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Frieda, and found her at last on the tourist deck, just as
we were about to leave without saying good-bye. She too
had taken a siesta.

“I dreamed abourt the poet,” she said.

In astonishment I asked her to tell me her dream.

“I dreamed he was dreaming about me,” she said, and
my look of amazement disconcerted her. “What did you
expect? Sometimes, with all my dreams, one slips in that
has nothing to do with real life.”

I never saw her again or even wondered about her until
I heard about the snake ring on the woman who died in
the Havana Riviera disaster. And | could not resist the
temptation of questioning the Portuguese ambassador
when we happened to meet some moriths later at a diplo-
matic reception, The ambassador spoke about her with
great enthusiasm and enormous admiration, “You cannot
imagine how extraordinary she was,” he said. “You would
have been obliged to write a story about her.” And he
went on in the same tone, with surprising details, but
without the clue that would have allowed me to come to
a final conclusion.

“In concrete terms,” I asked at last, “what did she do?”’

“Nothing,” he said, with a certain disenchantment,
“She dreamed.” )

MARCH 1980
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‘I Only Came
to Use- the P}lone”

ONE RATNY spring afternoon, while Maria de la
Luz Cervantes was driving alone back to Barcelona, her
rented car broke down in the Monegros desert. Shel was
twenty-seven years old, a thoughtful,‘pretty Mexican
who had enjoyed a certain fame as a music hali perfo‘rx‘ner
a few vears earlier. She was married toa cabarfat‘ r.nagicmn,
whom she was to meet later that day after visiting some
relatives in Zaragoza. For an hour she made desPerate
signals to the cars and trucks that sped past her 1 th;
storm, until at last the driver of a ramshackle bus too
pity on her. He did warn her, however, that he was not

i far.
gof‘lf s:gn’t matter,” said Marfa. “All T need is a tele-

hone.”
P That was true, and she needed it only to let her husband

71



STRANGE PiLGriMs

imov; tha,t she would not be home before seven. Wearin

: s;:ud ent’s coaf: and I.)cach shoes in April, she looked like

: e {'agglcd little bird, and she was so distraught after

;i:t- }imsh:%? that she forgot to take the car keys. A woman

a military air was sitting next to v

; the driver, and sh

gave Maria a towel and 2 bla k som for

ot o the ey and . nket and made room for

, ia wiped off the worst of the ra
‘ rain
:;Sdtifrlxi ;itt d_mivn, wraptl))ed herself in the blanket, and
a cigarette, but her matches ,

woman sharing the seat i St e
gave her a light and asked

of the few cigarettes that : e e

were sull dry. While th

smoked, Maria gave in to a desi d s ot
: : esire to vent her feeli

Za;ist,;d ger \’rro;lce over the noise of the rain and th::nﬁsa:;f

e bus. The woman i i
onger oo . nterrupted her by placing a fore-
MThf:y’re asleep,” she whispered.

o ?nl? looked over her shoulder and saw that the bu

ditis0 u lnc:f women of uncertain ages and varyin, cons

Serenxils who were sle.eping in blankets just like hers.gThei;

ser ty was contagious, and Marfa curled up in her seat
: succumbed to the sound of the rain. When sh

1t was dark and the storm had digs e

. olved into an i .
izxie.t I??e“}:sﬁ c11"10t 1idea li:o:;v long she had slept or thl)tr;;:c
e i
watchful. y had come to, Her neighbor looked

111
Where are we?” Marfa asked
[13 1 : '
T\:f'e l;re arrived,” answered the woman
e bus i -
was entering the cobbled courtyard of an

orm ildi
¢ ous, gloomy building that scemed to be an old
onvent In a forest of colossal trees, \

visible in the dim light of a lamp

en
'The passengers, just
m the courtyard, sat
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motionless until the woman with the military air ordered
them out of the bus with the kind of primitive directions
used in nursery school. They were all older women, and
their movements were so lethargic in the half-light of the
courtyard that they looked like images in a dream. Maria,
the last to climb down, thought they were nuns. She was
less certain when she saw several women in uniform who
received them at the door of the bus, pulled the blankets

_ over their heads to keep them dry, and lined them up sin-

gle file, directing them not by speaking but with rhyth-
mic, peremptory clapping. Maria said good-bye and tried
to give the blanket to the woman whose seat she had
shared, but the woman told her to use it to cover her head
while she crossed the courtyard and then return it at the
porter’s office.

“Is there a telephone?” Marfa asked.

- “Of course,” said the woman. “They’ll show you
where it 1.”

She asked for another cigarette, and Marfa gave her
the rest of the damp pack. “They’ll dry on the way,”
she said. The woman waved good-bye from the running
board, and called “Good. luck” in a voice that was almost
a shout. ‘The bus putled away without giving her time to
say anything else.

Maria started running toward the doorway of the
building. A matron tried to stop her with an energetic
clap of the hands, but had to resort to an imperious shout:
“Stop, 1 said!” Maria looked out from under the blanket
and saw a pair of icy eyes and an inescapable forefinger

peinting her into the line. She obeyed. Once inside the
vestibule she separated from the group and asked the
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'Elot;ee; \;rhere th; telephone was. One of the matrons re
er to the [i ith Ii .
while she said in a ilatilgzgeh;t)liie?ats o the shoulder
“ThIIS way, beautiful, the telephone’s this way.”
' Marfa walked with the other women down a);
ridor until they came to a communal dormitor where
lt)l:; mztrons collected the blankets and began {r’)
Nihes rank 1 Moo et et umane and o
| ria, €d down the line comparin
;atiilcs}tlegftnalll]le§ w1t'h those w;itten on cardboargl tag§
0 t’ e bodices of the new arrivals When sh
reach.ed Maria, she was surprised to see that 'sh s not
wearing her identification, | st
;‘; only came to use the phone,” Marfa told her
bmkeene;{(}:‘l;;ilzi xt\lr:;hh iggr;laat urg;;ncy that her car had
formed magic tricks at i s hus'b?nd, e e
Ba'rce.lona because they %félisllr:;aser‘lvg?t:fefm é‘ef .
;md::ght,.and. she wanted to let him knovf she :rtts)ulgf;:
o'ec 1:, ere I_;n time to go with .him. It was almost seven
octoe ;.e ; ;:?lccll to Ieavle home in ten minutes, and she was
cancel everything b
Tl‘l‘e matron appeared to listg; to ﬁere\;?:;eatsiie o e
Wlfxat’s your name?” she asked. o
an]\;[iadn: j:lglil;ri tna}ne w1tl'1 a sigh of relief, but the wom-
Wi oo find e as }':er going over the list several times,
poch sor € questioned another matron,
¢ nottung to say and shrugged her shoulders
“gutl only ca,r,ne to use the phone,” said Ma;'ia
. he;lri:;dh‘(:’?:g; the supervisor told her, escorting her
|2 sweetness that was too patent to be real,

where
assign

Whe
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“if you're good you can call anybody you want. But not
now, tomorrow.”’
Then something clicked in Marfa’s mind, and she un-

derstood why the women on the bus moved as if they

were on the bottom of an aquarium. They were, in fact,

sedated with tranquilizers, and that dark palace with the
thick stone walls and frozen stairways was really a hos-
pital for female mental patients. She raced out of the
dormitory in dismay, but before she could reach the main
door a gigantic matron wearing mechanic’s coveralls
stopped her with a blow of her huge hand and held her
immobile on the floor in an armlock. Maria, paralyzed
with terror, looked at her sideways.

“For the love of God,” she said. “I swear by my dead
mother I only came to use the phone.”

Just one glance at her face was enough for Maria to
know that no amount of pleading would move that
maniac in coveralls who was called Herculina because
of her uncommon strength. She was in charge of difficult
cases, and two inmates had been strangled to death by her
polar bear arm skilled in the art of killing by mistake. It
was established that the first case had been an accident.
The second proved less clear, and Herculina was admon-
ished and warned that the next time she would be sub-
jected to a thorough investigation. The 'accepted story
was that this black sheep of 2 fine old family had a dubious
history of suspicious accidents in various mental hospitals
throughout Spain.

They had to inject Mar{a with a sedative to make her
sleep the first night, When a longing to smoke roused her
before dawn, she was tied to the metal bars of the bed by
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her wrists and ankles, She shouted, but no
. . ’ o
]tll:. ir::(;;mg{ while her husband could find ?12 i?::z :.)Ifl
herin reelona, she had Fo be taken to the infirmary, fo
?{1 hound her senseless in a swamp of her own mz;’er :
o n::l?c I:h::i rcg}a:med consciousness she did not kno&
how much ! me ad.passed. But now the world seemed
2he erfl:l of love. Beside her bed, a monumental old man
i 2 ?Itl-fl;)o.ted w.alk an'd a calming smile gave her back
e c; {I eing al'we with two masterful passes of his
1}; f e was the director of the sanatorium.
hime A(;IZ isaa);rlilgda}lythlng to him, without even greeting
h t(; e sked for a cigarette. He lit onc and handed
e » along with the pack, which was almost full
a gocou}d not h.old back her tears. -
o ::0 :SS :i};ei :rne to (fry to.your heart’s content,”
do a soporific voice. “Tea ’
the doctor 1s are the best
ncifé;x;zeint;ﬁrdened h?rself without shame, as she had
fever ben :} E to do with her casual lovers in the empty
e that c;] (()!wed loyem?king. As he listened, the
oo ea:; hc tl;er ha.u' Wlth. his fingers, arranged her
pLIow fo e er re.athlng', guided her through the laby- |
fhoch of her I:in;ertamty Wltl"l a wisdom and a sweetness
she never l?f Il;eam.cd possible. This was, for the first
o her l e, the mu:acle of being understood by a man
N :d to' er with all his heart and did not expect
b 0 to be hw:;hdher as a reward. At the end of a long
Perm,iSSion tz sepe: ! lzzrﬁgrtie c::ptgs of her soul, she asked
T usband on the teleph
Sitig :e :ili)}ctor stood.up with all the majestypofog; 0-
- INot yet, princess,” he said, patting her chgek
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with more tenderness than she ever had felt before.
“Everything in due course.” He gave her a bishop's bless-
ing from the door, asked her to trust him, and disappeared
forever.

That same afternoon Maria was admitted to the asylum
with a serial number and 2 few superficial comments con-
cerning the enigma of where she had come from and the
doubts surrounding her identity. In the margin the direc-
tor had written an assessment in his own hand: agitated.

Just as Marfa had foreseen, her husband left their mod-
est apartment in the Horta district half an hour behind
schedule for his three engagements. It was the first time
she had been late in the almost two years of their free and
very harmonious union, and he assumed it was due to the
heavy downpours that had devastated the entire province
that weekend. Before he went out he pinned a note to
the door with his itinerary for the night.

At the first party, where all the children were dressed
in kangaroo costumes, he omitted his best illusion, the in-
yvisible fish, because he could not do it without her as-
sistance. His second engagement was in the house of a
ninety—three-year—old woman in a wheelchair, who prided
herself on having celebrated each of her last thirty birth-
days with a different magician. He was so troubled by
Marfa’s absence that he could not concentrate on the
simplest tricks. At his third engagement, the one he did

every night at a café on the Ramblas, he gave an unin-

spired performance for a group of French tourists who -
could not believe what they saw because they refused to
believe in magic. After each show he telephoned his
house, and waited in despair for Maria to answer. After
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the Ia#t call he could no fon i
. ger contro] h
something had happened to her. » concern tha
On his way home, in the va
\ n adapted for public per-
formances, he saw the splendor of spring ixil) the I::Ia::n
trec.:s along the Paseo de Gracia, and he shuddered at the
;Amn’lous t'hought of what the city would be like without
-ana.. His last hope vanished when he found his note
still pinned to the door. He was so troubled he fo
feed the cat. e
I realize now fis I write this that  never learned his real
name, i')ccause in Barcelona we knew him only by his
professional name: Saturno the Magician. He was a);nan
gf o}(\i; ciharacter and Irredeemable social awkwardness
hut aria had more than enough of the- tact and charn‘:
: ;- lacked. It'Was she who led him by the hand through
! 1§ community of great mysteries, where no man Wougld
ai}re dsreamed of calling after midnight to look for his
wite. Saturno had, soon after he arriv
» 800 ed, and h -
;ferrcd tf) forget the incident. And so that night he :etrtjlzii
h?;] cal.h!r:g Zar;;goza, where a sleepy grandmother told
With no alarm that Marfa had said
. codbye aft
‘l;n;h. He s{ept f?r Just an hour at dawn, I—gIe hadya I;ugf
d.e dream in which he saw Maria wearing a ragged wed-
1clng dress S}')attered with blood, and he woke with the
earful certainty that this time she had left him fo
to face the vast world without her. e
. eSflxe ha*f;i deserted three different men, including him, in
ast five years. She had left him in Mexi ity
exico City s
n}onths after they met, when they were in the thron S:;
pleasure from their demented lovemaking in a maid’s

room | .
om m the Anzures district, One morning, after a night

78

“Y Only Came to Use the Phone”

of unspeakable profligacy, Marfa was gone. She left be-
hind everything that was hers, even the ring from her
previous marriage, along with a letter in which she said
she was incapable of surviving the torment of that wild
love, Saturno thought she had returned to her first hus-
band, a high school classmate she had married in secret
while still 2 minor and abandoned for another man after
two loveless years. But no: She had gone to her parents’
house, and Saturno followed to get her back regardless
of the cost. His pleading was unconditional, he made
many more promises than he was prepared to keep, but
he came up against an invincible determination. “There
are short loves and there are long ones,” she told him.
And she concluded with a merciless, “This was a short
one.” Her inflexibility forced him to admit defeat. But
in the early hours of the morning of All Saints’ Day, when
he returned to his orphan’s room after almost a year of
deliberate forgetting, he found her asleep on the living
room sofa with the crown of orange blossoms and long
tulle train worn by virgin brides.

Marija told him the truth. Her new fiancé, a childless
widower with a settled life and 2 mind to marry forever
in the Catholic Church, had left her dressed and waiting
at the altar. Her parents decided to hold the reception
anyway, and she played along with them. She danced,
sang with the mariachis, had too much to drink, and in a
terrible state of belated remorse left at midnight to find
Saturno.

He was not home, but she found the keys in the flower
pot in the hall, where they always hid them. Now she
was the one whose surrender was unconditional, “How

79



STRANGE PiLgrims

@Elgicjixss ;:n;;;r:e as‘l‘czd. She answered with a line by
es: “Love i i
lasts,” :fwo years later, it v:aslsstflie:?efn:f " o fong as e
bcl?:]/lar;i seemed to mature:. She renounced her dreams of
E da.ctress and dedicated herself to him, both in
I:s;(zirat::nd:; t;ei.a;;thc’cnd of the previous year they
. ans’ convention in Perpi
on their way home they visited Barcelo e the
time. They liked it so much na f'or e o
eight mont.hs, and it suited tﬁ::rzl, ?Zivbeel?tll:mbgohef -
ili)?;;men.t in the very Catalonian neighborhozd ofuflotr::
o znz:)?s)}fl, and they h‘ad no porter, but there was more:
il o coutdhope fon el e JAPPinEss s
\ e
a car and went to visit her reiat‘;;eees ii“g::;zhe ient?d
i?g to be back by seven on Monday night, B llgv: o
ursday there was still no word from her 4 n
On Monday of the following week, the in;uranc
gzx:ﬁ; i;:)r the rcnte_d car called and asked for Ma‘:‘;m?;
Zamgozz?’w I;n);thmg,” said Saturno. “Look for hez: in
Zaragon t.he A ;:us ung up. A week later a police officer
came to the ¢ to report that the car had been found,
kﬂ (igete fre, on a back road to Cadiz, nine hundred
omet Cr:r i:;;ltz};etip;; wht::{x:'e :I?:fa had abandoned it
: ow 1t she had further details re-
garding the theft, Saturno was feeding th Cand i
not look up when he told him straj hft; b e ‘_hd
shouldn’t waste their time becausegh' OUF e he POh'ce
an.d he didn’t know where she ha e ha'd i
His conviction was so great that g)f ?)I;Icic{:; ?:itthu"l‘;l:ls;l .
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fortable and apologized for his questions. They declared
the case closed.

"The suspicion that Marfa might leave him again had
assailed Saturno at Easter in Cadaqués, where Rosa Re-
gds had invited them to go sailing. In the Maritim, the
crowded, sordid bar of the gauche divine during the twi-
light of Francoism, twenty of us were squeezed together
around one of those wrought-iron tables that had room
only for six. After she smoked her second pack of ciga-
rettes of the day, Marfa ran out of matches. A thin, downy
arm wearing a Roman bronze bracelet made its way
through the noisy crowd at the table and gave her a light.
She said thank you without looking at the person she was
thanking, but Saturno the Magician saw him—a bony,

clean-shaven adolescent as pale as death, with a very black
ponytail that hung down to his waist. The windowpanes
in the bar just managed to withstand the fury of the
spring tramontana wind, but he wore a kind of street
pajama made of raw cotton, and a pair of farmer’s sandals,

They did not see him again until late autumn, in a sea-
food bar in La Barceloneta, wearing the same plain cotron
outfit and a long braid instead of the ponytail. He greeted
them both as if they were old friends, and the way he
liissed Marfa, and the way she kissed him back, struck

Saturno with the suspicion that they had been seeing

each other in secret. Days later he happened to come

across 2 new name and phone numbér that Marfa had
written in their household address book, and the unmerci-
ful lucidity of jealousy revealed to him whose they were.

The intruder’s background was the final proof: He was
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twenty-two years old, the onl
and a decorator of fashiona

casual reputation as a bisexual and a well-founded noto-
riety asa paid comforter of married women. But Saturno
managed to restrain himself unti] the night Maria did not
come home. Then he began cal}ir_lg him every day, from
six in the morning until just before the

following dawn,
every two or three hours at first, and then whenever he

Was near a telephone. The fact that no one answered in-
tensified Sarurno’s martyrdom,

On the fourth day an Andalusian woman who was

there just to clean picked up the phone, “The gentleman’s
gone away,” she said, wi

th enough vagueness to drive
him mad. Saturno did not resise the temptation of asking
if Sefiorita Marfa was in by any chance.
“Nobody named Maria lives here,”
him. “The gentleman is a bachelor.”
“I know,” he said. “She doesn
times she visits, right?”
The woman became annoyed.
“Who the hell is this, anyway?”

Saturno hung up. The woman's denial seemed one more
confirmation of what for him was no longer a suspicion
but a burning certainty. He lost control. In the days that
followed he called everyone he knew in Barcelona, in
alphabetical order. No one could tell him anything, but
each call deepened his misery, because his jealous frenzies
had become famous among the unrepentant night owls of

the gauche divine, and they responded with any kind of

joke that would make him suffer. Only then did he realize

y child of a wealthy family,
ble shop windows, with a

the woman told

't live there, but some-
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how alone he was in that beautiful, lunatic, impcnzrabﬁ:
city, where he would never be happy. At dawr(ll, a el;i he
fed the cat, he hardened his heart to keep from dying
to forget Maria. . -

Iesz}?;eef two rfonths Marfa had not )_ret ad‘]us.ted to h}flz
in the sanatorium. She survived by just picking ::)tl tof
prison rations with flatware chained to the long ta; (; f
unfinished wood, her eyes fixed on' the lithograph ol €1
eral Francisco Franco that presided over the g oo_r:;:g;
medieval dining room. At first she rems'ted the canoni ?
hours with their mindless routine of matins, lauds, vespe ;
as well as the other church service.s that took up most {;
the time. She refused to play ball in the recreation yard,
or to make artificial flowers in the “.r(.)rkshop that a gro&;p
of inmates attended with frenetic diligence. But after the

~ third week she began, little by little, to join in the life of

the cloister. After all, said the doctors, every one (ly)f then;
started out the same way, and sooner or later they becam
integrated into the community. . e
The lack of cigarettes, resolved in the first few yd
by a matron who sold them for the price of gol'd,lreturn:
to torment her again when she had spent tE.le little money
she had with her. Then she took comfort n the ne“gspr
per cigarettes that some inmates made wah t;l:Sir:tt (s)
they picked out of the trash, for her obs_esswe esire 10
smoke had become as intense as her fixation on t e tele
phone. Later on, the few pesetas she earned mal.nng arti-
ficial flowers allowed her an ephemeral co.nsoiation. .
Hardest of all was her loneliness at mght.- Manydm-
mates lay awake in the semi-darkness, as she did, not dar
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zlng to do anything because the night matron at the heavy
Ooor s?cured with a chain and padlock was awake too
ne night, however, overcome with grief, Marfa asked

I

“Where are we?”
::[‘he grave, lucid voice of her neighbor answered:

In the pit of hell.” .
“They say this is the country of the Moors,” said a
other, distant voice that resounded throughout ;he dormx;m
tory.,“And it must be true, because in the summer wher;
there’sa m-.f)on, y0}1 can hear the dogs barking at ti;e sea.”
anc’l};li ci;am rl;lnmng through the locks sounded like the

T of a galleon, and the door opened. Their pitiless
guardian, the only creature who seemed aljve in gxe i
stantaneous silence, began walking from one end of I}I:—
dormitory to the other, Marfa was sef o
and only she knew why.

Since her first week in the sanatorium, the night matron

had been proposin i

. g outright that Marfa sleep wi

in the guardroom. She began in 2 concrete p with fer
t]

zed with terror,

businesslik
tone: i y
fOre I:;m exchange of love for cigarettes, for chocolate
) y
whatever she wanted, “Youw'll have everything,” the

4]

matr’cm said, tremulous. “You'll be the queen.” Wh

Marfa refused, she changed her tactics, leavin I.ittie I "
notes under her pillow, in the pockets of her rgobe in :;e
most Eznexpected_piaces. They were messages of a; h te
bf'eakmg urgency that could have moved 2 stone. O ea;-
night of the dormitory incident, it had been mm: lrll 0s
month that she had seemed resigned to defeat s
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When she was certain the other inmates were asleep,
the matron approached Maria’s bed and whispered all
Xinds of tender obscenities in her ear while she kissed her
face, her neck tensed with terror, her rigid arms, her ex-
hausted legs. Then, thinking perhaps that Marfa’s pa-
ralysis stemmed not from fear but from compliance, she
dared to go further. That was when Maria hit her with
the back of her hand and sent her crashing into the next
bed. The enraged matron stood up in the midst of the
uproar created by the agitated inmates.

“You bitch!” she shouted. “We’ll rot together in this
hellhole until you go crazy for me.”

Summer arrived without warning on the first Sunday
in June, requiring emergency measures because during
Mass the sweltering inmates began taking off their shape-
less serge gowns. With some amusement Marfa watched
the spectacle of naked patients being chased like blind
chickens up and down the aisles by the matrons. In the
confusion she tried to protect herself from wild blows,
and she somehow found herself alone in an empty office,
where the incessant ring of a telephone had a pleading
tone. Marfa answered without thinking and heard a dis-
tant, smiling voice that took great pleasure in imitating
the telephone company’s time service:

“The time is forty-five hours, ninety-two minutes, and
one hundred seven seconds.”

“Asshole,” said Maria.

She hung up, amused. She was about to leave when she
realized she was allowing 2 unique opportunity to slip
away. She dialed six digits, with so much tension and so
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much haste she was not sure it was her home fumber
She Wauted3 her heart racing, she heard the avid, sad sound
of the familiar ring, once, twice, three times, and at last

shf: heard the voice of the man she loved, in the house
without her.

“Hello?”

She had to wait for the knot of tears that formed in her
throat to dissolve.

“Baby, sweetheart,” she sighed.

Her tears overcame her. On the other end of the line
th.ere was a brief, horrified silence, and a voice burnin
with jealousy spit out the word: i

“Whore!”

And he slammed down the receiver.

. That night, in an attack of rage, Marfa pulled down the
¥1th(?graph of the Generalissimo in the refectory, crashed
it with all her strength into the stained-glass winc,iow that
!ed to the garden, and threw herself to the floor, covered
in blood. She still had enough fury left to resist t,he blows
of t.he matrons who tried, with no success, to restrain her
until she saw Herculina standing in the doorway Witl:
her arms folded, staring at her. Marfa gave up. Never-
theless, they dragged her to the ward for violent patients
_ subduec'l he{: with a hose spurting icy water, and injecteci

turpentine mnto her legs. The swelling that resulted pre-
ventt.:d her from walking, and Marfa realized there was
nqthmg in the world she would not do to escape that
hell. The following week, when she was back in the

dormitory, she tiptoed to the night matron’s room and
knocked at the door. '
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Marfa’s price, which she demanded in advance, was
that the matron send a message to her husband. The
matron agreed, on the condition that their dealings be
kept an absolute secret. And she pointed an inexorable
forefinger at her.

“If they ever find out, you die.”

And so, on the following Saturday, Saturno the Ma-
gician drove to the asylum for women in the circus van,
which he had prepared to celebrate Marfa’s return. The
director himself received him in his office, which was
as clean and well ordered as a battleship, and made an
affectionate report on his wife’s condition. No one had
known where she came from, or how or when, since the
first information regarding her arrival was the official ad-
mittance form he had dictated after interviewing her.
An investigation begun that same day had proved incon-
clusive. In any event, what most intrigued the director
was how Saturno had learned his wife’s whereabouts.
Saturno protected the matron.

“The insurance company told me,” he said.

The director nodded, satisfied. “I don’t know how in-
surance companies manage to find out everything,” he
said. He looked over the file lying on his ascetic’s desk,
and concluded:

“The only certainty is the seriousness of her condi-
tion.”

He was prepared to authorize 2 visit with all the neces-
sary precautions if Saturno the Magician would promise,
for the good of his wife, to adhere without question to
the rules of behavior that he would indicate. Above all
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wit

; r;x reference to how he treated her, in order to avoid
dcurrence of the fits of rage that were becoming more

and more frequent and dangerous.

113 M
How strange,” said Saturno. “She always was quick-
tempered, but had a lot of self-control.”
X Th:.a doctor made a learned man’s gesture “Thére are
dchavillors that remain latent for many years, and then one
ay they erupt,” he said. “All i it i
. mn all, it 15 fo
: , rtunate she
am?encd to come here, because we specialize in cases re-
quiring a firm hand.” Then he him
au o . warned about Marfa's
“nge obsession with the telephone
Humor her,” he said.
“D 1
on’t worry, Doctor,” id wi
e e ¥, Do 3 Saturno said with a cheerful
. at’s my specialty.”
T . 2. - . .
Confhe 'v1s1tlmg room, a combination of prison cell and
essional, was the forme
r locutory of th
e , ry of the convent.
mimlfm;l s entrance was not the explosion of joy they both
i ght have expected. Marfa stood in the middle of the
oom, next to a small table with two chairs and a vase
em i
o t};}t};l of Iﬂowersi)lt was obvious she was ready to leave
er Jamentable strawberr ,
ith y-colored coat and a pai
. 1 | air
E. disreput.able shoes given to her out of charity HCIE:II
na - LY ' N
Marfs:o;;i in a corner, almost invisible, her arms folded
1d not move when sh '
¢ saw her husband i
and her face, still o lass
, marked by the shat i
tered window gl
showe i B
o d no emotion. They exchanged routine kisses.g ,
ow do you feel?” he asked her

uHaPPY ou’re b g '
been death_’}’r ere at last, baby,” she said. “This has

Thev di . .
Manf:}; (}:}d gf)t have time to sit down. Drowning in tears
old him about the miseries of the cloister. thc;
?
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brutality of the matrons, the food not fit for dogs, the
endless nights when terror kept her from closing her eyes.

«] don’t even know how many days T've been here, or
how many months or years, all T know is that each one
has been worse than the last,” and she sighed with all her
soul. “I don’t think I'll ever be the same.”

“That's all over now,” he said, caressing the recent
scars on her face with his fingertips. “PI} come every Sat-
urday. More often than that, if the director lets me. You'll
see, everything will tarn out just fine.”

She fixed her terrified eyes on his. Saturno tried to use
his performer’s charm. He told her, in the puerile tone of
all great lies, 2 sweetened version of the doctor’s prog-
nosis. “It means,” he concluded, “that you still need a
few more days to make 2 complete recovery.” Marfa
understood the truth.

“For God’s sake, baby,” she said, stunned. “Don’t tell
me you think I'm crazy too!”

“The things you think of!” he said, trying to laugh.
“But it really will be much better for everybody if you
stay here a while. Under better conditions, of course.”

“But I've already told you I only came to use the

~ phone!” said Maria.

He did not know how to react to her dreadful obses- -

sion. He looked at Herculina. She took advantage of the
opportunity to point at her wristwatch as a sign that it
was time to end the visit. Marfa intercepted the signal,
glanced behind her, and saw Herculina tensing for an
suminent attack. Then she clung to her husband’s neck,
screaming like a real madwoman. He freed himself with
as much love as he could muster, and left her to the
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mercies of Herculina, who jumped her from behind.
Without giving Marfa time to react, she applied an arm-
lock with her left hand, put her other iron arm around
her throat, and shouted at Saturno the Magician:

“Leave!”

Saturno fled in terror.

But on the following Saturday, when he had recovered
from the shock of the visit, he returned to the sanatorium
with the cat, which he had dressed in an outfit identical
to his: the red-and-yellow tights of the great Leotardo,
a top hat, and a swirling cape that seemed made for flying.
He drove the circus van into the courtyard of the cloister,
and there he put on a prodigious show lasting almost
three hours, which the inmates enjoyed from the bal-
conies with discordant shouts and inopportune applause.
They were all there except Marfa, who not only refused
to receive her husband but would not even watch him
from the balconies. Saturno felt wounded to the quick.

“It is 2 typical reaction,” the director consoled him. “It
will pass.”

But it never passed. After attempting many times to see
Maria again, Saturno did all he could to have her accept
a letter from him, but to no avail. She returned it four
times, unopened and with no comments. Saturno gave
up but continued leaving a supply of cigarettes at the
porter’s office without ever finding out if they reached
Maria, until at last reality defeated him.

No one heard any more about him except that he
married again and returned to his own country. Before
leaving Barcelona he gave the half-starved cat to a casual
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girlfriend, who also promiscd to take cigarettes to Mal:"ia.
But she disappeared too. Rosa Regis remembered seellng
her in the Corte Inglés department store about tw§ ve
years ago, with the shaved head and orange robes t;}}f1 so;n;
Oriental sect, and very pregnant. She told Rosa s ; at
taken cigarettes to Marfa as often as she couh%, an Ze -
tled some unforeseen emergencies fo'r her, u‘ntil or;eb ay
she found only the ruins of the hospital, which hz been
demolished like a bad memory of those- Yvretcl“xc times.
Maria seemed very hucid on her last visit, 2 l'xttle (f);ﬁr-
weight, and content with the peac:a of the cloister. lellt
was the day she also brought Maria the cat, becau;e she
had spent all the money that Saturno had given her for its

food.
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