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			1

			“THAT GUY OVER THERE, sitting with the blonde, that’s Nando Barragán.”

			Word runs quickly through the dimly lit bar. It’s him, Nando Barragán. A hundred eyes steal furtive glances at him. Fifty mouths speak his name.

			“There he is. He’s one of them.”

			Wherever the Barragáns go, they are followed by murmuring, cursed through clenched teeth, secretly admired, deeply hated. They live on constant display. No longer allowed to be themselves, they have become what people say and think about them, living legends, constructed from the lies told about them. Their lives are no longer their own, but have become public domain. They are idolized, repudiated, imitated, and, most of all, feared.

			“Sitting there at the bar, that’s the boss, Nando Barragán.”

			The words glide across the dance floor, passing from table to table, and are multiplied in the mirrors on the ceiling. The palpable fear is diminished somewhat by the black lights, but a sharp tension cuts through the clouds of smoke, disrupting the tempo of the boleros coming from the jukebox. Couples stop dancing. The beams of light from the mirrored balls glow blue and violet, warning of danger. Palms become sweaty and hair on the backs of necks stands up. Ignoring the whispers and detached from the commotion that his presence produces, Nando Barragán, huge and yellow-skinned, smokes a Pielroja cigarette as he sits on a tall stool at the bar.

			“What color is his skin?”

			“Burned yellow, just like his brothers’.”

			His face is pocked with holes as if he had been attacked by birds, and his nearsighted eyes are hidden behind black Ray-Bans with reflective lenses. A greasy T-shirt shows beneath his guayabera shirt. From a heavy chain over the ample chest, hairless and glistening with sweat, a solid gold cross of Caravaca, heavy and powerful, hangs ostentatiously.

			“The Barragáns all wear the cross of Caravaca. It’s their good luck charm. They use it to ask for money, health, love, and happiness.”

			“They may ask for all four things, but the cross brings them only money. The others, they’ve never had and they never will.”

			Next to Nando, on another stool, a corpulent, formidable blonde crosses her legs provocatively. She is squeezed tightly into a black elastic bodysuit, a disco mesh, through which a large amount of mature skin and a satin bra, size 40C, can be seen. Her colorless, plain eyes are heavy with mascara, eyeliner, and shadow. She throws her head back and her long blond hair whips her back like stiff straw, revealing black roots. Moving with the sensuality of an alley cat, she has the mysterious dignity of an ancient goddess.

			Nando Barragán looks at her adoringly and his crude warrior’s heart melts drop by drop, like a holy taper burning on an altar.

			“The years have been kind to you. You’re beautiful, Milena. Just like you always were,” he says, then punishes his throat with the raw smoke of his Pielroja.

			“And you, all covered with gold,” says the blonde, her voice hoarse and sensual. “When we met you were poor.”

			“I’m still the same man.”

			“They say you have cellars full of dollars, all piled up. They say your dollars are rotting, that you have so many you don’t know what to do with them.”

			“They say a lot of things. Come back to me.”

			“No.”

			“You went with that foreigner to get away from here. You went so far you forgot all about me.”

			“It was a bad memory. They say you leave only widows and orphans behind. What evil things have you done to make so much money?”

			The man doesn’t respond. He downs a shot of whiskey and chases it with Leona Pura. The sparkling bubbles of the clear soda bring back a vague memory of children playing baseball in the dirt, with broomsticks for bats and bottle caps for balls.

			

			—

			THE MONSALVE gang enters and all hell breaks out. Nando Barragán and the blond woman are still at the bar, their backs to the entrance, and the burst of shrapnel throws them into the air.

			“Nando and the blonde were talking and kissing, with their legs intertwined, when they were shot. I was there, in the bar, and I saw it with my own eyes.”

			No. That night Nando never touched Milena. He treats her with the respect that men have for the women who have left them. He talks to her, but he does not touch her. All he can do is look at her longingly.

			“How do you know how he looked at her if he was wearing sunglasses? It’s just talk. Everybody says what he thinks, but nobody really knows anything.”

			People are not so naive, they know what’s going on. Nando’s suffering was plain to see, like a faded aura around his body. When he’s with Milena he loses his reflexes. He can’t sense the danger lurking around him, because it’s overshadowed by a deep anxiety that makes him forget everything but her. And he trembles. She’s the only person who’s ever made him tremble. She’s the only one who ever said no to him.

			“Despite everything he was a hopeless dreamer, a lost cause.”

			When he’s got his feet on the ground he’s unbeatable, relentless. He’s shrewd and lightning quick, like a whip. But when she appears, even if only in his memory, he falls into a soft, innocent drowsiness, like a recently fed puppy, or an old woman on Valium. The night they meet, after many years apart, Nando is not capable of thinking about anyone or anything else. He’s not worried about running into his cousins and enemies, the Monsalves. Maybe he’s even forgotten about them for an instant.

			In honor of Milena, who can’t stand weapons, he’s not carrying his Colt .45, the one bearing a prancing horse on its ivory handle and filled with bullets marked with his initials. His guard is down and he’s vulnerable, thinking only about his love for Milena, begging her forgiveness.

			That’s why he doesn’t notice when the Monsalves enter the bar. Everyone else hears the black curtain at the door as it is pushed aside and sees the silver silhouette of a thin man and his three companions. The couples hug to protect themselves from what may happen. The cocktail waitresses slip under the tables. But not Nando. He doesn’t notice anything; he’s lost in his memories and his longing.

			From the back of the bar, along the hallway by the rest rooms, comes a gust of cold air that smells of plumbing and old cigarettes. On the ceiling a strobe light flashes a hundred rays of light, each fading quickly like camera flashes—on, off, now I see you, now I don’t—illuminating the newly arrived figure, phosphorescent and ghostly.

			It’s Mani Monsalve. Physically, he looks like Nando Barragán. They could be brothers. Even though they hate each other, their blood is the same. They are cousins. Mani is younger, not as tall and fat, or as ugly, and he has greener skin. His expression is harder and his features are more defined, with one in particular that makes him instantly recognizable: a half moon stamped on his face, a waning crescent that starts at his temple, brushes the corner of his left eye and continues its curve across his cheekbone, stopping just short of his nose. It looks like a half mask, a deep, indelible monocle, his evil scar earned in some scuffle or gunfight.

			“Nando Barragán, I’ve come to kill you,” shouts Mani Monsalve. “Twenty years ago today you killed my brother, Adriano Monsalve. It’s blood for blood. Take out your weapon so we can fight like men.”

			“I’m unarmed,” responds Nando.

			“It sounds like a comic book, a Western. What did Nando say? Gasp!? Oh no!? Those people never said anything. They never warned anybody. They didn’t exchange courtesies. They just shot.”

			“No, they had their laws and traditions. Anyway, after the first shots the lights went out, and whatever happened next took place in the dark. Maybe the owner of the bar had the foresight to switch them off, who knows? But what I do know is that they were shooting in the dark.”

			People are going crazy, shouting, blindly trying to flee the invisible bullets. They hear mirrors and bottles smashing, then the police sirens. The Monsalves probably take off when they hear the sirens, because later, when the lights come back on, they’re already gone. Nando Barragán crawls out from behind the bar, wounded and covered with blood, but still alive. The only other injury is the damage to the bar. It’s destroyed, but only Mani and Nando had shot, no one else, as if it were a private duel between the two of them.

			“That’s how it was with those people.”

			“How do you know? Didn’t you say the lights went out? And how did Nando shoot? Maybe he wasn’t unarmed after all?”

			“Some say he was unarmed, others say they saw the Colt in his hand. One thing for sure is that he was badly injured and Mani Monsalve escaped without a scratch.”

			“Milena wasn’t hit either. Maybe she was protected by all that fine flesh. Nando had as many holes in him as a colander, but none was life-threatening. The worst one destroyed his left knee and left him lame for the rest of his life.”

			“It wasn’t the left; it was the right.”

			“Everybody has his own version, but from then on he walked pretty wobbly. He learned his lesson that day and was never seen in a bar again. After that he was careful and stayed hidden. We never saw him with Milena again either. She took him to the hospital that night, saved him from bleeding to death, and then went back to her foreigner. She vanished completely and no one has seen her since. Nando Barragán never saw her again either, except in his deliriums of lost love. They say his bodily wounds healed, but the ones in his heart never did. He was tortured for the rest of his life, mostly from not being able to forget that woman.”

			“She never loved him?”

			“They say she did, but she ran away from him and his wars, from the bad things that surrounded him.”

			

			—

			ON THE WAY to the hospital, Nando Barragán tells the blond woman his sad story, as the blood seeps from his wounds and the ambulance rattles over potholes in the broken asphalt. He thinks he’s telling her, but he’s actually muttering a delirious string of incoherent thoughts she can’t understand, but somehow already knows.

			The siren wails frenetically in Nando Barragán’s ears while a clumsy nurse pesters him with cotton balls, transfusions, and tourniquets. Bouncing around in the stretcher, sliding back and forth between this world and the next, Nando struggles to keep Milena’s face in focus. She crouches at his side, bathed in red by the spinning light on the hood. His life is draining from him without pain or compassion and he is talking incessantly, like a hemorrhage. He feels an urgent need to tell intimate details about his life and gushes hurriedly like a drunk, or a gossipy neighbor. He wants to unburden himself of his bad memories as you get rid of a bad tooth. He wants to cleanse himself of guilt and regrets, so he confesses to Milena, Santa Milena the Impossible, the Unattainable, the holy priestess with her red robe and miter.

			“Don’t leave me alone in agony, Milena. Protect me when death comes. Absolve me, Milena, forgive my sins. Anoint me with holy oils. Don’t let me die.”

			

			—

			THE STORY Nando Barragán tells Milena during the agonizing ambulance ride begins on a dirt road swept by clouds of dust in a desert town.

			He is twenty years younger, and walks the street nearly naked. Large, ungainly, yellow, and naked except for a loincloth like those worn by the desert Indians, a pair of black Ray-Bans, and an old Colt .45 at his waist.

			“The same pistol he used the rest of his life?”

			“Yes, but he hadn’t added the ivory handle yet, and he hadn’t begun using the silver bullets with his initials.”

			He was a heavy adolescent, oversized, walking like King Kong through the dusty street. The craters in his face haven’t yet dried. A voracious acne, boiling in full eruption, is devouring his neck and cheeks.

			Behind him, trying hard to keep up, trots another adolescent of the same age, smaller, rougher, greener, with deep, narrow eyes above a pointed nose. There is a family resemblance between them. They have the same profile, the same way of tilting their heads, of balancing their bodies, of pronouncing their r’s and s’s. Everything and nothing, different, but the same.

			It’s his first cousin, Adriano Monsalve. His best friend and partner. The same blood. He’s suffocating in his clothes, swimming in a dark double-breasted suit with wide lapels, bell-bottom slacks, cuff links in the stiff shirt cuffs, a narrow tie, and platform shoes. A handkerchief pokes out of his breast pocket. Everything is too big and scratches and chokes him, because none of it is his. Nando has lent it to him for his trip to the capital, his first, to close the sale on a load of contraband Marlboros.

			“Nando, these clothes don’t fit.”

			“You’ll have to put up with them. Later you can buy all the clothes you want.”

			“Nando, they’re choking me.”

			“I told you, you’ll just have to put up with them. It’s cold there.”

			“I look ridiculous.”

			“You’ll look fine there.”

			“Grandmother says it’s bad to wear someone else’s clothes, because the owner’s luck wears off on you.”

			“That’s just a stupid old superstition.”

			The boys walk together toward the offices of the Golden Condor, the bus company that will take Adriano to the capital, and buy a ticket for the six o’clock bus. It’s barely three and they stand on the corner to wait. Nando, the huge naked Cro-Magnon, stands immovable in the full sun, and Adriano, sweating profusely in his dark suit, stands in the shade under the eaves of the bus station.

			A team of mules, adorned with tassels and silver fittings, faded and tarnished like a Christmas tree still on display well after the holidays are over, passes by, raising clouds of dust. The cousins choke on the earth-laden air and cough up coffee-colored saliva while they go over the specifics of the deal they are about to close. Adriano writes the number of his contact in the capital on a piece of paper, writes it on his hand too, in case he loses the paper.

			They got started in the contraband business forgetting an old tradition. Until now their families, the Barragáns and the Monsalves, have survived in the desert by bartering sheep. From the beginning, they sat together in the middle of the barren landscape, among the sedimentary rocks and prehistoric winds, mountains of salt and limestone and gaseous emanations, where life was meager and was measured with an eyedropper. They stole water from the rocks, milk from the goats, and rescued the goats from the claws of the tigers. The ranches were next to one another, surrounded only by desolation and sand.

			Except for the fact that the Monsalve children were green and the Barragáns were yellow, there was no difference between them. They called their fathers and uncles Papá, their mothers and aunts Mamá; any older man was called Abuelo, and the adults, without distinguishing between grandchildren, children, nieces, or nephews, raised them all together, by the dozen, in heaps, on sheer will, dry figs, and leaves.

			Nando Barragán and Adriano Monsalve are the same age. When they turned fourteen they struck out together looking for work. Adriano bought some orange-colored stones from the coast called tumas and sold them to the Indians in the Sierra, who strung them into necklaces. He became a businessman. Nando learned how to smuggle foreign cigarettes across the border. He became a contrabandista, a smuggler.

			In only a few short months they both knew clearly which business was better. Adriano left the tumas for the Marlboros and in time several other brothers joined them. Following this twisted path, the new generation of Barragáns and Monsalves joined a world in which men are organized in gangs, drive jeeps, travel hundreds of miles at night, learn to shoot, bribe public officials, and get drunk on Scotch. They carry rolls of bills in their pockets, loudly challenge their enemies, laugh uproariously, make love to prostitutes, and hit their wives.

			The sons brought color televisions and stereos to their fathers’ packed-mud huts. They shooed pigs and chickens from the kitchen to install double-door refrigerators, and buried rifles in the goat barns.

			That afternoon, standing on the corner, Nando and Adriano were getting bored waiting for the bus.

			“Marco Bracho died a year ago today,” says Nando, as if to himself.

			“His widow must be celebrating the anniversary,” says Adriano, looking the other way, speaking to the wall.

			“Should we go for a little while?”

			“What if the bus leaves me?”

			“Just a little while.”

			“Let’s go.”

			They walk through deserted streets to the outskirts of town until they are enveloped in the delicious smoke of a roasting goat. It comes from a fire in a large hut with no walls. Inside, outlined against the smoke, they can barely see drowsy women with heavy shawls stirring huge pots on the fire and tending roasting animals sacrificed on sticks. Some are nursing babies while the men pass around bottles of rum or sleep in hammocks.

			Outside, in a patch of hardened clay crossed with old tire tracks and stained with puddles of motor oil, several trucks are baking in the sun, filled with illegal cargo, prohibited goods, well-camouflaged but predictable: weapons, canned foods, cigarettes, liquor, electronic devices. There are huge Pegasuses, imposing Macks, powerful Superbrigadiers, towering Mercedeses, napping like dinosaurs, slowly digesting diesel fuel in their belching intestines. Only these gigantic, shiny bodies show the true size of the desert, where the huts are nothing and humans are mere insects.

			Nando and Adriano stop at the entrance, their eyes teary from the smoke and their appetites whetted by the smell of roasted meat. They are handed a bottle of rum.

			A dark, attractive woman approaches and tells them to sit. She doesn’t hide her body beneath her shawl as the others do, nor does she cover her hair with a kerchief. She is stuffed into a satiny dress that outlines her breasts, stomach, and rear. The open sleeves reveal her arms and her meaty, cushioned armpits. It’s Soledad Bracho, the widow. Dead Marco Bracho’s wife. She offers them cigarettes.

			“Poor dead man, what he’s missing,” says Nando so the woman can hear him, and he gives her a slow, sensual look from behind his black glasses. Adriano laughs.

			“The two little cousins,” she says. “Wherever one goes, the other follows.”

			They laugh again, but not as loud, a little uncomfortable. She moves among the men, serving the other guests. She returns to their table, bringing cigarettes, roasted goat, and white rum. They eat and drink in silence, watching her come and go, watching her from the front and from behind, studying her strut and her swaying hips.

			At five o’clock Nando says, “Brother, you have to go.”

			“There’s still time.”

			Soledad Bracho approaches, displays her cleavage under their noses, smiles, touches their faces as she sets down their plates, cleans crumbs, removes empty bottles. They see the birthmark on her chin, smell her perfume, feel the fine, silky hairs on her arms. They manage a glimpse of her nipples, which peek out, then hide again.

			“The old lady still looks good,” says Adriano.

			“That’s a dish I’ve already had,” replies Nando.

			“That’s not news to me, cousin, I’ve had some too.”

			They laugh and give each other conspiratorial pats on the back.

			“That’s why she said that wherever I go, you follow.”

			“What she said was wherever I go, you follow.”

			Adriano hangs his jacket on the back of his chair and takes off his shirt and tie, which falls to the ground like a colorful snake.

			“Pick up my tie, you’re stepping on it,” orders Nando.

			Adriano picks it up and ties it around his neck, over his bare skin.

			“That’s better,” says Nando. “Now put on the jacket too, and the shirt, because the bus is about to leave.”

			“The bus already left, cousin.”

			“I’m telling you for the last time. Get yourself to the capital. You’re bothering me here.”

			“Why don’t you go to hell.”

			The rum dances in Adriano’s pupils as he stands up shakily, seeing crooked and walking in a zigzag. He approaches Soledad Bracho and puts the tie around her waist—wasp-thin among the mountains of satin—and pulls her against his body. He breathes in her ear, blows on her neck, presses his hardened, feverish sex against hers, which is soft, pleasant, inviting.

			Nando watches them and his cheeks flush with fury. For the first time that day he takes off his black glasses to be sure of what he is seeing. The couple rocks side to side, carried away by the rubbing and grinding, and Nando’s eyes bulge and become inflamed. Adriano and the widow brazenly caress and fondle each other, as a bitter, heavy displeasure rises in Nando’s esophagus. Adriano lifts the satin, inserting his hand, and Nando is overcome with black waves of jealousy.

			Adriano opens the zipper of his trousers and in that instant activates the mechanism that leads to his ruin. He pushes the red button. His cousin’s alcohol-deadened brain receives the signal clearly. A vertiginous ecstasy explodes in Nando Barragán’s head, without past or future, without conscience or consequence, glowing with anger and blinded by pain. A superhuman force takes over his body and suddenly his distorted face, drained of color, reflects the brilliant flash of insanity that has overcome him. He stands up and separates the lovers with a sharp, brutal punch. The woman is propelled against the wall and his cousin is thrown to the ground on his back at Nando’s feet.

			The other patrons gather around, shouting, calling for help, but in the midst of the chaos Nando hears only the secret, persuasive call of the Colt, tickling him in the ribs, heavy, bulky, available, saying, Here I am.

			Adriano raises his arms to protect himself. He tries to laugh, struggling to make a joke, to give soothing explanations to Nando Barragán, enter into negotiations with him. But the big hulk pins him to the ground, choking him. And there he remains, mute and pathetic, begging for forgiveness with a pair of sunken eyes, flooded in panic and hope, reluctant to say good-bye forever to the light of day.

			Nando, the Terrible, pays no attention to his pleas. The short circuit blocking his mind at that moment only allows him to understand how much he detests the abject being he’s pinning to the ground. And he shoots him in the chest.

			The echo of the shot causes the widow, dazed and astounded, to lift her hand to her head and arrange her hair in an automatic, inane way.

			Mortally wounded, Adriano looks at his cousin as if to ask what happened. He tries to speak, to pull himself together, to return to normalcy. Until finally he gives up, surrendering to eternity, desolate and still, a cadaver.

			The smell of powder, sharp and sweet like marijuana, seeps into Nando Barragán’s being through his nasal passages. It whips his brain and clears away, in a single lash, the satanic rage and the drunkenness. Suddenly, he understands that he has killed his cousin, and the overwhelming realization of having committed that irrevocable act falls upon him.

			Time is suspended for Nando. He knows he has entered the fathomless domain of fate with no possible return. Yellow, disoriented, suddenly vulnerable and hollow, he struggles to control the shivers that shake his soul and he looks around with a lost expression that will dominate his factions from now on.

			He puts away the weapon, suddenly cold and silent, kneels next to Adriano’s body, and, with awkward tenderness and unhurried, almost feminine movements, Nando begins to dress the still-warm body, as if dressing a newborn baby. He puts the shirt on and buttons it, fighting with the cuff links that refuse to go through the holes. Then he picks up the tie from the ground, wipes it off, ties it around Adriano’s neck with a Windsor knot, and adjusts it, making sure it’s straight. He puts the arms through the sleeves of the jacket, closes the double row of buttons, and fixes the lapels. Nando wets his index finger with saliva and rubs away the telephone number written in ink on his cousin’s hand. When he finishes, he announces softly:

			“I am leaving this wretched place and I am taking my cousin Adriano with me.”

			He puts on his Ray-Bans, hoists the body over his shoulder, and walks away, like a gorilla carrying its offspring.

			

			—

			THE BODY OF Adriano Monsalve slung over his shoulder, Nando Barragán walks for a dozen days and nights in the desert without stopping to eat or sleep. On the horizon, to his right, twelve blood-red dawns appear; to his left, twelve sunsets of the same color fall. He is on a miserable plain in the sovereign reign of nothing, burdened with a sick conscience and a dead body, weighing him down like a cross. Endless expanses of burning sand scorch his feet and the broiling sun blinds his eyes and cracks his skin. There is no water to slake his thirst or shade to calm his hallucinations. No peace for his repentant soul.

			“Is all that real, or is it a legend?”

			“It’s real, but in being told so often, it has become a legend. Or the other way around, it was a legend and then became real. But this is just the beginning.”

			The body remained intact during the desert crossing. Fresh and proud, as if nothing had happened, no odor, no stiffness, very comfortable on Nando’s shoulder. The dead man appears alive and the living one appears dead. They keep each other company during the interminable days in that desolate sand that start where the world ends. Together they fend off the overwhelming loneliness. They even talk with each other. It’s nothing important, the same dialogue repeated until it becomes singsong.

			“Forgive me, cousin, for killing you.”

			“You’re going to pay for it. You can keep the widow, and the guilt too.”

			“I don’t want either of them.”

			In the deepest part of the desert, where the sound of the sea cannot penetrate, they find what they have come looking for. A hovel in a nest of desolate winds, square with two open doors, one to the north, the other to the south. Gale-force winds tear through the structure, howling like tormented souls, whistling, crying, tumbling against themselves, like cats fighting or lovers playing, and then they become indifferent and leave for the open desert, each wind in its own direction.

			Nando enters the rancho, carefully stretches out Adriano’s body on the dirt floor, and sits by his side, to wait. It’s the first time that he has rested in many days and he sinks into sleep, undulating like the surrounding sand dunes, and has a vision.

			“Something terrifying appeared before him? A supernatural being?”

			To tell the truth, he only dreamed of Tío, his uncle, a simple, rustic old man whose singular peculiarity was his extremely advanced age. His old pre-Columbian body was badly punished by arthritis and arteriosclerosis.

			“Tío, I killed my cousin Adriano Monsalve,” confesses the sleeping Nando Barragán.

			“Yes, I see,” says the old man.

			“You are the only one who knows the laws of our people. I have come for you to tell me what I must do.”

			“First, you must take the boy away from here. Don’t leave him for the sand and wind to devour; bury him deep, in dry, black soil. Then come back here to me.”

			Nando blindly obeys. He journeys with his cousin until he finds noble, inviting soil. He says good-bye forever to Adriano, and upon his return, which has taken a long time, he sees the old man waiting for him in the same spot, like Gandhi or a child from Bangladesh, whipped by the hurricane trying to carry his flimsy, naked body off to heaven. With that miserable appearance, Tío delivers the most relentless of sentences. From his toothless, foul-smelling mouth come the terrible words that will sink the Barragáns and Monsalves into hell on earth.

			“You have spilled blood of your own people. This is the most serious of mortal sins. You have declared war among brothers, which will be passed down to your sons, and the sons of your sons.”

			“That is too cruel,” protests Nando. “I want to cleanse my guilt in good faith.”

			“Among our people, blood pays for blood. The Monsalves will avenge this death, you will pay with your life, and your brothers, the Barragáns, will do the same and the chain will not be broken until the end of time,” the old man shouts angrily, deaf to Nando’s pleas.

			“If I go to a priest,” Nando tries to argue, “he will bless me and give me a penitence of prayers, rosaries, fasts, and whipping. I will endure it and be in peace with God.”

			“There is no priest or blessing that can help you. The church hasn’t been through here since the days of Pablo VI, and he only waved as he flew over in an airplane on his way to Japan. This is a land without God: the only thing that matters here is what our ancestors said.”

			“I could look for a judge to try me and imprison me. I would serve my sentence and return to freedom, in peace.”

			“No judge, lawyer, or tribunal comes here. Those are luxuries for foreigners. Our only law is written in the sand by the wind and our only justice is meted out by our own hands.”

			Things have always been, and will always be, as Tío, the old prophet, holder of truth and expert in the inevitable, says and Nando capitulates. He lowers his head, swallowing bitter saliva, locking his gaze on the ground, and accepts his cruel fortune.

			The old man begins to recite the code of honor, laws passed on from generation to generation, the rules of war, which must be respected.

			“The Barragáns and Monsalves can no longer live together,” declares the voice of the ancestors. “They must leave the land where they were born and raised, where their forefathers are buried. They are banned from the desert. One family must live in the city and the other in the port. One cannot trespass upon the territory of the other. If you kill your enemy, you must do so with your own hand; no one may do it for you. Fighting is done man to man, not by third parties. You must not harm anyone unarmed or unaware, nor surprise anyone from behind.”

			“When can I avenge the deaths of my family?” asked Nando, his back to the wind, having already accepted his role in the nightmare as if it were the only reality.

			“Only on zetas, which fall nine nights after a death or when a month has passed, or a year. On zetas your enemies will be waiting for you, so you will not catch them unaware. When one of them is killed, you will do the same. On zetas you will defend yourself and your family, because the Monsalves will come for you.”

			“Is that all?”

			“You will not harm old people, women, or children. This punishment is for men only.”

			“Tell me how I must bury my people.”

			“In their best clothing, dressed by the one who loved them most. You must place them facedown in the coffin, and when you remove the body from your house, the feet must go first.”

			“Who will win the war?”

			“The family that eliminates all the males of the other.”

			“Is there something that can be done to avoid all this misfortune?”

			“Nothing. Now go and make sure all deaths occur according to this law.”

			Tío dissolves into his sighs, lost in the hurricane like a fart in the storm. Nando Barragán exits through the southern door and follows a straight line through the boundless yellow desert, heading for his family to guide them on the path of their new fate.

			“He managed to leave behind the desert and gradually forgot about Tío and even crying over Adriano’s death, but he never awakened from the hallucination. Over time he confused it with vigilance and resigned himself to living with it.”

			“It was more than resignation. There was pride. The art of vengeance became a question of honor.”

			

			—

			THE RUDDY sun disappears, its licking flames extinguished, and Nando Barragán finds himself in a green-tiled cube, cold and inhospitable. The burning colors of the desert, the incandescent reds, oranges, and yellows, have dissipated, and the world is now sterile and green, mint green, optical green, doctor’s-scrub-suit green.

			Painfully symmetrical tiles cover the walls of the recovery room in the hospital, ranged in identical parallel rows on the too high ceiling, on the too close walls, on the floor that rises and falls unstably. Nando Barragán feels as if his aching body were floating among the cold, water-colored surfaces. His consciousness, still asleep, swims in green skies of anesthesia while lashes of an inexplicable and deep pain shake his mistreated body, waking him. He detects a strong odor of disinfectant.

			“It smells like cleaning fluid,” he thinks in his first flash of lucidity. “I must be at the circus.”

			He dreams for a moment about the elephants at the Egred Brothers Circus. They seem very old and battered, and he remembers himself years earlier, already an adult, eating pink clouds of cotton candy, dazzled by the wildcats, the trapeze artists, the magicians, all seen for the first time.

			The circus vanishes and Nando returns to his oppressive green world. He dreams that Milena is approaching him, her made-up face expressive and her lips moving. She speaks words that fall like drops of light in the dark pool of his lethargic brain.

			“Do you love me, Milena? Are you telling me that you love me?”

			She is no longer a bishop. The phantasmal red shadows have receded, and once again the black leotard covers her worldly form.

			“I’m so thirsty, Milena. Put your hands in the green water and give me a drink. I want to drink from your hands.”

			“They operated on you, Nando.” Her voice emerges from the depths of the sea. “They took out the bullets. You’re fine. The doctors say you’re not going to die.”

			“Is that you, Milena? You didn’t leave me?”

			“No, but now I’m going.”

			

			—

			A SLIVER OF a moon breathes sweetly over the night in the port. The black waves are heavy, like docile mammals approaching in a herd to lick the foundations of the big house. The illuminated terrace levitates over the water, like a UFO, and in one of its corners, protected from the breeze, is an intimate table with two places set, a white linen tablecloth, crystal wineglasses, a vase of red roses. Nelson Ned is crooning a romantic song on the stereo.

			“It sounds like the set of a soap opera.”

			Even worse. It is. Their life is pure telenovela. At least inside the house, because outside it’s a horror movie, with bright lights shining all night, closed-circuit television to detect intruders, bodyguards who pass making their rounds, and dogs trained to kill.

			A woman is leaning on the balustrade of the terrace: tall, young, perfect, with the ideal curves of a fashion model and wearing a vaporous dress of pearl gray muslin.

			“She wouldn’t be that perfect.”

			Yes, she is. Before she got married, Alina Jericó de Monsalve was a national beauty queen. Now she’s looking out at the infinite darkness, letting the warm breeze tangle her long chestnut blond hair and humming irritably with Nelson Ned. She forgets everything, standing there, and just lets time pass.

			Until she looks at her watch. She sees how late it is and a dark shadow covers her beautiful face. She looks at the watch again, first with annoyance, then with anxiety
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