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BY WAY OF BIOGRAPHY
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Born in Inca de Oro, a mining town par excellence, set in the very heart of Chile’s Atacama, so the son of a small-scale miner—and also a ‘patiperro,’ a rolling stone; I had someone to take after, and since I had someone to take after, I went out to meet the roads life had laid before me. As time went by, adolescence behind me, and now setting foot on one of the roads life had laid before me, I took into my hands the beautiful and beloved trade of sign painter: a beautiful and beloved trade that led me to leave my country and set foot in the city of Paterson, N.J., a city where, after a year, I bought a sign shop. After a couple of decades, and now the owner of the building, once again the son of a miner and ‘patiperro’ after all, I then went ahead and closed the doors of my shop, sold the property, and with my family in tow, we went first to Texas, then to Florida, then to California, and, as the years went by, finally ended up on the island of St. Croix, one of the American Virgin Islands in the Caribbean. Now, already on that island, with the arrival of the mighty computer, I realized that the value of the product of my beautiful and beloved trade was no longer profitable, and I decided to retire my brushes. And so, once again, since I had someone to take after—son of a miner and also ‘patiperro’—here I am now, setting foot on one of the new roads life has laid before me: being a writer. 

My humble introduction made, then, by way of biography, I have nothing left now but to go out and meet the readers of my literary creations.

José E. Tapia Tello

“... before, the lands were ours, the natives’.”

Juan José Arreola
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CHAPTER ONE
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The voice you sometimes hear when you sleep, and that you also sometimes hear when you walk beneath the solitude and silence of the ancestral tracks of the low Atacama’s soil, is the voice of an old yatiri—and that voice is not only a voice, it is also a cry, a cry strangled by the injustice, the thievery, and the abuse to which the Andean native peoples were subjected, and there, this time, that ancient voice...

...Since time has been time, our genesis has occurred countless times, Agustín, and each time our genesis has occurred—an identical copy of the one before it—at the beginning, lava and rain, a great deal of rain, so much rain, and at the end, dust and ashes, and between the beginning and the end of each genesis, the magnificent cell that follows, Agustín, and that magnificent cell is the one that gave—and will give—birth to the Andean peoples, and among all the Andean peoples, the Colla people, Agustín: thus, since time has been time, Agustín...
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CHAPTER TWO
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You tell yourself that what happened last night at the restaurant ‘El rincón andino’ was only one of those things that happen simply because they happen, and that, sure, with a little tact and good sense it could have been avoided; however, given that we are human beings, what happened the night before last at that restaurant continued on its course.

Sitting on the floor in one of the front corners of the truck bed, your back braced against your capacho (pack) and the brim of your hat covering your eyes, you keep turning over what happened last night at that restaurant... and that guy, since he was well accompanied by his partner, wanted to act like a bully, and wanting to act like a bully, he ran his mouth and belittled, to his heart’s content, the people seated at the neighboring tables, and later, since at times certain things happen the way they just happen, all of a sudden the guy took it out on you... and since in the past a few things like that had come your way, you had no choice but to arm yourself with patience and, at the same time, warn the guy that running your mouth and belittling your fellow man leads nowhere good... and through all of that the guy, ignoring your warning, only made as if to toss out yet another gesture of contempt; and then, since he truly was well accompanied by his partner, he carried on—more and better—acting like a bully; and since belittling and running his mouth seemed to be the guy’s banner, he didn’t stop calling you a no-good Indian, and worse... and as the thing went on in that back-and-forth of come on then—now, you come on, once again you went ahead and armed yourself with patience and, once again as well, you tried to calm the guy down with good words... while the guy, since he was indeed well accompanied by his partner, suddenly, without so much as a warning, came up to your table, pulled out his pistol, and leveled it at you... seeing that now the thing had taken on that look of when they come looking for you, in the end, they find you. You, in a moment of the guy’s carelessness, slapped the weapon he had pointed at you, and it went skittering across the floor, and after carrying out that quick and decisive move, you had no choice then but to pull from your sash your inseparable choco knife and do what any hot-blooded human being would do: drive your choco straight into the guy’s chest... At that, the customers of ‘El rincón andino,’ since, sure, things had gone too far and the oven—blessed be—wasn’t exactly ready for fresh bread, had no choice but to take off; and after those customers took off, you pulled the choco from the guy’s chest, having no choice but to take off as well; and a little later, as you were in the middle of taking off, at the restaurant’s exit one of the customers—also well accompanied by his partner—thanked you for wiping ‘Caña amarga’ off the map once and for all, that bully cop who knew every dirty trick in the book, and letting what happened last night remain per saecula saeculorum recorded in the annals of ‘El rincón Andino,’ all you can do is shrug, while a conflicted grimace rises to your face—a grimace that also says that what happened last night in that restaurant is now traveling alongside the cloud of dust the truck is leaving behind at this very moment; and then, taking your attention away from what happened last night at that restaurant, and also from the cloud of dust the truck is leaving behind right now, you lift the brim of your hat, you lift your eyes as well to the late morning sky and, Atacameño through and through, you tell yourself that the heat along these edges is nothing to take lightly; and while you are sizing up that Atacameño heat, suddenly the truck stops at a fork in the tracks and the driver, from the cab, tells you that this is as far as you go...So, since this is as far as you go, you climb down from the truck bed, hoist the capacho onto your back, and, moving up to the cab, you thank the driver for the ride... For his part, the truck driver, since in the low Atacama one hand has always helped the other since the world began, only lets out a smile, telling you, “No problem, paisa,” and pointing his hand to the left branch of the fork where you’ve set foot, adding that you should continue along that track and, if everything goes as it should, by dusk you’ll be setting foot in the camp of the ‘La Escondida’ mine; and then, just as you were getting ready to take off down the indicated track, the truck driver—as if something of countryman courtesy had been left in his inkwell—tells you not to forget to give his regards to Don Matías, the mine foreman, who is waiting for your arrival... So you—after the driver asked you to pass along his greetings to Don Matías, and the vehicle is now pulling away behind a cloud of dust—lifting your eyes again to the late morning, wipe with your handkerchief the sweat beading on your forehead, size up once more the heat along these edges, lower your gaze to the landscape waiting in front of you, and in the name of Pachamama and the High Inti, you set yourself to follow the track that will take you to the camp of the ‘La Escondida’ mine; And then, since this truly is the low Atacama, At this hour the sun is pouring down its fire more and more, and since, of course, this is the low Atacama, there isn’t even a trace of breeze. And all around, as far as the eye can see, There isn’t a single stalk of vegetation—only dust, more dust, stones, and more stones—and while you are sizing up what the low Atacama gives, a smile comes to your face, a smile that also says that now you’ve entered the home stretch; and with the smile still fastened to your face, You fix your eyes on the distance, There is where the track, barely a thread, is lost among a heap of hills, and since from childhood you have had orientation as your first cousin, you tell yourself that among those hills the camp of ‘La Escondida’ must be. And after gauging the distance to that heap of hills, after a couple of hours walking, you stop, and since your belly is making demands, you drop the capacho from your back. Sit on a rock, and set about pleasing it: and this pleasing of your belly consists of a piece of charqui and a marraqueta, washed down with a few swallows of water from your canteen; and later, when you’ve left your belly somewhat satisfied, you rise from the rock where you were sitting. Strap the capacho back onto your back and continue on your way; and as you continue on your way, you glance now at the shadow your body casts, and since orientation is your first cousin, you tell yourself you’re stepping north, and since now you’re stepping north, once again a smile appears on your face. and that smile also says that you, for having worn out soles on every track that crossed your path, could find your way in the low Atacama even with your eyes closed; and this knowing your way even with your eyes closed takes you back to your childhood, and so, carried back to your childhood, you open the pages of memory to that time when, accompanied by your father—summering up high and wintering down low in the pre-cordillera—you herded the flock of goats and sheep; and since here memory comes chained to experience, you tell yourself that since those herding years you’ve had the four cardinal points as your compadres; and after opening the pages of memory and, of course, every Heaven has its earth, and certainly the years do not pass in vain, and you’ve already rounded the bend of forty, A look comes to your face like, “What can you do?” and that look—so very, “What can you do?”—that rose to your face also says that now things aren’t what they used to be; and since things aren’t what they used to be and, sure, you’re already mounted on the horse, you tell yourself you have no choice but to keep riding; and after telling yourself you have no choice but to keep riding, you come down now from that Heaven where you had climbed, you stop, drop the capacho from your back, and sit to rest; and while you rest, you take another look at the landscape around you, and since this truly is the low Atacama, no sound is heard and no movement is perceived, and since you do not hear what you are to hear, nor see what you are to see, once again you shrug, telling yourself that only Pachamama and Tata Inti must know the reason for this silence and this stillness of the low Atacama; and in time, when you believe you’ve rested enough, you hoist the capacho onto your back and steady your spirits to continue on your way toward your destination and while you are steadying your spirits to continue on your way toward your destination, there it is—the voice as always...

...you embrace this silence and stillness, which, for those who live in towns and cities, is unwanted, not pleasant; but for you, Agustín, they are good company...

...and after tuning your ear to the ever-present voice, you now resume your journey toward ‘La Escondida’ for one of those unfathomable reasons that each human being’s subconscious weaves on its own, unique loom. Once again, you unsettle time and return it to your childhood—a childhood lived in two stages: first between Tres Puntas and Puquios, and second in Alto Copayapu, places where you spent your days tending the herd with your father and making tentative attempts at school. Since the world is the world, the ancestor has been held by the hands of family duty; from an early age, you joined your old man to help him care for the herd and all the labors of herding. And, as sometimes things just happen as they do, you were an only child and lost your mother at seven, and it was because you and your father had to tend the herd, summer pastures up in the foothills, and wintering... You descended the foothills—the home was left untended, and since certain events sometimes fall into yet another’s hands, one day your mother slipped away from home with some so-and-so from the city. To have been left without a mother at seven was a wound hard to heal—to this day, that wound still pains you—so there was nothing for it but to pass your childhood without your mother’s company... Did it hurt to lose your mother? Of course it did! ... but more for your father than for yourself; and now, as you string consequence to cause, you fix your gaze on those hills where you believe the ‘La Escondida’ mine lies, and having rested your gaze on those hills, you recall that after your mother left with that man from the city, your old man, missing his companion, seemed more a lost soul than a living being, and now, stepping once more into the present, you find yourself almost at the foot of the hills where you believe ‘La Escondida’ lies; you now pause your steps and turn your gaze to the landscape left behind, and after having looked back at what remains behind, you turn and fix your eyes ahead, to where the trail leads toward the camp of ‘La Escondida.’ And as you gaze upon what you see, you tell yourself that as soon as you arrive at those borders, you’ll ask after Don Matías (‘...who is already expecting your arrival, paisa’), and while you are still fixing your eyes on the trail that carries you to the camp of ‘La Escondida,’ there it is, once again, that ever-familiar voice...

... you know that you are on your way, Agustín, but you do not know why or where you’re heading—only instinct, that unique and wondrous force, is now the one guiding your steps...
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CHAPTER THREE
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After opening the letter she received from the postman, Lucinda examines the handwriting on the envelope and, with a smile, tells herself that the sender must be her sister Carmela. Since receiving news from distant relatives is itself a form of anxiety, Lucinda hastens to open the letter her sister Carmela has sent her. And after reading the familiar greeting, her sister tells her that Carlitos could not take it anymore, Lucinda, that lately the poor boy seemed like a caged condor and showed the same restlessness as the wind when it is boxed in by the foothill valleys, and then, since anxiety is not of the kind that easily lets go of its prey, her sister Carmela adds that yesterday Carlitos took his suitcase, bade me farewell, and headed off in compadre Julio’s cart to follow in his mother’s footsteps. Setting aside now the other details of the letter her sister Carmela sent her, Lucinda returns it to the envelope, then turns her gaze toward where she imagines Alto Copayapu lies, closes her eyes, and as if her sister were now beside her, she says, “You can be sure I’ll be here waiting for Carlitos with open arms, Carmela, knowing I will do everything in my power to help him in whatever purpose he is so intent upon,” and since Carlitos will need more than just your help, she adds, “Also, Carmela, let’s take it for granted that our boy will be upheld by the grace and will of Pachamama and Tata Inti, Carmela.”
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CHAPTER FOUR
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The piercing whistle of the Longino is what awakens him, and Carlos, though inside a train carriage, feels the cold gnawing all the way to his very marrow. While this chill takes its liberties with his flesh, a railway official passes by, announcing that the train is about to arrive at Inca de Oro station. After the official has passed and made his announcement, Carlos proceeds to take up his suitcase to disembark. He feels exhausted—and justifiably so—for from Alto Copayapu, where the rivers Jorquera and Pulido converge, all the way to the train station of Inca de Oro, the journey has been long, hard-fought, and exhausting: first, astride compadre Julio’s cart, then a couple of times climbing into trucks, and, between the train stations of Copiapó and Inca de Oro, aboard the ‘Longino.’

Having just disembarked from the ‘Longino,’ Carlos glances at the platform clock, noticing that it’s nearly five in the morning. Since it is nearly five in the morning, and this is certainly the lower Atacama, the camanchaca—so dense—barely lets one make out the building that outlines the silhouette of the Inca de Oro train station. At the same time, as the camanchaca asserts its thick presence, the ‘Longino’ is now bringing its hoarse, wheezing steam to an end, while the bustle of passengers boarding and disembarking mingles with the heavy camanchaca.

Given that this is the lower Atacama, at this hour, when the night draws back and the day is just beginning to break, the cold is piercing and bites at the skin. And so, Carlos—since this is indeed his first time setting foot on this ground—does not know where to turn and, uncertain of his way, decides instead to wait until the dense camanchaca has fully dispersed. And so, having made this decision, Carlos now takes a seat on one of the benches along the platform and wraps himself in the thick Castilla shawl he has brought with him. And as time passes, when at last the brightness of the day has swept away the last traces of the camanchaca, Inca de Oro begins to reveal the lines of its poor architecture. At the same time, from the rooftops, the smoke from the kitchens—rising through tin chimneys—announces the hour of breakfast.

Sometime later, now that the clear daylight has chased off the last shreds of camanchaca, Carlos rises from the bench where he was sitting and, taking up his suitcase, reminds himself that the first thing is to find out how to reach godmother Lucinda’s house. While he is searching for his godmother’s address, Carlos now retraces his steps toward Alto Copayapu and recalls the scant and wandering details his grandmother had shared, “... Your godmother’s house, like almost all the houses that make up the village of Inca de Oro, is a single-story dwelling, built with adobe walls and a roof of galvanized tin, Carlitos. When you find yourself in those parts, you’ll see that everyone knows each other as if they were family, as if one person’s dreams were the dreams of all, Carlitos. Your godmother’s house is on the western edge of the village, beside a shaft from which she draws water to irrigate the sorrowful grasses that feed...” his goats and sheep. Your godmother, as I had already mentioned to her in the letter I sent, knows that you will be arriving in those parts, and she also knows the reason that compels you. As you well know, it has been quite some time since your godmother and I have seen each other. Still, Carlitos, think of us as always being together, and those times you heard me speaking as if to myself, it was because I was talking to your godmother Lucinda—as if, despite the distance that separates us, she and I are always together, even though I am here in Alto Copayapu and she is there in Inca de Oro.

After recalling the meandering information his grandmother gave him, Carlos now takes up his suitcase, then approaches a countryman and asks how to find the house of Mrs. Lucinda. And that countryman (“...over that way, Carlitos, you’ll see that in Inca de Oro everyone knows each other as if they were family”), as soon as Carlos mentions the name of his godmother, proceeds to give him directions to her very house. Now that he knows the way to godmother Lucinda’s house, Carlos starts toward that dwelling, and then, as a sigh escapes his chest, he tells himself he is now on the straight path, and, being on the straight path, he decides he will not stop until he finds his mother’s whereabouts. Having made his decision and without pausing his steps, Carlos lifts his gaze to the high morning, then lowers it, pausing, and, closing his eyes once more, the voice of his grandmother returns, “... When you set foot in Inca de Oro, you will see that the Inti, so immense and so near, will seem almost close enough to touch with your hands, Carlitos, and at night, when you lift your eyes to the high sky, the stars, being so close, you’ll believe that any moment they might descend to converse with the hills that surround Inca de Oro. You might wonder, then, how I—who have never been that far—can speak to you of a place that, blessed be, I hardly know; but, to keep it brief, I’ll tell you that since your Godmother Lucinda and I are twins, I see and feel what she sees and feels, Carlitos...”

After once more listening closely to his grandmother, Carlos now opens his eyes, and, following the directions given by that paisa, after about half an hour, finds himself before the home of his godmother, Lucinda. Thus, arriving at this dwelling, he knocks at the door, and an elderly woman, with features identical to his grandmother’s, comes out to greet him. Then, this elderly woman, since the world began, draws to her ancestor, first greets Carlos, then fixes her gaze on the boy’s face and, as is clear to see, says, “How could they not recognize my Carlitos—his face is exactly like his mother’s!” After her comment, and of course, since ancestor calls to ancestor from time immemorial, Carlos sets his suitcase on the ground, embraces his godmother, picks up his suitcase again, and, following her, enters the house.

Now that the encounter has taken on a familial air, Lucinda resumes the thread of the letter she had earlier received from her sister Carmela and says to Carlos, “Your grandmother has already told me the reason that brings you to these shores. Then, as what she’s about to say will soon drift among sorrow and vigil”, she adds, “However, Carlitos, all I can tell you is that your mother, after spending just a few days with me, left at once for the ‘La Escondida’ mine to follow in her husband’s footsteps.” At this, Carlos, since anxiety is not one of those things that releases its prey so easily, quickly asks his godmother if she knows where his mother is. Then, Lucinda—since the last time, Carlos’s mother had stayed only a few days before disappearing without a trace—now, looking into her godson’s eyes and seeing how anxiety refuses to let go, also hurries to respond, “I didn’t say I knew where your mother was, Carlitos; I only said that some time ago she left for the ‘La Escondida’ mine.” Given that his godmother’s answer was at best as sorrowful as a path abandoned halfway, Carlos seems ready to give up. Yet, remembering what his grandmother taught him—that you must always stand firm in the face of what comes—he rallies and says to Lucinda, “Well, godmother, what can I do? Something is something.” After Carlos said that something is better than nothing, Lucinda—since the devil knows more from being old than from being the devil, and thus experience speaks through her—adds, “Besides, Carlitos, you should keep in mind that your mother follows in the steps of her husband, and if it happened that her husband was no longer in that mine, then she would not be lingering along those shores either.” After experiencing once again through his godmother—and since what’s done must be faced—Carlos now asks her, “Are they together, godmother?” Since things, however painful, must always be called by their name, Lucinda now lets a hesitation darken her face for a moment and then—because truth must be spoken, whatever the hurt—replies, “I don’t think so, Carlitos, since your mother, just as you seek her, follows in her husband’s footsteps. And then, keeping to these words that things must always be called by their name, since no one ever knows which way the wind will turn,” she closes her eyes and, as if in prayer, adds, “Only Pachamama and Tata Inti might know in what corner of the world your mother and father are wandering, Carlitos.”

After godmother Lucinda had closed her eyes and then hinted that said and lofty divinities blessed the thing that knew the fate suffered by their forebears, Carlos, once more, seems about to give up, and then, standing now in the moment when he and his godmother Lucinda are resolving that things should always be called by their name, and truly, at times life is a comedy of errors—and this seems to be precisely one such time—he says to Lucinda, “This business of mine and my parents now seems just like when dogs try to catch their own tails, godmother.” Right after Carlos spoke of his canine comedy of errors, Lucinda let that same canine comedy of errors drift beyond the hills that encircle Inca de Oro, then opened her eyes and, holding once more to the days that her godson’s mother shared with her, remarked, “You should have seen how anxious your mother was that time, Carlitos, but such urgency was understandable, for she was as if possessed by the long spell with no word from her husband.” Then, continuing with the tribulations suffered by her godson’s mother, she adds, “That time, Carlitos, a single glance was enough for me to see that your mother loved your father with that longing only love could stir, and right away, since sometimes certain anxieties not only hasten but are also contagious,” she goes on to add yet another layer and says, “Then I, Carlitos, swept up in the same urgency that pressed your mother, together we went knocking on doors and lending an ear for any word of my compadre Agustín, and now, as those anxieties finally draw to a close,” she adds, “So, while your mother and I were searching for news about your father, someone from the village said they had seen him working at the ‘La Escondida’ mine, and your mother, Carlitos—since anxiety and love are not the kind that let go of their prey so easily—without a second thought, she climbed onto the first truck bound for that mine, and in that truck she went.” As soon as his godmother affirmed the decision made by his mother, Carlos, now led by a sudden, mixed feeling, said to Lucinda, “To tell the truth, godmother, I remember little or nothing of my mother, for my grandmother says I had not yet turned three when she left home,” and just behind her—as hope, however you look at it, is and always will be hope—he adds, “In any case, here, in my wallet, I have a photograph of my mother, and I am sure that as soon as I see her, I will recognize her.” Hearing and sensing that innocence still troubles Carlos, Lucinda once again takes up the hands of experience, and since, once more, things must be called by their name, she says, “When life treats us harshly, Carlitos, so too does it change our face for the worse.” Besides, believe me, the years do not pass in vain, and to prove it, there are the gray hairs that color the strands of us old folks and the wrinkles that turn our skin into nothing but lizard hide. And again, since the years do not truly pass in vain, and things, however they may be, must always be called by their name, she concludes, “In any case, Carlitos, with or without a photograph, it will not be the eyes of your face that recognize your mother; no, it will be the eyes of your heart that will recognize her, and these, believe me, never fail—you’re hearing this from someone who has spent many years grappling with the twists and turns that life has placed in my path.” The moment godmother Lucinda once more called things by their name, Carlos looked into her gaze again, then furrowed his brow and asked, “So are you telling me, godmother, that if I ever found my mother, I wouldn’t recognize her?” And Lucinda—since experience continued to speak through her—looking once again into her godson’s eyes, assured him, “As surely as there is Pachamama and Tata Inti in this world, I must tell you no, Carlitos, you will not recognize your mother.” And so, since for the umpteenth time experience has spoken through his godmother’s lips, and he, of course, is weighed down by innocence, Carlos now closes his eyes and once again, from Alto Copayapu, “...You weren’t yet two years old when your father left Alto Copayapu, Carlitos—he said he was going in search of real silver—and later, as time carried on and love played another of its tricks, your mother’s feet became wings to follow in her husband’s footsteps. And as the days passed, when someone claimed to have seen her husband near Inca de Oro, she set out for those lands without hesitation, and to this day, we have not heard a word from her, nor from your father, and here, in Alto Copayapu, it was just you and me left behind, Carlitos...”

After once more hearing his grandmother’s voice, Carlos opens his eyes, and as that blessed anxiety that always accompanies the act of waiting returns, again he sees himself mirrored in his godmother’s gaze and says to her, “Given how things stand, I must ask you for a corner where I can sleep while I figure out how to make my way to that mine, godmother.” Now Lucinda, for since the world began blood calls to blood, replies to her godson, “Don’t you worry, Carlitos, my house is your house,” and then, since at her age she’s not the type to pretend that anxiety is just for those who wait, she once more places her trust in the hands of experience, adding, “We elders, Carlitos, teach that over the stones one must walk slowly, for he who lives in haste also dies in haste.” Given that, for the umpteenth time, experience has spoken through the voice of his godmother, Carlos now has no choice but to accept what she has advised him. And then, since every human being carries only what fate has given him, he says, “You must understand that anxiety is eating me alive, godmother.” Hearing that anxiety is eating her godson alive, Lucinda once again places herself in the hands of experience and says, “Although I know it is your heart that leads in all you have expressed, let us first have the breakfast I have already prepared, Carlitos,” adding, “As we go along, then, we will see how the burden is managed.” For his part, Carlos, since for the umpteenth time experience has spoken through godmother Lucinda, proceeds to serve himself the breakfast she had prepared. 

Sometime later, after the godson and godmother had shared the aforementioned breakfast, the morning kept unfolding there. Amid all this, Carlos, while the morning goes about its own way, shuts his eyes for the umpteenth time—once again, there in Alto Copayapu, “...Your godmother, Lucinda, just like you and me, is also from Alto Copayapu, and for her, just like for your mother, her husband also went away to Inca de Oro. Believe me, Carlitos, I don’t know what it is about that town that so attracts the people from around here, but what can you do if such are the destinies each of us must bear...”

After once more listening to the words of his wise grandmother—since, surely, anxiety is not one to easily let go of its prey—Carlos opens his eyes, weighs the dilemma he faces, and, knowing he must face the matter head-on, looks into his godmother’s eyes and says, “Since I’m now following in my mother’s footsteps, as soon as I can, I’ll set off for ‘La Escondida,’ godmother.” Hearing—and at the same time confirming—that once again anxiety is at work within her godson, Lucinda, knowing well that experience is the mother of wisdom, says to her godson, “though you may think you are already packed and hot on your mother’s heels, and that you’ll be off to the ‘La Escondida’ mine at the earliest opportunity, I must tell you, Carlitos, that this mine lies so far from Inca de Oro that you cannot possibly reach it on foot alone.” And as she is not yet done with her advice, she adds, “Believe me, then, Carlitos, you have no choice now but to wait for the truck that brings provisions for the staff and goes to collect the shipment of minerals to make its way to that mine.” As experience, for the umpteenth time, has spoken through his godmother’s lips—and she, therefore, made him realize that from Inca de Oro to the ‘La Escondida’ mine, you can’t get there on foot alone—Carlos, reluctantly, says to Lucinda “Well, godmother, then it seems I’ll have no choice but to wait for that truck to take me to the mine.”

And now, as the days go on, with Carlos left no choice but to wait for a truck to go to ‘La Escondida,’ he once more senses how slowly time passes for him in Inca de Oro. As he dwells on the slow passing of days, he closes his eyes once again, and there, from Alto Copayapu, his wise grandmother comes to him, “...When you find yourself in those parts of Inca de Oro, you’ll realize that the people who walk those lands were born with skins already toughened, Carlitos, because besides enduring the sun’s punishment by day and the frost by night, when things don’t turn out as they should, they end up baking bread from their own hunger. Yet, because they are used to facing whatever hardship stands in their way, you’ll always see them keep moving forward, for from childhood they are taught that pushing ahead is the only way to go, Carlitos...”

So then, it has now been two weeks since Carlos last lent an ear to the words of his wise grandmother. With all the necessary preparations now made for the journey to ‘La Escondida’—even Don Cirilo, the owner of that mine, offered him work as an apir—he finds himself somewhat calmer. Amidst all this, Lucinda, upon learning that her godson might become an apir, blessed the fact that she now feels at peace, and thus, in this space of newfound calm, she reminds her godson, “Besides, Carlitos, let me tell you that you must be very careful when you go up and down the ladders of the shaft with the capacho on your back.” Though she knows her godson to be courageous and now feels she falls short with her warnings, she advises him, “And since you are only seventeen, let me tell you, you still do not have the habits or experience needed to face such a dangerous trade.” And finishing her words of caution, while a veil of sadness clouds her eyes, she adds, “The warnings I am giving you, Carlitos, I say them for my Francisco, may he rest in peace, for the dangers he had to face when he worked as an apir in the mines of Inca de Oro. Now, Carlos, after having listened to the warnings his godmother Lucinda has just given him—and a word to the wise is enough—understands now what it means to come face to face with such a perilous trade as he climbs and descends the ladders of the shaft with the basket on his back. Then, taking precautions against meeting that same peril, he closes his eyes once more, and from Alto Copayapu, for the umpteenth time, his wise grandmother speaks again, “... So dangerous is the work of those who labor as apir in the mines, Carlitos, that you might think Pachamama and Tata Inti have gifted them with a special nature...”

Having listened for the umpteenth time to the counsel of his wise grandmother, Carlos now turns to his godmother and assures her that, so long as Pachamama and Tata Inti exist in this world, he will follow her warnings to the letter. And then, seeking to ease a little the danger he is about to face, climbing and descending the ladders of the shaft with the basket on his back, he adds, “Anyway, godmother, there is no need to worry, for I will only be in ‘La Escondida’ long enough to learn what fate befell my mother, and after that, depending on how things unfold, I’ll see how I manage.” For her part, Lucinda, after her godson declared he would follow to the letter all the warnings she had given him—and whether he manages or not is something only time and his doubts in the midnight hours will show—adds, “Don’t worry, Carlitos, for Pachamama and Tata Inti will always be at your side to aid you in your purpose.” After his godmother told him not to worry, that Pachamama and Tata Inti would always stand by him, Carlos—since a little extra help is never too much—adds just one more to what she’d already said and tells her, “and since I’m already tracing my mother’s footsteps, then grant me your blessing, godmother, for you wouldn’t believe what I’m getting myself into.” So, Lucinda—as must certainly be seen in the affairs Carlos has gotten himself into—now taking on her role as godmother, adds, “You, Carlitos, in good times and in bad, you will always have my blessing.”

After Lucinda and Carlos weighed the dilemma he was to face, the days went by peacefully and uneventfully in the village of Inca de Oro. And in time, another week passed, calm and without significant news for them in the town of Inca de Oro.

This morning, as the sun now opens the windows to the day, and the tranquil, uneventful days have been consigned to the annals of Inca de Oro, Carlos begins to sense that anxiety has returned to its ways; and so, feeling that anxiety has indeed returned, he rises with it upon him, performs his morning ablutions, and as Lucinda comes near, he says, “Well, godmother, the moment to say goodbye has arrived, since Don Cirilo must already be waiting for me,” and as Don Cirilo must already be waiting, he adds, “And since I am leaving with your blessing, I am sure things will go well for me along those hidden shores, and if things do not turn out as I hope, may Pachamama and Tata Inti watch over me.” A little way back, after Carlos said it would be the Pachamama and the Tata Inti who would stand up for him, and now, such a desire seems no longer haunted by doubts or midnight questions, Lucinda, letting out a smile, tells him, “Well, Carlitos, if it isn’t one, let it be the other.” As for Carlos, holding this thought quietly in his chest—that if it isn’t one, let it be the other—and now that everything has been spoken, he goes to bid farewell to his godmother. And as he carries with him her blessing and also the blessing of the Pachamama and the Tata Inti, he calmly sets out to where Don Cirilo is waiting for him. And a while later, as Carlos now finds himself calmly making his way to where Don Cirilo is waiting for him, there, for the umpteenth time, from Alto Copayapu, his grandmother, his wise grandmother, “...Remember, Carlitos, that every land has its Heaven, and your Heaven will be where your heart tells you it is, and if you believe your Heaven is found in the search for your mother, then may it indeed come to you by that path...”
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CHAPTER FIVE
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With the early morning sun at their backs, the truck carrying Don Cirilo and Carlos takes the trail that leads to the ‘La Escondida’ mine. Sometime later, with the plain now left behind, the truck begins to ascend the broad and rugged trail of the first cordon of hills that encircles Inca de Oro on its southwestern flank. All this while, Don Cirilo, faced with the puna of the lower Atacama—blessed be whatever is at stake—has no choice but to slow the truck down; and so, with the puna of the lower Atacama, blessed be whatever is at stake, he must guide the truck uphill slowly and with care, and so, inching their way upward, after another hour they barely manage to reach the summit of the first cordon of hills that encircles Inca de Oro on its southwestern flank. Then, since with the puna of the blessed lower Atacama, one does not gamble, much less with the fire the sun lets fall, Don Cirilo has no choice but to pause. Now, Carlos, after Don Cirilo halts the truck, climbs down from the cab and begins to loosen up his legs, and while he is engaged in shaking off the stiffness, he fixes his gaze out there, where, in the heart of the plain, the town of Inca de Oro still stands; his eyes then roam over the landscape that enfolds him, and for reasons spun by that loom each soul weaves in the secret of the mind
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