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s beautiful, and he wore a plaid j
e d
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“Is it serious?” he asked.

‘ 3 2 y
: It’s nothing,” Nena Daconte said, smiling and shoy-
ing him the finger with the diamond ring and the almost
mvisible scratch of the rose on the tip. “It was just 2
thorn.”
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Before they reached Bayonne, it began to snow again.
It was no later than seven, but they found the streets de-
serted and the houses closed to the fury of the storm, and
after turning many corners and not finding a ph.arm;?y,
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fell into a deep sleep. Billy Sémhezddld :;:;
lose to midnight, when the snow ha l<:rl .

the pines stopped all at once antlities
. nd filled with glacial stars. He had passed

Jeeping lights of Bordeaux l?llt stopped only to .ﬁll thcel
the slep gstation along the highway, for he still ha
unk 4t 2 o drive to Paris without a break. He was so
:iheiiel::;g):vith his big, £ 25,000 tOy that he di.d n_ot e
”kii;nsclf if the radiant creature aslc'ep at his side—the
handage on her ring finger soaked w1t.h blood .and ber
adolescent dream pierced for the first time by lightning
fhes of uncertainty—felt the same way too.

They had been married three days before and ten
tousand kilometers away, in Cartagena de Indias, to the
stonishment of his parents and the disillusionment of
hers, and with the personal blessing of the archbishop.
Noone except.the two of them understood the real basis
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fr(?nt of' her. He wore nothing but a pai
skin string briefs, and h pair of fake leopard-
. , and he had the peaceful, elasti
nd golden color of those who li by L
e : ve by the ocean. A
his right wrist he wore the metal bracel round
gladiator, and around his right fist hralce 4 O-f 2 Ror_nan
chain that he used as a lethal e o
neck hung a medal wi & weaponnsaiaran i
silence to Z(ihe oe ad_Wlth i e
o) elemp unding of his heart. They had attended
: entary school and broken many pifiatas at
the s.am.e birthday parties, for they both came from the
pr.ovmcml families that had ruled the city’s destiny at
will since colonial days, but they had not seen each other
for so many years that at first they did not recognize one
another. Nena Daconte remained standing, motionless,
doing nothing to hide her intense nakedness. Then Billy
S4nchez carried out his puerile ritual: He Jowered his
leopard—skin briefs and showed her his respectable
erected manhood. She looked straight at it, with no sign
of surprise.
«I’ve seen them bigger and harder,” she said, cont.rol-
ling her terror. «G think again about what you're doing,
because with me you’ll have to perform better than 2

black man.”
In reality not only was Nena D

til that moment she had never seenl

aconte a virgin, but un-
a naked man, yet her
Billy Sénchez could
mash the fist rolled in chain aganst

: 1 to the hos-
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her hov
ernoons

pital in
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nterior terrace of the house where six generati
’s illustrio s
of Nena Daconte’s 1 h us ancestors had died; she
played popular SORE° the saxophone, and he, with his
band in 2 cast, contc.amplafed her from the hammock in
nrelieved stupefaction. The house had countless floor-
o-ceiling windows that faced the fetid stillwater of the
bay. and it was one of the largest and oldest in the district
of La Manga, and beyond any doubt the ugliest. But the
rerrace with the checkered tiles where Nena Daconte
played the saxophone was an oasis in the four-o’clock
heat, and it opened onto 2 courtyard with generous shade
qnd mango trees and banana plants, under which there
was a grave and 2 nameless tombstone older than the
house and the family’s memory. Even those who knew
nothing about music thought the saxophone wasan anach-
ronism in so noble a house. “It sounds like a ship,” Nena
Daconte’s grandmother had said when she heard it for
the first time. Nena Daconte’s mother had tried in vain
to have her play it another way and not, for the sake of
ii:;f::t; r\;vithdher' skirt up a.round her thighs and her
i tge m, ljlsrilC lelfih a ,sensuahty th'at did not seem essen-
o " 1on t care what mstr'ume'nt you play,”
X her” y, “as long as you play it with your legs
By .
1°Ve\tvetrheo\sjh3}tufﬂs farewell songs and that feasting on
ikl aconnd o a Ovyed Nena Daconte to break the bitter
-3 nd Billy Sinchez. Beneath his sad 1
Borant bruce. whict is sa .reputanon as
Cess becg » which he had upheld with great suc-
use of the confl . ‘ g
Mmes, she discovered HIIERCE of two illustrious family
£00nes in his g rz . fnghf‘ened, tender orphan. While
nd were knitting, she and Billy Sinchez

on the i
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learned to know each other so well that even he was
amazed at the fluidity with which love occurred when
she took him to her virgin's bed one rainy afternoon
when they were alone in the house. Every day at the
same time, for almost two weeks, they caroused, pas-
sionate and naked, beneath the astonished gaze of the
portraits of civil warriors and insatiable grandmothers
who had preceded them in the paradise of that historic
bed. Even in the pauses between love they remained naked
and kept the windows open, breathing the air of ships’
garbage wafting in from the bay, its smell of shit, and
listening in the silence of the saxophone to the daily
sounds from the courtyard, the single note of the frog
beneath the banana plants, the drop of water falling on
nobody’s grave, the natural movements of life that they
had not had the opportunity to learn before.

When her parents returned home, Nena Daconte and
Billy Sinchez had progressed so far in love that the world
was not big enough for anything else, and they n?ade love
anytime, anyplace, trying to reinvent it each time tl?ey
did. At first they struggled in the sports cars thh. whlcl;
Billy Sanchez’s papa tried to quiet his own feelings O,
guilt. Then, when the cars became too easy for them, thlel)
would go at night into the deserted cabanas of Marbella
where destiny had first brought them toget.her, and dur-
ing the November carnival they even w'ent in costume tf’
the rooms for hire in the old slave district of Ge'tscmanl»
under the protection of the matrons who 'unnl ,a few
months before had been obliged to endure Billy Sanchez

i f
and his chain-wielding gang: Nena Daconte gave hersel
over to furtive love with the same frenetic devotion that
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she had once wasted on the saxophone, until her tameq

pandit at 1ast understood what she had meant when she
qid he would have to perform like a black man, Billy

ginchez always returned her love, with skill and the same

enthusiasm. When they were married, they fulfilled their
vow to love each other over the Atlantic, while the
stewardesses slept and they were crammed into the air-

lane lavatory, overcome more by laughter than by plea-
sure. Only they knew then, twenty-four hours after the
wedding, that Nena Daconte had been pregnant for two
months.

And so when they reached Madrid they were far from
being two sated lovers, but they had enough discretion to
behave like pure newlyweds. Their parents had arranged
everything. Before they left the plane, a protocol officer
came to the first-class cabin to give Nena Daconte the
white mink coat with gleaming black trim that was her
wedding present from her parents. He gave Billy Sanchez
the kind of shearling jacket that was all the rage that
?:rn;‘;; z?ihtr:i:;::rked keys to a surprise car waiting
th;I;)};feilcriaClOrL;ntry’.s diplomatic mission welcomed them in
o cei}:itlo? room. Not only were the ambassador
- whe E frler}ds of both families, but he was the
iting foroh ad c.lehvered Nena Daconte, and. he was
e that ey er with a bouquet of roses so radiant and
them b, wi?ht?e de“_’dr ops seemed artlﬁclal.. She greeted
What Premary alse kisses, un.comfortable with her some-
10565, A she . (:] status as bl‘l.de, and then accepted the

"she hangleq :htheﬂll she pr{cked her finger on a thorn,
e mishap with a charming ruse.
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! “I did it on purpose,” she said, “so you'd notice my
ring.”

In fact, the entire diplomatic mission marveled at the
splendor of the ring, which must have cost a fortune, not
so much because of the quality of the diamonds as for its
well-preserved antiquity. But no one noticed that her
finger had begun to bleed. They all turned their attention
to the new car. The ambassador’s amusing idea had been
to bring it to the airport and have it wrapped in cello-
phane and tied with an enormous gold ribbon. Billy
Sanchez did not even notice his ingenuity. He was so
eager to see the car that he tore away the wrapping all
at once and stood there breathless. It was that year’s Bent-
ley convertible, with genuine leather upholstery. The sky
looked like a blanket of ashes, a cutting, icy wind blew out

of the Guadarrama, and it was not a good time to be out-
side, but Billy Sanchez still had no notion of the cdld.
He kept the diplomatic mission in the outdoor parking
lot, unaware that they were freezing for the sake of
courtesy, until he finished looking over the sr'nalles.t de-
tails of the car. Then the ambassador sat beside him to
direct him to the official residence, where a luncheon had
been prepared. En route he pointed out the most famous
sights in the city, but Billy S4nchez seemed attentive only
to the magic of the car.

It was the first time he had traveled outside his country.

He had gone through all the private and public schools,

repeating courses over and over again, until he was l.eft

adrift in a limbo of indifference. The initial sight of a city

other than his own, the blocks of ashen houses with their
lights on in the middle of the day, the bare trees, the
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distant ocean, everything increased a feeling of desolation
that he struggled to kef:p in a corner of his heart. But
soon he fell, without being aware of it, into the first trap
of forgetting. A sudden, silent storm, the earliest of the
season, had broken overhead, and when icy ](.:ft th.e am-
passador’s residence after lunch to begm thex.r drive to
France, they found the city covered with r.adlant Snow.
Then Billy Sinchez forgot the car, and with everyone
watching he shouted with joy, threw fistfuls of snow
over his head, and wearing his new coat, rolled on the
ground in the middle of the street.

Nena Daconte did not realize that her finger was bleed-
ing until they left Madrid on an aftdrnoon that had turned
transparent after the storm. It surprlsed hc?r, becausg when
she had accompanied the ambassador’s wife, who liked to
sing Italian arias after official luncheons, on the saxo-
phone, her ring finger had hardly bothered her. Later,
while she was telling her husband the shortest rodtes
to the border, she sucked her finger in an unconscious
way each time it bled, and only when they reached the
Pyrenees did she think of looking for a pharmacy. Then
she succumbed to the overdue dreams of the past few
days, and when she awoke with a start to the nigh@ansh
impression that the car was going through water, 1t \\fas
a long while before she remembered the handkerchief
wrapped around her finger. She saw on the illuminated
clock on the dashboard that it was after three, made her
Mental calculations, and only then realized that they had
Passed Bordeaux, as well as Angouléme and Poitiers, and
L’f/ere driVi“g along the flooded dike of the Loire. Moon-

ght filtered through the mist, and the silhouettes of
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castles through the pines seemed to come from fairy tales,
Nena Daconte, who knew the region by heart, estimated
th/at they were about three hours from Paris, and Billy
Sinchez, undaunted, was still at the wheel.

: “You're a wild man,” she said. “You've been driv-
ing for more than eleven hours and you haven’t eaten a
thing.”

The intoxication of the new car kept him going. He
had not slept very much on the plane, but he felt wide
awake and energetic enough to be in Paris by dawn.

“I'm still full from the embassy lunch,” he said. And
he added, with no apparent logic, “After all, in Cartagena
they're just leaving the movies. It must be about ten
o’clock.”

Even so, Nena Daconte was afraid he would fall asleep
at the wheel. She opened one of the many presents they
had received in Madrid and tried to put a piece of candied
orange in his mouth. But he turned away.

“Real men don’t eat sweets,” he said.

A lictle before Orléans the fog cleared, and a very large
moon lit the snow-covered fields, but traffic became more
difficult because enormous produce trucks and wine tank-
ers merged onto the highway, all heading for Paris. Nena
Daconte would have liked to help her husband with the
driving, but she did not dare even to suggest it: He had
informed her the first time they went out together 'thaf
nothing is more humiliating for a man than to be driven
by his wife. She felt clearheaded after almost five hours

of sound sleep, and she was happy too that they had not
stopped at a hotel in the French provinces, which she h.ad
known since she was a little girl making countless trips
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there with her paren,t,S. “Th?re’s 1o more beautifu] coyp-

qryside in the world,” she safd, “but you can die of thirs;

and not find any 0‘ne who'll g}ve youafree glass of water.”

Ghe was SO convinced of this that at the last minute she
had put 2 cake of soap'and a roll of toilet paper in her
overnight bag, because in French hotels there was never
any s0ap; and thf: paper in the bathrooms was last weel’s
pewspapers cut into little squares and hung from a nail.
The only thing she regretted at that moment was having
wasted an entire night without making love. Her hus-

band’s reply was immediate.
“T was just thinking it must be fantastic to fuck in the

snow,” he said. “Right here, if you want.”

Nena Daconte gave it serious thought. The moonlit
snow at the edge of the highway Jooked fluffy and warm,
but as they approached the suburbs of Paris the traffic
grew heavier, and there were clusters of lit factories and
numerous workers on bicycles. If it had not been winter,
it would have been broad daylight by now.

“We'd better wait until Paris,” said Nena Daconte.
“All nice and warm in a bed with clean sheets, like mar-
ried people.”

“It’s the first time you've turned me down,

“Of course,” she replied. “It’s the first time we've been
married,”

Alittle before dawn they washed their faces and uri-
“at‘fd at a roadside restaurant and had coffee with warm
croissants at the counter, where truck drivers drank red
Wine with breakfast. In the bathroom Nena Daconte
:;W t.hat she had bloodstains on her blouse and skirt, but

¢ did not try to wash them out. She tossed her blood-

” he said.
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soaked handkerchief into the trash, moved her weddin

rir}g to her left hand, and washed the wounded ﬁnge%
with soap and water. The scratch was almost invisible.
Yet as soon as they were back in the car it began to bleed
again, and Nena Daconte hung her arm out the window,
certain that the icy air from the fields had cauterizing
tactic proved useless too, but she was still
f anyone wants to find us it'll be very
h her natural charm. “All they have to

1 of my blood in the snow.” Then she
had said, and her face

properties. This
unconcerned. “I
easy,” she said wit
do is follow the trai
thought more about what she

bloomed in the first light of dawn.
“Imagine,” she said. “A trail of blood in the snow all

the way from Madrid to Paris. Wouldn't that make 2

good song?”’
She did not have time to thin

Paris her finger bled in an unco
felt as if her soul were escaping through the scratch. She

had tried to stop the flow with the toilet paper she car-
ried in her bag, but it took longer to wrap her finger than

row the strips of bloody paper out the window. The
her coat, the car seats were all

adual but irreparable process.
lly frightened and insisted on
ut by then she knew this was

k again. In the suburbs of
ntrollable flood, and she

to th
clothes she was wearing,

becoming soaked, in a gr
Billy Sanchez became red
looking for a pharmacy, b

no matter for pharmacists. § et
g
«\Ve're almost at the Porte d'Orléans,” she said. “GO

straight ahead, along Avenue Général Leclerc, the blg

one with all the trees, and then I'll tell you what to do.
This was the most difficult part of the trip. The Avenue

du Général Leclerc was jammed in both directions, an
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infernal knot of small cars an

mous trucks that were trying for?::zlrrct)l,rcelz andlthe o
The useless clamor of the horns made Billmrg’markcm
agitated that he shouted insults in chain-\)\’/ieladr?Chez "
guage at several drivers and even tried to get oumgflan_
car to hit one of them, but Nena Daconte mana edtto -
vince him that although the French were the rgudes(t) ek
le in the world, they never had fistfights. It was one IE(C)O_
proof of her good judgment, because at that mome;‘z
Nena Daconte was struggling not to lose consciousness
It took them more than an hour just to get around the.
Léon de Belfort traffic circle. Cafés and stores were lit
as if it were midnight, for it was a typical Tuesday in an
overcast, filthy Parisian January, with a persistent rain
that never solidified into snow. But there was less traffic
on the Avenue Denfert-Rochereau, and after a few blocks
Nena Daconte told her husband to turn right, and he
Ezzl;iet(:;.)umde the emergency entrance of a huge, gloomy
losih;c?accl l;(: (l;e helped out of the car, yet she did not
| r her lucidity. As she lay on the gurne
waiting for the doctor on duty, she an d o ’y
B - Y, she answere the' nurse’s
. Biﬁ . regarding her identity and medical his-
24 Wh);rea;l;e cizacsarrxed.her bag and grippfﬂd her left
Bt and ool dwearrrrg her wedding ring; it felt
sayed at her Side, l:1nld.her lips had lost their color. He
tived and mgde a,br(i)ﬁf ing hr:r hfmd, until the doctor ar-
Br He wag g o examination of her wounded fin-
ki ery young man with a shaved head and
old copper. Nena Daconte paid no at-

R n.the COIOI‘ Of
tion tg h
im "
» but turned a livid smile on her husband.
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“Don’t be afraid,” she said, with her invincible humor,
“The only thing that can happen is that this cannibal will
cut off my hand and eat it.”

The doctor completed his examination, then surprised
them by speaking very correct Spanish with a strange
Asian accent.

“No, children,” he said. “This cannibal would rather
die of hunger than cut off so beautiful a2 hand.”

They were embarrassed, but the doctor calmed them
with a good-natured gesture. Then he ordered the cot
wheeled away, and Billy Sanchez tried. to follow, clutch-
ing his wife’s hand. The doctor took his arm and stopped

him.

“Not you,’

’ he said. “She’s going to intensive care.”
Nena Daconte smiled again at hc.er husband, and C'OE;
tinued waving good-bye until she dlsappeared f(rio;n lillid
at the end of the corridor. The doctor st:;ye rit;n o[;
studying the information that the nurse had w!

a clipboard. Billy Sanchez called to hi’r,n.
“Doctor,” he said. “She’s pregnant.

“How far along?”

“Two months.” : k

The doctor did not give this f?ct as mUChrlim}i s
as Billy Sanchez had expected. “You w'Tlre sé{;’l it
e he said, and walked after the cot. Billy e ok
lcft’ standing in the mournful room that sme

he
: t to do 3s
knowing wha
‘s sweat, was left not caken
PR e : orridor where they had

ked down the empty € wooden
;(\)IZHZ Daconte, and then he sat fi(.)wn ondtil(;enot -
bench where other people were waiting. 'P;ed to leave the
how long he sat there, but when he decide

ortance
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hospital it was night again and sti]] rainin
by the weight of the world, he still dig
to do.

Nena Daconte was admitted at nine-thirty on Tuesday,
January 7, as I learned years later from the hospital rec-
ords. That first night, Billy Sinchez slept in the car, which
was parked outside the emergency entrance, and very
early the next day he ate six boiled eggs and drank two
cups of café au lait in the closest cafeteria he could find,
for he had not had a full meal since Madrid. Then he
went back to the emergency room to see Nena Daconte,
but they managed to make him understand that he had
to use the main entrance. There, at last, an Asturian main-
tenance man helped him communicate with the recep-
tionist, who in fact confirmed that Nena Daconte had
been admitted to the hospital, but that visitors were al-
lowed only on Tuesdays, from nine to four. That is, not
for another six days. He tried to see the doctor who spoke
Spanish, whom he described as a black man with a shaved
head, but nobody could tell him anything on the basis of
two such simple details.

Reassured by the news that Nena Daconte was in the
fegistry, he returned to the car. A traffic officer made him
Park two blocks away, in a very narrow street, on the
Ezflr:jlzunitjer}fd si_de. f‘\‘cr(:ss the'stree’t, was a renovated
A arfj ;}:t a sign: Hotel Nicole.” It had 'onl)‘r one
6t and o ; ;eceptlon area was very small, with ]usF a
W5 bigh an ﬂuprlght piano, but the owner, u‘fhose voice
Futge o Lo autﬁ', could understan.d ch(ints in any lan.-
dleven e, fs S they l?ad money. Billy Sanchez with his

¢ and nine gift boxes took the only free

g, and oppressed
not know what
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room, a triangular garret on the ninth floor, which he
came to after a breathless climb up a circular staircase
that smelled of boiled cauliflower. The walls were cov-
ered with a sad paper, and there was no room at the one
window for anything but the dim light from an interior
courtyard. There was a double bed, a large armoire, a
straight-backed chair, a portable bidet, and a washstand
with a bowl and pitcher, so that the only way to be in
the room was to lie on the bed. Worse than old, every-
thing was forlorn, but very clean, and with a salutary
odor of recent medicine.

If he had spent the rest of his life in the attempt, Billy
Sinchez could not have deciphered the enigmas of that
world founded on a talent for miserliness. He never solved
the mystery of the stairway light that went out before he

reached his floor, and he never discovered how to turn 1t

on again. He needed half a morning to learn that on Fhe
ith a toilet

landing of each floor there was a little room Wi :
that one flushed by pulling a chain, and he already ha
decided to use it in the dark, when he discovered by acc;
cident that the light went on when the lock was bf)lte
on the inside, so that no one would forget to turn”lt <r)l ;
again. The shower, which was at the end of the h: L ahis
which he insisted on using twice 2 day as hF di hmand
paid for separately, and in cas ,hree
the hot water, controlled from the ?fﬁ?e, ran.out ufiﬁ tc e
minutes. Yet Billy Sinchez was thmlqng w1‘th su50 e
clarity to realize chat this way of doing thm%s;n i
ferent from his own, Was in any €ase betterdt g
outdoors in January, and he felt s0 confused 2

own country, one
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that he could not understand how he ever had lived with
out the help and protection of Nena Daconte. "
When he went up to his room on Wednesday morning
he threw himself facedown on the bed with his coat on,
thinking about the miraculous creature who was stﬂi
bleeding two blocks away, and he soon fell into so natural
a sleep that when he awoke his watch said five o’clock,
but he could not tell whether it was afternoon or morn-
ing, or what day of the week it was, or what city, with
windows lashed by wind and rain. He waited, awake in
the bed, always thinking about Nena Daconte, untl he
confirmed that in fact day was breaking. Then he went
to have breakfast in the same cafeteria as the day before,
and there he learned it was Thursday. The lights in the
hospital were on and it had stopped raining, and so he
leaned against the trunk of a chestnut tree outside the
main entrance, where doctors and nurses in white coats
v&"alked in and out, hoping he would see the Asian physi-
cian who had admitted Nena Daconte. He did not see
him then, or that afternoon after lunch, when he had to
end his vigil because he was freezing. At seven he had
another café au lait and two hard-boiled eggs that he
Chose'from the display counter himself after two days
of cating the same thing in the same place. W hen he went
st)i?i(;k ;0 the hotel to sleep, he found his car alor'le on one
\vhilz tl}lle street, with a parking ticket on the wm'dshu':ld,
It wasa the others were parked on the op}\)osue .Slde-
b l:‘ lﬂicu'lt task for the porter at the Hotel Nicole
. En ltr}ll to him that on oc'id-numbered days one could
e odd-numbered side of the street, and on even-
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numbered days on the other side. Such rationalist strata-
gems proved incomprehensible to a purebred Sinchez
de Avila, who almost two years before had driven the
mayor’s official car into a neighborhood movie theater
and wreaked absolute havoc while the intrepid police
stood by. He understood even less when the porter ad-
vised him to pay the fine but not to move his car at that
hour, because he only would have to move it again at
midnight. As he tossed and turned on the bed and could
not sleep, he thought for the first time not only about
Nena Daconte, but about his own grievous nights in the
gay bars at the public market in Cartagena of the Carib-
bean. He remembered the taste of fried fish and coconut
rice in the restaurants along the dock, where the schooners
from Aruba moored. He remembered his house, the walls
covered with heartsease, where it would be just sean
o’clock the night before, and he saw his papa in silk
pajamas reading the newspaper in the coolness of the

terrace.

He remembered his mother—no one ever see'med 10
know where she was, regardless of the hour—his desir-
able, talkative mother, who wore a Sunday d'ress and.a
rose behind her ear when night fell, stifling with heat 1n
the encumbrance of splendid fabric. One afternoon whlelrj
he was seven years old, he had gone into hgr room ‘;”}:er
out knocking and found her naked in bed with one 0 e
casual lovers. That mishap, which they.had r'xevcr rryleen
tioned, established 2 complicitous relationship bt’;:‘:mt
them that proved more useful than love. BL'lt he 1“' -
conscious of that, or of so many other terrible tl;nﬁsim-
his only child’s loneliness, until the night he foun
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self tossiflg in the bed of a sz{d Parisian garret, with no one
to tell his sorrows to, and in a fierce rage with himself
pecause he could not bear his desire to cry.

It was a beneficial inso.mn'ia. He got out of bed on Fri-
day wounded by the evil night he had spent, but deter-
mined to give definition to his life. He decided at last to
break the lock on his suitcase and change his clothes,
since all the keys were in Nena Daconte’s bag, along with
most of their money and the address book where, per-
haps, he might have found the number of someone they
knew in Paris. At his usual cafeteria he realized that he
had learned to say hello in French, and to ask for ham
sandwiches and café au lait. He knew it never would be
possible to order butter or any kind of eggs because he
never would learn to pronounce the words, but butter
was always served with the bread, and the hard-boiled
eggs were displayed on the counter, where he could take
them without having to ask for them. Moreover, by the
third day, the waiters recognized him and helped when
he.tried to make himself understood. And so at lunch on
Friday, as he was trying to set his head to rights, he or-
dered a veal fillet with fried potatoes and a bottle of wine.
?r:n{:ltl so good th'en that he ordered anotber bottle,
R almost half of it, and crossed the str‘eet with t}%e firm
knowe t}? force his way into the hospital. He (.hd not
irnagezvf e}: € to ﬁnd Nena Daconte, but t.he Rrowdentlal
b Sureht e Asian doct?r was fixed in hlS' mind, and he
i ebwould find him. He did not go in throygh the
e le;’ ut used the emergency entrance, which had

. COrridS well guarded to him, but he could not get past
or where Nena Daconte had waved good-bye.
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A guard with a blood-spattered smock asked him some-
thing as he walked by, and he paid no attention. The
man followed him, repeating the same question over and
over in French, and at last grabbed him by the arm with
so much force that he stopped him short. Billy Sinchez
tried to shake him off with a chain-wielder’s trick, and
then the guard shit on his mother in French, twisted his
arm at the shoulder into a hammerlock, and without for-
getting to shit a thousand times on his whore of a mother
almost carried him to the door, raging with pain, and
tossed him out into the middle of the street like a sack of
potatoes.
That afternoon, aching with the punishment he ha‘d re-
ceived, Billy Sanchez began to be an adult. He deleded,
as Nena Daconte would have done, to turn to hls.am—
bassador. The hotel porter, who despite bis uns.ocmble
appearance was very helpful and very patient wl;th larilr;
guages, found the number and address of the em assdy i
the telephone book and wrote them down on a carti.me
very amiable woman answered th_e Phone, and 1; nges -
Billy Sanchez recognized the diction (?f thc?f \n e
her slow, colorless voice. He started by ident1 ylr;gmﬂies
self, using his full name, certain the' two g}rleattd: i
would impress the woman, but the. voice on the b Eeam
did not change. He heard her recite her le.ssolr:’ Zﬁice .
His Excellency the Ambassador was 1ot in li pm
the moment and was not expectcd until the next 2 Y o

. ly by appomtment, ;
in any event he could be .'seen only P ecs. Billy S
then only under extraordinary c1rclu)msOnte oy o )
chez knew he would not find Nena :C ¥ ) ccmadtn

cither, and he thanked the woman or t
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with as much amiability as she had used in giving it. Th
he took a taxi and went to the embassy. ST,
It was :ft 22 R.UC dCS. Champs-Elysées, in one of the
uietest @smc/ts in Paris, but the only thing that im-
pressed Billy Sanchez, as he himself told me in Cartagena
de Indias many years later, was that for the first time
since his arrival the sunshine was as bright as in the Carib-
bean, and the Eiffel Tower loomed over the city against
a radiant sky. The functionary who received him in the
name of the ambassador looked as if he had just recovered
from a fatal disease, not only because of his black suit,
oppressive collar, and mourning tie, but also because of
his judicious gestures and hushed voice. He understood
Billy Sinchez’s concern but reminded him, without los-
ing any of his discretion, that they were in a civilized
country whose strict norms were founded on the most
ancient and learned criteria, in contrast to the barbaric
Americas, where all one had to do to go into a hospital
was bribe the porter. “No, dear boy,” he said. His only
recourse was to submit to the rule of reason and wait
Un‘t‘ﬂ Tuesday.

e
When 1. wem, s S/u\rrle. tis wort. seeing.
the Place o 1. p , Bi y Sinchez fo.und himself on

: oncorde without knowing what to do.

¢ 8w the Eiffel Tower above the rooftops, and it

Seemed s0 ¢loge that he tried o

ays. But he g oo tried to walk there' along the
calized it was farther than it appeared
tion as he looked for it. And so
nk 'about Nena Daconte as he sat on a
¢ Seine. He watched the tugs pass under

€
€gan to thj
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.th.e bridges, and to him they did not look like boats but
itinerant .houses, with red roofs and flower pots on the
windowsills and clotheslines stretched across the deck.
For a long while he watched a motionless fisherman, with
a m9ti0nless rod and a motionless line in the current, and
he tired of waiting for something to move, until it started
growing dark and he decided to take a taxi back to the
hotel. That was when he realized he did not know its
name or address and had no idea where in Paris the hos-
pital was located.

Stupefied by panic, he went into the first café he came
to, asked for a cognac, and tried to put his thoughts in
order. While he was thinking he saw himself repeated
over and over and from many different angles in the
numerous mirrors on the walls, saw that he was fright-
ened and alone, and for the first time since the day of
his birth he thought about the reality of death. But
with the second glass of cognac he felt better, and had
the providential idea of returning to the embassy. He
looked in his pocket for the card with its address, and
discovered that the name and street number of the hotel
were printed on the other side. He was so shak.en by the
experience that he did not leave his room again for the
entire weekend except to eat and move the car from one
side of the street to the other. For three days the same
filthy rain that had been falling the morning they had
arrived continued to fall. Billy Sinchez, who had neve.r
read an entire book, wished he had one to fend off his
boredom as he lay on the bed, but the only books he
found in his wife’s suitcases were in languages other than
Spanish. And so he kept waiting for Tuesday, contem-
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plating the peacocks repeated across the wallpaper and
always thinking about Nena Daconte. On Monday he
straightened the room, wondering what she would say
if she found it in that state, and only then did he discover
that the mink coat was stained with dried blood. He
spent the afternoon washing it with the perfumed soap
he found in her overnight bag, until he succeeded in re-
storing it to what it had been when it was carried onto
the airplane in Madrid.

Tuesday dawned overcast and icy, but without the
rain. Billy Sanchez was up at six and waited at the hos-
pital entrance with a throng of relatives bringing gifts
and bouquets of flowers to the patients. He went in with
the crowd, carrying the mink coat over his arm, asking
no questions and with no idea where Nena Daconte could
be, but sustained by the certainty that he would meet the
Asian doctor. He walked through a very large interior
courtyard, with flowers and wild birds, and on each side
were the wards: women to the right and men to the left.
Following the other visitors, he entered the women’s
ward. He saw a long line of female patients in hospital
gowns sitting on their beds, illuminated by the great light
of the windows, and he even thought it was all much
more cheerful than one could imagine from the outside.
He reached the end of the corridor and then walked back,
until he was certain that none of the patients was Nena
Da(:‘Onte. Then he walked around the exterior gallery
again, peering through the windows at the men’s ward,
;lntll he thought he recognized the doctor he was looking
or.

And in fact he had. The doctor was examining 2 pa-
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tient with some other doctors and several .
Sianchez went into the ward, moved on: OI;ur:les‘ Billy
away from the group, and stood facing the Asifmednurses
who Was.bent over the patient. He spoke to himmii-fé
?:(f(:(g)lrlirz"::legi:,s sorrowful eyes, thought a moment, then

“But where the hell have you been?” he asked.

Billy Sanchez was perplexed.

“In the hotel,” he said. “Right here, around the corner.”

Then he found out. Nena Daconte had bled to death
at ten minutes past seven on the evening of Thursday,
January o, after sixty hours of failed efforts by the most
qualified specialists in France. She had been lucid and
serene to the end, instructing them to look for her hus-
band at the Plaza-Athénée, where she and Billy'Sénchez
had a reservation, and giving them the necessary mfogma-
tion for reaching her parents. The embass)’__hadoﬁ‘;f::
informed by an urgent cable fr‘om the tf(:-zlrinalready
on Friday, when Nena Dac(cimtehsi nﬁ):erl({:-'ntook o
flying to Paris. ‘The amll)asfr? (;;d the funeral, and stayed
formalities f.or the emb.a " rgfec:tllre i Paris during the
in touch with the .pollcer P hez. An emergency b_“”em
efforts to locare .Bllly Sa[? Coadéast from Friday night ©©
with his description e

‘o and telev
er radio 2
ernoon oV
Sunday aft

oW ;
those forty hours in Nena Daconte

ffis l}zll;zilof\rfz}r))r:yhere Three Bentley €077
isp

¢l had been locate rived at poon e
1
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until the last minute that Billy Sinchez would be found.
His parents also had been informed and were ready to fly
to Paris, but in the end they did not because of some con-
fusion in the telegrams. The funeral took place on Sun-
day at two in the afternoon, only two hundred meters
from the sordid hotel room where Billy Sanchez lay in
agonies of loneliness for the love of Nena Daconte. The
functionary who had received him at the embassy told
me years later that he himself received the telegram from
the Foreign Office an hour after Billy Sinchez left his of-
fice, and went to look for him in the discreet bars along
the Rue du Faubourg-Saint-Honoré. He confessed to me
that he had not paid much attention to Billy Sanchez
when he saw him, because he never imagined that the boy
from the coast, dazzled by the novelty of Paris and wear-
ing such an unbecoming shearling coat, could have so
illustrious an origin in his favor.

.On the same night when he endured his desire to cry
with rage, Nena Daconte’s parents called off the search
and took away the embalmed body in the metal coffin,
and those who saw it repeated over and over again for
m.any years that they never had seen a more beautiful
;‘t(l):sl::;lieai Olr1 alive. ‘And therefore when Billy S;'mch_cz
had alreadre tk e hosplta.l on Tuesday morning, the burial
Manga ) )f’ taken place in the mournful cemetery of La
deCiph;red et‘}:’ r;lieters from the.house .\vhere they had

Beto i to(;d ];St ke)js to their happiness. The Asian
1 give hiny illy S:m?}.lcz abf)ut the tragedy wanted
toom, by 1 some tranthzers n
ool e refused, Billy

Ye, without anything

the hospital waiting
Sinchez left without saying
to say thank you for, think-
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ing that the only thing he needed with great urgency was
to find somebody and beat his brains out with a chain in
revenge for his own misfortune. When he walked out of
the hospital, he did not even realize that snow with no
trace of blood was falling from the sky, in tender, bright
flakes that looked like the downy feathers of doves, or
that there was a festive air on the streets of Paris, because
it was the first big snowfall in ten years.
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