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I

THE SHEEP GIRL
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Once I was no one. I was the sheep girl, mute fool among the animals I had been set to guard, a sheep in skirts. I took them to the mountain pastures where the air was thin and the upland glow congealed to thistles on my cheeks. I drank of the same streams, and at night, when the wind swept down the mountainside with a coat of ice, I borrowed the closeness of their bodies, snuggling against their fur and body heat. I smelled as they did, but wondered why my skin was bare. I was more fearful than the animals. They had each other, I had no one.

No one who was like me.

For I live in a world without sound. In a bell jar, where no one can call me. It has always been that way. Then again, I can see far with my sharper vision. Though I do not hear the sound, I sense the invisible force that moves all others and may be read on their lips. I imagine sound having color, outlines and rhythm. It must be visible to others, because, at the opening of a mouth, people in the village change directions. They start working together, digging the soil, catching their animals—or they meet in the plaza, where they stand before one another taking turns moving their lips.

I know they see something that I am not seeing, because all kinds of expressions glide over their faces; laughter and gentleness turn to grief. The thin veneer of friendliness changes to seething anger or hatred as soon as the other turns away. Something exists in the world that I do not understand. I have learned that its name is talk, but have not learned to say the word.

Even the sheep open their mouths and let out a stream of warm air. But the dog is the only animal listening to people. It has such an attentive gaze while sitting with its ears cocked, catching the invisible balls his master throws it. I think that the dog is actually less intelligent than sheep and donkeys. Donkeys never answer when spoken to, but turn their heads and keep chomping the bit or the clump of grass while preserving their dignity. The combination of brown and violet in their eyes tells me more than speech ever could.

Just as intense as the silence around me is my experience of light and color, as well as the shadows in the dark. I am horror-struck before them. The daytime shadows spring from living things, while nighttime shadows do not. I think I see them more clearly than other people do. My skin feels warmth and cold, fur or hard edges, and is aware of me when my heart beats. I know the many kinds of wind and storms blowing against me on the high plains. Scents waft around me like colorful carpets, and when the trees release their golden drops, I am happy. The scent spells honey; flowers and heather intoxicate, whereas cacti enclose themselves and their fruit. To me, they look like ears sewn shut and covered with barbs, barbs to keep out the world.

That is the way I was at one time.

In the past I lived in fear as the only one of my kind. I was mainly afraid of cats, their amber eyes, the way they pressed against my legs. The thought of how they treated my pets gave me the chills. An arching back, a leap. Give a little shake with a paw and a mouse is clawed and played to death, its fur abruptly changed into a bloody mass with thin, broken bones sticking out through the gashes.

The smell of dead animals no longer makes me tremble.

Back then I had no one to explain to me what it was. Neither the animals’ birth nor death. I remember how the fox whelp jumped about last spring and dropped on the ground toward summer, when I found him by the well like rumpled fur, divided into skin and bones and dried fluids.

I was afraid of births: the pain in the glazed eyes as the fetus forced its way out. Lambs and llamas with sticky membranes that needed licking off or rubbing with wisps of straw, standing on legs that might just as soon buckle under them. Newborn goats, sent by the devil himself, their eyelids shot through with blue and transparent veins. Not to mention kittens’ and whelps’ blind eyes, which still give me the shivers. The mystery of the yet unborn is as great and frightening as that of the dead; where do they come from, and what might be the difference between a creature not yet born, and dead?

I remember the time when the world was in turmoil, because I had no words to reflect my thoughts. Each day anew I wondered if the sun would rise, would stop in its course across the sky, and start dripping with rot — converted to liquid in the way of all flesh. Or if this was the day it paused at its zenith at noon until all living things had been charred to coal.

Without words for things there is no way of fixing them in this world. I could not know if the mountains stayed where they stood yesterday, or if they had been buried under soaring, shaggy clouds; if the world was warm or cold, or if I was a drowned mouse thrown up from the bowels of the earth.

The newest prickly pear I sampled might taste salty now instead of sweet, or the night might have turned it rock-hard and bitter. I could never find my way home to my aunt’s hearth fire, because all the thatched, hive-like houses would trade places in the darkness and buzz before my eyes like a swarm of bees.

When little Nelva fell ill in her cradle burning out through her skin, I had no one to tell me that she would be well again, and fear ran unchecked from her large eyes to mine. When Uncle died, I thought it happened because I had sent him evil eyes after he beat me and used my young body for his own pleasure.

There was no end to the figments of my imagination, and the world was too dizzyingly large. There was no order, no connection. Everything swarmed around in my head like flies on a dung heap.

That is no longer so, thanks to my benefactor, who arrived at our village when I was a little girl.

We spotted him riding across the suspension bridge a little farther down the valley. Field work stopped as people thrust their digging sticks into the soil and left them; most of the villagers gathered at the stone wall to lean across it while turning toward each other, their tongues wagging nineteen to the dozen.

In the first place, he was alone—all others arriving at the village came with the mule caravan. Second, his clothes were uncommonly distinguished. A large hat with a silver buckle shaded his face. With it he wore a pearl-embroidered doublet with a ruff, and a cape hung from his shoulders in easy folds. He looked like a prince in the saddle.

He sat enthroned on a real horse, a very unusual sight because he was runakuna, an Indian like the rest of us. We saw this plainly when he emerged from the first hairpin curve and began to canter toward the village along the irrigation canal.

He was well advanced in years, but an agile man in the saddle. Back then his hair was still black with single strands of gray at the temples and forelock. He wore his hair in a page cut; his stature was nimble, and he had a face otherwise only found on the jars deposited with our ancestors’ mummies higher up on the puna, where the glaciers gradually slide toward the pastures and the ice begins to crack.

A pair of saddlebags decorated with silver stars bulged on both sides of the horse’s chest, nearly covering the man. His mount had a shiny coat and was full of spirit. A single chest was tied behind his saddle. As he rode, he turned around and placed his hand on it several times. Each time horse and rider emerged from another hairpin turn, they seemed to have jumped a bit closer to the village. A breathless silence fell.

He stopped at the low wall surrounding our town, having become a living, breathing person who greeted the crowd with a glance full of kindness, and instantly commanded respect.

His skull was that of a chieftain: nose and forehead merged, the shape of his head was long and sloping, and he had tied a woven band under his hat to hold his hair in place. A handsome and stately older gentleman, no taller than the men in the village, but much more delicately built.

He appeared before the council, and before the day was over, Don Tiburcio had granted horse and rider lodging at the Well House.

From the first time his glance rested on me, I knew he could see in a person what others overlooked. He saw right past my sheep girl’s rags. I had worn large holes in my shawl, and therefore covered most of my skin with manure as protection from sunburn when I drove the sheep out on their pastures below the peaks.

As matters stand, the Well House belongs to my aunt and has ever since my uncle, whose name I shall not mention, died. Or rather: the house reverted to the community and was put at the disposal of the curate, who came by on rare occasions, but never stayed overnight, the reason our dead were buried in unhallowed ground and our couples married at the mayor’s house for mammon.

My aunt is responsible for boarding the guests at the Well House, and for many years, until I was grown, she cooked my benefactor’s food, while cousin Nelva was given the task of serving it. In those days I was still an outcast whom everyone pushed around, the cinder girl. I carried water and firewood and more often slept in the sheep fold than under the roof. Not because my aunt was mean; and my cousin Nelva was a very beautiful child with thick braids, butter-smooth skin, and round eyes, whom I loved more than anyone else. I simply did not belong with them, because I was stricken with the animals’ curse. Or shared their bliss, which may amount to the same.

They thought I was simplicity itself. I have no memory of the few years I spent with my mother under my own roof. But my cradle stood in different village than this one, and I was still so small that the corn had grown taller than my head when she died—stricken with the new illnesses that, together with smallpox and fever, killed people around us by the thousands. It was frightful and unprecedented, and to this day my breath still catches in my throat because the animals stayed behind neglected while whole villages died out.

Aunt Zenobia took care of me, but after Uncle’s death she stayed unmarried and became one of the poorest people in the region. I lived on the feed also cast before swine: potato peelings and leftovers, and I drank from the same trough as the sheep.

My benefactor came and changed all that. Very recently, on coming of age, I took over the household and with it, his meals. Now others have to watch the flocks while I help him with the project that now, twelve years after he joined us, has become more important than anything else on earth.

But I am getting time confused the same as my thoughts once had me confused. I want to tell about the greatest day in my life.

He had been with us a good many years and had long become a part of village life, in fact, had become quite a little Tata Dios. Everyone heeded him and sought his advice. He was generous with his fortune, making large donations to the community, both during the solstice and the yearly irrigation channel cleaning festival. He gave to the poor, and while he lived with us, all achieved greater equality. No longer was anyone cheated by the haughty new masters who brought us death in such ample measure. He confronted the priests when they stole children from young mothers, or got others pregnant in the holy name of celibacy. He was a gift from Heaven, and I was not the only one to think so.

I had undergone my first bleeding period, and my body felt stranger than before. I felt as if I had left my cousin—along with my only playmate Pablo— behind in childhood without receiving anything in exchange. The new feelings had already turned into as many blind alleys in my body, because I would never be wed to one of the young men in the village; after all, a sheep does not marry, no matter how colorful her skirts. I walked about in a strange, swelling roar, as when the ice melts on Mount Apu Urqu, the river rises, and our irrigation canals run over with spring floods.

That same day, Nelva came down with a stomach ache, and my luck turned on its toes, just like that. I was sent to his room in the Well House with a bowl of cabbage soup. He stood there writing as usual. He turned from his tall desk, the quill in his hand like a flag. I am not claiming that this was the first time he saw me, but I do claim it was the first time he reached for me. Come here! His lips looked as if he were whistling.

There was something in his eyes that I’ve never forgotten: the spark that comes to all of us with the blessed gift of inspiration.

He had an idea.

My benefactor had just obtained by mule caravan a new supply of the sheets of paper he covered with scrawls at all hours of the day—neither fish nor fowl, not even drawings, just spidery writing—up and down, line after line. Back then I considered them less meaningful than bird tracks in the sand.

He took one of the sheets already covered with his curious signs and turned it over. Then he drew like a madman and passed it down to me. An alpaca and a leather cord with the type of balls passing over herdsmen throw to capture their animals. We call them bola. I looked at him with knitted brows, having no idea what he wanted of me.

At last he drew a house. Beside each of his drawings he put one of his signs in a large, plain hand. He pointed carefully to the first with the tip of his pen: A, picked out the next one, while giving me a meaning look: B, and landed on the crescent moon above the house: C for casa. I understood that the moon was a large letter.

He went on until all letters had a pictorial symbol, and then performed his magic. He pointed to alpaca, llama, puma, etc. and wrote with an elegant flourish the word they formed underneath.

Everything slowed down inside me when I understood where he was going. The signs moved the things into my inner silence; the word was the alpaca and the alpaca, the word. I pointed it out on his picture board, took the pen in my hand and drew its first letter. Then I stopped; he carefully guided my hand through the pictures until the entire word had been formed. Upstroke and downstroke gave me problems, but suddenly they were there. I only wondered how he imagined the squiggles could mirror mouth movements, but he completely omitted that.

He drew animals and objects for making words. Then he shifted my hand among the pictures and let me write the letters myself. My line was shaky, but afterward the paper said: Avelina.

Suddenly it dawned on me: this must be what they have always called me in the village! But only now do I understand that arching one’s lips creates a doorway for my name as people speak it.

I was deeply touched the first time he showed me my name; already during the second movement the lips purse for a kiss. It works best when my benefactor shapes it with his mouth and says it many times over. He leaned very close to my nose so that I could feel the air current. He repeated my name for me with his lips, and for the first time, I noticed the little puff on my cheek.

That was the day I was born.

 

DON FELIPE

He has a sickle-shaped mark on his cheek, burned into his skin by the smallpox disease. He’s standing in a house with a dirt floor, at an ink-stained writing board he’s had to install on his own. He himself doesn’t notice the acrid smell from his poncho, but his body feels fusty. Arthritis gives him shooting pains. On especially cold and damp days, he tries to keep warm by filling the pot with charcoal and setting it under his high desk.

The front room has a wooden table and a chair where he takes his meals. A ladder leads to the attic under the thatched roof; here are piles of corn and potatoes. Once in a while when the silky-soft corn husks dry up, chaff sifts down and drifts on the wind. The attic has is open to the yard, having no walled gables.

A fieldstone ledge extending the adobe wall runs from one side to the other. This ledge is covered with furs, blankets, and rags from discarded ponchos. That’s where he spends his nights. Generally, his dreams crumble at daybreak and fall to dust long before the first shaft of light creeps across the skins.

He keeps one of the rooms, the innermost, locked up. Here is the silver-mounted chest with the personal belongings and mementos he managed to bring with him, but which he has never opened since his banishment.

A judicial decision permits him to call himself what he really is: a prince, the Puma of Ayala, commonly called Don Felipe. They drove him out with lashes from his landholdings near the provincial capital of Huamanga, and he has ended up in this village high in the Andes Mountains.

He has lost his land and his property as well as contact with his children. The decision fell at the turn of the century; he was taunted as a tramp and beggar king, and by this time he’s spent twelve years in exile.

His stock is not split at the root as that of so many others among the new dynasties in Las Indias. Don Felipe is a full-blooded native. He belongs to a dynasty believing in five ages of creation; he has just passed the threshold of the fifth. He is as learned as any of the high priests of the old empire and well versed in the art of writing. He is old; he has lost count of his birthdays, but has rounded three-fourths of a century, that much he knows. Soon he’ll be dust. His wife was laid in her grave long ago, his son has never visited him in this wilderness, and his daughters have married into the better families in Huamanga.

He spent his entire adult life in the lower civil service within the colonial government, first as assistant to a church official, then as interpreter and clerk. Images of the period before and just after the conquest intrude on him now, just when they are rapidly fading from tribal memory.

Barely two hundred years have passed since the first of the Spanish captains planted his cross on the continent, seizing control of The New World, as they called it, by replacing a civilization older than their imagination could comprehend.

A red-painted gateway with a small thatched roof leads to the patio. Cacti grow within the rock enclosure, and a flock of hummingbirds twinkles before the flowers that dry to brown tassels when the fruit is ripe. Just now the fruit is green and hard, covered with little warts bristling with a kind of fairy down—down with barbs. As soon as a blush tints their flesh, turning it plump and juicy, he cautiously peels the fruit with his pen knife, slices it, and sucks the sweetness from the morsels. Sometimes tiny hairs get stuck in his fingertips, making his writing task a touchy proposition.

A rose bush climbs the wall, but its petals have been mummified and rustle in the highland air. A nudge makes them fall to dust. A number of gourds lie in the yard, and cabbage plants and chives grow on a strip of loam.

There is a tree stump for sitting. Here he soaks up the sun when his bones need warming.

In the other corner is a bench made from a piece of rock. A saddle with silver stars hangs on a wooden peg protruding from the wall. The leather is cracking from the dry mountain air; once in a while he rubs in mutton suet. Next to the saddle a condor’s wing has been hung to dry. He plucks his writing quills from it.

Behind a closed cubicle he empties his chamber pot or squats over a hole in the ground. He has rigged up a sling for pulling himself back upright.

Finally there’s the kitchen building, which he never enters. Its grass thatch is black with the smoke from the open fire and will last forever. Just like his ink, he thinks every time he sees this. He likes his enclosed space with its smell of mineral and soot.

People call this house the Well House because it was built at one of the village’s stone-cased springs. In the daytime, the walls absorb the heat, keeping his room cool; at night they give off the heat again and keep the worst cold out. As a kind of compensation for being able to live there, Don Felipe takes on the curate’s duties, performing the village funerals, marrying the young, and baptizing their children.

In his old age he recognizes how his dynasty’s purpose for him has been fulfilled. The chieftain looks after his people. They call him Tata, Little Father, and travel long distances on their mules to see him. He is the only one in these parts who can read, and a friend of the landless Indians. He helps them with deeds, with setting up legal documents. He writes the letters they try to dictate to him in clumsy officialese even if they’re only meant for their closest kin. Or to a long-lost son or daughter swallowed up by Lima’s fast-expanding quagmire, a child who never answers.

He tries to protect them against the worst of the colonial government’s violations, but his strength is failing. He gives them legal advice and guidance with their private disagreements. They pay him from their meager stores—meat, fuel and potatoes; in addition, the women have given him a shawl of the finest alpaca wool to shield him from the cold of the stone walls.

Don Felipe is learned in the law. During his exile he has traveled through Lucanas and the surrounding provinces, and everywhere he goes, he fights like a puma for the rights of the dispossessed to soil and self-respect. Whoever has seen the scars on his back from the whip lashes will understand the reason.

Faces from the past reel into his field of vision. He tries to wave them away, but more and more appear, derision flying from their mouths with their gobs of spittle. They sweep across the horizon like a flock of birds. He swallows, reaches for the cup of water, and greedily empties it. His throat remains as dry as before

He closes his eyes trying to push away the faces. Once more he is standing before the bar in the provincial capital’s courtroom. He holds up his name certificate, just brought home in triumph from the notary in Lima. He wants to call attention to his noble origin, but words fail him, he sees everything crumbling to ruins around him. He opens his mouth as in the nightmare where you can’t get the words out when you try calling for help.

Some of the faces belonged to people he counted among his friends. They testified against him, and when he looked at them in disbelief, their expressions hardened and their eyes shifted as they witnessed to the authorities that he, Don Felipe, was not who he pretended to be. They said he was a presumptuous poor Indio by name of Lázaro, a fraud who claimed he was nothing less than a prince and an heir to the Inca’s daughter!

As always, the country’s new rulers won their monstrous case.

The accusations were absurd; it was a conspiracy, where the parties involved had been bought and paid off in advance—with parcels of his lands in the Chupas Valley. He lost everything. All he has left is the family silver. As he remembers this twelve years later, the scars on his back blaze up and hurt anew.

Felipe Guaman Poma de Ayala, deprived of his rightful name. Banished from his kin and whipped out of the city like a cur! He shakes his head. When it comes down to it, there’s nothing more difficult than proving the obvious: that you are yourself. He was mute when this happened to him and the courtroom started to spin around him, the faces distorted into grimacing masks…

Don Felipe has used some of his fortune to buy a stack of foolscap of outstanding quality. The handmade blank sheets have traveled along winding mountain paths from the provincial capital out here to the back of beyond. The bottom sheets still give off an odor of mule sweat, the rest, of the saddlebag.

He’s spread out the first sheets and smoothed their curls with repeated strokes of his wrist. He folds them into fourths which he carefully cuts apart with his pen knife so that he can write on both sides. He readies a little stack in advance, pressing down on the folds so they’ll lie flat on his desktop.

He has arranged his writing tools and dipped his pen. The inkwell is made of horn. Don Felipe is determined. There shall be a clean sweep. Everything shall come to light, and justice at last be served to the fullest. He’ll write a letter to the king, Philip III of Spain. A letter with a report on the conditions in the overseas viceregal lands, where the native peoples perish and new dynasties fail to thrive in spite of the government’s reform efforts. The old king is dead, as deaf and blind to petitions as he was in life; but the new king is reputed to be peace-loving.

He writes the opening words with slightly tilting capitals. To avoid antagonizing the King, he calls his petition The First New Chronicle, because history has never before been viewed through Indian eyes. He takes a long look at the title before adding, and Good Government.

Don Felipe pauses. This is more flattering than true, but if he proceeded too bluntly from the beginning, the fine gentlemen would pass over the rest of the reading with an indolent wave of a hand; and after all, some reforms have indeed occurred. Here he will mention the best of the viceroys.

For a long time he wonders how to continue. He has heard that the king is a collector and likes to fill his cabinet of curiosities. This is why he immediately throws himself into the illustrations to accompany the letter. As a chronicle writer, he knows perfectly well that pictures ease comprehension of a dry text.

He sharpens his pen and dips it into the homemade mixture. He has produced the ink according to a recipe from his old master: black or brown, depending on concentration. It has stood the test—the years have shown the letters to fade infinitely more slowly than his own body declines. His skin’s wrinkles and crow’s feet can only be read one way, but writing endures. He needs to get everything down on paper while his heart is still strong and his mind is clear.

Don Felipe writes with a large quill cut from the condor’s wing feather. That way he won’t run out of ink very soon. He realizes that he can’t end the letter before he has touched on all the important points. Equipped with total recall over a long life, he throws himself into the work with the stubbornness that has always characterized his existence. Though it might take till Pentecost, he won’t let up until he has recorded every last injustice done to farmers in the provinces where he occupied his various government posts during his adult years.

Massacres, rapes, murder by arson, and land theft are among the items for which he will smooth the way with his drawings. Epidemics have raged and taken their toll on the living, the copper faces have become pockmarked, and those who survived to see the scars are lucky.

The natives die as slaves in the silver mines. Or the sulfur they chop eats into their lungs and ages them before their time, just as they collapse in the quicksilver shafts, overcome by invisible fumes. The Spanish landowners are as merciless as the soldiers who got them their land. Pizarro, conqueror of Peru, suckled by a pig, has gone down in memory as one of cruelest beings the ships brought to this land.

The first thing he draws is the title page. Self-confidently, he follows his most daring dream to its logical conclusion, portraying himself in a chieftain’s mantle kneeling side by side with the king before the papal throne. He has thus pledged his loyalty and submission: before the Church, kings and counselors must bow their heads. Next to the upraised Vatican coats of arms, as well as the kingdoms under the Spanish crown, he has placed his monogram, gFp, and he puts the F in the center, letting it rise like a flag.

Below the monogram he writes the Spanish version of his name, Ayala, and his title, Prince. He also calls attention to the author on the title page by spelling Felipe with Ph.

The Indian portion of the name, Guaman Poma, includes the falcon and the puma, his ancestors’ guardian spirits, borne in the soul like a shield. On a whim he changes them into heraldic beasts in the coat of arms he spontaneously invents and ends up placing just below the king’s.

The picture proclaims what words don’t express: the king and the Andean prince have become brothers, as Don Felipe has drawn them equally large, and both are dressed in fine clothing. The king has placed his crown before the cushion on which he kneels, as the author has his hat. They have met for a joint petition to the Pontifex Maximus, prince of princes and the Christian God’s governor on earth. His Holiness the pope is sitting on his throne with the keys of Heaven in one hand and the shepherd’s staff in the other.

The drawing simply flows from his pen and thus escapes his self-censorship, but that’s how it is with dreams. They rise in the head like water and crowd out all propriety; but you can only tell when they’re clothed in plain speech.

Don Felipe himself does not interpret the picture that way. This will not be the last time that the fine line gliding so nimbly over the paper will reveal what has to remain unsaid in such a petition. His thoughts linger on the suffering that has befallen his people. Then he throws himself into writing the letter. Though the Easter holiday is upon him, he has no intention in any case of taking part in the drunken festivities in the village or in the endless processions.

When the pile of sheets covered with writing has grown to twelve pages, he celebrates the earth’s creation with a sketch showing God giving the world to Adam and Eve. This takes him to the passage describing how the Christian dios brought him to the faith and instructed him to write this letter. It occurs to him now that he might as well divide the letter into chapters where each of the pages begins with a word from the chapter heading. In doing so he demonstrates his mastery of the writing craft and his ability to illuminate a manuscript with decorations, capitals, and whole-page illustrations he’ll work in at rhythmically recurring intervals. The pictorial art will provide the keynote of his petition to the monarch.

Don Felipe lets his quill move above the waters, well satisfied with his beginning. Which royal office holder would dare reject such divine inspiration?

He dips the pen into the inkwell. This is where he and his family enter the picture. His hand is steady while he resurrects his loved ones on the paper. There’s his father, dressed like an Inca, an important noble among his Indian peers, the Inca’s right hand. When the first conquerors came to the Realm of Earth’s Four Corners, he led the delegation greeting the armor-clad commanders.

Just as his father had been the new Inca’s right-hand man, his grandfather Guaman Chava had been the previous Inca’s—first in his family to bear the falcon in his escutcheon, famous throughout the old kingdom as the twelfth great commander of the Inca dynasty. He writes down the name, draws him with spear, feather crown and war club, and places the coat-of-arms in front of his feet, while the memory of the old warrior’s subsequent fate comes back to him, leaving a lump in his throat.

His grandfather owned one of the largest palaces in Cuzco. Some of the most enjoyable hours of Don Felipe’s childhood were spent sitting on its flat roof with blankets, stools, and braziers, while the old chieftain showed him the planets’ course across the night sky and told him legends about the stars. His family belonged to the privileged few to whom the word “wealth” meant nothing at all— they owned the land, its people and its animals, mountains, rivers and deserts, from the high peaks to the deep jungles.

With the new times, they converted part of this to silver, as gold was even then reserved for the Spaniards. Don Felipe keeps what’s left of this silver in his saddlebags, buried in a corner of the dirt floor.

He draws his father in full profile with a ruler’s diadem, a bracelet, and raised hand. His cape is carefully gathered and folded over his thigh, so as not to touch the soil at the foot of the throne. It seems as if only minutes ago he had taken his seat with a ruler’s gesture and flung the cape across his knee.

Don Felipe nudges the paper a little and starts on his mother. He whispers her name, Doña Juana Curi Occlo, which flows from his lips like the sounds of a flute. He portrays her as a queen with open hair. She is the Inca’s daughter. This makes him an aristocrat and direct descendant of the sun’s son.

Don Felipe is proud of his family history. On his father’s and grandfather’s side he is directly descended from the Yarovilcas—a dynasty predating the Incas, whose forbears went back to the time, when wise men and seers ruled the large realm.

He lavishes special tenderness on a kneeling figure resembling a boy. His elevation to sainthood occurs through a dove hovering above his head in the light from a high window. The figure it glorifies is the hermit Martín de Ayala, who brought them the faith—the reason both his father and mother are holding a rosary.

His half-brother, the saintly hermit, is a Mestizo and belongs to the first generation of mixed blood in the New World. Someone he doesn’t include in the picture on this occasion is Don Felipe himself as a boy.

In his memory all comes back to life: the young man who entered his childhood home and became his instructor and older brother— Martín, whom he loves with all his heart, because, for all that he was a half-blood, he gave him his life’s most precious gifts: faith and the art of writing.

Good Friday arrives.

He calls to his mind the earth from Adam’s time to the birth of Christ. Noah’s ark floats past with its animal pairs. After the flood he shows fur-clad humans preparing the fields with digging sticks, and names this chapter The Ages of Man. His account includes Abraham’s sons and King David playing the harp. The harp has truly gained ground in his region; the Indians pluck the strings with drunken monotony, dancing to its sounds just outside his door while beating the drums and also playing the bone flute.

What was it that happened lately? Down in the lowlands they just banned the quena, the bamboo flute with a dual tongue: at its high pitch, a shrill whistle echoing between hill and dale, and at its low pitch, a soft, melodic sound to enfold the words of love songs. The Inti Raymi celebration of light, held around the solstice has been declared ungodly.

He reflects on that during a pause, his eyes absentmindedly raised toward the fly specks on the ceiling. Suddenly it occurs to him that he ought to dedicate a whole chapter to ceremonies and dance in the old kingdom. He quickly does penance by writing a chapter about the papal reigns, the discovery of Las Indias, and the Spaniards’ arrival at Tumbes—everything that preceded the true faith. How anyone can “discover” a world, especially the one where he was born and reared, makes no sense to him even so many years later.

That’s why he hurriedly makes up for this by going over the vari runa, the ages of the real people. They also till the soil with digging sticks, but in contrast to the people in the Bible, they dress in leaves, perhaps foreshadowing the wealth of plant-dyed textiles they’ll come to wrap themselves in.

At once his head buzzes with paradise dreams: llama herds on a mountain slope, rich pastures and water streaming through regulated channels far into the coastal desert, converting it to corn fields yielding a hundredfold. Add to this the nourishing kinua and potatoes of every color, from violet to deep red and delicate yellow, with just as many flavors and other characteristics. He praises the royal line of Incas for organizing the kingdom in this way and maintaining prosperity for the benefit of the people.

He wakens to reality when an icy wind blows in through the peep hole. A piece of gut or hog bladder would cut out too much light; for the same reason, he closes the shutters only at dusk. Having lost his writing tool on the floor, he searches, groping blindly and getting dirt under his nails before finding it again.

He straightens up and puts his arm behind his back, pressing his fist against his lumbar spine while trying to bend backward. He feels pangs of hunger and privation and his teeth hurt—those he has left are brittle as glass and complain when the food is too hot or the water too cold. He probes every mouthful of cooked beans with his tongue for little stones. He has those to thank for all the black cavities in his teeth.

Times have again become so lean that his stomach sticks to his spine, like that of the mummies discovered in the sand. He touches the shrunken pouch. It feels like parchment.

Don Felipe writes standing up. He is a man of a certain build, and this keeps his heart in shape. He is lean and agile with eyes black as coal. His light tread earned him the nickname “the Puma” as a young man. The curve of his nose and the nobly raised cheekbones reveal his ancestry.

He grabs a new sheet, but his hand is a lump he no longer feels. He spatters so much ink at the start of the next section that the sheet has to be discarded. He has always been proud of his good health; now he cups his palms and breathes on them. The wax candle flickers and his breath condenses to a cloud before his mouth.

For a moment he starts. Something inside him and invisible has become concrete and assumed a shape. He tries to rub life into his fingers, ignoring the arthritis pains. What time of day might it be? The light above the mountains has long faded.

His eyes are tearing. He lifts his gaze from the desk and turns his head. He senses another being in the dark beyond the candle light’s wavering circle. He stands up straight: has his time come? Will the bony finger tap him on the shoulder and summon him into the shadows? True, he has a contract with death to grant him time for as long as he writes and has something on his mind. But perhaps it has not been countersigned.

Now he distinctly hears a breath and his shoulders relax. The cloaked skeleton would be silent and wouldn’t breathe—he knows that much. A figure comes out of the darkness. She may have waited on the threshold, because she brings sympathy with her into the light, that much he can tell from the look on her face. He nods to her and she twists a little on her feet.

It is Avelina. The light of the high peaks spares no one. She has the dark, mottled face of the mountain shepherds, and the icy wind of the puna has ruptured the fine blood vessels into a widely branched pattern on her apple cheeks. She is bringing porridge, goat’s milk, and cloth-wrapped tortillas. Don Felipe quickly thrusts his hands deep into the little stack, which is still warm from the griddle. She has placed some of the cheeses he especially likes inside the moist folds of the cloth, goat cheeses that crumble against his gums and leave a sharp taste on the tongue as he bites into them.

He keeps his fingers in the stack long enough for the heat to spread before withdrawing them and patting the back of her hand several times. He mutters to himself, thankful for the wordlessness between them.

In his experience, interrupting the stillness of writing by words other than those silently filling the paper will make the words waiting in line to take shape disappear. Or rather, they’ll waver like the reflection in a pool when someone throws in a stone, to be recomposed only after that person has gone.

It is not like that with Avelina. She understands him straight away, and when he sends her on an errand, she always comes back with what he has asked for. Or even better: the times when it can’t be done, she returns with an item showing she understood and can think for herself.

She is good at reading his body language. Her gaze is more attentive than that of others. He sometimes becomes very curious thinking of the silence that must reign within her, a world without sound. Like the one he tries to get down on his paper.

He finishes eating and drinking. With a nod and a downward hand motion he asks Avelina to stay. Then he beckons her to come close and dips his pen. He picks up a few discarded sheets and puts them in front of her. During the next hour they continue practicing the characters of the alphabet, but she already forms letters and words in an effortless run across the sheet. Avelina has developed such an alert look since they began.

He pats her on the shoulder, hands her the sheet of paper, and provides her with a question mark, so she can run out into the world to catch all the words she still needs.

He resumes his letter to the king. Where did he leave off? But a little later Avelina is back. She holds out a pair of gloves to him; the wool is raveling around the cut-off fingers. Now he is the one who takes a little time to understand. He tries by pointing to the question mark and writing the word on her sheet. She shakes her head and keeps handing him the gloves. The tension does not leave her face until he puts them on and notices how effortlessly and relaxed he starts holding the quill. Then she smiles.

The word is an added benefit.

 

AVELINA’S ABC’S

It came to me while I was knitting his gloves. What he did was to give me exactly the words I needed so something could start lighting up my head and gather the separate parts into a thought. I went though a phase when I asked him about everything. His patience can still embarrass me, now that I understand what a matchless work he is creating. It is time I have stolen from him.

He has sat with me very single day since we began this, and my writing has grown toward his as we passed the sheets of paper back and forth. I reached for everything between heaven and earth, and his thought flew like the falcon in his name while his knowledge reached to the bottom of the well. My questions could not exhaust it. Now and again he had the strangest light in his eyes—as if surprised that the sentences I formed with clumsy hands and struggled to put together could send his mind on a journey. He became so remote that he almost disappeared from my view. Sat peg upright and got lost in thought over the simplest things I had refused to speak of.

The more words I got for objects and living beings, the more my fear receded. The words sat in the empty spaces and expanded, one hailing the other with large sweeps of their arms like shepherds on a slope. The words drew lines, built fences, and made fields from land that had lain untilled. They rendered all things stable and familiar. I no longer ended the days in fear that the next day might never come, because the great being that is the sun might forget to rise.

When I had my idea, my knitting dropped into my lap, and I must have leaned back with a gaze like my benefactor’s when he pulled his mind from the close at hand to approach the faraway instead. He once let me know that the higher the falcon soared, the better it made out details down on earth. If you see a falcon at close range and have the good fortune to catch its attention, it will blink its amber eyes, no longer able to focus on you. Its pupil is like reflective, polished obsidian and nearly fills the eye. I could well imagine that one would become liquid gold in its field of vision…

But I am losing my thread! Were it not for the writing which links the words, they would gad about and cavort like a ram in the sheepfold. That can be bad enough for one’s thoughts, but I floated on my rose-colored cloud a while longer and let my idea take shape. Then I ran to my benefactor to make my point:

At the start we needed six drawings of animals or things in order to get enough letters for my name. I held up my knitting and tied some knots in a piece of yarn. This works much faster than writing or drawing; I have spun wool on a distaff for as long as I can remember.

I began by letting one knot correspond to A, just to show the basic idea. He nodded indulgently. “Now what, Avelina: when you get to the end of the alphabet, will you have twenty-two knots?”

My hands got busy again; I held up some yarn to which I had tied four other pieces hanging down from the first one. Then I divided our old alphabet into four groups with five or six letters each, so that a single knot on the first perpendicular piece of yarn stood for the a, while a single knot on the next yarn stood for the f as the first letter in group two.

For the second time I felt the joy of watching his lips whistle. I jumped up with the memory: now it was his turn to study Avelina’s alphabet. For blissful seconds, our roles stood on their heads, as he was I and I was he. For a moment we were free; then we slipped back into our bodies and worked out the rest together.

We simplified the system further by assigning a meaning to gaps between the knots. Now we needed at most three knots to represent any letter in the alphabet. I knotted the first message to him and handed him the yarn. The pieces hung down at different lengths, depending on how many knots had been tied in each. What I wrote him then remains between us.

But he got all enthusiastic, went to see Aunt Zenobia at once and had me released from some of my chores, so I would have more time for his lessons. I actually think he paid her for that, because suddenly, there were silver coins in her chest, and when the vendors came by the next time, Nelva received new skirts, a fine blouse, and colored ribbons for her hair.

Now it is also my cousin’s turn to leave her childhood behind. Unlike me, she will be marriageable as soon as she has had her first bleeding period. Nelva is very beautiful, whole and without blemish, and the men have long had an eye on her (it is strange that I can say this though I know well it is wicked). Her face is delicate and heart-shaped, the bow of her lips has filled out, her body has taken on curves, and her hips become solid.

When I first realized that she had become a woman, I worried more than I had in a long time. As soon as men’s lust has been kindled, they kick over the traces. I appreciate one thing about my muteness: I will never tell what my uncle did with me before he died, and that would not even change if I could speak. I could not stand it. It turns my stomach to stone, and no matter how I look at it, I sink to the bottom of the well with my secret behind my closed mouth.

I would rather tell about Nelva and Pablo.

Nelva was born lucky. It was the first time I discovered that birth as well as death could be a blessing. Death got rid of my uncle, and birth shortly after— thanks to Aunt Zenobia—gave me a little sister.

From the time she lay in her cradle, I loved her more dearly than anyone else. I stood on tiptoes to look at her, and her baby smile greeted me openly. In those days I always wondered why faces that were so alive under all other circumstances closed down when turning to me. It was never like that with Nelva. She beamed and her arms and legs thrashed about each time she laid eyes on me.

I remember the years before she could talk as the happiest of my life. There was a living web between us, a thousand vibrating strings. I was the one who could best read her before language formed in her mouth. It seems that those who do not speak are invisible in this world. That has been my experience.

Bodies express themselves in many ways which grown-ups never notice— though I do. I also see people lying all the time, when their bodies say the opposite of what they tell each other to their faces. I do not understand how they can persist in this without separating from each other. But they are unaware of it themselves.

Then there is Pablo, our childhood hero. Wild Pablo on horseback, our neighbor’s son, my same-aged and only playmate. We shared our childhood with him, and he and Nelva are the only children with whom I have ever had a sign language. I think of him as Pablo-on-horseback; it is of course only a mule, but Pablo will be such a man.

He is more courageous than anyone else and has my benefactor’s clear gaze. You could not ask for a better shepherd: gentle when delivering yet another obstinate lamb, firm when llamas and alpacas need to be caught and branded, and a master with the rope when throwing the bola so the balls wind around their front legs. Pablo has skilful hands. We have always been a threesome; I knew tenderness with these two playmates before I met my benefactor.

Nelva has grown to adulthood and her fate is sealed. My own body told me that this would happen one day. Pablo alone regards her with continued innocence, but in the other men’s glances, I read what most frightens me. And the older the men, the more lecherous their eyes. Especially Valentin’s, our wealthiest farmer’s. He is as old as Methuselah, is enveloped in foul odors, and has hair growing from his nose. Luckily he is married.
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