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			A KIT FOR THE ASSEMBLY OF AN ADEQUATE INTRODUCTION TO CORTÁZAR’S HOPSCOTCH

			Jonathan Lethem

			1. Overture

			
				I have read Julio Cortázar’s Hopscotch four times. I have never read Julio Cortázar’s Hopscotch. I am currently reading Julio Cortázar’s Hopscotch.

			I hope someday to conclude reading Julio Cortázar’s Hopscotch. I hope someday to begin reading Julio Cortázar’s Hopscotch.

			Perhaps all of these statements are correct, or at least correct enough that I may proceed. In any case, Hopscotch is a book I first seized hold of (or did it seize hold of me?) with bewilderment and delight when I was sixteen years old. It has been a life’s companion. To be asked to raise the curtain on it for a next generation of readers feels like a strange but pleasing dream-within-a-dream, almost as if I’ve turned to one of the book’s farthest-flung chapters to find myself briefly mentioned there, a minor character I’d previously overlooked.

			2. A Classroom in California

			
				Despite the unforgettable residue of my first encounter with Cortázar, my most memorable experience wandering in the fictional labyrinth of his mighty book came a decade ago, when I assigned it to a group of talented and eager undergraduate readers in my “Impossible Novels” seminar at Pomona College. The notion of the “impossible novel” had come to me when I arrived at that job in 2010. My situation was this: I was stepping into the teaching footprint of the late David Foster Wallace, while at the same time enmeshed in the composition of my own most complex and centrifugal fiction. In that pursuit, I was taking courage in my attempt by reading Christina Stead’s The Man Who Loved Children, Samuel Delany’s Dhalgren, Kazuo Ishiguro’s The Unconsoled, Doris

			Lessing’s The Four-Gated City, and others—books that made mine look simple by contrast.

			So the notion of the impossibility of novels was in the air. My notion was to design a seminar around the reading of the type of long, multichambered book that might often have been seen as prohibitive to assign in the college classroom. Perhaps I could do so if I advertised them alongside the disclaimer of “impossibility.” I wrote a syllabus that began with Randall Jarrell’s definition of the novel: “A prose narrative of a certain length that has something wrong with it.” I taught the course for several years, assigning all of the above-mentioned books, along with Italo Calvino’s If on a Winter’s Night a Traveler and Kafka’s The Castle and—of course—Moby-Dick, before venturing to lead a group into the challenges of Hopscotch.

			When the time came, I allowed the eighteen students to divide themselves voluntarily into two groups. Why? Because, as Cortázar announces, in his “Table of Instructions,” “this book consists of many books, but two books above all.” One group, we decided, would be readers of the novel’s short course of consecutive pages—Chapters 1 through 56. These offer a relatively orderly journey through Cortázar’s plot, such as it is, but tantalize the reader with the problem of what they may be missing by not reading the “Expendable Chapters” that begin with Chapter 57.

			The second group would encounter those extra chapters. This is accomplished by obeying the “Table of Instructions,” which sends one hopscotching through the text, repeatedly moving back and forth according to a scheme determined, one presumes, by Cortázar’s whims, or some utterly private system. This, the second pathway through Hopscotch, provides one with a satisfying sense of rising to Cortázar’s challenge and offers the prospect of reading every page of his book (but then again, maybe not!). Yet it also involves a kind of surrender of one’s readerly confidence. To hopscotch through the book is to grow unmoored from any sense of the proportion or organization typical of most novels. (If someone observes you reading Hopscotch, say in a café, watching as your bookmark jumps madly from front to back and then to the middle and then to the front again, they may believe you are only pretending to read…)

			A merry chaos ensued. As the reading groups began to report

			back to each other, they discovered with outrage that Cortázar had hidden entire characters within his secret scheme—how you could read Hopscotch and not have met Morelli? Or Pola? Why would an author make such blind spots as these possible? Then again, had the hopscotching group not been entitled to read a certain chapter of great consequence, the next-to-last chapter in Cortázar’s “normal fashion” version of the text? How could they understand the book’s ending if they’d never grasped those emotionally charged penultimate pages? “Ending?” the hopscotching group then might counter. “How could a nearly six-hundred-page book possibly end on this page?”

			It is a question as to whether Hopscotch really ends at all. In fact, one may only exit the maze as an act of readerly will, since the final chapters loop endlessly. Yet again, doesn’t Hopscotch possess a definitive, if confounding, final chapter, in which its anti-hero flings himself, or contemplates flinging himself, from a high precipice? How can a Lady-or-the-Tiger ending come in the middle of a book?

			If in Randall Jarrell’s definition a novel was a “prose narrative of a certain length,” what were we to do when faced with a novel of uncertain length?

			Some impossible novels, my students were forced to conclude, in exasperated delight, may be more impossible than others.

			3. In Which We Surround the Object in Question with Voluminous Comparisons

			
				According to Ilan Stavans, the mighty Mexican novelist and scholar, Hopscotch is “along with One Hundred Years of Solitude…surely the most important novel published in the Spanish language since Don Quixote at the beginning of the seventeenth century.” Though I am no scholar of novels in the Spanish language, this claim sounds exciting and inspiring to me, and so why not certify it here? My own surveys of world literature are necessarily always limited to reading works in English translation, which gives me my chance to say that Gregory Rabassa must have had a daunting but also thrilling time bringing Rayuela into English as Hopscotch, seeking equivalences for all the mad wordplay and neologisms, and rendering all the breakneck shifts of register and emotion, as well all the distinctive spoken voices of a group of characters who

			span eight or ten different nationalities. Truly, this must be one the great feats of translation of the twentieth century.

			Cervantes offers a pivotal point of reference for Hopscotch, even beyond the Spanish language. Like Quixote, Hopscotch touches on the genre of the “picaresque.” Both are also gigantic novels split into two pieces, the second half of which appears aware of the existence of the first. Lawrence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy is perhaps another crucial early precursor to Cortázar’s mixture of crudity, humor, pain, and reflexivity. Closer to Cortázar’s era, prewar modernists like Joyce in Ulysses and Musil in The Man Without Qualities provide some of Cortázar’s tool kit; one might also detect notes of Beckett, Faulkner, Woolf, and Flann O’Brian.

			If a novel as vast and various as Hopscotch gobbles influences, it also spits out possibilities, building rooms that subsequent writers have lived inside. The many readers who’ve flocked to Roberto Bolaño’s fictions in recent years will find a distinct resonance with Cortázar’s quality of untrammeled freedom—perhaps most particularly in The Savage Detectives, whose “Visceral Realists” evoke Cortázar’s “Serpent’s Club,” and in 2666, where the mysterious elder writer Arcimboldo seems a conscious nod to the figure of Morelli in Hopscotch. Bolaño shares with Cortázar as well his sense of the possibilities for liberation and risks of despair located in states of exile.

			Among younger U.S. readers, a trio of long novels marked by elaborate formal apparatus and unabashed philosophical discursiveness have generated unusual devotion: David Foster Wallace’s Infinite Jest, Mark Danielewski’s House of Leaves, and Helen DeWitt’s The Last Samurai. Hopscotch might be seen as a kind “ground zero” for these formal monuments, with their intellectual omnivorousness, their typographical trickery, their tendency to hide wonders in footnotes and interstices. If any complex novel can be seen as being bigger on the inside than on the outside, these books exemplify the notion of the novel as “impossible object,” like a Klein bottle or Moebius strip or tesseract. (And all four books surely presented typesetting and proofreading nightmares for their publishers.)

			What these books all have in common, beyond their tendency to seem to want to swallow and disgorge the entirety of the world, is their capacity to bring the reading act to the foreground, most literally by imposing a sequence of decision-making junctures: Do I take in this footnote or alternate chapter now, or should I hew to the main text? Must one accept this condition as a form of defeat and surrender, or might it be framed as a kind of communion, a convergence, a merging of author and reader at some vanishing point on the distant horizon of literature? These comparisons are hardly exclusive: other examples of “the literature of readerly operations” (a genre I just invented) include Italo Calvino’s The Castle of Crossed Destinies, B. S. Johnson’s The Unfortunates, or the hypertext fictions of Michael Joyce and Shelley Jackson.

			And of course, lurking conceptually behind all of these is Cortázar’s countryman Jorge Luis Borges, in his paradigmatic short story “The Garden of Forking Paths.”

			Another glancing comparison: Chapter 23, the Berthe Trépat chapter (which I will admit is my favorite in the entire book, a tragicomic tour de force), strikes me, in its depiction of a ridiculously protracted and painful piano recital in front of a dwindling audience, as a possible source for Kazuo Ishiguro’s Kafkaesque masterpiece, The Unconsoled. Certainly Cortázar, with Lewis Carroll, Anna Kavan, Kafka, and Ishiguro, ranks among the most adept writers at evoking the precise flavor of nighttime dreaming, with its vertiginous flood of unaccountable detail and tendency to surround irrational happenings with an atmosphere of logical necessity. And, like Bolaño and Ishiguro, Cortázar is a master of the “fictional ekphrastic”—accounts of imaginary artworks that become objects of fascination within his fictions.

			Speaking of Kafka, one interesting effect of recent re-translations into English of Kafka’s The Castle has been to append a series of alternative chapters and drafts to the back end of the main text. This also describes the most recent English-language edition of Musil’s The Man Without Qualities and Ralph Ellison’s posthumously published gigantic unresolved manuscript Three Days Before the Shooting…These recent editions of famously unfinished books, with fragments bound into the latter pages, have therefore migrated closer to the ambience of Cortázar’s masterwork, in that they leave readers with decisions to make as to how to approach them and which material to include or exclude. Would it be fair to declare Hopscotch “the most unfinished finished novel ever written”?

			This open-ended quality seems to have struck its author as well.

			Published five years later, the novel 62: A Model Kit presents itself as an expansion of Hopscotch’s Chapter 62, as though Cortázar himself had remained trapped within the hall of mirrors—or, as Ilan Stavans puts it, the “carnival of possibilities”—that is his own novel.

			4. A Possibly Relevant Quote

			
				How many people today live in a language that is not their own? Or no longer, or not yet, even know their own and know poorly the major language that they are forced to serve? This is the problem of immigrants, and especially of their children, the problem of minorities, the problem of a minor literature, but also a problem for all of us: how to tear a minor literature away from its own language, allowing it to challenge the language and making it follow a sober revolutionary path? How to become a nomad and an immigrant and a gypsy in relation to one’s own language?

				—Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature

			

			5. Accomplice, Doppelgänger, Companion, Reader

			
				But enough of comparisons. If Hopscotch is the bridge between Don Quixote and contemporary postmodernism, it also stands as anomalous, miraculous, and iconoclastic—a book like no other. Its distinctions are its warmth, intimacy, melancholy, and sensuality, as well as its eccentric humor. To read it is to know a cast of characters as charming and fallible as one’s own friends. The smoldering, distractible, and insecure La Maga, the scheming, intimidating Gregovorius, Wong with his nightmarish glee, Ronald, Babs, Étienne (in Paris); then the incorruptible friend Traveler, and Talita, Gekrepten (in Buenos Aires); the heartbreak of Rocamadour, the lonely puzzle of Morelli, these figures are apt to haunt the reader as one is haunted by one’s own life.

			Above all, of course, Oliveira. Oliveira the seeker, the sulker, the jealous and inconstant lover, the flambeur Oliveira—and behind him, inescapably, the image of Cortázar himself, in his status as an Argentinian self-exiled in Paris, as the lover of jazz and of literature, as the sufferer of so much self-inflicted solitude. Oliveira is

			scarcely heroic, he’s frequently a heel, but in the manner of romantic brooders from Homer’s Odysseus to Hesse’s Steppenwolf, he enlists our fascinated identification as much for his self-sabotaging and self-flattery as for his desire to either transcend or unite his various barricaded selves—and so we root for him to construct a rickety bridge with which to cross to another human being, even if he has to go about it by first straightening out a handful of bent nails. In a book that operates according to a series of doublings and doppelgängers—Paris and Buenos Aires, Oliveira and Traveler, Cortázar and Morelli, the expendable and nonexpendable chapters—the most fundamental is between author and reader.

			Perhaps this is always true of the greatest novels, those that will matter the most to us in our lives and that we will be doomed to reread (and so, isn’t every great novel in that sense “unfinished” by its reader?)—that they seem to speak intimately to each of us, as if they require our unique attention to bring them to life. If so, then Cortázar’s accomplishment was to bring this aspect to a dizzying height of visibility. Leap with it.

		

	
		
			TABLE OF INSTRUCTIONS

			In its own way, this book consists of many books, but two books above all.

			The first can be read in a normal fashion and it ends with Chapter 56, at the close of which there are three garish little stars which stand for the words The End. Consequently, the reader may ignore what follows with a clean conscience.

			The second should be read by beginning with Chapter 73 and then following the sequence indicated at the end of each chapter. In case of confusion or forgetfulness, one need only consult the following list:

			73 -1 - 2 - 116 - 3 - 84 - 4 - 71 - 5 - 81 - 74 - 6 - 7 - 8 - 93 - 68 - 9 - 104 - 10 - 65 - 11 - 136 - 12 - 106 - 13 - 115 - 14 - 114 - 117 - 15 - 120 - 16 - 137 - 17 - 97 - 18 - 153 - 19 - 90 - 20 - 126 - 21 -79 - 22 - 62 - 23 - 124 - 128 - 24 - 134 - 25 - 141 - 60 - 26 - 109 - 27 - 28 - 130 - 151 - 152 - 143 - 100 - 76 - 101 - 144 - 92 - 103 - 108 - 64 - 155 - 123 - 145 - 122 - 112 - 154 - 85 -150 - 95 - 146 - 29 - 107 - 113 - 30 - 57 - 70 - 147 - 31 - 32 - 132 - 61 - 33 - 67 - 83 -142 - 34 - 87 - 105 - 96 - 94 - 91 - 82 - 99 - 35 - 121 - 36 - 37 - 98 - 38 - 39 - 86 - 78 - 40 - 59 - 41 - 148 - 42 - 75 - 43 - 125 - 44 - 102 - 45 - 80 - 46 - 47 - 110 - 48 - 111 - 49 - 118 - 50 - 119 - 51 - 69 - 52 - 89 - 53 - 66 -149 - 54 - 129 - 139 - 133 - 140 - 138 - 127 - 56 - 135 - 63 - 88 - 72 - 77 - 131 - 58 - 131-

			Each chapter has its number at the top of every right-hand page to facilitate the search.

		

	
		
			And moved by the hope of being of particular help to youth, and of contributing to the reform of manners in general, I have put together this collection of maxims, counsels, and precepts which are the basis of those universal morals that are so much a part of the spiritual and temporal happiness of men of all ages, states, and conditions, and of the prosperity and orderliness not only of the civil and Christian republic in which we live, but of any other republic or government that the most thoughtful and serious philosophers of the world might wish to contrive.

			
				Spirit of the Bible and Universal Morals,

				Drawn from the Old and New Testaments

				Put down in Tuscan by the Abbot Martini

				with footnotes

				Rendered into Castilian

				by a member of the Regular Clergy of the

				Congregation of San Cayetano of this Court

				With permission

				Madrid: Aznar, 1797

			

		

	
		
			Everytime it starts to get cool, I mean in the middle of autim, I start gettin nutty ideas like I was thinkin about what was forein and diffrent, like for exsample how I’d like to turn into a swallow and get away and fly to countrys where it gets hot, or be an ant so’s I could get deep into a cave and eat the stuff I stored away durin the summer or be a snake like what they got in the zoO, the ones they keep lockt up in glass cages thats heated so’s they don’t get stiff from the cold, which is what happens to poor human beans who cant buy no close cause the price is to high, and cant keep warm cause theys no keroseen, no coal, no wood, no fule oil and besides theys no loot, cause when you go around with bocoo bread you can go into any bar and get some sneaky pete that can be real warmin, even tho it aint good to overdo it cause if you overdos it it gets to be a bad habbit and bad habbits is bad for your body just like they is for youre selfrespeck, and when you start goin downhill cause your actin bad in everythin, they aint nobody or nothin can stop you from endin up a stinkin piece of human garbidge and they never gone give you a hand to haul you up outen the dirty muck you rollin around in, not even if you was a eaglE when you was young and could fly up and over the highest hills, but when you get old you like a highflyin bomber thats lost its moral engines and fall down outen the sky. I jes hope what I been writin down hear do somebody some good so he take a good look at how he livin and he dont be sorry when it too late and everythin is gone down the drain cause it his own fault.

			
				césar bruto, What I Would Like to Be If I Wasn’t What I Am (Chapter: “A St. Bernard Dog”)

			

		

	
		
			FROM THE OTHER SIDE

			
				Rien ne vous tue un homme comme d’être obligé de représenter un pays.

				jacques vaché, letter to André Breton

			

		

	
		
			1

			WOULD I find La Maga? Most of the time it was just a case of my putting in an appearance, going along the Rue de Seine to the arch leading into the Quai de Conti, and I would see her slender form against the olive-ashen light which floats along the river as she crossed back and forth on the Pont des Arts, or leaned over the iron rail looking at the water. It was quite natural for me to climb the steps to the bridge, go into its narrowness and over to where La Maga stood. She would smile and show no surprise, convinced as she was, the same as I, that casual meetings are apt to be just the opposite, and that people who make dates are the same kind who need lines on their writing paper, or who always squeeze up from the bottom on a tube of toothpaste.

			But now she would not be on the bridge. The thin glow of her face was probably peeking into the old doorways in the Marais ghetto, or maybe she was talking to a woman who sells fried potatoes, or she might be eating a hot sausage on the Boulevard de Sébastopol. In any case, I went out onto the bridge and there was no Maga. I did not run into her along the way either. We each knew where the other lived, every cranny we holed up in in our pseudo-student existence in Paris, every window by Braque, Ghirlandaio, or Max Ernst set into cheap postcard frames and ringed with gaudy posters, but we never looked each other up at home. We preferred meeting on the bridge, at a sidewalk café, at an art movie, or crouched over a cat in some Latin Quarter courtyard. We did not go around looking for each other, but we knew that we would meet just the same. Oh, Maga, whenever I saw a woman who looked like you a clear, sharp pause would close in like a deafening silence, collapsing like a wet umbrella being closed. An umbrella, precisely. Maybe you remember, Maga, that old umbrella we sacrificed in a gully in Montsouris Park one sunset on a cold March day. We threw it away because you had found it half-broken in the Place de la Concorde and you had got a lot of use from it, especially for digging into people’s ribs on the Métro or on a bus as you lethargically thought about the design the flies on the ceiling made. There was a cloudburst that afternoon and you tried to open your umbrella in the park in a proud sort of way, but your hand got all wrapped up in a catastrophe of cold lightning shafts and black clouds, strips of torn cloth falling from the ruins of unfrocked spokes, and we both laughed like madmen as we got soaked, thinking that an umbrella found in a public square ought to die a noble death in a park and not get involved in the mean cycle of trash can or gutter. Then I rolled it up as best I could and we took it to the top of the park near the little bridge over the railroad tracks, and from there I threw it with all my might to the bottom of the gully where it landed on the wet grass as you gave out with a shout in which I thought I vaguely recognized the curse of a Valkyrie. It sank into the gully like a ship into green water, stormy green water, into la mer qui est plus félonesse en été qu’en hiver, into the treacherous wave, Maga, as we counted for a long time, in love with Joinville or with the park, embracing like wet trees or like actors in some second-rate Hungarian movie. And it stayed down there in the grass, small and black, like some trampled insect. And it did not move, none of its springs popped out as once before. Ended. Over. Oh Maga, and still we were not satisfied.

			Why was I coming to the Pont des Arts? It seems to me that on that December Thursday I had intended crossing over to the Right Bank to have some wine in the little café on the Rue des Lombards where Madame Léonie reads my palm and tells me of trips and surprises. I never took you to have Madame Léonie read your palm, probably because I was afraid that she would read some truth about me in your hand, because you have always been a frightful mirror, a monstrous instrument of repetitions, and what we had called loving was perhaps my standing in front of you holding a yellow flower while you held two green candles and a slow rain of renunciations and farewells and Métro tickets blew into our faces. So I never took you to Madame Léonie’s, Maga. You told me so and that is how I know that you did not like my watching you go into that little bookshop on the Rue de Verneuil, where a burdened old man fills out thousands of reference cards and knows everything there is to know about the study of history. You used to go there to play with a cat, and the old man let you in and didn’t ask questions, content to have you get him a book from the upper shelves. You used to get warm at that stove of his with its big black pipe, and you didn’t like me to know that you were going to sit next to that stove. But all of this should have been said in its proper time, except that it was difficult to know what the proper time for things was, and even now, with my elbows on the railing of the bridge, as I watched a small, must-colored péniche, sparkling clean like a great big beautiful cockroach, with a woman in a white apron hanging wash on a wire strung along the prow, as I looked at its windows, painted green, with Hansel and Gretel curtains, even now, Maga, I wondered if this roundabout route made any sense, since it would have been easier to reach the Rue des Lombards by the Pont Saint-Michel and the Pont au Change. But if you had been there that night, as so many other times, then I would have known that the roundabout made sense, while now, on the other hand, I debase my failure by calling it a roundabout. I raised the collar of my lumberjacket, and it was a matter of going along the docks until I came to where the large shops go on to the Châtelet, passing underneath the violet shadow of the Tour Saint-Jacques, and turning into my street, thinking about the fact that I had not met you and about Madame Léonie.

			I know that one day I came to Paris. I know that I was living off loans for a while, doing what the others did and seeing what they saw. I know that you were coming out of a café on the Rue du Cherche-Midi and that we spoke. Everything had been going badly that afternoon because the habits I had brought from Argentina would not permit me to cross from one sidewalk to the other to look at silly items in the dimly lit shop windows on streets I don’t remember any more. I followed you grudgingly then, finding you petulant and rude, until you got tired of not being tired and we went into a café on the Boul’ Mich’ and all of a sudden in between two croissants you told me a whole chunk of your life.

			How was I to have suspected that what seemed to be a pack of lies was all true, a Figari with sunset violets, with livid faces, with hunger and blows in the corners. I came to believe you later on, later on there was reason to, there was Madame Léonie, who looked at my hand which had gone to bed with your breasts, and she practically repeated your exact words: “She is suffering somewhere. She has always suffered. She is very gay, she adores yellow, her bird is the blackbird, her time is night, her bridge is the Pont des Arts.” (A must-colored péniche, Maga, and I wonder why we didn’t sail off on it while there was still time.)

			We had barely come to know each other when life began to plot everything necessary for us to stop meeting little by little. Since you didn’t know how to fake I realized at once that in order to see you as I wanted to I would have to begin by shutting my eyes, and then at first some things like yellow stars (moving around in a velvet jelly), then red jumps of humor and time, a sudden entry into a Maga world, awkward and confused, but also with ferns signed by a Klee spider, a Miró circus, Vieira da Silva ash-mirrors, a chess world where you moved about like a knight trying to move like a rook trying to move like a bishop. In those days we used to go to art movies to see silent pictures, because I had my culture, maybe not, but you, poor thing, didn’t understand anything at all about that yellow and convulsed shrieking which had all taken place before you were born, that grooved emulsion in which dead people ran about. But suddenly Harold Lloyd would go by and then you would shake off the water of your dream and would finally be convinced that all was well, and that Pabst, and that Fritz Lang. You used to make me a little sick with your mania for perfection, with your rundown shoes, with your refusal to accept the acceptable. We used to eat hamburgers in the Carrefour de l’Odéon and we used to go cycling to Montparnasse, to any hotel, any pillow. Then other times we would go all the way to the Porte d’Orléans and we became more and more familiar with the vacant lots beyond the Boulevard Jourdan, where sometimes at midnight the members of the Serpent Club used to get together to talk to a blind seer, a stimulating paradox. We used to leave the bicycles on the street and go in a little way, stopping to look at the sky because it is one of the few places in Paris where sky is worth more than ground. Sitting on a pile of rubbish we would smoke for a while, and La Maga would stroke my hair or hum songs which hadn’t been invented yet, absurd tunes broken with sighs or memories. I took advantage of such moments to think about useless things, a practice I had begun some years before in a hospital and which all seemed richer and more necessary every time since. With great effort, marshaling auxiliary images, thinking about smells and faces, I managed to extract out of nothing a pair of chestnut-colored shoes I had owned in Olavarría in 1940. They had rubber heels and very thin soles, and when it rained the water used to seep in up to my very soul. With that pair of shoes in the hand of my memory the rest came along by itself: the face of Doña Manuela, for example, or the poet Ernesto Morroni. But I rejected them because the game consisted in bringing back only the insignificant, the unnoticed, the forgotten. Trembling at not being able to remember, attacked by those moths suggested by postponement, an imbecile for having kissed time, I finally saw beyond the shoes a can of Sol brand tea which my mother had given me in Buenos Aires. And the little double teaspoon, a mousetrap spoon, where little black mice were scalded alive in the cup of water as they gave off hissing bubbles. Convinced that memory keeps everything, not just the Albertines and the great journals of the heart and kidneys, I persisted in reconstructing the contents of my desk in Floresta, the face of a girl impossible to remember named Gekrepten, the number of drawing pens in my pencil box in the fifth grade, and I ended up trembling and desperate (because I had never been able to remember those pens; I know that they were in the pencil box, in a special compartment, but I cannot remember how many they were, nor the precise moment when there were two or six), until La Maga, kissing me and blowing smoke and her hot breath into my face, brought me back and we laughed, and we began to walk around again among the piles of rubbish, looking for the members of the Club. It was about that time I realized that searching was my symbol, the emblem of those who go out at night with nothing in mind, the motives of a destroyer of compasses. I spoke about pataphysics with La Maga until we both were tired, because the same thing used to happen to her (and our meeting had been like that, and so many things, dark as a match), always falling into exceptions, seeing herself stuck in huts not meant for people and all this without despising anyone, without thinking we were Maldorors at the end of the trails or Melmoths privileged to wander about. I do not believe the firefly gets any great satisfaction from the incontrovertible fact that he is one of the most amazing wonders of this circus, and yet one can imagine a consciousness alert enough to understand that every time he lights his belly this light-bearing bug must feel some inkling of privilege. In just this way La Maga was fascinated with the strange mixups she had become involved in because of the breakdown of the laws governing her life. She was one of those people who could make a bridge collapse simply by walking on it, or who could sobbingly remember having seen in a shop window the lottery ticket which had just won five million. As for me, I’m already used to the fact that quietly exceptional things happen to me, and I don’t find it too horrible when I go into a dark room looking for a record album and feel in my hand the wriggling form of a centipede who has chosen to sleep in the binding. That sort of thing. Or finding great gray or green tufts in a pack of cigarettes, or hearing the whistle of a locomotive coincide ex officio in time and pitch with a passage from a symphony by Ludwig van, or going into a pissotière on the Rue de Médicis and seeing a man apply himself to his urination and then step back from the urinal towards me as he holds in the palm of his hand as if it were a precious and liturgical object a member of incredible colors and dimensions, and my realizing at that moment that this man is the replica of another (although they are not the same one) who twenty-four hours before in the Salle de Géographie had been lecturing on totems and taboos and had held up carefully in the palm of his hand ivory sticks, lyrebird feathers, ritual coins, magic fossils, starfish, dried fish, photographs of royal concubines, offerings of hunters, enormous embalmed beetles which made the inevitable ladies present quiver with startled delight.

			All things considered, it’s not easy to talk about La Maga, who right now must certainly be walking around Belleville or Pantin, carefully looking at the ground until she finds a piece of red cloth. If she doesn’t find it she’ll go on like that all night. She’ll rummage in garbage cans, her eyes glassy, convinced that something horrible will happen to her if she doesn’t find that piece of ransom, that sign of forgiveness or postponement. I know what it’s all about because I too obey these signs, and there are times when I must find a red rag. Ever since childhood, whenever I drop something I must pick it up, no matter what, because if I don’t a disaster will happen, not to me, but to someone I love whose name begins with the same letter as the thing I dropped. The worst is that nothing can stop me when I drop something, and it doesn’t work if somebody else picks it up because the curse will still be effective. People usually think I’m crazy and I really am crazy when I do it, when I pounce on a pencil or a piece of paper which I have dropped, like the night I dropped a lump of sugar in that restaurant on the Rue Scribe, a posh place with an overload of salesmen, whores with silver foxes, and well-established married couples. We were there with Ronald and Étienne, and I dropped a lump of sugar. It landed underneath a table some distance from ours. The first thing that had drawn my attention was how it had rolled so far away, because most often a lump of sugar will stay where it lands, obeying obvious geometrical principles. But this one took off like a mothball, heightening my worry, and I began to feel that it had actually been snatched out of my hand. Ronald knows me, and when he saw where it had landed he began to laugh. That frightened me all the more, along with a touch of rage. A waiter came by and thought I had lost something of value, a Parker pen, a false tooth, and all he did was upset me even more. I didn’t even excuse myself and fell to the floor to look for the lump among the shoes of people who were curious and thought (quite rightly) that something important was involved. I went under a table where there was a fat redhead and another woman, not so fat but just as whorey, and two businessmen, or so they seemed. The first thing I managed to find out was that the lump was nowhere in sight, even though I had seen it leap among the shoes which now were moving about restlessly like a flock of chickens. A carpet on the floor made things worse, and despite the fact that it was dirty from so much treading on top of it, the lump had gone to hide in the pile and could not be found at all. The waiter was crawling around on the other side of the table and there we were, two quadrupeds making our way about among those chicken-shoes which all the while were cackling madly up above. The waiter was still looking for a Parker or a louis d’or, and when we were well under the table, with a feeling of great intimacy and shadow, he asked me what it was and I told him the truth. His face was ready to fly off its hinges, but I was not in any mood to laugh. Fear had doubled the knot in my stomach, and I had become by then quite desperate and began to grab at the women’s shoes to see if the lump might not be hiding under the arch of one, while the chickens cackled and the businessmen-roosters pecked me on the back. I could hear Ronald and Étienne breaking up with laughter as I moved from one table to another until I found the lump ensconced behind an Empire foot. Everybody was furious and so was I, as I held the sugar tightly in my palm and felt it dissolve in the sweat my hand gave off, as if it were some sort of mean and sticky vengeance meant to terminate another one of those episodes that I was always getting involved in.
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			AT first it had been like a bloodletting, being here, a flogging to be taken internally, the need to feel a stupid blue-covered passport in my coat pocket, the hotel key hung securely on its rack. Fear, ignorance, bewilderment. This is the name of this thing, that’s how you ask for that thing, now that woman is going to smile, the Jardin des Plantes starts at the end of that street. Paris, a postcard with a drawing by Klee next to a dirty mirror. La Maga had appeared one afternoon on the Rue du Cherche-Midi. When she came to my room on the Rue de la Tombe Issoire she would always bring a flower, a Klee or Miró postcard, and if she didn’t have any money she would pick up the leaf of a plane tree in the park. At that time I used to pick up pieces of wire and empty boxes on the street early in the morning and I made them into mobiles, silhouettes which swung around the fireplace, useless gadgets which La Maga would help me paint. We didn’t love each other, so we would make love with an objective and critical virtuosity, but then we would fall into terrible silences and the foam on the beer glasses would start to look like burlap, getting warm and shriveling up while we looked at each other and figured that this was Time. La Maga would finally get up and walk uselessly around the room. More than once I saw her admire her body in the mirror, cup her breasts in her hands like a small Syrian statue, moving her eyes slowly over her body in a sort of caress. I could never resist the urge to call her over to me, to have her fall on top of me, unfold again after having been so alone and so in love for a moment, face to face with the eternity of her body.

			We didn’t talk much about Rocamadour those days; our pleasure was selfish and it used to come moaning over us with its narrow brow, tying us up with its salty hands. I had come to accept La Maga’s disorder as the natural condition of every moment, and we would go from memories of Rocamadour to a plate of warmed-over noodles, mixing wine and beer and lemonade, going to the corner to buy two dozen oysters from the old woman there, playing Schubert songs on Madame Noguet’s shell of a piano, or Bach preludes, or putting up with Porgy and Bess along with steak and pickles. The disorder in which we lived, or the order, rather, which saw a bidé quickly and naturally changed into a storage place for records and unanswered letters, seemed to me like some sort of necessary discipline, although I didn’t care to tell my feelings to La Maga. It didn’t take me long to understand that you didn’t discuss reality in methodical terms with La Maga. Praise of disorder would have horrified her as much as criticism of it. Disorder did not exist for her, as I discovered while I was finding out simultaneously what her purse contained (it was in a café on the Rue Réaumur, it was raining and we were beginning to want each other). But I accepted it and even favored it once I had identified it. My relations with practically all the rest of the world were based on these disadvantages, and how many times had I lain on a bed left unmade for several days listening to La Maga cry because a little girl on the Métro had reminded her of Rocamadour, or watched her comb her hair after she had spent all afternoon before a portrait of Eleanor of Aquitaine and was killing herself trying to look like the painting, and it occurred to me like a sort of mental belch that this whole A B C of my life was a painful bit of stupidity, because it was based solely on a dialectical pattern, on the choice of what could be called nonconduct rather than conduct, on faddish indecency instead of social decency. La Maga was putting up her hair, taking it down, putting it up again. She was thinking about Rocamadour. She sang something from Hugo Wolf (badly), she kissed me, she asked me about her hairdo, she began to sketch on a scrap of yellow paper. That was all she, no doubt about it, and there was I on a deliberately dirty bed, drinking a glass of deliberately flat beer, always being myself and my life; there was I with my life face to face with other people’s lives. But I was proud nonetheless to be a conscious bum and to have lived under all sorts of moons, in all kinds of scrapes with La Maga and Ronald and Rocamadour and the Club and the streets and my moral sickness and other worse ones, and Berthe Trépat and sometimes hunger and old man Trouille, who used to get me out of trouble, under the eaves of vomity nights of music and tobacco and little meannesses and all kinds of exchanges, because underneath and on top of it all I had refused to pretend like normal bohemians that the chaos of my affairs and finances was some sort of higher spiritual order or something else with an equally disgusting label, nor had I accepted the notion that all one needed was just one split second of decency (decency, now, young fellow!) to crawl out from the midst of so much filthy cotton. And that’s how I had met La Maga, who was my witness and my spy without being aware of it; and the irritation of thinking about all this and knowing that since it was always easier to think than to be, that in my case the ergo of the expression was no ergo or anything at all like it, so that we used to go along the Left Bank and La Maga, without knowing she was my spy and my witness, would be amazed at how much I knew about things like literature and cool jazz, which were great mysteries for her. And I felt antagonism for all these things when I was with La Maga, for we loved each other in a sort of dialectic of magnet and iron filings, attack and defense, handball and wall. I suppose La Maga had her notions about me and she must have thought I had been healed of my prejudices or that I was coming over to hers, more and more lighthearted and poetic. In the midst of this precarious happiness, this false truce, I held out my hand and touched the tangled ball of yarn which is Paris, its infinite material all wrapped up around itself, the precipitate of its atmosphere falling on its windows and forming images of clouds and garrets. There was no disorder then. The world was still something petrified and established, swinging on its hinges, a skein of streets and trees and names and months. There was no disorder to open escape-hatches, there was only filth and misery, glasses with stale beer, stockings in a corner, a bed which smelled of sex and hair, a woman who ran her small, thin hand along my thighs, holding off the stroke that would have plucked me out of this vigilance in the depths of emptiness for just a moment. Too late, always too late, because even though we made love so many times, happiness must have been something else, something sadder perhaps than this peace, this pleasure, a mood of unicorn or island, an endless fall in immobility. La Maga did not know that my kisses were like eyes which began to open up beyond her, and that I went along outside as if I saw a different concept of the world, the dizzy pilot of a black prow which cut the water of time and negated it.

			During those days in the fifties I began to feel myself penned in between La Maga and a different notion of what really should have happened. It was idiotic to revolt against the Maga world and the Rocamadour world, when everything told me that as soon as I got my freedom back I would stop feeling free. A hypocrite like few others, it bothered me to spy on my own skin, my legs, my way to get pleasure from La Maga, my attempts at being a parrot in a cage reading Kierkegaard through the bars, and I think that what bothered me most was that La Maga had no idea at all that she was my witness, and on the contrary, was convinced that I was eminently master of my fate. But no, what really exasperated me was knowing that I would never again be so close to my freedom as in those days in which I felt myself hemmed in by the Maga world, and that my anxiety to escape was an admission of defeat. It grieved me to recognize that with artificial blows, with Manichaean beams of light, or desiccated, stupid dichotomies I could not make my way up the steps of the Gare de Montparnasse where La Maga had dragged me to visit Rocamadour. Why couldn’t I accept what was happening without trying to explain it, without bringing up ideas of order and disorder, of freedom and Rocamadour, as one sets out geranium pots in a courtyard on the Calle Cochabamba? Maybe one had to fall into the depths of stupidity in order to make the key fit the lock to the latrine or to the Garden of Olives. For the moment it surprised me that La Maga had let fantasy carry her to the point of calling her son Rocamadour. In the Club we had quit looking for reasons. La Maga had only said that her son had been named for his father, but after his father had disappeared it had seemed better to call him Rocamadour and send him to the country to be brought up en nourrice. Sometimes La Maga would go for weeks without mentioning Rocamadour and those would always be the same times that she was hoping to become a singer of Lieder. Then Ronald would sit down at the piano with his cowboy-red hair and La Maga would bellow something from Hugo Wolf with a ferocity that made Madame Noguet tremble as she sat next door stringing plastic beads to sell at a stand on the Boulevard de Sébastopol. La Maga’s singing of Schumann was rather pleasant, but it all depended on the moon and what we were going to do that night, and also on Rocamadour, because no sooner did La Maga think of Rocamadour than her singing went to pot and Ronald was left alone at the piano, with all the time in the world to woodshed some of his bop ideas or to kill us softly with some blues.

			I don’t want to write about Rocamadour, at least not right now, because I would have to get so much closer to myself, to let everything that separates me from the center drop away. I always end up talking about the center without the slightest guarantee that I know what I’m saying, and I slip into the trap of geometry, that method we Occidentals use to try to regulate our lives: axis, center, raison d’être, Omphalos, nostalgic Indo-European names. Even this existence I sometimes try to describe, this Paris where I move about like a dry leaf, would not be visible if behind it there did not beat an anxiety for an axis, a coming together with the center shaft. All these words, all these terms for the same disorder. Sometimes I am convinced that triangle is another name for stupidity, that eight times eight is madness or a dog. Holding La Maga, that materialized nebula, I begin to think that it makes just as much sense to model a doll out of crumbled bread as to write the novel I will never write or to give my life in the defense of ideas that could redeem whole peoples. The pendulum immediately changes direction and there I am again among calming notions: a worthless doll, a great novel, a heroic death. I line them up, from least to greatest : doll, novel, heroism. I think about the orders of values so well explored by Ortega, by Scheler: aesthetics, ethics, religion. Religion, aesthetics, ethics. Ethics, religion, aesthetics. Doll, novel. Death, doll. La Maga’s tongue tickles me. Rocamadour, ethics, doll, Maga. Tongue, tickle, ethics.
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				HORACIO Oliveira was sitting on the bed smoking his third insomniac cigarette. Once or twice he softly stroked the skin of La Maga, who was next to him, asleep. It was just before dawn on Monday and they had already let Sunday afternoon and evening slip by reading, listening to records, getting up alternately to warm up some coffee or prepare some mate. La Maga had fallen asleep during the last movement of a Haydn quartet and since he did not want to listen any more, Oliveira had pulled out the plug of the phonograph as he lay there on the bed. The record kept on spinning a little more, but there was no more sound from the speaker. He didn’t know why, but this stupid inertia had made him think about the apparently useless movements of some insects, of some children. He couldn’t sleep and he looked out the open window towards the garret where a hunchbacked violinist was studying very late. It was not a warm night, but La Maga’s body warmed up his leg and his right side; he moved away little by little and thought that it was going to be a long night.

			He felt very well, as he always did when La Maga and he could come to the end of a date without fighting or annoying each other. He wasn’t worried too much by the letter from his brother, a solid-citizen lawyer from Rosario, who had filled up four onionskin pages with an account of the filial and civic duties which Oliveira had poured down the drain. The letter was a real delight and he had hung it on the wall with Scotch tape so that his friends could enjoy its full flavor. The only important item was the confirmation of some money sent through the black market, which his brother delicately referred to as his “agent.” Oliveira planned to buy some books he had been wanting to read and he would give La Maga three thousand francs which she could do with as she pleased, probably buy a near-life-size felt elephant to surprise Rocamadour with. In the morning he would have to go to old man Trouille’s and bring the correspondence with Latin America up to date. Going out, doing things, bringing up to date were not ideas calculated to help him get to sleep. To bring up to date : what an expression. To do. To do something, to do good, to make water, to make time, action in all of its possibilities. But behind all action there was a protest, because all doing meant leaving from in order to arrive at, or moving something so that it would be here and not there, or going into a house instead of not going in or instead of going into the one next door; in other words, every act entailed the admission of a lack, of something not yet done and which could have been done, the tacit protest in the face of continuous evidence of a lack, of a reduction, of the inadequacy of the present moment. To believe that action could crown something, or that the sum total of actions could really be a life worthy of the name was the illusion of a moralist. It was better to withdraw, because withdrawal from action was the protest itself and not its mask. Oliveira lit another cigarette and this little action made him smile ironically and tease himself about the act itself. He was not too worried about superficial analyses, almost always perverted by distraction and linguistic traps. The only thing certain was the weight in the pit of his stomach, the physical suspicion that something was not going well and that perhaps it never had gone well. It was not even a problem, but rather the early denial of both collective lies and that grumpy solitude of one who sets out to study radioactive isotopes or the presidency of Bartolomé Mitre. If he had made any choice when he was young it was that he would not defend himself with the rapid and anxious accumulation of “culture,” the favorite dodge of the Argentine middle class to avoid facing national reality, or any other reality for that matter, and to think of themselves as safe from the emptiness surrounding them. Thanks, perhaps, to this systematic mopiness, as his buddy Traveler had defined it, he had managed to steer clear of that order of Pharisees (many of his friends did belong to it and generally in good faith, because it was just possible and there were examples), those who plumbed the depths of problems with some sort of specialization, and who, ironically, were awarded the highest pedigrees of Argentinity for doing just that. Furthermore, it seemed slippery and facile to mix up historical problems, such as one’s being Argentinian or Eskimo, with problems like the ones that deal with action or withdrawal. He had lived long enough to be suspicious of anything stuck to someone’s nose that keeps falling off: the weight of the subject in the notion of the object. La Maga was one of the few people who never forgot that someone’s face would always have something to do with his interpretation of communism or of Creto-Mycenaean civilization, and that the shape of someone’s hands had something to do with what he felt about Ghirlandaio or Dostoevsky. That’s why Oliveira tended to admit that his blood-type, the fact that he had spent his childhood surrounded by majestic uncles, a broken love affair in adolescence, and a tendency towards asthenia might be factors of first importance in his vision of the cosmos. He was middle class, from Buenos Aires, had been to an Argentinian school, and those things are not dismissed lightly. The worst of it was that by dint of avoiding excessively local points of view he had ended up weighing and accepting too readily the yes and no of everything, becoming a sort of inspector of scales. In Paris everything was Buenos Aires, and vice versa; in the most eager moments of love he would suffer loss and loneliness and relish it. A perniciously comfortable attitude which even becomes easy as it grows into a reflex or technique; the frightful lucidity of the paralytic, the blindness of the perfectly stupid athlete. One begins to go about with the sluggish step of a philosopher or a clochard, as more and more vital gestures become reduced to mere instincts of preservation, to a conscience more alert not to be deceived than to grasp truth. Lay quietism, moderate ataraxia, attent lack of attention. What was important for Oliveira was to experience this Tupac Amarú quartering and not faint, not fall into that pitiful egocentrism which he heard all about him every day in every possible shape. When he had been ten years old, during an afternoon spent under some paraíso trees and surrounded by uncles and historico-political homilies, he had shown his first timid reaction against that so very Hispano-Italo-Argentine ¡Se lo digo yo! punctuated with a pound on the table. Glielo dico io! I say so, God damn it! That I, Oliveira had begun to think, does it have any value as proof? What omniscience was contained in the I of grownups? At the age of fifteen he discovered the business of “all I know is that I know nothing”; the hemlock that went with it seemed inevitable. One doesn’t challenge people that way, I say so. Later on he was amused to see how more refined forms of culture produced their own versions of “I say so!” delicately disguised even for the person using them. Now he heard, “I’ve always thought so,” “if I’m sure of anything…,” “it’s obvious that…,” almost never softened by a disinterested appreciation of the other person’s point of view. As if the species in every individual were on guard against letting him go too far along the road of tolerance, intelligent doubt, sentimental vacillation. At some given point the callus, the sclerosis, the definition is born: black or white, radical or conservative, homo- or heterosexual, the San Lorenzo team or the Boca Juniors, meat or vegetables, business or poetry. And it was all right, because the species should not trust people like Oliveira; his brother’s letter was the precise form of that rejection.

			“The worst part of all this,” he thought, “is that it always ends up in the Animula vagula blandula. What is there to do? With that question I’ll never get to sleep. Oblomov, cosa facciamo? The great voices of History stir us to action: revenge, Hamlet! Shall we avenge ourselves, Hamlet, or settle for Chippendale, slippers, and a good fire? The Syrian, after all, made the scandalous choice of Martha, as is well known. Will you give battle, Arjuna? You cannot deny values, reluctant king. Fight for fight’s sake, live dangerously, think about Marius the Epicurean, Richard Hillary, Kyo, T. E. Lawrence…Happy are those who choose, those who accept being chosen, the handsome heroes, the handsome saints, the perfect escapists.”

			Perhaps. Why not? But it’s also possible that your point of view is the same as that of the fox as he looks at the grapes. And it also might be that reason is on your side, but a lamentable and mean little reason, the reason the ant uses against the grasshopper. If lucidity ends up in inaction, wouldn’t it become suspect? Wouldn’t it be covering up a particularly diabolical type of blindness? The stupidity of a military hero who runs forward carrying a keg of powder, Cabral, the heroic soldier covering himself with glory, is hinted to be a revelation, the instantaneous melding with something absolute, beyond all consciousness (that’s a lot to ask for in a sergeant), face to face with which ordinary vision, bedroom insight at three o’clock in the morning and with a half-smoked cigarette, is about as good as a mole’s.

			He spoke to La Maga about all this. She had awakened and was snuggling up against him, mewing sleepily. La Maga opened her eyes and remained thoughtful.

			“You couldn’t do it,” she said. “You think too much before you do anything.”

			“I believe in the principle that thought must precede action, silly.”

			“You believe in the principle,” said La Maga. “How complicated. You’re like a witness. You’re the
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