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This story begins on a March night as dark as 
night gets while you sleep. The way that, peaceful, time was pass-
ing was the extremely high moon passing through the sky. Until 
much deeply later the moon disappeared too.

Nothing now would distinguish Martim’s sleep from the slow 
and moonless garden: when a man was sleeping so in the depths 
he came to be nothing more than that tree over there or the leap 
of a toad in the dark. 

Some of the trees had grown up there with rooted ease until 
reaching the top of their own crowns and the limit of their des-
tiny. Others had already come out of the earth in sudden tufts. 
The � ower beds had an order to them that was concentratedly 
trying to serve a symmetry. If that symmetry were discernible 
from the height of the balcony of the big hotel, a person standing 
even with the � ower beds could not make out this order; amidst 
the beds the driveway was picked out in small chiseled stones. 

Above all on one of the lanes the Ford had been parked for 
so long that it already belonged to the great interwoven garden 
and its silence. 

Yet by day the landscape was di
 erent, and the crickets vi-
brating hollow and hard would leave the expanse entirely open, 
without a single shadow. Meanwhile the smell was the dry smell 
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of exasperated stone that daytime has in the countryside. On 
that very same day Martim had stood on the balcony trying, with 
useless obedience, not to miss anything that was going on. But 
whatever was going on wasn’t much: before the beginning of the 
road that wandered o
  in the suspended dust of the sun, just the 
no-more-than-contemplatable garden; comprehensible and sym-
metrical from up on the balcony; tangled when you belonged to 
it —  and for two weeks the man had been keeping that memory 
in his feet with careful studiousness, stashing it for a possible 
use. No matter how much attention he paid, though, the day 
was unscalable; and like a dot drawn atop another dot, the voice 
of the cricket was the cricket’s own body, and told you nothing. 
The only advantage of the day is that in the extreme light the car 
was becoming a little beetle that could easy reach the main road.

But while the man was sleeping the car would become enor-
mous the way a halted machine is gigantic. And at night the gar-
den was occupied by the secret weaving with which the dark 
sustains itself, in a work whose existence the � re� ies unexpect-
edly bring; a certain moistness would also denounce the labor. 
And the night was an element in which life, because it became 
strange, was recognizable. 

It was in that night that, reaching the empty and sleeping ho-
tel, the car’s motor gave a jolt. Slowly the dark had begun to move. 

Instead of waking and hearing it directly, it was through an 
even deeper dream that Martim went to the other side of the 
darkness and heard the noise that the wheels made spitting out 
dry sand. Then his name was pronounced, clear and clean, some-
how pleasant to the ear. The German was the one who had spo-
ken. In his dream Martim savored the sound of his own name. 
Then the vehement cry of a bird, whose wings had been fright-
ened in their immobility, the way fright resembles great joy. 

When the silence remade itself inside of the silence, Martim 

5

slept even farther away. Though in the depths of his sleep some 
thing was echoing di�  cultly, trying to organize itself. Until, with-
out any meaning and free of the inconvenience of having to be 
understood, the noise of the car remade itself in his memory with 
the details more � nely picked out. The idea of the car awakened a 
soft warning that he didn’t immediately understand. But that had 
already spread through the world a vague alarm, whose irradiat-
ing center was the man himself: “so, then, me,” his body thought, 
feeling moved. He remained lying down, remotely basking. 

Two weeks ago that man had come to the hotel, found in the 
middle of the night almost without surprise, so much did exhaus-
tion make everything possible. It was an empty hotel, with just 
the German and the manservant, if he was a manservant. And 
for two weeks, while Martim was recovering his strength in an 
almost uninterrupted sleep, the car had remained halted along 
one of the lanes, its wheels buried in the sand. And so immobile, 
so resistant to the man’s habit of incredulity and to his care in 
not letting himself be fooled, that Martim had � nally ended up 
thinking of it as at his disposal. 

But the truth is that already in that night of wobbling feet —  
when he’d � nally let himself collapse half-dead into a real bed 
with real sheets —  already in that instant the car had represented 
the guarantee of another escape, in case the two men should 
show themselves more curious about the identity of their guest. 
And he’d dropped into sleep con� dent as if nobody would ever 
manage to wrest from his � rm claw, which was only holding the 
sheet, the imaginary steering wheel. 

The German, however, had asked him nothing, and the man-
servant, if that’s what he was, had hardly glanced at him. The 
reluctance with which they’d accepted him didn’t come from mis-
trust, but from the fact that the hotel hadn’t been a hotel for a 
long time —  as much time as it had been uselessly for sale, the 
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German had explained to him, and, in order not to look suspi-
cious, Martim had nodded with a smile. Until the new highway 
was built, this was where cars still had to pass, and the isolated 
plantation house couldn’t be better located as a forced rest stop 
for people spending the night. When the new highway had been 
laid out and paved � fty kilometers away, creating a distant detour, 
the whole place had died and there was no more reason for any-
one to need a hotel in the region that had now been left for dead. 
But despite the apparent indi
 erence of the two men Martim’s 
stubborn search for safety had been anchored in that car upon 
which spiders too, tranquilized by the varnished immobility, had 
carried out their ideal aerial labor. 

This was the car that in the middle of the night had uprooted 
itself with a croak. 

Within the once again intact silence, the man now looked stu-
pidly at the invisible ceiling that in the dark was as tall as the sky. 
Tossed on his back in the bed, he tried in an e
 ort of gratuitous 
pleasure to reconstruct the sound of the wheels, since as long as 
he didn’t feel pain it was as a general rule pleasure that he’d feel. 
From the bed he couldn’t see the garden. A bit of fog was enter-
ing through the open shutters, which revealed itself to the man 
with the smell of damp cotton and with a certain physical ken 
for happiness that mistiness gives. It had just been a dream, then. 
Skeptical, however, he got up. 

In the shadows he couldn’t see anything from the balcony, and 
he couldn’t even guess at the symmetry of the � ower beds. A few 
stains blacker even than blackness indicated the probable loca-
tion of the trees. The garden was still no more than an e
 ort of 
his memory, and the man looked quietly, asleep. The odd � re� y 
was making the darkness even more vast. 

Having forgotten the dream that had led him to the balcony, 
the body of the man thought it was nice to feel itself healthily 
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standing: because the suspended air was hardly changing the 
dark position of the leaves. There, then, he let himself remain, 
docile, stupe� ed, with the line of empty rooms behind him. 
Without emotion those empty rooms were repeating him and 
repeating him until going out somewhere the man could no lon-
ger fathom. Martim sighed inside his long daydream. Without 
pushing too much, he tried to reach the notion of the � nal rooms 
as if he himself had become too big and scattered, and, for some 
reason he had already forgotten, needed obscurely to pull him-
self together in order perhaps to think or feel. But he couldn’t, 
and it was quite delightful. That’s how he stood there, with the 
courteous appearance of a man who’d been struck on the head. 
Until —  the way a watch stops ticking and only then makes us 
realize that it was ticking in the � rst place —  Martim noticed the 
silence and inside the silence his own presence. Now, through a 
very familiar incomprehension, the man started at last to be in-
distinctly himself. 

Then things started to reorganize themselves from the starting 
point of himself: darknesses started being understood, branches 
started slowly to take shape beneath the balcony, shadows divided 
into still-irresolute � owers —  with their limits hidden by the mo-
tionless lushness of the plants, the � ower beds were marked out 
full, soft. The man grunted approvingly: with a certain di�  culty 
he’d just recognized the garden that during these two weeks of 
sleep had constituted at intervals his irreducible vision. 

It was at that moment that a faint moon crossed a cloud in 
great silence, in silence spilled over calm rocks, disappearing in 
silence in the darkness. The moonlit face of the man then looked 
toward the lane where the Ford ought to be immobile.

But the car had disappeared. 
The man’s whole body suddenly awakened. In a sly glance his 

eyes ran over the whole darkness of the garden —  and, without a 
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gesture of warning, he turned toward the room with a monkey’s 
light leap.  

Nothing however was moving in the hollow of the room that 
had become enormous because it was so dark. The man stood 
panting watchful and uselessly ferocious, with his hands held out 
for the attack. But the silence of the hotel was the same as that 
of the night. And without visible limits, the room was prolong-
ing in the same exhalation the darkness of the garden. In order 
to wake up the man rubbed his eyes several times with the back 
of one of his hands while leaving the other free for defense. His 
new watchfulness was pointless: in the darkness his totally open 
eyes couldn’t even see the walls. 

It was as if they’d dumped him by himself in the middle of a 
� eld. And as if he’d � nally awakened from a long dream in which 
had featured a hotel now dissolved onto an empty � oor, a car 
merely imagined by desire, and above all else as if the reasons for 
a man to be all expectant in a place that was itself only expecta-
tion had disappeared.

All he had left of reality was the wisdom that had made him 
leap in order indistinctly to defend himself. The same wisdom 
that was now leading him to reason with unexpected lucidity that 
if the German had gone to turn him in it would be a while before 
he could go and come back with the police. 

Which still left him temporarily free —  unless the manservant 
had been asked to keep an eye on him. And in that case the man-
servant, if that’s what he was, would be at this very moment at 
the door of that very room with his ears listening for the guest’s 
slightest movement. 

That’s what he thought. And summing up his thinking, at 
which he’d arrived with the malleability with which an inver-
tebrate makes himself smaller in order to slip away, Martim 
plunged back into the same previous absence of reasons and into 

9

the same obtuse impartiality, as if nothing had anything to do 
with him, and as if the species would take care of him. Without 
a backward glance, guided by a slick dexterity in his movements, 
he started to climb down from the balcony pressing his unexpect-
edly � exible feet onto the bumps of the bricks. In his watchful 
remoteness the man was sni�  ng close to his face the malevolent 
odor of the straggly ivy as if he’d never again forget it. His soul 
now simply alert couldn’t tell what mattered and what didn’t, and 
to the entire operation he gave the same scrupulous attention. 

With a soft leap, which made the garden choke in a held-back 
sigh, he found himself right in the middle of a � ower bed —  which 
trembled all over and then closed back up again. With his body on 
the lookout the man waited for the message of his leap to be trans-
mitted from one secret echo to the next until being transformed 
into a distant silence; his thud ended up spreading across the 
slopes of some mountain. Nobody had taught the man this con-
nivance with whatever happens in the night, but a body knows. 

He waited a bit longer. Until nothing happened. Only then did 
he tap his pocket with caution in search of his glasses: they were 
whole. He sighed with care and � nally looked around. The night 
was of a great and dark delicacy. 
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That man walked miles leaving the plantation 
house further and further behind. He tried to walk in a straight 
line and sometimes would freeze up for a moment grasping with 
wariness the air. Since he was walking in the darkness he couldn’t 
even guess in what direction he’d left the hotel behind. The thing 
that led him in the dark was just his own intention to walk in a 
straight line. The man might as well have been black, so little use 
the lightness of his own skin was to him, and he only knew who 
he was because of the sensation inside himself of the movements 
that he himself was making.

With the meekness of a slave, he was � eeing. A certain sweet-
ness had overtaken him, except that he was monitoring his own 
submission and was somehow directing it. Not a single thought 
was disturbing his constant and already numb march, except for 
every once in a while the unexplained idea that he might be walk-
ing in circles, with the disconcerting possibility of once more � nd-
ing himself before the walls of the hotel. 

Always, besides the ground that his steps were reaching, was 
the darkness. He’d already walked for hours, which he could cal-
culate by his feet swollen with fatigue. He’d only discover where 
the horizon was traced when day broke and the fog dissolved. 

11

Since the darkness was still so stuck to his uselessly open eyes, 
he ended up concluding that he hadn’t escaped the hotel at dawn, 
but in the middle of the night. Having inside him the great empty 
space of a blind man, he was moving on. 

Since he didn’t need his eyes, he tried walking with his eyes 
closed, since as a generalized precaution he was trying to save 
his energies wherever he could. With his eyes closed it seemed 
to him that he was turning around on himself in a dizziness that 
wasn’t at all unpleasant. 

As he was walking the man was feeling in his nostrils that 
acute lack of odor that is the property of very pure air and that 
keeps itself apart from any other fragrance that you also might 
be able to smell —  and this was leading him as if his only destiny 
were to encounter the � nest part of the depth of the air. But his 
feet had the distrust of millennia of the possibility of stepping 
onto something that might move —  his feet were feeling out the 
suspicious softness of things that take advantage of the darkness 
in order to exist. Through his feet he entered into contact with 
that way of giving in and being able to be shaped that is the way 
you enter into the worst part of the night: into its permission. He 
didn’t know where he was stepping, though through the shoes 
that had become a means of communication, he was feeling the 
dubiousness of the earth. 

The man couldn’t do anything but wait for the � rst half-light 
to reveal a path to him. Meanwhile he could sleep on the ground 
that, distanced by the darkness, seemed unreachable to him. No 
longer prodded by danger, the wisdom that would now only be a 
hindrance to him had disappeared. And again the soft brutaliza-
tion was overtaking him. The ground was so far o
  that, aban-
doning his body, that body for an instant experienced the fall into 
the void. He’d however hardly touched the ground that retreated 
at his feet, and that ground instantly was disenchanted into some-
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thing resistant, whose hard stable wrinkles seemed like those of 
the palate of a horse’s mouth. The man stretched his legs and laid 
down his head. Now that he had immobilized himself, the air had 
sharpened and was hurting extremely cleanly. The man didn’t feel 
like sleeping but in the dark he didn’t know what to do with his 
great watchfulness. Anyway there was nothing to watch. 

By now he’d already grown used to the strange music you 
hear at night and which is made of the possibility of something 
squawking and of the delicate friction of silence up against si-
lence. It was a lament without sadness. The man was in the heart 
of Brazil. And the silence was savoring itself. But if mildness was 
the way you could hear the night, for the night mildness was 
its own sharp sword, and in mildness the whole night was con-
tained. The man didn’t let himself be bewitched by the delight 
he felt in the tenderness; he could guess that for miles around the 
darkness knew he was there. So he kept on the lookout, having 
under perfect control the night’s means of communication. 

Several times he tried to � nd a more comfortable position. He 
was taking an impersonal care of himself as if he were a package. 
But beneath was the de� nitive ground, above the only star, and 
the man was feeling awakened by the two things awake in the 
darkness. With each movement he made, his face or his hands 
would encounter something energetic that once pushed away 
would return with a slight slap at him. He groped around with 
wise � ngers: it was a branch.  

A moment more, however, and abruptly sleep assaulted him in 
the most unexpected position: with one of his hands protecting 
his eyes and the other pushing away the rough foliage. 

The man slept watchfully for hours. Exactly the hours it took 
for a thought to shape, whatever thought it might be, since he 
could no longer reach himself except through the sharpness of 
sleep. From the moment he’d closed his eyes the vast inarticulable 
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idea started to take shape —  and everything worked so perfectly 
that the idea � lled, without a break and without needing to go 
back a single time to correct itself, the sleep he was needing in 
order to sleep. While he was sleeping he wasn’t feeding o
  the 
little he had become, but was taking from some thing like from 
his race of man, which was indistinct and satisfactory. Through 
that thing made of growling he was reaching a great deal: his 
mouth was thick with good and nutritive saliva. So, when the � -
nal step of his future was complete, Martim moved on the hard-
ness of the ground. He hadn’t yet opened his eyes but as he felt 
his own numbness he recognized himself, and with reluctance 
understood that he was awake. 

In fact atop his thin eyelids he had already felt with pain the 
great weight of the day. 

But in a mistrust without intelligible reason he apparently 
thought it was more prudent to communicate with the situation 
through touch: with his eyes closed, he slid gradual � ngers across 
the earth that now, with a promising sign, which he didn’t under-
stand but approved, seemed less cold and less compact. With this 
primary guarantee, he � nally opened his eyes. 

And a rough brightness blinded him as if he’d received in the 
face a salty wave of sea. 

Stunned, his mouth open, that man was childishly seated in the 
middle of a stretch of desert that extended out of sight on every 
side. It was a stupid and dry light. And he was sitting there like a 
doll dropped into the middle of that thing that was asserting itself.

 The place where he found himself was far from being con-
fused in the way in the dark his sleeping feet had imagined. Wor-
ried, his body didn’t know if it should or shouldn’t feel pleasure in 
this discovery. With caution he noted the few trees scattered by 
the distance. The in� nite ground was dry and reddish. It wasn’t 
a forest as he’d calculated by the branch that had hit him in the 
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face. He’d happened to fall asleep near one of the rare bushes in 
the open � eld. 

Seated, he was however looking around on the alert: because if 
silence is a natural part of darkness, he hadn’t counted on the vehe-
ment muteness of the sun. He’d always experienced the sun with 
voices. He therefore remained motionless in order not to frighten 
whatever was there. It was a silence as if something were about to 
happen that a man doesn’t notice, but the few trees were swaying 
and the animals had already disappeared. 

Wisely keeping in mind his own limitation that was making 
him more defenseless than a rabbit, he then waited with his head 
uplifted as if a neutral pose would make him invisible. Nobody 
had taught him that either. But in two weeks he had learned how 
it is that a being doesn’t think and doesn’t move and neverthe-
less is entirely there. After, with the carefulness of prudence, he 
started to look almost without moving his head, merely tilting 
it imperceptibly backward, in order to enlarge his � eld of vision. 

And what Martim saw was an extended plain vaguely rising. 
Far away a slight slope was beginning which, thanks to its lines, 
was promising to slide into a yet invisible valley. And at the end 
of the silence of the sun, there was that elevation sweetened by 
gold, barely discernible amidst mists or low clouds, or perhaps by 
the fact that the man hadn’t dared put on his glasses. He didn’t 
know if it was a mountain or just illuminated haze. 

Reassured then by the vastness of the distance that was push-
ing o
  any extremities, the man started slowly bringing his gaze 
to everything around him in a more personal way. 

In the calm expanse, the odd bush stu
 ed by the � nal immo-
bility of the sun. Spaced far apart, a few rigid trees. The occa-
sional boulder was arising perpetual.

Then the man undid the tension of his body: there was no 
danger. It was a calm and loyal expanse, entirely at the surface of 
itself. And without any traps —  except the short and hard shadow 
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that dug itself in next to every thing that had been placed there. 
But there was no danger. In fact you couldn’t even imagine that 
that place had a name or had ever been seen by anyone. It was 
just the great empty and inexpressive space where, out of their 
own free will, stones and stones were arising. And that bright-
ness of energy that had set him on edge was nothing more than 
the other side of the silence. Even so, with extreme frankness, 
the brightness as much as the silence were looking with exposed 
faces at the sky. 

The sun’s silence was so total that his ears, rendered useless, 
tried to divide it into imaginary stages as on a map in order to 
comprehend it gradually. But right after the � rst stage the man 
started to spin inside in� nity, which startled him as a warning. 
His ears, rendered more modest, tried at least to calculate where 
the silence would end: in a house? in some forest? and what ac-
tually was that smear in the distance —  a mountain or just the 
darkness that comes from the heaping up of distances? His body 
was hurting. 

But by standing up the man unexpectedly retrieved all the 
stature of his own body. Which automatically gave him a cer-
tain superiority as if, by standing, he had inaugurated the desert. 
And despite his hunched shoulders, he felt himself dominating 
the expanse and ready to follow it. Though he was blinded by 
the light: there none of his senses were helping him, and that 
brightness was disorienting him more than the darkness of the 
night. Any direction was the same empty and illuminated route, 
and he didn’t know which path would mean moving forward or 
going back. In truth, wherever the man tried to stand, he himself 
became the center of the great circle, and the merely arbitrary 
start of a path. 

But ever since, two weeks ago, that man had experienced the 
power of an act, he had also seemed to have gone to allowing 
the stupid liberty in which he was � nding himself. Without a 
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thought of reply, then, he withstood motionless the fact that he 
was his own only point of departure. 

Then, as if contemplating for the last time before departure the 
place where his house had been burned down, Martim looked at 
the great sunny emptiness. He saw it clearly. And seeing was what 
he could do. Which he did with a certain pride, his head held high. 
In two weeks he had recovered a natural pride and, like a person 
who doesn’t think, had become self-su�  cient. 

Soon his even and repeated steps created a monotonous march. 
Thousands of rhythmic steps that addled him and brought him 
forward by themselves, benumbed, in� ated by fatigue, now mov-
ing ahead with the look of a contented idiot. So much that, if 
he stopped, he’d fall. But he kept going and getting more and 
more powerful. As time went by, the sun was getting rounder 
and rounder. 

It was in the direction of the sea that the man had intended to 
go, even before � nding the hotel by a happy coincidence. But —  
without a map, knowledge, or compass —  he’d threaded his way 
inland. Either because any path would necessarily end up in an 
open coast, which was a truth, but di�  cult to attain with feet; 
or since in reality he didn’t have the slightest plan to go to any 
speci� c place. Later, with the � attening continuation of days 
and nights —  and joining himself to the continuation, pasting 
his whole body onto it, had become the secret objective since 
he had � ed —  with the continuation of nights and days the man 
had ended up forgetting the reason why he’d wanted to � nd the 
sea. Maybe it wasn’t for any practical reason. Perhaps it was just 
so that, when he � nally reached the sea, in an instant of obscure 
beauty, that’s where he would have arrived.

Whatever the reason might have been, he’d forgotten it. And 
walking without stopping, the man scratched his head violently 
with hard � ngers: he had a naughty pleasure in having forgot-
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ten. Which didn’t stop even now —  if in the semiwatchfulness of 
his steps he’d close the eyes whose moisture the light had already 
dried —  even now the vision of the former desire was being made 
concrete. When he closed his eyes he suddenly saw green water 
break against cli
 s and salt his hot face. So he ran his hand across 
his face and smiled mysteriously as he felt his hard beard growing 
sharp, which also was some promising and satisfying thing; he 
smiled in a scowl of false modesty, and hurried his steps still more. 
He was being led along by the tenderness of the beast, the same 
that lends animals such a lovely pace. 

But sometimes, to that body that his steps had rendered me-
chanical and light, a deserted sea no longer meant much. And 
searching inside himself, only God knows why, the contact with 
a more intense desire —  he managed to see the sea full of the ex-
treme height of masts and of the rattling of the gulls! gulls of 
intestines screaming their breath of salt, the � zzing sea of those 
who depart, the tide that leads further on. I love you, his gaze said 
to a stone, because the sudden sea of screams had profoundly dis-
turbed his own intestines, and that’s how he looked at the stone. 

A kilometer later the man however had already forgotten that 
form of sea, whose e
 ort of invention had in fact left him ex-
hausted. And stumbling hurriedly on the pebbles, he stretched 
in a great appeal his arms toward the desire of a nocturnal sea, 
whose murmuring would unravel at last the thickness that exists 
in silence. His hollow ears were thirsty, and the primary mur-
muring of the sea would be the thing that least endangered the 
cautious way in which he had become just a walking man. Be-
cause he’d stretched out his arms abruptly, he lost his balance 
and almost fell —  his heart thumped in fright several times. All 
his life that man had been afraid of one day falling over during 
a solemn occasion. Since it would have to be at that moment 
that, losing the guarantee with which a man stands on two feet, 
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whose murmuring would unravel at last the thickness that exists 
in silence. His hollow ears were thirsty, and the primary mur-
muring of the sea would be the thing that least endangered the 
cautious way in which he had become just a walking man. Be-
cause he’d stretched out his arms abruptly, he lost his balance 
and almost fell —  his heart thumped in fright several times. All 
his life that man had been afraid of one day falling over during 
a solemn occasion. Since it would have to be at that moment 
that, losing the guarantee with which a man stands on two feet, 
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he ventured into the painful acrobatics of awkward � ight. With 
his mouth wide open, he looked around because certain gestures 
become terrifying in solitude, with a � nal value in and of them-
selves. When a man collapses by himself in a � eld he doesn’t 
know to whom to give his fall.

For the � rst time since he’d started walking, he stopped. He no 
longer even knew what he’d stretched out his arms to. In his heart 
he was feeling the misery that exists in su
 ering a fall.

He then started walking again. Limping was lending a dignity 
to his su
 ering.

But with the interruption he’d lost an essential speed for which 
he tried to compensate by substituting a kind of intimate vio-
lence. And since he needed to look forward to something await-
ing him —  once again the sea broke in fury against a cli
 .

Reaching the sea someday was, however, something of which 
he only now was using the dream part. He didn’t think for so 
much as a moment about acting in such a way that the happy 
vision would become a reality. Not even if he knew which steps 
would bring him to the sea, would he take them now —  so much 
had he been slowly with instinctive wisdom shrugging o
  ev-
erything that could keep him fettered to a future, since future is 
a double-edged sword, and future molds the present. With the 
passing of the days other ideas too had gradually been left behind 
as if, the longer that time by not de� ning the danger was making 
it all the greater, the man was shaking o
  everything that weighed 
him down. And especially everything that could keep him stuck 
to the previous world.

Until now —  without any desire, lighter and lighter, as if hun-
ger and thirst were likewise a voluntary detachment in which 
he was slowly starting to take pride —  until now he was moving 
ahead enormously in the countryside, looking around with an 
independence that went to his head with an uncouth pleasure, 
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and started to make him dizzy with happiness. “It must be Sun-
day”—he even came to think with a certain glory, and Sunday 
would be the great crowning of his impartiality. It must be Sun-
day! he thought with sudden haughtiness as if his honor had 
been o
 ended. 

This was his � rst clear thought since leaving the hotel. In truth, 
ever since he’d � ed, this was the � rst thought that didn’t have the 
mere usefulness of defense. At � rst, moreover, Martim didn’t even 
know what to do with it. He simply stirred at the novelty, and 
scratched himself voraciously without ceasing to walk. Then, ap-
proving of himself with ferocity and following the thought with a 
hoarse encouragement, he repeated: it must be Sunday. 

Apparently it must have been more of an indirect acknowledg-
ment of himself than of the day of the week, since, without halt-
ing his stride for a second, he completed the radiant and dry gaze 
that he’d just called “Sunday” with an awkward tap of his pockets. 
For no reason, except that of fatigue itself, he was walking faster 
and faster. In fact he could now hardly keep up with himself. 
And agitated in this competition with his own steps —  he looked 
around with innocent bedazzlement, his head boiling with sun. 

Without counting the days that had passed there was no rea-
son to think it might be Sunday. Martim then stopped, a bit dis-
concerted by the need to be understood, of which he had not yet 
freed himself. 

But the truth is that the countryside had a clean and foreign 
existence. Each thing was in its place. Like a man who closes the 
door and goes out, and it’s Sunday. Besides, Sunday was a man’s 
� rst day. Not even woman had yet been created. Sunday was 
a man’s countryside. And thirst, freeing him, was giving him a 
power of choice that inebriated him: today is Sunday! he deter-
mined categorically. 

Then he sat upon a stone and quite sti
  looked out. His gaze 
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met no obstacles and wandered in an intense and tranquil noon. 
Nothing was keeping him from transforming his escape into a 
great journey, and he was ready to enjoy it. He was looking.

But there is something in a stretch of countryside that makes 
a lone man feel alone. Seated on a stone, the � nal and irreduc-
ible fact —  is that he was there. Then, with sudden tenderness, 
he lovingly tapped the dust from his jacket. In an obscure and 
perfect way he himself was the � rst thing set down on the Sun-
day. Which was making him as precious as a seed, he plucked a 
piece of lint from his jacket. On the ground his black and de� ned 
shadow was outlining without room for error the place he was. 
He himself was his � rst frame.

Although, besides trying to clean himself up as a simple mat-
ter of decency, the man didn’t seem to have the slightest intention 
of doing anything with the fact of existing. What he was doing 
was sitting on the stone. Neither did he plan to have the slightest 
thought about the sun. 

This then was where freedom ended up. His body squealed 
with pleasure, the woolen suit was making him itch in the heat. 
The limitless freedom had left him empty, every one of his ges-
tures would echo back like handclaps in the distance: when he 
scratched himself, this gesture rolled directly toward God. The 
most dispassionately individual thing would happen when a per-
son had freedom. At � rst you’re a stupid man having as an advan-
tage the greatest solitude. Then, a man who got whacked in the 
face and nevertheless smiles blessedly because at the same time 
the whack gave him as a gift a face he never suspected. Then, bit 
by bit, you start, slyly, to pull yourself together and to take the 
� rst immodest intimacies with freedom: the only reason you’re 
not � ying is because you don’t want to, and when you sit on a 
stone that’s because instead of � ying you sat down. And then?

Then, like now, what seated Martim was experiencing was a 
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mute orgy in which was the virginal desire to degrade everything 
that was degradable; and everything was degradable, and that 
degradation would be a way of loving. Being content was a way 
of loving; seated, Martim was very content. 

And then?  Well, really only whatever would happen then is 
what he’d say would happen then. For the time being the fugi-
tive man remained seated on the stone because if he wanted to 
he could not sit on the stone. Which was giving him the eternity 
of a perched bird.

After which, Martim got up. And without questioning what 
he was doing, he knelt before a dry tree in order to examine its 
trunk: he no longer seemed to need to reason in order to make 
up his mind, he’d disburdened himself of that too. So he tore o
  
a half-loose piece of bark, crumbled it between his � ngers with 
a slightly a
 ected attention, behaving as if he were in front of an 
audience. And this having been his study of the peculiar way in 
which whatever is unknown organizes itself, Martim stood as if 
in response to an order and continued his march. 

It was further on that he halted in front of the � rst little bird. 
Picked out in the great light was a little bird. Since Martim 

was free, that was the question: in the light the little bird. With 
the careful zeal to which he was growing accustomed, he set to 
work straightaway greedily with this fact. 

The little black bird was perched on a low branch, at the level 
of his eyes. And prevented from � ying by the man’s rude gaze, 
it was moving more and more uncomfortably, trying not to face 
whatever was about to happen to it, shifting nervously the weight 
of its body from one foot to the other. That’s how the two re-
mained facing o
 . Until with a heavy and powerful hand the man 
picked it up without hurting it, with the physical goodness that 
a heavy hand has. 

The bird was trembling all over inside the hand without dar-
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ing to peep. The man looked with a harsh and indiscreet curiosity 
at the thing in his hand as if he had imprisoned a � stful of living 
feathers. Slowly the small dominated body stopped trembling 
and its tiny eyes closed with a female sweetness. Now, against 
the man’s extremely auditive � ngers, only the minute and quick 
beating of the heart indicated that the bird hadn’t died and that 
comfort had resigned it to rest at last. 

Startled by the automatic perfection of what was happening 
to him, the man snarled looking at the little animal —  satisfac-
tion made him laugh out loud, with his head tossed back, which 
made his face confront the great sun. Then he stopped laughing 
as if that had been a heresy. And absorbed by its task, the half-
closed hand letting only the bird’s hard and sharp head peek out, 
the man started walking again with lots of strength bearing his 
companion in mind. The only thing in him that was thinking was 
the sound of his own shoes echoing in the head that the sun was 
now tranquilly igniting.

And soon, with the sequence of his steps, once again the phys-
ical taste for walking began to overtake him, and also a barely 
discerned pleasure as if he had ingested an aphrodisiac drug that 
made him want not a woman, but to respond to the tremor of 
the sun. He’d never been so close to the sun, and he was walking 
faster and faster clasping before him the bird as if he had to bring 
it before the post o�  ce closed. The vague mission was inebriat-
ing him. The lightness that came from thirst suddenly overtook 
him in ecstasy: 

—  Yes, indeed! he said loud and meaningless, and he was look-
ing more and more glorious as if about to drop dead.    

He looked around at the perfect circle that, in a stunned hori-
zon, the sky of lights was making as it joined an ever softer earth, 
ever softer, ever softer . . . The softness bothered the man with the 
pleasure of an itch, “yes, indeed!”, and he free, freed by his own 
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hands —  for suddenly it seemed to him that had been what hap-
pened to him two weeks before. 

Then he repeated with unexpected certainty: “yes, indeed!” Each 
time he’d say these words he was convinced that he was alluding to 
some thing. He even made a gesture of generosity of largesse with 
the hand that was holding the little bird, and thought magnani-
mously: “they don’t know what I’m referring to.” 

Afterward —  as if thinking had reduced itself to seeing, and 
the confusion of light had trembled inside him as inside water —  
it occurred to him in a confused refraction that he himself had 
forgotten whatever he was alluding to. But he was so stubbornly 
convinced that it was something of the greatest importance, 
though so vast that it was no longer discernible to him, who re-
spected with haughtiness his own ignorance and allowed himself 
ferociously: “yes, indeed.” 

—  You no longer know how to talk?!
The man halted with a wide-open mouth. As if he’d been 

thrown forward, he saw again the impatient face of a woman 
who had once cut him o
  only because he hadn’t answered her. 
The � rst time the sentence had sounded like just another sen-
tence —  while trams were dragging themselves along and the un-
remitting radio was playing and the woman ceaselessly listening 
to the radio with a lack of ennui and hope, and he one day had 
broken the radio while the trams were dragging themselves along, 
and yet the radio and the woman had nothing to do with the me-
ticulous rage of a man who probably already had inside himself 
the fact that one day he’d have to begin from the exact beginning, 
he who was now starting from Sunday. 

But this time the simple irritated phrase, resounding in the red 
silence of the countryside, made him grind to a halt with such per-
plexity that the little bird awoke moving a�  icted wings inside his 
hand. Stunned, Martim looked at it, astonished to have a bird in 
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his hand. The drunkenness of the sun had been suddenly cut o
 .
Sober, he looked with modesty at the thing in his hand. Then 

he looked at the Sunday countryside with its silent stones. He’d 
been sleeping deeply while he’d walked and for the � rst time was 
waking up. And as if a new wave of sea were breaking against the 
rocks, the brightness settled in.

The man looked with docility at the little bird. Without a 
mind of their own, his now innocent and curious � ngers let 
themselves obey the extremely living movements of the bird, and 
opened inert: the bird � ew in a bolt of gold as if the man had 
launched it. And it perched worriedly on the highest stone. From 
there it was looking at the man, chirping without relent. 

Paralyzed for a moment, Martim looked at it and looked at his 
own hands that, empty, were looking at him astonished. Pulling 
himself together, however, he ran furiously over to the little bird, 
and in that way chased it for a short while, his heart beating in 
rage, his impatient shoes stumbling over the pebbles, his hand 
getting scraped in a fall that made a little rock roll in several dry 
leaps until going mute . . .

The stillness that followed was so hollow that the man tried 
to hear one last thud of the stone in order to calculate the depth 
of the silence into which he had tossed it. 

Until a wave of great light undid the tension of waiting, and 
Martim could look at his hand. It was burning, and thin blood was 
seeping out. Forgetting his chase, very interested now, his dry lips 
sucked at the scrape with a keenness of a caress like a person who 
is alone. At the same time that it awakened his thirst, the blood in 
his mouth gave him a warrior attitude that immediately passed.

When the man � nally raised his eyes, the disturbed little bird 
was waiting for him as if it had only struggled because it planned 
to surrender. Martim held out his wounded hand and grabbed 
it with a � rmness without e
 ort. This time the bird � apped less 
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and, recognizing its former shelter, made itself comfortable in 
order to sleep. With the light weight to carry, the man continued 
his march amidst stones.

—  I no longer know how to speak, he then said to the little 
bird, avoiding looking at it out of a certain tactful modesty. 

Only later did he seem to understand what he’d said, and then 
he looked straight at the sun. “I lost the language of others,” he 
then repeated nice and slow as if the words were more obscure 
than they were, and somehow quite � attering. He was serenely 
proud, with bright and satis� ed eyes. 

Then the man sat on a rock, erect, solemn, empty, o�  cially 
grasping the bird in his hand. Because some thing was happening 
to him. And it was some thing with a meaning. 

Though there was no synonym for that thing that was hap-
pening.

A man was seated. And there was no synonym for any thing, 
and so the man was seated. That’s how it was. The nice thing was 
that it was indisputable. And irreversible.

It’s true that that thing that was happening to him had a 
weight that needed to be borne —  he was well aware of the fa-
miliar weight. It was like the weight of himself. Though it was 
some matchless thing: that man looked as if he no longer had 
anything equivalent to put in the other pan of the scale. He was 
vaguely aware of that. In his former apartment sometimes he’d 
had this discomfort mixed with pleasure and awareness —  which 
had always resulted in some decision that had nothing to do with 
the disconcerted feeling. He’d never felt it, it’s true, with that � -
nal neatness of the desert. In which he was helped by his own 
shadow that was marking him o
  unmistakably on the ground. 

That thing that he was feeling must be, in the � nal analysis, 
just he himself. Which had the taste that the tongue has in the 
mouth. And that lacked a name the same way that the taste the 
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 ort. This time the bird � apped less 
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and, recognizing its former shelter, made itself comfortable in 
order to sleep. With the light weight to carry, the man continued 
his march amidst stones.

—  I no longer know how to speak, he then said to the little 
bird, avoiding looking at it out of a certain tactful modesty. 

Only later did he seem to understand what he’d said, and then 
he looked straight at the sun. “I lost the language of others,” he 
then repeated nice and slow as if the words were more obscure 
than they were, and somehow quite � attering. He was serenely 
proud, with bright and satis� ed eyes. 

Then the man sat on a rock, erect, solemn, empty, o�  cially 
grasping the bird in his hand. Because some thing was happening 
to him. And it was some thing with a meaning. 

Though there was no synonym for that thing that was hap-
pening.

A man was seated. And there was no synonym for any thing, 
and so the man was seated. That’s how it was. The nice thing was 
that it was indisputable. And irreversible.

It’s true that that thing that was happening to him had a 
weight that needed to be borne —  he was well aware of the fa-
miliar weight. It was like the weight of himself. Though it was 
some matchless thing: that man looked as if he no longer had 
anything equivalent to put in the other pan of the scale. He was 
vaguely aware of that. In his former apartment sometimes he’d 
had this discomfort mixed with pleasure and awareness —  which 
had always resulted in some decision that had nothing to do with 
the disconcerted feeling. He’d never felt it, it’s true, with that � -
nal neatness of the desert. In which he was helped by his own 
shadow that was marking him o
  unmistakably on the ground. 

That thing that he was feeling must be, in the � nal analysis, 
just he himself. Which had the taste that the tongue has in the 
mouth. And that lacked a name the same way that the taste the 
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tongue has in the mouth lacks a name. It wasn’t, then, anything 
more than that. 

But, in the face of that thing, a person would grow a bit atten-
tive; and growing attentive to that, was being. Thus, then, on his 
� rst Sunday, he was.

Which, however, started to get a bit intense. The man then 
moved uncomfortably on the rock, responding physically to the 
immateriality of his own tension, like a person who’s disturbed. 
And if that’s what he did that was because, though he didn’t 
know himself, he was familiar enough to himself to know how 
to reply. That though wasn’t enough. He then looked around, like 
someone seeking the counterpoint of a woman. But there wasn’t 
so much as a synonym for a man seated with a bird in his hand. 

So, patient and digni� ed, he waited for the thing to pass with-
out so much as touching it. 

Because that man had always had a tendency to fall into profun-
dity, which one day could lead him to an abyss: that’s why wisely 
he took the precaution of refraining. His restraint, on the easily 
breakable scab of profundity, gave him the pleasure of refraining. 
It had always been a di�  cult balance, that balance of his, not to fall 
into the voracity with which waves and waves were awaiting him. 
A whole past was just a step from the extreme caution with which 
that man was seeking to keep himself merely alive, and noth-
ing more —  the way an animal sparkles in its eyes alone, keeping 
behind it the vast untouched soul of an animal. Then, without 
touching it, he prepared to wait stolidly for the thing to pass.    

Before it passed, he involuntarily recognized it. That —  that 
was a man thinking . . . Then with in� nite distaste, physically 
clumsy, he recalled in his body what a thinking man is like. A 
thinking man was one that, when he saw something yellow, 
would say with a dazzled e
 ort: this thing that is not blue. Not 
that Martim had quite reached the point of thinking —  but he’d 
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recognized it in the way you recognize in the shape of the legs 
the possible movement. And more than that he recognized: that 
thing in fact had been with him during his entire escape. It was 
only out of carelessness that he’d now almost let it spread. 

Then, startled, as if in alarm he’d recognized the insidious re-
turn of an addiction, he was so repulsed by the fact of almost 
having thought that he pressed his teeth in a painful grimace of 
hunger and helplessness —  he turned worriedly in every direction 
of the desert seeking amongst the stones a way of recovering his 
powerful previous stupidity that for him had become a source of 
pride and dominion. 

But the man was disturbed: so a person couldn’t take two free 
steps without falling into the same fatal error? since the old sys-
tem of uselessly thinking, and of even savoring thinking, had tried 
to return: sitting on the rock with the little bird in his hand, out 
of negligence he’d even felt pleasure. And, if he neglected himself 
another minute, he’d recover in a single gush his previous exis-
tence: when thinking had been the useless action and pleasure 
simply shameful. Helpless, he moved on the hot rock: he seemed 
to be seeking an argument to protect him. He was needing to 
defend something that, with enormous courage, he’d conquered 
two weeks ago. With enormous courage, that man had � nally 
stopped being intelligent. 

Or had he ever really been intelligent? the happy doubt made 
him blink his eyes with great vivacity —  since if he managed to 
prove to himself that he’d never been intelligent, then he would 
reveal as well that his own past had been something else, and 
would reveal that some thing in the depth of himself had always 
been whole and solid. 

“The truth is,” he then thought trying out with care this defen-
sive stratagem, “the truth is I just imitated intelligence the way I 
could swim like a � sh without being one!” The man stirred con-
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tented: imitated? but yes! Because, by imitating whatever it would 
mean to come in � rst in the statistics exam, he’d come in � rst in the 
statistics exam! The truth is, he then concluded very interested, 
he’d just imitated intelligence, with that essential lack of respect 
that makes a person imitate. And along with him, millions of men 
who were copying with great e
 ort the idea that they had of a man, 
alongside the thousands of women who were copying attentively 
the idea they had of a woman and thousands of people of good-
will were copying with superhuman e
 ort their own faces and the 
idea of existing; not to mention the anguished concentration with 
which they were imitating acts of good or evil —  with a daily care 
not to slide into some act that was true, and yet incomparable, 
and yet inimitable, and yet disconcerting. And meanwhile, there 
was some old and poor thing in some unidenti� able place in the 
house, and people sleep worriedly, discomfort is the only warning 
that we’re copying, and we listen to ourselves attentively beneath 
the sheets. But we are so distanced by imitation that whatever we 
hear comes to us so without sound as if it were a vision that were 
so invisible as if it were in the darkness that was so compact that 
hands are no use. Because even comprehension, the person was 
imitating. The comprehension that had never been made of any-
thing but someone else’s language and of words. 

But there was still disobedience. 
Then —  through the great leap of a crime —  two weeks ago 

he had risked not having any guarantee, and had started to not 
understand. 

And beneath the yellow sun, sitting on a rock, without the 
slightest guarantee —  the man was now rejoicing as if not un-
derstanding were a creation. That caution that a person has in 
transforming the thing into something comparable and thus ap-
proachable, and, only starting from this moment of security, looks 
and allows himself to see because luckily it will always be too late 
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to not understand —  that precaution Martim had lost. And not 
understanding was suddenly giving him the entire world. 

Which was entirely empty, to tell you the truth. That man 
had rejected the language of others and didn’t even have the be-
ginning of a language of his own. And yet, hollow, mute, he was 
rejoicing. The thing was excellent. 

Then, to kick o
  the conversation, the person was sitting on 
the Sunday rock. 

And the man, with perverse enjoyment, was feeling so far from 
the language of others that, from a daring that came to him from 
security, he tried to use it again. And he found it odd, the way a 
man who soberly brushing his teeth doesn’t recognize the drunk 
from the night before. In that way, as he fumbled around now 
with still cautious fascination in the dead language, he tried out 
of pure experience to give the formerly so familiar title of “crime” 
to that thing without a name that had happened to him. 

But “crime”? The word echoed emptily through the desert, and 
the voice of the word wasn’t his either. Then, � nally convinced 
that he wouldn’t be captured by the former language, he tried to 
go a bit further: had he by chance felt horror after his crime? The 
man felt around carefully in his memory. Horror? and yet that is 
what language would expect of him. 

But horror too had become a word from before the great blind 
leap that he’d taken with his crime. The leap had been taken. And 
the jump had been so great that it had ended up transforming 
itself into the only event he could and wanted to deal with. And 
even the motives for his crime had lost their importance. 

The truth is that the man with wisdom had abolished motives. 
And had abolished the crime itself. Having a certain experience 
with guilt, he knew how to live with it without being bothered. 
He’d already previously committed the crimes not proscribed by 
law, so that he probably considered it just bad luck having carried 
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out two weeks ago exactly one that had been proscribed. A good 
civic education and long training in life had made him good at 
being guilty without giving himself away, it wouldn’t be just any 
torture that would make his soul confess itself guilty, and much 
would be necessary in order to make a hero � nally cry. And when 
this happens it’s a depressing and repugnant spectacle that we 
can’t stand without feeling betrayed and o
 ended; someone who 
represents the rest of us is unpardonable. It just so happens that, 
for special circumstances, in two weeks that man had become a 
tough hero; he was representing himself. Guilt could no longer 
reach him. 

“Crime”? No. “The great leap”—those really did seem like his 
own words, dark like the knot of a dream. His crime had been 
an involuntary vital movement like the re� ex of knee to a tap: the 
whole organism had gathered so that the leg, suddenly incoerc-
ible, could give the kick. And he hadn’t felt horror after the crime. 
So what had he felt? The astonished victory.

That’s what it had been: he’d felt victory. With bedazzlement, 
he’d seen that the thing unexpectedly was working: that an act still 
had the value of an act. And even more: with a single act he had 
made the enemies he’d always wanted to have —  other people. And 
still more: that he himself had � nally become incapacitated to be 
the former man since, if he went back to being that, he’d have to 
become his own enemy —  since in the language from which up till 
then he had lived he simply couldn’t be the friend of a criminal. So, 
with a single gesture, he was no longer a collaborator of other peo-
ple, and with a single gesture had ceased to collaborate with him-
self. For the � rst time Martim found himself unable to imitate. 

Yes. In that instant of astonished victory the man had sud-
denly discovered the power of a gesture. The goodness of an act 
is that it goes beyond us. In a minute Martim had been trans� g-
ured by his own act. Because after two weeks of silence, now he’d 
very naturally started calling his crime an “act.”
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The truth is that the feeling of victory had only lasted for a 
fraction of a second. Immediately thereafter he hadn’t had any 
more time: in an extraordinarily perfect and lubricated rhythm, 
the deep numbness he’d needed in order for this current intel-
ligence of his to be born had followed. Which was as rude and 
sneaky as a rat. Nothing more than that. But for the � rst time 
as a tool. For the � rst time his intelligence had immediate con-
sequences. And it had become such a complete possession of his 
that he could skillfully specialize it into securing him, and secur-
ing his life. So much that he had instantly started to learn how 
to escape as if everything he’d done up till now in his daily life 
had been nothing more than a vague rehearsal for the action. 
And then that man had become � nally real, a true rat, and any 
thought inside that new intelligence was an act, though hoarse 
as a still-unused voice. What he was now wasn’t much: a rat. But 
as a rat, nothing in him was useless. The thing was excellent and 
deep. Inside the dimension of a rat, that man was � tting entirely. 

Yes; all this had followed the crime to such a perfect extent 
that Martim hadn’t even had time to think about what he’d done. 
But before —  during a fraction of a second —  before the victory. 
Because a man one day had to have the great rage. 

He’d had it. And for the � rst time, with candor, he’d admired 
himself like a boy who discovers himself naked in a mirror. Ap-
parently, with the accumulation of thoughts of goodness without 
the action of goodness, with the thought of love without the act 
of love, with heroism without heroism, not to mention a certain 
growing imprecision in existing that had ended up becoming the 
impossible dream of existing —  apparently that man had ended 
up forgetting up that a person can act. And having discovered 
that in truth he’d already involuntarily acted, had suddenly given 
him a world so free that he’d grown dizzy in victory. 

That man hadn’t even wondered if there was anyone who 
could act except through the intermediary of a crime. What he 
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