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MANY YEARS LATER, as he faced the fir­ing squad, Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía was to re­mem­ber that dis­tant af­ternoon when his father took him to dis­cover ice. At that time Ma­condo was a vil­lage of twenty adobe houses, built on the bank of a river of clear water that ran along a bed of pol­ished stones, which were white and enorm­ous, like pre­his­toric eggs. The world was so re­cent that many things lacked names, and in or­der to in­dic­ate them it was ne­ces­sary to point. Every year during the month of March a fam­ily of ragged gypsies would set up their tents near the vil­lage, and with a great up­roar of pipes and kettle­drums they would dis­play new in­ventions. First they brought the mag­net. A heavy gypsy with an un­tamed beard and spar­row hands, who in­tro­duced him­self as Melquíades, put on a bold public demon­stration of what he him­self called the eighth wonder of the learned al­chem­ists of Mace­donia. He went from house to house drag­ging two metal in­gots and everybody was amazed to see pots, pans, tongs, and brazi­ers tumble down from their places and beams creak from the des­per­ation of nails and screws trying to emerge, and even ob­jects that had been lost for a long time appeared from where they had been searched for most and went drag­ging along in tur­bulent con­fusion be­hind Melquíades’ ma­gical irons. “Things have a life of their own,” the gypsy proclaimed with a harsh ac­cent. “It’s sim­ply a mat­ter of wak­ing up their souls.” José Ar­ca­dio Buendía, whose un­bridled ima­gin­ation al­ways went beyond the genius of nature and even beyond mir­acles and ma­gic, thought that it would be pos­sible to make use of that use­less in­vention to ex­tract gold from the bowels of the earth. Melquíades, who was an hon­est man, warned him: “It won’t work for that.” But José Ar­ca­dio Buendía at that time did not be­lieve in the hon­esty of gypsies, so he traded his mule and a pair of goats for the two mag­net­ized in­gots. Úrsula Iguarán, his wife, who re­lied on those an­im­als to in­crease their poor do­mestic hold­ings, was un­able to dis­suade him. “Very soon we’ll have gold enough and more to pave the floors of the house,” her husband replied. For sev­eral months he worked hard to demon­strate the truth of his idea. He ex­plored every inch of the re­gion, even the river­bed, drag­ging the two iron in­gots along and re­cit­ing Melquíades’ in­cant­ation aloud. The only thing he suc­ceeded in doing was to un­earth a suit of fif­teenth-cen­tury ar­mor which had all of its pieces soldered to­gether with rust and in­side of which there was the hol­low res­on­ance of an enorm­ous stone-filled gourd. When José Ar­ca­dio Buendía and the four men of his ex­ped­i­tion man­aged to take the ar­mor apart, they found in­side a cal­ci­fied ske­l­eton with a copper locket con­tain­ing a wo­man’s hair around its neck.

In March the gypsies returned. This time they brought a tele­scope and a mag­ni­fying glass the size of a drum, which they ex­hib­ited as the latest dis­cov­ery of the Jews of Am­ster­dam. They placed a gypsy wo­man at one end of the vil­lage and set up the tele­scope at the en­trance to the tent. For the price of five reales, people could look into the tele­scope and see the gypsy wo­man an arm’s length away. “Sci­ence has elim­in­ated dis­tance,” Melquíades proclaimed. “In a short time, man will be able to see what is happen­ing in any place in the world without leav­ing his own house.” A burn­ing noonday sun brought out a startling demon­stration with the gi­gantic mag­ni­fying glass: they put a pile of dry hay in the middle of the street and set it on fire by con­cen­trat­ing the sun’s rays. José Ar­ca­dio Buendía, who had still not been con­soled for the fail­ure of his mag­nets, con­ceived the idea of using that in­vention as a weapon of war. Again Melquíades tried to dis­suade him, but he fi­nally ac­cepted the two mag­net­ized in­gots and three co­lo­nial coins in exchange for the mag­ni­fying glass. Úrsula wept in con­sternation. That money was from a chest of gold coins that her father had put to­gether over an en­tire life of priv­ation and that she had buried un­der­neath her bed in hopes of a proper oc­ca­sion to make use of it. José Ar­ca­dio Buendía made no at­tempt to con­sole her, com­pletely ab­sorbed in his tac­tical ex­per­i­ments with the ab­neg­ation of a sci­ent­ist and even at the risk of his own life. In an at­tempt to show the ef­fects of the glass on en­emy troops, he ex­posed him­self to the con­cen­tration of the sun’s rays and suffered burns which turned into sores that took a long time to heal. Over the protests of his wife, who was alarmed at such a dan­ger­ous in­vention, at one point he was ready to set the house on fire. He would spend hours on end in his room, cal­cu­lat­ing the strate­gic pos­sib­il­it­ies of his novel weapon un­til he suc­ceeded in put­ting to­gether a manual of startling in­struc­tional clar­ity and an ir­resistible power of con­vic­tion. He sent it to the gov­ern­ment, ac­com­panied by nu­mer­ous descriptions of his ex­per­i­ments and sev­eral pages of ex­plan­at­ory sketches, by a messenger who crossed the mountains, got lost in meas­ure­less swamps, forded stormy rivers, and was on the point of per­ish­ing un­der the lash of des­pair, plague, and wild beasts un­til he found a route that joined the one used by the mules that car­ried the mail. In spite of the fact that a trip to the cap­ital was lit­tle less than im­possible at that time, José Ar­ca­dio Buendía promised to un­der­take it as soon as the gov­ern­ment ordered him to so that he could put on some practical demon­strations of his in­vention for the mil­it­ary au­thorit­ies and could train them him­self in the com­plic­ated art of solar war. For sev­eral years he waited for an an­swer. Fi­nally, tired of wait­ing, he be­moaned to Melquíades the fail­ure of his project and the gypsy then gave him a con­vin­cing proof of his hon­esty: he gave him back the doubloons in exchange for the mag­ni­fying glass, and he left him in ad­di­tion some Portuguese maps and sev­eral in­stru­ments of nav­ig­ation. In his own hand­writ­ing he set down a con­cise syn­thesis of the studies by Monk Her­mann, which he left José Ar­ca­dio so that he would be able to make use of the as­trolabe, the com­pass, and the sextant. José Ar­ca­dio Buendía spent the long months of the rainy sea­son shut up in a small room that he had built in the rear of the house so that no one would dis­turb his ex­per­i­ments. Having com­pletely aban­doned his do­mestic ob­lig­ations, he spent en­tire nights in the courtyard watch­ing the course of the stars and he al­most con­trac­ted sun­stroke from trying to es­tab­lish an ex­act method to as­cer­tain noon. When he be­came an ex­pert in the use and ma­nip­ulation of his in­stru­ments, he con­ceived a notion of space that al­lowed him to nav­ig­ate ac­ross un­known seas, to visit unin­hab­ited ter­ritories, and to es­tab­lish relations with splen­did be­ings without having to leave his study. That was the period in which he ac­quired the habit of talk­ing to him­self, of walk­ing through the house without paying at­tention to any­one, as Úrsula and the chil­dren broke their backs in the garden, growing ba­nana and cala­dium, cas­sava and yams, ahuyama roots and egg­plants. Sud­denly, without warning, his fe­ver­ish activ­ity was in­ter­rupted and was re­placed by a kind of fas­cin­ation. He spent sev­eral days as if he were be­witched, softly repeat­ing to him­self a string of fear­ful con­jec­tures without giving credit to his own un­der­stand­ing. Fi­nally, one Tuesday in Decem­ber, at lunchtime, all at once he released the whole weight of his tor­ment. The chil­dren would re­mem­ber for the rest of their lives the au­gust solem­nity with which their father, dev­astated by his prolonged vi­gil and by the wrath of his ima­gin­ation, revealed his dis­cov­ery to them:

“The earth is round, like an or­ange.”

Úrsula lost her pati­ence. “If you have to go crazy, please go crazy all by yourself!” she shouted. “But don’t try to put your gypsy ideas into the heads of the chil­dren.” José Ar­ca­dio Buendía, im­passive, did not let him­self be frightened by the des­per­ation of his wife, who, in a seizure of rage, smashed the as­trolabe against the floor. He built an­other one, he gathered the men of the vil­lage in his lit­tle room, and he demon­strated to them, with the­or­ies that none of them could un­der­stand, the pos­sib­il­ity of return­ing to where one had set out by con­sist­ently sail­ing east. The whole vil­lage was con­vinced that José Ar­ca­dio Buendía had lost his reason, when Melquíades returned to set things straight. He gave public praise to the in­tel­li­gence of a man who from pure as­tro­nom­ical spec­u­lation had evolved a the­ory that had already been proved in practice, although un­known in Ma­condo un­til then, and as a proof of his ad­mir­ation he made him a gift that was to have a pro­found in­flu­ence on the future of the vil­lage: the labor­at­ory of an al­chem­ist.

By then Melquíades had aged with surprising rapid­ity. On his first trips he seemed to be the same age as José Ar­ca­dio Buendía. But while the lat­ter had preser­ved his ex­traord­in­ary strength, which per­mit­ted him to pull down a horse by grabbing its ears, the gypsy seemed to have been worn down by some ten­a­cious ill­ness. It was, in real­ity, the res­ult of mul­tiple and rare dis­eases con­trac­ted on his in­nu­mer­able trips around the world. Ac­cord­ing to what he him­self said as he spoke to José Ar­ca­dio Buendía while help­ing him set up the labor­at­ory, death fol­lowed him everywhere, sniff­ing at the cuffs of his pants, but never de­cid­ing to give him the fi­nal clutch of its claws. He was a fu­git­ive from all the plagues and cata­strophes that had ever lashed man­kind. He had survived pel­lagra in Per­sia, scurvy in the Malayan ar­chipelago, lep­rosy in Al­ex­andria, ber­iberi in Ja­pan, bu­bonic plague in Mad­a­gas­car, an earthquake in Si­cily, and a dis­astrous shipwreck in the Strait of Magel­lan. That prodi­gious creature, said to pos­sess the keys of Nos­trada­mus, was a gloomy man, en­vel­oped in a sad aura, with an Asi­atic look that seemed to know what there was on the other side of things. He wore a large black hat that looked like a raven with wide­spread wings, and a vel­vet vest ac­ross which the pat­ina of the cen­turies had skated. But in spite of his im­mense wis­dom and his mys­ter­i­ous breadth, he had a hu­man burden, an earthly con­di­tion that kept him in­volved in the small problems of daily life. He would com­plain of the ail­ments of old age, he suffered from the most in­sig­ni­fic­ant eco­nomic dif­fi­culties, and he had stopped laugh­ing a long time back be­cause scurvy had made his teeth drop out. On that suf­foc­at­ing noontime when the gypsy revealed his secrets, José Ar­ca­dio Buendía had the cer­tainty that it was the be­gin­ning of a great friend­ship. The chil­dren were startled by his fant­astic stories. Aure­li­ano, who could not have been more than five at the time, would re­mem­ber him for the rest of his life as he saw him that af­ternoon, sit­ting against the metal­lic and quiv­er­ing light from the win­dow, light­ing up with his deep or­gan voice the darkest reaches of the ima­gin­ation, while down over his tem­ples there flowed the grease that was be­ing melted by the heat. José Ar­ca­dio, his older brother, would pass on that wonder­ful im­age as a hered­it­ary memory to all of his des­cend­ants. Úrsula, on the other hand, held a bad memory of that visit, for she had en­tered the room just as Melquíades had care­lessly broken a flask of bi­chlor­ide of mer­cury.

“It’s the smell of the devil,” she said.

“Not at all,” Melquíades correc­ted her. “It has been proven that the devil has sulphuric proper­ties and this is just a lit­tle corrosive sublim­ate.”

Al­ways di­dactic, he went into a learned ex­posi­tion of the diabol­ical proper­ties of cin­nabar, but Úrsula paid no at­tention to him, although she took the chil­dren off to pray. That bit­ing odor would stay forever in her mind linked to the memory of Melquíades.

The rudi­ment­ary labor­at­ory—in ad­di­tion to a pro­fusion of pots, fun­nels, ret­orts, fil­ters, and sieves—was made up of a prim­it­ive water pipe, a glass beaker with a long, thin neck, a re­pro­duc­tion of the philo­sopher’s egg, and a still the gypsies them­selves had built in ac­cordance with mod­ern descriptions of the three-armed alem­bic of Mary the Jew. Along with those items, Melquíades left samples of the seven metals that correspon­ded to the seven plan­ets, the formulas of Moses and Zosimus for doubling the quantity of gold, and a set of notes and sketches con­cerning the pro­cesses of the Great Teach­ing that would per­mit those who could in­ter­pret them to un­der­take the manu­fac­ture of the philo­sopher’s stone. Se­duced by the sim­pli­city of the formulas to double the quantity of gold, José Ar­ca­dio Buendía paid court to Úrsula for sev­eral weeks so that she would let him dig up her co­lo­nial coins and in­crease them by as many times as it was pos­sible to sub­divide mer­cury. Úrsula gave in, as al­ways, to her husband’s un­yield­ing ob­stin­acy. Then José Ar­ca­dio Buendía threw three doubloons into a pan and fused them with copper fil­ings, or­pi­ment, brim­stone, and lead. He put it all to boil in a pot of castor oil un­til he got a thick and pesti­len­tial syrup which was more like com­mon car­a­mel than valu­able gold. In risky and des­per­ate pro­cesses of dis­til­lation, melted with the seven plan­et­ary metals, mixed with her­metic mer­cury and vitriol of Cyprus, and put back to cook in hog fat for lack of any radish oil, Úrsula’s pre­cious in­her­it­ance was re­duced to a large piece of burnt hog crack­lings that was firmly stuck to the bottom of the pot.

When the gypsies came back, Úrsula had turned the whole population of the vil­lage against them. But curi­osity was greater than fear, for that time the gypsies went about the town mak­ing a deaf­en­ing noise with all man­ner of mu­sical in­stru­ments while a hawker an­nounced the ex­hib­i­tion of the most fab­ulous dis­cov­ery of the Nacian­cenes. So that everyone went to the tent and by paying one cent they saw a youth­ful Melquíades, re­covered, un­wrinkled, with a new and flash­ing set of teeth. Those who re­membered his gums that had been destroyed by scurvy, his flac­cid cheeks, and his withered lips trembled with fear at the fi­nal proof of the gypsy’s supernat­ural power. The fear turned into panic when Melquíades took out his teeth, in­tact, en­cased in their gums, and showed them to the audi­ence for an in­stant—a fleet­ing in­stant in which he went back to be­ing the same de­crepit man of years past—and put them back again and smiled once more with the full con­trol of his re­stored youth. Even José Ar­ca­dio Buendía him­self con­sidered that Melquíades’ know­ledge had reached un­bear­able ex­tremes, but he felt a healthy ex­cite­ment when the gypsy ex­plained to him alone the work­ings of his false teeth. It seemed so sim­ple and so prodi­gious at the same time that overnight he lost all in­terest in his ex­per­i­ments in al­chemy. He un­der­went a new crisis of bad hu­mor. He did not go back to eat­ing regularly, and he would spend the day walk­ing through the house. “In­cred­ible things are happen­ing in the world,” he said to Úrsula. “Right there ac­ross the river there are all kinds of ma­gical in­stru­ments while we keep on living like don­keys.” Those who had known him since the found­ation of Ma­condo were startled at how much he had changed un­der Melquíades’ in­flu­ence.

At first José Ar­ca­dio Buendía had been a kind of youth­ful pat­ri­arch who would give in­struc­tions for plant­ing and ad­vice for the rais­ing of chil­dren and an­im­als, and who col­lab­or­ated with everyone, even in the physical work, for the wel­fare of the com­munity. Since his house from the very first had been the best in the vil­lage, the oth­ers had been built in its im­age and like­ness. It had a small, well-lighted living room, a din­ing room in the shape of a ter­race with gaily colored flowers, two bed­rooms, a courtyard with a gi­gantic chestnut tree, a well-kept garden, and a corral where goats, pigs, and hens lived in peace­ful com­mu­nion. The only an­im­als that were prohib­ited, not just in his house but in the en­tire settle­ment, were fight­ing cocks.

Úrsula’s ca­pa­city for work was the same as that of her husband. Act­ive, small, severe, that wo­man of un­break­able nerves who at no mo­ment in her life had been heard to sing seemed to be everywhere, from dawn un­til quite late at night, al­ways pursued by the soft whis­per­ing of her stiff, starched petti­coats. Thanks to her the floors of tamped earth, the un­white­washed mud walls, the rustic, wooden fur­niture they had built them­selves were al­ways clean, and the old chests where they kept their clothes ex­haled the warm smell of basil.

José Ar­ca­dio Buendía, who was the most en­ter­prising man ever to be seen in the vil­lage, had set up the place­ment of the houses in such a way that from all of them one could reach the river and draw water with the same ef­fort, and he had lined up the streets with such good sense that no house got more sun than an­other during the hot time of day. Within a few years Ma­condo was a vil­lage that was more or­derly and hard-work­ing than any known un­til then by its three hun­dred in­hab­it­ants. It was a truly happy vil­lage where no one was over thirty years of age and where no one had died.

Since the time of its found­ing, José Ar­ca­dio Buendía had built traps and cages. In a short time he filled not only his own house but all of those in the vil­lage with troupi­als, ca­nar­ies, bee eat­ers, and red­breasts. The con­cert of so many dif­fer­ent birds be­came so dis­turbing that Úrsula would plug her ears with beeswax so as not to lose her sense of real­ity. The first time that Melquíades’ tribe ar­rived, selling glass balls for head­aches, everyone was surprised that they had been able to find that vil­lage lost in the drowsi­ness of the swamp, and the gypsies con­fessed that they had found their way by the song of the birds.

That spirit of so­cial ini­ti­at­ive disappeared in a short time, pulled away by the fever of the mag­nets, the as­tro­nom­ical cal­cu­lations, the dreams of transmutation, and the urge to dis­cover the wonders of the world. From a clean and act­ive man, José Ar­ca­dio Buendía changed into a man lazy in appear­ance, care­less in his dress, with a wild beard that Úrsula man­aged to trim with great ef­fort and a kit­chen knife. There were many who con­sidered him the vic­tim of some strange spell. But even those most con­vinced of his mad­ness left work and fam­ily to fol­low him when he brought out his tools to clear the land and asked the as­sembled group to open a way that would put Ma­condo in con­tact with the great in­ventions.

José Ar­ca­dio Buendía was com­pletely ig­nor­ant of the geo­graphy of the re­gion. He knew that to the east there lay an im­pen­et­rable mountain chain and that on the other side of the mountains there was the an­cient city of Riohacha, where in times past—ac­cord­ing to what he had been told by the first Aure­li­ano Buendía, his grand­father—Sir Fran­cis Drake had gone cro­codile hunt­ing with can­nons and that he re­paired them and stuffed them with straw to bring to Queen Eliza­beth. In his youth, José Ar­ca­dio Buendía and his men, with wives and chil­dren, an­im­als and all kinds of do­mestic im­ple­ments, had crossed the mountains in search of an out­let to the sea, and after twenty-six months they gave up the ex­ped­i­tion and foun­ded Ma­condo, so they would not have to go back. It was, there­fore, a route that did not in­terest him, for it could lead only to the past. To the south lay the swamps, covered with an eternal ve­get­able scum, and the whole vast universe of the great swamp, which, ac­cord­ing to what the gypsies said, had no lim­its. The great swamp in the west mingled with a bound­less ex­ten­sion of water where there were soft-skinned cetaceans that had the head and torso of a wo­man, causing the ruin­ation of sail­ors with the charm of their ex­traord­in­ary breasts. The gypsies sailed along that route for six months be­fore they reached the strip of land over which the mules that car­ried the mail passed. Ac­cord­ing to José Ar­ca­dio Buendía’s cal­cu­lations, the only pos­sib­il­ity of con­tact with civil­iz­a­tion lay along the northern route. So he handed out clear­ing tools and hunt­ing weapons to the same men who had been with him during the found­ing of Ma­condo. He threw his dir­ec­tional in­stru­ments and his maps into a knapsack, and he un­der­took the reck­less ad­ven­ture.

During the first days they did not come ac­ross any appre­ciable obstacle. They went down along the stony bank of the river to the place where years be­fore they had found the sol­dier’s ar­mor, and from there they went into the woods along a path between wild or­ange trees. At the end of the first week they killed and roasted a deer, but they agreed to eat only half of it and salt the rest for the days that lay ahead. With that pre­caution they tried to postpone the ne­cessity of having to eat macaws, whose blue flesh had a harsh and musky taste. Then, for more than ten days, they did not see the sun again. The ground be­came soft and damp, like vol­canic ash, and the ve­get­ation was thicker and thicker, and the cries of the birds and the up­roar of the mon­keys be­came more and more re­mote, and the world be­came etern­ally sad. The men on the ex­ped­i­tion felt over­whelmed by their most an­cient memor­ies in that para­dise of damp­ness and si­lence, going back to be­fore ori­ginal sin, as their boots sank into pools of steam­ing oil and their ma­chetes destroyed bloody lilies and golden sala­man­ders. For a week, al­most without speak­ing, they went ahead like sleep­walk­ers through a universe of grief, lighted only by the tenuous re­flec­tion of lumin­ous in­sects, and their lungs were over­whelmed by a suf­foc­at­ing smell of blood. They could not return be­cause the strip that they were open­ing as they went along would soon close up with a new ve­get­ation that al­most seemed to grow be­fore their eyes. “It’s all right,” José Ar­ca­dio Buendía would say. “The main thing is not to lose our bear­ings.” Al­ways fol­lowing his com­pass, he kept on guid­ing his men toward the in­visible north so that they would be able to get out of that en­chanted re­gion. It was a thick night, star­less, but the dark­ness was be­coming im­preg­nated with a fresh and clear air. Ex­hausted by the long crossing, they hung up their ham­mocks and slept deeply for the first time in two weeks. When they woke up, with the sun already high in the sky, they were speech­less with fas­cin­ation. Be­fore them, surroun­ded by ferns and palm trees, white and powdery in the si­lent morn­ing light, was an enorm­ous Span­ish galleon. Tilted slightly to the star­board, it had hanging from its in­tact masts the dirty rags of its sails in the midst of its rig­ging, which was ad­orned with orchids. The hull, covered with an ar­mor of pet­ri­fied barnacles and soft moss, was firmly fastened into a sur­face of stones. The whole struc­ture seemed to oc­cupy its own space, one of sol­itude and ob­livion, protec­ted from the vices of time and the habits of the birds. In­side, where the ex­ped­i­tion­ar­ies ex­plored with care­ful in­tent, there was noth­ing but a thick forest of flowers.

The dis­cov­ery of the galleon, an in­dic­ation of the proxim­ity of the sea, broke José Ar­ca­dio Buendía’s drive. He con­sidered it a trick of his whim­sical fate to have searched for the sea without find­ing it, at the cost of count­less sac­ri­fices and suf­fer­ing, and to have found it all of a sud­den without look­ing for it, as if it lay ac­ross his path like an in­sur­mount­able ob­ject. Many years later Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía crossed the re­gion again, when it was already a regular mail route, and the only part of the ship he found was its burned-out frame in the midst of a field of poppies. Only then, con­vinced that the story had not been some pro­duct of his father’s ima­gin­ation, did he wonder how the galleon had been able to get in­land to that spot. But José Ar­ca­dio Buendía did not con­cern him­self with that when he found the sea after an­other four days’ journey from the galleon. His dreams ended as he faced that ashen, foamy, dirty sea, which had not mer­ited the risks and sac­ri­fices of the ad­ven­ture.

“God damn it!” he shouted. “Ma­condo is surroun­ded by water on all sides.”

The idea of a pen­in­sular Ma­condo prevailed for a long time, in­spired by the ar­bitrary map that José Ar­ca­dio Buendía sketched on his return from the ex­ped­i­tion. He drew it in rage, evilly, ex­ag­ger­at­ing the dif­fi­culties of com­munic­ation, as if to pun­ish him­self for the ab­so­lute lack of sense with which he had chosen the place. “We’ll never get any­where,” he lamen­ted to Úrsula. “We’re going to rot our lives away here without re­ceiving the be­ne­fits of sci­ence.” That cer­tainty, mulled over for sev­eral months in the small room he used as his labor­at­ory, brought him to the con­ception of the plan to move Ma­condo to a bet­ter place. But that time Úrsula had an­ti­cip­ated his fe­ver­ish designs. With the secret and im­plac­able labor of a small ant she predis­posed the wo­men of the vil­lage against the flight­i­ness of their husbands, who were already pre­par­ing for the move. José Ar­ca­dio Buendía did not know at what mo­ment or be­cause of what ad­verse forces his plan had be­come en­vel­oped in a web of pre­texts, disappoint­ments, and eva­sions un­til it turned into noth­ing but an il­lusion. Úrsula watched him with in­no­cent at­tention and even felt some pity for him on the morn­ing when she found him in the back room mutter­ing about his plans for moving as he placed his labor­at­ory pieces in their ori­ginal boxes. She let him fin­ish. She let him nail up the boxes and put his ini­tials on them with an inked brush, without re­proach­ing him, but knowing now that he knew (be­cause she had heard him say so in his soft mono­logues) that the men of the vil­lage would not back him up in his un­der­tak­ing. Only when he began to take down the door of the room did Úrsula dare ask him what he was doing, and he an­swered with a cer­tain bit­terness. “Since no one wants to leave, we’ll leave all by ourselves.” Úrsula did not be­come up­set.

“We will not leave,” she said. “We will stay here, be­cause we have had a son here.”

“We have still not had a death,” he said. “A per­son does not be­long to a place un­til there is someone dead un­der the ground.”

Úrsula replied with a soft firm­ness:

“If I have to die for the rest of you to stay here, I will die.”

José Ar­ca­dio Buendía had not thought that his wife’s will was so firm. He tried to se­duce her with the charm of his fantasy, with the promise of a prodi­gious world where all one had to do was sprinkle some ma­gic li­quid on the ground and the plants would bear fruit whenever a man wished, and where all man­ner of in­stru­ments against pain were sold at bar­gain prices. But Úrsula was in­sens­ible to his clairvoyance.

“In­stead of going around think­ing about your crazy in­ventions, you should be worrying about your sons,” she replied. “Look at the state they’re in, run­ning wild just like don­keys.”

José Ar­ca­dio Buendía took his wife’s words lit­er­ally. He looked out the win­dow and saw the bare­foot chil­dren in the sunny garden and he had the im­pression that only at that in­stant had they be­gun to ex­ist, con­ceived by Úrsula’s spell. So­mething oc­curred in­side of him then, so­mething mys­ter­i­ous and defin­it­ive that up­rooted him from his own time and car­ried him adrift through an un­ex­plored re­gion of his memory. While Úrsula con­tinued sweep­ing the house, which was safe now from be­ing aban­doned for the rest of her life, he stood there with an ab­sorbed look, con­tem­plat­ing the chil­dren un­til his eyes be­came moist and he dried them with the back of his hand, ex­hal­ing a deep sigh of resig­nation.

“All right,” he said. “Tell them to come help me take the things out of the boxes.”

José Ar­ca­dio, the older of the chil­dren, was fourteen. He had a square head, thick hair, and his father’s char­ac­ter. Although he had the same im­pulse for growth and physical strength, it was early evid­ent that he lacked ima­gin­ation. He had been con­ceived and born during the dif­fi­cult crossing of the mountains, be­fore the found­ing of Ma­condo, and his par­ents gave thanks to heaven when they saw he had no an­imal fea­tures. Aure­li­ano, the first hu­man be­ing to be born in Ma­condo, would be six years old in March. He was si­lent and with­drawn. He had wept in his mother’s womb and had been born with his eyes open. As they were cutting the um­bil­ical cord, he moved his head from side to side, tak­ing in the things in the room and ex­amin­ing the faces of the people with a fear­less curi­osity. Then, in­dif­fer­ent to those who came close to look at him, he kept his at­tention con­cen­trated on the palm roof, which looked as if it were about to col­lapse un­der the tre­mend­ous pressure of the rain. Úrsula did not re­mem­ber the in­tens­ity of that look again un­til one day when lit­tle Aure­li­ano, at the age of three, went into the kit­chen at the mo­ment she was tak­ing a pot of boil­ing soup from the stove and put­ting it on the table. The child, per­plexed, said from the doorway, “It’s going to spill.” The pot was firmly placed in the cen­ter of the table, but just as soon as the child made his an­nounce­ment, it began an un­mistak­able move­ment toward the edge, as if im­pelled by some in­ner dy­nam­ism, and it fell and broke on the floor. Úrsula, alarmed, told her husband about the epi­sode, but he in­ter­preted it as a nat­ural phe­nomenon. That was the way he al­ways was, alien to the ex­ist­ence of his sons, partly be­cause he con­sidered child­hood as a period of men­tal in­suf­fi­ciency, and partly be­cause he was al­ways too ab­sorbed in his fant­astic spec­u­lations.

But since the af­ternoon when he called the chil­dren in to help him un­pack the things in the labor­at­ory, he gave them his best hours. In the small se­par­ate room, where the walls were gradually be­ing covered by strange maps and fab­ulous draw­ings, he taught them to read and write and do sums, and he spoke to them about the wonders of the world, not only where his learning had ex­ten­ded, but for­cing the lim­its of his ima­gin­ation to ex­tremes. It was in that way that the boys ended up learning that in the southern ex­tremes of Africa there were men so in­tel­li­gent and peace­ful that their only pastime was to sit and think, and that it was pos­sible to cross the Ae­gean Sea on foot by jump­ing from is­land to is­land all the way to the port of Salonika. Those hal­lu­cin­at­ing ses­sions re­mained prin­ted on the memor­ies of the boys in such a way that many years later, a se­cond be­fore the regular army of­ficer gave the fir­ing squad the com­mand to fire, Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía saw once more that warm March af­ternoon on which his father had in­ter­rupted the les­son in physics and stood fas­cin­ated, with his hand in the air and his eyes motion­less, listen­ing to the dis­tant pipes, drums, and jingles of the gypsies, who were coming to the vil­lage once more, an­noun­cing the latest and most startling dis­cov­ery of the sages of Mem­phis.

They were new gypsies, young men and wo­men who knew only their own lan­guage, hand­some spe­ci­mens with oily skins and in­tel­li­gent hands, whose dances and mu­sic sowed a panic of up­roarious joy through the streets, with par­rots pain­ted all colors re­cit­ing It­alian arias, and a hen who laid a hun­dred golden eggs to the sound of a tam­bourine, and a trained mon­key who read minds, and the mul­tiple-use ma­chine that could be used at the same time to sew on buttons and re­duce fevers, and the apparatus to make a per­son for­get his bad memor­ies, and a poultice to lose time, and a thousand more in­ventions so in­geni­ous and un­usual that José Ar­ca­dio Buendía must have wanted to in­vent a memory ma­chine so that he could re­mem­ber them all. In an in­stant they trans­formed the vil­lage. The in­hab­it­ants of Ma­condo found them­selves lost in their own streets, con­fused by the crowded fair.

Hold­ing a child by each hand so as not to lose them in the tumult, bump­ing into ac­robats with gold-capped teeth and jug­glers with six arms, suf­foc­ated by the mingled breath of ma­nure and san­dals that the crowd ex­haled, José Ar­ca­dio Buendía went about everywhere like a mad­man, look­ing for Melquíades so that he could reveal to him the in­fin­ite secrets of that fab­ulous night­mare. He asked sev­eral gypsies, who did not un­der­stand his lan­guage. Fi­nally he reached the place where Melquíades used to set up his tent and he found a ta­cit­urn Ar­menian who in Span­ish was hawk­ing a syrup to make oneself in­visible. He had drunk down a glass of the am­ber sub­stance in one gulp as José Ar­ca­dio Buendía el­bowed his way through the ab­sorbed group that was wit­nessing the spec­tacle, and was able to ask his question. The gypsy wrapped him in the fright­ful cli­mate of his look be­fore he turned into a puddle of pesti­len­tial and smoking pitch over which the echo of his reply still floated: “Melquíades is dead.” Up­set by the news, José Ar­ca­dio Buendía stood motion­less, trying to rise above his af­flic­tion, un­til the group dis­per­sed, called away by other arti­fices, and the puddle of the ta­cit­urn Ar­menian evap­orated com­pletely. Other gypsies con­firmed later on that Melquíades had in fact suc­cumbed to the fever on the beach at Singa­pore and that his body had been thrown into the deep­est part of the Java Sea. The chil­dren had no in­terest in the news. They in­sisted that their father take them to see the over­whelm­ing nov­elty of the sages of Mem­phis that was be­ing ad­vert­ised at the en­trance of a tent that, ac­cord­ing to what was said, had be­longed to King Solo­mon. They in­sisted so much that José Ar­ca­dio Buendía paid the thirty reales and led them into the cen­ter of the tent, where there was a gi­ant with a hairy torso and a shaved head, with a copper ring in his nose and a heavy iron chain on his ankle, watch­ing over a pir­ate chest. When it was opened by the gi­ant, the chest gave off a gla­cial ex­hal­ation. In­side there was only an enorm­ous, transpar­ent block with in­fin­ite in­ternal needles in which the light of the sun­set was broken up into colored stars. Dis­con­cer­ted, knowing that the chil­dren were wait­ing for an im­me­di­ate ex­plan­ation, José Ar­ca­dio Buendía ven­tured a murmur:

“It’s the lar­gest dia­mond in the world.”

“No,” the gypsy coun­tered. “It’s ice.”

José Ar­ca­dio Buendía, without un­der­stand­ing, stretched out his hand toward the cake, but the gi­ant moved it away. “Five reales more to touch it,” he said. José Ar­ca­dio Buendía paid them and put his hand on the ice and held it there for sev­eral minutes as his heart filled with fear and jub­il­ation at the con­tact with mys­tery. Without knowing what to say, he paid ten reales more so that his sons could have that prodi­gious ex­per­i­ence. Lit­tle José Ar­ca­dio re­fused to touch it. Aure­li­ano, on the other hand, took a step forward and put his hand on it, with­draw­ing it im­me­di­ately. “It’s boil­ing,” he ex­claimed, startled. But his father paid no at­tention to him. In­toxic­ated by the evid­ence of the mir­acle, he forgot at that mo­ment about the frustration of his de­li­rious un­der­tak­ings and Melquíades’ body, aban­doned to the appetite of the squids. He paid an­other five reales and with his hand on the cake, as if giving testi­mony on the holy scriptures, he ex­claimed:

“This is the great in­vention of our time.”








WHEN THE PIR­ATE Sir Fran­cis Drake at­tacked Riohacha in the sixteenth cen­tury, Úrsula Iguarán’s great-great-grand­mother be­came so frightened with the ringing of alarm bells and the fir­ing of can­nons that she lost con­trol of her nerves and sat down on a lighted stove. The burns changed her into a use­less wife for the rest of her days. She could only sit on one side, cushioned by pil­lows, and so­mething strange must have happened to her way of walk­ing, for she never walked again in public. She gave up all kinds of so­cial activ­ity, ob­sessed with the notion that her body gave off a singed odor. Dawn would find her in the courtyard, for she did not dare fall as­leep lest she dream of the Eng­lish and their fe­ro­cious at­tack dogs as they came through the win­dows of her bed­room to sub­mit her to shame­ful tor­tures with their red-hot irons. Her husband, an Ar­agonese mer­chant by whom she had two chil­dren, spent half the value of his store on medi­cines and pastimes in an at­tempt to al­le­vi­ate her ter­ror. Fi­nally he sold the busi­ness and took the fam­ily to live far from the sea in a settle­ment of peace­ful In­di­ans loc­ated in the foothills, where he built his wife a bed­room without win­dows so that the pir­ates of her dream would have no way to get in.

In that hid­den vil­lage there was a nat­ive-born tobacco planter who had lived there for some time, Don José Ar­ca­dio Buendía, with whom Úrsula’s great-great-grand­father es­tab­lished a partn­er­ship that was so luc­rat­ive that within a few years they made a for­tune. Sev­eral cen­turies later the great-great-grand­son of the nat­ive-born planter mar­ried the great-great-grand­daugh­ter of the Ar­agonese. There­fore, every time that Úrsula be­came exer­cised over her husband’s mad ideas, she would leap back over three hun­dred years of fate and curse the day that Sir Fran­cis Drake had at­tacked Riohacha. It was sim­ply a way of giving her­self some re­lief, be­cause ac­tually they were joined till death by a bond that was more solid than love: a com­mon prick of con­science. They were cousins. They had grown up to­gether in the old vil­lage that both of their an­cest­ors, with their work and their good habits, had trans­formed into one of the finest towns in the province. Although their mar­riage was pre­dicted from the time they had come into the world, when they ex­pressed their de­sire to be mar­ried their own rel­at­ives tried to stop it. They were afraid that those two healthy pro­ducts of two races that had in­ter­bred over the cen­turies would suf­fer the shame of breed­ing iguanas. There had already been a horrible pre­cedent. An aunt of Úrsula’s, mar­ried to an uncle of José Ar­ca­dio Buendía, had a son who went through life wear­ing loose, baggy trousers and who bled to death after having lived forty-two years in the purest state of vir­gin­ity, for he had been born and had grown up with a cartilagin­ous tail in the shape of a cork­screw and with a small tuft of hair on the tip. A pig’s tail that was never al­lowed to be seen by any wo­man and that cost him his life when a butcher friend did him the favor of chopping it off with his cleaver. José Ar­ca­dio Buendía, with the whimsy of his nine­teen years, resolved the problem with a single phrase: “I don’t care if I have pig­lets as long as they can talk.” So they were mar­ried amidst a fest­ival of fireworks and a brass band that went on for three days. They would have been happy from then on if Úrsula’s mother had not ter­ri­fied her with all man­ner of sin­is­ter pre­dic­tions about their off­spring, even to the ex­treme of ad­vising her to re­fuse to con­sum­mate the mar­riage. Fear­ing that her stout and will­ful husband would rape her while she slept, Úrsula, be­fore going to bed, would put on a rudi­ment­ary kind of draw­ers that her mother had made out of sail­cloth and had re­in­forced with a system of cris­scrossed leather straps and that was closed in the front by a thick iron buckle. That was how they lived for sev­eral months. During the day he would take care of his fight­ing cocks and she would do frame em­broidery with her mother. At night they would wrestle for sev­eral hours in an an­guished vi­olence that seemed to be a sub­stitute for the act of love, un­til popular in­tui­tion got a whiff of so­mething ir­regular and the ru­mor spread that Úrsula was still a vir­gin a year after her mar­riage be­cause her husband was im­pot­ent. José Ar­ca­dio Buendía was the last one to hear the ru­mor.

“Look at what people are going around saying, Úrsula,” he told his wife very calmly.

“Let them talk,” she said. “We know that it’s not true.”

So the situ­ation went on the same way for an­other six months un­til that tra­gic Sunday when José Ar­ca­dio Buendía won a cock­fight from Pruden­cio Aguilar. Furious, aroused by the blood of his bird, the loser backed away from José Ar­ca­dio Buendía so that everyone in the cock­pit could hear what he was going to tell him.

“Con­grat­ulations!” he shouted. “Maybe that rooster of yours can do your wife a favor.”

José Ar­ca­dio Buendía serenely picked up his rooster. “I’ll be right back,” he told everyone. And then to Pruden­cio Aguilar:

“You go home and get a weapon, be­cause I’m going to kill you.”

Ten minutes later he returned with the notched spear that had be­longed to his grand­father. At the door to the cock­pit, where half the town had gathered, Pruden­cio Aguilar was wait­ing for him. There was no time to de­fend him­self. José Ar­ca­dio Buendía’s spear, thrown with the strength of a bull and with the same good aim with which the first Aure­li­ano Buendía had ex­ter­min­ated the jag­uars in the re­gion, pierced his throat. That night, as they held a wake over the corpse in the cock­pit, José Ar­ca­dio Buendía went into the bed­room as his wife was put­ting on her chastity pants. Point­ing the spear at her he ordered: “Take them off.” Úrsula had no doubt about her husband’s de­cision. “You’ll be re­spons­ible for what happens,” she murmured. José Ar­ca­dio Buendía stuck the spear into the dirt floor.

“If you bear iguanas, we’ll raise iguanas,” he said. “But there’ll be no more killings in this town be­cause of you.”

It was a fine June night, cool and with a moon, and they were awake and frolick­ing in bed un­til dawn, in­dif­fer­ent to the breeze that passed through the bed­room, loaded with the weep­ing of Pruden­cio Aguilar’s kin.

The mat­ter was put down as a duel of honor, but both of them were left with a twinge in their con­science. One night, when she could not sleep, Úrsula went out into the courtyard to get some water and she saw Pruden­cio Aguilar by the water jar. He was livid, a sad ex­pression on his face, trying to cover the hole in his throat with a plug made of es­parto grass. It did not bring on fear in her, but pity. She went back to the room and told her husband what she had seen, but he did not think much of it. “This just means that we can’t stand the weight of our con­science.” Two nights later Úrsula saw Pruden­cio Aguilar again, in the bath­room, using the es­parto plug to wash the clotted blood from his throat. On an­other night she saw him strolling in the rain. José Ar­ca­dio Buendía, an­noyed by his wife’s hal­lu­cin­ations, went out into the courtyard armed with the spear. There was the dead man with his sad ex­pression.

“You go to hell,” José Ar­ca­dio Buendía shouted at him. “Just as many times as you come back, I’ll kill you again.”

Pruden­cio Aguilar did not go away, nor did José Ar­ca­dio Buendía dare throw the spear. He never slept well after that. He was tor­men­ted by the im­mense des­ol­ation with which the dead man had looked at him through the rain, his deep nos­tal­gia as he yearned for living people, the anxi­ety with which he searched through the house look­ing for some water with which to soak his es­parto plug. “He must be suf­fer­ing a great deal,” he said to Úrsula. “You can see that he’s so very lonely.” She was so moved that the next time she saw the dead man un­cov­er­ing the pots on the stove she un­der­stood what he was look­ing for, and from then on she placed water jugs all about the house. One night when he found him wash­ing his wound in his own room, José Ar­ca­dio Buendía could no longer resist.

“It’s all right, Pruden­cio,” he told him. “We’re going to leave this town, just as far away as we can go, and we’ll never come back. Go in peace now.”

That was how they un­der­took the crossing of the mountains. Sev­eral friends of José Ar­ca­dio Buendía, young men like him, ex­cited by the ad­ven­ture, dis­mantled their houses and packed up, along with their wives and chil­dren, to head toward the land that no one had promised them. Be­fore he left, José Ar­ca­dio Buendía buried the spear in the courtyard and, one after the other, he cut the throats of his mag­ni­fi­cent fight­ing cocks, trusting that in that way he could give some meas­ure of peace to Pruden­cio Aguilar. All that Úrsula took along were a trunk with her bridal clothes, a few house­hold utensils, and the small chest with the gold pieces that she had in­her­ited from her father. They did not lay out any def­in­ite it­in­er­ary. They sim­ply tried to go in a dir­ec­tion opposite to the road to Riohacha so that they would not leave any trace or meet any people they knew. It was an ab­surd journey. After fourteen months, her stomach corrupted by mon­key meat and snake stew, Úrsula gave birth to a son who had all of his fea­tures hu­man. She had traveled half of the trip in a ham­mock that two men car­ried on their shoulders, be­cause swelling had dis­figured her legs and her varicose veins had puffed up like bubbles. Although it was piti­ful to see them with their sunken stomachs and lan­guid eyes, the chil­dren survived the journey bet­ter than their par­ents, and most of the time it was fun for them. One morn­ing, after al­most two years of crossing, they be­came the first mor­tals to see the western slopes of the mountain range. From the cloudy sum­mit they saw the im­mense aquatic ex­panse of the great swamp as it spread out toward the other side of the world. But they never found the sea. One night, after sev­eral months of lost wan­der­ing through the swamps, far away now from the last In­di­ans they had met on their way, they camped on the banks of a stony river whose waters were like a tor­rent of frozen glass. Years later, during the se­cond civil war, Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía tried to fol­low that same route in or­der to take Riohacha by surprise and after six days of travel­ing he un­der­stood that it was mad­ness. Nev­er­the­less, the night on which they camped be­side the river, his father’s host had the look of shipwrecked people with no es­cape, but their num­ber had grown during the crossing and they were all pre­pared (and they suc­ceeded) to die of old age. José Ar­ca­dio Buendía dreamed that night that right there a noisy city with houses having mirror walls rose up. He asked what city it was and they an­swered him with a name that he had never heard, that had no mean­ing at all, but that had a supernat­ural echo in his dream: Ma­condo. On the fol­lowing day he con­vinced his men that they would never find the sea. He ordered them to cut down the trees to make a clear­ing be­side the river, at the coolest spot on the bank, and there they foun­ded the vil­lage.

José Ar­ca­dio Buendía did not suc­ceed in de­ci­pher­ing the dream of houses with mirror walls un­til the day he dis­covered ice. Then he thought he un­der­stood its deep mean­ing. He thought that in the near future they would be able to manu­fac­ture blocks of ice on a large scale from such a com­mon ma­terial as water and with them build the new houses of the vil­lage. Ma­condo would no longer be a burn­ing place, where the hinges and door knock­ers twisted with the heat, but would be changed into a wintry city. If he did not persevere in his at­tempts to build an ice fact­ory, it was be­cause at that time he was ab­so­lutely en­thu­si­astic over the educ­ation of his sons, es­pe­cially that of Aure­li­ano, who from the first had revealed a strange in­tui­tion for al­chemy. The labor­at­ory had been dusted off. Review­ing Melquíades’ notes, serene now, without the ex­al­tation of nov­elty, in prolonged and pati­ent ses­sions they tried to se­par­ate Úrsula’s gold from the debris that was stuck to the bottom of the pot. Young José Ar­ca­dio scarcely took part in the pro­cess. While his father was in­volved body and soul with his water pipe, the will­ful firstborn, who had al­ways been too big for his age, had be­come a mo­nu­mental ad­oles­cent. His voice had changed. An in­cip­i­ent fuzz appeared on his up­per lip. One night, as Úrsula went into the room where he was un­dressing to go to bed, she felt a mingled sense of shame and pity: he was the first man that she had seen na­ked after her husband, and he was so well-equip­ped for life that he seemed ab­nor­mal. Úrsula, preg­nant for the third time, re­lived her new­ly­wed ter­ror.

Around that time a merry, foul-mouthed, provoc­at­ive wo­man came to the house to help with the chores, and she knew how to read the future in cards. Úrsula spoke to her about her son. She thought that his dis­proportion­ate size was so­mething as un­nat­ural as her cousin’s tail of a pig. The wo­man let out an ex­pans­ive laugh that resoun­ded through the house like a spray of broken glass. “Just the opposite,” she said. “He’ll be very lucky.” In or­der to con­firm her pre­dic­tion she brought her cards to the house a few days later and locked her­self up with José Ar­ca­dio in a granary off the kit­chen. She calmly placed her cards on an old carpenter’s bench, saying any­thing that came into her head, while the boy waited be­side her, more bored than in­trigued. Sud­denly she reached out her hand and touched him. “Lordy!” she said, sin­cerely startled, and that was all she could say. José Ar­ca­dio felt his bones filling up with foam, a lan­guid fear, and a ter­rible de­sire to weep. The wo­man made no in­sinu­ations. But José Ar­ca­dio kept look­ing for her all night long, for the smell of smoke that she had un­der her armpits and that had got caught un­der his skin. He wanted to be with her all the time, he wanted her to be his mother, for them never to leave the granary, and for her to say “Lordy!” to him. One day he could not stand it any more and he went look­ing for her at her house. He made a formal visit, sit­ting un­com­pre­hend­ingly in the living room without saying a word. At that mo­ment he had no de­sire for her. He found her dif­fer­ent, en­tirely foreign to the im­age that her smell brought on, as if she were someone else. He drank his cof­fee and left the house in de­pression. That night, during the fright­ful time of lying awake, he de­sired her again with a brutal anxi­ety, but he did not want her that time as she had been in the granary but as she had been that af­ternoon.

Days later the wo­man sud­denly called him to her house, where she was alone with her mother, and she had him come into the bed­room with the pre­text of showing him a deck of cards. Then she touched him with such free­dom that he suffered a de­lusion after the ini­tial shud­der, and he felt more fear than pleas­ure. She asked him to come and see her that night. He agreed, in or­der to get away, knowing that he was in­cap­able of going. But that night, in his burn­ing bed, he un­der­stood that he had to go see her, even if he were not cap­able. He got dressed by feel, listen­ing in the dark to his brother’s calm breath­ing, the dry cough of his father in the next room, the as­thma of the hens in the courtyard, the buzz of the mosquitoes, the beat­ing of his heart, and the in­or­d­in­ate bustle of a world that he had not no­ticed un­til then, and he went out into the sleep­ing street. With all his heart he wanted the door to be bar­red and not just closed as she had promised him. But it was open. He pushed it with the tips of his fin­gers and the hinges yiel­ded with a mourn­ful and ar­ticu­late moan that left a frozen echo in­side of him. From the mo­ment he en­tered, side­ways and trying not to make a noise, he caught the smell. He was still in the hall­way, where the wo­man’s three broth­ers had their ham­mocks in po­s­i­tions that he could not see and that he could not de­term­ine in the dark­ness as he felt his way along the hall to push open the bed­room door and get his bear­ings there so as not to mis­take the bed. He found it. He bum­ped against the ropes of the ham­mocks, which were lower than he had suspec­ted, and a man who had been snor­ing un­til then turned in his sleep and said in a kind of de­lusion, “It was Wed­nesday.” When he pushed open the bed­room door, he could not prevent it from scrap­ing against the un­even floor. Sud­denly, in the ab­so­lute dark­ness, he un­der­stood with a hope­less nos­tal­gia that he was com­pletely dis­ori­en­ted. Sleep­ing in the nar­row room were the mother, an­other daugh­ter with her husband and two chil­dren, and the wo­man, who may not have been there. He could have guided him­self by the smell if the smell had not been all over the house, so devious and at the same time so def­in­ite, as it had al­ways been on his skin. He did not move for a long time, won­der­ing in fright how he had ever got to that abyss of aban­don­ment, when a hand with all its fin­gers ex­ten­ded and feel­ing about in the dark­ness touched his face. He was not surprised, for without knowing, he had been ex­pect­ing it. Then he gave him­self over to that hand, and in a ter­rible state of ex­haustion he let him­self be led to a shape­less place where his clothes were taken off and he was heaved about like a sack of potatoes and thrown from one side to the other in a bottom­less dark­ness in which his arms were use­less, where it no longer smelled of wo­man but of am­monia, and where he tried to re­mem­ber her face and found be­fore him the face of Úrsula, con­fusedly aware that he was doing so­mething that for a very long time he had wanted to do but that he had ima­gined could really never be done, not knowing what he was doing be­cause he did not know where his feet were or where his head was, or whose feet or whose head, and feel­ing that he could no longer resist the gla­cial rum­bling of his kid­neys and the air of his in­testines, and fear, and the be­wildered anxi­ety to flee and at the same time stay forever in that ex­asper­ated si­lence and that fear­ful sol­itude.

Her name was Pi­lar Tern­era. She had been part of the ex­o­dus that ended with the found­ing of Ma­condo, dragged along by her fam­ily in or­der to se­par­ate her from the man who had raped her at fourteen and had con­tinued to love her un­til she was twenty-two, but who never made up his mind to make the situ­ation public be­cause he was a man apart. He promised to fol­low her to the ends of the earth, but only later on, when he put his af­fairs in or­der, and she had be­come tired of wait­ing for him, al­ways identi­fying him with the tall and short, blond and brunet men that her cards promised from land and sea within three days, three months, or three years. With her wait­ing she had lost the strength of her thighs, the firm­ness of her breasts, her habit of ten­derness, but she kept the mad­ness of her heart in­tact. Maddened by that prodi­gious plaything, José Ar­ca­dio fol­lowed her path every night through the labyrinth of the room. On a cer­tain oc­ca­sion he found the door bar­red, and he knocked sev­eral times, knowing that if he had the bold­ness to knock the first time he would have had to knock un­til the last, and after an in­ter­min­able wait she opened the door for him. During the day, lying down to dream, he would secretly en­joy the memor­ies of the night be­fore. But when she came into the house, merry, in­dif­fer­ent, chatty, he did not have to make any ef­fort to hide his ten­sion, be­cause that wo­man, whose ex­plosive laugh frightened off the doves, had noth­ing to do with the in­visible power that taught him how to breathe from within and con­trol his heart­beats, and that had per­mit­ted him to un­der­stand why men are afraid of death. He was so wrapped up in him­self that he did not even un­der­stand the joy of everyone when his father and his brother aroused the house­hold with the news that they had suc­ceeded in pen­et­rat­ing the metal­lic debris and had se­par­ated Úrsula’s gold.

They had suc­ceeded, as a mat­ter of fact, after put­ting in com­plic­ated and persever­ing days at it. Úrsula was happy, and she even gave thanks to God for the in­vention of al­chemy, while the people of the vil­lage crushed into the labor­at­ory, and they ser­ved them guava jelly on crack­ers, to cel­eb­rate the wonder, and José Ar­ca­dio Buendía let them see the cru­cible with the re­covered gold, as if he had just in­ven­ted it. Showing it all around, he ended up in front of his older son, who during the past few days had barely put in an appear­ance in the labor­at­ory. He put the dry and yel­lowish mass in front of his eyes and asked him: “What does it look like to you?” José Ar­ca­dio an­swered sin­cerely:

“Dog shit.”

His father gave him a blow with the back of his hand that brought out blood and tears. That night Pi­lar Tern­era put arnica com­presses on the swelling, feel­ing about for the bottle and cotton in the dark, and she did everyth­ing she wanted with him as long as it did not bother him, mak­ing an ef­fort to love him without hurting him. They reached such a state of in­timacy that later, without real­iz­ing it, they were whis­per­ing to each other.

“I want to be alone with you,” he said. “One of these days I’m going to tell everybody and we can stop all of this sneak­ing around.”

She did not try to calm him down.

“That would be fine,” she said. “If we’re alone, we’ll leave the lamp lighted so that we can see each other; and I can holler as much as I want without any­body’s having to butt in, and you can whis­per in my ear any crap you can think of.”

That con­ver­sation, the bit­ing ran­cor that he felt against his father, and the im­min­ent pos­sib­il­ity of wild love in­spired a serene courage in him. In a spontan­eous way, without any pre­par­ation, he told everyth­ing to his brother.

At first young Aure­li­ano un­der­stood only the risk, the im­mense pos­sib­il­ity of danger that his brother’s ad­ven­tures im­plied, and he could not un­der­stand the fas­cin­ation of the ob­ject. Lit­tle by lit­tle he be­came con­tam­in­ated with the anxi­ety. He wondered about the de­tails of the dangers, he iden­ti­fied him­self with the suf­fer­ing and en­joy­ment of his brother, he felt frightened and happy. He would stay awake wait­ing for him un­til dawn in the sol­it­ary bed that seemed to have a bottom of live coals, and they would keep on talk­ing un­til it was time to get up, so that both of them soon suffered from the same drowsi­ness, felt the same lack of in­terest in al­chemy and the wis­dom of their father, and they took refuge in sol­itude. “Those kids are out of their heads,” Úrsula said. “They must have worms.” She pre­pared a re­pug­nant potion for them made out of mashed worm­seed, which they both drank with un­fore­seen stoi­cism, and they sat down at the same time on their pots el­even times in a single day, ex­pelling some rose-colored para­s­ites that they showed to everybody with great jub­il­ation, for it al­lowed them to de­ceive Úrsula as to the ori­gin of their dis­trac­tions and drowsi­ness. Aure­li­ano not only un­der­stood by then, he also lived his brother’s ex­per­i­ences as so­mething of his own, for on one oc­ca­sion when the lat­ter was ex­plain­ing in great de­tail the mech­an­isms of love, he in­ter­rupted him to ask: “What does it feel like?” José Ar­ca­dio gave an im­me­di­ate reply:

“It’s like an earthquake.”

One Janu­ary Thursday at two o’clock in the morn­ing, Am­aranta was born. Be­fore any­one came into the room, Úrsula ex­amined her care­fully. She was light and watery, like a newt, but all of her parts were hu­man. Aure­li­ano did not no­tice the new thing ex­cept when the house be­came full of people. Protec­ted by the con­fusion, he went off in search of his brother, who had not been in bed since el­even o’clock, and it was such an im­pulsive de­cision that he did not even have time to ask him­self how he could get him out of Pi­lar Tern­era’s bed­room. He circled the house for sev­eral hours, whistling priv­ate calls, un­til the proxim­ity of dawn forced him to go home. In his mother’s room, playing with the newborn lit­tle sis­ter and with a face that drooped with in­no­cence, he found José Ar­ca­dio.

Úrsula was barely over her forty days’ rest when the gypsies returned. They were the same ac­robats and jug­glers that had brought the ice. Un­like Melquíades’ tribe, they had shown very quickly that they were not her­alds of pro­gress but purveyors of amuse­ment. Even when they brought the ice they did not ad­vert­ise it for its use­ful­ness in the life of man but as a sim­ple cir­cus curi­osity. This time, along with many other arti­fices, they brought a flying carpet. But they did not of­fer it as a fun­da­mental con­tri­bu­tion to the de­vel­op­ment of transport, rather as an ob­ject of recre­ation. The people at once dug up their last gold pieces to take ad­vant­age of a quick flight over the houses of the vil­lage. Protec­ted by the de­light­ful cover of col­lect­ive dis­order, José Ar­ca­dio and Pi­lar passed many relax­ing hours. They were two happy lov­ers among the crowd, and they even came to suspect that love could be a feel­ing that was more relax­ing and deep than the happi­ness, wild but mo­ment­ary, of their secret nights. Pi­lar, however, broke the spell. Stim­ulated by the en­thu­si­asm that José Ar­ca­dio showed in her com­pan­ion­ship, she con­fused the form and the oc­ca­sion, and all of a sud­den she threw the whole world on top of him. “Now you really are a man,” she told him. And since he did not un­der­stand what she meant, she spelled it out to him.

“You’re going to be a father.”

José Ar­ca­dio did not dare leave the house for sev­eral days. It was enough for him to hear the rock­ing laughter of Pi­lar in the kit­chen to run and take refuge in the labor­at­ory, where the arti­facts of al­chemy had come alive again with Úrsula’s blessing. José Ar­ca­dio Buendía re­ceived his er­rant son with joy and ini­ti­ated him in the search for the philo­sopher’s stone, which he had fi­nally un­der­taken. One af­ternoon the boys grew en­thu­si­astic over the flying carpet that went swiftly by the labor­at­ory at win­dow level car­rying the gypsy who was driving it and sev­eral chil­dren from the vil­lage who were mer­rily waving their hands, but José Ar­ca­dio Buendía did not even look at it. “Let them dream,” he said. “We’ll do bet­ter flying than they are doing, and with more sci­en­tific resources than a miser­able bed­spread.” In spite of his feigned in­terest, José Ar­ca­dio never un­der­stood the powers of the philo­sopher’s egg, which to him looked like a poorly blown bottle. He did not suc­ceed in es­cap­ing from his worries. He lost his appetite and he could not sleep. He fell into an ill hu­mor, the same as his father’s over the fail­ure of his un­der­tak­ings, and such was his up­set that José Ar­ca­dio Buendía him­self re­lieved him of his duties in the labor­at­ory, think­ing that he had taken al­chemy too much to heart. Aure­li­ano, of course, un­der­stood that his brother’s af­flic­tion did not have its source in the search for the philo­sopher’s stone, but he could not get into his con­fid­ence. He had lost his former spontaneity. From an ac­com­plice and a com­munic­at­ive per­son he had be­come with­drawn and hostile. Anxious for sol­itude, bit­ten by a virulent ran­cor against the world, one night he left his bed as usual, but he did not go to Pi­lar Tern­era’s house, but to mingle in the tumult of the fair. After wan­der­ing about among all kinds of con­traptions without be­coming in­ter­ested in any of them, he spotted so­mething that was not a part of it all: a very young gypsy girl, al­most a child, who was weighted down by beads and was the most beau­ti­ful wo­man that José Ar­ca­dio had ever seen in his life. She was in the crowd that was wit­nessing the sad spec­tacle of the man who had been turned into a snake for having dis­obeyed his par­ents.

José Ar­ca­dio paid no at­tention. While the sad in­ter­rog­ation of the snake-man was tak­ing place, he made his way through the crowd up to the first row, where the gypsy girl was, and he stopped be­hind her. He pressed against her back. The girl tried to se­par­ate her­self, but José Ar­ca­dio pressed more strongly against her back. Then she felt him. She re­mained motion­less against him, trem­bling with surprise and fear, un­able to be­lieve the evid­ence, and fi­nally she turned her head and looked at him with a tremulous smile. At that in­stant two gypsies put the snake-man into his cage and car­ried him into the tent. The gypsy who was con­duct­ing the show an­nounced:

“And now, ladies and gentle­men, we are going to show the ter­rible test of the wo­man who must have her head chopped off every night at this time for one hun­dred and fifty years as pun­ish­ment for having seen what she should not have.”

José Ar­ca­dio and the gypsy girl did not wit­ness the de­cap­it­ation. They went to her tent, where they kissed each other with a des­per­ate anxi­ety while they took off their clothes. The gypsy girl re­moved the starched lace corsets she had on and there she was, changed into practic­ally noth­ing. She was a lan­guid lit­tle frog, with in­cip­i­ent breasts and legs so thin that they did not even match the size of José Ar­ca­dio’s arms, but she had a de­cision and a warmth that com­pensated for her fra­gil­ity. Nev­er­the­less, José Ar­ca­dio could not re­spond to her be­cause they were in a kind of public tent where the gypsies passed through with their cir­cus things and did their busi­ness, and would even tarry by the bed for a game of dice. The lamp hanging from the cen­ter pole lighted the whole place up. During a pause in the caresses, José Ar­ca­dio stretched out na­ked on the bed without knowing what to do, while the girl tried to in­spire him. A gypsy wo­man with splen­did flesh came in a short time after ac­com­panied by a man who was not of the cara­van but who was not from the vil­lage either, and they both began to un­dress in front of the bed. Without mean­ing to, the wo­man looked at José Ar­ca­dio and ex­amined his mag­ni­fi­cent an­imal in re­pose with a kind of pathetic fer­vor.

“My boy,” she ex­claimed, “may God preserve you just as you are.”

José Ar­ca­dio’s com­pan­ion asked them to leave them alone, and the couple lay down on the ground, close to the bed. The passion of the oth­ers woke up José Ar­ca­dio’s fer­vor. On the first con­tact the bones of the girl seemed to be­come dis­join­ted with a dis­orderly crunch like the sound of a box of dom­in­oes, and her skin broke out into a pale sweat and her eyes filled with tears as her whole body ex­haled a lugubri­ous lament and a vague smell of mud. But she bore the im­pact with a firm­ness of char­ac­ter and a bravery that were ad­mir­able. José Ar­ca­dio felt him­self lif­ted up into the air toward a state of ser­aphic in­spir­ation, where his heart burst forth with an out­pouring of tender ob­scen­it­ies that en­tered the girl through her ears and came out of her mouth translated into her lan­guage. It was Thursday. On Saturday night, José Ar­ca­dio wrapped a red cloth around his head and left with the gypsies.

When Úrsula dis­covered his ab­sence she searched for him all through the vil­lage. In the re­mains of the gypsy camp there was noth­ing but a gar­bage pit among the still smoking ashes of the ex­tin­guished campfires. Someone who was there look­ing for beads among the trash told Úrsula that the night be­fore he had seen her son in the tumult of the cara­van push­ing the snake-man’s cage on a cart. “He’s be­come a gypsy!” she shouted to her husband, who had not shown the slight­est sign of alarm over the disappear­ance.

“I hope it’s true,” José Ar­ca­dio Buendía said, grind­ing in his mortar the ma­terial that had been ground a thousand times and re­heated and ground again. “That way he’ll learn to be a man.”

Úrsula asked where the gypsies had gone. She went along ask­ing and fol­lowing the road she had been shown, think­ing that she still had time to catch up to them. She kept getting farther away from the vil­lage un­til she felt so far away that she did not think about return­ing. José Ar­ca­dio Buendía did not dis­cover that his wife was mis­sing un­til eight o’clock at night, when he left the ma­terial warming in a bed of ma­nure and went to see what was wrong with lit­tle Am­aranta, who was getting hoarse from crying. In a few hours he gathered a group of well-equip­ped men, put Am­aranta in the hands of a wo­man who offered to nurse her, and was lost on in­visible paths in pursuit of Úrsula. Aure­li­ano went with them. Some In­dian fisher­men, whose lan­guage they could not un­der­stand, told them with signs that they had not seen any­one pass. After three days of use­less search­ing they returned to the vil­lage.

For sev­eral weeks José Ar­ca­dio Buendía let him­self be over­come by con­sternation. He took care of lit­tle Am­aranta like a mother. He bathed and dressed her, took her to be nursed four times a day, and even sang to her at night the songs that Úrsula never knew how to sing. On a cer­tain oc­ca­sion Pi­lar Tern­era volun­teered to do the house­hold chores un­til Úrsula came back. Aure­li­ano, whose mys­ter­i­ous in­tui­tion had be­come sharpened with the mis­for­tune, felt a glow of clairvoyance when he saw her come in. Then he knew that in some in­ex­plic­able way she was to blame for his brother’s flight and the con­sequent disappear­ance of his mother, and he har­assed her with a si­lent and im­plac­able hostil­ity in such a way that the wo­man did not return to the house.

Time put things in their place. José Ar­ca­dio Buendía and his son did not know ex­actly when they returned to the labor­at­ory, dusting things, light­ing the water pipe, in­volved once more in the pati­ent ma­nip­ulation of the ma­terial that had been sleep­ing for sev­eral months in its bed of ma­nure. Even Am­aranta, lying in a wicker basket, ob­ser­ved with curi­osity the ab­sorbing work of her father and her brother in the small room where the air was rare­fied by mer­cury va­pors. On a cer­tain oc­ca­sion, months after Úrsula’s de­parture, strange things began to happen. An empty flask that had been forgotten in a cup­board for a long time be­came so heavy that it could not be moved. A pan of water on the work­t­able boiled without any fire un­der it for a half hour un­til it com­pletely evap­orated. José Ar­ca­dio Buendía and his son ob­ser­ved those phe­nomena with startled ex­cite­ment, un­able to ex­plain them but in­ter­pret­ing them as pre­dic­tions of the ma­terial. One day Am­aranta’s basket began to move by itself and made a com­plete turn about the room, to the con­sternation of Aure­li­ano, who hurried to stop it. But his father did not get up­set. He put the basket in its place and tied it to the leg of a table, con­vinced that the long-awaited event was im­min­ent. It was on that oc­ca­sion that Aure­li­ano heard him say:

“If you don’t fear God, fear him through the metals.”

Sud­denly, al­most five months after her disappear­ance, Úrsula came back. She ar­rived ex­al­ted, re­ju­ven­ated, with new clothes in a style that was un­known in the vil­lage. José Ar­ca­dio Buendía could barely stand up un­der the im­pact. “That was it!” he shouted. “I knew it was going to happen.” And he really be­lieved it, for during his prolonged im­pris­on­ment as he ma­nip­ulated the ma­terial, he begged in the depth of his heart that the longed-for mir­acle should not be the dis­cov­ery of the philo­sopher’s stone, or the free­ing of the breath that makes metals live, or the fac­ulty to con­vert the hinges and the locks of the house into gold, but what had just happened: Úrsula’s return. But she did not share his ex­cite­ment. She gave him a con­ventional kiss, as if she had been away only an hour, and she told him:

“Look out the door.”

José Ar­ca­dio Buendía took a long time to get out of his per­plex­ity when he went out into the street and saw the crowd. They were not gypsies. They were men and wo­men like them, with straight hair and dark skin, who spoke the same lan­guage and com­plained of the same pains. They had mules loaded down with things to eat, ox­carts with fur­niture and do­mestic utensils, pure and sim­ple earthly ac­cessories put on sale without any fuss by ped­dlers of everyday real­ity. They came from the other side of the swamp, only two days away, where there were towns that re­ceived mail every month in the year and where they were fa­mil­iar with the im­ple­ments of good living. Úrsula had not caught up with the gypsies, but she had found the route that her husband had been un­able to dis­cover in his frustrated search for the great in­ventions.








PILAR TERN­ERA’S son was brought to his grand­par­ents’ house two weeks after he was born. Úrsula ad­mit­ted him grudgingly, con­quered once more by the ob­stin­acy of her husband, who could not toler­ate the idea that an off­shoot of his blood should be adrift, but he im­posed the con­di­tion that the child should never know his true iden­tity. Although he was given the name José Ar­ca­dio, they ended up call­ing him sim­ply Ar­ca­dio so as to avoid con­fusion. At that time there was so much activ­ity in the town and so much bustle in the house that the care of the chil­dren was releg­ated to a se­condary level. They were put in the care of Vis­itación, a Guajiro In­dian wo­man who had ar­rived in town with a brother in flight from a plague of in­som­nia that had been scour­ging their tribe for sev­eral years. They were both so do­cile and willing to help that Úrsula took them on to help her with her house­hold chores. That was how Ar­ca­dio and Am­aranta came to speak the Guajiro lan­guage be­fore Span­ish, and they learned to drink liz­ard broth and eat spider eggs without Úrsula’s knowing it, for she was too busy with a promising busi­ness in candy an­im­als. Ma­condo had changed. The people who had come with Úrsula spread the news of the good qual­ity of its soil and its privileged po­s­i­tion with respect to the swamp, so that from the nar­row vil­lage of past times it changed into an act­ive town with stores and work­shops and a per­man­ent com­mer­cial route over which the first Ar­abs ar­rived with their baggy pants and rings in their ears, swapping glass beads for macaws. José Ar­ca­dio Buendía did not have a mo­ment’s rest. Fas­cin­ated by an im­me­di­ate real­ity that came to be more fant­astic than the vast universe of his ima­gin­ation, he lost all in­terest in the al­chem­ist’s labor­at­ory, put to rest the ma­terial that had be­come at­ten­u­ated with months of ma­nip­ulation, and went back to be­ing the en­ter­prising man of earlier days when he had de­cided upon the layout of the streets and the loc­ation of the new houses so that no one would en­joy privileges that everyone did not have. He ac­quired such au­thority among the new ar­rivals that found­ations were not laid or walls built without his be­ing con­sul­ted, and it was de­cided that he should be the one in charge of the dis­tri­bu­tion of the land. When the ac­robat gypsies returned, with their vag­a­bond car­nival trans­formed now into a gi­gantic or­gan­iz­a­tion of games of luck and chance, they were re­ceived with great joy, for it was thought that José Ar­ca­dio would be coming back with them. But José Ar­ca­dio did not return, nor did they come with the snake-man, who, ac­cord­ing to what Úrsula thought, was the only one who could tell them about their son, so the gypsies were not al­lowed to camp in town or set foot in it in the future, for they were con­sidered the bear­ers of con­cu­pis­cence and per­ver­sion. José Ar­ca­dio Buendía, however, was ex­pli­cit in maintain­ing that the old tribe of Melquíades, who had con­trib­uted so much to the growth of the vil­lage with his age-old wis­dom and his fab­ulous in­ventions, would al­ways find the gates open. But Melquíades’ tribe, ac­cord­ing to what the wan­der­ers said, had been wiped off the face of the earth be­cause they had gone beyond the lim­its of hu­man know­ledge.

Eman­cip­ated for the mo­ment at least from the tor­ment of fantasy, José Ar­ca­dio Buendía in a short time set up a system of or­der and work which al­lowed for only one bit of li­cense: the free­ing of the birds, which, since the time of the found­ing, had made time merry with their flutes, and in­stalling in their place mu­sical clocks in every house. They were wondrous clocks made of carved wood, which the Ar­abs had traded for macaws and which José Ar­ca­dio Buendía had syn­chron­ized with such pre­cision that every half hour the town grew merry with the pro­gressive chords of the same song un­til it reached the cli­max of a noontime that was as ex­act and un­an­im­ous as a com­plete waltz. It was also José Ar­ca­dio Buendía who de­cided during those years that they should plant al­mond trees in­stead of aca­cias on the streets, and who dis­covered, without ever reveal­ing it, a way to make them live forever. Many years later, when Ma­condo was a field of wooden houses with zinc roofs, the broken and dusty al­mond trees still stood on the old­est streets, although no one knew who had planted them. While his father was put­ting the town in or­der and his mother was in­creas­ing their wealth with her mar­velous busi­ness of can­died lit­tle roosters and fish, which left the house twice a day strung along sticks of balsa wood, Aure­li­ano spent in­ter­min­able hours in the aban­doned labor­at­ory, learning the art of sil­ver­work by his own ex­per­i­ment­ation. He had shot up so fast that in a short time the cloth­ing left be­hind by his brother no longer fit him and he began to wear his father’s, but Vis­itación had to sew pleats in the shirt and darts in the pants, be­cause Aure­li­ano had not ac­quired the corpulence of the oth­ers. Ad­oles­cence had taken away the soft­ness of his voice and had made him si­lent and def­in­itely sol­it­ary, but, on the other hand, it had re­stored the in­tense ex­pression that he had had in his eyes when he was born. He con­cen­trated so much on his ex­per­i­ments in sil­ver­work that he scarcely left the labor­at­ory to eat. Worried over his in­ner with­drawal, José Ar­ca­dio Buendía gave him the keys to the house and a lit­tle money, think­ing that per­haps he needed a wo­man. But Aure­li­ano spent the money on muri­atic acid to pre­pare some aqua re­gia and he beau­ti­fied the keys by plat­ing them with gold. His ex­cesses were hardly com­par­able to those of Ar­ca­dio and Am­aranta, who had already be­gun to get their se­cond teeth and still went about all day clutch­ing at the In­di­ans’ cloaks, stub­born in their de­cision not to speak Span­ish but the Guajiro lan­guage. “You shouldn’t com­plain,” Úrsula told her husband. “Chil­dren in­herit their par­ents’ mad­ness.” And as she was lament­ing her mis­for­tune, con­vinced that the wild be­ha­vior of her chil­dren was so­mething as fear­ful as a pig’s tail, Aure­li­ano gave her a look that wrapped her in an at­mo­sphere of un­cer­tainty.

“Some­body is coming,” he told her.

Úrsula, as she did whenever he made a pre­dic­tion, tried to break it down with her house­wifely lo­gic. It was nor­mal for someone to be coming. Dozens of strangers came through Ma­condo every day without arousing suspi­cion or secret ideas. Nev­er­the­less, beyond all lo­gic, Aure­li­ano was sure of his pre­dic­tion.

“I don’t know who it will be,” he in­sisted, “but whoever it is is already on the way.”

That Sunday, in fact, Re­beca ar­rived. She was only el­even years old. She had made the dif­fi­cult trip from Man­aure with some hide deal­ers who had taken on the task of de­liv­er­ing her along with a let­ter to José Ar­ca­dio Buendía, but they could not ex­plain pre­cisely who the per­son was who had asked the favor. Her en­tire bag­gage con­sisted of a small trunk, a lit­tle rock­ing chair with small hand-pain­ted flowers, and a can­vas sack which kept mak­ing a cloc-cloc-cloc sound, where she car­ried her par­ents’ bones. The let­ter ad­dressed to José Ar­ca­dio Buendía was writ­ten in very warm terms by someone who still loved him very much in spite of time and dis­tance, and who felt ob­liged by a ba­sic hu­man­it­arian feel­ing to do the char­it­able thing and send him that poor un­shel­tered or­phan, who was a se­cond cousin of Úrsula’s and con­sequently also a rel­at­ive of José Ar­ca­dio Buendía, although farther re­moved, be­cause she was the daugh­ter of that un­for­gettable friend Nicanor Ulloa and his very worthy wife Re­beca Mon­tiel, may God keep them in His holy king­dom, whose re­mains the girl was car­rying so that they might be given Christian burial. The names mentioned, as well as the sig­na­ture on the let­ter, were per­fectly legible, but neither José Ar­ca­dio Buendía nor Úrsula re­membered having any rel­at­ives with those names, nor did they know any­one by the name of the sender of the let­ter, much less the re­mote vil­lage of Man­aure. It was im­possible to ob­tain any further in­form­ation from the girl. From the mo­ment she ar­rived she had been sit­ting in the rocker, suck­ing her fin­ger and ob­ser­ving everyone with her large, startled eyes without giving any sign of un­der­stand­ing what they were ask­ing her. She wore a di­ag­on­ally striped dress that had been dyed black, worn by use, and a pair of scaly pat­ent leather boots. Her hair was held be­hind her ears with bows of black rib­bon. She wore a scap­u­lar with the im­ages worn away by sweat, and on her right wrist the fang of a car­ni­vorous an­imal moun­ted on a back­ing of copper as an am­u­let against the evil eye. Her green­ish skin, her stomach, round and tense as a drum, revealed poor health and hun­ger that were older than she was, but when they gave her so­mething to eat she kept the plate on her knees without tasting any­thing. They even began to think that she was a deaf-mute un­til the In­di­ans asked her in their lan­guage if she wanted some water and she moved her eyes as if she re­cog­nized them and said yes with her head.

They kept her, be­cause there was noth­ing else they could do. They de­cided to call her Re­beca, which ac­cord­ing to the let­ter was her mother’s name, be­cause Aure­li­ano had the pati­ence to read to her the names of all the saints and he did not get a re­ac­tion from any one of them. Since there was no cemetery in Ma­condo at that time, for no one had died up till then, they kept the bag of bones to wait for a worthy place of burial, and for a long time it got in the way everywhere and would be found where least ex­pec­ted, al­ways with its cluck­ing of a broody hen. A long time passed be­fore Re­beca be­came in­corporated into the life of the fam­ily. She would sit in her small rocker suck­ing her fin­ger in the most re­mote corner of the house. Noth­ing at­trac­ted her at­tention ex­cept the mu­sic of the clocks, which she would look for every half hour with her frightened eyes as if she hoped to find it some­place in the air. They could not get her to eat for sev­eral days. No one un­der­stood why she had not died of hun­ger un­til the In­di­ans, who were aware of everyth­ing, for they went cease­lessly about the house on their stealthy feet, dis­covered that Re­beca only liked to eat the damp earth of the courtyard and the cake of white­wash that she picked off the walls with her nails. It was ob­vious that her par­ents, or whoever had raised her, had scol­ded her for that habit be­cause she did it se­cretively and with a feel­ing of guilt, trying to put away supplies so that she could eat when no one was look­ing. From then on they put her un­der an im­plac­able watch. They threw cow gall onto the courtyard and rubbed hot chili on the walls, think­ing they could de­feat her perni­cious vice with those meth­ods, but she showed such signs of as­tute­ness and in­genu­ity to find some earth that Úrsula found her­self forced to use more drastic meth­ods. She put some or­ange juice and rhu­barb into a pan that she left in the dew all night and she gave her the dose the fol­lowing day on an empty stomach. Although no one had told her that it was the spe­cific rem­edy for the vice of eat­ing earth, she thought that any bit­ter sub­stance in an empty stomach would have to make the liver re­act. Re­beca was so re­bel­li­ous and strong in spite of her frail­ness that they had to tie her up like a calf to make her swal­low the medi­cine, and they could barely keep back her kicks or bear up un­der the strange hiero­glyph­ics that she al­tern­ated with her bites and spit­ting, and that, ac­cord­ing to what the scan­dal­ized In­di­ans said, were the vilest ob­scen­it­ies that one could ever ima­gine in their lan­guage. When Úrsula dis­covered that, she ad­ded whip­ping to the treat­ment. It was never es­tab­lished whet­her it was the rhu­barb or the beat­ings that had ef­fect, or both of them to­gether, but the truth was that in a few weeks Re­beca began to show signs of re­cov­ery. She took part in the games of Ar­ca­dio and Am­aranta, who treated her like an older sis­ter, and she ate heartily, using the utensils properly. It was soon revealed that she spoke Span­ish with as much flu­ency as the In­dian lan­guage, that she had a re­mark­able abil­ity for manual work, and that she could sing the waltz of the clocks with some very funny words that she her­self had in­ven­ted. It did not take long for them to con­sider her an­other mem­ber of the fam­ily. She was more af­fec­tion­ate to Úrsula than any of her own chil­dren had been, and she called Ar­ca­dio and Am­aranta brother and sis­ter, Aure­li­ano uncle, and José Ar­ca­dio Buendía grandpa. So that she fi­nally de­ser­ved, as much as the oth­ers, the name of Re­beca Buendía, the only one that she ever had and that she bore with dig­nity un­til her death.

One night about the time that Re­beca was cured of the vice of eat­ing earth and was brought to sleep in the other chil­dren’s room, the In­dian wo­man, who slept with them, awoke by chance and heard a strange, in­ter­mit­tent sound in the corner. She got up in alarm, think­ing that an an­imal had come into the room, and then she saw Re­beca in the rocker, suck­ing her fin­ger and with her eyes lighted up in the dark­ness like those of a cat. Ter­ri­fied, ex­hausted by her fate, Vis­itación re­cog­nized in those eyes the symp­toms of the sick­ness whose threat had ob­liged her and her brother to ex­ile them­selves forever from an age-old king­dom where they had been prince and prin­cess. It was the in­som­nia plague.

Cataure, the In­dian, was gone from the house by morn­ing. His sis­ter stayed be­cause her fa­tal­istic heart told her that the lethal sick­ness would fol­low her, no mat­ter what, to the farthest corner of the earth. No one un­der­stood Vis­itación’s alarm. “If we don’t ever sleep again, so much the bet­ter,” José Ar­ca­dio Buendía said in good hu­mor. “That way we can get more out of life.” But the In­dian wo­man ex­plained that the most fear­some part of the sick­ness of in­som­nia was not the im­possib­il­ity of sleep­ing, for the body did not feel any fatigue at all, but its in­ex­or­able evol­u­tion toward a more crit­ical mani­fest­ation: a loss of memory. She meant that when the sick per­son be­came used to his state of vi­gil, the re­col­lec­tion of his child­hood began to be erased from his memory, then the name and notion of things, and fi­nally the iden­tity of people and even the aware­ness of his own be­ing, un­til he sank into a kind of idiocy that had no past. José Ar­ca­dio Buendía, dying with laughter, thought that it was just a question of one of the many ill­nesses in­ven­ted by the In­di­ans’ super­sti­tions. But Úrsula, just to be safe, took the pre­caution of isolat­ing Re­beca from the other chil­dren.

After sev­eral weeks, when Vis­itación’s ter­ror seemed to have died down, José Ar­ca­dio Buendía found him­self rolling over in bed, un­able to fall as­leep. Úrsula, who had also awakened, asked him what was wrong, and he an­swered: “I’m think­ing about Pruden­cio Aguilar again.” They did not sleep a minute, but the fol­lowing day they felt so rested that they forgot about the bad night. Aure­li­ano com­men­ted with surprise at lunchtime that he felt very well in spite of the fact that he had spent the whole night in the labor­at­ory gild­ing a brooch that he planned to give to Úrsula for her birth­day. They did not be­come alarmed un­til the third day, when no one felt sleepy at bedtime and they real­ized that they had gone more than fifty hours without sleep­ing.

“The chil­dren are awake too,” the In­dian said with her fa­tal­istic con­vic­tion. “Once it gets into a house no one can es­cape the plague.”

They had in­deed con­trac­ted the ill­ness of in­som­nia. Úrsula, who had learned from her mother the medi­cinal value of plants, pre­pared and made them all drink a brew of monk­s­hood, but they could not get to sleep and spent the whole day dream­ing on their feet. In that state of hal­lu­cin­ated lu­cid­ity, not only did they see the im­ages of their own dreams, but some saw the im­ages dreamed by oth­ers. It was as if the house were full of vis­itors. Sit­ting in her rocker in a corner of the kit­chen, Re­beca dreamed that a man who looked very much like her, dressed in white linen and with his shirt col­lar closed by a gold button, was bring­ing her a bouquet of roses. He was ac­com­panied by a wo­man with del­ic­ate hands who took out one rose and put it in the child’s hair. Úrsula un­der­stood that the man and wo­man were Re­beca’s par­ents, but even though she made a great ef­fort to re­cog­nize them, she con­firmed her cer­tainty that she had never seen them. In the meantime, through an over­sight that José Ar­ca­dio Buendía never forgave him­self for, the candy an­im­als made in the house were still be­ing sold in the town. Chil­dren and adults sucked with de­light on the de­li­cious lit­tle green roosters of in­som­nia, the ex­quisite pink fish of in­som­nia, and the tender yel­low ponies of in­som­nia, so that dawn on Monday found the whole town awake. No one was alarmed at first. On the con­trary, they were happy at not sleep­ing be­cause there was so much to do in Ma­condo in those days that there was barely enough time. They worked so hard that soon they had noth­ing else to do and they could be found at three o’clock in the morn­ing with their arms crossed, count­ing the notes in the waltz of the clock. Those who wanted to sleep, not from fatigue but be­cause of the nos­tal­gia for dreams, tried all kinds of meth­ods of ex­hausting them­selves. They would gather to­gether to con­verse end­lessly, to tell over and over for hours on end the same jokes, to com­plic­ate to the lim­its of ex­asper­ation the story about the ca­pon, which was an end­less game in which the nar­rator asked if they wanted him to tell them the story about the ca­pon, and when they an­swered yes, the nar­rator would say that he had not asked them to say yes, but whet­her they wanted him to tell them the story about the ca­pon, and when they an­swered no, the nar­rator told them that he had not asked them to say no, but whet­her they wanted him to tell them the story about the ca­pon, and when they re­mained si­lent the nar­rator told them that he had not asked them to re­main si­lent but whet­her they wanted him to tell them the story about the ca­pon, and no one could leave be­cause the nar­rator would say that he had not asked them to leave but whet­her they wanted him to tell them the story about the ca­pon, and so on and on in a vi­cious circle that lasted en­tire nights.

When José Ar­ca­dio Buendía real­ized that the plague had in­vaded the town, he gathered to­gether the heads of fam­il­ies to ex­plain to them what he knew about the sick­ness of in­som­nia, and they agreed on meth­ods to prevent the scourge from spread­ing to other towns in the swamp. That was why they took the bells off the goats, bells that the Ar­abs had swapped them for macaws, and put them at the en­trance to town at the dis­posal of those who would not listen to the ad­vice and en­treat­ies of the sen­tinels and in­sisted on vis­it­ing the town. All strangers who passed through the streets of Ma­condo at that time had to ring their bells so that the sick people would know that they were healthy. They were not al­lowed to eat or drink any­thing during their stay, for there was no doubt but that the ill­ness was transmit­ted by mouth, and all food and drink had been con­tam­in­ated by in­som­nia. In that way they kept the plague re­stric­ted to the peri­meter of the town. So ef­fect­ive was the quarantine that the day came when the emer­gency situ­ation was ac­cepted as a nat­ural thing and life was or­gan­ized in such a way that work picked up its rhythm again and no one worried any more about the use­less habit of sleep­ing.

It was Aure­li­ano who con­ceived the formula that was to protect them against loss of memory for sev­eral months. He dis­covered it by chance. An ex­pert in­som­niac, having been one of the first, he had learned the art of sil­ver­work to per­fec­tion. One day he was look­ing for the small an­vil that he used for lam­in­at­ing metals and he could not re­mem­ber its name. His father told him: “Stake.” Aure­li­ano wrote the name on a piece of paper that he pasted to the base of the small an­vil: stake. In that way he was sure of not for­getting it in the future. It did not oc­cur to him that this was the first mani­fest­ation of a loss of memory, be­cause the ob­ject had a dif­fi­cult name to re­mem­ber. But a few days later he dis­covered that he had trouble re­mem­ber­ing al­most every ob­ject in the labor­at­ory. Then he marked them with their respect­ive names so that all he had to do was read the in­scription in or­der to identify them. When his father told him about his alarm at having forgotten even the most im­pressive happen­ings of his child­hood, Aure­li­ano ex­plained his method to him, and José Ar­ca­dio Buendía put it into practice all through the house and later on im­posed it on the whole vil­lage. With an inked brush he marked everyth­ing with its name: table, chair, clock, door, wall, bed, pan. He went to the corral and marked the an­im­als and plants: cow, goat, pig, hen, cas­sava, cala­dium, ba­nana. Lit­tle by lit­tle, studying the in­fin­ite pos­sib­il­it­ies of a loss of memory, he real­ized that the day might come when things would be re­cog­nized by their in­scriptions but that no one would re­mem­ber their use. Then he was more ex­pli­cit. The sign that he hung on the neck of the cow was an ex­em­plary proof of the way in which the in­hab­it­ants of Ma­condo were pre­pared to fight against loss of memory: This is the cow. She must be milked every morn­ing so that she will pro­duce milk, and the milk must be boiled in or­der to be mixed with cof­fee to make cof­fee and milk. Thus they went on living in a real­ity that was slip­ping away, mo­ment­ar­ily captured by words, but which would es­cape ir­re­medi­ably when they forgot the val­ues of the writ­ten let­ters.

At the be­gin­ning of the road into the swamp they put up a sign that said MACONDO and an­other lar­ger one on the main street that said GOD EX­ISTS. In all the houses keys to mem­or­iz­ing ob­jects and feel­ings had been writ­ten. But the system de­man­ded so much vi­gil­ance and moral strength that many suc­cumbed to the spell of an ima­gin­ary real­ity, one in­ven­ted by them­selves, which was less practical for them but more com­forting. Pi­lar Tern­era was the one who con­trib­uted most to popular­ize that mys­ti­fic­ation when she con­ceived the trick of read­ing the past in cards as she had read the future be­fore. By means of that re­course the in­som­ni­acs began to live in a world built on the un­cer­tain al­tern­at­ives of the cards, where a father was re­membered faintly as the dark man who had ar­rived at the be­gin­ning of April and a mother was re­membered only as the dark wo­man who wore a gold ring on her left hand, and where a birth date was re­duced to the last Tuesday on which a lark sang in the laurel tree. De­feated by those practices of con­solation, José Ar­ca­dio Buendía then de­cided to build the memory ma­chine that he had de­sired once in or­der to re­mem­ber the mar­velous in­ventions of the gypsies. The arti­fact was based on the pos­sib­il­ity of review­ing every morn­ing, from be­gin­ning to end, the total­ity of know­ledge ac­quired during one’s life. He con­ceived of it as a spin­ning dic­tion­ary that a per­son placed on the axis could oper­ate by means of a lever, so that in very few hours there would pass be­fore his eyes the notions most ne­ces­sary for life. He had suc­ceeded in writ­ing al­most fourteen thousand entries when along the road from the swamp a strange-look­ing old man with the sad sleep­ers’ bell appeared, car­rying a bul­ging suitcase tied with a rope and pulling a cart covered with black cloth. He went straight to the house of José Ar­ca­dio Buendía.

Vis­itación did not re­cog­nize him when she opened the door and she thought he had come with the idea of selling so­mething, un­aware that noth­ing could be sold in a town that was sink­ing ir­re­voc­ably into the quick­sand of for­get­ful­ness. He was a de­crepit man. Although his voice was also broken by un­cer­tainty and his hands seemed to doubt the ex­ist­ence of things, it was evid­ent that he came from the world where men could still sleep and re­mem­ber. José Ar­ca­dio Buendía found him sit­ting in the living room fan­ning him­self with a patched black hat as he read with com­passion­ate at­tention the signs pasted to the walls. He greeted him with a broad show of af­fec­tion, afraid that he had known him at an­other time and that he did not re­mem­ber him now. But the vis­itor was aware of his false­ness. He felt him­self forgotten, not with the ir­re­medi­able for­get­ful­ness of the heart, but with a dif­fer­ent kind of for­get­ful­ness, which was more cruel and ir­re­voc­able and which he knew very well be­cause it was the for­get­ful­ness of death. Then he un­der­stood. He opened the suitcase crammed with in­de­cipher­able ob­jects and from among them he took out a lit­tle case with many flasks. He gave José Ar­ca­dio Buendía a drink of a gentle color and the light went on in his memory. His eyes be­came moist from weep­ing even be­fore he no­ticed him­self in an ab­surd living room where ob­jects were labeled and be­fore he was ashamed of the sol­emn non­sense writ­ten on the walls, and even be­fore he re­cog­nized the new­comer with a dazzling glow of joy. It was Melquíades.

While Ma­condo was cel­eb­rat­ing the re­cov­ery of its memory, José Ar­ca­dio Buendía and Melquíades dusted off their old friend­ship. The gypsy was in­clined to stay in the town. He really had been through death, but he had returned be­cause he could not bear the sol­itude. Re­pu­di­ated by his tribe, having lost all of his supernat­ural fac­ulties be­cause of his faith­ful­ness to life, he de­cided to take refuge in that corner of the world which had still not been dis­covered by death, ded­ic­ated to the oper­ation of a daguer­reotype labor­at­ory. José Ar­ca­dio Buendía had never heard of that in­vention. But when he saw him­self and his whole fam­ily fastened onto a sheet of iri­des­cent metal for an etern­ity, he was mute with stupe­fac­tion. That was the date of the oxid­ized daguer­reotype in which José Ar­ca­dio Buendía appeared with his bristly and graying hair, his card­board col­lar at­tached to his shirt by a copper button, and an ex­pression of startled solem­nity, whom Úrsula de­scribed, dying with laughter, as a “frightened gen­eral.” José Ar­ca­dio Buendía was, in fact, frightened on that clear Decem­ber morn­ing when the daguer­reotype was made, for he was think­ing that people were slowly wear­ing away while his im­age would en­dure on a metal­lic plaque. Through a curious rever­sal of cus­tom, it was Úrsula who got that idea out of his head, as it was also she who forgot her an­cient bit­terness and de­cided that Melquíades would stay on in the house, although she never per­mit­ted them to make a daguer­reotype of her be­cause (ac­cord­ing to her very words) she did not want to survive as a laugh­ing­stock for her grand­chil­dren. That morn­ing she dressed the chil­dren in their best clothes, powdered their faces, and gave a spoon­ful of mar­row syrup to each one so that they would all re­main ab­so­lutely motion­less during the nearly two minutes in front of Melquíades’ fant­astic cam­era. In the fam­ily daguer­reotype, the only one that ever ex­isted, Aure­li­ano appeared dressed in black vel­vet between Am­aranta and Re­beca. He had the same lan­guor and the same clairvoyant look that he would have years later as he faced the fir­ing squad. But he still had not sensed the pre­mon­i­tion of his fate. He was an ex­pert sil­ver­smith, praised all over the swamp­land for the del­ic­acy of his work. In the work­shop, which he shared with Melquíades’ mad labor­at­ory, he could barely be heard breath­ing. He seemed to be tak­ing refuge in some other time, while his father and the gypsy with shouts in­ter­preted the pre­dic­tions of Nos­trada­mus amidst a noise of flasks and trays and the dis­aster of spilled acids and sil­ver bromide that was lost in the twists and turns it gave at every in­stant. That ded­ic­ation to his work, the good judg­ment with which he dir­ec­ted his at­tention, had al­lowed Aure­li­ano to earn in a short time more money than Úrsula had with her de­li­cious candy fauna, but everybody thought it strange that he was now a full-grown man and had not known a wo­man. It was true that he had never had one.

Sev­eral months later saw the return of Fran­cisco the Man, an an­cient vag­a­bond who was al­most two hun­dred years old and who frequently passed through Ma­condo dis­trib­uting songs that he com­posed him­self. In them Fran­cisco the Man told in great de­tail the things that had happened in the towns along his route, from Man­aure to the edge of the swamp, so that if any­one had a mes­sage to send or an event to make public, he would pay him two cents to in­clude it in his rep­er­tory. That was how Úrsula learned of the death of her mother, as a sim­ple con­sequence of listen­ing to the songs in the hope that they would say so­mething about her son José Ar­ca­dio. Fran­cisco the Man, called that be­cause he had once de­feated the devil in a duel of im­provisation, and whose real name no one knew, disappeared from Ma­condo during the in­som­nia plague and one night he re­appeared sud­denly in Catarino’s store. The whole town went to listen to him to find out what had happened in the world. On that oc­ca­sion there ar­rived with him a wo­man who was so fat that four In­di­ans had to carry her in a rock­ing chair, and an ad­oles­cent mulatto girl with a forlorn look who protec­ted her from the sun with an um­brella. Aure­li­ano went to Catarino’s store that night. He found Fran­cisco the Man, like a mono­lithic chameleon, sit­ting in the midst of a circle of bystanders. He was singing the news with his old, out-of-tune voice, ac­com­pa­nying him­self with the same ar­chaic ac­cor­dion that Sir Wal­ter Raleigh had given him in the Guianas and keep­ing time with his great walk­ing feet that were cracked from saltpeter. In front of a door at the rear through which men were going and coming, the mat­ron of the rock­ing chair was sit­ting and fan­ning her­self in si­lence. Catarino, with a felt rose be­hind his ear, was selling the gath­er­ing mugs of fer­men­ted cane juice, and he took ad­vant­age of the oc­ca­sion to go over to the men and put his hand on them where he should not have. Toward mid­night the heat was un­bear­able. Aure­li­ano listened to the news to the end without hear­ing any­thing that was of in­terest to his fam­ily. He was getting ready to go home when the mat­ron signaled him with her hand.

“You go in too,” she told him. “It only costs twenty cents.”

Aure­li­ano threw a coin into the hopper that the mat­ron had in her lap and went into the room without knowing why. The ad­oles­cent mulatto girl, with her small bitch’s teats, was na­ked on the bed. Be­fore Aure­li­ano sixty-three men had passed through the room that night. From be­ing used so much, kneaded with sweat and sighs, the air in the room had be­gun to turn to mud. The girl took off the soaked sheet and asked Aure­li­ano to hold it by one side. It was as heavy as a piece of can­vas. They squeezed it, twisting it at the ends un­til it re­gained its nat­ural weight. They turned over the mat and the sweat came out of the other side. Aure­li­ano was anxious for that oper­ation never to end. He knew the the­or­et­ical mech­an­ics of love, but he could not stay on his feet be­cause of the weak­ness of his knees, and although he had goose pim­ples on his burn­ing skin he could not resist the ur­gent need to ex­pel the weight of his bowels. When the girl fin­ished fixing up the bed and told him to get un­dressed, he gave her a con­fused ex­plan­ation: “They made me come in. They told me to throw twenty cents into the hopper and hurry up.” The girl un­der­stood his con­fusion. “If you throw in twenty cents more when you go out, you can stay a lit­tle longer,” she said softly. Aure­li­ano got un­dressed, tor­men­ted by shame, un­able to get rid of the idea that his na­ked­ness could not stand com­par­ison with that of his brother. In spite of the girl’s ef­forts he felt more and more in­dif­fer­ent and ter­ribly alone. “I’ll throw in an­other twenty cents,” he said with a des­ol­ate voice. The girl thanked him in si­lence. Her back was raw. Her skin was stuck to her ribs and her breath­ing was forced be­cause of an im­meas­ur­able ex­haustion. Two years be­fore, far away from there, she had fallen as­leep without put­ting out the candle and had awakened surroun­ded by flames. The house where she lived with the grand­mother who had raised her was re­duced to ashes. Since then her grand­mother car­ried her from town to town, put­ting her to bed for twenty cents in or­der to make up the value of the burned house. Ac­cord­ing to the girl’s cal­cu­lations, she still had ten years of seventy men per night, be­cause she also had to pay the ex­penses of the trip and food for both of them as well as the pay of the In­di­ans who car­ried the rock­ing chair. When the mat­ron knocked on the door the se­cond time, Aure­li­ano left the room without having done any­thing, troubled by a de­sire to weep. That night he could not sleep, think­ing about the girl, with a mixture of de­sire and pity. He felt an ir­resistible need to love her and protect her. At dawn, worn out by in­som­nia and fever, he made the calm de­cision to marry her in or­der to free her from the des­potism of her grand­mother and to en­joy all the nights of sat­is­fac­tion that she would give the seventy men. But at ten o’clock in the morn­ing, when he reached Catarino’s store, the girl had left town.

Time mit­ig­ated his mad proposal, but it ag­grav­ated his feel­ings of frustration. He took refuge in work. He resigned him­self to be­ing a wo­man­less man for all his life in or­der to hide the shame of his use­less­ness. In the meantime, Melquíades had prin­ted on his plates everyth­ing that was print­able in Ma­condo, and he left the daguer­reotype labor­at­ory to the fantas­ies of José Ar­ca­dio Buendía, who had resolved to use it to ob­tain sci­en­tific proof of the ex­ist­ence of God. Through a com­plic­ated pro­cess of super­im­posed ex­posures taken in dif­fer­ent parts of the house, he was sure that sooner or later he would get a daguer­reotype of God, if He ex­isted, or put an end once and for all to the supposi­tion of His ex­ist­ence. Melquíades got deeper into his in­ter­pret­ations of Nos­trada­mus. He would stay up un­til very late, suf­foc­at­ing in his faded vel­vet vest, scrib­bling with his tiny spar­row hands, whose rings had lost the glow of former times. One night he thought he had found a pre­dic­tion of the future of Ma­condo. It was to be a lumin­ous city with great glass houses where there was no trace re­main­ing of the race of the Buendías. “It’s a mis­take,” José Ar­ca­dio Buendía thundered. “They won’t be houses of glass but of ice, as I dreamed, and there will al­ways be a Buendía, per om­nia sec­ula sec­ulorum.” Úrsula fought to preserve com­mon sense in that ex­travag­ant house, having broadened her busi­ness of lit­tle candy an­im­als with an oven that went all night turn­ing out baskets and more baskets of bread and a prodi­gious vari­ety of pud­dings, me­ringues, and cookies, which disappeared in a few hours on the roads wind­ing through the swamp. She had reached an age where she had a right to rest, but she was nonethe­less more and more act­ive. So busy was she in her prosper­ous en­ter­prises that one af­ternoon she looked dis­trac­tedly toward the courtyard while the In­dian wo­man helped her sweeten the dough and she saw two un­known and beau­ti­ful ad­oles­cent girls doing frame em­broidery in the light of the sun­set. They were Re­beca and Am­aranta. As soon as they had taken off the mourn­ing clothes for their grand­mother, which they wore with in­flex­ible rigor for three years, their bright clothes seemed to have given them a new place in the world. Re­beca, con­trary to what might have been ex­pec­ted, was the more beau­ti­ful. She had a light com­plexion, large and peace­ful eyes, and ma­gical hands that seemed to work out the design of the em­broidery with in­visible threads. Am­aranta, the younger, was some­what grace­less, but she had the nat­ural dis­tinc­tion, the in­ner tight­ness of her dead grand­mother. Next to them, although he was already reveal­ing the physical drive of his father, Ar­ca­dio looked like a child. He set about learning the art of sil­ver­work with Aure­li­ano, who had also taught him how to read and write. Úrsula sud­denly real­ized that the house had be­come full of people, that her chil­dren were on the point of mar­rying and having chil­dren, and that they would be ob­liged to scat­ter for lack of space. Then she took out the money she had ac­cumulated over long years of hard labor, made some ar­range­ments with her cus­tom­ers, and un­der­took the en­lar­ge­ment of the house. She had a formal parlor for vis­its built, an­other one that was more com­fortable and cool for daily use, a din­ing room with a table with twelve places where the fam­ily could sit with all of their guests, nine bed­rooms with win­dows on the courtyard, and a long porch protec­ted from the heat of noon by a rose garden with a rail­ing on which to place pots of ferns and be­gonias. She had the kit­chen en­larged to hold two ovens. The granary where Pi­lar Tern­era had read José Ar­ca­dio’s future was torn down and an­other twice as large built so that there would never be a lack of food in the house. She had baths built in the courtyard in the shade of the chestnut tree, one for the wo­men and an­other for the men, and in the rear a large stable, a fenced-in chicken yard, a shed for the milk cows, and an avi­ary open to the four winds so that wan­der­ing birds could roost there at their pleas­ure. Fol­lowed by dozens of ma­sons and carpenters, as if she had con­trac­ted her husband’s hal­lu­cin­at­ing fever, Úrsula fixed the po­s­i­tion of light and heat and dis­trib­uted space without the least sense of its lim­it­ations. The prim­it­ive build­ing of the founders be­came filled with tools and ma­teri­als, of work­men ex­hausted by sweat, who asked everybody please not to molest them, ex­asper­ated by the sack of bones that fol­lowed them everywhere with its dull rat­tle. In that dis­com­fort, breath­ing quick­lime and tar, no one could see very well how from the bowels of the earth there was rising not only the lar­gest house in the town, but the most hospit­able and cool house that had ever ex­isted in the re­gion of the swamp. José Ar­ca­dio Buendía, trying to surprise Di­vine Provid­ence in the midst of the cata­clysm, was the one who least un­der­stood it. The new house was al­most fin­ished when Úrsula drew him out of his chi­mer­ical world in or­der to in­form him that she had an or­der to paint the front blue and not white as they had wanted. She showed him the of­fi­cial doc­u­ment. José Ar­ca­dio Buendía, without un­der­stand­ing what his wife was talk­ing about, de­ciphered the sig­na­ture.

“Who is this fel­low?” he asked.

“The ma­gis­trate,” Úrsula an­swered dis­con­solately. “They say he’s an au­thority sent by the gov­ern­ment.”

Don Apolinar Mos­cote, the ma­gis­trate, had ar­rived in Ma­condo very qui­etly. He put up at the Hotel Jacob—built by one of the first Ar­abs who came to swap knick­knacks for macaws—and on the fol­lowing day he ren­ted a small room with a door on the street two blocks away from the Buendía house. He set up a table and a chair that he had bought from Jacob, nailed up on the wall the shield of the re­public that he had brought with him, and on the door he pain­ted the sign: Ma­gis­trate. His first or­der was for all the houses to be pain­ted blue in cel­eb­ration of the an­niver­sary of national in­de­pend­ence. José Ar­ca­dio Buendía, with the copy of the or­der in his hand, found him tak­ing his nap in a ham­mock he had set up in the nar­row of­fice. “Did you write this paper?” he asked him. Don Apolinar Mos­cote, a ma­ture man, timid, with a ruddy com­plexion, said yes. “By what right?” José Ar­ca­dio Buendía asked again. Don Apolinar Mos­cote picked up a paper from the drawer of the table and showed it to him. “I have been named ma­gis­trate of this town.” José Ar­ca­dio Buendía did not even look at the appoint­ment.

“In this town we do not give or­ders with pieces of paper,” he said without losing his calm. “And so that you know it once and for all, we don’t need any judges here be­cause there’s noth­ing that needs judging.”

Fa­cing Don Apolinar Mos­cote, still without rais­ing his voice, he gave a de­tailed ac­count of how they had foun­ded the vil­lage, of how they had dis­trib­uted the land, opened the roads, and in­tro­duced the im­prove­ments that ne­cessity required without having bothered the gov­ern­ment and without any­one having bothered them. “We are so peace­ful that none of us has died even of a nat­ural death,” he said. “You can see that we still don’t have any cemetery.” No one was up­set that the gov­ern­ment had not helped them. On the con­trary, they were happy that up un­til then it had let them grow in peace, and he hoped that it would con­tinue leav­ing them that way, be­cause they had not foun­ded a town so that the first up­start who came along would tell them what to do. Don Apolinar had put on his denim jacket, white like his trousers, without losing at any mo­ment the el­eg­ance of his ges­tures.

“So that if you want to stay here like any other or­d­in­ary cit­izen, you’re quite wel­come,” José Ar­ca­dio Buendía con­cluded. “But if you’ve come to cause dis­order by mak­ing the people paint their houses blue, you can pick up your junk and go back where you came from. Be­cause my house is going to be white, like a dove.”

Don Apolinar Mos­cote turned pale. He took a step back­ward and tightened his jaws as he said with a cer­tain af­flic­tion:

“I must warn you that I’m armed.”

José Ar­ca­dio Buendía did not know ex­actly when his hands re­gained the use­ful strength with which he used to pull down horses. He grabbed Don Apolinar Mos­cote by the lapels and lif­ted him up to the level of his eyes.

“I’m doing this,” he said, “be­cause I would rather carry you around alive and not have to keep car­rying you around dead for the rest of my life.”

In that way he car­ried him through the middle of the street, suspen­ded by the lapels, un­til he put him down on his two feet on the swamp road. A week later he was back with six bare­foot and ragged sol­diers, armed with shot­guns, and an ox­cart in which his wife and seven daugh­ters were travel­ing. Two other carts ar­rived later with the fur­niture, the bag­gage, and the house­hold utensils. He settled his fam­ily in the Hotel Jacob, while he looked for a house, and he went back to open his of­fice un­der the protec­tion of the sol­diers. The founders of Ma­condo, resolving to ex­pel the in­vaders, went with their older sons to put them­selves at the dis­posal of José Ar­ca­dio Buendía. But he was against it, as he ex­plained, be­cause it was not manly to make trouble for someone in front of his fam­ily, and Don Apolinar had returned with his wife and daugh­ters. So he de­cided to resolve the situ­ation in a pleas­ant way.

Aure­li­ano went with him. About that time he had be­gun to cul­tiv­ate the black mustache with waxed tips and the some­what stentorian voice that would char­ac­ter­ize him in the war. Un­armed, without paying any at­tention to the guards, they went into the ma­gis­trate’s of­fice. Don Apolinar Mas­cote did not lose his calm. He in­tro­duced them to two of his daugh­ters who happened to be there: Am­paro, sixteen, dark like her mother, and Remedios, only nine, a pretty lit­tle girl with lily-colored skin and green eyes. They were gra­cious and well-mannered. As soon as the men came in, be­fore be­ing in­tro­duced, they gave them chairs to sit on. But they both re­mained stand­ing.

“Very well, my friend,” José Ar­ca­dio Buendía said, “you may stay here, not be­cause you have those ban­dits with shot­guns at the door, but out of con­sid­er­ation for your wife and daugh­ters.”

Don Apolinar Mos­cote was up­set, but José Ar­ca­dio Buendía did not give him time to reply. “We only make two con­di­tions,” he went on. “The first: that everyone can paint his house the color he feels like. The se­cond: that the sol­diers leave at once. We will guaran­tee or­der for you.” The ma­gis­trate raised his right hand with all the fin­gers ex­ten­ded.

“Your word of honor?”

“The word of your en­emy,” José Ar­ca­dio Buendía said. And he ad­ded in a bit­ter tone: “Be­cause I must tell you one thing: you and I are still en­emies.”

The sol­diers left that same af­ternoon. A few days later José Ar­ca­dio Buendía found a house for the ma­gis­trate’s fam­ily. Everybody was at peace ex­cept Aure­li­ano. The im­age of Remedios, the ma­gis­trate’s younger daugh­ter, who, be­cause of her age, could have been his daugh­ter, kept pain­ing him in some part of his body. It was a physical sensation that al­most bothered him when he walked, like a pebble in his shoe.








THE NEW HOUSE, white, like a dove, was in­augur­ated with a dance. Úrsula had got that idea from the af­ternoon when she saw Re­beca and Am­aranta changed into ad­oles­cents, and it could al­most have been said that the main reason be­hind the con­struc­tion was a de­sire to have a proper place for the girls to re­ceive vis­itors. In or­der that noth­ing would be lack­ing in splendor she worked like a gal­ley slave as the re­pairs were un­der way, so that be­fore they were fin­ished she had ordered costly ne­cessit­ies for the dec­or­ations, the table ser­vice, and the mar­velous in­vention that was to arouse the as­ton­ish­ment of the town and the jub­il­ation of the young people: the pi­an­ola. They de­livered it broken down, packed in sev­eral boxes that were un­loaded along with the Vi­en­nese fur­niture, the Bo­hemian crystal, the table ser­vice from the In­dies Com­pany, the table­cloths from Hol­land, and a rich vari­ety of lamps and can­dlesticks, hangings and drapes. The im­port house sent along at its own ex­pense an It­alian ex­pert, Pietro Crespi, to as­semble and tune the pi­an­ola, to in­struct the purchasers in its func­tion­ing, and to teach them how to dance to the latest mu­sic prin­ted on its six paper rolls.

Pietro Crespi was young and blond, the most hand­some and well-mannered man who had ever been seen in Ma­condo, so scrupulous in his dress that in spite of the suf­foc­at­ing heat he would work in his brocade vest and heavy coat of dark cloth. Soaked in sweat, keep­ing a rev­er­ent dis­tance from the own­ers of the house, he spent sev­eral weeks shut up in the parlor with a ded­ic­ation much like that of Aure­li­ano in his sil­ver­work. One morn­ing, without open­ing the door, without call­ing any­one to wit­ness the mir­acle, he placed the first roll in the pi­an­ola and the tor­ment­ing ham­mer­ing and the con­stant noise of wooden lath­ings ceased in a si­lence that was startled at the or­der and neat­ness of the mu­sic. They all ran to the parlor. José Ar­ca­dio Buendía was as if struck by lightn­ing, not be­cause of the beauty of the melody, but be­cause of the automatic work­ing of the keys of the pi­an­ola, and he set up Melquíades’ cam­era with the hope of getting a daguer­reotype of the in­visible player. That day the It­alian had lunch with them. Re­beca and Am­aranta, ser­ving the table, were in­tim­id­ated by the way in which the an­gelic man with pale and ring­less hands ma­nip­ulated the utensils. In the living room, next to the parlor, Pietro Crespi taught them how to dance. He showed them the steps without touch­ing them, keep­ing time with a met­ronome, un­der the friendly eye of Úrsula, who did not leave the room for a mo­ment while her daugh­ters had their les­son. Pietro Crespi wore spe­cial pants on those days, very elastic and tight, and dan­cing slip­pers. “You don’t have to worry so much,” José Ar­ca­dio Buendía told her. “The man’s a fairy.” But she did not leave off her vi­gil­ance un­til the apprentice­ship was over and the It­alian left Ma­condo. Then they began to or­gan­ize the party. Úrsula drew up a strict guest list, in which the only ones in­vited were the des­cend­ants of the founders, ex­cept for the fam­ily of Pi­lar Tern­era, who by then had had two more chil­dren by un­known fath­ers. It was truly a high-class list, ex­cept that it was de­term­ined by feel­ings of friend­ship, for those favored were not only the old­est friends of José Ar­ca­dio Buendía’s house since be­fore they un­der­took the ex­o­dus and the found­ing of Ma­condo, but also their sons and grand­sons, who were the con­stant com­pan­ions of Aure­li­ano and Ar­ca­dio since in­fancy, and their daugh­ters, who were the only ones who vis­ited the house to em­broider with Re­beca and Am­aranta. Don Apolinar Mos­cote, the be­ne­vol­ent ruler whose activ­ity had been re­duced to the main­ten­ance from his scanty resources of two police­men armed with wooden clubs, was a fig­ure­head. In or­der to support the house­hold ex­penses his daugh­ters had opened a sew­ing shop, where they made felt flowers as well as guava del­ic­acies, and wrote love notes to or­der. But in spite of be­ing mod­est and hard-work­ing, the most beau­ti­ful girls in town, and the most skilled at the new dances, they did not man­age to be con­sidered for the party.

While Úrsula and the girls un­packed fur­niture, pol­ished sil­ver­ware, and hung pic­tures of maid­ens in boats full of roses, which gave a breath of new life to the na­ked areas that the ma­sons had built, José Ar­ca­dio Buendía stopped his pursuit of the im­age of God, con­vinced of His nonex­ist­ence, and he took the pi­an­ola apart in or­der to de­cipher its ma­gical secret. Two days be­fore the party, swamped in a shower of leftover keys and ham­mers, bungling in the midst of a mixup of strings that would un­roll in one dir­ec­tion and roll up again in the other, he suc­ceeded in a fashion in put­ting the in­stru­ment back to­gether. There had never been as many surprises and as much dash­ing about as in those days, but the new pitch lamps were lighted on the des­ig­nated day and hour. The house was opened, still smelling of resin and damp white­wash, and the chil­dren and grand­chil­dren of the founders saw the porch with ferns and be­gonias, the quiet rooms, the garden sat­ur­ated with the fragrance of the roses, and they gathered to­gether in the parlor, fa­cing the un­known in­vention that had been covered with a white sheet. Those who were fa­mil­iar with the pi­ano, popular in other towns in the swamp, felt a lit­tle dis­heartened, but more bit­ter was Úrsula’s disappoint­ment when she put in the first roll so that Am­aranta and Re­beca could be­gin the dan­cing and the mech­an­ism did not work. Melquíades, al­most blind by then, crum­bling with de­crep­itude, used the arts of his time­less wis­dom in an at­tempt to fix it. Fi­nally José Ar­ca­dio Buendía man­aged, by mis­take, to move a device that was stuck and the mu­sic came out, first in a burst and then in a flow of mixed-up notes. Beat­ing against the strings that had been put in without or­der or con­cert and had been tuned with temer­ity, the ham­mers let go. But the stub­born des­cend­ants of the twenty-one in­trepid people who plowed through the mountains in search of the sea to the west avoided the reefs of the melodic mixup and the dan­cing went on un­til dawn.

Pietro Crespi came back to re­pair the pi­an­ola. Re­beca and Am­aranta helped him put the strings in or­der and helped him with their laughter at the mixup of the melodies. It was ex­tremely pleas­ant and so chaste in its way that Úrsula ceased her vi­gil­ance. On the eve of his de­parture a farewell dance for him was im­provised with the pi­an­ola and with Re­beca he put on a skill­ful demon­stration of mod­ern dances. Ar­ca­dio and Am­aranta matched them in grace and skill. But the ex­hib­i­tion was in­ter­rupted be­cause Pi­lar Tern­era, who was at the door with the on­lookers, had a fight, bit­ing and hair-pulling, with a wo­man who had dared to com­ment that Ar­ca­dio had a wo­man’s be­hind. Toward mid­night Pietro Crespi took his leave with a sen­ti­mental lit­tle speech, and he promised to return very soon. Re­beca ac­com­panied him to the door, and having closed up the house and put out the lamps, she went to her room to weep. It was an in­con­solable weep­ing that lasted for sev­eral days, the cause of which was not known even by Am­aranta. Her her­metism was not odd. Although she seemed ex­pans­ive and cor­dial, she had a sol­it­ary char­ac­ter and an im­pen­et­rable heart. She was a splen­did ad­oles­cent with long and firm bones, but she still in­sisted on using the small wooden rock­ing chair with which she had ar­rived at the house, re­in­forced many times and with the arms gone. No one had dis­covered that even at that age she still had the habit of suck­ing her fin­ger. That was why she would not lose an opportun­ity to lock her­self in the bath­room and had ac­quired the habit of sleep­ing with her face to the wall. On rainy af­ternoons, em­broider­ing with a group of friends on the be­gonia porch, she would lose the thread of the con­ver­sation and a tear of nos­tal­gia would salt her pal­ate when she saw the strips of damp earth and the piles of mud that the earth­worms had pushed up in the garden. Those secret tastes, de­feated in the past by or­anges and rhu­barb, broke out into an ir­re­pressible urge when she began to weep. She went back to eat­ing earth. The first time she did it al­most out of curi­osity, sure that the bad taste would be the best cure for the temptation. And, in fact, she could not bear the earth in her mouth. But she persevered, over­come by the growing anxi­ety, and lit­tle by lit­tle she was getting back her an­ces­tral appetite, the taste of pri­mary min­er­als, the un­bridled sat­is­fac­tion of what was the ori­ginal food. She would put hand­fuls of earth in her pock­ets, and ate them in small bits without be­ing seen, with a con­fused feel­ing of pleas­ure and rage, as she in­struc­ted her girl friends in the most dif­fi­cult needle­point and spoke about other men, who did not de­serve the sac­ri­fice of having one eat the white­wash on the walls be­cause of them. The hand­fuls of earth made the only man who de­ser­ved that show of de­grad­ation less re­mote and more cer­tain, as if the ground that he walked on with his fine pat­ent leather boots in an­other part of the world were transmit­ting to her the weight and the tem­per­ature of his blood in a min­eral sa­vor that left a harsh af­ter­taste in her mouth and a sed­i­ment of peace in her heart. One af­ternoon, for no reason, Am­paro Mos­cote asked per­mis­sion to see the house. Am­aranta and Re­beca, dis­con­cer­ted by the un­ex­pec­ted visit, at­ten­ded her with a stiff form­al­ity. They showed her the re­modeled man­sion, they had her listen to the rolls on the pi­an­ola, and they offered her or­ange marmalade and crack­ers. Am­paro gave a les­son in dig­nity, per­sonal charm, and good man­ners that im­pressed Úrsula in the few mo­ments that she was present during the visit. After two hours, when the con­ver­sation was be­gin­ning to wane, Am­paro took ad­vant­age of Am­aranta’s dis­trac­tion and gave Re­beca a let­ter. She was able to see the name of the Es­tim­able Señorita Re­beca Buendía, writ­ten in the same meth­odical hand, with the same green ink, and the same del­ic­acy of words with which the in­struc­tions for the oper­ation of the pi­an­ola were writ­ten, and she fol­ded the let­ter with the tips of her fin­gers and hid it in her bosom, look­ing at Am­paro Mos­cote with an ex­pression of end­less and un­con­di­tional grat­it­ude and a si­lent promise of com­pli­city unto death.

The sud­den friend­ship between Am­paro Mos­cote and Re­beca Buendía awakened the hopes of Aure­li­ano. The memory of lit­tle Remedios had not stopped tor­ment­ing him, but he had not found a chance to see her. When he would stroll through town with his closest friends, Mag­nífico Vis­bal and Ger­ineldo Márquez—the sons of the founders of the same names—he would look for her in the sew­ing shop with an anxious glance, but he saw only the older sis­ters. The pres­ence of Am­paro Mos­cote in the house was like a pre­mon­i­tion. “She has to come with her,” Aure­li­ano would say to him­self in a low voice. “She has to come.” He repeated it so many times and with such con­vic­tion that one af­ternoon when he was put­ting to­gether a lit­tle gold fish in the work­shop, he had the cer­tainty that she had an­swered his call. In­deed, a short time later he heard the child­ish voice, and when he looked up his heart froze with ter­ror as he saw the girl at the door, dressed in pink or­gandy and wear­ing white boots.

“You can’t go in there, Remedios,” Am­paro Mos­cote said from the hall. “They’re work­ing.”

But Aure­li­ano did not give her time to re­spond. He picked up the lit­tle fish by the chain that came through its mouth and said to her:

“Come in.”

Remedios went over and asked some questions about the fish that Aure­li­ano could not an­swer be­cause he was seized with a sud­den at­tack of as­thma. He wanted to stay be­side that lily skin forever, be­side those em­er­ald eyes, close to that voice that called him “sir” with every question, showing the same respect that she gave her father. Melquíades was in the corner seated at the desk scrib­bling in­de­cipher­able signs. Aure­li­ano hated him. All he could do was tell Remedios that he was going to give her the lit­tle fish and the girl was so startled by the of­fer that she left the work­shop as fast as she could. That af­ternoon Aure­li­ano lost the hid­den pati­ence with which he had waited for a chance to see her. He neg­lected his work. In sev­eral des­per­ate ef­forts of con­cen­tration he willed her to appear but Remedios did not re­spond. He looked for her in her sis­ters’ shop, be­hind the win­dow shades in her house, in her father’s of­fice, but he found her only in the im­age that sat­ur­ated his priv­ate and ter­rible sol­itude. He would spend whole hours with Re­beca in the parlor listen­ing to the mu­sic on the pi­an­ola. She was listen­ing to it be­cause it was the mu­sic with which Pietro Crespi had taught them how to dance. Aure­li­ano listened to it sim­ply be­cause everyth­ing, even mu­sic, re­minded him of Remedios.

The house be­came full of love. Aure­li­ano ex­pressed it in poetry that had no be­gin­ning or end. He would write it on the harsh pieces of parch­ment that Melquíades gave him, on the bath­room walls, on the skin of his arms, and in all of it Remedios would appear transfigured: Remedios in the soporific air of two in the af­ternoon, Remedios in the soft breath of the roses, Remedios in the water-clock secrets of the moths, Remedios in the steam­ing morn­ing bread, Remedios everywhere and Remedios forever. Re­beca waited for her love at four in the af­ternoon, em­broider­ing by the win­dow. She knew that the mail­man’s mule ar­rived only every two weeks, but she al­ways waited for him, con­vinced that he was going to ar­rive on some other day by mis­take. It happened quite the opposite: once the mule did not come on the usual day. Mad with des­per­ation, Re­beca got up in the middle of the night and ate hand­fuls of earth in the garden with a sui­cidal drive, weep­ing with pain and fury, chew­ing tender earth­worms and chip­ping her teeth on snail shells. She vomited un­til dawn. She fell into a state of fe­ver­ish prostration, lost con­scious­ness, and her heart went into a shame­less de­li­rium. Úrsula, scan­dal­ized, forced the lock on her trunk and found at the bottom, tied to­gether with pink rib­bons, the sixteen per­fumed let­ters and the ske­l­et­ons of leaves and petals preser­ved in old books and the dried butter­flies that turned to powder at the touch.

Aure­li­ano was the only one cap­able of un­der­stand­ing such des­ol­ation. That af­ternoon, while Úrsula was trying to res­cue Re­beca from the slough of de­li­rium, he went with Mag­nífico Vis­bal and Ger­ineldo Márquez to Catarino’s store. The es­tab­lish­ment had been ex­pan­ded with a gal­lery of wooden rooms where single wo­men who smelled of dead flowers lived. A group made up of an ac­cor­dion and drums played the songs of Fran­cisco the Man, who had not been seen in Ma­condo for sev­eral years. The three friends drank fer­men­ted cane juice. Mag­nífico and Ger­ineldo, con­tem­porar­ies of Aure­li­ano but more skilled in the ways of the world, drank meth­odic­ally with the wo­men seated on their laps. One of the wo­men, withered and with gold­work on her teeth, gave Aure­li­ano a caress that made him shud­der. He re­jec­ted her. He had dis­covered that the more he drank the more he thought about Remedios, but he could bear the tor­ture of his re­col­lec­tions bet­ter. He did not know ex­actly when he began to float. He saw his friends and the wo­men sail­ing in a ra­di­ant glow, without weight or mass, saying words that did not come out of their mouths and mak­ing mys­ter­i­ous sig­nals that did not correspond to their ex­pressions. Catarino put a hand on his shoulder and said to him: “It’s going on el­even.” Aure­li­ano turned his head, saw the enorm­ous dis­figured face with a felt flower be­hind the ear, and then he lost his memory, as during the times of for­get­ful­ness, and he re­covered it on a strange dawn and in a room that was com­pletely foreign, where Pi­lar Tern­era stood in her slip, bare­foot, her hair down, hold­ing a lamp over him, startled with dis­be­lief.

“Aure­li­ano!”

Aure­li­ano checked his feet and raised his head. He did not know how he had come there, but he knew what his aim was, be­cause he had car­ried it hid­den since in­fancy in an in­vi­olable back­water of his heart.

“I’ve come to sleep with you,” he said.

His clothes were smeared with mud and vomit. Pi­lar Tern­era, who lived alone at that time with her two younger chil­dren, did not ask him any questions. She took him to the bed. She cleaned his face with a damp cloth, took off his clothes, and then got com­pletely un­dressed and lowered the mosquito netting so that her chil­dren would not see them if they woke up. She had be­come tired of wait­ing for the man who would stay, of the men who left, of the count­less men who mis­sed the road to her house, con­fused by the un­cer­tainty of the cards. During the wait her skin had be­come wrinkled, her breasts had withered, the coals of her heart had gone out. She felt for Aure­li­ano in the dark­ness, put her hand on his stomach and kissed him on the neck with a ma­ter­nal ten­derness. “My poor child,” she murmured. Aure­li­ano shuddered. With a calm skill, without the slight­est mis­step, he left his ac­cumulated grief be­hind and found Remedios changed into a swamp without horizons, smelling of a raw an­imal and re­cently ironed clothes. When he came to the sur­face he was weep­ing. First they were in­vol­un­tary and broken sobs. Then he emptied him­self out in an un­leashed flow, feel­ing that so­mething swol­len and pain­ful had burst in­side of him. She waited, scratch­ing his head with the tips of her fin­gers, un­til his body got rid of the dark ma­terial that would not let him live. Then Pi­lar Tern­era asked him: “Who is it?” And Aure­li­ano told her. She let out a laugh that in other times frightened the doves and that now did not even wake up the chil­dren. “You’ll have to raise her first,” she mocked, but un­der­neath the mock­ery Aure­li­ano found a reser­voir of un­der­stand­ing. When he went out of the room, leav­ing be­hind not only his doubts about his vir­il­ity but also the bit­ter weight that his heart had borne for so many months, Pi­lar Tern­era made him a spontan­eous promise.

“I’m going to talk to the girl,” she told him, “and you’ll see what I’ll serve her on the tray.”

She kept her promise. But it was a bad mo­ment, be­cause the house had lost its peace of former days. When she dis­covered Re­beca’s passion, which was im­possible to keep secret be­cause of her shouts, Am­aranta suffered an at­tack of fever. She also suffered from the barb of a lonely love. Shut up in the bath­room, she would release her­self from the tor­ment of a hope­less passion by writ­ing fe­ver­ish let­ters, which she fi­nally hid in the bottom of her trunk. Úrsula barely had the strength to take care of the two sick girls. She was un­able, after prolonged and in­si­di­ous in­ter­rog­ations, to as­cer­tain the causes of Am­aranta’s prostration. Fi­nally, in an­other mo­ment of in­spir­ation, she forced the lock on the trunk and found the let­ters tied with a pink rib­bon, swol­len with fresh lilies and still wet with tears, ad­dressed and never sent to Pietro Crespi. Weep­ing with rage, she cursed the day that it had oc­curred to her to buy the pi­an­ola, and she for­bade the em­broidery les­sons and de­creed a kind of mourn­ing with no one dead which was to be prolonged un­til the daugh­ters got over their hopes. Use­less was the in­ter­vention of José Ar­ca­dio Buendía, who had mod­i­fied his first im­pression of Pietro Crespi and ad­mired his abil­ity in the ma­nip­ulation of mu­sical ma­chines. So that when Pi­lar Tern­era told Aure­li­ano that Remedios had de­cided on mar­riage, he could see that the news would only give his par­ents more trouble. In­vited to the parlor for a formal in­ter­view, José Ar­ca­dio Buendía and Úrsula listened stonily to their son’s de­clar­ation. When he learned the name of the fiancée, however, José Ar­ca­dio Buendía grew red with in­dig­nation. “Love is a dis­ease,” he thundered. “With so many pretty and de­cent girls around, the only thing that oc­curs to you is to get mar­ried to the daugh­ter of our en­emy.” But Úrsula agreed with the choice. She con­fessed her af­fec­tion for the seven Mos­cote sis­ters, for their beauty, their abil­ity for work, their mod­esty, and their good man­ners, and she cel­eb­rated her son’s prudence. Con­quered by his wife’s en­thu­si­asm, José Ar­ca­dio Buendía then laid down one con­di­tion: Re­beca, who was the one he wanted, would marry Pietro Crespi. Úrsula would take Am­aranta on a trip to the cap­ital of the province when she had time, so that con­tact with dif­fer­ent people would al­le­vi­ate her disappoint­ment. Re­beca got her health back just as soon as she heard of the agreement, and she wrote her fiancé a jub­il­ant let­ter that she sub­mit­ted to her par­ents’ approval and put into the mail without the use of any in­ter­me­di­ar­ies. Am­aranta preten­ded to ac­cept the de­cision and lit­tle by lit­tle she re­covered from her fevers, but she promised her­self that Re­beca would marry only over her dead body.

The fol­lowing Saturday José Ar­ca­dio Buendía put on his dark suit, his cel­luloid col­lar, and the deer­skin boots that he had worn for the first time the night of the party, and went to ask for the hand of Remedios Mos­cote. The ma­gis­trate and his wife re­ceived him, pleased and worried at the same time, for they did not know the reason for the un­ex­pec­ted visit, and then they thought that he was con­fused about the name of the in­ten­ded bride. In or­der to re­move the mis­take, the mother woke Remedios up and car­ried her into the living room, still drowsy from sleep. They asked her if it was true that she had de­cided to get mar­ried, and she an­swered, whim­per­ing, that she only wanted them to let her sleep. José Ar­ca­dio Buendía, un­der­stand­ing the dis­tress of the Mos­cotes, went to clear things up with Aure­li­ano. When he returned, the Mos­cotes had put on formal cloth­ing, had re­arranged the fur­niture and put fresh flowers in the vases, and were wait­ing in the com­pany of their older daugh­ters. Over­whelmed by the un­pleas­ant­ness of the oc­ca­sion and the both­er­some hard col­lar, José Ar­ca­dio Buendía con­firmed the fact that Remedios, in­deed, was the chosen one. “It doesn’t make sense,” Don Apolinar Mos­cote said with con­sternation. “We have six other daugh­ters, all un­mar­ried, and at an age where they de­serve it, who would be de­lighted to be the hon­or­able wife of a gentle­man as ser­i­ous and hard-work­ing as your son, and Aure­lito lays his eyes pre­cisely on the one who still wets her bed.” His wife, a well-preser­ved wo­man with af­flic­ted eye­lids and ex­pression, scol­ded his mis­take. When they fin­ished the fruit punch, they willingly ac­cepted Aure­li­ano’s de­cision. Ex­cept that Señora Mos­cote begged the favor of speak­ing to Úrsula alone. In­trigued, protesting that they were in­volving her in men’s af­fairs, but really feel­ing deep emotion, Úrsula went to visit her the next day. A half hour later she returned with the news that Remedios had not reached puberty. Aure­li­ano did not con­sider that a ser­i­ous bar­rier. He had waited so long that he could wait as long as was ne­ces­sary un­til his bride reached the age of con­ception.

The new­found har­mony was in­ter­rupted by the death of Melquíades. Although it was a fore­see­able event, the circum­stances were not. A few months after his return, a pro­cess of aging had taken place in him that was so rapid and crit­ical that soon he was treated as one of those use­less great-grand­fath­ers who wander about the bed­rooms like shades, drag­ging their feet, re­mem­ber­ing bet­ter times aloud, and whom no one both­ers about or re­mem­bers really un­til the morn­ing they find them dead in their bed. At first José Ar­ca­dio Buendía helped him in his work, en­thu­si­astic over the nov­elty of the daguer­reotypes and the pre­dic­tions of Nos­trada­mus. But lit­tle by lit­tle he began abandon­ing him to his sol­itude, for com­munic­ation was be­coming in­creas­ingly dif­fi­cult. He was losing his sight and his hear­ing, he seemed to con­fuse the people he was speak­ing to with oth­ers he had known in re­mote epochs of man­kind, and he would an­swer questions with a com­plex hodge­podge of lan­guages. He would walk along groping in the air, although he passed between ob­jects with an in­ex­plic­able fluid­ity, as if he were en­dowed with some in­stinct of dir­ec­tion based on an im­me­di­ate pres­ci­ence. One day he forgot to put in his false teeth, which at night he left in a glass of water be­side his bed, and he never put them in again. When Úrsula un­der­took the en­lar­ge­ment of the house, she had them build him a spe­cial room next to Aure­li­ano’s work­shop, far from the noise and bustle of the house, with a win­dow flooded with light and a book­case where she her­self put in or­der the books that were al­most destroyed by dust and moths, the flaky stacks of paper covered with in­de­cipher­able signs, and the glass with his false teeth, where some aquatic plants with tiny yel­low flowers had taken root. The new place seemed to please Melquíades, be­cause he was never seen any more, not even in the din­ing room. He only went to Aure­li­ano’s work­shop, where he would spend hours on end scrib­bling his en­ig­matic lit­er­ature on the parch­ments that he had brought with him and that seemed to have been made out of some dry ma­terial that crum­pled like puff paste. There he ate the meals that Vis­itación brought him twice a day, although in the last days he lost his appetite and fed only on ve­get­ables. He soon ac­quired the forlorn look that one sees in ve­get­ari­ans. His skin be­came covered with a thin moss, sim­ilar to that which flourished on the an­ti­que vest that he never took off, and his breath ex­haled the odor of a sleep­ing an­imal. Aure­li­ano ended up for­getting about him, ab­sorbed in the com­posi­tion of his poems, but on one oc­ca­sion he thought he un­der­stood so­mething of what Melquíades was saying in his groping mono­logues, and he paid at­tention. In real­ity, the only thing that could be isolated in the rocky paragraphs was the in­sist­ent ham­mer­ing on the word equi­nox, equi­nox, equi­nox, and the name of Al­ex­ander von Hum­boldt. Ar­ca­dio got a lit­tle closer to him when he began to help Aure­li­ano in his sil­ver­work. Melquíades an­swered that ef­fort at com­munic­ation at times by giving forth with phrases in Span­ish that had very lit­tle to do with real­ity. One af­ternoon, however, he seemed to be il­lumin­ated by a sud­den emotion. Years later, fa­cing the fir­ing squad, Ar­ca­dio would re­mem­ber the trem­bling with which Melquíades made him listen to sev­eral pages of his im­pen­et­rable writ­ing, which of course he did not un­der­stand, but which when read aloud were like en­cyclic­als be­ing chanted. Then he smiled for the first time in a long while and said in Span­ish: “When I die, burn mer­cury in my room for three days.” Ar­ca­dio told that to José Ar­ca­dio Buendía and the lat­ter tried to get more ex­pli­cit in­form­ation, but he re­ceived only one an­swer: “I have found im­mor­tal­ity.” When Melquíades’ breath­ing began to smell, Ar­ca­dio took him to bathe in the river on Thursday morn­ings. He seemed to get bet­ter. He would un­dress and get into the water with the boys, and his mys­ter­i­ous sense of ori­ent­ation would al­low him to avoid the deep and dan­ger­ous spots. “We come from the water,” he said on a cer­tain oc­ca­sion. Much time passed in that way without any­one’s see­ing him in the house ex­cept on the night when he made a pathetic ef­fort to fix the pi­an­ola, and when he would go to the river with Ar­ca­dio, car­rying un­der his arm a gourd and a bar of palm oil soap wrapped in a towel. One Thursday, be­fore they called him to go to the river, Aure­li­ano heard him say: “I have died of fever on the dunes of Singa­pore.” That day he went into the water at a bad spot and they did not find him un­til the fol­lowing day, a few miles down­stream, washed up on a bright bend in the river and with a sol­it­ary vul­ture sit­ting on his stomach. Over the scan­dal­ized protests of Úrsula, who wept with more grief than she had had for her own father, José Ar­ca­dio Buendía was opposed to their burying him. “He is im­mor­tal,” he said, “and he him­self revealed the formula of his re­sur­rec­tion.” He brought out the forgotten water pipe and put a kettle of mer­cury to boil next to the body, which lit­tle by lit­tle was filling with blue bubbles. Don Apolinar Mos­cote ven­tured to re­mind him that an un­buried drowned man was a danger to public health. “None of that, be­cause he’s alive,” was the an­swer of José Ar­ca­dio Buendía, who fin­ished the seventy-two hours with the mer­cur­ial in­cense as the body was already be­gin­ning to burst with a livid fluores­cence, the soft whistles of which im­preg­nated the house with a pesti­len­tial va­por. Only then did he per­mit them to bury him, not in any or­d­in­ary way, but with the hon­ors reser­ved for Ma­condo’s greatest be­ne­factor. It was the first burial and the best-at­ten­ded one that was ever seen in the town, only surpassed, a cen­tury later, by Big Mama’s fun­eral car­nival. They buried him in a grave dug in the cen­ter of the plot des­tined for the cemetery, with a stone on which they wrote the only thing they knew about him: MELQUÍADES. They gave him his nine nights of wake. In the tumult that gathered in the courtyard to drink cof­fee, tell jokes, and play cards, Am­aranta found a chance to con­fess her love to Pietro Crespi, who a few weeks be­fore had form­al­ized his promise to Re­beca and had set up a store for mu­sical in­stru­ments and mech­an­ical toys in the same sec­tion where the Ar­abs had lingered in other times swapping knick-knacks for macaws, and which the people called the Street of the Turks. The It­alian, whose head covered with pat­ent leather curls aroused in wo­men an ir­re­pressible need to sigh, dealt with Am­aranta as with a capri­cious lit­tle girl who was not worth tak­ing ser­i­ously.

“I have a younger brother,” he told her. “He’s coming to help me in the store.”

Am­aranta felt hu­mili­ated and told Pietro Crespi with a virulent an­ger that she was pre­pared to stop her sis­ter’s wed­ding even if her own dead body had to lie ac­ross the door. The It­alian was so im­pressed by the dra­mat­ics of the threat that he could not resist the temptation to mention it to Re­beca. That was how Am­aranta’s trip, al­ways put off by Úrsula’s work, was ar­ranged in less than a week. Am­aranta put up no resistance, but when she kissed Re­beca good-bye she whis­pered in her ear:

“Don’t get your hopes up. Even if they send me to the ends of the earth I’ll find some way of stopping you from getting mar­ried, even if I have to kill you.”

With the ab­sence of Úrsula, with the in­visible pres­ence of Melquíades, who con­tinued his stealthy shuff­ling through the rooms, the house seemed enorm­ous and empty. Re­beca took charge of do­mestic or­der, while the In­dian wo­man took care of the bakery. At dusk, when Pietro Crespi would ar­rive, pre­ceded by a cool breath of lav­ender and al­ways bring­ing a toy as a gift, his fiancée would re­ceive the vis­itor in the main parlor with doors and win­dows open to be safe from any suspi­cion. It was an un­ne­ces­sary pre­caution, for the It­alian had shown him­self to be so respect­ful that he did not even touch the hand of the wo­man who was going to be his wife within the year. Those vis­its were filling the house with re­mark­able toys. Mech­an­ical baller­inas, mu­sic boxes, ac­ro­batic mon­keys, trotting horses, clowns who played the tam­bourine: the rich and startling mech­an­ical fauna that Pietro Crespi brought dis­sip­ated José Ar­ca­dio Buendía’s af­flic­tion over the death of Melquíades and car­ried him back to his old days as an al­chem­ist. He lived at that time in a para­dise of dis­em­boweled an­im­als, of mech­an­isms that had been taken apart in an at­tempt to per­fect them with a system of per­petual motion based upon the prin­ciples of the pen­dulum. Aure­li­ano, for his part, had neg­lected the work­shop in or­der to teach lit­tle Remedios to read and write. At first the child pre­fer­red her dolls to the man who would come every af­ternoon and who was re­spons­ible for her be­ing se­par­ated from her toys in or­der to be bathed and dressed and seated in the parlor to re­ceive the vis­itor. But Aure­li­ano’s pati­ence and de­votion fi­nally won her over, up to the point where she would spend many hours with him studying the mean­ing of the let­ters and sketch­ing in a note­book with colored pen­cils lit­tle houses with cows in the corral and round suns with yel­low rays that hid be­hind the hills.

Only Re­beca was un­happy, be­cause of Am­aranta’s threat. She knew her sis­ter’s char­ac­ter, the haught­i­ness of her spirit, and she was frightened by the virulence of her an­ger. She would spend whole hours suck­ing her fin­ger in the bath­room, hold­ing her­self back with an ex­hausting iron will so as not to eat earth. In search of some re­lief for her un­cer­tainty, she called Pi­lar Tern­era to read her future. After a string of con­ventional vagar­ies, Pi­lar Tern­era pre­dicted:

“You will not be happy as long as your par­ents re­main un­buried.”

Re­beca shuddered. As in the memory of a dream she saw her­self en­ter­ing the house as a very small girl, with the trunk and the lit­tle rocker, and a bag whose con­tents she had never known. She re­membered a bald gentle­man dressed in linen and with his col­lar closed by a gold button, who had noth­ing to do with the king of hearts. She re­membered a very young and beau­ti­ful wo­man with warm and per­fumed hands, who had noth­ing in com­mon with the jack of dia­monds and his rheum­atic hands, and who used to put flowers in her hair and take her out walk­ing in the af­ternoon through a town with green streets.

“I don’t un­der­stand,” she said.

Pi­lar Tern­era seemed dis­con­cer­ted:

“I don’t either, but that’s what the cards say.”

Re­beca was so preoc­cu­pied with the en­igma that she told it to José Ar­ca­dio Buendía, and he scol­ded her for be­lieving in the pre­dic­tions of the cards, but he un­der­took the si­lent task of search­ing closets and trunks, moving fur­niture and turn­ing over beds and floor­boards look­ing for the bag of bones. He re­membered that he had not seen it since the time of the re­build­ing. He secretly summoned the ma­sons and one of them revealed that he had walled up the bag in some bed­room be­cause it bothered him in his work. After sev­eral days of listen­ing, with their ears against the walls, they per­ceived the deep cloc-cloc. They pen­et­rated the wall and there were the bones in the in­tact bag. They buried it the same day in a grave without a stone next to that of Melquíades, and José Ar­ca­dio Buendía returned home free of a burden that for a mo­ment had weighed on his con­science as much as the memory of Pruden­cio Aguilar. When he went through the kit­chen he kissed Re­beca on the fore­head.

“Get those bad thoughts out of your head,” he told her. “You’re going to be happy.”

The friend­ship with Re­beca opened up to Pi­lar Tern­era the doors of the house, closed by Úrsula since the birth of Ar­ca­dio. She would ar­rive at any hour of the day, like a flock of goats, and would un­leash her fe­ver­ish en­ergy in the hard­est tasks. So­me­times she would go into the work­shop and help Ar­ca­dio sens­it­ize the daguer­reotype plates with an ef­fi­ciency and a ten­derness that ended up by con­fusing him. That wo­man bothered him. The tan of her skin, her smell of smoke, the dis­order of her laughter in the dark­room dis­trac­ted his at­tention and made him bump into things.

On a cer­tain oc­ca­sion Aure­li­ano was there work­ing on his sil­ver, and Pi­lar Tern­era leaned over the table to ad­mire his la­bor­i­ous pati­ence. Sud­denly it happened. Aure­li­ano made sure that Ar­ca­dio was in the dark­room be­fore rais­ing his eyes and meet­ing those of Pi­lar Tern­era, whose thought was per­fectly vis­ible, as if ex­posed to the light of noon.

“Well,” Aure­li­ano said. “Tell me what it is.”

Pi­lar Tern­era bit her lips with a sad smile.

“That you’d be good in a war,” she said. “Where you put your eye, you put your bul­let.”

Aure­li­ano relaxed with the proof of the omen. He went back to con­cen­trate on his work as if noth­ing had happened, and his voice took on a rest­ful strength.

“I will re­cog­nize him,” he said. “He’ll bear my name.”

José Ar­ca­dio Buendía fi­nally got what he was look­ing for: he con­nec­ted the mech­an­ism of the clock to a mech­an­ical baller­ina, and the toy danced unin­ter­ruptedly to the rhythm of her own mu­sic for three days. That dis­cov­ery ex­cited him much more than any of his other hareb­rained un­der­tak­ings. He stopped eat­ing. He stopped sleep­ing. Only the vi­gil­ance and care of Re­beca kept him from be­ing dragged off by his ima­gin­ation into a state of per­petual de­li­rium from which he would not re­cover. He would spend the nights walk­ing around the room think­ing aloud, search­ing for a way to apply the prin­ciples of the pen­dulum to ox­carts, to har­rows, to everyth­ing that was use­ful when put into motion. The fever of in­som­nia fatigued him so much that one dawn he could not re­cog­nize the old man with white hair and un­cer­tain ges­tures who came into his bed­room. It was Pruden­cio Aguilar. When he fi­nally iden­ti­fied him, startled that the dead also aged, José Ar­ca­dio Buendía felt him­self shaken by nos­tal­gia. “Pruden­cio,” he ex­claimed. “You’ve come from a long way off!” After many years of death the yearning for the living was so in­tense, the need for com­pany so pressing, so ter­ri­fying the nearness of that other death which ex­ists within death, that Pruden­cio Aguilar had ended up loving his worst en­emy. He had spent a great deal of time look­ing for him. He asked the dead from Riohacha about him, the dead who came from the Upar Val­ley, those who came from the swamp, and no one could tell him be­cause Ma­condo was a town that was un­known to the dead un­til Melquíades ar­rived and marked it with a small black dot on the mot­ley maps of death. José Ar­ca­dio Buendía con­ver­sed with Pruden­cio Aguilar un­til dawn. A few hours later, worn out by the vi­gil, he went into Aure­li­ano’s work­shop and asked him: “What day is today?” Aure­li­ano told him that it was Tuesday. “I was think­ing the same thing,” José Ar­ca­dio Buendía said, “but sud­denly I real­ized that it’s still Monday, like yester­day. Look at the sky, look at the walls, look at the be­gonias. Today is Monday too.” Used to his manias, Aure­li­ano paid no at­tention to him. On the next day, Wed­nesday, José Ar­ca­dio Buendía went back to the work­shop. “This is a dis­aster,” he said. “Look at the air, listen to the buzzing of the sun, the same as yester­day and the day be­fore. Today is Monday too.” That night Pietro Crespi found him on the porch, weep­ing for Pruden­cio Aguilar, for Melquíades, for Re­beca’s par­ents, for his mother and father, for all of those he could re­mem­ber and who were now alone in death. He gave him a mech­an­ical bear that walked on its hind legs on a tightrope, but he could not dis­tract him from his ob­session. He asked him what had happened to the project he had ex­plained to him a few days be­fore about the pos­sib­il­ity of build­ing a pen­dulum ma­chine that would help men to fly and he an­swered that it was im­possible be­cause a pen­dulum could lift any­thing into the air but it could not lift itself. On Thursday he appeared in the work­shop again with the pain­ful look of plowed ground. “The time ma­chine has broken,” he al­most sobbed, “and Úrsula and Am­aranta so far away!” Aure­li­ano scol­ded him like a child and he ad­opted a con­trite air. He spent six hours ex­amin­ing things, trying to find a dif­fer­ence from their appear­ance on the previous day in the hope of dis­cov­er­ing in them some change that would reveal the pas­sage of time. He spent the whole night in bed with his eyes open, call­ing to Pruden­cio Aguilar, to Melquíades, to all the dead, so that they would share his dis­tress. But no one came. On Fri­day, be­fore any­one arose, he watched the appear­ance of nature again un­til he did not have the slight­est doubt but that it was Monday. Then he grabbed the bar from a door and with the sav­age vi­olence of his un­com­mon strength he smashed to dust the equip­ment in the al­chemy labor­at­ory, the daguer­reotype room, the sil­ver work­shop, shouting like a man pos­sessed in some high-sound­ing and flu­ent but com­pletely in­com­pre­hens­ible lan­guage. He was about to fin­ish off the rest of the house when Aure­li­ano asked the neigh­bors for help. Ten men were needed to get him down, fourteen to tie him up, twenty to drag him to the chestnut tree in the courtyard, where they left him tied up, bark­ing in the strange lan­guage and giving off a green froth at the mouth. When Úrsula and Am­aranta returned he was still tied to the trunk of the chestnut tree by his hands and feet, soaked with rain and in a state of total in­no­cence. They spoke to him and he looked at them without re­cog­niz­ing them, saying things they did not un­der­stand. Úrsula un­tied his wrists and ankles, la­cer­ated by the pressure of the rope, and left him tied only by the waist. Later on they built him a shel­ter of palm branches to protect him from the sun and the rain.








AURELI­ANO BUENDÍA and Remedios Mos­cote were mar­ried one Sunday in March be­fore the al­tar Father Nicanor Reyna had set up in the parlor. It was the culmin­ation of four weeks of shocks in the Mos­cote house­hold be­cause lit­tle Remedios had reached puberty be­fore getting over the habits of child­hood. In spite of the fact that her mother had taught her about the changes of ad­oles­cence, one Feb­ruary af­ternoon she burst shouting into the living room, where her sis­ters were chat­ting with Aure­li­ano, and showed them her panties, smeared with a chocol­ate-colored paste. A month for the wed­ding was agreed upon. There was barely enough time to teach her how to wash her­self, get dressed by her­self, and un­der­stand the fun­da­mental busi­ness of a home. They made her urin­ate over hot bricks in or­der to cure her of the habit of wetting her bed. It took a good deal of work to con­vince her of the in­vi­olab­il­ity of the mar­ital secret, for Remedios was so con­fused and at the same time so amazed at the revelation that she wanted to talk to everybody about the de­tails of the wed­ding night. It was a fatiguing ef­fort, but on the date set for the ce­re­mony the child was as ad­ept in the ways of the world as any of her sis­ters. Don Apolinar Mos­cote es­corted her by the arm down the street that was dec­or­ated with flowers and wreaths amidst the ex­plosion of rock­ets and the mu­sic of sev­eral bands, and she waved with her hand and gave her thanks with a smile to those who wished her good luck from the win­dows. Aure­li­ano, dressed in black, wear­ing the same pat­ent leather boots with metal fasten­ers that he would have on a few years later as he faced the fir­ing squad, had an in­tense pale­ness and a hard lump in his throat when he met the bride at the door of the house and led her to the al­tar. She be­haved so nat­ur­ally, with such dis­cretion, that she did not lose her com­posure, not even when Aure­li­ano dropped the ring as he tried to put it on her fin­ger. In the midst of the murmurs and con­fusion of the guests, she kept her arm with the fin­ger­less lace glove held up and re­mained like that with her ring fin­ger ready un­til the bride­groom man­aged to stop the ring with his foot be­fore it rolled to the door, and came back blush­ing to the al­tar. Her mother and sis­ters suffered so much from the fear that the child would do so­mething wrong during the ce­re­mony that in the end they were the ones who com­mit­ted the im­per­tin­ence of pick­ing her up to kiss her. From that day on the sense of re­spons­ib­il­ity, the nat­ural grace, the calm con­trol that Remedios would have in the face of ad­verse circum­stances was revealed. It was she who, on her own ini­ti­at­ive, put as­ide the lar­gest piece that she had cut from the wed­ding cake and took it on a plate with a fork to José Ar­ca­dio Buendía. Tied to the trunk of the chestnut tree, huddled on a wooden stool un­der­neath the palm shel­ter, the enorm­ous old man, dis­colored by the sun and rain, made a vague smile of grat­it­ude and ate the piece of cake with his fin­gers, mum­bling an unin­tel­li­gible psalm. The only un­happy per­son in that noisy cel­eb­ration, which lasted un­til dawn on Monday, was Re­beca Buendía. It was her own frustrated party. By an ar­range­ment of Úrsula’s, her mar­riage was to be cel­eb­rated on the same day, but that Fri­day Pietro Crespi re­ceived a let­ter with the news of his mother’s im­min­ent death. The wed­ding was postponed. Pietro Crespi left for the cap­ital of the province an hour after re­ceiving the let­ter, and on the road he mis­sed his mother, who ar­rived punc­tually Saturday night and at Aure­li­ano’s wed­ding sang the sad aria that she had pre­pared for the wed­ding of her son. Pietro Crespi returned on Sunday mid­night to sweep up the ashes of the party, after having worn out five horses on the road in an at­tempt to be in time for his wed­ding. It was never dis­covered who wrote the let­ter. Tor­men­ted by Úrsula, Am­aranta wept with in­dig­nation and swore her in­no­cence in front of the al­tar, which the carpenters had not fin­ished dis­mantling.

Father Nicanor Reyna—whom Don Apolinar Mos­cote had brought from the swamp to of­fi­ci­ate at the wed­ding—was an old man hardened by the in­grat­it­ude of his min­istry. His skin was sad, with the bones al­most ex­posed, and he had a pro­nounced round stomach and the ex­pression of an old an­gel, which came more from sim­pli­city than from good­ness. He had planned to return to his par­ish after the wed­ding, but he was appalled at the hard­ness of the in­hab­it­ants of Ma­condo, who were prosper­ing in the midst of scan­dal, sub­ject to the nat­ural law, without bap­tiz­ing their chil­dren or sanc­ti­fying their fest­ivals. Think­ing that no land needed the seed of God so much, he de­cided to stay on for an­other week to Christi­an­ize both circum­cised and gen­tile, leg­al­ize con­cu­bin­age, and give the sac­ra­ments to the dying. But no one paid any at­tention to him. They would an­swer him that they had been many years without a pri­est, ar­ranging the busi­ness of their souls dir­ectly with God, and that they had lost the evil of ori­ginal sin. Tired of preach­ing in the open, Father Nicanor de­cided to un­der­take the build­ing of a church, the lar­gest in the world, with life-size saints and stained-glass win­dows on the sides, so that people would come from Rome to honor God in the cen­ter of im­pi­ety. He went everywhere beg­ging alms with a copper dish. They gave him a large amount, but he wanted more, be­cause the church had to have a bell that would raise the drowned up to the sur­face of the water. He pleaded so much that he lost his voice. His bones began to fill with sounds. One Saturday, not even having col­lec­ted the price of the doors, he fell into a des­per­ate con­fusion. He im­provised an al­tar in the square and on Sunday he went through the town with a small bell, as in the days of in­som­nia, call­ing people to an open-air mass. Many went out of curi­osity. Oth­ers from nos­tal­gia. Oth­ers so that God would not take the dis­dain for His in­ter­me­di­ary as a per­sonal in­sult. So that at eight in the morn­ing half the town was in the square, where Father Nicanor chanted the gos­pels in a voice that had been la­cer­ated by his plead­ing. At the end, when the con­greg­ation began to break up, he raised his arms sig­nal­ing for at­tention.

“Just a mo­ment,” he said. “Now we shall wit­ness an un­deni­able proof of the in­fin­ite power of God.”

The boy who had helped him with the mass brought him a cup of thick and steam­ing chocol­ate, which he drank without pausing to breathe. Then he wiped his lips with a handker­chief that he drew from his sleeve, ex­ten­ded his arms, and closed his eyes. Thereupon Father Nicanor rose six inches above the level of the ground. It was a con­vin­cing meas­ure. He went among the houses for sev­eral days repeat­ing the demon­stration of lev­it­ation by means of chocol­ate while the aco­lyte col­lec­ted so much money in a bag that in less than a month he began the con­struc­tion of the church. No one doub­ted the di­vine ori­gin of the demon­stration ex­cept José Ar­ca­dio Buendía, who without chan­ging ex­pression watched the troop of people who gathered around the chestnut tree one morn­ing to wit­ness the revelation once more. He merely stretched on his stool a lit­tle and shrugged his shoulders when Father Nicanor began to rise up from the ground along with the chair he was sit­ting on.

“Hoc est sim­pli­cis­simus,” José Ar­ca­dio Buendía said. “Homo iste statum quartum ma­teriae in­venit.”

Father Nicanor raised his hands and the four legs of the chair all landed on the ground at the same time.

“Nego,” he said. “Factum hoc ex­ist­en­tiam Dei pro­bat sine du­bio.”

Thus it was dis­covered that José Ar­ca­dio Buendía’s dev­il­ish jar­gon was Latin. Father Nicanor took ad­vant­age of the circum­stance of his be­ing the only per­son who had been able to com­munic­ate with him to try to in­ject the faith into his twisted mind. Every af­ternoon he would sit by the chestnut tree preach­ing in Latin, but José Ar­ca­dio Buendía in­sisted on re­ject­ing rhet­or­ical tricks and the transmutation of chocol­ate, and he de­man­ded the daguer­reotype of God as the only proof. Father Nicanor then brought him medals and pic­tures and even a re­pro­duc­tion of the Ver­on­ica, but José Ar­ca­dio Buendía re­jec­ted them as artistic ob­jects without any sci­en­tific basis. He was so stub­born that Father Nicanor gave up his at­tempts at evan­gel­iz­a­tion and con­tinued vis­it­ing him out of hu­man­it­arian feel­ings. But then it was José Ar­ca­dio Buendía who took the lead and tried to break down the pri­est’s faith with ration­al­ist tricks. On a cer­tain oc­ca­sion when Father Nicanor brought a checker set to the chestnut tree and in­vited him to a game, José Ar­ca­dio Buendía would not ac­cept, be­cause ac­cord­ing to him he could never un­der­stand the sense of a con­test in which the two ad­versar­ies have agreed upon the rules. Father Nicanor, who had never seen check­ers played that way, could not play it again. Ever more startled at José Ar­ca­dio Buendía’s lu­cid­ity, he asked him how it was pos­sible that they had him tied to a tree.

“Hoc est sim­pli­cis­simus,” he replied. “Be­cause I’m crazy.”

From then on, con­cerned about his own faith, the pri­est did not come back to visit him and ded­ic­ated him­self to hurrying along the build­ing of the church. Re­beca felt her hopes be­ing re­born. Her future was predic­ated on the com­pletion of the work, for one Sunday when Father Nicanor was lunch­ing at the house and the whole fam­ily sit­ting at the table spoke of the solem­nity and splendor that re­li­gious ce­re­monies would ac­quire when the church was built, Am­aranta said: “The luck­i­est one will be Re­beca.” And since Re­beca did not un­der­stand what she meant, she ex­plained it to her with an in­no­cent smile:

“You’re going to be the one who will in­augur­ate the church with your wed­ding.”

Re­beca tried to forestall any com­ments. The way the con­struc­tion was going the church would not be built be­fore an­other ten years. Father Nicanor did not agree: the growing gen­er­osity of the faith­ful per­mit­ted him to make more op­tim­istic cal­cu­lations. To the mute in­dig­nation of Re­beca, who could not fin­ish her lunch, Úrsula cel­eb­rated Am­aranta’s idea and con­trib­uted a con­sid­er­able sum for the work to move faster. Father Nicanor felt that with an­other con­tri­bu­tion like that the church would be ready within three years. From then on Re­beca did not say an­other word to Am­aranta, con­vinced that her ini­ti­at­ive had not the in­no­cence that she at­tempted to give it. “That was the least ser­i­ous thing I could have done,” Am­aranta an­swered her during the vi­olent ar­gu­ment they had that night. “In that way I won’t have to kill you for three years.” Re­beca ac­cepted the chal­lenge.

When Pietro Crespi found out about the new postpone­ment, he went through a crisis of disappoint­ment, but Re­beca gave him a fi­nal proof of her loyalty. “We’ll elope whenever you say,” she told him. Pietro Crespi, however, was not a man of ad­ven­ture. He lacked the im­pulsive char­ac­ter of his fiancée, and he con­sidered respect for one’s given word as a wealth that should not be squandered. Then Re­beca turned to more auda­cious meth­ods. A mys­ter­i­ous wind blew out the lamps in the parlor and Úrsula surprised the lov­ers kissing in the dark. Pietro Crespi gave her some con­fused ex­plan­ations about the poor qual­ity of mod­ern pitch lamps and he even helped her in­stall a more se­cure system of il­lumin­ation for the room. But the fuel failed again or the wicks be­came clogged and Úrsula found Re­beca sit­ting on her fiancé’s lap. This time she would ac­cept no ex­plan­ation. She turned the re­spons­ib­il­ity of the bakery over to the In­dian wo­man and sat in a rock­ing chair to watch over the young people during the vis­its, ready to win out over man­euvers that had already been old when she was a girl. “Poor Mama,” Re­beca would say with mock in­dig­nation, see­ing Úrsula yawn during the bore­dom of the vis­its. “When she dies she’ll go off to her re­ward in that rock­ing chair.” After three months of super­vised love, fatigued by the slow pro­gress of the con­struc­tion, which he went to in­spect every day, Pietro Crespi de­cided to give Father Nicanor the money he needed to fin­ish the church. Am­aranta did not grow im­pati­ent. As she con­ver­sed with her girl friends every af­ternoon when they came to em­broider on the porch, she tried to think of new sub­ter­fuges. A mis­take in cal­cu­lation spoiled the one she con­sidered the most ef­fect­ive: re­moving the moth­balls that Re­beca had put in her wed­ding dress be­fore she put it away in the bed­room dresser. She did it when two months were left for the com­pletion of the church. But Re­beca was so im­pati­ent with the approach of the wed­ding that she wanted to get the dress ready earlier than Am­aranta had fore­seen. When she opened the dresser and un­fol­ded first the papers and then the protect­ive cloth, she found the fab­ric of the dress and the stitches of the veil and even the crown of or­ange blossoms per­for­ated by moths. Although she was sure that she had put a hand­ful of moth­balls in the wrappings, the dis­aster seemed so nat­ural that she did not dare blame Am­aranta. There was less than a month un­til the wed­ding, but Am­paro Mos­cote promised to sew a new dress within a week. Am­aranta felt faint that rainy noontime when Am­paro came to the house wrapped in the froth of nee­dlework for Re­beca to have the fi­nal fit­ting of the dress. She lost her voice and a thread of cold sweat ran down the path of her spine. For long months she had trembled with fright wait­ing for that hour, be­cause if she had not been able to con­ceive the ul­ti­mate obstacle to Re­beca’s wed­ding, she was sure that at the last mo­ment, when all the resources of her ima­gin­ation had failed, she would have the courage to poison her. That af­ternoon, while Re­beca was suf­foc­at­ing with heat in­side the ar­mor of thread that Am­paro Mos­cote was put­ting about her body with thousands of pins and in­fin­ite pati­ence, Am­aranta made sev­eral mis­takes in her crochet­ing and pricked her fin­ger with the needle, but she de­cided with fright­ful cold­ness that the date would be the last Fri­day be­fore the wed­ding and the method would be a dose of laudanum in her cof­fee.

A greater obstacle, as im­pas­sable as it was un­fore­seen, ob­liged a new and in­def­in­ite postpone­ment. One week be­fore the date set for the wed­ding, lit­tle Remedios woke up in the middle of the night soaked in a hot broth which had ex­ploded in her in­sides with a kind of tear­ing belch, and she died three days later, poisoned by her own blood, with a pair of twins crossed in her stomach. Am­aranta suffered a crisis of con­science. She had begged God with such fer­vor for so­mething fear­ful to happen so that she would not have to poison Re­beca that she felt guilty of Remedios’ death. That was not the obstacle that she had begged for so much. Remedios had brought a breath of mer­ri­ment to the house. She had settled down with her husband in a room near the work­shop, which she dec­or­ated with the dolls and toys of her re­cent child­hood, and her merry vit­al­ity over­flowed the four walls of the bed­room and went like a whirl­wind of good health along the porch with the be­gonias. She would start singing at dawn. She was the only per­son who dared in­ter­vene in the ar­gu­ments between Re­beca and Am­aranta. She plunged into the fatiguing chore of tak­ing care of José Ar­ca­dio Buendía. She would bring him his food, she would help him with his daily ne­cessit­ies, wash him with soap and a scrub­bing brush, keep his hair and beard free of lice and nits, keep the palm shel­ter in good con­di­tion and re­in­force it with water­proof can­vas in stormy weather. In her last months she had suc­ceeded in com­munic­at­ing with him in phrases of rudi­ment­ary Latin. When the son of Aure­li­ano and Pi­lar Tern­era was born and brought to the house and bap­tized in an in­timate ce­re­mony with the name Aure­li­ano José, Remedios de­cided that he would be con­sidered their old­est child. Her ma­ter­nal in­stinct surprised Úrsula. Aure­li­ano, for his part, found in her the justi­fic­ation that he needed to live. He worked all day in his work­shop and Remedios would bring him a cup of black cof­fee in the middle of the morn­ing. They would both visit the Mos­cotes every night. Aure­li­ano would play end­less games of dom­in­oes with his father-in-law while Remedios chat­ted with her sis­ters or talked to her mother about more im­portant things. The link with the Buendías con­sol­id­ated Don Apolinar Mos­cote’s au­thority in the town. On frequent trips to the cap­ital of the province he suc­ceeded in getting the gov­ern­ment to build a school so that Ar­ca­dio, who had in­her­ited the educ­ational en­thu­si­asm of his grand­father, could take charge of it. Through per­sua­sion he man­aged to get the ma­jority of houses pain­ted blue in time for the date of national in­de­pend­ence. At the ur­ging of Father Nicanor, he ar­ranged for the transfer of Catarino’s store to a back street and he closed down sev­eral scan­dal­ous es­tab­lish­ments that prospered in the cen­ter of town. Once he returned with six police­men armed with rifles to whom he en­trusted the main­ten­ance of or­der, and no one re­membered the ori­ginal agreement not to have armed men in the town. Aure­li­ano en­joyed his father-in-law’s ef­fi­ciency. “You’re going to get as fat as he is,” his friends would say to him. But his sedent­ary life, which ac­cen­tu­ated his cheekbones and con­cen­trated the sparkle of his eyes, did not in­crease his weight or al­ter the parsi­mony of his char­ac­ter, but, on the con­trary, it hardened on his lips the straight line of sol­it­ary med­it­ation and im­plac­able de­cision. So deep was the af­fec­tion that he and his wife had suc­ceeded in arousing in both their fam­il­ies that when Remedios an­nounced that she was going to have a child, even Re­beca and Am­aranta de­clared a truce in or­der to knit items in blue wool if it was to be a boy and in pink wool in case it was a girl. She was the last per­son Ar­ca­dio thought about a few years later when he faced the fir­ing squad.

Úrsula ordered a mourn­ing period of closed doors and win­dows, with no one en­ter­ing or leav­ing ex­cept on mat­ters of ut­most ne­cessity. She prohib­ited any talk­ing aloud for a year and she put Remedios’ daguer­reotype in the place where her body had been laid out, with a black rib­bon around it and an oil lamp that was al­ways kept lighted. Future gen­er­ations, who never let the lamp go out, would be puzzled at that girl in a pleated skirt, white boots, and with an or­gandy band around her head, and they were never able to con­nect her with the stand­ard im­age of a great-grand­mother. Am­aranta took charge of Aure­li­ano José. She ad­opted him as a son who would share her sol­itude and re­lieve her from the in­vol­un­tary laudanum that her mad be­seech­ing had thrown into Remedios’ cof­fee. Pietro Crespi would tiptoe in at dusk, with a black rib­bon on his hat, and he would pay a si­lent visit to Re­beca, who seemed to be bleed­ing to death in­side the black dress with sleeves down to her wrists. Just the idea of think­ing about a new date for the wed­ding would have been so ir­rev­er­ent that the en­gage­ment turned into an eternal relation­ship, a fatigued love that no one worried about again, as if the lov­ers, who in other days had sab­otaged the lamps in or­der to kiss, had been aban­doned to the free will of death. Having lost her bear­ings, com­pletely de­mor­al­ized, Re­beca began eat­ing earth again.

Sud­denly—when the mourn­ing had gone on so long that the needle­point ses­sions began again—someone pushed open the street door at two in the af­ternoon in the mor­tal si­lence of the heat and the braces in the found­ation shook with such force that Am­aranta and her friends sew­ing on the porch, Re­beca suck­ing her fin­ger in her bed­room, Úrsula in the kit­chen, Aure­li­ano in the work­shop, and even José Ar­ca­dio Buendía un­der the sol­it­ary chestnut tree had the im­pression that an earthquake was break­ing up the house. A huge man had ar­rived. His square shoulders barely fit­ted through the doorways. He was wear­ing a medal of Our Lady of Help around his bison neck, his arms and chest were com­pletely covered with cryptic tat­tooing, and on his right wrist was the tight copper brace­let of the niños-en-cruz am­u­let. His skin was tanned by the salt of the open air, his hair was short and straight like the mane of a mule, his jaws were of iron, and he wore a sad smile. He had a belt on that was twice as thick as the cinch of a horse, boots with leg­gings and spurs and iron on the heels, and his pres­ence gave the quak­ing im­pression of a seis­mic tremor. He went through the parlor and the living room, car­rying some half-worn saddle­bags in his hand, and he appeared like a thun­der­clap on the porch with the be­gonias where Am­aranta and her friends were para­lyzed, their needles in the air. “Hello,” he said to them in a tired voice, threw the saddle­bags on a work­t­able, and went by on his way to the back of the house. “Hello,” he said to the startled Re­beca, who saw him pass by the door of her bed­room. “Hello,” he said to Aure­li­ano, who was at his sil­ver­smith’s bench with all five senses alert. He did not linger with any­one. He went dir­ectly to the kit­chen and there he stopped for the first time at the end of a trip that had be­gun on the other side of the world. “Hello,” he said. Úrsula stood for a frac­tion of a se­cond with her mouth open, looked into his eyes, gave a cry, and flung her arms around his neck, shouting and weep­ing with joy. It was José Ar­ca­dio. He was return­ing as poor as when he had left, to such an ex­treme that Úrsula had to give him two pesos to pay for the rental of his horse. He spoke a Span­ish that was lar­ded with sailor slang. They asked where he had been and he an­swered: “Out there.” He hung his ham­mock in the room they as­signed him and slept for three days. When he woke up, after eat­ing sixteen raw eggs, he went dir­ectly to Catarino’s store, where his mo­nu­mental size provoked a panic of curi­osity among the wo­men. He called for mu­sic and cane li­quor for everyone, to be put on his bill. He would In­dian-wrestle with five men at the same time. “It can’t be done,” they said, con­vinced that they would not be able to move his arm. “He has niños-en-cruz.” Catarino, who did not be­lieve in ma­gical tricks of strength, bet him twelve pesos that he could not move the counter. José Ar­ca­dio pulled it out of its place, lif­ted it over his head, and put it in the street. It took el­even men to put it back. In the heat of the party he ex­hib­ited his un­usual masculin­ity on the bar, com­pletely covered with tat­toos of words in sev­eral lan­guages in­ter­twined in blue and red. To the wo­men who were be­sieging him and cov­et­ing him he put the question as to who would pay the most. The one who had the most money offered him twenty pesos. Then he proposed raff­ling him­self off among them at ten pesos a chance. It was a fant­astic price be­cause the most sought-after wo­man earned eight pesos a night, but they all ac­cepted. They wrote their names on fourteen pieces of paper which they put into a hat and each wo­man took one out. When there were only two pieces left to draw, it was es­tab­lished to whom they be­longed.

“Five pesos more from each one,” José Ar­ca­dio proposed, “and I’ll share myself with both.”

He made his living that way. He had been around the world sixty-five times, en­listed in a crew of sail­ors without a country. The wo­men who went to bed with him that night in Catarino’s store brought him na­ked into the dance salon so that people could see that there was not a square inch of his body that was not tat­tooed, front and back, and from his neck to his toes. He did not suc­ceed in be­coming in­corporated into the fam­ily. He slept all day and spent the night in the red-light dis­trict, mak­ing bets on his strength. On the rare oc­ca­sions when Úrsula got him to sit down at the table, he gave signs of ra­di­ant good hu­mor, es­pe­cially when he told about his ad­ven­tures in re­mote coun­tries. He had been shipwrecked and spent two weeks adrift in the Sea of Ja­pan, feed­ing on the body of a com­rade who had suc­cumbed to sun­stroke and whose ex­tremely salty flesh as it cooked in the sun had a sweet and gran­ular taste. Un­der a bright noonday sun in the Gulf of Bengal his ship had killed a sea dragon, in the stomach of which they found the hel­met, the buckles, and the weapons of a Crusader. In the Carib­bean he had seen the ghost of the pir­ate ship of Vic­tor Hugues, with its sails torn by the winds of death, the masts chewed by sea worms, and still look­ing for the course to Guade­loupe. Úrsula would weep at the table as if she were read­ing the let­ters that had never ar­rived and in which José Ar­ca­dio told about his deeds and mis­ad­ven­tures. “And there was so much of a home here for you, my son,” she would sob, “and so much food thrown to the hogs!” But un­der­neath it all she could not con­ceive that the boy the gypsies took away was the same lout who would eat half a suck­ling pig for lunch and whose flat­ulence withered the flowers. So­mething sim­ilar took place with the rest of the fam­ily. Am­aranta could not con­ceal the re­pug­nance that she felt at the table be­cause of his bestial belch­ing. Ar­ca­dio, who never knew the secret of their relation­ship, scarcely an­swered the questions that he asked with the ob­vious idea of gain­ing his af­fec­tion. Aure­li­ano tried to re­live the times when they slept in the same room, tried to revive the com­pli­city of child­hood, but José Ar­ca­dio had forgotten about it, be­cause life at sea had sat­ur­ated his memory with too many things to re­mem­ber. Only Re­beca suc­cumbed to the first im­pact. The day that she saw him pass by her bed­room she thought that Pietro Crespi was a sugary dandy next to that proto­male whose vol­canic breath­ing could be heard all over the house. She tried to get near him un­der any pre­text. On a cer­tain oc­ca­sion José Ar­ca­dio looked at her body with shame­less at­tention and said to her: “You’re a wo­man, lit­tle sis­ter.” Re­beca lost con­trol of her­self. She went back to eat­ing earth and the white­wash on the walls with the avid­ity of previous days, and she sucked her fin­ger with so much anxi­ety that she de­veloped a cal­lus on her thumb. She vomited up a green li­quid with dead leeches in it. She spent nights awake shak­ing with fever, fight­ing against de­li­rium, wait­ing un­til the house shook with the return of José Ar­ca­dio at dawn. One af­ternoon, when everyone was having a si­esta, she could no longer resist and went to his bed­room. She found him in his shorts, lying in the ham­mock that he had hung from the beams with a ship’s hawser. She was so im­pressed by his enorm­ous mot­ley na­ked­ness that she felt an im­pulse to retreat. “Ex­cuse me,” she said, “I didn’t know you were here.” But she lowered her voice so as not to wake any­one up. “Come here,” he said. Re­beca obeyed. She stopped be­side the ham­mock in an icy sweat, feel­ing knots forming in her in­testines, while José Ar­ca­dio stroked her ankles with the tips of his fin­gers, then her calves, then her thighs, murmuring: “Oh, lit­tle sis­ter, lit­tle sis­ter.” She had to make a supernat­ural ef­fort not to die when a startlingly regulated cyclonic power lif­ted her up by the waist and de­spoiled her of her in­timacy with three slashes of its claws and quartered her like a lit­tle bird. She man­aged to thank God for having been born be­fore she lost her­self in the in­con­ceiv­able pleas­ure of that un­bear­able pain, splash­ing in the steam­ing marsh of the ham­mock which ab­sorbed the ex­plosion of blood like a blotter.

Three days later they were mar­ried during the five-o’clock mass. José Ar­ca­dio had gone to Pietro Crespi’s store the day be­fore. He found him giving a zither les­son and did not draw him as­ide to speak to him. “I’m going to marry Re­beca,” he told him. Pietro Crespi turned pale, gave the zither to one of his pupils, and dis­mis­sed the class. When they were alone in the room that was crowded with mu­sical in­stru­ments and mech­an­ical toys, Pietro Crespi said:

“She’s your sis­ter.”

“I don’t care,” José Ar­ca­dio replied.

Pietro Crespi mopped his brow with the handker­chief that was soaked in lav­ender.

“It’s against nature,” he ex­plained, “and be­sides, it’s against the law.”

José Ar­ca­dio grew im­pati­ent, not so much at the ar­gu­ment as over Pietro Crespi’s pale­ness.

“Fuck nature two times over,” he said. “And I’ve come to tell you not to bother going to ask Re­beca any­thing.”

But his brutal de­port­ment broke down when he saw Pietro Crespi’s eyes grow moist.

“Now,” he said to him in a dif­fer­ent tone, “if you really like the fam­ily, there’s Am­aranta for you.”

Father Nicanor revealed in his Sunday ser­mon that José Ar­ca­dio and Re­beca were not brother and sis­ter. Úrsula never forgave what she con­sidered an in­con­ceiv­able lack of respect and when they came back from church she for­bade the new­ly­weds to set foot in the house again. For her it was as if they were dead. So they ren­ted a house ac­ross from the cemetery and es­tab­lished them­selves there with no other fur­niture but José Ar­ca­dio’s ham­mock. On their wed­ding night a scorpion that had got into her slip­per bit Re­beca on the foot. Her tongue went to sleep, but that did not stop them from spend­ing a scan­dal­ous hon­ey­moon. The neigh­bors were startled by the cries that woke up the whole dis­trict as many as eight times in a single night and three times during si­esta, and they prayed that such wild passion would not dis­turb the peace of the dead.

Aure­li­ano was the only one who was con­cerned about them. He bought them some fur­niture and gave them some money un­til José Ar­ca­dio re­covered his sense of real­ity and began to work the no-man’s-land that bordered the courtyard of the house. Am­aranta, on the other hand, never did over­come her ran­cor against Re­beca, even though life offered her a sat­is­fac­tion of which she had not dreamed: at the ini­ti­at­ive of Úrsula, who did not know how to re­pair the shame, Pietro Crespi con­tinued having lunch at the house on Tuesdays, rising above his de­feat with a serene dig­nity. He still wore the black rib­bon on his hat as a sign of respect for the fam­ily, and he took pleas­ure in showing his af­fec­tion for Úrsula by bring­ing her ex­otic gifts: Portuguese sardines, Turk­ish rose marmalade, and on one oc­ca­sion a lovely Ma­nila shawl. Am­aranta looked after him with a loving di­li­gence. She an­ti­cip­ated his wants, pulled out the threads on the cuffs of his shirt, and em­broidered a dozen handker­chiefs with his ini­tials for his birth­day. On Tuesdays, after lunch, while she would em­broider on the porch, he would keep her happy com­pany. For Pietro Crespi, that wo­man whom he al­ways had con­sidered and treated as a child was a revelation. Although her tem­pera­ment lacked grace, she had a rare sens­ib­il­ity for appre­ci­at­ing the things of the world and had a secret ten­derness. One Tuesday, when no one doub­ted that sooner or later it had to happen, Pietro Crespi asked her to marry him. She did not stop her work. She waited for the hot blush to leave her ears and gave her voice a serene stress of maturity.

“Of course, Crespi,” she said. “But when we know each other bet­ter. It’s never good to be hasty in things.”

Úrsula was con­fused. In spite of the es­teem she had for Pietro Crespi, she could not tell whet­her his de­cision was good or bad from the moral point of view after his prolonged and fam­ous en­gage­ment to Re­beca. But she fi­nally ac­cepted it as an un­qual­i­fied fact be­cause no one shared her doubts. Aure­li­ano, who was the man of the house, con­fused her further with his en­ig­matic and fi­nal opin­ion:

“These are not times to go around think­ing about wed­dings.”

That opin­ion, which Úrsula un­der­stood only some months later, was the only sin­cere one that Aure­li­ano could ex­press at that mo­ment, not only with respect to mar­riage, but to any­thing that was not war. He him­self, fa­cing a fir­ing squad, would not un­der­stand too well the con­cat­en­ation of the series of subtle but ir­re­voc­able ac­ci­dents that brought him to that point. The death of Remedios had not pro­duced the des­pair that he had feared. It was, rather, a dull feel­ing of rage that gradually dis­solved in a sol­it­ary and passive frustration sim­ilar to the one he had felt during the time he was resigned to living without a wo­man. He plunged into his work again, but he kept up the cus­tom of playing dom­in­oes with his father-in-law. In a house bound up in mourn­ing, the nightly con­ver­sations con­sol­id­ated the friend­ship between the two men. “Get mar­ried again, Aure­lito,” his father-in-law would tell him. “I have six daugh­ters for you to choose from.” On one oc­ca­sion on the eve of the elec­tions, Don Apolinar Mos­cote returned from one of his frequent trips worried about the polit­ical situ­ation in the country. The Lib­er­als were de­term­ined to go to war. Since Aure­li­ano at that time had very con­fused notions about the dif­fer­ence between Con­ser­vat­ives and Lib­er­als, his father-in-law gave him some schem­atic les­sons. The Lib­er­als, he said, were Freema­sons, bad people, want­ing to hang pri­ests, to in­stitute civil mar­riage and divorce, to re­cog­nize the rights of il­le­git­imate chil­dren as equal to those of le­git­imate ones, and to cut the country up into a fed­eral system that would take power away from the supreme au­thority. The Con­ser­vat­ives, on the other hand, who had re­ceived their power dir­ectly from God, proposed the es­tab­lish­ment of public or­der and fam­ily mor­al­ity. They were the de­fend­ers of the faith of Christ, of the prin­ciple of au­thority, and were not pre­pared to per­mit the country to be broken down into autonom­ous en­tit­ies. Be­cause of his hu­man­it­arian feel­ings Aure­li­ano sym­path­ized with the Lib­eral at­titude with respect to the rights of nat­ural chil­dren, but in any case, he could not un­der­stand how people ar­rived at the ex­treme of wa­ging war over things that could not be touched with the hand. It seemed an ex­ag­ger­ation to him that for the elec­tions his father-in-law had them send six sol­diers armed with rifles un­der the com­mand of a ser­geant to a town with no polit­ical passions. They not only ar­rived, but they went from house to house con­fis­cat­ing hunt­ing weapons, ma­chetes, and even kit­chen knives be­fore they dis­trib­uted among males over twenty-one the blue bal­lots with the names of the Con­ser­vat­ive can­did­ates and the red bal­lots with the names of the Lib­eral can­did­ates. On the eve of the elec­tions Don Apolinar Mos­cote him­self read a de­cree that prohib­ited the sale of al­coholic bever­ages and the gath­er­ing to­gether of more than three people who were not of the same fam­ily. The elec­tions took place without in­cid­ent. At eight o’clock on Sunday morn­ing a wooden bal­lot box was set up in the square, which was watched over by the six sol­diers. The voting was ab­so­lutely free, as Aure­li­ano him­self was able to at­test since he spent al­most the en­tire day with his father-in-law see­ing that no one voted more than once. At four in the af­ternoon a roll of drums in the square an­nounced the closing of the polls and Don Apolinar Mos­cote sealed the bal­lot box with a la­bel crossed by his sig­na­ture. That night, while he played dom­in­oes with Aure­li­ano, he ordered the ser­geant to break the seal in or­der to count the votes. There were al­most as many red bal­lots as blue, but the ser­geant left only ten red ones and made up the dif­fer­ence with blue ones. Then they sealed the box again with a new la­bel and the first thing on the fol­lowing day it was taken to the cap­ital of the province. “The Lib­er­als will go to war,” Aure­li­ano said. Don Apolinar con­cen­trated on his dom­ino pieces. “If you’re saying that be­cause of the switch in bal­lots, they won’t,” he said. “We left a few red ones in so there won’t be any com­plaints.” Aure­li­ano un­der­stood the dis­ad­vant­ages of be­ing in the opposi­tion. “If I were a Lib­eral,” he said, “I’d go to war be­cause of those bal­lots.” His father-in-law looked at him over his glasses.

“Come now, Aure­lito,” he said, “if you were a Lib­eral, even though you’re my son-in-law, you wouldn’t have seen the switch­ing of the bal­lots.”

What really caused in­dig­nation in the town was not the res­ults of the elec­tions but the fact that the sol­diers had not returned the weapons. A group of wo­men spoke with Aure­li­ano so that he could ob­tain the return of their kit­chen knives from his father-in-law. Don Apolinar Mos­cote ex­plained to him, in strict­est con­fid­ence, that the sol­diers had taken the weapons off as proof that the Lib­er­als were pre­par­ing for war. The cyn­i­cism of the re­mark alarmed him. He said noth­ing, but on a cer­tain night when Ger­ineldo Márquez and Mag­nífico Vis­bal were speak­ing with some other friends about the in­cid­ent of the knives, they asked him if he was a Lib­eral or a Con­ser­vat­ive. Aure­li­ano did not hes­it­ate.

“If I have to be so­mething I’ll be a Lib­eral,” he said, “be­cause the Con­ser­vat­ives are tricky.”

On the fol­lowing day, at the ur­ging of his friends, he went to see Dr. Alirio Noguera to be treated for a supposed pain in his liver. He did not even un­der­stand the mean­ing of the sub­ter­fuge. Dr. Alirio Noguera had ar­rived in Ma­condo a few years be­fore with a medi­cine chest of taste­less pills and a med­ical motto that con­vinced no one: One nail draws an­other. In real­ity he was a charlatan. Be­hind his in­no­cent facade of a doctor without prestige there was hid­den a ter­rorist who with his short-legged boots covered the scars that five years in the stocks had left on his legs. Taken pris­oner during the first fed­er­al­ist ad­ven­ture, he man­aged to es­cape to Curaçao dis­guised in the gar­ment he de­tested most in this world: a cas­sock. At the end of a prolonged ex­ile, stirred up by the ex­cit­ing news that ex­iles from all over the Carib­bean brought to Curaçao, he set out in a smug­gler’s schooner and appeared in Riohacha with the bottles of pills that were noth­ing but refined sugar and a dip­loma from the Univer­sity of Leipzig that he had forged him­self. He wept with disappoint­ment. The fed­er­al­ist fer­vor, which the ex­iles had pic­tured as a powder keg about to ex­plode, had dis­solved into a vague elect­oral il­lusion. Em­bit­tered by fail­ure, yearning for a safe place where he could await old age, the false homeopath took refuge in Ma­condo. In the nar­row bottle-crowded room that he ren­ted on one side of the square, he lived sev­eral years off the hope­lessly ill who, after having tried everyth­ing, con­soled them­selves with sugar pills. His in­stincts of an agit­ator re­mained dormant as long as Don Apolinar Mos­cote was a fig­ure­head. He passed the time re­mem­ber­ing and fight­ing against as­thma. The approach of the elec­tions was the thread that led him once more to the skein of sub­ver­sion. He made con­tact with the young people in the town, who lacked polit­ical know­ledge, and he em­barked on a stealthy cam­paign of in­stig­ation. The nu­mer­ous red bal­lots that appeared in the box and that were at­trib­uted by Don Apolinar Mos­cote to the curi­osity that came from youth were part of his plan: he made his dis­ciples vote in or­der to show them that elec­tions were a farce. “The only ef­fect­ive thing,” he would say, “is vi­olence.” The ma­jority of Aure­li­ano’s friends were en­thu­si­astic over the idea of li­quid­at­ing the Con­ser­vat­ive es­tab­lish­ment, but no one had dared in­clude him in the plans, not only be­cause of his ties with the ma­gis­trate, but be­cause of his sol­it­ary and elu­sive char­ac­ter. It was known, further­more, that he had voted blue at his father-in-law’s dir­ec­tion. So it was a sim­ple mat­ter of chance that he revealed his polit­ical sen­ti­ments, and it was purely a mat­ter of curi­osity, a caprice, that brought him to visit the doctor for the treat­ment of a pain that he did not have. In the den that smelled of camphorated cob­webs he found him­self fa­cing a kind of dusty iguana whose lungs whistled when he breathed. Be­fore ask­ing him any questions the doctor took him to the win­dow and ex­amined the in­side of his lower eye­lid. “It’s not there,” Aure­li­ano said, fol­lowing what they told him. He pushed the tips of his fin­gers into his liver and ad­ded: “Here’s where I have the pain that won’t let me sleep.” Then Dr. Noguera closed the win­dow with the pre­text that there was too much sun, and ex­plained to him in sim­ple terms that it was a pat­ri­otic duty to as­sassin­ate Con­ser­vat­ives. For sev­eral days Aure­li­ano car­ried a small bottle of pills in his shirt pocket. He would take it out every two hours, put three pills in the palm of his hand, and pop them into his mouth for them to be slowly dis­solved on his tongue. Don Apolinar Mos­cote made fun of his faith in homeopathy, but those who were in on the plot re­cog­nized an­other one of their people in him. Al­most all of the sons of the founders were im­plic­ated, although none of them knew con­cretely what ac­tion they were plotting. Nev­er­the­less, the day the doctor revealed the secret to Aure­li­ano, the lat­ter eli­cited the whole plan of the con­spir­acy. Although he was con­vinced at that time of the ur­gency of li­quid­at­ing the Con­ser­vat­ive re­gime, the plot horri­fied him. Dr. Noguera had a mys­tique of per­sonal as­sassin­ation. His system was re­duced to co­ord­in­at­ing a series of in­di­vidual ac­tions which in one mas­ter stroke cov­er­ing the whole nation would li­quid­ate the func­tion­ar­ies of the re­gime along with their respect­ive fam­il­ies, es­pe­cially the chil­dren, in or­der to ex­ter­min­ate Con­ser­vat­ism at its roots. Don Apolinar Mos­cote, his wife, and his six daugh­ters, need­less to say, were on the list.

“You’re no Lib­eral or any­thing else,” Aure­li­ano told him without getting ex­cited. “You’re noth­ing but a butcher.”

“In that case,” the doctor replied with equal calm, “give me back the bottle. You don’t need it any more.”

Only six months later did Aure­li­ano learn that the doctor had given up on him as a man of ac­tion be­cause he was a sen­ti­mental per­son with no future, with a passive char­ac­ter, and a def­in­ite sol­it­ary vo­c­ation. They tried to keep him surroun­ded, fear­ing that he would be­tray the con­spir­acy. Aure­li­ano calmed them down: he would not say a word, but on the night they went to murder the Mos­cote fam­ily they would find him guarding the door. He showed such a con­vin­cing de­cision that the plan was postponed for an in­def­in­ite date. It was during those days that Úrsula asked his opin­ion about the mar­riage between Pietro Crespi and Am­aranta, and he an­swered that these were not times to be think­ing about such a thing. For a week he had been car­rying an old-fashioned pis­tol un­der his shirt. He kept his eyes on his friends. In the af­ternoon he would go have cof­fee with José Ar­ca­dio and Re­beca, who had be­gun to put their house in or­der, and from seven o’clock on he would play dom­in­oes with his father-in-law. At lunchtime he was chat­ting with Ar­ca­dio, who was already a huge ad­oles­cent, and he found him more and more ex­cited over the im­min­ence of war. In school, where Ar­ca­dio had pupils older than him­self mixed in with chil­dren who were barely be­gin­ning to talk, the Lib­eral fever had caught on. There was talk of shooting Father Nicanor, of turn­ing the church into a school, of in­stituting free love. Aure­li­ano tried to calm down his drive. He re­com­men­ded dis­cretion and prudence to him. Deaf to his calm reason­ing, to his sense of real­ity, Ar­ca­dio re­proached him in public for his weak­ness of char­ac­ter. Aure­li­ano waited. Fi­nally, in the be­gin­ning of Decem­ber, Úrsula burst into the work­shop all up­set.

“War’s broken out!”

War, in fact, had broken out three months be­fore. Mar­tial law was in ef­fect in the whole country. The only one who knew it im­me­di­ately was Don Apolinar Mos­cote, but he did not give the news even to his wife while the army pla­toon that was to oc­cupy the town by surprise was on its way. They en­tered noise­lessly be­fore dawn, with two pieces of light artillery drawn by mules, and they set up their headquarters in the school. A 6 P.M. curfew was es­tab­lished. A more drastic search than the previous one was un­der­taken, house by house, and this time they even took farm im­ple­ments. They dragged out Dr. Noguera, tied him to a tree in the square, and shot him without any due pro­cess of law. Father Nicanor tried to im­press the mil­it­ary au­thorit­ies with the mir­acle of lev­it­ation and had his head split open by the butt of a sol­dier’s rifle. The Lib­eral ex­al­tation had been ex­tin­guished into a si­lent ter­ror. Aure­li­ano, pale, mys­ter­i­ous, con­tinued playing dom­in­oes with his father-in-law. He un­der­stood that in spite of his present title of civil and mil­it­ary leader of the town, Don Apolinar Mos­cote was once more a fig­ure­head. The de­cisions were made by the army captain, who each morn­ing col­lec­ted an ex­traord­in­ary levy for the de­fense of public or­der. Four sol­diers un­der his com­mand sn­atched a wo­man who had been bit­ten by a mad dog from her fam­ily and killed her with their rifle butts. One Sunday, two weeks after the oc­cu­pation, Aure­li­ano en­tered Ger­ineldo Márquez’s house and with his usual ter­se­ness asked for a mug of cof­fee without sugar. When the two of them were alone in the kit­chen, Aure­li­ano gave his voice an au­thority that had never been heard be­fore. “Get the boys ready,” he said. “We’re going to war.” Ger­ineldo Márquez did not be­lieve him.

“With what weapons?” he asked.

“With theirs,” Aure­li­ano replied.

Tuesday at mid­night in a mad oper­ation, twenty-one men un­der the age of thirty com­manded by Aure­li­ano Buendía, armed with table knives and sharpened tools, took the gar­rison by surprise, seized the weapons, and in the courtyard ex­ecuted the captain and the four sol­diers who had killed the wo­man.

That same night, while the sound of the fir­ing squad could be heard, Ar­ca­dio was named civil and mil­it­ary leader of the town. The mar­ried rebels barely had time to take leave of their wives, whom they left to their own devices. They left at dawn, cheered by the people who had been lib­er­ated from the ter­ror, to join the forces of the re­volu­tion­ary gen­eral Vic­torio Med­ina, who, ac­cord­ing to the latest re­ports, was on his way to Man­aure. Be­fore leav­ing, Aure­li­ano brought Don Apolinar Mos­cote out of a closet. “Rest easy, father-in-law,” he told him. “The new gov­ern­ment guaran­tees on its word of honor your per­sonal safety and that of your fam­ily.” Don Apolinar Mos­cote had trouble identi­fying that con­spir­ator in high boots and with a rifle slung over his shoulder with the per­son he had played dom­in­oes with un­til nine in the even­ing.

“This is mad­ness, Aure­lito,” he ex­claimed.

“Not mad­ness,” Aure­li­ano said. “War. And don’t call me Aure­lito any more. Now I’m Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía.”








COL­ONEL AURELI­ANO BUENDÍA or­gan­ized thirty-two armed up­risings and he lost them all. He had seven­teen male chil­dren by seven­teen dif­fer­ent wo­men and they were ex­ter­min­ated one after the other on a single night be­fore the old­est one had reached the age of thirty-five. He survived fourteen at­tempts on his life, seventy-three am­bushes, and a fir­ing squad. He lived through a dose of strych­nine in his cof­fee that was enough to kill a horse. He re­fused the Or­der of Merit, which the Pres­id­ent of the Re­public awarded him. He rose to be Com­mander in Chief of the re­volu­tion­ary forces, with juris­dic­tion and com­mand from one bor­der to the other, and the man most feared by the gov­ern­ment, but he never let him­self be pho­to­graphed. He de­clined the life­time pen­sion offered him after the war and un­til old age he made his living from the lit­tle gold fishes that he manu­fac­tured in his work­shop in Ma­condo. Although he al­ways fought at the head of his men, the only wound that he re­ceived was the one he gave him­self after sign­ing the Treaty of Neer­landia, which put an end to al­most twenty years of civil war. He shot him­self in the chest with a pis­tol and the bul­let came out through his back without dam­aging any vital or­gan. The only thing left of all that was a street that bore his name in Ma­condo. And yet, as he de­clared a few years be­fore he died of old age, he had not ex­pec­ted any of that on the dawn he left with his twenty-one men to join the forces of Gen­eral Vic­torio Med­ina.

“We leave Ma­condo in your care,” was all that he said to Ar­ca­dio be­fore leav­ing. “We leave it to you in good shape; try to have it in bet­ter shape when we return.”

Ar­ca­dio gave a very per­sonal in­ter­pret­ation to the in­struc­tions. He in­ven­ted a uni­form with the braid and epaulets of a marshal, in­spired by the prints in one of Melquíades’ books, and around his waist he buckled the saber with gold tassels that had be­longed to the ex­ecuted captain. He set up the two artillery pieces at the en­trance to town, put uni­forms on his former pupils, who had been aroused by his fiery proclam­ations, and let them wander through the streets armed in or­der to give out­siders an im­pression of in­vul­ner­ab­il­ity. It was a double-edged de­ception, for the gov­ern­ment did not dare at­tack the place for ten months, but when it did it un­leashed such a large force against it that resistance was li­quid­ated in a half hour. From the first day of his rule Ar­ca­dio revealed his predilec­tion for de­crees. He would read as many as four a day in or­der to de­cree and in­stitute everyth­ing that came into his head. He im­posed ob­lig­at­ory mil­it­ary ser­vice for men over eight­een, de­clared to be public property any an­im­als walk­ing the streets after six in the even­ing, and made men who were over­age wear red arm­bands. He se­questered Father Nicanor in the par­ish house un­der pain of ex­ecution and prohib­ited him from saying mass or ringing the bells un­less it was for a Lib­eral vic­tory. In or­der that no one would doubt the sever­ity of his aims, he ordered a fir­ing squad or­gan­ized in the square and had it shoot at a scarec­row. At first no one took him ser­i­ously. They were, after all, schoolchil­dren playing at be­ing grown-ups. But one night, when Ar­ca­dio went into Catarino’s store, the trum­peter in the group greeted him with a fan­fare that made the cus­tom­ers laugh and Ar­ca­dio had him shot for dis­respect for the au­thorit­ies. People who protested were put on bread and water with their ankles in a set of stocks that he had set up in a school­room. “You mur­derer!” Úrsula would shout at him every time she learned of some new ar­bitrary act. “When Aure­li­ano finds out he’s going to shoot you and I’ll be the first one to be glad.” But it was of no use. Ar­ca­dio con­tinued tight­en­ing the tour­niquet with un­ne­ces­sary rigor un­til he be­came the crue­lest ruler that Ma­condo had ever known. “Now let them suf­fer the dif­fer­ence,” Don Apolinar Mos­cote said on one oc­ca­sion. “This is the Lib­eral para­dise.” Ar­ca­dio found out about it. At the head of a patrol he as­saul­ted the house, destroyed the fur­niture, flogged the daugh­ters, and dragged out Don Apolinar Mos­cote. When Úrsula burst into the courtyard of headquarters, after having gone through the town shouting shame and brandish­ing with rage a pitch-covered whip, Ar­ca­dio him­self was pre­par­ing to give the squad the com­mand to fire.

“I dare you to, bastard!” Úrsula shouted.

Be­fore Ar­ca­dio had time to re­act she let go with the first blow of the lash. “I dare you to, mur­derer!” she shouted. “And kill me too, son of an evil mother. That way I won’t have the eyes to weep for the shame of having raised a mon­ster.” Whip­ping him without mercy, she chased him to the back of the courtyard, where Ar­ca­dio curled up like a snail in its shell. Don Apolinar Mos­cote was un­con­scious, tied to the post where previously they had had the scarec­row that had been cut to pieces by shots fired in fun. The boys in the squad scat­tered, fear­ful that Úrsula would go after them too. But she did not even look at them. She left Ar­ca­dio with his uni­form torn, roar­ing with pain and rage, and she un­tied Don Apolinar Mos­cote and took him home. Be­fore leav­ing the headquarters she released the pris­on­ers from the stocks.

From that time on she was the one who ruled in the town. She reestab­lished Sunday mass, suspen­ded the use of red arm­bands, and ab­rog­ated the hareb­rained de­crees. But in spite of her strength, she still wept over her un­for­tu­nate fate. She felt so much alone that she sought the use­less com­pany of her husband, who had been forgotten un­der the chestnut tree. “Look what we’ve come to,” she would tell him as the June rains threatened to knock the shel­ter down. “Look at the empty house, our chil­dren scat­tered all over the world, and the two of us alone again, the same as in the be­gin­ning.” José Ar­ca­dio Buendía, sunk in an abyss of un­aware­ness, was deaf to her lam­ent­ations. At the be­gin­ning of his mad­ness he would an­nounce his daily needs with ur­gent Latin phrases. In fleet­ing clear spells of lu­cid­ity, when Am­aranta would bring him his meals he would tell her what bothered him most and would ac­cept her suck­ing glasses and mustard plasters in a do­cile way. But at the time when Úrsula went to lament by his side he had lost all con­tact with real­ity. She would bathe him bit by bit as he sat on his stool while she gave him news of the fam­ily. “Aure­li­ano went to war more than four months ago and we haven’t heard any­thing about him,” she would say, scrub­bing his back with a soaped brush. “José Ar­ca­dio came back a big man, taller than you, and all covered with nee­dlework, but he only brought shame to our house.” She thought she no­ticed, however, that her husband would grow sad with the bad news. Then she de­cided to lie to him. “You won’t be­lieve what I’m going to tell you,” she said as she threw ashes over his ex­cre­ment in or­der to pick it up with the shovel. “God willed that José Ar­ca­dio and Re­beca should get mar­ried, and now they’re very happy.” She got to be so sin­cere in the de­ception that she ended up by con­soling her­self with her own lies. “Ar­ca­dio is a ser­i­ous man now,” she said, “and very brave, and a fine-look­ing young man with his uni­form and saber.” It was like speak­ing to a dead man, for José Ar­ca­dio Buendía was already beyond the reach of any worry. But she in­sisted. He seemed so peace­ful, so in­dif­fer­ent to everyth­ing that she de­cided to release him. He did not even move from his stool. He stayed there, ex­posed to the sun and the rain, as if the thongs were un­ne­ces­sary, for a domin­ion superior to any vis­ible bond kept him tied to the trunk of the chestnut tree. Toward Au­gust, when winter began to last forever, Úrsula was fi­nally able to give him a piece of news that soun­ded like the truth.

“Would you be­lieve it that good luck is still pouring down on us?” she told him. “Am­aranta and the pi­an­ola It­alian are going to get mar­ried.”

Am­aranta and Pietro Crespi had, in fact, deepened their friend­ship, protec­ted by Úrsula, who this time did not think it ne­ces­sary to watch over the vis­its. It was a twi­light en­gage­ment. The It­alian would ar­rive at dusk, with a gardenia in his button­hole, and he would translate Petrarch’s son­nets for Am­aranta. They would sit on the porch, suf­foc­ated by the oregano and the roses, he read­ing and she sew­ing lace cuffs, in­dif­fer­ent to the shocks and bad news of the war, un­til the mosquitoes made them take refuge in the parlor. Am­aranta’s sens­ib­il­ity, her dis­creet but en­vel­oping ten­derness had been weav­ing an in­visible web about her fiancé, which he had to push as­ide ma­teri­ally with his pale and ring­less fin­gers in or­der to leave the house at eight o’clock. They had put to­gether a de­light­ful al­bum with the post­cards that Pietro Crespi re­ceived from Italy. They were pic­tures of lov­ers in lonely parks, with vignettes of hearts pierced with ar­rows and golden rib­bons held by doves. “I’ve been to this park in Florence,” Pietro Crespi would say, going through the cards. “A per­son can put out his hand and the birds will come to feed.” So­me­times, over a water­color of Venice, nos­tal­gia would trans­form the smell of mud and putre­fying shell­fish of the canals into the warm aroma of flowers. Am­aranta would sigh, laugh, and dream of a se­cond home­land of hand­some men and beau­ti­ful wo­men who spoke a child­like lan­guage, with an­cient cit­ies of whose past grandeur only the cats among the rubble re­mained. After crossing the ocean in search of it; after having con­fused passion with the vehe­ment strok­ing of Re­beca, Pietro Crespi had found love. Happi­ness was ac­com­panied by prosper­ity. His ware­house at that time oc­cu­pied al­most a whole block and it was a hot­house of fantasy, with re­pro­duc­tions of the bell tower of Florence that told time with a con­cert of caril­lons, and mu­sic boxes from Sorrento and com­pacts from China that sang five-note melodies when they were opened, and all the mu­sical in­stru­ments ima­gin­able and all the mech­an­ical toys that could be con­ceived. Bruno Crespi, his younger brother, was in charge of the store be­cause Pietro Crespi barely had enough time to take care of the mu­sic school. Thanks to him the Street of the Turks, with its dazzling dis­play of knick­knacks, be­came a melodic oasis where one could for­get Ar­ca­dio’s ar­bitrary acts and the dis­tant night­mare of the war. When Úrsula ordered the revival of Sunday mass, Pietro Crespi donated a Ger­man har­monium to the church, or­gan­ized a chil­dren’s chorus, and pre­pared a Gregorian rep­er­tory that ad­ded a note of splendor to Father Nicanor’s quiet rite. No one doub­ted that he would make Am­aranta a for­tu­nate mate. Not push­ing their feel­ings, letting them­selves be borne along by the nat­ural flow of their hearts, they reached a point where all that was left to do was set a wed­ding date. They did not en­counter any obstacles. Úrsula ac­cused her­self in­wardly of having twisted Re­beca’s des­tiny with repeated postpone­ments and she was not about to add more re­morse. The rigor of the mourn­ing for Remedios had been releg­ated to the back­ground by the mor­ti­fic­ations of the war, Aure­li­ano’s ab­sence, Ar­ca­dio’s brutal­ity, and the ex­pulsion of José Ar­ca­dio and Re­beca. With the im­min­ence of the wed­ding, Pietro Crespi had hin­ted that Aure­li­ano José, in whom he had stirred up a love that was al­most fi­lial, would be con­sidered their old­est child. Everyth­ing made Am­aranta think that she was head­ing toward a smooth happi­ness. But un­like Re­beca, she did not reveal the slight­est anxi­ety. With the same pati­ence with which she dyed table­cloths, sewed lace mas­ter­pieces, and em­broidered needle­point pea­cocks, she waited for Pietro Crespi to be un­able to bear the urges of his heart and more. Her day came with the ill-fated October rains. Pietro Crespi took the sew­ing basket from her lap and he told her, “We’ll get mar­ried next month.” Am­aranta did not tremble at the con­tact with his icy hands. She with­drew hers like a timid lit­tle an­imal and went back to her work.

“Don’t be sim­ple, Crespi.” She smiled. “I wouldn’t marry you even if I were dead.”

Pietro Crespi lost con­trol of him­self. He wept shame­lessly, al­most break­ing his fin­gers with des­per­ation, but he could not break her down. “Don’t waste your time,” was all that Am­aranta said. “If you really love me so much, don’t set foot in this house again.” Úrsula thought she would go mad with shame. Pietro Crespi ex­hausted all man­ner of pleas. He went through in­cred­ible ex­tremes of hu­mili­ation. He wept one whole af­ternoon in Úrsula’s lap and she would have sold her soul in or­der to com­fort him. On rainy nights he could be seen prowling about the house with an um­brella, wait­ing for a light in Am­aranta’s bed­room. He was never bet­ter dressed than at that time. His au­gust head of a tor­men­ted em­peror had ac­quired a strange air of grandeur. He begged Am­aranta’s friends, the ones who sewed with her on the porch, to try to per­suade her. He neg­lected his busi­ness. He would spend the day in the rear of the store writ­ing wild notes, which he would send to Am­aranta with flower petals and dried butter­flies, and which she would return un­opened. He would shut him­self up for hours on end to play the zither. One night he sang. Ma­condo woke up in a kind of an­gelic stupor that was caused by a zither that de­ser­ved more than this world and a voice that led one to be­lieve that no other per­son on earth could feel such love. Pietro Crespi then saw the lights go on in every win­dow in town ex­cept that of Am­aranta. On Novem­ber se­cond, All Souls’ Day, his brother opened the store and found all the lamps lighted, all the mu­sic boxes opened, and all the clocks strik­ing an in­ter­min­able hour, and in the midst of that mad con­cert he found Pietro Crespi at the desk in the rear with his wrists cut by a razor and his hands thrust into a basin of ben­zoin.

Úrsula de­creed that the wake would be in her house. Father Nicanor was against a re­li­gious ce­re­mony and burial in con­sec­rated ground. Úrsula stood up to him. “In a way that neither you nor I can un­der­stand, that man was a saint,” she said. “So I am going to bury him, against your wishes, be­side Melquíades’ grave.” She did it with the support of the whole town and with a mag­ni­fi­cent fun­eral. Am­aranta did not leave her bed­room. From her bed she heard Úrsula’s weep­ing, the steps and whis­pers of the mul­ti­tude that in­vaded the house, the wail­ing of the mourn­ers, and then a deep si­lence that smelled of trampled flowers. For a long time she kept on smelling Pietro Crespi’s lav­ender breath at dusk, but she had the strength not to suc­cumb to de­li­rium. Úrsula aban­doned her. She did not even raise her eyes to pity her on the af­ternoon when Am­aranta went into the kit­chen and put her hand into the coals of the stove un­til it hurt her so much that she felt no more pain but in­stead smelled the pesti­lence of her own singed flesh. It was a stupid cure for her re­morse. For sev­eral days she went about the house with her hand in a pot of egg whites, and when the burns healed it appeared as if the whites had also scar­red over the sores on her heart. The only ex­ternal trace that the tragedy left was the band­age of black gauze that she put on her burned hand and that she wore un­til her death.

Ar­ca­dio gave a rare dis­play of gen­er­osity by de­cree­ing of­fi­cial mourn­ing for Pietro Crespi. Úrsula in­ter­preted it as the return of the strayed lamb. But she was mis­taken. She had lost Ar­ca­dio, not when he had put on his mil­it­ary uni­form, but from the be­gin­ning. She thought she had raised him as a son, as she had raised Re­beca, with no privileges or dis­crim­in­ation. Nev­er­the­less, Ar­ca­dio was a sol­it­ary and frightened child during the in­som­nia plague, in the midst of Úrsula’s util­it­arian fer­vor, during the de­li­rium of José Ar­ca­dio Buendía, the her­metism of Aure­li­ano, and the mor­tal rivalry between Am­aranta and Re­beca. Aure­li­ano had taught him to read and write, think­ing about other things, as he would have done with a stranger. He gave him his cloth­ing so that Vis­itación could take it in when it was ready to be thrown away. Ar­ca­dio suffered from shoes that were too large, from his patched pants, from his fe­male buttocks. He never suc­ceeded in com­munic­at­ing with any­one bet­ter than he did with Vis­itación and Cataure in their lan­guage. Melquíades was the only one who really was con­cerned with him as he made him listen to his in­com­pre­hens­ible texts and gave him les­sons in the art of daguer­reotype. No one ima­gined how much he wept in secret and the des­per­ation with which he tried to revive Melquíades with the use­less study of his papers. The school, where they paid at­tention to him and respec­ted him, and then power, with his end­less de­crees and his glor­i­ous uni­form, freed him from the weight of an old bit­terness. One night in Catarino’s store someone dared tell him, “You don’t de­serve the last name you carry.” Con­trary to what everyone ex­pec­ted, Ar­ca­dio did not have him shot.

“To my great honor,” he said, “I am not a Buendía.”

Those who knew the secret of his par­ent­age thought that the an­swer meant that he too was aware of it, but he had really never been. Pi­lar Tern­era, his mother, who had made his blood boil in the dark­room, was as much an ir­resistible ob­session for him as she had been first for José Ar­ca­dio and then for Aure­li­ano. In spite of her having lost her charms and the splendor of her laugh, he sought her out and found her by the trail of her smell of smoke. A short time be­fore the war, one noon when she was later than usual in coming for her younger son at school, Ar­ca­dio was wait­ing for her in the room where he was ac­customed to take his si­esta and where he later set up the stocks. While the child played in the courtyard, he waited in his ham­mock, trem­bling with anxi­ety, knowing that Pi­lar Tern­era would have to pass through there. She ar­rived. Ar­ca­dio grabbed her by the wrist and tried to pull her into the ham­mock. “I can’t, I can’t,” Pi­lar Tern­era said in horror. “You can’t ima­gine how much I would like to make you happy, but as God is my wit­ness I can’t.” Ar­ca­dio took her by the waist with his tre­mend­ous hered­it­ary strength and he felt the world disappear with the con­tact of her skin. “Don’t play the saint,” he said. “After all, everybody knows that you’re a whore.” Pi­lar over­came the dis­gust that her miser­able fate in­spired in her.

“The chil­dren will find out,” she murmured. “It will be bet­ter if you leave the bar off the door tonight.”

Ar­ca­dio waited for her that night trem­bling with fever in his ham­mock. He waited without sleep­ing, listen­ing to the aroused crick­ets in the end­less hours of early morn­ing and the im­plac­able telling of time by the curlews, more and more con­vinced that he had been de­ceived. Sud­denly, when anxi­ety had broken down into rage, the door opened. A few months later, fa­cing the fir­ing squad, Ar­ca­dio would re­live the wan­der­ing steps in the classroom, the stum­bling against benches, and fi­nally the bulk of a body in the shad­ows of the room and the breath­ing of air that was pum­ped by a heart that was not his. He stretched out his hand and found an­other hand with two rings on the same fin­ger about to go as­tray in the dark­ness. He felt the struc­ture of the veins, the pulse of its mis­for­tune, and felt the damp palm with a life­line cut off at the base of the thumb by the claws of death. Then he real­ized that this was not the wo­man he was wait­ing for, be­cause she did not smell of smoke but of flower lotion, and she had in­flated, blind breasts with nipples like a man’s, a sex as stony and round as a nut, and the chaotic ten­derness of ex­cited in­ex­per­i­ence. She was a vir­gin and she had the un­likely name of Santa Sofía de la Piedad. Pi­lar Tern­era had paid her fifty pesos, half of her life savings, to do what she was doing. Ar­ca­dio had seen her many times work­ing in her par­ents’ small food store but he had never taken a good look at her be­cause she had that rare virtue of never ex­isting com­pletely ex­cept at the opportune mo­ment. But from that day on he huddled like a cat in the warmth of her armpit. She would go to the school at si­esta time with the con­sent of her par­ents, to whom Pi­lar Tern­era had paid the other half of her savings. Later on, when the gov­ern­ment troops dis­lodged them from the place where they had made love, they did it among the cans of lard and sacks of corn in the back of the store. About the time that Ar­ca­dio was named civil and mil­it­ary leader they had a daugh­ter.

The only rel­at­ives who knew about it were José Ar­ca­dio and Re­beca, with whom Ar­ca­dio maintained close relations at that time, based not so much on kin­ship as on com­pli­city. José Ar­ca­dio had put his neck into the mar­ital yoke. Re­beca’s firm char­ac­ter, the vora­city of her stomach, her ten­a­cious am­bi­tion ab­sorbed the tre­mend­ous en­ergy of her husband, who had been changed from a lazy, wo­man-chas­ing man into an enorm­ous work an­imal. They kept a clean and neat house. Re­beca would open it wide at dawn and the wind from the gravey­ard would come in through the win­dows and go out through the doors to the yard and leave the white­washed walls and fur­niture tanned by the saltpeter of the dead. Her hun­ger for earth, the cloc-cloc of her par­ents’ bones, the im­pati­ence of her blood as it faced Pietro Crespi’s passiv­ity were releg­ated to the at­tic of her memory. All day long she would em­broider be­side the win­dow, with­drawn from the un­eas­i­ness of the war, un­til the ceramic pots would be­gin to vibrate in the cup­board and she would get up to warm the meal, much be­fore the appear­ance, first, of the mangy hounds, and then of the colossus in leg­gings and spurs with a double-bar­reled shot­gun, who so­me­times car­ried a deer on his shoulder and al­most al­ways a string of rab­bits or wild ducks. One af­ternoon, at the be­gin­ning of his rule, Ar­ca­dio paid them a surprise visit. They had not seen him since they had left the house, but he seemed so friendly and fa­mil­iar that they in­vited him to share the stew.

Only when they were having cof­fee did Ar­ca­dio reveal the motive be­hind his visit: he had re­ceived a com­plaint against José Ar­ca­dio. It was said that he had be­gun by plowing his own yard and had gone straight ahead into neigh­bor­ing lands, knock­ing down fences and build­ings with his oxen un­til he took for­cible pos­session of the best plots of land around. On the peas­ants whom he had not de­spoiled be­cause he was not in­ter­ested in their lands, he levied a con­tri­bu­tion which he col­lec­ted every Saturday with his hunt­ing dogs and his double-bar­reled shot­gun. He did not deny it. He based his right on the fact that the usurped lands had been dis­trib­uted by José Ar­ca­dio Buendía at the time of the found­ing, and he thought it pos­sible to prove that his father had been crazy ever since that time, for he had dis­posed of a pat­ri­mony that really be­longed to the fam­ily. It was an un­ne­ces­sary al­leg­ation, be­cause Ar­ca­dio had not come to do justice. He sim­ply offered to set up a re­gistry of­fice so that José Ar­ca­dio could leg­al­ize his title to the usurped land, un­der the con­di­tion that he del­eg­ate to the local gov­ern­ment the right to col­lect the con­tri­bu­tions. They made an agreement. Years later, when Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía ex­amined the titles to property, he found re­gistered in his brother’s name all of the land between the hill where his yard was on up to the horizon, in­clud­ing the cemetery, and dis­covered that during the el­even months of his rule, Ar­ca­dio had col­lec­ted not only the money of the con­tri­bu­tions, but had also col­lec­ted fees from people for the right to bury their dead in José Ar­ca­dio’s land.

It took Úrsula sev­eral months to find out what was already public know­ledge be­cause people hid it from her so as not to in­crease her suf­fer­ing. At first she suspec­ted it. “Ar­ca­dio is build­ing a house,” she con­fided with feigned pride to her husband as she tried to put a spoon­ful of cala­bash syrup into his mouth. Nev­er­the­less, she in­vol­un­tar­ily sighed and said, “I don’t know why, but all this has a bad smell to me.” Later on, when she found out that Ar­ca­dio had not only built a house but had ordered some Vi­en­nese fur­niture, she con­firmed her suspi­cion that he was using public funds. “You’re the shame of our fam­ily name,” she shouted at him one Sunday after mass when she saw him in his new house playing cards with his of­ficers. Ar­ca­dio paid no at­tention to her. Only then did Úrsula know that he had a six-month-old daugh­ter and that Santa Sofía de la Piedad, with whom he was living out­side of mar­riage, was preg­nant again. She de­cided to write to Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía, wherever he was, to bring him up to date on the situ­ation. But the fast-moving events of those days not only preven­ted her plans from be­ing car­ried out, they made her regret having con­ceived them. The war, which un­til then had been only a word to des­ig­nate a vague and re­mote circum­stance, be­came a con­crete and dra­matic real­ity. Around the end of Feb­ruary an old wo­man with an ashen look ar­rived in Ma­condo rid­ing a don­key loaded down with brooms. She seemed so in­of­fens­ive that the sentries let her pass without any questions as an­other vendor, one of the many who of­ten ar­rived from the towns in the swamp. She went dir­ectly to the bar­racks. Ar­ca­dio re­ceived her in the place where the classroom used to be and which at that time had been trans­formed into a kind of rear­guard en­camp­ment, with rolled ham­mocks hanging on hooks and mats piled up in the corners, and rifles and car­bines and even hunt­ing shot­guns scat­tered on the floor. The old wo­man stif­fened into a mil­it­ary salute be­fore identi­fying her­self:

“I am Col­onel Gregorio Steven­son.”

He brought bad news. The last cen­ters of Lib­eral resistance, ac­cord­ing to what he said, were be­ing wiped out. Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía, whom he had left fight­ing in retreat near Riohacha, had given him a mes­sage for Ar­ca­dio. He should surrender the town without resistance on the con­di­tion that the lives and property of Lib­er­als would be respec­ted. Ar­ca­dio ex­amined that strange messenger who could have been a fu­git­ive grand­mother with a look of pity.

“You have brought so­mething in writ­ing, nat­ur­ally,” he said.

“Nat­ur­ally,” the emis­sary an­swered, “I have brought noth­ing of the sort. It’s easy to un­der­stand that un­der the present circum­stances a per­son can’t carry any­thing that would com­promise him.”

As he was speak­ing he reached into his bod­ice and took out a small gold fish. “I think that this will be suf­fi­cient,” he said. Ar­ca­dio could see that in­deed it was one of the lit­tle fishes made by Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía. But any­one could have bought it be­fore the war or stolen it, and it had no merit as a safe-con­duct pass. The messenger even went to the ex­treme of vi­olat­ing a mil­it­ary secret so that they would be­lieve his iden­tity. He revealed that he was on a mis­sion to Curaçao, where he hoped to recruit ex­iles from all over the Carib­bean and ac­quire arms and supplies suf­fi­cient to at­tempt a land­ing at the end of the year. With faith in that plan, Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía was not in favor of any use­less sac­ri­fices at that time. But Ar­ca­dio was in­flex­ible. He had the pris­oner put into the stocks un­til he could prove his iden­tity and he resolved to de­fend the town to the death.

He did not have long to wait. The news of the Lib­eral de­feat was more and more con­crete. Toward the end of March, be­fore a dawn of prema­ture rain, the tense calm of the previous weeks was ab­ruptly broken by the des­per­ate sounds of a cornet and a can­non shot that knocked down the steeple of the church. Ac­tually, Ar­ca­dio’s de­cision to resist was mad­ness. He had only fifty poorly armed men with a ration of twenty cartridges apiece. But among them, his former pupils, ex­cited by the high-sound­ing proclam­ations, the de­term­in­ation reigned to sac­ri­fice their skins for a lost cause. In the midst of the tramp­ing of boots, con­tra­dict­ory com­mands, can­non shots that made the earth tremble, wild shooting, and the sense­less sound of cornets, the supposed Col­onel Steven­son man­aged to speak to Ar­ca­dio. “Don’t let me un­dergo the in­dig­nity of dying in the stocks in these wo­men’s clothes,” he said to him. “If I have to die, let me die fight­ing.” He suc­ceeded in con­vin­cing him. Ar­ca­dio ordered them to give him a weapon and twenty cartridges, and he left him with five men to de­fend headquarters while he went off with his staff to head up the resistance. He did not get to the road to the swamp. The bar­ri­cades had been broken and the de­fend­ers were openly fight­ing in the streets, first un­til they used up their ration of rifle bul­lets, then with pis­tols against rifles, and fi­nally hand to hand. With the im­min­ence of de­feat, some wo­men went into the street armed with sticks and kit­chen knives. In that con­fusion Ar­ca­dio found Am­aranta, who was look­ing for him like a mad­wo­man, in her nightgown and with two old pis­tols that had be­longed to José Ar­ca­dio Buendía. He gave his rifle to an of­ficer who had been dis­armed in the fight and es­caped with Am­aranta through a nearby street to take her home. Úrsula was in the doorway wait­ing, in­dif­fer­ent to the can­non shots that had opened up a hole in the front of the house next door. The rain was letting up, but the streets were as slip­pery and as smooth as melted soap, and one had to guess dis­tances in the dark­ness. Ar­ca­dio left Am­aranta with Úrsula and made an at­tempt to face two sol­diers who had opened up with heavy fir­ing from the corner. The old pis­tols that had been kept for many years in the bur­eau did not work. Protect­ing Ar­ca­dio with her body, Úrsula tried to drag him toward the house.

“Come along in the name of God,” she shouted at him. “There’s been enough mad­ness!”

The sol­diers aimed at them.

“Let go of that man, ma’am,” one of them shouted, “or we won’t be re­spons­ible!”

Ar­ca­dio pushed Úrsula toward the house and surrendered. A short time later the shooting stopped and the bells began to toll. The resistance had been wiped out in less than half an hour. Not a single one of Ar­ca­dio’s men had survived the at­tack, but be­fore dying they had killed three hun­dred sol­diers. The last strong­hold was the bar­racks. Be­fore be­ing at­tacked, the supposed Col­onel Gregorio Steven­son had freed the pris­on­ers and ordered his men to go out and fight in the street. The ex­traord­in­ary mo­bil­ity and ac­curate aim with which he placed his twenty cartridges gave the im­pression that the bar­racks was well-de­fen­ded, and the at­tack­ers blew it to pieces with can­non fire. The captain who dir­ec­ted the oper­ation was startled to find the rubble deser­ted and a single dead man in his un­der­shorts with an empty rifle still clutched in an arm that had been blown com­pletely off. He had a wo­man’s full head of hair held at the neck with a comb and on his neck a chain with a small gold fish. When he turned him over with the tip of his boot and put the light on his face, the captain was per­plexed. “Je­sus Christ,” he ex­claimed. Other of­ficers came over.

“Look where this fel­low turned up,” the captain said. “It’s Gregorio Steven­son.”

At dawn, after a sum­mary court-mar­tial, Ar­ca­dio was shot against the wall of the cemetery. In the last two hours of his life he did not man­age to un­der­stand why the fear that had tor­men­ted him since child­hood had disappeared. Im­passive, without even worrying about mak­ing a show of his re­cent bravery, he listened to the in­ter­min­able charges of the ac­cus­ation. He thought about Úrsula, who at that hour must have been un­der the chestnut tree having cof­fee with José Ar­ca­dio Buendía. He thought about his eight-month-old daugh­ter, who still had no name, and about the child who was going to be born in Au­gust. He thought about Santa Sofía de la Piedad, whom he had left the night be­fore salt­ing down a deer for next day’s lunch, and he mis­sed her hair pouring over her shoulders and her eye­lashes, which looked as if they were arti­fi­cial. He thought about his people without sen­ti­ment­al­ity, with a strict closing of his ac­counts with life, be­gin­ning to un­der­stand how much he really loved the people he hated most. The pres­id­ent of the court-mar­tial began his fi­nal speech when Ar­ca­dio real­ized that two hours had passed. “Even if the proven charges did not have merit enough,” the pres­id­ent was saying, “the ir­respons­ible and crim­inal bold­ness with which the ac­cused drove his subor­d­in­ates on to a use­less death would be enough to de­serve cap­ital pun­ish­ment.” In the shat­tered school­house where for the first time he had felt the se­cur­ity of power, a few feet from the room where he had come to know the un­cer­tainty of love, Ar­ca­dio found the form­al­ity of death ri­diculous. Death really did not mat­ter to him but life did, and there­fore the sensation he felt when they gave their de­cision was not a feel­ing of fear but of nos­tal­gia. He did not speak un­til they asked him for his last request.

“Tell my wife,” he an­swered in a well-mo­d­ulated voice, “to give the girl the name of Úrsula.” He paused and said it again: “Úrsula, like her grand­mother. And tell her also that if the child that is to be born is a boy, they should name him José Ar­ca­dio, not for his uncle, but for his grand­father.”

Be­fore they took him to the ex­ecution wall Father Nicanor tried to at­tend him. “I have noth­ing to repent,” Ar­ca­dio said, and he put him­self un­der the or­ders of the squad after drink­ing a cup of black cof­fee. The leader of the squad, a spe­cial­ist in sum­mary ex­ecutions, had a name that had much more about it than chance: Captain Roque Car­nicero, which meant butcher. On the way to the cemetery, un­der the per­sist­ent drizzle, Ar­ca­dio saw that a ra­di­ant Wed­nesday was break­ing out on the horizon. His nos­tal­gia disappeared with the mist and left an im­mense curi­osity in its place. Only when they ordered him to put his back to the wall did Ar­ca­dio see Re­beca, with wet hair and a pink flowered dress, open­ing wide the door. He made an ef­fort to get her to re­cog­nize him. And Re­beca did take a cas­ual look toward the wall and was para­lyzed with stupor, barely able to re­act and wave good-bye to Ar­ca­dio. Ar­ca­dio an­swered her the same way. At that in­stant the smoking mouths of the rifles were aimed at him and let­ter by let­ter he heard the en­cyclic­als that Melquíades had chanted and he heard the lost steps of Santa Sofía de la Piedad, a vir­gin, in the classroom, and in his nose he felt the same icy hard­ness that had drawn his at­tention in the nos­trils of the corpse of Remedios. “Oh, God damn it!” he man­aged to think. “I forgot to say that if it was a girl they should name her Remedios.” Then, all ac­cumulated in the rip of a claw, he felt again all the ter­ror that had tor­men­ted him in his life. The captain gave the or­der to fire. Ar­ca­dio barely had time to put out his chest and raise his head, not un­der­stand­ing where the hot li­quid that burned his thighs was pouring from.

“Bastards!” he shouted. “Long live the Lib­eral party!”








THE WAR was over in May. Two weeks be­fore the gov­ern­ment made the of­fi­cial an­nounce­ment in a high-sound­ing proclam­ation, which promised mer­ci­less pun­ish­ment for those who had started the re­bel­lion, Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía fell pris­oner just as he was about to reach the western fron­tier dis­guised as an In­dian witch doctor. Of the twenty-one men who had fol­lowed him to war, fourteen fell in com­bat, six were woun­ded, and only one ac­com­panied him at the mo­ment of fi­nal de­feat: Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez. The news of his capture was an­nounced in Ma­condo with a spe­cial proclam­ation. “He’s alive,” Úrsula told her husband. “Let’s pray to God for his en­emies to show him clem­ency.” After three days of weep­ing, one af­ternoon as she was stirring some sweet milk candy in the kit­chen she heard her son’s voice clearly in her ear. “It was Aure­li­ano,” she shouted, run­ning toward the chestnut tree to tell her husband the news. “I don’t know how the mir­acle took place, but he’s alive and we’re going to see him very soon.” She took it for granted. She had the floors of the house scrubbed and changed the po­s­i­tion of the fur­niture. One week later a ru­mor from some­where that was not supported by any proclam­ation gave dra­matic con­firm­ation to the pre­dic­tion. Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía had been con­demned to death and the sen­tence would be car­ried out in Ma­condo as a les­son to the population. One Monday, at ten-thirty in the morn­ing, Am­aranta was dressing Aure­li­ano José when she heard the sound of a dis­tant troop and the blast of a cornet one se­cond be­fore Úrsula burst into the room with the shout: “They’re bring­ing him now!” The troop struggled to sub­due the over­flowing crowd with their rifle butts. Úrsula and Am­aranta ran to the corner, push­ing their way through, and then they saw him. He looked like a beg­gar. His cloth­ing was torn, his hair and beard were tangled, and he was bare­foot. He was walk­ing without feel­ing the burn­ing dust, his hands tied be­hind his back with a rope that a moun­ted of­ficer had at­tached to the head of his horse. Along with him, also ragged and de­feated, they were bring­ing Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez. They were not sad. They seemed more dis­turbed by the crowd that was shouting all kinds of in­sults at the troops.

“My son!” Úrsula shouted in the midst of the up­roar, and she slapped the sol­dier who tried to hold her back. The of­ficer’s horse reared. Then Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía stopped, tremulous, avoided the arms of his mother, and fixed a stern look on her eyes.

“Go home, Mama,” he said. “Get per­mis­sion from the au­thorit­ies to come see me in jail.”

He looked at Am­aranta, who stood in­de­cisively two steps be­hind Úrsula, and he smiled as he asked her, “What happened to your hand?” Am­aranta raised the hand with the black band­age. “A burn,” she said, and took Úrsula away so that the horses would not run her down. The troop took off. A spe­cial guard surroun­ded the pris­on­ers and took them to the jail at a trot.

At dusk Úrsula vis­ited Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía in jail. She had tried to get per­mis­sion through Don Apolinar Mos­cote, but he had lost all au­thority in the face of the mil­it­ary om­ni­potence. Father Nicanor was in bed with hep­atic fever. The par­ents of Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez, who had not been con­demned to death, had tried to see him and were driven off with rifle butts. Fa­cing the im­possib­il­ity of find­ing any­one to in­ter­vene, con­vinced that her son would be shot at dawn, Úrsula wrapped up the things she wanted to bring him and went to the jail alone.

“I am the mother of Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía,” she an­nounced.

The sentries blocked her way. “I’m going in in any case,” Úrsula warned them. “So if you have or­ders to shoot, start right in.” She pushed one of them as­ide and went into the former classroom, where a group of half-dressed sol­diers were oil­ing their weapons. An of­ficer in a field uni­form, ruddy-faced, with very thick glasses and ce­re­moni­ous man­ners, signaled to the sentries to with­draw.

“I am the mother of Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía,” Úrsula repeated.

“You must mean,” the of­ficer correc­ted her with a friendly smile, “that you are the mother of Mis­ter Aure­li­ano Buendía.”

Úrsula re­cog­nized in his af­fected way of speak­ing the lan­guid ca­dence of the stuck-up people from the high­lands.

“As you say, mis­ter,” she ac­cepted, “just as long as I can see him.”

There were superior or­ders that prohib­ited vis­its to pris­on­ers con­demned to death, but the of­ficer as­sumed the re­spons­ib­il­ity of letting her have a fif­teen-minute stay. Úrsula showed him what she had in the bundle: a change of clean cloth­ing, the short boots that her son had worn at his wed­ding, and the sweet milk candy that she had kept for him since the day she had sensed his return. She found Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía in the room that was used as a cell, lying on a cot with his arms spread out be­cause his armpits were paved with sores. They had al­lowed him to shave. The thick mustache with twisted ends ac­cen­tu­ated the sharp angles of his cheekbones. He looked paler to Úrsula than when he had left, a lit­tle taller, and more sol­it­ary than ever. He knew all about the de­tails of the house: Pietro Crespi’s sui­cide, Ar­ca­dio’s ar­bitrary acts and ex­ecution, the daunt­less­ness of José Ar­ca­dio Buendía un­der­neath the chestnut tree. He knew that Am­aranta had con­sec­rated her vir­ginal wid­ow­hood to the rear­ing of Aure­li­ano José and that the lat­ter was be­gin­ning to show signs of quite good judg­ment and that he had learned to read and write at the same time he had learned to speak. From the mo­ment in which she en­tered the room Úrsula felt in­hib­ited by the maturity of her son, by his aura of com­mand, by the glow of au­thority that ra­di­ated from his skin. She was surprised that he was so well-in­formed. “You knew all along that I was a wiz­ard,” he joked. And he ad­ded in a ser­i­ous tone, “This morn­ing, when they brought me in, I had the im­pression that I had already been through all that be­fore.” In fact, while the crowd was roar­ing along­side him, he had been con­cen­trat­ing his thoughts, startled at how the town had aged. The leaves of the al­mond trees were broken. The houses, pain­ted blue, then pain­ted red, had ended up with an in­defin­able coloration.

“What did you ex­pect?” Úrsula sighed. “Time passes.”

“That’s how it goes,” Aure­li­ano ad­mit­ted, “but not so much.”

In that way the long-awaited visit, for which both had pre­pared questions and had even an­ti­cip­ated an­swers, was once more the usual everyday con­ver­sation. When the guard an­nounced the end of the visit, Aure­li­ano took out a roll of sweaty papers from un­der the cot. They were his poetry, the poems in­spired by Remedios, which he had taken with him when he left, and those he had writ­ten later on during chance pauses in the war. “Promise me that no one will read them,” he said. “Light the oven with them this very night.” Úrsula promised and stood up to kiss him good-bye.

“I brought you a re­volver,” she murmured.

Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía saw that the sen­try could not see. “It won’t do me any good,” he said in a low voice, “but give it to me in case they search you on the way out.” Úrsula took the re­volver out of her bod­ice and put it un­der the mat­tress of the cot. “And don’t say good-bye,” he con­cluded with em­phatic calmness. “Don’t beg or bow down to any­one. Pretend that they shot me a long time ago.” Úrsula bit her lip so as not to cry.

“Put some hot stones on those sores,” she said.

She turned halfway around and left the room. Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía re­mained stand­ing, thought­ful, un­til the door closed. Then he lay down again with his arms open. Since the be­gin­ning of ad­oles­cence, when he had be­gun to be aware of his pre­mon­i­tions, he thought that death would be an­nounced with a def­in­ite, un­equivocal, ir­re­voc­able sig­nal, but there were only a few hours left be­fore he would die and the sig­nal had not come. On a cer­tain oc­ca­sion a very beau­ti­ful wo­man had come into his camp in Tu­curinca and asked the sentries’ per­mis­sion to see him. They let her through be­cause they were aware of the fan­at­icism of some moth­ers, who sent their daugh­ters to the bed­rooms of the most fam­ous war­ri­ors, ac­cord­ing to what they said, to im­prove the breed. That night Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía was fin­ish­ing the poem about the man who is lost in the rain when the girl came into his room. He turned his back to her to put the sheet of paper into the locked drawer where he kept his poetry. And then he sensed it. He grasped the pis­tol in the drawer without turn­ing his head.

“Please don’t shoot,” he said.

When he turned around hold­ing his pis­tol, the girl had lowered hers and did not know what to do. In that way he had avoided four out of el­even traps. On the other hand, someone who was never caught en­tered the re­volu­tion­ary headquarters one night in Man­aure and stabbed to death his close friend Col­onel Mag­nífico Vis­bal, to whom he had given his cot so that he could sweat out a fever. A few yards away, sleep­ing in a ham­mock in the same room, he was not aware of any­thing. His ef­forts to system­at­ize his pre­mon­i­tions were use­less. They would come sud­denly in a wave of supernat­ural lu­cid­ity, like an ab­so­lute and mo­mentan­eous con­vic­tion, but they could not be grasped. On oc­ca­sion they were so nat­ural that he iden­ti­fied them as pre­mon­i­tions only after they had been ful­filled. Frequently they were noth­ing but or­d­in­ary bits of super­sti­tion. But when they con­demned him to death and asked him to state his last wish, he did not have the least dif­fi­culty in identi­fying the pre­mon­i­tion that in­spired his an­swer:

“I ask that the sen­tence be car­ried out in Ma­condo,” he said.

The pres­id­ent of the court-mar­tial was an­noyed.

“Don’t be clever, Buendía,” he told him. “That’s just a trick to gain more time.”

“If you don’t ful­fill it, that will be your worry,” the col­onel said, “but that’s my last wish.”

Since then the pre­mon­i­tions had aban­doned him. The day when Úrsula vis­ited him in jail, after a great deal of think­ing he came to the con­clusion that per­haps death would not be an­nounced that time be­cause it did not de­pend on chance but on the will of his ex­ecution­ers. He spent the night awake, tor­men­ted by the pain of his sores. A lit­tle be­fore dawn he heard steps in the hall­way. “They’re coming,” he said to him­self, and for no reason he thought of José Ar­ca­dio Buendía, who at that mo­ment was think­ing about him un­der the dreary dawn of the chestnut tree. He did not feel fear or nos­tal­gia, but an in­testinal rage at the idea that this arti­fi­cial death would not let him see the end of so many things that he had left un­fin­ished. The door opened and a sen­try came in with a mug of cof­fee. On the fol­lowing day at the same hour he would still be doing what he was then, ra­ging with the pain in his armpits, and the same thing happened. On Thursday he shared the sweet milk candy with the guards and put on his clean clothes, which were tight for him, and the pat­ent leather boots. By Fri­day they had still not shot him.

Ac­tually, they did not dare carry out the sen­tence. The re­bel­li­ous­ness of the town made the mil­it­ary men think that the ex­ecution of Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía might have ser­i­ous polit­ical con­sequences not only in Ma­condo but throug­hout the area of the swamp, so they con­sul­ted the au­thorit­ies in the cap­ital of the province. On Saturday night, while they were wait­ing for an an­swer, Captain Roque Car­nicero went with some other of­ficers to Catarino’s place. Only one wo­man, practic­ally threatened, dared take him to her room. “They don’t want to go to bed with a man they know is going to die,” she con­fessed to him. “No one knows how it will come, but everybody is going around saying that the of­ficer who shoots Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía and all the sol­diers in the squad, one by one, will be murdered, with no es­cape, sooner or later, even if they hide at the ends of the earth.” Captain Roque Car­nicero mentioned it to the other of­ficers and they told their superi­ors. On Sunday, although no one had revealed it openly, although no ac­tion on the part of the mil­it­ary had dis­turbed the tense calm of those days, the whole town knew that the of­ficers were ready to use any man­ner of pre­text to avoid re­spons­ib­il­ity for the ex­ecution. The of­fi­cial or­der ar­rived in the Monday mail: the ex­ecution was to be car­ried out within twenty-four hours. That night the of­ficers put seven slips of paper into a cap, and Captain Roque Car­nicero’s un­peace­ful fate was fore­seen by his name on the prize slip. “Bad luck doesn’t have any chinks in it,” he said with deep bit­terness. “I was born a son of a bitch and I’m going to die a son of a bitch.” At five in the morn­ing he chose the squad by lot, formed it in the courtyard, and woke up the con­demned man with a pre­mon­itory phrase.

“Let’s go, Buendía,” he told him. “Our time has come.”

“So that’s what it was,” the col­onel replied. “I was dream­ing that my sores had burst.”

Re­beca Buendía got up at three in the morn­ing when she learned that Aure­li­ano would be shot. She stayed in the bed­room in the dark, watch­ing the cemetery wall through the half-opened win­dow as the bed on which she sat shook with José Ar­ca­dio’s snor­ing. She had waited all week with the same hid­den per­sist­ence with which during dif­fer­ent times she had waited for Pietro Crespi’s let­ters. “They won’t shoot him here,” José Ar­ca­dio told her. “They’ll shoot him at mid­night in the bar­racks so that no one will know who made up the squad, and they’ll bury him right there.” Re­beca kept on wait­ing. “They’re stupid enough to shoot him here,” she said. She was so cer­tain that she had fore­seen the way she would open the door to wave good-bye. “They won’t bring him through the streets,” José Ar­ca­dio in­sisted, “with six scared sol­diers and knowing that the people are ready for any­thing.” In­dif­fer­ent to her husband’s lo­gic, Re­beca stayed by the win­dow.

“You’ll see that they’re just stupid enough,” she said.

On Tuesday, at five in the morn­ing, José Ar­ca­dio had drunk his cof­fee and let the dogs out when Re­beca closed the win­dow and held onto the head of the bed so as not to fall down. “There, they’re bring­ing him,” she sighed. “He’s so hand­some.” José Ar­ca­dio looked out the win­dow and saw him, tremulous in the light of dawn. He already had his back to the wall and his hands were on his hips be­cause the burn­ing knots in his armpits would not let him lower them. “A per­son fucks him­self up so much,” Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía said. “Fucks him­self up so much just so that six weak fair­ies can kill him and he can’t do any­thing about it.” He repeated it with so much rage that it al­most seemed to be fer­vor, and Captain Roque Car­nicero was touched, be­cause he thought he was praying. When the squad took aim, the rage had ma­teri­al­ized into a vis­cous and bit­ter sub­stance that put his tongue to sleep and made him close his eyes. Then the aluminum glow of dawn disappeared and he saw him­self again in short pants, wear­ing a tie around his neck, and he saw his father lead­ing him into the tent on a splen­did af­ternoon, and he saw the ice. When he heard the shout he thought that it was the fi­nal com­mand to the squad. He opened his eyes with a shud­der of curi­osity, ex­pect­ing to meet the in­can­des­cent tra­ject­ory of the bul­lets, but he only saw Captain Roque Car­nicero with his arms in the air and José Ar­ca­dio crossing the street with his fear­some shot­gun ready to go off.

“Don’t shoot,” the captain said to José Ar­ca­dio. “You were sent by Di­vine Provid­ence.”

An­other war began right there. Captain Roque Car­nicero and his six men left with Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía to free the re­volu­tion­ary gen­eral Vic­torio Med­ina, who had been con­demned to death in Riohacha. They thought they could save time by crossing the mountains along the trail that José Ar­ca­dio Buendía had fol­lowed to found Ma­condo, but be­fore a week was out they were con­vinced that it was an im­possible un­der­tak­ing. So they had to fol­low the dan­ger­ous route over the out­croppings with no other mu­ni­tions but what the fir­ing squad had. They would camp near the towns and one of them, with a small gold fish in his hand, would go in dis­guise in broad day­light to con­tact the dormant Lib­er­als, who would go out hunt­ing on the fol­lowing morn­ing and never return. When they saw Riohacha from a ridge in the mountains, Gen­eral Vic­torio Med­ina had been shot. Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía’s men proclaimed him chief of the re­volu­tion­ary forces of the Carib­bean coast with the rank of gen­eral. He as­sumed the po­s­i­tion but re­fused the pro­motion and took the stand that he would never ac­cept it as long as the Con­ser­vat­ive re­gime was in power. At the end of three months they had suc­ceeded in arming more than a thousand men, but they were wiped out. The survivors reached the east­ern fron­tier. The next thing that was heard of them was that they had landed on Cabo de la Vela, coming from the smal­ler is­lands of the An­ti­lles, and a mes­sage from the gov­ern­ment was sent all over by tele­graph and in­cluded in jub­il­ant proclam­ations throug­hout the country an­noun­cing the death of Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía. But two days later a mul­tiple tele­gram which al­most over­took the previous one an­nounced an­other up­rising on the southern plains. That was how the le­gend of the ubi­quit­ous Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía began. Sim­ul­tan­eous and con­tra­dict­ory in­form­ation de­clared him vic­torious in Vil­lanueva, de­feated in Guaca­mayal, de­voured by Motilón In­di­ans, dead in a vil­lage in the swamp, and up in arms again in Urumita. The Lib­eral lead­ers, who at that mo­ment were ne­goti­at­ing for parti­cip­ation in the con­gress, branded him an ad­ven­turer who did not re­p­res­ent the party. The national gov­ern­ment placed him in the category of a ban­dit and put a price of five thousand pesos on his head. After sixteen de­feats, Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía left Guajira with two thousand well-armed In­di­ans and the gar­rison, which was taken by surprise as it slept, aban­doned Riohacha. He es­tab­lished his headquarters there and proclaimed total war against the re­gime. The first mes­sage he re­ceived from the gov­ern­ment was a threat to shoot Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez within forty-eight hours if he did not with­draw with his forces to the east­ern fron­tier. Col­onel Roque Car­nicero, who was his chief of staff then, gave him the tele­gram with a look of con­sternation, but he read it with un­fore­seen joy.

“How wonder­ful!” he ex­claimed. “We have a tele­graph of­fice in Ma­condo now.”

His reply was defin­it­ive. In three months he ex­pec­ted to es­tab­lish his headquarters in Ma­condo. If he did not find Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez alive at that time he would shoot out of hand all of the of­ficers he held pris­oner at that mo­ment, starting with the gen­er­als, and he would give or­ders to his subor­d­in­ates to do the same for the rest of the war. Three months later, when he en­tered Ma­condo in tri­umph, the first em­brace he re­ceived on the swamp road was that of Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez.

The house was full of chil­dren. Úrsula had taken in Santa Sofía de la Piedad with her older daugh­ter and a pair of twins, who had been born five months after Ar­ca­dio had been shot. Con­trary to the vic­tim’s last wishes, she bap­tized the girl with the name Remedios. “I’m sure that was what Ar­ca­dio meant,” she al­leged. “We won’t call her Úrsula be­cause a per­son suf­fers too much with that name.” The twins were named José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo and Aure­li­ano Se­gundo. Am­aranta took care of them all. She put small wooden chairs in the living room and es­tab­lished a nursery with other chil­dren from neigh­bor­ing fam­il­ies. When Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía returned in the midst of ex­plod­ing rock­ets and ringing bells, a chil­dren’s chorus wel­comed him to the house. Aure­li­ano José, tall like his grand­father, dressed as a re­volu­tion­ary of­ficer, gave him mil­it­ary hon­ors.

Not all the news was good. A year after the flight of Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía, José Ar­ca­dio and Re­beca went to live in the house Ar­ca­dio had built. No one knew about his in­ter­vention to halt the ex­ecution. In the new house, loc­ated on the best corner of the square, in the shade of an al­mond tree that was hon­ored by three nests of red­breasts, with a large door for vis­itors and four win­dows for light, they set up a hospit­able home. Re­beca’s old friends, among them four of the Mos­cote sis­ters who were still single, once more took up the ses­sions of em­broidery that had been in­ter­rupted years be­fore on the porch with the be­gonias. José Ar­ca­dio con­tinued to profit from the usurped lands, the title to which was re­cog­nized by the Con­ser­vat­ive gov­ern­ment. Every af­ternoon he could be seen return­ing on horse­back, with his hunt­ing dogs, and his double-bar­reled shot­gun and a string of rab­bits hanging from his saddle. One Septem­ber af­ternoon, with the threat of a storm, he returned home earlier than usual. He greeted Re­beca in the din­ing room, tied the dogs up in the courtyard, hung the rab­bits up in the kit­chen to be salted later, and went to the bed­room to change his clothes. Re­beca later de­clared that when her husband went into the bed­room she was locked in the bath­room and did not hear any­thing. It was a dif­fi­cult ver­sion to be­lieve, but there was no other more plausible, and no one could think of any motive for Re­beca to murder the man who had made her happy. That was per­haps the only mys­tery that was never cleared up in Ma­condo. As soon as José Ar­ca­dio closed the bed­room door the sound of a pis­tol shot echoed through the house. A trickle of blood came out un­der the door, crossed the living room, went out into the street, con­tinued on in a straight line ac­ross the un­even ter­races, went down steps and climbed over curbs, passed along the Street of the Turks, turned a corner to the right and an­other to the left, made a right angle at the Buendía house, went in un­der the closed door, crossed through the parlor, hug­ging the walls so as not to stain the rugs, went on to the other living room, made a wide curve to avoid the din­ing-room table, went along the porch with the be­gonias, and passed without be­ing seen un­der Am­aranta’s chair as she gave an arith­metic les­son to Aure­li­ano José, and went through the pantry and came out in the kit­chen, where Úrsula was getting ready to crack thirty-six eggs to make bread.

“Holy Mother of God!” Úrsula shouted.

She fol­lowed the thread of blood back along its course, and in search of its ori­gin she went through the pantry, along the be­gonia porch where Aure­li­ano José was chant­ing that three plus three is six and six plus three is nine, and she crossed the din­ing room and the living rooms and fol­lowed straight down the street, and she turned first to the right and then to the left to the Street of the Turks, for­getting that she was still wear­ing her bak­ing ap­ron and her house slip­pers, and she came out onto the square and went into the door of a house where she had never been, and she pushed open the bed­room door and was al­most suf­foc­ated by the smell of burned gun­powder, and she found José Ar­ca­dio lying face down on the ground on top of the leg­gings he had just taken off, and she saw the starting point of the thread of blood that had already stopped flowing out of his right ear. They found no wound on his body nor could they loc­ate the weapon. Nor was it pos­sible to re­move the smell of powder from the corpse. First they washed him three times with soap and a scrub­bing brush, then they rubbed him with salt and vin­egar, then with ashes and lemon, and fi­nally they put him in a bar­rel of lye and let him stay for six hours. They scrubbed him so much that the ar­abesques of his tat­tooing began to fade. When they thought of the des­per­ate meas­ure of season­ing him with pepper, cumin seeds, and laurel leaves and boil­ing him for a whole day over a slow fire, he had already be­gun to de­com­pose and they had to bury him hast­ily. They sealed him her­met­ic­ally in a spe­cial coffin seven and a half feet long and four feet wide, re­in­forced in­side with iron plates and fastened to­gether with steel bolts, and even then the smell could be per­ceived on the streets through which the fun­eral pro­cession passed. Father Nicanor, with his liver en­larged and tight as a drum, gave him his blessing from bed. Although in the months that fol­lowed they re­in­forced the grave with walls about it, between which they threw com­pressed ash, saw­dust, and quick­lime, the cemetery still smelled of powder for many years after, un­til the en­gin­eers from the ba­nana com­pany covered the grave over with a shell of con­crete. As soon as they took the body out, Re­beca closed the doors of her house and buried her­self alive, covered with a thick crust of dis­dain that no earthly temptation was ever able to break. She went out into the street on one oc­ca­sion, when she was very old, with shoes the color of old sil­ver and a hat made of tiny flowers, during the time that the Wan­der­ing Jew passed through town and brought on a heat wave that was so in­tense that birds broke through win­dow screens to come to die in the bed­rooms. The last time any­one saw her alive was when with one shot she killed a thief who was trying to force the door of her house. Ex­cept for Ar­gén­ida, her ser­vant and con­fid­ante, no one ever had any more con­tact with her after that. At one time it was dis­covered that she was writ­ing let­ters to the Bishop, whom she claimed as a first cousin, but it was never said whet­her she re­ceived any reply. The town forgot about her.

In spite of his tri­um­phal return, Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía was not en­thu­si­astic over the looks of things. The gov­ern­ment troops aban­doned their po­s­i­tions without resistance and that aroused an il­lusion of vic­tory among the Lib­eral population that it was not right to destroy, but the re­volu­tion­ar­ies knew the truth, Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía bet­ter than any of them. Although at that mo­ment he had more than five thousand men un­der his com­mand and held two coastal states, he had the feel­ing of be­ing hemmed in against the sea and caught in a situ­ation that was so con­fused that when he ordered the restoration of the church steeple, which had been knocked down by army can­non fire, Father Nicanor com­men­ted from his sickbed: “This is silly; the de­fend­ers of the faith of Christ destroy the church and the Ma­sons or­der it re­built.” Look­ing for a loophole through which he could es­cape, he spent hours on end in the tele­graph of­fice con­fer­ring with the com­mand­ers of other towns, and every time he would emerge with the firmest im­pression that the war was at a stale­mate. When news of fresh Lib­eral vic­tor­ies was re­ceived it was cel­eb­rated with jub­il­ant proclam­ations, but he would meas­ure the real ex­tent of them on the map and could see that his forces were pen­et­rat­ing into the jungle, de­fend­ing them­selves against mal­aria and mosquitoes, ad­van­cing in the opposite dir­ec­tion from real­ity. “We’re wasting time,” he would com­plain to his of­ficers. “We’re wasting time while the bastards in the party are beg­ging for seats in con­gress.” Lying awake at night, stretched out on his back in a ham­mock in the same room where he had awaited death, he would evoke the im­age of law­yers dressed in black leav­ing the pres­id­en­tial palace in the icy cold of early morn­ing with their coat col­lars turned up about their ears, rub­bing their hands, whis­per­ing, tak­ing refuge in dreary early-morn­ing cafés to spec­u­late over what the pres­id­ent had meant when he said yes, or what he had meant when he said no, and even to ima­gine what the pres­id­ent was think­ing when he said so­mething quite dif­fer­ent, as he chased away mosquitoes at a tem­per­ature of ninety-five de­grees, feel­ing the approach of the fear­some dawn when he would have to give his men the com­mand to jump into the sea.

One night of un­cer­tainty, when Pi­lar Tern­era was singing in the courtyard with the sol­diers, he asked her to read the future in her cards. “Watch out for your mouth,” was all that Pi­lar Tern­era brought out after spread­ing and pick­ing up the cards three times. “I don’t know what it means, but the sign is very clear. Watch out for your mouth.” Two days later someone gave an or­derly a mug of black cof­fee and the or­derly passed it on to someone else and that one to someone else un­til, hand to hand, it reached Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía’s of­fice. He had not asked for any cof­fee, but since it was there the col­onel drank it. It had a dose of nux vom­ica strong enough to kill a horse. When they took him home he was stiff and arched and his tongue was stick­ing out between his teeth. Úrsula fought against death over him. After clean­ing out his stomach with emet­ics, she wrapped him in hot blankets and fed him egg whites for two days un­til his har­rowed body re­covered its nor­mal tem­per­ature. On the fourth day he was out of danger. Against his will, pressured by Úrsula and his of­ficers, he stayed in bed for an­other week. Only then did he learn that his ver­ses had not been burned. “I didn’t want to be hasty,” Úrsula ex­plained to him. “That night when I went to light the oven I said to myself that it would be bet­ter to wait un­til they brought the body.” In the haze of con­vales­cence, surroun­ded by Remedios’ dusty dolls, Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía brought back the de­cisive peri­ods of his ex­ist­ence by read­ing his poetry. He started writ­ing again. For many hours, bal­an­cing on the edge of the surprises of a war with no future, in rhymed verse he resolved his ex­per­i­ence on the shores of death. Then his thoughts be­came so clear that he was able to ex­am­ine them forward and back­ward. One night he asked Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez:

“Tell me so­mething, old friend: why are you fight­ing?”

“What other reason could there be?” Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez an­swered. “For the great Lib­eral party.”

“You’re lucky be­cause you know why,” he an­swered. “As far as I’m con­cerned, I’ve come to real­ize only just now that I’m fight­ing be­cause of pride.”

“That’s bad,” Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez said.

Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía was amused at his alarm. “Nat­ur­ally,” he said. “But in any case, it’s bet­ter than not knowing why you’re fight­ing.” He looked him in the eyes and ad­ded with a smile:

“Or fight­ing, like you, for so­mething that doesn’t have any mean­ing for any­one.”

His pride had preven­ted him from mak­ing con­tact with the armed groups in the in­terior of the country un­til the lead­ers of the party publicly rec­ti­fied their de­clar­ation that he was a ban­dit. He knew, however, that as soon as he put those scruples as­ide he would break the vi­cious circle of the war. Con­vales­cence gave him time to re­flect. Then he suc­ceeded in getting Úrsula to give him the rest of her buried in­her­it­ance and her sub­stantial savings. He named Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez civil and mil­it­ary leader of Ma­condo and he went off to make con­tact with the rebel groups in the in­terior.

Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez was not only the man closest to Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía, but Úrsula re­ceived him as a mem­ber of the fam­ily. Fra­gile, timid, with nat­ural good man­ners, he was, however, bet­ter suited for war than for gov­ern­ment. His polit­ical ad­visers eas­ily en­tangled him in the­or­et­ical labyrinths. But he suc­ceeded in giving Ma­condo the at­mo­sphere of rural peace that Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía dreamed of so that he could die of old age mak­ing lit­tle gold fishes. Although he lived in his par­ents’ house he would have lunch at Úrsula’s two or three times a week. He ini­ti­ated Aure­li­ano José in the use of fire­arms, gave him early mil­it­ary in­struc­tion, and for sev­eral months took him to live in the bar­racks, with Úrsula’s con­sent, so that he could be­come a man. Many years be­fore, when he was still al­most a child, Ger­ineldo Márquez had de­clared his love for Am­aranta. At that time she was so il­lusioned with her lonely passion for Pietro Crespi that she laughed at him. Ger­ineldo Márquez waited. On a cer­tain oc­ca­sion he sent Am­aranta a note from jail ask­ing her to em­broider a dozen bat­iste handker­chiefs with his father’s ini­tials on them. He sent her the money. A week later Am­aranta brought the dozen handker­chiefs to him in jail along with the money and they spent sev­eral hours talk­ing about the past. “When I get out of here I’m going to marry you,” Ger­ineldo Márquez told her when she left. Am­aranta laughed but she kept on think­ing about him while she taught the chil­dren to read and she tried to revive her ju­venile passion for Pietro Crespi. On Saturdays, vis­it­ing days for the pris­on­ers, she would stop by the house of Ger­ineldo Márquez’s par­ents and ac­com­pany them to the jail. On one of those Saturdays Úrsula was surprised to see her in the kit­chen, wait­ing for the bis­cuits to come out of the oven so that she could pick the best ones and wrap them in a napkin that she had em­broidered for the oc­ca­sion.

“Marry him,” she told her. “You’ll have a hard time find­ing an­other man like him.”

Am­aranta feigned a re­ac­tion of dis­pleas­ure.

“I don’t have to go around hunt­ing for men,” she an­swered. “I’m tak­ing these bis­cuits to Ger­ineldo be­cause I’m sorry that sooner or later they’re going to shoot him.”

She said it without think­ing, but that was the time that the gov­ern­ment had an­nounced its threat to shoot Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez if the rebel forces did not surrender Riohacha. The vis­its stopped. Am­aranta shut her­self up to weep, over­whelmed by a feel­ing of guilt sim­ilar to the one that had tor­men­ted her when Remedios died, as if once more her care­less words had been re­spons­ible for a death. Her mother con­soled her. She as­sured her that Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía would do so­mething to prevent the ex­ecution and promised that she would take charge of at­tract­ing Ger­ineldo Márquez her­self when the war was over. She ful­filled her promise be­fore the ima­gined time. When Ger­ineldo Márquez returned to the house, in­vested with his new dig­nity of civil and mil­it­ary leader, she re­ceived him as a son, thought of de­light­ful bits of flat­tery to hold him there, and prayed with all her soul that he would re­mem­ber his plan to marry Am­aranta. Her pleas seemed to be an­swered. On the days that he would have lunch at the house, Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez would linger on the be­gonia porch playing Chinese check­ers with Am­aranta. Úrsula would bring them cof­fee and milk and bis­cuits and would take over the chil­dren so that they would not bother them. Am­aranta was really mak­ing an ef­fort to kindle in her heart the forgotten ashes of her youth­ful passion. With an anxi­ety that came to be in­toler­able, she waited for the lunch days, the af­ternoons of Chinese check­ers, and time flew by in the com­pany of the war­rior with a nos­tal­gic name whose fin­gers trembled im­per­ceptibly as he moved the pieces. But the day on which Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez repeated his wish to marry her, she re­jec­ted him.

“I’m not going to marry any­one,” she told him, “much less you. You love Aure­li­ano so much that you want to marry me be­cause you can’t marry him.”

Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez was a pati­ent man. “I’ll keep on in­sisting,” he said. “Sooner or later I’ll con­vince you.” He kept on vis­it­ing the house. Shut up in her bed­room, bit­ing back her secret tears, Am­aranta put her fin­gers in her ears so as not to hear the voice of the suitor as he gave Úrsula the latest war news, and in spite of the fact that she was dying to see him, she had the strength not to go out and meet him.

At that time Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía took the time to send a de­tailed ac­count to Ma­condo every two weeks. But only once, al­most eight months after he had left, did he write to Úrsula. A spe­cial messenger brought a sealed en­vel­ope to the house with a sheet of paper in­side bear­ing the col­onel’s del­ic­ate hand: Take good care of Papa be­cause he is going to die. Úrsula be­came alarmed. “If Aure­li­ano says so it’s be­cause Aure­li­ano knows,” she said. And she had them help her take José Ar­ca­dio Buendía to his bed­room. Not only was he as heavy as ever, but during his prolonged stay un­der the chestnut tree he had de­veloped the fac­ulty of be­ing able to in­crease his weight at will, to such a de­gree that seven men were un­able to lift him and they had to drag him to the bed. A smell of tender mushrooms, of wood-flower fungus, of old and con­cen­trated out­doors im­preg­nated the air of the bed­room as it was breathed by the colossal old man weather-beaten by the sun and the rain. The next morn­ing he was not in his bed. In spite of his un­di­min­ished strength, José Ar­ca­dio Buendía was in no con­di­tion to resist. It was all the same to him. If he went back to the chestnut tree it was not be­cause he wanted to but be­cause of a habit of his body. Úrsula took care of him, fed him, brought him news of Aure­li­ano. But ac­tually, the only per­son with whom he was able to have con­tact for a long time was Pruden­cio Aguilar. Al­most pulver­ized at that time by the de­crep­itude of death, Pruden­cio Aguilar would come twice a day to chat with him. They talked about fight­ing cocks. They promised each other to set up a breed­ing farm for mag­ni­fi­cent birds, not so much to en­joy their vic­tor­ies, which they would not need then, as to have so­mething to do on the te­di­ous Sundays of death. It was Pruden­cio Aguilar who cleaned him, fed him, and brought him splen­did news of an un­known per­son called Aure­li­ano who was a col­onel in the war. When he was alone, José Ar­ca­dio Buendía con­soled him­self with the dream of the in­fin­ite rooms. He dreamed that he was getting out of bed, open­ing the door and going into an identical room with the same bed with a wrought-iron head, the same wicker chair, and the same small pic­ture of the Vir­gin of Help on the back wall. From that room he would go into an­other that was just the same, the door of which would open into an­other that was just the same, the door of which would open into an­other one just the same, and then into an­other ex­actly alike, and so on to in­fin­ity. He liked to go from room to room, as in a gal­lery of par­al­lel mirrors, un­til Pruden­cio Aguilar would touch him on the shoulder. Then he would go back from room to room, walk­ing in reverse, going back over his trail, and he would find Pruden­cio Aguilar in the room of real­ity. But one night, two weeks after they took him to his bed, Pruden­cio Aguilar touched his shoulder in an in­ter­me­di­ate room and he stayed there forever, think­ing that it was the real room. On the fol­lowing morn­ing Úrsula was bring­ing him his break­fast when she saw a man coming along the hall. He was short and stocky, with a black suit on and a hat that was also black, enorm­ous, pulled down to his ta­cit­urn eyes. “Good Lord,” Úrsula thought, “I could have sworn it was Melquíades.” It was Cataure, Vis­itación’s brother, who had left the house flee­ing from the in­som­nia plague and of whom there had never been any news. Vis­itación asked him why he had come back, and he an­swered her in their sol­emn lan­guage:

“I have come for the ex­equies of the king.”

Then they went into José Ar­ca­dio Buendía’s room, shook him as hard as they could, shouted in his ear, put a mirror in front of his nos­trils, but they could not awaken him. A short time later, when the carpenter was tak­ing meas­ure­ments for the coffin, through the win­dow they saw a light rain of tiny yel­low flowers fall­ing. They fell on the town all through the night in a si­lent storm, and they covered the roofs and blocked the doors and smothered the an­im­als who slept out­doors. So many flowers fell from the sky that in the morn­ing the streets were carpeted with a com­pact cushion and they had to clear them away with shovels and rakes so that the fun­eral pro­cession could pass by.








SIT­TING IN THE WICKER ROCK­ING CHAIR with her in­ter­rupted work in her lap, Am­aranta watched Aure­li­ano José, his chin covered with foam, stropping his razor to give him­self his first shave. His black­heads bled and he cut his up­per lip as he tried to shape a mustache of blond fuzz, and when it was all over he looked the same as be­fore, but the la­bor­i­ous pro­cess gave Am­aranta the feel­ing that she had be­gun to grow old at that mo­ment.

“You look just like Aure­li­ano when he was your age,” she said. “You’re a man now.”

He had been for a long time, ever since that dis­tant day when Am­aranta thought he was still a child and con­tinued getting un­dressed in front of him in the bath­room as she had al­ways done, as she had been used to doing ever since Pi­lar Tern­era had turned him over to her to fin­ish his up­bring­ing. The first time that he saw her the only thing that drew his at­tention was the deep de­pression between her breasts. He was so in­no­cent that he asked her what had happened to her and Am­aranta preten­ded to dig into her breasts with the tips of her fin­gers and an­swered: “They gave me some ter­rible cuts.” Some time later, when she had re­covered from Pietro Crespi’s sui­cide and would bathe with Aure­li­ano José again, he no longer paid at­tention to the de­pression but felt a strange trem­bling at the sight of the splen­did breasts with their brown nipples. He kept on ex­amin­ing her, dis­cov­er­ing the mir­acle of her in­timacy inch by inch, and he felt his skin tingle as he con­tem­plated the way her skin tingled when it touched the water. Ever since he was a small child he had the cus­tom of leav­ing his ham­mock and wak­ing up in Am­aranta’s bed, be­cause con­tact with her was a way of over­coming his fear of the dark. But since that day when he be­came aware of his own na­ked­ness, it was not fear of the dark that drove him to crawl in un­der her mosquito netting but an urge to feel Am­aranta’s warm breath­ing at dawn. Early one morn­ing during the time when she re­fused Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez, Aure­li­ano José awoke with the feel­ing that he could not breathe. He felt Am­aranta’s fin­gers search­ing ac­ross his stomach like warm and anxious lit­tle cater­pil­lars. Pretend­ing to sleep, he changed his po­s­i­tion to make it easier, and then he felt the hand without the black band­age diving like a blind shell­fish into the al­gae of his anxi­ety. Although they seemed to ig­nore what both of them knew and what each one knew that the other knew, from that night on they were yoked to­gether in an in­vi­olable com­pli­city. Aure­li­ano José could not get to sleep un­til he heard the twelve-o’clock waltz on the parlor clock, and the ma­ture maiden whose skin was be­gin­ning to grow sad did not have a mo­ment’s rest un­til she felt slip in un­der her mosquito netting that sleep­walker whom she had raised, not think­ing that he would be a pal­li­at­ive for her sol­itude. Later they not only slept to­gether, na­ked, exchan­ging ex­hausting caresses, but they would also chase each other into the corners of the house and shut them­selves up in the bed­rooms at any hour of the day in a per­man­ent state of un­re­lieved ex­cite­ment. They were al­most dis­covered by Úrsula one af­ternoon when she went into the granary as they were starting to kiss. “Do you love your aunt a lot?” she asked Aure­li­ano José in an in­no­cent way. He an­swered that he did. “That’s good of you,” Úrsula con­cluded and fin­ished meas­uring the flour for the bread and returned to the kit­chen. That epi­sode drew Am­aranta out of her de­li­rium. She real­ized that she had gone too far, that she was no longer playing kissing games with a child, but was floun­der­ing about in an autum­nal passion, one that was dan­ger­ous and had no future, and she cut it off with one stroke. Aure­li­ano José, who was then fin­ish­ing his mil­it­ary train­ing, fi­nally woke up to real­ity and went to sleep in the bar­racks. On Saturdays he would go with the sol­diers to Catarino’s store. He was seek­ing con­solation for his ab­rupt sol­itude, for his prema­ture ad­oles­cence with wo­men who smelled of dead flowers, whom he ideal­ized in the dark­ness and changed into Am­aranta by means of the anxious ef­forts of his ima­gin­ation.

A short time later con­tra­dict­ory news of the war began to come in. While the gov­ern­ment itself ad­mit­ted the pro­gress of the re­bel­lion, the of­ficers in Ma­condo had con­fid­en­tial re­ports of the im­min­ence of a ne­goti­ated peace. Toward the first of April a spe­cial emis­sary iden­ti­fied him­self to Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez. He con­firmed the fact to him that the lead­ers of the party had in­deed es­tab­lished con­tact with the rebel lead­ers in the in­terior and were on the verge of ar­ranging an armistice in exchange for three cab­inet posts for the Lib­er­als, a minor­ity re­p­res­ent­ation in the con­gress, and a gen­eral am­nesty for rebels who laid down their arms. The emis­sary brought a highly con­fid­en­tial or­der from Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía, who was not in agreement with the terms of the armistice. Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez was to choose five of his best men and pre­pare to leave the country with them. The or­der would be car­ried out with the strict­est secrecy. One week be­fore the agreement was an­nounced, and in the midst of a storm of con­tra­dict­ory ru­mors, Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía and ten trusted of­ficers, among them Col­onel Roque Car­nicero, stealth­ily ar­rived in Ma­condo after mid­night, dis­mis­sed the gar­rison, buried their weapons, and destroyed their re­cords. By dawn they had left town, along with Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez and his five of­ficers. It was such a quick and secret oper­ation that Úrsula did not find out about it un­til the last mo­ment, when someone tapped on her bed­room win­dow and whis­pered, “If you want to see Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía, come to the door right now.” Úrsula jum­ped out of bed and went to the door in her nightgown and she was just able to see the horse­men who were leav­ing town gal­lop off in a mute cloud of dust. Only on the fol­lowing day did she dis­cover that Aure­li­ano José had gone with his father.

Ten days after a joint com­mu­niqué by the gov­ern­ment and the opposi­tion an­nounced the end of the war, there was news of the first armed up­rising of Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía on the western bor­der. His small and poorly armed force was scat­tered in less than a week. But during that year, while Lib­er­als and Con­ser­vat­ives tried to make the country be­lieve in re­con­cili­ation, he at­tempted seven other re­volts. One night he bom­barded Riohacha from a schooner and the gar­rison dragged out of bed and shot the fourteen best-known Lib­er­als in the town as a re­prisal. For more than two weeks he held a cus­toms post on the bor­der and from there sent the nation a call to gen­eral war. An­other of his ex­ped­i­tions was lost for three months in the jungle in a mad at­tempt to cross more than a thousand miles of vir­gin ter­ritory in or­der to proclaim war on the out­skirts of the cap­ital. On one oc­ca­sion he was less than fif­teen miles away from Ma­condo and was ob­liged by gov­ern­ment patrols to hide in the mountains, very close to the en­chanted re­gion where his father had found the fossil of a Span­ish galleon many years be­fore.

Vis­itación died around that time. She had the pleas­ure of dying a nat­ural death after having re­nounced a throne out of fear of in­som­nia, and her last wish was that they should dig up the wages she had saved for more than twenty years un­der her bed and send the money to Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía so that he could go on with the war. But Úrsula did not bother to dig it up be­cause it was ru­mored in those days that Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía had been killed in a land­ing near the provin­cial cap­ital. The of­fi­cial an­nounce­ment—the fourth in less than two years—was con­sidered true for al­most six months be­cause noth­ing further was heard of him. Sud­denly, when Úrsula and Am­aranta had ad­ded new mourn­ing to the past period, un­ex­pec­ted news ar­rived. Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía was alive, but appar­ently he had stopped har­assing the gov­ern­ment of his country and had joined with the vic­torious fed­er­al­ism of other re­publics of the Carib­bean. He would show up un­der dif­fer­ent names farther and farther away from his own country. Later it would be learned that the idea that was work­ing on him at the time was the uni­fic­ation of the fed­er­al­ist forces of Cent­ral Amer­ica in or­der to wipe out con­ser­vat­ive re­gimes from Alaska to Pa­tag­onia. The first dir­ect news that Úrsula re­ceived from him, sev­eral years after his de­parture, was a wrinkled and faded let­ter that had ar­rived, passing through various hands, from Santi­ago, Cuba.

“We’ve lost him forever,” Úrsula ex­claimed on read­ing it. “If he fol­lows this path he’ll spend Christmas at the ends of the earth.”

The per­son to whom she said it, who was the first to whom she showed the let­ter, was the Con­ser­vat­ive gen­eral José Raquel Mon­cada, mayor of Ma­condo since the end of the war. “This Aure­li­ano,” Gen­eral Mon­cada com­men­ted, “what a pity that he’s not a Con­ser­vat­ive.” He really ad­mired him. Like many Con­ser­vat­ive civil­i­ans, José Raquel Mon­cada had waged war in de­fense of his party and had earned the title of gen­eral on the field of battle, even though he was not a mil­it­ary man by profession. On the con­trary, like so many of his fel­low party mem­bers, he was an an­ti­mil­it­ar­ist. He con­sidered mil­it­ary men un­prin­cipled loafers, am­bi­tious plotters, ex­perts in fa­cing down civil­i­ans in or­der to prosper during times of dis­order. In­tel­li­gent, pleas­ant, ruddy-faced, a man who liked to eat and watch cock­fights, he had been at one time the most feared ad­versary of Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía. He suc­ceeded in im­posing his au­thority over the ca­reer of­ficers in a wide sec­tor along the coast. One time when he was forced by strate­gic circum­stances to aban­don a strong­hold to the forces of Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía, he left two let­ters for him. In one of them, quite long, he in­vited him to join in a cam­paign to make the war more hu­mane. The other let­ter was for his wife, who lived in Lib­eral ter­ritory, and he left it with a plea to see that it reached its des­tin­ation. From then on, even in the bloodi­est peri­ods of the war, the two com­mand­ers would ar­range truces to exchange pris­on­ers. They were pauses with a cer­tain fest­ive at­mo­sphere, which Gen­eral Mon­cada took ad­vant­age of to teach Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía how to play chess. They be­came great friends. They even came to think about the pos­sib­il­ity of co­ord­in­at­ing the popular ele­ments of both parties, doing away with the in­flu­ence of the mil­it­ary men and professional polit­i­cians, and setting up a hu­man­it­arian re­gime that would take the best from each doc­trine. When the war was over, while Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía was sneak­ing about through the nar­row trails of per­man­ent sub­ver­sion, Gen­eral Mon­cada was named ma­gis­trate of Ma­condo. He wore civil­ian clothes, re­placed the sol­diers with un­armed police­men, en­forced the am­nesty laws, and helped a few fam­il­ies of Lib­er­als who had been killed in the war. He suc­ceeded in having Ma­condo raised to the status of a mu­ni­cip­al­ity and he was there­fore its first mayor, and he cre­ated an at­mo­sphere of con­fid­ence that made people think of the war as an ab­surd night­mare of the past. Father Nicanor, con­sumed by hep­atic fever, was re­placed by Father Coronel, whom they called “The Pup,” a vet­eran of the first fed­er­al­ist war. Bruno Crespi, who was mar­ried to Am­paro Mos­cote, and whose shop of toys and mu­sical in­stru­ments con­tinued to prosper, built a theater which Span­ish com­panies in­cluded in their it­in­er­ar­ies. It was a vast open-air hall with wooden benches, a vel­vet curtain with Greek masks, and three box of­fices in the shape of lions’ heads, through whose mouths the tick­ets were sold. It was also about that time that the school was re­built. It was put un­der the charge of Don Mel­chor Es­cal­ona, an old teacher brought from the swamp, who made his lazy students walk on their knees in the lime-coated courtyard and made the students who talked in class, eat hot chili, with the approval of their par­ents. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo and José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo, the will­ful twins of Santa Sofía de la Piedad, were the first to sit in the classroom, with their slates, their chalk, and their aluminum jugs with their names on them. Remedios, who in­her­ited her mother’s pure beauty, began to be known as Remedios the Beauty. In spite of time, of the super­im­posed peri­ods of mourn­ing, and her ac­cumulated af­flic­tions, Úrsula resisted growing old. Aided by Santa Sofía de la Piedad, she gave a new drive to her pastry busi­ness and in a few years not only re­covered the for­tune that her son had spent in the war, but she once more stuffed with pure gold the gourds buried in the bed­room. “As long as God gives me life,” she would say, “there will al­ways be money in this mad­house.” That was how things were when Aure­li­ano José deser­ted the fed­eral troops in Nicaragua, signed on as a crew­man on a Ger­man ship, and appeared in the kit­chen of the house, sturdy as a horse, as dark and long-haired as an In­dian, and with a secret de­term­in­ation to marry Am­aranta.

When Am­aranta saw him come in, even though he said noth­ing she knew im­me­di­ately why he had come back. At the table they did not dare look each other in the face. But two weeks after his return, in the pres­ence of Úrsula, he set his eyes on hers and said to her, “I al­ways thought a lot about you.” Am­aranta avoided him. She guarded against chance meet­ings. She tried not to be­come se­par­ated from Remedios the Beauty. She was ashamed of the blush that covered her cheeks on the day her nephew asked her how long she in­ten­ded wear­ing the black band­age on her hand, for she in­ter­preted it as an al­lusion to her vir­gin­ity. When he ar­rived, she bar­red the door of her bed­room, but she heard his peace­ful snor­ing in the next room for so many nights that she forgot about the pre­caution. Early one morn­ing, al­most two months after his return, she heard him come into the bed­room. Then, in­stead of flee­ing, in­stead of shouting as she had thought she would, she let her­self be sat­ur­ated with a soft feel­ing of relaxation. She felt him slip in un­der the mosquito netting as he had done when he was a child, as he had al­ways done, and she could not re­press her cold sweat and the chat­ter­ing of her teeth when she real­ized that he was com­pletely na­ked. “Go away,” she whis­pered, suf­foc­at­ing with curi­osity. “Go away or I’ll scream.” But Aure­li­ano José knew then what he had to do, be­cause he was no longer a child but a bar­racks an­imal. Starting with that night the dull, in­con­sequen­tial battles began again and would go on un­til dawn. “I’m your aunt,” Am­aranta murmured, spent. “It’s al­most as if I were your mother, not just be­cause of my age but be­cause the only thing I didn’t do for you was nurse you.” Aure­li­ano would es­cape at dawn and come back early in the morn­ing on the next day, each time more ex­cited by the proof that she had not bar­red the door. He had not stopped de­sir­ing her for a single in­stant. He found her in the dark bed­rooms of captured towns, es­pe­cially in the most ab­ject ones, and he would make her ma­teri­al­ize in the smell of dry blood on the band­ages of the woun­ded, in the in­stantan­eous ter­ror of the danger of death, at all times and in all places. He had fled from her in an at­tempt to wipe out her memory, not only through dis­tance but by means of a muddled fury that his com­pan­ions at arms took to be bold­ness, but the more her im­age wal­lowed in the dunghill of the war, the more the war resembled Am­aranta. That was how he suffered in ex­ile, look­ing for a way of killing her with his own death, un­til he heard some old man tell the tale of the man who had mar­ried his aunt, who was also his cousin, and whose son ended up be­ing his own grand­father.

“Can a per­son marry his own aunt?” he asked, startled.

“He not only can do that,” a sol­dier an­swered him, “but we’re fight­ing this war against the pri­ests so that a per­son can marry his own mother.”

Two weeks later he deser­ted. He found Am­aranta more withered than in his memory, more mel­an­choly and shy, and now really turn­ing the last corner of maturity, but more fe­ver­ish than ever in the dark­ness of her bed­room and more chal­len­ging than ever in the ag­gressive­ness of her resistance. “You’re a brute,” Am­aranta would tell him as she was har­ried by his hounds. “You can’t do that to a poor aunt un­less you have a spe­cial dis­pensation from the Pope.” Aure­li­ano José promised to go to Rome, he promised to go ac­ross Europe on his knees to kiss the san­dals of the Pon­tiff just so that she would lower her drawbridge.

“It’s not just that,” Am­aranta ret­orted. “Any chil­dren will be born with the tail of a pig.”

Aure­li­ano José was deaf to all ar­gu­ments.

“I don’t care if they’re born as arma­dillos,” he begged.

Early one morn­ing, van­quished by the un­bear­able pain of re­pressed vir­il­ity, he went to Catarino’s. He found a wo­man with flac­cid breasts, af­fec­tion­ate and cheap, who calmed his stomach for some time. He tried to apply the treat­ment of dis­dain to Am­aranta. He would see her on the porch work­ing at the sew­ing ma­chine, which she had learned to oper­ate with ad­mir­able skill, and he would not even speak to her. Am­aranta felt freed of a reef, and she her­self did not un­der­stand why she started think­ing again at that time about Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez, why she re­membered with such nos­tal­gia the af­ternoons of Chinese check­ers, and why she even de­sired him as the man in her bed­room. Aure­li­ano José did not real­ize how much ground he had lost on the night he could no longer bear the farce of in­dif­fer­ence and went back to Am­aranta’s room. She re­jec­ted him with an in­flex­ible and un­mistak­able de­term­in­ation, and she bar­red the door of her bed­room forever.

A few months after the return of Aure­li­ano José, an ex­uber­ant wo­man per­fumed with jasmine appeared at the house with a boy of five. She stated that he was the son of Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía and that she had brought him to Úrsula to be bap­tized. No one doub­ted the ori­gins of that name­less child: he looked ex­actly like the col­onel at the time he was taken to see ice for the first time. The wo­man said that he had been born with his eyes open, look­ing at people with the judg­ment of an adult, and that she was frightened by his way of star­ing at things without blink­ing. “He’s identical,” Úrsula said. “The only thing mis­sing is for him to make chairs rock by sim­ply look­ing at them.” They christened him Aure­li­ano and with his mother’s last name, since the law did not per­mit a per­son to bear his father’s name un­til he had re­cog­nized him. Gen­eral Mon­cada was the god­father. Although Am­aranta in­sisted that he be left so that she could take over his up­bring­ing, his mother was against it.

Úrsula at that time did not know about the cus­tom of send­ing vir­gins to the bed­rooms of sol­diers in the same way that hens are turned loose with fine roosters, but in the course of that year she found out: nine more sons of Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía were brought to the house to be bap­tized. The old­est, a strange dark boy with green eyes, who was not at all like his father’s fam­ily, was over ten years old. They brought chil­dren of all ages, all colors, but all males and all with a look of sol­itude that left no doubt as to the relation­ship. Only two stood out in the group. One, large for his age, made smithereens out of the flower­pots and china be­cause his hands seemed to have the property of break­ing everyth­ing they touched. The other was a blond boy with the same light eyes as his mother, whose hair had been left to grow long and curly like that of a wo­man. He en­tered the house with a great deal of fa­mili­ar­ity, as if he had been raised there, and he went dir­ectly to a chest in Úrsula’s bed­room and de­man­ded, “I want the mech­an­ical baller­ina.” Úrsula was startled. She opened the chest, searched among the an­cient and dusty art­icles left from the days of Melquíades, and wrapped in a pair of stock­ings she found the mech­an­ical baller­ina that Pietro Crespi had brought to the house once and that everyone had forgotten about. In less than twelve years they bap­tized with the name Aure­li­ano and the last name of the mother all the sons that the col­onel had im­planted up and down his theater of war: seven­teen. At first Úrsula would fill their pock­ets with money and Am­aranta tried to have them stay. But they fi­nally lim­ited them­selves to giving them presents and ser­ving as god­moth­ers. “We’ve done our duty by bap­tiz­ing them,” Úrsula would say, jotting down in a ledger the name and ad­dress of the mother and the place and date of birth of the child. “Aure­li­ano needs well-kept ac­counts so that he can de­cide things when he comes back.” During lunch, com­ment­ing with Gen­eral Mon­cada about that dis­con­cer­ting prolifer­ation, she ex­pressed the de­sire for Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía to come back someday and gather all of his sons to­gether in the house.

“Don’t worry, dear friend,” Gen­eral Mon­cada said en­ig­mat­ic­ally. “He’ll come sooner than you suspect.”

What Gen­eral Mon­cada knew and what he did not wish to reveal at lunch was that Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía was already on his way to head up the most prolonged, rad­ical, and bloody re­bel­lion of all those he had started up till then.

The situ­ation again be­came as tense as it had been during the months that pre­ceded the first war. The cock­fights, in­stituted by the mayor him­self, were suspen­ded. Captain Aquiles Ri­cardo, the com­mander of the gar­rison, took over the exer­cise of mu­ni­cipal power. The Lib­er­als looked upon him as a provoc­ateur. “So­mething ter­rible is going to happen,” Úrsula would say to Aure­li­ano José. “Don’t go out into the street after six o’clock.” The en­treat­ies were use­less. Aure­li­ano José, just like Ar­ca­dio in other times, had ceased to be­long to her. It was as if his return home, the pos­sib­il­ity of ex­isting without con­cerning him­self with everyday ne­cessit­ies, had awakened in him the lewd and lazy lean­ings of his uncle José Ar­ca­dio. His passion for Am­aranta had been ex­tin­guished without leav­ing any scars. He would drift around, playing pool, eas­ing his sol­itude with oc­ca­sional wo­men, sack­ing the hid­ing places where Úrsula had forgotten her money. He ended up coming home only to change his clothes. “They’re all alike,” Úrsula lamen­ted. “At first they be­have very well, they’re obed­i­ent and prompt and they don’t seem cap­able of killing a fly, but as soon as their beards appear they go to ruin.” Un­like Ar­ca­dio, who had never known his real ori­gins, he found out that he was the son of Pi­lar Tern­era, who had hung up a ham­mock so that he could take his si­esta in her house. More than mother and son, they were ac­com­plices in sol­itude. Pi­lar Tern­era had lost the trail of all hope. Her laugh had taken on the tones of an or­gan, her breasts had suc­cumbed to the te­dium of end­less caressing, her stomach and her thighs had been the vic­tims of her ir­re­voc­able fate as a shared wo­man, but her heart grew old without bit­terness. Fat, talk­at­ive, with the airs of a mat­ron in dis­grace, she re­nounced the ster­ile il­lusions of her cards and found peace and con­solation in other people’s loves. In the house where Aure­li­ano José took his si­esta, the girls from the neigh­bor­hood would re­ceive their cas­ual lov­ers. “Lend me your room, Pi­lar,” they would sim­ply say when they were already in­side. “Of course,” Pi­lar would an­swer. And if any­one was present she would ex­plain:

“I’m happy knowing that people are happy in bed.”

She never charged for the ser­vice. She never re­fused the favor, just as she never re­fused the count­less men who sought her out, even in the twi­light of her maturity, without giving her money or love and only oc­ca­sion­ally pleas­ure. Her five daugh­ters, who in­her­ited a burn­ing seed, had been lost on the byways of life since ad­oles­cence. Of the two sons she man­aged to raise, one died fight­ing in the forces of Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía and the other was woun­ded and captured at the age of fourteen when he tried to steal a crate of chick­ens in a town in the swamp. In a cer­tain way, Aure­li­ano José was the tall, dark man who had been promised her for half a cen­tury by the king of hearts, and like all men sent by the cards he reached her heart when he was already stamped with the mark of death. She saw it in the cards.

“Don’t go out tonight,” she told him. “Stay and sleep here be­cause Car­mel­ita Mon­tiel is getting tired of ask­ing me to put her in your room.”

Aure­li­ano José did not catch the deep feel­ing of beg­ging that was in the of­fer.

“Tell her to wait for me at mid­night,” he said.

He went to the theater, where a Span­ish com­pany was put­ting on The Dag­ger of the Fox, which was really Zorrilla’s play with the title changed by or­der of Captain Aquiles Ri­cardo, be­cause the Lib­er­als called the Con­ser­vat­ives Goths. Only when he handed in his ticket at the door did Aure­li­ano José real­ize that Captain Aquiles Ri­cardo and two sol­diers armed with rifles were search­ing the audi­ence.

“Be care­ful, captain,” Aure­li­ano José warned him. “The man hasn’t been born yet who can lay hands on me.” The captain tried to search him for­cibly and Aure­li­ano José, who was un­armed, began to run. The sol­diers dis­obeyed the or­der to shoot. “He’s a Buendía,” one of them ex­plained. Blind with rage, the captain then sn­atched away the rifle, stepped into the cen­ter of the street, and took aim.

“Cow­ards!” he shouted. “I only wish it was Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía.”

Car­mel­ita Mon­tiel, a twenty-year-old vir­gin, had just bathed in or­ange-blossom water and was strew­ing rose­mary leaves on Pi­lar Tern­era’s bed when the shot rang out. Aure­li­ano José had been des­tined to find with her the happi­ness that Am­aranta had denied him, to have seven chil­dren, and to die in her arms of old age, but the bul­let that en­tered his back and shat­tered his chest had been dir­ec­ted by a wrong in­ter­pret­ation of the cards. Captain Aquiles Ri­cardo, who was really the one des­tined to die that night, did in­deed die, four hours be­fore Aure­li­ano José. As soon as the shot was heard he was brought down by two sim­ul­tan­eous bul­lets whose ori­gin was never es­tab­lished and a shout of many voices shook the night.

“Long live the Lib­eral party! Long live Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía!”

At twelve o’clock, when Aure­li­ano José had bled to death and Car­mel­ita Mon­tiel found that the cards showing her future were blank, more than four hun­dred men had filed past the theater and dis­charged their re­volvers into the aban­doned body of Captain Aquiles Ri­cardo. A patrol had to use a wheel­bar­row to carry the body, which was heavy with lead and fell apart like a water-soaked loaf of bread.

An­noyed by the out­rages of the regular army, Gen­eral José Raquel Mon­cada used his polit­ical in­flu­ence, put on his uni­form again, and as­sumed the civil and mil­it­ary lead­er­ship of Ma­condo. He did not ex­pect, however, that his con­cili­at­ory at­titude would be able to prevent the in­ev­it­able. The news in Septem­ber was con­tra­dict­ory. While the gov­ern­ment an­nounced that it was maintain­ing con­trol throug­hout the country, the Lib­er­als were re­ceiving secret news of armed up­risings in the in­terior. The re­gime would not ad­mit a state of war un­til it was proclaimed in a de­cree that had fol­lowed a court-mar­tial which had con­demned Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía to death in ab­sen­tia. The first unit that captured him was, ordered to carry the sen­tence out. “This means he’s come back,” Úrsula said joy­fully to Gen­eral Mon­cada. But he him­self knew noth­ing about it.

Ac­tually, Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía had been in the country for more than a month. He was pre­ceded by con­flict­ing ru­mors, supposed to be in the most dis­tant places at the same time, and even Gen­eral Mon­cada did not be­lieve in his return un­til it was of­fi­cially an­nounced that he had seized two states on the coast. “Con­grat­ulations, dear friend,” he told Úrsula, showing her the tele­gram. “You’ll soon have him here.” Úrsula was worried then for the first time. “And what will you do?” she asked. Gen­eral Mon­cada had asked him­self that same question many times.

“The same as he, my friend,” he an­swered. “I’ll do my duty.”

At dawn on the first of October Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía at­tacked Ma­condo with a thousand well-armed men and the gar­rison re­ceived or­ders to resist to the end. At noon, while Gen­eral Mon­cada was lunch­ing with Úrsula, a rebel can­non shot that echoed in the whole town blew the front of the mu­ni­cipal treas­ury to dust. “They’re as well armed as we are,” Gen­eral Mon­cada sighed, “but be­sides that they’re fight­ing be­cause they want to.” At two o’clock in the af­ternoon, while the earth trembled with the artillery fire from both sides, he took leave of Úrsula with the cer­tainty that he was fight­ing a losing battle.

“I pray to God that you won’t have Aure­li­ano in the house tonight,” he said. “If it does happen that way, give him an em­brace for me, be­cause I don’t ex­pect ever to see him again.”

That night he was captured when he tried to es­cape from Ma­condo after writ­ing a long let­ter to Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía in which he re­minded him of their com­mon aim to hu­man­ize the war and he wished him a fi­nal vic­tory over the corruption of the mil­it­ar­ists and the am­bi­tions of the polit­i­cians in both parties. On the fol­lowing day Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía had lunch with him in Úrsula’s house, where he was be­ing held un­til a re­volu­tion­ary court-mar­tial de­cided his fate. It was a friendly gath­er­ing. But while the ad­versar­ies forgot the war to re­mem­ber things of the past, Úrsula had the gloomy feel­ing that her son was an in­truder. She had felt it ever since she saw him come in protec­ted by a noisy mil­it­ary ret­inue, which turned the bed­rooms in­side out un­til they were con­vinced there was no danger. Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía not only ac­cepted it but he gave strict or­ders that no one should come closer than ten feet, not even Úrsula, while the mem­bers of his es­cort fin­ished pla­cing guards about the house. He was wear­ing an or­d­in­ary denim uni­form with no in­signia of any kind and high boots with spurs that were caked with mud and dried blood. On his waist he wore a hol­ster with the flap open and his hand, which was al­ways on the butt of the pis­tol, revealed the same watch­ful and res­ol­ute ten­sion as his look. His head, with deep re­cessions in the hairline now, seemed to have been baked in a slow oven. His face, tanned by the salt of the Carib­bean, had ac­quired a metal­lic hard­ness. He was preser­ved against im­min­ent old age by a vit­al­ity that had so­mething to do with the cold­ness of his in­sides. He was taller than when he had left, paler and bonier, and he showed the first symp­toms of resistance to nos­tal­gia. “Good Lord,” Úrsula said to her­self. “Now he looks like a man cap­able of any­thing.” He was. The Aztec shawl that he brought Am­aranta, the re­mem­brances he spoke of at lunch, the funny stories he told were sim­ple leftovers from his hu­mor of a dif­fer­ent time. As soon as the or­der to bury the dead in a com­mon grave was car­ried out, he as­signed Col­onel Roque Car­nicero the mis­sion of setting up courts-mar­tial and he went ahead with the ex­hausting task of im­posing rad­ical re­forms which would not leave a stone of the re-es­tab­lished Con­ser­vat­ive re­gime in place. “We have to get ahead of the polit­i­cians in the party,” he said to his aides. “When they open their eyes to real­ity they’ll find ac­com­pl­ished facts.” It was then that he de­cided to review the titles to land that went back a hun­dred years and he dis­covered the leg­al­ized out­rages of his brother José Ar­ca­dio. He an­nulled the re­gis­trations with a stroke of the pen. As a last ges­ture of courtesy, he left his af­fairs for an hour and vis­ited Re­beca to bring her up to date on what he was de­term­ined to do.

In the shad­ows of her house, the sol­it­ary widow who at one time had been the con­fid­ante of his re­pressed loves and whose per­sist­ence had saved his life was a specter out of the past. En­cased in black down to her knuckles, with her heart turned to ash, she scarcely knew any­thing about the war. Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía had the im­pression that the phosphores­cence of her bones was showing through her skin and that she moved in an at­mo­sphere of Saint Elmo’s fire, in a stag­nant air where one could still note a hid­den smell of gun­powder. He began by ad­vising her to mod­er­ate the rigor of her mourn­ing, to vent­il­ate the house, to for­give the world for the death of José Ar­ca­dio. But Re­beca was already beyond any van­ity. After search­ing for it use­lessly in the taste of earth, in the per­fumed let­ters from Pietro Crespi, in the tem­pes­tuous bed of her husband, she had found peace in that house where memor­ies ma­teri­al­ized through the strength of im­plac­able evoc­ation and walked like hu­man be­ings through the cloistered rooms. Lean­ing back in her wicker rock­ing chair, look­ing at Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía as if he were the one who looked like a ghost out of the past, Re­beca was not even up­set by the news that the lands usurped by José Ar­ca­dio would be returned to their right­ful own­ers.

“Whatever you de­cide will be done, Aure­li­ano,” she sighed. “I al­ways thought and now I have the proof that you’re a reneg­ade.”

The revision of the deeds took place at the same time as the sum­mary courts-mar­tial presided over by Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez, which ended with the ex­ecution of all of­ficers of the regular army who had been taken pris­oner by the re­volu­tion­ar­ies. The last court-mar­tial was that of José Raquel Mon­cada. Úrsula in­ter­vened. “His gov­ern­ment was the best we’ve ever had in Ma­condo,” she told Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía. “I don’t have to tell you any­thing about his good heart, about his af­fec­tion for us, be­cause you know bet­ter than any­one.” Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía gave her a disapproving look.

“I can’t take over the job of ad­min­ister­ing justice,” he replied. “If you have so­mething to say, tell it to the court-mar­tial.”

Úrsula not only did that, she also brought all of the moth­ers of the re­volu­tion­ary of­ficers who lived in Ma­condo to tes­tify. One by one the old wo­men who had been founders of the town, sev­eral of whom had taken part in the dar­ing crossing of the mountains, praised the virtues of Gen­eral Mon­cada. Úrsula was the last in line. Her gloomy dig­nity, the weight of her name, the con­vin­cing vehe­mence of her de­clar­ation made the scale of justice hes­it­ate for a mo­ment. “You have taken this horrible game very ser­i­ously and you have done well be­cause you are doing your duty,” she told the mem­bers of the court. “But don’t for­get that as long as God gives us life we will still be moth­ers and no mat­ter how re­volu­tion­ary you may be, we have the right to pull down your pants and give you a whip­ping at the first sign of dis­respect.” The court re­tired to de­lib­er­ate as those words still echoed in the school that had been turned into a bar­racks. At mid­night Gen­eral José Raquel Mon­cada was sen­tenced to death. Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía, in spite of the vi­olent recrim­in­ations of Úrsula, re­fused to com­mute the sen­tence. A short while be­fore dawn he vis­ited the con­demned man in the room used as a cell.

“Re­mem­ber, old friend,” he told him. “I’m not shooting you. It’s the re­volu­tion that’s shooting you.”

Gen­eral Mon­cada did not even get up from the cot when he saw him come in.

“Go to hell, friend,” he an­swered.

Un­til that mo­ment, ever since his return, Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía had not given him­self the opportun­ity to see him with his heart. He was startled to see how much he had aged, how his hands shook, and the rather punc­tili­ous con­formity with which he awaited death, and then he felt a great dis­gust with him­self, which he mingled with the be­gin­nings of pity.

“You know bet­ter than I,” he said, “that all courts-mar­tial are far­ces and that you’re really paying for the crimes of other people, be­cause this time we’re going to win the war at any price. Wouldn’t you have done the same in my place?”

Gen­eral Mon­cada got up to clean his thick horn-rimmed glasses on his shirttail. “Prob­ably,” he said. “But what worries me is not your shooting me, be­cause after all, for people like us it’s a nat­ural death.” He laid his glasses on the bed and took off his watch and chain. “What worries me,” he went on, “is that out of so much hatred for the mil­it­ary, out of fight­ing them so much and think­ing about them so much, you’ve ended up as bad as they are. And no ideal in life is worth that much base­ness.” He took off his wed­ding ring and the medal of the Vir­gin of Help and put them along­side his glasses and watch.

“At this rate,” he con­cluded, “you’ll not only be the most des­potic and bloody dic­tator in our his­tory, but you’ll shoot my dear friend Úrsula in an at­tempt to pa­cify your con­science.”

Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía stood there im­passively. Gen­eral Mon­cada then gave him the glasses, medal, watch, and ring and he changed his tone.

“But I didn’t send for you to scold you,” he said. “I wanted to ask you the favor of send­ing these things to my wife.”

Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía put them in his pock­ets.

“Is she still in Man­aure?”

“She’s still in Man­aure,” Gen­eral Mon­cada con­firmed, “in the same house be­hind the church where you sent the let­ter.”

“I’ll be glad to, José Raquel,” Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía said.

When he went out into the blue air of the mist his face grew damp as on some other dawn in the past and only then did he real­ize that he had ordered the sen­tence to be car­ried out in the courtyard and not at the cemetery wall. The fir­ing squad, drawn up opposite the door, paid him the hon­ors of a head of state.

“They can bring him out now,” he ordered.








COL­ONEL GERINELDO MÁRQUEZ was the first to per­ceive the empti­ness of the war. In his po­s­i­tion as civil and mil­it­ary leader of Ma­condo he would have tele­graphic con­ver­sations twice a week with Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía. At first those exchanges would de­term­ine the course of a flesh-and-blood war, the per­fectly defined out­lines of which told them at any mo­ment the ex­act spot where it was and the pre­dic­tion of its future dir­ec­tion. Although he never let him­self be pulled into the area of con­fid­ences, not even by his closest friends, Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía still had at that time the fa­mil­iar tone that made it pos­sible to identify him at the other end of the wire. Many times he would prolong the talks beyond the ex­pec­ted limit and let them drift into com­ments of a do­mestic nature. Lit­tle by lit­tle, however, and as the war be­came more in­tense and wide­spread, his im­age was fad­ing away into a universe of un­real­ity. The char­ac­ter­ist­ics of his speech were more and more un­cer­tain, and they came to­gether and com­bined to form words that were gradually losing all mean­ing. Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez lim­ited him­self then to just listen­ing, burdened by the im­pression that he was in tele­graphic con­tact with a stranger from an­other world.

“I un­der­stand, Aure­li­ano,” he would con­clude on the key. “Long live the Lib­eral party!”

He fi­nally lost all con­tact with the war. What in other times had been a real activ­ity, an ir­resistible passion of his youth, be­came a re­mote point of ref­er­ence for him: an empti­ness. His only refuge was Am­aranta’s sew­ing room. He would visit her every af­ternoon. He liked to watch her hands as she curled frothy petti­coat cloth in the ma­chine that was kept in motion by Remedios the Beauty. They spent many hours without speak­ing, con­tent with their re­ciprocal com­pany, but while Am­aranta was in­wardly pleased in keep­ing the fire of his de­votion alive, he was un­aware of the secret designs of that in­de­cipher­able heart. When the news of his return reached her, Am­aranta had been smothered by anxi­ety. But when she saw him enter the house in the middle of Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía’s noisy es­cort and she saw how he had been mis­treated by the rig­ors of ex­ile, made old by age and ob­livion, dirty with sweat and dust, smelling like a herd, ugly, with his left arm in a sling, she felt faint with dis­il­lusion­ment. “My God,” she thought. “This wasn’t the per­son I was wait­ing for.” On the fol­lowing day, however, he came back to the house shaved and clean, with his mustache per­fumed with lav­ender water and without the bloody sling. He brought her a prayer­book bound in mother-of-pearl.

“How strange men are,” she said, be­cause she could not think of any­thing else to say. “They spend their lives fight­ing against pri­ests and then give prayer­books as gifts.”

From that time on, even during the most crit­ical days of the war, he vis­ited her every af­ternoon. Many times, when Remedios the Beauty was not present, it was he who turned the wheel on the sew­ing ma­chine. Am­aranta felt up­set by the persever­ance, the loyalty, the sub­missive­ness of that man who was in­vested with so much au­thority and who nev­er­the­less took off his sidearms in the living room so that he could go into the sew­ing room without weapons. But for four years he kept repeat­ing his love and she would al­ways find a way to re­ject him without hurting him, for even though she had not suc­ceeded in loving him she could no longer live without him. Remedios the Beauty, who seemed in­dif­fer­ent to everyth­ing and who was thought to be men­tally re­tarded, was not in­sens­it­ive to so much de­votion and she in­ter­vened in Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez’s favor. Am­aranta sud­denly dis­covered that the girl she had raised, who was just en­ter­ing ad­oles­cence, was already the most beau­ti­ful creature that had ever been seen in Ma­condo. She felt re­born in her heart the ran­cor that she had felt in other days for Re­beca, and beg­ging God not to im­pel her into the ex­treme state of wish­ing her dead, she ban­ished her from the sew­ing room. It was around that time that Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez began to feel the bore­dom of the war. He summoned his reser­ves of per­sua­sion, his broad and re­pressed ten­derness, ready to give up for Am­aranta a glory that had cost him the sac­ri­fice of his best years. But he could not suc­ceed in con­vin­cing her. One Au­gust af­ternoon, over­come by the un­bear­able weight of her own ob­stin­acy, Am­aranta locked her­self in her bed­room to weep over her sol­itude unto death after giving her fi­nal an­swer to her ten­a­cious suitor:

“Let’s for­get about each other forever,” she told him. “We’re too old for this sort of thing now.”

Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez had a tele­graphic call from Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía that af­ternoon. It was a routine con­ver­sation which was not going to bring about any break in the stag­nant war. At the end, Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez looked at the des­ol­ate streets, the crystal water on the al­mond trees, and he found him­self lost in sol­itude.

“Aure­li­ano,” he said sadly on the key, “it’s rain­ing in Ma­condo.”

There was a long si­lence on the line. Sud­denly the apparatus jum­ped with the piti­less let­ters from Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía.

“Don’t be a jack­ass, Ger­ineldo,” the sig­nals said. “It’s nat­ural for it to be rain­ing in Au­gust.”

They had not seen each other for such a long time that Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez was up­set by the ag­gressive­ness of the re­ac­tion. Two months later, however, when Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía returned to Ma­condo, his up­set was changed to stupe­fac­tion. Even Úrsula was surprised at how much he had changed. He came with no noise, no es­cort, wrapped in a cloak in spite of the heat, and with three mis­tresses, whom he in­stalled in the same house, where he spent most of his time lying in a ham­mock. He scarcely read the tele­graphic dis­patches that re­ported routine oper­ations. On one oc­ca­sion Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez asked him for in­struc­tions for the evac­uation of a spot on the bor­der where there was a danger that the con­flict would be­come an in­ter­national af­fair.

“Don’t bother me with trifles,” he ordered him. “Con­sult Di­vine Provid­ence.”

It was per­haps the most crit­ical mo­ment of the war. The Lib­eral landown­ers, who had supported the re­volu­tion in the be­gin­ning, had made secret al­li­ances with the Con­ser­vat­ive landown­ers in or­der to stop the revision of property titles. The polit­i­cians who supplied funds for the war from ex­ile had publicly re­pu­di­ated the drastic aims of Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía, but even that with­drawal of au­thor­iz­a­tion did not seem to bother him. He had not returned to read­ing his poetry, which filled more than five volumes and lay forgotten at the bottom of his trunk. At night or at si­esta time he would call one of his wo­men to his ham­mock and ob­tain a rudi­ment­ary sat­is­fac­tion from her, and then he would sleep like a stone that was not con­cerned by the slight­est in­dic­ation of worry. Only he knew at that time that his con­fused heart was con­demned to un­cer­tainty forever. At first, in­toxic­ated by the glory of his return, by his re­mark­able vic­tor­ies, he had peeped into the abyss of great­ness. He took pleas­ure in keep­ing by his right hand the Duke of Marl­borough, his great teacher in the art of war, whose at­tire of skins and ti­ger claws aroused the respect of adults and the awe of chil­dren. It was then that he de­cided that no hu­man be­ing, not even Úrsula, could come closer to him than ten feet. In the cen­ter of the chalk circle that his aides would draw wherever he stopped, and which only he could enter, he would de­cide with brief or­ders that had no appeal the fate of the world. The first time that he was in Man­aure after the shooting of Gen­eral Mon­cada, he hastened to ful­fill his vic­tim’s last wish and the widow took the glasses, the medal, the watch, and the ring, but she would not let him in the door.

“You can’t come in, col­onel,” she told him. “You may be in com­mand of your war, but I’m in com­mand of my house.”

Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía did not show any sign of an­ger, but his spirit only calmed down when his body­guard had sacked the widow’s house and re­duced it to ashes. “Watch out for your heart, Aure­li­ano,” Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez would say to him then. “You’re rotting alive.” About that time he called to­gether a se­cond as­sembly of the prin­cipal rebel com­mand­ers. He found all types: ideal­ists, am­bi­tious people, ad­ven­turers, those with so­cial re­sent­ments, even com­mon crim­in­als. There was even a former Con­ser­vat­ive func­tion­ary who had taken refuge in the re­volt to es­cape a judg­ment for misappropri­ation of funds. Many of them did not even know why they were fight­ing. In the midst of that mot­ley crowd, whose dif­fer­ences of val­ues were on the verge of causing an in­ternal ex­plosion, one gloomy au­thority stood out: Gen­eral Teó­filo Var­gas. He was a full-blooded In­dian, un­tamed, il­lit­er­ate, and en­dowed with quiet wiles and a messi­anic vo­c­ation that aroused a de­men­ted fan­at­icism in his men. Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía called the meet­ing with the aim of uni­fying the rebel com­mand against the man­euvers of the polit­i­cians. Gen­eral Teó­filo Var­gas came forward with his in­tentions: in a few hours he shat­tered the coali­tion of bet­ter-qual­i­fied com­mand­ers and took charge of the main com­mand. “He’s a wild beast worth watch­ing,” Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía told his of­ficers. “That man is more dan­ger­ous to us than the Min­is­ter of War.” Then a very young captain who had al­ways been out­stand­ing for his timid­ity raised a cautious in­dex fin­ger.

“It’s quite sim­ple, col­onel,” he proposed. “He has to be killed.”

Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía was not alarmed by the cold­ness of the proposi­tion but by the way in which, by a frac­tion of a se­cond, it had an­ti­cip­ated his own thoughts.

“Don’t ex­pect me to give an or­der like that,” he said.

He did not give it, as a mat­ter of fact. But two weeks later Gen­eral Teó­filo Var­gas was cut to bits by ma­chetes in an am­bush and Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía as­sumed the main com­mand. The same night that his au­thority was re­cog­nized by all the rebel com­mands, he woke up in a fright, call­ing for a blanket. An in­ner cold­ness which shat­tered his bones and tor­tured him even in the heat of the sun would not let him sleep for sev­eral months, un­til it be­came a habit. The in­toxic­ation of power began to break apart un­der waves of dis­com­fort. Search­ing for a cure against the chill, he had the young of­ficer who had proposed the murder of Gen­eral Teó­filo Var­gas shot. His or­ders were be­ing car­ried out even be­fore they were given, even be­fore he thought of them, and they al­ways went much beyond what he would have dared have them do. Lost in the sol­itude of his im­mense power, he began to lose dir­ec­tion. He was bothered by the people who cheered him in neigh­bor­ing vil­lages, and he ima­gined that they were the same cheers they gave the en­emy. Everywhere he met ad­oles­cents who looked at him with his own eyes, who spoke to him with his own voice, who greeted him with the same mis­trust with which he greeted them, and who said they were his sons. He felt scat­tered about, mul­tiplied, and more sol­it­ary than ever. He was con­vinced that his own of­ficers were lying to him. He fought with the Duke of Marl­borough. “The best friend a per­son has,” he would say at that time, “is one who has just died.” He was weary of the un­cer­tainty, of the vi­cious circle of that eternal war that al­ways found him in the same place, but al­ways older, wear­ier, even more in the po­s­i­tion of not knowing why, or how, or even when. There was al­ways someone out­side of the chalk circle. Someone who needed money, someone who had a son with whooping cough, or someone who wanted to go off and sleep forever be­cause he could not stand the shit taste of the war in his mouth and who, nev­er­the­less, stood at at­tention to in­form him: “Everyth­ing nor­mal, col­onel.” And nor­mal­ity was pre­cisely the most fear­ful part of that in­fin­ite war: noth­ing ever happened. Alone, aban­doned by his pre­mon­i­tions, flee­ing the chill that was to ac­com­pany him un­til death, he sought a last refuge in Ma­condo in the warmth of his old­est memor­ies. His in­dol­ence was so ser­i­ous that when they an­nounced the ar­rival of a com­mis­sion from his party that was au­thor­ized to dis­cuss the stale­mate of the war, he rolled over in his ham­mock without com­pletely wak­ing up.

“Take them to the whores,” he said.

They were six law­yers in frock coats and top hats who en­dured the vi­olent Novem­ber sun with stiff stoi­cism. Úrsula put them up in her house. They spent the greater part of the day closeted in the bed­room in her­metic con­fer­ences and at dusk they asked for an es­cort and some ac­cor­dion players and took over Catarino’s store. “Leave them alone,” Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía ordered. “After all, I know what they want.” At the be­gin­ning of Decem­ber the long-awaited in­ter­view, which many had fore­seen as an in­ter­min­able ar­gu­ment, was resolved in less than an hour.

In the hot parlor, be­side the specter of the pi­an­ola shrouded in a white sheet, Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía did not sit down that time in­side the chalk circle that his aides had drawn. He sat in a chair between his polit­ical ad­visers and, wrapped in his woolen blanket, he listened in si­lence to the brief proposals of the emis­sar­ies. They asked first that he re­nounce the revision of property titles in or­der to get back the support of the Lib­eral landown­ers. They asked, se­condly, that he re­nounce the fight against cler­ical in­flu­ence in or­der to ob­tain the support of the Catholic masses. They asked, fi­nally, that he re­nounce the aim of equal rights for nat­ural and il­le­git­imate chil­dren in or­der to preserve the in­tegrity of the home.

“That means,” Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía said, smil­ing when the read­ing was over, “that all we’re fight­ing for is power.”

“They’re tac­tical changes,” one of the del­eg­ates replied. “Right now the main thing is to broaden the popular base of the war. Then we’ll have an­other look.”

One of Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía’s polit­ical ad­visers hastened to in­ter­vene.

“It’s a con­tra­dic­tion,” he said. “If these changes are good, it means that the Con­ser­vat­ive re­gime is good. If we suc­ceed in broad­en­ing the popular base of the war with them, as you people say, it means that the re­gime has a broad popular base. It means, in short, that for al­most twenty years we’ve been fight­ing against the sen­ti­ments of the nation.”

He was going to go on, but Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía stopped him with a sig­nal. “Don’t waste your time, doctor,” he said. “The im­portant thing is that from now on we’ll be fight­ing only for power.” Still smil­ing, he took the doc­u­ments the del­eg­ates gave him and made ready to sign them.

“Since that’s the way it is,” he con­cluded, “we have no ob­jec­tion to ac­cepting.”

His men looked at one an­other in con­sternation.

“Ex­cuse me, col­onel,” Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez said softly, “but this is a be­trayal.”

Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía held the inked pen in the air and dis­charged the whole weight of his au­thority on him.

“Surrender your weapons,” he ordered.

Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez stood up and put his sidearms on the table.

“Re­port to the bar­racks,” Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía ordered him. “Put yourself at the dis­posi­tion of the re­volu­tion­ary court.”

Then he signed, the de­clar­ation and gave the sheets of paper to the emis­sar­ies, saying to them:

“Here are your papers, gentle­men. I hope you can get some ad­vant­age out of them.”

Two days later, Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez, ac­cused of high treason, was con­demned to death. Lying in his ham­mock, Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía was in­sens­ible to the pleas for clem­ency. On the eve of the ex­ecution, dis­obeying the or­ders not to bother him, Úrsula vis­ited him in his bed­room. En­cased in black, in­vested with a rare solem­nity, she stood during the three minutes of the in­ter­view. “I know that you’re going to shoot Ger­ineldo,” she said calmly, “and that I can’t do any­thing to stop it. But I give you one warning: as soon as I see his body I swear to you by the bones of my father and mother, by the memory of José Ar­ca­dio Buendía, I swear to you be­fore God that I will drag you out from wherever you’re hid­ing and kill you with my own two hands.” Be­fore leav­ing the room, without wait­ing for any reply, she con­cluded:

“It’s the same as if you’d been born with the tail of a pig.”

During that in­ter­min­able night, while Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez thought about his dead af­ternoons in Am­aranta’s sew­ing room, Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía scratched for many hours trying to break the hard shell of his sol­itude. His only happy mo­ments, since that re­mote af­ternoon when his father had taken him to see ice, had taken place in his sil­ver work­shop where he passed the time put­ting lit­tle gold fishes to­gether. He had had to start thirty-two wars and had had to vi­olate all of his pacts with death and wal­low like a hog in the dungheap of glory in or­der to dis­cover the privileges of sim­pli­city al­most forty years late.

At dawn, worn out by the tor­men­ted vi­gil, he appeared in the cell an hour be­fore the ex­ecution. “The farce is over, old friend,” he said to Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez. “Let’s get out of here be­fore the mosquitoes in here ex­ecute you.” Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez could not re­press the dis­dain that was in­spired in him by that at­titude.

“No, Aure­li­ano,” he replied. “I’d rather be dead than see you changed into a bloody tyrant.”

“You won’t see me,” Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía said. “Put on your shoes and help me get this shitty war over with.”

When he said it he did not know that it was easier to start a war than to end one. It took him al­most a year of fierce and bloody ef­fort to force the gov­ern­ment to propose con­di­tions of peace favor­able to the rebels and an­other year to con­vince his own partis­ans of the con­veni­ence of ac­cepting them. He went to in­con­ceiv­able ex­tremes of cruelty to put down the re­bel­lion of his own of­ficers, who resisted and called for vic­tory, and he fi­nally re­lied on en­emy forces to make them sub­mit.

He was never a greater sol­dier than at that time. The cer­tainty that he was fi­nally fight­ing for his own lib­er­ation and not for ab­stract ideals, for slo­gans that polit­i­cians could twist left and right ac­cord­ing to the circum­stances, filled him with an ar­dent en­thu­si­asm. Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez, who fought for de­feat with as much con­vic­tion and loyalty as he had previously fought for vic­tory, re­proached him for his use­less temer­ity. “Don’t worry,” he would say, smil­ing. “Dying is much more dif­fi­cult than one ima­gines.” In his case it was true. The cer­tainty that his day was as­signed gave him a mys­ter­i­ous im­munity, an im­mor­tal­ity for a fixed period that made him in­vul­ner­able to the risks of war and in the end per­mit­ted him to win a de­feat that was much more dif­fi­cult, much more bloody and costly than vic­tory.

In al­most twenty years of war, Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía had been at his house many times, but the state of ur­gency with which he al­ways ar­rived, the mil­it­ary ret­inue that ac­com­panied him everywhere, the aura of le­gend that glowed about his pres­ence and of which even Úrsula was aware, changed him into a stranger in the end. The last time that he was in Ma­condo and took a house for his three con­cubines, he was seen in his own house only on two or three oc­ca­sions when he had the time to ac­cept an in­vit­ation to dine. Remedios the Beauty and the twins, born during the middle of the war, scarcely knew him. Am­aranta could not re­con­cile her im­age of the brother who had spent his ad­oles­cence mak­ing lit­tle gold fishes with that of the myth­ical war­rior who had placed a dis­tance of ten feet between him­self and the rest of hu­man­ity. But when the approach of the armistice be­came known and they thought that he would return changed back into a hu­man be­ing, de­livered at last for the hearts of his own people, the fam­ily feel­ings, dormant for such a long time, were re­born stronger than ever.

“We’ll fi­nally have a man in the house again,” Úrsula said.

Am­aranta was the first to suspect that they had lost him forever. One week be­fore the armistice, when he en­tered the house without an es­cort, pre­ceded by two bare­foot or­der­lies who de­posited on the porch the saddle from the mule and the trunk of poetry, all that was left of his former im­per­ial bag­gage, she saw him pass by the sew­ing room and she called to him. Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía had trouble re­cog­niz­ing her.

“It’s Am­aranta,” she said good-hu­moredly, happy at his return, and she showed him the hand with the black band­age. “Look.”

Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía smiled at her the same way as when he had first seen her with the band­age on that re­mote morn­ing when he had come back to Ma­condo con­demned to death.

“How aw­ful,” he said, “the way time passes!”

The regular army had to protect the house. He ar­rived amid in­sults, spat upon, ac­cused of having ac­cel­er­ated the war in or­der to sell it for a bet­ter price. He was trem­bling with fever and cold and his armpits were stud­ded with sores again. Six months be­fore, when she had heard talk about the armistice, Úrsula had opened up and swept out the bridal cham­ber and had burned myrrh in the corners, think­ing that he would come back ready to grow old slowly among Remedios’ musty dolls. But ac­tually, during the last two years he had paid his fi­nal dues to life, in­clud­ing growing old. When he passed by the sil­ver shop, which Úrsula had pre­pared with spe­cial di­li­gence, he did not even no­tice that the keys were in the lock. He did not no­tice the minute, tear­ing destruc­tion that time had wreaked on the house and that, after such a prolonged ab­sence, would have looked like a dis­aster to any man who had kept his memor­ies alive. He was not pained by the peel­ing of the white­wash on the walls or the dirty, cottony cob­webs in the corners or the dust on the be­gonias or the veins left on the beams by the ter­mites or the moss on the hinges or any of the in­si­di­ous traps that nos­tal­gia offered him. He sat down on the porch, wrapped in his blanket and with his boots still on, as if only wait­ing for it to clear, and he spent the whole af­ternoon watch­ing it rain on the be­gonias. Úrsula un­der­stood then that they would not have him home for long. “If it’s not the war,” she thought, “it can only be death.” It was a supposi­tion that was so neat, so con­vin­cing that she iden­ti­fied it as a pre­mon­i­tion.

That night, at din­ner, the supposed Aure­li­ano Se­gundo broke his bread with his right hand and drank his soup with his left. His twin brother, the supposed José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo, broke his bread with his left hand and drank his soup with his right. So pre­cise was their co­ord­in­ation that they did not look like two broth­ers sit­ting opposite each other but like a trick with mirrors. The spec­tacle that the twins had in­ven­ted when they be­came aware that they were equal was repeated in honor of the new ar­rival. But Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía did not no­tice it. He seemed so alien to everyth­ing that he did not even no­tice Remedios the Beauty as she passed by na­ked on her way to her bed­room. Úrsula was the only one who dared dis­turb his ab­strac­tion.

“If you have to go away again,” she said halfway through din­ner, “at least try to re­mem­ber how we were tonight.”

Then Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía real­ized, without surprise, that Úrsula was the only hu­man be­ing who had suc­ceeded in pen­et­rat­ing his misery, and for the first time in many years he looked her in the face. Her skin was leathery, her teeth de­cayed, her hair faded and color­less, and her look frightened. He com­pared her with the old­est memory that he had of her, the af­ternoon when he had the pre­mon­i­tion that a pot of boil­ing soup was going to fall off the table, and he found her broken to pieces. In an in­stant he dis­covered the scratches, the welts, the sores, the ul­cers, and the scars that had been left on her by more than half a cen­tury of daily life, and he saw that those dam­ages did not even arouse a feel­ing of pity in him. Then he made one last ef­fort to search in his heart for the place where his af­fec­tion had rotted away and he could not find it. On an­other oc­ca­sion, he felt at least a con­fused sense of shame when he found the smell of Úrsula on his own skin, and more than once he felt her thoughts in­ter­fer­ing with his. But all of that had been wiped out by the war. Even Remedios, his wife, at that mo­ment was a hazy im­age of someone who might have been his daugh­ter. The count­less wo­men he had known on the desert of love and who had spread his seed all along the coast had left no trace in his feel­ings. Most of them had come into his room in the dark and had left be­fore dawn, and on the fol­lowing day they were noth­ing but a touch of fatigue in his bod­ily memory. The only af­fec­tion that prevailed against time and the war was that which he had felt for his brother José Ar­ca­dio when they both were chil­dren, and it was not based on love but on com­pli­city.

“I’m sorry,” he ex­cused him­self from Úrsula’s request. “It’s just that the war has done away with everyth­ing.”

During the fol­lowing days he busied him­self destroying all trace of his pas­sage through the world. He strip­ped the sil­ver shop un­til all that were left were im­per­sonal ob­jects, he gave his clothes away to the or­der­lies, and he buried his weapons in the courtyard with the same feel­ing of pen­ance with which his father had buried the spear that had killed Pruden­cio Aguilar. He kept only one pis­tol with one bul­let in it. Úrsula did not in­ter­vene. The only time she dis­suaded him was when he was about to destroy the daguer­reotype of Remedios that was kept in the parlor lighted by an eternal lamp. “That pic­ture stopped be­long­ing to you a long time ago,” she told him. “It’s a fam­ily relic.” On the eve of the armistice, when no single ob­ject that would let him be re­membered was left in the house, he took the trunk of poetry to the bakery when Santa Sofía de la Piedad was mak­ing ready to light the oven.

“Light it with this,” he told her, hand­ing her the first roll of yel­lowish papers. “It will burn bet­ter be­cause they’re very old things.”

Santa Sofía de la Piedad, the si­lent one, the con­des­cend­ing one, the one who never con­tra­dicted any­one, not even her own chil­dren, had the im­pression that it was a for­bid­den act.

“They’re im­portant papers,” she said.

“Noth­ing of the sort,” the col­onel said. “They’re things that a per­son writes to him­self.”

“In that case,” she said, “you burn them, col­onel.”

He not only did that, but he broke up the trunk with a hatchet and threw the pieces into the fire. Hours be­fore, Pi­lar Tern­era had come to visit him. After so many years of not see­ing her, Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía was startled at how old and fat she had be­come and how much she had lost of the splendor of her laugh, but he was also startled at the depths she had reached in her read­ing of the cards. “Watch out for your mouth,” she told him, and he wondered whet­her the other time she had told him that during the height of his glory it had not been a surprisingly an­ti­cip­ated vis­ion of his fate. A short time later, when his per­sonal physi­cian fin­ished re­moving his sores, he asked him, without showing any particu­lar in­terest, where the ex­act loc­ation of his heart was. The doctor listened with his steth­os­cope and then pain­ted a circle on his chest with a piece of cotton dip­ped in iod­ine.

The Tuesday of the armistice dawned warm and rainy. Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía appeared in the kit­chen be­fore five o’clock and had his usual black cof­fee without sugar. “You came into the world on a day like this,” Úrsula told him. “Everybody was amazed at your open eyes.” He did not pay any at­tention be­cause he was listen­ing to the forming of the troops, the sound of the cornets, and the voices of com­mand that were shat­ter­ing the dawn. Even though after so many years of war they should have soun­ded fa­mil­iar to him, this time he felt the same weak­ness in his knees and the same tingling in his skin that he had felt in his youth in the pres­ence of a na­ked wo­man. He thought con­fusedly, fi­nally cap­tive in a trap of nos­tal­gia, that per­haps if he had mar­ried her he would have been a man without war and without glory, a name­less artisan, a happy an­imal. That tardy shud­der which had not figured in his fore­thought made his break­fast bit­ter. At seven in the morn­ing, when Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez came to fetch him, in the com­pany of a group of rebel of­ficers, he found him more ta­cit­urn than ever, more pens­ive and sol­it­ary. Úrsula tried to throw a new wrap over his shoulders. “What will the gov­ern­ment think,” she told him. “They’ll fig­ure that you’ve surrendered be­cause you didn’t have any­thing left to buy a cloak with.” But he would not ac­cept it. When he was at the door, he let her put an old felt hat of José Ar­ca­dio Buendía’s on his head.

“Aure­li­ano,” Úrsula said to him then, “promise me that if you find that it’s a bad hour for you there that you’ll think of your mother.”

He gave her a dis­tant smile, rais­ing his hand with all his fin­gers ex­ten­ded, and without saying a word he left the house and faced the shouts, in­sults, and blas­phemies that would fol­low him un­til he left the town. Úrsula put the bar on the door, having de­cided not to take it down for the rest of her life. “We’ll rot in here,” she thought. “We’ll turn to ashes in this house without men, but we won’t give this miser­able town the pleas­ure of see­ing us weep.” She spent the whole morn­ing look­ing for a memory of her son in the most hid­den corners, but she could find none.

The ce­re­mony took place fif­teen miles from Ma­condo in the shade of a gi­gantic ceiba tree around which the town of Neer­landia would be foun­ded later. The del­eg­ates from the gov­ern­ment and the party and the com­mis­sion of the rebels who were laying down their arms were ser­ved by a noisy group of novices in white habits who looked like a flock of doves that had been frightened by the rain. Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía ar­rived on a muddy mule. He had not shaved, more tor­men­ted by the pain of the sores than by the great fail­ure of his dreams, for he had reached the end of all hope, beyond glory and the nos­tal­gia of glory. In ac­cordance with his ar­range­ments there was no mu­sic, no fireworks, no peal­ing bells, no shouts of vic­tory, or any other mani­fest­ation that might al­ter the mourn­ful char­ac­ter of the armistice. An it­in­er­ant pho­to­grapher who took the only pic­ture of him that could have been preser­ved was forced to smash his plates without de­veloping them.

The ce­re­mony lasted only the time ne­ces­sary to sign the doc­u­ments. Around the rustic table placed in the cen­ter of a patched cir­cus tent where the del­eg­ates sat were the last of­ficers who were faith­ful to Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía. Be­fore tak­ing the sig­na­tures, the per­sonal del­eg­ate of the pres­id­ent of the re­public tried to read the act of surrender aloud, but Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía was against it. “Let’s not waste time on form­al­it­ies,” he said and pre­pared to sign the papers without read­ing them. One of his of­ficers then broke the soporific si­lence of the tent.

“Col­onel,” he said, “please do us the favor of not be­ing the first to sign.”

Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía ac­ceded. When the doc­u­ments went all around the table, in the midst of a si­lence that was so pure that one could have de­ciphered the sig­na­tures from the scratch­ing of the pen on the paper, the first line was still blank. Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía pre­pared to fill it.

“Col­onel,” an­other of his of­ficers said, “there’s still time for everyth­ing to come out right.”

Without chan­ging his ex­pression, Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía signed the first copy. He had not fin­ished sign­ing the last one when a rebel col­onel appeared in the doorway lead­ing a mule car­rying two chests. In spite of his ex­treme youth he had a dry look and a pati­ent ex­pression. He was the treas­urer of the re­volu­tion in the Ma­condo re­gion. He had made a dif­fi­cult journey of six days, pulling along the mule, who was dying of hun­ger, in or­der to ar­rive at the armistice on time. With an ex­asper­at­ing parsi­mony he took down the chests, opened them, and placed on the table, one by one, seventy-two gold bricks. Everyone had forgotten about the ex­ist­ence of that for­tune. In the dis­order of the past year, when the cent­ral com­mand fell apart and the re­volu­tion de­gen­er­ated into a bloody rivalry of lead­ers, it was im­possible to de­term­ine any re­spons­ib­il­ity. The gold of the re­volu­tion, melted into blocks that were then covered with baked clay, was beyond all con­trol. Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía had the seventy-two gold bricks in­cluded in the in­ventory of surrender and closed the ce­re­mony without al­lowing any speeches. The filthy ad­oles­cent stood opposite him, look­ing into his eyes with his own calm, syrup-colored eyes.

“So­mething else?” Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía asked him.

The young col­onel tightened his mouth.

“The re­ceipt,” he said.

Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía wrote it out in his own hand. Then he had a glass of lem­on­ade and a piece of bis­cuit that the novices were passing around and re­tired to a field tent which had been pre­pared for him in case he wished to rest. There he took off his shirt, sat on the edge of the cot, and at three-fif­teen in the af­ternoon took his pis­tol and shot him­self in the iod­ine circle that his per­sonal physi­cian had pain­ted on his chest. At that mo­ment in Ma­condo Úrsula took the cover off the pot of milk on the stove, won­der­ing why it was tak­ing so long to boil, and found it full of worms.

“They’ve killed Aure­li­ano,” she ex­claimed.

She looked toward the courtyard, obeying a habit of her sol­itude, and then she saw José Ar­ca­dio Buendía, soak­ing wet and sad in the rain and much older than when he had died. “They shot him in the back,” Úrsula said more pre­cisely, “and no one was char­it­able enough to close his eyes.” At dusk through her tears she saw the swift and lumin­ous disks that crossed the sky like an ex­hal­ation and she thought that it was a sig­nal of death. She was still un­der the chestnut tree, sob­bing at her husband’s knees, when they brought in Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía, wrapped in a blanket that was stiff with dry blood and with his eyes open in rage.

He was out of danger. The bul­let had fol­lowed such a neat path that the doctor was able to put a cord soaked in iod­ine in through the chest and with­draw it from the back. “That was my mas­ter­piece,” he said with sat­is­fac­tion. “It was the only point where a bul­let could pass through without harming any vital or­gan.” Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía saw him­self surroun­ded by char­it­able novices who in­toned des­per­ate psalms for the re­pose of his soul and then he was sorry that he had not shot him­self in the roof of the mouth as he had con­sidered doing if only to mock the pre­dic­tion of Pi­lar Tern­era.

“If I still had the au­thority,” he told the doctor, “I’d have you shot out of hand. Not for having saved my life but for having made a fool of me.”

The fail­ure of his death brought back his lost prestige in a few hours. The same people who in­ven­ted the story that he had sold the war for a room with walls made of gold bricks defined the at­tempt at sui­cide as an act of honor and proclaimed him a martyr. Then, when he re­jec­ted the Or­der of Merit awarded him by the pres­id­ent of the re­public, even his most bit­ter en­emies filed through the room ask­ing him to with­draw re­cog­ni­tion of the armistice and to start a new war. The house was filled with gifts meant as amends. Im­pressed fi­nally by the massive support of his former com­rades in arms, Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía did not put as­ide the pos­sib­il­ity of pleas­ing them. On the con­trary, at a cer­tain mo­ment he seemed so en­thu­si­astic with the idea of a new war that Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez thought that he was only wait­ing for a pre­text to proclaim it. The pre­text was offered, in fact, when the pres­id­ent of the re­public re­fused to award any mil­it­ary pen­sions to former com­batants, Lib­eral or Con­ser­vat­ive, un­til each case was ex­amined by a spe­cial com­mis­sion and the award approved by the con­gress. “That’s an out­rage,” thundered Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía. “They’ll die of old age wait­ing for the mail to come.” For the first time he left the rocker that Úrsula had bought for his con­vales­cence, and, walk­ing about the bed­room, he dic­tated a strong mes­sage to the pres­id­ent of the re­public. In that tele­gram, which was never made public, he de­nounced the first vi­olation of the Treaty of Neer­landia and threatened to proclaim war to the death if the as­sign­ment of pen­sions was not resolved within two weeks. His at­titude was so just that it al­lowed him to hope even for the support of former Con­ser­vat­ive com­batants. But the only reply from the gov­ern­ment was the re­in­force­ment of the mil­it­ary guard that had been placed at the door of his house with the pre­text of protect­ing him, and the prohib­i­tion of all types of vis­its. Sim­ilar meth­ods were ad­opted all through the country with other lead­ers who bore watch­ing. It was an oper­ation that was so timely, drastic, and ef­fect­ive that two months after the armistice, when Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía had re­covered, his most ded­ic­ated con­spir­at­ors were dead or ex­iled or had been as­sim­il­ated forever into public ad­min­is­tration.

Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía left his room in Decem­ber and it was suf­fi­cient for him to look at the porch in or­der not to think about war again. With a vit­al­ity that seemed im­possible at her age, Úrsula had re­ju­ven­ated the house again. “Now they’re going to see who I am,” she said when she saw that her son was going to live. “There won’t be a bet­ter, more open house in all the world than this mad­house.” She had it washed and pain­ted, changed the fur­niture, re­stored the garden and planted new flowers, and opened doors and win­dows so that the dazzling light of sum­mer would pen­et­rate even into the bed­rooms. She de­creed an end to the nu­mer­ous super­im­posed peri­ods of mourn­ing and she her­self exchanged her rig­orous old gowns for youth­ful cloth­ing. The mu­sic of the pi­an­ola again made the house merry. When she heard it, Am­aranta thought of Pietro Crespi, his even­ing gardenia, and his smell of lav­ender, and in the depths of her withered heart a clean ran­cor flourished, puri­fied by time. One af­ternoon when she was trying to put the parlor in or­der, Úrsula asked for the help of the sol­diers who were guarding the house. The young com­mander of the guard gave them per­mis­sion. Lit­tle by lit­tle, Úrsula began as­sign­ing them new chores. She in­vited them to eat, gave them cloth­ing and shoes, and taught them how to read and write. When the gov­ern­ment with­drew the guard, one of them con­tinued living in the house and was in her ser­vice for many years. On New Year’s Day, driven mad by re­buffs from Remedios the Beauty, the young com­mander of the guard was found dead un­der her win­dow.








YEARS LATER on his deathbed Aure­li­ano Se­gundo would re­mem­ber the rainy af­ternoon in June when he went into the bed­room to meet his first son. Even though the child was lan­guid and weepy, with no mark of a Buendía, he did not have to think twice about nam­ing him.

“We’ll call him José Ar­ca­dio,” he said.

Fernanda del Carpio, the beau­ti­ful wo­man he had mar­ried the year be­fore, agreed. Úrsula, on the other hand, could not con­ceal a vague feel­ing of doubt. Throug­hout the long his­tory of the fam­ily the in­sist­ent re­pe­ti­tion of names had made her draw some con­clusions that seemed to be cer­tain. While the Aure­li­anos were with­drawn, but with lu­cid minds, the José Ar­ca­dios were im­pulsive and en­ter­prising, but they were marked with a tra­gic sign. The only cases that were im­possible to classify were those of José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo and Aure­li­ano Se­gundo. They were so much alike and so mis­chiev­ous during child­hood that not even Santa Sofía de la Piedad could tell them apart. On the day of their christen­ing Am­aranta put brace­lets on them with their respect­ive names and dressed them in dif­fer­ent colored cloth­ing marked with each one’s ini­tials, but when they began to go to school they de­cided to exchange cloth­ing and brace­lets and call each other by opposite names. The teacher, Mel­chor Es­cal­ona, used to knowing José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo by his green shirt, went out of his mind when he dis­covered that the lat­ter was wear­ing Aure­li­ano Se­gundo’s brace­let and that the other one said, nev­er­the­less, that his name was Aure­li­ano Se­gundo in spite of the fact that he was wear­ing the white shirt and the brace­let with José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo’s name. From then on he was never sure who was who. Even when they grew up and life made them dif­fer­ent, Úrsula still wondered if they them­selves might not have made a mis­take in some mo­ment of their in­tric­ate game of con­fusion and had be­come changed forever. Un­til the be­gin­ning of ad­oles­cence they were two syn­chron­ized ma­chines. They would wake up at the same time, have the urge to go to the bath­room at the same time, suf­fer the same up­sets in health, and they even dreamed about the same things. In the house, where it was thought that they co­ord­in­ated their ac­tions with a sim­ple de­sire to con­fuse, no one real­ized what really was happen­ing un­til one day when Santa Sofía de la Piedad gave one of them a glass of lem­on­ade and as soon as he tasted it the other one said that it needed sugar. Santa Sofía de la Piedad, who had in­deed forgotten to put sugar in the lem­on­ade, told Úrsula about it. “That’s what they’re all like,” she said without surprise, “crazy from birth.” In time things be­came less dis­ordered. The one who came out of the game of con­fusion with the name of Aure­li­ano Se­gundo grew to mo­nu­mental size like his grand­fath­ers, and the one who kept the name of José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo grew to be bony like the col­onel, and the only thing they had in com­mon was the fam­ily’s sol­it­ary air. Per­haps it was that crossing of stature, names, and char­ac­ter that made Úrsula suspect that they had been shuffled like a deck of cards since child­hood.

The de­cisive dif­fer­ence was revealed in the midst of the war, when José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo asked Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez to let him see an ex­ecution. Against Úrsula’s bet­ter judg­ment his wishes were sat­isfied. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo, on the other hand, shuddered at the mere idea of wit­nessing an ex­ecution. He pre­fer­red to stay home. At the age of twelve he asked Úrsula what was in the locked room. “Papers,” she an­swered. “Melquíades’ books and the strange things that he wrote in his last years.” In­stead of calm­ing him, the an­swer in­creased his curi­osity. He de­man­ded so much, promised with such in­sist­ence that he would not mis­treat the things, that Úrsula gave him the keys. No one had gone into the room again since they had taken Melquíades’ body out and had put on the door a pad­lock whose parts had be­come fused to­gether with rust. But when Aure­li­ano Se­gundo opened the win­dows a fa­mil­iar light en­tered that seemed ac­customed to light­ing the room every day and there was not the slight­est trace of dust or cob­webs, with everyth­ing swept and clean, bet­ter swept and cleaner than on the day of the burial, and the ink had not dried up in the ink­well nor had oxid­ation di­min­ished the shine of the metals nor had the em­bers gone out un­der the water pipe where José Ar­ca­dio Buendía had va­por­ized mer­cury. On the shelves were the books bound in a card­board-like ma­terial, pale, like tanned hu­man skin, and the manuscripts were in­tact. In spite of the room’s having been shut up for many years, the air seemed fresher than in the rest of the house. Everyth­ing was so re­cent that sev­eral weeks later, when Úrsula went into the room with a pail of water and a brush to wash the floor, there was noth­ing for her to do. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo was deep in the read­ing of a book. Although it had no cover and the title did not appear any­where, the boy en­joyed the story of a wo­man who sat at a table and ate noth­ing but kernels of rice, which she picked up with a pin, and the story of the fisher­man who borrowed a weight for his net from a neigh­bor and when he gave him a fish in pay­ment later it had a dia­mond in its stomach, and the one about the lamp that ful­filled wishes and about flying carpets. Surprised, he asked Úrsula if all that was true and she an­swered him that it was, that many years ago the gypsies had brought ma­gic lamps and flying mats to Ma­condo.

“What’s happen­ing,” she sighed, “is that the world is slowly coming to an end and those things don’t come here any more.”

When he fin­ished the book, in which many of the stories had no end­ings be­cause there were pages mis­sing, Aure­li­ano Se­gundo set about de­ci­pher­ing the manuscripts. It was im­possible. The let­ters looked like clothes hung out to dry on a line and they looked more like mu­sical not­ation than writ­ing. One hot noontime, while he was poring over the manuscripts, he sensed that he was not alone in the room. Against the light from the win­dow, sit­ting with his hands on his knees, was Melquíades. He was un­der forty years of age. He was wear­ing the same old-fashioned vest and the hat that looked like a raven’s wings, and ac­ross his pale tem­ples there flowed the grease from his hair that had been melted by the heat, just as Aure­li­ano and José Ar­ca­dio had seen him when they were chil­dren. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo re­cog­nized him at once, be­cause that hered­it­ary memory had been transmit­ted from gen­er­ation to gen­er­ation and had come to him through the memory of his grand­father.

“Hello,” Aure­li­ano Se­gundo said.

“Hello, young man,” said Melquíades.

From then on, for sev­eral years, they saw each other al­most every af­ternoon. Melquíades talked to him about the world, tried to in­fuse him with his old wis­dom, but he re­fused to translate the manuscripts. “No one must know their mean­ing un­til he has reached one hun­dred years of age,” he ex­plained. Aure­li­ano kept those meet­ings secret forever. On one oc­ca­sion he felt that his priv­ate world had fallen apart be­cause Úrsula came in when Melquíades was in the room. But she did not see him.

“Who were you talk­ing to?” she asked him.

“Nobody,” Aure­li­ano Se­gundo said.

“That’s what your great-grand­father did,” Úrsula said. “He used to talk to him­self too.”

José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo, in the meantime, had sat­isfied his wish to see a shooting. For the rest of his life he would re­mem­ber the livid flash of the six sim­ul­tan­eous shots and the echo of the dis­charge as it broke against the hills and the sad smile and per­plexed eyes of the man be­ing shot, who stood erect while his shirt be­came soaked with blood, and who was still smil­ing even when they un­tied him from the post and put him in a box filled with quick­lime. “He’s alive,” he thought. “They’re going to bury him alive.” It made such an im­pression on him that from then on he de­tested mil­it­ary practices and war, not be­cause of the ex­ecutions but be­cause of the horri­fying cus­tom of burying the vic­tims alive. No one knew then ex­actly when he began to ring the bells in the church tower and as­sist Father Ant­onio Isa­bel, the suc­cessor to “The Pup,” at mass, and take care of the fight­ing cocks in the courtyard of the par­ish house. When Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez found out he scol­ded him strongly for learning oc­cu­pations re­pu­di­ated by the Lib­er­als. “The fact is,” he an­swered, “I think I’ve turned out to be a Con­ser­vat­ive.” He be­lieved it as if it had been de­term­ined by fate. Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez, scan­dal­ized, told Úrsula about it.

“It’s bet­ter that way,” she approved. “Let’s hope that he be­comes a pri­est so that God will fi­nally come into this house.”

It was soon dis­covered that Father Ant­onio Isa­bel was pre­par­ing him for his first com­mu­nion. He was teach­ing him the cat­ech­ism as he shaved the necks of his roosters. He ex­plained to him with sim­ple ex­amples, as he put the brood­ing hens into their nests, how it had oc­curred to God on the se­cond day of cre­ation that chick­ens would be formed in­side of an egg. From that time on the par­ish pri­est began to show the signs of senil­ity that would lead him to say years later that the devil had prob­ably won his re­bel­lion against God, and that he was the one who sat on the heav­enly throne, without reveal­ing his true iden­tity in or­der to trap the un­wary. Warmed up by the per­sist­ence of his mentor, in a few months José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo came to be as ad­ept in theolo­gical tricks used to con­fuse the devil as he was skilled in the tricks of the cock­pit. Am­aranta made him a linen suit with a col­lar and tie, bought him a pair of white shoes, and en­graved his name in gilt let­ters on the rib­bon of the candle. Two nights be­fore the first com­mu­nion, Father Ant­onio Isa­bel closeted him­self with him in the sac­risty to hear his con­fession with the help of a dic­tion­ary of sins. It was such a long list that the aged pri­est, used to going to bed at six o’clock, fell as­leep in his chair be­fore it was over. The in­ter­rog­ation was a revelation for José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo. It did not surprise him that the pri­est asked him if he had done bad things with wo­men, and he hon­estly an­swered no, but he was up­set with the question as to whet­her he had done them with an­im­als. The first Fri­day in May he re­ceived com­mu­nion, tor­tured by curi­osity. Later on he asked Pet­ronio, the sickly sexton who lived in the bel­fry and who, ac­cord­ing to what they said, fed him­self on bats, about it, and Pet­ronio an­swered him: “There are some corrupt Christi­ans who do their busi­ness with fe­male don­keys.” José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo still showed so much curi­osity and asked so many questions that Pet­ronio lost his pati­ence.

“I go Tuesday nights,” he con­fessed. “If you promise not to tell any­one I’ll take you next Tuesday.”

In­deed, on the fol­lowing Tuesday Pet­ronio came down out of the tower with a wooden stool which un­til then no one had known the use of, and he took José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo to a nearby pasture. The boy be­came so taken with those noc­turnal raids that it was a long time be­fore he was seen at Catarino’s. He be­came a cock­fight man. “Take those creatures some­where else,” Úrsula ordered him the first time she saw him come in with his fine fight­ing birds. “Roosters have already brought too much bit­terness to this house for you to bring us any more.” José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo took them away without any ar­gu­ment, but he con­tinued breed­ing them at the house of Pi­lar Tern­era, his grand­mother, who gave him everyth­ing he needed in exchange for having him in her house. He soon dis­played in the cock­pit the wis­dom that Father Ant­onio Isa­bel had given him, and he made enough money not only to en­rich his brood but also to look for a man’s sat­is­fac­tions. Úrsula com­pared him with his brother at that time and could not un­der­stand how the twins, who looked like the same per­son in child­hood, had ended up so dif­fer­ently. Her per­plex­ity did not last very long, for quite soon Aure­li­ano Se­gundo began to show signs of lazi­ness and dis­sip­ation. While he was shut up in Melquíades’ room he was drawn into him­self, the way Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía had been in his youth. But a short time after the Treaty of Neer­landia, a piece of chance took him out of his with­drawn self and made him face the real­ity of the world. A young wo­man who was selling num­bers for the raffle of an ac­cor­dion greeted him with a great deal of fa­mili­ar­ity. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo was not surprised, for he was frequently con­fused with his brother. But he did not clear up the mis­take, not even when the girl tried to soften his heart with sobs, and she ended tak­ing him to her room. She liked him so much from that first meet­ing that she fixed things so that he would win the ac­cor­dion in the raffle. At the end of two weeks Aure­li­ano Se­gundo real­ized that the wo­man had been going to bed al­tern­ately with him and his brother, think­ing that they were the same man, and in­stead of mak­ing things clear, he ar­ranged to prolong the situ­ation. He did not return to Melquíades’ room. He would spend his af­ternoons in the courtyard, learning to play the ac­cor­dion by ear over the protests of Úrsula, who at that time had for­bid­den mu­sic in the house be­cause of the mourn­ing and who, in ad­di­tion, des­pised the ac­cor­dion as an in­stru­ment worthy only of the vag­a­bond heirs of Fran­cisco the Man. Nev­er­the­less, Aure­li­ano Se­gundo be­came a virtuoso on the ac­cor­dion and he still was after he had mar­ried and had chil­dren and was one of the most respec­ted men in Ma­condo.

For al­most two months he shared the wo­man with his brother. He would watch him, mix up his plans, and when he was sure that José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo was not going to visit their com­mon mis­tress that night, he would go and sleep with her. One morn­ing he found that he was sick. Two days later he found his brother cling­ing to a beam in the bath­room, soaked in sweat and with tears pouring down, and then he un­der­stood. His brother con­fessed to him that the wo­man had sent him away be­cause he had given her what she called a low-life sick­ness. He also told him how Pi­lar Tern­era had tried to cure him. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo sub­mit­ted secretly to the burn­ing baths of per­man­gan­ate and to di­ur­etic waters, and both were cured se­par­ately after three months of secret suf­fer­ing. José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo did not see the wo­man again. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo ob­tained her par­don and stayed with her un­til his death.

Her name was Petra Cotes. She had ar­rived in Ma­condo in the middle of the war with a chance husband who lived off raffles, and when the man died she kept up the busi­ness. She was a clean young mulatto wo­man with yel­low al­mond-shaped eyes that gave her face the fe­ro­city of a pan­ther, but she had a gen­er­ous heart and a mag­ni­fi­cent vo­c­ation for love. When Úrsula real­ized that José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo was a cock-fight man and that Aure­li­ano Se­gundo played the ac­cor­dion at his con­cubine’s noisy parties, she thought she would go mad with the com­bin­ation. It was as if the de­fects of the fam­ily and none of the virtues had been con­cen­trated in both. Then she de­cided that no one again would be called Aure­li­ano or José Ar­ca­dio. Yet when Aure­li­ano Se­gundo had his first son she did not dare go against his will.

“All right,” Úrsula said, “but on one con­di­tion: I will bring him up.”

Although she was already a hun­dred years old and on the point of going blind from catar­acts, she still had her physical dy­nam­ism, her in­tegrity of char­ac­ter, and her men­tal bal­ance in­tact. No one would be bet­ter able than she to shape the virtuous man who would re­store the prestige of the fam­ily, a man who would never have heard talk of war, fight­ing cocks, bad wo­men, or wild un­der­tak­ings, four calam­it­ies that, ac­cord­ing to what Úrsula thought, had de­term­ined the down­fall of their line. “This one will be a pri­est,” she promised sol­emnly. “And if God gives me life he’ll be Pope someday.” They all laughed when they heard her, not only in the bed­room but all through the house, where Aure­li­ano Se­gundo’s rowdy friends were gathered. The war, releg­ated to the at­tic of bad memor­ies, was mo­ment­ar­ily re­called with the popping of cham­pagne bottles.

“To the health of the Pope,” Aure­li­ano Se­gundo toasted.

The guests toasted in a chorus. Then the man of the house played the ac­cor­dion, fireworks were set off, and drums cel­eb­rated the event throug­hout the town. At dawn the guests, soaked in cham­pagne, sac­ri­ficed six cows and put them in the street at the dis­posal of the crowd. No one was scan­dal­ized. Since Aure­li­ano Se­gundo had taken charge of the house those fest­iv­it­ies were a com­mon thing, even when there was no motive as proper as the birth of a Pope. In a few years, without ef­fort, sim­ply by luck, he had ac­cumulated one of the lar­gest for­tunes in the swamp thanks to the supernat­ural prolifer­ation of his an­im­als. His mares would bear triplets, his hens laid twice a day, and his hogs fat­tened with such speed that no one could ex­plain such dis­orderly fecund­ity ex­cept through the use of black ma­gic. “Save so­mething now,” Úrsula would tell her wild great-grand­son. “This luck is not going to last all your life.” But Aure­li­ano Se­gundo paid no at­tention to her. The more he opened cham­pagne to soak his friends, the more wildly his an­im­als gave birth and the more he was con­vinced that his lucky star was not a mat­ter of his con­duct but an in­flu­ence of Petra Cotes, his con­cubine, whose love had the virtue of ex­asper­at­ing nature. So con­vinced was he that this was the ori­gin of his for­tune that he never kept Petra Cotes far away from his breed­ing grounds and even when he mar­ried and had chil­dren he con­tinued living with her with the con­sent of Fernanda. Solid, mo­nu­mental like his grand­fath­ers, but with a joie de vivre and an ir­resistible good hu­mor that they did not have, Aure­li­ano Se­gundo scarcely had time to look after his an­im­als. All he had to do was to take Petra Cotes to his breed­ing grounds and have her ride ac­ross his land in or­der to have every an­imal marked with his brand suc­cumb to the ir­re­medi­able plague of prolifer­ation.

Like all the good things that oc­curred in his long life, that tre­mend­ous for­tune had its ori­gins in chance. Un­til the end of the wars Petra Cotes con­tinued to support her­self with the returns from her raffles and Aure­li­ano Se­gundo was able to sack Úrsula’s savings from time to time. They were a frivolous couple, with no other worries ex­cept going to bed every night, even on for­bid­den days, and frolick­ing there un­til dawn. “That wo­man has been your ruin­ation,” Úrsula would shout at her great-grand­son when she saw him coming into the house like a sleep­walker. “She’s got you so be­witched that one of these days I’m going to see you twisting around with colic and with a toad in your belly.” José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo, who took a long time to dis­cover that he had been supplanted, was un­able to un­der­stand his brother’s passion. He re­membered Petra Cotes as an or­d­in­ary wo­man, rather lazy in bed, and com­pletely lack­ing in any resources for love­mak­ing. Deaf to Úrsula’s clamor and the teas­ing of his brother, Aure­li­ano Se­gundo only thought at that time of find­ing a trade that would al­low him to maintain a house for Petra Cotes, and to die with her, on top of her and un­der­neath her, during a night of fe­ver­ish li­cense. When Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía opened up his work­shop again, se­duced at last by the peace­ful charms of old age, Aure­li­ano Se­gundo thought that it would be good busi­ness to de­vote him­self to the manu­fac­ture of lit­tle gold fishes. He spent many hours in the hot room watch­ing how the hard sheets of metal, worked by the col­onel with the in­con­ceiv­able pati­ence of dis­il­lusion­ment, were slowly be­ing con­ver­ted into golden scales. The work seemed so la­bor­i­ous to him and the thought of Petra Cotes was so per­sist­ent and pressing that after three weeks he disappeared from the work­shop. It was during that time that it oc­curred to Petra Cotes to raffle off rab­bits. They re­pro­duced and grew up so fast that there was barely time to sell the tick­ets for the raffle. At first Aure­li­ano Se­gundo did not no­tice the alarming proportions of the prolifer­ation. But one night, when nobody in town wanted to hear about the rab­bit raffle any more, he heard a noise by the courtyard door. “Don’t get worried,” Petra Cotes said. “It’s only the rab­bits.” They could not sleep, tor­men­ted by the up­roar of the an­im­als. At dawn Aure­li­ano Se­gundo opened the door and saw the courtyard paved with rab­bits, blue in the glow of dawn. Petra Cotes, dying with laughter, could not resist the temptation of teas­ing him.

“Those are the ones who were born last night,” she said.

“Oh my God!” he said. “Why don’t you raffle off cows?”

A few days later, in an at­tempt to clean out her courtyard, Petra Cotes exchanged the rab­bits for a cow, who two months later gave birth to triplets. That was how things began. Overnight Aure­li­ano Se­gundo be­came the owner of land and live­stock and he barely had time to en­large his over­flowing barns and pig­pens. It was a de­li­rious prosper­ity that even made him laugh, and he could not help doing crazy things to release his good hu­mor. “Cease, cows, life is short,” he would shout. Úrsula wondered what en­tan­gle­ments he had got into, whet­her he might be steal­ing, whet­her he had be­come a rustler, and every time she saw him un­cork­ing cham­pagne just for the pleas­ure of pouring the foam over his head, she would shout at him and scold him for the waste. It an­noyed him so much that one day when he awoke in a merry mood, Aure­li­ano Se­gundo appeared with a chest full of money, a can of paste, and a brush, and singing at the top of his lungs the old songs of Fran­cisco the Man, he papered the house in­side and out and from top to bottom with one-peso bank­notes. The old man­sion, pain­ted white since the time they had brought the pi­an­ola, took on the strange look of a mosque. In the midst of the ex­cite­ment of the fam­ily, the scan­dal­iz­a­tion of Úrsula, the joy of the people cram­ming the street to watch that apo­theo­sis of squan­der­ing, Aure­li­ano Se­gundo fin­ished by paper­ing the house from the front to the kit­chen, in­clud­ing bath­rooms and bed­rooms, and threw the leftover bills into the courtyard.

“Now,” he said in a fi­nal way, “I hope that nobody in this house ever talks to me about money again.”

That was what happened. Úrsula had the bills taken down, stuck to great cakes of white­wash, and the house was pain­ted white again. “Dear Lord,” she begged, “make us poor again the way we were when we foun­ded this town so that you will not col­lect for this squan­der­ing in the other life.” Her prayers were an­swered in reverse. One of the work­men re­moving the bills bum­ped into an enorm­ous plaster statue of Saint Joseph that someone had left in the house during the last years of the war and the hol­low fig­ure broke to pieces on the floor. It had been stuffed with gold coins. No one could re­mem­ber who had brought that life-size saint. “Three men brought it,” Am­aranta ex­plained. “They asked us to keep it un­til the rains were over and I told them to put it there in the corner where nobody would bump into it, and there they put it, very care­fully, and there it’s been ever since be­cause they never came back for it.” Later on, Úrsula had put candles on it and had prostrated her­self be­fore it, not suspect­ing that in­stead of a saint she was ad­oring al­most four hun­dred pounds of gold. The tardy evid­ence of her in­vol­un­tary pagan­ism made her even more up­set. She spat on the spec­tac­u­lar pile of coins, put them in three can­vas sacks, and buried them in a secret place, hoping that sooner or later the three un­known men would come to re­claim them. Much later, during the dif­fi­cult years of her de­crep­itude, Úrsula would in­ter­vene in the con­ver­sations of the many travel­ers who came by the house at that time and ask them if they had left a plaster Saint Joseph there during the war to be taken care of un­til the rains passed.

Things like that, which gave Úrsula such con­sternation, were com­mon­place in those days. Ma­condo was swamped in a mi­raculous prosper­ity. The adobe houses of the founders had been re­placed by brick build­ings with wooden blinds and ce­ment floors which made the suf­foc­at­ing heat of two o’clock in the af­ternoon more bear­able. All that re­mained at that time of José Ar­ca­dio Buendía’s an­cient vil­lage were the dusty al­mond trees, des­tined to resist the most ar­duous of circum­stances, and the river of clear water whose pre­his­toric stones had been pulver­ized by the frantic ham­mers of José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo when he set about open­ing the chan­nel in or­der to es­tab­lish a boat line. It was a mad dream, com­par­able to those of his great-grand­father, for the rocky river­bed and the nu­mer­ous rap­ids preven­ted nav­ig­ation from Ma­condo to the sea. But José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo, in an un­fore­seen burst of temer­ity, stub­bornly kept on with the project. Un­til then he had shown no sign of ima­gin­ation. Ex­cept for his pre­carious ad­ven­ture with Petra Cotes, he had never known a wo­man. Úrsula had con­sidered him the qui­etest ex­ample the fam­ily had ever pro­duced in all its his­tory, in­cap­able of stand­ing out even as a hand­ler of fight­ing cocks, when Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía told him the story of the Span­ish galleon aground eight miles from the sea, the car­bon­ized frame of which he had seen him­self during the war. The story, which for so many years had seemed fant­astic to so many people, was a revelation for José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo. He auc­tioned off his roosters to the highest bid­der, recruited men, bought tools, and set about the awesome task of break­ing stones, dig­ging canals, clear­ing away rap­ids, and even harnessing water­falls. “I know all of this by heart,” Úrsula would shout. “It’s as if time had turned around and we were back at the be­gin­ning.” When he thought that the river was nav­ig­able, José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo gave his brother a de­tailed ac­count of his plans and the lat­ter gave him the money he needed for the en­ter­prise. He disappeared for a long time. It had been said that his plan to buy a boat was noth­ing but a trick to make off with his brother’s money, when the news spread that a strange craft was approach­ing the town. The in­hab­it­ants of Ma­condo, who no longer re­membered the colossal un­der­tak­ings of José Ar­ca­dio Buendía, ran to the riverbank and saw with eyes popping in dis­be­lief the ar­rival of the first and last boat ever to dock in the town. It was noth­ing but a log raft drawn by thick ropes pulled by twenty men who walked along the bank, In the prow, with a glow of sat­is­fac­tion in his eyes, José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo was dir­ect­ing the ar­duous man­euver. There ar­rived with him a rich group of splen­did mat­rons who were protect­ing them­selves from the burn­ing sun with gaudy parasols, and wore on their shoulders fine silk ker­chiefs, with colored creams on their faces and nat­ural flowers in their hair and golden ser­pents on their arms and dia­monds in their teeth. The log raft was the only vessel that José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo was able to bring to Ma­condo, and only once, but he never re­cog­nized the fail­ure of his en­ter­prise, but proclaimed his deed as a vic­tory of will power. He gave a scrupulous ac­count­ing to his brother and very soon plunged back into the routine of cock­fights. The only thing that re­mained of that un­for­tu­nate ven­ture was the breath of ren­ov­ation that the mat­rons from France brought, as their mag­ni­fi­cent arts trans­formed tra­di­tional meth­ods of love and their sense of so­cial well-be­ing ab­ol­ished Catarino’s an­ti­quated place and turned the street into a bazaar of Ja­panese lan­terns and nos­tal­gic hand or­gans. They were the pro­moters of the bloody car­nival that plunged Ma­condo into de­li­rium for three days and whose only lasting con­sequence was having given Aure­li­ano Se­gundo the opportun­ity to meet Fernanda del Carpio.

Remedios the Beauty was proclaimed queen. Úrsula, who shuddered at the dis­qui­et­ing beauty of her great-grand­daugh­ter, could not prevent the choice. Un­til then she had suc­ceeded in keep­ing her off the streets un­less it was to go to mass with Am­aranta, but she made her cover her face with a black shawl. The most impious men, those who would dis­guise them­selves as pri­ests to say sac­ri­le­gious masses in Catarino’s store, would go to church with an aim to see, if only for an in­stant, the face of Remedios the Beauty, whose le­gendary good looks were spoken of with alarming ex­cite­ment throug­hout the swamp. It was a long time be­fore they were able to do so, and it would have been bet­ter for them if they never had, be­cause most of them never re­covered their peace­ful habits of sleep. The man who made it pos­sible, a foreigner, lost his ser­en­ity forever, be­came in­volved in the sloughs of ab­jec­tion and misery, and years later was cut to pieces by a train after he had fallen as­leep on the tracks. From the mo­ment he was seen in the church, wear­ing a green vel­vet suit and an em­broidered vest, no one doub­ted that he came from far away, per­haps from some dis­tant city out­side of the country, at­trac­ted by the ma­gical fas­cin­ation of Remedios the Beauty. He was so hand­some, so el­eg­ant and dig­ni­fied, with such pres­ence, that Pietro Crespi would have been a mere fop be­side him, and many wo­men whis­pered with spite­ful smiles that he was the one who really should have worn the shawl. He did not speak to any­one in Ma­condo. He appeared at dawn on Sunday like a prince in a fairy tale, rid­ing a horse with sil­ver stirrups and a vel­vet blanket, and he left town after mass.

The power of his pres­ence was such that from the first time he was seen in the church everybody took it for granted that a si­lent and tense duel had been es­tab­lished between him and Remedios the Beauty, a secret pact, an ir­re­voc­able chal­lenge that would end not only in love but also in death. On the sixth Sunday the gentle­man appeared with a yel­low rose in his hand. He heard mass stand­ing, as he al­ways did, and at the end he stepped in front of Remedios the Beauty and offered her the sol­it­ary rose. She took it with a nat­ural ges­ture, as if she had been pre­pared for that homage, and then she un­covered her face and gave her thanks with a smile. That was all she did. Not only for the gentle­man, but for all the men who had the un­for­tu­nate privilege of see­ing her, that was an eternal in­stant.

From then on the gentle­man had a band of mu­si­cians play be­side the win­dow of Remedios the Beauty, so­me­times un­til dawn. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo was the only one who felt a cor­dial com­passion for him and he tried to break his persever­ance. “Don’t waste your time any more,” he told him one night. “The wo­men in this house are worse than mules.” He offered him his friend­ship, in­vited him to bathe in cham­pagne, tried to make him un­der­stand that the fe­males of his fam­ily had in­sides made of flint, but he could not weaken his ob­stin­acy. Ex­asper­ated by the in­ter­min­able nights of mu­sic, Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía threatened to cure his af­flic­tion with a few pis­tol shots. Noth­ing made him de­sist ex­cept his own lam­ent­able state of de­mor­al­iz­a­tion. From a well-dressed and neat in­di­vidual he be­came filthy and ragged. It was ru­mored that he had aban­doned power and for­tune in his dis­tant nation, although his ori­gins were ac­tually never known. He be­came ar­gu­ment­at­ive, a bar­room brawler, and he would wake up rolling in his own filth in Catarino’s store. The sad­dest part of his drama was that Remedios the Beauty did not no­tice him, not even when he appeared in church dressed like a prince. She ac­cepted the yel­low rose without the least bit of malice, amused, rather, by the ex­travagance of the act, and she lif­ted her shawl to see his face bet­ter, not to show hers.

Ac­tually, Remedios the Beauty was not a creature of this world. Un­til she was well along in puberty Santa Sofía de la Piedad had to bathe and dress her, and even when she could take care of her­self it was ne­ces­sary to keep an eye on her so that she would not paint lit­tle an­im­als on the walls with a stick daubed in her own ex­cre­ment. She reached twenty without knowing how to read or write, un­able to use the sil­ver at the table, wan­der­ing na­ked through the house be­cause her nature re­jec­ted all man­ner of con­vention. When the young com­mander of the guard de­clared his love for her, she re­jec­ted him sim­ply be­cause his frivol­ity startled her. “See how sim­ple he is,” she told Am­aranta. “He says that he’s dying be­cause of me, as if I were a bad case of colic.” When, in­deed, they found him dead be­side her win­dow, Remedios the Beauty con­firmed her first im­pression.

“You see,” she com­men­ted. “He was a com­plete sim­p­leton.”

It seemed as if some pen­et­rat­ing lu­cid­ity per­mit­ted her to see the real­ity of things beyond any form­al­ism. That at least was the point of view of Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía, for whom Remedios the Beauty was in no way men­tally re­tarded, as was gen­er­ally be­lieved, but quite the opposite. “It’s as if she’s come back from twenty years of war,” he would say. Úrsula, for her part, thanked God for having awarded the fam­ily with a creature of ex­ceptional purity, but at the same time she was dis­turbed by her beauty, for it seemed a con­tra­dict­ory virtue to her, a diabol­ical trap at the cen­ter of her in­no­cence. It was for that reason that she de­cided to keep her away from the world, to protect her from all earthly temptation, not knowing that Remedios the Beauty, even from the time when she was in her mother’s womb, was safe from any con­ta­gion. It never en­tered her head that they would elect her beauty queen of the car­nival pan­de­monium. But Aure­li­ano Se­gundo, ex­cited at the caprice of dis­guising him­self as a ti­ger, brought Father Ant­onio Isa­bel to the house in or­der to con­vince Úrsula that the car­nival was not a pagan feast, as she said, but a Catholic tra­di­tion. Fi­nally con­vinced, even though re­luct­antly, she con­sen­ted to the coron­ation.

The news that Remedios Buendía was going to be the sovereign ruler of the fest­ival went beyond the lim­its of the swamp in a few hours, reached dis­tant places where the prestige of her beauty was not known, and it aroused the anxi­ety of those who still thought of her last name as a sym­bol of sub­ver­sion. The anxi­ety was base­less. If any­one had be­come harm­less at that time it was the aging and dis­il­lusioned Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía, who was slowly losing all con­tact with the real­ity of the nation. En­closed in his work­shop, his only relation­ship with the rest of the world was his busi­ness in lit­tle gold fishes. One of the sol­diers who had guarded his house during the first days of peace would go sell them in the vil­lages of the swamp and return loaded down with coins and news. That the Con­ser­vat­ive gov­ern­ment, he would say, with the back­ing of the Lib­er­als, was re­forming the cal­en­dar so that every pres­id­ent could re­main in power for a hun­dred years. That the con­cordat with the Holy See had fi­nally been signed and a car­dinal had come from Rome with a crown of dia­monds and a throne of solid gold, and that the Lib­eral min­is­ters had had their pic­tures taken on their knees in the act of kissing his ring. That the lead­ing lady of a Span­ish com­pany passing through the cap­ital had been kid­napped by a band of masked high­way­men and on the fol­lowing Sunday she had danced in the nude at the sum­mer house of the pres­id­ent of the re­public. “Don’t talk to me about polit­ics,” the col­onel would tell him. “Our busi­ness is selling lit­tle fishes.” The ru­mor that he did not want to hear any­thing about the situ­ation in the country be­cause he was growing rich in his work­shop made Úrsula laugh when it reached her ears. With her ter­rible practical sense she could not un­der­stand the col­onel’s busi­ness as he exchanged lit­tle fishes for gold coins and then con­ver­ted the coins into lit­tle fishes, and so on, with the res­ult that he had to work all the harder with the more he sold in or­der to sat­isfy an ex­asper­at­ing vi­cious circle. Ac­tually, what in­ter­ested him was not the busi­ness but the work. He needed so much con­cen­tration to link scales, fit minute rubies into the eyes, lam­in­ate gills, and put on fins that there was not the smal­lest empty mo­ment left for him to fill with his dis­il­lusion­ment of the war. So ab­sorbing was the at­tention required by the del­ic­acy of his art­istry that in a short time he had aged more than during all the years of the war, and his po­s­i­tion had twisted his spine and the close work had used up his eye­sight, but the im­plac­able con­cen­tration awarded him with a peace of the spirit. The last time he was seen to take an in­terest in some mat­ter related to the war was when a group of vet­er­ans from both parties sought his support for the approval of life­time pen­sions, which had al­ways been promised and were al­ways about to be put into ef­fect. “For­get about it,” he told them. “You can see how I re­fuse my pen­sion in or­der to get rid of the tor­ture of wait­ing for it un­til the day I died.” At first Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez would visit him at dusk and they would both sit in the street door and talk about the past. But Am­aranta could not bear the memor­ies that that man, whose bald­ness had plunged him into the abyss of prema­ture old age, aroused in her, and she would tor­ment him with sn­ide re­marks un­til he did not come back ex­cept on spe­cial oc­ca­sions and he fi­nally disappeared, ex­tin­guished by paralysis. Ta­cit­urn, si­lent, in­sens­ible to the new breath of vit­al­ity that was shak­ing the house, Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía could un­der­stand only that the secret of a good old age is sim­ply an hon­or­able pact with sol­itude. He would get up at five in the morn­ing after a light sleep, have his eternal mug of bit­ter cof­fee in the kit­chen, shut him­self up all day in the work­shop, and at four in the af­ternoon he would go along the porch drag­ging a stool, not even no­ti­cing the fire of the rose bushes or the bright­ness of the hour or the per­sist­ence of Am­aranta, whose mel­an­choly made the noise of a boil­ing pot, which was per­fectly per­ceptible at dusk, and he would sit in the street door as long as the mosquitoes would al­low him to. Someone dared to dis­turb his sol­itude once.

“How are you, Col­onel?” he asked in passing.

“Right here,” he an­swered. “Wait­ing for my fun­eral pro­cession to pass.”

So that the anxi­ety caused by the public re­appear­ance of his fam­ily name, having to do with the coron­ation of Remedios the Beauty, was base­less. Many people did not think that way, however. In­no­cent of the tragedy that threatened it, the town poured into the main square in a noisy ex­plosion of mer­ri­ment. The car­nival had reached its highest level of mad­ness and Aure­li­ano Se­gundo had sat­isfied at last his dream of dressing up like a ti­ger and was walk­ing along the wild throng, hoarse from so much roar­ing, when on the swamp road a parade of sev­eral people appeared car­rying in a gil­ded lit­ter the most fas­cin­at­ing wo­man that ima­gin­ation could con­ceive. For a mo­ment the in­hab­it­ants of Ma­condo took off their masks in or­der to get a bet­ter look at the dazzling creature with a crown of em­er­alds and an er­mine cape, who seemed in­vested with le­git­imate au­thority, and was not merely a sovereign of bangles and crepe paper. There were many people who had suf­fi­cient in­sight to suspect that it was a question of provoc­ation. But Aure­li­ano Se­gundo im­me­di­ately con­quered his per­plex­ity and de­clared the new ar­rivals to be guests of honor, and with the wis­dom of Solo­mon he seated Remedios the Beauty and the in­trud­ing queen on the same dais. Un­til mid­night the strangers, dis­guised as bedouins, took part in the de­li­rium and even en­riched it with sumptuous fireworks and ac­ro­batic skills that made one think of the art of the gypsies. Sud­denly, during the par­oxysm of the cel­eb­ration, someone broke the del­ic­ate bal­ance.

“Long live the Lib­eral party!” he shouted. “Long live Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía!”

The rifle shots drowned out the splendor of the fireworks and the cries of ter­ror drowned out the mu­sic and joy turned into panic. Many years later there were those who still in­sisted that the royal guard of the in­trud­ing queen was a squad of regular army sol­diers who were con­ceal­ing gov­ern­ment-is­sue rifles un­der their rich Moorish robes. The gov­ern­ment denied the charge in a spe­cial proclam­ation and promised a com­plete in­vest­ig­ation of the bloody epi­sode. But the truth never came to light and the ver­sion al­ways prevailed that the royal guard, without provoc­ation of any kind, took up com­bat po­s­i­tions upon a sig­nal from their com­mander and opened fire without pity on the crowd. When calm was re­stored, not one of the false bedouins re­mained in town and there were many dead and woun­ded lying on the square: nine clowns, four Colum­bines, seven­teen playing-card kings, one devil, three min­strels, two peers of France, and three Ja­panese empresses. In the con­fusion of the panic José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo man­aged to res­cue Remedios the Beauty and Aure­li­ano Se­gundo car­ried the in­trud­ing queen to the house in his arms, her dress torn and the er­mine cape stained with blood. Her name was Fernanda del Carpio. She had been chosen as the most beau­ti­ful of the five thousand most beau­ti­ful wo­men in the land and they had brought her to Ma­condo with the promise of nam­ing her Queen of Mad­a­gas­car. Úrsula took care of her as if she were her own daugh­ter. The town, in­stead of doub­ting her in­no­cence, pit­ied her candor. Six months after the mas­sacre, when the woun­ded had re­covered and the last flowers on the mass grave had withered, Aure­li­ano Se­gundo went to fetch her from the dis­tant city where she lived with her father and he mar­ried her in Ma­condo with a noisy cel­eb­ration that lasted twenty days.








THE MAR­RIAGE was on the point of break­ing up after two months be­cause Aure­li­ano Se­gundo, in an at­tempt to pla­cate Petra Cotes, had a pic­ture taken of her dressed as the Queen of Mad­a­gas­car. When Fernanda found out about it she re­packed her bridal trunks and left Ma­condo without saying good-bye. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo caught up with her on the swamp road. After much plead­ing and promises of re­form he suc­ceeded in getting her to come home and he aban­doned his con­cubine.

Petra Cotes, aware of her strength, showed no signs of worry. She had made a man of him. While he was still a child she had drawn him out of Melquíades’ room, his head full of fant­astic ideas and lack­ing any con­tact with real­ity, and she had given him a place in the world. Nature had made him reser­ved and with­drawn, with tend­en­cies toward sol­it­ary med­it­ation, and she had mol­ded an opposite char­ac­ter in him, one that was vital, ex­pans­ive, open, and she had in­jec­ted him with a joy for living and a pleas­ure in spend­ing and cel­eb­rat­ing un­til she had con­ver­ted him, in­side and out, into the man she had dreamed of for her­self ever since ad­oles­cence. Then he mar­ried, as all sons marry sooner or later. He did not dare tell her the news. He as­sumed an at­titude that was quite child­ish un­der the circum­stances, feign­ing an­ger and ima­gin­ary re­sent­ment so that Petra Cotes would be the one who would bring about the break. One day, when Aure­li­ano Se­gundo re­proached her un­justly, she eluded the trap and put things in their proper place.

“What it all means,” she said, “is that you want to marry the queen.”

Aure­li­ano Se­gundo, ashamed, preten­ded an at­tack of rage, said that he was mis­under­stood and ab­used, and did not visit her again. Petra Cotes, without losing her poise of a wild beast in re­pose for a single in­stant, heard the mu­sic and the fireworks from the wed­ding, the wild bustle of the cel­eb­ration as if all of it were noth­ing but some new piece of mis­chief on the part of Aure­li­ano Se­gundo. Those who pit­ied her fate were calmed with a smile. “Don’t worry,” she told them. “Queens run er­rands for me.” To a neigh­bor wo­man who brought her a set of candles so that she could light up the pic­ture of her lost lover with them, she said with an en­ig­matic se­cur­ity:

“The only candle that will make him come is al­ways lighted.”

Just as she had fore­seen, Aure­li­ano Se­gundo went back to her house as soon as the hon­ey­moon was over. He brought his usual old friends, a travel­ing pho­to­grapher, and the gown and er­mine cape soiled with blood that Fernanda had worn during the car­nival. In the heat of the mer­ri­ment that broke out that even­ing, he had Petra Cotes dress up as queen, crowned her ab­so­lute and life­time ruler of Mad­a­gas­car, and handed out copies of the pic­ture to his friends. She not only went along with the game, but she felt sorry for him in­side, think­ing that he must have been very frightened to have con­ceived of that ex­travag­ant means of re­con­cili­ation. At seven in the even­ing, still dressed as the queen, she re­ceived him in bed. He had been mar­ried scarcely two months, but she real­ized at once that things were not going well in the nuptial bed, and she had the de­li­cious pleas­ure of ven­geance ful­filled. Two days later, however, when he did not dare return but sent an in­ter­me­di­ary to ar­range the terms of the se­par­ation, she un­der­stood that she was going to need more pati­ence than she had fore­seen be­cause he seemed ready to sac­ri­fice him­self for the sake of appear­ances. Nor did she get up­set that time. Once again she made things easy with a sub­mis­sion that con­firmed the gen­er­al­ized be­lief that she was a poor devil, and the only souvenir she kept of Aure­li­ano Se­gundo was a pair of pat­ent leather boots, which, ac­cord­ing to what he him­self had said, were the ones he wanted to wear in his coffin. She kept them wrapped in cloth in the bottom of a trunk and made ready to feed on memor­ies, wait­ing without des­pair.

“He has to come sooner or later,” she told her­self, “even if it’s just to put on those boots.”

She did not have to wait as long as she had ima­gined. Ac­tually, Aure­li­ano Se­gundo un­der­stood from the night of his wed­ding that he would return to the house of Petra Cotes much sooner than when he would have to put on the pat­ent leather boots: Fernanda was a wo­man who was lost in the world. She had been born and raised in a city six hun­dred miles away, a gloomy city where on ghostly nights the coaches of the vicer­oys still rat­tled through the cobbled streets. Thirty-two bel­fries tolled a dirge at six in the af­ternoon. In the manor house, which was paved with tomb­like slabs, the sun was never seen. The air had died in the cypresses in the courtyard, in the pale trappings of the bed­rooms, in the drip­ping arch­ways of the garden of per­en­ni­als. Un­til puberty Fernanda had no news of the world ex­cept for the mel­an­choly pi­ano les­sons taken in some neigh­bor­ing house by someone who for years and years had the drive not to take a si­esta. In the room of her sick mother, green and yel­low un­der the powdery light from the win­dowpanes, she would listen to the meth­odical, stub­born, heart­less scales and think that that mu­sic was in the world while she was be­ing con­sumed as she wove fun­eral wreaths. Her mother, per­spir­ing with five-o’clock fever, spoke to her of the splendor of the past. When she was a lit­tle girl, on one moon­lit night Fernanda saw a beau­ti­ful wo­man dressed in white crossing the garden toward the chapel. What bothered her most about that fleet­ing vis­ion was that she felt it was ex­actly like her, as if she had seen her­self twenty years in ad­vance. “It was your great-grand­mother the queen,” her mother told her during a truce in her cough­ing. “She died of some bad va­pors while she was cutting a string of bulbs.” Many years later, when she began to feel she was the equal of her great-grand­mother, Fernanda doub­ted her child­hood vis­ion, but her mother scol­ded her dis­be­lief.

“We are im­mensely rich and power­ful,” she told her. “One day you will be a queen.”

She be­lieved it, even though they were sit­ting at the long table with a linen table­cloth and sil­ver ser­vice to have a cup of watered chocol­ate and a sweet bun. Un­til the day of her wed­ding she dreamed about a le­gendary king­dom, in spite of the fact that her father, Don Fernando, had to mort­gage the house in or­der to buy her trousseau. It was not in­no­cence or de­lusions of grandeur. That was how they had brought her up. Since she had had the use of reason she re­membered having done her duty in a gold pot with the fam­ily crest on it. She left the house for the first time at the age of twelve in a coach and horses that had to travel only two blocks to take her to the con­vent. Her classmates were surprised that she sat apart from them in a chair with a very high back and that she would not even mingle with them during re­cess. “She’s dif­fer­ent,” the nuns would ex­plain. “She’s going to be a queen.” Her school­mates be­lieved this be­cause she was already the most beau­ti­ful, dis­tin­guished, and dis­creet girl they had ever seen. At the end of eight years, after having learned to write Latin poetry, play the clavi­chord, talk about fal­conry with gentle­men and apo­lo­get­ics with arch­bish­ops, dis­cuss af­fairs of state with foreign rulers and af­fairs of God with the Pope, she returned to her par­ents’ home to weave fun­eral wreaths. She found it de­spoiled. All that was left was the fur­niture that was ab­so­lutely ne­ces­sary, the sil­ver can­de­labra and table ser­vice, for the everyday utensils had been sold one by one to un­der­write the costs of her educ­ation. Her mother had suc­cumbed to five-o’clock fever. Her father, Don Fernando, dressed in black with a stiff col­lar and a gold watch chain, would give her a sil­ver coin on Mondays for the house­hold ex­penses, and the fun­eral wreaths fin­ished the week be­fore would be taken away. He spent most of his time shut up in his study and the few times that he went out he would return to re­cite the ros­ary with her. She had in­timate friend­ships with no one. She had never heard mention of the wars that were bleed­ing the country. She con­tinued her pi­ano les­sons at three in the af­ternoon. She had even be­gun to lose the il­lusion of be­ing a queen when two peremp­tory raps of the knocker soun­ded at the door and she opened it to a well-groomed mil­it­ary of­ficer with ce­re­moni­ous man­ners who had a scar on his cheek and a gold medal on his chest. He closeted him­self with her father in the study. Two hours later her father came to get her in the sew­ing room. “Get your things to­gether,” he told her. “You have to take a long trip.” That was how they took her to Ma­condo. In one single day, with a brutal slap, life threw on top of her the whole weight of a real­ity that her par­ents had kept hid­den from her for many years. When she returned home she shut her­self up in her room to weep, in­dif­fer­ent to Don Fernando’s pleas and ex­plan­ations as he tried to erase the scars of that strange joke. She had sworn to her­self never to leave her bed­room un­til she died when Aure­li­ano Se­gundo came to get her. It was an act of im­possible fate, be­cause in the con­fusion of her in­dig­nation, in the fury of her shame, she had lied to him so that he would never know her real iden­tity. The only real clues that Aure­li­ano Se­gundo had when he left to look for her were her un­mistak­able high­land ac­cent and her trade as a weaver of fun­eral wreaths. He searched for her without cease. With the fierce temer­ity with which José Ar­ca­dio Buendía had crossed the mountains to found Ma­condo, with the blind pride with which Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía had un­der­taken his fruit­less wars, with the mad tenacity with which Úrsula watched over the survival of the line, Aure­li­ano Se­gundo looked for Fernanda, without a single mo­ment of res­pite. When he asked where they sold fun­eral wreaths they took him from house to house so that he could choose the best ones. When he asked for the most beau­ti­ful wo­man who had ever been seen on this earth, all the wo­men brought him their daugh­ters. He be­came lost in misty byways, in times reser­ved for ob­livion, in labyrinths of disappoint­ment. He crossed a yel­low plain where the echo repeated one’s thoughts and where anxi­ety brought on pre­mon­itory mirages. After ster­ile weeks he came to an un­known city where all the bells were tolling a dirge. Although he had never seen them and no one had ever de­scribed them to him he im­me­di­ately re­cog­nized the walls eaten away by bone salt, the broken-down wooden bal­conies gutted by fungus, and nailed to the out­side door, al­most erased by rain, the sad­dest card­board sign in the world: Fun­eral Wreaths for Sale. From that mo­ment un­til the icy morn­ing when Fernanda left her house un­der the care of the Mother Superior there was barely enough time for the nuns to sew her trousseau and in six trunks put the can­de­labra, the sil­ver ser­vice, and the gold cham­ber­pot, along with the count­less and use­less re­mains of a fam­ily cata­strophe that had been two cen­turies late in its ful­fill­ment. Don Fernando de­clined the in­vit­ation to go along. He promised to go later when he had cleared up his af­fairs, and from the mo­ment when he gave his daugh­ter his blessing he shut him­self up in his study again to write out the an­nounce­ments with mourn­ful sketches and the fam­ily coat of arms, which would be the first hu­man con­tact that Fernanda and her father would have had in all their lives. That was the real date of her birth for her. For Aure­li­ano Se­gundo it was al­most sim­ul­tan­eously the be­gin­ning and the end of happi­ness.

Fernanda car­ried a del­ic­ate cal­en­dar with small golden keys on which her spir­itual ad­viser had marked in purple ink the dates of vener­eal ab­stin­ence. Not count­ing Holy Week, Sundays, holy days of ob­lig­ation, first Fri­days, retreats, sac­ri­fices, and cyclical im­ped­i­ments, her ef­fect­ive year was re­duced to forty-two days that were spread out through a web of purple crosses. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo, con­vinced that time would break up that hostile net­work, prolonged the wed­ding cel­eb­ration beyond the ex­pec­ted time. Tired of throwing out so many empty brandy and cham­pagne bottles so that they would not clutter up the house and at the same time in­trigued by the fact that the new­ly­weds slept at dif­fer­ent times and in se­par­ate rooms while the fireworks and mu­sic and the slaughter­ing of cat­tle went on, Úrsula re­membered her own ex­per­i­ence and wondered whet­her Fernanda might have a chastity belt too which would sooner or later provoke jokes in the town and give rise to a tragedy. But Fernanda con­fessed to her that she was just letting two weeks go by be­fore al­lowing the first con­tact with her husband. In­deed, when the period was over, she opened her bed­room with a resig­nation worthy of an ex­pi­at­ory vic­tim and Aure­li­ano Se­gundo saw the most beau­ti­ful wo­man on earth, with her glor­i­ous eyes of a frightened an­imal and her long, copper-colored hair spread out ac­ross the pil­low. He was so fas­cin­ated with that vis­ion that it took him a mo­ment to real­ize that Fernanda was wear­ing a white nightgown that reached down to her ankles, with long sleeves and with a large, round button­hole, del­ic­ately trimmed, at the level of her lower stomach. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo could not suppress an ex­plosion of laughter.

“That’s the most ob­scene thing I’ve ever seen in my life,” he shouted with a laugh that rang through the house. “I mar­ried a Sis­ter of Char­ity.”

A month later, un­suc­cess­ful in getting his wife to take off her nightgown, he had the pic­ture taken of Petra Cotes dressed as a queen. Later on, when he suc­ceeded in getting Fernanda to come back home, she gave in to his urges in the fever of re­con­cili­ation, but she could not give him the re­pose he had dreamed about when he went to fetch her in the city with the thirty-two bel­fries. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo found only a deep feel­ing of des­ol­ation in her. One night, a short time be­fore their first child was born, Fernanda real­ized that her husband had returned in secret to the bed of Petra Cotes.

“That’s what happened,” he ad­mit­ted. And he ex­plained in a tone of prostrated resig­nation: “I had to do it so that the an­im­als would keep on breed­ing.”

He needed a lit­tle time to con­vince her about such a strange ex­pedi­ent, but when he fi­nally did so by means of proofs that seemed ir­re­fut­able, the only promise that Fernanda de­man­ded from him was that he should not be surprised by death in his con­cubine’s bed. In that way the three of them con­tinued living without bother­ing each other. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo, punc­tual and loving with both of them, Petra Cotes, strutting be­cause of the re­con­cili­ation, and Fernanda, pretend­ing that she did not know the truth.

The pact did not suc­ceed, however, in in­corporat­ing Fernanda into the fam­ily. Úrsula in­sisted in vain that she take off the woolen ruff which she would have on when she got up from mak­ing love and which made the neigh­bors whis­per. She could not con­vince her to use the bath­room or the night lav­at­ory and sell the gold cham­ber­pot to Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía so that he could con­vert it into lit­tle fishes. Am­aranta felt so un­com­fortable with her de­fect­ive dic­tion and her habit of using eu­phem­isms to des­ig­nate everyth­ing that she would al­ways speak gib­ber­ish in front of her.

“Thi­fisif,” she would say, “ifisif one­fos ofosif thofosif whosufu can­t­ant­ant statant­and thefesef smu­fumellu ofosif ther­isir owfisown sh­i­fisi­fit.”

One day, ir­rit­ated by the mock­ery, Fernanda wanted to know what Am­aranta was saying, and she did not use eu­phem­isms in an­swer­ing her.

“I was saying,” she told her, “that you’re one of those people who mix up their ass and their ashes.”

From that time on they did not speak to each other again. When circum­stances de­man­ded it they would send notes. In spite of the vis­ible hostil­ity of the fam­ily, Fernanda did not give up her drive to im­pose the cus­toms of her an­cest­ors. She put an end to the cus­tom of eat­ing in the kit­chen and whenever any­one was hungry, and she im­posed the ob­lig­ation of doing it at regular hours at the large table in the din­ing room, covered with a linen cloth and with sil­ver can­dlesticks and table ser­vice. The solem­nity of an act which Úrsula had con­sidered the most sim­ple one of daily life cre­ated a tense at­mo­sphere against which the si­lent José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo re­belled be­fore any­one else. But the cus­tom was im­posed, the same as that of re­cit­ing the ros­ary be­fore din­ner, and it drew the at­tention of the neigh­bors, who soon spread the ru­mor that the Buendías did not sit down to the table like other mor­tals but had changed the act of eat­ing into a kind of high mass. Even Úrsula’s super­sti­tions, with ori­gins that came more from an in­spir­ation of the mo­ment than from tra­di­tion, came into con­flict with those of Fernanda, who had in­her­ited them from her par­ents and kept them defined and cata­logued for every oc­ca­sion. As long as Úrsula had full use of her fac­ulties some of the old cus­toms survived and the life of the fam­ily kept some qual­ity of her im­pulsive­ness, but when she lost her sight and the weight of her years releg­ated her to a corner, the circle of ri­gid­ity be­gun by Fernanda from the mo­ment she ar­rived fi­nally closed com­pletely and no one but she de­term­ined the des­tiny of the fam­ily. The busi­ness in pastries and small candy an­im­als that Santa Sofía de la Piedad had kept up be­cause of Úrsula’s wishes was con­sidered an un­worthy activ­ity by Fernanda and she lost no time in put­ting a stop to it. The doors of the house, wide open from dawn un­til bedtime, were closed during si­esta time un­der the pre­text that the sun heated up the bed­rooms and in the end they were closed for good. The aloe branch and loaf of bread that had been hanging over the door since the days of the found­ing were re­placed by a niche with the Sac­red Heart of Je­sus. Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía be­came aware some­how of those changes and foresaw their con­sequences. “We’re be­coming people of qual­ity,” he protested. “At this rate we’ll end up fight­ing against the Con­ser­vat­ive re­gime again, but this time to in­stall a king in its place.” Fernanda very tact­fully tried not to cross his path. Within her­self she was bothered by his in­de­pend­ent spirit, his resistance to all kinds of so­cial ri­gid­ity. She was ex­asper­ated by his mugs of cof­fee at five in the morn­ing, the dis­order of his work­shop, his frayed blanket, and his cus­tom of sit­ting in the street door at dusk. But she had to toler­ate that one loose piece in the fam­ily ma­chinery be­cause she was sure that the old col­onel was an an­imal who had been tamed by the years and by disappoint­ment and who, in a burst of senile re­bel­lion, was quite cap­able of up­rooting the found­ations of the house. When her husband de­cided to give their first son the name of his great-grand­father, she did not dare oppose him be­cause she had been there only a year. But when the first daugh­ter was born she ex­pressed her un­reser­ved de­term­in­ation to name her Renata after her mother. Úrsula had de­cided to call her Remedios. After a tense ar­gu­ment, in which Aure­li­ano Se­gundo ac­ted as the laugh­ing go-between, they bap­tized her with the name Renata Remedios, but Fernanda went on call­ing her just Renata while her husband’s fam­ily and everyone in town called her Meme, a di­min­utive of Remedios.

At first Fernanda did not talk about her fam­ily, but in time she began to ideal­ize her father. She spoke of him at the table as an ex­ceptional be­ing who had re­nounced all forms of van­ity and was on his way to be­coming a saint. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo, startled at that un­bridled glor­i­fic­ation of his father-in-law, could not resist the temptation to make small jokes be­hind his wife’s back. The rest of the fam­ily fol­lowed his ex­ample. Even Úrsula, who was ex­tremely care­ful to preserve fam­ily har­mony and who suffered in secret from the do­mestic fric­tion, once al­lowed her­self the liberty of saying that her lit­tle great-great-grand­son had his pon­tifical future as­sured be­cause he was “the grand­son of a saint and the son of a queen and a rustler.” In spite of that con­spir­acy of smiles, the chil­dren be­came ac­customed to think of their grand­father as a le­gendary be­ing who wrote them pious ver­ses in his let­ters and every Christmas sent them a box of gifts that barely fit­ted through the out­side door. Ac­tually they were the last re­mains of his lordly in­her­it­ance. They used them to build an al­tar of life-size saints in the chil­dren’s bed­room, saints with glass eyes that gave them a dis­qui­et­ingly life­like look, whose artist­ic­ally em­broidered cloth­ing was bet­ter than that worn by any in­hab­it­ant of Ma­condo. Lit­tle by lit­tle the funer­eal splendor of the an­cient and icy man­sion was be­ing trans­formed into the splendor of the House of Buendía. “They’ve already sent us the whole fam­ily cemetery,” Aure­li­ano Se­gundo com­men­ted one day. “All we need now are the weep­ing wil­lows and the tomb­stones.” Although noth­ing ever ar­rived in the boxes that the chil­dren could play with, they would spend all year wait­ing for Decem­ber be­cause, after all, the an­ti­que and al­ways un­pre­dict­able gifts were so­mething new in the house. On the tenth Christmas, when lit­tle José Ar­ca­dio was getting ready to go to the sem­in­ary, the enorm­ous box from their grand­father ar­rived earlier than usual, nailed tight and protec­ted with pitch, and ad­dressed in the usual Gothic let­ters to the Very Dis­tin­guished Lady Doña Fernanda del Carpio de Buendía. While she read the let­ter in her room, the chil­dren hastened to open the box. Aided as was cus­tom­ary by Aure­li­ano Se­gundo, they broke the seals, opened the cover, took out the protect­ive saw­dust, and found in­side a long lead chest closed by copper bolts. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo took out the eight bolts as the chil­dren watched im­pati­ently, and he barely had time to give a cry and push the chil­dren as­ide when he raised the lead cover and saw Don Fernando, dressed in black and with a cru­ci­fix on his chest, his skin broken out in pesti­len­tial sores and cook­ing slowly in a frothy stew with bubbles like live pearls.

A short time after the birth of their daugh­ter, the un­ex­pec­ted jubilee for Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía, ordered by the gov­ern­ment to cel­eb­rate an­other an­niver­sary of the Treaty of Neer­landia, was an­nounced. It was a de­cision so out of line with of­fi­cial policy that the col­onel spoke out vi­olently against it and re­jec­ted the homage. “It’s the first time I’ve ever heard of the word ‘jubilee,’ ” he said. “But whatever it means, it has to be a trick.” The small goldsmith’s shop was filled with emis­sar­ies. Much older and more sol­emn, the law­yers in dark suits who in other days had flapped about the col­onel like crows had returned. When he saw them appear, the same as the other time, when they came to put a stop to the war, he could not bear the cyn­i­cism of their praise. He ordered them to leave him in peace, in­sisting that he was not a hero of the nation as they said but an artisan without memor­ies whose only dream was to die of fatigue in the ob­livion and misery of his lit­tle gold fishes. What made him most in­dig­nant was the word that the pres­id­ent of the re­public him­self planned to be present at the ce­re­monies in Ma­condo in or­der to dec­or­ate him with the Or­der of Merit. Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía had him told, word for word, that he was eagerly await­ing that tardy but de­ser­ved oc­ca­sion in or­der to take a shot at him, not as pay­ment for the ar­bitrary acts and ana­chron­isms of his re­gime, but for his lack of respect for an old man who had not done any­one any harm. Such was the vehe­mence with which he made the threat that the pres­id­ent of the re­public can­celed his trip at the last mo­ment and sent the dec­or­ation with a per­sonal re­p­res­ent­at­ive. Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez, be­sieged by pressures of all kinds, left his bed of a paralytic in or­der to per­suade his former com­pan­ion in arms. When the lat­ter saw the rock­ing chair car­ried by four men appear and saw the friend who had shared his vic­tor­ies and de­feats since youth sit­ting in it among some large pil­lows, he did not have a single doubt but that he was mak­ing that ef­fort in or­der to ex­press his solid­ar­ity. But when he dis­covered the real motive for his visit he had them take him out of the work­shop.

“Now I’m con­vinced too late,” he told him, “that I would have done you a great favor if I’d let them shoot you.”

So the jubilee was cel­eb­rated without the at­tend­ance of any mem­bers of the fam­ily. Chance had it that it also co­in­cided with car­nival week, but no one could get the stub­born idea out of Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía’s head that the co­in­cid­ence had been fore­seen by the gov­ern­ment in or­der to heighten the cruelty of the mock­ery. From his lonely work­shop he could hear the mar­tial mu­sic, the artillery salutes, the tolling of the Te Deum, and a few phrases of the speeches de­livered in front of the house as they named the street after him. His eyes grew moist with in­dig­nation, with angry im­pot­ence, and for the first time since his de­feat it pained him not to have the strength of youth so that he could be­gin a bloody war that would wipe out the last vestiges of the Con­ser­vat­ive re­gime. The echoes of the homage had not died down when Úrsula knocked at the work­shop door.

“Don’t bother me,” he said. “I’m busy.”

“Open up,” Úrsula in­sisted in a nor­mal voice. “This has noth­ing to do with the cel­eb­ration.”

Then Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía took down the bar and saw at the door seven­teen men of the most var­ied appear­ance, of all types and colors, but all with a sol­it­ary air that would have been enough to identify them any­where on earth. They were his sons. Without any previous agreement, without knowing each other, they had ar­rived from the most dis­tant corners of the coast, cap­tiv­ated by the talk of the jubilee. They all bore with pride the name Aure­li­ano and the last name of their moth­ers. The three days that they stayed in the house, to the sat­is­fac­tion of Úrsula and the scan­dal of Fernanda, were like a state of war. Am­aranta searched among old papers for the ledger where Úrsula had writ­ten down the names and birth and bap­tism dates of all of them, and be­side the space for each one she ad­ded his present ad­dress. That list could well have ser­ved as a re­cap­it­ulation of twenty years of war. From it the noc­turnal it­in­er­ary of the col­onel from the dawn he left Ma­condo at the head of twenty-one men on his way to a fanci­ful re­bel­lion un­til he returned for the last time wrapped in a blanket stiff with blood could have been re­con­struc­ted. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo did not let the chance go by to re­gale his cousins with a thun­der­ous cham­pagne and ac­cor­dion party that was in­ter­preted as a tardy ad­just­ment of ac­counts with the car­nival, which went awry be­cause of the jubilee. They smashed half of the dishes, they destroyed the rose bushes as they chased a bull they were trying to hog-tie, they killed the hens by shooting at them, they made Am­aranta dance the sad waltzes of Pietro Crespi, they got Remedios the Beauty to put on a pair of men’s pants and climb a greased pole, and in the din­ing room they turned loose a pig daubed with lard, which prostrated Fernanda, but no one regretted the destruc­tion be­cause the house shook with a healthy earthquake. Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía who at first re­ceived them with mis­trust and even doub­ted the par­ent­age of some, was amused by their wild­ness, and be­fore they left he gave each one a lit­tle gold fish. Even the with­drawn José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo offered them an af­ternoon of cock­fights, which was at the point of end­ing in tragedy be­cause sev­eral of the Aure­li­anos were so ex­pert in mat­ters of the cock­pit that they spotted Father Ant­onio Isa­bel’s tricks at once. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo, who saw the lim­it­less prospect of wild times offered by those mad rel­at­ives, de­cided that they should all stay and work for him. The only one who ac­cepted was Aure­li­ano Triste, a big mulatto with the drive and ex­plorer’s spirit of his grand­father. He had already tested his for­tune in half the world and it did not mat­ter to him where he stayed. The oth­ers, even though they were un­mar­ried, con­sidered their des­tinies es­tab­lished. They were all skill­ful crafts­men, the men of their houses, peace-loving people. The Ash Wed­nesday be­fore they went back to scat­ter out along the coast, Am­aranta got them to put on Sunday clothes and ac­com­pany her to church. More amused than de­vout, they let them­selves be led to the al­tar rail where Father Ant­onio Isa­bel made the sign of the cross in ashes on them. Back at the house, when the youngest tried to clean his fore­head, he dis­covered that the mark was in­delible and so were those of his broth­ers. They tried soap and water, earth and a scrub­bing brush, and lastly a pumice stone and lye, but they could not re­move the crosses. On the other hand, Am­aranta and the oth­ers who had gone to mass took it off without any trouble. “It’s bet­ter that way,” Úrsula stated as she said good-bye to them. “From now on everyone will know who you are.” They went off in a troop, pre­ceded by a band of mu­si­cians and shooting off fireworks, and they left be­hind in the town an im­pression that the Buendía line had enough seed for many cen­turies. Aure­li­ano Triste, with the cross of ashes on his fore­head, set up on the edge of town the ice fact­ory that José Ar­ca­dio Buendía had dreamed of in his in­ventive de­li­rium.

Some months after his ar­rival, when he was already well-known and well-liked, Aure­li­ano Triste went about look­ing for a house so that he could send for his mother and an un­mar­ried sis­ter (who was not the col­onel’s daugh­ter), and he be­came in­ter­ested in the run-down big house that looked aban­doned on a corner of the square. He asked who owned it. Someone told him that it did not be­long to any­one, that in former times a sol­it­ary widow who fed on earth and white­wash from the walls had lived there, and that in her last years she was seen only twice on the street with a hat of tiny arti­fi­cial flowers and shoes the color of old sil­ver when she crossed the square to the post of­fice to mail a let­ter to the Bishop. They told him that her only com­pan­ion was a piti­less ser­vant wo­man who killed dogs and cats and any an­imal that got into the house and threw their corpses into the middle of the street in or­der to an­noy people with the rotten stench. So much time had passed since the sun had mum­mi­fied the empty skin of the last an­imal that everybody took it for granted that the lady of the house and the maid had died long be­fore the wars were over, and that if the house was still stand­ing it was be­cause in re­cent years there had not been a rough winter or destruct­ive wind. The hinges had crumbled with rust, the doors were held up only by clouds of cob­webs, the win­dows were soldered shut by damp­ness, and the floor was broken by grass and wild­flowers and in the cracks liz­ards and all man­ner of ver­min had their nests, all of which seemed to con­firm the notion that there had not been a hu­man be­ing there for at least half a cen­tury. The im­pulsive Aure­li­ano Triste did not need such proof to proceed. He pushed on the main door with his shoulder and the worm-eaten wooden frame fell down noise­lessly amid a dull cata­clysm of dust and ter­mite nests. Aure­li­ano Triste stood on the threshold wait­ing for the dust to clear and then he saw in the cen­ter of the room the squalid wo­man, still dressed in cloth­ing of the past cen­tury, with a few yel­low threads on her bald head, and with two large eyes, still beau­ti­ful, in which the last stars of hope had gone out, and the skin of her face was wrinkled by the arid­ity of sol­itude. Shaken by that vis­ion from an­other world, Aure­li­ano Triste barely no­ticed that the wo­man was aim­ing an an­ti­quated pis­tol at him.

“I beg your par­don,” he murmured.

She re­mained motion­less in the cen­ter of the room filled with knick­knacks, ex­amin­ing inch by inch the gi­ant with square shoulders and with a tat­too of ashes on his fore­head, and through the haze of dust she saw him in the haze of other times with a double-bar­reled shot­gun on his shoulder and a string of rab­bits in his hand.

“For the love of God,” she said in a low voice, “it’s not right for them to come to me with that memory now.”

“I want to rent the house,” Aure­li­ano Triste said.

The wo­man then raised the pis­tol, aim­ing with a firm wrist at the cross of ashes, and she held the trig­ger with a de­term­in­ation against which there was no appeal.

“Get out,” she ordered.

That night at din­ner Aure­li­ano Triste told the fam­ily about the epi­sode and Úrsula wept with con­sternation. “Holy God!” she ex­claimed, clutch­ing her head with her hands. “She’s still alive!” Time, wars, the count­less everyday dis­asters had made her for­get about Re­beca. The only one who had not lost for a single minute the aware­ness that she was alive and rotting in her worm­hole was the im­plac­able and aging Am­aranta. She thought of her at dawn, when the ice of her heart awakened her in her sol­it­ary bed, and she thought of her when she soaped her withered breasts and her lean stomach, and when she put on the white stiff-starched petti­coats and corsets of old age, and when she changed the black band­age of ter­rible ex­pi­ation on her hand. Al­ways, at every mo­ment, as­leep and awake, during the most sublime and most ab­ject mo­ments, Am­aranta thought about Re­beca, be­cause sol­itude had made a selec­tion in her memory and had burned the dim­ming piles of nos­tal­gic waste that life had ac­cumulated in her heart, and had puri­fied, mag­ni­fied, and etern­al­ized the oth­ers, the most bit­ter ones. Remedios the Beauty knew about Re­beca’s ex­ist­ence from her. Every time they passed the run-down house she would tell her about an un­pleas­ant in­cid­ent, a tale of hate, trying in that way to make her ex­ten­ded ran­cor be shared by her niece and con­sequently prolonged beyond death, but her plan did not work be­cause Remedios was im­mune to any kind of passion­ate feel­ings and much less to those of oth­ers. Úrsula, on the other hand, who had suffered through a pro­cess opposite to Am­aranta’s, re­called Re­beca with a memory free of im­purit­ies, for the im­age of the piti­ful child brought to the house with the bag con­tain­ing her par­ents’ bones prevailed over the of­fense that had made her un­worthy to be con­nec­ted to the fam­ily tree any longer. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo de­cided that they would have to bring her to the house and take care of her, but his good in­tentions were frustrated by the firm in­transi­gence of Re­beca, who had needed many years of suf­fer­ing and misery in or­der to at­tain the privileges of sol­itude and who was not dis­posed to re­nounce them in exchange for an old age dis­turbed by the false at­trac­tions of char­ity.

In Feb­ruary, when the sixteen sons of Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía returned, still marked with the cross of ashes, Aure­li­ano Triste spoke to them about Re­beca in the tumult of the cel­eb­ration and in half a day they re­stored the appear­ance of the house, chan­ging doors and win­dows, paint­ing the front with gay colors, bra­cing walls and pouring fresh ce­ment on the floor, but they could not get any au­thor­iz­a­tion to con­tinue the work in­side. Re­beca did not even come to the door. She let them fin­ish the mad restoration, then cal­cu­lated what it had cost and sent Ar­gén­ida, her old ser­vant who was still with her, to them with a hand­ful of coins that had been with­drawn from circu­lation after the last war and that Re­beca thought were still worth so­mething. It was then that they saw to what a fant­astic point her se­par­ation from the world had ar­rived and they un­der­stood that it would be im­possible to res­cue her from her stub­born en­closure while she still had a breath of life in her.

On the se­cond visit by the sons of Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía to Ma­condo, an­other of them, Aure­li­ano Centeno, stayed on to work with Aure­li­ano Triste. He was one of the first who had been brought to the house for bap­tism and Úrsula and Am­aranta re­membered him very well be­cause in a few hours he had destroyed every break­able ob­ject that passed through his hands. Time had mod­er­ated his early im­pulse for growth and he was a man of av­er­age height marked by small­pox scars, but his amazing power for manual destruc­tion re­mained in­tact. He broke so many plates, even without touch­ing them, that Fernanda de­cided to buy him a set of pewter­ware be­fore he did away with the last pieces of her ex­pens­ive china, and even the resistant metal plates were soon den­ted and twisted. But to make up for that ir­re­medi­able power, which was ex­asper­at­ing even for him, he had a cor­di­al­ity that won the im­me­di­ate con­fid­ence of oth­ers and a stupendous ca­pa­city for work. In a short time he had in­creased the pro­duc­tion of ice to such a de­gree that it was too much for the local market and Aure­li­ano Triste had to think about the pos­sib­il­ity of ex­pand­ing the busi­ness to other towns in the swamp. It was then that he thought of the de­cisive step, not only for the mod­erniz­a­tion of his busi­ness but to link the town with the rest of the world.

“We have to bring in the rail­road,” he said.

That was the first time that the word had ever been heard in Ma­condo. Look­ing at the sketch that Aure­li­ano Triste drew on the table and that was a dir­ect des­cend­ent of the plans with which José Ar­ca­dio Buendía had il­lustrated his project for solar war­fare, Úrsula con­firmed her im­pression that time was going in a circle. But un­like his fore­bear, Aure­li­ano Triste did not lose any sleep or appetite nor did he tor­ment any­one with crises of ill hu­mor, but he con­sidered the most hareb­rained of projects as im­me­di­ate pos­sib­il­it­ies, made rational cal­cu­lations about costs and dates, and brought them off without any in­ter­me­di­ate ex­asper­ation. If Aure­li­ano Se­gundo had so­mething of his great-grand­father in him and lacked so­mething of Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía, it was an ab­so­lute in­dif­fer­ence to mock­ery, and he gave the money to bring the rail­road with the same light­hearted air with which he had given it for his brother’s ab­surd nav­ig­ation project. Aure­li­ano Triste con­sul­ted the cal­en­dar and left the fol­lowing Wed­nesday, plan­ning to return after the rains had passed. There was no more news of him. Aure­li­ano Centeno, over­whelmed by the abund­ance of the fact­ory, had already be­gun to ex­per­i­ment with the pro­duc­tion of ice with a base of fruit juices in­stead of water, and without knowing it or think­ing about it, he con­ceived the es­sen­tial fun­da­ment­als for the in­vention of sher­bet. In that way he planned to di­ver­sify the pro­duc­tion of an en­ter­prise he con­sidered his own, be­cause his brother showed no signs of return­ing after the rains had passed and a whole sum­mer had gone by with no news of him. At the start of an­other winter, however, a wo­man who was wash­ing clothes in the river during the hottest time of the day ran scream­ing down the main street in an alarming state of com­motion.

“It’s coming,” she fi­nally ex­plained. “So­mething fright­ful, like a kit­chen drag­ging a vil­lage be­hind it.”

At that mo­ment the town was shaken by a whistle with a fear­ful echo and a loud, pant­ing res­pir­ation. During the previous weeks they had seen the gangs who were laying ties and tracks and no one paid at­tention to them be­cause they thought it was some new trick of the gypsies, coming back with whistles and tam­bourines and their age-old and dis­cred­ited song and dance about the qual­it­ies of some con­coc­tion put to­gether by journey­man geni­uses of Jer­usalem. But when they re­covered from the noise of the whistles and the snorting, all the in­hab­it­ants ran out into the street and saw Aure­li­ano Triste waving from the lo­co­motive, and in a trance they saw the flower-be­decked train which was ar­riving for the first time eight months late. The in­no­cent yel­low train that was to bring so many am­bi­gu­ities and cer­tain­ties, so many pleas­ant and un­pleas­ant mo­ments, so many changes, calam­it­ies, and feel­ings of nos­tal­gia to Ma­condo.








DAZZLED BY SO MANY and such mar­velous in­ventions, the people of Ma­condo did not know where their amazement began. They stayed up all night look­ing at the pale elec­tric bulbs fed by the plant that Aure­li­ano Triste had brought back when the train made its se­cond trip, and it took time and ef­fort for them to grow ac­customed to its ob­sessive toom-toom. They be­came in­dig­nant over the living im­ages that the prosper­ous mer­chant Bruno Crespi projec­ted in the theater with the lion-head ticket win­dows, for a char­ac­ter who had died and was buried in one film and for whose mis­for­tune tears of af­flic­tion had been shed would re­appear alive and trans­formed into an Arab in the next one. The audi­ence, who paid two cents apiece to share the dif­fi­culties of the act­ors, would not toler­ate that out­land­ish fraud and they broke up the seats. The mayor, at the ur­ging of Bruno Crespi, ex­plained in a proclam­ation that the cinema was a ma­chine of il­lusions that did not merit the emotional out­bursts of the audi­ence. With that dis­coura­ging ex­plan­ation many felt that they had been the vic­tims of some new and showy gypsy busi­ness and they de­cided not to return to the movies, con­sider­ing that they already had too many troubles of their own to weep over the ac­ted-out mis­for­tunes of ima­gin­ary be­ings. So­mething sim­ilar happened with the cyl­inder phon­o­graphs that the merry mat­rons from France brought with them as a sub­stitute for the an­ti­quated hand or­gans and that for a time had ser­i­ous ef­fects on the live­li­hood of the band of mu­si­cians. At first curi­osity in­creased the cli­en­tele on the for­bid­den street and there was even word of respect­able ladies who dis­guised them­selves as workers in or­der to ob­serve the nov­elty of the phon­o­graph from first hand, but from so much and such close ob­ser­vation they soon reached the con­clusion that it was not an en­chanted mill as everyone had thought and as the mat­rons had said, but a mech­an­ical trick that could not be com­pared with so­mething so moving, so hu­man, and so full of everyday truth as a band of mu­si­cians. It was such a ser­i­ous disappoint­ment that when phon­o­graphs be­came so popular that there was one in every house they were not con­sidered ob­jects for amuse­ment for adults but as so­mething good for chil­dren to take apart. On the other hand, when someone from the town had the opportun­ity to test the crude real­ity of the tele­phone in­stalled in the rail­road station, which was thought to be a rudi­ment­ary ver­sion of the phon­o­graph be­cause of its crank, even the most in­cred­u­lous were up­set. It was as if God had de­cided to put to the test every ca­pa­city for surprise and was keep­ing the in­hab­it­ants of Ma­condo in a per­man­ent al­tern­ation between ex­cite­ment and disappoint­ment, doubt and revelation, to such an ex­treme that no one knew for cer­tain where the lim­its of real­ity lay. It was an in­tric­ate stew of truths and mirages that con­vulsed the ghost of José Ar­ca­dio Buendía un­der the chestnut tree with im­pati­ence and made him wander all through the house even in broad day­light. Ever since the rail­road had been of­fi­cially in­augur­ated and had be­gun to ar­rive with regular­ity on Wed­nesdays at el­even o’clock and the prim­it­ive wooden station with a desk, a tele­phone, and a ticket win­dow had been built, on the streets of Ma­condo men and wo­men were seen who had ad­opted everyday and nor­mal cus­toms and man­ners but who really looked like people out of a cir­cus. In a town that had chafed un­der the tricks of the gypsies there was no future for those am­bu­lat­ory ac­robats of com­merce who with equal ef­fron­tery offered a whistling kettle and a daily re­gime that would as­sure the sal­vation of the soul on the seventh day; but from those who let them­selves be con­vinced out of fatigue and the ones who were al­ways un­wary, they reaped stupendous be­ne­fits. Among those the­at­rical creatures, wear­ing rid­ing breeches and leg­gings, a pith hel­met and steel-rimmed glasses, with topaz eyes and the skin of a thin rooster, there ar­rived in Ma­condo on one of so many Wed­nesdays the chubby and smil­ing Mr. Her­bert, who ate at the house.

No one had no­ticed him at the table un­til the first bunch of ba­na­nas had been eaten. Aure­li­ano. Se­gundo had come ac­ross him by chance as he protested in broken Span­ish be­cause there were no rooms at the Hotel Jacob, and as he frequently did with strangers, he took him home. He was in the cap­tive-bal­loon busi­ness, which had taken him halfway around the world with ex­cel­lent profits, but he had not suc­ceeded in tak­ing any­one up in Ma­condo be­cause they con­sidered that in­vention back­ward after having seen and tried the gypsies’ flying carpets. He was leav­ing, there­fore, on the next train. When they brought to the table the ti­ger-striped bunch of ba­na­nas that they were ac­customed to hang in the din­ing room during lunch, he picked the first piece of fruit without great en­thu­si­asm. But he kept on eat­ing as he spoke, tasting, chew­ing, more with the dis­trac­tion of a wise man than with the de­light of a good eater, and when he fin­ished the first bunch he asked them to bring him an­other. Then he took a small case with op­tical in­stru­ments out of the tool­box that he al­ways car­ried with him. With the suspi­cious at­tention of a dia­mond mer­chant he ex­amined the ba­nana me­tic­ulously, dis­sect­ing it with a spe­cial scalpel, weigh­ing the pieces on a pharmacist’s scale, and cal­cu­lat­ing its breadth with a gun­smith’s cal­ipers. Then he took a series of in­stru­ments out of the chest with which he meas­ured the tem­per­ature, the level of hu­mid­ity in the at­mo­sphere, and the in­tens­ity of the light. It was such an in­triguing ce­re­mony that no one could eat in peace as everybody waited for Mr. Her­bert to pass a fi­nal and reveal­ing judg­ment, but he did not say any­thing that al­lowed any­one to guess his in­tentions.

On the days that fol­lowed he was seen with a net and a small basket, hunt­ing butter­flies on the out­skirts of town. On Wed­nesday a group of en­gin­eers, ag­ro­nom­ists, hydro­lo­gists, topo­graph­ers, and surveyors ar­rived who for sev­eral weeks ex­plored the places where Mr. Her­bert had hunted his butter­flies. Later on Mr. Jack Brown ar­rived in an ex­tra coach that had been coupled onto the yel­low train and that was sil­ver-plated all over, with seats of epis­copal vel­vet, and a roof of blue glass. Also ar­riving on the spe­cial car, flutter­ing around Mr. Brown, were the sol­emn law­yers dressed in black who in dif­fer­ent times had fol­lowed Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía everywhere, and that led the people to think that the ag­ro­nom­ists, hydro­lo­gists, topo­graph­ers, and surveyors, like Mr. Her­bert with his cap­tive bal­loons and his colored butter­flies and Mr. Brown with his mausoleum on wheels and his fe­ro­cious Ger­man shep­herd dogs, had so­mething to do with the war. There was not much time to think about it, however, be­cause the suspi­cious in­hab­it­ants of Ma­condo barely began to wonder what the devil was going on when the town had already be­come trans­formed into an en­camp­ment of wooden houses with zinc roofs in­hab­ited by foreign­ers who ar­rived on the train from halfway around the world, rid­ing not only on the seats and plat­forms but even on the roof of the coaches. The grin­gos, who later on brought their lan­guid wives in muslin dresses and large veiled hats, built a se­par­ate town ac­ross the rail­road tracks with streets lined with palm trees, houses with screened win­dows, small white tables on the ter­races, and fans moun­ted on the ceil­ings, and ex­tens­ive blue lawns with pea­cocks and quails. The sec­tion was surroun­ded by a metal fence topped with a band of elec­tri­fied chicken wire which during the cool sum­mer morn­ings would be black with roasted swal­lows. No one knew yet what they were after, or whet­her they were ac­tually noth­ing but phil­an­thropists, and they had already caused a colossal dis­turbance, much more than that of the old gypsies, but less trans­itory and un­der­stand­able. En­dowed with means that had been reser­ved for Di­vine Provid­ence in former times, they changed the pat­tern of the rains, ac­cel­er­ated the cycle of harvests, and moved the river from where it had al­ways been and put it with its white stones and icy currents on the other side of the town, be­hind the cemetery. It was at that time that they built a fortress of re­in­forced con­crete over the faded tomb of José Ar­ca­dio, so that the corpse’s smell of powder would not con­tam­in­ate the waters. For the foreign­ers who ar­rived without love they con­ver­ted the street of the loving mat­rons from France into a more ex­tens­ive vil­lage than it had been, and on one glor­i­ous Wed­nesday they brought in a train­load of strange whores, Babyl­on­ish wo­men skilled in age-old meth­ods and in pos­session of all man­ner of un­guents and devices to stim­ulate the un­aroused, to give courage to the timid, to sa­ti­ate the vora­cious, to ex­alt the mod­est man, to teach a les­son to repeat­ers, and to correct sol­it­ary people. The Street of the Turks, en­riched by well-lit stores with pro­ducts from abroad, dis­pla­cing the old bazaars with their bright colors, over­flowed on Saturday nights with the crowds of ad­ven­turers who bum­ped into each other among gambling tables, shooting gal­ler­ies, the al­ley where the future was guessed and dreams in­ter­preted, and tables of fried food and drinks, and on Sunday morn­ings there were scat­tered on the ground bod­ies that were so­me­times those of happy drunk­ards and more of­ten those of on­lookers felled by shots, fists, knives, and bottles during the brawls. It was such a tumul­tuous and in­tem­per­ate in­va­sion that during the first days it was im­possible to walk through the streets be­cause of the fur­niture and trunks, and the noise of the carpentry of those who were build­ing their houses in any vacant lot without ask­ing any­one’s per­mis­sion, and the scan­dal­ous be­ha­vior of couples who hung their ham­mocks between the al­mond trees and made love un­der the netting in broad day­light and in view of everyone. The only serene corner had been es­tab­lished by peace­ful West In­dian Negroes, who built a mar­ginal street with wooden houses on piles where they would sit in the doors at dusk singing mel­an­choly hymns in their dis­ordered gabble. So many changes took place in such a short time that eight months after Mr. Her­bert’s visit the old in­hab­it­ants had a hard time re­cog­niz­ing their own town.

“Look at the mess we’ve got ourselves into,” Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía said at that time, “just be­cause we in­vited a gringo to eat some ba­na­nas.”

Aure­li­ano Se­gundo, on the other hand, could not con­tain his happi­ness over the ava­lanche of foreign­ers. The house was sud­denly filled with un­known guests, with in­vin­cible and worldly ca­rousers, and it be­came ne­ces­sary to add bed­rooms off the courtyard, widen the din­ing room, and exchange the old table for one that held sixteen people, with new china and sil­ver, and even then they had to eat lunch in shifts. Fernanda had to swal­low her scruples and treat guests of the worst sort like kings as they mud­died the porch with their boots, urin­ated in the garden, laid their mats down any­where to take their si­esta, and spoke without re­gard for the sens­it­iv­it­ies of ladies or the proper be­ha­vior of gentle­men. Am­aranta was so scan­dal­ized with the ple­beian in­va­sion that she went back to eat­ing in the kit­chen as in olden days. Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía, con­vinced that the ma­jority of those who came into his work­shop to greet him were not doing it be­cause of sym­pathy or re­gard but out of the curi­osity to meet a his­torical relic, a museum fossil, de­cided to shut him­self in by bar­ring the door and he was not seen any more ex­cept on very rare oc­ca­sions when he would sit at the street door. Úrsula, on the other hand, even during the days when she was already drag­ging her feet and walk­ing about groping along the walls, felt a ju­venile ex­cite­ment as the time for the ar­rival of the train approached. “We have to pre­pare some meat and fish,” she would or­der the four cooks, who hastened to have everyth­ing ready un­der the im­per­turb­able dir­ec­tion of Santa Sofía de la Piedad. “We have to pre­pare everyth­ing,” she in­sisted, “be­cause we never know what these strangers like to eat.” The train ar­rived during the hottest time of day. At lunchtime the house shook with the bustle of a marketplace, and the per­spir­ing guests—who did not even know who their hosts were—trooped in to oc­cupy the best places at the table, while the cooks bum­ped into each other with enorm­ous kettles of soup, pots of meat, large gourds filled with ve­get­ables, and troughs of rice, and passed around the con­tents of bar­rels of lem­on­ade with in­exhaustible ladles. The dis­order was such that Fernanda was troubled by the idea that many were eat­ing twice and on more than one oc­ca­sion she was about to burst out with a ve­get­able hawker’s in­sults be­cause someone at the table in con­fusion asked her for the check. More than a year had gone by since Mr. Her­bert’s visit and the only thing that was known was that the grin­gos were plan­ning to plant ba­nana trees in the en­chanted re­gion that José Ar­ca­dio Buendía and his men had crossed in search of the route to the great in­ventions. Two other sons of Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía, with the cross of ashes on their fore­heads, ar­rived, drawn by that great vol­canic belch, and they justi­fied their de­term­in­ation with a phrase that may have ex­plained everybody’s reasons.

“We came,” they said, “be­cause everyone is coming.”

Remedios the Beauty was the only one who was im­mune to the ba­nana plague. She was be­calmed in a mag­ni­fi­cent ad­oles­cence, more and more im­pen­et­rable to form­al­ity, more and more in­dif­fer­ent to malice and suspi­cion, happy in her own world of sim­ple real­it­ies. She did not un­der­stand why wo­men com­plic­ated their lives with corsets and petti­coats, so she sewed her­self a coarse cas­sock that she sim­ply put over her and without further dif­fi­culties resolved the problem of dress, without tak­ing away the feel­ing of be­ing na­ked, which ac­cord­ing to her lights was the only de­cent way to be when at home. They bothered her so much to cut the rain of hair that already reached to her thighs and to make rolls with combs and braids with red rib­bons that she sim­ply shaved her head and used the hair to make wigs for the saints. The startling thing about her sim­pli­fying in­stinct was that the more she did away with fashion in a search for com­fort and the more she passed over con­ventions as she obeyed spontaneity, the more dis­turbing her in­cred­ible beauty be­came and the more provoc­at­ive she be­came to men. When the sons of Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía were in Ma­condo for the first time, Úrsula re­membered that in their veins they bore the same blood as her great-grand­daugh­ter and she shuddered with a forgotten fright. “Keep your eyes wide open,” she warned her. “With any of them your chil­dren will come out with the tail of a pig.” The girl paid such lit­tle at­tention to the warning that she dressed up as a man and rolled around in the sand in or­der to climb the greased pole, and she was at the point of bring­ing on a tragedy among the seven­teen cousins, who were driven mad by the un­bear­able spec­tacle. That was why none of them slept at the house when they vis­ited the town and the four who had stayed lived in ren­ted rooms at Úrsula’s in­sist­ence. Remedios the Beauty, however, would have died laugh­ing if she had known about that pre­caution. Un­til her last mo­ment on earth she was un­aware that her ir­re­par­able fate as a dis­turbing wo­man was a daily dis­aster. Every time she appeared in the din­ing room, against Úrsula’s or­ders, she caused a panic of ex­asper­ation among the out­siders. It was all too evid­ent that she was com­pletely na­ked un­der­neath her crude nightshirt and no one could un­der­stand that her shaved and per­fect skull was not some kind of chal­lenge, and that the bold­ness with which she un­covered her thighs to cool off was not a crim­inal provoc­ation, nor was her pleas­ure when she sucked her fin­gers after eat­ing. What no mem­ber of the fam­ily ever knew was that the strangers did not take long to real­ize that Remedios the Beauty gave off a breath of per­turba­tion, a tor­ment­ing breeze that was still per­ceptible sev­eral hours after she had passed by. Men ex­pert in the dis­turbances of love, ex­per­i­enced all over the world, stated that they had never suffered an anxi­ety sim­ilar to the one pro­duced by the nat­ural smell of Remedios the Beauty. On the porch with the be­gonias, in the parlor, in any place in the house, it was pos­sible to point out the ex­act place where she had been and the time that had passed since she had left it. It was a def­in­ite, un­mistak­able trace that no one in the fam­ily could dis­tin­guish be­cause it had been in­corporated into the daily odors for a long time, but it was one that the out­siders iden­ti­fied im­me­di­ately. They were the only ones, there­fore, who un­der­stood how the young com­mander of the guard had died of love and how a gentle­man from a faraway land had been plunged into des­per­ation. Un­aware of the rest­less circle in which she moved, of the un­bear­able state of in­timate calam­ity that she provoked as she passed by, Remedios the Beauty treated the men without the least bit of malice and in the end up­set them with her in­no­cent com­plais­ance. When Úrsula suc­ceeded in im­posing the com­mand that she eat with Am­aranta in the kit­chen so that the out­siders would not see her, she felt more com­fortable, be­cause, after all, she was beyond all dis­cip­line. In real­ity, it made no dif­fer­ence to her where she ate, and not at regular hours but ac­cord­ing to the whims of her appetite. So­me­times she would get up to have lunch at three in the morn­ing, sleep all day long, and she spent sev­eral months with her timetable all in dis­ar­ray un­til some cas­ual in­cid­ent would bring her back into the or­der of things. When things were going bet­ter she would get up at el­even o’clock in the morn­ing and shut her­self up un­til two o’clock, com­pletely nude, in the bath­room, killing scorpions as she came out of her dense and prolonged sleep. Then she would throw water from the cistern over her­self with a gourd. It was an act so prolonged, so me­tic­ulous, so rich in ce­re­monial as­pects that one who did not know her well would have thought that she was given over to the de­ser­ved ad­oration of her own body. For her, however, that sol­it­ary rite lacked all sen­sual­ity and was sim­ply a way of passing the time un­til she was hungry. One day, as she began to bathe her­self, a stranger lif­ted a tile from the roof and was breath­less at the tre­mend­ous spec­tacle of her nud­ity. She saw his des­ol­ate eyes through the broken tiles and had no re­ac­tion of shame but rather one of alarm.

“Be care­ful,” she ex­claimed. “You’ll fall.”

“I just wanted to see you,” the foreigner murmured.

“Oh, all right,” she said. “But be care­ful, those tiles are rotten.”

The stranger’s face had a pained ex­pression of stupor and he seemed to be battling si­lently against his pri­mary in­stincts so as not to break up the mirage. Remedios the Beauty thought that he was suf­fer­ing from the fear that the tiles would break and she bathed her­self more quickly than usual so that the man would not be in danger. While she was pouring water from the cistern she told him that the roof was in that state be­cause she thought that the bed of leaves had been rotted by the rain and that was what was filling the bath­room with scorpions. The stranger thought that her small talk was a way of cov­er­ing her com­plais­ance, so that when she began to soap her­self he gave into temptation and went a step further.

“Let me soap you,” he murmured.

“Thank you for your good in­tentions,” she said, “but my two hands are quite enough.”

“Even if it’s just your back,” the foreigner begged.

“That would be silly,” she said. “People never soap their backs.”

Then, while she was drying her­self, the stranger begged her, with his eyes full of tears, to marry him. She an­swered him sin­cerely that she would never marry a man who was so sim­ple that he had wasted al­most an hour and even went without lunch just to see a wo­man tak­ing a bath. Fi­nally, when she put on her cas­sock, the man could not bear the proof that, in­deed, she was not wear­ing any­thing un­der­neath, as everyone had suspec­ted, and he felt him­self marked forever with the white-hot iron of that secret. Then he took two more tiles off in or­der to drop down into the bath­room.

“It’s very high,” she warned him in fright. “You’ll kill yourself!”

The rotten tiles broke with a noise of dis­aster and the man barely had time to let out a cry of ter­ror as he cracked his skull and was killed out­right on the ce­ment floor. The foreign­ers who heard the noise in the din­ing room and hastened to re­move the body no­ticed the suf­foc­at­ing odor of Remedios the Beauty on his skin. It was so deep in his body that the cracks in his skull did not give off blood but an am­ber-colored oil that was im­preg­nated with that secret per­fume, and then they un­der­stood that the smell of Remedios the Beauty kept on tor­turing men beyond death, right down to the dust of their bones. Nev­er­the­less, they did not relate that horrible ac­ci­dent to the other two men who had died be­cause of Remedios the Beauty. A vic­tim was still needed be­fore the out­siders and many of the old in­hab­it­ants of Ma­condo would credit the le­gend that Remedios Buendía did not give off a breath of love but a fatal em­an­ation. The oc­ca­sion for the proof of it came some months later on one af­ternoon when Remedios the Beauty went with a group of girl friends to look at the new plant­ings. For the girls of Ma­condo that novel game was reason for laughter and surprises, frights and jokes, and at night they would talk about their walk as if it had been an ex­per­i­ence in a dream. Such was the prestige of that si­lence that Úrsula did not have the heart to take the fun away from Remedios the Beauty, and she let her go one af­ternoon, provid­ing that she wore a hat and a de­cent dress. As soon as the group of friends went into the plant­ings the air be­came im­preg­nated with a fatal fragrance. The men who were work­ing along the rows felt pos­sessed by a strange fas­cin­ation, men­aced by some in­visible danger, and many suc­cumbed to a ter­rible de­sire to weep. Remedios the Beauty and her startled friends man­aged to take refuge in a nearby house just as they were about to be as­saul­ted by a pack of fe­ro­cious males. A short time later they were res­cued by the four Aure­li­anos, whose crosses of ash in­spired a sac­red respect, as if they were caste marks, stamps of in­vul­ner­ab­il­ity. Remedios the Beauty did not tell any­one that one of the men, tak­ing ad­vant­age of the tumult, had man­aged to at­tack her stomach with a hand that was more like the claw of an eagle cling­ing to the edge of a pre­cip­ice. She faced the at­tacker in a kind of in­stantan­eous flash and saw the dis­con­solate eyes, which re­mained stamped on her heart like the hot coals of pity. That night the man boasted of his auda­city and swaggered over his good luck on the Street of the Turks a few minutes be­fore the kick of a horse crushed his chest and a crowd of out­siders saw him die in the middle of the street, drowned in his own bloody vomit­ing.

The supposi­tion that Remedios the Beauty pos­sessed powers of death was then borne out by four ir­re­fut­able events. Although some men who were easy with their words said that it was worth sac­ri­fi­cing one’s life for a night of love with such an arousing wo­man, the truth was that no one made any ef­fort to do so. Per­haps, not only to at­tain her but also to con­jure away her dangers, all that was needed was a feel­ing as prim­it­ive and as sim­ple as that of love, but that was the only thing that did not oc­cur to any­one. Úrsula did not worry about her any more. On an­other oc­ca­sion, when she had not yet given up the idea of saving her for the world, she had tried to get her in­ter­ested in ba­sic do­mestic af­fairs. “Men de­mand much more than you think,” she would tell her en­ig­mat­ic­ally. “There’s a lot of cook­ing, a lot of sweep­ing, a lot of suf­fer­ing over lit­tle things beyond what you think.” She was de­ceiving her­self within, trying to train her for do­mestic happi­ness be­cause she was con­vinced that once his passion was sat­isfied there would not be a man on the face of the earth cap­able of toler­at­ing even for a day a neg­li­gence that was beyond all un­der­stand­ing. The birth of the latest José Ar­ca­dio and her un­shak­able will to bring him up to be Pope fi­nally caused her to cease worrying about her great-grand­daugh­ter. She aban­doned her to her fate, trusting that sooner or later a mir­acle would take place and that in this world of everyth­ing there would also be a man with enough sloth to put up with her. For a long time already Am­aranta had given up trying to make her into a use­ful wo­man. Since those forgotten af­ternoons when her niece barely had enough in­terest to turn the crank on the sew­ing ma­chine, she had reached the con­clusion that she was sim­ple­minded. “We’re going to have to raffle you off,” she would tell her, per­plexed at the fact that men’s words would not pen­et­rate her. Later on, when Úrsula in­sisted that Remedios the Beauty go to mass with her face covered with a shawl, Am­aranta thought that a mys­ter­i­ous re­course like that would turn out to be so provok­ing that soon a man would come who would be in­trigued enough to search out pati­ently for the weak point of her heart. But when she saw the stupid way in which she re­jec­ted a pretender who for many reasons was more de­sir­able than a prince, she gave up all hope. Fernanda did not even make any at­tempt to un­der­stand her. When she saw Remedios the Beauty dressed as a queen at the bloody car­nival she thought that she was an ex­traord­in­ary creature. But when she saw her eat­ing with her hands, in­cap­able of giving an an­swer that was not a mir­acle of sim­ple­minded­ness, the only thing that she lamen­ted was the fact that the idi­ots in the fam­ily lived so long. In spite of the fact that Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía kept on be­lieving and repeat­ing that Remedios the Beauty was in real­ity the most lu­cid be­ing that he had ever known and that she showed it at every mo­ment with her startling abil­ity to put things over on everyone, they let her go her own way. Remedios the Beauty stayed there wan­der­ing through the desert of sol­itude, bear­ing no cross on her back, maturing in her dreams without night­mares, her in­ter­min­able baths, her un­sched­uled meals, her deep and prolonged si­lences that had no memory un­til one af­ternoon in March, when Fernanda wanted to fold her brabant sheets in the garden and asked the wo­men in the house for help. She had just be­gun when Am­aranta no­ticed that Remedios the Beauty was covered all over by an in­tense pale­ness.

“Don’t you feel well?” she asked her.

Remedios the Beauty, who was clutch­ing the sheet by the other end, gave a pitying smile.

“Quite the opposite,” she said, “I never felt bet­ter.”

She had just fin­ished saying it when Fernanda felt a del­ic­ate wind of light pull the sheets out of her hands and open them up wide. Am­aranta felt a mys­ter­i­ous trem­bling in the lace on her petti­coats and she tried to grasp the sheet so that she would not fall down at the in­stant in which Remedios the Beauty began to rise. Úrsula, al­most blind at the time, was the only per­son who was suf­fi­ciently calm to identify the nature of that de­term­ined wind and she left the sheets to the mercy of the light as she watched Remedios the Beauty waving good-bye in the midst of the flapping sheets that rose up with her, abandon­ing with her the en­viron­ment of beetles and dah­lias and passing through the air with her as four o’clock in the af­ternoon came to an end, and they were lost forever with her in the up­per at­mo­sphere where not even the highest-flying birds of memory could reach her.

The out­siders, of course, thought that Remedios the Beauty had fi­nally suc­cumbed to her ir­re­voc­able fate of a queen bee and that her fam­ily was trying to save her honor with that tale of lev­it­ation. Fernanda, burn­ing with envy, fi­nally ac­cepted the mir­acle, and for a long time she kept on praying to God to send her back her sheets. Most people be­lieved in the mir­acle and they even lighted candles and cel­eb­rated novenas. Per­haps there might have been talk of noth­ing else for a long time if the bar­barous ex­ter­min­ation of the Aure­li­anos had not re­placed amazement with horror. Although he had never thought of it as an omen, Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía had fore­seen the tra­gic end of his sons in a cer­tain way. When Aure­li­ano Ser­rador and Aure­li­ano Ar­caya, the two who ar­rived during the tumult, ex­pressed a wish to stay in Ma­condo, their father tried to dis­suade them. He could not un­der­stand what they were going to do in a town that had been trans­formed into a dan­ger­ous place overnight. But Aure­li­ano Centeno and Aure­li­ano Triste, backed by Aure­li­ano Se­gundo, gave them work in their busi­nesses. Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía had reasons that were still very con­fused and were against that de­term­in­ation. When he saw Mr. Brown in the first auto­mobile to reach Ma­condo—an or­ange con­ver­tible with a horn that frightened the dogs with its bark—the old sol­dier grew in­dig­nant with the servile ex­cite­ment of the people and he real­ized that so­mething had changed in the makeup of the men since the days when they would leave their wives and chil­dren and toss a shot­gun on their shoulders to go off to war. The local au­thorit­ies, after the armistice of Neer­landia, were mayors without ini­ti­at­ive, dec­or­at­ive judges picked from among the peace­ful and tired Con­ser­vat­ives of Ma­condo. “This is a re­gime of wretches,” Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía would com­ment when he saw the bare­foot police­men armed with wooden clubs pass. “We fought all those wars and all of it just so that we didn’t have to paint our houses blue.” When the ba­nana com­pany ar­rived, however, the local func­tion­ar­ies were re­placed by dic­tat­orial foreign­ers whom Mr. Brown brought to live in the elec­tri­fied chicken yard so that they could en­joy, as he ex­plained it, the dig­nity that their status war­ranted and so that they would not suf­fer from the heat and the mosquitoes and the count­less dis­com­forts and priv­ations of the town. The old police­men were re­placed by hired as­sassins with ma­chetes. Shut up in his work­shop, Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía thought about those changes and for the first time in his quiet years of sol­itude he was tor­men­ted by the def­in­ite cer­tainty that it had been a mis­take not to have con­tinued the war to its fi­nal con­clusion. During that time a brother of the forgotten Col­onel Mag­nífico Vis­bal was tak­ing his seven-year-old grand­son to get a soft drink at one of the push­carts on the square and be­cause the child ac­ci­dent­ally bum­ped into a corporal of police and spilled the drink on his uni­form, the bar­barian cut him to pieces with his ma­chete, and with one stroke he cut off the head of the grand­father as he tried to stop him. The whole town saw the de­cap­it­ated man pass by as a group of men car­ried him to his house, with a wo­man drag­ging the head along by its hair, and the bloody sack with the pieces of the child.

For Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía it meant the lim­its of atone­ment. He sud­denly found him­self suf­fer­ing from the same in­dig­nation that he had felt in his youth over the body of the wo­man who had been beaten to death be­cause she had been bit­ten by a ra­bid dog. He looked at the groups of bystanders in front of the house and with his old stentorian voice, re­stored by a deep dis­gust with him­self, he un­loaded upon them the burden of hate that he could no longer bear in his heart.

“One of these days,” he shouted, “I’m going to arm my boys so we can get rid of these shitty grin­gos!”

During the course of that week, at dif­fer­ent places along the coast, his seven­teen sons were hunted down like rab­bits by in­visible crim­in­als who aimed at the cen­ter of their crosses of ash. Aure­li­ano Triste was leav­ing the house with his mother at seven in the even­ing when a rifle shot came out of the dark­ness and per­for­ated his fore­head. Aure­li­ano Centeno was found in the ham­mock that he was ac­customed to hang up in the fact­ory with an icepick between his eye­brows driven in up to the handle. Aure­li­ano Ser­rador had left his girl friend at her par­ents’ house after having taken her to the movies and was return­ing through the well-lighted Street of the Turks when someone in the crowd who was never iden­ti­fied fired a re­volver shot which knocked him over into a caldron of boil­ing lard. A few minutes later someone knocked at the door of the room where Aure­li­ano Ar­caya was shut up with a wo­man and shouted to him: “Hurry up, they’re killing your broth­ers.” The wo­man who was with him said later that Aure­li­ano Ar­caya jum­ped out of bed and opened the door and was greeted with the dis­charge of a Mauser that split his head open. On that night of death, while the house was pre­par­ing to hold a wake for the four corpses, Fernanda ran through the town like a mad­wo­man look­ing for Aure­li­ano Se­gundo, whom Petra Cotes had locked up in a closet, think­ing that the or­der of ex­ter­min­ation in­cluded all who bore the col­onel’s name. She would not let him out un­til the fourth day, when the tele­grams re­ceived from dif­fer­ent places along the coast made it clear that the fury of the in­visible en­emy was dir­ec­ted only at the broth­ers marked with the crosses of ash. Am­aranta fetched the ledger where she had writ­ten down the facts about her neph­ews and as the tele­grams ar­rived she drew lines through the names un­til only that of the eld­est re­mained. They re­membered him very well be­cause of the con­trast between his dark skin and his green eyes. His name was Aure­li­ano Amador and he was a carpenter, living in a vil­lage hid­den in the foothills. After wait­ing two weeks for the tele­gram telling of his death, Aure­li­ano Se­gundo sent a messenger to him in or­der to warn him, think­ing that he might not know about the threat that hung over him. The emis­sary returned with the news that Aure­li­ano Amador was safe. The night of the ex­ter­min­ation two men had gone to get him at his house and had shot at him with their re­volvers but they had mis­sed the cross of ashes. Aure­li­ano Amador had been able to leap over the wall of the courtyard and was lost in the labyrinth of the mountains, which he knew like the back of his hand thanks to the friend­ship he maintained with the In­di­ans, from whom he bought wood. Noth­ing more was heard of him.

Those were dark days for Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía. The pres­id­ent of the re­public sent him a tele­gram of con­dol­ence in which he promised an ex­haustive in­vest­ig­ation and paid homage to the dead men. At his com­mand, the mayor appeared at the ser­vices with four fun­eral wreaths, which he tried to place on the coffins, but the col­onel ordered him into the street. After the burial he drew up and per­son­ally sub­mit­ted to the pres­id­ent of the re­public a vi­olent tele­gram, which the tele­grapher re­fused to send. Then he en­riched it with terms of sin­gular ag­gressive­ness, put it in an en­vel­ope, and mailed it. As had happened with the death of his wife, as had happened to him so many times during the war with the deaths of his best friends, he did not have a feel­ing of sorrow but a blind and dir­ec­tion­less rage, a broad feel­ing of im­pot­ence. He even ac­cused Father Ant­onio Isa­bel of com­pli­city for having marked his sons with in­delible ashes so that they could be iden­ti­fied by their en­emies. The de­crepit pri­est, who could no longer string ideas to­gether and who was be­gin­ning to startle his pa­rish­ion­ers with the wild in­ter­pret­ations he gave from the pul­pit, appeared one af­ternoon at the house with the gob­let in which he had pre­pared the ashes that Wed­nesday and he tried to anoint the whole fam­ily with them to show that they could be washed off with water. But the horror of the mis­for­tune had pen­et­rated so deeply that not even Fernanda would let him ex­per­i­ment on her and never again was a Buendía seen to kneel at the al­tar rail on Ash Wed­nesday.

Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía did not re­cover his calm for a long time. He aban­doned the manu­fac­ture of lit­tle fishes, ate with great dif­fi­culty, and wandered all through the house as if walk­ing in his sleep, drag­ging his blanket and chew­ing on his quiet rage. At the end of three months his hair was ashen, his old waxed mustache poured down be­side his color­less lips, but, on the other hand, his eyes were once more the burn­ing coals that had startled those who had seen him born and that in other days had made chairs rock with a sim­ple glance. In the fury of his tor­ment he tried fu­tilely to rouse the omens that had guided his youth along dan­ger­ous paths into the des­ol­ate waste­land of glory. He was lost, as­tray in a strange house where noth­ing and no one now stirred in him the slight­est vestige of af­fec­tion. Once he opened Melquíades’ room, look­ing for the traces of a past from be­fore the war, and he found only rubble, trash, piles of waste ac­cumulated over all the years of aban­don­ment. Between the cov­ers of the books that no one had ever read again, in the old parch­ments dam­aged by damp­ness, a livid flower had prospered, and in the air that had been the purest and bright­est in the house an un­bear­able smell of rotten memor­ies floated. One morn­ing he found Úrsula weep­ing un­der the chestnut tree at the knees of her dead husband. Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía was the only in­hab­it­ant of the house who still did not see the power­ful old man who had been beaten down by half a cen­tury in the open air. “Say hello to your father,” Úrsula told him. He stopped for an in­stant in front of the chestnut tree and once again he saw that the empty space be­fore him did not arouse an af­fec­tion either.

“What does he say?” he asked.

“He’s very sad,” Úrsula an­swered, “be­cause he thinks that you’re going to die.”

“Tell him,” the col­onel said, smil­ing, “that a per­son doesn’t die when he should but when he can.”

The omen of the dead father stirred up the last rem­nant of pride that was left in his heart, but he con­fused it with a sud­den gust of strength. It was for that reason that he houn­ded Úrsula to tell him where in the courtyard the gold coins that they had found in­side the plaster Saint Joseph were buried. “You’ll never know,” she told him with a firm­ness in­spired by an old les­son. “One day,” she ad­ded, “the owner of that for­tune will appear and only he can dig it up.” No one knew why a man who had al­ways been so gen­er­ous had be­gun to covet money with such anxi­ety, and not the mod­est amounts that would have been enough to resolve an emer­gency, but a for­tune of such mad size that the mere mention of it left Aure­li­ano Se­gundo awash in amazement. His old fel­low party mem­bers, to whom he went ask­ing for help, hid so as not to re­ceive him. It was around that time that he was heard to say: “The only dif­fer­ence today between Lib­er­als and Con­ser­vat­ives is that the Lib­er­als go to mass at five o’clock and the Con­ser­vat­ives at eight.” Nev­er­the­less, he in­sisted with such persev­er­ence, begged in such a way, broke his code of dig­nity to such a de­gree, that with a lit­tle help from here and a lit­tle more from there, sneak­ing about everywhere, with a slip­pery di­li­gence and a piti­less persever­ance, he man­aged to put to­gether in eight months more money than Úrsula had buried. Then he vis­ited the ail­ing Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez so that he would help him start the total war.

At a cer­tain time Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez was really the only one who could have pulled, even from his paralytic’s chair, the musty strings of re­bel­lion. After the armistice of Neer­landia, while Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía took refuge with his lit­tle gold fishes, he kept in touch with the rebel of­ficers who had been faith­ful to him un­til the de­feat. With them he waged the sad war of daily hu­mili­ation, of en­treat­ies and pe­ti­tions, of come-back-to­morrow, of any-time-now, of we’re-studying-your-case-with-the-proper-at­tention; the war hope­lessly lost against the many yours-most-trulys who should have signed and would never sign the life­time pen­sions. The other war, the bloody one of twenty years, did not cause them as much dam­age as the corrosive war of eternal postpone­ments. Even Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez, who es­caped three at­tempts on his life, survived five wounds, and emerged un­scathed from in­nu­mer­able battles, suc­cumbed to that at­ro­cious siege of wait­ing and sank into the miser­able de­feat of old age, think­ing of Am­aranta among the dia­mond-shaped patches of light in a borrowed house. The last vet­er­ans of whom he had word had appeared pho­to­graphed in a news­paper with their faces shame­lessly raised be­side an an­onym­ous pres­id­ent of the re­public who gave them buttons with his like­ness on them to wear in their lapels and returned to them a flag soiled with blood and gun­powder so that they could place it on their coffins. The oth­ers, more hon­or­able, were still wait­ing for a let­ter in the shadow of public char­ity, dying of hun­ger, living through rage, rotting of old age amid the ex­quisite shit of glory. So that when Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía in­vited him to start a mor­tal con­flag­ration that would wipe out all vestiges of a re­gime of corruption and scan­dal backed by the foreign in­vader, Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez could not hold back a shud­der of com­passion.

“Oh, Aure­li­ano,” he sighed. “I already knew that you were old, but now I real­ize that you’re a lot older than you look.”








IN THE BE­WIL­DER­MENT of her last years, Úrsula had had very lit­tle free time to at­tend to the papal educ­ation of José Ar­ca­dio, and the time came for him to get ready to leave for the sem­in­ary right away. Meme, his sis­ter, di­vid­ing her time between Fernanda’s ri­gid­ity and Am­aranta’s bit­terness, at al­most the same mo­ment reached the age set for her to be sent to the nuns’ school, where they would make a virtuoso on the clavi­chord of her. Úrsula felt tor­men­ted by grave doubts con­cerning the ef­fect­ive­ness of the meth­ods with which she had mol­ded the spirit of the lan­guid apprentice Supreme Pon­tiff, but she did not put the blame on her stag­ger­ing old age or the dark clouds that barely per­mit­ted her to make out the shape of things, but on so­mething that she her­self could not really define and that she con­ceived con­fusedly as a pro­gressive break­down of time. “The years nowadays don’t pass the way the old ones used to,” she would say, feel­ing that everyday real­ity was slip­ping through her hands. In the past, she thought, chil­dren took a long time to grow up. All one had to do was re­mem­ber all the time needed for José Ar­ca­dio, the elder, to go away with the gypsies and all that happened be­fore he came back pain­ted like a snake and talk­ing like an as­tronomer, and the things that happened in the house be­fore Am­aranta and Ar­ca­dio forgot the lan­guage of the In­di­ans and learned Span­ish. One had to see only the days of sun and dew that poor José Ar­ca­dio Buendía went through un­der the chestnut tree and all the time needed to mourn his death be­fore they brought in a dying Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía, who after so much war and so much suf­fer­ing from it was still not fifty years of age. In other times, after spend­ing the whole day mak­ing candy an­im­als, she had more than enough time for the chil­dren, to see from the whites of their eyes that they needed a dose of castor oil. Now, however, when she had noth­ing to do and would go about with José Ar­ca­dio rid­ing on her hip from dawn to dusk, this bad kind of time com­pelled her to leave things half done. The truth was that Úrsula resisted growing old even when she had already lost count of her age and she was a bother on all sides as she tried to meddle in everyth­ing and as she an­noyed strangers with her questions as to whet­her they had left a plaster Saint Joseph to be kept un­til the rains were over during the days of the war. No one knew ex­actly when she had be­gun to lose her sight. Even in her later years, when she could no longer get out of bed, it seemed that she was sim­ply de­feated by de­crep­itude, but no one dis­covered that she was blind. She had no­ticed it be­fore the birth of José Ar­ca­dio. At first she thought it was a mat­ter of a passing de­bil­ity and she secretly took mar­row syrup and put honey on her eyes, but quite soon she began to real­ize that she was ir­re­voc­ably sink­ing into the dark­ness, to a point where she never had a clear notion of the in­vention of the elec­tric light, for when they put in the first bulbs she was only able to per­ceive the glow. She did not tell any­one about it be­cause it would have been a public re­cog­ni­tion of her use­less­ness. She con­cen­trated on a si­lent schooling in the dis­tances of things and people’s voices, so that she would still be able to see with her memory what the shad­ows of her catar­acts no longer al­lowed her to. Later on she was to dis­cover the un­fore­seen help of odors, which were defined in the shad­ows with a strength that was much more con­vin­cing than that of bulk and color, and which saved her fi­nally from the shame of ad­mit­ting de­feat. In the dark­ness of the room she was able to thread a needle and sew a button­hole and she knew when the milk was about to boil. She knew with so much cer­tainty the loc­ation of everyth­ing that she her­self forgot that she was blind at times. On one oc­ca­sion Fernanda had the whole house up­set be­cause she had lost her wed­ding ring, and Úrsula found it on a shelf in the chil­dren’s bed­room. Quite sim­ply, while the oth­ers were going care­lessly all about, she watched them with her four senses so that they never took her by surprise, and after some time she dis­covered that every mem­ber of the fam­ily, without real­iz­ing it, repeated the same path every day, the same ac­tions, and al­most repeated the same words at the same hour. Only when they de­vi­ated from me­tic­ulous routine did they run the risk of losing so­mething. So when she heard Fernanda all up­set be­cause she had lost her ring, Úrsula re­membered that the only thing dif­fer­ent that she had done that day was to put the mat­tresses out in the sun be­cause Meme had found a bed­bug the night be­fore. Since the chil­dren had been present at the fu­mig­ation, Úrsula figured that Fernanda had put the ring in the only place where they could not reach it: the shelf. Fernanda, on the other hand, looked for it in vain along the paths of her everyday it­in­er­ary without knowing that the search for lost things is hindered by routine habits and that is why it is so dif­fi­cult to find them.

The rear­ing of José Ar­ca­dio helped Úrsula in the ex­hausting task of keep­ing her­self up to date on the smal­lest changes in the house. When she real­ized that Am­aranta was dressing the saints in the bed­room she preten­ded to show the boy the dif­fer­ences in the colors.

“Let’s see,” she would tell him. “Tell me what color the Archangel Raphael is wear­ing.”

In that way the child gave her the in­form­ation that was denied her by her eyes, and long be­fore he went away to the sem­in­ary Úrsula could already dis­tin­guish the dif­fer­ent colors of the saints’ cloth­ing by the texture. So­me­times un­fore­seen ac­ci­dents would happen. One af­ternoon when Am­aranta was em­broider­ing on the porch with the be­gonias Úrsula bum­ped into her.

“For heaven’s sake,” Am­aranta protested, “watch where you’re going.”

“It’s your fault,” Úrsula said. “You’re not sit­ting where you’re supposed to.”

She was sure of it. But that day she began to real­ize so­mething that no one had no­ticed and it was that with the pas­sage of the year the sun im­per­ceptibly changed po­s­i­tion and those who sat on the porch had to change their po­s­i­tion lit­tle by lit­tle without be­ing aware of it. From then on Úrsula had only to re­mem­ber the date in or­der to know ex­actly where Am­aranta was sit­ting. Even though the trem­bling of her hands was more and more no­tice­able and the weight of her feet was too much for her, her small fig­ure was never seen in so many places at the same time. She was al­most as di­li­gent as when she had the whole weight of the house on her shoulders. Nev­er­the­less, in the im­pen­et­rable sol­itude of de­crep­titude she had such clairvoyance as she ex­amined the most in­sig­ni­fic­ant happen­ings in the fam­ily that for the first time she saw clearly the truths that her busy life in former times had preven­ted her from see­ing. Around the time they were pre­par­ing José Ar­ca­dio for the sem­in­ary she had already made a de­tailed re­cap­it­ulation of life in the house since the found­ing of Ma­condo and had com­pletely changed the opin­ion that she had aways held of her des­cend­ants. She real­ized that Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía had not lost his love for the fam­ily be­cause he had been hardened by the war, as she had thought be­fore, but that he had never loved any­one, not even his wife Remedios or the count­less one-night wo­men who had passed through his life, and much less his sons. She sensed that he had fought so many wars not out of ideal­ism, as everyone had thought, nor had he re­nounced a cer­tain vic­tory be­cause of fatigue, as everyone had thought, but that he had won and lost for the same reason, pure and sin­ful pride. She reached the con­clusion that the son for whom she would have given her life was sim­ply a man in­cap­able of love. One night when she was car­rying him in her belly she heard him weep­ing. It was such a def­in­ite lament that José Ar­ca­dio Buendía woke up be­side her and was happy with the idea that his son was going to be a vent­ri­lo­quist. Other people pre­dicted that he would be a prophet. She, on the other hand, shuddered from the cer­tainty that the deep moan was a first in­dic­ation of the fear­ful pig tail and she begged God to let the child die in her womb. But the lu­cid­ity of her old age al­lowed her to see, and she said so many times, that the cries of chil­dren in their moth­ers’ wombs are not an­nounce­ments of vent­ri­lo­quism or a fac­ulty for prophecy but an un­mistak­able sign of an in­ca­pa­city for love. The lower­ing of the im­age of her son brought out in her all at once all of the com­passion that she owed him. Am­aranta, however, whose hard­ness of heart frightened her, whose con­cen­trated bit­terness made her bit­ter, sud­denly be­came clear to her in the fi­nal ana­lysis as the most tender wo­man who had ever ex­isted, and she un­der­stood with pitying clar­ity that the un­just tor­tures to which she had sub­mit­ted Pietro Crespi had not been dic­tated by a de­sire for ven­geance, as everyone had thought, nor had the slow martyr­dom with which she had frustrated the life of Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez been de­term­ined by the gall of her bit­terness, as everyone had thought, but that both ac­tions had been a mor­tal struggle between a meas­ure­less love and an in­vin­cible cow­ardice, and that the ir­rational fear that Am­aranta had al­ways had of her own tor­men­ted heart had tri­umphed in the end. It was during that time that Úrsula began to speak Re­beca’s name, bring­ing back the memory of her with an old love that was ex­al­ted by tardy repent­ance and a sud­den ad­mir­ation, coming to un­der­stand that only she, Re­beca, the one who had never fed of her milk but only of the earth of the land and the white­ness of the walls, the one who did not carry the blood of her veins in hers but the un­known blood of the strangers whose bones were still clocing in their grave. Re­beca, the one with an im­pati­ent heart, the one with a fierce womb, was the only one who had the un­bridled courage that Úrsula had wanted for her line.

“Re­beca,” she would say, feel­ing along the walls, “how un­fair we’ve been to you!”

In the house they sim­ply thought that her mind was wan­der­ing, es­pe­cially since the time she had be­gun walk­ing about with her right arm raised like the Archangel Gab­riel. Fernanda, however, real­ized that there was a sun of clairvoyance in the shad­ows of that wan­der­ing, for Úrsula could say without hestit­ation how much money had been spent in the house during the previous year. Am­aranta had a sim­ilar idea one day as her mother was stirring a pot of soup in the kit­chen and said all at once without knowing that they were listen­ing to her that the corn grinder they had bought from the first gypsies and that had disappeared during the time be­fore José Ar­ca­dio had taken his sixty-five trips around the world was still in Pi­lar Tern­era’s house. Also al­most a hun­dred years old, but fit and agile in spite of her in­con­ceiv­able fat­ness, which frightened chil­dren as her laughter had frightened the doves in other times, Pi­lar Tern­era was not surprised that Úrsula was correct be­cause her own ex­per­i­ence was be­gin­ning to tell her that an alert old age can be more keen than the cards.

Nev­er­the­less, when Úrsula real­ized that she had not had enough time to con­sol­id­ate the vo­c­ation of José Ar­ca­dio, she let her­self be dis­turbed by con­sternation. She began to make mis­takes, trying to see with her eyes the things that in­tui­tion al­lowed her to see with greater clar­ity. One morn­ing she poured the con­tents of an ink­well over the boy’s head think­ing that it was rose water. She stumbled so much in her in­sist­ence in tak­ing part in everyth­ing that she felt her­self up­set by gusts of bad hu­mor and she tried to get rid of the shad­ows that were be­gin­ning to wrap her in a strait­jacket of cob­webs. It was then that it oc­curred to her that her clum­si­ness was not the first vic­tory of de­crep­itude and dark­ness but a sen­tence passed by time. She thought that previously, when God did not make the same traps out of the months and years that the Turks used when they meas­ured a yard of per­cale, things were dif­fer­ent. Now chil­dren not only grew faster, but even feel­ings de­veloped in a dif­fer­ent way. No sooner had Remedios the Beauty as­cen­ded to heaven in body and soul than the in­con­sid­er­ate Fernanda was going about mum­bling to her­self be­cause her sheets had been car­ried off. The bod­ies of the Aure­li­anos were no sooner cold in their graves than Aure­li­ano Se­gundo had the house lighted up again, filled with drunk­ards playing the ac­cor­dion and dousing them­selves in cham­pagne, as if dogs and not Christi­ans had died, and as if that mad­house which had cost her so many head­aches and so many candy an­im­als was des­tined to be­come a trash heap of per­di­tion. Re­mem­ber­ing those things as she pre­pared José Ar­ca­dio’s trunk, Úrsula wondered if it was not pre­fer­able to lie down once and for all in her grave and let them throw the earth over her, and she asked God, without fear, if he really be­lieved that people were made of iron in or­der to bear so many troubles and mor­ti­fic­ations; and ask­ing over and over she was stirring up her own con­fusion and she felt ir­re­pressible de­sires to let her­self go and scamper about like a foreigner and al­low her­self at last an in­stant of re­bel­lion, that in­stant yearned for so many times and so many times postponed, put­ting her resig­nation as­ide and shit­ting on everyth­ing once and for all and draw­ing out of her heart the in­fin­ite stacks of bad words that she had been forced to swal­low over a cen­tury of con­formity.

“Shit!” she shouted.

Am­aranta, who was starting to put the clothes into the trunk, thought that she had been bit­ten by a scorpion.

“Where is it?” she asked in alarm.

“What?”

“The bug!” Am­aranta said.

Úrsula put a fin­ger on her heart.

“Here,” she said.

On Thursday, at two in the af­ternoon, José Ar­ca­dio left for the sem­in­ary. Úrsula would re­mem­ber him al­ways as she said good-bye to him, lan­guid and ser­i­ous, without shed­ding a tear, as she had taught him, swel­ter­ing in the heat in the green cor­duroy suit with copper buttons and a starched bow around his neck. He left the din­ing room im­preg­nated with the pen­et­rat­ing fragrance of rose water that she had sprinkled on his head so that she could fol­low his tracks through the house. While the farewell lunch was going on, the fam­ily con­cealed its nervous­ness with fest­ive ex­pressions and they cel­eb­rated with ex­ag­ger­ated en­thu­si­asm the re­marks that Father Ant­onio Isa­bel made. But when they took out the trunk bound in vel­vet and with sil­ver corners, it was as if they had taken a coffin out of the house. The only one who re­fused to take part in the farewell was Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía.

“That’s all we need,” he muttered. “A Pope!”

Three months later Aure­li­ano Se­gundo and Fernanda took Meme to school and came back with a clavi­chord, which took the place of the pi­an­ola. It was around that time that Am­aranta started sew­ing her own shroud. The ba­nana fever had calmed down. The old in­hab­it­ants of Ma­condo found them­selves surroun­ded by new­comers and work­ing hard to cling to their pre­carious resources of times gone by, but com­forted in any case by the sense that they had survived a shipwreck. In the house they still had guests for lunch and the old routine was never really set up again un­til the ba­nana com­pany left years later. Nev­er­the­less, there were rad­ical changes in the tra­di­tional sense of hospit­al­ity be­cause at that time it was Fernanda who im­posed her rules. With Úrsula releg­ated to the shad­ows and with Am­aranta ab­sorbed in the work of her wind­ing cloth, the former apprentice queen had the free­dom to choose the guests and im­pose on them the ri­gid norms that her par­ents had taught her. Her sever­ity made the house a re­doubt of old cus­toms in a town con­vulsed by the vul­gar­ity with which the out­siders squandered their easy for­tunes. For her, with no further questions asked, proper people were those who had noth­ing to do with the ba­nana com­pany. Even José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo, her brother-in-law, was the vic­tim of her dis­crim­in­at­ory jeal­ousy be­cause during the ex­cite­ment of the first days he gave up his stupendous fight­ing cocks again and took a job as fore­man with the ba­nana com­pany.

“He won’t ever come into this house again,” Fernanda said, “as long as he car­ries the rash of the foreign­ers.”

Such was the nar­row­ness im­posed in the house that Aure­li­ano Se­gundo felt more com­fortable at Petra Cotes’s. First, with the pre­text of tak­ing the burden off his wife, he trans­fer­red his parties. Then, with the pre­text that the an­im­als were losing their fer­til­ity, he trans­fer­red his barns and stables. Fi­nally, with the pre­text that it was cooler in his con­cubine’s house, he trans­fer­red the small of­fice in which he handled his busi­ness. When Fernanda real­ized that she was a widow whose husband had still not died, it was already too late for things to return to their former state. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo barely ate at home and the only appear­ances he put in, such as to sleep with his wife, were not enough to con­vince any­one. One night, out of care­less­ness, morn­ing found him in Petra Cotes’s bed. Fernanda, con­trary to ex­pect­ations, did not re­proach him in the least or give the slight­est sigh of re­sent­ment, but on the same day she sent two trunks with his cloth­ing to the house of his con­cubine. She sent them in broad day­light and with in­struc­tions that they be car­ried through the middle of the street so that everyone could see them, think­ing that her straying husband would be un­able to bear the shame and would return to the fold with his head hung low. But that heroic ges­ture was just one more proof of how poorly Fernanda knew not only the char­ac­ter of her husband but the char­ac­ter of a com­munity that had noth­ing to do with that of her par­ents, for everyone who saw the trunks pass by said that it was the nat­ural culmin­ation of a story whose in­timacies were known to everyone, and Aure­li­ano Se­gundo cel­eb­rated the free­dom he had re­ceived with a party that lasted for three days. To the greater dis­ad­vant­age of his wife, as she was en­ter­ing into a sad maturity with her som­ber long dresses, her old-fashioned medals, and her out-of-place pride, the con­cubine seemed to be bursting with a se­cond youth, clothed in gaudy dresses of nat­ural silk and with her eyes ti­ger-striped with a glow of vin­dic­ation. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo gave him­self over to her again with the fury of ad­oles­cence, as be­fore, when Petra Cotes had not loved him for him­self but be­cause she had him mixed up with his twin brother and as she slept with both of them at the same time she thought that God had given her the good for­tune of having a man who could make love like two. The re­stored passion was so pressing that on more than one oc­ca­sion they would look each other in the eyes as they were getting ready to eat and without saying any­thing they would cover their plates and go into the bed­room dying of hun­ger and of love. In­spired by the things he had seen on his furtive vis­its to the French mat­rons, Aure­li­ano Se­gundo bought Petra Cotes a bed with an archep­is­copal can­opy, put vel­vet curtains on the win­dows, and covered the ceil­ing and the walls of the bed­room with large rock-crystal mirrors. At the same time he was more of a ca­rouser and spendthrift than ever. On the train, which ar­rived every day at el­even o’clock, he would re­ceive cases and more cases of cham­pagne and brandy. On the way back from the station he would drag the im­provised cum­bi­amba along in full view of all the people on the way, nat­ives or out­siders, ac­quaint­ances or people yet to be known, without dis­tinc­tions of any kind. Even the slip­pery Mr. Brown, who talked only in a strange tongue, let him­self be se­duced by the tempting signs that Aure­li­ano Se­gundo made him and sev­eral times he got dead drunk in Petra Cotes’s house and he even made the fierce Ger­man shep­herd dogs that went everywhere with him dance to some Texas songs that he him­self mumbled in one way or an­other to the ac­com­pani­ment of the ac­cor­dion.

“Cease, cows,” Aure­li­ano Se­gundo shouted at the height of the party. “Cease, be­cause life is short.”

He never looked bet­ter, nor had he been loved more, nor had the breed­ing of his an­im­als been wilder. There was a slaughter­ing of so many cows, pigs, and chick­ens for the end­less parties that the ground in the courtyard turned black and muddy with so much blood. It was an eternal ex­ecution ground of bones and innards, a mud pit of leftovers, and they had to keep ex­plod­ing dy­nam­ite bombs all the time so that the buzzards would not pluck out the guests’ eyes. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo grew fat, purple-colored, turtle-shaped, be­cause of an appetite com­par­able only to that of José Ar­ca­dio when he came back from travel­ing around the world. The prestige of his out­land­ish vora­city, of his im­mense ca­pa­city as a spendthrift, of his un­pre­ceden­ted hospit­al­ity went beyond the bor­ders of the swamp and at­trac­ted the best-qual­i­fied gluttons from all along the coast. Fab­ulous eat­ers ar­rived from everywhere to take part in the ir­rational tourneys of ca­pa­city and resistance that were or­gan­ized in the house of Petra Cotes. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo was the un­con­quered eater un­til the luck­less Saturday when Cam­ila Sagastume appeared, a totemic fe­male known all through the land by the good name of “The Ele­ph­ant.” The duel lasted un­til dawn on Tuesday. During the first twenty-four hours, having dis­patched a din­ner of veal, with cas­sava, yams, and fried ba­na­nas, and a case and a half of cham­pagne in ad­di­tion, Aure­li­ano Se­gundo was sure of vic­tory. He seemed more en­thu­si­astic, more vital than his im­per­turb­able ad­versary, who pos­sessed a style that was ob­viously more professional, but at the same time less emotional for the large crowd that filled the house. While Aure­li­ano Se­gundo ate with great bites, over­come by the anxi­ety of vic­tory, The Ele­ph­ant was sli­cing her meat with the art of a surgeon and eat­ing it un­hurriedly and even with a cer­tain pleas­ure. She was gi­gantic and sturdy, but over her colossal form a ten­derness of fem­in­in­ity prevailed and she had a face that was so beau­ti­ful, hands so fine and well cared for, and such an ir­resistible per­sonal charm that when Aure­li­ano Se­gundo saw her enter the house he com­men­ted in a low voice that he would have pre­fer­red to have the tourney in bed and not at the table. Later on, when he saw her con­sume a side of veal without break­ing a single rule of good table man­ners, he com­men­ted ser­i­ously that that del­ic­ate, fas­cin­at­ing, and in­sa­tiable probos­cidian was in a cer­tain way the ideal wo­man. He was not mis­taken. The reputation of a bone crusher that had pre­ceded The Ele­ph­ant had no basis. She was not a beef cruncher or a bearded lady from a Greek cir­cus, as had been said, but the dir­ector of a school of voice. She had learned to eat when she was already the respect­able mother of a fam­ily, look­ing for a way for her chil­dren to eat bet­ter and not by means of any arti­fi­cial stim­ulation of their appetites but through the ab­so­lute tran­quil­lity of their spir­its. Her the­ory, demon­strated in practice, was based on the prin­ciple that a per­son who had all mat­ters of con­science in per­fect shape should be able to eat un­til over­come by fatigue. And it was for moral reasons and sporting in­terest that she left her school and her home to com­pete with a man whose fame as a great, un­prin­cipled eater had spread throug­hout the country. From the first mo­ment she saw him she saw that Aure­li­ano Se­gundo would lose not his stomach but his char­ac­ter. At the end of the first night, while The Ele­ph­ant was boldly going on, Aure­li­ano Se­gundo was wear­ing him­self out with a great deal of talk­ing and laugh­ing. They slept four hours. On awaken­ing each one had the juice of forty or­anges, eight quarts of cof­fee, and thirty raw eggs. On the se­cond morn­ing, after many hours without sleep and having put away two pigs, a bunch of ba­na­nas, and four cases of cham­pagne, The Ele­ph­ant suspec­ted that Aure­li­ano Se­gundo had un­knowingly dis­covered the same method as hers, but by the ab­surd route of total ir­respons­ib­il­ity. He was, there­fore, more dan­ger­ous than she had thought. Nev­er­the­less, when Petra Cotes brought two roast turkeys to the table, Aure­li­ano Se­gundo was a step away from be­ing stuffed.

“If you can’t, don’t eat any more,” The Ele­ph­ant said to him. “Let’s call it a tie.”

She said it from her heart, un­der­stand­ing that she could not eat an­other mouth­ful either, out of re­morse for bring­ing on the death of her ad­versary. But Aure­li­ano Se­gundo in­ter­preted it as an­other chal­lenge and he filled him­self with turkey beyond his in­cred­ible ca­pa­city. He lost con­scious­ness. He fell face down into the plate filled with bones, froth­ing at the mouth like a dog, and drown­ing in moans of agony. He felt, in the midst of the dark­ness, that they were throwing him from the top of a tower into a bottom­less pit and in a last flash of con­scious­ness he real­ized that at the end of that end­less fall death was wait­ing for him.

“Take me to Fernanda,” he man­aged to say.

His friends left him at the house think­ing that they had helped him ful­fill his promise to his wife not to die in his con­cubine’s bed. Petra Cotes had shined his pat­ent leather boots that he wanted to wear in his coffin, and she was already look­ing for someone to take them when they came to tell her that Aure­li­ano Se­gundo was out of danger. He did re­cover, in­deed, in less than a week, and two weeks later he was cel­eb­rat­ing the fact of his survival with un­pre­ceden­ted fest­iv­it­ies. He con­tinued living at Petra Cotes’s but he would visit Fernanda every day and so­me­times he would stay to eat with the fam­ily, as if fate had rever­sed the situ­ation and had made him the husband of his con­cubine and the lover of his wife.

It was a rest for Fernanda. During the bore­dom of her aban­don­ment her only dis­trac­tions were the clavi­chord les­sons at si­esta time and the let­ters from her chil­dren. In the de­tailed mes­sages that she sent them every two weeks there was not a single line of truth. She hid her troubles from them. She hid from them the sad­ness of a house which, in spite of the light on the be­gonias, in spite of the heav­i­ness at two in the af­ternoon, in spite of the frequent waves of fest­ivals that came in from the street, was more and more like the co­lo­nial man­sion of her par­ents. Fernanda would wander alone among the three living ghosts and the dead ghost of José Ar­ca­dio Buendía, who at times would come to sit down with an in­quisit­ive at­tention in the half-light of the parlor while she was playing the clavi­chord. Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía was a shadow. Since the last time that he had gone out into the street to propose a war without any future to Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez, he left the work­shop only to urin­ate un­der the chestnut tree. He did not re­ceive any vis­its ex­cept that of the barber every three weeks. He fed on any­thing that Úrsula brought him once a day, and even though he kept on mak­ing lit­tle gold fishes with the same passion as be­fore, he stopped selling them when he found out that people were buying them not as pieces of jew­elry but as his­toric relics. He made a bon­fire in the courtyard of the dolls of Remedios which had dec­or­ated their bed­room since their wed­ding. The watch­ful Úrsula real­ized what her son was doing but she could not stop him.

“You have a heart of stone,” she told him.

“It’s not a question of a heart,” he said. “The room’s getting full of moths.”

Am­aranta was weav­ing her shroud. Fernanda did not un­der­stand why she would write oc­ca­sional let­ters to Meme and even send her gifts and on the other hand did not even want to hear about José Ar­ca­dio. “They’ll die without knowing why,” Am­aranta an­swered when she was asked through Úrsula, and that an­swer planted an en­igma in Fernanda’s heart that she was never able to cla­rify. Tall, broad-shouldered, proud, al­ways dressed in abund­ant petti­coats with lace and an air of dis­tinc­tion that resisted the years and bad memor­ies, Am­aranta seemed to carry the cross of ashes of vir­gin­ity on her fore­head. In real­ity she car­ried it on her hand in the black band­age, which she did not take off even to sleep and which she washed and ironed her­self. Her life was spent in weav­ing her shroud. It might have been said that she wove during the day and un­wove during the night, and not with any hope of de­feat­ing sol­itude in that way, but, quite the con­trary, in or­der to nurture it.

The greatest worry that Fernanda had during her years of aban­don­ment was that Meme would come to spend her first va­cation and not find Aure­li­ano Se­gundo at home. His con­gestion had put an end to that fear. When Meme returned, her par­ents had made an agreement that not only would the girl think that Aure­li­ano Se­gundo was still a do­mest­ic­ated husband but also that she would not no­tice the sad­ness of the house. Every year for two months Aure­li­ano Se­gundo played his role of an ex­em­plary husband and he or­gan­ized parties with ice cream and cookies which the gay and lively school­girl en­hanced with the clavi­chord. It was ob­vious from then on that she had in­her­ited very lit­tle of her mother’s char­ac­ter. She seemed more of a se­cond ver­sion of Am­aranta when the lat­ter had not known bit­terness and was arousing the house with her dance steps at the age of twelve or fourteen be­fore her secret passion for Pietro Crespi was to twist the dir­ec­tion of her heart in the end. But un­like Am­aranta, un­like all of them, Meme still did not reveal the sol­it­ary fate of the fam­ily and she seemed en­tirely in con­formity with the world, even when she would shut her­self up in the parlor at two in the af­ternoon to practice the clavi­chord with an in­flex­ible dis­cip­line. It was ob­vious that she liked the house, that she spent the whole year dream­ing about the ex­cite­ment of the young people her ar­rival brought around, and that she was not far re­moved from the fest­ive vo­c­ation and hospit­able ex­cesses of her father. The first sign of that calam­it­ous in­her­it­ance was revealed on her third va­cation, when Meme appeared at the house with four nuns and sixty-eight classmates whom she had in­vited to spend a week with her fam­ily on her own ini­ti­at­ive and without any previous warning.

“How aw­ful!” Fernanda lamen­ted. “This child is as much of a bar­barian as her father!”

It was ne­ces­sary to borrow beds and ham­mocks from the neigh­bors, to set up nine shifts at the table, to fix hours for bathing, and to borrow forty stools so that the girls in blue uni­forms with masculine buttons would not spend the whole day run­ning from one place to an­other. The visit was a fail­ure be­cause the noisy school­girls would scarcely fin­ish break­fast be­fore they had to start tak­ing turns for lunch and then for din­ner, and for the whole week they were able to take only one walk through the plant­ations. At night­fall the nuns were ex­hausted, un­able to move, give an­other or­der, and still the troop of tire­less ad­oles­cents was in the courtyard singing school songs out of tune. One day they were on the point of tramp­ling Úrsula, who made an ef­fort to be use­ful pre­cisely where she was most in the way. On an­other day the nuns got all ex­cited be­cause Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía had urin­ated un­der the chestnut tree without be­ing con­cerned that the school­girls were in the courtyard. Am­aranta was on the point of causing panic be­cause one of the nuns went into the kit­chen as she was salt­ing the soup and the only thing that oc­curred to her to say was to ask what those hand­fuls of white powder were.
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“Ar­senic,” Am­aranta an­swered.

The night of their ar­rival the students car­ried on in such a way, trying to go to the bath­room be­fore they went to bed, that at one o’clock in the morn­ing the last ones were still going in. Fernanda then bought seventy-two cham­ber­pots but she only man­aged to change the noc­turnal problem into a morn­ing one, be­cause from dawn on there was a long line of girls, each with her pot in her hand, wait­ing for her turn to wash it. Although some of them suffered fevers and sev­eral of them were in­fec­ted by mosquito bites, most of them showed an un­break­able resistance as they faced the most troublesome dif­fi­culties, and even at the time of the greatest heat they would scamper through the garden. When they fi­nally left, the flowers were destroyed, the fur­niture broken, and the walls covered with draw­ings and writ­ing, but Fernanda pardoned them for all of the dam­age be­cause of her re­lief at their leav­ing. She returned the borrowed beds and stools and kept the seventy-two cham­ber­pots in Melquíades’ room. The locked room, about which the spir­itual life of the house re­volved in former times, was known from that time on as the “cham­ber­pot room.” For Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía it was the most appropri­ate name, be­cause while the rest of the fam­ily was still amazed by the fact that Melquíades’ room was im­mune to dust and destruc­tion, he saw it turned into a dunghill. In any case, it did not seem to bother him who was correct, and if he found out about the fate of the room it was be­cause Fernanda kept passing by and dis­turbing his work for a whole af­ternoon as she put away the cham­ber­pots.

During those days José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo re­appeared in the house. He went along the porch without greet­ing any­one and he shut him­self up in the work­shop to talk to the col­onel. In spite of the fact that she could not see him, Úrsula ana­lyzed the click­ing of his fore­man’s boots and was surprised at the un­bridge­able dis­tance that se­par­ated him from the fam­ily, even from the twin brother with whom he had played in­geni­ous games of con­fusion in child­hood and with whom he no longer had any traits in com­mon. He was lin­ear, sol­emn, and had a pens­ive air and the sad­ness of a Sara­cen and a mourn­ful glow on his face that was the color of autumn. He was the one who most resembled his mother, Santa Sofía de la Piedad. Úrsula re­proached her­self for the habit of for­getting about him when she spoke about the fam­ily, but when she sensed him in the house again and no­ticed that the col­onel let him into the work­shop during work­ing hours, she re-ex­amined her old memor­ies and con­firmed the be­lief that at some mo­ment in child­hood he had changed places with his twin brother, be­cause it was he and not the other one who should have been called Aure­li­ano. No one knew the de­tails of his life. At one time it was dis­covered that he had no fixed abode, that he raised fight­ing cocks at Pi­lar Tern­era’s house and that so­me­times he would stay there to sleep but that he al­most al­ways spent the night in the rooms of the French mat­rons. He drif­ted about, with no ties of af­fec­tion, with no am­bi­tions, like a wan­der­ing star in Úrsula’s plan­et­ary system.

In real­ity, José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo was not a mem­ber of the fam­ily, nor would he ever be of any other since that dis­tant dawn when Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez took him to the bar­racks, not so that he could see an ex­ecution, but so that for the rest of his life he would never for­get the sad and some­what mock­ing smile of the man be­ing shot. That was not only his old­est memory, but the only one he had of his child­hood. The other one, that of an old man with an old-fashioned vest and a hat with a brim like a crow’s wings who told him mar­velous things framed in a dazzling win­dow, he was un­able to place in any period. It was an un­cer­tain memory, en­tirely devoid of les­sons or nos­tal­gia, the opposite of the memory of the ex­ecuted man, which had really set the dir­ec­tion of his life and would return to his memory clearer and clearer as he grew older, as if the pas­sage of time were bring­ing him closer to it. Úrsula tried to use José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo to get Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía to give up his im­pris­on­ment. “Get him to go to the movies,” she said to him. “Even if he doesn’t like the pic­ture, at least he’ll breathe a lit­tle fresh air.” But it did not take her long to real­ize that he was as in­sens­ible to her beg­ging as the col­onel would have been, and that they were ar­mored by the same im­per­me­ab­il­ity of af­fec­tion. Although she never knew, nor did any­one know, what they spoke about in their prolonged ses­sions shut up in the work­shop, she un­der­stood that they were prob­ably the only mem­bers of the fam­ily who seemed drawn to­gether by some af­fin­ity.

The truth is that not even José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo would have been able to draw the col­onel out of his con­fine­ment. The in­va­sion of school­girls had lowered the lim­its of his pati­ence. With the pre­text that his wed­ding bed­room was at the mercy of the moths in spite of the destruc­tion of Remedios’ appet­iz­ing dolls, he hung a ham­mock in the work­shop and then he would leave it only to go into the courtyard to take care of his ne­cessit­ies. Úrsula was un­able to string to­gether even a trivial con­ver­sation with him. She knew that he did not look at the dishes of food but would put them at one end of his work­bench while he fin­ished a lit­tle fish and it did not mat­ter to him if the soup curdled or if the meat got cold. He grew harder and harder ever since Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez re­fused to back him up in a senile war. He locked him­self up in­side him­self and the fam­ily fi­nally thought of him as if he were dead. No other hu­man re­ac­tion was seen in him un­til one October el­ev­enth, when he went to the street door to watch a cir­cus parade. For Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía it had been a day just like all of those of his last years. At five o’clock in the morn­ing the noise of the toads and crick­ets out­side the wall woke him up. The drizzle had per­sisted since Saturday and there was no ne­cessity for him to hear their tiny whis­per­ing among the leaves of the garden be­cause he would have felt the cold in his bones in any case. He was, as al­ways, wrapped in his woolen blanket and wear­ing his crude cotton long draw­ers, which he still wore for com­fort, even though be­cause of their musty, old-fashioned style he called them his “Goth draw­ers.” He put on his tight pants but did not button them up, nor did he put the gold button into his shirt col­lar as he al­ways did, be­cause he planned to take a bath. Then he put the blanket over his head like a cowl, brushed his drip­ping mustache with his fin­gers, and went to urin­ate in the courtyard. There was still so much time left for the sun to come out that José Ar­ca­dio Buendía was still dozing un­der the shel­ter of palm fronds that had been rotted by the rain. He did not see him, as he had never seen him, nor did he hear the in­com­pre­hens­ible phrase that the ghost of his father ad­dressed to him as he awakened, startled by the stream of hot urine that splat­tered his shoes. He put the bath off for later, not be­cause of the cold and the damp­ness, but be­cause of the oppressive October mist. On his way back to the work­shop he no­ticed the odor of the wick that Santa Sofía de la Piedad was using to light the stoves, and he waited in the kit­chen for the cof­fee to boil so that he could take along his mug without sugar. Santa Sofía de la Piedad asked him, as on every morn­ing, what day of the week it was, and he an­swered that it was Tuesday, October el­ev­enth. Watch­ing the glow of the fire as it gil­ded the per­sist­ent wo­man who neither then nor in any in­stant of her life seemed to ex­ist com­pletely, he sud­denly re­membered that on one October el­ev­enth in the middle of the war he had awakened with the brutal cer­tainty that the wo­man with whom he had slept was dead. She really was and he could not for­get the date be­cause she had asked him an hour be­fore what day it was. In spite of the memory he did not have an aware­ness this time either of to what de­gree his omens had aban­doned him and while the cof­fee was boil­ing he kept on think­ing out of pure curi­osity but without the slight­est risk of nos­tal­gia about the wo­man whose name he had never known and whose face he had not seen be­cause she had stumbled to his ham­mock in the dark. Nev­er­the­less, in the empti­ness of so many wo­men who came into his life in the same way, he did not re­mem­ber that she was the one who in the de­li­rium of that first meet­ing was on the point of foun­der­ing in her own tears and scarcely an hour be­fore her death had sworn to love him un­til she died. He did not think about her again or about any of the oth­ers after he went into the work­shop with the steam­ing cup, and he lighted the lamp in or­der to count the lit­tle gold fishes, which he kept in a tin pail. There were seven­teen of them. Since he had de­cided not to sell any, he kept on mak­ing two fishes a day and when he fin­ished twenty-five he would melt them down and start all over again. He worked all morn­ing, ab­sorbed, without think­ing about any­thing, without real­iz­ing that at ten o’clock the rain had grown stronger and someone ran past the work­shop shouting to close the doors be­fore the house was flooded, and without think­ing even about him­self un­til Úrsula came in with his lunch and turned out the light.

“What a rain!” Úrsula said.

“October,” he said.

When he said it he did not raise his eyes from the first lit­tle fish of the day be­cause he was put­ting in the rubies for the eyes. Only when he fin­ished it and put it with the oth­ers in the pail did he be­gin to drink the soup. Then, very slowly, he ate the piece of meat roasted with onions, the white rice, and the slices of fried ba­na­nas all on the same plate to­gether. His appetite did not change un­der either the best or the harshest of circum­stances. After lunch he felt the drowsi­ness of in­activ­ity. Be­cause of a kind of sci­en­tific super­sti­tion he never worked, or read, or bathed, or made love un­til two hours of di­gestion had gone by, and it was such a deep-rooted be­lief that sev­eral times he held up mil­it­ary oper­ations so as not to sub­mit the troops to the risks of in­di­gestion. So he lay down in the ham­mock, re­moving the wax from his ears with a pen­knife, and in a few minutes he was as­leep. He dreamed that he was going into an empty house with white walls and that he was up­set by the burden of be­ing the first hu­man be­ing to enter it. In the dream he re­membered that he had dreamed the same thing the night be­fore and on many nights over the past years and he knew that the im­age would be erased from his memory when he awakened be­cause that re­current dream had the qual­ity of not be­ing re­membered ex­cept within the dream itself. A mo­ment later, in­deed, when the barber knocked at the work­shop door, Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía awoke with the im­pression that he had fallen as­leep in­vol­un­tar­ily for a few se­conds and that he had not had time to dream any­thing.

“Not today,” he told the barber. “We’ll make it on Fri­day.”

He had a three-day beard speckled with white hairs, but he did not think it ne­ces­sary to shave be­cause on Fri­day he was going to have his hair cut and it could all be done at the same time. The sticky sweat of the un­wanted si­esta aroused the scars of the sores in his armpits. The sky had cleared but the sun had not come out. Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía released a sonorous belch which brought back the acid­ity of the soup to his pal­ate and which was like a com­mand from his or­gan­ism to throw his blanket over his shoulders and go to the toi­let. He stayed there longer than was ne­ces­sary, crouched over the dense fer­ment­ation that was coming out of the wooden box un­til habit told him that it was time to start work again. During the time he lingered he re­membered again that it was Tuesday and that José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo had not come to the work­shop be­cause it was payday on the ba­nana com­pany farms. That re­col­lec­tion, as all of those of the past few years, led him to think about the war without his real­iz­ing it. He re­membered that Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez had once promised to get him a horse with a white star on its face and that he had never spoken about it again. Then he went on toward scat­tered epi­sodes but he brought them back without any judg­ment be­cause since he could not think about any­thing else, he had learned to think coldly so that in­es­cap­able memor­ies would not touch any feel­ing. On his way back to the work­shop, see­ing that the air was be­gin­ning to dry out, he de­cided that it was a good time to take a bath, but Am­aranta had got there ahead of him. So he started on the se­cond lit­tle fish of the day. He was put­ting a hook on the tail when the sun came out with such strength that the light creaked like a fish­ing boat. The air, which had been washed by the three-day drizzle, was filled with flying ants. Then he came to the real­iz­a­tion that he felt like urin­at­ing and he had been put­ting it off un­til he had fin­ished fixing the lit­tle fish. He went out into the courtyard at ten minutes after four, when he heard the dis­tant brass in­stru­ments, the beat­ing of the bass drum, and the shouting of the chil­dren, and for the first time since his youth he knowingly fell into a trap of nos­tal­gia and re­lived that prodi­gious af­ternoon of the gypsies when his father took him to see ice. Santa Sofía de la Piedad dropped what she was doing in the kit­chen and ran to the door.

“It’s the cir­cus,” she shouted.

In­stead of going to the chestnut tree, Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía also went to the street door and mingled with the bystanders who were watch­ing the parade. He saw a wo­man dressed in gold sit­ting on the head of an ele­ph­ant. He saw a sad dromedary. He saw a bear dressed like a Dutch girl keep­ing time to the mu­sic with a soup spoon and a pan. He saw the clowns doing cartwheels at the end of the parade and once more he saw the face of his miser­able sol­itude when everyth­ing had passed by and there was noth­ing but the bright ex­panse of the street and the air full of flying ants with a few on­lookers peer­ing into the pre­cip­ice of un­cer­tainty. Then he went to the chestnut tree, think­ing about the cir­cus, and while he urin­ated he tried to keep on think­ing about the cir­cus, but he could no longer find the memory. He pulled his head in between his shoulders like a baby chick and re­mained motion­less with his fore­head against the trunk of the chestnut tree. The fam­ily did not find him un­til the fol­lowing day at el­even o’clock in the morn­ing when Santa Sofía de la Piedad went to throw out the gar­bage in back and her at­tention was at­trac­ted by the des­cend­ing vul­tures.








MEME’S LAST VA­CATIONS co­in­cided with the period of mourn­ing for Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía. The shuttered house was no place for parties. They spoke in whis­pers, ate in si­lence, re­cited the ros­ary three times a day, and even clavi­chord practice during the heat of si­esta time had a funer­eal echo. In spite of her secret hostil­ity toward the col­onel, it was Fernanda who im­posed the rigor of that mourn­ing, im­pressed by the solem­nity with which the gov­ern­ment ex­al­ted the memory of its dead en­emy. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo, as was his cus­tom, came back to sleep in the house during his daugh­ter’s va­cation and Fernanda must have done so­mething to re­gain her privileges as his le­git­imate wife be­cause the fol­lowing year Meme found a newborn lit­tle sis­ter who against the wishes of her mother had been bap­tized with the name Am­aranta Úrsula.

Meme had fin­ished her course of study. The dip­loma that cer­ti­fied her as a con­cert clavi­chordist was rati­fied by the virtuosity with which she ex­ecuted popular melodies of the seven­teenth cen­tury at the gath­er­ing or­gan­ized to cel­eb­rate the com­pletion of her studies and with which the period of mourn­ing came to an end. More than her art, the guests ad­mired her du­al­ity. Her frivolous and even slightly in­fant­ile char­ac­ter did not seem up to any ser­i­ous activ­ity, but when she sat down at the clavi­chord she be­came a dif­fer­ent girl, one whose un­fore­seen maturity gave her the air of an adult. That was how she had al­ways been. She really did not have any def­in­ite vo­c­ation, but she had earned the highest grades by means of an in­flex­ible dis­cip­line sim­ply in or­der not to an­noy her mother. They could have im­posed on her an apprentice­ship in any other field and the res­ults would have been the same. Since she had been very small she had been troubled by Fernanda’s strict­ness, her cus­tom of de­cid­ing in favor of ex­tremes; and she would have been cap­able of a much more dif­fi­cult sac­ri­fice than the clavi­chord les­sons merely not to run up against her in­transi­gence. During the gradu­ation ce­re­monies she had the im­pression that the parch­ment with Gothic let­ters and il­lumin­ated cap­it­als was free­ing her from a com­promise that she had ac­cepted not so much out of obed­i­ence as out of con­veni­ence, and she thought that from then on not even the in­sist­ent Fernanda would worry any more about an in­stru­ment that even the nuns looked upon as a museum fossil. During the first years she thought that her cal­cu­lations were mis­taken be­cause after she had put half the town to sleep, not only in the parlor but also at all char­it­able func­tions, school ce­re­monies, and pat­ri­otic cel­eb­rations that took place in Ma­condo, her mother still in­vited to the house every new­comer whom she thought cap­able of appre­ci­at­ing her daugh­ter’s virtues. Only after the death of Am­aranta, when the fam­ily shut itself up again in a period of mourn­ing, was Meme able to lock the clavi­chord and for­get the key in some dresser drawer without Fernanda’s be­ing an­noyed on find­ing out when and through whose fault it had been lost. Meme bore up un­der the ex­hib­i­tions with the same stoi­cism that she had ded­ic­ated to her apprentice­ship. It was the price of her free­dom. Fernanda was so pleased with her do­cil­ity and so proud of the ad­mir­ation that her art in­spired that she was never against the house be­ing full of girl friends, her spend­ing the af­ternoon in the groves, and going to the movies with Aure­li­ano Se­gundo or some trusted lady as long as the film was approved by Father Ant­onio Isa­bel from the pul­pit. During those mo­ments of relaxation Meme’s real tastes were revealed. Her happi­ness lay at the other ex­treme from dis­cip­line, in noisy parties, in gos­sip about lov­ers, in prolonged ses­sions with her girl friends, where they learned to smoke and talked about male busi­ness, and where they once got their hands on some cane li­quor and ended up na­ked, meas­uring and com­par­ing the parts of their bod­ies. Meme would never for­get that night when she ar­rived home chew­ing licorice lozenges, and without no­ti­cing their con­sternation, sat down at the table where Fernanda and Am­aranta were eat­ing din­ner without saying a word to each other. She had spent two tre­mend­ous hours in the bed­room of a girl friend, weep­ing with laughter and fear, and beyond all crises she had found the rare feel­ing of bravery that she needed in or­der to run away from school and tell her mother in one way or an­other that she could use the clavi­chord as an en­ema. Sit­ting at the head of the table, drink­ing a chicken broth that landed in her stomach like an elixir of re­sur­rec­tion, Meme then saw Fernanda and Am­aranta wrapped in an ac­cus­at­ory halo of real­ity. She had to make a great ef­fort not to throw at them their pris­si­ness, their poverty of spirit, their de­lusions of grandeur. From the time of her se­cond va­cation she had known that her father was living at home only in or­der to keep up appear­ances, and knowing Fernanda as she did and having ar­ranged later to meet Petra Cotes, she thought that her father was right. She also would have pre­fer­red be­ing the daugh­ter of the con­cubine. In the hazi­ness of the al­cohol Meme thought with pleas­ure about the scan­dal that would have taken place if she were to ex­press her thoughts at that mo­ment, and the in­timate sat­is­fac­tion of her roguish­ness was so in­tense that Fernanda no­ticed it.

“What’s the mat­ter?” she asked.

“Noth­ing,” Meme an­swered. “I was only now dis­cov­er­ing how much I loved you both.”

Am­aranta was startled by the ob­vious burden of hate that the de­clar­ation car­ried. But Fernanda felt so moved that she thought she would go mad when Meme awoke at mid­night with her head split­ting with pain and drown­ing in vomited gall. She gave her a vial of castor oil, put com­presses on her stomach and ice cubes on her head, and she made her stay in bed for five days and fol­low the diet ordered by the new and out­land­ish French doctor, who after ex­amin­ing her for more than two hours reached the foggy con­clusion that she had an ail­ment pe­cu­liar to wo­men. Having lost her courage, in a miser­able state of de­mor­al­iz­a­tion, Meme had no other re­course but to bear up un­der it. Úrsula, com­pletely blind by then but still act­ive and lu­cid, was the only one who guessed the ex­act dia­gnosis. “As far as I can see,” she thought, “that’s the same thing that happens to drunken people.” But she not only re­jec­ted the idea, she re­proached her­self for the frivol­ity of her thought. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo felt a twinge of con­science when he saw Meme’s state of prostration and he promised him­self to take bet­ter care of her in the future. That was how the relation­ship of jolly com­rade­ship was born between father and daugh­ter, which freed him for a time from the bit­ter sol­itude of his revels and freed her from Fernanda’s watch­ful eye without the ne­cessity of provok­ing the do­mestic crisis that seemed in­ev­it­able by then. At that time Aure­li­ano Se­gundo postponed any appoint­ments in or­der to be with Meme, to take her to the movies or the cir­cus, and he spent the greater part of his idle time with her. In re­cent times his an­noyance with the ab­surd obesity that preven­ted him from tying his shoes and his ab­usive sat­is­fac­tion with all man­ner of appetites had be­gun to sour his char­ac­ter. The dis­cov­ery of his daugh­ter re­stored his former jovi­al­ity and the pleas­ure of be­ing with her was slowly lead­ing him away from dis­sip­ation. Meme was en­ter­ing a fruit­ful age. She was not beau­ti­ful, as Am­aranta had never been, but on the other hand she was pleas­ant, un­com­plic­ated, and she had the virtue of mak­ing a good im­pression on people from the first mo­ment. She had a mod­ern spirit that woun­ded the an­ti­quated sobri­ety and poorly dis­guised miserly heart of Fernanda, and that, on the other hand, Aure­li­ano Se­gundo took pleas­ure in de­veloping. It was he who resolved to take her out of the bed­room she had oc­cu­pied since child­hood, where the fear­ful eyes of the saints still fed her ad­oles­cent ter­rors, and he fur­nished for her a room with a royal bed, a large dressing table, and vel­vet curtains, not real­iz­ing that he was pro­du­cing a se­cond ver­sion of Petra Cotes’s room. He was so lav­ish with Meme that he did not even know how much money he gave her be­cause she her­self would take it out of his pock­ets, and he kept abreast of every kind of new beauty aid that ar­rived in the com­mis­sary of the ba­nana com­pany. Meme’s room be­came filled with pumice-stone cushions to pol­ish her nails with, hair curlers, tooth­brushes, drops to make her eyes lan­guid, and so many and such new cos­met­ics and arti­facts of beauty that every time Fernanda went into the room she was scan­dal­ized by the idea that her daugh­ter’s dressing table must have been the same as those of the French mat­rons. Nev­er­the­less, Fernanda di­vided her time in those days between lit­tle Am­aranta Úrsula, who was mis­chiev­ous and sickly, and a touch­ing correspond­ence with the in­visible physi­cians. So that when she no­ticed the com­pli­city between father and daugh­ter the only promise she ex­trac­ted from Aure­li­ano Se­gundo was that he would never take Meme to Petra Cotes’s house. It was a mean­ing­less de­mand be­cause the con­cubine was so an­noyed with the com­rade­ship between her lover and his daugh­ter that she did not want any­thing to do with her, Petra was tor­men­ted by an un­known fear, as if in­stinct were telling her that Meme, by just want­ing it, could suc­ceed in what Fernanda had been un­able to do: de­prive her of a love that by then she con­sidered as­sured un­til death. For the first time Aure­li­ano Se­gundo had to toler­ate the harsh ex­pressions and the vi­olent tir­ades of his con­cubine, and he was even afraid that his wan­der­ing trunks would make the return journey to his wife’s house. That did not happen. No one knew a man bet­ter than Petra Cotes knew her lover and she knew that the trunks would re­main where they had been sent be­cause if Aure­li­ano Se­gundo de­tested any­thing it was com­plic­at­ing his life with modi­fic­ations and changes. So the trunks stayed where they were and Petra Cotes set about re-con­quer­ing the husband by sharpen­ing the only weapons that his daugh­ter could not use on him. It too was an un­ne­ces­sary ef­fort be­cause Meme had no de­sire to in­ter­vene in her father’s af­fairs and if she had, it would cer­tainly have been in favor of the con­cubine. She had no time to bother any­body. She her­self swept her room and made her bed, as the nuns had taught her. In the morn­ing she took care of her clothes, sew­ing on the porch or using Am­aranta’s old pedal ma­chine. While the oth­ers were tak­ing their si­estas she would practice the clavi­chord for two hours, knowing that the daily sac­ri­fice would keep Fernanda calm. For the same reason she con­tinued giving con­certs at church fairs and school parties, even though the requests were less and less frequent. At night­fall she would fix her­self up, put on one of her sim­ple dresses and her stiff high shoes, and if she had noth­ing to do with her father she would go to the homes of her girl friends, where she would stay un­til din­ner­time. It was rare that Aure­li­ano Se­gundo would not call for her then to take her to the movies.

Among Meme’s friends there were three young Amer­ican girls who broke through the elec­tri­fied chicken fence bar­rier and made friends with girls from Ma­condo. One of them was Pat­ri­cia Brown. Grate­ful for the hospit­al­ity of Aure­li­ano Se­gundo, Mr. Brown opened the doors of his house to Meme and in­vited her to the Saturday dances, which were the only ones where grin­gos and nat­ives mingled. When Fernanda found out about it she forgot about Am­aranta Úrsula and the in­visible doct­ors for a mo­ment and be­came very me­lo­dra­matic. “Just think,” she said to Meme, “what the col­onel must be think­ing in his grave.” She sought, of course, the back­ing of Úrsula. But the blind old wo­man, con­trary to what everyone ex­pec­ted, saw noth­ing re­proach­able in Meme’s going to the dances and mak­ing friends with Amer­ican girls her own age as long as she kept her strict habits and was not con­ver­ted to the Protest­ant re­li­gion. Meme sensed the thought of her great-great-grand­mother very well and the day after the dances she would get up earlier than usual to go to mass. Fernanda’s opposi­tion lasted un­til the day when Meme broke down her resistance with the news that the Amer­ic­ans wanted to hear her play the clavi­chord. The in­stru­ment was taken out of the house again and car­ried to Mr. Brown’s, where the young con­cert artist really did re­ceive very sin­cere applause and the most en­thu­si­astic con­grat­ulations. From then on she was in­vited not only to the dances but also to the Sunday swim parties in the pool and to lunch once a week. Meme learned to swim like a professional, to play ten­nis, and to eat Vir­ginia ham with slices of pine­apple. Among dances, swim­ming, and ten­nis she soon found her­self getting in­volved in the Eng­lish lan­guage. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo was so en­thu­si­astic over the pro­gress of his daugh­ter that from a travel­ing sales­man he bought a six-volume Eng­lish en­cyclope­dia with many color prints which Meme read in her spare time. The read­ing oc­cu­pied the at­tention that she had formerly given to gos­sip about sweet­hearts and the ex­per­i­mental retreats that she would go through with her girl friends, not be­cause it was im­posed as dis­cip­line but be­cause she had lost all in­terest by then in talk­ing about mys­ter­ies that were in the public do­main. She looked back on the drunken epi­sode as an in­fant­ile ad­ven­ture and it seemed so funny to her that she told Aure­li­ano Se­gundo about it and he thought it was more amusing than she did. “If your mother only knew,” he told her, doubling up with laughter, as he al­ways said when he told her so­mething in con­fid­ence. He had made her promise that she would let him know about her first love af­fair with the same con­fid­ence, and Meme told him that she liked a red­headed Amer­ican boy who had come to spend his va­cation with his par­ents. “What do you know,” Aure­li­ano Se­gundo said, laugh­ing. “If your mother only knew.” But Meme also told him that the boy had gone back to his country and had disappeared from sight. The maturity of her judg­ment en­sured peace in the fam­ily. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo then de­voted more time to Petra Cotes, and although his body and soul no longer per­mit­ted him the de­bauches of days gone by, he lost no chance to ar­range them and to dig out the ac­cor­dion, which by then had some keys held in place by shoelaces. At home, Am­aranta was weav­ing her in­ter­min­able shroud and Úrsula dragged about in her de­crep­itude through the depths of the shad­ows where the only thing that was still vis­ible was the ghost of José Ar­ca­dio Buendía un­der the chestnut tree. Fernanda con­sol­id­ated her au­thority. Her monthly let­ters to her son José Ar­ca­dio at that time did not carry a string of lies and she hid from him only her correspond­ence with the in­visible doct­ors, who had dia­gnosed a be­nign tu­mor in her large in­testine and were pre­par­ing her for a tele­pathic oper­ation.

It might have been said that peace and happi­ness reigned for a long time in the tired man­sion of the Buendías if it had not been for the sud­den death of Am­aranta, which caused a new up­roar. It was an un­ex­pec­ted event. Although she was old and isolated from everyone, she still looked firm and up­right and with the health of a rock that she had al­ways had. No one knew her thoughts since the af­ternoon on which she had given Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez his fi­nal re­jec­tion and shut her­self up to weep. She was not seen to cry during the as­cen­sion to heaven of Remedios the Beauty or over the ex­ter­min­ation of the Aure­li­anos or the death of Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía, who was the per­son she loved most in this world, although she showed it only when they found his body un­der the chestnut tree. She helped pick up the body. She dressed him in his sol­dier’s uni­form, shaved him, combed his hair, and waxed his mustache bet­ter than he had ever done in his days of glory. No one thought that there was any love in that act be­cause they were ac­customed to the fa­mili­ar­ity of Am­aranta with the rites of death. Fernanda was scan­dal­ized that she did not un­der­stand the relation­ship of Catholi­cism with life but only its relation­ship with death, as if it were not a re­li­gion but a com­pen­dium of fun­eral con­ventions. Am­aranta was too wrapped up in the egg­plant patch of her memor­ies to un­der­stand those subtle apo­lo­get­ics. She had reached old age with all of her nos­tal­gias in­tact. When she listened to the waltzes of Pietro Crespi she felt the same de­sire to weep that she had had in ad­oles­cence, as if time and harsh les­sons had meant noth­ing. The rolls of mu­sic that she her­self had thrown into the trash with the pre­text that they had rotted from damp­ness kept spin­ning and playing in her memory. She had tried to sink them into the swampy passion that she al­lowed her­self with her nephew Aure­li­ano José, and she tried to take refuge in the calm and vir­ile protec­tion of Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez, but she had not been able to over­come them, not even with the most des­per­ate act of her old age when she would bathe the small José Ar­ca­dio three years be­fore he was sent to the sem­in­ary and caress him not as a grand­mother would have done with a grand­child, but as a wo­man would have done with a man, as it was said that the French mat­rons did and as she had wanted to do with Pietro Crespi at the age of twelve, fourteen, when she saw him in his dan­cing tights and with the ma­gic wand with which he kept time to the met­ronome. At times it pained her to have let that out­pouring of misery fol­low its course, and at times it made her so angry that she would prick her fin­gers with the needles, but what pained her most and en­raged her most and made her most bit­ter was the fragrant and wormy guava grove of love that was drag­ging her toward death. Just as Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía thought about his war, un­able to avoid it, so Am­aranta thought about Re­beca. But while her brother had man­aged to ster­il­ize his memor­ies, she had only man­aged to make hers more scald­ing. The only thing that she asked of God for many years was that he would not visit on her the pun­ish­ment of dying be­fore Re­beca. Every time she passed by her house and noted the pro­gress of destruc­tion she took com­fort in the idea that God was listen­ing to her. One af­ternoon, when she was sew­ing on the porch, she was as­sailed by the cer­tainty that she would be sit­ting in that place, in the same po­s­i­tion, and un­der the same light when they brought her the news of Re­beca’s death. She sat down to wait for it, as one waits for a let­ter, and the fact was that at one time she would pull off buttons to sew them on again so that in­activ­ity would not make the wait longer and more anxious. No one in the house real­ized that at that time Am­aranta was sew­ing a fine shroud for Re­beca. Later on, when Aure­li­ano Triste told how he had seen her, changed into an appar­i­tion with leathery skin and a few golden threads on her skull, Am­aranta was not surprised be­cause the specter de­scribed was ex­actly what she had been ima­gin­ing for some time. She had de­cided to re­store Re­beca’s corpse, to dis­guise with par­affin the dam­age to her face and make a wig for her from the hair of the saints. She would manu­fac­ture a beau­ti­ful corpse, with the linen shroud and a plush-lined coffin with purple trim, and she would put it at the dis­posi­tion of the worms with splen­did fun­eral ce­re­monies. She worked out the plan with such hatred that it made her tremble to think about the scheme, which she would have car­ried out in ex­actly the same way if it had been done out of love, but she would not al­low her­self to be­come up­set by the con­fusion and went on per­fect­ing the de­tails so minutely that she came to be more than a spe­cial­ist and was a virtuoso in the rites of death. The only thing that she did not keep in mind in her fear­some plan was that in spite of her pleas to God she might die be­fore Re­beca. That was, in fact, what happened. At the fi­nal mo­ment, however, Am­aranta did not feel frustrated, but, on the con­trary, free of all bit­terness be­cause death had awarded her the privilege of an­noun­cing itself sev­eral years ahead of time. She saw it on one burn­ing af­ternoon sew­ing with her on the porch a short time after Meme had left for school. She saw it be­cause it was a wo­man dressed in blue with long hair, with a sort of an­ti­quated look, and with a cer­tain resemb­lance to Pi­lar Tern­era during the time when she had helped with the chores in the kit­chen. Fernanda was present sev­eral times and did not see her, in spite of the fact that she was so real, so hu­man, and on one oc­ca­sion asked of Am­aranta the favor of thread­ing a needle. Death did not tell her when she was going to die or whet­her her hour was as­signed be­fore that of Re­beca, but ordered her to be­gin sew­ing her own shroud on the next sixth of April. She was au­thor­ized to make it as com­plic­ated and as fine as she wanted, but just as hon­estly ex­ecuted as Re­beca’s, and she was told that she would die without pain, fear, or bit­terness at dusk on the day that she fin­ished it. Trying to waste the most time pos­sible, Am­aranta ordered some rough flax and spun the thread her­self. She did it so care­fully that the work alone took four years. Then she started the sew­ing. As she got closer to the unavoid­able end she began to un­der­stand that only a mir­acle would al­low her to prolong the work past Re­beca’s death, but the very con­cen­tration gave her the calmness that she needed to ac­cept the idea of frustration. It was then that she un­der­stood the vi­cious circle of Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía’s lit­tle gold fishes. The world was re­duced to the sur­face of her skin and her in­ner self was safe from all bit­terness. It pained her not to have had that revelation many years be­fore when it would have still been pos­sible to purify memor­ies and re­con­struct the universe un­der a new light and evoke without trem­bling Pietro. Crespi’s smell of lav­ender at dusk and res­cue Re­beca from her slough of misery, not out of hatred or out of love but be­cause of the meas­ure­less un­der­stand­ing of sol­itude. The hatred that she no­ticed one night in Meme’s words did not up­set her be­cause it was dir­ec­ted at her, but she felt the re­pe­ti­tion of an­other ad­oles­cence that seemed as clean as hers must have seemed and that, however, was already tain­ted with ran­cor. But by then her ac­cept­ance of her fate was so deep that she was not even up­set by the cer­tainty that all pos­sib­il­it­ies of rec­ti­fic­ation were closed to her. Her only ob­ject­ive was to fin­ish the shroud. In­stead of slowing it down with use­less de­tail as she had done in the be­gin­ning, she speeded up the work. One week be­fore she cal­cu­lated that she would take the last stitch on the night of Feb­ruary 4, and without reveal­ing the motives, she suggested to Meme that she move up a clavi­chord con­cert that she had ar­ranged for the day after, but the girl paid no at­tention to her. Am­aranta then looked for a way to delay for forty-eight hours, and she even thought that death was giving her her way be­cause on the night of Feb­ruary fourth a storm caused a break­down at the power plant. But on the fol­lowing day, at eight in the morn­ing, she took the last stitch in the most beau­ti­ful piece of work that any wo­man had ever fin­ished, and she an­nounced without the least bit of dra­mat­ics that she was going to die at dusk. She not only told the fam­ily but the whole town, be­cause Am­aranta had con­ceived of the idea that she could make up for a life of mean­ness with one last favor to the world, and she thought that no one was in a bet­ter po­s­i­tion to take let­ters to the dead.

The news that Am­aranta Buendía was sail­ing at dusk car­rying the mail of death spread throug­hout Ma­condo be­fore noon, and at three in the af­ternoon there was a whole carton full of let­ters in the parlor. Those who did not want to write gave Am­aranta verbal mes­sages, which she wrote down in a note­book with the name and the date of death of the re­cip­i­ent. “Don’t worry,” she told the senders. “The first thing I’ll do when I get there is to ask for him and give him your mes­sage.” It was far­cical. Am­aranta did not show any up­set or the slight­est sign of grief, and she even looked a bit re­ju­ven­ated by a duty ac­com­pl­ished. She was as straight and as slim as ever. If it had not been for her hardened cheekbones and a few mis­sing teeth, she would have looked much younger than she really was. She her­self ar­ranged for them to put the let­ters in a box sealed with pitch and told them to place it in her grave in a way best to protect it from the damp­ness. In the morn­ing she had a carpenter call who took her meas­ure­ments for the coffin as she stood in the parlor, as if it were for a new dress. She showed such vigor in her last hours that Fernanda thought she was mak­ing fun of everyone. Úrsula, with the ex­per­i­ence that Buendías died without any ill­ness, did not doubt at all that Am­aranta had re­ceived an omen of death, but in any case she was tor­men­ted by the fear that with the busi­ness of the let­ters and the anxi­ety of the senders for them to ar­rive quickly they would bury her alive in their con­fusion. So she set about clear­ing out the house, ar­guing with the in­truders as she shouted at them, and by four in the af­ternoon she was suc­cess­ful. At that time Am­aranta had fin­ished di­vid­ing her things among the poor and had left on the severe coffin of un­fin­ished boards only the change of cloth­ing and the sim­ple cloth slip­pers that she would wear in death. She did not neg­lect that pre­caution be­cause she re­membered that when Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía died they had to buy a pair of new shoes for him be­cause all he had left were the bed­room slip­pers that he wore in the work­shop. A lit­tle be­fore five Aure­li­ano Se­gundo came to fetch Meme for the con­cert and was surprised that the house was pre­pared for the fun­eral. If any­one seemed alive at that mo­ment it was the serene Am­aranta, who had even had enough time to cut her corns. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo and Meme took leave of her with mock­ing farewells and promised her that on the fol­lowing Saturday they would have a big re­sur­rec­tion party. Drawn by the public talk that Am­aranta Buendía was re­ceiving let­ters for the dead, Father Ant­onio Isa­bel ar­rived at five o’clock for the last rites and he had to wait for more than fif­teen minutes for the re­cip­i­ent to come out of her bath. When he saw her appear in a mad­a­pol­lam nightshirt and with her hair loose over her shoulders, the de­crepit par­ish pri­est thought that it was a trick and sent the al­tar boy away. He thought, however, that he would take ad­vant­age of the oc­ca­sion to have Am­aranta con­fess after twenty years of reti­cence. Am­aranta an­swered sim­ply that she did not need spir­itual help of any kind be­cause her con­science was clean. Fernanda was scan­dal­ized. Without caring that people could hear her she asked her­self aloud what horrible sin Am­aranta had com­mit­ted to make her pre­fer an impious death to the shame of a con­fession. Thereupon Am­aranta lay down and made Úrsula give public testi­mony as to her vir­gin­ity.

“Let no one have any il­lusions,” she shouted so that Fernanda would hear her. “Am­aranta Buendía is leav­ing this world just as she came into it.”

She did not get up again. Lying on cushions, as if she really were ill, she braided her long hair and rolled it about her ears as death had told her it should be on her bier. Then she asked Úrsula for a mirror and for the first time in more than forty years she saw her face, dev­astated by age and martyr­dom, and she was surprised at how much she resembled the men­tal im­age that she had of her­self. Úrsula un­der­stood by the si­lence in the bed­room that it had be­gun to grow dark.

“Say good-bye to Fernanda,” she begged her. “One minute of re­con­cili­ation is worth more than a whole life of friend­ship.”

“It’s of no use now,” Am­aranta replied.

Meme could not help think­ing about her when they turned on the lights on the im­provised stage and she began the se­cond part of the pro­gram. In the middle of the piece someone whis­pered the news in her ear and the ses­sion stopped. When he ar­rived home, Aure­li­ano Se­gundo had to push his way through the crowd to see the corpse of the aged vir­gin, ugly and dis­colored, with the black band­age on her hand and wrapped in the mag­ni­fi­cent shroud. She was laid out in the parlor be­side the box of let­ters.

Úrsula did not get up again after the nine nights of mourn­ing for Am­aranta, Santa Sofía de la Piedad took care of her. She took her meals to her bed­room and an­natto water for her to wash in and she kept her up to date on everyth­ing that happened in Ma­condo. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo vis­ited her frequently and he brought her cloth­ing which she would place be­side the bed along with the things most in­dis­pens­able for daily life, so that in a short time she had built up a world within reach of her hand. She man­aged to arouse a great love in lit­tle Am­aranta Úrsula, who was just like her, and whom she taught how to read. Her lu­cid­ity, the abil­ity to be suf­fi­cient unto her­self made one think that she was nat­ur­ally con­quered by the weight of her hun­dred years, but even though it was ob­vious that she was having trouble see­ing, no one suspec­ted that she was totally blind. She had so much time at her dis­posal then and so much in­terior si­lence to watch over the life of the house that she was the first to no­tice Meme’s si­lent tribulation.

“Come here,” she told her. “Now that we’re alone, con­fess to this poor old wo­man what’s bother­ing you.”

Meme avoided the con­ver­sation with a short laugh. Úrsula did not in­sist, but she ended up con­firm­ing her suspi­cions when Meme did not come back to visit her. She knew that she was getting up earlier than usual, that she did not have a mo­ment’s rest as she waited for the time for her to go out, that she spent whole nights walk­ing back and forth in the ad­join­ing bed­room, and that the flutter­ing of a butter­fly would bother her. On one oc­ca­sion she said that she was going to see Aure­li­ano Se­gundo and Úrsula was surprised that Fernanda’s ima­gin­ation was so lim­ited when her husband came to the house look­ing for his daugh­ter. It was too ob­vious that Meme was in­volved in secret mat­ters, in pressing mat­ters, in re­pressed anxi­et­ies long be­fore the night that Fernanda up­set the house be­cause she caught her kissing a man in the movies.

Meme was so wrapped up in her­self at that time that she ac­cused Úrsula of having told on her. Ac­tually, she told on her­self. For a long time she had been leav­ing a trail that would have awakened the most drowsy per­son and it took Fernanda so long to dis­cover it be­cause she too was be­fogged, by her relation­ship with the in­visible doct­ors. Even so she fi­nally no­ticed the deep si­lences, the sud­den out­bursts, the changes in mood, and the con­tra­dic­tions of her daugh­ter. She set about on a dis­guised but im­plac­able vi­gil­ance. She let her go out with her girl friends as al­ways, she helped her get dressed for the Saturday parties, and she never asked an em­bar­rassing question that might arouse her. She already had a great deal of proof that Meme was doing dif­fer­ent things from what she said, and yet she would give no in­dic­ation of her suspi­cions, hoping for the right mo­ment. One night Meme said that she was going to the movies with her father. A short time later Fernanda heard the fireworks of the de­bauch and the un­mistak­able ac­cor­dion of Aure­li­ano Se­gundo from the dir­ec­tion of Petra Cotes’s place. Then she got dressed, went to the movie theater, and in the dark­ness of the seats she re­cog­nized her daugh­ter. The up­setting feel­ing of cer­tainty stopped her from see­ing the man she was kissing, but she man­aged to hear his tremulous voice in the midst of the deaf­en­ing shouts and laughter of the audi­ence. “I’m sorry, love,” she heard him say, and she took Meme out of the place without saying a word to her, put her through the shame of parad­ing her along the noisy Street of the Turks, and locked her up in her bed­room.

On the fol­lowing day at six in the af­ternoon, Fernanda re­cog­nized the voice of the man who came to call on her. He was young, sal­low, with dark and mel­an­choly eyes which would not have startled her so much if she had known the gypsies, and a dreamy air that to any wo­man with a heart less ri­gid would have been enough to make her un­der­stand her daugh­ter’s motives. He was wear­ing a shabby linen suit with shoes that showed the des­per­ate de­fense of super­im­posed patches of white zinc, and in his hand he was car­rying a straw hat he had bought the Saturday be­fore. In all of his life he could never have been as frightened as at that mo­ment, but he had a dig­nity and pres­ence that spared him from hu­mili­ation and a genu­ine el­eg­ance that was de­feated only by tar­nished hands and nails that had been shat­tered by rough work. Fernanda, however, needed only one look to guess his status of mech­anic. She saw that he was wear­ing his one Sunday suit and that un­der­neath his shirt he bore the rash of the ba­nana com­pany. She would not let him speak. She would not even let him come through the door, which a mo­ment later she had to close be­cause the house was filled with yel­low butter­flies.

“Go away,” she told him. “You’ve got no reason to come call­ing on any de­cent per­son.”

His name was Mauri­cio Bab­i­lo­nia. He had been born and raised in Ma­condo and he was an apprentice mech­anic in the ba­nana com­pany gar­age. Meme had met him by chance one af­ternoon when she went with Pat­ri­cia Brown to get a car to take a drive through the groves. Since the chauf­feur was sick they as­signed him to take them and Meme was fi­nally able to sat­isfy her de­sire to sit next to the driver and see what he did. Un­like the regular chauf­feur, Mauri­cio Bab­i­lo­nia gave her a practical les­son. That was during the time that Meme was be­gin­ning to frequent Mr. Brown’s house and it was still con­sidered im­proper for a lady to drive a car. So she was sat­isfied with the tech­nical in­form­ation and she did not see Mauri­cio Bab­i­lo­nia again for sev­eral months. Later on she would re­mem­ber that during the drive her at­tention had been called to his masculine beauty, ex­cept for the coarse­ness of his hands, but that af­ter­ward she had mentioned to Pat­ri­cia Brown that she had been bothered by his rather proud sense of se­cur­ity. The first Saturday that she went to the movies with her father she saw Mauri­cio Bab­i­lo­nia again, with his linen suit, sit­ting a few seats away from them, and she no­ticed that he was not paying much at­tention to the film in or­der to turn around and look at her. Meme was bothered by the vul­gar­ity of that. Af­ter­ward Mauri­cio Bab­i­lo­nia came over to say hello to Aure­li­ano Se­gundo and only then did Meme find out that they knew each other be­cause he had worked in Aure­li­ano Triste’s early power plant and he treated her father with the air of an em­ployee. That fact re­lieved the dis­like that his pride had caused in her. They had never been alone to­gether nor had they spoken ex­cept in way of greet­ing, the night when she dreamed that he was saving her from a shipwreck and she did not feel grat­it­ude but rage. It was as if she had given him the opportun­ity he was wait­ing for, since Meme yearned for just the opposite, not only with Mauri­cio Bab­i­lo­nia but with any other man who was in­ter­ested in her. There­fore she was so in­dig­nant after the dream that in­stead of hat­ing him, she felt an ir­resistible urge to see him. The anxi­ety be­came more in­tense during the course of the week and on Saturday it was so pressing that she had to make a great ef­fort for Mauri­cio Bab­i­lo­nia not to no­tice that when he greeted her in the movies her heart was in her mouth. Dazed by a con­fused feel­ing of pleas­ure and rage, she gave him her hand for the first time and only then did Mauri­cio Bab­i­lo­nia let him­self shake hers. Meme man­aged to repent her im­pulse in a frac­tion of a se­cond, but the repent­ance changed im­me­di­ately into a cruel sat­is­fac­tion on see­ing that his hand too was sweaty and cold. That night she real­ized that she would not have a mo­ment of rest un­til she showed Mauri­cio Bab­i­lo­nia the use­less­ness of his as­pir­ation and she spent the week turn­ing that anxi­ety about in her mind. She re­sorted to all kinds of use­less tricks so that Pat­ri­cia Brown would go get the car with her. Fi­nally she made use of the Amer­ican red­head who was spend­ing his va­cation in Ma­condo at that time and with the pre­text of learning about new mod­els of cars she had him take her to the gar­age. From the mo­ment she saw him Meme let her­self be de­ceived by her­self and be­lieved that what was really going on was that she could not bear the de­sire to be alone with Mauri­cio Bab­i­lo­nia, and she was made in­dig­nant by the cer­tainty that he un­der­stood that when he saw her ar­rive.

“I came to see the new mod­els,” Meme said.

“That’s a fine ex­cuse,” he said.

Meme real­ized that he was burn­ing in the heat of his pride, and she des­per­ately looked for a way to hu­mili­ate him. But he would not give her any time. “Don’t get up­set,” he said to her in a low voice. “It’s not the first time that a wo­man has gone crazy over a man.” She felt so de­feated that she left the gar­age without see­ing the new mod­els and she spent the night turn­ing over in bed and weep­ing with in­dig­nation. The Amer­ican red­head, who was really be­gin­ning to in­terest her, looked like a baby in di­apers. It was then that she real­ized that the yel­low butter­flies pre­ceded the appear­ances of Mauri­cio Bab­i­lo­nia. She had seen them be­fore, es­pe­cially over the gar­age, and she had thought that they were drawn by the smell of paint. Once she had seen them flutter­ing about her head be­fore she went into the movies. But when Mauri­cio Bab­i­lo­nia began to pursue her like a ghost that only she could identify in the crowd, she un­der­stood that the butter­flies had so­mething to do with him. Mauri­cio Bab­i­lo­nia was al­ways in the audi­ence at the con­certs, at the movies, at high mass, and she did not have to see him to know that he was there, be­cause the butter­flies were al­ways there. Once Aure­li­ano Se­gundo be­came so im­pati­ent with the suf­foc­at­ing flutter­ing that she felt the im­pulse to con­fide her secret to him, as she had promised, but in­stinct told her that he would laugh as usual and say: “What would your mother say if she found out?” One morn­ing, while she was prun­ing the roses, Fernanda let out a cry of fright and had Meme taken away from the spot where she was, which was the same place in the garden where Remedios the Beauty had gone up to heaven. She had thought for an in­stant that the mir­acle was going to be repeated with her daugh­ter, be­cause she had been bothered by a sud­den flapping of wings. It was the butter­flies. Meme saw them as if they had sud­denly been born out of the light and her heart gave a turn. At that mo­ment Mauri­cio Bab­i­lo­nia came in with a pack­age that, ac­cord­ing to what he said, was a present from Pat­ri­cia Brown. Meme swal­lowed her blush, ab­sorbed her tribulation, and even man­aged a nat­ural smile as she asked him the favor of leav­ing it on the rail­ing be­cause her hands were dirty from the garden. The only thing that Fernanda noted in the man whom a few months later she was to ex­pel from the house without re­mem­ber­ing where she had seen him was the bili­ous texture of his skin.

“He’s a very strange man,” Fernanda said. “You can see in his face that he’s going to die.”

Meme thought that her mother had been im­pressed by the butter­flies. When they fin­ished prun­ing the rose bushes she washed her hands and took the pack­age to her bed­room to open it. It was a kind of Chinese toy, made up of five con­cent­ric boxes, and in the last one there was a card la­bor­i­ously in­scribed by someone who could barely write: We’ll get to­gether Saturday at the movies. Meme felt with an af­ter­shock that the box had been on the rail­ing for a long time within reach of Fernanda’s curi­osity, and although she was flat­tered by the auda­city and in­genu­ity of Mauri­cio Bab­i­lo­nia, she was moved by his in­no­cence in ex­pect­ing that she would keep the date. Meme knew at that time that Aure­li­ano Se­gundo had an appoint­ment on Saturday night. Nev­er­the­less, the fire of anxi­ety burned her so much during the course of the week that on Saturday she con­vinced her father to leave her alone in the theater and come back for her after the show. A noc­turnal butter­fly fluttered about her head while the lights were on. And then it happened. When the lights went out, Mauri­cio Bab­i­lo­nia sat down be­side her. Meme felt her­self splash­ing in a bog of hes­it­ation from which she could only be res­cued, as had oc­curred in her dreams, by that man smelling of grease whom she could barely see in the shad­ows.

“If you hadn’t come,” he said, “you never would have seen me again.”

Meme felt the weight of his hand on her knee and she knew that they were both ar­riving at the other side of aban­don­ment at that in­stant.

“What shocks me about you,” she said, smil­ing, “is that you al­ways say ex­actly what you shouldn’t be saying.”

She lost her mind over him. She could not sleep and she lost her appetite and sank so deeply into sol­itude that even her father be­came an an­noyance. She worked out an in­tric­ate web of false dates to throw Fernanda off the track, lost sight of her girl friends, leaped over con­ventions to be with Mauri­cio Bab­i­lo­nia at any time and at any place. At first his crude­ness bothered her. The first time that they were alone on the deser­ted fields be­hind the gar­age he pulled her mer­ci­lessly into an an­imal state that left her ex­hausted. It took her a time to real­ize that it was also a form of ten­derness and it was then that she lost her calm and lived only for him, up­set by the de­sire to sink into his stupe­fying odor of grease washed off by lye. A short time be­fore the death of Am­aranta she sud­denly stumbled into an open space of lu­cid­ity within the mad­ness and she trembled be­fore the un­cer­tainty of the future. Then she heard about a wo­man who made pre­dic­tions from cards and went to see her in secret. It was Pi­lar Tern­era. As soon as Pi­lar saw her come in she was aware of Meme’s hid­den motives. “Sit down,” she told her. “I don’t need cards to tell the future of a Buendía.” Meme did not know and never would that the cen­ten­arian witch was her great-grand­mother. Nor would she have be­lieved it after the ag­gressive real­ism with which she revealed to her that the anxi­ety of fall­ing in love could not find re­pose ex­cept in bed. It was the same point of view as Mauri­cio Bab­i­lo­nia’s, but Meme resisted be­lieving it be­cause un­der­neath it all she ima­gined that it had been in­spired by the poor judg­ment of a mech­anic. She thought then that love on one side was de­feat­ing love on the other, be­cause it was char­ac­ter­istic of men to deny hun­ger once their appetites were sat­isfied. Pi­lar Tern­era not only cleared up that mis­take, she also offered the old can­op­ied bed where she had con­ceived Ar­ca­dio, Meme’s grand­father, and where af­ter­ward she con­ceived Aure­li­ano José. She also taught her how to avoid an un­wanted con­ception by means of the evap­oration of mustard plasters and gave her re­cipes for potions that in cases of trouble could ex­pel “even the re­morse of con­science.” That in­ter­view in­stilled in Meme the same feel­ing of bravery that she had felt on the drunken even­ing. Am­aranta’s death, however, ob­liged her to postpone the de­cision. While the nine nights lasted she did not once leave the side of Mauri­cio Bab­i­lo­nia, who mingled with the crowd that in­vaded the house. Then came the long period of mourn­ing and the ob­lig­at­ory with­drawal and they se­par­ated for a time. Those were days of such in­ner agit­ation, such ir­re­pressible anxi­ety, and so many re­pressed urges that on the first even­ing that Meme was able to get out she went straight to Pi­lar Tern­era’s. She surrendered to Mauri­cio Bab­i­lo­nia without resistance, without shy­ness, without form­al­it­ies, and with a vo­c­ation that was so fluid and an in­tui­tion that was so wise that a more suspi­cious man than hers would have con­fused them with ob­vious ex­per­i­ence. They made love twice a week for more than three months, protec­ted by the in­no­cent com­pli­city of Aure­li­ano Se­gundo, who be­lieved without suspi­cion in his daugh­ter’s alibis sim­ply in or­der to set her free from her mother’s ri­gid­ity.

On the night that Fernanda surprised them in the movies Aure­li­ano Se­gundo felt weighted down by the burden of his con­science and he vis­ited Meme in the bed­room where Fernanda kept her locked up, trusting that she would reveal to him the con­fid­ences that she owed him. But Meme denied everyth­ing. She was so sure of her­self, so anchored in her sol­itude that Aure­li­ano Se­gundo had the im­pression that no link ex­isted between them any­more, that the com­rade­ship and the com­pli­city were noth­ing but an il­lusion of the past. He thought of speak­ing to Mauri­cio Bab­i­lo­nia, think­ing that his au­thority as his former boss would make him de­sist from his plans, but Petra Cotes con­vinced him that it was a wo­man’s busi­ness, so he was left float­ing in a limbo of in­de­cision, barely sustained by the hope that the con­fine­ment would put an end to his daugh­ter’s troubles.

Meme showed no signs of af­flic­tion. On the con­trary, from the next room Úrsula per­ceived the peace­ful rhythm of her sleep, the ser­en­ity of her tasks, the or­der of her meals, and the good health of her di­gestion. The only thing that in­trigued Úrsula after al­most two months of pun­ish­ment was that Meme did not take a bath in the morn­ing like everyone else, but at seven in the even­ing. Once she thought of warning her about the scorpions, but Meme was so dis­tant, con­vinced that she had given her away, that she pre­fer­red not to dis­turb her with the im­per­tin­ences of a great-great-grand­mother. The yel­low butter­flies would in­vade the house at dusk. Every night on her way back from her bath Meme would find a des­per­ate Fernanda killing butter­flies with an in­sect­icide bomb. “This is ter­rible,” she would say. “All my life they told me that butter­flies at night bring bad luck.” One night, while Meme was in the bath­room, Fernanda went into her bed­room by chance and there were so many butter­flies that she could scarcely breathe. She grabbed for the nearest piece of cloth to shoo them away and her heart froze with ter­ror as she con­nec­ted her daugh­ter’s even­ing baths with the mustard plasters that rolled onto the floor. She did not wait for an opportune mo­ment as she had the first time. On the fol­lowing day she in­vited the new mayor to lunch. Like her, he had come down from the high­lands, and she asked him to station a guard in the back­yard be­cause she had the im­pression that hens were be­ing stolen. That night the guard brought down Mauri­cio Bab­i­lo­nia as he was lift­ing up the tiles to get into the bath­room where Meme was wait­ing for him, na­ked and trem­bling with love among the scorpions and butter­flies as she had done al­most every night for the past few months. A bul­let lodged in his spinal column re­duced him to his bed for the rest of his life. He died of old age in sol­itude, without a moan, without a protest, without a single mo­ment of be­trayal, tor­men­ted by memor­ies and by the yel­low butter­flies, who did not give him a mo­ment’s peace, and os­tra­cized as a chicken thief.








THE EVENTS that would deal Ma­condo its fatal blow were just showing them­selves when they brought Meme Buendía’s son home. The public situ­ation was so un­cer­tain then that no one had suf­fi­cient spirit to be­come in­volved with priv­ate scan­dals, so that Fernanda was able to count on an at­mo­sphere that en­abled her to keep the child hid­den as if he had never ex­isted. She had to take him in be­cause the circum­stances un­der which they brought him made re­jec­tion im­possible. She had to toler­ate him against her will for the rest of her life be­cause at the mo­ment of truth she lacked the courage to go through with her in­ner de­term­in­ation to drown him in the bath­room cistern. She locked him up in Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía’s old work­shop. She suc­ceeded in con­vin­cing Santa Sofía de la Piedad that she had found him float­ing in a basket. Úrsula would die without ever knowing his ori­gin. Lit­tle Am­aranta Úrsula, who went into the work­shop once when Fernanda was feed­ing the child, also be­lieved the ver­sion of the float­ing basket. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo, having broken fi­nally with his wife be­cause of the ir­rational way in which she handled Meme’s tragedy, did not know of the ex­ist­ence of his grand­son un­til three years after they brought him home, when the child es­caped from cap­tiv­ity through an over­sight on Fernanda’s part and appeared on the porch for a frac­tion of a se­cond, na­ked, with mat­ted hair, and with an im­pressive sex or­gan that was like a turkey’s wat­tles, as if he were not a hu­man child but the en­cyclope­dia defin­i­tion of a can­ni­bal.

Fernanda had not coun­ted on that nasty trick of her in­corri­gible fate. The child was like the return of a shame that she had thought ex­iled by her from the house forever. As soon as they car­ried off Mauri­cio Bab­i­lo­nia with his shat­tered spinal column, Fernanda had worked out the most minute de­tails of a plan des­tined to wipe out all traces of the burden. Without con­sult­ing her husband, she packed her bags, put the three changes of cloth­ing that her daugh­ter would need into a small suitcase, and went to get her in her bed­room a half hour be­fore the train ar­rived.

“Let’s go, Renata,” she told her.

She gave no ex­plan­ation. Meme, for her part, did not ex­pect or want any. She not only did not know where they were going, but it would have been the same to her if they had been tak­ing her to the slaughter­house. She had not spoken again nor would she do so for the rest of her life from the time that she heard the shot in the back­yard and the sim­ul­tan­eous cry of pain from Mauri­cio Bab­i­lo­nia. When her mother ordered her out of the bed­room she did not comb her hair or wash her face and she got into the train as if she were walk­ing in her sleep, not even no­ti­cing the yel­low butter­flies that were still ac­com­pa­nying her. Fernanda never found out, nor did she take the trouble to, whet­her that stony si­lence was a de­term­in­ation of her will or whet­her she had be­come mute be­cause of the im­pact of the tragedy. Meme barely took no­tice of the journey through the formerly en­chanted re­gion. She did not see the shady, end­less ba­nana groves on both sides of the tracks. She did not see the white houses of the grin­gos or their gardens, dried out by dust and heat, or the wo­men in shorts and blue-striped shirts playing cards on the ter­races. She did not see the ox­carts on the dusty roads loaded down with bunches of ba­na­nas. She did not see the girls diving into the transpar­ent rivers like tarpons, leav­ing the passengers on the train with the bit­terness of their splen­did breasts, or the miser­able huts of the workers all huddled to­gether where Mauri­cio Bab­i­lo­nia’s yel­low butter­flies fluttered about, and in the doorways of which there were green and squalid chil­dren sit­ting on their pots, and preg­nant wo­men who shouted in­sults at the train. That fleet­ing vis­ion, which had been a cel­eb­ration for her when she came home from school, passed through Meme’s heart without a quiver. She did not look out of the win­dow, not even when the burn­ing damp­ness of the groves ended and the train went through a poppy-laden plain where the car­bon­ized ske­l­eton of the Span­ish galleon still sat and then came out into the clear air along­side the frothy, dirty sea where al­most a cen­tury be­fore José Ar­ca­dio Buendía’s il­lusions had met de­feat.

At five o’clock in the af­ternoon, when they had come to the last station in the swamp, she got out of the train be­cause Fernanda made her. They got into a small car­riage that looked like an enorm­ous bat, drawn by an as­th­matic horse, and they went through the des­ol­ate city in the end­less streets of which, split by salt­i­ness, there was the sound of a pi­ano les­son just like the one that Fernanda heard during the si­estas of her ad­oles­cence. They went on board a river­boat, the wooden wheel of which had a sound of con­flag­ration, and whose rusted metal plates rever­ber­ated like the mouth of an oven. Meme shut her­self up in her cabin. Twice a day Fernanda left a plate of food by her bed and twice a day she took it away in­tact, not be­cause Meme had resolved to die of hun­ger, but be­cause even the smell of food was re­pug­nant to her and her stomach re­jec­ted even water. Not even she her­self knew that her fer­til­ity had out­wit­ted the mustard va­pors, just as Fernanda did not know un­til al­most a year later, when they brought the child. In the suf­foc­at­ing cabin, maddened by the vibration of the metal plates and the un­bear­able stench of the mud stirred up by the paddle wheel, Meme lost track of the days. Much time had passed when she saw the last yel­low butter­fly destroyed in the blades of the fan and she ad­mit­ted as an ir­re­medi­able truth that Mauri­cio Bab­i­lo­nia had died. She did not let her­self be de­feated by resig­nation, however. She kept on think­ing about him during the ar­duous mule­back crossing of the hal­lu­cin­at­ing plat­eau where Aure­li­ano Se­gundo had be­come lost when he was look­ing for the most beau­ti­ful wo­man who had ever appeared on the face of the earth, and when they went over the mountains along In­dian trails and en­tered the gloomy city in whose stone al­leys the funer­eal bronze bells of thirty-two churches tolled. That night they slept in the aban­doned co­lo­nial man­sion on boards that Fernanda laid on the floor of a room in­vaded by weeds, wrapped in the shreds of curtains that they pulled off the win­dows and that fell to pieces with every turn of the body. Meme knew where they were be­cause in the fright of her in­som­nia she saw pass by the gentle­man dressed in black whom they de­livered to the house in­side a lead box on one dis­tant Christmas Eve. On the fol­lowing day, after mass, Fernanda took her to a som­ber build­ing that Meme re­cog­nized im­me­di­ately from her mother’s stories of the con­vent where they had raised her to be a queen, and then she un­der­stood that they had come to the end of the journey. While Fernanda was speak­ing to someone in the of­fice next door, Meme re­mained in a parlor checkered with large oil paint­ings of co­lo­nial arch­bish­ops, still wear­ing an etam­ine dress with small black flowers and stiff high shoes which were swol­len by the cold of the up­lands. She was stand­ing in the cen­ter of the parlor think­ing about Mauri­cio Bab­i­lo­nia un­der the yel­low stream of light from the stained glass win­dows when a very beau­ti­ful novice came out of the of­fice car­rying her suitcase with the three changes of cloth­ing. As she passed Meme she took her hand without stopping.

“Come, Renata,” she said to her.

Meme took her hand and let her­self be led. The last time that Fernanda saw her, trying to keep up with the novice, the iron grat­ing of the cloister had just closed be­hind her. She was still think­ing about Mauri­cio Bab­i­lo­nia, his smell of grease, and his halo of butter­flies, and she would keep on think­ing about him for all the days of her life un­til the re­mote autumn morn­ing when she died of old age, with her name changed and her head shaved and without ever having spoken a word, in a gloomy hospital in Cra­cow.

Fernanda returned to Ma­condo on a train protec­ted by armed police. During the trip she no­ticed the ten­sion of the passengers, the mil­it­ary pre­par­ations in the towns along the line, and an at­mo­sphere rare­fied by the cer­tainty that so­mething ser­i­ous was going to happen, but she had no in­form­ation un­til she reached Ma­condo and they told her that José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo was in­cit­ing the workers of the ba­nana com­pany to strike. “That’s all we need,” Fernanda said to her­self. “An an­archist in the fam­ily.” The strike broke out two weeks later and it did not have the dra­matic con­sequences that had been feared. The workers de­man­ded that they not be ob­liged to cut and load ba­na­nas on Sundays, and the po­s­i­tion seemed so just that even Father Ant­onio Isa­bel in­ter­ceded in its favor be­cause he found it in ac­cordance with the laws of God. That vic­tory, along with other ac­tions that were ini­ti­ated during the fol­lowing months, drew the color­less José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo out of his an­onym­ity, for people had been ac­customed to say that he was only good for filling up the town with French whores. With the same im­pulsive de­cision with which he had auc­tioned off his fight­ing cocks in or­der to or­gan­ize a hareb­rained boat busi­ness, he gave up his po­s­i­tion as fore­man in the ba­nana com­pany and took the side of the workers. Quite soon he was poin­ted out as the agent of an in­ter­national con­spir­acy against public or­der. One night, during the course of a week darkened by som­ber ru­mors, he mi­raculously es­caped four re­volver shots taken at him by an un­known party as he was leav­ing a secret meet­ing. The at­mo­sphere of the fol­lowing months was so tense that even Úrsula per­ceived it in her dark corner, and she had the im­pression that once more she was living through the dan­ger­ous times when her son Aure­li­ano car­ried the homeopathic pills of sub­ver­sion in his pocket. She tried to speak to José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo, to let him know about that pre­cedent, but Aure­li­ano Se­gundo told her that since the night of the at­tempt on his life no one knew his where­abouts.

“Just like Aure­li­ano,” Úrsula ex­claimed. “It’s as if the world were repeat­ing itself.”

Fernanda was im­mune to the un­cer­tainty of those days. She had no con­tact with the out­side world since the vi­olent al­ter­cation she had had with her husband over her having de­cided Meme’s fate without his con­sent. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo was pre­pared to res­cue his daugh­ter with the help of the police if ne­ces­sary, but Fernanda showed him some papers that were proof that she had en­tered the con­vent of her own free will. Meme had in­deed signed once she was already be­hind the iron grat­ing and she did it with the same in­dif­fer­ence with which she had al­lowed her­self to be led away. Un­der­neath it all, Aure­li­ano Se­gundo did not be­lieve in the le­git­imacy of the proof, just as he never be­lieved that Mauri­cio Bab­i­lo­nia had gone into the yard to steal chick­ens, but both ex­pedi­ents ser­ved to ease his con­science, and thus he could go back without re­morse un­der the shadow of Petra Cotes, where he revived his noisy revelry and un­lim­ited gour­mand­iz­ing. Foreign to the rest­less­ness of the town, deaf to Úrsula’s quiet pre­dic­tions, Fernanda gave the last turn to the screw of her pre­con­ceived plan. She wrote a long let­ter to her son José Ar­ca­dio, who was then about to take his first or­ders, and in it she told him that his sis­ter Renata had ex­pired in the peace of the Lord and as a con­sequence of the black vomit. Then she put Am­aranta Úrsula un­der the care of Santa Sofía de la Piedad and ded­ic­ated her­self to or­gan­iz­ing her correspond­ence with the in­visible doct­ors, which had been up­set by Meme’s trouble. The first thing that she did was to set a def­in­ite date for the postponed tele­pathic oper­ation. But the in­visible doct­ors an­swered her that it was not wise so long as the state of so­cial agit­ation con­tinued in Ma­condo. She was so ur­gent and so poorly in­formed that she ex­plained to them in an­other let­ter that there was no such state of agit­ation and that everyth­ing was the res­ult of the lun­acy of a brother-in-law of hers who was fid­dling around at that time in that labor union non­sense just as he had been in­volved with cock­fight­ing and river­boats be­fore. They were still not in agreement on the hot Wed­nesday when an aged nun knocked at the door bear­ing a small basket on her arm. When she opened the door Santa Sofía de la Piedad thought that it was a gift and tried to take the small basket that was covered with a lovely lace wrap. But the nun stopped her be­cause she had in­struc­tions to give it per­son­ally and with the strict­est secrecy to Doña Fernanda del Carpio de Buendía. It was Meme’s son. Fernanda’s former spir­itual dir­ector ex­plained to her in a let­ter that he had been born two months be­fore and that they had taken the privilege of bap­tiz­ing him Aure­li­ano, for his grand­father, be­cause his mother would not open her lips to tell them her wishes. Fernanda rose up in­side against that trick of fate, but she had suf­fi­cient strength to hide it in front of the nun.

“We’ll tell them that we found him float­ing in the basket,” she said, smil­ing.

“No one will be­lieve it,” the nun said.

“If they be­lieve it in the Bible,” Fernanda replied, “I don’t see why they shouldn’t be­lieve it from me.”

The nun lunched at the house while she waited for the train back, and in ac­cordance with the dis­cretion they asked of her, she did not mention the child again, but Fernanda viewed her as an un­desir­able wit­ness of her shame and lamen­ted the fact that they had aban­doned the me­di­eval cus­tom of hanging a messenger who bore bad news. It was then that she de­cided to drown the child in the cistern as soon as the nun left, but her heart was not strong enough and she pre­fer­red to wait pati­ently un­til the in­fin­ite good­ness of God would free her from the an­noyance.

The new Aure­li­ano was a year old when the ten­sion of the people broke with no fore­warning. José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo and other union lead­ers who had re­mained un­der­ground un­til then sud­denly appeared one week­end and or­gan­ized demon­strations in towns throug­hout the ba­nana re­gion. The police merely maintained public or­der. But on Monday night the lead­ers were taken from their homes and sent to jail in the cap­ital of the province with two-pound irons on their legs. Taken among them were José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo and Lorenzo Gavilán, a col­onel in the Mex­ican re­volu­tion, ex­iled in Ma­condo, who said that he had been wit­ness to the hero­ism of his com­rade Arte­mio Cruz. They were set free, however, within three months be­cause of the fact that the gov­ern­ment and the ba­nana com­pany could not reach an agreement as to who should feed them in jail. The protests of the workers this time were based on the lack of san­it­ary fa­cil­it­ies in their living quarters, the nonex­ist­ence of med­ical ser­vices, and ter­rible work­ing con­di­tions. They stated, further­more, that they were not be­ing paid in real money but in scrip, which was good only to buy Vir­ginia ham in the com­pany com­mis­sar­ies. José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo was put in jail be­cause he revealed that the scrip system was a way for the com­pany to fin­ance its fruit ships, which without the com­mis­sary mer­chand­ise would have to return empty from New Or­leans to the ba­nana ports. The other com­plaints were com­mon know­ledge. The com­pany physi­cians did not ex­am­ine the sick but had them line up be­hind one an­other in the dis­pensar­ies and a nurse would put a pill the color of copper sul­fate on their tongues, whet­her they had mal­aria, go­norrhea, or con­stip­ation. It was a cure that was so com­mon that chil­dren would stand in line sev­eral times and in­stead of swal­lowing the pills would take them home to use as bingo markers. The com­pany workers were crowded to­gether in miser­able bar­racks. The en­gin­eers, in­stead of put­ting in toi­lets, had a port­able lat­rine for every fifty people brought to the camps at Christmas time and they held public demon­strations of how to use them so that they would last longer. The de­crepit law­yers dressed in black who during other times had be­sieged Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía and who now were con­trolled by the ba­nana com­pany dis­mis­sed those de­mands with de­cisions that seemed like acts of ma­gic. When the workers drew up a list of un­an­im­ous pe­ti­tions, a long time passed be­fore they were able to notify the ba­nana com­pany of­fi­cially. As soon as he found out about the agreement, Mr. Brown hitched his luxurious glassed-in coach to the train and disappeared from Ma­condo along with the more promin­ent re­p­res­ent­at­ives of his com­pany. Nonethe­less, some workers found one of them the fol­lowing Saturday in a brothel and they made him sign a copy of the sheet with the de­mands while he was na­ked with the wo­men who had helped to en­trap him. The mourn­ful law­yers showed in court that that man had noth­ing to do with the com­pany and in or­der that no one doubt their ar­gu­ments they had him jailed as an im­postor. Later on, Mr. Brown was surprised travel­ing in­cog­nito in a third-class coach and they made him sign an­other copy of the de­mands. On the fol­lowing day he appeared be­fore the judges with his hair dyed black and speak­ing flaw­less Span­ish. The law­yers showed that the man was not Mr. Jack Brown, the super­in­tend­ent of the ba­nana com­pany, born in Prat­tville, Alabama, but a harm­less vendor of medi­cinal plants, born in Ma­condo and bap­tized there with the name of Dagoberto Fon­seca. A while later, faced with a new at­tempt by the workers, the law­yers publicly ex­hib­ited Mr. Brown’s death cer­ti­fic­ate, at­tested to by con­suls and foreign min­is­ters, which bore wit­ness that on June ninth last he had been run over by a fire en­gine in Chicago. Tired of that her­men­eut­ical de­li­rium, the workers turned away from the au­thorit­ies in Ma­condo and brought their com­plaints up to the higher courts. It was there that the sleight-of-hand law­yers proved that the de­mands lacked all valid­ity for the sim­ple reason that the ba­nana com­pany did not have, never had had, and never would have any workers in its ser­vice be­cause they were all hired on a tem­porary and oc­ca­sional basis. So that the fable of the Vir­ginia ham was non­sense, the same as that of the mi­raculous pills and the Yu­letide toi­lets, and by a de­cision of the court it was es­tab­lished and set down in sol­emn de­crees that the workers did not ex­ist.

The great strike broke out. Cul­tiv­ation stopped halfway, the fruit rotted on the trees and the hun­dred-twenty-car trains re­mained on the sid­ings. The idle workers over­flowed the towns. The Street of the Turks echoed with a Saturday that lasted for sev­eral days and in the pool­room at the Hotel Jacob they had to ar­range twenty-four-hour shifts. That was where José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo was on the day it was an­nounced that the army had been as­signed to re-es­tab­lish public or­der. Although he was not a man given to omens, the news was like an an­nounce­ment of death that he had been wait­ing for ever since that dis­tant morn­ing when Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez had let him see an ex­ecution. The bad omen did not change his solem­nity, however. He took the shot he had planned and it was good. A short time later the drum­beats, the shrill of the bugle, the shouting and run­ning of the people told him that not only had the game of pool come to an end, but also the si­lent and sol­it­ary game that he had been playing with him­self ever since that dawn ex­ecution. Then he went out into the street and saw them. There were three re­gi­ments, whose march in time to a gal­ley drum made the earth tremble. Their snorting of a many-headed dragon filled the glow of noon with a pesti­len­tial va­por. They were short, stocky, and brute­like. They per­spired with the sweat of a horse and had a smell of suntanned hide and the ta­cit­urn and im­pen­et­rable persever­ance of men from the up­lands. Although it took them over an hour to pass by, one might have thought that they were only a few squads march­ing in a circle, be­cause they were all identical, sons of the same bitch, and with the same stolid­ity they all bore the weight of their packs and canteens, the shame of their rifles with fixed bayonets, and the chan­cre of blind obed­i­ence and a sense of honor. Úrsula heard them pass from her bed in the shad­ows and she made a cross with her fin­gers. Santa Sofía de la Piedad ex­isted for an in­stant, lean­ing over the em­broidered table­cloth that she had just ironed, and she thought of her son, José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo, who without chan­ging ex­pression watched the last sol­diers pass by the door of the Hotel Jacob.

Mar­tial law en­abled the army to as­sume the func­tions of ar­bitrator in the con­troversy, but no ef­fort at con­cili­ation was made. As soon as they appeared in Ma­condo, the sol­diers put as­ide their rifles and cut and loaded the ba­na­nas and started the trains run­ning. The workers, who had been con­tent to wait un­til then, went into the woods with no other weapons but their work­ing ma­chetes and they began to sab­otage the sab­otage. They burned plant­ations and com­mis­sar­ies, tore up tracks to im­pede the pas­sage of the trains that began to open their path with ma­chine-gun fire, and they cut tele­graph and tele­phone wires. The ir­rig­ation ditches were stained with blood. Mr. Brown, who was alive in the elec­tri­fied chicken coop, was taken out of Ma­condo with his fam­ily and those of his fel­low coun­try­men and brought to a safe place un­der the protec­tion of the army. The situ­ation was threat­en­ing to lead to a bloody and un­equal civil war when the au­thorit­ies called upon the workers to gather in Ma­condo. The sum­mons an­nounced that the civil and mil­it­ary leader of the province would ar­rive on the fol­lowing Fri­day ready to in­ter­cede in the con­flict.

José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo was in the crowd that had gathered at the station on Fri­day since early in the morn­ing. He had taken part in a meet­ing of union lead­ers and had been com­mis­sioned, along with Col­onel Gavilán, to mingle in the crowd and ori­ent it ac­cord­ing to how things went. He did not feel well and a salty paste was be­gin­ning to col­lect on his pal­ate when he no­ticed that the army had set up ma­chine-gun em­place­ments around the small square and that the wired city of the ba­nana com­pany was protec­ted by artillery pieces. Around twelve o’clock, wait­ing for a train that was not ar­riving, more than three thousand people, workers, wo­men, and chil­dren, had spilled out of the open space in front of the station and were pressing into the neigh­bor­ing streets, which the army had closed off with rows of ma­chine guns. At that time it-all seemed more like a jub­il­ant fair than a wait­ing crowd. They had brought over the frit­ter and drink stands from the Street of the Turks and the people were in good spir­its as they bore the te­dium of wait­ing and the scorch­ing sun. A short time be­fore three o’clock the ru­mor spread that the of­fi­cial train would not ar­rive un­til the fol­lowing day. The crowd let out a sigh of disappoint­ment. An army lieu­ten­ant then climbed up onto the roof of the station where there were four ma­chine-gun em­place­ments aim­ing at the crowd and called for si­lence. Next to José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo there was a bare­footed wo­man, very fat, with two chil­dren between the ages of four and seven. She was car­rying the smal­ler one and she asked José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo, without knowing him, if he would lift up the other one so that he could hear bet­ter. José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo put the child on his shoulders. Many years later that child would still tell, to the dis­be­lief of all, that he had seen the lieu­ten­ant read­ing De­cree No. 4 of the civil and mil­it­ary leader of the province through an old phon­o­graph horn. It had been signed by Gen­eral Carlos Cortes Var­gas and his secret­ary, Ma­jor En­rique Gar­cía Isaza, and in three art­icles of eighty words he de­clared the strikers to be a “bunch of hood­lums” and he au­thor­ized the army to shoot to kill.

After the de­cree was read, in the midst of a deaf­en­ing hoot of protest, a captain took the place of the lieu­ten­ant on the roof of the station and with the horn he signaled that he wanted to speak. The crowd was quiet again.

“Ladies and gentle­men,” the captain said in a low voice that was slow and a lit­tle tired, “you have five minutes to with­draw.”

The re­doubled hooting and shouting drowned out the bugle call that an­nounced the start of the count. No one moved.

“Five minutes have passed,” the captain said in the same tone. “One more minute and we’ll open fire.”

José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo, sweat­ing ice, lowered the child and gave him to the wo­man. “Those bastards might just shoot,” she murmured. José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo did not have time to speak be­cause at that in­stant he re­cog­nized the hoarse voice of Col­onel Gavilán echoing the words of the wo­man with a shout. In­toxic­ated by the ten­sion, by the mi­raculous depth of the si­lence, and further­more con­vinced that noth­ing could move that crowd held tight in a fas­cin­ation with death, José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo raised him­self up over the heads in front of him and for the first time in his life he raised his voice.

“You bastards!” he shouted. “Take the ex­tra minute and stick it up your ass!”

After his shout so­mething happened that did not bring on fright but a kind of hal­lu­cin­ation. The captain gave the or­der to fire and fourteen ma­chine guns an­swered at once. But it all seemed like a farce. It was as if the ma­chine guns had been loaded with caps, be­cause their pant­ing rat­tle could be heard and their in­can­des­cent spit­ting could be seen, but not the slight­est re­ac­tion was per­ceived, not a cry, not even a sigh among the com­pact crowd that seemed pet­ri­fied by an in­stantan­eous in­vul­ner­ab­il­ity. Sud­denly, on one side of the station, a cry of death tore open the en­chant­ment: “Aaaagh, Mother.” A seis­mic voice, a vol­canic breath, the roar of a cata­clysm broke out in the cen­ter of the crowd with a great poten­tial of ex­pan­sion. José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo barely had time to pick up the child while the mother with the other one was swal­lowed up by the crowd that swirled about in panic.

Many years later that child would still tell, in spite of people think­ing that he was a crazy old man, how José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo had lif­ted him over his head and hauled him, al­most in the air, as if float­ing on the ter­ror of the crowd, toward a nearby street. The child’s privileged po­s­i­tion al­lowed him to see at that mo­ment that the wild mass was starting to get to the corner and the row of ma­chine guns opened fire. Sev­eral voices shouted at the same time:

“Get down! Get down!”

The people in front had already done so, swept down by the wave of bul­lets. The survivors, in­stead of getting down, tried to go back to the small square, and the panic be­came a dragon’s tail as one com­pact wave ran against an­other which was moving in the opposite dir­ec­tion, toward the other dragon’s tail in the street ac­ross the way, where the ma­chine guns were also fir­ing without cease. They were penned in, swirl­ing about in a gi­gantic whirl­wind that lit­tle by lit­tle was be­ing re­duced to its epi­cen­ter as the edges were systemat­ic­ally be­ing cut off all around like an onion be­ing peeled by the in­sa­tiable and meth­odical shears of the ma­chine guns. The child saw a wo­man kneel­ing with her arms in the shape of a cross in an open space, mys­ter­i­ously free of the stampede. José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo put him up there at the mo­ment he fell with his face bathed in blood, be­fore the colossal troop wiped out the empty space, the kneel­ing wo­man, the light of the high, drought-stricken sky, and the whorish world where Úrsula Iguarán had sold so many lit­tle candy an­im­als.

When José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo came to he was lying face up in the dark­ness. He real­ized that he was rid­ing on an end­less and si­lent train and that his head was caked with dry blood and that all his bones ached. He felt an in­toler­able de­sire to sleep. Pre­pared to sleep for many hours, safe from the ter­ror and the horror, he made him­self com­fortable on the side that pained him less, and only then did he dis­cover that he was lying against dead people. There was no free space in the car ex­cept for an aisle in the middle. Sev­eral hours must have passed since the mas­sacre be­cause the corpses had the same tem­per­ature as plaster in autumn and the same con­sist­ency of pet­ri­fied foam that it had, and those who had put them in the car had had time to pile them up in the same way in which they transported bunches of ba­na­nas. Trying to flee from the night­mare, José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo dragged him­self from one car to an­other in the dir­ec­tion in which the train was head­ing, and in the flashes of light that broke through the wooden slats as they went through sleep­ing towns he saw the man corpses, wo­man corpses, child corpses who would be thrown into the sea like re­jec­ted ba­na­nas. He re­cog­nized only a wo­man who sold drinks in the square and Col­onel Gavilán, who still held wrapped in his hand the belt with a buckle of Mo­relia sil­ver with which he had tried to open his way through the panic. When he got to the first car he jum­ped into the dark­ness and lay be­side the tracks un­til the train had passed. It was the longest one he had ever seen, with al­most two hun­dred freight cars and a lo­co­motive at either end and a third one in the middle. It had no lights, not even the red and green run­ning lights, and it slip­ped off with a noc­turnal and stealthy ve­lo­city. On top of the cars there could be seen the dark shapes of the sol­diers with their em­placed ma­chine guns.

After mid­night a tor­ren­tial cloud­burst came up. José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo did not know where it was that he had jum­ped off, but he knew that by going in the opposite dir­ec­tion to that of the train he would reach Ma­condo. After walk­ing for more than three hours, soaked to the skin, with a ter­rible head­ache, he was able to make out the first houses in the light of dawn. At­trac­ted by the smell of cof­fee, he went into a kit­chen where a wo­man with a child in her arms was lean­ing over the stove.

“Hello,” he said, ex­hausted. “I’m José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo Buendía.”

He pro­nounced his whole name, let­ter by let­ter, in or­der to con­vince her that he was alive. He was wise in doing so, be­cause the wo­man had thought that he was an appar­i­tion as she saw the dirty, shad­owy fig­ure with his head and cloth­ing dirty with blood and touched with the solem­nity of death come through the door. She re­cog­nized him. She brought him a blanket so that he could wrap him­self up while his clothes dried by the fire, she warmed some water to wash his wound, which was only a flesh wound, and she gave him a clean di­aper to band­age his head. Then she gave him a mug of cof­fee without sugar as she had been told the Buendías drank it, and she spread his cloth­ing out near the fire.

José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo did not speak un­til he had fin­ished drink­ing his cof­fee.

“There must have been three thousand of them,” he murmured.

“What?”

“The dead,” he cla­ri­fied. “It must have been all of the people who were at the station.”

The wo­man meas­ured him with a pitying look. “There haven’t been any dead here,” she said. “Since the time of your uncle, the col­onel, noth­ing has happened in Ma­condo.” In the three kit­chens where José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo stopped be­fore reach­ing home they told him the same thing: “There weren’t any dead.” He went through the small square by the station and he saw the frit­ter stands piled one on top of the other and he could find no trace of the mas­sacre. The streets were deser­ted un­der the per­sist­ent rain and the houses locked up with no trace of life in­side. The only hu­man note was the first tolling of the bells for mass. He knocked at the door at Col­onel Gavilán’s house. A preg­nant wo­man whom he had seen sev­eral times closed the door in his face. “He left,” she said, frightened. “He went back to his own country.” The main en­trance to the wire chicken coop was guarded as al­ways by two local police­men who looked as if they were made of stone un­der the rain, with rain­coats and rub­ber boots. On their mar­ginal street the West In­dian Negroes were singing their Saturday psalms. José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo jum­ped over the courtyard wall and en­tered the house through the kit­chen. Santa Sofía de la Piedad barely raised her voice. “Don’t let Fernanda see you,” she said. “She’s just getting up.” As if she were ful­filling an im­pli­cit pact, she took her son to the “cham­ber­pot room,” ar­ranged Melquíades’ broken-down cot for him, and at two in the af­ternoon, while Fernanda was tak­ing her si­esta, she passed a plate of food in to him through the win­dow.

Aure­li­ano Se­gundo had slept at home be­cause the rain had caught him there and at three in the af­ternoon he was still wait­ing for it to clear. In­formed in secret by Santa Sofía de la Piedad, he vis­ited his brother in Melquíades’ room at that time. He did not be­lieve the ver­sion of the mas­sacre or the night­mare trip of the train loaded with corpses travel­ing toward the sea either. The night be­fore he had read an ex­traord­in­ary proclam­ation to the nation which said that the workers had left the station and had returned home in peace­ful groups. The proclam­ation also stated that the union lead­ers, with great pat­ri­otic spirit, had re­duced their de­mands to two points: a re­form of med­ical ser­vices and the build­ing of lat­rines in the living quarters. It was stated later that when the mil­it­ary au­thorit­ies ob­tained the agreement with the workers, they hastened to tell Mr. Brown and he not only ac­cepted the new con­di­tions but offered to pay for three days of public fest­iv­it­ies to cel­eb­rate the end of the con­flict. Ex­cept that when the mil­it­ary asked him on what date they could an­nounce the sign­ing of the agreement, he looked out the win­dow at the sky crossed with lightn­ing flashes and made a pro­found ges­ture of doubt.

“When the rain stops,” he said. “As long as the rain lasts we’re suspend­ing all activ­it­ies.”

It had not rained for three months and there had been a drought. But when Mr. Brown an­nounced his de­cision a tor­ren­tial down­pour spread over the whole ba­nana re­gion. It was the one that caught José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo on his way to Ma­condo. A week later it was still rain­ing. The of­fi­cial ver­sion, repeated a thousand times and mangled out all over the country by every means of com­munic­ation the gov­ern­ment found at hand, was fi­nally ac­cepted: there were no dead, the sat­isfied workers had gone back to their fam­il­ies, and the ba­nana com­pany was suspend­ing all activ­ity un­til the rains stopped. Mar­tial law con­tinued with an eye to the ne­cessity of tak­ing emer­gency meas­ures for the public dis­aster of the end­less down­pour, but the troops were con­fined to quarters. During the day the sol­diers walked through the tor­rents in the streets with their pant legs rolled up, playing with boats with the chil­dren. At night, after taps, they knocked doors down with their rifle butts, hauled suspects out of their beds, and took them off on trips from which there was no return. The search for and ex­ter­min­ation of the hood­lums, mur­der­ers, ar­son­ists, and rebels of De­cree No. 4 was still going on, but the mil­it­ary denied it even to the rel­at­ives of the vic­tims who crowded the com­mand­ants’ of­fices in search of news. “You must have been dream­ing,” the of­ficers in­sisted. “Noth­ing has happened in Ma­condo, noth­ing has ever happened, and noth­ing ever will happen. This is a happy town.” In that way they were fi­nally able to wipe out the union lead­ers.

The only survivor was José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo. One Feb­ruary night the un­mistak­able blows of rifle butts were heard at the door. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo, who was still wait­ing for it to clear, opened the door to six sol­diers un­der the com­mand of an of­ficer. Soak­ing from the rain, without saying a word, they searched the house room by room, closet by closet, from parlor to pantry. Úrsula woke up when they turned on the light in her room and she did not breathe while the search went on but held her fin­gers in the shape of a cross, point­ing them to where the sol­diers were moving about. Santa Sofía de la Piedad man­aged to warn José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo, who was sleep­ing in Melquíades’ room, but he could see that it was too late to try to es­cape. So Santa Sofía de la Piedad locked the door again and he put on his shirt and his shoes and sat down on the cot to wait for them. At that mo­ment they were search­ing the gold work­shop. The of­ficer made them open the pad­lock and with a quick sweep of his lan­tern he saw the work­bench and the glass cup­board with bottles of acid and in­stru­ments that were still where their owner had left them and he seemed to un­der­stand that no one lived in that room. He wisely asked Aure­li­ano Se­gundo if he was a sil­ver­smith, however, and the lat­ter ex­plained to him that it had been Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía’s work­shop. “Oho,” the of­ficer said, turned on the lights, and ordered such a minute search that they did not miss the eight­een lit­tle gold fishes that had not been melted down and that were hid­den be­hind the bottles in their tin can. The of­ficer ex­amined them one by one on the work­bench and then he turned hu­man. “I’d like to take one, if I may,” he said. “At one time they were a mark of sub­ver­sion, but now they’re relics.” He was young, al­most an ad­oles­cent, with no sign of timid­ity and with a nat­ural pleas­ant man­ner that had not shown itself un­til then. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo gave him the lit­tle fish. The of­ficer put it in his shirt pocket with a child­like glow in his eyes and he put the oth­ers back in the can and set it back where it had been.

“It’s a wonder­ful memento,” he said. “Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía was one of our greatest men.”

Nev­er­the­less, that surge of hu­man­ity did not al­ter his professional con­duct. At Melquíades’ room, which was locked up again with the pad­lock, Santa Sofía de la Piedad tried one last hope. “No one has lived in that room for a cen­tury,” she said. The of­ficer had it opened and flashed the beam of the lan­tern over it, and Aure­li­ano Se­gundo and Santa Sofía de la Piedad saw the Arab eyes of José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo at the mo­ment when the ray of light passed over his face and they un­der­stood that it was the end of one anxi­ety and the be­gin­ning of an­other which would find re­lief only in resig­nation. But the of­ficer con­tinued ex­amin­ing the room with the lan­tern and showed no sign of in­terest un­til he dis­covered the seventy-two cham­ber­pots piled up in the cup­boards. Then he turned on the light. José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo was sit­ting on the edge of the cot, ready to go, more sol­emn and pens­ive than ever. In the back­ground were the shelves with the shred­ded books, the rolls of parch­ment, and the clean and or­derly work­t­able with the ink still fresh in the ink­wells. There was the same pure­ness in the air, the same clar­ity, the same res­pite from dust and destruc­tion that Aure­li­ano Se­gundo had known in child­hood and that only Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía could not per­ceive. But the of­ficer was only in­ter­ested in the cham­ber­pots.

“How many people live in this house?” he asked.

“Five.”

The of­ficer ob­viously did not un­der­stand. He paused with his glance on the space where Aure­li­ano Se­gundo and Santa Sofía de la Piedad were still see­ing José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo and the lat­ter also real­ized that the sol­dier was look­ing at him without see­ing him. Then he turned out the light and closed the door. When he spoke to the sol­diers, Aure­li­ano Se­gundo un­der­stood that the young of­ficer had seen the room with the same eyes as Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía.

“It’s ob­vious that no one has been in that room for at least a hun­dred years,” the of­ficer said to the sol­diers. “There must even be snakes in there.”

When the door closed, José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo was sure that the war was over. Years be­fore Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía had spoken to him about the fas­cin­ation of war and had tried to show it to him with count­less ex­amples drawn from his own ex­per­i­ence. He had be­lieved him. But the night when the sol­diers looked at him without see­ing him while he thought about the ten­sion of the past few months, the misery of jail, the panic at the station, and the train loaded with dead people, José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo reached the con­clusion that Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía was noth­ing but a faker or an im­be­cile. He could not un­der­stand why he had needed so many words to ex­plain what he felt in war be­cause one was enough: fear. In Melquíades’ room, on the other hand, protec­ted by the supernat­ural light, by the sound of the rain, by the feel­ing of be­ing in­visible, he found the re­pose that he had not had for one single in­stant during his previous life, and the only fear that re­mained was that they would bury him alive. He told Santa Sofía de la Piedad about it when she brought him his daily meals and she promised to struggle to stay alive even beyond her nat­ural forces in or­der to make sure that they would bury him dead. Free from all fear, José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo ded­ic­ated him­self then to per­use the manuscripts of Melquíades many times, and with so much more pleas­ure when he could not un­der­stand them. He be­came ac­customed to the sound of the rain, which after two months had be­come an­other form of si­lence, and the only thing that dis­turbed his sol­itude was the coming and going of Santa Sofía de la Piedad. He asked her, there­fore, to leave the meals on the win­dowsill and pad­lock the door. The rest of the fam­ily forgot about him, in­clud­ing Fernanda, who did not mind leav­ing him there when she found that the sol­diers had seen him without re­cog­niz­ing him. After six months of en­closure, since the sol­diers had left Ma­condo Aure­li­ano Se­gundo re­moved the pad­lock, look­ing for someone he could talk to un­til the rain stopped. As soon as he opened the door he felt the pesti­len­tial at­tack of the cham­ber­pots, which were placed on the floor and all of which had been used sev­eral times. José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo, de­voured by bald­ness, in­dif­fer­ent to the air that had been sharpened by the naus­eat­ing va­pors, was still read­ing and reread­ing the unin­tel­li­gible parch­ments. He was il­lumin­ated by a ser­aphic glow. He scarcely raised his eyes when he heard the door open, but that look was enough for his brother to see repeated in it the ir­re­par­able fate of his great-grand­father.

“There were more than three thousand of them,” was all that José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo said. “I’m sure now that they were everybody who had been at the station.”








IT RAINED for four years, el­even months, and two days. There were peri­ods of drizzle during which everyone put on his full dress and a con­vales­cent look to cel­eb­rate the clear­ing, but people soon grew ac­customed to in­ter­pret the pauses as a sign of re­doubled rain. The sky crumbled into a set of destruct­ive storms and out of the north came hurricanes that scat­tered roofs about and knocked down walls and up­rooted every last plant of the ba­nana groves. Just as during the in­som­nia plague, as Úrsula came to re­mem­ber during those days, the calam­ity itself in­spired de­fenses against bore­dom. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo was one of those who worked hard­est not to be con­quered by idle­ness. He had gone home for some minor mat­ter on the night that Mr. Brown un­leashed the storm, and Fernanda tried to help him with a half-blown-out um­brella that she found in a closet. “I don’t need it,” he said. “I’ll stay un­til it clears.” That was not, of course, an iron­clad promise, but he would ac­com­pl­ish it lit­er­ally. Since his clothes were at Petra Cotes’s, every three days he would take off what he had on and wait in his shorts un­til they were washed. In or­der not to be­come bored, he ded­ic­ated him­self to the task of re­pair­ing the many things that needed fixing in the house. He ad­justed hinges, oiled locks, screwed knock­ers tight, and planed door­jambs. For sev­eral months he was seen wan­der­ing about with a tool­box that the gypsies must have left be­hind in José Ar­ca­dio Buendía’s days, and no one knew whet­her be­cause of the in­vol­un­tary exer­cise, the winter te­dium, or the im­posed ab­stin­ence, but his belly was de­flat­ing lit­tle by lit­tle like a wine­skin and his face of a be­atific tor­toise was be­coming less blood­shot and his double chin less promin­ent un­til he be­came less pa­chy­dermic all over and was able to tie his own shoes again. Watch­ing him put­ting in latches and re­pair­ing clocks, Fernanda wondered whet­her or not he too might be fall­ing into the vice of build­ing so that he could take apart like Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía and his lit­tle gold fishes, Am­aranta and her shroud and her buttons, José Ar­ca­dio and the parch­ments, and Úrsula and her memor­ies. But that was not the case. The worst part was that the rain was af­fect­ing everyth­ing and the driest of ma­chines would have flowers popping out among their gears if they were not oiled every three days, and the threads in brocades rusted, and wet cloth­ing would break out in a rash of saf­fron-colored moss. The air was so damp that fish could have come in through the doors and swum out the win­dows, float­ing through the at­mo­sphere in the rooms. One morn­ing Úrsula woke up feel­ing that she was reach­ing her end in a pla­cid swoon and she had already asked them to take her to Father Ant­onio Isa­bel, even if it had to be on a stretcher, when Santa Sofía de la Piedad dis­covered that her back was paved with leeches. She took them off one by one, crush­ing them with a firebrand be­fore they bled her to death. It was ne­ces­sary to dig canals to get the water out of the house and rid it of the frogs and snails so that they could dry the floors and take the bricks from un­der the bed­posts and walk in shoes once more. Oc­cu­pied with the many small de­tails that called for his at­tention, Aure­li­ano Se­gundo did not real­ize that he was getting old un­til one af­ternoon when he found him­self con­tem­plat­ing the prema­ture dusk from a rock­ing chair and think­ing about Petra Cotes without quiv­er­ing. There would have been no problem in going back to Fernanda’s in­sipid love, be­cause her beauty had be­come sol­emn with age, but the rain had spared him from all emer­gen­cies of passion and had filled him with the spongy ser­en­ity of a lack of appetite. He amused him­self think­ing about the things that he could have done in other times with that rain which had already lasted a year. He had been one of the first to bring zinc sheets to Ma­condo, much earlier than their popular­iz­a­tion by the ba­nana com­pany, sim­ply to roof Petra Cotes’s bed­room with them and to take pleas­ure in the feel­ing of deep in­timacy that the sprink­ling of the rain pro­duced at that time. But even those wild memor­ies of his mad youth left him un­moved, just as during his last de­bauch he had ex­hausted his quota of sala­cious­ness and all he had left was the mar­velous gift of be­ing able to re­mem­ber it without bit­terness or repent­ance. It might have been thought that the de­luge had given him the opportun­ity to sit and re­flect and that the busi­ness of the pli­ers and the oil­can had awakened in him the tardy yearning of so many use­ful trades that he might have fol­lowed in his life and did not; but neither case was true, be­cause the temptation of a sedent­ary do­mest­icity that was be­sieging him was not the res­ult of any redis­cov­ery or moral les­son. It came from much farther off, un­earthed by the rain’s pitch­fork from the days when in Melquíades’ room he would read the prodi­gious fables about flying carpets and whales that fed on en­tire ships and their crews. It was during those days that in a mo­ment of care­less­ness lit­tle Aure­li­ano appeared on the porch and his grand­father re­cog­nized the secret of his iden­tity. He cut his hair, dressed him, taught him not to be afraid of people, and very soon it was evid­ent that he was a le­git­imate Aure­li­ano Buendía, with his high cheekbones, his startled look, and his sol­it­ary air. It was a re­lief for Fernanda. For some time she had meas­ured the ex­tent of her pride­ful­ness, but she could not find any way to rem­edy it be­cause the more she thought of solu­tions the less rational they seemed to her. If she had known that Aure­li­ano Se­gundo was going to take things the way he did, with the fine pleas­ure of a grand­father, she would not have taken so many turns or got so mixed up, but would have freed her­self from mor­ti­fic­ation the year be­fore. Am­aranta Úrsula, who already had her se­cond teeth, thought of her nephew as a scurrying toy who was a con­solation for the te­dium of the rain. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo re­membered then the Eng­lish en­cyclope­dia that no one had since touched in Meme’s old room. He began to show the chil­dren the pic­tures, es­pe­cially those of an­im­als, and later on the maps and pho­to­graphs of re­mote coun­tries and fam­ous people. Since he did not know any Eng­lish and could identify only the most fam­ous cit­ies and people, he would in­vent names and le­gends to sat­isfy the chil­dren’s in­sa­tiable curi­osity.

Fernanda really be­lieved that her husband was wait­ing for it to clear to return to his con­cubine. During the first months of the rain she was afraid that he would try to slip into her bed­room and that she would have to un­dergo the shame of reveal­ing to him that she was in­cap­able of re­con­cili­ation since the birth of Am­aranta Úrsula. That was the reason for her anxious correspond­ence with the in­visible doct­ors, in­ter­rupted by frequent dis­asters of the mail. During the first months when it was learned that the trains were jump­ing their tracks in the rain, a let­ter from the in­visible doct­ors told her that hers were not ar­riving. Later on, when con­tact with the un­known correspondents was broken, she had ser­i­ously thought of put­ting on the ti­ger mask that her husband had worn in the bloody car­nival and having her­self ex­amined un­der a fic­ti­tious name by the ba­nana com­pany doct­ors. But one of the many people who regularly brought un­pleas­ant news of the de­luge had told her that the com­pany was dis­mantling its dis­pensar­ies to move them to where it was not rain­ing. Then she gave up hope. She resigned her­self to wait­ing un­til the rain stopped and the mail ser­vice was back to nor­mal, and in the meantime she sought re­lief from her secret ail­ments with re­course to her ima­gin­ation, be­cause she would rather have died than put her­self in the hands of the only doctor left in Ma­condo, the ex­travag­ant French­man who ate grass like a don­key. She drew close to Úrsula, trusting that she would know of some pal­li­at­ive for her at­tacks. But her twisted habit of not call­ing things by their names made her put first things last and use “ex­pelled” for “gave birth” and “burn­ing” for “flow” so that it would all be less shame­ful, with the res­ult that Úrsula reached the reason­able con­clusion that her trouble was in­testinal rather than uter­ine, and she ad­vised her to take a dose of ca­lomel on an empty stomach. If it had not been for that suf­fer­ing, which would have had noth­ing shame­ful about it for someone who did not suf­fer as well from shame­ful­ness, and if it had not been for the loss of the let­ters, the rain would not have bothered Fernanda, be­cause, after all, her whole life had been spent as if it had been rain­ing. She did not change her sched­ule or modify her ritual. When the table was still raised up on bricks and the chairs put on planks so that those at the table would not get their feet wet, she still ser­ved with linen table­cloths and fine chinaware and with lighted candles, be­cause she felt that the calam­it­ies should not be used as a pre­text for any relaxation in cus­toms. No one went out into the street any more. If it had de­pended on Fernanda, they would never have done so, not only since it started rain­ing but since long be­fore that, be­cause she felt that doors had been in­ven­ted to stay closed and that curi­osity for what was going on in the street was a mat­ter for harlots. Yet she was the first one to look out when they were told that the fun­eral pro­cession for Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez was passing by, and even though she only watched it through the half-opened win­dow it left her in such a state of af­flic­tion that for a long time she repen­ted of her weak­ness.

She could not have con­ceived of a more des­ol­ate cortege. They had put the coffin in an ox­cart over which they built a can­opy of ba­nana leaves, but the pressure of the rain was so in­tense and the streets so muddy that with every step the wheels got stuck and the cov­er­ing was on the verge of fall­ing apart. The streams of sad water that fell on the coffin were soak­ing the flag that had been placed on top, which was ac­tually the flag stained with blood and gun­powder that had been re­jec­ted by more hon­or­able vet­er­ans. On the coffin they had also placed the saber with tassels of sil­ver and copper, the same one that Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez used to hang on the coat rack in or­der to go into Am­aranta’s sew­ing room un­armed. Be­hind the cart, some bare­foot and all of them with their pants rolled up, splash­ing in the mud were the last survivors of the surrender at Neer­landia, car­rying a drover’s staff in one hand and in the other a wreath of paper flowers that had be­come dis­colored in the rain. They appeared like an un­real vis­ion along the street which still bore the name of Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía, and they all looked at the house as they passed and turned the corner at the square, where they had to ask for help to move the cart, which was stuck. Úrsula had her­self car­ried to the door by Santa Sofía de la Piedad. She fol­lowed the dif­fi­culties of the pro­cession with such at­tention that no one doub­ted that she was see­ing it, es­pe­cially be­cause her raised hand of an archangelic messenger was moving with the swaying of the cart.

“Good-bye, Ger­ineldo, my son,” she shouted. “Say hello to my people and tell them I’ll see them when it stops rain­ing.”

Aure­li­ano Se­gundo helped her back to bed and with the same in­form­al­ity with which he al­ways treated her, he asked her the mean­ing of her farewell.

“It’s true,” she said. “I’m only wait­ing for the rain to stop in or­der to die.”

The con­di­tion of the streets alarmed Aure­li­ano Se­gundo. He fi­nally be­came worried about the state of his an­im­als and he threw an oil­cloth over his head and went to Petra Cotes’s house. He found her in the courtyard, in the water up to her waist, trying to float the corpse of a horse. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo helped her with a lever, and the enorm­ous swol­len body gave a turn like a bell and was dragged away by the tor­rent of li­quid mud. Since the rain began, all that Petra Cotes had done was to clear her courtyard of dead an­im­als. During the first weeks she sent mes­sages to Aure­li­ano Se­gundo for him to take ur­gent meas­ures and he had an­swered that there was no rush, that the situ­ation was not alarming, that there would be plenty of time to think about so­mething when it cleared. She sent him word that the horse pastures were be­ing flooded, that the cat­tle were flee­ing to high ground, where there was noth­ing to eat and where they were at the mercy of jag­uars and sick­ness. “There’s noth­ing to be done,” Aure­li­ano Se­gundo an­swered her. “Oth­ers will be born when it clears.” Petra Cotes had seen them die in clusters and she was able to butcher only those stuck in the mud. She saw with quiet im­pot­ence how the de­luge was piti­lessly ex­ter­min­at­ing a for­tune that at one time was con­sidered the lar­gest and most solid in Ma­condo, and of which noth­ing re­mained but pesti­lence. When Aure­li­ano Se­gundo de­cided to go see what was going on, he found only the corpse of the horse and a squalid mule in the ruins of the stable. Petra Cotes watched him ar­rive without surprise, joy, or re­sent­ment, and she only al­lowed her­self an ironic smile.

“It’s about time!” she said.

She had aged, all skin and bones, and her tapered eyes of a car­ni­vorous an­imal had be­come sad and tame from look­ing at the rain, so much. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo stayed at her house more than three months, not be­cause he felt bet­ter there than in that of his fam­ily, but be­cause he needed all that time to make the de­cision to throw the piece of oil­cloth back over his head. “There’s no rush,” he said, as he had said in the other house. “Let’s hope that it clears in the next few hours.” During the course of the first week he be­came ac­customed to the in­roads that time and the rain had made in the health of his con­cubine, and lit­tle by lit­tle he was see­ing her as she had been be­fore, re­mem­ber­ing her jub­il­ant ex­cesses and the de­li­rious fer­til­ity that her love provoked in the an­im­als, and partly through love, partly through in­terest, one night during the se­cond week he awoke her with ur­gent caresses. Petra Cotes did not re­act. “Go back to sleep,” she murmured. “These aren’t times for things like that.” Aure­li­ano Se­gundo saw him­self in the mirrors on the ceil­ing, saw Petra Cotes’s spinal column like a row of spools strung to­gether along a cluster of withered nerves, and he saw that she was right, not be­cause of the times but be­cause of them­selves, who were no longer up to those things.

Aure­li­ano Se­gundo returned home with his trunks, con­vinced that not only Úrsula but all the in­hab­it­ants of Ma­condo were wait­ing for it to clear in or­der to die. He had seen them as he passed by, sit­ting in their parlors with an ab­sorbed look and fol­ded arms, feel­ing un­broken time pass, relent­less time, be­cause it was use­less to di­vide it into months and years, and the days into hours, when one could do noth­ing but con­tem­plate the rain. The chil­dren greeted Aure­li­ano Se­gundo with ex­cite­ment be­cause he was playing the as­th­matic ac­cor­dion for them again. But the con­certs did not at­tract their at­tention as much as the ses­sions with the en­cyclope­dia, and once more they got to­gether in Meme’s room, where Aure­li­ano Se­gundo’s ima­gin­ation changed a di­ri­gible into a flying ele­ph­ant who was look­ing for a place to sleep among the clouds. On one oc­ca­sion he came ac­ross a man on horse­back who in spite of his strange out­fit had a fa­mil­iar look, and after ex­amin­ing him closely he came to the con­clusion that it was a pic­ture of Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía. He showed it to Fernanda and she also ad­mit­ted the resemb­lance of the horse­man not only to the col­onel but to everybody in the fam­ily, although he was ac­tually a Tartar war­rior. Time passed in that way with the Colossus of Rhodes and snake charm­ers un­til his wife told him that there were only three pounds of dried meat and a sack of rice left in the pantry.

“And what do you want me to do about it?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” Fernanda an­swered. “That’s men’s busi­ness.”

“Well,” Aure­li­ano Se­gundo said, “so­mething will be done when it clears.”

He was more in­ter­ested in the en­cyclope­dia than in the do­mestic problem, even when he had to con­tent him­self with a scrap of meat and a lit­tle rice for lunch. “It’s im­possible to do any­thing now,” he would say. “It can’t rain for the rest of our lives.” And while the ur­gen­cies of the pantry grew greater, Fernanda’s in­dig­nation also grew, un­til her even­tual protests, her in­frequent out­bursts came forth in an un­con­tained, un­chained tor­rent that began one morn­ing like the monoton­ous drone of a gui­tar and as the day ad­vanced rose in pitch, richer and more splen­did. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo was not aware of the sing­song un­til the fol­lowing day after break­fast when he felt him­self be­ing bothered by a buzzing that was by then more fluid and louder than the sound of the rain, and it was Fernanda, who was walk­ing throug­hout the house com­plain­ing that they had raised her to be a queen only to have her end up as a ser­vant in a mad­house, with a lazy, id­ol­at­rous, lib­ertine husband who lay on his back wait­ing for bread to rain down from heaven while she was strain­ing her kid­neys trying to keep afloat a home held to­gether with pins where there was so much to do, so much to bear up un­der and re­pair from the time God gave his morn­ing sun­light un­til it was time to go to bed that when she got there her eyes were full of ground glass, and yet no one ever said to her, “Good morn­ing, Fernanda, did you sleep well?” Nor had they asked her, even out of courtesy, why she was so pale or why she awoke with purple rings un­der her eyes in spite of the fact that she ex­pec­ted it, of course, from a fam­ily that had al­ways con­sidered her a nuis­ance, an old rag, a booby pain­ted on the wall, and who were al­ways going around saying things against her be­hind her back, call­ing her churchm­ouse, call­ing her Phar­isee, call­ing her crafty, and even Am­aranta, may she rest in peace, had said aloud that she was one of those people who could not tell their rectums from their ashes, God have mercy, such words, and she had toler­ated everyth­ing with resig­nation be­cause of the Holy Father, but she had not been able to toler­ate it any more when that evil José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo said that the dam­nation of the fam­ily had come when it opened its doors to a stuck-up high­lander, just ima­gine, a bossy high­lander, Lord save us, a high­land daugh­ter of evil spit of the same stripe as the high­landers the gov­ern­ment sent to kill workers, you tell me, and he was re­fer­ring to no one but her, the god­child of the Duke of Alba, a lady of such lin­eage that she made the liver of pres­id­ents’ wives quiver, a noble dame of fine blood like her, who had the right to sign el­even pen­in­sular names and who was the only mor­tal creature in that town full of bastards who did not feel all con­fused at the sight of sixteen pieces of sil­ver­ware, so that her adul­ter­ous husband could die of laughter af­ter­ward and say that so many knives and forks and spoons were not meant for a hu­man be­ing but for a centi­pede, and the only one who could tell with her eyes closed when the white wine was ser­ved and on what side and in which glass and when the red wine and on what side and in which glass, and not like that peas­ant of an Am­aranta, may she rest in peace, who thought that white wine was ser­ved in the daytime and red wine at night, and the only one on the whole coast who could take pride in the fact that she took care of her bod­ily needs only in golden cham­ber­pots, so that Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía, may he rest in peace, could have the ef­fron­tery to ask her with his Ma­sonic ill hu­mor where she had re­ceived that privilege and whet­her she did not shit shit but shat sweet basil, just ima­gine, with those very words, and so that Renata, her own daugh­ter, who through an over­sight had seen her stool in the bed­room, had an­swered that even if the pot was all gold and with a coat of arms, what was in­side was pure shit, physical shit, and worse even than any other kind be­cause it was stuck-up high­land shit, just ima­gine, her own daugh­ter, so that she never had any il­lusions about the rest of the fam­ily, but in any case she had the right to ex­pect a lit­tle more con­sid­er­ation from her husband be­cause, for bet­ter or for worse, he was her con­sec­rated spouse, her helpmate, her legal de­spoiler, who took upon him­self of his own free and sovereign will the grave re­spons­ib­il­ity of tak­ing her away from her paternal home, where she never wanted for or suffered from any­thing, where she wove fun­eral wreaths as a pastime, since her god­father had sent a let­ter with his sig­na­ture and the stamp of his ring on the seal­ing wax sim­ply to say that the hands of his god­daugh­ter were not meant for tasks of this world ex­cept to play the clavi­chord, and, nev­er­the­less, her in­sane husband had taken her from her home with all man­ner of ad­mon­i­tions and warnings and had brought her to that frying pan of hell where a per­son could not breathe be­cause of the heat, and be­fore she had com­pleted her Pente­costal fast he had gone off with his wan­der­ing trunks and his wastrel’s ac­cor­dion to loaf in adul­tery with a wretch of whom it was only enough to see her be­hind, well, that’s been said, to see her wiggle her mare’s be­hind in or­der to guess that she was a, that she was a, just the opposite of her, who was a lady in a palace or a pig­sty, at the table or in bed, a lady of breed­ing, God-fear­ing, obeying His laws and sub­missive to His wishes, and with whom he could not per­form, nat­ur­ally, the ac­ro­bat­ics and tramp­ish antics that he did with the other one, who, of course, was ready for any­thing, like the French mat­rons, and even worse, if one con­siders well, be­cause they at least had the hon­esty to put a red light at their door, swin­ish­ness like that, just ima­gine, and that was all that was needed by the only and be­loved daugh­ter of Doña Renata Ar­gote and Don Fernando del Carpio, and es­pe­cially the lat­ter, an up­right man, a fine Christian, a Knight of the Or­der of the Holy Se­pulcher, those who re­ceive dir­ect from God the privilege of re­main­ing in­tact in their graves with their skin smooth like the cheeks of a bride and their eyes alive and clear like em­er­alds.

“That’s not true,” Aure­li­ano Se­gundo in­ter­rupted her. “He was already be­gin­ning to smell when they brought him here.”

He had the pati­ence to listen to her for a whole day un­til he caught her in a slip. Fernanda did not pay him any mind, but she lowered her voice. That night at din­ner the ex­asper­at­ing buzzing of the sing­song had con­quered the sound of the rain. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo ate very lit­tle, with his head down, and he went to his room early. At break­fast on the fol­lowing day Fernanda was trem­bling, with a look of not having slept well, and she seemed com­pletely ex­hausted by her ran­cor. Nev­er­the­less, when her husband asked if it was not pos­sible to have a soft-boiled egg, she did not an­swer sim­ply that they had run out of eggs the week be­fore, but she worked up a vi­olent diat­ribe against men who spent their time con­tem­plat­ing their na­vels and then had the gall to ask for larks’ liv­ers at the table. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo took the chil­dren to look at the en­cyclope­dia, as al­ways, and Fernanda preten­ded to straighten out Meme’s room just so that he could listen to her mutter­ing, of course, that it cer­tainly took cheek for him to tell the poor in­no­cents that there was a pic­ture of Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía in the en­cyclope­dia. During the af­ternoon, while the chil­dren were having their nap, Aure­li­ano Se­gundo sat on the porch and Fernanda pursued him even there, provok­ing him, tor­ment­ing him, hov­er­ing about him with her im­plac­able horse­fly buzzing, saying that, of course, while there was noth­ing to eat ex­cept stones, her husband was sit­ting there like a sul­tan of Per­sia watch­ing it rain, be­cause that was all he was, a slob, a sponge, a good-for-noth­ing, softer than cotton bat­ting, used to living off wo­men and con­vinced that he had mar­ried Jo­nah’s wife, who was so con­tent with the story of the whale. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo listened to her for more than two hours, im­passive, as if he were deaf. He did not in­ter­rupt her un­til late in the af­ternoon, when he could no longer bear the echo of the bass drum that was tor­ment­ing his head.

“Please shut up,” he begged.

Fernanda, quite the con­trary, raised her pitch. “I don’t have any reason to shut up,” she said. “Any­one who doesn’t want to listen to me can go some­place else.” Then Aure­li­ano Se­gundo lost con­trol. He stood up un­hurriedly, as if he only in­ten­ded to stretch, and with a per­fectly regulated and meth­odical fury he grabbed the pots with the be­gonias one after the other, those with the ferns, the oregano, and one after the other he smashed them onto the floor. Fernanda was frightened be­cause un­til then she had really not had a clear in­dic­ation of the tre­mend­ous in­ner force of her sing­song, but it was too late for any at­tempt at rec­ti­fic­ation. In­toxic­ated by the un­con­tained tor­rent of re­lief, Aure­li­ano Se­gundo broke the glass on the china closet and piece by piece, without hurrying, he took out the chinaware and shat­tered it on the floor. Systemat­ic­ally, serenely, in the same parsi­moni­ous way in which he had papered the house with bank­notes, he then set about smash­ing the Bo­hemian crystal ware against the walls, the hand-pain­ted vases, the pic­tures of maid­ens in flower-laden boats, the mirrors in their gil­ded frames, everyth­ing that was break­able, from parlor to pantry, and he fin­ished with the large earthen jar in the kit­chen, which ex­ploded in the middle of the courtyard with a hol­low boom. Then he washed his hands, threw the oil­cloth over him­self, and be­fore mid­night he returned with a few strings of dried meat, sev­eral bags of rice, corn with weevils, and some ema­ci­ated bunches of ba­na­nas. From then on there was no more lack of food.

Am­aranta Úrsula and lit­tle Aure­li­ano would re­mem­ber the rains as a happy time. In spite of Fernanda’s strict­ness, they would splash in the puddles in the courtyard, catch liz­ards and dis­sect them, and pretend that they were pois­on­ing the soup with dust from butter­fly wings when Santa Sofía de la Piedad was not look­ing. Úrsula was their most amusing plaything. They looked upon her as a big, broken-down doll that they car­ried back and forth from one corner to an­other wrapped in colored cloth and with her face pain­ted with soot and an­natto, and once they were on the point of pluck­ing out her eyes with the prun­ing shears as they had done with the frogs. Noth­ing gave them as much ex­cite­ment as the wan­der­ings of her mind. So­mething, in­deed, must have happened to her mind during the third year of the rain, for she was gradually losing her sense of real­ity and con­fusing present time with re­mote peri­ods in her life to the point where, on one oc­ca­sion, she spent three days weep­ing deeply over the death of Pet­ronila Iguarán, her great-grand­mother, buried for over a cen­tury. She sank into such an in­sane state of con­fusion that she thought lit­tle Aure­li­ano was her son the col­onel during the time he was taken to see ice, and that the José Ar­ca­dio who was at that time in the sem­in­ary was her firstborn who had gone off with the gypsies. She spoke so much about the fam­ily that the chil­dren learned to make up ima­gin­ary vis­its with be­ings who had not only been dead for a long time, but who had ex­isted at dif­fer­ent times. Sit­ting on the bed, her hair covered with ashes and her face wrapped in a red ker­chief, Úrsula was happy in the midst of the un­real rel­at­ives whom the chil­dren de­scribed in all de­tail, as if they had really known them. Úrsula would con­verse with her fore­bears about events that took place be­fore her own ex­ist­ence, en­joying the news they gave her, and she would weep with them over deaths that were much more re­cent than the guests them­selves. The chil­dren did not take long to no­tice that in the course of those ghostly vis­its Úrsula would al­ways ask a question des­tined to es­tab­lish the one who had brought a life-size plaster Saint Joseph to the house to be kept un­til the rains stopped. It was in that way that Aure­li­ano Se­gundo re­membered the for­tune buried in some place that only Úrsula knew, but the questions and as­tute man­euver­ing that oc­curred to him were of no use be­cause in the labyrinth of her mad­ness she seemed to preserve enough of a mar­gin of lu­cid­ity to keep the secret which she would reveal only to the one who could prove that he was the real owner of the buried gold. She was so skill­ful and strict that when Aure­li­ano Se­gundo in­struc­ted one of his ca­rousing com­pan­ions to pass him­self off as the owner of the for­tune, she got him all caught up in a minute in­ter­rog­ation sown with subtle traps.

Con­vinced that Úrsula would carry the secret to her grave, Aure­li­ano Se­gundo hired a crew of dig­gers un­der the pre­text that they were mak­ing some drain­age canals in the courtyard and the back­yard, and he him­self took sound­ings in the earth with iron bars and all man­ner of metal-de­tect­ors without find­ing any­thing that resembled gold in three months of ex­haustive ex­ploration. Later on he went to Pi­lar Tern­era with the hope that the cards would see more than the dig­gers, but she began by ex­plain­ing that any at­tempt would be use­less un­less Úrsula cut the cards. On the other hand, she con­firmed the ex­ist­ence of the treas­ure with the pre­cision of its con­sisting of seven thousand two hun­dred fourteen coins buried in three can­vas sacks re­in­forced with copper wire within a circle with a ra­dius of three hun­dred eighty-eight feet with Úrsula’s bed as the cen­ter, but she warned that it would not be found un­til it stopped rain­ing and the suns of three con­sec­utive Junes had changed the piles of mud into dust. The pro­fusion and me­tic­ulous vague­ness of the in­form­ation seemed to Aure­li­ano Se­gundo so sim­ilar to the tales of spir­itu­al­ists that he kept on with his en­ter­prise in spite of the fact that they were in Au­gust and they would have to wait at least three years in or­der to sat­isfy the con­di­tions of the pre­dic­tion. The first thing that startled him, even though it in­creased his con­fusion at the same time, was the fact that it was pre­cisely three hun­dred eighty-eight feet from Úrsula’s bed to the back­yard wall. Fernanda feared that he was as crazy as his twin brother when she saw him tak­ing the meas­ure­ments, and even more when he told the dig­ging crew to make the ditches three feet deeper. Over­come by an ex­plorat­ory de­li­rium com­par­able only to that of his great-grand­father when he was search­ing for the route of in­ventions, Aure­li­ano Se­gundo lost the last layers of fat that he had left and the old resemb­lance to his twin brother was be­coming ac­cen­tu­ated again, not only be­cause of his slim fig­ure, but also be­cause of the dis­tant air and the with­drawn at­titude. He no longer bothered with the chil­dren. He ate at odd hours, mud­died from head to toe, and he did so in a corner of the kit­chen, barely an­swer­ing the oc­ca­sional questions asked by Santa Sofía de la Piedad. See­ing him work that way, as she had never dreamed him cap­able of doing, Fernanda thought that his stub­bornness was di­li­gence, his greed ab­neg­ation, and his thick­headed­ness persever­ance, and her in­sides tightened with re­morse over the virulence with which she had at­tacked his idle­ness. But Aure­li­ano Se­gundo was in no mood for mer­ci­ful re­con­cili­ations at that time. Sunk up to his neck in a mor­ass of dead branches and rotting flowers, he flung the dirt of the garden all about after having fin­ished with the courtyard and the back­yard, and he ex­cavated so deeply un­der the found­ations of the east wing of the house that one night they woke up in ter­ror at what seemed to be an earthquake, as much be­cause of the trem­bling as the fear­ful un­der­ground creak­ing. Three of the rooms were col­lapsing and a fright­en­ing crack had opened up from the porch to Fernanda’s room. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo did not give up the search be­cause of that. Even when his last hopes had been ex­tin­guished and the only thing that seemed to make any sense was what the cards had pre­dicted, he re­in­forced the jagged found­ation, re­paired the crack with mortar, and con­tinued on the side to the west. He was still there on the se­cond week of the fol­lowing June when the rain began to abate and the clouds began to lift and it was ob­vious from one mo­ment to the next that it was going to clear. That was what happened. One Fri­day at two in the af­ternoon the world lighted up with a crazy crim­son sun as harsh as brick dust and al­most as cool as water, and it did not rain again for ten years.

Ma­condo was in ruins. In the swampy streets there were the re­mains of fur­niture, an­imal ske­l­et­ons covered with red lilies, the last memor­ies of the hordes of new­comers who had fled Ma­condo as wildly as they had ar­rived. The houses that had been built with such haste during the ba­nana fever had been aban­doned. The ba­nana com­pany tore down its in­stal­lations. All that re­mained of the former wired-in city were the ruins. The wooden houses, the cool ter­races for breezy card-playing af­ternoons, seemed to have been blown away in an an­ti­cip­ation of the prophetic wind that years later would wipe Ma­condo off the face of the earth. The only hu­man trace left by that vora­cious blast was a glove be­long­ing to Pat­ri­cia Brown in an auto­mobile smothered in wild pan­sies. The en­chanted re­gion ex­plored by José Ar­ca­dio Buendía in the days of the found­ing, where later on the ba­nana plant­ations flourished, was a bog of rotting roots, on the horizon of which one could man­age to see the si­lent foam of the sea. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo went through a crisis of af­flic­tion on the first Sunday that he put on dry clothes and went out to re­new his ac­quaint­ance with the town. The survivors of the cata­strophe, the same ones who had been living in Ma­condo be­fore it had been struck by the ba­nana com­pany hurricane, were sit­ting in the middle of the street en­joying their first sun­shine. They still had the green of the al­gae on their skin and the musty smell of a corner that had been stamped on them by the rain, but in their hearts they seemed happy to have re­covered the town in which they had been born. The Street of the Turks was again what it had been earlier, in the days when the Ar­abs with slip­pers and rings in their ears were going about the world swapping knick­knacks for macaws and had found in Ma­condo a good bend in the road where they could find res­pite from their age-old lot as wan­der­ers. Having crossed through to the other side of the rain, the mer­chand­ise in the booths was fall­ing apart, the cloths spread over the doors were splotched with mold, the coun­ters un­der­mined by ter­mites, the walls eaten away by damp­ness, but the Ar­abs of the third gen­er­ation were sit­ting in the same place and in the same po­s­i­tion as their fath­ers and grand­fath­ers, ta­cit­urn, daunt­less, in­vul­ner­able to time and dis­aster, as alive or as dead as they had been after the in­som­nia plague and Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía’s thirty-two wars. Their strength of spirit in the face of the ruins of the gam­ing tables, the frit­ter stands, the shooting gal­ler­ies, and the al­ley where they in­ter­preted dreams and pre­dicted the future made Aure­li­ano Se­gundo ask them with his usual in­form­al­ity what mys­ter­i­ous resources they had re­lied upon so as not to have gone awash in the storm, what the devil they had done so as not to drown, and one after the other, from door to door, they returned a crafty smile and a dreamy look, and without any previous con­sultation they all gave the same an­swer:

“Swim­ming.”

Petra Cotes was per­haps the only nat­ive who had an Arab heart. She had seen the fi­nal destruc­tion of her stables, her barns dragged off by the storm, but she had man­aged to keep her house stand­ing. During the se­cond year she had sent pressing mes­sages to Aure­li­ano Se­gundo and he had an­swered that he did not know when he would go back to her house, but that in any case he would bring along a box of gold coins to pave the bed­room floor with. At that time she had dug deep into her heart, search­ing for the strength that would al­low her to survive the mis­for­tune, and she had dis­covered a re­flect­ive and just rage with which she had sworn to re­store the for­tune squandered by her lover and then wiped out by the de­luge. It was such an un­break­able de­cision that Aure­li­ano Se­gundo went back to her house eight months after the last mes­sage and found her green, disheveled, with sunken eye­lids and skin spangled with mange, but she was writ­ing out num­bers on small pieces of paper to make a raffle. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo was as­ton­ished, and he was so dirty and so sol­emn that Petra Cotes al­most be­lieved that the one who had come to see her was not the lover of all her life but his twin brother.

“You’re crazy,” he told her. “Un­less you plan to raffle off bones.”

Then she told him to look in the bed­room and Aure­li­ano Se­gundo saw the mule. Its skin was cling­ing to its bones like that of its mis­tress, but it was just as alive and res­ol­ute as she. Petra Cotes had fed it with her wrath, and when there was no more hay or corn or roots, she had given it shel­ter in her own bed­room and fed it on the per­cale sheets, the Per­sian rugs, the plush bed­spreads, the vel­vet drapes, and the can­opy em­broidered with gold thread and silk tassels on the epis­copal bed.








ÚRSULA HAD to make a great ef­fort to ful­fill her promise to die when it cleared. The waves of lu­cid­ity that were so scarce during the rains be­came more frequent after Au­gust, when an arid wind began to blow and suf­foc­ated the rose bushes and pet­ri­fied the piles of mud, and ended up scat­ter­ing over Ma­condo the burn­ing dust that covered the rusted zinc roofs and the age-old al­mond trees forever. Úrsula cried in lam­ent­ation when she dis­covered that for more than three years she had been a plaything for the chil­dren. She washed her pain­ted face, took off the strips of brightly colored cloth, the dried liz­ards and frogs, and the ros­ar­ies and old Arab neck­laces that they had hung all over her body, and for the first time since the death of Am­aranta she got up out of bed without any­body’s help to join in the fam­ily life once more. The spirit of her in­vin­cible heart guided her through the shad­ows. Those who no­ticed her stum­bling and who bum­ped into the archangelic arm she kept raised at head level thought that she was having trouble with her body, but they still did not think she was blind. She did not need to see to real­ize that the flower beds, cul­tiv­ated with such care since the first re­build­ing, had been destroyed by the rain and ruined by Aure­li­ano Se­gundo’s ex­cavations, and that the walls and the ce­ment of the floors were cracked, the fur­niture mushy and dis­colored, the doors off their hinges, and the fam­ily men­aced by a spirit of resig­nation and des­pair that was in­con­ceiv­able in her time. Feel­ing her way along through the empty bed­rooms she per­ceived the con­tinuous rumble of the ter­mites as they carved the wood, the snip­ping of the moths in the clothes closets, and the dev­astat­ing noise of the enorm­ous red ants that had prospered during the de­luge and were un­der­min­ing the found­ations of the house. One day she opened the trunk with the saints and had to ask Santa Sofía de la Piedad to get off her body the cock­roaches that jum­ped out and that had already turned the cloth­ing to dust. “A per­son can’t live in neg­lect like this,” she said. “If we go on like this we’ll be de­voured by an­im­als.” From then on she did not have a mo­ment of re­pose. Up be­fore dawn, she would use any­body avail­able, even the chil­dren. She put the few art­icles of cloth­ing that were still us­able out into the sun, she drove the cock­roaches off with power­ful in­sect­icide at­tacks, she scratched out the veins that the ter­mites had made on doors and win­dows and as­phyxi­ated the ants in their anthills with quick­lime. The fever of restoration fi­nally brought her to the forgotten rooms. She cleared out the rubble and cob­webs in the room where José Ar­ca­dio Buendía had lost his wits look­ing for the philo­sopher’s stone, she put the sil­ver shop which had been up­set by the sol­diers in or­der, and lastly she asked for the keys to Melquíades’ room to see what state it was in. Faith­ful to the wishes of José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo, who had for­bid­den any­one to come in un­less there was a clear in­dic­ation that he had died, Santa Sofía de la Piedad tried all kinds of sub­ter­fuges to throw Úrsula off the track. But so in­flex­ible was her de­term­in­ation not to surrender even the most re­mote corner of the house to the in­sects that she knocked down every obstacle in her path, and after three days of in­sist­ence she suc­ceeded in getting them to open the door for her. She had to hold on to the door­jamb so that the stench would not knock her over, but she needed only two se­conds to re­mem­ber that the school­girls’ seventy-two cham­ber­pots were in there and that on one of the rainy nights a patrol of sol­diers had searched the house look­ing for José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo and had been un­able to find him.

“Lord save us!” she ex­claimed, as if she could see everyth­ing. “So much trouble teach­ing you good man­ners and you end up living like a pig.”

José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo was still read­ing over the parch­ments. The only thing vis­ible in the in­tric­ate tangle of hair was the teeth striped with green slime and his motion­less eyes. When he re­cog­nized his great-grand­mother’s voice he turned his head toward the door, tried to smile, and without knowing it repeated an old phrase of Úrsula’s.

“What did you ex­pect?” he murmured. “Time passes.”

“That’s how it goes,” Úrsula said, “but not so much.”

When she said it she real­ized that she was giving the same reply that Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía had given in his death cell, and once again she shuddered with the evid­ence that time was not passing, as she had just ad­mit­ted, but that it was turn­ing in a circle. But even then she did not give resig­nation a chance. She scol­ded José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo as if he were a child and in­sisted that he take a bath and shave and lend a hand in fixing up the house. The sim­ple idea of abandon­ing the room that had given him peace ter­ri­fied José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo. He shouted that there was no hu­man power cap­able of mak­ing him go out be­cause he did not want to see the train with two hun­dred cars loaded with dead people which left Ma­condo every day at dusk on its way to the sea. “They were all of those who were at the station,” he shouted. “Three thousand four hun­dred eight.” Only then did Úrsula real­ize that he was in a world of shad­ows more im­pen­et­rable than hers, as un­reach­able and sol­it­ary as that of his great-grand­father. She left him in the room, but she suc­ceeded in getting them to leave the pad­lock off, clean it every day, throw the cham­ber­pots away ex­cept for one, and to keep José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo as clean and present­able as his great-grand­father had been during his long cap­tiv­ity un­der the chestnut tree. At first Fernanda in­ter­preted that bustle as an at­tack of senile mad­ness and it was dif­fi­cult for her to suppress her ex­asper­ation. But about that time José Ar­ca­dio told her that he planned to come to Ma­condo from Rome be­fore tak­ing his fi­nal vows, and the good news filled her with such en­thu­si­asm that from morn­ing to night she would be seen water­ing the flowers four times a day so that her son would not have a bad im­pression of the house. It was that same in­centive which in­duced her to speed up her correspond­ence with the in­visible doct­ors and to re­place the pots of ferns and oregano and the be­gonias on the porch even be­fore Úrsula found out that they had been destroyed by Aure­li­ano Se­gundo’s ex­ter­min­at­ing fury. Later on she sold the sil­ver ser­vice and bought ceramic dishes, pewter bowls and soup spoons, and alpaca table­cloths, and with them brought poverty to the cup­boards that had been ac­customed to In­dia Com­pany chinaware and Bo­hemian crystal. Úrsula al­ways tried to go a step beyond. “Open the win­dows and the doors,” she shouted. “Cook some meat and fish, buy the lar­gest turtles around, let strangers come and spread their mats in the corners and urin­ate in the rose bushes and sit down to eat as many times as they want, and belch and rant and muddy everyth­ing with their boots, and let them do whatever they want to us, be­cause that’s the only way to drive off ruin.” But it was a vain il­lusion. She was too old then and living on borrowed time to repeat the mir­acle of the lit­tle candy an­im­als, and none of her des­cend­ants had in­her­ited her strength. The house stayed closed on Fernanda’s or­ders.

Aure­li­ano Se­gundo, who had taken his trunks back to the house of Petra Cotes, barely had enough means to see that the fam­ily did not starve to death. With the raff­ling of the mule, Petra Cotes and he bought some more an­im­als with which they man­aged to set up a prim­it­ive lottery busi­ness. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo would go from house to house selling the tick­ets that he him­self pain­ted with colored ink to make them more at­tract­ive and con­vin­cing, and per­haps he did not real­ize that many people bought them out of grat­it­ude and most of them out of pity. Nev­er­the­less, even the most pitying purchaser was getting a chance to win a pig for twenty cents or a calf for thirty-two, and they be­came so hope­ful that on Tuesday nights Petra Cotes’s courtyard over­flowed with people wait­ing for the mo­ment when a child picked at ran­dom drew the win­ning num­ber from a bag. It did not take long to be­come a weekly fair, for at dusk food and drink stands would be set up in the courtyard and many of those who were favored would slaughter the an­im­als they had won right there on the con­di­tion that someone else supply the li­quor and mu­sic, so that without having wanted to, Aure­li­ano Se­gundo sud­denly found him­self playing the ac­cor­dion again and parti­cip­at­ing in mod­est tourneys of vora­city. Those humble rep­licas of the revelry of former times ser­ved to show Aure­li­ano Se­gundo him­self how much his spir­its had de­clined and to what a de­gree his skill as a mas­ter­ful ca­rouser had dried up. He was a changed man. The two hun­dred forty pounds that he had at­tained during the days when he had been chal­lenged by The Ele­ph­ant had been re­duced to one hun­dred fifty-six; the glowing and bloated tor­toise face had turned into that of an iguana, and he was al­ways on the verge of bore­dom and fatigue. For Petra Cotes, however, he had never been a bet­ter man than at that time, per­haps be­cause the pity that he in­spired was mixed with love, and be­cause of the feel­ing of solid­ar­ity that misery aroused in both of them. The broken-down bed ceased to be the scene of wild activ­it­ies and was changed into an in­timate refuge. Freed of the re­pe­ti­tious mirrors, which had been auc­tioned off to buy an­im­als for the lottery, and from the lewd dam­asks and vel­vets, which the mule had eaten, they would stay up very late with the in­no­cence of two sleep­less grand­par­ents, tak­ing ad­vant­age of the time to draw up ac­counts and put away pen­nies which they formerly wasted just for the sake of it. So­me­times the cock’s crow would find them pil­ing and un­piling coins, tak­ing a bit away from here to put there, so that this bunch would be enough to keep Fernanda happy and that would be for Am­aranta Úrsula’s shoes, and that other one for Santa Sofía de la Piedad, who had not had a new dress since the time of all the noise, and this to or­der the coffin if Úrsula died, and this for the cof­fee which was going up a cent a pound in price every three months, and this for the sugar which sweetened less every day, and this for the lum­ber which was still wet from the rains, and this other one for the paper and the colored ink to make tick­ets with, and what was left over to pay off the win­ner of the April calf whose hide they had mi­raculously saved when it came down with a symp­tomatic car­buncle just when all of the num­bers in the raffle had already been sold. Those rites of poverty were so pure that they nearly al­ways set as­ide the lar­gest share for Fernanda, and they did not do so out of re­morse or char­ity, but be­cause her well-be­ing was more im­portant to them than their own. What was really happen­ing to them, although neither of them real­ized it, was that they both thought of Fernanda as the daugh­ter that they would have liked to have and never did, to the point where on a cer­tain oc­ca­sion they resigned them­selves to eat­ing crumbs for three days so that she could buy a Dutch table­cloth. Nev­er­the­less, no mat­ter how much they killed them­selves with work, no mat­ter how much money they eked out, and no mat­ter how many schemes they thought of, their guardian an­gels were as­leep with fatigue while they put in coins and took them out trying to get just enough to live with. During the wak­ing hours when the ac­counts were bad, they wondered what had happened in the world for the an­im­als not to breed with the same drive as be­fore, why money slip­ped through their fin­gers, and why people who a short time be­fore had burned rolls of bills in the ca­rousing con­sidered it high­way rob­bery to charge twelve cents for a raffle of six hens. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo thought without saying so that the evil was not in the world but in some hid­den place in the mys­ter­i­ous heart of Petra Cotes, where so­mething had happened during the de­luge that had turned the an­im­als ster­ile and made money scarce. In­trigued by that en­igma, he dug so deeply into her sen­ti­ments that in search of in­terest he found love, be­cause by trying to make her love him he ended up fall­ing in love with her. Petra Cotes, for her part, loved him more and more as she felt his love in­creas­ing, and that was how in the ripe­ness of autumn she began to be­lieve once more in the youth­ful super­sti­tion that poverty was the ser­vitude of love. Both looked back then on the wild revelry, the gaudy wealth, and the un­bridled forn­ic­ation as an an­noyance and they lamen­ted that it had cost them so much of their lives to find the para­dise of shared sol­itude. Madly in love after so many years of ster­ile com­pli­city, they en­joyed the mir­acle of loving each other as much at the table as in bed, and they grew to be so happy that even when they were two worn-out old people they kept on blooming like lit­tle chil­dren and playing to­gether like dogs.

The raffles never got very far. At first Aure­li­ano Se­gundo would spend three days of the week shut up in what had been his rancher’s of­fice draw­ing ticket after ticket, paint­ing with a fair skill a red cow, a green pig, or a group of blue hens, ac­cord­ing to the an­imal be­ing raffled, and he would sketch out a good im­it­ation of prin­ted num­bers and the name that Petra Cotes thought good to call the busi­ness: Di­vine Provid­ence Raffles. But with time he felt so tired after draw­ing up to two thousand tick­ets a week that he had the an­im­als, the name, and the num­bers put on rub­ber stamps, and then the work was re­duced to moisten­ing them on pads of dif­fer­ent colors. In his last years it oc­curred to him to sub­stitute riddles for the num­bers so that the prize could be shared by all of those who guessed it, but the system turned out to be so com­plic­ated and was open to so much suspi­cion that he gave it up after the se­cond at­tempt.

Aure­li­ano Se­gundo was so busy trying to maintain the prestige of his raffles that he barely had time to see the chil­dren. Fernanda put Am­aranta Úrsula in a small priv­ate school where they ad­mit­ted only six girls, but she re­fused to al­low Aure­li­ano to go to public school. She con­sidered that she had already relen­ted too much in letting him leave the room. Be­sides, the schools in those days ac­cepted only the le­git­imate off­spring of Catholic mar­riages and on the birth cer­ti­fic­ate that had been pinned to Aure­li­ano’s cloth­ing when they brought him to the house he was re­gistered as a found­ling. So he re­mained shut in at the mercy of Santa Sofía de la Piedad’s loving eyes and Úrsula’s men­tal quirks, learning in the nar­row world of the house whatever his grand­moth­ers ex­plained to him. He was del­ic­ate, thin, with a curi­osity that un­nerved the adults, but un­like the in­quisit­ive and so­me­times clairvoyant look that the col­onel had at his age, his look was blink­ing and some­what dis­trac­ted. While Am­aranta Úrsula was in kinder­garten, he would hunt earth­worms and tor­ture in­sects in the garden. But once when Fernanda caught him put­ting scorpions in a box to put in Úrsula’s bed, she locked him up in Meme’s old room, where he spent his sol­it­ary hours look­ing through the pic­tures in the en­cyclope­dia. Úrsula found him there one af­ternoon when she was going about sprink­ling the house with dis­tilled water and a bunch of nettles, and in spite of the fact that she had been with him many times she asked him who he was.

“I’m Aure­li­ano Buendía,” he said.

“That’s right,” she replied. “And now it’s time for you to start learning how to be a sil­ver­smith.”

She had con­fused him with her son again, be­cause the hot wind that came after the de­luge and had brought oc­ca­sional waves of lu­cid­ity to Úrsula’s brain had passed. She never got her reason back. When she went into the bed­room she found Pet­ronila Iguarán there with the both­er­some crinolines and the beaded jacket that she put on for formal vis­its, and she found Tran­quilina María Mini­ata Alacoque Buendía, her grand­mother, fan­ning her­self with a pea­cock feather in her in­valid’s rock­ing chair, and her great-grand­father Aure­li­ano Ar­ca­dio Buendía, with his im­it­ation dol­man of the viceregal guard, and Aure­li­ano Iguarán, her father, who had in­ven­ted a prayer to make the worms shrivel up and drop off cows, and her timid mother, and her cousin with the pig’s tail, and José Ar­ca­dio Buendía, and her dead sons, all sit­ting in chairs lined up against the wall as if it were a wake and not a visit. She was tying a color­ful string of chat­ter to­gether, com­ment­ing on things from many se­par­ate places and many dif­fer­ent times, so that when Am­aranta Úrsula returned from school and Aure­li­ano grew tired of the en­cyclope­dia, they would find her sit­ting on her bed talk­ing to her­self and lost in a labyrinth of dead people. “Fire!” she shouted once in ter­ror and for an in­stant panic spread through the house, but what she was telling about was the burn­ing of a barn that she had wit­nessed when she was four years old. She fi­nally mixed up the past with the present in such a way that in the two or three waves of lu­cid­ity that she had be­fore she died, no one knew for cer­tain whet­her she was speak­ing about what she felt or what she re­membered. Lit­tle by lit­tle she was shrink­ing, turn­ing into a fetus, be­coming mum­mi­fied in life to the point that in her last months she was a cherry raisin lost in­side of her nightgown, and the arm that she al­ways kept raised looked like the paw of a mar­i­monda mon­key. She was motion­less for sev­eral days, and Santa Sofía de la Piedad had to shake her to con­vince her­self that she was alive and sat her on her lap to feed her a few spoon­fuls of sugar water. She looked like a newborn old wo­man. Am­aranta Úrsula and Aure­li­ano would take her in and out of the bed­room, they would lay her on the al­tar to see if she was any lar­ger than the Christ child, and one af­ternoon they hid her in a closet in the pantry where the rats could have eaten her. One Palm Sunday they went into the bed­room while Fernanda was in church and car­ried Úrsula out by the neck and ankles.

“Poor great-great-grand­mother,” Am­aranta Úrsula said. “She died of old age.”

Úrsula was startled.

“I’m alive!” she said.

“You can see,” Am­aranta Úrsula said, suppressing her laughter, “that she’s not even breath­ing.”

“I’m talk­ing!” Úrsula shouted.

“She can’t even talk,” Aure­li­ano said. “She died like a lit­tle cricket.”

Then Úrsula gave in to the evid­ence. “My God,” she ex­claimed in a low voice. “So this is what it’s like to be dead.” She started an end­less, stum­bling, deep prayer that lasted more than two days, and that by Tuesday had de­gen­er­ated into a hodge­podge of requests to God and bits of practical ad­vice to stop the red ants from bring­ing the house down, to keep the lamp burn­ing by Remedios’ daguer­reotype, and never to let any Buendía marry a per­son of the same blood be­cause their chil­dren would be born with the tail of a pig. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo tried to take ad­vant­age of her de­li­rium to get her to tell him where the gold was buried, but his en­treat­ies were use­less once more. “When the owner appears,” Úrsula said, “God will il­lumin­ate him so that he will find it.” Santa Sofía de la Piedad had the cer­tainty that they would find her dead from one mo­ment to the next, be­cause she no­ticed during those days a cer­tain con­fusion in nature: the roses smelled like goose­foot, a pod of chick peas fell down and the beans lay on the ground in a per­fect geo­met­rical pat­tern in the shape of a starfish, and one night she saw a row of lumin­ous or­ange disks pass ac­ross the sky.

They found her dead on the morn­ing of Good Fri­day. The last time that they had helped her cal­cu­late her age, during the time of the ba­nana com­pany, she had es­timated it as between one hun­dred fif­teen and one hun­dred twenty-two. They buried her in a coffin that was not much lar­ger than the basket in which Aure­li­ano had ar­rived, and very few people were at the fun­eral, partly be­cause there were not many left who re­membered her, and partly be­cause it was so hot that noon that the birds in their con­fusion were run­ning into walls like clay pi­geons and break­ing through screens to die in the bed­rooms.

At first they thought it was a plague. House­wives were ex­hausted from sweep­ing away so many dead birds, es­pe­cially at si­esta time, and the men dum­ped them into the river by the cart­load. On Easter Sunday the hun­dred-year-old Father Ant­onio Isa­bel stated from the pul­pit that the death of the birds was due to the evil in­flu­ence of the Wan­der­ing Jew, whom he him­self had seen the night be­fore. He de­scribed him as a cross between a billy goat and a fe­male heretic, an in­fernal beast whose breath scorched the air and whose look brought on the birth of mon­sters in new­ly­wed wo­men. There were not many who paid at­tention to his apoca­lyptic talk, for the town was con­vinced that the pri­est was ram­bling be­cause of his age. But one wo­man woke everybody up at dawn on Wed­nesday be­cause she found the tracks of a biped with a cloven hoof. They were so clear and un­mistak­able that those who went to look at them had no doubt about the ex­ist­ence of a fear­some creature sim­ilar to the one de­scribed by the par­ish pri­est and they got to­gether to set traps in their courtyards. That was how they man­aged to capture it. Two weeks after Úrsula’s death, Petra Cotes and Aure­li­ano Se­gundo woke up frightened by the es­pe­cially loud bel­lowing of a calf that was coming from nearby. When they got there a group of men were already pulling the mon­ster off the sharpened stakes they had set in the bottom of a pit covered with dry leaves, and it stopped lowing. It was as heavy as an ox in spite of the fact that it was no taller than a young steer, and a green and greasy li­quid flowed from its wounds. Its body was covered with rough hair, plagued with small ticks, and the skin was hardened with the scales of a remora fish, but un­like the pri­est’s description, its hu­man parts were more like those of a sickly an­gel than of a man, for its hands were tense and agile, its eyes large and gloomy, and on its shoulderblades it had the scar­red-over and cal­loused stumps of power­ful wings which must have been chopped off by a woods­man’s ax. They hung it to an al­mond tree in the square by its ankles so that everyone could see it, and when it began to rot they burned it in a bon­fire, for they could not de­term­ine whet­her its bastard nature was that of an an­imal to be thrown into the river or a hu­man be­ing to be buried. It was never es­tab­lished whet­her it had really caused the death of the birds, but the newly mar­ried wo­men did not bear the pre­dicted mon­sters, nor did the in­tens­ity of the heat de­crease.

Re­beca died at the end of that year. Ar­gén­ida, her lifelong ser­vant, asked the au­thorit­ies for help to knock down the door to the bed­room where her mis­tress had been locked in for three days, and they found her on her sol­it­ary bed, curled up like a shrimp, with her head bald from ring­worm and her fin­ger in her mouth. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo took charge of the fun­eral and tried to re­store the house in or­der to sell it, but the destruc­tion was so far ad­vanced in it that the walls be­came scaly as soon as they were pain­ted and there was not enough mortar to stop the weeds from crack­ing the floors and the ivy from rotting the beams.

That was how everyth­ing went after the de­luge. The in­dol­ence of the people was in con­trast to the vora­city of ob­livion, which lit­tle by lit­tle was un­der­min­ing memor­ies in a piti­less way, to such an ex­treme that at that time, on an­other an­niver­sary of the Treaty of Neer­landia, some emis­sar­ies from the pres­id­ent of the re­public ar­rived in Ma­condo to award at last the dec­or­ation re­jec­ted sev­eral times by Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía, and they spent a whole af­ternoon look­ing for someone who could tell them where they could find one of his des­cend­ants. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo was tempted to ac­cept it, think­ing that it was a medal of solid gold, but Petra Cotes con­vinced him that it was not proper when the emis­sar­ies already had some proclam­ations and speeches ready for the ce­re­mony. It was also around that time that the gypsies returned, the last heirs to Melquíades’ sci­ence, and they found the town so de­feated and its in­hab­it­ants so re­moved from the rest of the world that once more they went through the houses drag­ging mag­net­ized in­gots as if that really were the Baby­lo­nian wise men’s latest dis­cov­ery, and once again they con­cen­trated the sun’s rays with the gi­ant mag­ni­fying glass, and there was no lack of people stand­ing open-mouthed watch­ing kettles fall and pots roll and who paid fifty cents to be startled as a gypsy wo­man put in her false teeth and took them out again. A broken-down yel­low train that neither brought any­one in nor took any­one out and that scarcely paused at the deser­ted station was the only thing that was left of the long train to which Mr. Brown would couple his glass-topped coach with the epis­copal lounging chairs and of the fruit trains with one hun­dred twenty cars which took a whole af­ternoon to pass by. The ec­cle­si­astical del­eg­ates who had come to in­vest­ig­ate the re­port of the strange death of the birds and the sac­ri­fice of the Wan­der­ing Jew found Father Ant­onio Isa­bel playing blind man’s buff with the chil­dren, and think­ing that his re­port was the pro­duct of a hal­lu­cin­ation, they took him off to an as­ylum. A short time later they sent Father Au­gusto Án­gel, a crusader of the new breed, in­transi­gent, auda­cious, dar­ing, who per­son­ally rang the bells sev­eral times a day so that the people’s spir­its would not get drowsy, and who went from house to house wak­ing up the sleep­ers to go to mass, but be­fore a year was out he too was con­quered by the neg­li­gence that one breathed in with the air, by the hot dust that made everyth­ing old and clogged up, and by the drowsi­ness caused by lunchtime meatballs in the un­bear­able heat of si­esta time.

With Úrsula’s death the house again fell into a neg­lect from which it could not be res­cued even by a will as res­ol­ute and vig­orous as that of Am­aranta Úrsula, who many years later, be­ing a happy, mod­ern wo­man without pre­ju­dices, with her feet on the ground, opened doors and win­dows in or­der to drive away the ruin, re­stored the garden, ex­ter­min­ated the red ants who were already walk­ing ac­ross the porch in broad day­light, and tried in vain to reawaken the forgotten spirit of hospit­al­ity. Fernanda’s cloistered passion built an im­pen­et­rable dike against Úrsula’s tor­ren­tial hun­dred years. Not only did she re­fuse to open doors when the arid wind passed through, but she had the win­dows nailed shut with boards in the shape of a cross, obeying the paternal or­der of be­ing buried alive. The ex­pens­ive correspond­ence with the in­visible doct­ors ended in fail­ure. After nu­mer­ous postpone­ments, she shut her­self up in her room on the date and hour agreed upon, covered only by a white sheet and with her head poin­ted north, and at one o’clock in the morn­ing she felt that they were cov­er­ing her head with a handker­chief soaked in a gla­cial li­quid. When she woke up the sun was shin­ing in the win­dow and she had a bar­barous stitch in the shape of an arc that began at her crotch and ended at her sternum. But be­fore she could com­plete the prescribed rest she re­ceived a dis­turbed let­ter from the in­visible doct­ors, who said they had in­spec­ted her for six hours without find­ing any­thing that correspon­ded to the symp­toms so many times and so scrupulously de­scribed by her. Ac­tually, her perni­cious habit of not call­ing things by their names had brought about a new con­fusion, for the only thing that the tele­pathic surgeons had found was a drop in the uterus which could be correc­ted by the use of a pes­sary. The dis­il­lusioned Fernanda tried to ob­tain more pre­cise in­form­ation, but the un­known correspondents did not an­swer her let­ters any more. She felt so de­feated by the weight of an un­known word that she de­cided to put shame be­hind her and ask what a pes­sary was, and only then did she dis­cover that the French doctor had hanged him­self to a beam three months earlier and had been buried against the wishes of the town­speople by a former com­pan­ion in arms of Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía. Then she con­fided in her son José Ar­ca­dio and the lat­ter sent her the pes­sar­ies from Rome along with a pamph­let ex­plain­ing their use, which she flushed down the toi­let after com­mit­ting it to memory so that no one would learn the nature of her troubles. It was a use­less pre­caution be­cause the only people who lived in the house scarcely paid any at­tention to her. Santa Sofía de la Piedad was wan­der­ing about in her sol­it­ary old age, cook­ing the lit­tle that they ate and al­most com­pletely ded­ic­ated to the care of José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo. Am­aranta Úrsula, who had in­her­ited cer­tain at­trac­tions of Remedios the Beauty, spent the time that she had formerly wasted tor­ment­ing Úrsula at her school­work, and she began to show good judg­ment and a ded­ic­ation to study that brought back to Aure­li­ano Se­gundo the high hopes that Meme had in­spired in him. He had promised her to send her to fin­ish her studies in Brussels, in ac­cord with a cus­tom es­tab­lished during the time of the ba­nana com­pany, and that il­lusion had brought him to at­tempt to revive the lands dev­astated by the de­luge. The few times that he appeared at the house were for Am­aranta Úrsula, be­cause with time he had be­come a stranger to Fernanda and lit­tle Aure­li­ano was be­coming with­drawn as he approached puberty. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo had faith that Fernanda’s heart would soften with old age so that the child could join in the life of a town where no one cer­tainly would make any ef­fort to spec­u­late suspi­ciously about his ori­gins. But Aure­li­ano him­self seemed to pre­fer the cloister of sol­itude and he did not show the least de­sire to know the world that began at the street door of the house. When Úrsula had the door of Melquíades’ room opened he began to linger about it, peep­ing through the half-opened door, and no one knew at what mo­ment he be­came close to José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo in a link of mutual af­fec­tion. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo dis­covered that friend­ship a long time after it had be­gun, when he heard the child talk­ing about the killing at the station. It happened once when someone at the table com­plained about the ruin into which the town had sunk when the ba­nana com­pany had aban­doned it, and Aure­li­ano con­tra­dicted him with maturity and with the vis­ion of a grown per­son. His point of view, con­trary to the gen­eral in­ter­pret­ation, was that Ma­condo had been a prosper­ous place and well on its way un­til it was dis­ordered and corrupted and suppressed by the ba­nana com­pany, whose en­gin­eers brought on the de­luge as a pre­text to avoid promises made to the workers. Speak­ing with such good sense that to Fernanda he was like a sac­ri­le­gious par­ody of Je­sus among the wise men, the child de­scribed with pre­cise and con­vin­cing de­tails how the army had ma­chine-gunned more than three thousand workers penned up by the station and how they loaded the bod­ies onto a two-hun­dred-car train and threw them into the sea. Con­vinced as most people were by the of­fi­cial ver­sion that noth­ing had happened, Fernanda was scan­dal­ized with the idea that the child had in­her­ited the an­archist ideas of Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía and told him to be quiet. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo, on the other hand, re­cog­nized his twin brother’s ver­sion. Ac­tually, in spite of the fact that everyone con­sidered him mad, José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo was at that time the most lu­cid in­hab­it­ant of the house. He taught lit­tle Aure­li­ano how to read and write, ini­ti­ated him in the study of the parch­ments, and he in­culcated him with such a per­sonal in­ter­pret­ation of what the ba­nana com­pany had meant to Ma­condo that many years later, when Aure­li­ano be­came part of the world, one would have thought that he was telling a hal­lu­cin­ated ver­sion, be­cause it was rad­ic­ally opposed to the false one that his­tori­ans had cre­ated and con­sec­rated in the school­books. In the small isolated room where the arid air never pen­et­rated, nor the dust, nor the heat, both had the atav­istic vis­ion of an old man, his back to the win­dow, wear­ing a hat with a brim like the wings of a crow who spoke about the world many years be­fore they had been born. Both de­scribed at the same time how it was al­ways March there and al­ways Monday, and then they un­der­stood that José Ar­ca­dio Buendía was not as crazy as the fam­ily said, but that he was the only one who had enough lu­cid­ity to sense the truth of the fact that time also stumbled and had ac­ci­dents and could there­fore splinter and leave an etern­al­ized frag­ment in a room. José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo had man­aged, further­more, to classify the cryptic let­ters of the parch­ments. He was cer­tain that they correspon­ded to an al­pha­bet of forty-seven to fifty-three char­ac­ters, which when se­par­ated looked like scratch­ing and scrib­bling, and which in the fine hand of Melquíades looked like pieces of cloth­ing put out to dry on a line. Aure­li­ano re­membered having seen a sim­ilar table in the Eng­lish en­cyclope­dia, so he brought it to the room to com­pare it with that of José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo. They were in­deed the same.

Around the time of the riddle lottery, Aure­li­ano Se­gundo began wak­ing up with a knot in his throat, as if he were re­pressing a de­sire to weep. Petra Cotes in­ter­preted it as one more of so many up­sets brought on by the bad situ­ation, and every morn­ing for over a year she would touch his pal­ate with a dash of honey and give him some radish syrup. When the knot in his throat be­came so oppressive that it was dif­fi­cult for him to breathe, Aure­li­ano Se­gundo vis­ited Pi­lar Tern­era to see if she knew of some herb that would give him re­lief. The daunt­less grand­mother, who had reached a hun­dred years of age man­aging a small, clandes­tine brothel, did not trust thera­peutic super­sti­tions, so she turned the mat­ter over to her cards. She saw the queen of dia­monds with her throat woun­ded by the steel of the jack of spades, and she de­duced that Fernanda was trying to get her husband back home by means of the dis­cred­ited method of stick­ing pins into his pic­ture but that she had brought on an in­ternal tu­mor be­cause of her clumsy know­ledge of the black arts. Since Aure­li­ano Se­gundo had no other pic­tures ex­cept those of his wed­ding and the copies were all in the fam­ily al­bum, he kept search­ing all through the house when his wife was not look­ing, and fi­nally, in the bottom of the dresser, he came ac­ross a half-dozen pes­sar­ies in their ori­ginal boxes. Think­ing that the small red rub­ber rings were ob­jects of witch­craft he put them in his pocket so that Pi­lar Tern­era could have a look at them. She could not de­term­ine their nature, but they looked so suspi­cious to her that in any case she burned them in a bon­fire she built in the courtyard. In or­der to con­jure away Fernanda’s al­leged curse, she told Aure­li­ano Se­gundo that he should soak a broody hen and bury her alive un­der the chestnut tree, and he did it with such good faith that when he fin­ished hid­ing the turned-up earth with dried leaves he already felt that he was breath­ing bet­ter. For her part, Fernanda in­ter­preted the disappear­ance as a re­prisal by the in­visible doct­ors and she sewed a pocket of cas­ing to the in­side of her cam­isole where she kept the new pes­sar­ies that her son sent her.

Six months after he had buried the hen, Aure­li­ano Se­gundo woke up at mid­night with an at­tack of cough­ing and the feel­ing that he was be­ing strangled within by the claws of a crab. It was then that he un­der­stood that for all of the ma­gical pes­sar­ies that he destroyed and all the con­jur­ing hens that he soaked, the single and sad piece of truth was that he was dying. He did not tell any­one. Tor­men­ted by the fear of dying without having sent Am­aranta Úrsula to Brussels, he worked as he had never done, and in­stead of one he made three weekly raffles. From very early in the morn­ing he could be seen going through the town, even in the most outlying and miser­able sec­tions, trying to sell tick­ets with an anxi­ety that could only be con­ceiv­able in a dying man. “Here’s Di­vine Provid­ence,” he hawked. “Don’t let it get away, be­cause it only comes every hun­dred years.” He made piti­ful ef­forts to appear gay, pleas­ant, talk­at­ive, but it was enough to see his sweat and pale­ness to know that his heart was not in it. So­me­times he would go to vacant lots, where no one could see him, and sit down to rest from the claws that were tear­ing him apart in­side. Even at mid­night he would be in the red-light dis­trict trying to con­sole with pre­dic­tions of good luck the lonely wo­men who were weep­ing be­side their phon­o­graphs. “This num­ber hasn’t come up in four months,” he told them, showing them the tick­ets. “Don’t let it get away, life is shorter than you think.” They fi­nally lost respect for him, made fun of him, and in his last months they no longer called him Don Aure­li­ano, as they had al­ways done, but they called him Mr. Di­vine Provid­ence right to his face. His voice was be­coming filled with wrong notes. It was getting out of tune, and it fi­nally di­min­ished into the growl of a dog, but he still had the drive to see that there should be no di­min­ish­ing of the hope people brought to Petra Cotes’s courtyard. As he lost his voice, however, and real­ized that in a short time he would be un­able to bear the pain, he began to un­der­stand that it was not through raffled pigs and goats that his daugh­ter would get to Brussels, so he con­ceived the idea of or­gan­iz­ing the fab­ulous raffle of the lands destroyed by the de­luge, which could eas­ily be re­stored by a per­son with the money to do so. It was such a spec­tac­u­lar un­der­tak­ing that the mayor him­self lent his aid by an­noun­cing it in a proclam­ation, and as­so­ci­ations were formed to buy tick­ets at one hun­dred pesos apiece and they were sold out in less than a week. The night of the raffle the win­ners held a huge cel­eb­ration, com­par­able only to those of the good days of the ba­nana com­pany, and Aure­li­ano Se­gundo, for the last time, played the forgotten songs of Fran­cisco the Man on the ac­cor­dion, but he could no longer sing them.

Two months later Am­aranta Úrsula went to Brussels. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo gave her not only the money from the spe­cial raffle, but also what he had man­aged to put as­ide over the previous months and what lit­tle he had re­ceived from the sale of the pi­an­ola, the clavi­chord, and other junk that had fallen into dis­re­pair. Ac­cord­ing to his cal­cu­lations, that sum would be enough for her studies, so that all that was lack­ing was the price of her fare back home. Fernanda was against the trip un­til the last mo­ment, scan­dal­ized by the idea that Brussels was so close to Paris and its per­di­tion, but she calmed down with the let­ter that Father Án­gel gave her ad­dressed to a boarding­house run by nuns for Catholic young ladies where Am­aranta Úrsula promised to stay un­til her studies were com­pleted. Further­more, the par­ish pri­est ar­ranged for her to travel un­der the care of a group of Fran­cis­can nuns who were going to Toledo, where they hoped to find de­pend­able people to ac­com­pany her to Bel­gium. While the ur­gent correspond­ence that made the co­ord­in­ation pos­sible went forward, Aure­li­ano Se­gundo, aided by Petra Cotes, pre­pared Am­aranta Úrsula’s bag­gage. The night on which they were pack­ing one of Fernanda’s bridal trunks, the things were so well or­gan­ized that the school­girl knew by heart which were the suits and cloth slip­pers she would wear crossing the Atlantic and the blue cloth coat with copper buttons and the cor­dovan shoes she would wear when she landed. She also knew how to walk so as not to fall into the water as she went up the gang­plank, that at no time was she to leave the com­pany of the nuns or leave her cabin ex­cept to eat, and that for no reason was she to an­swer the questions asked by people of any sex while they were at sea. She car­ried a small bottle with drops for sea­sick­ness and a note­book writ­ten by Father Án­gel in his own hand con­tain­ing six prayers to be used against storms. Fernanda made her a can­vas belt to keep her money in, and she would not have to take it off even to sleep. She tried to give her the cham­ber­pot, washed out with lye and dis­in­fec­ted with al­cohol, but Am­aranta Úrsula re­fused it for fear that her school­mates would make fun of her. A few months later, at the hour of his death, Aure­li­ano Se­gundo would re­mem­ber her as he had seen her for the last time as she tried un­suc­cess­fully to lower the win­dow of the se­cond-class coach to hear Fernanda’s last piece of ad­vice. She was wear­ing a pink silk dress with a corsage of arti­fi­cial pan­sies pinned to her left shoulder, her cor­dovan shoes, with buckles and low heels, and sateen stock­ings held up at the thighs with elastic garters. Her body was slim, her hair loose and long, and she had the lively eyes that Úrsula had had at her age and the way in which she said good-bye, without crying but without smil­ing either, revealed the same strength of char­ac­ter. Walk­ing be­side the coach as it picked up speed and hold­ing Fernanda by the arm so that she would not stumble, Aure­li­ano scarcely had time to wave at his daugh­ter as she threw him a kiss with the tips of her fin­gers. The couple stood motion­less un­der the scorch­ing sun, look­ing at the train as it merged with the black strip of the horizon, link­ing arms for the first time since the day of their wed­ding.

On the ninth of Au­gust, be­fore they re­ceived the first let­ter from Brussels, José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo was speak­ing to Aure­li­ano in Melquíades’ room and, without real­iz­ing it, he said:

“Al­ways re­mem­ber that they were more than three thousand and that they were thrown into the sea.”

Then he fell back on the parch­ments and died with his eyes open. At that same in­stant, in Fernanda’s bed, his twin brother came to the end of the prolonged and ter­rible martyr­dom of the steel crabs that were eat­ing his throat away. One week previously he had returned home, without any voice, un­able to breathe, and al­most skin and bones, with his wan­der­ing trunks and his wastrel’s ac­cor­dion, to ful­fill the promise of dying be­side his wife. Petra Cotes helped him pack his clothes and bade him farewell without shed­ding a tear, but she forgot to give him the pat­ent leather shoes that he wanted to wear in his coffin. So when she heard that he had died, she dressed in black, wrapped the shoes up in a news­paper, and asked Fernanda for per­mis­sion to see the body. Fernanda would not let her through the door.

“Put yourself in my place,” Petra Cotes begged. “Ima­gine how much I must have loved him to put up with this hu­mili­ation.”

“There is no hu­mili­ation that a con­cubine does not de­serve,” Fernanda replied. “So wait un­til an­other one of your men dies and put the shoes on him.”

In ful­fill­ment of her promise, Santa Sofía de la Piedad cut the throat of José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo’s corpse with a kit­chen knife to be sure that they would not bury him alive. The bod­ies were placed in identical coffins, and then it could be seen that once more in death they had be­come as identical as they had been un­til ad­oles­cence. Aure­li­ano Se­gundo’s old ca­rousing com­rades laid on his casket a wreath that had a purple rib­bon with the words: Cease, cows, life is short. Fernanda was so in­dig­nant with such ir­rev­er­ence that she had the wreath thrown onto the trash heap. In the tumult of the last mo­ment, the sad drunk­ards who car­ried them out of the house got the coffins mixed up and buried them in the wrong graves.








AURELI­ANO DID NOT leave Melquíades’ room for a long time. He learned by heart the fant­astic le­gends of the crum­bling book, the syn­thesis of the studies of Her­mann the Cripple, the notes on the sci­ence of de­mon­o­logy, the keys to the philo­sopher’s stone, the Cen­turies of Nos­trada­mus and his re­search con­cerning the plague, so that he reached ad­oles­cence without knowing a thing about his own time but with the ba­sic know­ledge of a me­di­eval man. Any time that Santa Sofía de la Piedad would go into his room she would find him ab­sorbed in his read­ing. At dawn she would bring him a mug of cof­fee without sugar and at noon a plate of rice and slices of fried plantain, which were the only things eaten in the house since the death of Aure­li­ano Se­gundo. She saw that his hair was cut, picked off the nits, took in to his size the old cloth­ing that she found in forgotten trunks, and when his mustache began to appear she brought him Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía’s razor and the small gourd he had used as a shaving mug. None of the lat­ter’s chil­dren had looked so much like him, not even Aure­li­ano José, particu­larly in respect to the promin­ent cheekbones and the firm and rather piti­less line of the lips. As had happened to Úrsula with Aure­li­ano Se­gundo when the lat­ter was studying in the room, Santa Sofía de la Piedad thought that Aure­li­ano was talk­ing to him­self. Ac­tually, he was talk­ing to Melquíades. One burn­ing noon, a short time after the death of the twins, against the light of the win­dow he saw the gloomy old man with his crow’s-wing hat like the ma­teri­al­iz­a­tion of a memory that had been in his head since long be­fore he was born. Aure­li­ano had fin­ished classi­fying the al­pha­bet of the parch­ments, so that when Melquíades asked him if he had dis­covered the lan­guage in which they had been writ­ten he did not hes­it­ate to an­swer.

“Sanskrit,” he said.

Melquíades revealed to him that his opportun­it­ies to return to the room were lim­ited. But he would go in peace to the mead­ows of the ul­ti­mate death be­cause Aure­li­ano would have time to learn Sanskrit during the years re­main­ing un­til the parch­ments be­came one hun­dred years old, when they could be de­ciphered. It was he who in­dic­ated to Aure­li­ano that on the nar­row street going down to the river, where dreams had been in­ter­preted during the time of the ba­nana com­pany, a wise Cata­lo­nian had a book­store where there was a Sanskrit primer, which would be eaten by the moths within six years if he did not hurry to buy it. For the first time in her long life Santa Sofía de la Piedad let a feel­ing show through, and it was a feel­ing of won­der­ment, when Aure­li­ano asked her to bring him the book that could be found between Jer­usalem De­livered and Milton’s poems on the ex­treme right-hand side of the se­cond shelf of the book­cases. Since she could not read, she mem­or­ized what he had said and got some money by selling one of the seven­teen lit­tle gold fishes left in the work­shop, the where­abouts of which, after be­ing hid­den the night the sol­diers searched the house, was known only by her and Aure­li­ano.

Aure­li­ano made pro­gress in his studies of Sanskrit as Melquíades’ vis­its be­came less and less frequent and he was more dis­tant, fad­ing away in the ra­di­ant light of noon. The last time that Aure­li­ano sensed him he was only an in­visible pres­ence who murmured: “I died of fever on the sands of Singa­pore.” The room then be­came vul­ner­able to dust, heat, ter­mites, red ants, and moths, who would turn the wis­dom of the parch­ments into saw­dust.

There was no shortage of food in the house. The day after the death of Aure­li­ano Se­gundo, one of the friends who had brought the wreath with the ir­rev­er­ent in­scription offered to pay Fernanda some money that he had owed her husband. After that every Wed­nesday a de­liv­ery boy brought a basket of food that was quite suf­fi­cient for a week. No one ever knew that those provisions were be­ing sent by Petra Cotes with the idea that the con­tinu­ing char­ity was a way of hu­mili­at­ing the per­son who had hu­mili­ated her. Nev­er­the­less, the ran­cor disappeared much sooner than she her­self had ex­pec­ted, and then she con­tinued send­ing the food out of pride and fi­nally out of com­passion. Sev­eral times, when she had no an­im­als to raffle off and people lost in­terest in the lottery, she went without food so that Fernanda could have so­mething to eat, and she con­tinued ful­filling the pledge to her­self un­til she saw Fernanda’s fun­eral pro­cession pass by.

For Santa Sofía de la Piedad the re­duc­tion in the num­ber of in­hab­it­ants of the house should have meant the rest she de­ser­ved after more than half a cen­tury of work. Never a lament had been heard from that stealthy, im­pen­et­rable wo­man who had sown in the fam­ily the an­gelic seed of Remedios the Beauty and the mys­ter­i­ous solem­nity of José Ar­ca­dio Se­gundo; who ded­ic­ated a whole life of sol­itude and di­li­gence to the rear­ing of chil­dren although she could barely re­mem­ber whet­her they were her chil­dren or grand­chil­dren, and who took care of Aure­li­ano as if he had come out of her womb, not knowing her­self that she was his great-grand­mother. Only in a house like that was it con­ceiv­able for her al­ways to sleep on a mat she laid out on the pantry floor in the midst of the noc­turnal noise of the rats, and without telling any­one that one night she had awakened with the frightened feel­ing that someone was look­ing at her in the dark­ness and that it was a pois­on­ous snake crawling over her stomach. She knew that if she had told Úrsula, the lat­ter would have made her sleep in her own bed, but those were times when no one was aware of any­thing un­less it was shouted on the porch, be­cause with the bustle of the bakery, the surprises of the war, the care of the chil­dren, there was not much room for think­ing about other people’s happi­ness. Petra Cotes, whom she had never seen, was the only one who re­membered her. She saw to it that she had a good pair of shoes for street wear, that she al­ways had cloth­ing, even during the times when the raffles were work­ing only through some mir­acle. When Fernanda ar­rived at the house she had good reason to think that she was an age­less ser­vant, and even though she heard it said sev­eral times that she was her husband’s mother it was so in­cred­ible that it took her longer to dis­cover it than to for­get it. Santa Sofía de la Piedad never seemed bothered by that lowly po­s­i­tion. On the con­trary, one had the im­pression that she liked to stay in the corners, without a pause, without a com­plaint, keep­ing clean and in or­der the im­mense house that she had lived in ever since ad­oles­cence and that, es­pe­cially during the time of the ba­nana com­pany, was more like a bar­racks than a home. But when Úrsula died the super­hu­man di­li­gence of Santa Sofía de la Piedad, her tre­mend­ous ca­pa­city for work, began to fall apart. It was not only that she was old and ex­hausted, but overnight the house had plunged into a crisis of senil­ity. A soft moss grew up the walls. When there was no longer a bare spot in the courtyard, the weeds broke through the ce­ment of the porch, break­ing it like glass, and out of the cracks grew the same yel­low flowers that Úrsula had found in the glass with Melquíades’ false teeth a cen­tury be­fore. With neither the time nor the resources to halt the chal­lenge of nature, Santa Sofía de la Piedad spent the day in the bed­rooms driving out the liz­ards who would return at night. One morn­ing she saw that the red ants had left the un­der­mined found­ations, crossed the garden, climbed up the rail­ing, where the be­gonias had taken on an earthen color, and had pen­et­rated into the heart of the house. She first tried to kill them with a broom, then with in­sect­icides, and fi­nally with lye, but the next day they were back in the same place, still passing by, ten­a­cious and in­vin­cible. Fernanda, writ­ing let­ters to her chil­dren, was not aware of the un­checked destruct­ive at­tack. Santa Sofía de la Piedad con­tinued strug­gling alone, fight­ing the weeds to stop them from getting into the kit­chen, pulling from the walls the tassels of spider­webs which were re­built in a few hours, scrap­ing off the ter­mites. But when she saw that Melquíades’ room was also dusty and filled with cob­webs even though she swept and dusted three times a day, and that in spite of her furious clean­ing it was threatened by the debris and the air of misery that had been fore­seen only by Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía and the young of­ficer, she real­ized that she was de­feated. Then she put on her worn Sunday dress, some old shoes of Úrsula’s, and a pair of cotton stock­ings that Am­aranta Úrsula had given her, and she made a bundle out of the two or three changes of cloth­ing that she had left.

“I give up,” she said to Aure­li­ano. “This is too much house for my poor bones.”

Aure­li­ano asked her where she was going and she made a vague sign, as if she did not have the slight­est idea of her des­tin­ation. She tried to be more pre­cise, however, saying that she was going to spend her last years with a first cousin who lived in Riohacha. It was not a likely ex­plan­ation. Since the death of her par­ents she had not had con­tact with any­one in town or re­ceived let­ters or mes­sages, nor had she been heard to speak of any rel­at­ives. Aure­li­ano gave her fourteen lit­tle gold fishes be­cause she was de­term­ined to leave with only what she had: one peso and twenty-five cents. From the win­dow of the room he saw her cross the courtyard with her bundle of cloth­ing, drag­ging her feet and bent over by her years, and he saw her reach her hand through an open­ing in the main door and re­place the bar after she had gone out. Noth­ing was ever heard of her again.

When she heard about the flight, Fernanda ranted for a whole day as she checked trunks, dressers, and closets, item by item, to make sure that Santa Sofía de la Piedad had not made off with any­thing. She burned her fin­gers trying to light a fire for the first time in her life and she had to ask Aure­li­ano to do her the favor of showing her how to make cof­fee. With time he was the one who took over the kit­chen duties. Fernanda would find her break­fast ready when she arose and she would leave her room again only to get the meal that Aure­li­ano had left covered on the em­bers for her, which she would carry to the table to eat on linen table­cloths and between can­de­labra, sit­ting at the sol­it­ary head of the table fa­cing fif­teen empty chairs. Even un­der those circum­stances Aure­li­ano and Fernanda did not share their sol­itude, but both con­tinued living on their own, clean­ing their respect­ive rooms while the cob­webs fell like snow on the rose bushes, carpeted the beams, cushioned the walls. It was around that time that Fernanda got the im­pression that the house was filling up with elves. It was as if things, es­pe­cially those for everyday use, had de­veloped a fac­ulty for chan­ging loc­ation on their own. Fernanda would waste time look­ing for the shears that she was sure she had put on the bed and after turn­ing everyth­ing up­side down she would find them on a shelf in the kit­chen, where she thought she had not been for four days. Sud­denly there was no fork in the sil­ver chest and she would find six on the al­tar and three in the washroom. That wan­der­ing about of things was even more ex­asper­at­ing when she sat down to write. The ink­well that she had placed at her right would be on the left, the blotter would be lost and she would find it two days later un­der her pil­low, and the pages writ­ten to José Ar­ca­dio would get mixed up with those writ­ten to Am­aranta Úrsula, and she al­ways had the feel­ing of mor­ti­fic­ation that she had put the let­ters in opposite en­vel­opes, as in fact happened sev­eral times. On one oc­ca­sion she lost her fountain pen. Two weeks later the mail­man, who had found it in his bag, returned it. He had been going from house to house look­ing for its owner. At first she thought it was some busi­ness of the in­visible doct­ors, like the disappear­ance of the pes­sar­ies, and she even started a let­ter to them beg­ging them to leave her alone, but she had to in­ter­rupt it to do so­mething and when she went back to her room she not only did not find the let­ter she had started but she had forgotten the reason for writ­ing it. For a time she thought it was Aure­li­ano. She began to spy on him, to put things in his path trying to catch him when he changed their loc­ation, but she was soon con­vinced that Aure­li­ano never left Melquíades’ room ex­cept to go to the kit­chen or the toi­let, and that he was not a man to play tricks. So in the end she be­lieved that it was the mis­chief of elves and she de­cided to se­cure everyth­ing in the place where she would use it. She tied the shears to the head of her bed with a long string. She tied the pen and the blotter to the leg of the table, and she glued the ink­well to the top of it to the right of the place where she nor­mally wrote. The problems were not solved overnight, be­cause a few hours after she had tied the string to the shears it was not long enough for her to cut with, as if the elves had shortened it. The same thing happened to her with the string to the pen and even with her own arm, which after a short time of writ­ing could not reach the ink­well. Neither Am­aranta Úrsula in Brussels nor José Ar­ca­dio in Rome ever heard about those in­sig­ni­fic­ant mis­for­tunes. Fernanda told them that she was happy and in real­ity she was, pre­cisely be­cause she felt free from any com­promise, as if life were pulling her once more toward the world of her par­ents, where one did not suf­fer with day-to-day problems be­cause they were solved be­fore­hand in one’s ima­gin­ation. That end­less correspond­ence made her lose her sense of time, es­pe­cially after Santa Sofía de la Piedad had left. She had been ac­customed to keep track of the days, months, and years, using as points of ref­er­ence the dates set for the return of her chil­dren. But when they changed their plans time and time again, the dates be­came con­fused, the peri­ods were mis­laid, and one day seemed so much like an­other that one could not feel them pass. In­stead of be­coming im­pati­ent, she felt a deep pleas­ure in the delay. It did not worry her that many years after an­noun­cing the eve of his fi­nal vows, José Ar­ca­dio was still saying that he was wait­ing to fin­ish his studies in ad­vanced theology in or­der to un­der­take those in dip­lomacy, be­cause she un­der­stood how steep and paved with obstacles was the spiral stair­way that led to the throne of Saint Peter. On the other hand, her spir­its rose with news that would have been in­sig­ni­fic­ant for other people, such as the fact that her son had seen the Pope. She felt a sim­ilar pleas­ure when Am­aranta Úrsula wrote to tell her that her studies would last longer than the time fore­seen be­cause her ex­cel­lent grades had earned her privileges that her father had not taken into ac­count in his cal­cu­lations.

More than three years had passed since Santa Sofía de la Piedad had brought him the gram­mar when Aure­li­ano suc­ceeded in translat­ing the first sheet. It was not a use­less chore, but it was only a first step along a road whose length it was im­possible to pre­dict, be­cause the text in Span­ish did not mean any­thing: the lines were in code. Aure­li­ano lacked the means to es­tab­lish the keys that would per­mit him to dig them out, but since Melquíades had told him that the books he needed to get to the bottom of the parch­ments were in the wise Cata­lo­nian’s store, he de­cided to speak to Fernanda so that she would let him get them. In the room de­voured by rubble, whose un­checked prolifer­ation had fi­nally de­feated it, he thought about the best way to frame the request, but when he found Fernanda tak­ing her meal from the em­bers, which was his only chance to speak to her, the la­bor­i­ously formulated request stuck in his throat and he lost his voice. That was the only time that he watched her. He listened to her steps in the bed­room. He heard her on her way to the door to await the let­ters from her chil­dren and to give hers to the mail­man, and he listened un­til late at night to the harsh, im­passioned scratch­ing of her pen on the paper be­fore hear­ing the sound of the light switch and the murmur of her prayers in the dark­ness. Only then did he go to sleep, trusting that on the fol­lowing day the awaited opportun­ity would come. He be­came so in­spired with the idea that per­mis­sion would be granted that one morn­ing he cut his hair, which at that time reached down to his shoulders, shaved off his tangled beard, put on some tight-fit­ting pants and a shirt with an arti­fi­cial col­lar that he had in­her­ited from he did not know whom, and waited in the kit­chen for Fernanda to get her break­fast. The wo­man of every day, the one with her head held high and with a stony gait, did not ar­rive, but an old wo­man of supernat­ural beauty with a yel­lowed er­mine cape, a crown of gil­ded card­board, and the lan­guid look of a per­son who wept in secret. Ac­tually, ever since she had found it in Aure­li­ano Se­gundo’s trunks, Fernanda had put on the moth-eaten queen’s dress many times. Any­one who could have seen her in front of the mirror, in ec­stasy over her own regal ges­tures, would have had reason to think that she was mad. But she was not. She had sim­ply turned the royal regalia into a device for her memory. The first time that she put it on she could not help a knot from forming in her heart and her eyes filling with tears be­cause at that mo­ment she smelled once more the odor of shoe pol­ish on the boots of the of­ficer who came to get her at her house to make her a queen, and her soul brightened with the nos­tal­gia of her lost dreams. She felt so old, so worn out, so far away from the best mo­ments of her life that she even yearned for those that she re­membered as the worst, and only then did she dis­cover how much she mis­sed the whiff of oregano on the porch and the smell of the roses at dusk, and even the bestial nature of the parvenus. Her heart of com­pressed ash, which had resisted the most telling blows of daily real­ity without strain, fell apart with the first waves of nos­tal­gia. The need to feel sad was be­coming a vice as the years eroded her. She be­came hu­man in her sol­itude. Nev­er­the­less, the morn­ing on which she en­tered the kit­chen and found a cup of cof­fee offered her by a pale and bony ad­oles­cent with a hal­lu­cin­ated glow in his eyes, the claws of ri­dicule tore at her. Not only did she re­fuse him per­mis­sion, but from then on she car­ried the keys to the house in the pocket where she kept the un­used pes­sar­ies. It was a use­less pre­caution be­cause if he had wanted to, Aure­li­ano could have es­caped and even returned to the house without be­ing seen. But the prolonged cap­tiv­ity, the un­cer­tainty of the world, the habit of obed­i­ence had dried up the seeds of re­bel­lion in his heart. So that he went back to his en­closure, read­ing and reread­ing the parch­ments and listen­ing un­til very late at night to Fernanda sob­bing in her bed­room. One morn­ing he went to light the fire as usual and on the ex­tin­guished ashes he found the food that he had left for her the day be­fore. Then he looked into her bed­room and saw her lying on the bed covered with the er­mine cape, more beau­ti­ful than ever and with her skin turned into an ivory cas­ing. Four months later, when José Ar­ca­dio ar­rived, he found her in­tact.

It was im­possible to con­ceive of a man more like his mother. He was wear­ing a som­ber taf­feta suit, a shirt with a round and hard col­lar, and a thin silk rib­bon tied in a bow in place of a neck­tie. He was ruddy and lan­guid, with a startled look and weak lips. His black hair, shiny and smooth, parted in the middle of his head by a straight and tired line, had the same arti­fi­cial appear­ance as the hair on the saints. The shadow of a well-up­rooted beard on his par­affin face looked like a question of con­science. His hands were pale, with green veins and fin­gers that were like para­s­ites, and he wore a solid gold ring with a round sun­flower opal on his left in­dex fin­ger. When he opened the street door Aure­li­ano did not have to be told who he was to real­ize that he came from far away. With his steps the house filled up with the fragrance of the toi­let water that Úrsula used to splash on him when he was a child in or­der to find him in the shad­ows. In some way im­possible to as­cer­tain, after so many years of ab­sence, José Ar­ca­dio was still an autum­nal child, ter­ribly sad and sol­it­ary. He went dir­ectly to his mother’s bed­room, where Aure­li­ano had boiled mer­cury for four months in his grand­father’s grand­father’s water pipe to con­serve the body ac­cord­ing to Melquíades’ formula. José Ar­ca­dio did not ask him any questions. He kissed the corpse on the fore­head and with­drew from un­der her skirt the pocket of cas­ing which con­tained three as yet un­used pes­sar­ies and the key to her cab­inet. He did everyth­ing with dir­ect and de­cisive move­ments, in con­trast to his lan­guid look. From the cab­inet he took a small dam­as­cene chest with the fam­ily crest and found on the in­side, which was per­fumed with san­dal­wood, the long let­ter in which Fernanda un­burdened her heart of the nu­mer­ous truths that she had hid­den from him. He read it stand­ing up, avidly but without anxi­ety, and at the third page he stopped and ex­amined Aure­li­ano with a look of se­cond re­cog­ni­tion.

“So,” he said with a voice with a touch of razor in it, “you’re the bastard.”

“I’m Aure­li­ano Buendía.”

“Go to your room,” José Ar­ca­dio said.

Aure­li­ano went and did not come out again even from curi­osity when he heard the sound of the sol­it­ary fun­eral ce­re­monies. So­me­times, from the kit­chen, he would see José Ar­ca­dio strolling through the house, smothered by his anxious breath­ing, and he con­tinued hear­ing his steps in the ruined bed­rooms after mid­night. He did not hear his voice for many months, not only be­cause José Ar­ca­dio never ad­dressed him, but also be­cause he had no de­sire for it to happen or time to think about any­thing else but the parch­ments. On Fernanda’s death he had taken out the next-to-the-last lit­tle fish and gone to the wise Cata­lo­nian’s book­store in search of the books he needed. Noth­ing he saw along the way in­ter­ested him, per­haps be­cause he lacked any memor­ies for com­par­ison and the deser­ted streets and des­ol­ate houses were the same as he had ima­gined them at a time when he would have given his soul to know them. He had given him­self the per­mis­sion denied by Fernanda and only once and for the min­imum time ne­ces­sary, so without pausing he went along the el­even blocks that se­par­ated the house from the nar­row street where dreams had been in­ter­preted in other days and he went pant­ing into the con­fused and gloomy place where there was barely room to move. More than a book­store, it looked like a dump for used books, which were placed in dis­order on the shelves chewed by ter­mites, in the corners sticky with cob­webs, and even in the spaces that were supposed to serve as pas­sage­ways. On a long table, also heaped with old books and papers, the propri­etor was writ­ing tire­less prose in purple let­ters, some­what out­land­ish, and on the loose pages of a school note­book. He had a hand­some head of sil­ver hair which fell down over his fore­head like the plume of a cock­a­too, and his blue eyes, lively and close-set, revealed the gentle­ness of a man who had read all of the books. He was wear­ing short pants and soak­ing in per­spir­ation, and he did not stop his writ­ing to see who had come in. Aure­li­ano had no dif­fi­culty in res­cuing the five books that he was look­ing for from that fab­ulous dis­order, be­cause they were ex­actly where Melquíades had told him they would be. Without saying a word he handed them, along with the lit­tle gold fish, to the wise Cata­lo­nian and the lat­ter ex­amined them, his eye­lids con­tract­ing like two clams. “You must be mad,” he said in his own lan­guage, shrug­ging his shoulders, and he handed back to Aure­li­ano the five books and the lit­tle fish.

“You can have them,” he said in Span­ish. “The last man who read these books must have been Isaac the Blind­man, so con­sider well what you’re doing.”

José Ar­ca­dio re­stored Meme’s bed­room and had the vel­vet curtains cleaned and men­ded along with the dam­ask on the can­opy of the viceregal bed, and he put to use once more the aban­doned bath­room, where the ce­ment pool was blackened by a fibrous and rough coat­ing. He re­stric­ted his vest-pocket em­pire of worn, ex­otic cloth­ing, false per­fumes, and cheap jew­elry to those places. The only thing that seemed to worry him in the rest of the house were the saints on the fam­ily al­tar, which he burned down to ashes one af­ternoon in a bon­fire he lighted in the courtyard. He would sleep un­til past el­even o’clock. He would go to the bath­room in a shabby robe with golden dragons on it and a pair of slip­pers with yel­low tassels, and there he would of­fi­ci­ate at a rite which for its care and length re­called Remedios the Beauty. Be­fore bathing he would per­fume the pool with the salts that he car­ried in three ala­baster flac­ons. He did not bathe him­self with the gourd but would plunge into the fragrant waters and re­main there for two hours float­ing on his back, lulled by the cool­ness and by the memory of Am­aranta. A few days after ar­riving he put as­ide his taf­feta suit, which in ad­di­tion to be­ing too hot for the town was the only one that he had, and he exchanged it for some tight-fit­ting pants very sim­ilar to those worn by Pietro Crespi during his dance les­sons and a silk shirt woven with thread from living cater­pil­lars and with his ini­tials em­broidered over the heart. Twice a week he would wash the com­plete change in the tub and would wear his robe un­til it dried be­cause he had noth­ing else to put on. He never ate at home. He would go out when the heat of si­esta time had eased and would not return un­til well into the night. Then he would con­tinue his anxious pa­cing, breath­ing like a cat and think­ing about Am­aranta. She and the fright­ful look of the saints in the glow of the noc­turnal lamp were the two memor­ies he re­tained of the house. Many times during the hal­lu­cin­at­ing Ro­man Au­gust he had opened his eyes in the middle of his sleep and had seen Am­aranta rising out of a marble-edged pool with her lace petti­coats and the band­age on her hand, ideal­ized by the anxi­ety of ex­ile. Un­like Aure­li­ano José, who tried to drown that im­age in the bloody bog of war, he tried to keep it alive in the sink of con­cu­pis­cence while he en­ter­tained his mother with the end­less fable of his pon­tifical vo­c­ation. It never oc­curred either to him or to Fernanda to think that their correspond­ence was an exchange of fantas­ies. José Ar­ca­dio, who left the sem­in­ary as soon as he reached Rome, con­tinued nourish­ing the le­gend of theology and canon law so as not to jeop­ard­ize the fab­ulous in­her­it­ance of which his mother’s de­li­rious let­ters spoke and which would res­cue him from the misery and sor­did­ness he shared with two friends in a Trastevere gar­ret. When he re­ceived Fernanda’s last let­ter, dic­tated by the fore­bod­ing of im­min­ent death, he put the leftovers of his false splendor into a suitcase and crossed the ocean in the hold of a ship where im­mig­rants were crammed to­gether like cat­tle in a slaughter­house, eat­ing cold ma­car­oni and wormy cheese. Be­fore he read Fernanda’s will, which was noth­ing but a de­tailed and tardy re­cap­it­ulation of her mis­for­tunes, the broken-down fur­niture and the weeds on the porch had in­dic­ated that he had fallen into a trap from which he would never es­cape, ex­iled forever from the dia­mond light and time­less air of the Ro­man spring. During the crush­ing in­som­nia brought on by his as­thma he would meas­ure and re­meas­ure the depth of his mis­for­tune as he went through the shad­owy house where the senile fussing of Úrsula had in­stilled a fear of the world in him. In or­der to be sure that she would not lose him in the shad­ows, she had as­signed him a corner of the bed­room, the only one where he would be safe from the dead people who wandered through the house after sun­down. “If you do any­thing bad,” Úrsula would tell him, “the saints will let me know.” The ter­ror-filled nights of his child­hood were re­duced to that corner where he would re­main motion­less un­til it was time to go to bed, per­spir­ing with fear on a stool un­der the watch­ful and gla­cial eyes of the tat­tletale saints. It was use­less tor­ture be­cause even at that time he already had a ter­ror of everyth­ing around him and he was pre­pared to be frightened at any­thing he met in life: wo­men on the street, who would ruin his blood; the wo­men in the house, who bore chil­dren with the tail of a pig; fight­ing cocks, who brought on the death of men and re­morse for the rest of one’s life; fire­arms, which with a mere touch would bring down twenty years of war; un­cer­tain ven­tures, which led only to dis­il­lusion­ment and mad­ness—everyth­ing, in short, everyth­ing that God had cre­ated in His in­fin­ite good­ness and that the devil had per­ver­ted. When he awakened, pressed in the vice of his night­mares, the light in the win­dow and the caresses of Am­aranta in the bath and the pleas­ure of be­ing powdered between the legs with a silk puff would release him from the ter­ror. Even Úrsula was dif­fer­ent un­der the ra­di­ant light in the garden be­cause there she did not talk about fear­ful things but would brush his teeth with char­coal powder so that he would have the ra­di­ant smile of a Pope, and she would cut and pol­ish his nails so that the pil­grims who came to Rome from all over the world would be startled at the beauty of the Pope’s hands as he blessed them, and she would comb his hair like that of a Pope, and she would sprinkle his body and his cloth­ing with toi­let water so that his body and his clothes would have the fragrance of a Pope. In the courtyard of Castel Gan­dolfo he had seen the Pope on a bal­cony mak­ing the same speech in seven lan­guages for a crowd of pil­grims and the only thing, in­deed, that had drawn his at­tention was the white­ness of his hands, which seemed to have been soaked in lye, the dazzling shine of his sum­mer cloth­ing, and the hid­den breath of co­logne.

Al­most a year after his return home, having sold the sil­ver can­dlesticks and the her­aldic cham­ber­pot—which at the mo­ment of truth turned out to have only a lit­tle gold plat­ing on the crest—in or­der to eat, the only dis­trac­tion of José Ar­ca­dio was to pick up chil­dren in town so that they could play in the house. He would appear with them at si­esta time and have them skip rope in the garden, sing on the porch, and do ac­ro­bat­ics on the fur­niture in the living room while he would go among the groups giving les­sons in good man­ners. At that time he had fin­ished with the tight pants and the silk shirts and was wear­ing an or­d­in­ary suit of cloth­ing that he had bought in the Arab stores, but he still maintained his lan­guid dig­nity and his papal air. The chil­dren took over the house just as Meme’s school­mates had done in the past. Un­til well into the night they could be heard chat­ter­ing and singing and tap-dan­cing, so that the house resembled a boarding school where there was no dis­cip­line. Aure­li­ano did not worry about the in­va­sion as long as they did not bother him in Melquíades’ room. One morn­ing two chil­dren pushed open the door and were startled at the sight of a filthy and hairy man who was still de­ci­pher­ing the parch­ments on the work­t­able. They did not dare go in, but they kept on watch­ing the room. They would peep in through the cracks, whis­per­ing, they threw live an­im­als in through the transom, and on one oc­ca­sion they nailed up the door and the win­dow and it took Aure­li­ano half a day to force them open. Amused at their un­pun­ished mis­chief, four of the chil­dren went into the room one morn­ing while Aure­li­ano was in the kit­chen, pre­par­ing to destroy the parch­ments. But as soon as they laid hands on the yel­lowed sheets an an­gelic force lif­ted them off the ground and held them suspen­ded in the air un­til Aure­li­ano returned and took the parch­ments away from them. From then on they did not bother him.

The four old­est chil­dren, who wore short pants in spite of the fact that they were on the threshold of ad­oles­cence, busied them­selves with José Ar­ca­dio’s per­sonal appear­ance. They would ar­rive earlier than the oth­ers and spend the morn­ing shaving him, giving him mas­sages with hot towels, cutting and pol­ish­ing the nails on his hands and feet, and per­fuming him with toi­let water. On sev­eral oc­ca­sions they would get into the pool to soap him from head to toe as he floated on his back think­ing about Am­aranta. Then they would dry him, powder his body, and dress him. One of the chil­dren, who had curly blond hair and eyes of pink glass like a rab­bit, was ac­customed to sleep­ing in the house. The bonds that linked him to José Ar­ca­dio were so strong that he would ac­com­pany him in his as­th­matic in­som­nia, without speak­ing, strolling through the house with him in the dark­ness. One night in the room where Úrsula had slept they saw a yel­low glow coming through the crum­bling ce­ment, as if an un­der­ground sun had changed the floor of the room into a pane of glass. They did not have to turn on the light. It was suf­fi­cient to lift the broken slabs in the corner where Úrsula’s bed had al­ways stood and where the glow was most in­tense to find the secret crypt that Aure­li­ano Se­gundo had worn him­self out search­ing for during the de­li­rium of his ex­cavations. There were the three can­vas sacks closed with copper wire, and in­side of them the seven thousand two hun­dred fourteen pieces of eight, which con­tinued glowing like em­bers in the dark­ness.

The dis­cov­ery of the treas­ure was like a de­flag­ration. In­stead of return­ing to Rome with the sud­den for­tune, which had been his dream maturing in misery, José Ar­ca­dio con­ver­ted the house into a dec­ad­ent para­dise. He re­placed the curtains and the can­opy of the bed with new vel­vet, and he had the bath­room floor covered with paving stones and the walls with tiles. The cup­board in the din­ing room was filled with fruit preser­ves, hams, and pickles, and the un­used pantry was opened again for the storage of wines and li­queurs which José Ar­ca­dio him­self brought from the rail­road station in crates marked with his name. One night he and the four old­est chil­dren had a party that lasted un­til dawn. At six in the morn­ing they came out na­ked from the bed­room, drained the pool, and filled it with cham­pagne. They jum­ped in en masse, swim­ming like birds flying through a sky gil­ded with fragrant bubbles, while José Ar­ca­dio floated on his back on the edge of the fest­iv­it­ies, re­mem­ber­ing Am­aranta with his eyes open. He re­mained that way, wrapped up in him­self, think­ing about the bit­terness of his equivocal pleas­ures un­til after the chil­dren had be­come tired and gone in a troop to the bed­room, where they tore down the curtains to dry them­selves, and in the dis­order they broke the rock crystal mirror into four pieces and destroyed the can­opy of the bed in the tumult of lying down. When José Ar­ca­dio came back from the bath­room, he found them sleep­ing in a na­ked heap in the shipwrecked bed­room. In­flamed, not so much be­cause of the dam­age as be­cause of the dis­gust and pity that he felt for him­self in the empti­ness of the saturnalia, he armed him­self with an ec­cle­si­astical cat-o’nine-tails that he kept in the bottom of his trunk along with a hair-shirt and other in­stru­ments of mor­ti­fic­ation and pen­ance, and drove the chil­dren out of the house, howling like a mad­man and whip­ping them without mercy as a per­son would not even have done to a pack of coyotes. He was done in, with an at­tack of as­thma that lasted for sev­eral days and that gave him the look of a man on his deathbed. On the third night of tor­ture, over­come by as­phyxi­ation, he went to Aure­li­ano’s room to ask him the favor of buying some powders to in­hale at a nearby drug­store. So it was that Aure­li­ano went out for a se­cond time. He had to go only two blocks to reach the small pharmacy with dusty win­dows and ceramic bottles with la­bels in Latin where a girl with the stealthy beauty of a ser­pent of the Nile gave him the medi­cine the name of which José Ar­ca­dio had writ­ten down on a piece of paper. The se­cond view of the deser­ted town, barely il­lumin­ated by the yel­lowish bulbs of the street lights, did not awaken in Aure­li­ano any more curi­osity than the first. José Ar­ca­dio had come to think that he had run away, when he re­appeared, pant­ing a lit­tle be­cause of his haste, drag­ging legs that en­closure and lack of mo­bil­ity had made weak and heavy. His in­dif­fer­ence toward the world was so cer­tain that a few days later José Ar­ca­dio vi­olated the promise he had made to his mother and left him free to go out whenever he wanted to.

“I have noth­ing to do out­side,” Aure­li­ano an­swered him.

He re­mained shut up, ab­sorbed in the parch­ments, which he was slowly un­ravel­ing and whose mean­ing, nev­er­the­less, he was un­able to in­ter­pret. José Ar­ca­dio would bring slices of ham to him in his room, sugared flowers which left a spring-like af­ter­taste in his mouth, and on two oc­ca­sions a glass of fine wine. He was not in­ter­ested in the parch­ments, which he thought of more as an es­oteric pastime, but his at­tention was at­trac­ted by the rare wis­dom and the in­ex­plic­able know­ledge of the world that his des­ol­ate kin­s­man had. He dis­covered then that he could un­der­stand writ­ten Eng­lish and that between parch­ments he had gone from the first page to the last of the six volumes of the en­cyclope­dia as if it were a novel. At first he at­trib­uted to that the fact that Aure­li­ano could speak about Rome as if he had lived there many years, but he soon be­came aware that he knew things that were not in the en­cyclope­dia, such as the price of items. “Everyth­ing is known,” was the only reply he re­ceived from Aure­li­ano when he asked him where he had got that in­form­ation from. Aure­li­ano, for his part, was surprised that José Ar­ca­dio when seen from close by was so dif­fer­ent from the im­age that he had formed of him when he saw him wan­der­ing through the house. He was cap­able of laugh­ing, of al­lowing him­self from time to time a feel­ing of nos­tal­gia for the past of the house, and of showing con­cern for the state of misery present in Melquíades’ room. That draw­ing closer to­gether of two sol­it­ary people of the same blood was far from friend­ship, but it did al­low them both to bear up bet­ter un­der the un­fatho­m­able sol­itude that se­par­ated and united them at the same time. José Ar­ca­dio could then turn to Aure­li­ano to un­tangle cer­tain do­mestic problems that ex­asper­ated him. Aure­li­ano, in turn, could sit and read on the porch, wait­ing for the let­ters from Am­aranta Úrsula, which still ar­rived with the usual punc­tual­ity, and could use the bath­room, from which José Ar­ca­dio had ban­ished him when he ar­rived.

One hot dawn they both woke up in alarm at an ur­gent knock­ing on the street door. It was a dark old man with large green eyes that gave his face a ghostly phosphores­cence and with a cross of ashes on his fore­head. His cloth­ing in tat­ters, his shoes cracked, the old knapsack on his shoulder his only lug­gage, he looked like a beg­gar, but his bear­ing had a dig­nity that was in frank con­tra­dic­tion to his appear­ance. It was only ne­ces­sary to look at him once, even in the shad­ows of the parlor, to real­ize that the secret strength that al­lowed him to live was not the in­stinct of self-preser­vation but the habit of fear. It was Aure­li­ano Amador, the only survivor of Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía’s seven­teen sons, search­ing for a res­pite in his long and haz­ardous ex­ist­ence as a fu­git­ive. He iden­ti­fied him­self, begged them to give him refuge in that house which during his nights as a pariah he had re­membered as the last re­doubt of safety left for him in life. But José Ar­ca­dio and Aure­li­ano did not re­mem­ber him. Think­ing that he was a tramp, they pushed him into the street. Then they both saw from the doorway the end of a drama that had be­gun be­fore José Ar­ca­dio had reached the age of reason. Two police­men who had been chas­ing Aure­li­ano Amador for years, who had tracked him like blood­hounds ac­ross half the world, came out from among the al­mond trees on the opposite side­walk and took two shots with their Maus­ers which neatly pen­et­rated the cross of ashes.

Ever since he had ex­pelled the chil­dren from the house, José Ar­ca­dio was really wait­ing for news of an ocean liner that would leave for Naples be­fore Christmas. He had told Aure­li­ano and had even made plans to set him up in a busi­ness that would bring him a living, be­cause the baskets of food had stopped coming since Fernanda’s burial. But that last dream would not be ful­filled either. One Septem­ber morn­ing, after having cof­fee in the kit­chen with Aure­li­ano, José Ar­ca­dio was fin­ish­ing his daily bath when through the open­ings in the tiles the four chil­dren he had ex­pelled from the house burst in. Without giving him time to de­fend him­self, they jum­ped into the pool fully clothed, grabbed him by the hair, and held his head un­der the water un­til the bub­bling of his death throes ceased on the sur­face and his si­lent and pale dol­phin body slip­ped down to the bottom of the fragrant water. Then they took out the three sacks of gold from the hid­ing place which was known only to them and their vic­tim. It was such a rapid, meth­odical, and brutal ac­tion that it was like a mil­it­ary oper­ation. Aure­li­ano, shut up in his room, was not aware of any­thing. That af­ternoon, having mis­sed him in the kit­chen, he looked for José Ar­ca­dio all over the house and found him float­ing on the per­fumed mirror of the pool, enorm­ous and bloated and still think­ing about Am­aranta. Only then did he un­der­stand how much he had be­gun to love him.








AMARANTA ÚRSULA returned with the first an­gels of Decem­ber, driven on a sailor’s breeze, lead­ing her husband by a silk rope tied around his neck. She appeared without warning, wear­ing an ivory-colored dress, a string of pearls that reached al­most to her knees, em­er­ald and topaz rings, and with her straight hair in a smooth bun held be­hind her ears by swal­low-tail brooches. The man whom she had mar­ried six months be­fore was a thin, older Flem­ing with the look of a sailor about him. She had only to push open the door to the parlor to real­ize that her ab­sence had been longer and more destruct­ive than she had ima­gined.

“Good Lord,” she shouted, more gay than alarmed, “it’s ob­vious that there’s no wo­man in this house!”

The bag­gage would not fit on the porch. Be­sides Fernanda’s old trunk, which they had sent her off to school with, she had two up­right trunks, four large suitcases, a bag for her parasols, eight hatboxes, a gi­gantic cage with half a hun­dred ca­nar­ies, and her husband’s ve­lo­cipede, broken down in a spe­cial case which al­lowed him to carry it like a cello. She did not even take a day of rest after the long trip. She put on some worn denim over­alls that her husband had brought along with other auto­motive items and set about a new restoration of the house. She scat­tered the red ants, who had already taken pos­session of the porch, brought the rose bushes back to life, up­rooted the weeds, and planted ferns, oregano, and be­gonias again in the pots along the rail­ing. She took charge of a crew of carpenters, locksmiths, and ma­sons, who filled in the cracks in the floor, put doors and win­dows back on their hinges, re­paired the fur­niture, and white­washed the walls in­side and out, so that three months after her ar­rival one breathed once more the at­mo­sphere of youth and fest­iv­ity that had ex­isted during the days of the pi­an­ola. No one in the house had ever been in a bet­ter mood at all hours and un­der any circum­stances, nor had any­one ever been read­ier to sing and dance and toss all items and cus­toms from the past into the trash. With a sweep of her broom she did away with the fun­eral mementos and piles of use­less trash and art­icles of super­sti­tion that had been pil­ing up in the corners, and the only thing she spared, out of grat­it­ude to Úrsula, was the daguer­reotype of Remedios in the parlor. “My, such luxury,” she would shout, dying with laughter. “A fourteen-year-old grand­mother!” When one of the ma­sons told her that the house was full of appar­i­tions and that the only way to drive them out was to look for the treas­ures they had left buried, she replied amid loud laughter that she did not think it was right for men to be super­sti­tious. She was so spontan­eous, so eman­cip­ated, with such a free and mod­ern spirit, that Aure­li­ano did not know what to do with his body when he saw her ar­rive. “My, my!” she shouted happily with open arms. “Look at how my darling can­ni­bal has grown!” Be­fore he had a chance to re­act, she had already put a re­cord on the port­able phon­o­graph she had brought with her and was trying to teach him the latest dance steps. She made him change the dirty pants that he had in­her­ited from Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía and gave him some youth­ful shirts and two-toned shoes, and she would push him into the street when he was spend­ing too much time in Melquíades’ room.

Act­ive, small, and in­dom­it­able like Úrsula, and al­most as pretty and provoc­at­ive as Remedios the Beauty, she was en­dowed with a rare in­stinct for an­ti­cip­at­ing fashion. When she re­ceived pic­tures of the most re­cent fashions in the mail, they only proved that she had not been wrong about the mod­els that she de­signed her­self and sewed on Am­aranta’s prim­it­ive pedal ma­chine. She sub­scribed to every fashion magazine, art public­ation, and popular mu­sic review pub­lished in Europe, and she had only to glance at them to real­ize that things in the world were going just as she ima­gined they were. It was in­com­pre­hens­ible why a wo­man with that spirit would have returned to a dead town burdened by dust and heat, and much less with a husband who had more than enough money to live any­where in the world and who loved her so much that he let him­self be led around by her on a silk leash. As time passed, however, her in­tention to stay was more ob­vious, be­cause she did not make any plans that were not a long way off, nor did she do any­thing that did not have as an aim the search for a com­fortable life and a peace­ful old age in Ma­condo. The ca­nary cage showed that those aims were made up on the spur of the mo­ment. Re­mem­ber­ing that her mother had told her in a let­ter about the ex­ter­min­ation of the birds, she had delayed her trip sev­eral months un­til she found a ship that stopped at the For­tu­nate Isles and there she chose the finest twenty-five pairs of ca­nar­ies so that she could re­populate the skies of Ma­condo. That was the most lam­ent­able of her nu­mer­ous frustrated un­der­tak­ings. As the birds re­pro­duced Am­aranta Úrsula would release them in pairs, and no sooner did they feel them­selves free than they fled the town. She tried in vain to awaken love in them by means of the bird cage that Úrsula had built during the first re­con­struc­tion of the house. Also in vain were the arti­fi­cial nests built of es­parto grass in the al­mond trees and the bird­seed strewn about the roofs, and arousing the cap­tives so that their songs would dis­suade the desert­ers, be­cause they would take flight on their first at­tempt and make a turn in the sky, just the time needed to find the dir­ec­tion to the For­tu­nate Isles.

A year after her return, although she had not suc­ceeded in mak­ing any friends or giving any parties, Am­aranta Úrsula still be­lieved that it was pos­sible to res­cue the com­munity which had been singled out by mis­for­tune. Gaston, her husband, took care not to ant­ag­on­ize her, although since that fatal noon when he got off the train he real­ized that his wife’s de­term­in­ation had been provoked by a nos­tal­gic mirage. Cer­tain that she would be de­feated by the real­it­ies, he did not even take the trouble to put his ve­lo­cipede to­gether, but he set about hunt­ing for the lar­gest eggs among the spider­webs that the ma­sons had knocked down, and he would open them with his fin­ger­nails and spend hours look­ing through a mag­ni­fying glass at the tiny spiders that emerged. Later on, think­ing that Am­aranta Úrsula was con­tinu­ing with her re­pairs so that her hands would not be idle, he de­cided to as­semble the hand­some bi­cycle, on which the front wheel was much lar­ger than the rear one, and he ded­ic­ated him­self to the capture and cur­ing of every nat­ive in­sect he could find in the re­gion, which he sent in jam jars to his former professor of nat­ural his­tory at the Univer­sity of Liège, where he had done ad­vanced work in en­to­mo­logy, although his main vo­c­ation was that of avi­ator. When he rode the bi­cycle he would wear ac­robat’s tights, gaudy socks, and a Sher­lock Holmes cap, but when he was on foot he would dress in a spot­less nat­ural linen suit, white shoes, a silk bow tie, a straw boater, and he would carry a wil­low stick in his hand. His pale eyes ac­cen­tu­ated his look of a sailor and his small mustache looked like the fur of a squirrel. Although he was at least fif­teen years older than his wife, his alert de­term­in­ation to make her happy and his qual­it­ies as a good lover com­pensated for the dif­fer­ence. Ac­tually, those who saw that man in his forties with care­ful habits, with the leash around his neck and his cir­cus bi­cycle, would not have thought that he had made a pact of un­bridled love with his wife and that they both gave in to the re­ciprocal drive in the least ad­equate of places and wherever the spirit moved them, as they had done since they had be­gun to keep com­pany, and with a passion that the pas­sage of time and the more and more un­usual circum­stances deepened and en­riched. Gaston was not only a fierce lover, with end­less wis­dom and ima­gin­ation, but he was also, per­haps, the first man in the his­tory of the spe­cies who had made an emer­gency land­ing and had come close to killing him­self and his sweet­heart sim­ply to make love in a field of vi­olets.

They had met two years be­fore they were mar­ried, when the sports biplane in which he was mak­ing rolls over the school where Am­aranta Úrsula was studying made an in­trepid man­euver to avoid the flag­pole and the prim­it­ive framework of can­vas and aluminum foil was caught by the tail on some elec­tric wires. From then on, paying no at­tention to his leg in splints, on week­ends he would pick up Am­aranta Úrsula at the nuns’ boarding­house where she lived, where the rules were not as severe as Fernanda had wanted, and he would take her to his country club. They began to love each other at an alti­tude of fif­teen hun­dred feet in the Sunday air of the moors, and they felt all the closer to­gether as the be­ings on earth grew more and more minute. She spoke to him of Ma­condo as the bright­est and most peace­ful town on earth, and of an enorm­ous house, scen­ted with oregano, where she wanted to live un­til old age with a loyal husband and two strong sons who would be named Rodrigo and Gon­zalo, never Aure­li­ano and José Ar­ca­dio, and a daugh­ter who would be named Vir­ginia and never Remedios. She had evoked the town ideal­ized by nos­tal­gia with such strong tenacity that Gaston un­der­stood that she would not get mar­ried un­less he took her to live in Ma­condo. He agreed to it, as he agreed later on to the leash, be­cause he thought it was a passing fancy that could be over­come in time. But when two years in Ma­condo had passed and Am­aranta Úrsula was as happy as on the first day, he began to show signs of alarm. By that time he had dis­sec­ted every dis­sectible in­sect in the re­gion, he spoke Span­ish like a nat­ive, and he had solved all of the crossword puzzles in the magazines that he re­ceived in the mail. He did not have the pre­text of cli­mate to hasten their return be­cause nature had en­dowed him with a co­lo­nial liver which resisted the drowsi­ness of si­esta time and water that had vin­egar worms in it. He liked the nat­ive cook­ing so much that once he ate eighty-two iguana eggs at one sit­ting. Am­aranta Úrsula, on the other hand, had brought in by train fish and shell­fish in boxes of ice, canned meats and preser­ved fruits, which were the only things she could eat, and she still dressed in European style and re­ceived designs by mail in spite of the fact that she had no place to go and no one to visit, and by that time her husband was not in a mood to appre­ci­ate her short skirts, her tilted felt hat, and her seven-strand neck­laces. Her secret seemed to lie in the fact that she al­ways found a way to keep busy, resolving do­mestic problems that she her­self had cre­ated, and doing a poor job on a thousand things which she would fix on the fol­lowing day with a perni­cious di­li­gence that made one think of Fernanda and the hered­it­ary vice of mak­ing so­mething just to un­make it. Her fest­ive genius was still so alive then that when she re­ceived new re­cords she would in­vite Gaston to stay in the parlor un­til very late to practice the dance steps that her school­mates de­scribed to her in sketches and they would gen­er­ally end up mak­ing love on the Vi­en­nese rock­ing chairs or on the bare floor. The only thing that she needed to be com­pletely happy was the birth of her chil­dren, but she respec­ted the pact she had made with her husband not to have any un­til they had been mar­ried for five years.

Look­ing for so­mething to fill his idle hours with, Gaston be­came ac­customed to spend­ing the morn­ing in Melquíades’ room with the shy Aure­li­ano. He took pleas­ure in re­call­ing with him the most hid­den corners of his country, which Aure­li­ano knew as if he had spent much time there. When Gaston asked him what he had done to ob­tain know­ledge that was not in the en­cyclope­dia, he re­ceived the same an­swer as José Ar­ca­dio: “Everyth­ing is known.” In ad­di­tion to Sanskrit he had learned Eng­lish and French and a lit­tle Latin and Greek. Since he went out every af­ternoon at that time and Am­aranta Úrsula had set as­ide a weekly sum for him for his per­sonal ex­penses, his room looked like a branch of the wise Cata­lo­nian’s book­store. He read avidly un­til late at night, although from the man­ner in which he re­fer­red to his read­ing, Gaston thought that he did not buy the books in or­der to learn but to verify the truth of his know­ledge, and that none of them in­ter­ested him more than the parch­ments, to which he ded­ic­ated most of his time in the morn­ing. Both Gaston and his wife would have liked to in­corporate him into the fam­ily life, but Aure­li­ano was a her­metic man with a cloud of mys­tery that time was mak­ing denser. It was such an un­fatho­m­able con­di­tion that Gaston failed in his ef­forts to be­come in­timate with him and had to seek other pastimes for his idle hours. It was around that time that he con­ceived the idea of es­tab­lish­ing an air­mail ser­vice.

It was not a new project. Ac­tually, he had it fairly well ad­vanced when he met Am­aranta Úrsula, ex­cept that it was not for Ma­condo but for the Bel­gian Congo, where his fam­ily had in­vest­ments in palm oil. The mar­riage and the de­cision to spend a few months in Ma­condo to please his wife had ob­liged him to postpone it. But when he saw that Am­aranta Úrsula was de­term­ined to or­gan­ize a com­mis­sion for public im­prove­ment and even laughed at him when he hin­ted at the pos­sib­il­ity of return­ing, he un­der­stood that things were going to take a long time and he re-es­tab­lished con­tact with his forgotten partn­ers in Brussels, think­ing that it was just as well to be a pioneer in the Carib­bean as in Africa. While his steps were pro­gressing he pre­pared a land­ing field in the old en­chanted re­gion which at that time looked like a plain of crushed flintstone, and he studied the wind dir­ec­tion, the geo­graphy of the coastal re­gion, and the best routes for aer­ial nav­ig­ation, without knowing that his di­li­gence, so sim­ilar to that of Mr. Her­bert, was filling the town with the dan­ger­ous suspi­cion that his plan was not to set up routes but to plant ba­nana trees. En­thu­si­astic over an idea that, after all, might justify his per­man­ent es­tab­lish­ment in Ma­condo, he took sev­eral trips to the cap­ital of the province, met with au­thorit­ies, ob­tained li­censes, and drew up con­tracts for ex­clusive rights. In the meantime he maintained a correspond­ence with his partn­ers in Brussels which resembled that of Fernanda with the in­visible doct­ors, and he fi­nally con­vinced them to ship the first air­plane un­der the care of an ex­pert mech­anic, who would as­semble it in the nearest port and fly it to Ma­condo. One year after his first med­it­ations and met­e­or­o­lo­gical cal­cu­lations, trusting in the repeated promises of his correspondents, he had ac­quired the habit of strolling through the streets, look­ing at the sky, hanging onto the sound of the breeze in hopes that the air­plane would appear.

Although she had not no­ticed it, the return of Am­aranta Úrsula had brought on a rad­ical change in Aure­li­ano’s life. After the death of José Ar­ca­dio he had be­come a regular cus­tomer at the wise Cata­lo­nian’s book­store. Also, the free­dom that he en­joyed then and the time at his dis­posal awoke in him a cer­tain curi­osity about the town, which he came to know without any surprise. He went through the dusty and sol­it­ary streets, ex­amin­ing with sci­en­tific in­terest the in­side of houses in ruin, the metal screens on the win­dows broken by rust and the dying birds, and the in­hab­it­ants bowed down by memor­ies. He tried to re­con­struct in his ima­gin­ation the an­ni­hil­ated splendor of the old ba­nana-com­pany town, whose dry swim­ming pool was filled to the brim with rotting men’s and wo­men’s shoes, and in the houses of which, destroyed by rye grass, he found the ske­l­eton of a Ger­man shep­herd dog still tied to a ring by a steel chain and a tele­phone that was ringing, ringing, ringing un­til he picked it up and an an­guished and dis­tant wo­man spoke in Eng­lish, and he said yes, that the strike was over, that three thousand dead people had been thrown into the sea, that the ba­nana com­pany had left, and that Ma­condo fi­nally had peace after many years. Those wan­der­ings led him to the prostrate red-light dis­trict, where in other times bundles of bank­notes had been burned to liven up the revels, and which at that time was a maze of streets more af­flic­ted and miser­able than the oth­ers, with a few red lights still burn­ing and with deser­ted dance halls ad­orned with the rem­nants of wreaths, where the pale, fat wid­ows of no one, the French great-grand­moth­ers and the Baby­lo­nian mat­ri­archs, were still wait­ing be­side their phon­o­graphs. Aure­li­ano could not find any­one who re­membered his fam­ily, not even Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía, ex­cept for the old­est of the West In­dian Negroes, an old man whose cottony hair gave him the look of a pho­to­graphic neg­at­ive and who was still singing the mourn­ful sun­set psalms in the door of his house. Aure­li­ano would talk to him in the tor­tured Papia­mento that he had learned in a few weeks and so­me­times he would share his chicken-head soup, pre­pared by the great-grand­daugh­ter, with him. She was a large black wo­man with solid bones, the hips of a mare, teats like live mel­ons, and a round and per­fect head ar­mored with a hard sur­face of wiry hair which looked like a me­di­eval war­rior’s mail he­ad­dress. Her name was Nig­ro­manta. In those days Aure­li­ano lived off the sale of sil­ver­ware, can­dlesticks, and other bric-a-brac from the house. When he was pen­ni­less, which was most of the time, he got people in the back of the market to give him the chicken heads that they were going to throw away and he would take them to Nig­ro­manta to make her soups, forti­fied with purslane and seasoned with mint. When the great-grand­father died Aure­li­ano stopped going by the house, but he would run into Nig­ro­manta un­der the dark al­mond trees on the square, using her wild-an­imal whistles to lure the few night owls. Many times he stayed with her, speak­ing in Papia­mento about chicken-head soup and other dain­ties of misery, and he would have kept right on if she had not let him know that his pres­ence frightened off cus­tom­ers. Although he so­me­times felt the temptation and although Nig­ro­manta her­self might have seemed to him as the nat­ural culmin­ation of a shared nos­tal­gia, he did not go to bed with her. So Aure­li­ano was still a vir­gin when Am­aranta Úrsula returned to Ma­condo and gave him a sis­terly em­brace that left him breath­less. Every time he saw her, and worse yet when she showed him the latest dances, he felt the same spongy release in his bones that had dis­turbed his great-great-grand­father when Pi­lar Tern­era made her pre­texts about the cards in the granary. Trying to squelch the tor­ment, he sank deeper into the parch­ments and eluded the in­no­cent flat­tery of that aunt who was pois­on­ing his nights with a flow of tribulation, but the more he avoided her, the more the anxi­ety with which he waited for her stony laughter, her howls of a happy cat, and her songs of grat­it­ude, ag­on­iz­ing in love at all hours and in the most un­likely parts of the house. One night, thirty feet from his bed, on the sil­ver work­bench, the couple with un­hinged bel­lies broke the bottles and ended up mak­ing love in a pool of muri­atic acid. Aure­li­ano not only could not sleep for a single se­cond, but he spent the next day with a fever, sob­bing with rage. The first night that he waited for Nig­ro­manta to come to the shad­ows of the al­mond trees it seemed like an etern­ity, pricked as he was by the needles of un­cer­tainty and clutch­ing in his fist the peso and fifty cents that he had asked Am­aranta Úrsula for, not so much be­cause he needed it as to in­volve her, de­base her, prostitute her in his ad­ven­ture in some way. Nig­ro­manta took him to her room, which was lighted with false can­dlesticks, to her fold­ing cot with the bed­ding stained from bad loves, and to her body of a wild dog, hardened and without a soul, which pre­pared itself to dis­miss him as if he were a frightened child, and sud­denly it found a man whose tre­mend­ous power de­man­ded a move­ment of seis­mic re­ad­just­ment from her in­sides.

They be­came lov­ers. Aure­li­ano would spend his morn­ings de­ci­pher­ing parch­ments and at si­esta time he would go to the bed­room where Nig­ro­manta was wait­ing for him, to teach him first how to do it like earth­worms, then like snails, and fi­nally like crabs, un­til she had to leave him and lie in wait for vag­a­bond loves. Sev­eral weeks passed be­fore Aure­li­ano dis­covered that around her waist she wore a small belt that seemed to be made out of a cello string, but which was hard as steel and had no end, as if it had been born and grown with her. Al­most al­ways, between loves, they would eat na­ked in the bed, in the hal­lu­cin­at­ing heat and un­der the daytime stars that the rust had caused to shine on the zinc ceil­ing. It was the first time that Nig­ro­manta had had a steady man, a bone crusher from head to toe, as she her­self said, dying with laughter, and she had even be­gun to get ro­mantic il­lusions when Aure­li­ano con­fided in her about his re­pressed passion for Am­aranta Úrsula, which he had not been able to cure with the sub­stitution but which was twisting him in­side all the more as ex­per­i­ence broadened the horizons of love. After that Nig­ro­manta con­tinued to re­ceive him with the same warmth as ever but she made him pay for her ser­vices so strictly that when Aure­li­ano had no money she would make an ad­di­tion to his bill, which was not figured in num­bers but by marks that she made with her thumb­nail be­hind the door. At sun­down, while she was drift­ing through the shad­ows in the square, Aure­li­ano was going along the porch like a stranger, scarcely greet­ing Am­aranta Úrsula and Gaston, who usually dined at that time, and shutting him­self up in his room again, un­able to read or write or even think be­cause of the anxi­ety brought on by the laughter, the whis­per­ing, the pre­lim­in­ary frolics, and then the ex­plosions of ag­on­iz­ing happi­ness that capped the nights in the house. That was his life two years be­fore Gaston began to wait for the air­plane, and it went on the same way on the af­ternoon that he went to the book­store of the wise Cata­lo­nian and found four rant­ing boys in a heated ar­gu­ment about the meth­ods used to kill cock­roaches in the Middle Ages. The old book­seller, knowing about Aure­li­ano’s love for books that had been read only by the Ven­er­able Bede, urged him with a cer­tain fath­erly malice to get into the dis­cussion, and without even tak­ing a breath, he ex­plained that the cock­roach, the old­est winged in­sect on the face of the earth, had already been the vic­tim of slip­pers in the Old Testa­ment, but that since the spe­cies was def­in­itely resistant to any and all meth­ods of ex­ter­min­ation, from tomato slices with borax to flour and sugar, and with its one thousand six hun­dred three vari­et­ies had resisted the most an­cient, ten­a­cious, and piti­less per­se­cution that man­kind had un­leashed against any living thing since the be­gin­nings, in­clud­ing man him­self, to such an ex­tent that just as an in­stinct for re­pro­duc­tion was at­trib­uted to hu­man­kind, so there must have been an­other one more def­in­ite and pressing, which was the in­stinct to kill cock­roaches, and if the lat­ter had suc­ceeded in es­cap­ing hu­man fe­ro­city it was be­cause they had taken refuge in the shad­ows, where they be­came in­vul­ner­able be­cause of man’s con­gen­ital fear of the dark, but on the other hand they be­came sus­ceptible to the glow of noon, so that by the Middle Ages already, and in present times, and per om­nia sec­ula sec­ulorum, the only ef­fect­ive method for killing cock­roaches was the glare of the sun.

That en­cyclopedic co­in­cid­ence was the be­gin­ning of a great friend­ship. Aure­li­ano con­tinued getting to­gether in the af­ternoon with the four ar­guers, whose names were Álvaro, Ger­mán, Alf­onso, and Gab­riel, the first and last friends that he ever had in his life. For a man like him, holed up in writ­ten real­ity, those stormy ses­sions that began in the book­store and ended at dawn in the brothels were a revelation. It had never oc­curred to him un­til then to think that lit­er­ature was the best plaything that had ever been in­ven­ted to make fun of people, as Álvaro demon­strated during one night of revels. Some time would have to pass be­fore Aure­li­ano real­ized that such ar­bitrary at­titudes had their ori­gins in the ex­ample of the wise Cata­lo­nian, for whom wis­dom was worth noth­ing if it could not be used to in­vent a new way of pre­par­ing chick peas.

The af­ternoon on which Aure­li­ano gave his lec­ture on cock­roaches, the ar­gu­ment ended up in the house of the girls who went to bed be­cause of hun­ger, a brothel of lies on the out­skirts of Ma­condo. The propri­et­ress was a smil­ing mama-santa, tor­men­ted by a mania for open­ing and closing doors. Her eternal smile seemed to have been brought on by the credul­ity of her cus­tom­ers, who ac­cepted as so­mething cer­tain an es­tab­lish­ment that did not ex­ist ex­cept in the ima­gin­ation, be­cause even the tan­gible things there were un­real: the fur­niture that fell apart when one sat on it, the dis­em­boweled phon­o­graph with a nesting hen in­side, the garden of paper flowers, the cal­en­dars going back to the years be­fore the ar­rival of the ba­nana com­pany, the frames with prints cut out of magazines that had never been pub­lished. Even the timid lit­tle whores who came from the neigh­bor­hood: when the propri­et­ress in­formed them that cus­tom­ers had ar­rived they were noth­ing but an in­vention. They would appear without any greet­ing in their lit­tle flowered dresses left over from days when they were five years younger, and they took them off with the same in­no­cence with which they had put them on, and in the par­oxysms of love they would ex­claim good heav­ens, look how that roof is fall­ing in, and as soon as they got their peso and fifty cents they would spend it on a roll with cheese that the propri­et­ress sold them, smil­ing more than ever, be­cause only she knew that that meal was not true either. Aure­li­ano, whose world at that time began with Melquíades’ parch­ments and ended in Nig­ro­manta’s bed, found a stupid cure for timid­ity in the small ima­gin­ary brothel. At first he could get nowhere, in rooms where the propri­et­ress would enter during the best mo­ments of love and make all sorts of com­ments about the in­timate charms of the protag­on­ists. But with time he began to get so fa­mil­iar with those mis­for­tunes of the world that on one night that was more un­bal­anced than the oth­ers he got un­dressed in the small re­ception room and ran through the house bal­an­cing a bottle of beer on his in­con­ceiv­able male­ness. He was the one who made fashion­able the ex­travagances that the propri­et­ress cel­eb­rated with her eternal smile, without protesting, without be­lieving in them, just as when Ger­mán tried to burn the house down to show that it did not ex­ist, and as when Alf­onso wrung the neck of the par­rot and threw it into the pot where the chicken stew was be­gin­ning to boil.

Although Aure­li­ano felt him­self linked to the four friends by a com­mon af­fec­tion and a com­mon solid­ar­ity, even to the point where he thought of them as if they were one per­son, he was closer to Gab­riel than to the oth­ers. The link was born on the night when he cas­u­ally mentioned Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía and Gab­riel was the only one who did not think that he was mak­ing fun of some­body. Even the propri­et­ress, who nor­mally did not take part in the con­ver­sations, ar­gued with a madam’s wrath­ful passion that Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía, of whom she had in­deed heard speak at some time, was a fig­ure in­ven­ted by the gov­ern­ment as a pre­text for killing Lib­er­als. Gab­riel, on the other hand, did not doubt the real­ity of Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía be­cause he had been a com­pan­ion in arms and in­separ­able friend of his great-great-grand­father Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez. Those fickle tricks of memory were even more crit­ical when the killing of the workers was brought up. Every time that Aure­li­ano mentioned the mat­ter, not only the propri­et­ress but some people older than she would re­pu­di­ate the myth of the workers hemmed in at the station and the train with two hun­dred cars loaded with dead people, and they would even in­sist that, after all, everyth­ing had been set forth in ju­di­cial doc­u­ments and in pri­mary-school text­books: that the ba­nana com­pany had never ex­isted. So that Aure­li­ano and Gab­riel were linked by a kind of com­pli­city based on real facts that no one be­lieved in, and which had af­fected their lives to the point that both of them found them­selves off course in the tide of a world that had ended and of which only the nos­tal­gia re­mained. Gab­riel would sleep wherever time over­took him. Aure­li­ano put him up sev­eral times in the sil­ver work­shop, but he would spend his nights awake, dis­turbed by the noise of the dead people who walked through the bed­rooms un­til dawn. Later he turned him over to Nig­ro­manta, who took him to her well-used room when she was free and put down his ac­count with ver­tical marks be­hind the door in the few spaces left free by Aure­li­ano’s debts.

In spite of their dis­ordered life, the whole group tried to do so­mething per­man­ent at the ur­ging of the wise Cata­lo­nian. It was he, with his ex­per­i­ence as a former professor of classical lit­er­ature and his store­house of rare books, who got them to spend a whole night in search of the thirty-seventh dra­matic situ­ation in a town where no one had any in­terest any more in going beyond pri­mary school. Fas­cin­ated by the dis­cov­ery of friend­ship, be­wildered by the en­chant­ments of a world which had been for­bid­den to him by Fernanda’s mean­ness, Aure­li­ano aban­doned the scrutiny of the parch­ments pre­cisely when they were be­gin­ning to reveal them­selves as pre­dic­tions in coded lines of poetry. But the sub­sequent proof that there was time enough for everyth­ing without having to give up the brothels gave him the drive to return to Melquíades’ room, having de­cided not to flag in his ef­forts un­til he had dis­covered the last keys. That was during the time that Gaston began to wait for the air­plane and Am­aranta Úrsula was so lonely that one morn­ing she appeared in the room.

“Hello, can­ni­bal,” she said to him. “Back in your cave again?”

She was ir­resistible, with a dress she had de­signed and one of the long shad-ver­tebra neck­laces that she her­self had made. She had stopped using the leash, con­vinced of her husband’s faith­ful­ness, and for the first time since her return she seemed to have a mo­ment of ease. Aure­li­ano did not need to see her to know that she had ar­rived. She put her el­bows on the table, so close and so help­less that Aure­li­ano heard the deep sound of her bones, and she be­came in­ter­ested in the parch­ments. Trying to over­come his dis­turbance, he grasped at the voice that he was losing, the life that was leav­ing him, the memory that was turn­ing into a pet­ri­fied polyp, and he spoke to her about the pri­estly des­tiny of Sanskrit, the sci­en­tific pos­sib­il­ity of see­ing the future showing through in time as one sees what is writ­ten on the back of a sheet of paper through the light, the ne­cessity of de­ci­pher­ing the pre­dic­tions so that they would not de­feat them­selves, and the Cen­turies of Nos­trada­mus and the destruc­tion of Can­tab­ria pre­dicted by Saint Mil­anus. Sud­denly, without in­ter­rupting the chat, moved by an im­pulse that had been sleep­ing in him since his ori­gins, Aure­li­ano put his hand on hers, think­ing that that fi­nal de­cision would put an end to his doubts. She grabbed his in­dex fin­ger with the af­fec­tion­ate in­no­cence with which she had done so in child­hood, however, and she held it while he kept on an­swer­ing questions. They re­mained like that, linked by icy in­dex fin­gers that did not transmit any­thing in any way un­til she awoke from her mo­ment­ary dream and slapped her fore­head with her hand. “The ants!” she ex­claimed. And then she forgot about the manuscripts, went to the door with a dance step, and from there she threw Aure­li­ano a kiss with the tips of her fin­gers as she had said good-bye to her father on the af­ternoon when they sent her to Brussels.

“You can tell me later,” she said. “I forgot that today’s the day to put quick­lime on the anthills.”

She con­tinued going to the room oc­ca­sion­ally when she had so­mething to do in that part of the house and she would stay there for a few minutes while her husband con­tinued to scrutin­ize the sky. En­couraged by that change, Aure­li­ano stayed to eat with the fam­ily at that time as he had not done since the first months of Am­aranta Úrsula’s return. Gaston was pleased. During the con­ver­sations after meals, which usually went on for more than an hour, he com­plained that his partn­ers were de­ceiving him. They had in­formed him of the load­ing of the air­plane on board a ship that did not ar­rive, and although his ship­ping agents in­sisted that it would never ar­rive be­cause it was not on the list of Carib­bean ships, his partn­ers in­sisted that the ship­ment was correct and they even in­sinu­ated that Gaston was lying to them in his let­ters. The correspond­ence reached such a de­gree of mutual suspi­cion that Gaston de­cided not to write again and he began to suggest the pos­sib­il­ity of a quick trip to Brussels to clear things up and return with the air­plane. The plan evap­orated, however, as soon as Am­aranta Úrsula re­it­er­ated her de­cision not to move from Ma­condo even if she lost a husband. During the first days Aure­li­ano shared the gen­eral opin­ion that Gaston was a fool on a ve­lo­cipede, and that brought on a vague feel­ing of pity. Later, when he ob­tained deeper in­form­ation on the nature of men in the brothels, he thought that Gaston’s meek­ness had its ori­gins in un­bridled passion. But when he came to know him bet­ter and real­ized that his true char­ac­ter was the opposite of his sub­missive con­duct, he con­ceived the ma­li­cious suspi­cion that even the wait for the air­plane was an act. Then he thought that Gaston was not as fool­ish as he appeared, but, quite the con­trary, was a man of in­fin­ite stead­i­ness, abil­ity, and pati­ence who had set about to con­quer his wife with the wear­i­ness of eternal agreement, of never saying no, of sim­ulat­ing a lim­it­less con­formity, letting her be­come en­meshed in her own web un­til the day she could no longer bear the te­dium of the il­lusions close at hand and would pack the bags her­self to go back to Europe. Aure­li­ano’s former pity turned into a vi­olent dis­like. Gaston’s system seemed so per­verse to him, but at the same time so ef­fect­ive, that he ven­tured to warn Am­aranta Úrsula. She made fun of his suspi­cions, however, without even no­ti­cing the heavy weight of love, un­cer­tainty, and jeal­ousy that he had in­side. It had not oc­curred to her that she was arousing so­mething more than fraternal af­fec­tion in Aure­li­ano un­til she pricked her fin­ger trying to open a can of peaches and he dashed over to suck the blood out with an avid­ity and a de­votion that sent a chill up her spine.

“Aure­li­ano!” She laughed, dis­turbed. “You’re too suspi­cious to be a good bat.”

Then Aure­li­ano went all out. Giving her some small, or­phaned kisses in the hol­low of her woun­ded hand, he opened up the most hid­den pas­sage­ways of his heart and drew out an in­ter­min­able and la­cer­ated in­testine, the ter­rible para­s­itic an­imal that had in­cub­ated in his martyr­dom. He told her how he would get up at mid­night to weep in loneli­ness and rage over the un­der­wear that she had left to dry in the bath­room. He told her about the anxi­ety with which he had asked Nig­ro­manta to howl like a cat and sob gaston gaston gaston in his ear, and with how much as­tute­ness he had ransacked her vi­als of per­fume so that he could smell it on the necks of the lit­tle girls who went to bed be­cause of hun­ger. Frightened by the passion of that out­burst, Am­aranta Úrsula was closing her fin­gers, con­tract­ing them like a shell­fish un­til her woun­ded hand, free of all pain and any vestige of pity, was con­ver­ted into a knot of em­er­alds and topazes and stony and un­feel­ing bones.

“Fool!” she said as if she were spit­ting. “I’m sail­ing on the first ship leav­ing for Bel­gium.”

Álvaro had come to the wise Cata­lo­nian’s book­store one of those af­ternoons proclaim­ing at the top of his lungs his latest dis­cov­ery: a zoo­lo­gical brothel. It was called The Golden Child and it was a huge open-air salon through which no less than two hun­dred bit­terns who told the time with a deaf­en­ing cack­ling strolled at will. In wire pens that surroun­ded the dance floor and among large Amazonian camel­lias there were her­ons of dif­fer­ent colors, cro­codiles as fat as pigs, snakes with twelve rat­tles, and a turtle with a gil­ded shell who dove in a small arti­fi­cial ocean. There was a big white dog, meek and a ped­er­ast, who would give stud ser­vices nev­er­the­less in or­der to be fed. The at­mo­sphere had an in­no­cent dense­ness, as if it had just been cre­ated, and the beau­ti­ful mulatto girls who waited hope­lessly among the blood-red petals and the out­moded phon­o­graph re­cords knew ways of love that man had left be­hind forgotten in the earthly, para­dise. The first night that the group vis­ited that green­house of il­lusions the splen­did and ta­cit­urn old wo­man who guarded the en­trance in a wicker rock­ing chair felt that time was turn­ing back to its earli­est ori­gins when among the five who were ar­riving she saw a bony, jaun­diced man with Tartar cheekbones, marked forever and from the be­gin­ning of the world with the pox of sol­itude.

“Lord, Lord,” she sighed, “Aure­li­ano!”

She was see­ing Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía once more as she had seen him in the light of a lamp long be­fore the wars, long be­fore the des­ol­ation of glory and the ex­ile of dis­il­lusion­ment, that re­mote dawn when he went to her bed­room to give the first com­mand of his life: the com­mand to give him love. It was Pi­lar Tern­era. Years be­fore, when she had reached one hun­dred forty-five years of age, she had given up the perni­cious cus­tom of keep­ing track of her age and she went on living in the static and mar­ginal time of memor­ies, in a future per­fectly revealed and es­tab­lished, beyond the futures dis­turbed by the in­si­di­ous sn­ares and supposi­tions of her cards.

From that night on Aure­li­ano took refuge in the com­passion­ate ten­derness and un­der­stand­ing of his un­known great-great-grand­mother. Sit­ting in her wicker rock­ing chair, she would re­call the past, re­con­struct the grandeur and mis­for­tunes of the fam­ily and the splendor of Ma­condo, which was now erased, while Álvaro frightened the cro­codiles with his noisy laughter and Alf­onso in­ven­ted out­land­ish stories about the bit­terns who had pecked out the eyes of four cus­tom­ers who mis­be­haved the week be­fore, and Gab­riel was in the room of the pens­ive mulatto girl who did not col­lect in money but in let­ters to a smug­gler boy­friend who was in prison on the other side of the Orinoco be­cause the bor­der guards had caught him and had made him sit on a cham­ber­pot that filled up with a mixture of shit and dia­monds. That true brothel, with that ma­ter­nal propri­et­ress, was the world of which Aure­li­ano had dreamed during his prolonged cap­tiv­ity. He felt so well, so close to per­fect com­pan­ion­ship, that he thought of no other refuge on the af­ternoon on which Am­aranta Úrsula had made his il­lusions crumble. He was ready to un­burden him­self with words so that someone could break the knots that bound his chest, but he only man­aged to let out a fluid, warm, and restorat­ive weep­ing in Pi­lar Tern­era’s lap. She let him fin­ish, scratch­ing his head with the tips of her fin­gers, and without his having revealed that he was weep­ing from love, she re­cog­nized im­me­di­ately the old­est sobs in the his­tory of man.

“It’s all right, child,” she con­soled him. “Now tell me who it is.”

When Aure­li­ano told her, Pi­lar Tern­era let out a deep laugh, the old ex­pans­ive laugh that ended up as a cooing of doves. There was no mys­tery in the heart of a Buendía that was im­pen­et­rable for her be­cause a cen­tury of cards and ex­per­i­ence had taught her that the his­tory of the fam­ily was a ma­chine with unavoid­able re­pe­ti­tions, a turn­ing wheel that would have gone on spilling into etern­ity were it not for the pro­gressive and ir­re­medi­able wear­ing of the axle.

“Don’t you worry,” she said, smil­ing. “Wherever she is right now, she’s wait­ing for you.”

It was half past four in the af­ternoon when Am­aranta Úrsula came out of her bath. Aure­li­ano saw her go by his room with a robe of soft folds and a towel wrapped around her head like a tur­ban. He fol­lowed her al­most on tiptoes, stum­bling from drunk­en­ness, and he went into the nuptial bed­room just as she opened the robe and closed it again in fright. He made a si­lent sig­nal toward the next room, where the door was half open and where Aure­li­ano knew that Gaston was be­gin­ning to write a let­ter.

“Go away,” she said voice­lessly.

Aure­li­ano smiled, picked her up by the waist with both hands like a pot of be­gonias, and dropped her on her back on the bed. With a brutal tug he pulled off her bath­robe be­fore she had time to resist and he loomed over an abyss of newly washed nud­ity whose skin color, lines of fuzz, and hid­den moles had all been ima­gined in the shad­ows of the other rooms. Am­aranta Úrsula de­fen­ded her­self sin­cerely with the as­tute­ness of a wise wo­man, weasel­ing her slip­pery, flex­ible, and fragrant weasel’s body as she tried to knee him in the kid­neys and scorpion his face with her nails, but without either of them giving a gasp that might not have been taken for the breath­ing of a per­son watch­ing the mea­ger April sun­set through the open win­dow. It was a fierce fight, a battle to the death, but it seemed to be without vi­olence be­cause it con­sisted of dis­torted at­tacks and ghostly eva­sions, slow, cautious, sol­emn, so that during it all there was time for the petunias to bloom and for Gaston to for­get about his avi­ator’s dreams in the next room, as if they were two en­emy lov­ers seek­ing re­con­cili­ation at the bottom of an aquarium. In the heat of that sav­age and ce­re­moni­ous struggle, Am­aranta Úrsula un­der­stood that her me­tic­ulous si­lence was so ir­rational that it could awaken the suspi­cions of her nearby husband much more than the sound of war­fare that they were trying to avoid. Then she began to laugh with her lips tight to­gether, without giving up the fight, but de­fend­ing her­self with false bites and deweasel­ing her body lit­tle by lit­tle un­til they both were con­scious of be­ing ad­versar­ies and ac­com­plices at the same time and the af­fray de­gen­er­ated into a con­ventional gam­bol and the at­tacks be­came caresses. Sud­denly, al­most play­fully, like one more bit of mis­chief, Am­aranta Úrsula dropped her de­fense, and when she tried to re­cover, frightened by what she her­self had made pos­sible, it was too late. A great com­motion im­mob­il­ized her in her cen­ter of gravity, planted her in her place, and her de­fens­ive will was de­mol­ished by the ir­resistible anxi­ety to dis­cover what the or­ange whistles and the in­visible globes on the other side of death were like. She barely had time to reach out her hand and grope for the towel to put a gag between her teeth so that she would not let out the cat howls that were already tear­ing at her in­sides.








PILAR TERN­ERA died in her wicker rock­ing chair during one night of fest­iv­it­ies as she watched over the en­trance to her para­dise. In ac­cordance with her last wishes she was not buried in a coffin but sit­ting in her rocker, which eight men lowered by ropes into a huge hole dug in the cen­ter of the dance floor. The mulatto girls, dressed in black, pale from weep­ing, in­ven­ted shad­owy rites as they took off their earrings, brooches, and rings and threw them into the pit be­fore it was closed over with a slab that bore neither name nor dates, and that was covered with a pile of Amazonian camel­lias. After pois­on­ing the an­im­als, they closed up the doors and win­dows with brick and mortar and they scat­tered out into the world with their wooden trunks that were lined with pic­tures of saints, prints from magazines, and the portraits of so­me­time sweet­hearts, re­mote and fant­astic, who shat dia­monds, or ate can­ni­bals, or were crowned playing-card kings on the high seas.

It was the end. In Pi­lar Tern­era’s tomb, among the psalms and cheap whore jew­elry, the ruins of the past would rot, the lit­tle that re­mained after the wise Cata­lo­nian had auc­tioned off his book­store and returned to the Mediter­ranean vil­lage where he had been born, over­come by a yearning for a lasting springtime. No one could have fore­seen his de­cision. He had ar­rived in Ma­condo during the splendor of the ba­nana com­pany, flee­ing from one of many wars, and noth­ing more practical had oc­curred to him than to set up that book­shop of in­cun­ab­ula and first edi­tions in sev­eral lan­guages, which cas­ual cus­tom­ers would thumb through cautiously, as if they were junk books, as they waited their turn to have their dreams in­ter­preted in the house ac­ross the way. He spent half his life in the back of the store, scrib­bling in his ex­tra-care­ful hand in purple ink and on pages that he tore out of school note­books, and no one was sure ex­actly what he was writ­ing. When Aure­li­ano first met him he had two boxes of those mot­ley pages that in some way made one think of Melquíades’ parch­ments, and from that time un­til he left he had filled a third one, so it was reason­able to be­lieve that he had done noth­ing else during his stay in Ma­condo. The only people with whom he maintained relations were the four friends, whom he had exchange their tops and kites for books, and he set them to read­ing Seneca and Ovid while they were still in gram­mar school. He treated the classical writers with a house­hold fa­mili­ar­ity, as if they had all been his room­mates at some period, and he knew many things that should not have been known, such as the fact that Saint Au­gustine wore a wool jacket un­der his habit that he did not take off for fourteen years and that Ar­naldo of Vil­lan­ova, the nec­ro­man­cer, was im­pot­ent since child­hood be­cause of a scorpion bite. His fer­vor for the writ­ten word was an in­ter­weav­ing of sol­emn respect and gos­sipy ir­rev­er­ence. Not even his own manuscripts were safe from that du­al­ism. Having learned Catalan in or­der to translate them, Alf­onso put a roll of pages in his pock­ets, which were al­ways full of news­paper clip­pings and manu­als for strange trades, and one night he lost them in the house of the lit­tle girls who went to bed be­cause of hun­ger. When the wise old grand­father found out, in­stead of rais­ing a row as had been feared, he com­men­ted, dying with laughter, that it was the nat­ural des­tiny of lit­er­ature. On the other hand, there was no hu­man power cap­able of per­suad­ing him not to take along the three boxes when he returned to his nat­ive vil­lage, and he un­leashed a string of Carthaginian curses at the rail­road in­spect­ors who tried to ship them as freight un­til he fi­nally suc­ceeded in keep­ing them with him in the passenger coach. “The world must be all fucked up,” he said then, “when men travel first class and lit­er­ature goes as freight.” That was the last thing he was heard to say. He had spent a dark week on the fi­nal pre­par­ations for the trip, be­cause as the hour approached his hu­mor was break­ing down and things began to be mis­placed, and what he put in one place would appear in an­other, at­tacked by the same elves that had tor­men­ted Fernanda.

“Col­lons,” he would curse. “I shit on Canon Twenty-seven of the Synod of Lon­don.”

Ger­mán and Aure­li­ano took care of him. They helped him like a child, fasten­ing his tick­ets and im­mig­ration doc­u­ments to his pock­ets with safety pins, mak­ing him a de­tailed list of what he must do from the time he left Ma­condo un­til he landed in Bar­celona, but nonethe­less he threw away a pair of pants with half of his money in it without real­iz­ing it. The night be­fore the trip, after nail­ing up the boxes and put­ting his cloth­ing into the same suitcase that he had brought when he first came, he nar­rowed his clam eyes, poin­ted with a kind of im­pudent be­ne­dic­tion at the stacks of books with which he had en­dured during his ex­ile, and said to his friends:

“All that shit there I leave to you people!”

Three months later they re­ceived in a large en­vel­ope twenty-nine let­ters and more than fifty pic­tures that he had ac­cumulated during the leis­ure of the high seas. Although he did not date them, the or­der in which he had writ­ten the let­ters was ob­vious. In the first ones, with his cus­tom­ary good hu­mor, he spoke about the dif­fi­culties of the crossing, the urge he had to throw the cargo of­ficer over­board when he would not let him keep the three boxes in his cabin, the clear im­be­cil­ity of a lady who was ter­ri­fied at the num­ber thir­teen, not out of super­sti­tion but be­cause she thought it was a num­ber that had no end, and the bet that he had won during the first din­ner be­cause he had re­cog­nized in the drink­ing water on board the taste of the nighttime beets by the springs of Lérida. With the pas­sage of the days, however, the real­ity of life on board mat­tered less and less to him, and even the most re­cent and trivial happen­ings seemed worthy of nos­tal­gia, be­cause as the ship got farther away, his memory began to grow sad. That pro­cess of nos­tal­gia was also evid­ent in the pic­tures. In the first ones he looked happy, with his sport shirt which looked like a hospital jacket and his snowy mane, in an October Carib­bean filled with white­caps. In the last ones he could be seen to be wear­ing a dark coat and a silk scarf, pale in the face, ta­cit­urn from ab­sence on the deck of a mourn­ful ship that had come to be like a sleep­walker on the autum­nal seas. Ger­mán and Aure­li­ano an­swered his let­ters. He wrote so many during the first months that at that time they felt closer to him than when he had been in Ma­condo, and they were al­most freed from the ran­cor that he had left be­hind. At first he told them that everyth­ing was just the same, that the pink snails were still in the house where he had been born, that the dry her­ring still had the same taste on a piece of toast, that the water­falls in the vil­lage still took on a per­fumed smell at dusk. They were the note­book pages again, woven with the purple scrib­bling, in which he ded­ic­ated a spe­cial paragraph to each one. Nev­er­the­less, and although he him­self did not seem to no­tice it, those let­ters of recuper­ation and stim­ulation were slowly chan­ging into pastoral let­ters of dis­en­chant­ment. One winter night while the soup was boil­ing in the fire­place, he mis­sed the heat of the back of his store, the buzzing of the sun on the dusty al­mond trees, the whistle of the train during the leth­argy of si­esta time, just as in Ma­condo he had mis­sed the winter soup in the fire­place, the cries of the cof­fee vendor, and the fleet­ing larks of springtime. Up­set by two nos­tal­gias fa­cing each other like two mirrors, he lost his mar­velous sense of un­real­ity and he ended up re­com­mend­ing to all of them that they leave Ma­condo, that they for­get everyth­ing he had taught them about the world and the hu­man heart, that they shit on Horace, and that wherever they might be they al­ways re­mem­ber that the past was a lie, that memory has no return, that every spring gone by could never be re­covered, and that the wild­est and most ten­a­cious love was an eph­em­eral truth in the end.

Álvaro was the first to take the ad­vice to aban­don Ma­condo. He sold everyth­ing, even the tame jag­uar that teased passer­sby from the courtyard of his house, and he bought an eternal ticket on a train that never stopped travel­ing. In the post­cards that he sent from the way stations he would de­scribe with shouts the in­stantan­eous im­ages that he had seen from the win­dow of his coach, and it was as if he were tear­ing up and throwing into ob­livion some long, evan­es­cent poem: the chi­mer­ical Negroes in the cotton fields of Louisi­ana, the winged horses in the bluegrass of Ken­tucky, the Greek lov­ers in the in­fernal sun­sets of Arizona, the girl in the red sweater paint­ing water­colors by a lake in Michigan who waved at him with her brushes, not to say farewell but out of hope, be­cause she did not know that she was watch­ing a train with no return passing by. Then Alf­onso and Ger­mán left one Saturday with the idea of coming back on Monday, but noth­ing more was ever heard of them. A year after the de­parture of the wise Cata­lo­nian the only one left in Ma­condo was Gab­riel, still adrift at the mercy of Nig­ro­manta’s chancy char­ity and an­swer­ing the questions of a con­test in a French magazine in which the first prize was a trip to Paris. Aure­li­ano, who was the one who sub­scribed to it, helped him fill in the an­swers, so­me­times in his house but most of the time among the ceramic bottles and at­mo­sphere of va­lerian in the only pharmacy left in Ma­condo, where Mer­cedes, Gab­riel’s stealthy girl friend, lived. It was the last that re­mained of a past whose an­ni­hil­ation had not taken place be­cause it was still in a pro­cess of an­ni­hil­ation, con­suming itself from within, end­ing at every mo­ment but never end­ing its end­ing. The town had reached such ex­tremes of in­activ­ity that when Gab­riel won the con­test and left for Paris with two changes of cloth­ing, a pair of shoes, and the com­plete works of Ra­belais, he had to sig­nal the en­gin­eer to stop the train and pick him up. The old Street of the Turks was at that time an aban­doned corner where the last Ar­abs were letting them­selves be dragged off to death with the age-old cus­tom of sit­ting in their doorways, although it had been many years since they had sold the last yard of di­ag­onal cloth, and in the shad­owy showcases only the de­cap­it­ated manikins re­mained. The ba­nana com­pany’s city, which Pat­ri­cia Brown may have tried to evoke for her grand­chil­dren during the nights of in­toler­ance and dill pickles in Prat­tville, Alabama, was a plain of wild grass. The an­cient pri­est who had taken Father Án­gel’s place and whose name no one had bothered to find out awaited God’s mercy stretched out cas­u­ally in a ham­mock, tor­tured by arth­ritis and the in­som­nia of doubt while the liz­ards and rats fought over the in­her­it­ance of the nearby church. In that Ma­condo forgotten even by the birds, where the dust and the heat had be­come so strong that it was dif­fi­cult to breathe, se­cluded by sol­itude and love and by the sol­itude of love in a house where it was al­most im­possible to sleep be­cause of the noise of the red ants, Aure­li­ano and Am­aranta Úrsula were the only happy be­ings, and the most happy on the face of the earth.

Gaston had returned to Brussels. Tired of wait­ing for the air­plane, one day he put his in­dis­pens­able things into a small suitcase, took his file of correspond­ence, and left with the idea of return­ing by air be­fore his con­cession was turned over to a group of Ger­man pilots who had presen­ted the provin­cial au­thorit­ies with a more am­bi­tious project than his. Since the af­ternoon of their first love, Aure­li­ano and Am­aranta Úrsula had con­tinued tak­ing ad­vant­age of her husband’s rare un­guarded mo­ments, mak­ing love with gagged ar­dor in chance meet­ings and al­most al­ways in­ter­rupted by un­ex­pec­ted returns. But when they saw them­selves alone in the house they suc­cumbed to the de­li­rium of lov­ers who were mak­ing up for lost time. It was a mad passion, un­hinging, which made Fernanda’s bones tremble with horror in her grave and which kept them in a state of per­petual ex­cite­ment. Am­aranta Úrsula’s shrieks, her songs of agony would break out the same at two in the af­ternoon on the din­ing-room table as at two in the morn­ing in the pantry. “What hurts me most,” she would say, laugh­ing, “is all the time that we wasted.” In the be­wil­der­ment of passion she watched the ants dev­astat­ing the garden, sat­ing their pre­his­toric hun­ger with the beams of the house, and she watched the tor­rents of living lava take over the porch again, but she bothered to fight them only when she found them in her bed­room. Aure­li­ano aban­doned the parch­ments, did not leave the house again, and care­lessly an­swered the let­ters from the wise Cata­lo­nian. They lost their sense of real­ity, the notion of time, the rhythm of daily habits. They closed the doors and win­dows again so as not to waste time getting un­dressed and they walked about the house as Remedios the Beauty had wanted to do and they would roll around na­ked in the mud of the courtyard, and one af­ternoon they al­most drowned as they made love in the cistern. In a short time they did more dam­age than the red ants: they destroyed the fur­niture in the parlor, in their mad­ness they tore to shreds the ham­mock that had resisted the sad bivouac loves of Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía, and they dis­em­boweled the mat­tresses and emptied them on the floor as they suf­foc­ated in storms of cotton. Although Aure­li­ano was just as fe­ro­cious a lover as his rival, it was Am­aranta Úrsula who ruled in that para­dise of dis­aster with her mad genius and her lyrical vora­city, as if she had con­cen­trated in her love the un­con­quer­able en­ergy that her great-great-grand­mother had given to the mak­ing of lit­tle candy an­im­als. And yet, while she was singing with pleas­ure and dying with laughter over her own in­ventions, Aure­li­ano was be­coming more and more ab­sorbed and si­lent, for his passion was self-centered and burn­ing. Nev­er­the­less, they both reached such ex­tremes of virtuosity that when they be­came ex­hausted from ex­cite­ment, they would take ad­vant­age of their fatigue. They would give them­selves over to the worship of their bod­ies, dis­cov­er­ing that the rest peri­ods in love had un­ex­plored pos­sib­il­it­ies, much richer than those of de­sire. While he would rub Am­aranta Úrsula’s erect breasts with egg whites or smooth her elastic thighs and peach­like stomach with co­coa butter, she would play with Aure­li­ano’s portentous creature as if it were a doll and would paint clown’s eyes on it with her lipstick and give it a Turk’s mustache with her eye­brow pen­cil, and would put on or­ganza bow ties and lit­tle tin­foil hats. One night they daubed them­selves from head to toe with peach jam and licked each other like dogs and made mad love on the floor of the porch, and they were awakened by a tor­rent of car­ni­vorous ants who were ready to eat them alive.

During the pauses in their de­li­rium, Am­aranta Úrsula would an­swer Gaston’s let­ters. She felt him to be so far away and busy that his return seemed im­possible to her. In one of his first let­ters he told her that his partn­ers had ac­tually sent the air­plane, but that a ship­ping agent in Brussels had sent it by mis­take to Tan­ga­nyika, where it was de­livered to the scat­tered tribe of the Makon­dos. That mixup brought on so many dif­fi­culties that just to get the plane back might take two years. So Am­aranta Úrsula dis­mis­sed the pos­sib­il­ity of an in­opportune return. Aure­li­ano, for his part, had no other con­tact with the world ex­cept for the let­ters from the wise Cata­lo­nian and the news he had of Gab­riel through Mer­cedes, the si­lent pharmacist. At first they were real con­tacts. Gab­riel had turned in his return ticket in or­der to stay in Paris, selling the old news­papers and empty bottles that the cham­ber­maids threw out of a gloomy hotel on the Rue Dauphine. Aure­li­ano could visual­ize him then in a turtle-neck sweater which he took off only when the side­walk cafés of Montparnasse filled with springtime lov­ers, and sleep­ing by day and writ­ing by night in or­der to con­fuse hun­ger in the room that smelled of boiled cauli­flower where Roca­madour was to die. Nev­er­the­less, news about him was slowly be­coming so un­cer­tain, and the let­ters from the wise man so sporadic and mel­an­choly, that Aure­li­ano grew to think about them as Am­aranta Úrsula thought about her husband, and both of them re­mained float­ing in an empty universe where the only everyday and eternal real­ity was love.

Sud­denly, like a stampede in that world of happy un­aware­ness, came the news of Gaston’s return. Aure­li­ano and Am­aranta Úrsula opened their eyes, dug deep into their souls, looked at the let­ter with their hands on their hearts, and un­der­stood that they were so close to each other that they pre­fer­red death to se­par­ation. Then she wrote her husband a let­ter of con­tra­dict­ory truths in which she repeated her love and said how anxious she was to see him again, but at the same time she ad­mit­ted as a design of fate the im­possib­il­ity of living without Aure­li­ano. Con­trary to what they had ex­pec­ted, Gaston sent them a calm, al­most paternal reply, with two whole pages de­voted to a warning against the fickle­ness of passion and a fi­nal paragraph with un­mistak­able wishes for them to be as happy as he had been during his brief con­jugal ex­per­i­ence. It was such an un­fore­seen at­titude that Am­aranta Úrsula felt hu­mili­ated by the idea that she had given her husband the pre­text that he had wanted in or­der to aban­don her to her fate. The ran­cor was ag­grav­ated six months later when Gaston wrote again from Léopold­ville, where he had fi­nally re­covered the air­plane, sim­ply to ask them to ship him the ve­lo­cipede, which of all that he had left be­hind in Ma­condo was the only thing that had any sen­ti­mental value for him. Aure­li­ano bore Am­aranta Úrsula’s spite pati­ently and made an ef­fort to show her that he could be as good a husband in ad­versity as in prosper­ity, and the daily needs that be­sieged them when Gaston’s last money ran out cre­ated a bond of solid­ar­ity between them that was not as dazzling and heady as passion, but that let them make love as much and be as happy as during their up­roarious and sala­cious days. At the time Pi­lar Tern­era died they were ex­pect­ing a child.

In the leth­argy of her preg­nancy, Am­aranta Úrsula tried to set up a busi­ness in neck­laces made out of the back­bones of fish. But ex­cept for Mer­cedes, who bought a dozen, she could not find any cus­tom­ers. Aure­li­ano was aware for the first time that his gift for lan­guages, his en­cyclopedic know­ledge, his rare fac­ulty for re­mem­ber­ing the de­tails of re­mote deeds and places without having been there, were as use­less as the box of genu­ine jew­elry that his wife owned, which must have been worth as much as all the money that the last in­hab­it­ants of Ma­condo could have put to­gether. They survived mi­raculously. Although Am­aranta Úrsula did not lose her good hu­mor or her genius for erotic mis­chief, she ac­quired the habit of sit­ting on the porch after lunch in a kind of wake­ful and thought­ful si­esta. Aure­li­ano would ac­com­pany her. So­me­times they would re­main there in si­lence un­til night­fall, opposite each other, look­ing into each other’s eyes, loving each other as much as in their scan­dal­ous days. The un­cer­tainty of the future made them turn their hearts toward the past. They saw them­selves in the lost para­dise of the de­luge, splash­ing in the puddles in the courtyard, killing liz­ards to hang on Úrsula, pretend­ing that they were going to bury her alive, and those memor­ies revealed to them the truth that they had been happy to­gether ever since they had had memory. Going deeper into the past, Am­aranta Úrsula re­membered the af­ternoon on which she had gone into the sil­ver shop and her mother told her that lit­tle Aure­li­ano was nobody’s child be­cause he had been found float­ing in a basket. Although the ver­sion seemed un­likely to them, they did not have any in­form­ation en­abling them to re­place it with the true one. All that they were sure of after ex­amin­ing all the pos­sib­il­it­ies was that Fernanda was not Aure­li­ano’s mother. Am­aranta Úrsula was in­clined to be­lieve that he was the son of Petra Cotes, of whom she re­membered only tales of in­famy, and that supposi­tion pro­duced a twinge of horror in her heart.

Tor­men­ted by the cer­tainty that he was his wife’s brother, Aure­li­ano ran out to the par­ish house to search through the moldy and moth-eaten archives for some clue to his par­ent­age. The old­est bap­tis­mal cer­ti­fic­ate that he found was that of Am­aranta Buendía, bap­tized in ad­oles­cence by Father Nicanor Reyna during the time when he was trying to prove the ex­ist­ence of God by means of tricks with chocol­ate. He began to have that feel­ing that he was one of the seven­teen Aure­li­anos, whose birth cer­ti­fic­ates he tracked down as he went through four volumes, but the bap­tism dates were too far back for his age. See­ing him lost in the labyrinths of kin­ship, trem­bling with un­cer­tainty, the arth­ritic pri­est, who was watch­ing him from his ham­mock, asked him com­passion­ately what his name was.

“Aure­li­ano Buendía,” he said.

“Then don’t wear yourself out search­ing,” the pri­est ex­claimed with fi­nal con­vic­tion. “Many years ago there used to be a street here with that name and in those days people had the cus­tom of nam­ing their chil­dren after streets.”

Aure­li­ano trembled with rage.

“So!” he said. “You don’t be­lieve it either.”

“Be­lieve what?”

“That Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía fought thirty-two civil wars and lost them all,” Aure­li­ano an­swered. “That the army hemmed in and ma­chine-gunned three thousand workers and that their bod­ies were car­ried off to be thrown into the sea on a train with two hun­dred cars.”

The pri­est meas­ured him with a pitying look.

“Oh, my son,” he sighed. “It’s enough for me to be sure that you and I ex­ist at this mo­ment.”

So Aure­li­ano and Am­aranta Úrsula ac­cepted the ver­sion of the basket, not be­cause they be­lieved it, but be­cause it spared them their ter­ror. As the preg­nancy ad­vanced they were be­coming a single be­ing, they were be­coming more and more in­tegrated in the sol­itude of a house that needed only one last breath to be knocked down. They re­stric­ted them­selves to an es­sen­tial area, from Fernanda’s bed­room, where the charms of sedent­ary love were vis­ible, to the be­gin­ning of the porch, where Am­aranta Úrsula would sit to sew bootees and bon­nets for the newborn baby and Aure­li­ano would an­swer the oc­ca­sional let­ters from the wise Cata­lo­nian. The rest of the house was given over to the ten­a­cious as­sault of destruc­tion. The sil­ver shop, Melquíades’ room, the prim­it­ive and si­lent realm of Santa Sofía de la Piedad re­mained in the depths of a do­mestic jungle that no one would have had the courage to pen­et­rate. Surroun­ded by the vora­city of nature, Aure­li­ano and Am­aranta Úrsula con­tinued cul­tiv­at­ing the oregano and the be­gonias and de­fen­ded their world with de­marc­ations of quick­lime, build­ing the last trenches in the age-old war between man and ant. Her long and neg­lected hair, the splotches that were be­gin­ning to appear on her face, the swelling of her legs, the de­form­ation of her former love-mak­ing weasel’s body had changed Am­aranta Úrsula from the youth­ful creature she had been when she ar­rived at the house with the cage of luck­less ca­nar­ies and her cap­tive husband, but it did not change the viva­city of her spirit. “Shit,” she would say, laugh­ing. “Who would have thought that we really would end up living like can­ni­bals!” The last threat that joined them to the world was broken on the sixth month of preg­nancy when they re­ceived a let­ter that ob­viously was not from the wise Cata­lo­nian. It had been mailed in Bar­celona, but the en­vel­ope was ad­dressed in con­ventional blue ink by an of­fi­cial hand and it had the in­no­cent and im­per­sonal look of hostile mes­sages. Aure­li­ano sn­atched it out of Am­aranta Úrsula’s hands as she was about to open it.

“Not this one,” he told her. “I don’t want to know what it says.”

Just as he had sensed, the wise Cata­lo­nian did not write again. The stranger’s let­ter, which no one read, was left to the mercy of the moths on the shelf where Fernanda had forgotten her wed­ding ring on oc­ca­sion and there it re­mained, con­suming itself in the in­ner fire of its bad news as the sol­it­ary lov­ers sailed against the tide of those days of the last stages, those im­pen­it­ent and ill-fated times which were squandered on the use­less ef­fort of mak­ing them drift toward the desert of dis­en­chant­ment and ob­livion. Aware of that men­ace, Aure­li­ano and Am­aranta Úrsula spent the last months hold­ing hands, end­ing with the love of loyalty for the child who had his be­gin­ning in the mad­ness of forn­ic­ation. At night, hold­ing each other in bed, they were not frightened by the sublun­ary ex­plosions of the ants or the noise of the moths or the con­stant and clean whistle of the growth of the weeds in the neigh­bor­ing rooms. Many times they were awakened by the traffic of the dead. They could hear Úrsula fight­ing against the laws of cre­ation to maintain the line, and José Ar­ca­dio Buendía search­ing for the myth­ical truth of the great in­ventions, and Fernanda praying, and Col­onel Aure­li­ano Buendía stupe­fying him­self with the de­ception of war and the lit­tle gold fishes, and Aure­li­ano Se­gundo dying of sol­itude in the tur­moil of his de­bauches, and then they learned that dom­in­ant ob­sessions can prevail against death and they were happy again with the cer­tainty that they would go on loving each other in their shape as appar­i­tions long after other spe­cies of future an­im­als would steal from the in­sects the para­dise of misery that the in­sects were fi­nally steal­ing from man.

One Sunday, at six in the af­ternoon, Am­aranta Úrsula felt the pangs of child­birth. The smil­ing mis­tress of the lit­tle girls who went to bed be­cause of hun­ger had her get onto the din­ing-room table, straddled her stomach, and mis­treated her with wild gal­lops un­til her cries were drowned out by the bel­lows of a formid­able male child. Through her tears Amaanta Úrsula could see that he was one of those great Buendías, strong and will­ful like the José Ar­ca­dios, with the open and clairvoyant eyes of the Aure­li­anos, and predis­posed to be­gin the race again from the be­gin­ning and cleanse it of its perni­cious vices and sol­it­ary call­ing, for he was the only one in a cen­tury who had been en­gendered with love.

“He’s a real can­ni­bal,” she said. “We’ll name him Rodrigo.”

“No,” her husband coun­tered. “We’ll name him Aure­li­ano and he’ll win thirty-two wars.”

After cutting the um­bil­ical cord, the mid­wife began to use a cloth to take off the blue grease that covered his body as Aure­li­ano held up a lamp. Only when they turned him on his stomach did they see that he had so­mething more than other men, and they leaned over to ex­am­ine him. It was the tail of a pig.

They were not alarmed. Aure­li­ano and Am­aranta Úrsula were not aware of the fam­ily pre­cedent, nor did they re­mem­ber Úrsula’s fright­en­ing ad­mon­i­tions, and the mid­wife pa­ci­fied them with the idea that the tail could be cut off when the child got his se­cond teeth. Then they had no time to think about it again, be­cause Am­aranta Úrsula was bleed­ing in an un­con­tain­able tor­rent. They tried to help her with applic­ations of spider­webs and balls of ash, but it was like trying to hold back a spring with one’s hands. During the first hours she tried to maintain her good hu­mor. She took the frightened Aure­li­ano by the hand and begged him not to worry, be­cause people like her were not made to die against their will, and she ex­ploded with laughter at the fe­ro­cious rem­ed­ies of the mid­wife. But as Aure­li­ano’s hope aban­doned him, she was be­coming less vis­ible, as if the light on her were fad­ing away, un­til she sank into drowsi­ness. At dawn on Monday they brought a wo­man who re­cited caut­er­iz­ing prayers that were in­fal­lible for man and beast be­side her bed, but Am­aranta Úrsula’s passion­ate blood was in­sens­ible to any arti­fice that did not come from love. In the af­ternoon, after twenty-four hours of des­per­ation, they knew that she was dead be­cause the flow had stopped without rem­ed­ies and her pro­file be­came sharp and the blotches on her face evap­orated in a halo of ala­baster and she smiled again.

Aure­li­ano did not un­der­stand un­til then how much he loved his friends, how much he mis­sed them, and how much he would have given to be with them at that mo­ment. He put the child in the basket that his mother had pre­pared for him, covered the face of the corpse with a blanket, and wandered aim­lessly through the town, search­ing for an en­trance that went back to the past. He knocked at the door of the pharmacy, where he had not vis­ited lately, and he found a carpenter shop. The old wo­man who opened the door with a lamp in her hand took pity on his de­li­rium and in­sisted that, no, there had never been a pharmacy there, nor had she ever known a wo­man with a thin neck and sleepy eyes named Mer­cedes. He wept, lean­ing his brow against the door of the wise Cata­lo­nian’s former book­store, con­scious that he was paying with his tardy sobs for a death that he had re­fused to weep for on time so as not to break the spell of love. He smashed his fists against the ce­ment wall of The Golden Child, call­ing for Pi­lar Tern­era, in­dif­fer­ent to the lumin­ous or­ange disks that were crossing the sky and that so many times on hol­i­day nights he had con­tem­plated with child­ish fas­cin­ation from the courtyard of the curlews. In the last open salon of the tumble­down red-light dis­trict an ac­cor­dion group was playing the songs of Ra­fael Es­cal­ona, the bishop’s nephew, heir to the secrets of Fran­cisco the Man. The bartender, who had a withered and some­what crum­pled arm be­cause he had raised it against his mother, in­vited Aure­li­ano to have a bottle of cane li­quor, and Aure­li­ano then bought him one. The bartender spoke to him about the mis­for­tune of his arm. Aure­li­ano spoke to him about the mis­for­tune of his heart, withered and some­what crum­pled for having been raised against his sis­ter. They ended up weep­ing to­gether and Aure­li­ano felt for a mo­ment that the pain was over. But when he was alone again in the last dawn of Ma­condo, he opened up his arms in the middle of the square, ready to wake up the whole world, and he shouted with all his might:

“Friends are a bunch of bastards!”

Nig­ro­manta res­cued him from a pool of vomit and tears. She took him to her room, cleaned him up, made him drink a cup of broth. Think­ing that it would con­sole him, she took a piece of char­coal and erased the in­nu­mer­able loves that he still owed her for, and she vol­un­tar­ily brought up her own most sol­it­ary sad­nesses so as not to leave him alone in his weep­ing. When he awoke, after a dull and brief sleep, Aure­li­ano re­covered the aware­ness of his head­ache. He opened his eyes and re­membered the child.

He could not find the basket. At first he felt an out­burst of joy, think­ing that Am­aranta Úrsula had awakened from death to take care of the child. But her corpse was a pile of stones un­der the blanket. Aware that when he ar­rived he had found the door to the bed­room open, Aure­li­ano went ac­ross the porch which was sat­ur­ated with the morn­ing sighs of oregano and looked into the din­ing room, where the rem­nants of the birth still lay: the large pot, the bloody sheets, the jars of ashes, and the twisted um­bil­ical cord of the child on an opened di­aper on the table next to the shears and the fish­line. The idea that the mid­wife had returned for the child during the night gave him a pause of rest in which to think. He sank into the rock­ing chair, the same one in which Re­beca had sat during the early days of the house to give em­broidery les­sons, and in which Am­aranta had played Chinese check­ers with Col­onel Ger­ineldo Márquez, and in which Am­aranta Úrsula had sewn the tiny cloth­ing for the child, and in that flash of lu­cid­ity he be­came aware that he was un­able to bear in his soul the crush­ing weight of so much past. Woun­ded by the fatal lances of his own nos­tal­gia and that of oth­ers, he ad­mired the per­sist­ence of the spider­webs on the dead rose bushes, the persever­ance of the rye grass, the pati­ence of the air in the ra­di­ant Feb­ruary dawn. And then he saw the child. It was a dry and bloated bag of skin that all the ants in the world were drag­ging toward their holes along the stone path in the garden. Aure­li­ano could not move. Not be­cause he was para­lyzed by horror but be­cause at that prodi­gious in­stant Melquíades’ fi­nal keys were revealed to him and he saw the epi­graph of the parch­ments per­fectly placed in the or­der of man’s time and space: The first of the line is tied to a tree and the last is be­ing eaten by the ants.

Aure­li­ano had never been more lu­cid in any act of his life as when he forgot about his dead ones and the pain of his dead ones and nailed up the doors and win­dows again with Fernanda’s crossed boards so as not to be dis­turbed by any temptations of the world, for he knew then that his fate was writ­ten in Melquíades’ parch­ments. He found them in­tact among the pre­his­toric plants and steam­ing puddles and lumin­ous in­sects that had re­moved all trace of man’s pas­sage on earth from the room, and he did not have the calmness to bring them out into the light, but right there, stand­ing, without the slight­est dif­fi­culty, as if they had been writ­ten in Span­ish and were be­ing read un­der the dazzling splendor of high noon, he began to de­cipher them aloud. It was the his­tory of the fam­ily, writ­ten by Melquíades, down to the most trivial de­tails, one hun­dred years ahead of time. He had writ­ten it in Sanskrit, which was his mother tongue, and he had en­coded the even lines in the priv­ate cipher of the Em­peror Au­gustus and the odd ones in a La­ce­de­monian mil­it­ary code. The fi­nal protec­tion, which Aure­li­ano had be­gun to glimpse when he let him­self be con­fused by the love of Am­aranta Úrsula, was based on the fact that Melquíades had not put events in the or­der of man’s con­ventional time, but had con­cen­trated a cen­tury of daily epi­sodes in such a way that they coex­isted in one in­stant. Fas­cin­ated by the dis­cov­ery, Aure­li­ano read aloud without skip­ping the chanted en­cyclic­als that Melquíades him­self had made Ar­ca­dio listen to and that were in real­ity the pre­dic­tion of his ex­ecution, and he found the an­nounce­ment of the birth of the most beau­ti­ful wo­man in the world who was rising up to heaven in body and soul, and he found the ori­gin of the posthum­ous twins who gave up de­ci­pher­ing the parch­ments, not sim­ply through in­ca­pa­city and lack of drive, but also be­cause their at­tempts were prema­ture. At that point, im­pati­ent to know his own ori­gin, Aure­li­ano skip­ped ahead. Then the wind began, warm, in­cip­i­ent, full of voices from the past, the murmurs of an­cient gerani­ums, sighs of dis­en­chant­ment that pre­ceded the most ten­a­cious nos­tal­gia. He did not no­tice it be­cause at that mo­ment he was dis­cov­er­ing the first in­dic­ations of his own be­ing in a las­civious grand­father who let him­self be frivolously dragged along ac­ross a hal­lu­cin­ated plat­eau in search of a beau­ti­ful wo­man who would not make him happy. Aure­li­ano re­cog­nized him, he pursued the hid­den paths of his des­cent, and he found the in­stant of his own con­ception among the scorpions and the yel­low butter­flies in a sun­set bath­room where a mech­anic sat­isfied his lust on a wo­man who was giving her­self out of re­bel­lion. He was so ab­sorbed that he did not feel the se­cond surge of wind either as its cyclonic strength tore the doors and win­dows off their hinges, pulled off the roof of the east wing, and up­rooted the found­ations. Only then did he dis­cover that Am­aranta Úrsula was not his sis­ter but his aunt, and that Sir Fran­cis Drake had at­tacked Riohacha only so that they could seek each other through the most in­tric­ate labyrinths of blood un­til they would en­gender the myth­o­lo­gical an­imal that was to bring the line to an end. Ma­condo was already a fear­ful whirl­wind of dust and rubble be­ing spun about by the wrath of the bib­lical hurricane when Aure­li­ano skip­ped el­even pages so as not to lose time with facts he knew only too well, and he began to de­cipher the in­stant that he was living, de­ci­pher­ing it as he lived it, prophesying him­self in the act of de­ci­pher­ing the last page of the parch­ments, as if he were look­ing into a speak­ing mirror. Then he skip­ped again to an­ti­cip­ate the pre­dic­tions and as­cer­tain the date and circum­stances of his death. Be­fore reach­ing the fi­nal line, however, he had already un­der­stood that he would never leave that room, for it was fore­seen that the city of mirrors (or mirages) would be wiped out by the wind and ex­iled from the memory of men at the pre­cise mo­ment when Aure­li­ano Bab­i­lo­nia would fin­ish de­ci­pher­ing the parch­ments, and that everyth­ing writ­ten on them was un­repeat­able since time im­me­morial and forever more, be­cause races con­demned to one hun­dred years of sol­itude did not have a se­cond opportun­ity on earth.
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CHRONICLE OF A DEATH FORETOLD

‘My favourite book by one of the world’s greatest au­thors. You’re in the hands of a mas­ter’ Mar­i­ella Frostrup

‘On the day they were going to kill him, Santi­ago Nasar got up at five-thirty in the morn­ing to wait for the boat the bishop was coming on …’

When newly-wed Án­gela Vi­cario and Bayardo San Román are left to their wed­ding night, Bayardo dis­cov­ers that his new wife is no vir­gin. Dis­gusted, he returns Án­gela to her fam­ily home that very night, where her hu­mili­ated mother beats her sav­agely and her two broth­ers de­mand to know her vi­olator, whom she names as Santi­ago Nasar.

As he wakes to thoughts of the previous night’s revelry, Santi­ago is un­aware of the slurs that have been cast against him. But with Án­gela’s broth­ers set on aven­ging their fam­ily hon­our, soon the whole town knows who they plan to kill, where, when and why.

‘A mas­ter­piece’ Even­ing Stand­ard

‘A work of high ex­plosive­ness – the proper stuff of No­bel prizes. An ex­ceptional novel’ The Times

‘Bril­liant writer, bril­liant book’ Guardian
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COLLECTED STORIES

‘The stories are rich and un­settling, con­fid­ent and elo­quent. They are ma­gical’ John Up­dike

Sweep­ing through crum­bling towns, travelling fairs and windswept ports, Gab­riel Gar­cía Márquez in­tro­duces a host of ex­traord­in­ary char­ac­ters and com­munit­ies in his mes­mer­ising tales of everyday life: smug­glers, bag­pipers, the Pres­id­ent and Pope at the fun­eral of Ma­condo’s revered mat­ri­arch; a very old an­gel with enorm­ous wings. Teem­ing with the ma­gical oddit­ies for which his nov­els are loved, Márquez’s stories are a de­light.

‘These stories abound with love af­fairs, ruined beauty, and ma­gical wo­men. It is es­sence of Márquez’ Guardian

‘Of all the living au­thors known to me, only one is un­doub­tedly touched by genius: Gab­riel Gar­cía Márquez’ Sunday Tele­graph

‘Márquez writes in this lyrical, ma­gical lan­guage that no one else can do’ Sal­man Rush­die
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IN EVIL HOUR

‘A mas­terly book’ Guardian

‘César Mon­tero was dream­ing about ele­ph­ants. He’d seen them at the movies on Sunday …’

Only mo­ments later, César is led away by police as they clear the crowds away from the man he has just killed.

But César is not the only man to be riled by the ru­mours be­ing spread in his Colom­bian ho­met­own – un­der the cover of dark­ness, someone creeps through the streets stick­ing ma­li­cious posters to walls and doors. Each night the respect­able town­s­folk re­tire to their beds fear­ful that they will be the sub­ject of the fol­lowing morn­ing’s lam­poons.

As paranoia seeps through the town and the del­ic­ate veil of tran­quil­ity be­gins to slip, can the per­petrator be un­covered be­fore ac­cus­ation and vi­olence leave the in­hab­it­ants’ san­ity in tat­ters?

‘In Evil Hour was the book which was to in­spire my own ca­reer as a nov­el­ist. I owe my writ­ing voice to that one book!’ Jim Crace

‘Be­longs to the very best of Márquez’s work … Should on no ac­count be mis­sed’ Fin­an­cial Times

‘A splen­did achieve­ment’ The Times
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INNOCENT ERÉNDIRA AND OTHER STORIES

‘These stories abound with love af­fairs, ruined beauty, and ma­gical wo­men. It is the es­sence of Márquez’ Guardian

‘Er­éndira was bathing her grand­mother when the wind of mis­for­tune began to blow …’

Whilst her grotesque and de­mand­ing grand­mother re­tires to bed, Er­éndira still has floors to wash, sheets to iron, and a pea­cock to feed. The never-end­ing chores leave the young girl so ex­hausted that she col­lapses into bed with the candle still glowing on a nearby table – and is fast as­leep when it topples over …

Eight hun­dred and seventy-two thousand, three hun­dred and fif­teen pesos, her grand­mother cal­cu­lates, is the amount that Er­éndira must re­pay her for the loss of the house. As she is dragged by her grand­mother from town to town and hawked to sol­diers, smug­glers and traders, Er­éndira feels her­self dying. Can the love of a vir­gin save the young whore from her hell?

‘It be­comes more and more fun to read. It shows what “fab­ulous” really means’ Time Out

‘Márquez writes in this lyrical, ma­gical lan­guage that no-one else can do’  Sal­man Rush­die

‘One of this cen­tury’s most evoc­at­ive writers’ Anne Tyler
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LEAF STORM

‘Márquez writes in this lyrical, ma­gical lan­guage that no-one else can do’ Sal­man Rush­die

‘Sud­denly, as if a whirl­wind had set down roots in the centre of the town, the ba­nana com­pany ar­rived, pursued by the leaf storm’

As a blizzard of ware­houses and amuse­ment parlours and slums des­cends on the small town of Ma­condo, the in­hab­it­ants reel at the ac­com­pa­nying stench of rub­bish that makes their home un­re­cog­niz­able. When the ba­nana com­pany leaves town as fast as it ar­rived, all they are left with is a void of de­cay.

Living in this dev­astated and soul­less waste­land is one last hon­our­able man, the Col­onel, who is de­term­ined to ful­fil a long­stand­ing promise, no mat­ter how un­pal­at­able it may be. With the death of the de­tested Doctor, he must provide an hon­our­able burial – and in­cur the wrath of the rest of Ma­condo, who would rather see the Doctor rot, forgotten and un­at­ten­ded.

‘The most im­portant writer of fic­tion in any lan­guage’ Bill Clin­ton

‘Márquez is a re­tailer of wonders’ Sunday Times

‘An ex­quisite writer, wise, com­passion­ate, and ex­tremely funny’ Sunday Tele­graph
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LIVING TO TELL THE TALE

‘A treas­ure trove, a dis­cov­ery of a lost land we knew ex­isted but couldn’t find. A thrill­ing mir­acle of a book’ The Times

Living to Tell the Tale spans Gab­riel Gar­cía Márquez’s life from his birth in Colom­bia in 1927, through his emer­ging ca­reer as a writer, up to the 1950s and his proposal to the wo­man who would be­come his wife. In­sight­ful, dar­ing and be­guil­ing in equal meas­ure, it charts how Gar­cía Márquez’s as­ton­ish­ing early life in­flu­enced the man who, more than any other, has been hailed as the twen­ti­eth cen­tury’s greatest and most-be­loved writer.
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LOVE IN THE TIME OF CHOLERA

‘An amazing cel­eb­ration of the many kinds of love between men and wo­men’  The Times

‘It was in­ev­it­able: the scent of bit­ter al­monds al­ways re­minded him of the fate of un­requited love …’

Fifty-one years, nine months and four days have passed since Fer­mina Daza re­buffed hope­less ro­mantic Florentino Ar­iza’s im­passioned ad­vances and mar­ried Dr. Ju­venal Urbino in­stead. During that half cen­tury, Florentino has fallen into the arms of many de­lighted wo­men, but has loved none but Fer­mina. Having sworn his eternal love to her, he lives for the day when he can court her again.

When Fer­mina’s husband is killed trying to ret­rieve his pet par­rot from a mango tree, Florentino seizes his chance to de­clare his en­during love. But can young love find new life in the twi­light of their lives?

‘A love story of as­ton­ish­ing power and de­li­cious com­edy’ News­week

‘A de­light’ Melvyn Bragg
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MEMORIES OF MY MELANCHOLY WHORES

‘A vel­vety pleas­ure to read. Márquez has com­posed, with his usual sen­sual gravity and Olympian hu­mour, a love let­ter to the dying light’ John Up­dike

‘The year I turned ninety, I wanted to give myself a gift of a night of wild love with an ad­oles­cent vir­gin …’

He has never mar­ried, never loved and never gone to bed with a wo­man he didn’t pay. But on find­ing a young girl na­ked and as­leep on the brothel owner’s bed, a passion is ig­nited in his heart – and he feels, for the first time, the ur­gent pangs of love.

Each night, ex­hausted by her fact­ory work, ‘Del­gad­ina’ sleeps peace­fully whilst he watches her qui­etly. During these sol­it­ary early hours, his love for her deep­ens and he finds him­self re­flect­ing on his newly found passion and the love­less life he had led. By day, his columns in the local news­paper are read avidly by those who re­cog­nize in his out­pourings the en­liven­ing and trans­form­at­ive power of love.

‘Márquez de­scribes this amorous, so­me­times dis­turbing journey with the grace and vigour of a mas­ter storyteller’ Daily Mail

‘There is not one stale sen­tence, re­dund­ant word, or un­fin­ished thought’ The Times
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NEWS OF A KIDNAPPING

‘A story only a writer of Márquez’s stature could tell so bril­liantly’ Mail on Sunday

‘She looked over her should be­fore getting into the car to be sure no one was fol­lowing her …’

Pablo Es­co­bar: bil­lionaire drugs baron; ruth­less ma­nip­ulator, brutal killer and jefe of the in­fam­ous Medellín cartel. A man whose im­portance in the in­ter­national drug trade and renown for his char­it­able work among the poor brought him in­flu­ence and power in his home country of Colom­bia, and the un­wanted at­tention of the Amer­ican courts.

Ter­ri­fied of the new Colom­bian Pres­id­ent’s de­term­in­ation to ex­tradite him to Amer­ica, Es­co­bar found the best bar­gain­ing tools he could find: hostages.

In the winter of 1990, ten rel­at­ives of Colom­bian polit­i­cians, mostly wo­men, were ab­duc­ted and held hostage as Es­co­bar at­tempted to strong-arm the gov­ern­ment into block­ing his ex­tra­di­tion. Two died, the rest survived, and from their har­rowing stories Márquez re­tells, with vivid clar­ity, the ter­ror and un­cer­tainty of those dark and volat­ile months.

‘Reads with an ur­gency which be­longs to the finest fic­tion. I have never read any­thing which gave me a bet­ter sense of the way Colom­bia was in its worst times’ Daily Tele­graph

‘A piece of re­mark­able in­vest­ig­at­ive journ­al­ism made all the more bril­liant by the au­thor’s talent for ma­gical storytelling’ Fin­an­cial Times

‘Com­pel­lingly read­able’ Sunday Times
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NO ONE WRITES TO THE COLONEL

‘An ima­gin­at­ive writer of genius, the top­most pin­nacle of an en­tire gen­er­ation of Latin Amer­ican nov­el­ists of cathed­ral-like proportions’ Guardian

In a de­caying Colom­bian town the Col­onel and his sick wife are living from day to day, scrap­ing to­gether funds for food and medi­cine. Each Fri­day the Col­onel waits for a let­ter to come in the post, hoping for the pen­sion he is owed that will change their lives. While he waits the Col­onel puts his hopes in his rooster – a prize bird that will make him money when cock­fight­ing comes into sea­son. But un­til then the bird – like the Col­onel and his ail­ing wife – must some­how be fed …
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OF LOVE AND OTHER DEMONS

‘Superb and in­tensely read­able’ Time Out

‘An ash-gray dog with a white blaze on its fore­head burst onto the rough ter­rain of the market on the first Sunday of Decem­ber …’

When a witch doctor appears on the doorstep of the Marquis de Cas­al­duero prophes­iz­ing a plague of ra­bies in their Colom­bian seaport, he dis­mis­ses her claims – un­til, that is, he hears that his young daugh­ter, Si­erva María, was one of four people bit­ten by a ra­bid dog, and the only one to survive.

Si­erva María appears com­pletely un­scathed – but as ru­mours of the plague spread, the Marquis and his wife wonder at her con­tinu­ing good health. In a town con­sumed by super­sti­tion, it’s not long be­fore they, and everyone else, put her survival down to a de­monic pos­session and be­gin to see her supernat­ural powers as the cause of the town’s woes. Only the young pri­est charged with ex­or­cising the evil spirit re­cog­nizes the girl’s san­ity, but can he con­vince the town that it’s not her that needs heal­ing?

‘Bril­liantly moving. A tour de force’ A.S. Byatt

‘A com­passion­ate, witty and un­for­gettable mas­ter­piece’ Daily Tele­graph

‘At once nos­tal­gic and satiric, a resplen­dent fable’ Sunday Times
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STRANGE PILGRIMS

‘Filled with greedy joys, with small pleas­ures, pol­ished like apples against a sleeve’ Ob­ser­ver

‘The first thing Señora Pruden­cia Linero no­ticed when she reached the port of Naples was that it had the same smell as the port of Riohacha …’

Their dis­tant, nos­tal­gic memor­ies of home, their sense of an­onym­ity in a foreign land, the ter­ri­fying pang of vul­ner­ab­il­ity they feel as they step over the threshold into an alien world …

Márquez’s strange pil­grims – the age­ing prostitute pre­par­ing for death by teach­ing her dog to weep at her grave, the pan­icked husband scared for the life of his in­jured wife, the old man who al­lows his mind to wander on a long-haul flight from Paris – ex­per­i­ence with all his hu­mour, warmth and col­our, what it is to be a Latin Amer­ican adrift in Europe or, in­deed, any out­sider living far from home.

‘Cel­eb­rat­ory and full of strange rel­ish at life’s oddness. The stories draw their strength from Márquez’s gen­er­ous feel for char­ac­ter, good and bad, boorish and in­no­cent’ Wil­liam Boyd

‘The most im­portant writer of fic­tion in any lan­guage’ Bill Clin­ton

‘Of­ten touch­ing, of­ten funny, al­ways un­ex­pec­ted, the ex­per­i­ence is as en­rich­ing as travel itself’ New States­man
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THE AUTUMN OF THE PATRIARCH

‘It asks to be read more than twice, and the re­wards are dazzling’ Ob­ser­ver

‘Over the week­end the vul­tures got into the pres­id­en­tial palace by peck­ing through the screens on the bal­cony win­dows and the flapping of their wings stirred up the stag­nant time in­side …’

As the cit­izens of an un­named Carib­bean nation creep through dusty corridors in search of their tyran­nical leader, they can­not com­pre­hend that the frail and withered man laying dead on the floor can be the self-styled Gen­eral of the Universe. Their ego­centric, ma­ni­ac­ally vi­olent leader, known for ser­ving up traitors to din­ner guests and drown­ing young chil­dren at sea, can surely not die the hu­mili­at­ing death of a mere mor­tal?

Tra­cing the de­mands of a man whose ego­centric ex­cesses mask the loneli­ness of isolation and whose lies have be­come so in­grained that they are in­dis­tin­guish­able from truth, Márquez has cre­ated a fant­astical portrait of des­potism that rings with an air of real­ity.

‘De­lights with its quirky hu­man­ity and black hu­mour and im­presses by its total ori­gin­al­ity’ Vogue

‘Captures per­fectly the moral squalor and polit­ical paralysis that en­shrouds a so­ci­ety await­ing the death of a long-term dic­tator’ Guardian

‘Márquez writes in this lyrical, ma­gical lan­guage that no-one else can do’  Sal­man Rush­die
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THE GENERAL IN HIS LABYRINTH

‘The vigour and coher­ence of Márquez’s vis­ion, the bril­liance and beauty of his im­agery, the nar­rat­ive ten­sion … coursing through his pages … makes it dif­fi­cult to put down’ Daily Tele­graph

At the age of forty-six Gen­eral Simón Bolívar, who drove the Span­ish from his lands and be­came the Lib­er­ator of South Amer­ica, takes him­self into ex­ile. He makes a fi­nal journey down the Mag­dalene River, revisit­ing the cit­ies along its shores, re­living the tri­um­phs, passions and be­trayals of his youth. Con­sumed by the memor­ies of what he has done and what he failed to do, Bolívar hopes to see a way out of the labyrinth in which he has lived all his life …
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THE STORY OF A SHIPWRECKED SAILOR

‘A grip­ping tale of survival’ The Times

‘On Feb­ruary 22 we were told that we would be return­ing to Colom­bia …’

In 1955, eight crew mem­bers of Cal­das, a Colom­bian destroyer, were swept over­board. Velasco alone survived, drift­ing on a raft for ten days without food or water. Márquez re­tells the survivor’s amazing tale of en­durance, from his loneli­ness and thirst to his de­term­in­ation to survive.
 
The Story of a Shipwrecked Sailor was Márquez’s first ma­jor, and con­trover­sial, work, pub­lished in a Colom­bian news­paper, El Es­pectador, in 1955 and then in book form in 1970.

‘The story of Velasco on his raft, his battle with sharks over a suc­culent fish, his hal­lu­cin­ations, his capture of a seagull which he was un­able to eat, his sub­sequent droll res­cue, has all the grip of ar­chet­ypal myth. Reads like an epic’ In­de­pend­ent
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