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. bitter almonds always reminded him
~ of the fate of unrequited love.”

|t was inevitable: the scent of

Legre () Sg

The “aromatic fumes” of a

lover’s poison lead the way into
the story of an unrequited love
that survives fifty-one vears,
nine months, and four days.
Florentino Ariza, a man with
the soul of a poet and the pa-
tience of a saint, has waited
e more than half a century for his
love, the beautiful and “naturally haughty” Fermina Daza—since she
- revoked her promise to be his wife and married one of their city’s
lthiest men, Dr. Juvenal Urbino, instead.
That half-century is filled with encounters and travel, births, deaths,
nd poetry. As Fermina Daza and Dr. Urbino build their life together,
g a love based on shared experience, Florentino Ariza builds his
life, remaining loyal to Fermina Daza in his heart, if not exactly
hiul, sticcumbing to 622 “long-term liaisons.” But it is only when
naily dies that Florentino Ariza’s real life begins.

- write well. . . . The Garcimarquesian voice we have
cognize from the other fiction has matured, found and
'i_;_rces, been brought to a level where it can at once
nd familiar, opalescent and pure, able to praise and curse,
ulate and sing and when called wpon, take off and

Praise for a landmark novel . .

“I'he greatest luxury, as inall of Garcia Mairquez’s books, is the eerie,
entirely convincing suspension of the laws of reality . . . the ageless-
ness of the human story as told by one of this century’s most evoca-
tive writers.” - —Anne Tyler, Chicago Sun-Times Book Week

“They are interesting characters whose sometimes bizarre proceed-
ings interact with the peculiarities of the society they inhabit to cre-
ate a wonderfully vivid and convincing world. . . . What more can
be asked of a novelist?” - —The Atlantic

“It’s spellbinding—a luminous novel by a master of storytelling.”
—Joseph Heller

“One Hundred Years of Solitude, that beautiful, magical novel, pales

somewhat compared to the stately beauty of this one. . . . Love in the

Tume of Cholera bursts with the ordinary magic of everyday life.” -
—USA Today

“I'he novel is thoroughly engrossing on the highest artistic level. It is
easily his best work since One Hundred Years of Solitude. . . . His
vision is exalting.” —Cleveland Plain Dealer

“Mr. Garcia Mérquez displays a wise benevolence, an ability to see
both the tragedy and humor of their situations; and this tone
burnishes the novel with the warm, soft glow of redemption. . . .
The result is a rich, commodious novel whose narrative power is 7
matched only by its generosity of vision.” _
—Michiko Kakutani, The New York Times

“Open Love in the Time of Cholera at any page and be drawn into the
steamy backwater of coastal Colombia of nearly a century ago. Stay
a while, and find that the familiar surroundings in which you read
now seem alien when you look up. That is a rare gift.”

—The Milwaukee Journal

“A spacious mirror image of the novel that made him famous . . .
The constant, throbbing fascination here is the shock of recognition.”
—Time
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The words I am about to express:
They now have their own crowned goddess.

LEANDRO DIAZ




Love in the Time
of Cholera




T WAS INEVITABLE: the scent of bitter almonds always re-
minded him of the fate of unrequited love. Dr. Juvenal Urbino
noticed it as soon as he entered the still darkened house where he had
hurried on an urgent call to attend a case that for him had lost all
urgency many years before. The Antillean refugee Jeremiah de Saint-
Amour, disabled war veteran, photographer of children, and his most
sympathetic opponent in chess, had escaped the torments of memory
with the aromatic fumes of gold cyanide.

He found the corpse covered with a blanket on the campaign cot
where he had always slept, and beside it was a stool with the develop-
ing tray he had used to vaporize the poison. On the floor, tied to a leg
of the cot, lay the body of a black Great Dane with a snow-white
chest, and next to him were the crutches. At one window the splendor
of dawn was just beginning to illuminate the stifling, crowded room
that served as both bedroom and laboratory, but there was enough light
for him to recognize at once the authority of death. The other win-
dows, as well as every other chink in the room, were muffled with rags
or sealed with black cardboard, which increased the oppressive heavi-
ness. A counter was crammed with jars and bottles without labels and
two crumbling pewter trays under an ordinary light bulb covered
with red paper. The third tray, the one for the fixatve solution, was
next to the body. There were old magazines and newspapers every-
where, piles of negatives on glass plates, broken furniture, bur every-




GaABRIEL Garcia MARrRoukz

hing was k ept free of dust by a diligent hand. Although the air coming
hrough the window had purified the atmosphere, there still remained
or theone who could identify it the dying embers of hapless love in
“thé bitter almonds. Dr. Juvenal Urbino had often thought, with no

its disorder obeyed an obscure determination of Divine Providence.
A police inspector had come forward with a very young medical
student who was completing his forensic training at the municipal
dispensary, and it was they who had vendilated the room and covered
the body while waiting for Dr. Urbino to arrive, They greeted him
with a solemnity that on this occasion had more of condolence than
veneration, for no one was unaware of the degree of his friendship
with Jeremiah de Saint-Amour. The eminent teacher shook hands
with each of them, as he always did with every one of his pupils
before beginning the daily class in general clinical medicine, and then,
as if it were a flower, he grasped the hem of the blanket with the tips
of his index finger and his thumb, and slowly uncovered the body with
sacramental circumspection. Jeremiah de Saint-Amour was com-
pletely naked, stiff and twisted, eyes open, body blue, looking fifty
years older than he had the night before. He had Iuminous pupils,
yellowish beard and hair, and an old scar sewn with baling knots
across his stomach. The use of crutches had made his torso and arms
as broad as a galley slave’s, but his defenseless legs looked like an
orphan’s. Dr. Juvenal Urbino studied him for a moment, his heart

aching as it rarely had in the long years of his futile struggle against
death.

“Damn fool,” he said. “The worst was over.”

He covered him again with the blanket and regained his academic
dignity, His eightieth birthday had been celebrated the year before
with an official three-day jubilee, and in his thank-you speech he had
once again resisted the temptation to retire, He had said: “I'l] have
plenty of time to rest when I die, but this eventuality is not yet part
of my plans.” Although he heard less and less with his right ear, and
leaned on a silver-handled cane to conceal his faltering steps, he con-
tinued to wear 2 linen suit, with a gold watch chain across his vest,
as smartly as he had in his younger years. His Pasteur beard, the color
of mother-of-pearl, and his hair, the same color, carefully combed

firemonitory intention, that this would not be a propitious place for .
‘dying in a state of grace. But in time he came to suppose that perhaps-
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back and with a neat part in the middle, were faithful ""‘P_l""ssions

5 a;. character. He compensated as much as he could for an increas-
fJf ;S disturbing erosion of memory by scribbling %lurried notes on
- mfays of paper that ended in confusion in each of his pockets, as did
:fle };nstruments, the bottles of medicine, and all the other. things

iumbled together in his crowded medics.il .bag. He was not ?nly thi
city’s oldest and most illustrious ph¥51c1an, he was also 1til n:.;s
fastidious man. Still, his too obvious display of learr'ung and the dis-
ingenuous manner in which he used the power of his name had won
him less affection than he deserved. . o

His instructions to the inspector and the intern were precise and
rapid. There was no need for an autopsy; the odor in the FIOUSC was
sufficient proof that the cause of death had' beer} the cyanide Y:ﬁ)o;s
activated in the tray by some photographic acid, an.d Jeremiah de
Saint-Amour knew too much about those matters ’lfor itto have be_en
an accident, When the inspector showed some hem-tatlon, he C‘l‘lt hlr,n
off with the kind of remark that was typical of !‘us magner: Don’t
forget that I am the one who signs the death certificate. .The young
doctor was disappointed: he had never had the opportunity t_o study
the effects of gold cyanide on a cadaver. Dr. ]uvel.rlal Urbino had
been surprised that he had not seen him at the Medical School, but
he understood in an instant from the young man’s easy bh%sh and
Andean accent that he was probably a recent arrival to the c1Fy. He
said: “There is bound to be someone driven mad by love W¥10 wﬁl give
you the chance one of these days.” And only after he said it c.hd he
realize that among the countless suicides he could remember, tI:us was
the first with cyanide that had not been caused- by :che sufferings of
love. Then something changed in the tone of his voice. .

“And when you do find one, observe with (.:are,” h?, said to the
intern: “they almost always have crystals in their heart. -

Then he spoke to the inspector as he would have to a subordinate.
He ordered him to circumvent all the legal procedlllres so that the
burial could take place that same afternoon and with the greatest
discretion. He said: “I will speak to the Mayor later..” He knew that
Jeremiah de Saint-Amour lived in primitive austenty-and that he
earned much more with his art than he needed, so that in one of the
drawers in the house there was bound to be more than enough money
for the funeral expenses.
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. . [ » 3 T .
“But if you do not find it, it does not matter,” he said. “I will take

CRI‘C of evcrything.” .

willing to do was speak to the Archbishop so that Jeremiah de Saint-
Amour could be buried in holy ground. The inspector, astonished
at his own impertinence, attempted ro make excuses for him.

“T understood this man was a saint,” he said.

“Something even rarer,” said Dr. Urbino, “An atheistic saint. Bur
those are matters for God to decide.”

In the distance, on the other side of the colonial city, the bells
of the Cathedral were ringing for High Mass. Dr. Utbino put on his
half-moon glasses with the gold rims and consulted the watch on its
chain, slim, elegant, with the cover that opened at a touch: he was
about to miss Pentecost Mass.

In the parlor was a huge camera on wheels like the ones used in
public parks, and the backdrop of a marine twilight, painted with
homemade paints, and the walls papered with pictures of children
at memorable moments: the first Communion, the bunny costume, the
happy birthday. Year after year, during contemplative pauses on
afternoons of chess, Dr. Urbino had seent the gradual covering over
of the walls, and he had often thought with 2 shudder of sorrow that
in the gallery of casual portraits lay the germ of the future city, gov-
erned and corrupted by those unknown children, where not even the
ashes of his glory would remain.

On the desk, next to a jar that held several old sea dog’s pipes,
was the chessboard with an unfinished game. Despite his haste and
his somber mood, Dr. Urbino could not resist the temptation to stud
it. He knew it was the previous night’s game, for Jeremiah de Saint-
Amour played at dusk every day of the week with at least three dif-

ferent opponents, but he always finished every game and then placed
the board and chessmen in their box and stored the box in a desk
drawer. The Doctor knew he played with the white pieces and that

He ‘ordered him to tell the press that the photographer had died -
‘of narural causes, although he thought the news would in no way
interest them. He said: “If it is necessary, I will speak to the Gover-
~"nor.” The inspector, a serious and humble civil servant, knew that
the Doctor’s sense of civic duty exasperated even his closest friends,
and he was surprised at the ease with which he skipped over legal
formalities in order to expedite the burial. The only thing he was not -

R N R L e G

in fo
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' his time it was evident he was going to be defeated without mercy
this: T

moves, “If there had been a crime, this would be a good cl‘u.e,”
b'ur said t'o himself. “I know only one man capable of devising
I}{; ;Ll:sterful trap.” If his life depended on it, he had to find out later
this

hy that indomitable soldier, accustomed to fighting to the last. drop
o

nal batte of his life unfinished. .
o biooc};;ht?itl elfltoi'?l‘ienf; as he was making his last rounds, the_mght
Wat?}:nian had seen the note nailed to the street (::loor: Come 1'1? awithout
king and inform the police. A short while later the inspector
k”‘?" d with the intern, and the two of them had searched the house
?mveme evidence that might contradict the unmistakable breath of
b(i)::tzf almonds. But in the brief minutés the Doctor needed to study
the unfinished game, the inspector discovered an en.velopedamoi.ng
the papers on the desk, addressed to Dr. ]lfvenal Url?mo an siat; X
with so much sealing wax that it had to be rlpRed to pieces to ge "
letter out. The Doctor opened the black curtain over the window g
have more light, gave a quick glance at the eleven sheetsd c}?veﬁret
on both sides by a diligent handwriting,. and when he had rea the ;Ise
paragraph he knew that he would miss Pentecost Cormmmi;)nci e
read with agitated breath, turning back on several pages t(f) n :
thread he had lost, and when he finished he seemed to returfl _rorcl; v '?;
far away and very long ago. His despondency was obvmui1 esp1h3
his effort to control it: his lips were as blue as the corpse anc} ¢ cou y
not stop the trembling of his fingers as he refolded t.he etter gnd
placed it in his vest pocket. Then he remembered the .mspe;ctm.: ;m
the young doctor, and he smiled at them ‘thmugh_ the mists o g grief.
“Nothing in particular,” he said. “His ﬁI}lal mstructions. h
It was a half-truth, but they thought it complete becaused e
ordered them to Lift a loose tile from the ﬂ(.)or,.where they four;) a
worn account book that contained the combination to the strong hox.
There was not as much money as they expected, but it was more than
enough for the funeral expenses and to meet other minor obhga:iogxs.
Then Dr. Urbino realized that he could not get to the Cathedral be-
el reading.
fore“;?se tfeof:ﬁird time fg’ve missed Sunday Mgss since I’ve had the use
” he said. “But God understands.” :
: n;ﬁ ;Zasjli;se to spend 2 few minutes more and aFtend tohall tﬁe
details, although he could hardly bear his intense longing to share the
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‘the most respectable of them all, the most active and the most radical,
even after it had become all roo clear that he had been overwhelmed
by the burden’of disillusion. He would also inform his chess partners,
who ranged from distinguished professional men to nameless laborers,
as well as other, less intimate acquaintances who might perhaps wish
to attend the funeral. Before he read the posthumous letter he had
resolved to be first among them, but afterward he was not certain of
anything. In any case, he was going to send a wreath of gardenias in
the event that Jeremiah de Saint-Amour had repented at the last
moment. The burial would be 4t five, which was the most suitable
hour during the hotrest months, If they needed him, from noon on he
would be at the country house of Dr. Licides Olivella, his beloved
disciple, who was celebrating his silver anniversary in the profession
with a formal luncheon that day. ,
Once the stormy years of his early struggles were over, Dr. Juvenal
Urbino had followed a set routine and achieved a respectability and
prestige that had no equal in the province, He arose at the crack of
dawn, when he began to take his secret medicines: potassium bromide
to raise his spirits, salicylates for the ache in his bones when it rained,
ergosterol drops for vertigo, belladonna for sound sleep. He took
something every hour, always in secret, because in his long life as a
doctor and teacher he had always opposed prescribing palliatives for -
old age: it was easier for him to bear other people’s pains than his own,
In'his pocket he always carried a little Pad of camphor that he inhaled
deeply when no one was watching to calm his fear of so many medi-
cines mixed together,

He would spend an hour in his study preparing for the class in
general clinical medicine that he taught ar the Medical School every
morning, Monday through Saturday, ar eight o’clock, unti] the day -
before his death. He was also an avid reader of the latest books that
his bookselier in Paris mailed to him, or the ones from Barcelona that
his local bookseller ordered for him, although he did not follow Span-
ish literature as closely as French. In any case, he never read them in
the morning, bue only for an hour after his siesta and at night before
he wenr to sleep. When he was finished in the study he did fifteen

“secrets of the I'ettel; with his wife. FHe promised to notify the numerous
Caribbean refugees who lived in the city in case they wanted to pay
- hc ast respects to the man who had conducted himself as if he were
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g ;ces of respiratary exercises in front of the open window in the

e :

' ml!; oom, always breathing toward the side where the roosters were
. r _

- bat ing x,;vhich was where the air was new. Then he bathed, arranged
" crowimg,

i d and waxed his mustache in an atmosphere satura.ted .with
o b'eaf: cologne from Farina Gegeniiber, and dressed in white linen,
ge_nl?m vest argld a soft hat and cordovan boots. At eight)‘r—one y(.aars of
o hEl reserved the same easygoing manner and festive spirit t}{at_
;Eehag fn his return from Paris SOO[!'l after the great choiﬁrs.t epl_die]n;;cé
and except for the metallic color, his c_arei.’ully comII?Iedb au}‘{ ;Zslzed e
center part was the same as it had been in his Youth. e brea hasved en
famille but followed his own personal regimen of an IF ush " of
wormwood blossoms for his stomach a.nd a head of gar cht at N
peeled and ate a clove at a time, chewing t?ach one carefuhj.; Wltt
bread, to prevent heart failure. Aft-er f:l‘flSS- 1t. .W:fs rare fho'r szhnI(?
to have an appointment related to his civic initiatives, or his Catholic
service, or his artistic and socia] innovations. . .

He almost always ate lunch at home and had a ten-minute siesta on
the terrace in the patio, hearing in his sleep the. songs of the serva}zllt
girls under the leaves of the mango trees, the cries of vendors on the
street, the uproar of oil and motors from the b:fy whose exhaus; fume;
fluttered through the house on hot afternoons like an angel o:onb emne11
to putrefaction, Then he read his new books for an hour, a ove a
novels and works of history, and gave lessons in French and singing
to the tame parrot who had been a local attraction f‘or years. Alt ffour
o’clock, after drinking a large glass of lemonade with ice, he. eft to
call on his patients. In spite of his age he‘ wou‘ld not see patients in
his office and continued to care for them in their homes as he always
had, since the city was'so domesticated that one could go anywhere
" Sif;z; he returned from Europe the first time, he.used the family
landau drawn by two golden chestnuts, but vahen this was no longe;‘
practical he changed it for a Victoria and a 51f1gle horse, anc? he con:-
tinued to use it, with a certain disdain for fashion, when carriages hzfd
already begun to disappear from the W(?rld and the ox.ﬂy ones lft in
the city were for giving rides to tourists and carrying wreaths at
funerals. Although he refused to retire, he' was aware that he was
called in only for hopeless cases, but he consxderefi this 2 f'orm .of spe-
cialization too. He could tell what was wrong with a patient just by
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ot ing-at him, he grew more and more distf'ust'ful of patent medi-
cines, and he viewed with alarm the vulgarization of surgery. He
would say: “The scalpel is the greatest proof of the failure of medi-
" cine.” He thought that, in a strict sense, all medication was poison and
that seventy percent of common foods hastened death. “In any case,”
he would say in class, “the little medicine we know i known only by
a few doctors.” From youthful enthusiasm he had moved to a posi-
tion that he himself defined as fatalistic humanism: “Fach man is
master of his own death, and all that we can do when the time comes
is to help him die without fear of pain.” But despite these extreme
ideas, which were already part of local medical folklore, his former
Pupils continued to consult him even after they were established in
the profession, for they recognized in him what was called in those
days a clinical eye. In any event, he was always an expensive and ex-
clusive doctor, and his patients were concentrated in the ancestral
homes in the District of the Viceroys,

His daily schedule was so methodical that his wife knew where
to send him a message if an emergency arose in the course of the
afternoon. When he was a young man he would stop in the Parish
Café before coming home, and this was where he perfected his chess
game with his father-in-law’s cronies and some Caribbean refugees.
But he had not returned to the Parish Café since the dawn of the new -
century, and he had attempted to organize national tournaments under
the sponsorship of the Social Club, It was at this time that Jeremiah
de Saint-Amour arrived, his knees already dead, not yet a photog-~
rapher of children, yet in less than three months everyone who knew
how to move a bishop across a chessboard knew who he was, because
no one had been able to defeat him in a game. For Dr. Juvenal Urbino
it was 2 miraculous meeting, at the very moment when chess had
become an unconquerable passion for him and he no longer had many
Opponents who could satisfy it.

Thanks to him, Jeremiah de Saint-Amour could become what he
was among us. Dr. Urbino made himself his unconditional protector,
his guarantor in everything, without even taking the trouble to learn
who he was or what he did or what inglorious wars he had come from
in his crippled, broken state. He eventually lent him the money to set
up his photography studio, and from the time he took his first pic-
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of a child startled by the magnesium flash, Jeremia.h de Saint-
fri;foul‘ paid back every last penny with religious regularity.

It was all for chess. At first they played after supper at seven
o'clock, with a reasonable handicap for _]erefmah de Sa1nt~Amou'Ji'
because of his notable superiority, but the handica'p was reduced urlt:i
at last they played as equals. LaFer, wher} Don Galileo Dacon;'eh(.)pt-:nvf:St
the first outdoor cinema, Jeremiah de Saint-Amour was one o ) is moh
dependable customers, and the games of chess were limite tz the
nights when a new film was not. being shown. By then he an the
Doctor had become such good friends tha,t thf:y u.rould ch; to sec the
films together, but never with the Doctor’s W’.lfe, in part]- ecauseds : I(:
did not have the patience to follow the complicated plo.t 1r}e.s, an hx
part because it always seemed to her, through sl}eer intuition, that
Jeremiah de Saint-Amour was not a good compamon_ for anyone. )

His Sundays were different. He would attend High Mass at the
Cathedral and then return home t(? rest and read on the terixi'ace‘ in
the patio. He seldom visited a patient on a holy day of obh gdanor:
unless it was of extreme urgency, and for many yeats he‘ i) no
accepted a social engagement that was not obligatory. On this ent:;:-
cost, in 2 rare coincidence, two extraor_dmary events hac'l occurred:
the death of a friend and the silver anniversary of an eminent pupil.

* Yet instead of going straight home as he had intended after certifying

the death of Jeremiah de Saint-Amour, he allowed himself to be car-
i ng by curiosity.
ned;slosoin zs he wasYin his carriage, he again consulted the post}.lu—
mous letter and told the coachman to take him to an f)bscure l.OCEIthIl
m the old slave quarter. That decision was so .foreign to his usqal
habits that the coachman wanted to make certain there was no mis-
take. No, no mistake: the address was clear and the man who had
written it had more than enough reason to know it very well. Then
Dr, Urbino returned to the first page of the letter .and plunged once
again into the flood of unsavory revelations tlTat mlgl.lt have changed
his life, even at his age, if he could have convinced himself that they
were not the ravings of a dying man. . .
The sky had begun to threaten very early in the day' and the
weather was cloudy and cool, but there was no chance of rain before
noon. In his effort to find a shorter route, the coachman braved the
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- gh c'o_b'blestonés of thfe colonial city and had.to stop often to lfee'p
 the horse from being frightened by the rowdiness of the religious
cieties and fraternities coming back from the Pentecost liturgy. The’
streets were full of paper garlands, music, flowers, and girls with
" colored parasols and muslin ruffles who watched the celebration from
. their balconies. In the Plaza of the Cathedral, where the statue of
The Liberator was almost hidden among the African palm trees and
the globes of the new streetlights, traffic was congested because Mass
had ended, and not a seat was empty in the venerable and noisy
Parish Café. Dr, Urbino’s was the only horse-drawn carriage; it -
was distinguishable from the handful left in the city because the
patent-leather roof was always kept polished, and it had fittings of
bronze that would not be corroded by salt, and wheels and poles
pamted red with gilt trimming like gala nights at the Vienna Opera,
Furthermore, while the most demanding families were satisfied if
their drivers had a clean shirt, he still required his coachman to wear
livery of faded velvet and a top hat like a circus ringmaster’s, which,
more than an anachronism, was thought to show a lack of compas-
sion in the dog days of the Caribbean summer. '
Despite his almost maniacal love for the city and a knowledge of
it superior to anyone’s, Dr., Juvenal Urbino had not often had reason
as he did thatr Sunday to venture boldly into the tumult of the old
slave quarter. The coachman had to make many turns and stop to ask
directions several times in order to find the house. As they passed by
the marshes, Dr. Urbino recognized their oppressive weight, their
ominous silence, their suffocating gases, which on so many insomniac
dawns had risen to his bedroom, blending with the fragrance of Jas-
mine from the patio, and which he felt pass by him like a wind out of
yesterday that had nothing to do with his life, But that pestilence so
frequently idealized by nostalgia became an unbearable reality when
the carriage began to lurch through the quagmire of the streets
where buzzards fought over the slaughterhouse offal as it was swept
along by the receding tide. Unlike the city of the Viceroys where the
houses were made of masonry, here they were built of weathered
boards and zinc roofs, and most of them rested on pilings to protect
them from the flooding of the open sewers that had been inherited
from the Spaniards. Everything looked wretched and desolate, but
out of the sordid taverns came the thunder of riotous music, the godless
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. .dmnken celebration of Pentecost by the poor. By the time they found

¢ house, gangs of ragged children were chasing the carriage a‘nd
riaibuiing the theatrical finery of thle coachman, who had to dr1'v?
‘them away with his whip. Dr. Urbino, Rrepared for a confidentia
visit, realized too late that there was no mmnocence more dangerous
than the innocence of age. . o

The exterior of the unnumbered house was in no way.dlstmgm_?h-
able from its less fortunate neighbors, except for the window with
lace curtains and an imposing front door taken from some old church.
The coachman pounded the door knocker, and only when he had
made certain that it was the right house did he help t.he Daoctor out
of the carriage. The door opened without a sound,. and in the shado.wy
interior stood a mature woman dressed in black, with a red rose bel'}md
her ear. Despite her age, which was no less than ffort:y, she was still a
haughty mulatta with cruel golden eyes and hair Ught to her skull
like a helmet of stee] wool. Dr. Urbino did not recognize her, alt}'lough
he had seen her several times in the gloom of the chess games in the
photographer’s studio, and he had once written her a prescription for
tertian fever. He held out his hand and she took it between her('s, less
in greeting than to help him into the house. The parlor had th‘e chmat.e
and invisible murmur of a forest glade and was crammed with furni-
ture and exquisite objects, each in its natural place. Dr. Urbino re-
called without bitterness an antiquarian’s shop, No. 26 rue Montmartre
in Paris, on an autumn Monday in the last century. The woman sat
down across from him and spoke in accented Spanish.

“This is your house, Doctor,” she said. “I did not expect you so
soon.”

Dr. Urbino felt betrayed. He stared at her openly, at her intense
mourning, at the dignity of her grief, and then he understood that
this was a useless visit because she knew more than he did about every-
thing stated and explained in Jeremiah de Saint-Amour’s posthumous
letter. This was true. She had been with him until a very few
hours before his death, as she had been with him for half his life,
with a devotion and submissive tenderness that bore too close a resem-
blance to love, and without anyone knowing anything about it in this
sleepy provincial capital where even statc secrets were common
knowledge. They had met in a convalescent home in Port-au-Prince,
where she had been born and where he had spent his early years as a
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appearance with reality because they,

capacity to walk. Dr.
woman if he himself had not revealed

past and living on the frin
chosen the hazards of illici
Moreover, a clandestine Jif
pletely hers, and in which they often knew the s
happiness, did not seem to her a condition to be despised, On the
contrary: life had shown her that perhaps it was
On the previous night they had gone to the cinema, each one sepa-
rately, and had sat apart as they had done at least twice a month since
the Italian immigrant, Don Galileo Daconte, had installed his open-air
theater in the ruins of a seventeenth-century convent, They saw Al
Quiet on the Western Front, a film based on a book that had been
popular the year before and thar Dr. Urbino had read, his heart
devastated by the barbarism of ‘war, They met afterward in the lab-
oratory, she found him brooding and nostalgic, and thought it was
because of the brutal scenes of wounded men dying in the mud. In
an attempt to distract him, she invited him to play chess and he
accepted to please her, but he played inattentively, with the white
picces, of course, until he discovered before she did that he was going
to be defeated in four moves and surrendered without honor. Then

the Doctor realized that she had been his opponent in the final game,

and not General Jerénimo Argote, as he had supposed. He murmured
in astonishment:

“It was masterful!”

She insisted that she deserved no praise, but rather that Jeremigh
de Saint-Amour, already lost in the mists of death, had moved his
Pieces without love, When he stopped the game at about 2 quarter
past eleven, for the music from the public dances had ended, he asked
her to leave him. He wanted to write a letter to Dr. Juvenal Urbino,

exemplary.

fugitive, and she had followed him here a year later for a brief visit

h'o'ﬁ'gh' both of them knew without agreeing to anything that she
“had come to stay forever. She cleaned and straightened the laboratory
“once a week, but not even the most evil-minded neighbors confused
like everyone else, supposed
that Jeremiah de Saint-Amour’s disability affected more than his

Urbino himself supposed as' much for solid
medical reasons, and never would have believed his friend had a

it in the letter. In any event,
it was difficult for him to comprehend that two free adults without a

ges of a closed society’s prejudices had
t love. She explained: “It was his wish.”
e shared with a man who was NEever com-
udden explosion of
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G i the most honorable man he had ever known, and
h‘-’-lilfilie_ ‘}‘ﬁiﬁiﬂ“ﬁf he likéd to say, despite the fact that the only
ol S"Oﬁ ; tween, the two was their addiction to chess understood as
ﬁi;}li)f z of reason and not as a science. And then she knew that
5 o (')g}il de Saint-Amour had come to the end of his suffering and
._._gl:::r;l;ahad only enough life left to write the letter. The Doctor could
Y ieve it.
#oﬁgzlthen you knew!” he exclaimed. . .
. 'She not only knew, she agreed, but she h:cld help.ed him to eridure
the suffering as lovingly as she had helped him to discover happiriess.
Because that was what his last eleven ‘months had been: cruel suffering.
“Your duty was to report him,” said the Doctor. . }
“T could not do that,” she said, shocked. “I iO\:’Cd him too much.
Dr. Urbino, who thought he had heard eife'rything, Iiad never. heard
anything like that, and said with such simp.hcm.y. He looked straight at
her and tried with all his senses te fix her in his memory as she was at
that moment: she seemed like 2 river idol, i_mdaunted in her bl.ack
dress, with her serpent’s eyes and the rose behind her ear. A long time
ago, on 2 deserted beach in Haiti where the two of-them lay nakef
after love, Jeremiah de Saint-Amour had s‘ighc?d: “I will never be. old.
She interpreted this as a heroic determination to struggle without
quarter against the ravages of time, but he was more specific: he had
made the irrevocable decision to take his own life when he was
i ears old.
su{It—)IreYhad turned sixty, in fact, on the twent).mhird of January of
that year, and then he had set the date as the night before Pentecost,
the most important holiday in a city consecrated to t.he cuit of the
Holy Spirit. There was not a single detail of the previous mght that
she had not known about ahead of time, and they spolfe of it often,
suffering together the irreparable rush of days th.at neither of them
could stop now. Jeremiah de Saint-Amour lov.ed life with a senseless
passion, he loved the sea and love, he loved his dog and h_er, arid as
the date approached he had gradually succumbed to desp:‘ur as if his
death had been not his own decision but an inexorable dfastiny. i
“Last night, when I left him, he was no longerK of this world,” she
id,
: She had wanted to take the dog with her, but he looked at tlie
animal dozing beside the crutches and caressed him with the tips of his
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fingers. He said: “I'm sorr , but Mister Woo i i .
with me.” He asked her to )trie him to the leg ofdtll.::z“;:?f \ﬂ:ll;: . :
and she used a false knot so that he could free himself. That ht;: i
ll:er only act of (.:h'sloyalty, and it was justified by her desire to re g

er the master in the wintry eyes of his dog. But Dr. Utrbin ine
rupted her to say that the dog had not freed himself Si’lﬁ said-o“'1 '
1t was because he did not want to.” And she was : lad, b o
preferred to evoke her dead lover as he had askedgher’toe:;:els;is

before, when he stopped wrid
, ped writing the ] ;
looked at her for the Last e, o the letter he had already begun a5

“Remember me with 3 rose,” he said to her.,
N Sh; hadhretgrged home a little after midnight, She lay down fu)]

essed on her bed, to smoke one cigarette after an. i
. ' other and i
lt;:;rfle toti}i;ush W?at Ijhe knew was a long and diffcult letter angdl:eli?t!

ore three o’clock, when the dogs began to howl ,
, she put th
f;);eco;‘fze on Fhe lif:ove, dressed in fuil mourning andpcut tz‘:v ;:':
0f dawn in the patio, Dr. Urbino alread cali

pletely he would repudiate the memory of that)i;;eahzed oo
and he thought he knew why: only a person witho

and turned the streets into sickening bogs. In summer an
<t as harsh as red-hot chalk was blown into even the best-
Lorners of the imagination by mad winds that took the roofs
ouses and carried away children through the air. On Satur-
poor mulattoes, along with all their domestic animals and
.nsils, tumultuously abandoned their hovels of cardboard
tin on the edges of the swamps and in jubilant assault took over
ocky beaches of the colonial district, Until a few years ago, some
der ones still bore the royal slave brand that had been burned
eir chests with flaming irons, During the weekend they danced
¢ mercy, drank themselves blind on home-brewed alcohol,
wild love among the icaco plants, and on Sunday at midnight
‘broke up their own party with bloody free-for-alls. During the
of the week the same impetuous mob swarmed into the plazas and
s of the old neighborhoods with their stores of everything that
d be bought and sold, and they infused the dead city with the
f[éﬁzy of a human fair reeking of fried fish: a new life.
- Independence from Spain and then the abe:)litionhoi;l slavery pre-
i . cinitated the conditions of honorable decadence in which Dr. Juvenal
v SX;; ?g’ilzzn:e:z:i’sgirgz}e; .. CII'Jx'bino had been born and raised. The great old families sank into
fication. She would not go to tli v1fsit - heir ruined palaces in silence. Along the rough cobbled streets that
promised her lover. alch g A € u.neral, for that is what she had had served so well in surprise attacks and buccaneer landings, weeds
» although Dr. Urbine thought he had read just the  hung from the balconies and opened cracks in the whitewashed walls
f-even the best-kept mansions, and the only signs of life at two
a tear, she would not waste the rest of her years simmering in the o'clock in the afterli)oon were languid piano err%:iscs played in the
dim light of siesta. Indoors, in the cool bedrooms saturated with in-
cense, women protected themselves from the sun as if it were a
hameful infection, and even at early Mass they hid their faces in
~ their mantillas. Their love affairs were slow and difficult and were
“often disturbed by sinister omens, and life seemed interminable. At
nightfall, at the oppressive moment of transition, a storm of carnivo-
~rous mosquitoes rose out of the swamps, and a tender breath of human
~ shit, warm and sad, stirred the certainty of death in the depths of
" one’s soul.
- And so the very life of the colonial city, which the young Juvenal
-, Urbino tended to idealize in his Parisian melancholy, was an illusion
of memory. In the eighteenth century, the commerce of the city had
- been the most prosperous in the Caribbean, owing in the main to the

-ries

deemable woman
ut principles coul

| 1ts contents, which, according to the letter, now belonged to her, and
shfa would go on living as she always had, without complain; i
this death trap of the poor where she had b’een happy pne,
N t{he words pursued”Dr. Juvenal Urbino on the drive home: “this
ea hFra}_) of the poor.” It was not 3 gratuitous description. For the
z;t;,cj tl; (;?;;i:tmd t_ltlmcl';anging on the edge of time: the same burning
nocturnal terrors and i |
where flowers rusted and salt corrod::lc]i:3 i?li::éﬂgiﬁ?;urisa;fhpumrq;.
for foul" centuries except a slow aging among Witheied laujflpened
putrefying swamps. In winter sudden devastating downpours ﬂc:o;zd
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. er’s name embroidered in Gothic letters With.si‘lk thread,
-the ;o.Wnb drooms along with the beds, Next to the dining room,
ung fn 4% ehad originally been designed for gala suppers was used
the spee thatsic room for intimate concerts when famous performers
253 small;n ucit . In order to enhance the silence, the tiles had .be&?n
came 9. ?rh t}l':e Turkish rugs purchased at the World’s Fair in
bl el v nt model of a victrola stood next to a stand that he'ld
Parls; : recen ed with care, and in a corner, draped with a Manila
recoeds amihf piano that Dr. Urbino had not played for many years.
: s Tlaosut the house one could detect the good sense and care of 2
”"Thmugwhose feet were planted firmly on the ground. .
: WOHB]:: no other room displayed the meticulous solem'mty .of the
,» and the corpse of the commander iibrﬂva the sanctuary of Dr. Urbino until oldhage fcal;"inlf;citﬁzl ezg;
There, all around his father’_s walnut desk an('i the tu te- | cather sy
hairs, he had lined the walls and even the windows with she A
" d ,lass doors, and had arranged in an almost demen-ted (?rd'er- t e
hli;lee g;ha:)usand ;folumes bound in identical calfskin 'w1th his 1mt1:}1lls
;n old on the spines. Unlike the other rooms, w.hlch were at the
mcfcy of noise and foul winds from the port, the library a.lw:)fs :1111;
joyed the tranquillity and fragrance of an abbey. Born .and raise mum_
Caribbean superstition that one ope.ned doors :}nd Wmd.ows'fto tsﬁrst
mon 2 coolness that in fact did not exist, Dr. [.ermo and his wife a "
felt their hearts oppressed by enclosure. But in th.e end they vlr-er; con-
vinced of the merits of the Roman strategy against h.eat, :lv ic 10(26
sists of closing houses during the lethargy of Augu§t in ;)lr er to Comf—)
out the burning air from the street, and then opening the‘m up ™
pletely to the night breezes. And from that time on t elrs;l \;‘ra; he
coolest house under the furious La Manga sun,.and it was a de ig -
take a siesta in the darkened bedrooms and to sit on the portico 1111 ¢
afternoon to watch the heavy, ash-gray freighters from. New Or. ee}n}?
pass by, and at dusk to see the wooden paddles of the nverbfoa;s -w;;:
their shining lights, purifying the stagnant garbage heap o td ef y
with the wake of their music. It was also the !)est protecte rorfn
December through March, when the northern winds tore faway oo 12
and spent the night circling like hungry wolves looking for a cr?::d
where they could slip in. No one ever thought that a marriage roo
in such foundations could have any reason not to be happy. X
In any case, Dr. Urbino was not when he returned home that

the Americas. It was also the permanent restdence of the Viceroy,
the New Kingdom of Granada, who preferred to govern here on
shores of the world’s ocean rather than in the distane freezing capity

emblem of the city drowned in memories.

Across the bay, in the residentia] district of La Manga, Dr. Juvena]
Urbino’s house stood in another time. One-story, spacious and cool,
ithad 3 portico with Doric columns on the outside terrace, which com-
manded a view of the still, miasmic water and the debris from sunken .
ships in the bay. From the entrance door to the kitchen, the floor was
covered with black and white checkerboard tiles, a fact often attrib= ¢
uted to Dr. Urbino’s ruling passion withour taking into account that

street, and it was separated from the dining room by an enormous,
claborate glass door covered with branching vines and bunches of -
grapes and maidens seduced by the pipes of fauns in a bronze grove.
The furnishings in the reception rooms, including the pendulum
clock that stood like a living sentinel in the drawing room, were al}
original English pieces from the Jate nineteenth century, and the lamps
that hung from the walls were all teardrop crystal, and there were
Sevres vases and bowls everywhere and little alabaster statues of
pagan idylls. But that European coherence vanished in the rest of the
house, where wicker armchairs were jumbled together with Viennese
rockers and leather footstools made by local craftsmen. Splendid
hammocks from San Jacinto, with multicolored fringe along the sides
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- .r.n.ox.'nirig.b.efore ten o'clock, shaken by the two visits that not only had

'o'fdér to confirm the truth of his reputation, They arrived at about
. in
obliged him to miss Pentecost Mass but also threatened to change him -

at an age when everything had seemed complete. He wanted a short
siesta until it was time for Dr. Licides Olivella’s gala luncheon, bur-
he found the servants in an uproar as they attempted to catch the -
parrot, who had flown to the highest branches of the mango tree
when they took him from his cage to clip his wings. He was a de-"
plumed, maniacal parrot who did not speak when asked to but only
when it was least expected, but then he did so with a clarity and |
rationality that were uncommon among human beings. He had been

tutored by Dr. Urbino himself, which afforded him privileges that

1o one else in the family ever had, not even the children when they

were young,

He had lived in the house for over twenty years, and no one knew
how many years he had been alive before then. Every afternoon after
his siesta, Dr. Urbino sat with him on the terrace in the patio, the
coolest spot in the house, and he had summoned the most diligent
reserves of his passion for pedagogy until the parrot learned to speak
French like an academician, Then, Just for love of the labor, he
taught him the Latin accompaniment to the Mass and selected passages
from the Gospel according to St. Matthew, and he tried without
success to inculcate in him a working notion of the four arithmetic
functions. On one of his last trips to Europe he brought back the first
phonograph with a trumpet speaker, along with many of the latest
popular records as well as those by his favorite classical composers,
Day after day, over and over again for several months, he played the
songs of Yvette Guilbert and Aristide Bruant, who had charmed
France during the last century, until the parrot learned them by heart.
He sang them in 2 woman’s voice if they were hers, in a tenor’s voice
if they were his, and ended with impudent laughter that was a master-
ful imitation of the servant girls when they heard him singing in
French. The fame of his accomplishments was so widespread that on
occasion distinguished visitors who had traveled from the interior on
the riverboats would ask permission to see him, and once some of the
many English tourists, who in those days sailed the banana boats from
New Orleans, would have bought him at any price. But the day of
his greatest glory was when the President of the Republic, Don Marco
Fidel Suirez, with his entourage of cabinet ministers, visited the house

firec.o'clock in the afternoon, suffocating in the'top .h':ltS and frock
co.ats.they had worn during three days of ofﬁcufl visits under the
 purning August sky, and they had to leave as curious as when they
- arrived, because for two desperate hours the parrot ‘refused' .to.say a
' gingle syllable, ignoring the pleas and threats and public hum1llat.10n of
a ;;rngrbino, who had insisted on that foolhardy invitation despite the

sage warnings of his wife. .

The fact that the parrot could maintain his privileges after that

 historic act of defiance was the ultimate proof of his sacred rights.

No other animal was permitted in the house, with the exception of the

land turtle who had reappeared in the kitchen after three or four

years, when everyone thought he was lost foreve.r. He, however,

was not considered a living being but rather a mineral goc?d hack

charm whose location one could never be certain of. Dr: UI:blI’lO Vs.ras

reluctant to confess his hatred of animals, which he disguised with

all kinds of scientific inventions and philosophical pretexts that con-

vinced many, but not his wife. He said that people who loved t'hem_
to excess were capable of the worst cruelties toward human beings.

He said that dogs were not loyal but servile, that cats were opportun-
ists and traitors, that peacocks were heralds of death, that macaws
were simply decorative annoyances, that rabbits fomented greed, that
monkeys carried the fever of lust, and that roost_ers were d_amned be-
cause they had been complicit in the three denials of Christ..

" On the other hand, Fermina Daza, his wife, who at that time was
seventy-two years old and had already lost th'e doe’s gait of her
younger days, was an irrational idolator of tropical flowers and do-
mestic animals, and early in her marriage she had taken advantage of
the novelty of love to keep many more of them in the house than good
sense would allow. The first were three Dalmatians named aftf:r
Roman emperors, who fought for the favors of a female jwho .dld
honor to her name of Messalina, for it took her longer to give %)1{'th
to nine pups than to conceive another ten. Then there were Abyssinian
cats with the profiles of eagles and the manners of pharaohs, cross-
eyed Siamese and palace Persians with orange eyes, who Wal.ked
through the rooms like shadowy phantoms and shattered the night
with the howling of their witches’ sabbaths of love. For several_years
an Amazonian monkey, chained by his waist to the mango tree in the
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natio; elicited a ccﬁain compassion because he had the sorrowful face
f: A;chbiShOP Obdulio y Rey, the same candid eyes, the same elo.

when there was talk for the first time of 2 possible visit by the Pope,

longer to arrive than to return to its homeland when it was learned
that the announcement of the pontifical visit had been a lie spread by
the government to alarm the conspiratorial Liberals, Another time,
on the smugglers’ ships from Curagao, they bought a wicker cage
with six perfumed crows identical to the ones that Fermina Daza had
kept as 2 girl in her father’s house and that she stll wanted to have as
2 married woman. But no one could bear the continual flapping of
their wings that filled the house with the reek of funeral wreaths,
They also brought in an anaconda, four meters long, whose insomniac
hunter’s sighs disturbed the darkness in the bedrooms although it
accomplished what they had wanted, which was to frighten with its
mortal breath the bats and salamanders and countless species of harm-

Juvenal Urbino, so occupied at that time with his professional obli-
gations and so absorbed in his civic and cultural enterprises, was’
content to assume that in the midst of so many abominable creatures
his wife was not only the most beautiful woman in the Caribbean but
also the happiest. But one rainy afternoon, at the énd of an exhausting
day, he encountered a disaster in the house that brought him to his
senses. Out of the drawing room, and for as far as the eye could see,
a stream of dead animals floated in a marsh of blood. The servant
girls had climbed on the chairs, not knowing what to do, and they
had not yet recovered from the panic of the slaughter.

One of the German mastiffs, maddened by a sudden attack of
rabies, had torn to pieces every animal of any kind that crossed its
path, until the gardener from the house next door found the courage
to face him and hack him to pieces with his machete, No one knew

sJaverings, an

There were all kinds of Guatemalan birds in cages along the
passageways, and premonitory curlews, and swamp herons with long
yellow legs, and a young stag who came in through the windows to
eat the anthurium in the flowerpots. Shortly before the last civil war,

they had brought a bird of paradise from Guatemala, but it took

ful insects that invaded the house during the rainy months, Dr..

L reatures he had bitten or contaminated \.vith his grec.n
how Y Cd so Dr. Urbino ordered the survivors killed anfl their
djes: burned in an isolated field, and he requested the services of

2 ericordia Fospital for a thorough disinfecting of the. house.r The
Mnllsy animal to escape, because nobody remembered hlm, was the
.goiant lucky charm tortoise.

Fermina Daza admitted for the first ume that her husband was

" fight i i for a long while afterward she was
right in 2 domestic matter, and g

careful to say no more about animals. She consoled herself with color

“illustrations from Linnaeus’s Natural History, which she framed and

hung on the drawing room walls, anq per?xaps she would .evfen.tually
have lost all hope of ever seeing an animal in t%le house again if it had
not been for the thieves who, early one morning, forced a batl.lroom
window and made off with the silvc;r service that had been in the
family for five generations, Dr. Utrbino Pl.it «':loublf: pa}dlocks on the
window frames, secured the doors on the inside with iron crossbars,
placed his most valuable possessions in the strongbox, and beiatedl'y
acquired the wartime habit of sleeping with a revolver 1-1nder his
pillow. But he opposed the purchase of a fierce qog, Yaccmated or
unvaccinated, running loose or chained up, even if thieves were to
verything he owned. .

Stea‘}‘liIoth);ng t}glat does not speak will come into this house,” %le s:?ud.

He said it to put an end to the specious arguments of .hlS “.nfe,
who was once again determined to buy a dog, and he never imagined

 that his hasty generalization was to cost him his life. Fermina Daza,

whose straightforward character had become more subtle with the
years, seized on her husband’s casual words, and months after the
robbery she returned to the ships from Curagao an'd boughF a royal
Paramaribo parrot, who knew only the blasphemies of sailors but
said them in a voice so human that he was well worth the extravagant
price of twelve centavos. .

He was a fine parrot, lighter than he seemed, "."“h a yellow head
and a black tongue, the only way to distinguish him fror'n mangrove
parrots who did not learn to speak even with turpentine supposi-
tories. Dr. Urbino, a good loser, bowed to the ingenuity of his wife
and was even surprised at how amused he was by thc? advances Fhe
parrot made when he was excited by the servant g:u‘ls. .On rainy
afternoons, his tongue loosened by the pleasure of having his feathers
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enched, he uttered phrases from another time, which he could nor
ve learned in the house and which led one to think that he was
much-older than he appeared. The Doctor’s final doubts collapsed
one night when the thieves tried to get in again through a skylight
in the attic, and the parrot frightened them with a mastiff’s barking
‘that could not have been more realistic if it had been real, and with
shouts of stop thief stop thief stop thief, two saving graces he had not
learned in the house. It was then that Dr. Urbino took charge of him
and ordered the construction of a perch under the mango tree with a
container for water, another for ripe bananas, and a trapeze for
acrobatics. From December through March, when the nights were
cold and the north winds made living outdoors unbearable, he was
taken inside to sleep in the bedrooms in 2 cage covered by a blanket,
although Dr. Urbino suspected that his chronic swollen glands mighe
be a threat to the healthy respiration of humans, For many years they
clipped his wing feathers and let him wander wherever he chose to
walk with his hulking old horseman’s gait. But one day he began
to do acrobatic tricks on the beams in the kitchen and fell into the
pot of stew with a sailor’s shout of every man for himself, and with
such good luck that the cook managed to scoop him out with the
ladle, scalded and deplumed but still alive. From then on he was
kept in the cage even during the daytime, in defiance of the vulgar
belief that caged parrots forget everything they have learned, and let
out only in the four o’clock coolness for his classes with Dr. Urbino
on the terrace in the patio. No one realized in time that his wings were
100 long, and they were about to clip them that morning when he
escaped to the top of the mango tree.

And for three hours they had not been able to catch him. The
servant girls, with the help of other maids in the neighborhood, had
used all kinds of tricks to lure him down, but he insisted on staying
where he was, laughing madly as he shouted long live the Liberal
Party, long live the Liberal Party damn it, a reckless cry that had
cost many a carefree drunk his life. Dr. Urbino could barely see him
amid the leaves, and he tried to cajole him in Spanish and French
and even in Latin, and the parrot responded in the same languages
and with the same emphasis and timbre in his voice, but he did not
move from his treetop. Convinced that no one was going to make
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him move voluntarily, Dr. Urbino had them send for the fire de-
. srment, his most recent civic pastime.

par Until just a short time before, in fact, fires had been put out by
"',oiunteers using brickmasons’ ladders and buckets of water carried

345 from wherever it could be found, and methods so disorderly that

they sometimes caused more damage than the fires. But for the past

“year, thanks to a fund organized by the Society for Public Improve-
' mem:. of which Juvenal Urbino was honorary president, there was a

corps of professional firemen and 2 water truck with a siren and a
bell and two high-pressure hoses. They were so popular that- classes
were suspended when the church bells were heard sounding the
alarm, so that children could watch them fight tl}e fire. At {ifst that
was all they did. But Dr. Urbino told the municipal authorities .that
in Hamburg he had seen firemen revive a boy found frozen in a
basement after a three-day snowstorm, He had also seen them in a
Neapolitan alley lowering a corpse in his coffin from a tent_h—ﬂoor
balcony because the stairway in the building had so many twists and
turns that the family could not get him down to the street, That
was how the local firemen learned to render other emergency ser-
vices, such as forcing locks or killing poisonous snakes, and the Medica)
School offered them a special course in first aid for minor accidents.
So it was in no way peculiar to ask them to please get a distinguis}'led
parrot, with all the qualities of a gentleman, out of a tree. Dr. Urbino
said: “Tell them it’s for me,” And he went to his bedroom to dress
for the gala luncheon. The truth was that at that moment, devastated
by the letter from Jeremiah de Saint-Amour, he did not really care
about the fate of the parrot.

Fermina Daza had put on a loose-fitting silk dress belted at the -
hip, a necklace of real pearls with six long, uneven loops, and high-
heeled satin shoes that she wore only on very solemn occasions, for
by now she was too old for such abuses. Her stylish attire.did not
seem appropriate for a venerable grandmother, but it- ‘suited her
figure—long-boned and still slender and erect, her resilient hands
without a single age spot, her steel-blue hair bobbed on a slant at
her cheek. Her clear almond eyes and her inborn haughtiness were
all that were left to her from her wedding portrait, but what she had
been deprived of by age she more than made up for in character and

25
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diligence. She felt very well: the time of iron corsets, bound waists
and bustles that exaggerated buttocks was receding into the pas
Liberated bodies, breathing freely, showed themselves for what the
were. Even at the age of seventy-two.

Dr. Urbino found her sitting at her dressing table under the slow.
blades of the electric fan, putting on her bell-shaped hat decorated:

with felt violets. The bedroom was large and bright, with an Englis
bed protected by mosquito netting embroidered in pink, and tw

windows open to the trees in the patio, where one could hear the
clamor of cicadas, giddy with premonttions of rain, Ever since their
return from their honeymoon, Fermina Daza had chosen her hus- -
band’s clothes according to the weather and the occasion, and laid
them out for him on a chair the night before so they would be ready -
for him when he came out of the bathroom. She could not remember
when she had also begun to help him dress, and finally to dress him, -
and she was aware that ac firse she had done it for love, bur for the .
past five years or so she had been obliged to do it regardless of the .
reason because he could not dress himself. They had just celebrated
their golden wedding anniversary, and they were not capable of
living for even an instant without the other, or without thinking -
about the other, and that capacity diminished as their age increased. .

Neither could have said if their mutual dependence was based on love

or convenience, but they had never asked the question with their .
hands on their hearts because both had always preferred not to know

the answer. Little by little she had been discovering the uncertainty
of her husband’s step, his mood changes, the gaps in his memory, his
recent habit of sobbing while he slept, but she did not identify these

as the unequivocal signs of final decay but rather as a happy return

to childhood. That was why she did not treat him like a difficalt
old man burt as a senile baby, and that deception was providential for
the two of them because it put them beyond the reach of pity.
Life would have been quite another matter for them both if they
had learned in time that it was easier to avoid great matrimonial
catastrophes than trivial everyday miseries. Bur if they had learned
anything together, it was that wisdom comes to us when it can no
longer do any good. For years Fermina Daza had endured her hus-
band’s jubilant dawns with a bitter heart. She clung to the last threads
of sleep in order to avoid facing the fatality of another morning full
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ste.x.'. premonitions, while he awoke with the innocence of a
whorn: each new day was one more day he had won. She heard
i awake with the roosters, and his first sign of life was a cough

i me or reason that seerned intended to awaken her too.
: ;;;hl‘(l}::réhi)lfim grumble, just to annoy her, while he felt around f.or
.the slippers that were supposed to be next to the bed. She heard him
make his way to the bathroom, groping in :L‘he dark. After an hour
in his study, when she had fallen asleep again, he would come back

to dress, still without turning on the light. Once, during a party

‘game he had been asked how he defined himself, and he had said:

“[ am a man who dresses in the dark.” She heard him, knowing full
well that not one of those noises was indispensable, and that he made
them on purpose although he pretended not to, just as she was awake
and pretended not to be, His motives were clesfr: he never neeqed
her awake and lucid as much as he did during those fumbling
ents.
mor"rll‘here was no sleeper more elegant than she, with her curved body
posed for 2 dance and her hand across her forehead, but ther:e was
also no one more ferocious when anyone disturbed the sensuahty' of
her thinking she was still asleep when she no longer was. Dr. Urbino

knew she was waiting for his slightest sound, that she even would be

grateful for it, just so she could blame someone for v.vaking her at
five o’clock in the morning, so that on the few occasions Wh.en he
had to feel around in the dark because he could not find his shp}.jcrs
in their customary place, she would suddenly say in a sleepy voice:
“You left them in the bathroom last night.” Then right after th:.at,
her voice fully awake with rage, she would curse: “The worst mis-
fortune in this house is that nobody lets you sleep.”

Then she would roll over in bed and turn on the light without
the least mercy for herself, content with her first victory of the day.
The truth was they both played a game, mythical and perverse, but
for ail that comforting: it was one of the many dangerous pleasures
of domestic love. But one of those trivial games almost ended the
first thirty years of their life together, because one day there was no
soap in the bathroom. .

It began with routine simplicity. Dr. Juvenal Urblpo had re-
turned to the bedroom, in the days when he still bathed without helP,
and begun to dress without turning on the light. As usual she was in
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her warm fetal state, her eyes closed, her breathing shallow, that afm
from a sacred dance above her head. But she was only half asleep, 3
““nsual, and he knew it. After a prolonged sound of starched linen ;
" the darkness, Dr. Urbino said to himself:

“I've been bathing for almost a week without any soap.”
Then, fully awake, she remembered, and tossed and turned ;

the third day the same thing happened again, The truth was that 4
week had not gone by, as he said to make her feel more guilty, bu
three unpardonable days, and her anger at being found out in 4
mistake maddened her, As always, she defended herself by attacking:

“Well I've bathed every day,” she shouted, beside herself with
rage, “and there’s always been soap.”

Although he knew her battle tactics by heart, this time he could
not abide them. On some professional pretext or other he went to
live in the interns’ quarters at Misericordia Hospital, returning home
only to change his clothes before making his evening house calls.
She headed for the kitchen when she heard him come in, pretendin
that she had something to do, and stayed there until she heard his

carriage in the street. For the next three months, each time they tried
" to resolve the conflict they only inflamed their feelings even more.
He was not ready to come back as long as she refused to admit there
had been no soap in the bathroom, and she was not prepared to have
him back until he recognized that he had consciously lied o torment
her, ’
The incident, of course, gave them the opportunity to evoke
many other trivial quarrels from many other dim and turbulent
dawns. Resentments stirred up other resentments, reopened old scars,
turned them into fresh wounds, and both were dismayed at the
desolating proof that in so many years of conjugal battling they had
done little more than nurture their rancor. At last he proposed that
they both submit to an open confession, with the Archbishop himself
if necessary, so that God could decide once and for all whether or
not there had been soap in the soap dish in the bathroom. Then,
despite all her self-control, she lost her temper with a historic cry:

““the ‘Archbishop

'J!

> hell with the Archbishop . -
".The impropriety shook the very f.oundatlons of the city, gave
‘o ._élanders that were not easy to disprove, and wa‘s‘ preserved‘m

alar tradition as if it were a line from an operetta: "1"0_ hell with
° I”” Realizing she had gone too far, she anac;plz:ted Eer
' ’ ictable response and threatened to move back to her
hu;bar’lsdosl}i)rl:guse, whichpst_ill belonged to her although it had been
fat ei} out for public offices, and live there by herself. And it was
rBﬂt:n idle threat: she really did want to leave and did not care about
?ﬁg scandal, and her husband realized this in time. He did not have

. the courage to defy his own prejudices, and he capitulated. Not in the

sense that he admitted there had been soap in thfe bathroom, but
insofar as he continued to live in the same house with her, although
they slept in separate rooms, and he did not say a word to her, They
ate in silence, sparring with so much skill t.hat they sent each _othcr
messages aCross the table through the children, and the children
never realized that they were not speaking to each other.

Since the study had no bathroom, the arrangement solved the
problem of nois¢ in the morning, because he came in to batl?e af.ter
preparing his class and made a sincere effort not to awaken -hIS wife.
They would often arrive at the bathroom ar the same time, and
then they took turns brushing their teeth before going to sleep.
After four months had gone by, he lay down on their double bed
one night to read until she came out of the batlfroom, as he often
did, and he fell asleep. She lay down beside him in 2 rather c'arel?ss
way so that he would wake up and leave. And in fact he dn.i stir,
but instead of getting up he turned out the light anc! settl‘ed hlmself
on the pillow. She shook him by the shoulder to remind him that he
was supposed to go to the study, but it felt so comfortable to be
back in his great-grandparents’ featherbed that he preferred to
capitulate. ’

“Let me stay here,” he said. “There was soap.’ .

When they recalled this episode, now they had rounded the corner
of old age, neither could believe the astonishing tr}1th that this had
been the most serious argument in fifty years of living together-, and
the only one that had made them both want to abandon their re-
sponsibilities and begin a new life. Even when they were old and
placid they were careful about bringing it up, for the barely healed
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Wounds.cduld begin to bleed again as if they had been inflicted on]
esterday. ' .
-"'He was the first man that Fermina Daza heard urinate. She heay
him on their wedding night, while she lay prostrate with seasickneg
in the stateroom on the ship that was carrying them to France, an
the sound of his stallion’s stream scemed so potent, so replete with
authority, that it increased her terror of the devastation to come
That memory often returned to her as the years weakened the stream
for she never could resign herself to his wetting the rim of the toile
bowl each time he used it. Dr. Urbino tried to convince her, with
arguments readily understandable to anyone who wished to under
stand them, that the mishap was not repeated every day rhrough
carelessness on his part, as she insisted, but because of organic reasons:
4s a young man his stream was so defined and so direct that when he
was at school he won contests for marksmanship in filling bottles,
but with the ravages of age it was not only decreasing, it was also
becoming oblique and scattered, and had at last turned into a fan-
tastic fountain, impossible to control despite his many efforts to
direct it. He would say: “The toilet must have been invented 'by
someone who knew nothing about men.” He contributed to domestic
peace with a quotidian act that was more humiliating than humble;
he wiped the rim of the bowl with toilet paper each time he used it,
She knew, but never said anything as long as the ammoniac fumes
Were not too strong in the bathroom, and then she proclaimed, as
if she had uncovered a crime: “This stinks like a rabbit hutch,” On
the eve of old age this physical difficulty inspired Dr. Urbino with
the ultimate solurion: he urinated sitting down, as she did, which
kept the bowl clean and him in a state of grace.

By this time he could do very little for himself, and the possibility
of a fatal slip in the tub put him on his guard against the shower.
The house was modern and did not have the pewter tub with lion’s-
paw feet common in the mansions of the old city. He had had it
removed for hygienic reasons: the bathtub was another piece of
abominable junk invented by Europeans who bathed only on the
last Friday of the month, and then in the same water made filthy by
the very dirt they tried to remove from their bodies. So he had
ordered an outsized washtub made of solid lignum vitae, in which
Fermina Daza bathed her husband just as if he were 2 newborn child.
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Waters boiled with mallow leaves and orange skins were 'mixed into
h that lasted over an hour, and the effect on h]{n was So
cedativé that he sometimes fell asleep in the perfumed u}fusmn. After
bathing him, Fermina Daza helped him to dress: she sprmkle'd talcum
owder between his legs, she smoothed cocoa butter -on his 'rashes,
e helped him put on his undershorts with -as much love as if they

“had been a diaper, and continued dressing him, item by item, from

his socks to the knot in his tie with the topaz pin. Their conjugal

dawns grew calm because he had returned to the childhood his
. children had taken away from him. And she, in turn, at last accepted -
:'."the domestic schedule because the years were passing for her too;

she slept less and less, and by the time she was seventy she was awake
before her husband.

On Pentecost Sunday, when he lifted the blanket to look at
Jeremiah de Saint-Amour’s body, Dr. Urbino experienced the revela-
tion of something that had been denied him until then in his most
lucid peregrinations as a physician and a believer, After so many
years of familiarity with death, after battling it for so long, after so
much turning it inside out and upside down, it was as if he had dared
to look death in the face for the first time, and it had looked back
at him. It was not the fear of death. No: that fear had been inside
him for many years, it had lived with him, it had been another
shadow cast over his own shadow ever since the night he awoke,
shaken by a bad dream, and realized that death was not onl)-r a
permanent probability, as he had always believed, but an immed{ate
reality. What he had seen that day, however, was the physical
presence of something that until that moment had been only an
imagined certainty. He was very glad that the instrument used by
Divine Providence for that overwhelming revelation had been Jere-
miah de Saint-Amour, whom he had always considered a saint un-
aware of his own state of grace. But when the letter revealed his true
identity, his sinister past, his inconceivable powers of deception, he
felt that something definitive and irrevocable had occurred in his life.

Nevertheless Fermina Daza did not allow him to infect her with
his somber mood. He tried, of course, while she helped him put his
legs into his trousers and worked the long row of buttons. on his
shirt, But he failed because Fermina Daza was not easy to impress,
least of all by the death of a man she did not care for. All she knew
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~ ‘about him was that Jeremish de Saint-Amour was a cripple 6_
crutches whom she had never seen, that he had escaped the firin,
squad during one of many insurrections on one of many islands iy
the Antilles, that he had become 2 photographer of children out ¢
necessity and had become the most successful one in the province
and that he had won a game of chess from someone she remembere;
as Torremolinos but in reality was named Capablanca. o

“But he was nothing more than a fugitive from Cayenne, con
demned to life imprisonment for an atrocious crime,” said Dr. Urbing
“Imagine, he had even eaten human flesh,” :

He handed her the letter whose secrets he wanted to carry wit
him to the grave, but she put the folded sheets in her dressing tabl
without reading them and locked the drawer with 2 key. She wag
accustomed to her husband’s unfathomable capacity for astonishment
his exaggerated opinions that became more incomprehensible as th
years went by, his narrowness of mind that was out of tune with his
public image. But this time he had outdone himself. She had supposed
that her husband held Jeremiah de Saint-Amour in esteem not .fo
what he had once been but for what he began to be after he arrived
here with only his exile’s rucksack, and she could not understand
why he was so distressed by the disclosure of his true identity at this
late date. She did not comprehend why he thought it an abomination
that he had had 2 woman in secret, since that was an atavistic custom
of a certain kind of man, himself included, yes even he in a moment of
ingratitude, and besides, it scemed to her a heartbreaking proof
of love that she had helped him carry out his decision to die. She
said: “If you also decided to do that for reasons as serious as his, my
duty would be to do what she did.” Once again Dr. Urbino found
himself face to face with the simple incomprehension that had exas-
perated him for a half a century.

“You don’t understand anything,” he said. “What infuriates me
is not what he was or what he did, but the deception he practiced on
all of us for so many years.”

His eyes began o fill with easy tears, but she pretended not to see.

“He did the right thing,” she replied. “If he had told the truth,
not you or that poor woman or anybody in this town would have
loved him as much as they did.”

She threaded his watch chain through the buttonhole in his vest.
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She put the finishing touches to the knot in his tie and pinned on
- o"p:'a‘z tiepin. Then she dried his eyes and wiped his teary beard
ki the handkerchief sprinkled with florida water and put that in

 his breast pocket, its corners spread open like 2 magnolia, The eleven

strokes of the pendulum clock sounded in the depths of the house.

: '“'Hurry}” she said, taking him by the arm. “We’'ll be late.”

© Aminta Dechamps, Dr. Licides Olivella’s wife, and her seven
equally diligent daughters, had arranged every detail so that the
silver anniversary luncheon would be the social event of the year.
The family home, in the very center of the historic district, was

" the old mint, denatured by a Florentine architect who came through

here like an ill wind blowing renovation and converted many
seventeenth-century relics into Venetian basilicas. It had six bedrooms
and two large, well-ventilated dining and reception rooms, but that
was not enough space for the guests from the city, not to mention
the very select few from out of town. The patio was like an abbey
cloister, with a stone fountain murmuring in the center and pots of
heliotrope that perfumed the house at dusk, but the space among
the arcades was inadequate for so many grand family names. So it was
decided to hold the luncheon in their country house that was ten
minutes away by automobile along the King’s Highway and had
over an acre of patio, and enormous Indian laurels, and local water
lilies in a gently flowing river. The men from Don Sancho’s Inn,
under the supervision of Sefiora de Olivella, hung colored canvas
awnings in the sunny areas and raised a platform under the laurels
with tables for one hundred twenty-two guests, with a linen tablecloth
on each of them and bouquets of the day’s fresh roses for the table
of honor. They also built 2 wooden dais for a woodwind band whose
program was limited to contradances and national waltzes, and for a
string quartet from the School of Fine Arts, which was Sefiora de
Olivella’s surprise for her husband’s venerable teacher, who would
preside over the luncheon. Although the date did not correspond
exactly to the anniversary of his graduation, they chose Pentecost
Sunday in order to magnify the significance of the celebration,
The preparations had begun three months earlier, for fear that
something indispensable would be left undone for lack of time. They
brought in live chickens from Ciénaga de Oro, famous all along the
coast not only for their size and flavor but because in colonial times
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they had scratched for food in alluvial deposits and little nuggets g «sible to keep the places at the table of honor in order, with Dr.
" pure gold were found in their gizzards., Sefiora de Olivella herse] 41 Urbino in the center and Archbishop Obdulio y Rey on his
accompanied by some of her daughters and her domestic staff, boarde “irht. Fermina Daza sat next to her husband, as she always did, for
the luxury ocean liners and selected the best from everywhere ¢  foar he would fall asleep during the meal or spill soup on his lapel.
honor her husband’s achievements. She had anticipated everythin \ oross from him sat Dr. Licides Olivella, a well-preserved man of
except that the celebration would take place on a Sunday in _Tun pout fifty with an effeminate air, whose festive spirit seemed in no
in a year when the rains were late, She realized the danger that ver way related to his accurate diagnoses. The rest of the table was
morning when she went to High Mass and was horrified by the “occupied by provincial and municipal officials and last year’s beauty
humidity and saw that the sky was heavy and low and that on  <ueen, whom the Governor escorted to the seat next to him. Although
could not see to the ocean’s horizon. Despite these ominous signs it was not customary for invitations to request special attire, least of
the Director of the Astronomical Observatory, whom she met at Mass “ 411 for a luncheon in the country, the women wore evening gowns
reminded her that in all the troubled history of the city, even during and precious jewels and most of the men were dressed in dinner
the cruelest winters, it had never rained on Pentecost. Still, when th - jackets with black ties, and some even wore frock coats. Only the
clocks struck twelve and many of the guests were already having an - most sophisticated, Dr. Urbino among them, wore their ordinary
aperitif outdoors, a single crash of thunder made the earth tremble, |~ clothes. At each place was a menu printed in French, with golden
and 2 turbulent wind from the sea knocked over the tables and blew vignettes.
down the canopies, and the sky collapsed in a catastrophic downpour Sefiora de Olivella, horror-struck by the deyastating heat, went
In the chaos of the storm Dr. Juvenal Urbino, along with the through the house pleading with the men to take off their jackets
other late guests whom he had met on the road, had great difficulty during the luncheon, but no one dared to be the first. The Arch-
reaching the house, and like them he wanted to move from the bishop commented to Dr. Urbino that in a sense this was a historic
carriage to the house by jumping from stone to stone across the luncheon: there, together for the first time at the same table, their
muddy patio, but at last he had to accept the humiliation of beiﬁg. . wounds healed and their anger dissipated, sat the two opposing sides
carried by Don Sancho’s men under a yellow canvas canopy. They in the civil wars that had bloodied the.country ever since Indepen-
did the best they could to set up the separate tables again inside the dence. This thought accorded with the enthusiesm of the Liberals,
house—even in the bedrooms—and the guests made no effort to especially the younger ones, who had succeeded in electing a presi-
disguise their surly, shipwrecked mood. It was as hot as a ship’s. dent from their party after forty-five years of Conservative he-
boiler room, for the windows had to be closed to keep out the gemony. Dr. Urbino did not agree: in his opinion 2 Liberal president
wind-driven rain. In the patio each place at the tables had been was exactly the same as a Conservative president, but not as well
marked with a card bearing the name of the guest, one side reserved dressed. But he did not want to contradict the Archbishop, although
for men and the other for women, according to custom. But inside he would have liked to point out to him that guests were at that
the house the name cards were in confusion and people sat where luncheon not because of what they thought but because of the merits
they could in an obligatory promiscuity that defied our social super- of their lineage, which was something that had always stood over
stitions on at least this one occasion. In the midst of the cataclysm and above the hazards of politics and the horrors of war. From this
Aminta de Olivells seemed to be everywhere at once, her hair soaking point of view, in fact, not a single person was missing.
wet and her splendid dress spattered with mud, but bearing up under - The downpour ended as suddenly as it had begun, and the sun
the misfortune with the invincible smile, learned from her husband, : began to shine in a cloudless sky, but the storm had been so violent
that would give no quarter to adversity. With the help of her that several trees were uprooted and the overflowing stream had
daughters, who were cut from the same cloth, she did everything turned the patio into a swamp. The greatest disaster had occurred in



house, and the cooks barely had time to rescue their pots frq
the rain. They lost precious time reorganizing the flooded kitche
and improvising new fires in the back gallery. But by one o'cloc

the crisis had been resolved and only the dessert was missing: the’

Sisters of St. Clare were in charge of that, and they had promise
to send it before eleven. It was feared that the ditch along the King’

Highway had flooded, as it did even in less severe winters, and in

that case it would be at least two hours before the dessert arrived
As soon as the weather cleared they opened the windows, and the

house was cooled by air that had been purified by the sulfurous -
storm, Then the band was told to play its program of waltzes on
the terrace of the portico, and that only heightened the confusion

because everyone had to shout to be heard over the banging of
copper pots inside the house, Tired of waiting, smiling even on the
verge of tears, Aminta de Olivella ordercd luncheon to be served,

The group from the School of F ine Arts began their concert in

the formal silence achieved for the opening bars of Mozart’s “La

Chasse,” Despite the voices that grew louder and more confused and

the intrusions of Don Sancho’s black servants, who could barely

Squeeze past the tables with their steaming serving dishes, Dr, Urbino

managed to keep a channel open to the music until the program was - .

over. His powers of concentration had decreased so much with the
passing years that he had to write down cach chess move in order
to remember what he had planned. Yet he could sl engage in
serious conversation and follow a concert at the same time, although
he never reached the masterful extremes of a German orchestra con-
ductor, a great friend of his during his time in Austria, who read
the score of Don Giovanni while listening to Tannbiuser.

He thought that the second piece on the program, Schubert’s
“Death and the Maiden,” was played with facile theatricality. While
he strained to listen through the clatter of covered dishes, he stared
at a blushing boy who nodded to him in greeting. He had seen him
somewhere, no doubt about that, but he could not remember where.
This often happened to him, above al] with people’s names, even
those he knew well, or with a melody from other times, and it caused
him such dreadful anguish that one night he would have preferred
to die rather than endure it untl dawn. He was on the verge of

reaching

real ! '
in the house of Jeremiah de Saint-Amour.

that state now when a charitable flash illuminated his
c . the boy had been one of his students last year. He was
gm(i)gi- to see him there, in the kingdom of the elect, but Dr.
Pl "

i he Minister of Health
Oli minded him that he was the son 'o"f t .
1(11":2 Ii:rtaparing a thesis in forensic medicine, Dr. Juvenal Urbino
an

- eeted him with a joyful wave of his hand and the young doctor
ee

.' d up and responded with 2 bow. But not then, not ever, did he
§t00

Dy -
ize that this was the intern who had been with him that morning

O by yet another victory over old age, he surrendered
[(1:: firiiog:jouZaZd fluid lyricism of the final piecia on the program,
- t‘ h hepcould not identify. Later the young cellist, who had ]l.}St
whie d from France, told him it was a quartet for strings by Gabriel
retur?ewhom Dr. Urbino had not even heard of, alt'ht)ugh he was
f;:;l:;,s very alert to the latest trends in Eur?pe. Fermina ff)azl:la, Tlléz
as keeping an eye on him as she always d1d3 but most o all w ;
‘;;e saw him becoming introspective in pubh:::, stopped' eating and
; ut her earthly hand on his. She said: “Don’t think about it anymore.
]}f))r Urbino smiled at her from the far shore of ecstasy, and 3: xgs
the.n that he began to think again about w}}at she had }fleare i;l hiz
remembered Jeremah de Saint—Amour', on view at that hour » bis
coffin, in his bogus military uniform w;th his fa}{te d;Ic;oxt'zzlr(:ds, ; der
ing eyes of the children in t e portraits.
i]:c?lct:)?;ls;pgtoyteﬂ him about the suicide, but he had _al;:le?&y 1‘1&2;51.:1?i
the news. There had been a good deal of talk aftef' ng N ass;, nd
he had even received a request from General Je.ronfmo 1 gote, o
behalf of the Caribbean refugees, that he be buried in h:i:u y %rollz OJ;
He said: “The request itself, it seemed to me, sh?we a at}iE o
respect.” Then, in a more humane tone, he asked“ if any’onelrl 1:r)lia v
the reason for the suicide. Dr. Urbino answerec.i: (l}eronmé) .;) D,r
the proper word although he thought he had. just invented i .him.
Olivella, attentive to the guests who were sitting (flos}i:.st to her’;
stopped listening to them for a moment tlcl) itialz;: f::i Cllr; ! 1:h;ia;:s ors
ion. He said: “It is a pity to still fin .
?g: ;:5:‘.*‘:10]){; Erbino was not su[:"pirised to recognize his own thoughts
in those of his favorite discigle. b old evanide”
“ t,” he said, “with gold cy . N
“%lf:jn‘;;:rss;g :hat, he once again felt compassion prevailing over

Love in the Time of Cholera e 37 e B




GABRIEL GARcCiA MARQUEZ

the bitterness caused by the letter, for which he thanked not his wif,
but rather a miracle of the music. Then he spoke to the Archbisho.
*. of the lay saint he had known in their long twilights of chess; k;
spoke of the dedication of his art to the happiness of children, b;

generation who might never again be happy outside their portraits
. and in whose hands lay the future of the city. The Archbishop was
scandalized that a militant and educated Catholic would dare to
think that a suicide was saintly, but he agreed with the plan to create
an archive of the negatives. The Mayor wanted to know from whom
they were to be purchased. Dr. Urbino’s tongue burned with the
live coal of the secret. “I will take care of it.,” And he felt redeemed
by his own loyalty to the woman he had repudiated five hours earlier,
Fermina Daza noticed it and in a low voice made him promise that
he would attend the funeral, Relieved, he said that of course he
would, that went without saying.
The speeches were brief and simple. The woodwind band began
2 popular tune that had not been announced on the program, and the
guests strolled along the terraces, waiting for the men from Don
Sancho’s Inn to finish drying the patio in case anyone felt inclined
to dance. The only guests who stayed in the drawing room were
those at the table of honor, who were celebrating the fact that Dr.
Urbino had drunk half a glass of brandy in one swallow in a final
toast. No one recalled that he had already done the same thing with a
glass of grand cru wine as accompaniment to a very special dish, but
his heart had demanded it of him that afternoon, and his self-
indulgence was well repaid: once again, after so many long years,
he felt like singing. And he would have, no doubt, on the urging
of the young cellist who offered to accompany him, if one of those
new automobiles had not suddenly driven across the mudhole of the
patio, splashing the musicians and rousing the ducks in the barnyards
with the quacking of its horn. It stopped in front of the portico and
Dr. Marco Aurelio Urbino Daza and his wife emerged, laughing for
all they were worth and carrying a tray covered with lace cloths in

Urhiro Daz
the Sisters ©

1}: himself had called for the firemen to rescue the parrot, Aminta de
el
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; just like them were on the jump seats and
h handl-; c;it:z rtzz;st{)uihe chauffeur. It was the belated dessert.
nthte eapplause and the shouted cordial jokgs had ended, Dr.
a explained in all seriousness that before t?xe storm broke,
f St. Clare had asked him to please bring tl.'lﬁ desserl':,
- he had left the King’s Highway because someone said that his
S house was on fire. Dr. Juvenal Urbino became upset before
P?rzgf could finish the story, but his wife reminded him in time that
is

Olivella was radiant as she decided to serve the dessert on the terraces

en though they had already had their coffee. But Dr. Juvenal
ev

. Urbino and his wife left without tasting it, for there was barely
' ough time for him to have his sacred siesta before the funeral.
- en

And he did have it, although his sleep was brief and restless :l)e(-!
cause he discovered when he returned home t.hat the ﬁJ:f:me.nh a
caused almost as much damage as 2 fire. In Fheu efforts to frig ;en
the parrot they had stripped a tree vcfith the pressure hose;, darn a
misdirected jet of water through the WindO\.JVS of the master bedroom
had caused irreparable damage to the furniture anfl to thehport;:la;ts
of unknown forebears hanging on the xyglls. Thinking that 1: er;
really was a fire, the neighbors had .hurned over when theY. ear
the bell on the fire truck, and if the disturbance was no worse, xtl.wa;
because the schools were closed on Sur_xldays. 1When tl‘!ey rea ‘;ze
they could not reach the parrot even with t.he1r extension lad elis,
the firemen began to chop at the branches with machetes, and f(m ¥
the opportune arrival of Dr. Urbino Daza prevented the_m ?m
mutilating the tree all the way to the trunlf. They It?ft: saying they
would return after five o’clock if they received permission to prune,
and on their way out they muddied the intenor. terrace .and the
drawing room and ripped Fermina Daza’s favonte' Turkl'sh rug.
Needless disasters, all of them, because the general impression wa}j
that the parrot had taken advantage of the chaos to escape throug

* neighboring patios. And in fact Dr. Urbino looked for him in the

foliage, but there was no response in any language, not ever; to
whistles and songs, so he gave him up for lost‘ and went to sleep
when it was almost three o’clock. But first he enjoyed the 1mmed1at.e
pleasure of smelling 2 secret garden in his urine that had been puri-

fied by lukewarm asparagus.
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He was awakened by sadness Not th
[ . ¢ sadness he had fe]
morning when he stood before the corpse of his friend, but et}:éﬂ']

}rlnitikes one out of paper.” But this was g short-lived illusion, for he
2 'reachc':d t'he stage where he wounld forget whar the ’Writt
reminders in his pockets meant, search the entire house for the e ‘:’
glasses he was wearing, turn the key again after locking the dogm-
and lose the sense of what he was reading because he forgot t'he'

felt himself losing his good judgment,
With no scientific bas;

to ;lhis vfrorld by a few slender threads that could break painlessly
WIth 2 simple change of position while he slept, and if he did all

been
her husband’s daily giass of lemonade with chipped ice and reminded
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buld to keep those threads intact, it was because of his terror of
ding God in the darkness of death.

mina Daza had been busy straightening the bedroom that had
destroyed by the firemen, and a little before four she sent for

in that he should dress for the funeral. That afternoon Dr. Urbino

had two books by his hand: Man, the Unknown by Alexis Carrel

d The Story of San Michele by Axel Munthe; the pages of the

second book were still uncut, and he asked Digna Pardo, the cook, to

bring him the marble paper cutter he had left in the bedroom. But

when it was brought to him he was already reading Man, the Un-
~ pmown at the place he had marked with an envelope: there were
. only 2 few pages lefe till the end. He read slowly, making his way
~ through the meanderings of a slight headache that he attributed to

the half glass of brandy at the final toast. When he paused in his
reading he sipped the lemonade or took his time chewing on a picce
of ice. He was wearing his socks, and his shirt without its starched
collar; his elastic suspenders with the green stripes hung down from
his waist. The mere idea of having to change for the funeral irritated
him. Soon he stopped reading, placed one book on top of the other,
and began to rock very slowly in the wicker rocking chair, con-
templating with regret the banana plants in the mire of the patio,
the stripped mango, the flying ants that came after the rain, the
ephemeral splendor of another afterncon that would never return,
He had forgotten that he ever owned a parrot from Paramaribo whom
he loved as if he were a human being, when suddenly he heard him
say: “Royal parrot.” His voice sounded close by, almost next to him,
and then he saw him in the lowest branch of the Hango tree.

“You scoundrel!” he shouted.

The parrot answered in an identical voice:

“You're even more of a scoundrel, Doctor.”

He continued to talk to him, keeping him in view while he put
on his boots with great care so as not to frighten him and pulled his
suspenders up over his arms and went down to the patio, which was
still full of mud, testing the ground with his stick so that he would
not trip on the three steps of the terrace. The parrot did not move,
and perched so close to the ground that Dr. Urbino held out his
walking stick for him so that he could sit on the silver handle, as



Love in the Time of Cholera 43

“Only God knows how much I loved You.” s .
s 2 memorable death, and not without .reas‘on. oon afte
e leted his course of specialized studies in France, Dr.
. od C[(;nll)lfno became known in his country for the drastic new
I enill h; used to ward off the last cholera epidemic suffered by
o Svince. While he was still in Europe, the previo_us one had
o y he death of a quarter of the urban population in less than
cansed ¢ eths- among the victims was his father, who was 2‘1150 a
tﬁfee m;zem,ed physician. With his immediate prestige and a su:afble
'I:?i;:)Ztion from his own inheritance, he found‘ed the Medlcal
c_;_on_et the first and for many years the only one in the Cflnbbean
' SQClin};es of which he was lifetime President. He organized the
: P cti,on of the first aqueduct, the first sewer system, and the
COﬂSff‘:i ublic market that permitted filth to be cleaned out of Las
(Eov'zzs lgay. He was also President of the Academy of the Language
i:il the Academy of History. For h-is servi(:t_z to the Chl(l)rc:, thfi::
Latin Patriarch of Jerusalem made him a Knight of th; r elil ;[)n
the Holy Sepulcher, and the French (jrovernment conf;rre uponctive
the rank of Commander in the Legion .o-f Hor.lor. He IEgaveita e
encouragement to every religiou.s a.nd civic society 1;1 tfe cHt}irmH
had a special interest in the Patriotic Junta, composed o pod 1 Cg;
disinterested influential citizens who urged govemment.s anf 0h
businesses to adopt progressive ideas that were 00 daring for the
time. The most memorable of them was the testing of an aerosdtatic
balloon that on its inaugural flight carried a lette-r to .San Juan de :1
Ciénaga, long before anyone had thought of :nrrnal:1 .as‘da ara;;(;;lb-
possibility. The Center for the Arts, which was also his i e, e
lished the School of Fine Arts in the same house where. it is §1I
located, and for many years he was a patron of the Poetic Festiva
" }(&)P;lrllgl; he achieved what had seeme'd impossible f?r a}t; (liea:t a
century: the restoration of the Dramatic Theater, whlf:h 2 1 e.eri
used as a henhouse and a breeding farm for game chf:ks since colonia
times. It was the culmination of a spectacula-r civic campaign t_hat
involved every sector of the city in a multitudinous mobx}lllza;?n
that many thought worthy of a better cause. In any event, t ?‘ hw
Dramatic Theater was inaugurated when it still ]acked- seats or lights,
and the audience had to bring their own chairs and their own lighting

Dr. Urbino calculated the height and thought ¢

two rungs he would be able to carch him. He stepped onto the firg
singing a disarming, friendly song to distract th :

and she would not have believed th

net been for the green stripes on the elastic suspenders,
“Santisimo Sacramento!” she shrieked. “Youll kill yourself!”
Dr. Urbino caught the parrot around the neck wi

minutes after four on Pentecost Sunday.
Fermina Daza was in the
she heard Digna Pardo’s h
servants and then of the entj
spoon and tried her best
her age, screaming ike a m

kitchen tasting the soup for supper when-
orrified shriek and the shouting of the
re neighborhood. She dropped the tasting
to run despite the invincible weight of

adwoman without knowing yer what had
happened under the mango leaves, and her heart jumped inside her

ribs when she saw her man lying on his back in the mud, dead to
this life but still resisting death’s final blow for one last minute
so that she would have time to come to him. He recognized her
despite the uproar, through his tears of unrepeatable sorrow ar dying
without her, and he looked at her for the last and fina] time with eyes
more luminous, more grief-stricken, more grateful than she had ever

seen them in half 3 century of a shared life, and he managed to say
to her with his last breath-




44 GasrieL Garcia Mirourz

sang barefoot and wore rings set with precious stones on her togs.
After the first act the stage could barely be seen and the singers lost
their voices because of the smoke from so many palm oil lamps, byt
the chroniclers of the city were very careful to delete these minor
inconveniences and to magnify the memorable events. Without a
doubt it was Dr. Urbino’s most contagious initiative, for opera fever
infected the most surprising elements in the city and gave rise to a
whole generation of Isoldes and Otellos and Aidas and Siegfrieds,
But it never reached the extremes Dr. Urbino had hoped for, which
was to see ltalianizers and Wagnerians confronting each other with:
sticks and canes during the intermissions. .

Dr, Juvenal Urbino never accepted the public positions that were
offered to him with frequency and without conditions, and he was,
a pitiless critic of those physicians who used their professional prestige
to attain political office. Although he was always considered g
Liberal and was in the habit of voting for that party’s candidates, it
Was more a question of tradition than conviction, and he was perhaps
the last member of the great families who still knelt in the street
when the Archbishop’s carriage drove by. He defined himself as a
natural pacifist, a partisan of definitive reconciliation between Liberals
and Conservatives for the good of the nation. But his public conduct
was so autonomous that no group claimed him for its own: the
Liberals considered him a Gothic troglodyte, the Conservatives said
he was almost a Mason, and the Masons repudiated him as a secret
cleric in the service of the Holy See. His less savage critics thought
he was just an aristocrar enraptured by the delights of the Poetic
Festival while the nation bled to death in an endless civil war.

Only two of his actions did not seem to conform to this image.

— __uﬁ___u.ﬂ__.,ﬁw_..m_mmu—_mw-
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'fhe first was his leaving the-former palace of the Marquis de Casal-

which had been the family mansion for over a century, and

i ng to a new house in a neighborhood of nouvesux riches. The
OVl . .

-her was his marriage to a beauty from the lower classes, without
ot

2me or fortune, whom the ladies with long last names ridiculed in
am ! :
cret until they were forced to admit that she outshone them all in

gistinction and character. Dr. Urbino was always acutely aware of
l - - . +

“these and many other cracks in his public image, and no one was as
t - - .

* conscious as he of being the last to bear a family name on its way to
e

incti is children were two undistinguished ends of a line.
f:;::rc tfli(;?y )I;Iears, his son, Marco Aurelio, a doctor liI.<e himself and
like all the family’s firstborn sons in every generation, ha.d d(])Dne
nothing worthy of note—he had not even produlced a child. Dr.
Urbino’s only daughter, Ofelia, was married to a}solld b.ank g?mployee
from New Orleans, and had reached th? climacteric w:t'h thres
daughters and no son. Burt although stf:'mmmg the ﬂo.w of his bic?o
into the tide of history caused him pain, What_ worried Dr. Urbino
most about dying was the solitary life Fermina Daza would lead

i t him. _
Wlt}Ilzuany event, the tragedy not only caused an uproar among his
own household but spread to the common peoPle as we!l. .They
thronged the streets in the hope of seeing something, even if it was
only the brilliance of the legend. Three .days of. mourning were pro-
claimed, flags were flown at half mast in public .bulldmgs, an.d the
bells in zll the churches tolled without pause until the crypt in t‘he
family mausoleum was sealed. A group from the School of F:me
Arts made a death mask that was to be used as the mold for a life-
size bust, but the project was canceled because no one thought r%le
faithful rendering of his final terror was .decent. A renowned.artlst
who happened to be stopping here on his way to Europe palnt_ed,
with pathos-laden realism, a gigantic canvas in which Dr. Urbm_o
was depicted on the ladder at the fatal moment when he stret'ched
out his hand to capture the parrot. The only cleme'nt that contradlcl':ed
the raw truth of the story was that in the painting he was wearing
not the collarless shirt and the suspenders with green stripes, but
rather a bowler hat and black frock coat copied from a rotogravure
made during the years of the cholera epidemic. So- :chat everyone
would have the chance to see it, the painting was exhibited for a few
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tiths after the tragedy in the vast gallery of The Golden Wire
that sold imported merchandise, and the entire city filed by. Th

patron, and at last it was hung, after a second funeral, in the Schog]

of an aesthetic and a time they despised.
From her first moment as a widow, it was obvious that Ferm;

in her determination not to allow the body to be used for any causg,

viewing in the Assembly Chamber of the Provincigl Government.

any way they chose. There would be no traditional nine-night wake:

for visits from intimate friends,

been locked away ‘with care for safekeeping, and on the bare walls

Chairs from the house, and those lent by the neighbors, were lined up
against the walls from the drawing room to the bedrooms, and the
empty spaces seemed immense and the voices had a ghostly resonance
because the large pieces of furniture had been moved to one side;
except for the concert piano which stood in its corner under a white
sheet. In the middle of the library, on his father’s desk, what had
once been Juvenal Urbino de la Calle was laid out with no coffin,
with his final terror petrified on his face, and with the black cape
and military sword of the Knights of the Holy Sepulcher. At his side,
in complete mourning, tremulous, hardly moving, but very much in

Tt e A e

- “E’as...displaycd on the walls of all the public and private institution
“that felt obliged to pay tribute to the memory of their illustriogs

of Fine Arts, where it was pulled down many years later by art
students who burned it in the Plaza of the University as a symbyg]

Daza was not as helpless as her husband had feared. She was adamang

and she remained so even after the honorific telegram from the
President of the Republic ordering it to le in state for public

With the same serenity she opposed a vigil in the Cathedral, which:
the Archbishop himself had requested, and she agreed to the body’s
lying there only during the funeral Mass. Fven after the mediation’
of her son, who was dumbfounded by so many different requests,
Fermina Daza was firm in her rustic notion that the dead belong
only to the family, and that the vigil would be kept at home, with
mountain coffee and fritters and everyone free to weep for him in:

the doors were closed after the funeral and did not Open again except.
The house was under the rule of death. Every object of value had

there were only the outlines of the pictures that had been taken down,

control of herself, Fermina Daza received condolences with no great
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éPIay of feeling until eleven the follo“’fing mor.ning, wgzn she ilz;d:
well to her husband frqm the portico, waving goodbye w
nﬁk;l::ih:jt been easy for her to regain her self-control after she
d Digna Pardo’s shriek in the patio and found the old man of
_hearrfe gying in the mud. Her first reaction was one of hope, be-
rsel his eyes were open and shining with a radiant l'ight she had
l:fer seen there before. She prayed to God to give him at least 2
oment so that he would not go without knowing_how 'muc.h .she
Eld loved him despite all their doubts, and she felt an irresistible
loanging to begin life with him over aga\.in solthat they could say that
they had left unsaid and do eve‘ryt}-ung r]gh}t that 'they had or;)e
badly in the past. But she had to give in to the intransigence of dez'zt .
Her grief exploded into a blind rage against the world, even against
herself, and thac is what filled her with the control and the courage
to face her solitude alone. From that time on she had no peace, bgt
she was careful about any gesture that might §eem to_ betray her
grief. The only moment of pathos, although it was mvoiu-ntary,
occurred at eleven o’clock Sunday night Wher% tht'ey brou_ght in the
episcopal coffin, stll smelling of ship’s wax, with 1::5 copper hz'mdles
and tufted silk lining. Dr. Urbino Daza ordered it cl‘osed without
delay since the air in the house was already. rarefied with the heady
fragrance of so many flowers in the sweltering hear, and he thought
he had seen the first purplish shadows on his father’s neck. An’absent-
minded voice was heard in the silence: “At that age you're half
decayed while you're stll alive.” Before they clo‘sed the coffin
Fermina Daza took off her wedding ring and put .1t on her dead
husband’s finger, and then she covered his.hand ?Vlth hers, as she
always did when she caught him digressing in public. '
“We will see each other very soon,” she said to him.
Florentino Ariza, unseen in the crowd of notable personages, fe.lt
a piercing pain in his side. Fermina Daza had not recognized him in
the confusion of the first condolences, although no one woul_d be
more ready to serve or more useful during the night’s urgent business.
It was he who imposed order in the crowded kltf:hens so that tl_lere
would be enough coffee. He found additional chairs when the neigh-
bors’ proved insufficient, and he ordered the extll'a wreaths to be
put in the patio when there was no more room in the house. He
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made certain there was enough brandy for Dr. Licides Olivel}
guests, who had heard the bad news at the height of the silver an
versary celebration and had rushed in to continue the party, sittii
in a circle under the mango tree. He was the only one who kne
how to react when the fugitive parrot appeared in the dining rog
at midnight with his head high and his wings spread, which caused
stupefied shudder to run through the house, for it seemed a sign

time to shout any of his witless stock phrases, and he carried him
the stable in a covered cage. He did everything this way, with

on the house.

was bony and erect, his skin dark and clean-shaven, his eyes avid
behind round spectacles in silver frames, and he wore a romantic,
old-fashioned mustache with waxed tips. He combed the last tufts
of hair’ at his temples upward and plastered them with brilliantine

but they were also considered suspect virtues in a confirmed bachelor.
He had spent 2 great deal of money, ingenuity, and willpower to
disguise the seventy-six years he had completed in March, and he
was convinced in the solitude of his soul that he had loved in silence
for a much longer time than anyone else in this world ever had.
The night of Dr. Urbino’s death, he was dressed just as he had
been when he first heard the news, which was how he always dressed,
even in the infernal heat of June: a dark suit with a vest, a silk bow
tie and a celluloid collar, a felt hat, and a shiny black umbrella that

left the vigil for two hours and returned as fresh as the rising sun,
carefully shaven and fragrant with lotions from his dressing table.
He had changed into a black frock coat of the kind worn only for
funerals and the offices of Holy Week, a wing collar with an artist’s
bow instead of a tie, and a bowler hat. He also carried his umbrella,
not just out of habit but because he was certain that it would rain
before noon, and he informed Dr. Urbino Daza of this in case the

repentance. Florentino Ariza seized him by the neck before he hag

much discretion and such efficiency that it did not even occur tg
anyone that it might be an intrusion in other people’s affairs; on the
contrary, it seemed a priceless service when evil times had fallen:

He was what he scemed: a useful and serious old man. His body-

to the middle of his shining skull as a solution to total baldness. His
natural gallantry and languid manner were immediately charming,.

he also used a walking stick. But when it began to grow light he
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ral c;)uld be held earlier. They tried to do so, in fact, becapse
ne ntino Ariza belonged to a shipping family and was himself
zsidént of the River Company of the Caribbea}n,. which allowed
one to suppose that he knew something ab0}1t p.redlctfng the u_re.ather.
But they could not alter the atrangements in time vfuth the c1vl11. and
military authorities, the public and private corporations, the ml.ht-ary
tand, the School of Fine Arts orchestra, and the schools and religious
fraternities, which were prepared for eleven o’clock, so the funeral

: fhiat had been anticipated as a historic event turned into a rout be-

cause of a devastating downpour, Very few people splas-hed t_hrough
the mud to the family mausoleum, protected by a colonial ceiba tree

“whose branches spread over the cemetery wall, Qn the previous
. afternoon, under those same branches but in the section on the other
“gide of the wall reserved for suicides, the Carib!)ean ‘refugees had
" puried Jeremiah de Saint-Amour with his dog beside him, as he had

;;equested. ]

Florentino Ariza was one of the few who stayed until the funeral
was over. He was sozked to the skin and returned home terrified
that he would catch pneumonia after so many years of metic1-110us
care and excessive precautions. He prepared hot lemonade with a
shot of brandy, drank it in bed with two aspirin tablets, and, wrappe-d
in a wool blanket, sweated by the bucketful until the proper equi-
librium had been reestablished in his body. When he returned to the
wake he felt his vitality completely restored. Fermina Daza had once
again assumed command of the house, which was cleaned and ready
to receive visitors, and on the altar in the library she had placed a
portrait in pastels of her dead husband, with a black border around
the frame. By eight o’clock there were as many people and as
intense a heat as the night before, but after the rosary someone
circulated the request that everyone leave early so that the widow
could rest for the first time since Sunday afternoon.

Fermina Daza said goodbye to most of them at the altar, but she
accompanied the last group of intimate friends to the street door so
that she could lock it herself, as she had always done, as she was
prepared to do with her final breath, when she saw Florentino Ariza,
dressed in mourning and standing in the middle of the deserted
drawing room. She was pleased, because for many years she h‘ad
erased him from her life, and this was the first time she saw him
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Jearly, purified 'by' fof'getfulness. B}lt before she could thank ‘him'
 the visit, he placed his hat over hls heart, tremulous and dignif
~and the abscess that had sustained his life finally burst. o

“Fermina,” he said, “I have waited for this opportunity for m
than half a century, to repeat to you once again my vow of ete
fidelity and everlasting love.”

Fermina Daza would have thought she was facing a madman
she had not had resson to believe that at thar moment Florent;
Ariza was inspired by the grace of the Holy Spirit. Her first impu
was to curse him for profaning the house when the bedy of
husband was still warm in the grave. But the dignity of her f
held her back. “Get out of here,” she said. “And don’t show yo
face again for the years of life that are left to you.” She opened the
street door, which she had begun to close, and concluded:

“And I hope there are very few of them.”

When she heard his steps fade away in the deserted street she
closed the door very slowly with the crossbar and the locks, and:
faced her destiny alone. Until that moment she had never been fully

conscious of the weight and size of the drama that she had provoked
when she was not yet eighteen, and that would pursue her until her:
death. She wept for the first time since the afterncon of the disaster,
without witnesses, which was the only way she wept. She wept for

the death of her husband, for her solitude and rage, and when she

went into the empty bedroom she wept for herself because she had:
rarely slept alone in that bed since the Joss of her virginity. Every-’
thing that belonged to her husband made her weep again: his tasseled.
slippers, his pajamas under the pillow, the space of his absence in the'_-_:
dressing table mirror, his own odor on her skin. A vague thought
made her shudder: “The people one loves should take all their things.
with them when they die.” She did not want anyone’s help to get:
ready for bed, she did not want to eat anything before she went to.

sleep. Crushed by grief, she prayed to God to send her death that

night while she slept, and with that hope she lay down, barefoot but -
fully dressed, and fell asleep on the spot. She slept without realizing

it, but she knew in her sleep that she was still alive, and that she

had half a bed to spare, that she was lying on her left side on the
left-hand side of the bed as she always did, but that she missed the -
weight of the other body on the other side. Thinking as she slept, -
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;gtﬁg.).ﬁght that she would never again be able to slet:,p this.way,
 she began to sob in her sleep, and she .slept, sobbing, without
anging position on her side of the bed, until long after the roosters
wed and she was awakened by the despised sun of the morning

chout him. Only then did she realize that she had -slept a long
vgi___c without dying, sobbing in her sleep, and that while she slept,
nmbing, she had thought more about Florentino Ariza than about

0
Br dcad husband.




LORENTINO ARIZA, on the other hand, had not stopped
Fthinking of her for a single moment since Fermina Daza had re-
jected him out of hand after 2 long and troubled love affair fifty-one
years, nine months, and four days ago. He did not have to keep a run-
ning tally, drawing a line for each day on the walls of a cell, because
not a day had passed that something did not happen to remind him of
her. At the time of their separation he lived with his mother, Transito
Ariza, in one half of a rented house on the Street of Windows, where
she had kept a notions shop ever since she was a young woman, and
where she also unraveled shirts and old rags to sel! as bandages for the
men wounded in the war. He was her only child, born of an occasional
“ alliance with the well-known shipowner Don Pius V Loayza, one of
the three brothers who had founded the River Company of the
Caribbean and thereby given new impetus to steam navigation along
the Magdalena River.

Don Pius V Loayza died when his son was ten years old. Although
he always took care of his expenses in secret, he never recognized
him as his son before the law, nor did he leave him with his future
secure, so that Florentino Ariza used only his mother’s name even
though his true parentage was always common knowledge. Florentino
Ariza had to leave school after his father’s death, and he went to work
as an apprentice in the Postal Agency, where he was in charge of
opening sacks, sorting the letters, and notifying the public that mail
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had arrived by flying the flag of its country of origin over the offi¢ m'in;)lls d;-eam. Florentino Ariza observed his livid eyes with a kind

ficial compassion, he observed his uncertain fingers trying to
... His good sense attracted the attention of the telegraph operatp i the seal, the heartfelt fear that he had seen so many times in s0.
- the German émigré Lotario Thugut, who also played the organ fo ny addressees who still could not think about telegrams without
important ceremonies in the Cathedral and gave music lessons in th ma riacting them with death. After reading it he regained his com-
home. Lotario Thugut taught him the Morse code and the Workiné __ '(;?ure. He sighed: “Good news.” And he handed Florentino Ariza
of the telegraph system, and after only a few lessons on the violi .-'t'he obligatory five reales, letting him know with a relieved smile that
Florentino Ariza could play by ear like a professional. When he me hie would not have given them to him if the news had been bad., Then
Fermina Daza he was the most sought-after young man in his socia he said goodbye with a handshake, which was not the usual thing to
circle, the one who knew how to dance the latest dances and recif_' bwith a telegraph messenger, and the maid accompanied him to the
sentimental poetry by heart, and who was always willing to play ‘wreet door, more to keep an eyc on him than to lead the way. They
violin serenades to his friends’ sweethearts. He was very thin, wit retraced their steps along the arcaded passageway, but this time
Indian hair plastered down with scented pomade and eyeglasses fo Florentino Ariza knew that there was someone else in the house, be-
myopia, which added to his forlorn appearance. Aside from hi - cause the brightness in the patio was filled with-the voice of a woman
defective vision, he suffered from chronic constipation, which force : repeating a reading lesson. As he passed the scwing room, he saw
him to take enemas throughout his life. He had one black suit, inherite ' through the window an older woman and a young girl sitting very
from his dead father, but Trénsito Ariza took such good care of i close together on two chairs and following the reading in the book
that every Sunday it looked new. Despite his air of weakness, hi that the woman held open on her lap. It secemed a strange sight: the
reserve, and his somber clothes, the girls in his circle held secret lot daughter teaching the mother to read. His interpretation was incor-
teries to determine who would spend time with him, and he gamble © rect only in part, because the woman was the aunt, not the mother
on spending time with them until the day he met Fermina Daza and " of the child, although she had raised her as if she were her own. The
his innocence came to an end. fesson was not interrupted, but the girl raised her eyes to sec who was
He had seen her for the first time one afternoon when Lotario passing by the window, and that casual glance was the beginning of
Thugut told him to deliver a telegram to someone named Lorenz a cataclysm of love that still had not ended half a century later.
Daza, with no known place of residence. He found him in one of th All that Florentino Ariza could learn abour Lorenzo Daza was that
oldest houses on the Park of the Evangels; it was half in ruins, and he had come from San Juan de la Ciénaga with his only daughter and
its interior patio, with weeds in the flowerpots and a stone fountain his unmarried sister soon after the cholera epidemic, and those who
with no water, resembled an abbey cloister. Florentino Ariza heard saw him disembark had no doubt that he had come to stay since he
no human sound as he followed the barefoot maid under the arches o brought everything necessary for a well-furnished house. His wife
the passageway, where unopened moving cartons and bricklayer’s had died when the girl was very young. His sister, named Escolastica,
tools lay among leftover lime and stacks of cement bags, for the house was forty years old, and she was fulfilling a vow to wear the habit
was undergoing drastic renovation. At the far end of the patio was 2 of St. Francis when she went out on the street and the penitent’s

temporary office where a very fat man, whose curly sideburns grew _‘ rope around her waist when she was at home. The girl was thirteen
into his mustache, sat behind a desk, taking his siesta. In fact his name. years old and had the same name as her dead mother: Fermina.

was Lorenzo Daza, and he was not very well known in the city because It was supposed that Lorenzo Daza was a man of means, because
he had arrived less than two years before and was not a man with he lived well with no known employment and had paid hard cash

many friends. . for the Park of the Evangels house, whose restoration must have cost
He received the telegram as if it were the continuation of 2n him at least twice the purchase price of two hundred gold pesos. His:
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daughter was studying at the Academy of the Presentation of

or several days, thinking about how to hand it to her, and while he
Blessed Virgin, where for two centuries young ladies of society

_ ought he wrote several more pages before going to bed, so Fhat.the
learned the art and technique of being diligent and submiss rioinal letter was turning into a dictionary of compliments, inspired
wives. During the colonial period and the early years of the Republic : g gbooks he had learned by heart because he read them so often
the school had accepted only those students with great family names g dﬁﬁng his vigils in the park,
But the old families, ruined by Independence, had to submit to th : Searching for a way to give her the letter, he tried to make the
realitics of a new time, and the Academy opened its doors to acquaintance of some of the other students at Presentation Academy,
applicants who could pay the tuition, regardless of the color of thej put they were too distant from his world. Besides, after much thought,
blood, on the essential condition that they were legitimate daughter it did not seem prudent to let anyone else know of hig intentions.
of Catholic marriages. In any event, it was an expensive school, agi Still, he managed to find out that Fermina Daza had been invited to a
the fact that Fermina Daza studied there was sufficient indication ¢ - Garurday dance a few days after their arrival in the city, and her
her family’s economic situation, if not of its social position. This new father had not allowed her to go, with 2 conclusive: “Everything in
encouraged Florentino Ariza, since it indicated to him that the beag due course.” By the time the letter contained more than sixty pages
tiful adolescent with the almond-shaped eyes was within reach of b written on both sides, Florentino Ariza could no longer endure the
dreams. But her father’s strict regime soon provided an irremediab} : weight of his secret, and he unburdened himself to his mother, the
difficulty. Unlike the other students, who walked to school in group : only person with whom he allowed himself any confidences. Transito
or accompanied by an older servant, Fermina Daza always walked Ariza was moved to tears by her son’s innocence in matters of love,
with her spinster aunt, and her behavior indicated that she was per and she tried to guide him with her own knowledge. She began by
mitted no distraction, convincing him not to deliver the lyrical sheaf of papers, since it would
It was in this innocent way that Florentino Ariza began his secre only frighten the girl of his dreams, who she supposed was as green
life as a solitary hunter. From seven o’clock in the morning, he sat on as he in matters of the heart, The first step, she said, was to make her
the most hidden bench in the little park, pretending to read a book of | aware of his interest so that his declaration would not take her so
verse in the shade of the almond trees, until he saw the impossible much by surprise and she would have time to think.
maiden walk by in her blue-striped uniform, stockings that reached : “But above all,” she said, “the first person you have to win over
to her knees, masculine laced oxfords, and a single thick braid with is not the girl but her aunt.”
a bow at the end, which hung down her back to her waist. She walked Both pieces of advice were wise, no doubt, but they came too late.
with natural haughtiness, her head high, her eyes unmoving, her step In reality, on the day when Fermina Daza let her mind wander for an
rapid, her nose pointing straight ahead, her bag of books held against instant from the reading lesson she was giving her aunt and raised her
her chest with crossed arms, her doe’s gait making her seem immune eyes to see who was walking along the passageway, Florentino Ariza
to gravity. At her side, struggling to keep up with her, the aunt with = | had impressed her because of his air of vulnerability. That mght, dur-
the brown habit and rope of St. Francis did not allow him the slightest ing supper, her father had mentioned the telegram, which was how
opportunity to approach. Florentino Ariza saw them pass back and" she found out why Florentino Ariza had come to the house and what
forth four times a day and once on Sundays when they came out of he did for a living. This information increased her interest, because
High Mass, and just seeing the girl was enough for him. Little by little for her, as for so many other people at that time, the invention of the
* he idealized her, endowing her with improbable virtues and imaginary telegraph had something magical about it. So that she recognized
sentiments, and after two weeks he thought of nothing else but her: Florentino Ariza the first time she saw him reading under the trees
So he decided to send Fermina Déza a simple note written on both sides in the little park, although it in no way disquicted her until her aunt
of the paper in his exquisite notary’s hand. But he kept it in his pocket told her he had been there for several weeks. Then, when they also
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saw him on Sundays as they came out of Mass, her aunt was ¢q
vinced that all these meetings could not be casual. She said: “He
not going to all this trouble for me.” For despite her austere condy

mere idea that a man was interested in her niece awakened an irresis
ible emotion in her. Fermina Daza, however, was still safe from eve

inspired in her was a certain pity, because it seemed to her that he wa
sick. But her aunt told her that one had to live 2 long time to know

park to watch them walk by could only be sick with love.
the only child of a loveless marriage, She had raised her since the

behaved more like an accomplice than an aunt. So that the appear-

diversions they invented to pass the time. Four times a day, when they

with a rapid glance at the thin, timid, unimpressive sentinel who was
almost always dressed in black despite the heat and who pretended to

at him.

“Poor thing,” her aunt had said. “He does not dare approach you
because I am with you, but one day he will if his intentions are seri-
ous, and then he will give you a letter.”

unexpected, almost childish antics cavsed an unfamiliar curiosity in
Fermina Daza, but for several months it did not occur to her that it
could go any further. She never knew when the diversion became a
preoccupation and her blood frothed with the need to see him, and
one night she awoke in terror because she saw him looking at her from
the darkness at the foot of her bed. Then she longed with all her soul
for her aunt’s predictions to come true, and in her prayers she begged

and penitential habit, Aunt Fscolistica had an instinct for life and a4
vocation for complicity, which were her greatest virtues, and the

stmple curiosity about love, and the only feeling that Florentino Arizy

man’s true nature, and she was convinced that the one who sat in the:

Aunt Escoldstica was a refuge of understanding and affection for"

death of her mother, and in her relations with Lorenzo Daza shcf
ance of Florentino Ariza was for them another of the many intimate -
walked through the little Park of the Evangels, both hurried to look -
read under the trees. “There he is,” said the one who saw him first,

suppressing her laughter, before he raised his eyes and saw the two
rigid, aloof women of his life as they crossed the park without looking ’

Foreseeing all kinds of adversities, she taught her to communicate
in sign language, an indispensable strategy in forbidden love. These
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od to give him the courage to hand her the letter just so she could

- said
ow what 1t said. .
But her prayers were not answered. On the contrary. This oc-

G

_urred at the time that Florentino Ariza made his confession to his
: other, who dissuaded him from handing Fermina Daza his seventy
S m ]

pages of compliments, s that she'?ontinued.to w;it [;foze;:l;eieszczf
the year. Her preoccupation turned into despair as the De mbe :
tion approached, and she asked herself over and over again how she
would see him and let him see her during the three rflonths when she
would not be walking to school. Her doubts were s.nll unresolved on
Christmas Eve, when she was shaken by the presentlment' that hc‘ was
in the crowd at Midnight Mass, looking at her, and this uneasiness
flooded her heart. She did not dare to turn her head, because she was
sitting between her father and her aunt, and she I{ad to control hers_elf
so that they would not notice her agitation. But in t!w cx.'ox‘:vd leaving
the church she felt him so close, so clearly, that an irresistible power
forced her to look over her shoulder as she walked along th::i central
nave and then, a hand’s breadth from her eyes, she saw thqse icy eyes,
that livid face, those lips petrified by the terror of love. Dismayed by
her own audacity, she seized Aunt Escoldstica’s arm so she would not
fall, and her aunt felt the icy perspiration on her-hanq through the
lace mitt, and she comforted her with an imperceptible sign of uncon-
ditional complicity. In the din of fireworks and native drums, - of
colored lights in the doorways and the clamor of the crowd yearning
for peace, Florentino Ariza wandered like a sleepwalker }mn.l dawn,
watching the fiesta through his tears, dazed by the hallucination that
it was he and not God who had been born that night.

His delirium increased the following week, when he passed
Fermina Daza’s house in despair at the siesta hour and saw that she
and her aunt were sitting under the almond trees at the doorway. It
was an open-air repetition of the scene he had w1.tnessed the first
afternoon in the sewing room: the girl giving a reading lesson to her
aunt. But Fermina Daza seemed different without the school uniform,
for she wore a narrow tunic with many folds that fell from her shoul-
ders in the Greek style, and on her head she wore a garlancl. of fre:sh
gardenias that made her look like a crowned goddess., Florentino An%a
sat in the park where he was sure he would be seen, and then he did
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* not have recourse to his feigned reading bur sat with the book or ’housé' Fermina Daza stood up and then sat in the other chair.
and his eyes fixed on the illusory maiden, who did not even in:J Ariza, with a white camellia in his l_apel, crossed the street.
with a charitable glance. < «ood in front of her. He said: “This js the greatest moment of my

At first he thought that the lesson under the almond trees W d-,sf Fermina Daza did not raise her eyes to him, but she looked all
casual innovation due, perhaps, to the interminable repairs on | .e..nd o and saw the deserted strees in the heat e doy season
house, but in the days that followed he came to understan d ou

) 4 a swirl of dead leaves pulled along by the wind.
Fermina Daza would be there, within view, every afternoon ar i e she ot

same time during the three months of vacation, and that certajn - Florentino Ariza had intended to give her the seventy sheets he
filled him with new hope. He did not have the impression that he w d recite from memory after reading them so often, but then he
seen, he could not detect any sign of interest or rejection, but in h _d"“ided on a sober and explicit half page in which he promised only
indifference there was a distinct radiance that encouraged him & e;at was essential: his perfect fidelity and his everlasting love. He
persevere. Then, one afternoon toward the end of January, the auny ---'“;ok che letter out of his inside jacker pocket and held it before the
put her work on the chair and left her niece alone in the doorwy v es of the troubled embroiderer, who had still not dared FO look- at
under the shower of yellow leaves falling from the almond trees. En)j tim. She saw the blue envelope crembling in 2 hand s it
couraged by the impetuous thought that this was an arranged oppor. -t;rr;)r and she raised the embroidery frame so he could put the letter
tunity, Florentino Ariza crossed the street and stopped in front of on it ,for she could not admit that she had noticed the trembling .of
Fermina Daza, so close to her that he could detect the catches in her his ﬁ,ngers. Then it happened: a bird shook himself among the lleaves
breathing and the floral scent that he would identify with : of the almond trees, and his droppings fell right on the embr_mdery.
rest of his life. He spoke with his head high and with a determinatic;n : Fermina Daza moved the frame out of the way, hid it behind the
that would be his again only half a century later, and for the same " chair so that he would not notice what had happened, and l_ooked' at
reason. : " him for the first time, her face affame. Florentino Ariza was 1mpassive
“Al T ask is that you accept a letter from me,” he said. : a5 he held the letter in his hand and said: “It’s good luck.” She thanlfed
. It was not the voice that Fermina Daza had expected from him: him with her first smile and almost snatched the letter away from hm_l,
it was sharp and clear, with a control that had nothing to do with his folded it, and hid it in her bodice. Then he offered her the camellia
Iang:uld manner. Without lifting her eyes from her embroidery, she he wore in his lapel. She refused: “It is a flower of promises.” TheP,
r_ePhedr _“I cannot accept it without my father’s Pérmission.” Floren- conscious that their time was almost over, she again to ok refuge in
tino Ariza shuddered at the warmth of that voice, whose hushed her composure. .
tones he was not to forget for the rest of his life. But he held himself “Now go,” she said, t3nd don’t come back until I tell you to.”
steady and replied without hesitation: “Ger it.” Then he sweetened After Florentino Ariza saw her for the first time, his mother knew
the command with a plea: “It is a matter of life and death.” Fermina e B e e our his oice and his appetic s e
Daza di.d not look at him, she did not interrupt her embroidering, but _ the entire night tossing and turning in his bed. But when he began to
her decision opened the door 2 crack, wide enough for the entire world wait for the answer to his first letter, his anguish was complicated by
to pass through. diarrhea and green vomit, he became disoriented and suffered from
“Come back every afternoon,” she said to him, “and wait until I sudden fainting spells, and his mother was terrified because his con-
change my seat.” dition did not resemble the turmoil of love so much as the devastatlo.n
Florentino Ariza did not understand what she meant until the of cholera. Florentino Ariza's godfather, an old homeopathic pract-
 following Monday when, from the bench in the Lttle park, he saw tioner who had been Trinsito Ariza’s confidant ever since her da}Ts
the same scene with one variation: when Aunt Fscoldstica went into as a secret Thistress, was also alarmed at first by the patient’s condi-
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o'n',.because he had the weak pulse, the hoarse breathing, and the pal

_perspiration of a dying man. But his examination revealed that he:

. no fever, no pain anywhere, and that his only concrete feeling---
an urgent desire to die. Al} that was needed was shrewd questionj
first of the patient and then of his mother, to conclude once again thy
the symptoms of love were the same as those of cholera. He p
scribed infusions of linden blossoms to calm the nerves and sugges
a change of air so he could find consolation in distance, but Flor
tino Ariza longed for just the opposite: to enjoy his martyrdom,

~ Tréansito Ariza was a freed quadroon whose instinct for happin
had been frustrated by poverty, and she took pleasure in her so
suffering as if it were her own. She made him drink the infusions when
he became delirious, and she smothered him in wool blankets to keep

away the chills, but at the same time she encouraged him to enjoy hig
prostration. '

créWS of madmen from the Antillean schooners. He was corpulent
- 4'bull-necked, with a golden beard and a ﬁberty cap that he wore
~ el he went out at night, and all he needed was a string of beIls. to
sok like St. Nicholas. At least once a week he ended the evening
'Dgch a little night bird, as he called them, one of the many who sold
mérgenCY love in a transient hotel for sailo.rs. W}}en l'le me1': Floren-
:no Ariza, the first thing he did, with a certain magisterial dehgi?t, was
o initiate him into the secrets of his parachse: He'chose for him r.he
Jittle birds he thought best, he discussed their price and style w1t.h
them and offered to pay in advance with his own money fo.r their
ervices. But Florentino Ariza did not accept: he was a virgin, and
‘he had decided not to lose his virginity unless it was for love. .
The hotel was a colonial palace that had seen better days, and its
“great marble salons and rooms were divided into pIasterboar«:.i cubicles
“with peepholes, which were rented out as much fo.r watching as for
doing. There was talk of busybodies who had their eyes p.oked out
“with knitting needles, of a man who recognized his own wife as t%le
woman he was spying on, of well-bred gentlemen who came dis-
guised as tarts to forget who they were with the boatswains on shore
leave, and of so many other misadventures of observers and observed
__that the mere idea of going into the next room terrified Florentino
' Ariza. And so Lotario Thugut could never persuade him that watch-
ing and letting himself be watched were-the refinements of European
princes. : '

As opposed to what his corpulence might suggest, Lotario Thugut
had the rosebud genitals of a cherub, but this must have been a for-
tunate defect, because the most tarnished birds argued over who would
have the chance to go to bed with him, and then they shricked as if
their throats were being cut, shaking the buttresses of the palace and
making its ghosts tremble in fear. They said he used an ointment
made of snake venom that inflamed women’s loins, but he swore he
had no resources other than those that God had given him. He would
. say with uproarious laughter: “It’s pure love.” Many years had to
pass before Florentino Ariza would understand that perhaps hF was
right. He was convinced at last, at a2 more advanced stage of his sen-
timental education, when he met a man who lived like a king by
exploiting three women at the same time. The three of them rendered
their accounts at dawn, prostrate at his feet to beg forgiveness for

“T'ake advantage of it now, while you are young, and suffer g
you can,” she said to him, “because these things don’t last your whole
life.” :

In the Postal Agency, of course, they did not agree. Florentino
Ariza had become negligent, and he was so distracted that he confused
the flags that announced the arrival of the mail, and one Wednesday
he hoisted the German flag when the ship was from the Leyland
Company and carried the mail from Liverpool, and on another day he
flew the flag of the United States when the ship was from the Com:
pagnie Générale Transatlantique and carried the mail from Saint-
Nazaire. These confusions of love caused siich chaos in the distribu-
tion of the mail and provoked so many protests from the public that if

Florentino Ariza did not lose his job it was because Lotario Thugut
kept him at the telegraph and took him to play the violin in the
Cathedral choir. They had a friendship difficule to understand becausé
of the difference in their ages, for they might have been grandfather
and grandson, but they got along at work as well as they did in the
taverns around the port, which were frequented by everyone out for
the evening regardless of social class, from drunken beggars to young’
gentlemen in tuxedos who fled the gala parties at the Social Club to’
eat fried mullet and coconut rice. Lotario ‘Thugut was in the habit of :
going there after the last shift at the telegraph office, and dawn often’
found him drinking Jamaican punch and playing the accordion with:
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their nr;eﬁgér profits, and the only gratification they sought was ¢ zttempted to make it more exciting with love waltzes, and Lotario
he go to bed with the one who brought him the most money. Flor --'-h'ugut found himself obliged to ask that he leave the choir. This was
tino Ariza thought that terror alone could induce such indignities, b he time when he gave in to his desire to eat the gardenias that Trin-
one of the three girls surprised him with the contradictory truth. o Ariza grew in pots in the patio, so that he could know the taste

“These are things,” she said, “you do only for love.” of Fermina Daza. It was also the time when he happened to find in one

It was not so much for his talents as a fornicator as for his persong of his mother’s trunks a liter bottle of the cologne that the sailors
charm that Lotario Thugut had become one of the most esteems, - from the Hamburg-American Line sold as contraband, and he could
clients of the hotel. Florentino Ariza, because he was so quiet and fot resist the temptation to sample it in order to discover other tastes
elusive, also earned the esteem of the owner, and during the mos : of his beloved. He continued to drink from the bottle until dawn,
arduous period of his grief he would lock himself in the suffocating “and he became drunk on Fermina Daza in abrasive swallows, first
little rooms to read verses and tearful serialized love stories, and hijg “in the taverns around the port and then as he stared out to sea from
reveries left nests of dark swallows on the balconies and the soung the jetties where lovers without a roof over their heads made consoling
of kisses and the beating of wings in the stillness of siesta. At dusk; love, until at last he succumbed to unconsciousness. Transito Ariza,
when it was cooler, it was impossible not to listen to the converss: who had waited for him until six o’clock in the morning with her
tions of men who came to console themselves at the end of their day heart in her mouth, searched for him in the most improbable hiding
with hurried love. So that Florentino Ariza heard about many acts of : places, and a short while after noon she found him wallowing in a

disloyalty, and even some state secrets, which important clients and pool of fragrant vomit in a cove of the bay where drowning victims
even local officials confided to their ephemeral lovers, not caring if washed ashore.
they could be overheard in the adjoining rooms. This was also how She took advantage of the hiatus of his convalescence to reproach
he learned that four nautical leagues to the north of the Sotavento him for his passivity as he waited for the answer to his letter. She re-
Archipelago, a Spanish galleon had been lying under water since the minded him that the weak would never enter the kingdom of love,
eighteenth century with its cargo of more than five hundred billion which is a harsh and ungenerous kingdom, and that women give them-
pesos in pure gold and precious stones. The story astounded him, but selves only to men of resolute spirit, who provide the security they
he did not think of it again until a few months later, when his love need in order to face life. Florentino Ariza learned the lesson, perhaps
awakened in him an overwhelming desire to salvage the sunken trea- too well. Transito Ariza could not hide a feeling of pride, more carnal
sure so that Fermina Daza could bathe in showers of gold. : than maternal, when she saw him leave the notions shop in his black
Years later, when he tried to remember what the maiden ideal- suit and stiff fele hat, his lyrical bow tie and celluloid collar, and she
-ized by the alchemy of poctry really was like, he could not distinguish = | asked him as a joke if he was going to a funeral. He answered, his ears
her from the heartrending twilights of those times, Even when he flaming: “It’s almost the same thing.” She realized that he could
observed her, unseen, during those days of longing when he waited hardly breathe with fear, but his determination was invincible, She
for a reply to his first Jetter, he saw her transfigured in the afternoon: gave him her final warnings and her blessing, and laughing for all she
shimmer of two o’clock in a shower of blossoms from the almond ~ was worth, she promised him another bottle of cologne so they could
trees where it was always April regardless of the season of the year.f celebrate his victory together. ‘
The only reason he was interested in accompanying Lotario Thugut He had given Fermina Daza the letter a month before, and since
on his violin from the privileged vantage point in the choir was to see’ then he had often broken his promise not to return to the little park,
how her tunic fluttered in the breeze raised by the canticles. But his- but he had been very careful not to be seen. Nothing had changed.
own delirium finally interfered with that pleasure, for the mystic The reading lesson under the trees ended at about two o’clock, when
music seemed so innocuous compared with the state of his soul that he the city was waking from its siesta, and Fermina Daza embroidered
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~ with her aunt until the day began to cool. Florentino Ariza did ; Peaki'ng at the table fO? fear some slip rnight. betray her, and she
wait for the aunt to go into the house, and he crossed the street w; ccame €vasive even with her Aunt Escolistica, who nonetheless
a martial stride that allowed him to overcome the weakness i hared her repressed anxiety as if it were her own. She would lock
knees, but he spoke to her aunt, not to Fermina Daza. _rself in the bathroom at odd hours and for no reason other than to
“Please be so kind as to leave me alone for a moment with eread the letter, attempting to discover a secret code, 2 magic formula
young lady,” he said. “I have something important to tell her,” jidden in one of the three hundred fourteen letters of its fifty-eight
“What impertinence!” her aunt said to him. “There is nothing th .yords, in the hope they would tell her more than they said. But all she

has to do with her that I cannot hear.” found was what she had understood on first reading, when she ran
“Then I will not say anything to her,” he said, “but I warn you th ‘to lock herself in the bathroom, her heart in a frenzy, and tore open

you will be responsible for the consequences.” " the envelope hoping for a long, feverish letter, and found only a per-
That was not the manner Fscolistica Daza expected from ¢ umed note whose determination frightened her.

ideal sweetheart, but she stood up in alarm because for the first t At first she had not even thought seriously that she was obliged to
she had the overwhelming impression that Florentino Ariza was spea espond, but the letter was so explicit that there was no way to avoid
ing under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, So she went into the “it. Meanwhile, in the torment of her doubts, she was surprised to find
house to change needles and left the two young people alone under ‘herself thinking about Florentino Ariza with more frequency and
the almond trees in the doorway. ' interest than she cared to allow, and she even asked herself in great
In reality, Fermina Daza knew very little about this taciturn suitor . distress why he was not in the little park at the usual hour, forgetting
who had appeared in her life like a winter swallow and whose name that it was she who had asked him not to return while she was prepar-
she would not even have known if it had not been for his signarur: ing ber reply. And so she thought about him as she never could have
on the letter. She had learned that he was the fatherless son of an un- imagined thinking about anyonc, having premonitions that he would
married woman who was hardworking and serious burt forever _ bewhere he was not, wanting him to be where he could not be, awak-
marked by the fiery stigma of her single youthful mistake. She had " ing with a start, with the physical sensation that he was looking at her
learned that he was not a messenger, as she had supposed, but a well- ~ in the darkness while she slept, so that on the afternoon when she
qualified assistant with a promising future, and she thought that he heard his resolute steps on the yellow leaves in the little park it was
had delivered the telegram to her father only as a pretext for secing difficult for her not to think this was yet another trick of her imagina-.
her. This idea moved her. She also knew that he was one of the -~ tion. But when he demanded her answer with an authority that was
musicians in the choir, and although she never dared raise her eyes 1 so different from his languor, she managed to overcome her fear and
look at him during Mass, she had the revelation one Sunday that whi tried to dodge the issue with the truth: she did not know how to
the other instruments played for everyone, the violin played for her answer him. But Florentino Ariza had not leapt across an abyss only to
alone. He was not the kind of man she would have chosen. His found- be shooed away with such excuses.
ling’s eyeglasses, his clerical garb, his mysterious resources had awak : “If you accepted the letter,” he said to her, “it shows a lack of
ened in her a curiosity that was difficult to resist, but she had never | = CCUIeSy 1ot to answer it.”
imagined that curiosity was one of the many masks of love. That was the end of the labyrinth. Fermina Daza regained her
She herself could not explain why she had accepted the letter. | self-control, begged his pardon for the delay, and gave him her solemn
She did not reproach herself for doing so, but the ever-increasing word that he would have an answer before the end of the vacation.
pressure to respond complicated her life. Her father's every word, And he did. On the last Friday in February, three days before school
his casual glances, his most trivial gestures, seemed st with traps to - reopened, Aunt Escolastica went to the telegraph office to ask how
uncover her secret. Her state of alarm was such that she avoided. ~ much it cost to send 2 telegram to Piedras de Moler, a village that did
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not even appear on the list of places served by the telegraph, and g t'_lg&er she would indicate to Florentino Ariza where §hc ex-
allowed Florentino Ariza to attend her as if she had never seen d to find his answer. Florentino Ariza did the same. In this wayy
before, but when she left she pretended to forget a breviary covere; the rest of the year, the conflicts in Aunt Fscolastica's conscience
lizard skin, leaving it on the counter, and in it there was an envelof, re rransferred to baptisteries in churches, holes in trees, and cran-
made of linen paper with golden vignettes. Delirious with joy, Floren : 4 ruined colonial fortresses. Sometimes their letters were soaked
tino Ariza spent the rest of the afternoon eating roses and readis in, soiled by mud, torn by adversity, and some were lost for a
the note letter by letter, over and over again, and the more he rea ariety of other reasons, but they always found a way to be in touch
the more roses he ate, and by midnight he had read it so many timg Vaith each other again,

and had eaten so many roses that his mother had to hold his head ; . Florentino Ariza wrote every night. Letter by letter, he had no
if he were a calf and force him to swallow a dose of castor oil, ercy as he poisoned himself with the smoke from the palm oil lamps
It was the year they fell into devastating love. Neither one coy] i the back room of the notions shop, and his letters became more

do anything except think about the other, dream about the other, ap discursive and more lunatic the more he tried to imitate his favorite
wait for letters with the same impatience they felt when they ap “oets from the Popular Library, which eveni-at that time was ap-
swered them, Never in that delirious spring, or in the following year roaching eighty volumes. His mother, who had urged him with so
did they have the opportunity to speak to each other. Moreove -gmch fervor to enjoy his torment, became concerned for his health,
from the moment they saw each other for the first time until ) “You are going to wear out your brains,” she shouted at him from
reiterated his determination a half century later, they never had the the bedroom when she heard the first roosters crow. “No woman
opportunity to be alone or to talk of their love. But during the firs s worth all that.” She could not remember ever having known any-
three months not one day went by that they did not write to each: one in such a state of unbridled passion. But he paid po attention to
other, and for a time they wrote twice a day, until Aunt Escoléstic her. Sometimes he went to the office without having slept, his hair
became frightened by the intensity of the blaze that she herself had’ ' in an uproar of love after leaving the Jetter in the prearranged hiding
helped to ignite. - o - place so that Fermina Daza would find it en her way to school. She,
After the first letter that she carried to the telegraph office with ' ~ on the other hand, under the watchful eye of her father and the vicious

an ember of revenge against her own destiny, she had allowed an: - spying of the nuns, could barely manage'to fill half a page from her
almost daily exchange of messages in what appeared to be casual. ' notebook when she locked herself in the bathroom or pretended to
encounters on the street, but she did not have the courage to permit take notes in class. But this was not only due to her limited time and
a conversation, no matter how banal and fleeting it might be. Still the danger of being taken by surprise, it was also her nature that
after three months she realized that her niece was not the victim o caused her leteers to avoid emotional pitfalls and confine themselves
a girlish fancy, as it had seemed at first, and that her own life was- to relating the events of her daily life in the utilitarian style of a ship’s
threatened by the fire of love. The truth was that Fscolstica Daza had log. In reality they were distracted letters, intended to keep the coals
no other means of support except her brother’s charity, and she knew alive without putting her hand in the fire, while Florentino Ariza
that his tyrannical nature would never forgive such a betrayal of his - burned himself alive in every line. Desperate to infect her with his
confidence. But when it was time for the final decision, she did not: " own madness, he sent her miniaturist’s verses inscribed with the point
have the heart to cause her niece the same irreparable grief that she- . ofa pin on camellia petals. It was he, not she, who had the audacity to
had been obliged to nurture ever since her youth, and she permitted : © enclose a lock of his hair in one letter, but he never received the
her to use a strategy that allowed her the illusion of innocence. The response he longed for, which was an encire strand of Fermina Daza’s
method was simple: Fermina Daza would leave her letter in some.  braid. He did move her at last to take one step further, and from
hiding place along her daily route from the house to the Academy, and that time on she began to send him the veins of leaves dried in dic-

est
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tionaries, the wings of butterflies, the feathers of magic birds, and fq ion after he was accused of being a spy who sent messages in the key
his birthday she gave him a square centimeter of St. Peter Clavier - 5f G to the Liberal ships marauding in nearby waters.

‘habit, which in those days was being sold in secret at a price: f, «What the hell do you miean, a spy?” said Florentino- Ariza. “I'm
beyond the reach of a schoolgir! her age. One night, without an aothing but a poor lover.” =

warning, Fermina Daza awoke with a start: a solo violin was serenaq For three nights he slept with irons around his ankles in the cells
ing her, playing the same waltz over and over again. She shuddere of the local garrison. But when he was released he felt defrauded by
. " the brevity of his captivity, and even in the days of his old age, when
so many other wars were confused in his memory, he still thoughe he
was the only man in the city, and perhaps the country, who had

. J ' r dragged five-pound leg irons for the sake of love,
believe that Florentino Ariza was capable of such imprudence. Their frenetic correspondence was almost two years old when

The next morning at breakfast Lorenzo Daza could not contaj " Florentino Ariza, in a letter of only one paragraph, made a formal
his curiosity—first because he did not know what playing a single proposal of marriage to Fermina Daza. On several occasions during
piece meant in the language of serenades, and second because, despit'” " the preceding six months he had sent her a white camellia, but she
the attention with which he had listened, he could not determine. would return it to him in her next letter so that he would have no
which house it had been intended for. Aunt Escolistica, with a sang-.. | doubt that she was disposed to continue writing to him, but without
froid that cook her niece’s breath away, stated that she had seen: the seriousness of an engagement. The truth is that she had always
through the bedroom curtains that the solitary violinist was standing - taken the comings and goings of the camellia as a lovers’ game, and it

on the other side of the park, and she said that in any event a single had never occurred to her to consider it as a crossroads in her destiny.
piece was notification of severed relations. In that day’s letter Floren- But when the formal proposal arrived she felt herself wounded for
tino Ariza confirmed that he had played the serenade, that he had com: the first time by the clawings of death. Panic-stricken, she told her
posed the waltz, and that it bore the name he called Fermina Daza in Aunt Escoléstica, who gave her advice with the courage and lucidity
his heart: “The Crowned Goddess.” He did not play it in the park she had not had when she was twenty and was forced to decide her
again, but on moonlit nights in places chosen so that she could listen i own fate. |

without fear in her bedroom. One of his favored spots was the paupers’ - “Tell him yes,” she said. “Even if you are dying of fear, even if
cemetery, exposed to the sun and the rain on an indigent hill, where - you are sorry later, because whatever you do, you will be sorry all
turkey buzzards dozed and the music achieved a supernatural reso- the rest of your life if you say no.”

nance. Later he learned to recognize the direction of the winds, and Fermina Daza, however, was so confused that she asked for some
in this way he was certain that his melody carried as far as it had to. time to think it over. First she asked for a month, then two, then

In August of that year a new civil war, one of the many that had three, and when the fourth month had ended and she had still not

been devastating the country for over half a century, threatened to replied, she received a white camellia again, not alone in the envelope
spread, and the government imposed martial law and 2 six o'clock as on other occasions but with the peremptory notification that this
curfew in the provinces along the Caribbean coast, Although some - was the last one: it was now or never. Then that same afternoon it
disturbances had already occurred, and the troops had - committed was Florentino Ariza who saw the face of death when he received an
all kinds of retaliatory abuses, Florentino Ariza was so befuddled that envelope containing a strip of paper, torn from the margin of a school
he was unaware of the state of the world, and a military patrol sur- . notebook, on which a one-line answer was written in pencil: Very
prised him one dawn as he disturbed the chastity of the dead with his well, 1 will marry you if you promise not to make e eat eggplant.
amorous provocations. By some miracle he escaped sumimary execu- ‘ Florentino Ariza'was not prepared for that answer, but his mother
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the condition of absolute secrecy, and suggested that Florentino Ay
ask for her hand when she finished secondary school, during ¢
Christmas vacation. When the time came they would decide on hg
the engagement was to be formalized, depending on the degree
approval she obtained from her father. In the meantime, they co
tinued to write to each other with the same ardor and frequency, b
free of the turmoil they had felt before, and their letters tended towar,
a domestic tone that seemed appropriate to husband and wife. Nothin
disturbed their dreams. '
Florentino Ariza’s life had changed. Requited love had given hj
a confidence and strength he had never known before, and he was s
efficient in his work that Lotario Thugut had no trouble having hj
named his permanent assistant. By that time his plans for the Schoo}
of Telegraphy and Magnetism had failed, and the German dedicated’
his free time to the only thing he really enjoyed: going to the port ¢
play the accordion and drink beer with the sailors, finishing the eve:
ning at the transient hotel. It was a long time before Florentino Ari
realized that Lotario Thugut’s influence in the palace of pleasure w:
due to the fact that he had become the owner of the establishment
as well as impresario for the birds in the port, He had bought it gradu-
ally with his savings of many years, but the person who ran it for
him was a lean, one-eyed little man with a polished head and a heart”
so kind that no one understood how he could be such a good manager.
But he was. At least it scemed that way to Florentino Ariza when the :
manager told him, without his requesting it, that he had the permanent
use of a room in the hotel, not only to resolve problems of the lower .
belly whenever he decided to do so, but so that he could have at
his disposal a quiet place for his reading and his love letters, And as-
the long months passed until the formalizing of the engagement, he’
spent more time there than at the office or his house, and there were
periods when Transito Ariza saw him ouly when he came home to
change his clothes.

Reading had become his insatiable vice. Ever since she had taught
him to read, his mother had bought him illustrated books by Nordic
authors which were sold as stories for children but in reality were the -
cruelest and most perverse that one could read at any age. When he
was five years old, Florentino Ariza would recite them from memory, .
both in his classes and at literary evenings at school, but his familiarity .

with them did not alleviate the terror they caused. On the contrf;ry,
became acute. So that when he began to read poetry, by comparison
+ was like finding an oasis. Even during his adolescence he had de-

soured, in the order of their appearance, all the volumes of the Popular

Library that Trénsito Ariza bought from the bargain book‘sellers at
the Arcade of the Scribes, where one could find everything from
Homer to the least meritorious of the local poets. But he macl¢=j no
distinctions: he read whatever came his way, as if it .had been ord‘amed
by fate, and despite his many years of reading, he still could not judge

- what was good and what was not in all that he had read. The only

thing clear to him was that he preferrcd.verse Fo prose, an(% in VE:‘I‘SE
he preferred love poems that he memorized without even intending
to after the second reading, and the better rhymed. and metered
they were, and the more heartrending, the more easily he learned

them. .
They were the original source of his first letters to Fermina Daza,

those half-baked endearments taken whole from the Spanish roma‘ntics,
and his letters continued in that vein until real life obliged him to
concern himself with matters more mundane than heartache. By that
time he had moved on to tearful serialized novels and othe{', even more
profane prose of the day. He had learned to cry with 1'.115 mother as
they read the pamphlets by local poets that were sold in plazas and
arcades for two centavos each. But at the same time he was able to
recite from memory the most exquisite Castilian poetry of .the Golden
Age. In general, he read everything that fell into his hands in the order
in which it fell, so that long after those hard years of his first love,
when he was no Jonger young, he would read from first page to last
the twenty volumes of the Young People’s Treasury, the compl.ete
catalogue of the Garnier Bros. Classics in translation, zn:ld the sim-
plest works that Don Vicente Blasco Ibafiez published in the Pro-
meteo collection.

In any event, his youthful adventures in the transient ho'tel were
not limited to reading and composing feverish letters but also included
his initiation into the secrets of loveless love. Life in the house began
after noon, when his friends the birds got up as bare as the day they
were born, so that when Florentino Ariza arrived after work he
found a palace populated by naked nymphs who shouted their com-
mentaries on the secrets of the city, which they knew because of the

Lowe in the Time of Cholera L R
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faithlessness of the protagonists. Many displayed in their nudity traq
of their past: scars of knife thrusts in the belly, starbursts of gunsh
wounds, ridges of the razor cuts of love, Caesarean sections sewn i
by butchers. Some of them had their young children with them dy
ing the day, those unfortunate fruits of youthful defiance or careles
ness, and they took off their children’s clothes as soon as they we
brought in so they would not feel different in that paradise of nudi
Each one cooked her own food, and no one ate better than F lorentin
Ariza when they invited him for a meal, because he chose the beg
from each. It was 2 daily fiesta that lasted until dusk, when the nake,
women marched, singing, toward the bathrooms, asked to borrs
soap, toothbrushes, scissors, cut each other’s hair, dressed in borrowe

clothes, painted themselves like lugubrious clowns, and went out 1

hunt the first prey of the night. Then life in the house became imper:

sonal and dehumanized, and it was impossible to share in it without.

paying.

Since he had known Fermina Daza, there was no place where:

Florentino Ariza feit more at ease, because it was the only place where

he felt that he was with her. Perhaps it was for similar reasons that
an elegant older woman with beautiful silvery hair lived there but
did not participate in the uninhibited life of the naked women, who
professed sacramental respect for her. A premature sweetheart had.

taken her there when she was young, and after enjoying her for a

time, abandoned her to her fate, Nevertheless, despite the stigma, she
had made a good marriage. When she was quite old and alone, two-
sons and three daughters argued over who would have the pleasure’
of taking her to live with them, but she could not think of a better

place to live than that hotel of her youthful debaucherics. Her perma
nent room was her only home, and this made for immediate com

munion with Florentino Ariza, who, she said, would become a wise
man known throughout the world because he could enrich his soul -

with reading in a paradise of salaciousness. Florentino Ariza, for his
part, developed so much affection for her that he helped her with her
shopping and would spend the afternoons in conversation with her.

He thought she was a woman wise in the ways of love, since she of- -

fered many insights into his affair without his having to reveal any
secrets to her.

If he had not given in to the many temptations at hand before .

'expefienced Fermina Daza’s love, he certainly would not succumb
< that she was his official betrothed. So Tlorentino Ariza lived with

e girls and shared their pleasures and miseries, but it did not occur
-, him or them to go any further. An unforeseen event demonstrated

to A :

:he severity of his determination. One afternoon at six o'clock, when

he girls were dressing to receive that evening’s chients, the woman

who cleaned the rooms on his floor in the hotel came' into 1.1is cubicle.
She was young, but haggard and old before her time, like a fully
 dressed penitent surrounded by glorious nakedness. He saw her every
day without feeling himself observed: she walked t.hrough the .roo.ms
with her brooms, a bucket for the trash, and a sjpecml rag for picking
up used condoms from the floor. She came nto the room where
Florentino Ariza lay reading, and as always she cleaned with great
‘care so as not to disturb him. Then she passed close to the bed, and

he felt a warm and tender hand low on his belly, he fe%t it searching,

he felt it finding, he felt it unbuttoning his trousers while her breatl?- :
ing filled the room. He pretended to read until he could not bear it

any longer and had to move his body out of the way.

She was dismayed, for the first thing they warned her about when
they gave her the cleaning job was that she should not try to seep
with the clients. They did not have to tell her that, bec?luse she was
one of those women who thought that prostitution did not mean
going to bed for money but going to bed with a stranger. She had
two children, each by a different father, not because they were casual
adventures but because she could never love any man who came back
after the third visit. Unril that time she had been a2 woman Wl.thOI'lt a
sense of urgency, a woman whose nature prepared her to wait \lmth-
out despair, but life in that house proved stronger than her virtue.
She came to work at six in the afternoon, and she spent the whole
night going through the rooms, sweeping ther;n out, picking up con-
doms, changing the sheets. It was difficult to imagine the number.of
things that men left after love. They left vomit and tears, which
seemed understandable to her, but they also left many enigmas of
intimacy: puddles of blood, patches of excrement, glass eyes, gold
watches, false teeth, lockets with golden curls, love letters, business
letters, condolence letters—all kinds of letters. Some came back for
the items they had lost, but most were unclaimed, and Lotario Thugut
kept them under lock and key and thought that sooner or later the
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- palace that had scen better days, with its thousands of forgotte which, therefore, confirmed the verdict of expulsion. Her
- longings, would become a museum of love, ' however, searched her room, until then an inviolate sanctuary,
“+7 The work was hard and the pay was low, but she did ity i the false bottom of her trunk he found the packets of three
What she could not endure were the sobs, the laments, the creg ears’ worth of letters hidden away with as much love as had inspired
of the bedsprings, which filled her blood with so much ardor - A ++-writing. The signature was unequivocal, but Lorenzo Daza couid
so much sorrow that by dawn she could not bear the desire to go + believe—not then, not ever-—that his daughter knew nothing about
bed with the first beggar she met on the street, with any misers r sccret lover except that he worked as a telegraph operator and that
drunk who would give her what she wanted with no pretensions ; ie loved the violin.
no questionsr The appearance of a man like Florentino Ariza, you . Certain that such an intricate relationship was understandable only
clean, and without a woman, was for her a gift from heaven, becagg with the complicity of his sister, he did not grant her the grace of an
from the first moment she realized that he was just like her: some; = sxcuse or the right of appeal, but shipped her on the schooner to San
in need of love. But he was unaware of her compelling desire. He | Juan de la Ciénaga. Fermina Daza never found relief from her last
kept his virginity for Fermina Daza, and there was no force or ar - memory of her aunt on the afternoon when she said goodbye in the
ment in this world that could turn him from his purpose. + doorway, burning with fever inside her brown habit, bony and ashen,
"That was his life, four months before the date set for formalizin and then disappeared into the drizzle in the little park, carrying all
the engagement, when Lorenzo Daza showed up at the telegraph offic “that she owned in life: her spinster’s sleeping mat and enough money
one morning at seven o’clock and asked for him, Since he had not er for a month, wrapped in a handkerchief that she clutched in her fist. As
arrived, Lorenzo Daza waited on the bench until ten minutes afte soon as she had freed herself from her father’s authority, Fermina
eight, slipping a heavy gold ring with its noble opal stone from on, . Daza began a scarch for her in the Caribbean provinces, asking for
finger to another, and as soon as Florentino Ariza came in, he recog " information from everyone who might know her, and she could not
nized him as the employee who had delivered the telegram, and h find a trace of her until almost thirty years later when she received
took him by the arm. : - gletter that had takena long time to pass through many hands, inform-
“Come with me, my boy,” he said. “You and I have to talk fo ing her that she had died in the Water of God leprosarium. Lorenzo
five minutes, man to man.” . " Daza did not foresee the ferocity with which his daughter would react
Florentino Ariza, as green as a corpse, let himsclf be led. He was to the unjust punishment of her Aunt Escoldstica, whom she had
not prepared for this meeting, because Fermina Daza had not foun: always identified with the mother she could barely remember. She
either the occasion or the means to warn him. The fact was that o locked herself in her room, refused to eat or drink, and when at last he
the previous Satur day, Sister Franca de la Luz, Superior of thi persuaded her to open the door, first with threats and then with poorly
Academy of the Presentation of the Blessed Virgin, had come into thi dissimulated pleading, he found a wounded panther who would never
class on Ideas of Cosmogony with the stealth of a serpent, and spyin be fifteen years old again. _
on the students over their shoulders, she discovered that Fermin He tried to seduce her with all kinds of flattery. He tried to make
Daza was pretending to take notes in her notebook when in realit her understand that love at her age was an illusion, he tried to convince
she was writing a love letter. According to the rules of the Academy her to send back the letters and return to the Academy and beg for-
that error was reason for expulsion. Lorenzo Daza received an urgent giveness on her knees, and he gave his word of honor that he would
summons to the rectory, where he discovered the leak through which be the first to help her find happiness with a worthy suitor. But it
his iron regime was trickling. Fermina Daza, with her innate fortitude was like talking to a corpse. Defeated, he at last lost his temper at
confessed to the error of the letter, but refused to reveal the identity lunch on Monday, and while he choked back insults and blasphernies
of her secret sweetheart and refused again before the Tribunal of th and was about to explode, she put the meat knife to her throat, without
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- dramatics but with a steady hand and eyes so aghast that he g
dare to challenge her. That was when he took the risk of talk
- fve minutes, man to man, with the accursed upstart whom he dix :
remember ever having seen, and who had come into his Jife
great sorrow. By force of habit he picked up his revolver b'ef'
went out, but he was careful to hide it under his shirt, :
' Florentino Ariza still had not recovered when Lorenzo Dy
him by the arm and steered him across the Plaza of the Cath?:jr

the arcaded gallery of the Parish Café and invited him to sit o
terrace. There were no other customers at that .

for himself: to turn his daughter into a great lady. The road
ong and uncertain for a mule trader who did not know how to
o write and whose reputation as a horse thief was not so much
aven as widespread in the province of San Juan de la Ciénaga. He
- mule driver’s cigar and lamented: “The only thing worse than
‘health is 2 bad name.” He said, however, that the real secret of
. fortune was that none of his mules worked as hard and with so
.ch determination as he did himself, even during the bitterest days
- he wars when the villages awoke in ashes and the fields in ruins.
was scrubbing the tiles in the enormon though his daughter Was never aware of the: pr‘emedltauor.l in her
dusty stained ’ . k Pped: Jestiny, lslll}e behavctled as }1lf ;he lWerf: En ethuma;uc ac;:on:phc; ihc
on the ma . . ' intelligent and methodical, to the point where she taught her
gambling :Il:;e ;:gg;}?g::ﬁ“:;i;ﬁ?:eh;filtﬁfgi: j:en [..orenzo D “;:Isaer to iad as soon as she hefr-self learned to, and at the age of
public market, while th ey shouted and areued stunans from.th twelve she had a mastery of reality that would hav:re ‘allowed .her to
standing wars that had nothing to do wi thgue about Othe{' long cun the house without the help of her Aunt Escoldstica. He sighed:
the fatality of love, he had ofion . Ith our own. CO.HSCIOUS iShe’s a mule worth her weight in gold.” When his daughter finished
) wondered how the m  primary school with highest marks in every subject and honorable
 mention at graduation, he understood that San Juan de la Ciénaga
“was too narrow for his dreams. Then he liquidated lands and animals
~ and moved with new impetus and seventy thousand gold pesos to this
ruined city and its moth-eaten glories, where a beautiful woman
" with an old-fashioned upbringing still had the possibility of being
reborn through a fortunate marriage. The sudden appearance of
" Florentino Ariza had been an unforeseen obstacle in his hard-fought
plan. “So T have come to make a request of you,” said Lorenzo Daza.
He dipped the end of his cigar in the anisette, pulled on it and drew
no smoke, then concluded in a sorrowful voice:
“Get out of our way.”
Florentino Ariza had listened to him as he sipped his anisette, and
) was so absorbed in the disclosure of Fermina Daza’s past that he did
ve a glass of anisette; not even ask himself what he was going to say when it was his turn
e .O’CIOC]{ in the morn- to speak. But when the moment arrived, he realized that anything
his need for one was he might say would compromise his destiny.
: ) . “Have you spoken to her?” he asked.
and he did so with aedghan f‘i"c minutes to say wha’; “That doesn’t concern you,” said Lorenzo Daza.
tino Ariza, When hi lsarming sincerity that con- “I ask you the question,” said Florentino Ariza, “because it secmns
+ ¥vhen his wife died he had set only one to me that she is the one who has to decide.”

hour: a black Wwo

saw him walking,
However, when

courage revived when he invited him to ha
Florentino Ariza had never had a drink at eig
ing, but he accepted with gratitude because
urgent.

Lorenzo Daza, in fact, took no mor
he had to say,
founded Floren
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“None of that,” said Lorenzo Daza. “This is a matter for me
it will be decided by men.” .

His tone had become threatening, and a customer who had just:
down at a nearby table turned to look at them. Florentino Ariza Spo
in a most tenuous voice, but with the most imperious resolution ¢
which he was capable: N

“Be that as it may, I cannot answer without knowing what g},
thinks. It would be a betrayal.”

Then Lorenzo Daza leaned back in his chair, his eyelids redden
and damp, and his left eye spun in its orbit and stayed twisted towa,
the outside. He, too, lowered his voice.

“Don’t force me to shoot you,” he said.

Florentino Ariza felt his intestines filling with cold froth. But
voice did not tremble because he felt himself illuminated by t
Holy Spirit.

“Shoot me,” he said, with his hand on his chest. “There is ng
greater glory than to die for love.” L

Lorenzo Daza had to look at him sideways, like a parrot, to see
him with his twisted eye. He did not pronounce the four words sg
much as spit them out, one by one:

“Son of a bitch!” _

That same week he took his daughrer away on the journey that
would make her forget. He gave her no explanation at all, but burst
into her bedroom, his mustache stained with fury and his chewed
cigar, and ordered her to pack. She asked him where they were going,
and he answered: “To our death.” Frightened by a response that

seemed too close to the truth, she tried to face him with the couragé
of a few days before, but he took off his belt with its hammered cop-
per buckle, twisted it around his fist, and hit the table with a blow
that resounded through the house like a rifle shot. Fermina Daza knew
very well the extent and occasion of her own strength, and so she
packed a bedroll with two straw mats and a hammock, and two Iargé_
trunks with all her clothes, certain that this was a trip from which she
would never return. Before she dressed, she locked herself in the bath-
room and wrote a brief farewell letter to Florentino Ariza on 2 sheet
torn from the pack of toilet paper, Then she cut off her entire braid
at the nape of her neck with cuticle scissors, rolled it inside a velvet
box embroidered with gold thread, and sent it along with the lette

20

Love in the Time of Cholera.

jc was a demented trip. The first stage along the ridges of the
- Nevada, riding muleback in a caravan of Andean mule drivers,
ed eleven days, during which time they were stupefied by the

- ked sun or drenched by the horizontal October rains and alr?aost
: :lwaYS petrified by the numbing vapors rising from the precipices.

- the third day a mule maddened by gadflies fell into a ravine with

ifs rider, dragging along the entire line, and the screams of the man
.ﬂnd his pack of seven animals tied to one another contmued‘to rebound
Ealo[}g the cliffs and gullies for several hours after the disaster, a.nd
continued to resound for years and years in the memory of Fermn.la
'Daza. All her baggage plunged over the side with the mules, but in

the centuries-long instant of the fall until the scream of terror was
extinguished at the bottom, she did not think of the poor dead mule
driver or his mangled pack but of how unfortunate it was that the
mule she was riding had not been tied to the others as well.

1t was the first time she had ever ridden, but the terror and un-
speakable privations of the trip would not have seemed so bitter to
her if it had not been for the certainty that she would never see
Florentino Ariza again or have the consolation of his letters. She had
not said 2 word to her father since the beginning of the trip, and he
was so confounded that he hardly spoke to her even when it was an
absolute necessity to do so, or he sent the mule drivers to hc?r wiith
messages. When their luck was good they found some roadside inn
that served rustic food which she refused to eat, and rented them
canvas cots stained with rancid perspiration and urine. But more often
they spent the night in Indian settlements, in open-air public dormi-
tories built at the side of the road, with their rows of wooden poles
and roofs of bitter palm where every passerby had the right to stay
until dawn. Fermina Daza could not sleep through a single night as
she sweated in fear and listened in the darkness to the coming and
going of silent travelers who tied their animals to the poles and
hung their hammocks where they could.

At nightfall, when the first travelers would arrive, the place was
uncrowded and peaceful, but by dawn it had been transformed into
a fairground, with 2 mass of hammocks hanging at different levels
and Aruac Indians from the mountains sleeping on their haunches,
with the raging of the tethered goats, and the uproar of the fighting
cocks in their pharaonic crates, and the panting silence of the moun-




GaBrIEL GaAarcia Mirouez E S Love in the Time of Cholera : S By

tain dogs, who had been taught not to bark because of the dayg own to the accompaniment of exploding fireworks. The house was
of war. Those privations were familiar to Lorenzo Daza, whg +he Grand Plaza, next to the colonial church that had been re-
trafficked through the region for half his life and almost alwayg aired several times, and it seemed more like the main house on a
up with old friends at dawn. For his daughter it was perpetual agg ciende because of its large, somber rooms and its gaﬂery _that faced
The stench of the loads of salted catfish added to the loss of ap 4 orchard of fruit trees and smelled of hot sugarcane juice.
caused by her grief, and eventually destroyed her habit of eq . No sooner had they dismounted in the stables than the reception
and if she did not go mad with despair it was because she aiways f ooms were overflowing with numerous unknown relatives whose
relief in the memory of Florentino Ariza, She did not doubt that " gnbearable effusiveness was a scourge to Fermina Daza, for she was
was the land of forgetting. incapable of ever loving anyone else in this world, she suffered from
Another constant terror was the war. Since the start of the-]o- sddle burn, she was dying of fatigue and loose.bowels, and all she
ney there had been talk of the danger of running into scattered patr “longed for was a solitary and quict place to cry. Her cousin Hilde-
and the mule drivers had instructed them in the various ways ‘pranda Sanchez, two years older than she and with the same imperial
recognizing the two sides so that they could act accordingly. The haughtiness, was the only one who understood her condition as soon
often encountered squads of mounted soldiers under the comma 45 she saw her, because she, too, was being consumed in the fiery coals
of an officer, who rounded up new recruits by roping them as if they of reckless love. When it grew dark she took her to the bedroom
were cattle on the hoof. Overwhelmed by so many horrors, Fermin that she had prepared to share with her, and seeing the burning ulcers
Daza had forgotten about the one that seemed more legendary thapy on her buttocks, she could not believe that she still lived. With the
mmminent, until one night when 2 patrol of unknown affiliation cap help of her mother, a very sweet woman who looked as much like her
tured two travelers from the caravan and hanged them from a campan husband as if they were twins, she prepared a bath for her and cooled
tree half a league from the sertlement. Lorenzo Daza did not eve the burning with arnica compresses, while the thunder from the gun-
know thermn, but he had them taken down and he gave them a Chﬁs - powder castle shook the foundations of the house.
tian burial in thanksgiving for not having met a similar fate, And h At midnight the visitors left, the public fiesta scattered into
had reason: the assailants had awakened him with a rifle in his stomach, | smoldering embers, and Cousin Hildebranda lent Fermina Daza a
and a commander in rags, his face smeared with charcoal, had shon - madapollam nightgown and helped her to lie down in 2 bed with
a light on him and asked him if he was Liberal or Conservative, smooth sheets and feather pillows, and without warning she was filled
“Neither one or the other,” said Lorenzo Daza. “I am a Spanis * with the instantaneous panic of happiness. When at last they were
subject.” : alone in the bedroom, Cousin Hildebranda bolted the door with a
“What luck!” said the commander, and he left with his han crossbar and from under the straw matting of her bed took out a
raised in a salute. “Long live the King!” i manila envelope sealed in wax with the emblem of the national tele-
Two days later they descended to the luminous plain where th graph. It was enough for Fermina Daza to see her cousin’s expression
joyful town of Valledupar was located. There were cockfights in th of radiant malice for the pensive scent of white gardenias to grow
patios, accordion music on the street corners, riders on thorough again in her heart’s memory, and then she tore the red sealing wax
bred horses, rockets and bells, A pyrotechnical castle was bein, with her tecth and drenched the eleven forbidden telegrams in 2
assembled. Fermina Daza did not even notice the festivities. They shower of tears until dawn.
stayed in the home of Uncle Lisimaco Sinchez, her mother’s brother Then he knew. Before starting out on the journey, Lorenzo Daza
who had come out to receive them on the King’s Highway at th had made the mistake of telegraphing the news to his brother-in-law
head of 2 noisy troop of young relatives riding the best-bred horses Lisimaco Sinchez, and he in turn had sent the news to his vast and
in the entire province, and they were led through the streets of th intricate network of kinfolk in numerous towns and villages through-

t
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‘ . | i they continued their
out the province. So that Florentino Ariza not only learned th frer their prolonged stay in Valledupar they
plete itinerary but also established an extensive brotherks o

hrough the foothils of the mountains, crosing flowering
mr . in he villages they were re-
telegraph operators who would follow the trail of Fe JZZVS and dreamhke. mesas, and l_rtlharlrlmtSiz :nd fgireworks and new
the last sertlement in Cabo de la Vela, This allowed him to mqy -4 as they had been1n the first, w1
intensive communications with her from the time of g

7 ther that in this fertile
journey in Riohacha, a year and a2 half later, when Lorenzg - lledupar had not been unusual, btllitver: B s holday,
took it for granted that his dau -fo'vince every day of the week was

i d the
- isitors slept wherever they happened to be at mghtfa}lllc,) s?es Wit};
..h_e Vi ver they happened to be hungry, for these were wses wih
- wt;erers where there was always a hammock hangng datr}la fa bree
P f:w ,simmering on the stove in case guests arr;ve eth(;r o
e i i ival, as was almost aiways .
: uncing their arrival, . :
| glﬁgrablgna;angénchei accompanied her cousu;l fﬁr the ;edmil:i;ef
: idi ith j irit through the tangle -
: i ding her with joyful spint € he :
'tt}e mf,hge:l bit:)id to the very source of her origins. ier}mlilahgsa;?
. e first time, she fe
traveling, trading his unbroken mules in a business that seem earned about herself, she felt free for the firs

ir of liberty, which
too simple to be honest. Lorenzo Daza played for high stakes, b | pefriended and prote(fted, her lungs_é“:l Olfvzheh?r h:r final )):ears she
cause his sweetheart was the darling of a typical family of the region; restored her tranquilht.y and her. Wlh 0 rvel;Se lucidity of nostalga,
an intricate tribe of wild women and softhearted men who were would still recall the trip that, \‘vith the pe
obsessed to the point of dementia with their sense of honor. Fermina became more and more recent in her meﬂ:lo?' walk stunned by the
Sanchez, however, settled on her desire with the blind determination One night she came back from hermm‘{ithout love, but despite
of love when it is opposed, and she married him despite her family, : revelation that one could be happy not o Ze of her cousins had sur-
with so much speed and so much secrecy that it seemed as if she had it. ‘The revelation alarmed her,. beca}iieforenzo Daza, who had sug-
done so not for love but to cover over with a sacramental cloak some prised her parents in con.versatlon wit £ his danghter to the only
premature mistake. i ested the idea of arranging the marr}agi\zo ote. Fermina Daza knew
Twenty-five years later, Lorenzo Daza did not realize that his heir to the fabulous fortune (?f C-leofas 105:8 -imuetting his perfect
intransigence in his daughter’s love affair was a vicious repetition who he was. She had seen .hlm in the p aZd ,0 Enaments ° ed for the
of his own past, and he complained of his misfortune to the same horses with trappings so rich they Seen;le had a dreamer’s eyclashes
in-laws who had opposed him, as they had complained in their day Mass, and he was elegant a.nd deve; - ared him to her memory
to their own kin, Still, the time he spent in lamentation was time that could make the stones §1gh, bu-t she c?mpunder the almond trees
his daughter gained for her love affair. So that while he went about of poor emaciated Florentino Anfza s1tt;n§n bis tap, and he did not
castrating calves and taming mules on the- prosperous lands of his " in the little park, with the book o ECI‘S; o
in-laws, she was free to spend time with a troop of female cousins find even the shadow of a doubt’m er he c.lelirious with hope after
under the command of Hildebranda Sianchez, the most beautiful and In those days Hildebranda San.chez Wﬁ::Se had astonished her, Dis-
obliging of them all, whose hopeless passion for a married man, a visiting a fortune-tciler. whos.)e clalFl'VOYiﬂ;la Daza also went to consult
father who was twenty years older than she, had to be satisfied with mayed by her father’s.mtenuons, ermb e in her future to a long
furtive glances. with her. The cards said there was no obsta

rmina Dy,
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an - - - N
: d happi marriage, and that prediction gave her back her cg
. .
ancause she could not conceive of such a fortunate destin i
assy madn other than the one she loved. Exalted by that certain}tr
nm .
eson ed comm-and of her fate. That was how the telegraphicy , sh
t:.mp n ;niclze with Florentino Ariza stopped being 2 concerto of i e
ns an i N
flons and Iuso;y promises and became methodical and practical p
i '
o Iiveense ; an ever. They set dates, established means pled'a'n'
L] » ?
i 5 t}(ln their mutual determination to marry without consultj;
a };0:1116, wherever and however they could, as soon as they wm
thgt ther a_ga;n. Fermina Daza considered this commitment so binder
e . . l
act innﬁ.{ t her fat};e; gave her permission to attend her first adl'r:
e town of Fonseca, she did ink i '
. \ id not think it was d
dan ecent
scc S}?t wxltlhoult t}l:e consent of her flancé, Florentino Ariza was in tl:
tent hotel that night, playi 1
, playing cards with Lotario Th .
ugut :
he v;ras told he had an urgent telegram on the line Bt whe
: .
thmugv};;a:ethe Felegrap: operator from Fonseca, who had keyed in:
ven mtermediate stations s i |
gh o that Fermina Daz
. a could as
fhc “:SSIOB to 'attend the dance. When she obtained it howcverk :
- - > 3
Pmofish ntoF sz;tlsﬁed with the simple affirmative answer but asked fo;'
at in fact it was Florentino Ari i
riza operating the tel
at the other end of che Ii ; T e
e line. More astonished ¢
. : than flattered, h
: che ‘ red, he com-
Ig)odde:n l;dent}fymg phrase: Tell ber that 1 swear by tbe, crowned
s. Fermina Daza recopniz
ed the password
godtee YT : g password and stayed at her -
nce unti] seven in the morni
! : ning, when she had h '
in a rush in order not to b , e It
e late for Mass. By then she h:
o relgremme o o . By then she had more letters
e bottom of her trunk
than her father had
away from her, and she h ot
ad learned to behave wi i
| th the air of
ried woman. Lorenz i ha * manmer
. 0 Daza interpreted th i
. ese changes in h
as proof that distance i ’ enile fan.
and time had cured h ] ile f:
] er of her 1
tasies, but he never s Bl
poke to her about his plans fo
: . : the arranged
riage. Their relations h i : y erve dhat
ad become fluid withi
! thin the formal
noee oponcd + ; mal reserve that
since the expulsion of A dsti
unt Fscoldsti i
allowed them such s
a comfortable modus vi i '
‘ ivendi that no
hav; doubted that it was based on affection ene would
t W - . - Q' .
o 1'Em:as aft I:%ns time t-:hat Florentino Ariza decided to tell her in
salloon ;s 0 h is ;ietermmat]on to salvage the treasure of the sunken
or her, It was true, and it h i
galleon 2 ad come to him i
A : in a flash of
spiration one sunlit afternoon when the sea seemed paved with

3[umimi

they

hu
had been prohibited by
be 4 common practice among

;t was replaced by d
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n because of the numbers of fish brought to the surface by
“Jlein, All the birds of the air were in an uproar because of the
oI, and the fishermen had to drive them away with their oars so
would not have to fight with them for the fruits of that pro-
1ited miracle. The use of the mullein plant to put the fish to sleep
“law since colonial times, but it continued to
the fishermen of the Caribbean until
ynamite. One of Florentino Ariza’s pastimes
during Fermina Daza’s journey was to watch from the jetties as the
fishermen loaded their canoes with enormous nets filied with sleeping
fsh. At the same time, 2 gang of boys who swam like sharks asked
curious bystanders to toss coins into the water so they could dive
to the bottom for them. They were the same boys who swam out
to meet the ocean liners for that purpose, and whose skill in the art
of diving had been the subject of so many tourist accounts written
in the United States and Europe. Florentino Ariza had always known
about them, even before he knew about love, but it had never oc-
curred to him that perhaps they might be able to bring up the
forrune from the galleon. It occurred to him that afternoon, and
from the following Sunday until Fermina Daza’s return almost a
car later, he had an additional motive for delirium.

After talking to him for only ten minutes, Euclides, one of the
boy swimmers, became as excited as he was at the idea of an under-
water exploration. Florentino Ariza did not reveal the whole truth
of the enterprise, but he informed himself thoroughly regarding his
sbilities as a diver and navigator. He asked him if he could descend
without air to a depth of twenty meters, and Fuclides told him yes.
He asked him if he was prepared to sail a fisherman’s canoe by himself
in the open sea in the middle of a storm with no instruments other

than his instinct, and Euclides told him yes. He asked him if he could

find a speciﬁc spot sixteen nautical miles to the northwest of the

largest island in the Sotavento Archipelago, and Euclides told bim
yes. He asked him if he was capable of navigating by the stars at
night, and Euclides told him yes. He asked him if he was prepared
to do so for the same wages the fishermen paid him for helping them
to fish, and Euclides told him yes, but with an additional five reales
on Sundays. He asked him if he knew how to defend himself against
sharks, and Euclides told him yes, for he had magic tricks to frighten
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" them away. He asked him if he was able to keep a secret e it of its fortune: three hundred trunks of silver from Peru and
they put him in the torture chambers of the Inquisition, and Ey and one hundred cen trunks of pearls B wad coied

: : a0z, . i i
told him yes, in fact he did not say no to anything, and he"j; +the istand of Contadora. During the long month it had remained
how to say yes with so much conviction that there was &

.re, the days and nights had been devoted to popular fiestas, and

; no way i -
doul.)t him, Then the boy reckoned expenses: renting the V‘;ZY the rest of the treasure intended to save the ngdo‘m of Spain Hom
renting the canoe paddle, renting fishing equipment o chas no'? poverey had been taken aboard: one hundred sixteen trunks of

would suspect the truth behind their incursions. It was also necess emeralds from Muzo and Somondoco and ticty 108 Eresupply
to take along food, a demijohn of fresh water, an ol lam aess - The Terra Firma fleet was composed of no less than twelve supply
of tallow candles, and a hunter’s horn to call, for hel irI:,c P hips of varying sizes, and it set sail from this port traveling in a
emergency. P e ftsogvoy with a French squadron that was heavily armed but still
Euclides was about twelve years old, and he was fast and cl." ‘* | fﬂcapabie of protecting the expedition from the accurate cannon shot
and an incessant talker, with an cel’s body that could slither throw"e of the Fnglish squadron under e e v e by,
a bull’s-eye. The weather had tanned his skin to such a degree thu " qaited for it in the Sotavento Archipelago, at the entrance to the bay.
was impossible to imagine his original color, and this made hisaltj.‘l So the San José was not the only sunken vessel, although there was
yellow eyes seem more radiant. Florentino Ariza decided on the s b po reliable documented record of how many had succumbed arfd
that he was the perfect companion for an adventure of such ma X how many had managed to escape the English fire. What was certain
tude, and they embarked without further delay the following Sund? was that the flagship had becn among he e e
| They sailed out of the fishermen’s port at dawn, well prOVisione{i entire crew and the commander standing straight on the quarterdeck,
and better disposed, Euclides almost naked, with only the loincloth  and that she alone carried most of the carge
that he always wore, and Florentino Ariza with his frock coat, his ' Florentino Ariza had learned the fout® B ad 4 fmm. e
tenebrous hat, his patent-leather boots, the poet’s bow at his n,eck- navigation charts of the period, and he houg e o
and a book to pass the time during the crossing to the islands. From the site of the shipwreck. They left the bay between the two fortresses
the very first Sunday he realized that Euclides was as good 2 navi ator of Boca Chica, and after four hours of sailing they entered the interior
as he was a diver, and that he had astonishing knowledge bfg the ill waters of the archipelago in whose coral depths they could pick
character of the sea and the debris in the bay. He could recount in up sleeping lobsters with their hands. The air was so soft ai.ld the
the most unexpected detail the history of each rusting hulk of 2 sea 5o calm and clear that Florentino A o omace, w hours
boat, he knew the age of each buoy, the origin of every piece of  eflection in the water. At the far end of (h® e o R
rubbish, the number of links in the chain with which the Spaniards from the largest iland, was the sice of the shipwcek
closed off the entrance of the bay. Fearing that he might also know Suffocating in his formal clothes e e 1o dive 10 3
the real purpose of his expedition, Florentino Ariza asked him sly tino Aviza indicated to Euclides that he shou d & 2 i End
questions and in this way realized that Fuclides did not have the depth of twenty meters and bring back g g beow
slightest suspicion about the sunken galleon. _ the bottom. The water was so clear that he saw him moving. below
‘Ever since he had first heard the story of the treasure in the like a tarnished shark among the blue ones that crossed his pach
traH_Slent hotel, Florentino Ariza had learned all he could about the without touching him. Then he sew bl dppe v any
ha‘bxts of galleons. He learned that the Suz José was. not the onl coral, and just when he thought that he could not possibly have any
Sl'flp in the coral depths. It was, in fact, the flagship of the Terrz * more air in his lungs, he heard his voice at his back. Euclides was
Firma fleet, and had arrived here after May 1708, having sailed from ~ standing on the bottom, with his arms raised and the water up t0 .hls
the legendary fair of Portobello in Panama where it had taken on waist. And so they continued exploring deeper sites, always moving
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tou‘r‘ard the north, sailing over the indifferent manta ray

squid, the rosebushes in the shadows, until Fuclides ¢

they were wasting their time. '
11 b} )

) If you d‘on t tell me what you want me to find, T don’t ki

ow I am going to find it,” he said. ' :

5, thﬁ'

s h Y had sunk along with their own space and time, so that they
ude

ore-still illumined by the same eleven o’clock sun that was shining
‘Garurday, June g, when they went down. Choking on the driving.
force of his imagination, he said that the easiest one to distinguish was
But he did not tell him. ‘Then Eucli ' Jlleon Sam José, for its name could be seen on the poop in gold
( ‘ . I . the § ’
take off his cloth ; . u.c ides p roP o_sed. to him thae - rers. bat it was also the ship most damaged by English artillery. He
es and dive with him, even if it was" alv ¢ Jetters, P g y s Y
that other sky below the world, the coral depth AS oD to. «id be had seen an octopus inside, more than three centuries old,
A_riza always said that God had n,lade the sea rzpltosic }2: : hFloren whose tentacles emerged through the openings in the cannon and
window, and he had never learned to swim. A sh t ;‘?ug who had grown to such a size in the dining room that one would
the afternoon grew cloudy and the air turne('i 1d ore while la nave to destroy the ship to free him. He said he had seen the body
it grew dark with so little warning that they h go and damp, “of the commander, dressed for battle and floating sideways inside
lighthouse to find the port. Before ghe ente?;d ah t; navigate by the aquarium of the forecastle, and that if he had not dived down
white ocean liner from France PHSS}:: d ver tl ¢ bay, the enormoy to the hold with all its treasure, it was because he did not have enough
lights blazing as it trailed a wake of tend y close to them, all: sir in his langs. There were the proofs: an emerald earring and a
They wasted three Sunda)fsoint etrllﬁsré:W ang bf;llled cauliﬂowe;- medal of the Virgin, the chain corroded by salt.
continued to waste them all if Florentno K;—: arlh 'iiey Wmﬂ-d hay That was when Florentino Ariza first mentioned the treasure to
share his secret with Euclides, who the d.za ad not d_f:mdr:d-:_- Fermina Daza in a letter he sent to Fonseca a short while before her
plan, and they sailed along the,old Channrllmfo Lﬁed the entire searc return. The history of the sunken galleon was familiar to her be-
twenty nautical leagues to the east of he Ot the galleo-ns, more tha cause she had heard it many times from Lorenzo Daza, who had lost
decided on. Less than two l‘nonthsohz:de S(i(:et }t:lorel;tmo Ariza 3-1a_ both time and money trying to convince a company of German
afternoon out ar sea, Euclides spent consfj erabl yt.w 63’ one rain divers to join with him in salvaging the sunken treasure. He would
bottom and the canoce drifted so much that h t;l P own on th have persevered in the enterprise if several members of the Academy
half an hour to reach it because Florentinaor A; “ mI;WIm alm9§ of History had not convinced him that the legend of the ship-
closer to him. When at last he climbed on boardzz o Tor Tow | wrecked galleon had been invented by some brigand of a viceroy to
of woman’s jewelry out of his mouth and di » he took two pieces hide his theft of the treasures of the Crown. In any case, Fermina
were the prize for his perseverance nd displayed them as if they Daza knew that the galleon lay beyond the reach of any human
What he recounted th T . being, at a depth of two hundred meters, not the twenty claimed b
promised himself tﬂa‘z , :VT;:ESIZZ :ficmau'ng that P"lorentmo Ariza Florintino All'niza. But she was so accustomed to his p();etic excessgg
water as possible just so he could see it(:) ‘va;zn h";nfl dive as far under that she celebrated the adventure of the galleon as one of his most
that in that spot, only eighteen meters down tshOWH eyes. He said successful, Still, when she continued to receive other letters with still
old sailing ships lying among the coral reef s e S0 e more fantastic details, written with as much seriousness as his promises
to even calculate che numbergand h . reels that it was jmpossible of love, she had to confess to Hildebranda Sinchez her fear that her
an area that you could not s;:e to Fchzy W; refspread dver 59 extensive bedazzled sweetheart must have lost his mind.
most surprising thing was that none o:;nth: Dlt:;em' PII: said thf*t th;_ : During this time Euclides had surfaced with so many proofs of
bay was in such good condition as the sunken :ercl ; ;ﬂoat_m th¢ his tale that it was no longer a question of playing with earrings and
there were several caravelles with their sai cesels, He said that rings scattered amid the coral but of financing a major enterprise
the sunken ships were visible even on t;”-' saﬂs sul ach and th?t to salvage the fifty ships with their cargo of Babylonian treasure.
¢ bottom, for it seemed 2 if Then what had to happen sooner or later happened: Florentino Ariza
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asked his mother for help in bringing his adventure to a suce
conclusion. All she had to do was bite the metal settings and lbo'k’
the gems made of glass against the light to realize that someone
taking advantage of her son’s innocence. Euclides went down g
knees and swore to Florentino Ariza that he had done nothing wr ng
but he was not seen the following Sunday in the fishermen’s port
anywhere else ever again. '

The only thing Florentino Ariza salvaged from that disaster y
the loving shelter of the lighthouse. He had gone there in Euclid
canoe one night when a storm at sea took them by surprise, ap
from that time on he would go there in the afternoons to tall';
the lighthouse keeper about the innumerable marvels on Jand g
water that the keeper had knowledge of. It was the beginning of
friendship that survived the many changes in the world, F lorenting
Ariza learned to feed the fire, first with loads of wood and they
with large earthen jars of oil, before electrical energy came to ys,
He learned to direct the light and augment it with mirrors, and on
several occasions, when the lighthouse keeper could not do so, ke
stayed to keep watch over the night at sea from the tower, He
learned to know the ships by their voices, by the size of their lights
on the horizon, and to sense that something of them came back o
him in the flashing beacon of the lighthouse. '

During the day, above all on Sundays, there was another kind of
pleasure. In the District of the Viceroys, where the wealthy people
of the old city lived, the women’s beaches were separated from those
of the men by a plaster wall: one lay to the right and the other to.
the left of the lighthouse. And so the lighthouse keeper installed a
spyglass through which one could contemplate the women’s beach
by paying a centavo. Without knowing they were being observed,’
the young society Iadies displayed themselves to the best of their
ability in ruffled bathing suits and slippers and hats that hid their’
bodies almost as much as their street clothes did and were less attrac-
tive besides. Their mothers, sitting out in the sun in wicker rocking
chairs, wearing the same dresses, the same feathered hats, and holding
the same organdy parasols as they had at High Mass, watched over
them from the shore, for fear the men from the neighboring beaches
would seduce their daughters under the water. The reality was that
one could not see anything more, or anything more exciting, through -
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Jass than one could see on the street, but there were many

- e ho came every Sunday to wrangle over the telescope for
1?ﬂntlslr:jdelight of tasting the insipid forbidden fruits of the walled
h:apthat was denied them. NP
Florentino Ariza was one of them, more from oredom an fo
re, but it was not because of that additional attraction that he
iia:;e ,a good friend of the lighthouse keeper. The real reason was

hat after Fermina Daza rejected him, when he contrac_ted the. fever
:tfa any disparate loves in his effort to replace her, it was in the
:; hr?house and nowhere ¢lse that he lived his happiest hours and flounc;
"tfe best consolation for his misfortunes. It was the place he love

h so that for vears he tried to convince his mother, and
;:f::’;iz Ilnjl;i:le Leo XII, t):) help him buy it. For in those_days the
lighthouses in the Caribbean were private prop.erty, and thezrhownii;s
chargéd ships according to their size for the right to enter the poké
Florentino Ariza thought that it was t.he only honorab.le wa); to ma ¢
a profit out of poetry, but neither his mother nor l'LlS‘ unc ; agree
with him, and by the time he had the resources to do it on his own,
the lighthouses had become the p.roper.ty of the state. -
None of these dreams was in vain, however. The ta e o the
galleon and the novelty of the lighthouse helped to allewatfa the
sbsence of Fermina Daza, and then, when he least expected it, he
received the news of her return, And in fact, after a prolonged stay
in Riohacha, Lorenzo Daza had decided to come home. It was n;)t
the most benign season on the ocean, due to the Decembel: lirahe
winds, and the historic schooner, the only one :chat would r;ls t i
crossing, might find itself blown by a contrary wind ba-ck to the por
where it had started. And that is what happened. Fermfna Dazat stlnt
an agonized night vomiting bile, strapped to heF bunk in a cabin that
resembled a tavern latrine not only because of its oppressive narrow-
ness but also because of the pestilential stench and the h.eat. The
motion was so strong that she had the impression several timgsfthat
the straps on the bed would fly apart; on t})e deck- she hear r;gr
ments of shouted lamentations that sounded like 2 shlpwrec!t(, and- er
father’s tigerish snoring in the next bunk added yet another ingredient
to her terror. For the fitst time in almost three years she spent at;
entire night awake without thinking for even one rnomel'lt }3
Florentino Ariza, while he, on the other hand, lay sleepless in his
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hammock in the back room, counting the eternal minutes one b
until her return. At dawn the wind suddenly died down ;‘; i
sea grew calm, and Fermina Daza realized that she had sle tg
her devastating seasickness, because the noise of the anchir ei]
awakened. her. Then she loosened the straps and went to th‘ec =
hole, hoping to see Florentino Ariza in the tumult of the orP
all she saw were the customs sheds among the palm' trees Pildt:{”
the first rays of the sun and the rotting boards of the doci i ; ;
hacha, where the schooner had set sail the night before, "R
The rest of the day was like a hallucination: she was in the s
house where she had been until yesterday, receiving the same vis'a
W!‘l() had said goodbye to her, talking about the same things ltlt))r_s
wildered by the impression that she was reliving a piece of gf;'
had already lived. It was such a faithful repetition that Fermina Ds"
trembled at the thought that the schooner trip would be a re etitia
too, for the mere memory of it terrified her. However tIiale 00_
other possible means of returning home was two weeks on, mulebsll1
over t.he mo.lmtains in circumstances even more dangerous than t;e“
first time, since a new civil war that had begun in the Andean
state of Cal}ca was spreading throughout the Caribbean province
And so at eight o'clock that night she was once again accompanie
to the port by the same troop of noisy relatives shedding the same
tears of farewell and with the same jumble of last-minute gifts an '.
packs'lges that did not fit in the cabins. When it was time to sail, th
men in the family saluted the schooner with a volley of shots ’ﬁred
into the air, and Lorenzo Daza responded from the deck with fiv .
sthts from his revolver. Fermina Daza’s fears dissipated because the:
wind was favorable all night, and there was a scent of flowers at
sea that helped her to sleep soundly without the safety straps. She
dreamed that she was seeing Florentino Ariza again, and th;;t he:
_took off the face that she had always seen on him b:ecause in fact
1t was a mask, but his real face was identical to the false one. She got’
up very early, intrigued by the enigma of the dream, and she found:
her fa.ther drinking mountain coffee with brandy in the captain’s
b:_ar, his eye twisted by alcohol, but he did not show the slightest
hint of uncertainty regarding their return,
They were coming into port. The schooner slipped in silence
through the labyrinth of sailing ships anchored in the cove of the-

the ¢

é;ieven

“to ab
" o'clock, after they had waited in vain for the rain to stop, a black

" srevedore in water up to his waist received Fermina Daza at the rail of
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o market whose stench could be smelled several leagues out to
and the dawn was saturated by a steady drizzle that soon broke
-4 full-fledged downpour. Standing watch on the balcony of
elegraph office, Florentino Ariza recognized the schooner, its
disheartened by the-rain, as it crossed Las Animas Bay and
4chored at the market pier. The morning before, he had waited until
o’clock, when he learned through a casual telegram of the
ontrary winds that had delayed the schooner, and on this day he

-

had returned to his vigil at four o’clock in the morning. He con-
tinued to wait, not taking his eyes off the launch that carried ashore
the few passengers who had decided to disembark despite the storm.
Halfway across, the launch ran aground, and most of them had

andon ship and splash through the mud to the pier. At eight

the schooner and carried her ashore in his arms, but she was so
drenched that Florentino Ariza did not recognize her.

She herself was not aware of how much she had matured during
the trip until she walked into her closed house and at once undertook

the heroic task of making it livable again with the help of Gala
' Placidia, the black servant who came back from her old slave quarters

a5 soon as she was told of their return. Fermina Daza was no longer
the only child, both spoiled and tyrannized by her father, but the

lady and mistress of an empire of dust and cobwebs that could be

saved only by the strength of invincible love. She was not intimi-
dated because she felt herself inspired by an exalted courage that
would have enabled her to move the world. The very night of their
return, while they were having hot chocolate and crullers at the large
kitchen table, her father delegated to her the authority to run the
house, and he did so with as much formality as if it were a sacred rite.

“I turn over to you the keys to your life,” he said.

She, with all of her seventeen years behind her, accepted with a
firm hand, conscious that every inch of liberty she won was for the
sake of love. The next day, after 2 night of bad dreams, she suffered
her first sense of displeasure at being home when she opened the
balcony window and saw again the sad drizzle in the litde park,
the statue of the decapitated hero, the marble bench where Florentino
Ariza used to sit with his book of verses. She no longer thought of




* him as the impossible sweetheart bur as the certain husband to wh,
she belonged heart and soul. She felt the heavy weight of the time ¢
had lost while she was away, she felt how hard it was to be alive
how much love she was going to need to love her man as Go
demanded. She was surprised that he was not in the lirtle park, as i
had been so many times despite the rain, and that she had received p
sign of any kind from him, not even a premonition, and she wy
shaken by the sudden idea that he had died. But she put aside the ev;
thought at once, for in the recent frenzy of telegrams regarding h
imminent return they had forgotten to agree on a way to conting
communicating once she was home. .

The truth is that Florentino Ariza was sure she had not returned
~untid the telegraph operator in Riohacha confirmed that they ha
embarked on Friday aboard the very same schooner that did pg
arrive the day before because of contrary winds, so that during th
weekend he watched for any sign of life in her house, and at dus
on Monday he saw through the windows a light that moved throug
the house and was extinguished, a little after nine, in the bedroom
with the balcony. He did not sleep, victim to the same fearful .
nausea that had disturbed his first nights of love, Trénsito Ariza aros
with the first roosters, alarmed that her son had gone out to the:

‘patio at midnight and had not yet come back inside, and she did not

find him in the house. He had gone to wander along the jetties
reciting love poetry into the wind and crying with joy until daybreak
At eight o’clock he was sitting under the arches of the Parish Café
delirious with fatigue, trying to think of how to send his welcome
to Fermina Daza, when he felt himself shaken by a seismic tremor :
that tore his heart,

It was she, crossing the Plaza of the Cathedral, accompanied by .

Gala Placidia who was carrying the baskets for their marketing, and.

for the first time she was not wearing her school uniform. She was -

taller than when she had left, more polished and intense, her beauty -
purified by the restraint of maturity. Her braid had grown in, but
instead of letting it hang down her back she wore it twisted over her

left shoulder, and that simple change had erased al girlish traces -
from her. Florentino Ariza sat bedazzled until the child of his vision -
had crossed the plaza, looking to neither the left nor the right. But
then the same irresistible power that had paralyzed him obliged him'

oy 2 .
t'oas lost in the deafening noise of the market’s rough cobblestones.
W
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fter her when she turned the corner of the Cathedral and -

‘He followed her without letting himself be seen, watching the

i f the being

inary gestures, the grace, the premature ma.tunty o} :
: Erdllsjezi rgost in the world and whom he was seeirig for. the ﬁr.st time
'eher natural state. He was amazed by the ﬁuidlty- \fmh which.she
gade her way through the crowd. While Gala Placidia bumped into

cople and became entangled in her baskets and had to run to keep

: with her, she navigated the disorder of the street in her own time
: u - - -
a[il)d spabe, not colliding with anyone, like a bat in the darkness.

She had often been to the market with her Auxit Escoléstica},l but
they made only minor purchases, since her ‘father ii1mseif tooil:c cdali;gi
of provisioning the household, not o_nly with furniture :a.ndf ooh u
even with women’s clothing. So this ﬁi'st excursion was for her a
fascinating adventure idealized n he.r girlhood dreams. )
She paid no attention to the urgings of the snake charmeés who
offered her a syrup for eternal love, or to the pleas of the egg?rs
lying in doorways with their running sores, or to the false In :ian
who tried to sell her a trained ailigator. Sile mzide a long and de-
tailed tour with no planned itinerary, stopping with no other motive
than her unhurried delight in the spirit of things. She entered eveli;y
doorway where there was something fo'r sale, .and every“'fhere she
found something that increased her desire to live. She relished t 1(;
aroma of vetiver in the cloth in the great chests, she wrapped herse
in embossed silks, she 'Iaughed at her own laughter.whe.n sf_ie saw
herself in the full-length mirror in The Golden Wire di_sguised.as
a woman from Madrid, with a comb in her hair and a fan pamte:d with
flowers. In the store that sold imported foods Si:le llft.ed the lid of a
barrel of pickled herring that reminded her of mgi:.ts in the northe;ls;
when she was a very little girl in San ]ua‘n de la Ciénaga. She sampfe
an Alicante sausage that tasted of iicorice, and she boughF tw? 0;
Saturday's breakfast, as well as some slices of cod and a jar c; re
currants in aguardiente. In the spice shop she crushed leaves o sag;
and oregano in the palms of her hands for the pure pleasure o
smelling them, and bought a handful of cloves, another of star am.Sc;;
and one each of ginger root and juniper, and she walked away with
tears of laughter in her eyes because the smell of‘the cayenne pepper
made her sneeze so much. In the French cosmetics shop, as she was
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buying Reuter soaps and balsam water, they put a touch ..o for a poor man’s fee to write all kinds of documents:
latest perfume from Paris behind her ear and gave her a breath 1u0§anda of complaints or petition, legal testimony, cards of
to use after smoking, e em':ramlation or condolence, love letters appropriate to any stage

e e buying, it is true, but what she really neéd‘e nn affair. They, of course, were not the ones who had given that
bo.ughr without hesitation, with an authority that allowed no ¢ - dering market its bad reputation but more recent peddlers who
think that she was doing so for the first time, for she was conge; ?huge illegal sales of all kinds of questionable merchandise smuggled
that she was buying not only for herself but for him & {naon European ships, from obscene postcards and aphrodisiac oint-

.ieﬂfs to the famous Catalonian condoms w‘ith iguana crests -thfxt

guttered when circumstances required or with flowers at the tip

i that would open their petals at the will of the user. Fermina Daza,
of love. She asked for discounts and she got them, she argued ; omewhat unskilled in the customs of the street, went through the
grace and dignity until she obtained the best, and she paid wi : i&rcade without noticing where she was going as she searched for a
pieces of gold that the shopkeepers tested for the sheer pleasur, hady refuge from the fierce eleven o'clock sun.
of hearing them sing against the marble counters. : S Sslie sank into the hot clamor of the shoeshine boys and the bird
Florentino Ariza spied on her in astonishinent, he pursued .'h' * gellers, the hawkers of cheap books and the witch doctors and the
breathlessly, he tripped several times over the baskets of the ma sellers, of sweets who shouted over the din of the crowd: pineapple
Who_ responded to his excuses with a smile, and she passed so clog sweets for your sweetie, coconut candy is dandy, brown-sugar loaf
FO him that he could smell her scent, and if she did not see him then for your sugar, But, indifferent to the uproar, she was capti\{atéd
It was not because she could not but because of the haughty manner on the spot by a paper seller who was demonstrating magic inks,
i “.’hmh she walked. To him she seemed so beautiful, so seductive; red inks with an ambience of blood, inks of sad aspect for messages
so different from ordinary people, that he could not understand whj; of condolence, phosphorescent inks for reading in the dark, invisible
1o one was as disturbed as he by the clicking of her heels on the inks that revealed themselves in the light. She wanted .all of the_m
paving stones, why no one else’s heart was wild with the breeze so she could amuse Florentino Ariza and astound him with her wit,
the movmenes ks of her vel why everyone did not go mad with but after several trials she decided on a bottle of gold ink. Then she
o B er brid,the flight of her hands, the gold of her " went to the candy sellers sitting behind their big round jars and
laug.h ter. He had not missed a single one of her gestures, not one of she bought six of each kind, pointing at the glass because she could
rwnr b characer, but he did not dare 3},’Pf030h her not make herself heard over all the shouting: six angel hair, six tinne'd
ff)r fear of destroying the spell. Nevertheless, when she entered the milk, six sesame seed bars, six cassava pastries, six chocolate bars, six

Tiotous nois of the Arcade of the Scribes, he realized that he might blancmanges, six tidbits of the queen, six of this and six of th.at, six

O o orent he had craved for so fhany years. | of everything, and she tossed them into the maid’s baskets with an
Fermina Daza shared with her schoolmates the singular idea that irresistible grace and a complete detachment from the stormclouds

the Arcade of the Scribes was a place of perdition that was forbidden, of flies on the syrup, from the continual hullabaloo and the vapor of

of course, to decent young ladies. It was an arcaded gallery across,' . rancid sweat that reverberated in the deadly heat. She was awakened
from a little plaza where carriages’ and freight carts drawn by from the spell by a good-natured black woman with a colored cloth

donkeys were for hire, where popular commerce became noisier around her head who was round and handsome and offerefl her 2

anq more dense. The name dated from colonial times, when the triangle of pineapple speared on the tip of 2 butcher’s. knife. She

e SCfiPCS . their vests and false cuff firs began to sit there, took it, she put it whole into her mouth, she tasted it, and was
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L Trénsito Ariza herself returned it in the velvet box

Jic, and ld thread. Florentino Ariza never had another

troidered with go ( . o
ﬂ"ﬂm:-rtunity to see or talk to Fermina Daza alone in the many chan
po

i i til fifty-one years and nine
of their very long lives un -
.?ncogztzid four days later, :vhen he repeated his vow of eternal
fgg:ﬁty and everlasting love on her first night as 2 widow.

chewing it as her eyes wandered over the crowd, when 3 S
shock rooted her on the spot. Behind her, so close to her ed
only she could hear it in the tumule, she heard his voice: -
“This is not the place for a crowned goddess.” :
She turned her head and saw, a hand’s breadth from her ey
those other glacial eyes, that ltvid face, those lips petrified with’
just as she had seen them in the crowd at Midnight Mass th
time he was so close to her, but now, instead of the commotion.
love, she felt the abyss of disenchantment, In an instant the magnity
of her own mistake was revealed to her, and she asked herse
appalled, how she could have nurtured such a chimera in her he
for so long and with so much ferocity. She just managed to thin
My God, poor man! Florentino Ariza smiled, tried to say someth g,
tried to follow her, but she erased him from her life with a wa
of her hand. '
“No, please,” she said to him. “F orget it.” :
That afternoon, while her father was taking his siesta, she se
Gala Placidia with a two-line letter: “Today, when I saw you,_-i
realized that what is between us is nothing more than an illusion.’
The maid also returned his telegrams, his verses, his dry camellias;
and asked him to send back her letters and gifts, Aunt Escoldstica’s
missal, the veins of leaves from her herbariums, the square centi-
meter of the habit of St. Peter Clavier, the saints’ medals, the braid
of her fifteenth year tied with the silk ribbon of her school uniform;
In the days that followed, on the verge of madness, he wrote her:
countless desperate letters and besieged the maid to take them to
her, bur she obeyed her unequivocal instructions not to accept any-:
thing but the returned gifts. She insisted with so much zeal that
Florentino Ariza sent them all back except the braid, which he
would return only to Fermina Daza in person so they could talk, if.
just for a moment. But she refused. Fearing a decision fatal to her.
son, Trénsito Ariza swallowed her pride and asked Fermina Daza
to grant her the favor of five minutes of her time, and Fermina Daza
received_her for a moment in the doorway of her house, not asking
her to sit down, not asking her to come in, and without the slightest
trace of weakening. Two days later, after an argument with his
mother, Florentino Ariza took down from the wall of his room the
stained-glass case where he displayed the braid as if it were a holy




T THE Ak of twenty-eight, Dr. Juvenal Urbino had been the

most desirable of bachelors. He had returned from a long stay
in Paris, where he had completed advanced studies in medicine and
surgery, and from the time he set foot on solid ground he gave over-
whelming indications that he had not wasted a minute of his time.
He returned more fastidious than when he left, more in control of his
nature, and none of his contemporaries seemed as rigorous and as
learned as he in his science, and none could dance better to the music
of the day or improvise as well on the piano. Seduced by his personal
charms and by the certainty of his family fortune, the girls in his circle
held secret lotteries to determine who would spend time with him, and
he gambled, to0o, on being with them, but he managed to keep himself
in a state of grace, intact and tempting, until he succumbed without
resistance to the plebeian charms of Fermina Daza,

He liked to say that this love was the result of a clinical error.
He himself could not believe that it had happened, least-of all at that
time in his life when all his reserves of passion were concentrated
on the destiny of his city which, he said with great frequency and
no second thoughts, had no equal in the world. In Paris, strolling
arm in arm with a casual sweetheart through a late autumn, it seemed
impossible to imagine a purer happiness than those golden after-
noons, with the woody odor of chestnuts on the braziers, the languid
accordions, the insatiable lovers kissing on the open terraces, and
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still he had told himself with his hand on his heart that he waé n
prepared to exchange all that for a single instant of his Caribbe,
~.in April. He was still too young to know that the heart’s mer
eliminates the bad and magnifies the good, and that thanks to th
artifice we manage to endure the burden of the past. But when K
stood at the railing of the ship and saw the white promontory

the c910nial district again, the motionless buzzards on the roofs, the
washing of the poor hung out to dry on the balconies, only the "

did he understand to what extent he had been an easy victim to th
charitable deceptions of nostalgia, o

The ship made its way across the bay through a floating blanket:
of c.Irowned animals, and most of the passengers took refuge in thejr
cabins to escape the stench. The young doctor walked down the.
gangplank dressed in perfect alpaca, wearing a vest and dustcoat,
with the beard of a young Pasteur and his hair divided by a neat:.'

pale part, and with enough self-control to hide the lamp in his throat

caused not by terror but by sadness. On the nearly deserted dock

guarded by barefoot soldiers without uniforms, his sisters and mother
were waiting for him, along with his closest friends, whom he found

mnsipid and without expectations despite their sophisticated airs; they

spoke about the crisis of the civil war as if it were remote and foreign,’
13 - . . i N

but they all had an evasive tremor in their voices and an uncertainty

in their eyes that belied their words. His mother moved him most

of all. She was still young, 2 woman who had made a mark on life-

with her elegance and social drive, but who was now slowly withering
in the aroma of camphor that rose from her widow’s crepe. She must
have seen herself in her son’s confusion, and she asked in immediate
self-defense why his skin was as pale as wax.

“It’s life over there, Mother,” he said. “You turn green in Paris.”

A short while later, suffocating with the heat as he sar next to

her in the closed carriage, he could no longer endure the unmerciful

r.eaiity that came pouring in through the window. The ocean looked
like ashes, the old palaces of the marquises were about to succumb

lto a prolif.erati.on of beggars, and it was impossible to discern the ardent
scent of- jasmine behind the vapors of death from the open sewers.
Everything seemed smaller to him than when he left, poorer and

sadder, and there were so many hungry rats in the rubbish heaps '
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of the streets that the carriage horses stumbled in fright. On the

ng trip from the port to his house, located in the heart of the
pistrict of the Viceroys, he found nothing that seemed worthy of
his nostalgia. Defeated, he turned his head away so that his mother

would not see, and he began to cry in silence.

The former palace of the Marquis de Casalduero, historic resi-
dence of the Urbino de la Calle family, had not escaped the surround-

ing wreckage. Dr. Juvenal Urbino discovered this with a broken
heart when he entered the house through the gloomy portico and saw

the dusty fountain in the interior garden and the wild brambles in
flower beds where iguanas wandered, and he realized that many
marble flagstones weére missing and others were broken on the huge
stairway with its copper railings that led to the principal rooms.
His father, a physician who was more self-sacrificing than eminent,
had died in the epidemic of Asian cholera that had devastated the
population six years earlier, and with him had died the spirit of the
house. Dofia Blanca, his mother, smothered by mourning that was
considered eternal, had substituted evening novenas for her dead
husband’s celebrated lyrical soirées and chamber concerts. His two
sisters, despite their natural inclinations and festive vocation, were -
fodder for the convent.

Dr. Juvenal Urbino did not sleep at all on the night of his return;
he was frightened by the darkness and the silence, and he said three
rosaries to the Holy Spirit and all the prayers he could remember
to ward off calamities and shipwrecks and all manner of night terrors,
while a curlew that had come in through a half-closed door sang
every hour on the hour in his bedroom. He was tormented by the
hallucinating screams of the madwomen in the Divine Shepherdess
Asylum next door, the harsh dripping from the water jar into the
washbasin which resonated throughout the house, the long-legged
steps of the curlew wandering in his bedroom, his congenital fear of
the dark, and the invisible presence of his dead father in the vast,
sleeping mansion. When the curlew sang five o’clock along with
the local roosters, Dr. Juvenal Urbino commended himseif body and
soul to Divine Providence because he did not have the heart to live
another day in his rubble-strewn homeland. But in time the affection
of his family, the Sundays in the country, and the covetous atten-
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“tions of the unmarried women of his class mitigated the bittern
of his first impression. Little by little he grew accustomed: ‘to: ]
sul'try heat of October, to the excessive odors, to the hasty judgm'en
of his friends, to the We'll see tomorrow, Doctor, don't WOrTy, an
at last he gave in to the spell of habit, It did not take him long ¢
invent an easy justification for his surrender. This was his worl;
he said to himself, the sad, oppressive world that God had provide
for him, and he was responsible to it. :

The first thing he did was to take possession of his father’s oﬂi'c'
He kept in place the hard, somber English furniture made of woo
that sighed in the icy cold of dawn, but he consigned to the attic ¢4
treatises on viceregal science and romantic medicine and filled th
bookshelves behind their glass doors with the writings of the nex
French school, He took down the faded pictures, except for the
one of the physician arguing with Death for the nude body of a
female patient, and the Hippocratic Oath printed in Gothic letter,
and he hung in their place, next to his father’s only diploma, the:
many diverse ones he himself had received with highest honors from:
various schools in Europe. °

He tried to impose the latest ideas at Misericordia Hospital,
but this was not as easy as it had seemed in his youthful enthustasm,
for the antiquated house of health was stubborn in its atrachment to
atavistic superstitions, such as standing beds in pots of water to
prevent disease from climbing up the legs, or requiring evening wear
and chamois gloves in the operating room because it was taken for
granted that elegance was an essential condition for asepsis. They
could not tolerate the young newcomer’s tasting a patient’s urine to
determine the presence of sugar, quoting Charcot and Trousseau as
if they were his roommates, issuing severe warnings in class against -
the mortal risks of vaccines while maintaining a suspicious faith in.
the recent invention of suppositories. He was in conflict with every-
thing: his renovating spirit, his maniacal sense of civic duty, his slow
humor in a land of immortal pranksters—everything, in fact, that -
constituted his most estimable virtues provoked the resentment of his -
older colleagues and the sly jokes of the younger ones, '

His obsession was the dangerous lack of sanitation in the city.
He appealed to the highest authoritics to £ll in the Spanish sewers -
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that were an immense breeding ground for rats, and to build in their
“slace a closed sewage system whose contents would not empty 1nto

the cove at the market, as had always been the case, but into some
Jistant drainage area instead. The well-equipped colonial houses had

‘latrines with septic tanks, but two thirds of the population lived in

shanties at the edge of the swamps and relicved themselves in the
open air. The excrement dried in the sun, turned to du’st, and was
inhaled by everyone along with the joys of Christmas in the cool,
gentle breezes of December, Dr. Juvenal Urbino attempted to force
the City Council to impose an obligatory training course so tl.lat tl‘lle
oor could learn how to build their own latrines, He fought in vain
to stop them from tossing garbage into the mangrove thickets that
over the centuries had become swamps of putrefaction, and to have
them collect it instead at least twice a week and incinerate it in some
uninhabited area, _

He was aware of the mortal threat of the drinking water. The
mere idea of building an aqueduct seemed fantastic, since _thos.e who
might have supported it had underground cisterns at their dlspo‘.sal,
where water rained down over the years was collected under a th.lck
Jayer of scum. Among the most valued household articles of the. time
were carved wooden water collectors whose stone filters dripped
day and night into large earthen water jars.. To prevent anyone from
drinking from the aluminum cup used to dip out the water, its edges
were as jagged as the crown of a mock king. The water was
crystalline and cool in the dark clay, and it tasted of the forest. But
Dr. Juvenal Urbino was not taken in by these appearances of purity,
for he knew that despite all precautions, the bottom of each earthen
jar was a sanctuary for waterworms. He had spent thf: slow ho‘;urs
of his childhood watching them with an almost mystical astonish-
ment, convinced along with so many other people at the time thatt
waterworms were animes, supernatural creatures who, from the Sfidl—
ment in still water, courted young maidens and could inflict furious
vengeance because of love. As a boy he had seen the havoc they had
wreaked in the house of Lizara Conde, a schoolteacher who dared
to rebuff the animes, and he had seen the watery trail of glass in the
street and the mountain of stones they had thrown at her windows
for three days and three nights. And so it was a long while before he
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learned that waterworms were in reality the larvae of mosquitoes ~ the old boguerias in Barcelona, where the provisions looked so
but once he learned it he never forgot it, because from that momen; splendid and clean that it seemed a shame to eat them. But even the
on he realized that they and many other evil animes could pas most complaisant of his notable friends pitied his illusory passion.
through our simple stone filters intact. That is how they were: they spent their lives proclaiming their
For a long time the water in the cisterns had been honored 3 proud origins, the historic merits of the city, the value of its relics,
the cause of the scrotal hernia that so many men in the city endure its heroism, its beauty, but they were blind to the decay of the years.
not only without embarrassment but with a certain patriotic insolence Dr. Juvenal Urbino, on the other hand, loved it enough to see it
When Juvenal Urbino was in elementary school, he could not avoeid: . with the eyes of truth.
a spasm of horror at the sight of men with ruptures sitting in their “How noble this city must be,” he would say, “for we have
doorways on hot afternoons, fanning their enormous testicle as if spent four hundred years trying to finish it off and we still have not
were 2 child sleeping between their legs. It was said that the hernia: succeeded.”
whistled like a lugubrious bird on stormy nights and twisted in: : They almost had, however, The epidemic of cholera morbus,
unbearable pain when a buzzard feather was burned nearby, but no- - whose first victims were struck down in the standing water of the
one complained about those discomforts because a large, well-carried market, had, in eleven weeks, been responsible for the greatest death
rupture was, more than anything else, a display of masculine honor, : - toll in our history. Until that time the eminent dead were interred
When Dr. Juvenal Urbino returned from Europe he was already_ under the flagstones in the churches, in the exclusive vicinity of
well aware of the scientific fallacy in these beliefs, but they were so- archbishops and capitulars, while the less wealthy were buried in
rooted in local superstition that many people opposed the mineral: the patios of convents, The poor were sent to the colonial cemetery,
enrichment of the water in the cisterns for fear of destroying its located on a windy hill that was separated from the city by 2 dry
ability to cause an honorable rupture, canal whose mortar bridge bore the legend carved there by order
Impure water was not all that alarmed Dr. Juvenal Urbino. He. of some clairvoyant mayor: Lasciate ogni speranza voi chemtrate.
was just as concerned with the lack of hygiene at the public marke, After the first two weeks of the cholera epidemic, the cemetery was
a vast extension of cleared land along Las Animas Bay where the overflowing and there was no room left in the churches despite the
sailing ships from the Antilles would dock. An illustrious traveler of face that they had dispatched the decayed remains of many nameless
the period described the market as one of the most varied in the. civic heroes to the communal ossuary. The air in the Cathedral grew
world. It was rich, mn fact, and profuse and noisy, but also, perhaps, thin with the vapors from badly sealed crypts, and its doors did not
the most alarming of markets. Set on its own garbage heap, ar the. open again until three years later, at the time that Fermina Daza saw
mercy of capricious tides, it was the spot where the bay belched Florentino Ariza at close quarters as she left Midnight Mass. By the
filth from the sewers back onto land. The offal from the adjoining third week the cloister of the Convent of St. Clare was full all the way
slaughterhouse was also thrown away there—severed heads, rotting to its poplar-lined walks, and it was necessary to use the Community’s
viscera, animal refuse that floated, in sunshine and starshine, in a: orchard, which was twice as large, as a cemetery. There graves were
swamp of blood. The buzzards fought for it with the rats and the dug deep enough to bury the dead on three levels, without delay
dogs in a perpetual scramble among the deer and succulent capons . and without coffins, but this had to be stopped because the brimming
from Sotavento hanging from the eaves of the market stalls, and" ground turned into a sponge that oozed sickening, infected blood at
the spring vegetables from Arjona displayed on straw mats spread every step. Then arrangements were made to continue burying in
over the ground. Dr. Urbino wanted to make the place sanitary, he- The Hand of God, a cattle ranch less than 2 league from the city,
wanted a slaughterhouse built somewhere else and a covered market - which was later consecrated as the Universal Cemetery.

constructed with stained-glass turrets, like the one he had seen in. From the time the cholera proclamation was issued, the local
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garrison shot 2 cannon from the fortress every quarter hour .da
and night, in accordance with the local superstition that g‘unpf;ﬁ}d
purified the atmosphere. The cholera was much more devastating ¢,
the black population, which was larger and poorer, but in reali'tg.'f
had no regard for color or background. It ended as suddenly 3);
had begun, and the extent of its ravages was never known, not be
cause this was impossible to establish but because one of our mog
widespread virtues was a certain reticence concerning person‘g
misfortune.

Dr. Marco Aurelio Urbino, the father of Juvenal, was a civie
hero during that dreadful time, as well as its most distinguished'-.
victim. By official decree he personally designed and directed public -
health measures, but on his own initiative he intervened to such anf..
extent in every social question that during the most critical moments

of the plague no higher authority seemed to exist. Years later, re

viewing the chronicle of those days, Dr. Juvenal Urbino confirmed

that his father’s methodology had been more charitable than scientific

and, In many ways, contrary to reason, so that in large measure it

had fostered the voraciousness of the plague. He confirmed this with
the compassion of sons whom life has turned, little by little, into
the fathers of their fathers, and for the first time he regretred not
having stood with his father in the solitude of his errors. But he did
not dispute his merits: his diligence and his self-sacrifice and above
all his personal courage deserved the many honors rendered him when

the city recovered from the disaster, and it was with justice that his-

name was found among those of so many other heroes of less honor-
able wars.

He did not live to see his own glory. When he recognized in
himself the irreversible symptoms that he had seen and pitied in
others, he did not even attempt a useless struggle but withdrew from
the world so as not to infect anyone else. Locked in a utility room
at Misericordia Hospital, deaf to the calls of his colleagues and the
pleas of his family, removed from the horror of the plague victims
dying on the floor in the packed corridors, he wrote a letter of
feverish love to his wife and children, a letter of gratitude for his
existence in which he revealed how much and with how much
fervor he had loved life, It was a farewell of twenty heartrending
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.ageS in which the progress of the disease could be observed in the

Jeteriorating script, and it was not necessary to know the writer to
“ealize that he had signed his name with his last breath. In accordance

b his instructions, his ashen body was mingled with others in the
mmunal cemetery and was not seen by anyone who loved him.
Three days later, in Paris, Dr. Juvenal Urbino received a telegram

: during supper with friends, and he toasted the memory of his father

with champagne. He said: “He was a good man.” Later. he would
reproach himself for his lack of maturity: he had avoided reality in
order not to cry. But three weeks later he received a copy of the,
osthumous letter, and then he surrendered to the truth. All at once
the image of the man he had known before he knew any other was
revealed to him in all its profundity, the man who had raised him and
raught him and had slept and fornicated with his mother for thirty-two
years and yet who, before that letter, had never revealed himself
body and soul because of timidity, pure and simple. Unci! then Dr.
Juvenal Urbino and his family had conceived of death as a misfor-
tune that befell others, other people’s fathers and mothers, other
people’s brothers and sisters and husbands and wives, but not theirs.
They were people whose lives were slow, who did not see themselves
growing old, or falling sick, or dying, but who disappeared little by
little in their own time, turning into memories, mists from other days,
until they were absorbed into oblivion, His father's posthumous letter,
more than the telegram with the bad news, hurled him headlong
against the certainty of death. And yet one of his oldest memories,
when he was nine years old perhaps, perhaps when he was eleven,
was in a way an early sign of death in the person of his father. One
rainy afternoon the two of them were in the office his father kept
in the house; he was drawing larks and sunflowers with colored chalk
on the tiled floor, and his father was reading by the light shining
through the window, his vest unbuttoned and elastic armbands on
his shirt slceves. Suddenly he stopped reading to scratch his back
with a long-handled back scratcher that had a little silver hand on
the end. Since he could not reach the spot that itched, he asked his
son to scratch him with his nails, and as the boy did so he had the
strange sensation of not feeling his own body. At last his father
looked at him over his shoulder with a sad smile.
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“If 1 died now,” he said, “you would hardly remember me wh;
you are my age.” _ -
He said it for no apparent reason, and the angel of death hovereq
for a moment in the cool shadows of the office and flew out'ag'a"
through the window, leaving a trail of feathers fluttering in his wal
b‘ut the boy did not see them. More than twenty years had gone b
since then, and Juvenal Urbino would very soon be as old as hi;
father was that afternoon. He knew he was identical to him, gy
to that awareness had now been added the awful consciousness, th
he was also as mortal. '
Cholera became an obsession for him. He did not know muc
more about it than he had learned in 2 routine manner in some
me}rgmai course, when he had found it difficult to believe that oﬁ]y
thirty years before, it had been responsible for more than one
hundred forty thousand deaths in France, mcluding Paris. But afte
the death of his father he learned all there was to know about the
different forms of cholera, almost as a penance to appease his memory,
and he studied with the most outstanding epidemiologist of his timé
and the creator of the cordons samitaires, Professor Adrien Proust:
father of the great novelist. So that when he returned to his country:
and smelled the stench of the market while he was still out at sea
and saw the rats in the sewers and the children rolling naked in the
puddles on the streets, he not only understood how the tragedy had
~occurred but was certain that it would be repeated at any moment,
The moment was not long in coming. In less than a year his
students at Misericordia Hospital asked for his help in treating a
charity patient with a strange blue coloration all over his body. Dr.
Juvenal Urbino had only to see him from the doorway to recognize.
the enemy. But they were in luck: the patient had arrived three days
ea.rliler on a schooner from Curagao and had come to the hospital
climic by himself, and it did not seem probable that he had infected:
anyone else. In any event, Dr. Juvenal Urbino alerted his colleagueé
and had the authorities warn the neighboring ports so that they could -
locate and quarantine the contaminated schooner, and he had to
restrain the military commander of the city who wanted to declare
martial law and initiate the therapeutic strategy of firing the cannon
every quarter hour.
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“Save that powder for when the Liberals come,” he said with
- ood humor, “We are no longer in the Middle Ages.”
The patient died in four days, choked by a grainy white vomit,

put in the following weeks no other case was discovered despite
- constant vigilance: A short while later, The Commercial Daily pub-

lished the news that two children had died of cholera in different

Jocations in the city. It was learned that one of them had had common

dyseatery, but the other, a girl of five, appeared to have been, m
fact, 2 victim of cholera. Her parents and three brothers were sepa-
rated and placed under individual quarantine, and the entire neighbor-
hood was subjected to strict medical supervision, One of the children
contracted cholera but recovered very soon, and the entire family
returned home when the danger was over. Eleven more cases were
reported in the next three months, and in the fifth there was an

-~ alarming outbreak, but by the end of the year it was believed that the

danger of an epidemic had been averted. No one doubted that the
sanitary rigor of Dr. Juvenal Urbino, more than the cfficacy of his
pronouncements, had made the miracle possible. From that time on,
and well into this century, cholera was endemic not only in the city
but along most of the Caribbean coast and the valley of the Magda-
lena, but it never again flared into an epidemic. The Crisis meant
that Dr. Juvenal Urbino’s warnings were heard with greater serious-
ness by public officials. They established an obligatory Chair of
Cholera and Yellow Fever in the Medical School, and realized the
urgency of closing up the sewers and building 2 market far from the
garbage dump. By that time, however, Dr. Urbino was not con-
cerned with proclaiming victory, nor was he moved to persevere in
his social mission, for at that moment one of his wings was broken,
he was distracted and in disarray and ready to forget everything
else in life, because he had been struck by the lightning of his love
for Fermina Daza.

It was, in fact, the result of a clinical error. A physician who was
a friend of his thought he detected the warning symptoms of cholera
in an cighteen-year-old patient, and he asked Dr. Juvenal Urbino to
see her. He called that very afternoon, alarmed at the possibility that
the plague had entered the sanctuary of the old city, for all the cases
until that time had occurred in the poor neighborhoods, and almost all
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of those among the black population. He encountered othef,'-l'
unpleasant, surprises. From the outside, the house, shaded bi
almond trees in the Park of the Evangels, appeared to be in”rﬁms
did the others in the colonial district, but inside there was a harmoy
of beauty and an astonishing light that seemed to come from an'dfﬁ.
age. The entrance opened directly into a square Sevillian patio-
was white with a recent coat of lime and had flowering orange tr
and the same tiles on the floor as on the walls. There was an i
visible sound of running water, and pots with carnations on.-
cornices, and cages of strange birds in the arcades. The strangest
all were three crows in a very large cage, who filled the patio with
an ambiguous perfume every ;ime they flapped their wings. Sever
dogs, chained clsewhere in the house, began to bark, maddened b
the scent of a stranger, but a woman’s shout stopped them dead, angd
numerous cats leapt all around the patio and hid among the ﬂoweré'-
frightened by the authority in the voice. Then there was such a
diaphanous silence that despite the disorder of the birds and the
syllables of water on stone, one could hear the desolate breath of th'e.
sea. .
Shaken by the conviction that God was present, Dr. Juvenal
Urbino thought that such a house was immune to the plague. He
followed Gala Placidia along the arcaded corridor, passed by the
window of the sewing room where Florentino Ariza had seen
Fermina Daza for the first time, when the patio was still 2 shambles,
climbed the new marble stairs to the second floor, and waited to be
announced before going into the patient’s bedroom. But Gala Pla-
cidia came out again with a message: .
“The sefiorita says you cannot come in now because her papa
not at home.” .
And so he returned at five in the afternoon, in accordance with
the maid’s instructions, and Lorenzo Daza himself opened the street
door and led him to his daughter’s bedroom. There he remained,
sitting in a dark corner with his arms folded, and making futile efforts
to control his ragged breathing during the examination. It was not
easy to know who was more constrained, the doctor with his chaste
touch or the patient in the silk chemise with her virgin’s modesty, -
but neither one looked the other in the eye; instead, he asked ques-

is

i

“fast Dr. Juvenal Urbino asked the patient to sit up, and with exquisite
~care he opened her nightdress down to the waist; her pure high
- preasts with the childish nipples shone for an instant in the darkness
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jons in an impersonal voice and she responded in a tremulous voice,
poth of them very conscious of the man sitting in the shadows. At

of the bedroom, like a flash of gunpowder, before she hurried to

“cover them with crossed arms. Imperturbable, the physician opened

her arms without looking at her and examined her by direct ausculta-

tion, his ear against her skin, first the chest and then the back.

Dr. Juvenal Urbino used to say that he experienced no emotion
when he met the woman with whom he would live until the day of
his death. He remembered the sky-blue chemise edged in lace, the
feverish eyes, the long hair hanging loose over her shoulders, but he
was so concerned with the outbreak of cholera in the colonial district
that he took no notice of her flowering adolescence: he had eyes
only for the slightest hint that she might be a victim of the plague.
She was more explicit: the young doctor she had heard so much
about in connection with the cholera epidemic seemed a pedant
incapable of loving anyone but himself. The diagnosis was an in-
testinal infection of alimentary origin, which was cured by three
days of treatment at home. Relieved by this proof that his daughter
had not contracted cholera, Lorenzo Daza accompanied Dr. Juvenal
Urbino to the door of his carriage, paid him a gold peso for the
visit, 2 fee that seemed excessive even for a physician to the rich,
and he said goodbye with immoderate expressions of gratitude. He
was overwhelmed by the splendor of the Doctor’s family names,
and he not only did not hide it but would have done anything to
see him again, under less formal circumstances.

The case should have been considered closed. But on Tuesday
of -the following week, without being called and with no prior
announcement, Dr, Juvenal Urbino returned to the house at the
inconvenient hour of three in the afternoon. Fermina Daza was in
the sewing room, having a lesson in oil painting with two of her
friends, when he appeared at the window in his spotless white frock
coat and his white top hat and signaled to her to come over to him.
She put her palette down on a chair and tiptoed to the window, her
ruffled skirt raised to keep it from dragging on the fioor. She wore a
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diadem with a jewel that hung on her forehead, and the luming
stone was the same aloof color as her eyes, and everything in -k
breathed an aura of coolness. The Doctor was struck by the fact
she was dressed for painting at home as if she were going to a p
He took her pulse through the open window, he had her stick g
her tongue, he examined her throat with an aluminum tongue
pressor, he looked inside her lower eyelids, and each time he noddeg
in approval. He was less inhibited than on the previous visit, byg
she was more so, because she could not understand the reason for the
unexpected examination if he himself had said that he would not coiy;
back unless they called him because of some change. And even more
ir_nportant: she did not ever want to see him again. When he finished
his examination, the Doctor put the tongue depressor back into his
bag, crowded with instruments and bottles of medicine, and closed
it with a resounding snap. '

“You are like 2 new-sprung rose,” he said. :

“Thank you.” .

“Thank God,” he said, and he misquoted St. Thomas: “Remem- -
ber that everything that is good, whatever its origin, comes from the

Holy Spirit. Do you like music?” .
“What is the point of that question?” she asked in turn.
“Music is important for one’s health,” he said.

He really thought it was, and she was going to know very soon,
and for the rest of her life, that the topic of music was almost a
magic formula that he used to propose friendship, but at that moment
she interpreted it as a joke. Besides, her two friends, who had pre-
tended to paint while she and Dr. Juvenal Urbino were talking at the
window, tittered and hid their faces behind their palettes, and this
made Fermina Daza lose her self-control. Blind with fury, she slammed -
the window shut. The Doctor stared at the sheer lace curtains in °
bewilderment, he tried to find the street door but lost his way, and in

his confusion he knocked into the cage with the perfumed crows.
They broke into sordid shrieking, flapped their wings in fright, and

sarurated the Doctor’s clothing with a feminine fragrance. The

thundering voice of Lorenzo Daza rooted him to the spot:
“Doctor—wait for me there.”
He had seen everything from the upper floor and, swollen and

livid, he came down the stairs buttoning his shirt, his side-whiskers.

4till in an uproar after a restless siesta. The Doctor tried to overcome
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his embarrassment.
" ] told your daughter that she is like a rose.”
“True enough,” said Lorenzo Daza, “but one with too many

. [horns-”

He walked past Dr. Urbino without greeting him. He pushed open

" the sewing room window and shouted a rough command to his
daughter:

“Come here and beg the Doctor’s pardon.”

The Doctor tried to intervene and stop him, but Lorenzo Daza
paid_ no attention to him. He insisted: “Hurry up.” She locked at
ner friends with a secret plea for understanding, and she said to her
father that she had nothing to beg pardon for, she had only closed
the window to keep our the sun, Dr. Urbino, with good humor, tried
to confirm her words, but Lorenzo Daza insisted that he be obeyed.
Then Fermina Daza, pale with rage, turned toward the window, and
extending her right foot as she raised her skirt with her fingertips,
she made a theatrical curtsy to the Doctor.

“I give you my most heartfelt apologies, sir,” she said.

Dr. Juvenal Urbino imitated her with good humor, making a
cavalier’s flourish with his top hat, but he did not win the compas-
sionate smile he had hoped for. Then Lorenzo Daza invited him to
have a cup of coffee in his office to set things right, and he accepted
with pleasure so that there would be no doubt whatsoever that he
did not harbor a shred of resentment in his heart,

The truth was that Dr. Juvenal Urbino did not drink coffee,
except for a cup first thing in the morning. He did not drink alcohol
either, except for a glass of wine with meals on solemn occasions,
but he not only drank down the coffee that Lorenzo Daza offered
him, he also accepted a glass of anisette. Then he accepted another
coffee with another anisette, and then another and another, even
though he still had to make a few more calls. At first he listened with
attention to the excuses that Lorenzo Daza continued to offer in the
name of his daughter, whom he defined as an intelligent and serious
girl, worthy of a prince whether he came from here or anywhere
else, whose only defect, so he said, was her mulish character. But
after the second anisette, the Doctor thought he heard Fermina Daza’s
voice at the other end of the patio, and his imagination went after
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anisette, floated at the bottom of an aquarium, and the ca
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g ;. amp on .the worktable, and the unfinished paintings wer
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:;)gte it:rhil;n;ezi;eo C’coulld not fhear him, because she was crying with
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‘him to accept a gold peso for th

gar, coughing in shous_
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eye was twisted like a fish’s and that his wordsgdid noiaz‘;:r}:s;;?;

... Love in the Time of Cholera '

, but Lorenzo Daza did not suggest it. He yearned for
e of her pulse, her cat’s tongue, her tender tonsils, but
- was disheartened by the idea that she never wanted to see him
gain and would never permit him to try to see her. When Lorenzo.
aza walked into the entryway, the crows, awake under their sheets,
mitcted a funereal shrick. “They will peck out your eyes,” the

Doctor said aloud, thinking of her, and Lorenzo Daza turned around
‘o ask him what he had said.

“It was not me,” he said. “It was the anisette.”

Lorenzo Daza accompanied him to his carriage, trying to force
e second visit, but he would not
cake it. Fle gavé the correct instructions to the driver for taking him
to the houses of the two patients he still had to see, and he climbed
into the carriage without help. But he began to feel sick as they
pounced along the cobbled streets, so that he ordered the driver to
take a different route. He looked at himself for a moment in the
carriage mirror and saw that his image, too, was still thinking about
Fermina Daza. He shrugged his shoulders. Then he belched, lowered
his head to his chest, and fell asleep, and in his dream he began to
hear funeral bells. First he heard those of the Cathedral and then
he heard those of all the other churches, one after another, even the
cracked pots of St. Julian the Hospitaler.

“Qhit,” he murmured in his sleep, “the dead have died.”

His mother and sisters were having café con leche and crullers
for supper at the formal table in the large dining room when they
saw him appear in the door, his face haggard and his entire being
dishonored by the whorish perfume of the crows. The largest bell
of the adjacent Cathedral resounded in the immense empty space
of the house. His mother asked him in alarm where in the world he
had been, for they had looked everywhere for him so that he could
attend General Ignacio Maria, the last grandson of the Marquis de
Jaraiz de la Vera, who had been struck down that afternoon by a
cerebral hemorrhage: it was for him that the bells were tolling. Dr.
Juvenal Urbino listened to his mother without hearing her as he
clutched the doorframe, and then he gave a half turn; trying to
reach his bedroom, but he fell flat on his face in an explosion of

staf anise vomit.
“Mother of God,” shouted his mother. “Something very strange
g g
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gent pupil that chess became an incurable addiction that tor- .

ented him until the day of his death.
One night, a short while after the serenade by solo piano,

Lorenzo Daza discovered a letter, its envelope sealed with wax, in

house. Tt was addressed to his daughter and the
monogram “J.U.C” was imprinted on the seal. He slipped it under
the door as he passed Fermina’s bedroom, and she never understood
how it had come there, since it was inconceivable to her that her
father had changed so much that he would bring her a letter from
2 suitor. She left it on the night table, for the truth was she did not
xnow what to do with it, and there it stayed, unopened, for several
days, until one rainy afternoon when Fermina Daza dreamed that
Juvenal Urbino had returned to the house to give her the tongue
depressor he had used to examine her throat. In the dream, the tongue
depressor was made not of aluminum but of a delicious metal that
she had tasted with pleasure in other dreams, so that she broke it in
two unequal pieces and gave him the smaller one.

When she awoke she opened the letter. It was brief and proper,
and all that Juvenal Urbino asked was permission to request her
father's permission to visit her. She was impressed by its simplicity
and seriousness, and the rage she had cultivated with so much love
for so many days faded away on the spot. She kept the letter in the
bottom of her trunk, but she remembered that she had also kept
Florentino Ariza’s perfumed letters there, and she took it out of the
chest to find another place for it, shaken by a rush of shame, Then it
scemed that the most decent thing to do was to pretend she had not
received it, and she burned it in the lamp, watching how the drops of
wax exploded into blue bubbles above the flame. She sighed: “Poor
man.” And then she realized that it was the second time she had said
those words in little more than a year, 2nd for a moment she thought
about Florentino Ariza, and even she was surprised at how removed
he was from her life: poor man.

Three more letters arrived with the last rains in October, the
first of them accompanied by a little box of violet pastilles from
Flavigny Abbey. Two had been delivered at the door by Dr. Juvenal
Urbino’s coachman, and the Doctor had greeted Gala Placidia from
the carriage window, Girst so that there would be no doubt that the
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serenade by
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gainst the idea because that might be just what he wanted. She tried

solo piano. She fele furious, impotent, humiliated. In
contrast to her initial feeling that she wanted to meet with her

invisible enemy in order to convince him of his errors, now she only

wanted to cut him to ribbons with the pruning shears. She spent
sleepless nights analyzing details and phrases in the anonymous
letters in the hope of finding some shred of comfort. It was a vain
hope: Fermina Daza was, by nature, alien to the inner world of the
Urbino de la Calle family, and she had weapons for defending herself
from their good actions but not from their evil ones.

This conviction became even more bitter after the fear caused
by the black doll that was sent to her without any letter, but whose
origin scemed easy to imagine: only Dr. Juvenal Urbino could have
sent it. It had been bought in Martinique, according to the original
tag, and it was dressed in an exquisite gown, its hair rippled with
gold threads, and it closed its eyes when it was laid down. It seemed
so charming to Fermina Daza that she overcame her scruples and
laid it on her pillow during the day and grew accustomed to sleeping
with it at night. After a time, however, she discovered when she
awoke from an exhausting dream that the doll was growing: the
original exquisite dress she had arrived in was up above her thighs,
and her shoes had burst from the pressure of her feet. Fermina Daza
had heard of African spells, but none as frightening as this, On the
other hand, she could not imagine that 2 man like Juvenal Urbino
would be capable of such an atrocity. She was right: the doll had been
brought not by his coachman but by an itinerant shrimpmonger whom
no one knew. Trying to solve the enigma, Fermina Daza thought for
4 moment of Florentino Ariza, whose depressed condition caused
her dismay, but life convinced her of her error, The mystery was
never clarified, and just thinking about it made her shudder with fear
long after she was married and had children and thought of herself
as destiny’s darling: the happiest woman in the world.

Dr. Urbino’s last resort was the mediation of Sister Franca de la
Luz, Superior of the Academy of the Presentation of the Blessed
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Fermina Daza’s anger grew more intense at the idea that her

sther was an accessory to the visit.
" «i¥e saw each other twice when I was sic
o reason for us to see each other again.”
ith a shred of sense, that man is a gift from

Virgin, who could not deny the request of 2 family that haq
porte.d her Community since its establishment in the Amer; .
appeared one morning at nine o’clock in the company of N i
and f(?l‘ half an hour the two of them had to amuse tlz::ms-? 30\7_.1
the bu:dcages while Fermina Daza finished her bath S;V_es i
11:-1ascuhne G.ermar} with a metallic accent and an imperi;)us ea e
ad no relat_lonshJP to her puerile passions. Fermina Daza hg o 'th:l'
and everything that had to do with her more than anvthin at'Ed he'.
-world, and the mere memory of her false piety made sc)(ir iog o
in her belly, Just the sight of her from the bathmomP dnS e
enf)ugh to revive the torture of school, the unbearable bor:; o
daily Mass, the terror of examinations, the servile diligence z;n t{:

k,” she said. “Now

“there is 1
“For any woman w.

Divine Providence,” said the nun.
She continued to speak of his virtues, of his devotion, of his

Jedication to serving those in pain. As she spoke she pulled from
ner sleeve a gold rosary with Christ carved in marble, and dangled
it in front of Fermina Daza’s eyes. It was a family heirloom, more
¢han a hundred years old, carved by a goldsmith from Siena and

plessed by Clement IV.

novices, all of that life distorted by the prism of spiritual poverty

Sister Franca.de Ia Luz, on the other hand, greeted her with a joy.
that seemed sincere, She was surprised at how much she had gro]\z

and matured, and she praised the good judgment with which she

Eﬁ:;ge('i ;l:he house, the good taste evident in the patio, the brazier
led with orange blossoms. She ordered the novice to wait for her
Wf.thout getting too close to the crows, who in a careless o '31'_
might peck out her eyes, and she looked for a private spot w}rlr;:]:l?:

I . . e e

- ,_-F was a brief and bitter visit. Sister Franca de la Luz wasting
- ¥ ?

ime on formalities, offered honorable reinstatement to Fermina .

Daza. The reason for her expulsion would be erased not only from the

recor :
aHOWd}s] but alfio from the memory of the Community, and this would
er to finish her studies and receive her baccalaureate degree |

Fen‘l‘llm'f:. Iilaza was perplexed and wanted to know why.,
t 1s the request of someone who deserves everything he desires

and whose only wish is to make you happy,” said the nun. “Do you

know who that is?”

Then she understood. She asked herself with what authority 2
lWoman who had madtla her life miserable because of an innocent
eftt_er served as the' emissary of love, but she did not dare to speak
oh it. Instead she said yes, she knew that man, and by the same t(}))ken
§ e‘z;liﬁ lﬁnew kthat he had no right to interfere in her life

¢ asks is that you allow him to s i -
_ he. peak with you f
minutes,” said the nun, “T am certain your father will agr);e‘f’ o e

“I¢ is yours,” she said.
Fermina Daza felt the blood pounding through her veins, and

then she dared.
“I do not understand how you can
said, “if you think that love is a sin.”
Sister Franca de la Luz pretended not t
her eyelids flamed. She continued to danglet

Fermina Daza’s eyes.
“It would be better for you to come to an understanding with

“bhecause after me comes His Grace the Archbishop,

lend yourself to this,” she

o notice the remark, but
he rosary in front of

me,” she said,

and it is a different story with him.”
“Let him come,” said Fermina Daza.
Sister Franca de la Luz tucked the gold rosary into her sleeve.

Then from the other she took 2 well-used handkerchief squeezed

into a ball and held it tight in her fist, looking at Fermina Daza from

a great distance and with a smile of commiseration.

“My poor child,” she sighed, “you are still thinking about that

man.’
Fermina Daza chewed on the impertinence as she looked at the
nun without blinking, looked her straight in the eye without speak-
ing, chewing in silence, until she saw with infinite satisfaction that
those masculine eyes had filled with tears. Sister Franca de la Luz
dried them with the ball of the handkerchief and stood up.
“Your father is right when he says that you are a mule,” she said.
The Archbishop did not come. So the siege might have ended

that day if Hildebranda Sinchez had not arrived to spend Christmas
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with her cousin, and life changed for both of them. They met he,
on the schooner from Riohacha at five o’clock in the mornine
surrounded by a crowd of passengers half dead from seasickffg
but she walked off the boat radiant, very much a woman, and eXci:SS
after the bad night at sea. She arrived with crates of live turkevs ed
all t.he fruits of her fertile lands so that no one would lack fof fi:d
f,lunng her visit. Lisimaco Sinchez, her father, sent a mess'age asking
if they needed musicians for their holiday parties, because he hag
the best at his disposal, and he promised to send a load of fireworks

later on. He also announced that he could not come for his daughtey -
before March, so there was plenty of time for them to enjoyglifer"

The two cousins began at once. From the first afternoon they -
bathed together, naked, the two of them making their reciproc-j;'

ablutions with water from the cistern. They soaped each other they
X 3
removed each other’s nits, they compared their buttocks, their quiet

breasts, cach looking at herself in the other’s mirror to judge with .

what cruelty time had treated them since the last occasion when
they had seen each other undressed. Hildebranda was large and
solid, with golden skin, but all the hair on her body was like a
mulatta’s, as short and curly as steel wool. Fermina Daza, on the other

hand, had a pale nakedness, with long lines, serene skin, and straight = -

hair, Gajla Placidia had two identical beds placed in the bedroom,
but at times they lay together in one and talked in the dark until
dawn. They smoked long, thin highwaymen’s cigars that Hildebranda

had hidden in the lining of her trunk, and afterward they had to =

burn Armenian paper to purify the rank smell they left behind in

the bedroom. Fermina Daza had smoked for the first time in Valle- - -

dupar, and .had continued in Fonseca and Riohacha, where as many
as ten cousins would lock themselves in a room to talk about men
and to smoke. She learned to smoke backward, with the lit end in
her mouth, the way men smoked at night during the wars so that the
glow of their cigarettes would not betray them. But she had never
sxlnoked alone. With Hildebranda in her house, she smoked every
night before going to sleep, and it was then that she acquired the
hal.Jit although she always hid it, even from her husband and her
children, not only because it was thought improper for a woman

to smoke in public but because she associated the pleasure with
secrecy. .

Love in the Time of Cholera 2y

| Hildebranda’s trip had also been impbsed by her parents in an

effort to put distance between her and her impossible love, although
they wanted her to think that it was to help Fermina decide on a
good match. Hildebranda had accepted, hoping to mock forgetfulness
as her cousin had done before her, and she had arranged with the

relegraph operator in Fonseca to send her messages with the greatest

rudence. And that is why her disillusion was so bitter when she
Jearned that Fermina Daza had rejected Florentino Ariza. Moreover,
Hildebranda had 2 universal conception of love, and she believed that
whatever happened to one love affected all other loves throughout
the world. Still, she did not renounce her plan. With an audacity that
caused 2 crisis of dismay in Fermina Daza, she went to the telegraph
office alone, intending to win the favor of Florentino Ariza.

She would not have recognized him, for there was nothing about
him that corresponded to the image she had formed from Fermina
Daza. At first glance it seemed impossible that her cousin could have
been on the verge of madness beeause of that almost invisible clerk
with his air of a whipped dog, whose clothing, worthy of a rabbi in
disgrace, and whose solemn manner could not perturb anyone’s heart.
But she soon repented of her first impression, for Florentino Ariza
placed himself at her unconditional service without knowing who
she was: he never found out. No one could have understood her as
he did, so that he did not ask for identification or even for her address.
His solution was very simple: she would pass by the telegraph office
on Wednesday afternoons so that he could place her lover’s answers
in her hand, and nothing more. And yet when he read the written
message that Hildebranda brought him, he asked if she would accept
a suggestion, and she agreed. Florentino Ariza first made some cor-
rections between the lnes, erased them, rewrote them, had no more
room, and at last tore up the page and wrote a completely new message
that she thought very touching. When she left the telegraph office,
Hildebranda was on the verge of tears.

“He is ugly and sad,” she said to Fermina Daza, “but he 15 all
love.”

What most struck Hildebranda was her cousin’s solitude. She
seemed, she told her, an old maid of twenty. Accustomed to large
scattered families in houses where no one was certain how many
people were living or eating at any given time, Hildebranda could not
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imagine 2 girl her age reduced to the cloister of a private life, T

was t;ue: from the time she awoke at six in the morning uneil "s}z

tur ioht i .
ned out the light in the bedroom, Fermina Daza devoted hersel

to killing time. Life was imposed on her : .

final rooster crow, the mﬂkir)nan woke hefrowr?th()l;lzssici':pF;St’ o thg’l.
door knocker. Then came the knock of the fishwife Wli)thgh:n t:he..
of. red snappers dying on a bed of algae, the sumptuous fruit r : 0%
with vegetables from Maria Ia Baja and fruit from San Jacint sellers.
t}'len, f({r the rest of the day, everyone knocked at the door: bO' And.:
girls with lottery tickets, the Sisters of Charity, the knif;: geﬁiiil:;

with the gossip, the man who bought bottles, the man who bought

old gold, the man who bough '
, , ought newspapers, the fake sie: '
offered to read one’s destiny in cards, in the lines of ofgf paslmW};: '

coffee grounds, in the water in washbasins. idi
Week-opening and closing the street door to g;li)f lﬁgi;eipzzt e
Zhoutlr.lg from the balcony in a foul humor to st:)p bothering’ 1:51.
amn it, we a:lread'y bought everything we need. She had re Iaceci
Aunt Escoléstica with so much fervor and so much grace that FeI; i
confused them to the point of loving her. She had the obses?ma
of a slave: Whenever she had free time she would go to the W:’ES
room to iron the linens; she kept them perfect, she kept themr'-
cupboardvs with la_vender, and she ironed and folded notPonI whm
she had just washed but also what might have lost its bﬁyhtn .
through disuse. With the same care she continued to maintiin ;“
wardrobe of Fermina Sinchez, Fermina’s mother, who had d?;
fouFt'een years before. But Fermina Daza was the or;e who mad Tl
decisions. She ordered what they would eat, what they would ebt ;
what h‘ad to be done in every circumstance, and in }trhat wa :ﬁr’
determfned the life in a house where in reality nothing had )tro bc
dfetermmed. When she finished washing the cages andgfeedin the
birds, and making certain that the flowers wanted for nothing sh:
;v;s at a loss. .Often, after she was expelled from school, she ‘%ould
all asleep at siesta and not wake up until the next day. The painti
classes were only a more amusing way to kill time. ' P : e
He:r relationship with her father had lacked affection since th
e.xpulsmn of Aunt Escoldstica, although they had found the o t0
11.ve together without bothering each other. When she aw;?r{ty It1:

“had already gome to his business. He rarely missed the ritual of
 Junch, although he almost never ate, for the aperitifs and Galician

appetizers at t
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he Parish Café satisfied him. He did not eat supper
either: they left his meal on the table, everything on one plate
covered by another, although they knew that he would not eat it
qntil the next day when it was reheated for his breakfast. Once 2
week he gave his daughter money for expenses, which he calculated
with care and she administered with rigor, but bhe listened with
pleasure to any request she might make for unforeseen expenses.
He never questioned a penny she spent, he never asked her for any
explanations, but she behaved as if she had to make an accounting
pefore the Tribunal of the Holy Office. He had never spoken to
her about the nature or condition of his business, and he had never
raken her to his offices in the port, which were in a location forbidden
to decent young ladies even if accompanied by their fathers. Lorenzo
Daza did not come home before ten o’clock at night, which was the
curfew hour during the less critical periods of the wars. Until that
time he would stay at the Parish Café, playing one game or another,
for he was an expert in all salon games and a good teacher as well.
He always came home sober, not disturbing his daughter, despite
the fact that he had his first anisette when he awoke and continued
chewing the end of his unlit cigar and drinking at regular intervals
throughout the day. One night, however, Fermina heard him come
in. She heard his cossack’s step on the stair, his heavy breathing in
the second-floor hallway, his pounding with the flat of his hand on
her bedroom door. She opened it, and for the first time she was
frightened by his twisted eye and the slurring of his words.
“We are ruined,” he said. “Total ruin, so now you know.”
That was all he said, and he never said it again, and nothing
happened to indicate whether he had told the truth, but after that
night Fermina Daza knew that she was alone in the world. She lived
in a social limbo. Her former schoolmates were in a heaven that was

closed to her, above all after the dishonor of her expulsion, and she

was not 2 neighbor to her neighbors, because they had known her

without 2 past, in the uniform of the Academy of the Presentation of
the Blessed Virgin, Her father’s world was one of traders and
stevedores, of war refugees in the public shelter of the Parish Café,
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of solitary men. .. s
her Seclus:);on SEmIeI:V ::ta 1;5; year the painting classes had allevia}ed
would bring the oth » for the teacher preferred group classes agg
girls of varying and erdpflilplls 0 .the Ny ewing room. But they were
Daza they s egre noun efined social circumstances, and for Fermis
ended with each ClﬂSS.mI?Iifdetl?;l:ld';Og:zeg friends whose affectioy
bring in her father’s musicians and ﬁreiro;?{soz Zr; ti‘:s:;:;;sz} air it,
f gun-

owder, an S
I(:ut her, cod _hfwe 2 Carnival dance whose gale winds would of
usin’s moth-eaten spirit, but she soon realized that }:—E!_r_-
er

n

. l, . . .
+ €

narrow streets along which he followed her, the hid