite unaware that his melody, and he himself also, was famous all over the world. He seemed to be very surprised, and had nothing more to say upon the subject than that we should simply divide the proceeds fifty-fifty, since although he had composed the tune, I had made the arrangement. When he showed me his own arrangement I was astonished to find that it was in any case remarkably similar to my own, except of course that it was scored for different instruments. My lawyer jumped at the chance to come to so amicable an agreement, and Señor Vivo even said that he did not mind if it was not retrospective, which meant that I could keep all the royalties that I had thencefar earned.

Having spent some days in that wonderful city with its proliferation of tame black jaguars, its Inca buildings, and its population who practice the most enlightened and congenial religion I have ever come across, I fell ardently in love with the place and resolved to stay there despite its isolation from the rest of the world.

I chose a small house on the edge of the city, and dug out the alluvial mud with the help of several cheerful characters who said that they came originally from Chiriguana, a settlement that was destroyed in a flood some years before.

It was an ideal place for me, because I wanted fresh mountain air, space, privacy, a place where one could palpably feel the presence of ancient gods and the spirits of nature. But also it was a place where, when in the appropriate mood, one could find spectacular revelry and good humor.

The house was merely an empty shell, but I chose it because it was on the sunny side of the valley, high enough to have a good view over the town, with a sufficient breeze to diminish the occasionally stupefying heat. It took me a good year to make the place inhabitable.

The first thing that I did was to dig out the well at the side of the house, which had caved in on itself and was full of mud and rocks. I was helped in this by a Frenchman named Antoine, a man of considerable culture who had chosen to live here because he was attached to the people, with whom he had arrived in the original immigration. Like most Frenchmen, he was extremely fond of philosophizing about women, and was married to someone called Françoise, who had apparently been cured of a foul cancer by indigenous methods.

It took us two months to dig out the well and rebuild its walls, and at the bottom I found the skull of a baby, which I assume to have been left there as a sacrifice in times past. I keep this tiny skull on my bookshelf as my own Renaissance-style memento mori, and I frequently speculate as to the nature of its tragic story. There was fortunately still water at the bottom of the well, and I remember that when I remarked to Antoine that it was strange for water to flow beneath the side of a mountain, he observed, “I can think of many stranger things.”

We repaired the walls and roof of the house, and painted the rooms completely white so that they became suddenly clean, bright, and spacious. Antoine and I managed, at some danger to ourselves (I feel in retrospect), to install electricity by connecting up a cable to the faltering system invented by a teacher. This man was Profesor Luis, who had set up a row of windmills to generate power; it was perfectly adequate for lighting, but was somewhat feeble when high amperage was required, so that the electric cooker that I had flown in by helicopter turned out to be of more use as a storage cupboard.

It often happens when setting up a house that one finds quite suddenly that there is an urgent need for some item overlooked during the last expedition. The track down from my house was a deeply pitted one that served as a watercourse each time it rained, and although I have stabilized it since, to begin with it was only negotiable on foot or by mule, or by Antoine’s ancient three-wheeled tractor. This tractor had been half-buried in the mud of the flood at Chiriguana, but Señor Vivo’s father, who is in fact General Hernando Montes Sosa, governor of César, had it dug out and brought in slung under a vast helicopter gunship at his son’s request. It is commonly said in this country that General Sosa is the only member of the military hierarchy who ever does anything useful.

There was at the far end of the town a tienda that sold goods brought in by mule train from Ipasueño, and so every few days I would find myself rattling and bumping my way to it on Antoine’s formidable old tractor. This shop was owned by a middle-aged couple who left the running of it to their daughter, a girl of twenty or so years whose name was Ena, as I discovered by overhearing the father asking her the price of a bottle of ron caña.

Ena was small and strongly built; usually she wore a plain, faded blue dress, and her feet were always bare. Sometimes I used to think that her head was very slightly too large for her, but she had an appealing and serene face framed by her long black hair. She reminded me forcibly of a Greek girl with whom I had once been in love, for she had the same smooth and soft olive skin, and big brown eyes beneath eyebrows almost heavy enough to meet in the middle. On her forearms were the traces of soft, black, downy hair, which, to be frank, is something that has always driven me crazy, and her fingers were slim and elegant.

The best thing about her, however, was her elfin spirit; she had an air of quiet amusement, a semi-concealed puckishness, an innocent devilry, that gave her the aura of having existed for all eternity, and of being able to see the funny side of virtually everything. I perceived that she had a streak of mischief in her, as was to be revealed when I discovered how it was that she had kept me for so long in ignorance.

I had found in Señor Vivo an inexhaustible library of Andean tunes, and he had also taught me to play the guitar, pointing out that it was a perfect instrument for arranging on, as it had the capacity for three different voices at once. It was my custom then, as it is still, to spend a part of every evening during and after sunset learning and practicing new pieces sitting on the doorstep of my front door. The acoustics of the quiet air of the mountainside were absolutely perfect, and Antoine used to say that I could be heard clearly all over the town. “Listen,” the people would say, “the Mexicano is playing again.” Sometimes I would stop and hear the crickets setting up their own ragged symphonies, and, as I have unnaturally sharp hearing, I could listen also to the conversations of the bats.

One evening I was playing “El Noy de la Mare,” which is a particularly lovely folk tune from Catalonia. It is quite difficult to play because its variations are very subtle, and I still play it often to remind myself of the gratitude I feel for what it helped to bring about.

I thought I saw a shadow move in the darkness behind the wall, and then disappear. I was puzzled, but thought no more of it, and began to play the arrangement for guitar of the “Requiem Angelico” that Señor Vivo and I had made between us. To me it seemed exquisitely tender, and I became wholly lost in it. When I had finished, something made me look up, and again I saw a shadow move, except that this time it detached itself from the darkness and then came toward me. The tune had made me think of the earth goddess that they worship around here, Pachamama, and for some reason I momentarily felt an awed panic that it was Pachamama herself that I had evoked. But it was Ena.

She stood before me, and I saw that her huge brown eyes were brimming with tears. We looked at each other in silence for a few moments, and then, with all the natural grace of a little girl, she sat down cross-legged in front of me and said very gravely, “That was so beautiful. I have never heard such saudade. Please play it again.”

“I do not play it too well,” I said. “You should hear Señor Vivo play it.”

“Play it again,” she said, “except for me this time, and not for whoever it was that you were thinking about.”

I was a little startled at this, and I laughed at her percipience. But as I began to play it I realized that I wanted to play it especially well for her, and that I was trying too hard. I fumbled a few notes and then forced myself to stop thinking, so that I could enter into the music.

When I had finished she reached forward with a wondering expression and tenderly brushed her hand across the strings. Then she leaned back and sighed very deeply. “I wish I could do that,” she said at last.

“Perhaps one day you will.”

“No, never. For that one needs a lot of sadness. I do not have enough sadness.” Then she laughed and cut me a sideways glance. “Now tell me, who is the one you were thinking of when you were playing before?”

“She lives in Mexico City,” I confessed, much to my own surprise. “She is younger than me, and older than you. Unfortunately she does not love me, and so …” I shrugged “… I play sometimes for someone who never hears.”

“You should play only for those who listen, and love only those who love in return. That is what I would do.”

“You are wiser than me, I think.”

“Obviously. Now play me some Spanish ones, real Spanish ones, with duende and gracia.”

The only varieties of flamenco with which I was acquainted were the soleares, the solea, and soledades, because that was all that Señor Vivo himself had learned when he had once visited Andalusia. One can play these pieces quite slowly, because their theme is the melancholy of solitude. I played four in a row, during which time she sat with her head cocked to one side, watching my fingers attentively. At the finish she said, “Your hands are like spiders. I think that you should learn the tiple and the charango as well.” Then she stood up and straightened her one blue dress, saying, “I think that I shall return tomorrow. This is a good way to break a paseo.”

“Ena,” I asked, “why is it that sometimes your parents call you ‘Ena’ and sometimes ‘Lena’? I have often wondered.”

She laughed lightly. “If that puzzles you, I will tell you. It is because when I was very little I could not say ‘Lena,’ so I said ‘Ena’ instead. So now I have both the names at once.”

“A very simple explanation. Be careful how you walk, out on your own,” I said.

She glanced at me over her shoulder as she walked away, “Do not trouble yourself, this is not Mexico City.” I watched her vanish into the darkness, turning to wave before she disappeared, and I was left alone with the cicadas.
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Of the New Restaurant and the New Priest

He arrived on the day when Dolores the whore was giving Doña Constanza her last lesson in the indispensable art of making chuños. At school Doña Constanza had learned only how to make canapés and vol-au-vents, these being the only skills appropriate to a lady of her oligarchic status, who would be presumed always to have teams of cooks at her beck and call. But now that she had demoted herself to the position of campesino’s lover, exiled forever to this settlement in the sierra, she was ashamed of her idleness and was embarrassed that Gonzago did all the cooking in their household.

Dolores the whore, on the other hand, had learned to cater for squads of children by different fathers, and had decided to diversify her economic activities. “I am certainly forty years old or thereabouts, and all this squeezing and moaning has worn me out,” she said. “And after all this time I deserve a break from constantly dripping. From now on I am a whore only on Friday and Saturday nights.”

What gave her the idea of opening a restaurant was reading a book she had bought from Dionisio in return for a bracelet that he intended to give as a present to Leticia Aragón. Dionisio had assured her that it was “un libro muy romántico,” and she had bought it in good faith, expecting it to be all about princes and princesses or perhaps a blond and blue-eyed victim who is gallantly rescued by a captain of the Dragoons who turns out to be her long-lost cousin, and so they can marry after winning with difficulty the permission of his parents, and do not have to elope after all.

But it turned out that Dionisio’s conception of a “very romantic book” was a little different from hers. She read it impatiently, chewing the soggy cigar between her teeth and waiting for the entry of the princess. Being unused to literary effort, she did not know how to recognize which were crucial parts of the story, and found herself most fascinated by the incidental recipes. The book was Doña Flor and Her Two Husbands, and she decided to open her own restaurant, resolving to call it “Doña Flor’s.”

The enterprise was not without its difficulties. In the first place she was obliged to dig a new building out of the mud, which had by now drained itself very effectively and become adamantine. Her life as a whore had given her a great love of her freedom, but at this time she felt the lack of a helpmeet. “Ay, ay,” she would say, “if only there were some man to come and dig,” and she would mop the sweat from her face with the hem of her skirt before resuming her labors. She greatly regretted that her oldest sons had disappeared to look for diamonds in the jungle, that her two eldest daughters had traipsed away to Valledupar to take up their mother’s profession, and that the remainder of her brood were only old enough to carry away the bricks of spoil and could not help with the digging.

But one day when she was working she sensed a presence behind her. Her heart leapt, and she turned and beheld Fulgencia Astiz. Dolores suffered from what in learned circles would be called an “abnormal surprise reflex,” and she stood paralyzed with her arms outstretched and her mouth wide open. Everyone who knew her was used to this, and often the little children would creep up on her, bang a saucepan next to her head just to see her gaping, and then run away screaming with laughter before she could recover. But Fulgencia had never seen this before, and she was puzzled by this extraordinary reaction to her presence; it looked as though Dolores had been frozen in the act of being about to give her a hug, and she stepped back and left quickly.

But later on Dolores sought Fulgencia out, and, to put it in short, they soon found that they had become friends. Fulgencia had been the leader of Dionisio’s women in Ipasueño; she was a Santandereana, and there was nothing she liked more than to become involved in heroic feats, preferably entailing the risk of death or, failing that, a little bloodshed. She was constructed in the good peasant fashion, with a broad flat face and high cheekbones. She wore her hair in the same manner as Remedios, in a black ponytail, and many a man had at one time or another realized from the force of her blows to the side of his head that she was a strong woman, not to be fooled around with. She fetched ten more women who had been in the camp with her at Ipasueño, and they dug out Doña Flor’s in no time at all, thatched it in two days, and buried a llama fetus in the floor to ensure the fecundity of Dolores’ new business.

But Dolores was a willful proprietor. She did not see why her own mealtimes should be disrupted, and so she closed the restaurant at breakfast, midday, and seven o’clock in the evening, and she would not open during the hours of siesta on the grounds that she needed one as much as anyone else. This meant that she was only open for trade in the mornings after everyone had departed for their labors, and in the evenings when everyone had already eaten. This was a good arrangement in only one way, which was that she hardly ever had to do any work.

Having passed this stage, and having decided to open at saner times, she then displayed a side of her character that had been hitherto undisclosed to those who knew her. It transpired that she was an obsessive experimentalist. In trials with aji sauce she developed one that was so indescribably hot that it became instantaneously famous. It was the kind of aji sauce that is tasteless for the first few chews, and that then seizes the back of the throat and sends one into a kind of frenzied dementia in which one clasps the throat with one hand, half gets out of the chair, sinks back into it, waves the free hand about, emits strangled noises, gasps for water, drinks it in one swig, discovers that water only makes it worse, and then rushes out to throw oneself in the river, from which one emerges dazed and dripping with sweat, smiling sheepishly.

Dolores made a lot of money out of this dish; she served it up with braised chicken and called it “Pollo de un Hombre Verdadero.” This Chicken of a True Man was taken up as a challenge by all the men of the city who prided themselves in their machismo. One after the other they were brought in by their compadres and challenged to eat the whole meal without so much as a grimace. Anyone who succeeded was immediately raised to the elite in the machismo stakes, and it was a common thing to hear it said of someone, “What? He is no man, he could only eat a little of Dolores’ chicken,” or “Did you hear about Hectoro? He ate two of Dolores’ chickens one after the other without even taking a drink. ¡Que hombre!”

But nobody truly enjoyed this ordeal, and the men began to suspect that Dolores had found a subtle way of mocking them. They started to avoid coming to the restaurant in case somebody challenged them to trial by chicken, and so Dolores began her next flurry of experimentation. She tried Fish with Forty Cloves of Garlic, which did not prove popular, and that proved to be tedious on account of having to do so much peeling. She tried a confection called Woman’s Revenge, which consisted of testicles afloat in a tapioca sauce of suggestive appearance, but discovered that it could only be a seasonal dish, since the steers were rounded up and corraled for gelding but once a year. She invented a dish consisting of several layers of tortilla with something different between each layer, depending upon what was available, which she called “Bocadillo Improvisado”; it turned out to be very popular with women, who have, as it is generally conceded all over the world, more adaptable and exploratory appetites than men.

At the end of her fantasia period Dolores began to serve up standard favorites, such as picante de pollo, arepas, chiles rellenos, carnitas, salpicón, and esquites, but we should not fail to mention in conclusion her final major experiment, which was with frijoles refritos. She discovered that refried beans could be made quite phenomenally carminative by using several different kinds of beans all in the same mash and beating eggs into it. It was this that she served to people upon whom she wished to exercise her sense of humor, and it was the very same dish that caused a temporary falling out between Felicidad and Don Emmanuel, this latter having grown extraordinarily fond of it.

When Doña Constanza wished to learn the secrets of culinary success, it was natural that she should apprentice herself to Dolores, who at first was suspicious of the former’s motives. She made Constanza swear on the apachita, the little pile of stones upon which Aurelio sacrificed coca leaves to the spirits of the hills, that she was not about to open her own restaurant, and that every time she served a meal she should accompany it with the words “This is a recipe of Dolores, who makes it better than I do.” The first thing that Dolores did was to take advantage of her quite shamelessly; she made Constanza help with preserving her huge pile of potatoes, under the pretext that it was essential for every cook to know how this was done.

First she made Doña Constanza separate out the “llallahuas,” the potatoes considered to be sacred on account of their shape, and then she made her fill a large cauldron with water brought from the river. She sent Constanza away, and then fetched her after a week, telling her to carry all the potatoes up to the frost line so that they could be alternately frozen at night and heated by day for ten days. She sent the puzzled Constanza away again, only to tell her after the ten days had elapsed to go and stamp on the potatoes until there was no more moisture in them. This she did in a state of perplexity and resentment, which grew worse when she was then instructed to leave them for another month before the next lesson, which consisted of carrying them in sacks down the mountainside and stacking them at the back of Doña Flor’s. “There you are,” exclaimed Dolores, disappearing behind a pall of smoke from her cigar, “we have made chuños.” Doña Constanza looked dubiously at the hardened, desiccated vegetables and said, “But Dolores, I wanted to know how to cook them, not how to turn them into nuts.”

“With cooking,” replied Dolores, “preparation is everything.”

This was something that Doña Constanza could understand; her face brightened up and she said, “It is just the same with making love.” Dolores’ experience of men was that mostly they stood in a line getting drunk, spitting on the floor, and shouting to the present customer to hurry up. When it was their turn they just dived in with most of their clothes still on, their boots leaving mud on the sheet, and then they tried to leave without paying. She looked incredulously at Doña Constanza, and drawled in her rum-laden way, “Amiga, what man is there who would go to any trouble? They are all like horses, they sink their teeth into your neck to hold you still, and then they go after another mare.” She spat on the ground for emphasis, leaving Constanza too intimidated to explain to her that Gonzago was not like that.

It was at this point that a gaunt but insouciant figure strode past the door, and the two women looked at each other in surprise. They could have sworn that a priest had just walked by, a priest who was not Father Garcia. They popped their heads out of the doorway, and without a word to each other decided to follow him to see what he was up to, only to find that everyone else in the street had had the same idea. There was a crowd of folk following the new priest at a respectful distance, including Father Garcia, whose territorial instincts were struggling with his better nature. He was arguing fiercely with himself as to whether or not he should welcome this new priest or tell him to go away, since the parish was already spoken for. He resolved to bide his time.

In the plaza the tattered cleric mounted the plinth of an obelisk and gazed distractedly into space as though gathering his holiness together into a point of light. Garcia recognized his own familiar technique for rendering people curious and silent, and he began to enjoy the occasion for its theatrical professionalism. He was able to look at the priest more closely now, and he realized that there was something strange about him. Everything was right, but at the same time it was wrong.

Look at that hat, for example; it was the correct shape, but it was a vaquero’s sombrero punched out and painted black. It had been daubed very thickly to give the impression of smoothness, but one could still see the weave of the straw underneath. And what about that dog collar? It was the right size, and it was white, but it most definitely had the look of carefully torn cardboard. The black robes seemed to be made of unecclesiastical material; they were too diaphanous, too loosely woven, like cheap curtains dyed to black and cobbled into shape. Father Garcia strained forward and noted that the stitches were large and clumsy, the kind of stitching that little children achieve in their first attempts.

The new priest made the sign of the cross with his right hand, the people fell silent, and he announced, “Brothers and sisters, I come to bring you salvation. I am but a poor wandering missionary of the Order of Saint Hematoma the Blessed Martyr, and I earn my bread by the hearing of confessions and the granting of absolutions. For only twenty pesos I will give you peace of mind and the assurance of eternal bliss, guaranteed by this Most Holy Relic that I carry, which is the rib of Saint Necrophobia herself, who miraculously ascended into heaven in the year of Our Lord one thousand nineteen hundred and fifty-four, taking with her her carapace of flesh and leaving only her bones behind.” He waved a yellowed bone that Pedro recognized instantly as having been taken from a dog.

At this many people crossed themselves, and the priest continued, “I am to be found at the first jaguar obelisk at the entrance to the town. Be silent for the blessing.” He bowed his head and intoned, “Non (ita me Di ament) quicquam referre putaui utrumne os an culum olfacerem Aemilio, nilo mundius hoc nihiloque immundius illud. Amen.” The people reiterated the amen, and the priest departed with dignity toward the place appointed by himself for his ministry.

Smiling with delight, Father Garcia turned to Dionisio and said, “Do you know what he just said?” And the latter replied, “My Latin is not too good, but it certainly didn’t sound right. What was it?”

“It was Catullus,” said Garcia. “It was, ‘I believed (Gods help me) that it made no difference whether I smelled Aemilius’ mouth or anus, the one being no cleaner, the other no dirtier.’ ”

“He said that?” Dionisio was astonished. “What kind of blessing is that?”

“It is the blessing of a false priest who is concerned to make a living,” said Garcia. “I am going to go at once to confess to him so that I can hear more Catullus.”

He came back with a spring in his step, having been absolved in Latin with the words, “You shit less than ten times in a year, and then it’s as hard as beans and lupins and if you rubbed it between your hands you would never soil a single digit.”

He had also formed the beginnings of a firm friendship with the false priest, who was none other than the wastrel and rapscallion younger brother of Cardinal Dominic Trujillo Guzman. He had studied at the same seminary as Father Garcia, and had been thrown out on account of his absorbing interest in scatological classical literature. His name was Don Salvador, and he knew all the obscene and lascivious passages by heart. Like Father Garcia, he strongly believed in salvation through good times and fornication.
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