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Note
The present collection of stories and tales reveals yet another facet of this
often disconcerting writer. Having become familiar with his philosophical essays,
his erudite exegesis, and his poetic prose, we now find to our surprise that these
newest stories are closer to science fiction, and on occasion tinged with irony. In
my judgment, this literary kaleidoscope of stories and tales displays a depth and
richness rarely attained by writers of the fantastic genre. Paradoxically, though the
stories in this collection revolve around fantasies, rather than transporting us away
to unreal dream worlds, they subtly confront us with what is most fundamental in
life.
J. Valinsky
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Transit House

I had been wandering since early morning among the import shops that
operated out of stalls in the marketplace. Barek-el-Muftala had disappeared, and
no one could tell me anything as to his whereabouts. Finally, an aging fruit vendor
informed me that three days earlier he had seen Barek leave the city’s yellow zone
and that some rather confusing rumors were circulating. The note he placed in my
hand gave an address in Malinkadassi. Setting off toward the main plaza, I made
my way among yogurt vendors, sellers of bronze, and a sea of other merchants.
Stopping to rest briefly in a bar, I asked for shá, refusing coffee or the pipe.
Finally I made my way to the bus station and hired a cab. After a long ride the
taxi let me out in front of a rambling one-story house with a bronze plaque that
read: “Transit House.”
At the door I received the information I sought. “He’s inside,” they told me.
Making my way through the mass of mourners, I emerged inside an enormous
room. A large circle of people surrounded the open coffin. With its top held up by
a wooden brace, it looked almost like a grand piano. Standing next to the casket, a
fat man recited prayers in a loud voice and at intervals the others responded. From
time to time the man put his right hand into the coffin, as if to straighten the
clothing or perhaps the shroud of the deceased. Struck by this spectacle, I began
inching forward and eventually found myself near the center of the scene. Only
then did I realize that the clergyman in charge was attempting to calm the socalled deceased, who struggled to lift his head. Groaning weakly, Barek-elMuftala lay there before my very eyes, his head wrapped in bandages. It appeared
that he had suffered a serious accident and was in the process of dying.
Events followed in rapid succession. A boy arrived with a container, which
he gave to the fat man. Without a trace of emotion, the clergyman removed the lid
and, opening Barek’s mouth, poured in the contents. Then he shut the dying
man’s jaw with one hand and held his nostrils with the other. His movements
were not rough, but soft and gentle. Looking at the relatives, he rocked Barek’s
head back and forth, first to the left and then to the right, all the while holding him
by the nose. After a time he stood on a chair they had brought him and,
precariously balanced, leaned far over into the coffin. He remained there,
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examining Barek with great care until at length he stepped down. At this point,
the clergyman withdrew from the room with the gravity and demeanor
appropriate to the circumstances, satisfied with a job well done. This in turn
signaled an outpouring of emotion that occurs only upon the death of a dear
friend. As the weeping grew louder, I stood solemnly by and could not help
noticing the green eyes of Barek’s daughter, moist with tears. As his sole
descendant she had authorized her father’s euthanasia, and of all the ways to die
she had known enough to choose the most exquisite.
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The Great Silence

At noon the harvesters rested in the shade of the thickest grapevines. Having
finished their lunch they tried to nap. The hundred-plus degree heat silenced the
birds and the horses drowsing in their corrals. The trucks and the tractors that
pulled the wagons sat motionless under the protection of their sheds. A light
breeze rustled the leaves of the vines, and one could just hear the faint murmur of
water flowing in the irrigation ditches. It was a dry, brutally hot afternoon of the
kind known only to those who live under the intensely blue skies of these arid
lands. Anyone approaching heat exhaustion would have sworn they could hear the
crackle of the sun striking the scorched surface of the earth. In spite of all this I
watched the strange figure cross the rows of grapevines until he came to a wide
lane. I saw how his faithful dog followed a few steps behind, how he dropped his
pants exposing his flat buttocks to the sunlight, and how squatting down he
released a thick dark flow that mixed with the dust. I saw it quickly solidify and
watched as the dog, opening its mouth with the precision of a steam shovel,
picked up a perfectly solid piece.
I felt faint, perhaps from the heat. Or at least the blood must not have been
reaching my brain, because for a moment the sun looked like a transparent
bubble. Suddenly, the buttocks gleamed and the bodies of master and dog froze in
their absurd positions. There was no breeze, not the slightest murmur of water in
the ditches, not a single heartbeat, no heat, no sensation whatsoever . . . The Great
Silence filled the void created by that rupture.
Afterwards, the lazy flow of existence once more animated the ants and the
furtive lizard. A far-off neighing sound reminded me that I had returned to the
land of time. . . Carrying my harvest pail, I picked up my pruning shears and cut
one bunch of grapes after another, as I began to feel a deep joy that spread
outward in ever-widening circles.
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Enter Your Answer!

How the computer could compose poems by itself was something that had
long intrigued me. The only problem was that it would invariably do this right
after I left the room. But today I’ve finally succeeded in tracking down all the
clues. This is it, my dear—this is it, you stupid TZ-28300!
Until a moment ago everything was fine. I was sipping coffee and working at
my keyboard. Wolf was asleep as usual on his rug in the corner. In this lab filled
with equipment and chemicals, the specialized chemistry program I had installed
on the TZ-28300 was assisting me in my research. I had reached the point in the
sequence where the computer asked, “Does it melt easily?” “No,” I typed, and it
offered suggestions and conclusions, printing them out on computer paper so I
could review them later .
“It is probably an ionic compound. Will it dissolve?”
“Yes,” I typed.
“Measure the pH and indicate whether it is an acid, alkaline, or neutral
compound. Enter your answer!”
“It’s neutral.”
“It is a neutral salt. Use a flame test to determine the metal it contains. Enter
your answer.”
In a few minutes I typed in the name of the metal.
“Determine the radicals: If a white precipitate appears when barium chloride
is added, it is a sulfate radical. If it turns white when silver nitrate is added, it is a
chloride. If it releases carbon dioxide when heated, it is a carbonate. Combine the
metal and the radical to determine the name of the compound. Enter your
answer!”
I walked into the other room looking for glassware to continue the
experiments when, as so many times before, I heard the high-pitched whine
announcing that data was being printed. I rushed back to see the printer devouring
blank paper on one side and spewing out printed text on the other. Before my eyes
the computer was creating a sequence that could not have been generated by the
chemistry program I was using. The TZ-28300 was combining chemical data with
a variety of personal information I kept in the computer, along with fragments of
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an encyclopedia stored on the hard disk. Scanning the incoherent mixture of text,
I found it was not entirely unintelligible. Two or three areas of memory, mixed
together by some inopportune instruction like “merge,” must have triggered this
event. But I would have had to type the command, and since I’d been in the other
room this could not have happened. Moreover, it would have been necessary for
the merged data to pass through a word processor with artificial intelligence
capabilities, as occurred whenever the chemistry program printed out its written
questions and instructions. Too many chance occurrences moving in a single
direction! I allowed yard after yard of paper to spew out until I was able to make
out a few intelligible stanzas:
All flowers are phanerogamous.
You, on the other hand, Marie Brigitte,
(telephone 942-1318, 2317 Maple Street),
are at once exquisite and absurd—
restless, unrevealing, and cryptogrammic!
In the heat of the flame, I will gaze at
your copper green,
your lithium rose/red,
your strontium carmine.
Irascible and irreducible monogamist!
Not all metal is irreducible,
nor oxygen debt combustible.
TO DO:
Pick up powdered iron at the lab
And dog food at the grocer’s.
I rushed over to the printer and turned it off. So I was to pick up “dog food at
the grocer’s” was I? Through its free association, the machine had now begun to
order me about. Again I think to myself, “This is it, my dear. This is it, you stupid
TZ-28300!” It’s time to take action, but I must do things carefully, step by step,
avoiding any mistakes.
I begin by turning off the system. After waiting a few moments, I turn it back
on again. I hear a “click,” and the hard disk begins to whir as it winks at me with
its luminous diodes. I load the specialized chemistry program. Everything works,
everything’s in order. I stand up and walk loudly into the next room. Closing the
door, I leave it slightly ajar. I move around for a few moments, then sneak back to
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the door, peering carefully through the crack to observe a good portion of the
experiment room.
Just as I thought! I see a form gliding stealthily toward the computer. With a
bound it’s at the keyboard. As I make my noisy entrance, Wolf runs whimpering
back to his corner where he lies down and plays dead.
I bend over and scold the mischievous dog.
“The Phantom of the Opera, is that who you are? Putting your wet nose all
over my keyboard. We’ll see about that!”
Wolf perks up. Sitting on his hindquarters, he lifts himself up, supporting his
weight on his large front paws. Motionless, with ears pricked up and his sharp,
sleek snout pointing straight ahead, he stares at me. I continue to scold him, and
he seems to look back at me almost as if he were human. Disarmed by his gaze, I
rub his nose. Suddenly I hear a “click” behind me. The hard disk has begun to
spin. What is happening? The luminous diodes blink and the whine of the printer
fills the room. I stand up and in two steps I’m at the computer. But the printer has
stopped gobbling up paper. The diodes remain lit but quiet. I look at Wolf. Sitting
in his corner very pleased with himself, he stares back at me with a human look
about him. I have the strange sensation that there is some kind of waiting game
going on among the three of us—TZ-28300, Wolf, and I. I make the first move.
Tearing off the printed sheet, I hold it up and read:
Wouldn’t you like to feed your dog? Or would you prefer to dissolve him in
an acid, alkaline, or neutral substance?
ENTER THE ANSWER!
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The Funeral Pyre

Leaning on the railing of the bridge, I closely observed the movements of the
group of people at the river’s edge. I noticed how they were unable to find dry
branches or logs to fuel the clean, roaring fire they had started. After several tries,
some of the men managed to feed the flames with rags and old copies of the
Nepal Telegraph. The flames rose and they decided to place the platform on the
funeral pyre. The fire burned brighter, perhaps because of the burlap bags tied to
the sides of the bier or the cloth in which the deceased was wrapped . . . but the
flames did not last long. As the men added wet branches and leaves, smoke
engulfed the scene and the group scattered, coughing. As the wind shifted, two
men approached the fire again and began pushing the dead man toward the water,
performing this task with a hint of impatience and displeasure. The ceremony was
quite the opposite of the usual cremation, which ends with the ashes being
collected and scattered in the river.
The body floated gently and then, caught in an eddy, it entered the main
current of the river. The group looked on in silence as it moved downstream,
while from the bridge I watched its slow approach. The body was naked. Only its
right side had been slightly burned; the right half of the face was singed. Perched
on the cadaver, a crow pecked at its left eye, the one untouched by the flames. As
the corpse passed beneath the bridge, I again turned my attention to the group at
the river’s edge. They hadn’t moved and, leaning on the railing, I waited for them
to leave. I thought of the various kinds of funerals that take place around the
world—some modest and some extravagent; some immaculately clean, others
unsanitary. I thought of burials, cremations, dismemberment and the crushing of
bones; corpses left exposed to the birds and wild beasts; those placed in trees,
rock enclosures, hollows, or caves; and those laid in magnificent mausoleums,
temples, or gardens. I imagined the launching of ash-filled urns into outer space,
cryogenic suspension . . .
I yawned and stretched, realizing suddenly how hungry I was.
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Salt in the Eyes, Ice on the Feet

I was alone in the biology office. Music wafted through the air from a small
speaker hidden in the main wall. I believe at that moment a slow rhythm with
voice and percussion could be heard. Meanwhile, seated at the work table, I was
annoyed at how cold my feet were. In particular a sharp cramp ran up my right
leg. I had worked all night and in spite of my sore eyes I increased the brightness
on the optical instrument. For the tenth time, I peered through the microscope at
the specimen of vegetation and saw that the stomata were giving off a bright
emerald green. I increased the magnification to 500x, but the definition varied
disproportionately in the field of each lens, perhaps because my eyes were tired or
perhaps due to some misalignment in the instrument.
My left eye saw one thing, my right eye another. Each image was being
continuously transformed to the rhythm of the music.
Through the lenses
I began to see people in colorful groups
surrounding tall stalagmites made of salt.
They were Africans of different nationalities
all conducting business. They slowly untied
their bundles in which ...

I came to a clay desert that was parched and
cracked. Everything was dark, almost black.
With a gentle motion, the broken surface
began melting into a single slab, when
suddenly ...

light colors were dominant.
The human situation was extraordinary.
Standing before the pointed mounds, no one
seemed in a hurry. Various groups were
singing a hymn and swaying to the cadence
in perfect rhythm. The salt stalagmites rose
into the air like tall termite mounds.

The ground froze and I found myself walking
on an endless sheet of ice. A tingling
sensation ran through my body, rising
upward from my feet.

Everything sparkled in the light focused by
the microscope’s condenser,
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and I asked myself how those formations
could have been created, since heavy rainfall
would have been necessary,

while my face was whipped by gusts of wind.
Below, the ice cracked, opening deep
crevasses,

but up above were the lenses
in a clear sky that could not have provided
rain. In any event, a liquid of some kind must
have deposited the salt, forming stalagmites.
In this way the funeral mounds were
erected—anxious but free, strong but without
anger, reaching up toward the clear skies

in such a way that I felt beset from every
direction. Dazzled and nearly defeated, I
listened to the furious roar.
In the merciless wind, light was reflected
capriciously in a series of waves

intensifying the luminous rays
that crystal-sharp stung
my all too weary eyes.
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Kaunda

The ambassador of Zambia insisted for an entire week. His instructions were
strict—he was not to leave Florence without taking me to Lusaka.
I arrived on the tenth of January, 1989, accompanied by Antonio and Fulvio.
A reception committee greeted us at the foot of the runway, and we were
immediately surrounded by an armed guard who led us to three large black
limousines. They whisked us away at great speed along a bypass that cut through
the downtown section of the city. As the motorcycle escort opened a path through
the crowd, I glimpsed long lines of women holding undernourished children as
they waited for the rationing centers to open.
Ten minutes later we were at the presidential palace, surrounded by armored
cars and a maze of barriers. We got out and were led to the ebony room where the
President and his entire cabinet were waiting. Kaunda gave the welcoming
speech, emphasizing our ideological importance to the Revolution. I responded
briefly and Antonio translated for the TV media. Standing straight and tall,
Kaunda used studied gestures as he spoke to us and to his audience. At times he
was serious, other times reassuring as the focus of his comments shifted. The long
white handkerchief, no doubt a personal emblem, could always be found in his
left hand. That famous handkerchief! When he talked he would wave it
vehemently or slice the air with it, and everyone knew what this meant. Listening,
he would rub it gently, and those who were present likewise understood the
message. But if he accompanied the caress with an occasional “I see,” that was a
definite sign of approval.
We concluded our business in only two days. Nonetheless, the lengthy
discussions with the head of the country’s sole political party ended on a sour
note. In general, all the information we needed was made available to us, and the
problems the country was experiencing were discussed frankly. All this was put in
perspective by some rather amazing information collected by Fulvio, which in
turn was added to the mass of data he had brought from Europe. Kaunda showed
us his pet impalas grazing gently in the presidential gardens. In that bucolic Eden,
the African countryside and the afternoon breeze did not stop me from imagining
the situation as if it were being televised from above: every angle supervised by
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men with walkie-takies; armored cars and barriers outside; reserve forces in the
distance and, further off, the crowded and hungry people of Lusaka; decimated
fields, strategic copper and mineral mines depleted at unconscionably low prices
by a handful of multinational companies whose holdings extended well beyond
Africa to the farthest reaches of the globe. The picture was a cross-section in
space. But I could also envision it ten, twenty, thirty years earlier—centuries
earlier when there were no countries, but tribes and kingdoms, and the holdings
extended only a short distance. I understood that sooner or later the regime would
be toppled because its will to change was being restrained by foreign interests.
Nonetheless I felt something like gratitude for the support offered the antiapartheid movement in the struggle to liberate South Africa. For this reason,
knowing all the while that our project would never come to pass, Antonio laid out
a detailed plan for what needed to be done…
After dinner on the third night, we went down into a bunker through a
hallway filled with paintings on both sides. The figures depicted included
Mandela, Lumumba, and many other heroes of the African cause. Tito and the
leaders of various other continents could also be seen. Suddenly I found myself
before a particular painting and I asked Kaunda:
“What’s Belaúnde doing here?”
“That’s Allende,” the President responded.
“No, it’s Belaúnde Terry, the Christian Socialist ex-president of Peru, a man
who was not very progressive but well-connected to the business interests of the
Club Nacional of Lima.”
Kaunda took the painting and, without batting an eye, smashed it on the floor.
He said something about Salvador Allende, but I was looking at the empty space
on the wall and the fragments of glass on the floor. For an instant I had the
impression that paintings were being hung and removed along infinite hallways at
Chaplinesque speed, with the oppressors and the oppressed replacing one another
the way heroes and villains move about in silent films, until all that was left on a
solitary blank wall was a single empty purpose—image of the future of humanity.
We arrived at the bunker.
While Fulvio focussed his camera and took pictures of everything down to
the last item, Antonio, stiff and elegant, opened his folder and cooly presented a
detailed critique of the situation. As he spoke, I noticed the handkerchief at first
being squeezed, then knotted, only to be abandoned on a little table at the end of
the presentation. Openly and without reservation, Antonio spoke in a way that
would have shocked any politician. Nonetheless, I could see that everything he
said went straight to the heart. It seemed to me that Antonio embodied a truth that
preceeded him and projected into the future. Behind those cold words lay the
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foundation of all the causes for which mankind has struggled throughout eternity,
and I believe everyone present understood what he said in this way. Kaunda,
obviously moved, had no recourse but to agree with his customary “I see.” But the
words were uttered with such sadness and in such a way that they must have been
reflected in the mirror of his soul.
“To conclude our analysis, which we believe faithfully reflects everything
that we have seen, we would like to emphasize once again our fifth point relating
to the immediate dissolution of the country’s sole political party and the holding
of multi-party free elections within a year’s time. This would be accompanied by
the release of all political prisoners and the right of return and participation by all
exiles involved in the political struggle. The monopoly of the press should give
way to all forms of free expression, even at the risk of allowing the enemies of the
Zambian people to intervene briefly with their considerable resources. We would
also like to focus attention on point number eight, which touches on the feasibility
of a permanent council of the seven countries in order to fix the minimum price of
strategic minerals at the international level. Also, in the campaign against South
Africa, the seven countries should close their air space in order to limit the free
movement of the racist regime. Apart from this, if we hope to institute a
profoundly human revolution, we should begin dismantling the repressive
apparatus that was set in place as a defense against subversives and enemy
sympathizers and has driven us to spy upon, harrass, incarcerate, and even
execute our own citizens. A revolution that loses touch with the meaning of
human life is a revolution without meaning!” Antonio closed his folder and
without flinching turned it over to Kaunda’s secretary along with another folder
filled with reports.
The President looked at me from his enormous sofa that seemed like a throne.
I gazed deep within him and said:
“Excellency, none of what we have said can be put into effect because the
circumstances simply do not allow it. After studying the situation very carefully,
we have been open and honest with you. I beg you and the other members of your
cabinet to forgive us for what we have said.”
Kaunda stood up like a giant and abruptly threw himself upon me in an
embrace. The ministers did the same with Fulvio and Antonio. At that moment I
had the strong feeling that I had experienced all this before at some time in the
past.
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Pamphlet Written to the Rhythm of a Tango

Pamphlet. (From the English. Contraction of Pamphilet,
the name of a twelfth-century satirical comedy in Latin
verse, entitled Pamphilus, seu de Amore). A biting satirical
treatise, trivial in nature, leveling a broad range of
criticism.
Tango. (Probably onomatopoeic). Argentine dance
comprised of an intertwined couple, binary musical form,
and a two four beat. Internationally known, it was used by
Hindemith and Milhaud. Stravinsky introduced it into one
of the movements of his Histoire du Soldat in 1918.
Andrés spent most of his time contemplating his navel. In his free moments
he would peek at the outside world through a keyhole. I met him in 1990 in that
place in South America they call Argentina. He was, how shall I put it,
“Argentine”—a man of silver. However, not having any money, this collective
appellation only frustrated him. I remember when we were introduced in a
restaurant before a class I was about to offer in one of the areas of my specialty,
computational gastronomy. The topic was “How to Prepare a Good Low
Cholesterol Salad One Leaf of Lettuce at a Time.”
It was true that Andrés appreciated fine cuisine. But because he believed that
only in his country was meat eaten as it should be, he was unable to accept my
teachings on the variety of ways that beef can be prepared. This defect prevented
him from becoming a first-rate sous chef. Thus anguished at the prospect of
having to choose between the only two options left to him, he wound up ruining
his stomach and embittering his life.
According to Andrés, his “homeland” (as he liked to call it) was experiencing
an extraordinary tragedy. To me it seemed more a case of childhood measles at a
time, in terms of the life a nation, when junk food should be avoided and dietary
matters monitored carefully. Thanks to proper preventative measures, the people
of the Middle East had managed to avoid trichinosis from pork. And
Scandinavians urged those who drank red wine to switch to lager beer, later on
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pushing weak tea on the sinister consumers of black coffee from Brazil and
Colombia.
Be mindful of what you eat and drink! How can one compare the spirituality
of tea from Ceylon (as has been pointed out by such well-known theosophists as
Bessant and Olcott) to coffee not traded by Victorians or naturopaths? How is it
possible to compare margarine to butter and oil, vile carriers of cholersterol? How
to compare a sedate lemon pie to the endless varieties of ham, cheese, and sausage
found in Latin countries? It would be like comparing the simple elegance of
Grandma Moses to the excesses of Goya, Gauguin, or Picasso. . . Which is why
the Germans have so many problems—they can’t decide between wine and beer,
Hegel and Alvin Toffler, Goethe and Agatha Christie, or Bach and Cole Porter.
History proves that if the Roman emperors had been more careful, they would not
have suffered defeat brought on by drinking red wine out of dirty goblets.
Nonetheless, we disagree with those who attribute lead poisoning and the other
diseases that left their leaders unfit to command to the lead content of their
receptacles. Indeed, computational gastronomy shows that it was filling their
bellies with wine and honey that brought about their demise. . . and well-deserved
it was, I might add! Had it not occurred the world would still be mired in the dark
ages. We wouldn’t measure things in gallons, inches, feet, yards, miles and
Farenheit. The beautiful lines of the Rolls Royce and the bowler hat would not
have been invented. No one would drive on the left or wear John Lennon granny
glasses. Few would use the evocative word, “shadow.” The Mexican sombrero
and saddle would not have been passed on to Texans. American tap dancing
would be limited to the feet of Andalusians, and nightclub and television
performers wouldn’t point at the audience with their index fingers. In this
primitive state of affairs, who would perform Singing in the Rain? And who
would chew gum, preparing the buccal enzymes and improving the flow of
ptyalin for proper digestion?
Need it be said that keeping abreast of dietary matters is a matter of crucial
importance? But my apprentice unable to appreciate this, despite my pedagogical
efforts. He remained engrossed in his own little problems, looking at the world
through a doughnut hole. He explained to me that in previous decades his country
had been a truly extraordinary place. (I use the word “extraordinary” because
Andrés, when he said it, lifted his moist, bovine eyes to the heavens and, blinking
slowly, went into a tangoesque reverie.) To be sure, there was a simple
explanation for this little crisis. But he dared not admit it, because in place of the
warmth and protection of a small community, he yearned to be part of a
superpower that would make its presence felt. He could not accept the fact that
during this period of bureaucratic decay and world-wide balkanization, national
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boundaries were being erased and redrawn at an alarming rate, and the eighteenthcentury model of the nation state had been turned on its head. Without realizing it,
he was a left-of-center nationalist, an avis rara of the type found in those places
where emotional and dietary factors blend. Of course, feelings and taste buds go
hand in hand in all parts of the world, but international cuisine adds a dash of
illusion to calm the anxieties of its diners. Poor boy. . . What a fine sous chef he
would have made! Unfortunately, he was unable to inspire himself in the field of
gastronomy the way other great men have done in their time. Had the great Lenin
not had a taste for Swiss cuisine, we no doubt would not enjoy his exquisite
definition of morality as “a fetichistic sauce for a modest meal!” This
marvellously sublimated gastronomical phrase has led me to design an entire
pastry program I plan to patent, in sacred homage, as “Vladimir,” even though the
winds of change may blow unfavorably on this tribute. Noblesse oblige!
But let us continue with our topic. Like all chemists in this field, Andrés had
to choose between two options: pursuing advanced study abroad or becoming a
taxi driver in Buenos Aires. Many of his friends chose the first option on the flow
chart, which led to another country with good laboratories, an international team
of scientists, abundant technology, and a standard of living that allowed for free
expression without fear of reprisal. The above-mentioned chart included various
subroutines that brought the sequence to a “Stop,” from which one could type “Go
to 1” and return to Argentina. Or it provided another path that arrived at a “Break”
from which one could write “End of program.” Those who wound up in this last
category were usually accompanied by a dull wife, a couple of kids, and a
pleasant group of neighbors wearing the latest style in shoes bought at a very
good price. The second path, that of taxi driver, would have to be pursued amidst
the ongoing conflicts of a country that seemed to be disappearing day by day.
This part of the diagram led to an “End” statement that was as final as retirement
from the transport workers union.
Argentina had produced Nobel laureates in physiology, chemistry, and
medicine, and it was interesting to watch the aristocratic airs of those scientists
who, finding the profession of taxi driver demeaning, opted for the first path on
the flow chart. The country had been a world leader in other areas of cultural
endeavor, but there again many had opted for the first path. Those who had gone
on in the field of dietetics wound up abandoning their old habit of throwing
unseasoned meat on the grill. They now ate on neat tablecloths and used the
proper silverware. The art of socialization had begun to take hold in them as they
became more comfortable with their role as entertainers at elegant banquets.
Domesticated by life, they learned to keep their thoughts to themselves, as is
proper for all civilized people. In this way, they managed to free themselves from
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the insolence that characterizes their fellow countrymen and inevitably provokes
irritation wherever it is displayed. A similar phenomenon was taking place among
athletes. With world-ranked teams in various sports, individual athletes had been
bought off by affluent cities abroad, effectively dismembering their teams.
American films popularized songs written by Argentine composers, and the
Soviet Union advertised Argentine radicals and extremists like Coca-Cola.
To everyone’s surprise, the country had managed to turn itself into a banana
republic, becoming well-known for its illiteracy, decadence, and its long youknow-whats. It was interesting to see it get extensive press coverage for rock
musicals like “Evita,” for a tiny third-world conflict with England near the South
Pole, and for its bloody military juntas. In any event, one had to exercise caution
when dealing with those irresponsible yokels who were busy widening the hole in
the ozone layer right above their own heads as they killed flies with bug spray, all
the while contaminating Antarctica with sardine cans, wine bottles, and condoms.
To complete the picture of these strange people who nearly outdid the Japanese,
Americans, Greeks, and Italians in their corruption, their senior officials wore
apish sideburns and dressed in a most unconventional manner. A number of their
star athletes turned into delinquents overnight to the amazement of the
international community, which as far as could be determined from its records,
had not documented a single case of illegal drug use or any other irregularity. No
wonder they were always booed at the World Cup regardless of where it was
held! And since sporting disputes often take on the importance of affairs of state,
the reaction of those subtly discerning fans was no doubt justified.
But things were even worse from the point of view of the psychosocial
behavior of its thirty million citizens. One only had to stand out in some small
way to be suspected of a crime. And if one person unwittingly helped another
who happened to be under suspicion, he or she, too, joined the gallery of suspects.
This changed everyone’s outlook on reality. As a result, if at night someone said,
“It’s night,” or during the day, “It’s day,” windows in houses and apartments flew
open, loudspeakers blared, and police bullhorns rang out in angelic chorus saying,
“What the hell’s going on here? What’s behind all this?”—this “behindism”
attesting to the astuteness of the intoning masses. How Torricelli would have
loved this giant vacuum chamber, where any pair of objects, whatever they might
be—a feather and a lead pipe, a genius and an imbecile—hit bottom at the same
time!
In Buenos Aires, the capital of Psychoanalysis, the citizenry began to recover
their old spirit. Not to be outdone, Andrés paid regular visits to a psychiatrist. The
good doctor had him lie down on a couch and took careful notes on his patient’s
existential doubts, giving him advice much the way a father advises his son. As a
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result, Andrés chose the second path on the flow chart. . . As he left the office, it
was getting dark. He entered a bar and ordered coffee. They looked at him
suspiciously, but he quickly corrected his mistake by asking for tea. They brought
him a cup of boiling water with a little yellow bag floating in it. He sipped the
brew with a timeless air of abandon. Wondering where the tango rhythm was
coming from, he listened to the following words with a happiness he had only
experienced the first time he fell in love:
“. . .There’s no denying, it’s great for dying, the twentieth
century is evil to the core. They’ve beat us up like a bowlful
of merengues. Abused and misued, here we all are in the
same sticky mess. . . Keep on movin’, keep on movin’. I’ll
meet you in the oven. . .”
I arrived just in time to hear this doleful melody and to reflect on the
philosophy of life it reflected—that the twentieth century is the worst period in
history, worse than the age of the Cro-Magnon man, Java man, and Neanderthal
man all rolled into one. And, as far as messes go, any medieval serf could
illustrate my point perfectly. Nonetheless, there was something in all of this that
touched me profoundly. The idea of sticky messes made me think of the great
Australian singer, Melba. They say that at a reception she slipped and fell onto a
lavishly-served table, taking with her peaches, bananas, cherries, and ice cream.
Regaining her composure, she picked up what was left of the mess and served it
to the guests out of one big bowl, in a single stroke of genius inventing the nowfamous Peach Melba. I also thought of that much maligned English commander
who, though deficient in the art of warfare, was ingenious enough to put food
between two slices of bread. Lord Sandwich, admiral of gastronomy, may his
name be forever praised! Finally, the reference to the oven in which we will all
eventually wind up helped me realize how far we still are from coming together as
human beings. In short, I had before me an example of a reactionary chemist who,
having rejected the idea of microwave cooking, decided to become a taxi driver.
I had only a brief opportunity to become aquainted with the city where
Andrés lived, but I imagine that out in the country things are quite different. There
they dance the tango among cactus plants, dressed like gauchos à la Rudolph
Valentino, while all the young ladies shout “Olé! Olé!” Everyone drinks mate tea,
which means sipping cold pineapple juice from a gourd to combat the tropical
heat of Tierra del Fuego (“Land of Fire”), as the name implies. And if I’m not
mistaken, things aren’t all that bad, given the fact that a certain Mr. Reagan thinks
that Rio de Janeiro is in Bolivia, and the citizens of some of the “blonde”
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European nations to the north can’t seem to find the “darker” southern nations on
the map, unaware of the fact that there are other nations above them that are even
“blonder” than they are. Besides their confusion regarding geography, those with
an affinity for these derogatory attitudes also suffer from amnesia and a reduced
sensitivity to the future. In short, my own faults are truly negligible next to those
of others we see and hear every day. Of course, some mistakes are maliciously
leaked by the leaders of the industrialized world so that their modest
achievements might be better appreciated in contrast. As a result, one hears
invocations of the following type among the less enlightened segments of the
population: “Thank you, God, for our Government, which has prevented us from
falling into the same dreadful state of affairs as those poor nations to the south,
the ones we see every day on TV. Amen.” This little game seems to work well for
the government, the tabloid press, and those individuals who use their righteous
prayers to compensate for the tiny horrors hidden between the cracks of their
petty, post-industrial souls. But these calculated oversights should be corrected,
because the civilized Western world—and that would have to include Japan—has
a duty to restrict the way it manipulates images. . . it’s not a case of something’s
gone wrong and now we have to go hat in hand and beg the savages for help.
I wanted to bid farewell to the taxi driver with the proper distance. But,
violating the limits of privacy, he came right up to me and squeezing me by the
cheeks began to shake me. Refusing to let go and with liquor on his breath, he
said: “Hey, man, aren’t you one cool-ass dude? This food scam of yours has got
you more bread and chicks than you know what to do with. Me on the other
hand—I’m just a down and out cabbie. Keep an eye out for the cops, you phoney,
and don’t forget to send fruit. Hear?” I only understood part of what he was
saying, but I believe he was trying to express his respect for my profession. Then
he embraced me and for some reason felt obliged to bite the shoulder pad on my
jacket. I think it was an allusion to a certain phrase—the meaning of which I am
unaware—that he had used in referring to me, which went something like, “Lose
yourself, you old stuffed shirt!” This was not the Andrés I had known, the one
who was studious and taciturn. This was Dr. Jekyll who, upon seeing me, had
turned into Mr. Hyde and was attempting to scandalize me with his curt remarks.
He was displaying friendship through aggression. For lack of an arm to twist, he
twisted words, turning the world on its head and challenging the cultural norms I
represented. Deep inside he was an aesthete who took the surrealism of Buñuel
and the grotesqueness of Fellini and mixed them together with lunfardo slang. But
it was over for good when that hapless boor left abruptly, shouting some rather
vile epithets accompanied by gestures that would have embarrassed the roughest
Liverpool pubmaster. . . God, what an ordeal. What an ordeal he put me through!
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Immediately I left for the airport.
As I flew over the Pampas, I thought back over the last few days, trying to
understand why Andrés and his fellow countrymen had always looked on me with
a certain suspicion. I knew with their police-state mentality (Argentina, after all,
invented the system for fingerprint identification) that they were perfectly aware
of what I had thought of them on various occasions. I was afraid that if they
regained a position of prominence—something that could happen at any time—
they might be tempted to ban my recipes on the basis of some trumped-up charges
relating to hygiene. Later on I managed to calm myself by thinking about some of
the commitments I had pending with people in the civilized world who were
better able to appreciate my gourmet style. With a certain satisfaction I thought
about the recipes of Chef Brillat-Savarin, which I had improved by means of my
computational gastronomy.
With a wave of my hand, the stewardesses brought me a cart overflowing
with culinary delicacies. Flying between the rose-colored clouds, I settled back
for a satisfying meal. But a strange uneasiness, something akin to Mr. Hyde
lurking in the misty atmosphere of a tango, was working its way inside me. I
hesitated for a moment, then asked my odalisques to bring me a bottle of red
wine. I felt glass after glass rise to meet my lips as I slowly unrolled the
parchments of dear old Omar Khayyám:
"Life goes on. Whatever happened to Balj? And Bagdad?/
If the cup runneth over, let us drink it down whether bitter/
or its sweet. Drink! Long after we are dead/ the Moon will
continue on its long, fixed course./ A glass of red wine and
a sheaf of poems,/ bare subsistence, half loaf of bread, and
nothing more.”/ “They say that Eden is bejewelled with
lavish women:/ I say the nectar of the grape is priceless./
Cast off that distant promise and seize the day,/ though
distant drums may seem more seductive.”/
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The Case of Poe

He yielded, solitary, to his rich
Fate of fabricating nightmares. Perhaps,
On the wrong side of death, solitary
And unyielding, he devises more
Magnificent and atrocious marvels still.
“Edgar Allan Poe,” Jorge Luis Borges

I have always believed that science fiction was a reaction to certain
rudimentary ideas appearing at a particular moment in history, ideas equally
relevant to philosophers, scholars, and artists. Many concepts later confirmed by
modern science owed more to those primitive ideas than they did to any
premonition of the future. Jules Verne, for example, calculated the launch site for
the first journey to the moon with surprising accuracy. He also imagined the
Nautilus, a vehicle propelled by energy that science was able to harness only
many years later. And I could go on and on about Bulwer-Lytton and electricity
and a host of other writers who were amazingly accurate in their predictions. The
ideas of many of today’s authors will undoubtedly be confirmed when antigravitational vehicles, light-powered transports, and androids become practical
realities. I used to believe that taking these ideas seriously was as ridiculous as
attributing the invention of the piano to the telepathic abilities of Christofori and
his contemporaries, who developed the clavichord in 1718. The fact that Le
Verrier’s mathematical calculations agreed with Galle’s astronomical
observations in 1846 helped me realize that the discovery of Neptune came as a
result of efforts by a group of mathematicians and astronomers guided by wellfounded research regarding the planet’s existence, rather than by mere intuition.
I also thought that if I were to start a list of all the predictions, accurate and
inaccurate, that these authors had made before their time, the column of incorrect
predictions would be substantially longer than the column of correct ones.
Nevertheless, among the thousands and thousands of books these authors have
written, the odds that at least a few of their predictions would turn out to be
correct are very high. Indeed, it would have been astounding if among all these
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visions of the future not a single one came true. In these cases, as so often occurs
in our chance-ridden lives, the tendency is for one to remember only those
predictions that do in fact come true. Ironically, we are quick to claim success
when we somehow manage to correctly predict an impending disaster.
That was my way of viewing the world whenever a new hoax appeared. For
this reason I was sceptical about the attempt to turn Poe into some kind of literary
sorcerer. Many of his readers were impressionable types who accepted his
hypnotics, his ominous crows, and the eerie, morbid atmosphere of his stories as
things that actually occur in reality. I had often heard tales of his clairvoyance, his
ability to foretell shipwrecks that later did in fact take place, of tombs that
revealed signs of death by suffocation when they were opened, just as he had
predicted. I found these stories rather distasteful.
But for some time now things have been different. On dark nights, through a
dense mist penetrated by the glow of pale moonbeams, I believe I have heard him
breathing in that gloomy mansion, attempting to precipitate events that would
coincide with what he had written. At other times, I have thought of him not as a
demon but as a creature caught in the chains of time, someone who wished to
break through that dark web in order to save the lives of others. Today I do
believe he knew the circumstances of events that had not yet occurred, events he
was unable to alter because their unfortunate protagonists had not yet been born.
Nonetheless, he wanted very much for someone to leave a clear account of what I
am about to tell you.
That he left evidence of these events is something than can be verified by any
impartial researcher. I have responded to Poe’s directives and hereby announce
that I am cutting the harmful knot that has heretofore united us. When two radio
operators sign off after a conversation linking distant points and time zones, it is
customary for them to end with the phrase, “Over and out.” Well then, I say over
and out, my dear, sad Mr. Poe. I know, I can feel it distinctly. Writing out these
notes has allowed me to exorcize the obsession that has plagued me since
childhood. In the future, whenever I enter an empty house, look down a deep well,
or cross a dark forest, never again will I hear the endless moaning that calls out
my name. . . “Reynolds, Reynolds.” I now know the identity of the agonizing
voice that had pursued me since my youth. To be sure, I will try to be near
Margareth when she reads this incomprehensible tale, so that she might come to
understand her own actions as the pretext of someone else’s will, like a simple
antenna, allowing communication over a great distance in space and time.
It all began at a social gathering.
“Have you read any Poe?” Margareth asked me in passing.
“Yes, when I was a child.”
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“Well, if you read him carefully, you’ll see that he talks about you.”
“What do you mean ‘about me’?”
“Yes, about Reynolds. That is your name, isn’t it?”
“Come on. He could just as well be talking about Smith. . . . What of it?”
“I don’t know. But the name’s there.”
A few days later I consulted an onomastic index in a collection of the
complete works of Poe. Nowhere did the name “Reynolds” appear. I realized that
Margareth had been mistaken, but by that time I already had in my possession
various biographies. While agreeing on most aspects of his anguished life, they
differed considerably as to the circumstances of his death. This aroused my
curiosity. In the end, I was left with four possible scenarios.

I
“On the death of his wife, he began to suffer attacks of delirium tremens,
provoked by his frequent states of intoxication. One day in October of 1849, he
was found lying on the train tracks in the throes of death.”

II
“On that day when the bonds of matrimony were broken by the death of his
wife, who had succumbed to tuberculosis, the poet found that he no longer had the
strength to go on living. Bowed by the weight of mourning, his creative powers
exhausted, he managed to outlive her only by two years. In Baltimore on a round
of lectures, they found him in the first light of an October morning as he lay dying
in the middle of the street.”

III
“He found himself in Baltimore by chance, having stopped over on a trip
from Richmond to Fordham, New York in preparation for his upcoming marriage
to Sarah Elmira Royster, his childhood sweetheart, whom he was to wed after
losing his first wife, Virginia Clemm.”

IV
“In September of 1849, he arrived in Baltimore en route to Philadelphia. The
train delay that took him to this city would in the end prove fateful. On September
twenty-ninth, in a deplorable state of drunkenness, he visited a friend. Five days
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later—days that remain an absolute mystery, a lacuna in his biography—another
acquaintance was informed that someone ‘who might be Mr. Poe’ was found
drunk and unconscious in a tavern in a seedy section of Baltimore. Being an
election year, it was customary for vote-seekers to buy free rounds for potential
voters. These electoral drinks may well have been the last thing Poe elected to do.
Transferred to a hospital, his death was inevitable.”
I continued to track down clues, hunches, and biographical references until I
was able to piece together a picture of Poe’s death that was worthy of the poet
himself. The true story is as follows. On September 29, 1849, he arrives in
Baltimore. It is not certain that he visited a friend on that day, nor that any
political group precipitated his crisis. Several days go by, which are a blank,
before he is found unconscious on October third in a tavern on Lombard Street.
From there he is taken to “Washington Hospital.” Delirious to the end, he calls
out on various occasions for someone named “Reynolds.” He dies at 3 AM on the
morning of the seventh at the age of forty. Perhaps to rid itself of some unknown
feeling of guilt, the city of Baltimore erects a monument to him on November 17,
1875.
Among these conflicting statements, I was able to determine that in his final
moments Poe, in a loud voice, repeatedly demanded the presence of “Reynolds.”
That name, which confirmed Margareth’s vague recollection, led me to a piece of
evidence that was even more extraordinary than the circumstances of the author’s
death. My reasoning was elementary. Let us assume, I told myself, that this
anguished request for one so-called “Reynolds” is in fact significant. Who was
this person? The only Reynolds whose name had any meaning in relation to the
life and works of Poe was the North Pole explorer whose reminiscences Poe used
to compose a portion of his only novel, The Narrative of A. Gordon Pym. Beyond
that I could proceed no further. I tried immersing myself in the method of
thinking Poe described in Eureka. In that most unusual work, in the midst of a
discussion on the deductive methods of Aristotle and Bacon, he opened the
floodgates to what he called “intuition,” perhaps anticipating Bergson in the
process. In truth, I knew this method would not work, but it did represent a
definite way of thinking and feeling, no doubt the creative form Poe himself had
employed. Following this train of thought and placing myself in a rather dizzying
position, one in which I tried to recreate Poe’s own mental habits, I mulled over
the events surrounding the scene in which Reynolds’ name is invoked and
plunged myself into a thorough study of The Narrative of A. Gordon Pym.
The most impressive scene in the novel is the wreck of the Grampus. Cast
adrift and at the point of perishing for lack of food and water, the last four
survivors decide to draw lots. “Peters at length took me by the hand, and I forced
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myself to look up, when I immediately saw by the countenance of Parker that I
was safe, and that he it was who had been doomed to suffer. Gasping for breath, I
fell senseless to the deck. I recovered from my swoon in time to behold the
consummation of the tragedy in the death of him who had been chiefly
instrumental in bringing it about. He made no resistance whatever, and was
stabbed in the back by Peters, when he fell instantly dead. I must not dwell upon
the fearful repast which immediately ensued. Such things may be imagined, but
words have no power to impress the mind with the exquisite horror of their
reality. Let it suffice to say that, having in some measure appeased the raging
thirst which consumed us by the blood of the victim, and having by common
consent taken off the hands, feet, and head, throwing them together with the
entrails, into the sea, we devoured the rest of the body, piecemeal, during the four
ever memorable days of the seventeenth, eighteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth of
the month.” Richard Parker had drawn the short straw and was immediately
sacrificed. His three friends lived off his body for several days. Some time later
they were rescued by the Jane Guy. These events took place in July of 1827.
Not knowing where to turn since I didn’t know what I was looking for, I
continued to search for more background information, just as I had done in the
matter of Reynolds. The Narrative of A. Gordon Pym was published in New York
in 1838. I was determined to find the source for this scene. This done, I would
move on to other scenes in the book, uncover still more background information,
and so on until I had made my way through the entire novel. I didn’t have far to
go. I found only two other accounts of cannibalism related to shipwrecks. The
first occurred in 1685 on St. Christopher in the Antilles. A group of survivors
drew lots and, as a result of this little escapade, they ate one of their companions.
Upon their rescue, they were tried and hanged. Poe may well have used this case
as the inspiration for his story, but the brushstrokes were too broad. I forged ahead
with the second case and, much to my surprise, it turned out to be not only the
inspiration for the story but a real event he had shamelessly plagiarized.
The yatch Mignonette is shipwrecked. Four survivors find themselves dying
of hunger and thirst. Thinking it over, they decide to draw lots, then change their
minds since one of them has no family to support. They kill Richard Parker and
for several days feed themselves on his flesh until they are rescued by the
Montezuma. Needless to say, this event takes place in July. They stand trial, but
their lives are spared due to the special circumstances of the case.
The source was clear, down to the tiniest details. For example, one of the
survivors in the novel—A. Gordon Pym, as luck would have it—does not agree to
the murder. In the real case there was a sailor named Brooks who also did not go
along with the scheme and, though he did join in the feast, he was not tried. In the
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end, the symmetries—the number and attitude of the participants, their subsequent
rescue, the month in which the events occurred, even the name of the victim—
suggested more than mere coincidence. Even so, I was still in the dark regarding
the importance Poe attached to the name Reynolds at the time of his death. Yes,
my discovery was interesting. I had managed to track it down by following an
intuition that resulted from something I thought I had glimpsed in his work. Still,
I was unable to discover the reason for the drastic change of character in the final
days of his life. What was he trying to convey through his anguish? It seemed that
the key to this question was to be found in the novel. I plodded on, unable to find
the answer. . . .
Determined to get to the bottom of it, I went looking for the book where the
case of the Mignonette was cited. Unable to locate it in any of the bookstores, I
finally found it in the British Museum. I searched for the date on which the event
had taken place. When at last I found it, I couldn’t help but experience the icy
chill that Poe’s characters always have run up their spines: July of . . . 1884! It
had taken place thirty-five years after the poet’s death, forty-four years after
publication of the first edition of The Narrative of A. Gordon Pym, and fifty-seven
years after the actual event took place. It made no sense. I went to the newspapers
of the time and found the stories relating to the trial. I made photocopies of the
Flying Post out of Devon from the third and the sixth of November, 1884 and the
Exeter and Plymouth Gazette from the seventh of November, 1884. I dug still
deeper. They allowed me to make copies of the court records in which a number
of facts appear. For example, the Mignonette weighed nineteen tons. It was
shipwrecked sixteen hundred nautical miles from Cape Town. The only surviving
crew members were Thomas Dudley, captain; first officer Stephens, thirty-one
years old; and a sailor named Brooks, thirty-eight. With them was a boy, Richard
Parker, who was seventeen. The latter drank sea water and became seriously ill.
After three weeks they decided that one of them must die, and Dudley ran a knife
through Parker. At the trial, the jury was unable to reach a verdict, and the case
went before the Royal Court in London. The men were freed after paying fines of
fifty and one hundred pounds respectively.
No, this was definitely not a case of falsifying newspaper accounts and court
records to make the events coincide with the novel. So, I began my search all over
again, this time starting from the other end. I researched material in the Southern
Literary Messenger out of Richmond, Virginia, the monthly magazine managed
by Poe and edited by Thomas W. White. I looked at the issues of January and
February of 1837. Then I went to the 1838 New York edition of the novel and to
all the editions that followed right up until the time of the case in 1884. The
names and events were identical in all of them.
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I reconsidered the facts. For several days before his death, all traces of the
poet were lost. He then reappeared in our dimension in a state of delirium, calling
out for Reynolds in an attempt to alter the events he had foreseen. This was
doubly impossible because Reynolds was already dead and the protagonists in the
tragedy were not even born. He was no doubt delirious. . . Or was he perhaps
desperate to give evidence of events that had not yet transpired? If this were the
case, the poet chose dear old Margareth to communicate his message to me. He
launched that message-in-a-bottle into the waves of time some one hundred and
forty years ago in Baltimore on the day of his death: October 3, 1849.
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Software and Hardware

Oh, Newton, Newton, what would you have dreamed
had you eaten the apple?
Dear Michel:
In a few minutes I will be leaving the Olympic Village in Oslo. I hope you
will think of me as a good friend, even though I shocked you, as you once
confessed, with my “monstrous” behavior. I place in your hands the fragments of
this memoir, hoping you will find in them a few of the many explanations I owe
you. I do this also out of gratitude for the considerable amount of time you were
forced to put up with me, your most unusual and incomprehensible student.
I salute you today for having produced the greatest gymnast of all time! In
the future, as you find that your students are unable to surpass my achievements,
please try not to torment them. Neither they nor any of the other young gymnasts
in the world will ever be able to improve upon what I have done. The odds are
totally against it. Au revoir!

The Absurdity of the Law of Gravitation
As always, there was the law of gravity. I knew at some point, even if only
once, the formula for descent—g = 9.7800 m/s2—could be overcome. Among the
various laws that govern falling bodies, I was interested only in those relating to
space and velocity. The first one stated: distance travelled is proportional to the
square of time elapsed. The second said: velocity achieved is proportional to time
elapsed during descent. As a result, I have spent a fair amount of time
investigating this scientific absurdity—from experiments with inclined planes or
Atwood’s machines right up to modern nuclear physics. In the beginning, there
were dirigibles, airplanes, and rockets capable of leaving the Earth’s orbit. Then
there was Minkovski’s flying grid, which was elevated by means of ion impulses.
By now we have superconductors and opposing electromagnetic fields,
portending the arrival of the antigravity vehicle. Nonetheless, in Leonardo’s
flying machine and the first airplane designed by the Wright brothers I could see a
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connecting thread that began in dreams and eventually worked its way into
fiction. So it was easy for me to read The Little Prince by Saint-Exupéry and
Richard Bach’s Jonathan Livingston Seagull as books by writers who were
aviators in their extra-literary lives and who were obsessed by the desire to
liberate themselves from g = 9.7800 m/s2.
I also came across a copy of Italo Calvino’s Six Memos for the Next
Millenium. The author recommends “lightness” to future generation of writers,
citing Cyrano and Swift. (The former flew to the moon and the latter supported
the island of Laputa by means of a magnet.) He also mentions Kundera and
claims to see the ineluctable weight of living in The Unbearable Lightness of
Being. By way of conclusion he states, “It is true that software cannot exercise its
powers of lightness except through the weight of hardware. But it is software that
gives the orders, acting on the outside world and on machines.” Taken to its final
consequences, this idea would have forced him to categorize as “de-natured” the
school of thought that considers the human body as mere hardware in the employ
of intelligent software. Calvino, like all intellectuals, was unfamiliar with the
body in a practical sense and was unaware that it was fully capable of achieving
the lightness he sought.

The Machine Begins to Work
As a child I was taken to exhibitions and competitions, but I wasn’t old
enough to participate in a gymnastics program. As a result, I wasted countless
hours doing those ridiculous Danish exercises and Swedish calisthenics, led by
teachers who were equally boring. Either the teacher was fat, bald, and old, or he
would show up in a T-shirt, wornout tennis shoes, and over-sized shorts that came
down to his knees. It was out of this experience, no doubt, that I developed my
aversion to certain kinds of sportswear: puffy golf knickers and riding pants, and
baggy shorts worn by soccer players and rugby players with their big rear ends
sticking out. These clothes eventually turned up in the fashion industry in the
form of those horrible Bermuda shorts and their cousins, culottes. What an eyeopener it was for me years later when I met a group of Danish champions who
were critical of Danish gymnastics, an American team that made fun of Bermuda
shorts, and some German female gymnasts who detested culottes. “Just common
sense,” I told myself, once again reconciled with the Universe.
One day after my class in “physical education,” I hid in the locker room.
Sneaking through some hospital-like hallways, I came to a flight of stairs. Going
up, I found myself on a balcony used for viewing exhibition matches. There was a
wide set of bleachers blanketted in total darkness. I sat in a corner and gazed at

Day of the Winged Lion

© TWM 1993-6. Limited circulation. All rights reserved.

30

the main gym, which was off limits to me. What a vision of Paradise! Walls lined
with enormous mirrors, ropes, trapezes, railings, parallel bars, side horses, rings,
springboards. . . it had everything. Mats as far as the eye could see, trampolines to
make you soar with each leap, cushioned pits to break your fall after a dangerous
somersault. But most important of all was the team standing around the coach
who was yelling like a madman: “The scoring system is based on strength, speed,
balance, rhythm, stamina, reflexes, and elegance. . . if you haven’t worked on all
those things, you’ll lose tenths of a point. That’s right, you’ll lose. You! You bag
of potatoes! Gymnastics isn’t like other sports where you add up goals or points
or anything. Here they take away points. Points for mistakes you make.”
Several months went by, but on the day of my birthday, flashing my ID card
at the gate keeper, I watched the door swing open before me and made my
triumphal entrance. The smell of wax, chalk, resin, and floor mats filled my lungs
like the morning air. I had barely taken my first step onto the shiny wood floor
when a hand lifted me up into the air by the seat of my pants. “Where’re your
stirrup pants, kid?” he barked, and in a flash I was out on the street. Later I would
make them pay for that little birthday present! The next day I repeated my attempt
and this time no one noticed me. That was the first time I began to train seriously
under the guidance of a coach. He put me in the class known as “beginners zero.”
Under his direction, the goal of each of us in the group of twenty apprentices was
to avoid being cut. After six months, only five out of the original group remained.
We moved on to a new coach and our first one got a new batch. The five of us
found ourselves in a semi-circle around our tormentor, who looked us over, up
and down, one at a time. “Where’re your stirrup pants, kid?” he yelled at me. The
stirrups were attached to the inside of my pants, and I pulled them down and
slipped them under my shoes.
“Now, give me your names. No last names. We go by first names here.
Name, age, and experience.”
“René, seven and a half, two years at this ‘stuff.’”
The teacher’s eyes opened wide. When I again called my previous experience
“stuff,” refusing to call it “gymnastics,” it was as if an arrow had pierced his
heart. I quickly became his favorite student, practicing twice as hard as everyone
else and all too often serving as an example of what not to do. That challenge
helped me more than any training. From the start, I appreciated his rough
treatment, devoid of any sugar-coated hypocrisy. In the end, they wanted
champions, and I wanted my body to be the handiest tool around.
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The Slow Learner and the Fly
From the time I was born until the age of four, I was a slow learner. My
reflexes weren’t good. I had to do the simplest things over and over. I could never
do anything until I understood it thoroughly. For example, if I wanted to pick up a
block, no matter how many times I tried, it always came out the same way—
wrong. I did everything over and over, as if for the first time. As a result, it took
me a long time to learn to talk. I remember my parents coaxing me to say “mama”
and “dada.” But I only saw their huge mouths, heard their sounds, and sensed
their strange wishes. One day a fly landed on my face, then flew away. I sensed a
difference between the feeling it left with me and the one the insect took away
with it in the air. I saw it take off and decided to try to grab it. I did this with such
speed that the nurse on duty ran to tell everyone the good news. When I began to
walk at the age of three, I made such rapid progress that before long I was able to
keep my balance in some of the most unexpected places. I believe the same thing
happened with my ability to speak. Only when I was ready to talk and sensed the
oppressive atmosphere around me did I set in motion the machine of language,
my speed and dexterity increasing on a daily basis. At that time the “maturation”
theory of the nervous system was in vogue. They concluded that I was normal but
had “matured” at a slower rate than normal. In order to prevent me from relapsing
into idiocy, I was taken to classes in diction, drama, music, and calisthenics. If the
intent of these well-meaning people was to involve me in the educational system,
the attempt simply did not work until my fourth birthday, since I was a slow
learner. And by the time I was five, I had already picked up most of the basic
activities on my own.
When I entered school, I relapsed into that dreaded imbecility because I
couldn’t for the life of me figure out how “two” could be the same thing as “one
plus one.” To be honest, I still don’t understand it. Saying that two completely
different ideas are the same thing is a total mystery to me. The situation got a little
better when I understood the set of conventions being used and when they
explained to me that they weren’t the same but “equivalent.” But one problem
persisted: they couldn’t get me to pay attention to a lesson on national heroes if
the teacher lectured. I listened to history from the age of the crustaceans to
Napoleon taking careful notes on the teacher’s tone of voice, gestures,
movements, and emotional nuances. I managed to overcome this only some time
later when I taught myself how to write with both hands. With my left hand I
would summarize the lectures, while with my right I jotted down notes on every
breath and muscle movement my teacher made. After a while, I could do this
without writing. With time, I was able to grasp form and content simultaneously.
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Adrenalin and Greek Tragedy
At school I threw myself into all the games, playing them as intensely as
possible while surrounded by plodding classmates who tired easily. Until I was
seven, I was interested in all sports. But when I started the “beginners zero” class,
I began to shed the soft, slow-reacting muscle of the swimmer, the bulk of the
weight-lifter, and the leanness of the long-distance runner. The only thing I was
interested in was the height that could be achieved in the pole vault and in
freestyle gymnastics. In the former, it was a question of rising into the air while
balanced on a pole. In the latter, one did twists and turns while falling to the floor
like lead. It was clear that every sport produced uneven muscle development,
training one part of the body to move faster than another. Gymnastics was the
only sport that did what I wanted. It required not only a strict diet, hours of daily
training, and adequate sleep, but also the precision of a program that took
complete control of the body. With the appropriate precautions, it was broadly
applicable to a wide range of activities. If I had told my teachers in drama class or
music class that what I really wanted to do was to turn my body into a finelytuned instrument with the help of a rigorous training program, they would have
thought I was just joking. They did not understand that even when I was joking,
my thoughts flowed in a single direction. That’s why, when polishing a dramatic
role for the stage or jumping around the staves while composing a piece of music,
what I was really doing was fine-tuning my muscles and becoming conscious of
my limbs. Once, playing Jason in Euripides’ Medea, I delivered the following
lines at the end of the play: “O Zeus, dost hear how I am driven hence; dost mark
the treatment I receive from this she-lion, fell murderess of her young? Yet so far
as I may and can, I raise for them a dirge, and do adjure the gods to witness how
thou hast slain my sons, and wilt not suffer me to embrace or bury their dead
bodies.” Why did the audience applaud my performance with such enthusiasm?
I’ll tell you why: it was because I knew how to turn glucose, insulin, adrenalin,
and hormones into dramatic expression.
From music I gained an understanding of the inner rhythm of movement. At
first, it served as a metronome to time the front scissors, back scissors, and double
leg circles on the horse. Then I began humming a few melodies as I did my
routine on the rings. Later on, I used selections from Orff for the compulsory
routines in the competition. And in the end, I included optional routines in my
program, feeling my body carry out dodecaphonic orders in which every muscle
was a different instrument acting in harmony.
It seemed that the Soviets were trying to do something similar. Watching
them day after day in slow-motion video, I recognized the machine-like tempo of
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Prokovief in their movements. They were still in the habit of using music as an
objective support mechanism. They were unaware of the mental function that
musical images play in body movement. Simply put, I would say they worked
with perception, while I, day after day, was turning an idea into reality.
Nevertheless, their team was ahead of its time in introducing dance movements
into traditional routines. Their techniques ran into some roadblocks with Western
judges during competition, but with time this school made significant inroads
until it found itself sweeping meet after meet. As a result of its influence, and with
the arrival of artistic gymnastics for women, the Romanian female gymnasts
eventually wound up inventing the takeoff that stunned the world.
At age thirteen I was junior champion in all categories and was already
learning how to become less dependent on visual perception. I could go from one
apparatus to another blindfolded, judging distances by means of internal censors.
Meanwhile, the music was taking effect. At that time I learned that the running
start used for the horse and freestyle routines should not be done on the tips of the
toes as is traditionally taught. Instead, they should be performed from a flat-footed
position with a forward motion, the legs making imaginary circles that decrease in
diameter as one approaches the point of take off. And the jump itself should be
done in a heel-foot-toe sequence, producing that long glide previously seen only
in dancers like Nijinsky. The ballet critics of the time had called such moves
“impossible flights.” Well, they weren’t really flights but movements involving
everything from the abductors, rectals, and thigh muscles to the annular ligaments
in the ankles.
Another important element I managed to perfect was stamina, improving my
ability to take in oxygen, eliminate carbon dioxide and lactic acid, and increase
the performance of certain heavily-taxed organs, like my lungs, heart, liver, and
kidneys. Based on the principle of interval and duration, I worked on my general
anaerobic endurance, as understood by Hegedüs. Despite the lack of oxygen, this
provided the stamina necessary for sudden bursts of speed, as opposed to the more
limited stamina required for a particular group of muscles. But after observing a
number of athletes, I became convinced that the oxygen debt in the brain caused
by poor training techniques had the effect of decreasing certain abilities. For that
reason, I concentrated on my breathing and became adept at producing an
unrestricted flow of oxygen, breathing in through my nose and out through my
mouth, like a metronome accompanying every movement. Nor did I allow my
heart to experience what I called “the threshold of aerobic breakdown,” which I
calculated to be 180 beats per minute.
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Paranoia Won’t Get You Anywhere!
From time to time, either the National Sports Committee or my wonderful
teacher, Michel, would ask me to speak to the gymnasts on one of the national
teams. This time it was the team travelling to Brussels to compete in the
divisional championship.
In the main gym I began talking to the group of athletes seated in a semicircle around me. They listened and took notes as I outlined the standard set of
criteria for scoring high marks in what the judges call “elegance.” For them,
elegance consists of straight lines in the hands and the feet, thighs held together,
head up, shoulders down, entrances and exits clearly marked. . . I added that this
was only the outward appearance of gymnastics. When the Greeks invented the
Olympics, they captured the soul within the body. That is why philosophers
expounded their ideas in the gymnasia, and painters and sculptors likewise were
inspired by the form of the body. To them, the body was not just a natural object,
as in the case of animals—it was something that should be humanized. But I soon
interrupted my talk, noting an impatience in my listeners that emanated from their
egotism and arrogance. Nothing I had to say was worth listening to if it didn’t
speak directly to their immediate interests. Of course, they all wanted to be
superstars.
So there I was with a bunch of stuck-up brats who saw themselves as
supermen. I knew very well that in their mixed up little minds the impossible
dream of becoming a champion was beginning to take shape. It went something
like this: if one could only learn to produce slower falls, then increasingly
complex moves could be added to any routine. Something similar occurred in
experts in other fields. Houdini, for example, trained endlessly to escape from an
enclosure in an effort to overcome certain physical limitations. In his case, it was
a struggle against the law of impenetrability, just as in the case of our fearless
gymnasts it was a struggle against g = 9.7800 m/s2. In an attempt to mitigate the
effects of this paranoia, I tried to distract them from what was unattainable, at
least for them.
I gave them the following explanation: “Mass rotating in a circular motion
tends to move outward from its axis, its centrifugal force being proportional to the
square of the velocity of rotation. At the equator, centrifugal force is \F(1,289) (the
intensity of g, 289 being the square root of seventeen). If the circular motion is
seventeen times faster than the Earth’s rotation, g is zero. With the Earth rotating
at 1,665 kilometers per hour, a speed of more than 28,305 kilometers per hour is
required to escape the pull of gravity. Now then, boys, when you do a giant swing
on the horizontal bar, what’s your average speed? Sixty kilometers per hour. That
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force is completely centrifugal, since the bar exerts almost no gravitational pull. If
you weigh seventy-five kilos, at sixty kilometers per hour the force on the bar is
equal to three hundred kilos. So when you do a flying dismount, you can reach a
height much greater than the bar itself and do a triple in a tuck position or a
double in a lever. Note that there is a dead point at which you are neither rising
nor falling. . . When does this occur? Obviously, it would be in the middle of the
triple or the double in a lever. And what is your height at that point? Of course, it
would be above the bar. . . At that instant your body weight is zero. But gravity
will pull you to the floor within one second since you are at a point no higher than
9.78 meters. Well then, my little angels, how are you ever going to manage to fly
in these impossible conditions? To begin with, you would have to do six
somersaults in a tuck position or four in a lever, and that would be possible only if
you reached a velocity of 120 kilometers per hour. On top of that, your weight
would increase to 600 kilos, and you would have to be able to hold on to the bar
without letting go too soon. And then, from a height of more than nine meters
above the ground, you would fall to the floor like a piano. On the second rotation,
if you got off center, the force would break down the way it does in a gyroscope,
which also works against gravity through centrifugal force. The rotations would
have to be done at a speed that would rip your clothes off, not to mention your
head. Then there’s the question of the elasticity of the bar itself. Though it may
help with the release, you’ll still find yourself on the ground in less than a second.
And to make things worse, no one’s ever been able to do more than a double
twisting dismount in a lever position. As a result, the one second descent time will
never be broken. So save your dreams—dreams that have haunted the world’s
greatest gymnasts. Save them for when you lay your thick skulls down on your
pillows at night. Forget about the myth of prolonging that instant of suspension.
That’s all I have to say!”
They looked at me with hatred in their eyes—the same hatred I’ve seen in
physicists when you rub their noses in the 299,792 kilometer per second limit of
the speed of light. Everyone knows it. They teach it to all their students. Still,
does that give anyone the right to go around shouting it out? No doubt a little
voice inside tells them that someday that limit will be broken. Physicists, unlike
gymnasts, usually won’t say what’s on their minds, unless in a careless moment
they reach out and take a bite out of Newton’s sparkling apple or Röemer’s
celestial apples (depending on whether the question has to do with gravitation or
the speed of light).
When I finished my presentation, I took out a digital dynamometer I had
made and hooked up the terminals to the center supports on the bar. I asked them
to watch the meter for any increase in weight relative to speed. Then I mounted
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the bar, went to a vertical position and, insisting they read the meter out loud, I
began to spin. In unison, they read:
“280... 290... 150... 90... 50...”
My release was the usual double back twist, and I nailed my landing on the
mat. According to the meter, as my spinning increased my weight decreased. . .
which was absurd. No one said anything. It was obvious that everyone thought
there was something wrong with the gauge on the dynamometer. They simply
adjusted the figures, wrote them down, and the lesson on theory and practice was
over.

That Strange Vibration
For a considerable period of time I dedicated myself to turning my body into
a kind of sound image. Every cell inside me, vibrating from within, would transfer
the sensation, first to the bar, then to the turnbuckles, from there to the floor, and
finally to the walls and even the air in the gymnasium. It was a question of
translating the spirit of music into the most beautiful expression of bodily
elegance. Like a guitar vibrating soulfully to the pulse of the strings, transmitting
its sound and resonating with other objects as well as the human ear, my body
became the instrument in question. By the way, as these vibrations are transmitted
to other bodies, the speed of their source drastically increases.
Which brings us to the present point in time, in which the Olympics have
become an artistic event. I won’t go over everything that took place the day I
received the highest possible scores on every apparatus. I’ll just tell you how it all
ended, which to my mind was the best part.
Facing the silent crowd, the expectant judges, and the other gymnasts, as well
as the attention of millions of television viewers, I walked slowly to the bar. I ran
my foot over a bar of resin so that my shoes wouldn’t slip on takeoff. Then I
rubbed chalk on my hands to get rid of any perspiration. Marking my starting
point and taking a deep breath, I mounted the bar. Within a few seconds I had run
through a set of routines and was at the end of the series. From a vertical position,
I started the giant swing. By the ninety degree mark, I was already on target. At
180 degrees, vibrations began to emanate from within me out to my muscles. At
270 degrees, the bar began to quiver in unison with the idea taking shape in my
mind. At 360 degrees, I was vertical again, and a wave shot through the
turnbuckles to the floor of the gymnasium. I began the second turn at an high rate
of speed while reversing my train of thought as follows:“.etareneg flesym I taht
ecrof lagufirtnec eht yb detagen eno eht si stnuoc taht ecrof lanoitativarg ylno eht
dna ,sixa ym si rab eht ecnis elttil srettam (1 nes 99170500.0 + 75520199.0) ip 2
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= g elop eht ot rotauqe s’htraE eht morf yllanoitroporp gnisaercni ,noitarelecca
fo refsnart ehT .2 – (R/a + 1) g = (R/a + 1)/1 g = 'g—sehsinimid thgiew ym sa
deeps my esaercin I .drawkcab sevom dnim ym ni egami sti sa drawrof sevom
ydob seerged ytenin tA” [“At ninety degrees my body moves forward as its image
in my mind moves backward. I increase my speed as my weight diminishes—g' =
g 1/(1 + a/R) = g (1 + a/R) – 2. The transfer of acceleration, increasing
proportionally from the Earth’s equator to the pole (g = 2 pi (0.99102557 +
0.00507188 sen l) matters little since the bar is my axis and the only gravitational
force that counts is the one negated by the centrifugal force that I myself
generate.”] At 180 degrees, the symphony I selected for the occasion had already
begun. I was counting on the fact that it would be easily recognizable to the
audience. . . “A cop out,” I thought. “On the other hand, why shouldn’t they enjoy
themselves?” At that moment, as I was performing my calculations, I had already
previewed in my mind the third movement of the symphony and was approaching
the fourth, having moved ahead of the baritone and the four voices. The bar
trembled. The turnbuckles, the floor, and the walls began to amplify the signal,
which explains why I replaced the voices with brass wind instruments after the
long pause in the score. Changing to F major, Beethoven’s Choral exploded with
a luminous sound where no chorus or conventional brass can be heard. . . The
entire atmosphere was drowned in music. The audience leaped from their seats as
if propelled by springs. The judges’ papers flew into the air and several gymnasts
fell over backwards banging their rear ends on the mats, the floor, and the chalk
receptacles. I passed through the 360 degree position for the second time,
delighting in Schiller’s ridiculous “Ode to Joy,” which Beethoven had set to
music: “The angel stands in the presence of God! Even the miserable worm is
granted satisfaction.” The syntax in the original German is completely different:
“Wollust ward dem Wurm gegeben und der Cherub steht vor Gott!” The little
angels were strewn all over the floor like miserable little worms, their backsides
powdered with chalk. . .
Finally, at 270 degrees into the second rotation, I released and, spinning like
a top in a rapid series of twists, I rose into a lever and repeated the move three
times until I had reached the dead point ten meters above the ground. I began
descending like one of those space capsules floating gently down to the surface of
the moon. It took ten long seconds for my feet to land on the mat and my series to
end. Taking advantage of the astonishment of the crowd, I quickly slipped out as
one of the judges cried: “Turn down the music! You’re ruining an incredible
series with those speakers blasting!. . . Idiots!”
Now I’m in my room finishing this up with my right hand, as I attempt to
penetrate the wooden surface of the desk with the index finger of my left hand. I
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ask myself: must I accept the law of impenetrability simply because perception
tells me that one body cannot occupy the same space as another?
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The Huntress

The Radiotelescope at Monte Tlapán
The director of the observatory, Shoko Satiru, finished her work for the day.
The alarm clock buzzed gently. It was 9:00 P.M. Removing her overalls, she
remembered that Pedro would be arriving shortly. For two years she had repeated
this routine every Tuesday. She finished the adjustments on the radiotelescope
and shed her shiny yellow overalls. Fixing her hair, she compared her Asiatic
features with those in the photo she had placed on the mirror at a slight angle. She
never ceased to admire that Aztec face which was so like her own. The image of
The Huntress, as the archeologists called her, had been sculpted in solid stone
seven hundred years earlier. The figure in profile held a rectangular object with a
thin bar protruding, which the scholars had identified as a hunting dagger. As for
the rest, no one could provide any reasonable explanation for her strange clothing
or the plumed headdress like those worn by the ancient Aztecs. But to the
untrained eye it merely seemed like wavy, wind-blown hair. At the archeological
site she had met Pedro, who presented her with a photo of The Huntress and said
softly, “Now I know who you are.” That phrase began a splendid relationship.
Shoko prepared herself for another evening in town with her escort. In a
moment she would hear the car rumbling over the stones, spiraling its way up the
last hill that ended at the observatory’s esplanade. Pedro would approach the
entrance and the guard would display him on closed-circuit TV. They would talk
briefly, and a short time later they would be together below in the warm, starry
night.
But this time the Tuesday ritual was different. Without appearing on camera,
Pedro had climbed the steps to the dome. The metal doors opened and he entered
quickly.
“You’ve got to fix this, Shoko. If we send it to the city, it will take them
several days to get it working right. You have all the necessary tools right here
and you know how to do it. Without the remote control we’ll have to open and
close the door by hand.”
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“Of course,” she said, “of course.” Turning off the motors, she took the
remote to a work table. Instinctively, she unhooked the yellow overalls and in a
few seconds was in them. Letting her hair down, she began working on the piece
of equipment.
“It’s a short circuit,” she muttered. She saw the defect in the wave on the
oscilloscope. As she changed the damaged transistor, Pedro’s mind wandered to
thoughts of lips and breath, to skin and the burning depths of bodies meeting. . .
“We’re going to have to readjust the transmission frequency so that it will
operate at four meters, two centimeters, twenty-five millimeters.” She worked
with the fervor of a brilliant telecommunications engineer who was valued by her
company back in Japan. “Imagine. Not a single chip. This primitive toy made of
transistors works at a distance of just a few feet, while the radiotelescopes we use
receive signals from millions of light years away. . . Four meters, two centimeters,
twenty-five millimeters. Just over 168 megahertz. There. Done!”
Extending the control antenna, she pushed the “on” button. Immediately, the
lights in the laboratory flickered. A dull thud could be heard in the dome’s motors
and the radiotelescope’s parabolic antennae began to rotate searching for a
message from the distant stars. The motors sparked and the lights all around grew
dim. Perhaps because of these contrasting effects, Pedro had the sensation that he
was losing Shoko in a stroboscopic tunnel. Thrust by a blue electric wind, she
seemed to be moving into the distance with the remote in her hand. In an instant,
all twenty monitors recovered, revealing the profile of The Huntress.
Quickly, the dome was flooded with people who at first stood dumbfounded
before the screens. Then the staff tried to activate the controls to the
radiotelescope, but the power failure kept it frozen. Telephones rang confirming
that the transmission with the human figure had proceeded from that location,
from the radiotelescope at Monte Tlapán. In fact, a set of observation points
around the world were connected in such a way that an image detected in one
location was simultaneously broadcast to all other links in the network. Thus,
notwithstanding the brown out, Monte Tlapán continued transmitting to its sister
stations. What was uncertain was the source of the image of The Huntress. Eight
minutes after the initial disturbance, the normal flow of electricity was restored,
and with it the image vanished. Stellar traces arriving from the other
radiotelescopes once again appeared on the twenty monitors.
Shoko climbed out of her overalls. She quickly walked down to the esplanade
with Pedro following. As the car drove off, she nervously held the remote and the
photograph she had rescued from the dome. In the warm, starry night, the vehicle
began its descent toward the distant lights of the town.
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Fragile Memory
Only upon entering the large house did they speak.
“I saw a series of rays of light, like the strobe lights in a dance hall that catch
the dancers in freeze frame. In this case, it was your image that seemed to be
moving quickly away into the distance to the rhythm of blue flashes of light.”
“How can that be, Pedro? The frequency was almost sixteen cycles per
second. Our monitors can’t produce that kind of range.”
“Maybe. But I do know that at the same time I had the sensation of being
pushed in the opposite direction by some kind of wind, and I smelled a strong
odor of ozone.”
“You’re not being clear. I can’t understand you,” cried Shoko, almost
hysterical. Pedro gently put his arm around her and slowly explained:
“You were moving in the opposite direction through a long tunnel. It didn’t
last more than two or three seconds, but when you came back and I saw you with
the remote in your hand, I could tell that you were The Huntress. It’s not just a
figure of speech anymore like it was in the beginning. . . For two years we haven’t
spoken about what has just blown up in our faces.” She began to sob but quickly
regained her composure, interrupting Pedro.
“Let’s start over. I know something happened, but I have no way of knowing
how much time elapsed. I must have had an experience like waking up from a
dream and remembering nothing. For me, time was suspended. For you, it was a
set of experiences that lasted for several seconds. Then the image froze on the
monitors for eight minutes.”
Pedro suggested they put it all down in writing and look at it the next day.
That’s what they did. After a while, exhausted, they collapsed on the bed,
carrying with them a mixture of confusion and despair. A short time later, he was
sound asleep.
Shoko tossed and turned, rehashing it all in her troubled dreams. At the
summit of Monte Tlapán there was no observatory. She found herself facing a
splendid man dressed like an Aztec. In a flash, this luminous sculptor had
translated her features onto a block of stone. Her clothes, the remote, and her hair
blowing in the wind were shaped onto the rock. Once there, the image moved as if
it were alive. Then, without words, he said something about the equilibrium of the
Earth, which would be re-established by means of an apparatus he would leave
somewhere for a period of centuries. Unintentionally, she would accelerate the
process, putting the entire project at risk. It would be necessary to turn part of the
excess energy back on itself, reducing it until it became matter. This process
would carry her back to the original point in time, and the same would be true of
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everything related to the moment of the accident. It was a way of reordering
things without setting off a chain of events that would affect the larger systems.
Shoko thought she understood that her memory of deep time would be connected
centuries before her own birth through an event that would take place in the
future. But this luminous being opened his hands and she was projected once
again into her own world.
They got out of bed just as the floor and the furniture began to creak. It was
shaking. They got to the large patio just as the tremor stopped. Day was breaking
and a gentle breeze blew in the direction of Tlapán.

The Aztec Calendar
Around the year 1300, the region of Tlapán was an important link in the
Aztec empire. The illustrated book containing the story of the long journey
through the darkness told by those who had arrived and established the original
community, was guarded there. On a hill in the region, the god Quetzalcoatl had
descended and visited different areas of the Earth. There he taught everythingthat-is. But one morning other gods, riding an enormous plumed serpent, came
looking for him. Before departing with them, he left behind the enormous flying
ship in which he had arrived, hiding it in a place known only to a few wise men.
The descendants of the wise men would know what to do when the moment
arrived, because their instructions were engraved on a stone disk. But if anyone
made a mistake, the flying ship would fly away and return to its master. Thus,
Quetzalcoatl and the other gods abandoned the mortals, flying away in the
direction of the morning star. A century later, Montezuma II arrived at Tlapán and
gathered the wise men so that they would reveal the secret of Quetzalcoatl since
the bothersome legend was being whispered throughout the empire. The
emperor’s learned subjects explained that the significance of the stone disk had
been greatly exaggerated. In truth, it was a calendar serving equally well to
predict the astronomical cycles as it did to determine the right time to plant or to
harvest. With the emperor’s blessing, Tlapán was designated as the best
observation point for the stars and the fates. In any case, the region was later
abandoned after the arrival of the white man.
But the climactic and geographical truth, distorted by legend, was reestablished centuries later when one of the world-wide chain of radiotelescopes
was installed at a high point in the region, known as “Monte Tlapán.” Otherwise,
the region was noteworthy for its history, in particular for the archeological site
located in the vicinity of the observatory. The personnel of both sites would cross
paths and meet in the sleepy little town to trade stories of stars and fabulous
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kingdoms. It was not odd, then, that the head of the archeological team should
meet a Japanese tourist working a short distance away who wanted to know more
about the history of the area.

Time and the Rock
Leaving the large house, they headed toward the hills. But first they stopped
at the site. It was early and the work crews were not yet there. The caretakers
came out to meet them with a hint of alarm in their voices.
“Don Pedrito, last night there was a strong quake followed by wind that
nearly swept us off our feet. We didn’t dare go into the compound, but something
might have fallen inside.”
“Don’t worry, Juan. We’ll check it out.”
To one side rose the stepped sides of the pyramid with its truncated apex.
They began climbing the pyramid, finally arriving at the terrace and the door that
guarded the entrance. Pedro extended the antenna on the remote. When he pushed
the button, the motor responded opening the heavy metal door. He gave Shoko a
soft pat on the back: “Good job!”
Pedro turned on the lights as he entered the compound. It was filled with saw
horses, work tables, chests, and shelves filled with artifacts and equipment. In a
poorly lighted corner, a stone tablet revealed the true dimensions of The Huntress.
The visitors stood enthralled for a moment as they contemplated the figure. In a
soft voice, Shoko asked where it had been found. Pedro told her the story of the
excavation for the observatory’s foundation. Some time later the stone had been
lowered to the main site and then returned to its present location.
A new tremor drowned out Pedro’s voice. The noise of ceramic vases
rattling, walls creaking, and the metal door vibrating accompanied the swaying of
the lights suspended from long cables. At that moment, panic-stricken but frozen
with fright, they watched the image of The Huntress appear to move, awakened
by a soft phosphorescent glow that bathed the tablet. It seemed to them that the
stone’s relief had lost some of its sharpness, as if it were suddenly showing the
effects of the passage of time. Shoko felt that something profound was being
rekindled in her memory.
Meanwhile, the crew of workers had arrived with their usual commotion. A
short time later, at the base of the pyramid, Pedro gave the orders for
precautionary measures to reinforce the site in case of an earthquake.
They left and headed toward the hill. On the way, it was apparent that the
wind was kicking up in every direction toward Tlapán. Before long, they arrived
at the esplanade of the observatory. Shoko quickly went in while Pedro waited
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patiently in the car. At last she came out and got in the car. Leaning back against
the seat, she sighed and began to talk about how things were always getting
messed up, how after every little tremor the circuits overloaded, and how the wind
that had been blowing since the previous evening had created a cloud of dust that
was hanging in the air and generating false stellar traces. She had changed two
voltage stabilizers herself and needed to go back to town to order replacements.
She didn’t want to go by helicopter, so she would take her car or one of the
company vans. They kissed, promising to meet that evening at the big house.

The Sierra Madre Is to Blame
“Report of the Investigating Commission Regarding the Incident Known as
‘Echo Retransmission.’ Leading the field team: Dr. M. Pri and Prof. A. Gort.
“A 9:12 P.M. on March 15, 1990, the astronomical complex at Monte Tlapán
ceased its retransmission of radio astronomical signals. A video transmission
emanating from the affected observatory was detected in the network, which at
that time included stations in Costa Rica, Sidney, Sining, and Osaka. For a period
of eight minutes, a fixed human figure was observed in place of the usual stellar
beams. In the initial investigation, the technicians reported that the automatic
tracking system had accidentally focused on NGC-132, receiving signals from a
radio source some 352 light years away. Dr. Shoko Satiru stated that the
seventeen staff members under her supervision concurred that there had been a
brown out lasting eight minutes, after which the system was restored. Given these
events, the Monte Tlapán transmitter should have gone down over the entire
network. Nonetheless, the transmission of a video image from that point forces us
to consider the possibility that an echo from commercial television may have
interfered with Tlapán, substituting its own signal for the stellar source.
Phenomena of this type have been experienced in the past and may be attributed
to television signals bouncing off the Sierra Madre del Sur.
“With nothing further to report, we send our
“Regards,
“M. Pri and A. Gort
“Mexico City, March 20, 1990”
Five days had elapsed since the event at the observatory. The tremors were
occurring with greater frequency and intensity. At first the seismologists from
Mexico City blamed the aforementioned Sierra Madre. There was a known fault
that shifted from time to time, producing sizable earthquakes. But then things
changed. A large area around Tlapán was covered with meters and seismographs.
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The army had cordoned off the area to prevent curious onlookers from
approaching dangerous points. At this time, it was known that underground
volcanic activity was being registered, and if the situation continued, there would
be an explosion of some kind. The graphs displayed a curve that was increasing
exponentially. At first the tremors occurred at twelve hour intervals, then every
eight hours, and so on. The observatory and the archeological site were evacuated.
Binoculars revealed only a few stealthy television reporters foolishly risking their
lives.
In the afternoon, Shoko and Pedro showed their credentials and, after being
given the run around, were finally allowed through the gate that led to the hill. A
few kilometers from Tlapán they pulled off the road and parked by a dry riverbed
seeking relief from the winds, which at times reached hurricane force.

Return to the Heavens
Towards midnight the wind and the tremors had ceased. Pedro tried to start
the car, but the motor wouldn’t turn over. The warm, beautiful night lured them
into walking up to the road. The moon and the stars gave them enough light to see
without stumbling. Suddenly they stopped. The high tension wires carrying
energy to the area began to buzz loudly and shot a bluish glow along their entire
length. Ahead they could see the outline of Monte Tlapán in an array of colors.
Had they been far to the north, they would have sworn that this was the aurora
borealis descending from the sky, dancing about, and continuously changing
color.
Wisely, they sat on some rocks to watch the spectacle. Soon they noticed that
the lights in town were flickering in rhythm to the resplendent light show taking
place on Tlapán. As the latter increased in brilliance, the town was left in total
darkness.
They tried to organize their confused thoughts. The remote control had
produced a tone that activated the motors of the radiotelescope. Sweeping past
other signals, it stopped exactly at NGC-132, 352 light years away, capturing
images produced some 704 years earlier at this very same spot. It had contacted
itself and the contact had lasted until the rotation of the Earth broke the parallax
of the light rays eight minutes later. But for this to happen, it would have been
necessary to have been present 704 years earlier. This was not possible. But it
might have been possible for the remote to activate a huge amplifier either in the
observatory or near it. If this were the case, it might have raised the microvoltage
of cerebral discharges to a frequency of sixteen cycles per second producing the
stroboscopic effects that were observed. That is to say, the amplifier might have
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had the capacity to project images to a nearby nervous system, say, to someone
who was thinking about the photograph of The Huntress. These amplified images
could have interfered with the radiotelescope. We know that the same amplifier
was activated by means of an ionic absorption which turned layers of air into
gusts of wind. As for the rest, the electrical disturbance which led to this
absorption broke down the ohmic resistance between the geological plates
increasing their conductivity and causing them to move. Thus, the earth tremors.
Then the amplifier started up—but that amplifier doesn’t even exist. Similarly, the
leap into the past is completely impossible, unthinkable. Everything is a bundle of
contradictions from start to finish.
The glow from Tlapán increased as dawn approached. When Venus emerged
on the horizon, a roar could be heard that grew in intensity until it was almost
unbearable. The towers with the high tension lines began swaying and several
were torn from their bases. Pedro and Shoko clutched one another tightly on the
ground as they felt a strong quake coming. Lightning bolts struck Tlapán with
increasing intensity until suddenly the top of the hill was blown completely off,
just as if it had been dynamited. . . The observatory was gone and a short time
later the mound cracked open like an eggshell. Enormous fragments fell all
around, and then there was silence.
A huge metallic form began rising slowly from what had been Monte Tlapán.
Glowing in flames of changing color, it rose higher and higher until it became
apparent that it was a huge disk. It began moving toward the terrified observers.
For a time it hovered over them, and they saw the symbol of Quetzalcoatl on its
side. Finally, it took off abruptly in the direction of the morning star. At that
moment Shoko’s deep memory was liberated and she knew that The Huntress had
been freed forever from her confinement in stone.
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Day of the Winged Lion

To Danny
Virtual reality equipment and programs were selling well. Those reaping the
greatest benefit were students of history and natural science. But demand was on
the rise in a large sector of the public who preferred leisurely walks among the
Egyptian pyramids or the flora and fauna of the Amazon jungle as their daily dose
of entertainment. One could go on these trips alone, in a group, or with a guide.
However, many preferred an options menu that could be called up by simply
pressing a button. The catalogue was rich with possibilities ranging from
adaptations of old movies, in which the user became the protagonist, to video
games that allowed one to engage in combat in outer space or in love affairs with
flesh-and-blood celebrities. It was like living in a comic book or a soap opera
filled with stimuli that was realistic enough to cause heart attacks in some thrill
seekers who used programs not recommended by the Committee for the Defense
of the Delicate Nervous System. Some computers ran the most outlandish
programs. Video pirates began to appear on the scene, introducing virtual viruses
that caused personality disassociation and psychosomatic illnesses. It was so easy
to put on a helmet and gloves, turn on the computer, and select a program, that
children were doing it every day during the hours set aside for travel.

A Subcommittee of the Committee for the Defense of the Delicate
Nervous System
Everyone in the subcommittee used code names. It was an aseptic practice.
Alpa set the agenda and supervised the Project, coordinating activities for the
team that had been put together over a period of several years. She had been
recruited in the Alps because of the unusual method she used to train top flight
skiers. While other teachers stressed continuous physical training, her method
brought students together in a large room where images of the giant slalom or ski
jumping were projected over and over again. Once the scenery and the course for
each event had been presented, she darkened the room and asked the participants
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to repeatedly imagine every movement and shift of position in the snow.
Sometimes she accompanied the practice session with soft music that later on, at
bedtime, wafted through the lodge. In this way, some who had never set foot on
the course before the competition skied as if they were from the area.
Tenetor III heard about Alpa when her name was mentioned in a video on
winter sports. Intrigued, he went to Sils Maria to look her up.
The last member recruited was Seguidor, who was placed in charge of
advanced technology personnel. Along with Huron and Pharo, the three
comprised the team assembled thanks to the painstaking efforts of Jalina, who had
a special talent for creating neutral human environments. Tenetor III, a specialist
in communications, was without a doubt the nerve center of the activities outlined
by Alpa, who in turn set priorities for the completion of specific goals and
cronograms. The team was established as a subcommittee of the Committee for
the Defense of the Delicate Nervous System, and due to the fact that Tenetor was
the acting director of said institution, the group managed to function smoothly.

The Project
At the end of the twentieth century, a group of scientists led by an obscure
official at UNESCO had come to the conclusion that within a few decades 85% of
the world population would be functionally illiterate. They calculated that primary
illiteracy would be wiped out in a short time, as the masses moved further away
from books, magazines, and newspapers, and more toward TV, videos,
computers, and holographic projections. In itself, this was nothing to be alarmed
about, since information would continue to flow at an even faster rate and in
larger quantities than in any previous period. But the increase in unstructured
data would not only have an impact on isolated individuals, but in the long run it
would also affect the entire fabric of society. From a specialist’s point of view,
these studies were interesting, since an analytical approach was used every step of
the way, following a computer-generated outline. In the final analysis, however,
the inability to establish coherant global relations would take its toll.
At this time, distrust in the synthesis of thought had increased to the point
that any conversation over three minutes on a general topic was pejoratively
labeled “ideological.” In fact, any attempt at all to deal with generalities was
viewed with disfavor. One could focus only on specific topics. This practice was
followed in educational institutions as well as in the work force. Historians
studied the metal alloys of Etrurian rings in order to explain the way in which
society functioned. Anthropologists, psychologists, and philosophers used
computers to perform grammatical analyses. The degree of externalization and

Day of the Winged Lion

© TWM 1993-6. Limited circulation. All rights reserved.

49

formalism in patterns of thought and feeling was so intense that citizens found
themselves plotting to be different or unusual in some small item of clothing.
While medicine and recreation continued to make progress, everything else
became secondary. As a result, towns and communities died out by not adapting
to the new world order, and successive generations burned themselves out in a
ghastly race to achieve short-term goals. The ability to devise general scientific
theories had dried up in the previous decades. Everything was reduced to the
attempt to apply technologies that were running amok, like a frenzied crowd.
Thus, the UNESCO official presented the report and appealed for help in
studying this social problem and its prognosis for the foreseeable future. A
sizeable budget was immediately allocated for research, perhaps because the
decision-makers believed the effort would help improve efficiency. Thanks to this
misunderstanding, work on the project continued for a number of years. In the
end, the Committee was constituted as an authorized paracultural organism
charged with disseminating information and making recommendations to those
countries that supported UNESCO through the United Nations.
Decades later, with UNESCO gone, the Committee continued to function
even though its source of support was unclear. In any event, it was characterized
as an institution of public welfare with worldwide support provided by a group of
benevolent individuals. The Committee produced annual reports that no one took
seriously. But beyond these activities, its research efforts were directed toward the
development of a model of human behavior exempt from problems that were
clearly on the rise. At that time the Committee believed that a particular type of
unstructured information and education was blocking certain areas of the brain,
causing the initial symptoms of a psychic epidemic that would eventually become
uncontrollable. The “Project,” as it was called by its directors, was to consider
developing an “antidote” capable of unblocking mental activity. But at the time it
was still uncertain whether new procedures for physiological training were
needed, if synthetic chemical substances were required, or whether an electronic
apparatus should be designed to achieve this goal. What was certain was that
slowly but surely millions of blocked individuals were being inexorably
integrated into the collective sphere of society. These individuals, who were
increasingly specialized and less able to reason about their own lives, would
eventually wind up displacing the rest of society, which at that time, lacking any
identifiable goals, would be left to face suicide, neurosis, and a growing
pessimism.
Before his death, that obscure official took the name Tenetor I, leaving the
Project in the hands of his closest collaborators.
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Cosmic Clay
When the surface of the planet began to cool, a precursor arrived and chose
the prototype for the process of procreation. Nothing was more interesting to him
than preparing a chart with n progressive possibilities that branched out in
different directions. The precursor then created the conditions for life. With time,
the yellowish traces of the primitive atmosphere began to turn blue and the
protective shields began functioning within acceptable limits.
Later on, this visitor observed the behavior of the various species. A few
made the move to dry land and hesitantly began to adapt. Others retreated once
again to the seas. Spawn from various environments either succumbed or survived
and continued to adapt unchecked. Every element of chance came into play until
at last there arose a creature of medium stature, capable of learning, and suited for
transfering information and storing memory outside its own immediate circuitry.
This new monster followed an evolutionary pattern that was adequate for the
blue planet: a pair of arms, a pair of eyes, and a brain divided into two
hemispheres. Almost everything about this creature was symmetrical in a
fundamental way, including thoughts, feelings, and actions that had been encoded
in its chemical and nervous system. It would still take time to develop the
temporal dimension and data entry layers for its inner space. As it was, it could
barely distinguish different answers or recognize the difference between
perceptions, dreams, and hallucinations. Its attention span was erratic and, of
course, it could not reflect upon its own actions since it did not understand the
true nature of the objects with which it was interacting. Its own actions were
viewed in reference to objects close enough to touch. As long as it continued to
see itself as a mere reflection of the outside world, it would not allow its will to
surface, which was the only way possible to develop its own mind. The acts of
capturing and fleeing had shaped its initial feelings, expressed through attraction
and repulsion. Slowly the crude, symmetrical bipolarity found in this protospecies
began to change. In the beginning, its behavior was all too predictable. But in
time it would evolve, taking a great leap forward into chance and indeterminacy.
In this way, the visitor looked forward to the birth of the species in which he
had glimpsed fear in the face of death and the vertigo of destructive fury. He had
witnessed these beings as they quivered with hallucinations of love, anguished
over the solitude of the empty Universe, strained to imagine their future, and
fought to decipher clues that pointed to their own beginnings. At some point, this
species made of cosmic clay would set out to discover its own origins, traveling
down unforseen paths along the way.
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Virtual Reality
On that particular day Tenetor III would test the new material provided by
Seguidor. He entered the anecoic chamber, observing the shining experiment table
in the center of an empty area. With his tight jump suit, helmet, gloves, and boots,
he felt like an old-time, metallic biker. Ready for action, he lay down,
immediately changing position. The artifact molded itself to his body like an easy
chair, reclining slightly.
At last he would experience this new phenomenon close up without any of
the projected images found in artifical intelligence programs. His body provided
the pulses and signals that would populate his entire environment without any
distractions. If everything worked properly, he would be able to view a translation
of his mental world thanks to the technology of virtual reality. It was in this area
that the Project had its greatest potential for success.
He lowered his visor and found himself in total darkness. Touching a button
on the helmet, he logged on the system. The illuminated outlines inside the visor
gradually began to appear. The screen was located some twenty centimeters from
his eyes. Suddenly his body appeared suspended in a sphere-shaped, mirrored
room. He looked around in different directions, controlling the monitor precisely.
This did not seem particularly noteworthy given the fact that his ocular nerves
were transmitting signals to the interface connected to the central processing unit.
As he moved his eyes to the right, the images ran in the opposite direction until
they occupied the center of his line of vision. Moving up, the projection went
down, and so on in each direction. He looked at the tip of his right boot, adjusting
the focus carefully to gain more detail. The lens zoomed in on the object until it
occupied the entire screen. Disengaging it, he zoomed back until he appeared as a
tiny point in the center of the mirrored room. The optical program had the
magnification and definition of the best electron microscope and the penetration
of the most powerful telescope. The latter, however, would be useless here, since
no part of the astronomical world could be viewed within the confines of the
projection area inside the helmet.
Today an important advance would be made if the probes Seguidor had
placed on the internal surface of the sensor clothing worked properly. Information
should appear on the screen as nerve impulses activated by various parts of his
body. He touched the second button on the helmet and an alphanumeric column
immediately lit up on the left side of the visor, along with a small rectangle on the
right that showed his right hand on the helmet. He lowered his arm slowly and the
column began displaying information, while the panel showed the outline of his
arm as it was being lowered. He swallowed and data was again displayed in the
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column. The panel showed the inside of his mouth, then his esophagus moving
gently. As a test he thought of Jalina, and the rectangle showed his heart beating
at an above normal rate. Then it showed his lungs expanding slightly and his
penis turning a light reddish color. At the same time, the column displayed
information on a number of other phenomena within his body: blood pressure,
temperature, acidity, alkalinity, the composition of electrolytes in the blood, and
the flow of impulses.
He changed direction, looking straight ahead. Again he appeared on the
screen in the sphere-shaped room. It was obvious that he was looking at himself
from an exterior vantage point that projected a slightly deformed image, like that
of a concave mirror. He began breathing slowly and deeply. A short time later, the
probes started to work. In an instant, he slowed his breathing rhythm to that of a
deep sleep. He watched the image gradually approach until it appeared outside the
screen. It came closer and closer to his eyes until finally it touched them and
disappeared in a transparent fusion. Then everything went black, as if the system
had gone down. He reached out. A scratch appeared on the surface of the black
atmosphere, allowing a distant ray of light to penetrate. In his mind, he began to
approach the light, while the column and the panel at the edges of his visor
indicated the physical changes corresponding to his mental process. He exerted
extra effort in order to gain the feeling that he was making headway through the
labyrinth of virtual reality.
In the dimly-lighted shaft, the feeling of strangeness began to dissipate. He
recognized the vivid outlines of the caves burrowed in the hills, the humid odors
awakening memories of pleasant emotions, the strength of the rock, and the
distance and texture of various objects. In the indicators he saw a slow walking
motion and the movement of various parts of his body as he started off. A hooded
figure appeared before him, but he soon noticed in the panel that this image was
the translation of tiny muscle movements in his tongue inside the cavity of his
mouth. Squinting, his eyes saw lights all around. Then he realized that these were
merely nerve discharges amplified to stimulate the palpebral muscles. The sensor
clothing was doing a good job detecting tiny body movements that corresponded
to mental images. Nonetheless, the situation was hallucinatory. The hooded figure
offered him a vessel. Taking it in his hands, he drank the contents, which went
down his throat in a way that was just as real as fresh water in a dry desert. He felt
ready to cross the cavern and exit to outer reality. . .
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The Committee is Organized
After the death of Tenetor I, a significant crisis took place in the Committee.
All its members agreed that human behavior was in many regards progressively
deteriorating. They also recognized that the technology explosion offered a host
of new possibilities every day.
Two opposing positions came into conflict over the interpretation of events.
On the one hand, the “scientifists” claimed that recurrent social behavior shaped
all areas of cerebral functioning in human groups. This generated a particular
sensibility and perception of phenomena. Consequently, the directors of the
Companies and their public information managers steered the social process
toward the standards by which they had been raised. In similar fashion
pedagogues modified teaching and education in a vicious circle that reinforced
their own personal beliefs. The “scientifists” claimed that any change in direction
in the mechanical process they called the “System” was impossible. They held
fast to the old Eisteinian dictum that said: “No phenomenon within a system can
perceive its own movement.” They always used the old master’s example of the
traveler on a train going 120 kilometers per hour. If the traveler jumped he would
not land in a different place on the train. In a system acted upon by inertia, be it
the prehistoric train or a space vehicle, the jump would have no effect within the
system. One would have to take control of the train or the spaceship in order to
change the direction of the moving object.
To this the “historicists” responded by saying that those who took control of
the train would change course according to their own background. They asked:
“What difference is there between the conductors of the past and those of the
present if all respond to familiar landscapes, to the areas of their brains that are
most active? The only distinguishing factor would be the individual interests of
those driving the vehicles.” As a result, the “historicists” put their faith in larger
processes, finding inspiration in different moments in history when living beings,
for reasons of survival, modified their habits and were able to change. But they
also recognized that many species had disappeared due to their inability to adapt.
It was a debate that would never end. Tenetor II took charge of the
Committee at that time. He was elected because of his moderate position between
the two parties in the disagreement.
Tenetor II oriented the Project toward research on outstanding human
achievements, a topic on which the “scientifists” and “historicists” could agree.
Once begun, he managed to edit an immense compilation of scientific and artistic
knowledge that had improved the human condition, making it possible to
overcome pain and suffering. As head of the Committee, he played an important
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role in selecting personnel to set in motion the Project’s new ideas. He personally
took on the arduous task of seeking out individuals capable of breaking with the
old beliefs of the “System” in favor of values and conduct that were atypical of
the standard of efficiency then in vogue. When that singular team was finally
assembled, he called it the “Committee for the Defense of the Delicate Nervous
System,” defining its duties as an institution dedicated to the deliverance and
protection of individuals who were intellectually incapable of adapting to the
System. In addition, he divided the Committee into specialized subcommittees,
asking one of them to produce educational material for the unadapted from all
reaches of the planet. At the same time, he developed security software and antivirus programs for those software companies who were battling the information
pirates.
Tenetor II settled in Mesopotamia in order to carry forward his field study.
From there he maintained permanent contact with Committee headquarters. But
one fine day, while travelling between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, his signals
ceased. A few hours later, a rescue team comprised of Pharo and Huron arrived at
the spot. They found only his vehicle, his measuring equipment, and an
information crystal. He was never heard from again.

The Living Characters
Tenetor III stopped in the cavern, preparing to exit to outer reality. “What
outer reality?” he asked himself. Were he to remove his helmet, he would have
found himself seated in the anecoic chamber. Thinking it over, he remembered the
disappearance of Tenetor II and the incoherent data recovered from the crystal
when it was activated: a monotonous holograph in which the explorer appeared
singing a long, plaintive song. That was all. But he also remembered the voice of
his teacher. He remembered the poetry that in times past had flowed forth from
him like the sea breeze. He heard the music of stringed instruments and the sound
of synthesizers. He saw fluorescent canvases and paintings that grew on flexible
manganese walls. In his mind, he once again brushed against the tactile
sculptures. . . From his teacher he had gained an understanding of the art that
touches the deepest reaches of being, deep like Jalina’s black eyes, deep like that
mysterious tunnel. He took a deep breath and started toward the cave’s exit.
It was a beautiful afternoon resplendent with color. The low sun outlined the
mountains in red, and the two rivers in the distance followed their serpentine
paths of silver and gold. Tenetor III was present at the scene partially shown in
the holograph.
There sat his predecessor singing toward Mesopotamia:

Day of the Winged Lion

© TWM 1993-6. Limited circulation. All rights reserved.

55

Oh, Father, dredge up the sacred characters from the depths.
Approach that fountain wherein always
Could I see the branching arms of the future!
As the song echoed in the distance, there appeared in the sky a rapidly
approaching point. Tenetor adjusted his zoom to the appropriate distance and
clearly saw the wings and head of an eagle, the body and tail of a lion, the flight
of a majestic ship—living metal, poetry and myth in motion, reflecting the rays of
the setting sun. The song continued as the winged figure displayed its profile,
extending its powerful lion’s paws. Then there was silence, and the celestial
griffin opened its enormous ivory beak, answering with a shriek that echoed
throughout the valley, awakening the power of serpents beneath the earth. Some
large rocks broke loose, stirring up clouds of dust and sand with their fall. But all
was calm as the animal gently descended. Soon a rider leaped down before the
man who was grateful for the long-awaited presence of his father.
The rider took a venerable old book from one of the saddlebags on the griffin.
Seated on the multi-colored rocks, father and son basked in the sunlight of the late
afternoon. They looked at one another for a period of time. In this atmosphere of
friendship they opened the ancient tome. Every page drew them closer to the
cosmos. A single letter explained the movement of the speckled galaxies and the
open globular clusters. Characters danced on the pages of the ancient manuscript,
and one could read in them the movement of the cosmos.
In time, the two men (if indeed they were men) got to their feet. The older of
the two, with his flowing, disheveled, wind-blown clothing, smiled as no other in
this world could ever have smiled. In his heart, Tenetor III heard the following
words: “A new species will dawn on the Universe. Our visit is over!” That was
all.
Nothing more.
For a few moments Tenetor watched as the serpentine gold and silver rivers
before his eyes looked for a moment like the veins and arteries that ran through
his body. His lungs appeared in the panel of his visor, bearing witness to his
heavy breathing. This revealed to him the source of the griffin’s beating wings. In
a corner of his mind he managed to locate the mythic images he had seen take
shape with such striking reality.
He decided to return to the cave just as he was observing the stream of
alphanumeric information displayed at the edge of his screen. Immediately, the
panel showed scale animation of the leg movements activated by his mental
images. He entered the cave. “I know what I’m doing,” he thought. “I know what
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I’m doing!” But these words, spoken to himself, resounded outside him, reaching
his ears from the outside. He saw the stone wall as he heard the words referring to
it. . . He was breaking through the naming barrier in which all the senses are
mixed. Perhaps it was for this reason he remembered the poem his teacher used to
recite:
“A noir, E blanc, I rouge, U vert, O bleu:
voyelles Je dirai quelque jour vos naissances latentes.”1
Then he saw a rock whose crystalline structure seemed to blossom with color.
In this kaleidoscope of hues, he realized that he was breaking through the vision
barrier. He moved beyond the senses in much the same way that the most
profound art touches the very limits of existence.
He pulled off his helmet and found himself in the anecoic chamber. He was
not alone. For some reason the entire subcommittee was present. Jalina kissed him
softly. He could sense the group’s impatience.
“I refuse to say anything!” were Tenetor’s scandalous first words. He
immediately added that he would document everything in a report which should
not be shown to the other members of the group until each had performed his or
her designated task. Thus it was decided that every member should journey into
virtual reality. In the end, this would allow them to process data in a way that was
free of any influence. That would be the appropriate time to begin the discussion.
If everyone became familiar with the same landscape in pure virtual reality, the
Project would be stand a better chance for success. But how would it be translated
to the general population? The same as any other new technology. Besides,
distribution channels had been kept open by that network of exceptional people
who were superior to the empty beings who now populated the planet. He knew
now that he did indeed exist, that everyone existed, and that this was the most
important point on a long list of priorities.

No Support for the Planetary Colonies!
“Good morning, Mrs. Walker.”
“Good morning, Mr. Ho.”

1 The opening lines of the poem by Rimbaud: “A black, E white, I red, U green, O blue; / Someday I’ll
tell your latent birth O vowels.”
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“I imagine you’ve seen this morning’s report. Yes, of course. I also imagine
that in the daily briefings they must have decided to take up the question of
planetary colonies.”
“That’s right, Mr. Ho. You’re absolutely right. No one on Earth is going to
support an effort of that kind until they do away with the unthinkable notion that
so much a single human being might attain the social status the rest of us
presently enjoy.”
“I’m glad to hear that, Mrs. Walker. Very glad indeed! But tell me, exactly
when did all this begin to change?. . . When did we first realize that we do in fact
exist and, therefore, that others exist as well? Right now, for example, I know for
a fact that I exist. How silly! Isn’t it, Mrs. Walker?”
“That’s not silly. I exist because you exist, and vice versa. That’s reality, and
everything else is silly. I think the boys from the. . . what’s it called?. . . ‘The
Mentally Deficient’ or something like that?”
“The Committee for the Defense of the Delicate Nervous System. No one
remembers them. Which is why I’ve written a commemorative poem.”
“Good, very good. Well, those boys certainly managed to straighten things
out. I don’t know how they did it, but they did. If it wasn’t for them, we’d all be
ants or bees or trifinus melancolicus! There’s no way we could have known what
was about to happen. At least not for a long time. And we might not have
experienced what we’re going through right now. I’m only sorry that Clotilde and
Damian and so many others didn’t live to see the changes. They were really
desperate, and the worst part was they didn’t know why. But let’s look to the
future.”
“That’s right, that’s the spirit. The entire social fabric, if you can call it that,
is collapsing. It’s come undone in such a short time. Amazing! But this crisis is
definitely worth it. Some are afraid that they’re going to lose something. What do
they stand to lose? At this very moment, we’re in the process of shaping a new
society. As soon as we get our house in order, we’ll take a giant step forward.
That’s when we’ll really have planetary colonies, galaxies, and immortality. I’m
not worried about us moving toward some new kind of idiocy in the future,
because by then we will have grown. It seems that our species is able to patch
things up even in the worst of times.”
“First they had virtual reality programs. They rigged them so that everyone
wanted to play. Soon everyone realized they weren’t cut out figures. They
discovered they were real. The youngsters were the start of something that would
have happened in any event, though maybe not as fast. People took things into
their own hands. You can say that again! The rest of the story was incredible—
eighty-five percent of the population either saw or dreamed the winged lion and
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heard the words of the visitor when he returned to his world. I saw it. What about
you?”
“I dreamed it.”
“It’s the same thing. . . I know this is the first time we’ve talked, but could I
ask you a big favor?”
“Come, come, Mrs. Walker. We’re living in a new world, yet it’s still so hard
for us to freely engage in interpersonal communication.”
“Would you read me your poems? I imagine they’re inefficient, arbitrary and,
above all, comforting.”
“That’s right, Mrs. Walker. They’re inefficient and comforting. I’d be glad to
read them to you. Have a nice day.”
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BOOKS FOR THE HUMAN BEING
The New Humanism Series from Latitude Press
1996 Catalog
Today, as life grows more difficult, the task of building a human world becomes
more vital each day. With every area of existence in turmoil, no single genre
encompasses the breadth of current issues, and our series includes both fiction and
nonfiction with the unifying thread that each title addresses some facet of the
urgent need to humanize both individual and social life – this is the cause of the
volunteers of the New Humanist movement.
How can one resolve and develop one’s own life? How can one identify and
affect the connections between what happens in society at large and to oneself
personally? How can a “converging diversity” of genuine cooperation be created,
opening the possibility to transform both society and each person?
With titles from authors in North and South America and Europe, these books
bring you international perspectives that are demonstrating a universal and timely
appeal in our increasingly connected planet.
New in this catalog is Interpretations of Humanism by Salvatore Puledda with
a foreword by Mikhail Gorbachev, surveying important writings on the human
being to shed light on that most misunderstood of terms, humanism. Also new is
Spoken Word Audio of Tales for Heart and Mind and a chapbook “Overcoming
Social and Personal Crisis in Today’s World,” a concise articulation of New
Humanism in a talk by Silo on his work Letters to My Friends.
Latitude Press is pleased to be supporting both the new “World Without War
2000” campaign and continuing neighborhood building activities of the New
Humanist movement. Latitude Press is committed to publishing these important
works and applies all net income from them to efforts to build a human and
nonviolent society.

NEW FROM LATITUDE PRESS ...
Interpretations of Humanism: Western Humanisms from the
Renaissance to the Present by Salvatore Puledda, translated by Andrew
Hurley. FOREWORD BY MIKHAIL GORBACHEV
Who are we, these fascinating and restless creatures called human beings? Is
there a fixed “human nature” predetermining our actions, or does human existence
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encompass the liberty to make moral choices, to change the direction of our lives
and society as a whole? These questions are more than abstract philosophical
issues: as events in our world accelerate, each of us must make choices affecting
both our own lives and those around us. And agreement about human nature and
freedom is far from unanimous – every major political and religious movement
has answered these questions in their own, often divergent ways.
In this illuminating work, from which readers can draw insights for their own
lives, the author presents the central issues of humanism in Western culture.
Beginning with the Renaissance, he surveys primary sources for such seemingly
contradictory approaches as Marxist Humanism (Marx, Engels, etc.), Christian
Humanism (Maritain), and Existentialist Humanism (Sartre), as well as critical
voices (Heidegger, Lévi-Strauss, Foucault), concluding with the need for a new
and universal humanism that must be, more than an idea or a philosophy, a human
attitude in daily life, capable of bringing people together while respecting their
diversity.
December, 1996, Philosophy/History, 160 pp, 5 .5 X 8.25
$11.95 Softcover, ISBN 1-878977-18-0

Letters To My Friends: On Social and Personal Crisis in Today’s
World by Silo
A lucid outline of the “big picture” that makes comprehensible the confusing
paradoxes of our time and has led Mikhail Gorbachev to comment:
“...recommended...our views of the current social and personal crisis are very
close....”
In ten provocative letters Silo masterfully articulates the approach of a new
and universal Humanism – libertarian, pluralistic, and engaged – to the central
questions of our time. With keen irony the author strips away the conventional
wisdom, revealing that the “emperor’s new clothes” of today’s unprincipled
pragmatism and speculative capitalism are indeed no more than that, a hollow
shell of decaying myths that can no longer conceal the horrendous workings of an
inhuman social and economic system long overdue for honest criticism and
profound transformation. Combines a comprehensive description of current
events with specific approaches readers can follow emphasizing local actions.
Translated by Paul Tooby.
Current Affairs/Ethics/Humanism 160 pgs, 5 .5 X 8.25
$8.95 Softcover, ISBN 1-878977-23-7
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Tales for Heart and Mind: The Guided Experiences, A Storybook
for Grownups by Silo
This collection of twenty-one sage and lively tales invites the reader into a playful
theater of life. Timeless yet contemporary, this illustrated large-format storybook
for grownups is of dual interest, both entertaining and useful in bringing personal
peace and resolution.
James Michener called it “...a unique contribution to the mix of history, fable,
racial memories and contemporary experience. His passages – short stories,
scenes, prose poems – tantalize the mind and generate understandings.”
Publishers Weekly comments that these stories “...speak meaningfully to our daily
predicaments...” Clarín, Buenos Aires’ largest newspaper said that “...underlying
these apparently simple stories are deeper meanings fed by psychological insights
and literary roots ranging from Lewis Carroll to Jung, Dante, Shakespeare, the
Tarot, and the Popol-Vuh...overcoming the way in which competition and
compartmentalization in today’s world separate us from ourselves.”
Translated by Paul Tooby. Illustrated with over 40 original drawings by Joseph
Berry.
Fiction/Storytelling, 160 pages, Illustrated 8 x 10
$18 Hardcover Gift Edition, ISBN 1-878977-15-6

Spoken Word Audio for Tales for Heart and Mind
Finally – a storybook for grownups! Rediscover the timeless literary and human
experience of listening to stories read aloud. As you enter this playful theater you
are the protagonist, seeing events in your life unfold amid the settings of these
enchanting and useful stories that bring you peace and new insights. Scored with
music and a wonderful companion to the illustrated book. Digitally mastered in
stereo.
Spoken Word Audio, 3 Audio Volumes, 7 stories each, 60-70 minutes.
Each volume $9.95 cassette, ISBN Vol. I: 1-878977-25-3, Vol. II: 25-1, Vol. III:
28-8
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Silo: Obras Completas, Vol. I Spanish)
The first volume of the complete works of Silo, one of the most profound and
provocative authors of our time. Five unabridged works in the original Spanish
including Humanizar la Tierra (La Mirada Interna, El Paisaje Interno, El Paisaje
Humano), Experiencias Guiadas (translated in Tales for Heart and Mind in this
Catalog), Contribuciones al Pensamiento, Mitos Raíces Universales, El Día del
León Alado, Cartas a mis amigos sobre la crisis social y personal en el momento
actual (eight letters in this volume; the full ten letters translated in Letters to My
Friends in this Catalog).
Literatura / Filosofía / Mitología, 504 pages, 5 1/2 X 8 1/2
$16.95 Quality Softcover , ISBN 1-878977-24-5

Self Liberation by Luis Ammann
The original 1981 edition of this classic title explains in clear language a body of
thought that makes human behavior and one’s own life understandable in today’s
world. Closely integrates clear, simple ideas with practical exercises addressing
both personal and social change. This original out-of-print first edition is available
only through this catalog. Revised edition forthcoming.
Psychology, 176 pages, 7 x 10
$8.95 Softcover, Original edition

CHAPBOOKS, POSTERS AND VIDEO
“Overcoming Social and Personal Crisis in Today’s World” by Silo
A lucid framing of the task and role of New Humanism in contemporary life,
presented in a talk by Silo on the publication of the work Letters to My Friends:
On Social and Personal Crisis in Today’s World.
$3 postpaid, 32 pages, Chapbook, 5 1/2 X 8 1/2, ISBN 1-878977-29-6
“The Guide to the Inner Road”
This beautiful and poetic passage from the work The Inner Look in the trilogy
Humanize the Earth by Silo offers inspiring guidance in approaching the choices
we face in our journey through life.
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$3 postpaid, suitable for framing, 11 X 17
“In the Blink of an Eye” by Daniel Zuckerbrot et al
An award-winning (Chicago Film Festival) very short subject that captures the
acceleration of time in today’s world and the feeling or sensation this produces
within us. An interesting tool for personal reflection.
$6 postpaid, VHS, 5 minutes running time
FORTHCOMING TITLES IN THE NEW HUMANISM SERIES
Humanism In Different Cultures by the World Center for Humanist Studies
A collection of essays outlining humanist expressions in fact if not in name in
various cultures. Includes humanist contributions from Islamic, Chinese, IberoAmerican, Jewish, and Native American cultures. History / Humanism
Configuring A Personal Inner Guide by Pia Figuroa
An inspiring and useful account of developing often-overlooked inner
resources for finding the kindness, wisdom, and strength that are more than ever
necessary in contemporary life.
Day of the Winged Lion and Other Stories by Silo
Imaginative, ironic, and powerful stories in Silo’s spare, contemporary prose.
In contrast to what is usual for the fantastic genre, rather than carrying us into the
world of dreams, these stories subtly bring us back to the important things in life.
Silo’s stories never fail to illuminate, amuse, and provoke the reader’s thinking in
fresh directions. Fantasy / Science Fiction
Your Neighborhood: Building Human Communication by Daniel Zuckerbrot
and Paul Tooby
A step-by-step guide to building human communication in your neighborhood.
Emphasizes uniting people as human beings in addressing common needs while
respecting their differences. Examples of successful programs in many countries.
Social Action
Humanize the Earth, A Trilogy: The Inner Look, The Inner Landscape, The
Human Landscape by Silo
This beautiful and profound book expresses in simple poetic prose a humanist
approach to life that is finding increasing resonance in today’s world. Ranges
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broadly from the larger questions of human existence to the particulars of daily
life. Philosophy / Literature
Morphology: Signs, Symbols and Allegories in Human Life by José Caballero
An accessible work for non-specialists analyzing the principal signs and
symbols of human history and many cultures. Helps readers become aware of the
many important but habitually overlooked roles such forms play in their lives not
only through signs and conventions, but also through symbols and allegories.
Morphology / Art / Psychology
Contributions to Thought: Historiological Discussions and the Psychology of
the Image by Silo
Two philosophical essays, the first on the human mind, how thought is
represented within it, and the central role of the image; the second on how time
and history are a central and intrinsic part of human existence. Philosophy
The Tokarev Report by Salvatore Puledda
A gripping multi-level story – both in the book itself and the role it may have
played in averting nuclear war in the ’80s. Prescient in its predictions of what is
now taking place in Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union. Follows the
protagonist, Yuri Tokarev, on an exotic world journey as he attempts to trace the
source of the strange mental phenomena intensifying in the populations of many
countries, for which conventional science can offer no coherent rational
explanations.
Fantasy / Science Fiction
Universal Root Myths by Silo
An intriguing and thorough compilation of the universal myths that recur
across various cultures. Based entirely on the original texts, faithfully and
skillfully completed where gaps exist, preserving the voice of the original.
Mythology
ABOUT THE AUTHORS
Luis Ammann was born in Argentina in 1942. In 1969 he joined the research
group that gave shape to the Self Liberation system and other still unpublished
works that form a significant contribution to the science of psychology and an
interesting alternative to traditional lines of thought. A founding member of the
Humanist Party in Argentina, he continues to work on expressions of

Day of the Winged Lion

© TWM 1993-6. Limited circulation. All rights reserved.

65

contemporary humanism that combine personal and social change. He lives in
Argentina with his wife and son.
José Caballero was born in Spain in 1952. Following his education, he pursued
his talents as an illustrator and graphic artist. For more than a decade he dedicated
himself to this study of morphology, from an analysis of the principal signs and
symbols used throughout history to documenting the meaning, interpretation, and
function of the symbols and allegories employed in diverse human cultures as
well as their role in the inner and outer life of the individual. He lives in Madrid
with his wife and children.
Pia Figueroa was born in Chile in 1955. A founding member of the Humanist
Party of Chile, she served as Sub-secretary of the Interior in Chile’s first
democratically elected government since the 1973 coup. She is currently working
on a model of neighborhood development that bridges people’s differences while
respecting their diversity. She lives in Santiago with her husband and children.
Salvatore Puledda was born in Rome in 1943. Educated in Italy and the United
States, he received his doctorate in Chemistry from the University of Rome. He
has authored approximately fifty scientific papers on atmospheric pollution and
environmental health while maintaining an active interest in the social
consequences of applications of science and technology, which he studied with
Herbert Marcuse. He is a member of international professional organizations
against nuclear war and a founding member of the environmental organization
Green Future. He lives in Rome with his wife and daughter.
Mario Rodriguez, pen name Silo, was born in Argentina in 1938. In October of
1993 he received an honorary doctorate from the Russian National Academy of
Sciences for the contributions of his writings to humanity’s efforts to face the
dramatic changes in today’s world. An important voice for contemporary
humanism, his constructive efforts against violence in a dehumanized society and
coherent proposals for combining personal and social change have had important
influence on organizations with a humanist, nonviolent, and ecological approach
to social change. He lives with his wife and two sons in Argentina.
Daniel Zuckerbrot was born in Toronto, Canada in 1954. As a producer of
documentary films at the CBC, his award-winning films form a notable
contribution to education and understanding in the acclaimed “Nature of Things”
series. He lives with his wife and two children in Toronto.
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ORDER INFORMATION FOR THE NEW HUMANISM SERIES
New Humanism Series books are available at interesting bookstores or from the
publisher.
Latitude Press, P.O. Box 231516, Encinitas, CA 92023-1516
Email 73250.574@compuserve.com
800-LATITUDE (800-528-4883) • FAX 619-632-6359
Simply call or send us the quantity of books you want, title, your name and
address, and send payment as check, money order, or credit card (if using Visa or
Mastercard send card no, expiration date, name on card by fax or mail, not email).
Prices are as follows:
Interpretations of Humanism by Salvatore Puledda (Dec. 96)
11.95
Letters to My Friends by Silo
8.95
Tales for Heart and Mind by Silo (Illus. Hardcover
18.00
Spoken Word Audio of Tales for Heart and Mind
(Volume I, 7 Stories, 60 min., Cassette)
9.95
Silo: Obras Completas, Vol. I
16.95
Self Liberation by L. A. Ammann
8.95
“Overcoming Social and Personal Crisis in Today’s World” 3.00
CA orders add 7.75% sales tax
Shipping and Handling: US $3.00 first book (Canada & Mex. $5) plus $2 per
additional book. Other countries: $14 plus $8 per additional book Air Shipping
only. Prices for Booklets / Chapbooks include shipping. Please contact us for
information on quantity discounts. Information subject to change.
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