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For Jon,

who sees the heart of my heart









Beware of the man
who says he can see
the truth of your life clearly.



His eyes cannot see
the heart of your heart
for all the light of the Sun.

—Inca proverb
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Prologue

Don Victor Sobrevilla Paniagua always knew that he would die as he was born: in a bustling metropolis, surrounded by doting women, far from his paper, the trees, and the rush of a great, dark river. He had come into the world on an arid coast in the prosperous city of Trujillo and he would leave it on the same coast, in Lima, the teeming capital of the Spanish American continent, but his days would spool out in a greener place, in an uncharted corner of the universe, in a life marked by chance and destiny. How could his mother have guessed—when she sent him from one city to another to pursue an education—that he would go on to spend the better part of his life in the Amazon jungle? Even as a child, in the grip of a vivid imagination, he had not dreamed of so far-fetched a possibility. It wasn’t until his eighteenth year, as he waited for a streetcar to take him down Avenida Tacna to Lima’s School of Engineers, that he recognized his fate in the window of the SKF Company sales office.

The display was simple, showing the full range of the product for which the SKF Company was famous. Three trays lined in icy blue satin cradled the highly polished spheres in graduated sizes, ranging in neat rows from left to right—from the first, which was the diameter of a walnut, to the last, no larger than the head of a fruit fly. A metal plaque, painted blue and white, made the following assurances: SKF. Swedish ball bearings. For the discriminating engineer.

Victor had always wanted to be an engineer: a builder of mills, a virtuoso of machinery, a maestro of paper. Even as a child, he had carefully snipped bits of paper from family letters, gathered up litter from city streets, tucked his loot into his pockets, feeling the nap with his fingers. He began to delight in making paper—cooking it in his mother’s kitchen, rolling it into sheets in the servants’ quarters, hanging it in the bathrooms to dry. For as long as he could remember, he had been fascinated by the stuff. He had come to the School of Engineers in Lima with all the appetite of an obsessive, and now he was learning the science of it: the chemistry of parchment; the physics of its manufacture; the design and production of machines, down to the tiniest of components. Swedish ball bearings.

Each morning, Victor would hurry from his room on the fourth floor of a student hostel to arrive early for the streetcar so that he could study the smooth steel orbs, laid out like glittering moonstones. From time to time the old sales agent, whose name—RODRIGO URRUTIA, INGENIERO—was inscribed on the window, would lift his owlish eyes and register the boy: tall, gangly, sallow, a mass of untended curls like an amber halo, a sharp jaw with a scattering of unshaven hair. As weeks passed, the old man would set out other inducements: replicas of bridges, puzzles of pyramids, brochures of engineering feats in faraway places, fanciful inventions. One such invention became the object of considerable fascination for Victor, who had little to occupy him save his books, his studies, and Señor Urrutia’s displays. The miraculous device appeared one morning in the window, flanked by two panels of cardboard, with a sign printed in neat calligraphy: URRUTIA’S PERPETUAL-MOTION MACHINE.

It consisted of a tiny train track—the sort sold in toy shops alongside railroad cars made by Gilbert or Hornsby or Marklin, imported miniatures for rich men with mechanical fancies. The track was set out in a perfect circle, a catena of curved segments on a pitched rectangle of wood. A Ping-Pong ball painted silver sped around it, skimming the rail. Around and around the track it went—in the morning, as Victor awaited the streetcar, and into the night, as he slouched home under the weight of his books. Day after day, week after week, Victor stood in front of that office on the Avenida Garcilaso de la Vega and pondered how a ball could travel in circles with nothing to secure or propel it. He would make a point of coming at odd times—on Sundays, when the office was closed—but the ball was always in motion. Once, he slipped out of his hostel at two in the morning, thinking he would take it by surprise, but there it was, even at that hour, riding an infinite circuit.

One day, as he peered through the SKF window, his eyes fell on the engineer at the worktable. Hunched over a precision scale, pincers poised, Señor Urrutia was weighing the tiniest of his steel balls and placing them carefully into marked boxes. Just then, a fat fly lifted off his shoulder, circled his bald head, bounced off the gooseneck lamp, and made straight for the window. But a most extraordinary thing happened. As it flew over the old man’s invention, the fly suddenly spun off course and reeled into quick retreat. What caused that radical change of direction? Victor stepped to the right of the window and then to the left, pressing his head against the glass, trying to see behind the panels that flanked the track. All at once, he understood Señor Urrutia’s genius. The racing ball wasn’t self-propelled at all—that was the brilliance of the illusion. Behind the left panel, just beyond view, sat a fan. Victor couldn’t picture it, couldn’t see it, but he knew it was there. A rush of air was driving the ball, and the fly had flown into the current. The physics was elementary: What had applied to the fly in an instant was meant to apply endlessly to the ball. The pitch of the platform, the vector of wind, the velocity of flow, were such that the ball was pushed with enough momentum to loop the full length of the track.

The young man snorted with satisfaction. He put his hands on his hips and surveyed the shop, looking for Señor Urrutia, but his eyes fixed on something else, every bit as compelling as the bug and the ball. A large poster loomed over the old man’s worktable, pinned flat against the wall by four shiny tacks. It was the black-and-white photograph of a massive house fashioned entirely from metal. The iron structure rose from the dirt so that the gleaming columns and bolted walls seemed to jut from nature. A veranda ran the full length of the second floor, girding the house like an ornate bracelet. Standing in front of that monument to modernity was a rain forest Indian, naked in all essentials except for the feathers that sprang from his head and the paint that ribboned his chest. From his wrists, knees, and ankles hung little fringes of straw. Beneath the photograph was a caption, printed in bold block letters: AFTER THE SUCCESS OF HIS FAMOUS TOWER, GUSTAVE EIFFEL DESIGNED AND CONSTRUCTED THIS IRON HOUSE FOR THE 1898 PARIS EXHIBITION. TODAY, IT GRACES THE CAPITAL OF THE AMAZON. And in smaller print, barely legible at that distance: If Paris can come to Iquitos, so can you, intrepid voyager!

Victor had never really studied the inside of the shop, so fascinated had he been by its window, but now he found himself transfixed by the poster, as streetcars rushed past behind him, as the fat fly paced the veranda of Monsieur Eiffel’s magnificent construction like a haughty, impatient guest. He wondered at the audacity of it: How could that iron behemoth have been built in a primitive jungle? How could technology have penetrated that distant beyond?

As he stood there, lost in contemplation, Señor Urrutia appeared before him, rapped his bony knuckles on the glass, and startled the youth from his reverie. The old engineer pointed sharply toward the avenue. At least a dozen trolleys had rattled by on Garcilaso de la Vega, headed for his school and the Plaza de San Martín. Victor smiled politely and nodded, then took a deep breath, puffed out his cheeks, blew, and pointed to the perpetual-motion machine. Señor Urrutia seemed surprised—even offended—drawing himself to his full height and clutching the lapels of his suit. But then the old man’s features softened. He put a finger to his lips and winked.

Victor Sobrevilla Paniagua returned to that window in the following days, not to study the ball’s barely perceptible variations of speed as it whirled around the track, but to look at the photograph of Eiffel’s triumph in the Amazon. There was something about the way the house fastened to land—something about the Indian’s shining eyes that made the three-story structure behind him magical. He came again and again, barely glancing at the ball, even after Señor Urrutia had replaced it with another invention: a mechanical robot that plucked steel balls from a box labeled CANNON FODDER and dropped them, one by one, onto a miniature roller coaster. The balls slid up and down, around and around the delicate bearings until they came clacking back again. A neatly printed sign in front of the new display read NAPOLEON’S ARMORY. But, as much as that gadget might have inspired other fantasies, it did not engage Victor’s imagination. He returned day after day to reread the words on the wall—iron house, capital of the Amazon, intrepid voyager—until, one morning, Señor Urrutia became so irritated at Victor’s lack of interest in Napoleon’s armory that, as the boy mounted the steps of the streetcar, the old man yanked the poster from the wall, tacks flying. “Insufferable boy!” he yelled. When Victor walked past the shop on his way home that night, he saw Eiffel’s palace in a rumpled heap in the corner.

It didn’t matter. By then, Victor had learned all he could about the Iron House in the library at the School of Engineers. Its history had been well documented. Anselmo del Aguila, a rubber baron in the Peruvian interior who wanted to flaunt his new wealth, had bought it from Eiffel himself before the turn of the century. He had had it dismantled, every wall plate and crossbeam crated with corresponding nuts and bolts, packed with detailed drawings, and shipped on a slow boat to Lisbon. From there, the boat had crossed the Atlantic and navigated into the mouth of the Río Amazonas, past Brazil’s Ilha Grande de Gurupa, toward the great jungle city of Manaus. Reloaded onto three barges, for its weight was prodigious, the metal house had crossed into Peruvian territory and pressed on toward Iquitos, where it was reconstructed on cleared land in the heart of the Amazon forest. The rain forest Indians had never seen land free of trees, much less anything like that three-thousand-ton structure. How could they appreciate the generations of science that had built it? Even Victor, who had studied under Peru’s distinguished engineers for more than a year now, struggled to understand the magnitude of such a feat.

In his single-minded pursuit of that understanding, Victor Sobrevilla Paniagua learned a good deal about the Amazon: The river was the heart and blood of the jungle. There were no roads, no rails—water was the only byway, and the dense green walls of the rain forest the only landscape a navigator could see. Under that towering canopy, man was just another animal. Tapping the jungle’s treasures demanded ingenuity. Surviving the jungle’s perils was a bold game of chance.

He wanted to go there. More than his obligation to return to his family in Trujillo, the allure of the Amazon, the notion that to build there was to best any engineer in Paris, began to consume him. Eventually, he found the initiative to stride into Señor Urrutia’s sales office and offer to buy the crumpled poster. But the old engineer scratched his head, shrugged his shoulders, and said, “Too late, boy. The ragman already relieved me of it.” He pointed to a photograph of a black Model T unveiled at the St. Louis Exhibition. Although Victor admired Henry Ford’s automobile, it could not erase the image of the house. He longed to stand in a place untouched by man—more remote than Iquitos—and, despite all adversity, raise leviathans out of the earth.

His professors encouraged him. Doctor Laroza, an engineer who had studied in Paris and designed a factory in Marseilles, began guiding him to miracles of construction erected in the most merciless of environments: The Inca fortress at Sacsayhuaman, made of one-hundred-ton boulders that had been transported—no one knew how—across the cordillera of the Andes, then cut and fit perfectly, with no evidence of mortar. Egypt’s Great Pyramid of Khufu, a tower of stone perched on acres and acres of treacherous sand. Nebuchadnezzar’s spectacular gate of Ishtar, built on the ashes of Assyrian plunder. The Rajputana dam in the pastoral fields of India, the first of its size, constructed entirely of marble.

Little by little, Victor Sobrevilla Paniagua began to realize that he could merge dreams with ambition—combine his passion for paper with a desire to build marvels in the jungle. “Why not?” his teachers exclaimed when the student expressed his idea tentatively. “Of course paper can be milled in the jungle!” “There’s water, isn’t there? And trees!” “There’s no challenge on earth a well-trained engineer can’t overcome!”

The idea seemed so logical. The Amazon was rich in cellulose, possibly the only land on the planet so extravagantly endowed with botanical possibility. He began to read everything he could on the subject: from the colonial diaries of Padre Abad to the travelogues of adventurers who had combed its tributaries, hunting cannibals. Victor had listened to any anecdote a professor might offer, pored over rude maps published in travel journals, scoured museums for any mention of the river’s extremities—the Ucayali, Urubamba, and Palcazu.

Four years later, in 1913, when he graduated from the School of Engineers, the genial young man secured an apprenticeship with Emilio Calderón, a papermaker with a factory just north of Lima’s port of Callao, where he saw, for the first time, the concrete realities of his destiny: the grinders and threshers that broke down the fiber, the boilers that dissolved the wood into pulp, the beaters that whipped that paste into a fine pudding, the metal screens, the Fourdrinier shakers, the felt belts, and the cylindrical calenders that ironed the wet mass into crisp, dry sheets. As it happened, Emilio Calderón told him, his cousin Gabriel ran a modest paper establishment in the interior. By the time the warm season was over and the garua slipped into Lima, choking the capital with a thick gray fog, Victor was making his way to Quillabamba, a highland town on the brow of the jungle.

Scraping together the money he had earned, and with a small stipend from Gabriel Calderón, he took a boat from the port of Callao to Mollendo. He walked the rough rock of those southern beaches for a day, marveling at the dense clouds of migratory gulls that cast long, melancholy shadows on the sea. There was nothing to tempt him save a clutch of drunken hags who serenaded him from the porch of a tumbledown whorehouse as if they were mermaids beckoning Ulysses. He waved at them and grinned, but turned his back and rode the rails to Arequipa, stopping for an afternoon before he boarded the rails to Cusco. He lurched along in the company of noisy villagers, gripping his seat as the iron snake coiled across the spine of the Andes. By the second morning he could see the snowcapped peak of Nevado Ampato in the distance, piercing the turquoise sky. The train took a sharp turn at Lake Titicaca and, as it roared past, Andean geese skittered away in alarm, stippling the calm water with their feet.

For the first time in his life, Victor encountered serranos, tiny Indians with huge barrel chests who swarmed on at every station, peddling their boiled corn, peanut candies, skewered meats—tugging his sleeve and pressing their goods on him with such heartrending sweetness that he hardly noticed how many coins he was giving them. By the time he reached Cusco, he barely had money for a bed in an inn and a mule for the remainder of the journey. After a sleepless night on a fetid mattress, thinking his heart would burst from the altitude, the innkeeper, a kindly Aymara, took pity and waived the fee. He accompanied Victor through the cobblestone streets, held his elbow to steady him, and pointed the way to a hovel with a corral, where a mule driver was feeding his animals. By the end of the following day, Victor Sobrevilla Paniagua had made the one-hundred-kilometer descent from the Andes to the Amazon on the back of an ancient donkey—marking the trajectory of snow as it melts, then rushes, from the hyaline of the nevada to the warm, damp gills of the jungle.

In Quillabamba, Victor mastered the paper trade. By the time he was twenty-two, he was chief engineer of Gabriel Calderón’s factory. By the time he was twenty-three, Victor Sobrevilla was standing before an altar exchanging vows with Mariana Francisco Paredes. She was long-legged, large-breasted, with a pretty face and a striking secret deformity. That same year she delivered their first child. The baby was obstinate and ornery, flinging one arm into the birth canal, refusing to move her head into position. Although, in the midst of that crisis, Mariana had the Christian fortitude to pull out her rosary and her prayer cards, the midwife called for a rain forest medicine man to help with the labor. The witchman took one look at the failing mother and immediately understood the situation. He pushed a smooth gray stone into her vagina until it touched the baby’s fingers, then mumbled a prayer to the owl spirit who governs all matters of the head. Within an hour, the child responded. She pushed out the stone, making it roll from her mother’s labia as cunningly as any ball in Señor Urrutia’s shop window. The next thing they saw was a plump little fist, followed by an arm, and then the round dome of her head, launching toward life like a warrior.

The witchman was all happiness, crying out with the mother as she flung her arms wide to praise the sainted Virgin. That was when he saw the accumulation of flesh that dangled from Doña Mariana’s underarm—a strange growth that looked for all the world like a hand with five fingers, except that it had no bone. The medicine man pointed to the monstrosity, his face twisted in terror, but she only shook it at him and grinned as if it were a fringe on a mantilla. When he took his magic stone and ran off, chattering incomprehensibly, Victor and Mariana Sobrevilla could only laugh, so delighted were they at the sight of their magnificent daughter, who gazed back with intelligent eyes. Victor suggested they name her Belén, because the word meant Bethlehem as well as bedlam and therefore captured the spirit of the moment. Mariana smiled radiantly and agreed.

Their second child was born two years later, just as Victor, who had transformed the Calderón factory into a model of efficiency, was offered an opportunity to realize his dream. The grandson of an American railroad tycoon, a jolly, rum-loving playboy named William Randolph Meiggs, had decided on a hunch to grow sugar in the Amazon and ship it downriver to Brazil. Hearing about the brisk production of the factory in Quillabamba, which was making paper out of hemp and sugar cane, and about the young engineer who had made a name there, he decided to call on Victor Sobrevilla Paniagua in person. Meiggs explained to Victor that he was looking for an adventuresome man willing to oversee the construction of a sugar factory in Pucallpa, a town on the banks of the Ucayali River he knew someday would be the terminus of a highway from Lima. As Victor and Mariana sat with the bibulous American on their sunny patio and raised a third glass of añejo, her water broke. She ran to the bedroom, calling for the maid to go fetch the midwife, and Meiggs tottered giddily away—but not before shaking Victor’s hand and handing him a fat wad of cash.

Another female child was born that night, presenting her own complications. The baby was perched on her mother’s cervix, pressing her head against the maternal heart. The midwife was helpless to do anything about it. Needing no further motivation, Victor went running for the witchman. He found him standing in front of his hut, hacking a long green arm from a giant sansevieria plant. Recalling the woman with the growth on her underarm, the Indian refused to come at first, but the young father seemed so distraught that he relented, bringing a sprig of uña de gato to ward off the evil eye.

The medicine man danced at the foot of the mother’s bed and rattled a gourd strung with eight beaded skeins that symbolized the eight legs of a spider. When the child pushed into life, she came hips first, and two lemony limbs flopped from her mother’s gates so nimbly that the midwife was able to use them as tidy handles. The shaman brimmed with joy, leaping up and down like a cat, proclaiming the baby a natural-born dancer. Mariana, weary by now of the Indian’s antics, and feeling that the pressure of the girl’s head had taken a toll on her heart, drew herself up and leaned her head on her husband’s chest. When he looked into her face and said, “Such an agile child, querida, should be given a graceful name,” she sighed and whispered, “Graciela!”

The births of Belén and Graciela taught Victor Sobrevilla Paniagua something about rain forest magic. He was sure that the little gray stone and the gourd with eight legs had eased his wife’s labors, although he couldn’t see how. Perhaps, as with Señor Urrutia’s perpetual-motion machine, an explanation lurked in the wings. Events only seemed miraculous—one had to look for the science behind them. The witchman’s medicine worked. Unruly babies were born. An unaided ball flew impossibly around a track. Someday he would trace all these circuits and see the truth of the world clearly.

Their third and youngest child was born six years later, when the little family had already settled in Pucallpa. Mariana braced herself for a difficult labor and, because she continued to be a good Christian, because she put no faith in rain forest medicine, she took out her prayer cards again and propped them on the bed table so that the saints could see her through the ordeal. She climbed into her big brass bed, a hulking piece of furniture Victor himself had designed. (The metalworker had adorned it with such a multitude of shiny knobs that it looked, for all the world, like a monument to ball bearings.) When Mariana announced she was ready to deliver, Victor rushed down the road, elbows swinging, to look for both midwife and witchman. He came back with the first, but not the second, which relieved his wife but launched him on a long chain of worry. When a boy was born easily—headfirst and smiling—Victor understood that good fortune came not only with stones and skeins but with the prayers of Christian believers. The magic might be a saint’s card, it might be an object proffered by a witchman, but from that day forward, he thought of all grace as one.

The child was handsome, a thatch of black hair on his large, proud head. He exited his mother easily, slipping into mortality like a well-oiled fish. His umbilical cord was looped around his ankles so that when he slid into the midwife’s hands he brought his afterbirth with him as swiftly as a freight train, with a little caboose behind. When Maruca the Gypsy heard of it—for Graciela, her dance pupil, was six by then and a gossipy little girl—the gypsy joggled her bangles and proclaimed Jaime destined to escape a difficult fortune: A baby who left no trace in his mother’s belly would grow into a man who could fool the gods.

Victor and Mariana named him after the sturdy saint who was said to be the brother of Jesus. Jaime’s sunny good humor so pleased his father that he hardly noticed the physical change in his wife. Mariana often said she hoped to rival Victor’s mother by bringing eleven strong lives into the world, but, for all the connubial joy in their big brass bed, the boy with the ready smile was its last filial consequence. She would bear no more children.

Mariana Francisco Paredes de Sobrevilla made up for it. She invested the mothering of eleven children into her population of three. And just as surely as she raised a fine, God-fearing family in the wild splendor of the jungle, her husband raised a metal behemoth from the bare earth of Pucallpa. He fulfilled the brash vision inspired at Señor Urrutia’s window; he brought technology to the distant beyond. And he satisfied William Randolph Meiggs’s every whim.

By the time Jaime was four and Graciela and Belén were ten and twelve respectively, the factory in Pucallpa was a whirling fount of sugar, shipping its sweetness as far away as Arequipa. But his dream of building a paper factory in the jungle persisted. By the time Jaime was five, Don Victor built a separate structure that made paper from cetico, a slender tree whose roots had the power to purify rainwater. The people of Pucallpa were stunned to see a tree they revered emerge from the other end of his factory in dry rolls of paper. Victor Sobrevilla Paniagua became known along the Ucayali as “the shapechanger,” a man who could transform one earthly substance into another.

When Jaime turned six, a great depression ripped through America, and William Randolph Meiggs, now bankrupt, drifted out on his yacht from a port in Rhode Island and drove a steel bullet into his brain. Shortly thereafter, the shapechanger, who answered now only to God and dreams of the impossible, decided to take the orphaned factory downriver, deeper into the jungle—to somewhere between Pucallpa and Iquitos, to an uncharted place where the caoba, the stately mahogany trees, grew in proliferation. He dismantled all of Mr. Meiggs’s machinery—the threshers, the washers, the Detroit dryers and Hamburg spoolers—loaded it onto three barges, and sent the whole factory, like Gustave Eiffel’s iron marvel, down the black water to a patch of earth his men had cleared in preparation. His wife packed up the big brass bed and all the possessions they had accumulated and, along with thirty other rain forest families one cloudless day in October, boarded a batelon that would take them two hundred and fifty kilometers to their destination. Wending their way down the Ucayali, they encountered no less than fifteen different tribes of Amazon Indians: the Shipibo, the Machiguenga, the Huitoto, the Bora…The gentle ones waved them along, or stared openly at the barges with their monumental cargo. The belligerents rained arrows into the surrounding water, rowed up, and demanded bribes. Little by little, the Sobrevillas learned about the nomads who called that waterway “the blood of the universe,” and, little by little, the river tribes learned about them.

A year later, the Sobrevillas had settled onto a four-hundred-hectare clearing, built a three-story mansion with a caoba staircase, a village of thirty shacks, and a factory—all of it blessed by a witchman who lived in a hut on a grassy turn of the river. The shapechanger’s hacienda was unlike anything the jungle had ever known. It grew hemp, made paper, and, with time, he christened it Floralinda, “beautiful flowering,” in tribute to marvels that spring from a man’s imagination.

“If Paris can come to the Amazon, intrepid traveler,” Don Victor would say to his wife across the dining-room table, “so can you, darling. So can you.”

Imagine if you will that point where the great river begins its race to the sea. Imagine it somewhere between Señor Urrutia’s shop and Eiffel’s colossus that, to this day, vaults from the mud of Iquitos. Imagine Floralinda as it was: a whirring miracle in the heart of the jungle, a glimmer of a new day. Imagine its creator: a student of science, believer in saints, disciple of witchmen. As rain forest Indians like to say: A man steps into the universe because he is summoned. The spirits call. Motion begins. Fate ravels. Once he is in, there is no turning back: He is the spark between not being and being, between vacuum and life—between the silence and the story.
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Many years later, when the wise men gathered with their pierced faces and carved gourds to purify the streets of Floralinda, they agreed they should have known a run of plagues would curse this town. There had been signs, they muttered, sprinkling the hard earth with river water. There was the coughing dog. The blue-skinned boy.

The little white terrier, Basadre, a normally mild, unexcitable creature, had spun through Don Victor Sobrevilla’s house whining and frenzied, chasing his tail in perfect circles. There was a madness to his movements—out of control, yet full of grace—a four-legged tango marked by perfect concatenations of the figure eight.

The children laughed, following the dog through the corridors of the mansion, humming, spinning, somersaulting behind him, crashing against furniture until the air clattered with the sounds of the family silver. It began on the top floor of the house, when Basadre came to the doorway of the schoolroom, issued one last bark—a high, strident little cry—then twirled down the stairs to the second floor with its narrow passageways, cavernous bedrooms, and faded mirrors. The five children, age four to ten, sprang from their chairs, so delighted by the sight of the dancing dog that their teacher, Señorita Marcela, didn’t have the heart to stop them. They followed the animal, shrieking and bumping along walls so that lizards leapt out and scurried under the carpets in terror. By the time they reached the ground floor, they had chased the little dog over the black-and-white tiles of the foyer, in and out of the portrait-hung sala, around the vast mahogany table in the dining room, and stampeded toward the sacred sanctuary of their aunt Belén’s library. The din from Don Victor’s grandchildren was so resounding that Boruba, the chief ama of the house, leaned out from the kitchen and with one earsplitting bellow—“Cállense!”—dispersed them and sent the ill-fated creature staggering out into the patio, where he sank to the floor and began the terrible business of his coughing. It was a cough such as no one in the Sobrevilla house had ever heard before—dead-dry and brittle, like the rat-tat-tat of a dull hatchet against the trunk of a caoba tree. Basadre coughed and coughed, his white hair matted with sweat, his eyes flat as two desert stones.

Don Victor emerged from his workshop, waving his arms and shouting that he couldn’t work with all the racket. “Que barbaridad!” he cried. “Here I am putting the last touch of solder on the machine that will bring this misery of a lizard town to glory, and I have to listen to the endless hacking of a demon mutt?” He held a goosenecked pincer in one hand, a ball of wire in the other, and it was clear that he had been in his workshop far too long, for he had that frazzled look—thin hair sprouting skyward, cravat all askew.

Doña Mariana swept downstairs when she heard her husband shouting on the patio. “I’m coming, querido! Coming!” Her long silvery hair streamed along her shoulders, as it always did during the hour of the siesta, and her dress was unhooked from underarm to hip. Struggling to tuck her ample bosom into place, she secured one or two hooks and called to Pedro the gardener to move the poor animal out of the sun and into a cool place under the potted cherimoya tree. Pedro had grown to love Basadre and wanted to make him more comfortable, but try as he might, he couldn’t lift the poor animal; it was as if Basadre had attached himself to the floor, sent roots into the tilework.

They all came after that: four generations of family members, one by one, registering their concern with varying degrees of dismay. The villagers, in clusters of two and three, came winding up the long path and peered over the brick barricade that had been erected to keep dangerous reptiles from slithering in when the mighty Ucayali overflowed its banks. A barricade without a dog was pointless, and the people of Floralinda knew it. Dogs were invaluable in the jungle. Don Victor had purchased the terrier on a visit to Pucallpa twelve years before and named him after Federico Basadre, Peru’s minister of roads, who had built the highway from Lima to Pucallpa. Just as Basadre, the man, had felt the call to open the Amazon to the world, Basadre, the dog, felt the call to keep it from spilling into his master’s house. He could sense a poisonous reptile before a human could, unearth nests of destructive soldier ants, smell wildmen as they moved swiftly along the rim of trees, waiting to raid the cornfields. The villagers filed past the sick animal, clucking their tongues. Basadre was small, but he had been fierce.

Graciela was the first of Don Victor’s children to come out to the patio, lavishing the creature with all the attention she would have given her own son or daughter. She had pleaded with Boruba to bring the honey pot from the kitchen, crush the manzanilla flowers, fashion a little nozzle out of a thick rubber leaf, from which she might drip tea onto the tongue of the heaving dog.

Graciela had grown into a magnificent woman, thirty-four years old, with grainy, dark circles that ringed her eyes and gave her a melancholy air that made young men sigh. La Bella Morada, the men at Chincho’s bar called her—beautiful purple one—and then they’d hitch their trousers at the thought. She had been a lively child, and those embers still brightened her eyes, her walk, her rare moments of vivacity. There was no one in all of Floralinda who could sing and dance like Graciela. She had lived up to the promise of being a graceful child. When she donned the gold flamenco shoes her tío Alejandro had sent from Trujillo, and when she stamped her long, thin feet the way she had been taught by the old gypsy Maruca, she could bring the whole Sobrevilla household streaming down the caoba stair, eager to see her move.

Graciela lived in the mansion with only her two small children, Pablo and Silvia. La Bella’s husband had disappeared suddenly, angrily, five years before, vanishing into the Alto Amazonas like a cobra out of the hot sun. For a while, Nestor Sotomarino had been sighted nearby, in the company of renegade sailors. Some said he had become a rebel guerrillero; others said he was getting rich on coca leaf; but the last he had been seen was by the men down at Chincho’s bar, marching off alone with no more than a week’s supply of food on his back.

Graciela was the delicately wired antenna of the Sobrevillas. It was she who tasted the sweetness of things to come, felt the ill winds, saw ghosts in the night air. It was she who, on the second day of Basadre’s ordeal, tenderly held his dry snout in her hands and realized the cough was no ordinary affliction. It was too otherworldly. Her father had been right to use the word demon. There was some witchery at work.

Her older sister, Belén, too, knew that the dog’s malady signaled something amiss. Being a person ruled by the head, Belén listened carefully and concluded that it was more complicated than a pulmonary spasm. She put down the book she was reading and began to scour her library shelves for something that would explain the phenomenon. She stood on her toes, stretched a long neck toward her wall of books, and wrinkled her freckled nose. But she couldn’t find it. She remembered, however, in lightning concordance between learning and tenderness, a scene from Alexandre Dumas’s La Dame aux Camellias, in which the heroine’s cough is soothed by poetry. Snatching a volume of sonnets by Dante, Belén strode resolutely to the patio, knelt before the animal, and began reading aloud.

“I greet you in Love’s name, hoping you will escape that pain so great even the farthest stars flinch, that even the sky drains itself of planet, moon, cloud, as if the end of the world marched on us, as if what I’m about to say were the words that set ablaze each soul, each fear, like a field of dried-out grain!”

The dog gasped and held his breath, leading her to conclude what she’d always suspected, that words could fix everything—she had only to read to the end of the volume to cure their beloved Basadre. But by the third line of the stanza, he was hacking again, with a frenzy that brought tears to her eyes.

If her sister, Graciela, had inherited her mother’s heart with something more—a healthy regard for the supernatural—Belén had inherited her father’s head with something less—a staunch rejection of jungle sorcery. No matter how often Don Victor told Belén about the witchman, the stone, and her triumphant entry into the world, she refused to think of it as anything but a coincidence. Had she borne children of her own she might have allowed that reproduction was in itself miraculous and that there was scant difference between the roles that a prayer or a stone might play in it. But at the age of thirty-six, she was childless and logical. She regarded rain forest cures as primitive, unenlightened. She disapproved heartily of her father’s visits to his feathered shamans. She kept journals, sewn from her father’s paper, in which she wrote lists upon lists of random information: the botanical name of each new plant she encountered; amusing aphorisms; foreign words gleaned from books, and their definitions; the title of every novel she had read and its most memorable character.

Her library was a model of organization, every volume in place according to subject and nationality of the author. Her father had built the room twenty years before, when she was only sixteen, worried that his bookish daughter would be lured by his old aunt’s standing invitation to come live in Trujillo. He oversaw its construction with infinite care, ordering shelves cut from dense mahogany, seeing that the urucú was applied evenly and burnished to a deep red glow. At first, there hadn’t been much to shelve, but Don Victor made sure every bagmaker in Pucallpa and every printer in Iquitos knew that he expected books as part of the payment. “Literature!” he’d shout from the dock, as their barges drifted off into black water. “You bring it, you hear me? Bring me Cervantes! Ricardo Palma! El Inca Garcilaso de la Vega! Don’t bring me dogshit. I’ll charge you more if you do!”

First came the printed matter no one wanted to read—census reports from the military, discarded lesson books, socialist pamphlets about working conditions in Arequipa. But eventually, the collection grew to a laudable diversity: manuals on the navigable waters of the Amazon, dictionaries translating Spanish into a dozen languages, Turgenev’s letters, Blake’s poetry reinterpreted by Neruda, José Martí’s recollections of Manhattan, all of Chekhov’s plays. Within twenty years, the room housed more than two thousand volumes. Belén had read them all—some, a number of times—and although she had not chosen to avail herself of the Trujillo invitation, her great-aunt, Tía Esther, had been her library’s most beneficent donor, sending books through Tío Alejandro’s regular shipments from the coast. And so it was that Tía Esther, from so far away, began to furnish Belén’s imagination. If it wasn’t with weekly letters written in a bold hand, relaying the news of the day in her bustling city, it was in books, bought at estate auctions by the cartons, inscribed with tender dedications to her grandniece.

There was no question: Books were Belén’s faith, her foil against the wilderness. She loved drawing each one from its shelf, handling its spine, dusting away the mites that had been brought to her library from God knew where. She loved that split-second transcendence when reading would carry her off to a realm in which truth reigned, mysteries were explained, and paths unfurled before her—shining and absolute. Reading had made her serious and learned. No, she could not believe a witchman and his stones could make a difference between life and death. Looking down now at Basadre in his misery, Belén wished she could have faith in myths and magic. Hard evidence told her the dog would die.

Elsa, Jaime’s wife and the mother of his three children, was next to visit the ailing animal. In mid-morning, after Jaime had departed on one of his weekly trips upriver, she came down, an ivory mantilla hugging her shoulders and a scowl twisting her face. She stood in the frame of the house’s carved portals, a good distance from the hacking dog, and yelled, “Stop it, you flea-ridden beast! You’re driving me crazy!” But crazy she already was, and the whole household knew it.

Elsa was a parched bird of a woman, as arid as the dunes of Chan Chan. She had come to live with the Sobrevillas after her marriage to Jaime in Trujillo, where he had been sent to attend school. She arrived in Floralinda with a pedigree that proved totally useless in the jungle. Elsa was a Márquez y Márquez, the daughter of the powerful sugar baron whose vast cane fields rimmed the Pacific, between Trujillo and Chiclayo. The Márquezes had built palaces along Peru’s rugged shoreline, dug an empire into the desert, filled their shelves with treasures from ancient graves. To meet the growing appetite for sugar in America, the family had sent their agents into the highlands to lend money to the poor freely, but months later they would return to collect what was owed them: in trucks, with whips and shackles, forcing debtors into the cane fields. Elsa had been raised wanting nothing. She wore clothes her father had imported from Paris. She boasted about her education from a French tutor who had been brought all the way from St. Cyr. She was imperious, frigid, self-absorbed. No one in Floralinda could imagine why Jaime had fallen in love with her.

She hadn’t always been that way. When Jaime had first met her, she was a clever young woman with a pretty face, a lovely figure, and a socialite’s taste for frivolity. The face and figure didn’t change. But Elsa’s condition had erupted shortly after her arrival in the jungle: a psychosis so acute that Jaime awoke one night to find her shaking uncontrollably. Having been raised along the Ucayali, he assumed she was experiencing an attack of Taki Onqoy, an invasion of microscopic worms that travel the bloodstream, lodge in the brain, and cause convulsions. It was a curse—well known—that jungle Indians inflicted on trespassers. Jaime did what his father would have done: He immediately sent word to a shaman. But as soon as the curandero appeared at the door with bones piercing his nose and a gourd of animal blood in his hands, Elsa jumped on her bed, yipped like a river seal, and refused to allow him to come in.

After the tremors subsided, she began to produce gruesome canvases that featured green men with shriveled teats, lurking in trees. Even as she painted them, she was overheard directing them to keep their distance. More than once, Doña Mariana marched into her room and pleaded with her to paint them over or, at the very least, turn them around so that they faced the wall. She didn’t want her grandchildren born with scales and bulging eyes, consequences she was sure would follow if Elsa pursued the theme. On these occasions, Doña Mariana would open her blouse and show Elsa the vestigial fingers that dangled from her underarm. “See this?” She shook her deformity in her daughter-in-law’s face and lied, “My mother dreamt of the devil when she carried me, and if you continue to paint those monstrosities, your babies will be born with wings and a tail!” She didn’t add that there was a more important reason she had been born with that curse. But this was years before a plague of truth descended on Floralinda.

Jaime tried to save Elsa as she slipped into her dark universe. He spoke to her gently, brought soothing teas to her at bedtime, even complimented her jungle scenes. He followed Don Victor’s advice when his father took him aside, handed him a glass of sherry, and said, “Son, a nervous woman is like a nervous cat. Give her a few children, an occasional dish of cream, and you’ll see her calm down. Mark my words.” But Elsa grew worse when Rosita was born. The girl was beautiful; when Jaime first held her, he thought he would burst with joy. But Elsa took every opportunity to hand the child off to the servants. She began sequestering herself in their bedroom, writing endless missives to her cousins, folding them neatly, taking them down to the river, where she would drop them into the water and watch them float briskly away. When Marco was born two years later with a coat of chestnut down covering his body, she was convinced she had given birth to a bat. “What is that tail!” she screamed, pointing at the baby’s penis. “Take this creature away before it grows wings!” Jaime was flustered, confused, but undaunted. He doted over his children, worried about the resentment he was beginning to harbor against his wife, but he put on a brave face and made a point to tell her how pretty she was; remembering his father’s words, he held her close in their bed. By the time Jorge, their youngest, was born, Elsa was a phantom of her former self, a full-fledged termagant. She berated her amas for raising her children like wild macaques. She screeched at her two sisters-in-law until they skulked out of the room. But the worst of it was this: She no longer spoke to her husband, no longer wanted his caresses.

The odd part was that in a social setting Elsa seemed perfectly normal. She chattered gaily with guests and was fashionably attired in dresses and gloves imported from Trujillo. When the couture was back in her closet, however, her conviviality was stashed with it, and the illness surfaced again: She heaped abuse on the servants, neglected her children, and demanded more attention than anyone else under that roof. Until, that is, Basadre began his infernal coughing. Standing at the portal and glaring out at the wretched animal, Elsa wondered how it had come to pass in that mud hole that a sick beast was ruling the house.

By the third day of Basadre’s misfortune, all Floralinda had heard the interminable coughing. They glanced up at the house on their way to the factory and tipped their straw hats in sympathy. On the fourth day, Jaime returned from his travels and heard word of the affliction from one of the workers on the dock. He ran up the path to the patio and put his arms around the helpless dog. “What’s wrong, old friend? Come on, now!” He had raised Basadre, taught him everything he knew, whispered to him every night about adventures they would have together the next morning. But no whispered comforts, no ruby promises, could calm the rattle in the canine throat now.

On the fifth day, Graciela’s foreboding came to pass. Monkeys came swinging out of the jebe trees, timidly at first, peering about to see if there were some larger predator lurking around the dog. Then they descended in droves, lining the brick barricade like monks along a cathedral pew—chattering, hopping, rocking nervously from haunch to haunch as Basadre’s cough worsened, until Don Victor stuck his head out the workshop door to scream, “Will someone, for Jesus, José, and Santa María’s sake, please shoot that insane beast!” But, of course, being a lover of animals, Don Victor knew, and everyone in his house understood, that no one would dare do anything of the kind.

Just as the sun was beginning to fade, one of the monkeys began to mimic Basadre’s voice with such subtlety and genius—pac-hac-hac—that the entire ring of simians turned to look. There was a hoot or two, a clacking of teeth, and soon every beast in the circle was doing it: pac-hac-hac! pac-hac-hac! By the eighth day, it seemed the whole jungle, from the four-hundred-hectare clearing of Floralinda downriver to Santa Isabel, was pulsing with that noise. Crimson-feathered papagayos cackled, crickets chirped, and every tribesman from Witoto to Shipibo rattled his arrows, wondering what would follow.

Stranger things had happened in that jungle. Ants had chewed through whole villages in the course of an hour. Alligators had appropriated the workers’ shacks. The river had heaved up in one wave and left creatures wriggling in the trees. Snakes sped through the forest singing like birds. What was an epidemic of coughing in the grand scheme of things? Resigned to the din as only the residents of that wild and capricious place could resign themselves, the people of Floralinda plugged their ears with pima cotton, strips of tree latex, and wads of dried hemp wrapped in snippets of woven cloth. Don Victor, revered in the province of Ucayali as its most ingenious citizen, devised a marvelous apparatus: a brace of tin cups, stuffed with shreds of discarded paper from the floor of his factory, then clamped to his head by a stalk of bamboo that circled from one ear to another, fastened under his chin, and could be opened or closed with the quick flip of a metal flange.

In that surrounding cacophony, and with the attendant challenges of having to live on—to eat, sleep, make conversation and love—with strange devices strapped to their heads, few in the Sobrevilla household noticed when the boy came out to the patio, slid his back down the wall, and stayed there, staring at Basadre with eyes that glowed like embers.

At fifteen, the chief ama’s only daughter, Tomasina, had birthed the boy after a drunken coupling with a coca-leaf hauler. The man had shuffled through Floralinda on his way to the trading post with a basket on his back, a jug of chicha in hand, and an irresistible itch for a woman. After the baby was born and the poor, frightened girl could run without bleeding, she disappeared upriver with a Cashibo hunter, never to be seen again.

Six years old now, Miguelito was remarkably intelligent, quick to learn how to count and read, clever with his hands, agile as a cat. But he was an angry child—given to biting and scratching—filled with such venom that the women of Floralinda pushed their little ones behind them when they saw him coming. El feroz they called him—the savage one—and they would cross themselves when he passed.

He was wiry and sullen, the polar opposite of his grandmother Boruba, whose large person always bustled about the house happily, and whose culinary fare and tender mercies filled the Sobrevillas’ table and lives. Whereas she was a mix of Shipibo brown and Barbadian black, a crown of nappy hair framing a large moon face, Miguelito was wan and yellow, with a small head, and hair cut tight against his scalp. But his eyes were his most striking feature: narrow and burning, with a remarkable ability to focus on one object at a time. That night, so intense was his focus on the miserable Basadre that when the monkeys sprang down to cough in his face, he did not register them at all.

Before long, he, too, started coughing—pac-hac-hac—filling the monkeys with such joy that they swarmed around him, tweaking his ears with their leathery fingers. It was a light cough, befitting the narrow parameters of his chest. But soon enough, it crescendoed so hideously that the rest of the forest was spurred into a thundering free-for-all. That roar—so overpowering that no earplug could mask it—caused all seventeen members of the Sobrevilla household to fly out of their rooms and onto the patio to confirm this new turn of events.

The Sobrevillas stood paralyzed, taking in the pandemonium: the spectacle of the crazed child, whose eyes seemed to glow with a strange light; the stillness of the dog against the frantic dance of monkeys. Don Victor had come out holding a beaker of fine Spanish sherry, and with his evening’s drink poised in one hand and his tin-cup device dangling from his neck, he felt a sharp stab of alarm.

Everything happened quickly after that: Boruba came running out of the kitchen. Graciela touched Basadre’s chest and felt the stillness of his heart. Miguelito stopped coughing and toppled over, lifeless. And then, like celluloid images spooling through a projector in reverse, the monkeys shot back into the trees, the birds into the night, the deafening roar ceased, and there was silence. When the Sobrevillas looked back at the boy, he was a bright azulene.

         

That night, Miguelito’s body was laid out on the threshing table, between the house and the cotton field, and three shamans and a jungle embalmer were called to observe the preternatural shade of his skin. He was bright as a fish—a taut, shimmery blue—not as if death had transfigured him, but as if nature had made him that way. When they opened him up, his heart was as black as a stone.

The dog, made light by death, was taken from the patio in a hammock. Pedro the gardener rolled him onto it tenderly and carried it out to where the casuarina bloomed by the roadside. There, in full view of the laborers hunched over their chicha at the rickety tables in Chincho’s bar, he lifted the furry corpse out of the osier, lowered it into a grave filled with tinder, then lit a fire and watched it burn. He remembered how the little dog had loved to scamper ahead of him through the hemp fields, clearing the paths of snakes.

Pedro sat as the gaslights went out one by one in the village. He sat as the drunken laborers made their way home to their shacks. When nothing was left of Basadre but a fine gray ash, it was almost dawn. Pedro’s impulse was to cast the remains onto the river to travel the intestines of fellow creatures into eternal life—but he did as the priest Bernardo had taught him. He made a quick sign of the cross with one hand and covered the cinders with dirt. When he was finished, he could see the first light of day breaking through trees across the river. Knowing that dawn would bring the burial of Miguelito, he set out to find Boruba.

She was with the body of her grandson. The boy lay serenely on the wooden slab, his throat sewn shut and tied with a coarse knot above the collar of his crisp white shirt, his face scrubbed so that the blue skin shone. Her head was bowed, as if all the blackbirds of death were perched upon it. The Sobrevilla women were filing past, one by one: Graciela, with a black mantilla pulled tight around her ears; Belén, her gray eyes glistening. Forgetting all the times the boy had sunk sharp teeth into their arms and legs, they reached out to stroke the flat little forehead. When she saw Boruba’s face covered with tears, Graciela threw her arms around her and wept.

Pedro kicked off his sandals. Being the son of a curandero and wise about funeral rituals, he could not stand before the dead without feeling the earth beneath his feet. Had he been among his people, he would have expected to find the boy’s bones burned down to a fine powder, stirred into a tart white mash of fermented tubers, and passed around in a gourd for all the tribe to drink. Boruba, too, a Shipibo and member of the greater nation of Nahua, might have drunk her grandson’s ashes so that he could glide from her head to her chest, where he could stay forever cradled in her heart. But there they were, in a white man’s hacienda, and so much had changed along the Ucayali. Pedro approached Boruba, touched the back of her head lightly, then squatted alongside to help his friend keep her sad vigil. It would take time for the boy’s spirit to lift from his navel and ride its way to the stars.

As the jungle emerged from the mist and the sun threw a pearly haze over Floralinda, the townspeople came to pay their respects, Don Victor and Doña Mariana among them. Don Victor strode directly to the bier without hesitation, but Doña Mariana hung back, catching her breath and absorbing the sad scene before her. Don Victor looked down with a face that was haggard and worn. He brought his cupped hands over the child’s corpse, and then dropped…what? Something filmy—the slenderest wisp of stuff. It looked like fabric but seemed to be lighter than air. As the paper wafted down and lit on the boy’s white shirt, it opened, caught the dawn, and shimmered, capturing the glow of the sun, the blue of the dead, the rose of Graciela’s lips, the gray in Belén’s gaze, the green of new hemp, the ocher of skin. It was a transitory thing—a flash of light, snatched and spun into a fleeting kaleidoscope. When Don Victor took the boy’s hand and opened his fingers one by one, the mourners did not imagine that one day they would be asked to remember precisely what followed next. They would have no trouble recalling it. The shapechanger—they would say in their testimonies—opened Miguelito’s hand; I saw it myself. He took the gleaming thing from his little belly, held it high above the table so that it winked with a hundred eyes, then brought it down, pressed it into the boy’s palm, and closed his fingers into a fist. There was little more to mark that transforming dawn, except a rush of wind—as if something had cleared an aperture and flown into the humid morning. Then, clear as the horn at the Annunciation, the cock began to crow. The ripple of color, the luminous paper, the sharp wind rising, and then, cu-cu-ru-cu-cu! Everyone would remember it that way.

Even Father Bernardo, trudging along the path toward the crop fields, his sandals flapping against his heels, would say that when he looked toward the boy’s makeshift mortuary, he saw an uncommon radiance.

         

In truth, the floor of Don Victor’s workshop was littered with that paper. He had been laboring over it for months, grinding pastes with a mortar and pestle, cooking them carefully in German beakers, stretching moist layers over a delicate netting to dry with the aid of a whirring fan. Whereas the factory he had built in Floralinda spun stiff brown paper out of the hemp that grew copiously in his fields, this new discovery was fragile, pellucid, mysterious: a tissue as beguiling as glass.

He had chanced upon the idea for it on the pages of a lapsed engineering journal, Novedades de ingeniería. Every month, when the barge pulled in from Pucallpa, a jumble of the necessary and the ridiculous—from tinned butter to used corsets, from machine parts to moldy magazines—would arrive from Don Victor’s ancestral house in Trujillo, now presided over by his younger brother, Don Alejandro. Established, wealthy, with a mansion on the main square of the most aristocratic of Peruvian cities, Don Alejandro would never have guessed as a boy that someday his older brother would leave everything behind to pursue a paper fortune in the jungle. How could Victor have forfeited the comforts of the coast—cavernous salons with portraits that confirmed a pedigree, white-gloved butlers wielding the family silver, crystal flutes brimming with vintage pisco? Alejandro was no prodigal and would never have given up one ounce of the luxury about him, but out of an acute sense of family responsibility and the Catholic notion that a man is ultimately responsible for a brother who wanders from good fortune to bad, every three months Alejandro would box up his household refuse—outmoded shoes, broken toys, old radios, half-used canisters of propane—and have one of his minions truck the entire collection to Lima and up the new road to Pucallpa, where it would be loaded onto barges and shipped downriver. Months later, the boxes of Trujillo rubbish would be cast onto the muddy banks of the Ucayali, and the jungle Sobrevillas’ window on the world would flick open, onto the modern day.

It was in that way that Graciela’s two children, Pablito and Silvia, learned about Papa Noel, from a broken doll with aquamarine eyes, carnelian cheeks, and a bell around his neck. It was in that way that Doña Mariana acquired her deceased mother-in-law’s Italian leather boots—the first article of clothing she slipped into in the morning and the last she removed at night. And it was in that way Don Victor discovered that if you added acetic acid to a mash of fiber and sulfites, if you forced it quickly and evenly through a long line of tiny nozzles, if you allowed it to land gently on a net and dry, the result was cellophane.

Don Victor had pored over his brother’s discarded journals, sketching out ideas on leftover graph paper, measuring chemicals from beaker to beaker in the solitude of his workshop, emerging only when a factory worker came running to report that a machine part had gone flying or that a monkey had fallen into the thresher or that a Mayoruna passing through had consumed too much chicha and reeled into the acid vat. The making of cellophane obsessed him, seeped into every recess of his imagination. Not since he had set foot on the riverbank and christened the land Floralinda had he sensed that he was on the verge of something significant, that he was—as the witchman who birthed his daughters had told him—being summoned into the universe. Beware of wanting too much, the witchman had quickly added, for greed always ends in privation. But Don Victor didn’t remember those warnings; he wanted, more than anything, the grand total of muchness. He felt as if he were standing on the threshold of Eiffel’s magnificent palace, ready to best the master. To erect an iron house in the Amazon had been spectacular. To produce cellophane in quantities would be a miracle. Was there, in all the engineering annals of the world, a feat more marvelous than making extravagant paper in the wilderness?

He had been in his workshop for twenty-seven days in a row, applying himself with rigorous concentration, when Basadre had begun the miserable business of his coughing. Even as Don Victor perfected the balance of the compounds and the temperature at which the fiber had to be cooked—testing in turns with cane, hemp, and cotton—he could hear the crescendo outside. What god of synchronicity, what node in the fabric of fate, was tying his progress to that distraction? The strangest coincidence was that just as the noise reached a climax, just as the clamor was summoning him to the door, the first sliver of transparent paper slid from his improvised mill.

         

When Don Victor had been a boy in Trujillo, his godmother, Tía Esther, had told him stories about mortals who overreached their God-given circumstances. There was King Midas and his ill-fated daughter. Or the fox that was greedy for more cheese. Or the besotted lion that fell in love with the terrified girl, begged for her hand, and wanted her so much that he agreed to give up his teeth—and then lost all power to demand the marriage. But the story that impressed him most was the one about the Chinese weaver.

A hard blight had poisoned the weaver’s mulberry grove, and he awoke one morning to find his whole silkworm population curled into inert husks, his livelihood finished. Spurned as a vector of bad luck, the man contemplated suicide. He considered drowning his children in a secluded twist of the Pearl River and leaping, with his obedient wife, into the swirling deep waters. But one day a tall foreigner with sea-green eyes, a thick black beard, and thigh-high boots appeared and urged him to come away to America, to make his fortune. There, the stranger said, you will start again, build your business, grow wealthy. There is gold in the bowels of Peru.

The weaver began to spin dreams of a new life in that faraway setting, where no one would know of his failures—where trees were not poisoned and a silkworm might flourish. He imagined a country that was longing for fine cloth, for Chinese ingenuity; he fantasized all the ways he could ride the bearded man’s ship to glory. He began wanting—more than anything—to go. He decided to borrow the money for the journey, persuading his sisters to sell two cows and three goats in order to finance his passage. With a few coins, he bought twenty silkworms. He took the rest of the money, consoled his beleaguered wife, patted his children on their heads, and promised that when he was settled he would send for them.

He was given the first signal that things were not right on the plank that led to the ship’s deck: There and then, the captain with the green eyes insisted on taking his money. Three sailors tossed the box of silkworms overboard and led him not to a comfortable pallet, as he had been promised, but to the mildewed hold, where there were many like him, scrubbed clean in pigtails and cloth shoes, crammed in so they hardly could breathe. Half of them died on the hundred-day voyage, chattering in the dark about how rich they would be in America. When the ones who survived that trip arrived at the promised land, they were dispatched to the Chincha Islands, shackled to posts, fed opium by night, and, by day, made
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