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            Have not poetry and music arisen, as it seems,

            out of the sounds the enchanters made

            to help their imagination to enchant,

            to charm, to bind with a spell themselves and the passers-by?

            
                

            

            — w. b. yeats

            
                

            

            
                

            

            Lend us the breath

            And the path

            So we may take refuge in the sacred place

            Where we hold the song.

            
                

            

            — yana lucila lema
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            PART I

            Solar Noise

            Year 5550, Andean Calendar2
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            NICOLE

         

         The ear is the organ of fear, Noa repeated the night we climbed the ridge to see the Electric Shamans in the Andean páramo. It was the fifth year of the Solar Noise Festival, a gathering of sound artists that included poets, musicians, dancers, melomaniacs, painters, performers, and people who said they had done it all even if it was all just talk. It was also the first time we ran off together, without any money, hitching rides on buses and trucks along the highway, and with no plan other than to disappear for eight days and seven nights.

         Eight days and seven nights of experimental shamanic noise, of underground post-Andean music, of ancestral thrash retrofuturism, told us a guy who had been transformed by the experience; he was a New Age philosopher and we stole eighty dollars, an astrological magazine, and three ecstasy pills from him. You’ll see, you’ll see, he insisted, his eyes open too wide, Don Nietzsche already wrote it: The ear is the organ of fear.

         We didn’t understand his outburst, but we listened because we hungered for what the mountains held. I’d just left home; Noa had dyed her hair blue. Those were days of ardor, of the urge to expand and take up more space in the world.

         I remember the hunger. I remember the thirst.

         We thought we could quench it there in that landscape engendered by a volcano.

         According to the festival website, the procession would depart from Quito and take four hours to reach the campground. We left Guayaquil for the capital singing like frogs tired of their ponds, anxious to leave the river and embrace the valleys, to exchange mangroves for frailejones, iguanas for caracaras. We didn’t think about 4how difficult change can be, the wounds left behind when you abandon the familiar. No one really leaves the place where they once focused all their attention: They’re uprooted from home and take a piece of it with them. Noa had me, and I had her, or that’s what we believed as we escaped together, packing our bags and selecting the right song before setting off: “Miedo” by Rita Indiana, because not even crickets slept soundly in the swampy city; “Me voy” by Ibeyi, because we were leaving, happy the sky would rock us gently. Music celebrates life, we said, but it also brings out the worst in us. At the time, however, we never could have imagined what shape it would take.

         We left without saying anything to anyone. Noa was distracted, so I took the lead on getting us to Quito. Inti Raymi was only a few days away, and on the road, men and women with Diabluma masks told us stories about Solar Noise. We listened to their descriptions of the rituals, the technoshamanic poetry, the collective hallucinations, and especially to the story of the attendees who never went home again but returned to the festival every year, always to the festival, the growing list of the disappeared summoned annually by the altitude and basalt.

         Much like them, we were called to Noise by a geological voice: the eruption of Sangay in the east that made birds rain down 175 kilometers away. We awoke to the city covered in ash and dead birds and the knowledge that nothing could deter our ascent to the páramo. Nothing could stop us, because that eruption was the earth calling our name, telling us the future in the language of the bedrock.

         I remember the footprints, children’s dirty faces, the sky opaque like bear’s fur, and, down below, the street full of toads and feathers.

         One landscape gives rise to another, they say. A natural disaster, cruel as it is, brings with it the promise of resurrection. Noa and I knew that cycle: the beauty that emerges from the depths of disaster, crawling as if carrying rocks in its stomach. It was always like that in the fierce underbelly of our region. Everyone here listens to thunder from the earth and roars from the mountain; they keep their balance on a ground that rolls, gasps, and chews bones. The hive mouth, they call it, the place of landslides.5

         We were eighteen years old and had already weathered more than a dozen earthquakes.

         Fifteen volcanoes had erupted by the time we became friends.

         Thirty were still active.

         Back then, our mothers watered the ground with chamomile tea to lull it back to sleep. They followed dogs, cats, and iguanas around in case the animals foresaw something, in case they felt the pulse of the dust first, the rage slashing the roots. Both women belonged to the neighborhood watch. They carried pistols and met with neighbors to organize security in case of emergency. At night, Noa and I listened to the sounds of their patrols, of crickets and bullets. The entire country suffered from quakes, but Guayaquil was dangerous—people there died every day. Kids were packing guns while we were learning what it means to have fun with someone else, someone you could talk to about embarrassing things like masturbation or cramps. We laughed, danced to Bomba Estéreo and Dengue Dengue Dengue!, and told each other the truth: that we only knew the violence of men and nature but longed for joy and pleasure. A life less governed by death.

         Pain makes you face what you need. Noa’s father abandoned her when she was little; mine was an alcoholic. Our mothers could barely look at us because we reminded them of what went wrong. What united us was much more than this lack of love or loneliness, it was our urgent desire to run away.

         Let’s leave tomorrow, I told Noa as the sun was burning on the lizards, roasting their insides.

         Let’s go, she answered, because the air’s heavy, birds are dying, and the mangroves are a nasty color.

         A visceral color, I thought. Warm and dense, the size of a liver.

         Solar Noise was held on the slopes of volcanoes like Antisana, Chalupas, Chimborazo, or Cotopaxi. Every year, the organizers selected a new location and put up tents that looked like a village at the edge of the world. They didn’t always get permits, information was scarce, almost secret, so it was hard for anyone to keep tabs on them. They never shared the festival’s location or the number of people who’d be attending. They kept quiet, and the public responded 6by clambering up the highway, dodging rockslides and potholes the size of children.

         I’d never seen stones crisscrossed with veins, never seen thunderstones.

         I’d never been cold in the rain.

         We saw yagual trees, white-tailed deer, igneous caves, alpacas next to lakes, blue hummingbirds, damselflies, turquoise and yellow waters, quishuar trees, rabbits, scrublands, forests, extinct craters, and cows grazing alongside narrow trails.

         We saw mountain specters and groups preparing for the Inti Raymi festival, but they didn’t see us.

         We made the first part of the journey with some girls who had chakanas tattooed on their shoulders. They were from Yantzaza and had long braided hair. They said that the festivalgoers who disappeared from Noise didn’t really disappear but instead stayed in the mountains to recruit new people and compose ancient music. No one knew who they were, exactly, but the people who went to the festival wanted to join their self-governed communes in the hidden valleys. Up where we were, everyone mentioned them sooner or later. Some people asked if we knew them, others swore the disappeared crept around the concerts, hiding their worship of thunder, wind, and sun, stealing musical instruments and composing maddening songs.

         The Poet knows who they are, one of the girls told us. We’re lucky to be friends with the Poet.

         We didn’t know who the Poet was, and we didn’t care, but the girl told us that “Solar Noise” was a poem by Ariruma Pantaguano and that the festival organizers had stolen the title from him. She called him a post-apocalyptic poet, representative of the new wave of ancestral cli-fi and ya-anarcho-lit, a magician, conjurer of symbols, lyric shaman, and Andean rhapsodist. We didn’t understand much of what she was saying. A large Noise contingent believed in poetry that gives into the trance, the collective unconscious, and music. They were mystics of rhythm, eccentrics who liked to think of art as a kind of magic that could save us from disaster.7

         Spells are cast with words, a Puruwá poet who played the theremin told us days later. Enchantments, with songs.

         En route, the soroche hit me like fog in my blood. A soroche so dense it wrinkled my teeth and submerged my head. I hid it as well as I could, but I hated that Noa didn’t feel anything, that the altitude didn’t get to her.

         Hold on, crazy girl, hold on, she said, stroking my hair.

         I was embarrassed to be the sick one, the one rejected by the mountains, so I was rude. I told her not to touch me, but she didn’t care. Earthquakes made Noa dizzy. Whenever a volcano erupted, she spiked a fever. When ashes fell from the sky, she stopped eating. When the city flooded from the rains, she had nightmares that made her scream. I considered myself the stronger of the two of us, undefeated, until the altitude sickness caught up with me and turned my stomach.

         Noa asked the girls to stop. They reluctantly pulled over at a dirty gas station with rusty signs and mangy dogs prowling around the store.

         I threw up on the curb.

         They didn’t want to wait for us. They were annoyed that I got sick and let me know it, sulking and making rude gestures. After they left and I sat on the sidewalk for a bit, I started feeling better. It took a few minutes of thumbing a ride for two Chileans to offer us seats in their van. They were older than us and talked about nothing but symphonic prog rock. They talked about bands that played quenas carved from llama, deer, or jaguar bones; about the Electric Shamans who, in addition to playing guitars, basses, and keyboards, played quenas made from condor wings.

         The flute was the first musical instrument in history, they told us. Made from animal bones, you know? An animal’s life and death whistles through those little holes. Listen and see.

         Before leaving Guayaquil, Noa played me a Shamans song featuring eruptions, storms, and earthquakes. The band mixed fragments of Andean music with recordings of natural sounds like waterfalls, blizzards, trotting animals, and so forth. Their most popular song looped 8sounds from one of El Reventador’s eruptions. The second had sounds from the earthquake that devastated Pedernales.

         Sound waves travel faster than seismic ones. Sound reaches consciousness before light and before despair. For years, people believed that earthquakes were caused by the subterranean collapse of mountains, and that idea made sense, because surely a cracking mountain would shake and bark just like that, would rumble as though whole planets were shattering in its mouth. Those were the noises Noa heard in her nightmares. I often saw her tossing in bed, sweating, quietly moaning, and I wondered if what she was hearing really didn’t have a name or if she was just afraid to name it, like when we stop saying certain words for fear of summoning what they represent.

         The Chileans told us about four quakes during which they thought they’d be crushed to death after they saw this intense light, a bluish-white flash. We’d seen those lights ourselves, every time the earth broke open. The flares were usually quick, but once shock waves arrived with a long light that made Noa’s mother shove her to the floor: Stop moving, goddammit! she shouted, so anxious she started to cry. I imagined Noa’s dreams to be mental re-creations of the terror we experienced when those lights flashed.

         Mother of stone, spume of the cooondors! the Chileans sang. Love, love, even the jagged niiight!

         We penetrated the dense whiteness of the Andean fog with them. I remember the infinite expanse of the páramo, the ghostly sound of the wind.

         Oof, this landscape is a monster, Noa said.

         We parked the van in a barren spot. We were happy, but when we got out, I could feel the cold growing in my belly like a child. Something ready to take shape inside me. Something ready to break me. Clouds veiled the horizon, but the ancient haunches of the páramo were clear. We walked into its yellow sky, crossed its matorrals, and at the peak we saw people emerge from the fog, looking for the volcano.

         They look like zombies, we said. They look like the twice dead.

         You could see them everywhere, with backpacks slung over their shoulders like astronauts. First ten, then twenty-five, then thirty-seven, 9then forty. The number grew as we left the horsetails and lamb’s ears behind. It was strange, moving together toward something we couldn’t see, but the fog parted every now and then and we could sense the warmth: a colossus, a magma altar shining in that blue hour. They say the sublime makes you feel inescapably small, but I felt immense holding the volcano’s dimensions in my eyes. I thought: This fits inside me. And under our feet, the brush thinned out into a black desert with flowering chuquiraguas.

         Sometimes I think about that afternoon and am afraid. Afraid of the feeling right before an experience changes us. We saw chagras riding red horses, and one of the Chileans told me the story of the Siguanaba, a ghost in the form of a woman who draws men to cliffs to show them her horse face, driving them mad and luring them over the edge. Then Noa grabbed my hair and explained that the English word nightmare has the word mare inside it.

         A mare is a female horse, she said, but it’s also what they call the evil spirit that suffocates people while they sleep.

         There are things you don’t forget. When I have a bad dream, I hear hooves and neighing.

         It took us an hour to find the Solar Noise site: a semicircle with more than a hundred tents and a modest stage facing west into the setting sun. I’d gotten used to the cold, the exhaustion, the sensation of irreality that came from the wind’s constant whistling in my ear. There are winds that can kill you, Noa said. Wayra huañuy, wayra puca, wayra sorochi, wayra ritu. We’d never seen so many people together in the same place before. The land cradled us, and the hubbub of the campground scared away the guanacos.

         Our backpacks were checked on arrival.

         No guns or projectiles allowed, said a boy with a name tag. I told him I knew how to shoot, that my mother had taught me. Noa’s mother taught her too, because men are killed on the coast, but as for women, they rape us first. In the neighborhoods, we all knew how to defend ourselves, not that it did us any good. Common criminals liked to claim they were in cartels to scare us into letting them go. Long live the Lobos! They shouted. Long live the Choneros! Long live 10the Tiguerones, goddammit! Noa told me that when she was still in her mother’s belly, a so-called Tiguerón broke into her house, and her father punched him and knocked out his teeth. The guy ran away, but a few days later the family found a puddle of blood, five teeth, and a dog’s head on the doorstep. They’re going to kill us, Noa’s mother said. She went into labor a month early. According to Noa, that was the reason her mother started seeing her as defective, rotten before she even left the womb.

         At least she doesn’t hit you, I told her.

         That doesn’t matter, what matters is that she wants to.

         We entered the camp with the Chileans but soon lost them on the dry, sandy trails. The festival tents formed blocks with their own corners and marked intersections, and people had started to move in and set up their own. We saw dancers balancing torches and flaming arrows, musical instruments that sounded like mammoths and mangrove wails, astronomical clocks, naked bodies painted like the celestial dome, tattooed faces, heads with horns, and chakanas being carved in meteorites.

         This is frozen time, a woman carving one told us. A time as ancient and strange as God.

         In the mountains, the space-rock hunters took the most valuable ones to sell. The locals gathered everything else in the area and treated them like divine stones. Fragments of asteroids and comets hung from the necks of shamans, worthless to those who traded in the larger meteorites but with spiritual significance for those who celebrated the festival of the sun. These small, dark rocks, sometimes porous or compact, were used in rituals or folk art, or worn as trinkets, or bought because the attendees thought that having a little piece of the sky would make them more Andean, true children of Inti and Mama Killa. There were rockers and noise musicians wearing them over King Crimson or Sal y Mileto shirts, gringos with expensive ponchos looking for an ancestral experience, holding their stones up to the sun; collectors who bartered for meteorites that maybe weren’t even meteorites.

         At the festival, there were people who tattooed with bones and wood. Who predicted the future with coca leaves or the entrails of little animals. Who painted blindly, danced blindly, and played instruments 11blindly. Musicians who imitated animal voices, who mixed the unlikeliest genres to create electropasillos, rumbablues, mambojazz, bachatapop, and capishcafunk. There were mediums, body hackers, aura photographers, ventriloquists, and psychophony recorders.

         We met a couple making galactic technocumbia with sounds nasa extracted from the universe. You could hear the wind on Mars, solar storms, auroras on Jupiter, and astral and nebula pulsations in their songs. His name was Pedro and hers was Carla. They said the sound of a meteorite was the flame ignited by traveling through the earth’s atmosphere.

         Sounds speak, Carla said. For instance, Jupiter sounds like birds.

         I wish we’d met them sooner, but the first day we got together with two musicians who built their own drums. Every week, they recorded a podcast in which they talked about the relationship between violence and music. Their conversations covered everything from combat songs to instrument-building techniques, hunting, and shamanism. They believed drums made from deerskin induced trances and that certain rhythms favored expanded states of consciousness. One of them said: If you can’t flay a goat, you’ll never be able to play a drum. And he showed us his caja ronca, a mythical object that, according to legend, makes the sound of death.

         Go on, Noa said, play it.

         His name was Fabio, and his drum sounded like trees falling on something muscular, living.

         I invented it, he told us. Guess what’s inside?

         Noa thought it was insects. I thought it was dry leaves or fingernails.

         Shrunken heads, he proudly said, real tzantzas.

         It was hard to find real tzantzas with all the fake ones on the tourist market, but he was sure his were real because they’d been passed down through his family. He found them among the belongings of his great-uncle, a trader who sold illegal curios to Europeans at the beginning of the previous century.

         Their lips are stitched closed, the girl with him said. In her hands the drum sounded hollow, as if the tzantza’s hair was softening her strikes. And she added: The little heads are kissing inside.12

         She was big, and llama hooves hung from her bracelets; when they knocked together, I heard the rain.

         The corpse speaks through the instrument, she told us.

         So, what’s it saying? I asked, but she said something else in response:

         My name is Pam.

         We ate shrooms, and Noa repeated that the ear is the organ of fear, as if she’d known from the beginning what was going to happen to us. There were plenty of people who came to Noise intending to experiment, people who destroyed objects on stage, sang songs somewhere between sobbing and shouting, produced spectral resonances with synthesizers and rare instruments, but only Fabio and Pam created drums inspired by myths and legends. Each had their own, made with their own hands, and they said they were attracted to the tribal aspect of percussion, to its ancient, feminine side. They told us about drums made from children’s skulls, water and milk drums that could transport you to the world of the dead, magical-religious drums, war drums.

         To make music, you have to learn to love death, Pam said.

         It’s hard to explain what happened after the shrooms kicked in. We heard noises that came from yellow and ochre, we observed the open shape of red. Shamans use hallucinogens to connect with the subterranean world, the world of the air, to talk with animals, trees, rivers, and to predict the future. When you have shrooms in your system, an eye opens up in your thalamus and weeps. A fat cyclops eye: black and absolute. On the outside I was smiling while my interior eye was crying, not from sadness but from excess.

         We were sitting in the sand when Fabio started talking about drums made with human skin. He explained that, according to some chronicles, the Inca turned their enemies into musical instruments to use at war. Those drums were called runatinyas and were made by keeping their bodies whole. That is, when the Inca wanted to scare their enemies, they would stitch an instrument into the bellies of the fallen. That’s what I pictured on my trip: drum-men who looked alive from far away. I felt sick because I saw my belly swelling in the shape of an immense drum. I wasn’t the only one to hallucinate this; Pam slapped her own stomach while I heard packs of vicuñas 13trotting in the distance, tectonic shifting, stampedes of beasts coming down from Chimborazo.

         All percussion sounds like thunder, Pam said. Like thunder, earthquakes, and a heart.

         We stayed in the tent until the Poet decided to read on stage. We went out to listen, and I was afraid the words would do something to me that I didn’t want, something like when you listen to a song and your hair stands on end and you cry, not from sadness but from an incomprehensible emotion. I remember that the ground pulsed like a membrane, and I fell several times onto its sinewy skin. The faces of the people around me repeated, time repeated. I didn’t know what to do with my belly drum, so I held it with both hands as if it were a baby or a bomb. I’m dangerous, I thought, the sound of my stomach is violent because it comes from a slap. You have to hit the drum for it to let loose the thunder, the earth, the llama’s hoof. We listened to the Poet, excited by the shrooms, our chests and pupils wide as he spilled out his voice like a cool trickle on the mountain.

         
            
               
                  Listen to the volcano, kuyllur,

                  I open it to sing for you 

                  the great sun poem. 

                  Ñachu shamunki?

               

            

         

         I remember people bringing their hands to their faces.

         I remember golden flowers, sikus, and electric guitars.

         
            
               
                  We are from the wind and from the night.

                  Dark spring, my sasaka, 

                  dark spring on the longest night.

                  Haku wichayman, haku wichayman.

               

               
                  Whales sing in the Andes.

               

            

         

         No whale has ever drunk pure páramo water, their bodies have never rested on the mountain or received the protection of the volcano, 14but the Poet conjured one for us all the same. His lines fed into our trip, and the spell was cast: The whale loomed huge and dark above the snow, tracing the Diablumas’ fire with its tail and swallowing the wind. I know what I’m saying can’t be true, I know no such animal could exist at that altitude, but we heard it cry out as if it were suffering.

         What a beautiful beast, Noa said. And with the arrival of twilight, the whale grew even bigger and took on the varied colors of the moon.

         
            
               
                  Solar noise on the skin of giants, 

                  galactic noise, my sasaka, 

                  condor noises on Mars.

               

               
                  Ñami pakarin.

               

            

         

         This poem felt like flint on our brows. It’s impossible to comprehend the páramo. About the sunset that day, there’s not much I can say. I can say that Pantaguano’s hair sometimes blew over his face, ushering in the night and dispelling the fog. That people went silent in the middle of the sudden nocturnal clarity and that they embraced under the starry sky. That every word seemed like a living object, like a musical note, like a recently discovered creature. I can say that I saw predators surrounding us as the festival kicked off, as the Poet stepped off the stage and applause exploded in his name. I can say that we banished the beasts with the force of our unified voices and that we all sang or screamed because deep down it was the same, singing and screaming, and that’s how we scared them off. That’s how we tolerated the coming of the night, the tuta’s arrival. And at that time I didn’t know Noa was thinking about looking for the father who’d abandoned her, but I still said: Don’t leave me, please don’t leave me. And she fumbled for my hand and said: That man, see that man? I swear on my life he was once a bear.
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            MARIO

         

         I ascended to the valley for the sun dance and the chagras. I brought my Diabluma costume. It was the month of Inti Raymi. They said that with training I could endure up to seventy-two hours of dancing. I believed them because I’d seen it happen.

         A group of classmates organized the trip to Solar Noise. We wanted to bathe in the sacred waterfall, be Diablumas, and light the festival fire. Many dancers went to the festival, but not just anyone could be a devil head. I wanted to be a devil head and embody the light and darkness of the world. We took our masks and whips. Our lambskin chaps. Our chicha. A Diabluma has two faces: one that looks forward and another that looks back. It’s colorful and has twelve horns. Only the Diabluma can light the sun god’s festival fire, everyone knows that.

         We ascended.

         The solstice dance is exhausting. You jump from one foot to the other. You jump like a horse runs and women sing. Everyone knows that celebrations create their own characters. Inti Raymi created the Diabluma so he could bring order to the universe, that’s why he strips to bathe by night. Three evenings in a row he cleanses himself in ravine waters and a new moon. He harnesses the power of the mountain. He washes the lice from his mask with a whip. Life crawls into the devil’s mouth and holds on. I don’t really believe it or anything, but the legend is beautiful. It’s beautiful to dance in the high páramo with Satan inside you.

         At school we didn’t learn anything about the Diabluma. Dancing should be exciting, I said. Dancing is a sentimental experience. Moving, I make my flesh think. I read about ecstatic dances and practiced 16some. They call ecstasy “rapture” because it’s like floating up out of your body. We wanted to jump for Inti, we wanted to have fun. Every dance makes you feel different. Butoh is terrifying; the concheros and whirling sema dances are gorgeous. Dancing anything for a day or more becomes ecstatic: You go beyond the brink of exhaustion, and reach something godlike. It happened to me; I danced for so many hours in a row that a light came to chase away my grief. It didn’t make the pain go away but transformed it into love. An enormous love for all the little things I hated. A wicked love.

         If you ask me, you need to understand the sun dance before you do it. It’s a dance of the Pachamama and the stars. A fertility dance. A dancer needs to overcome their exhaustion and not surrender, that’s why we performed the ritual. Three nights we bathed in the pakcha and harnessed the forces of nature and the devil. We washed our masks in the water. We tasted the earth. A Diabluma has two clean faces and two tongues: one in the front and one in the back. They’re unruly tongues, mad-dog tongues. Several versions of the myth exist. They say a dark black hen can appear while you bathe. We didn’t see any and were deeply disappointed. Julián said it was because we forgot about fasting, as Inti demands. A Diabluma should fast for eight days before the festival, but we were hungry and ignored that rule. It’s not like we believed in the stories, we just wanted to follow the proper steps. There was a time when things were done right and the Diabluma was called Aya Uma, which means “spiritual head.” It was the Spanish who made him into a devil. That’s why Julián calls him Aya Uma, but I still prefer to say devil head. Not for any reason in particular, I’d just grown accustomed to dancing with my chili-pepper-red devil—that’s what I call the devilish temper that sometimes comes over me. When I get pissed off, I turn red and destroy everything in sight. I got into dancing to expel all that rage. I’m a Diabluma and not an Aya Uma. I have two faces: one in front, the other in back.

         The first days of Noise, I thought a lot about the dust. The Diablumas

         jump around and stir up the páramo dust. As do the chagras. They dance too, they just don’t know it, because they’re cowboys. They dance with horses and livestock. They ride mares and chase the startled cows 17and angry mountain bulls. It’s difficult to see them through all the dirt in the air. Brown clouds swirl around the cattle trotting in circles. You can hear the chagras breaking them and the animals bellowing to the sky. A mountainous chorus, a savage chorus. It’s well known that the cows’ screams excite horses and men.

         A rodeo is a dance.

         When cowboys fall off, the cows, bulls, and horses step on them. It’s part of the dance that they can fall and die. I once saw a chagra with his head on the ground, smiling and drunk. Some of them drink to summon the courage and withstand the cold. Their dance is full of dust, full of stomping. It contains violence, power, and submission.

         Stirring up the earth is saying: Sun dust we are and to sun dust we shall return.

         The festival songstresses belted it out: Atoms dance, nothing is without movement. Basic physics sung in sanjuanitos, right. They said that the Diabluma elevated the páramo to the stars like a chagra. That Inti Raymi was the energy of the dance swaying in the darkness. Some call that energy God. I don’t call it anything, I just think about it. I think about the emptiness, atoms, dust, and sun. I dance and think about what dance is. A body transformed by strangeness, I think, by light.

         I loved being close to the songstress warmis. They sang and shared stories every night. They sang and shared in front of the volcano and beneath the black cosmos. They bore traces of pain, like bruises and scratches on their necks. Sometimes I watched them light a bonfire. They spoke softly, those three warmis, except around the flames. Other times I slipped away and roamed the páramo in search of chagras. Those were long, icy walks: I’d put my poncho on and take a shot of aguardiente. It was easier if it was sunny. There was always noise at the festival, but the páramo is quiet. Its silence is the wind: a whistled poem, beautiful and frightening like the Diabluma. Listening to the wind, you hear the spiritual. That’s what the songstresses said with their stories of condors in love.

         Every mountain sounds like wayra, they said: That’s how their Apu, the spiritual protector of the peaks, speaks.18

         I believed them because I once saw a glacier chunk breaking off from the volcano. I stopped and watched it all fall. It looked like the mountain’s white hair, Tayta’s old hair. I listened to the noise made of wind and thought about the apus of the great mountains. There were no horses, cattle, or llamas around, and the music was distant. Dancing on snowcapped mountains is a beautiful thing, I thought, but if a chunk of ice falls, you’re stuck there. No apu is going to save your ass.

         There were tons of dancers at the festival. My other friend, Adriana, met one who danced on the South Pacific cliffs. Being safe is different from being alive, everyone knows that, but that dancer was only interested in technique. Dancers are slaves to acrobatics. Slaves to beauty, right. Adriana, on the other hand, loved risk and ugliness.

         Those who dare to be ugly are great, she said. Beautiful movements fade away; infinity lies in accident and error.

         We understood one another, Adriana was just crazy. Once at school there was a shooting, and we all threw ourselves to the floor except her. She kept dancing. Bullets whistled over our heads for almost an hour. Adriana never even ducked.

         Those sonsofbitches aren’t going to change my plans, she said.

         When we got to Noise, we lost her, and Julián went looking for her like he was her father. Julián was kind of a dad to both of us, but there was no need to look for Adriana, you just had to let her go. We never knew where she would pop up with her crazy ideas. She made and canceled plans at the drop of a hat, always blurted out the first thing that came to her mind, and would ditch us for anything new that came along. She didn’t do it because she was a bad person, just inconsiderate. We hadn’t even reached the campground when she wandered off, not even leaving her shadow behind. I told Julián: This girl loves danger purely for the mischief, purely because she thinks it’s fun. She’ll come back, I said, and the third day we found her with some Diablumas who invited us to drink despite our stony faces. They looked like the living dead, especially Adriana, whose arms and legs were covered in bruises. She said she felt fine, and maybe she did, because she was laughing, but we still went to the Yachak to get her checked out.19

         There was only one for the entire festival, the rest were shamans with electric guitars who didn’t know how to cure anyone.

         A yachak is a shaman who knows.

         We found him in the tent decorated with fake feathers. He was holding a bear skull and playing a game of chess on a Looney Tunes–themed board with a blind girl. He looked closely at Adriana. He blew in her eyes, read the candle smoke, and didn’t take long to say: LSD and soroche. That’s what was going on with her, and Julián lost his shit. You’ve got to let Adriana go, I warned him, but he hadn’t seen her intense dance and started yelling that she was irresponsible, and because she liked to stir shit up, she just said, Leave me alone, cocksucker.

         Adriana always did that: pissed Julián off. She could do it, so she did. She liked the attention and also liked rejecting it when it got to be too much. I never insisted when she was acting flighty like that. It was Julián’s fault for wanting to rein her in; he loved treating her like a child. We were his sheep and he our shepherd.

         This girl’s going to get herself killed, he told me.

         Well, let her die.

         I stayed quiet as a mouse during the fight because the Yachak offered us a cleansing. He rubbed nettles into our chests. He sprayed chichil herb water and blew cigar smoke at us. He waved an egg around our ears and murmured sacred words. A little later he sent us to bed.

         My friends and I danced to cure ourselves of our innate weaknesses. Julián’s weakness was his urge to herd us. Adriana’s was her urge for self-destruction. Mine was my chili-red devil. I told them, in all honesty: When I get fired up, I turn into a bull.

         A chagra knows how to tame an enraged animal, I told them. The way he breaks it is admirable.

         Julián once grabbed me by the neck so I wouldn’t blow my top. It worked, and my fever broke right away. I was immediately ashamed of my rage. It’s like this: When the devil climbs onto my back, I roar. I shake and need to hurt someone. It’s a sickening, humiliating feeling. Another time, I unwillingly pushed Adriana down some stairs. We were out on the town, and she whispered something in my ear 20that really set me off. I calmed down right after, but I’d already shoved her. I’d already shown her the devil with two tongues and two faces. It’s fucked up. She came to with blood on her forehead and said: Chill out, bro, chill out. I started crying anyway and Adriana laughed at me.

         I don’t know if anger is in my genes. I don’t know if it’s in my brain or heart, I only know it’s a curse. I told my friends what my temper does to me. I said: It makes me stupid. And instead of getting scared, they encouraged me to dance as the Diabluma.

         We have to dance for the sun with our vices and virtues, Julián told me. Everyone bears the weight of their affliction and dances it out. Everyone moves with their own baggage.

         Adriana was undisciplined; she never danced like she should. Nor did I ever see Julián keep the silence of the Diabluma. Those two focused only on the physical, jumping in the mornings, jumping at night. They liked to get high, but only a little bit and only with natural drugs. The dance isn’t just jumping, I told them, it’s knowing how to be quiet. It’s a certain headspace. A Diabluma dances silently because he’s energized by the sun, like the electrons in the atoms that also dance without a sound. He fills with energy and abandons all human language. Part of his heart must be still in order to withstand the mute trembling of his legs. Part of his heart at peace, the other in flames. Neither Julián nor Adriana made space for calmness; I think it was from the fear of confronting their own demons. They just went faster and faster, their bodies full of noise. I thought about my weaknesses because I didn’t want to end up alone. I’ve lost so many friends because of my lunatic temper; Julián and Adriana were the only ones left. They told me: We go where our bros go, and they stayed. They pitied me my dangerous side, but that side didn’t control me. Without giving it a little silence, it would have swallowed me whole, right up to my eyes.

         One morning I found chagras close to camp. I watched them cross through and thought: Damn, horses are beautiful! When you look at one, you turn into a ghost and you’re nowhere. Men who ride horses cease to be men. They merge with the backs of the horses and are no longer men. But nor are they beasts: They’re something else. I held on and watched them get smaller and smaller until a shot rang out. It 21was loud: The horses reared up in fright. I could have left, but my legs refused. I saw them move forward. Slow at first, then quick. I started running, though I didn’t want to. I ran right toward the chagras.

         Meters away a man was bleeding in the scrub.

         I stopped instinctively. I thought: Oof, that guy’s really dead. Close to the fallen man a wild-eyed colt was galloping in circles. One of the chagras shouted: Sonofabitch horse thief! And shot again, pointblank. I inched back because I didn’t want any trouble. That’s what happens to horse thieves: They get shot. I don’t know if the dead man was really dead. You can just as easily pass out from the pain of being shot, everyone knows that. He might have fainted. It’s like the thing with the box and the cat: If you don’t open the box, the man is both alive and dead. That’s why it’s better not to open the box, I thought. That’s why it’s better to leave it closed.

         I forced myself to forget about the dead man for the rest of the day. I forgot about him and instead thought about the horses. The ones that are free to run when they want, jump when they want. They carry only themselves. The tamed ones are slaves. We aren’t free either. If we were, we’d run more, jump more. You can be docile because someone hits you or because someone pets you, the thing is nobody wants to be docile. Nobody wants to lose their freedom. I asked the Yachak: How do I tame my devil? And he answered: Ask the volcano how he sleeps with all that fire.

         You lose your own face in anger; it twists and becomes vile. That other face is the volcano. That other dance is the problem.

         We met Noa during the Electric Shamans show. It was super cold, and after listening to the songstresses I said a quick good-bye to Julián. I told him I was going to the concert, but he didn’t want to come. He didn’t like the Shamans’ music; he thought they were pretentious fakes. I thought so too. They talked a lot of bullshit, like claiming their music expelled bad airs. Lies. It was the dance that dispelled those miasmas. It was the dance that exorcised them. I went to the concert and just watched the mosh pit from outside. That’s a risky dance, one that dares be ugly. You sweat and bleed. You throw punches, you kick. You jump over those who jump. You collide, but respectfully. You reach out 22your hand to those who fall. You pick them up and return them to the fray. The body surrenders to each collision. You’ll come out hurt, but it’s not intentional. Nobody moshes to cause harm, nobody in the pit is cruel. Still, I told Adriana to be careful because whirlwinds were forming in front of the platform. Bodies shot out of the tumult and then went back in. Two or three times I watched hair, arms, and legs form a giant ball. The ball swelled up, shrank, swelled again. I heard screams of pure euphoria, screams of pure emotion. A lot of people think it’s savage. If you ask me, I say that anything born in this world is born with violence. Mosh pits make me think about asteroids crashing into the moon. About meteorites. About the sun trembling like a drum. I looked at the volcano and thought of the volcanoes on Mars. On Earth as it is in the heavens, they say. I say the same thing about mosh pits: on Earth as it is in the heavens.

         The Shamans were on stage with the Poet and some Diablumas stomping hard. Rain started to pour down, but the audience just kept dancing. The drugs made them hot; they didn’t feel the cold, hunger, or exhaustion, they just danced. It was a fierce storm, but the páramo made itself heard despite all the noise. It shuddered horribly and we got really scared. The entire mountain thundered and shook with all its vicuñas and alpacas. The earthquake lasted a long time, or at least that’s how it felt. Then a bolt of lightning illuminated us, and we shrieked with happiness. It was shocking to see the peak of Tayta Chimborazo illuminated, starless. A massive hunk of death, right. Then the Poet touched the Shamans’ long hair, and they shook as if lightning were striking them. I saw them strumming their guitars and starting to convulse. They were wearing white-tailed deer antlers on their heads. Down below, the people kept moshing, carefree. Beautifully, the people moshed until the pit lost control.

         It went like this: The crowd opened up like the Red Sea. The Wall of Death, they call it. One of the Shamans parted that sea with his hands and then let it crash. Hard. Men and women were trampled. The ones on the margins fled or tried to flee. Seeing blood, I got worried about Adriana. That kind of thing makes you worry. You don’t always react right. People came out crying. Even the Shamans stopped playing. 23Even the Poet and the Diablumas came down from the stage. I thought: It’s going to be a fucking mess finding Adriana, but I caught sight of her and managed to grab her. She was dragging along a girl with blue hair who was pretty far gone. She was dragging her all wrong, I mean, combing the dirt with her weight. It was really ugly, and the girl wasn’t even moving. There was blood on her head, just a scratch. As with the horse thief, I thought she was dead, but she wasn’t. The girl was shaking, Adriana was shaking. The sun vibrated like a drum by day, and we vibrated by night. It was the startling rhythm of the dance, its frightening rhythm.

         That’s how we met Noa: the lightning’s voice, the mare’s voice.
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            PAMELA

         

         I’m big, the size of a man. Sometimes I walked around the festival barefoot and thought to myself: You’re as big as a man, but beautiful, so beautiful, and everyone is looking at you and wanting to be with you because there’s no one in this world, listen carefully, bitch, no one, no one, who doesn’t want to be close to beauty, to let themselves be overcome by beauty, destroyed, to bow down at the feet of beauty. Look at me: I’m a brunette, almost auburn, and I’m a giant. My name is Pam. My hair is golden brown, the brown of honey or tree bark, and my eyes are bright, the color of coffee, y’know? I was even prettier before, but what can you do, the years go by and your body changes for the worse. I’m still big, though, and I’m hot—why would I lie? Some things change, some stay the same; some things will always be true, like that people suffer and seek out beauty, desire and seek out beauty, fear and seek out beauty. We’re addicted to beauty, it’s wild, and look, I was beautiful both for my outer and my inner size. Everyone looked at me and saw my internal immensity and immediately fell in love or at least thought they fell in love. I didn’t even have to try; I didn’t bathe every day and walked around barefoot at Noise, and Fabio and I had wild sex while the others were sleeping or even while they were awake. The others were Noa and Nicole; Mario, Adriana and Julián; Pedro and Carla, though at first it was just Fabio and me. We fucked and fucked and fucked and how glorious it was when he’d finish inside me, and I let him because I was six weeks pregnant and wasn’t going to get pregnant twice, obviously, I didn’t have to worry about that shit. Nobody knew, nobody knew my true manly size, giant, so giant, and I liked having a secret and a decision to make. The baby wasn’t Fabio’s but another guy’s, it doesn’t matter; I wanted to go to Noise and forget about the narcos and 25the danger and have fun and leave the decision for later. I was pregnant but he couldn’t tell, he touched my body, and I swear he couldn’t tell. My belly would turn into a drum with a little head, a tiny head made by me and for me, or not, because the thing is, I didn’t even want to be a mother, but I also felt special, y’know? A caja ronca made of flesh and bone, growing its own little head or heads. In my family there are fraternal and identical twins and even triplets, and they say it’s genetic, they say you inherit it like a birthmark on your ass or the color of your teeth, so I thought I could just as easily be making more than one head inside me and that maybe if I let my belly grow it would sound just like Fabio’s caja ronca. The sex was glorious; I was pregnant, and that changes the sex, how could it not? It has to make a difference. I thought it was lovely that my baby could give me so much pleasure even knowing I might get rid of them. They knew everything and I fearlessly told them: Baby, look, I might take you out of me, I like you but don’t love you, and they understood, in their way, biological processes have their own logic, they don’t care whether they continue or not, are born or not; they’re just hormones and an embryo growing in my body. Sometimes I called them a little embryo, sometimes I called them they, but never aloud so nobody would hear, nobody except my nascent heart, because it’s true I also sometimes said: Nascent little heart, I like you, I do, I just don’t love you. The embryo’s heart beats in the sixth week and its beats aren’t human but quick like a hummingbird’s. I was super alert, super convinced I would feel the pulse despite the festival’s roar. No one knew my secret, no one. Fabio and I made our instruments: We slaughtered goats, deer, stags, and gutted them and cleaned and tanned their skin and carved the animal’s figure into the body of the drum. That last piece was important because it meant the animal, or at least its spirit, could dwell inside the drum, it was a gesture of respect, of recognition that after death come those bestial sounds with which we make music. We swallowed the original violence of our instruments, not like others who want to play without getting their hands dirty, without considering the origins of the sounds, the spirits of the dead, and what could those clean little hands ever know about the nascent little heart of music, what? I certainly suffered the first time 26I had to cut a goat’s neck; you never forget that pain or fear, but when I heard the sound of my tinya, I understood that not even the sacred or supernatural could be reached without sacrifice. Making a drum is painful, and that’s good: You have to tell the world that it’s good to suffer and that if we didn’t suffer, nothing would excite us, not even music, and what kind of a shit life would that be without emotion, without elevating the body … I’ll tell you what kind of life it would be: a life without organs, a living death. Noa and Nicole joined us because they needed a place to sleep, because they were curious, and because I wanted them to stay. It’s true that Fabio invited them, but if I’d said no, that I didn’t want them in my tent, that it was either them or me, they’d have had to go. The thing is that I accepted them, and we started doing everything together, including sleeping with Fabio in the days before the mosh pit inferno. Just the three of us and then with him we fucked and fucked and it was glorious, so glorious, but we could tell that Noa didn’t like women, and that was a major bummer, oof, what a major bummer that a girl would like men so much, wild stuff. At first she made you think she was tough, a Courtney Love, Amy Winehouse, or PJ Harvey type, but she was really more like one of Charles Manson’s followers: a manipulable girl with serious daddy issues. She loved to please, to be loved, so much so that it got uncomfortable and weirded me out, and sometimes you couldn’t stand her and wanted to humiliate her, so much so that she seemed to be screaming out at you to abuse her, because deep down, a love that servile asks you to trample it: A love that servile puts you in the position of the master and assails you, a love that servile is violent and isn’t even love, but the desire to force yourself to love, the desire to give yourself no alternative. One day she started imitating me because she saw how Fabio listened to me, and she only cared about attracting men like her father. How boring, good God, to go after something so easy. She had no idea about anything, poor thing, but she wanted to know and she listened and she learned by trying to digest the world and adapt to it like a chameleon, like a bug that pretends to be a leaf until it turns into one, clinging to a tree, like an animal that changes its color, skin, sex. The problem is she was doing it to feel like she was part of something bigger, not because she really cared about the music, 27which for me was everything, everything, that’s why it was hard for me to accept her process, but in the end the idiot caught the Poet’s eye and made him think that her feigned passion was the real thing, that there was a supernatural music within her, when her only virtue was listening to my stories and the Yachak’s and the songstresses’, digesting them and transforming, but I won’t get ahead of myself, I won’t get ahead of myself, because this story is long and complicated. She wanted me to tell her about my understanding of music, and I told her I dropped out of the conservatory to get my hands dirty, to get back to the blood and guts, to the breath that comes from a real instrument. I figured that out on a journey into the jungle years ago, when I took ayahuasca and my shaman guide played a drum made from monkey skin. He played it really well, he conjured a rhythmic spell, pam, pam, pam, like my name, and it made me cry so much that I emptied out and was changed forever. The conservatory musicians don’t sense the death contained within an instrument, but a musician is a magician and knows that a drum opens doors, that it modifies your mind with vibrations, that it jumbles your senses and reorganizes them in the right way, in the multidimensional way, the way that will make you see the revolution. Of what? Noa asked. Well, of emotions, I answered, obviously; we know everything through feeling. She asked me to tell her what I thought about this and that because the way you listen changes, true listening is a transmutation, and at that time I was thinking a lot about my baby’s preterrestrial ear and about what they might be hearing, if they could hear anything yet, and also about sound and about their spectral face, and how it invades you and makes you see what’s hidden, and I remember that Noa asked me if I believed a voice could come from the past and that I told her when we are listening to storms, bird songs, animal howls, we’re listening to what has made sound for billions of years on Earth and that those are the sounds of the past for me, the ghosts that are in the present but that make you feel antediluvian or remember what you haven’t even experienced, wild stuff. Nicole never asked me anything, she was different from Noa, but she followed the thread of our conversations and thought for herself when it counted, and that matters, y’know? Because thinking is the only way to free yourself from 28other people’s ideas. The problem was that she didn’t feel the call of the music and didn’t fully enjoy the Poet’s verses, or the Shamans’ experiments, or the songstresses’ songs, or the Yachak’s wisdom, or Noise in general, with all its chaos and sonorous action. She was always reserved and tense at the concerts, stiff and shut off from everything except the task of keeping an eye on Noa, from whom she never separated. The first night we listened to the Poet together and threw ourselves to the floor, sank our hands into the sand, and felt the vibration of the imaginary whale of his poetry, a whale the size of the ocean, and I sang “To Bring You My Love” to my embryo with a hoarse voice like PJ Harvey’s: first softly and then yelling. What a beast of a song, oof, and Noa told me she was going to visit her father, that she’d called him and he gave her his address, that he lived close to the festival in the high forest, and I asked why she wanted to see a man who had abandoned her, a man she hadn’t seen for ten years and whom she couldn’t have picked out of a lineup, and Noa told me she wasn’t sure, of course, because her need came from that same abandonment, from the childish desire to seek out that lost love anywhere, in anyone. For her, we were all fathers, we were all masters, all potential sources of the love she demanded. Nicole was also a father for Noa, but they balanced each other out: They loved each other, it was different. There was something off about their friendship. They were always together, and the beauty of friendship demands distance: If you get too close, you contaminate it, that’s the contradiction of desire: If you trap it, you suffocate it. Love is a rebellious bird, Bizet said, but Violeta Parra said that only love with its science makes us so innocent, and Nicole calmed Noa when she had nightmares and made sure she ate and watched over her as if she were about to break down, and Noa welcomed this guardianship, eagerly received it, the idiot, and because of that dependency, she didn’t become what she should have become. You have to leave the living alone, let it breathe, even if that means it leaves, it doesn’t matter, what leaves is even more beautiful than what remains. We must learn to love what leaves, we have to let our heart be broken by beauty: It’s the only pain worth suffering, the only one we should protect. That’s why when Fabio confessed that he loved me, I put him in his place and said: Don’t love people, love the 29music, we’re always slowly killing those we love, but you can’t kill music, so love it instead, I told him, love it and protect the pain that comes from beauty, protect the distance. Ninety-five percent of songs are about love or sex or both, I told Noa, and how much violence is in a bird’s call when it courts another, how much? That’s music: arousal as resistance to death, and the weird thing is there’s nothing more arousing than death itself, death is the origin of arousal. Some nights, Noa, Nicole, and I slept in each other’s arms in the tent, with my nascent little heart beating down below, and I always kicked Fabio out, we fucked him and then told him to go back to his bed, to leave, and that was my way of making them see who was really in charge, because we were at a festival of men, yes, but a drum is like a pregnant woman’s belly, and what could they possibly know about the monstrous, the bestial, the arcane, about the songs that heal and sicken, about the songs that awaken both the tender and horrible, like the song of the sirens: the song that feeds the wild desire we have for destruction. Noa and I went to the concerts together and moshed and let out the energy that sometimes became communal rage, sacred violence directed by the music, and we laughed and sweat and moaned and it was a lot like fucking, but better. We crashed into each other and into other people, and I stroked my belly and encouraged my nascent little heart to dance, and Noa and I came out panting and I told her to learn to listen to that living percussion of bones and muscles that transformed us into an enormous human drum set, and she listened and threw herself more forcefully into the mosh pit and enjoyed it, and sometimes she was even the one who got it started. She gathered her blue hair up high on her head, like a samurai, and lost herself in the throng, eyes closed, super serene, super ready, but I kept my eyes open because I preferred to see what I was banging into: big sturdy torsos, others thin and weak, soft backs and others so rigid they hurt, and there I was, in the middle, telepathically asking my baby to hold on tight to me and my experience, to withstand the blows and the falls, to mosh with me. Then I remembered the sacred violence and what it brings out in us, the audience, because during the festival, there were always people who broke and burned their guitars, tinyas, and keyboards to the screaming of the people, the sound 30searing, guys who, in destruction, reached the emotional and aesthetic peak that is music putting an end to everything, even to the very things that give it voice. Nicole looked at me strangely when I talked about these things, but I didn’t say we had to die for the music, no, what I said was that being born and dying were the same thing, the very same thing, that’s why I was so excited to feel my baby who would never be born or die, who was simply an embodied rhythm, nocturnal and blind, a tadpole in the pond of my entrails. And even though Noa woke up at night covering her ears as if they hurt, in reality, during the day she always wanted to know about music and magic and rituals, and she asked me about forbidden sounds and I told her about the tritone or the devil’s interval, a sinister sound that was avoided in medieval ecclesiastical music and that the songstresses sang well. Tons of musicians used it in their compositions, I said, the devil is everything God is not, he’s everything that moves the body: blues, canto llanero, rock, jazz, yaraví, bomba, cumbia, reggaeton, salsa, that which is unruly, Black, Indigenous, mixed, that which awakens the subterranean melody, or rather, the seditiousness within, that which revolts, and you have to hear that insurrection, I said, that’s where you’ll find the new way of hearing that will liberate our bodies from the empire of beauty, or rather, that which will offer us new ideas and a new sensibility. I’m sure Noa had nightmares about sinister sounds because she heard them in the songstresses’ songs when they took their voices to the limit of human capacity. All three had condor faces and said their songs were not their own but belonged to the dead, who had dictated them: We have something for you, the dead whispered into their ears, something that was left to us, beyond death. And I stroked my belly and encouraged my nascent little heart to listen to those dead singers, because how amazing is it that voices, heartbeats, a bird’s call, or a scream can still reach us through water, that the ghost of the exterior can still pass through us, what an unforgettable experience. That’s why Noa wanted to give birth to the song of the dead, to grow it like a new limb, like a devil’s tail, and to conceive it, she sat next to the bonfire while the songstresses sang with laughter, wails, gasps, shouts, and ululations, and the people drank, took drugs, and danced, or else just listened to them for hours as 31if hypnotized, sometimes without sleeping or eating, because the songstresses looked like three condors holding long notes, I swear, jumping from high to low, imitating the sounds of animals and instruments. I told Noa she had to be careful with them, I said: Sirens were winged creatures before they were sea creatures. But she didn’t listen to me. Then I asked if she knew the story behind “Song to the Siren” by Tim Buckley, one of the best songs in existence about the tie between love and death, and when she said no, I decided to tell her. It might make you sad, I said, it’s the story of an absent father, are you ready? She said yes. Well, this story is about a father who abandons his son or, better put, about a rocker who abandons another rocker. Tim was nineteen when he split up with his pregnant wife to fully dedicate himself to music. His career was short because he died of an overdose, but he recorded tremendous, tremendous albums full of dissonances and tritones, experimental risks that made him an electrifying shaman, like Jim Morrison. “Song to the Siren,” on his best album, is all about the passion of a man for the voice of a siren, a beautiful and abysmal voice like that of the songstresses, y’know? A voice that enchants and destroys. “Song to the Siren” starts at the precise moment when we choose to explore something that will surely lead us to our end, and that song was an omen, a love song and an omen, not only by Tim for Tim, who drowned in the music, but also by Tim for his son, Jeff Buckley, who also became a musician and also died young, captured by the voice of a siren before disappearing at the bottom of a brown river. Father and son died barely knowing one another, mmhmm, and it’s clear that every love story is a story of heartbreak, but I think, above all, it’s a prophecy of how that love will come to an end. Imagine: Jeff saw in the image of his dead father a king, a stranger, an asshole who abandoned him, and a musician whose voice and face too much resembled his own. He couldn’t even look in the mirror without seeing Tim’s face, because they were basically identical, yes, like two strings vibrating on the same guitar, and Jeff wanted to be a rocker like his father but better or, rather, to beat him by becoming a more important artist, to throw a postmortem punch at him that would reach him even in the grave and let him know: You didn’t love me, but look how the whole universe loves me, Dad, 32look how I no longer need your love. That’s why Jeff started his career singing some of his dead father’s songs, leaving the audience both entranced and terrified by the reincarnation of Tim’s voice in his, though what the people heard wasn’t the voice of the father or the son but the voices of generations of Buckley men who sang beautifully, generation after generation, without trying. Elizabeth Fraser and Robin Guthrie later recorded a lovely cover of “Song to the Siren,” a version that understood that singing is what brings out our urge to surrender to the water, the desire to desire death, and Jeff heard Elizabeth and fell in love, obviously; he responded to the call of a voice that was above the darkness and within it, like that of the songstresses. He heard the siren, they say, and a year and a half later he went swimming in the Wolf River singing “Whole Lotta Love” by Led Zeppelin. He swam calmly at nine p.m. in an immense, immense river, with a voice that was also his father’s, and his father’s eyes, the same split chin, the same lips … Jeff, who was Tim, entered the river and his head sank in surrender to the song’s prophecy. And what was that prophecy? Noa asked, and I answered: The one that tells us that whether we want to or not, we’re always going to be like our parents. I told Noa this before the Electric Shamans show, before the infernal stampede, and she cried, and I cried, thinking how beautiful it would be to drown in music, yes, because music emerges where words fear to go. Beauty that kills has a voice that comes from the future. The thing is that Noa really did listen to my story and told me something I still haven’t forgotten: I wish my father had written me a song that could teach me how to love death, she said, and with that the idiot hit the nail on the head, because when they abandon us, music is what consoles us, music is what makes us feel like there’s something worthwhile in the pain: the pleasure of tomorrow, the pleasure made possible by absence. Tim didn’t leave his son a song but a destiny, I said: A father is a prophet who keeps a secret not even he knows, and we rebel against his prophecy, but there are those who never rebel, never, there are those who embrace their father’s predictions and fulfill them. You want to go looking for that paternal prophecy and you shouldn’t, I told Noa, listen to me: You’re going to kill yourself.
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            PEDRO

         

         The earth is moon-drenched. You don’t have to look up to see fragments of the sky, because there are loads of cosmic materials, protoplanets, extraterrestrial diamonds under our feet. I was in the habit of collecting and carving rocks and meteorites in the páramo to teach them to tell me of the universe. It’s difficult to make a rock speak, to make it recount the time it holds and its sounds, but it made me happy to spend hours observing their surfaces and pulling out an image. That image was generally a musical note, so I’d listen carefully to its sound and make it flow from the hardness. I’d sculpt it with a knife over the course of days and nights and then bury it when I was ready. It was important that my rocks sleep deep in the earth, that they resonate in the darkness. They sing better in the shadows, I said when Carla asked why I threw them away. I didn’t carve them for myself but to hand them over free from fear. I enjoyed the practice like I enjoyed playing spatial technocumbia at Noise and watching the people dance along with their eyes closed, as if they were dreaming. Every stone from the páramo knew how to intone its notes. I listened to them scream at night and then gave them the form of the note they sang (do was an ocelot, mi was a vulture, re was a lizard), then I’d bury them. Carla thought it was artistic, shaping and burying, hearing voices coming from something inanimate. Carla called them subterranean sculptures because she was something of a poet. It was a hobby, another way of admiring the immobile.

         The earth shook in the páramo, and meteorites and lightning fell among the scrub. I went off to collect my rocks from the sides of Tayta Chimborazo, and if at night I saw a meteor, I’d try to work out where it fell and look for the rock in the desert. Something attracted me to the 34stones, I liked touching them and hearing their voices shouting to the moon. I told the Yachak and he said the word contemplate came from temple and that a temple was a place where eyes paid attention. That’s why, he said, the sky is a temple for those of us who read the patterns of bird flights.

         Carla liked what she could see through a telescope. Our duo was called Hanan Pacha, and we played spatial technocumbia with computers, synthesizers, and sounds pulled from nasa’s official page, like earthquakes on Mars or auroras on Jupiter. We also used sanjuanitos, yaravís, pasillo rhythms, to a lesser extent, and even the Big Eruption. Years after we went to Noise together, Carla went to Noise alone. It was the year when Tayta erupted. Two of our neighbors had been hit during a confrontation between cartel territories. I didn’t want to go to the funeral, and she told me she was going to look for the disappeared. I stayed on the coast, with the wild sea. On the news, I saw there were more than one thousand killed in the Eruption, not just from the festival but also from the communities close to Chimborazo who were protesting the mines. Few bodies were recovered, but in honor of the victims, they built a frigid cemetery high up, next to the one for mountaineers, a garden of tombstones at more than four thousand meters. I climbed up there to listen to the voice in Carla’s tombstone, I pressed my ear to her name but only heard the wind. Tayta turned black again and what remained of his snow disappeared. Despite the years, meteorites still fall and strike the volcanic desert, but I stopped collecting rocks when she died. The sky still calls to me, but I don’t know how to answer. I don’t know what to do with its immensity.

         It’s curious what we remember, because we have no say in the matter. Carla used to tell me about worlds that buzzed according to their position relative to the sun, about galactic ritornellos and black holes. She devoured scientific magazines and memorized articles that argued everything was made of sound. Every microscopic movement is a chord vibration, she said, a song that’s been playing for millions of years. She read a lot, as if she were looking for something. She invented dances for our spatial technocumbia, which we also sometimes called extraterrestrial technocumbia, and she told me about nebulas in the 35shape of a witch’s head or about how gold was the product of star deaths. With facts like these, we mixed electronic instruments, sonifications of the universe, and sequenced rhythms. Traditional and modern music, popular and astronomical. Music to dance to and to help us feel less alone amid our vast interstellar solitude. We danced and made people sing “The Plutonian Lunacy” or “Sweet Indian Meteorite” with us. We were self-taught and didn’t know how to play any instruments. We composed melodies purely by ear on old computers and sang poorly, but we threw ourselves into it when Carla wrote lyrics about love, stars, and harmonies lodged in comets. All we wanted was to entertain ourselves. What sounded good stayed, what sounded bad went.

         We met Noa listening to the Yachak’s dreams. He gathered people together in a circle to recount his nocturnal deviations. He said that when he slept he became a bear and spoke with the beasts. He also played the drum and sang with his mouth shut.

         Lightning announces the birth of a shaman, he told us: There are yachaks who cry and dream in their mother’s belly, yachaks who come out of their mothers at night and scale the mountains where the moon shivers.

         People listened to him and asked for cures for fears, nightmares, and night terrors. Sometimes he interpreted dreams, that’s why Carla and I went to see him, because after spending so much time together, we dreamed the same thing: a dream of stone and stars, ruins returned to nature, and a place where the sun is moored. We told him, and he tapped our heads so the air in our lungs would expand with the flight of a thousand birds. The wing beats were deafening, but there were no birds beside me, only people.

         Noa usually sat with Nicole in the middle of the circle. The first time I saw her, she cried listening to the Yachak speak about the shadows of those who sleep with their hearts overflowing. Pain expels shadows from the body, the Shaman said, it separates us from who we are. It troubles our sleep. She had bags under her eyes and limbs bruised from the mosh pits. She shared with the circle that in her dreams she heard booms like thunder, earthquakes, or eruptions.36

         Upalla uyay, the Shaman said, you’re giving birth to a new voice.

         There were people who suffered from paralysis and visions, others from recurring nightmares they couldn’t decipher. Everyone had lost someone in the last few years from the war between different factions of the Choneros. In the cities, shoot-outs and hit-jobs were daily occurrences, and bodies frequently showed up hanging, decapitated, or dismembered. This sometimes came up in the Yachak’s circle, but not always. He reassured us that we could open our eyes in the midst of our fears, that dreaming was surviving the death of the sleeper.

         The dreamer, he told us, jumps like a fish out of the night.

         We pictured being inside a giant head looking at itself. The idea scared us, but to calm down we thought about the sound that initiated everything, about the explosion of which there are still signs remaining in space.

         The voice of God made light, Carla said. Krishna plays the magic flute, Shiva the hourglass drum, Wiracocha speaks, and the stars appear.

         Together we mixed the gravitational waves of the big bang with a technoyaraví titled “Fossil Cry,” and it gave us vertigo, as if we’d found the red hands of a Paleo-Indian in the darkest recesses of a cave. We played it at Noise, and people danced and lifted their heads high toward the sky rocks.

         
            
               
                  Everything was dark in the cosmos.

                  Space full of electrons 

                  which let no light through

                  Until electrons united with protons 

                  and space became transparent

                  and light flowed 

                  And the universe began 

                  as in a Haydn oratorio.

               

            

         

         The lyrics were a fragment of a poem by Ernesto Cardenal. I read Carla’s favorite lines with her voice in my head, as if I were cleaning her grave. It’s a way of being close to her, the only one I have apart from in a dream.

         I once asked the Yachak if you could kill someone out of fear, and he told me yes. That night I dreamed I was walking under the moon 37and that my thoughts were waxing with it. Walking a long time, I saw a white cave that was really my own skull, and I went in. There were paintings almost invisible in the darkness. I quickly understood that my head was inside a mountain and that time was the hard darkness that kept me from seeing. A voice at the bottom of that time told me: There are stones that keep dogs from barking, stones that protect against monstrous visions, stones whose whiteness changes with the moon. There are dreams of stone and caves of heads. There are rocky constellations. That dream is still alive and slips away, not even the Yachak could tell me anything more than what I already knew: that the wild needs the wild and the deep needs the deep.

         Asleep, the dead touch us, he said one morning, looking at Noa as if she were sick.

         He sat down in front of her, put his bear skull to one side, and pointed at her chest. The two breathed together until she started to shake: Her eyes went white and her body rigid. I thought she was faking it, but the Yachak let go when her veins popped out, blue on her face and neck. I don’t know what I heard from Noa’s mouth, but it wasn’t a human voice. She let out a mix of a bellow and a neigh, a sound that seemed to come from a world before her eyes. We grew scared, but Carla asked if she was ok and took her by the hand. Noa was sweating buckets, Nicole was pale. We offered them water and led them out of the circle.

         I can’t see anything when dreaming, she later told us, I only hear the blackness like death.

         Then I told her about my dream, not the one I shared with Carla but my own, and I told her that perhaps she didn’t see images, because she was in the cave of her head listening to time.

         Caves sound louder back where the light doesn’t reach, I said.

         We ended up talking with them and their friends next to the tent they shared. Mario, Adriana, Julián, and Pam danced to our “Fossil Cry,” and Fabio sang Humboldt’s famous phrase: Ecuadoreans sleep peacefully surrounded by roaring volcanoes and rejoice with sad music. I rejoiced with the yaravís and slept deeply until dawn. Not even the earthquakes woke me, not even the rumbling of the craters. 38It was an eventful day: Carla rubbed Noa’s back, and the others leapt around the drums. We were together at the festival from that moment on, though I kept burying my stones alone, searching for their notes amid the silence.

         I remember one night when Noa, Pam, and Adriana came back injured from a mosh pit. Nicole glared at them when they returned, Fabio played the drum, and Julián started arguing with Adriana as usual. The rest of us kept chatting and drinking in the belly of the tent. Noa hadn’t stopped talking yet and told us about something that had happened to her as a little girl with her father. She said the two of them were going for a walk in the Tixán forest when they found a dead mare with a bullet in her neck. She was big and white, she said. Noa pulled her father’s hand to keep going, but he stood still, staring at the mare. She was afraid, not because of the corpse but because her father wouldn’t answer and his expression had changed. There was another man in his face, she said. She watched him kneel, throw himself on the mare, and weep. After what felt like an eternity, he embraced the animal, stretching his arms around her, and Noa thought she saw the animal move under her father’s weight. There was another man in his face, she repeated, and another in his body. A man who ignored her calls, who was suffering.

         That happened, she finally said. A month later he left, and I didn’t see him again.

         Do you know where he lives? Mario asked.

         Yes.

         Does he know you’re going to see him?

         Yes.

         Pam told Noa that a father’s pain was something we would have to carry: A father’s pain is contagious, she said, you got close to yours and now you’re sick.

         One day I found a meteorite fragment in the shape of Jupiter Island. Hours later I put it in my mouth, and it felt like I was sheltering a mountain under my palate. The mountain was cold and tasted like grass and sun. It sang something in my saliva about the constellation of a llama and the paws of a red fox. When I sang it to Carla, 39she kissed my nose and said she loved me. The mountain humbles us, even the one you can put in your mouth. Love humbles us. I walked as much as I could during the festival: I went through the polylepis forest to the dunes of volcanic ash, I rested at the foot of the sacred quishuar, Tayta’s solitary tree that grows in the middle of the páramo. I climbed up to the Ear of Chimborazo, a high cave in the shape of an ear where you can hear the wind blow. I touched the rock and felt it tick in my hands like a watch. The darkness of a cave mirrors that of space, that’s why the first maps we made of the constellations are in caverns. When I climbed up to the Ear, I remembered this, and that the word contemplate comes from temple, that a dream of stone is a dream of a star, and that every cave is as different as the dreams of bears and iguanas. That there are big round rocks like planets. That music is in the blind spot, in the origin of the vibratory.

         That song you hear in the rocks is in you, Carla told me before we went to bed, they alone can extract it from you.

         A stone doesn’t think about its condition as a stone even if it loves another stone, but I thought about being in love with Carla below the volcano. I took her to the Ear of Chimborazo, and she cried from joy with me. How many times we must have cried in the caves where we took refuge from the night and wild animals. Hundreds of cries in the temples of time, hundreds of years of astonishment and fear. I want the Ear to preserve Carla’s happy cry, because nothing is more fragile than a happy cry. Stones that hold water, seeds, and insects inside them give me that hope.

         We started dreaming more after we joined Noa’s group. The same thing happened to everyone else. The sun was hardly up when we drank San Pedro tea, danced, and sang to the stars as if they could hear us. We dreamed because of the music, the wind, the drugs, the volcano, and the animals, but Noa was different. Her dreams were far away: She was shadow and stone. She trembled with the moon, and the hours weighed on her.

         One night she started sleepwalking backward, first in circles, then zigzagging out of the tent. I woke Carla up, and we watched her equine walk created by the dream. We were afraid of her steps, of the wind 40that stirred up the rocks and pushed the mountains. Then Nicole pulled her from the trance and took her away.

         Anyone can get sick from magic dreams, from dreams of the great universal head or of the shadows of the dead. Galaxies and neurons glow in the dark, but it’s dangerous to sleep tormented in the shadows.

         It all started with the dreams, then came the stampede.
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            SONGSTRESSES:

The Condor in Love

         

         Great father, maker of the universe, mother earth, mother water, wind mother, cliff mother, star mother, sun father, planet mother, our mountain father, our mountain mother, our mother lake, páramo father. To the rhythm of the father stars and mother stars, I sing. I sing loud and scare away oblivion. I sing loud and the mountain range swells. Hear my voice: a thread of air kissing the snow. I am the condor mother and the condor father. The condor’s voice, the condor’s song. I share and sing stories of love and volcanoes. The volcanoes tell love stories, ay, they have burning voices. A beautiful warmi walked below and, in flight, I saw her: Fox hair had she, star eyes had she. I fell in love with a warmi, ay, you can’t do that on high. I am the black condor, the kuntur of peaks and outcrops. I hunt death, swallow rabbits. Before, I was one of the voiceless, now I burn and music is born from within me. I burn, burn, from within my high heart, I burn. To sing is to enter the lonesome night of the breast. Lungs pray to the sun, beg for fresh light to drench the grass, warm light to gild the grasslands, bright light to clean the bones, light, red light across the deers’ backsides. Listen, runas of the green valley, to my song: I carry death with me. I fly alone in the high mountains without my warmi. Black I am, mermaid I am. I fly over the white heights singing: That’s how crying becomes sweeter. I fell in love with a beautiful warmi: Arm wings had she, a mouth full of rain. A condor cannot love a woman; up above, this is not possible. I birthed a voice, I loved, and I birthed a song. Animals drown in my call, I carry death with me, ay, I carry death with me. Black I am, mermaid I am. My voice is entrails and vertebrae, creatures flee. They climb green hills, drop into chasms where 42old Supay dances. Far from me they go, far from me to drink from the ice. The volcanoes cry, cry, and I sing beautiful music that opens the earth, beautiful music that drowns the mountain. The song is an aerial animal, ay, the song is a wind animal. Black I am, mermaid I am, and my song says: I am the beauty of the solitary, I am the beauty of the injured. Singing makes crying sweeter. Before, I had no voice and was of the sky and the mountain, wind and snow. When I had no voice, the sky did, the mountain did. But love birthed me a terrible voice, a chasm voice where old Supay dances. The music from the depths of the valley bites the wind for my warmi. A condor in love I am, a wild kuntur black as night. The vicuñas drown in my song, the wolves with my voice fall from on high. Singing is an enchantment, but before I had the sky, I had the fog. Now I sing and the mountain looks away from me, the sky and the volcano look away from me. I wanted my warmi to love me and I birthed a broken voice, a voice of death. To sing is to enchant, ay, to sing is to enchant. Animals burn from the thunder, thunder is the voice of the storm. Before, I was one with the quishuars, one with the golden páramo and with the high stone, but I birthed a voice. Ay, a voice is solitude, a voice is a wound. Volcanoes tell love stories, their voices burn. Wounded by love I was, in love I was. I descended to my warmi’s brown feet and kidnapped her. I carried her beautiful body in my claws. She screamed, screamed, ay, she cried, cried, but I hushed her fear with my song. Black I am, evil condor in love. Love is a violent music, the volcanoes shout, a music that burns the chasm where animals fall. My warmi cried, and I took her away. She cried and I dug my beak into her sex. A condor’s love is ferocious. I drank the tears of my warmi, I ate of her. A new, celestial voice was born from the pain. What is the voice? Loss. What is the voice? Absence. What is the voice? Abandonment. What is the voice? Sorrow. Now I bring the animals to the chasm and smother them with the sorrow of my warmi. Black condor I am, cold kuntur that brings the thunder.
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            NICOLE

         

         It rained the night of the stampede, and all the animals were restless. We heard them, far off, startled by the lightning bolts illuminating the volcano, but the darkness beyond the campground was impenetrable. As always, everyone wanted to keep the party going through the downpour and driving wind, so a shock-rock group got on stage. The singer was dressed as Kulta Tukushka and shook his deer head so hard that he looked like an animal spooked by the storm. Even through the thunder, we could hear the braying. I tried to hold Noa back, but she didn’t want to stay and went off with Pam and Adriana to mosh in the rain. The páramo was raucous and suggested snow would soon descend upon us. Mario joined me, and together we watched the party from inside the tent.

         Nothing’s gonna happen to her, he said to calm me down. It bothered me that he could sense my distress.

         I was worried that Noa would get hurt in the mosh pit again, that it would suck her in and she’d get lost again in the night. She’d been acting weird for days, as if she weren’t present except when she was sleeping and her nightmares forced her to embrace me. She’d never sleepwalked before, but ever since we came to the mountain, she’d stand up with blank eyes and walk backward out of the tent, stumbling and stirring up the dirt with her bare feet. I wanted to hit her the first time I saw her walk like that. It scared me that she’d walk into the blackness like a dead person or a sleepdancing child, that her body was moving differently, as if she were a person I’d never known.

         We went to the meetings the Yachak organized because Noa wanted an explanation for her nightmares. She was pale and puffy-eyed and bruised from the mosh pits she loved jumping into. I soon 44realized she had soroche, a bad wayra, and I told her: It’s altitude sickness, but she trusted the Yachak’s words and that his bear’s skull would cure her. He told her that to dream was to prowl from valley to valley, forest to forest, peak to peak, and that dreams were connected to the future and to the time before the species’ birth. His words tricked Noa and many listening to him, but not me. I wondered what a real yachak was doing at an experimental music festival, and I didn’t like the answer that came to mind. His words were beautiful and formidable, like the Poet’s when he climbed onto the stage and made people look at their own emotions and pain irrationally. For him, nightmares were never just nightmares but visions, doors that were both dangerous and alluring and connected to forbidden knowledge. He talked to Noa about difficult things, whispering as he grabbed her head and passed a guinea pig over her chest.

         You know her, Carla said to me in the Yachak’s circle, do you think this is because of the thing with her father?

         Noa waited until the second day of the festival to tell me what she was thinking of doing. When Noise was over, we’d travel to Llucud, the mountain forest of Leonán, and we’d visit her father. She admitted that she’d contacted him months ago and told him she needed to see him, that after so many years he at least owed her a meeting, an opportunity to speak face-to-face about who knows what. He was slow to answer, but he eventually gave her directions to his farm, not far from where we were.

         I don’t know why you want to see him if the best gift he gave you was to leave, I told her.

         It was hard for me to understand why she’d want to connect with someone who didn’t want anything to do with her. You can’t demand love, you can’t question an absence of love, I told her. The truth is that your dad left you. Even so, Noa wanted to meet him, to connect with him just like we all connect with the things in this world that don’t care about us. It’s natural to be curious about what was here before our birth, what can’t answer us even though we go on questioning it until the day we die. It’s also natural that we’d want to have the sense that we were born from the desire between two people, however brief. 45Noa sleepwalked backward, danced by crashing into others, and said things that only made sense to her, because she was looking for the impossible: a body that harbored an extinguished desire. It’s normal to want to know more about what brought us here, what isn’t normal is believing it can tell us something about our own problems.

         One morning, while we were walking with Mario, she said as if to herself: This páramo contains ancient voices, and when we went to bed, she whispered to me so quietly that I had to press my ear to her lips: How do you know that what you hear in the distance exists? From then on, she spoke very little and our walks got longer, though sometimes she uttered thoughts that were directed at the volcano, words I didn’t recognize as anything she’d said before.

         There’s an ancient dream drumming in my head, she said.

         We’d always been open with one another, but those days I felt like Noa was distant. It hurt knowing we weren’t as close as I thought, knowing that no one is ever so close with another person that they can see into their private world. I remember I was short with her, hoping for some kind of reaction, any kind of closeness that would sister us again. Through my insults I told her: Let me in, tell me what’s going on, tell me what’s hurting you, let’s share our loneliness, look at me, your sadness is my sadness and your fear is my fear, we’re friends, you pushed my mother so she’d stop hitting me, and I held you through each of those nights filled with bad dreams, we came here together and we should leave together. But she only talked with the Yachak and with his bear skull, the rest of the time she was detached or murmuring strange things about her dreams and sounds from the past.

         I hear thunder that has already boomed, she said the chaotic day of the stampede. I hear the earth in flames.

         At night, when Noa walked backward toward the volcano, everyone watched her, somewhat disturbed and intrigued. That somnambulism that came and went, like a possession or a phantasmagoric trance, filled them with respect for the earth they occupied. After all, according to them, it was the earth that carried the sick wayra, that lifted Noa’s body, twisting until it squeezed out an occult choreography. Nightmares were common at Noise: The exhaustion, altitude, 46music, and drugs made us feel the páramo like a god speaking through a deer’s tracks, a god that was animal and mountain and that had a tongue of songs and whistles, eruptions and landslides. A god who got into your head to make you see what was beyond the fog.

         In my dreams I’m blind, Noa said. Blind like before I was born.

         Nobody from the festival heard sounds within their bodies, nobody heard what Noa said she heard in the nights of their minds. Still, people closed their eyes to the music and storms, shook their hair in delirium, flapped their hands, feet, thorax, and pelvis, driven by a unique emotion. The cold or wind or fog or sudden sunny days didn’t stop them. There, listening was a religious act, an exercise that exposed the body to a feigned revelation.

         There are songs that can make you kill someone, Pam told me the first time we slept with her. There are rhythms that come from visions others had long ago.

         For years Noa and I stayed close to the songs and opened our ears to the bellows of the sky and earth, the roar of catastrophes, but that changed at the festival. Noa was still in love with the melodies and lyrics, with dance and thunder, and I hated every rhythm that beckoned me to a party where I didn’t want to be. Only the sounds of the páramo felt pure, though they also terrified me. The whistle of the air combing the scrublands was inhospitable, but the Noise music conversed with the wayra and with the tuta, rooting your feelings and expanding them until they hurt. That’s why the night of the stampede I hid in the tent and told Mario: This place is bad for Noa. And he answered: You can’t know that.

         Sometimes Mario compared dance with the vertigo before a fall. A dancer, he said, prolongs the moment of falling into their own desire. Pam used other words to talk about music, though she was ultimately saying the same thing: that the sonorous drove us to throw ourselves into a dangerous, dormant place, that rhythm opened up the earth and forced out demons. I preferred to ignore her blather, but I could sense her fever and desire to pull a secret from the mountains.

         You can’t be indifferent to music, Pam told me. You either love it or you hate it.47

         So, I decided to hate it; I hated the music that made Noa dance, crashing into other bodies. I hated the songs that plunged her into silence and made her eyes roll back into her head, pulling her away from me. I hated the beautiful sounds and the unpleasant ones, those that according to everyone else were spirits and gods disguised as beasts. The ear is a door to that which is not of this world, the Yachak said, raising his bear skull while everyone dove to the ground. I hated him too. I hated the obedience some songs subjected me to; I detested the disorder that enraptured them. I didn’t want to be obedient, I didn’t want to be hunted and turn prey to the invisible. Night descended beyond the fog, and into its depths we fell, weak, singing and dancing around that which we could not see: a bonfire dark like the origin, a black burning where the volcano is born. The voices, rondadors, donkey jawbones, and violins were the shadowy creator that made me close my eyes and turn back.

         I hated what the music could tell me.

         I was afraid of what was inside me.

         During the storm that brought the stampede, I remained vigilant. People were dancing with the thunder and yelping beasts when a lightning bolt shot across the páramo, turning it white. The thunder was slow to make itself heard, but everyone stopped to wait for the noise. It was the longest silence the tuta gave us. Then came the boom, and it was as if the sky were penetrating my head with its threatening immensity. I saw the terror on the faces of those around me, I heard the desperate screams of people and animals. The force of the roar brought me back to my skeleton, and I felt it tremble like a creature invaded by unknown sounds. That was when we heard them bray: not one, not two, not three, but dozens of horses approaching.

         Hooves breaking the wet earth. Gallops.

         We didn’t even have time to think.

         Stampede, stampede, stampede! the songstresses shouted. Even their shouting sounded like a song.

         I remember leaving the tent with Mario when an enormous beast sprinted by us. Its muscles were dark and its leaping made it look like a monster propelled by the water and wind. Others came behind him, 48I don’t know how many, striking people and shrieking across the festival campground.

         I remember their backs and long legs, floating manes, eyes terrified of the electric night.

         The charge was chaotic: Several people got hurt, though nothing serious. It was the second time in a very short period that the dance became dangerous, the second time I maintained a prudent distance from the rapture that made people behave strangely, savagely. The stampede burst through us, and when the horses plunged back into the fog, I looked at my hands distorted by fear. We’d been attacked by what was hiding in the mountain: teeth and tails that the lightning swallowed up.

         That night Noa whispered in my ear: The lightning is bringing a new voice. And I remembered the taste of the Sangay ashes and the Yachak’s words about the origin of shamans: You become a yachak through birth, sickness, or tragedy, he told us. Once, a lightning bolt killed a woman and another revived her. She was a yachak and lost her mind, but she was still a yachak.

         When the sun rose, six chagras appeared asking about the stampede. They said the horses belonged to Hacienda La Victoria, which was close to the campground, though on our walks neither Noa, nor Mario, nor I had seen it. They were particularly concerned about a mare called Ghost who had been struck by lightning a few months prior.

         She’s white as a sheet and blind in one eye, one of them told us.

         Then they explained that the lightning hadn’t struck her, but two fillies she shared a stall with. Her companions died instantly but Ghost survived.

         She was all alone next to the dead fillies, another told us. She wouldn’t let anyone touch her, and her little left eye shriveled up, turned white. She can no longer see out of that eye.

         They say when an animal is struck by lightning, its fur falls out. I pictured Ghost in a panic next to two hairless corpses, incapable of understanding what a storm is but able to feel the freezing rain and shrieking atmosphere. Terror is listening and not understanding, sensing danger without knowing what it is. Her story moved me and 49made me think about how sensitive Noa was to her surroundings. She was the one who asked Mario to take her to the ranch to meet Ghost, perhaps because she thought she had something in common with the mare or perhaps because she needed to find a meaning in the landscape through its living beings.

         Two nights earlier, Noa had told us a story I hadn’t heard before. She said that as a little girl she saw her father embrace a dead mare for hours. They were in a forest, and she had to wait for him, sitting on a rock.

         It’s horrible seeing your father cry when you think your love is enough to make him happy, she said, but it’s worse seeing him cry on top of a dead animal that’s starting to reek.

         It bothered me that she’d told the story in front of the others as if she had the same relationship with them as she did with me. I thought we’d told each other everything, that we knew the important stuff, but Noa had never told me about the memory of her father prostrate and lost. She said that when the sun started setting, the forest turned yellow, then red, then blue, and that she started shouting because he wouldn’t answer and it was cold. She said she was afraid the night would bring a storm, and still her father didn’t react. She pushed him, kicked him, hit him, something she’d never done before, and though he was with her, he left her alone with the lightning and water.

         I hear thunder boom in my nightmares, she told the Yachak, and he closed his eyes before saying to her: Ñawpa pachapi.

         Yesterday is ahead, tomorrow is behind, the Yachak said. Dreaming, we move toward the origin and turn back toward the future.

         It was hard for me to decipher the conversations between Noa and the Shaman, but I sensed an emotion in her that was embodied in the territory. The páramo was a naked heart where animals grazed and ate one another, but not just any heart—Noa’s. I was afraid of stepping on it and hurting it with my weight, so I walked softly over its hills and valleys, searching for a way to break the spell.

         Giving meaning to feelings is risky: Protect yourself from the horses, dances, and songs, said an electronic jahuay Carla and Pedro played that reminded me of Ghost and the bolt that almost struck her. According to the Yachak, lightning bestows special powers on those 50who survive it. Perhaps Noa was watching the volcano and dreaming about lightning bolts in her lungs, about a vision of the future that was really a memory of her father hidden in the Tixán forest.

         Crazy girl, you have to eat something, I told her one day with the sun shimmering on our shoulders.

         Ñawpa pachapi, she answered. Do you think my father will be happy to see me?

         Do you want him to be happy?

         No.

         To understand is to foretell. The problem was that I didn’t understand Noa’s words or those of the Yachak or the songstresses or the Poet or the Noise people. Sometimes because they sought to appropriate experiences that weren’t theirs, other times because they talked about feelings I preferred to ignore. For them, the future was in the sky and in its lights but also in the music that disordered Noa inside and extracted a pain as old as her dreams: that of her first abandonment, which keeps happening no matter how much time passes. I hadn’t realized how much the thing with her father affected her; now I know that what hurts us most are the ideas we have of people. What hurts is the intangible: what we imagine we love and hate in our hours of greatest vulnerability. Only meaning calms that kind of pain, but meaning is a lie we tell ourselves while earthquakes and eruptions destroy our homes.

         Before leaving, Noa told her mother she couldn’t bear the frailty of her love. That’s what brings about abandonment: the fear that love isn’t strong but weak.

         We saw a llama cria bleeding in the Chimborazo scrublands. We couldn’t save it, but we told Pam, and she played a song in honor of the little animal.

         Music makes the absent present, she told us, raises the dead, calls those who are not there.

         That afternoon, I cried listening to one of the songstresses’ songs, one about a condor who birthed a voice after hurting the one he loved most. Life asks us to accept the sinister: the transformation of a chuquiragua flower into a skeleton or a stone into a hummingbird. Some changes are unbearable, but music offers a little relief. The Poet spoke 51of this in his poem about whales singing in the Andes. He recited alongside guitarists, percussionists, and quenists, half singing, half praying, and at his side, the instruments sounded like voices brought forth from the ice. I remember the collective visions, the state of delirium produced by the repetition of the poem, and my desire to return to the coast despite the ash, floods, and murders on the street. The day Noa and I left Guayaquil, one hanged and two dismembered bodies were found in our neighborhood, but I wanted to go back because at least there the land talked to me about familiar things, as terrible as they were. I suppose deep down, like Noa, I felt abandoned at that elevation, vulnerable in the very depths of my being.

         One night Adriana brought the Poet to our tent. He was twenty-five years old, Puruwá, and had been an anthropology student in Quito. His voice was smooth, quite different from the androgynous one he used to read on stage. I never thought he’d be shy, but he was until he started drinking, then his pupils dilated and another person took his place: an eloquent, fiery guy in his arguments, one capable of animating conversations and making anyone feel interesting. Everyone liked him, except me, because I knew how quickly people like that went from fun to violent. I saw it in his gestures and his lopsided grin. You have to be the daughter of an alcoholic to recognize the subtle evil on the lips of someone who drinks nonstop.

         When the Puruwá sings, he cries, the Poet told Pam in the middle of a conversation about jahuay, the harvest song. It’s a somnambulant, liberating cry, he said: Here, people cry and sing for history and life, which is nothing but love fighting against death.

         He spoke Spanish and Kichwa from the central Andes, though he sometimes combined the two languages with us. As an anthropologist he was interested in ethnomusicology, so Carla and Pedro played him the electronic version of an ancient jahuay, a mix that included wavering sounds of the sun in addition to singing. The Poet really liked it and started rambling about music, poetry, and shamanism. He said that just as a shaman was called upon by nature and acquired their powers from overcoming a psychological crisis, a singer responded to a natural, internal, dark call.52

         That call is rhythmic, he told us, it’s the rhythm of the Pacha, the music of space-time demanding a mutation.

         For him, the songstresses were speleologists bringing to light the hidden, epiphanic shape of the world. I don’t know if Noa had started believing in these things, but I do know she was steeped in the myth and saw meaning I barely understood.

         My crew and I will climb El Altar when Noise is over. Wanna come? the Poet asked us. I smoked a lot that night because Noa wouldn’t talk to me and refused to eat, but I remember the invitation: to travel from Chimborazo to El Altar and its crater full of water to celebrate Inti Raymi. His plan was to head east on the trail, hike for nine hours, and do the dance of the Diabluma in Yellow Lake. The group loved the idea, and I had a bad trip. I felt my legs turn to straw. I saw objects double, events repeat themselves two, three, four times. I was afraid of things starting again as if life were the chorus of a song that was too long. As I tried to climb out of my own temporal labyrinth, I saw Noa touching everyone’s heads as if granting them power. Pam was the first to fall to the ground, pretending to be struck by lightning. Fabio did the same thing.

         The turtledove cries, the caracaras cry, the Poet said while also falling: They’re coming to fight on top of the house, to say that death is nigh.

         I started shaking because I saw it happen several times: I saw Noa caress their heads, and those heads pretend to be electrocuted by the power of her hand. I heard Mario repeat what he had already said, I saw Adriana make the same movements.

         When it smells like burnt semen, death is nigh, the Poet shouted on a loop.

         I was certain I could die at any moment, that perhaps I was already dying, and that death would take me more than once.

         I’m blind, Noa said as she grabbed my head with her two hands. I’m lightning blind.

         And her left eye transformed into a moon.
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            MARIO

         

         The chasms are terrifying places where Supay lives. Spirits throw parties at night in the chasms. They sing, dance, play wind instruments. Wayra instruments. Sick air is known to spill from the music and hit the rocks. It creeps into bodies and fills them with terror. That’s what the yachaks call the deep fear that dispels shadows. Noa had that fear deep in her bones, the frightening rhythm of blood in search of blood. Here, terror is a sickness like soroche. You ask where the shadow fell so you can go pick it up, but not just anyone can do that: Only the yachaks know how. They return things to their place, that’s it.

         According to the Yachak, Noa’s malaise was quite deep. You had to be wise and strong of mind to cure it. She’s easily influenced, we thought. Carried away. Carried away by the noise, the music, and the stories, right. By the volcano and the páramo’s cold. By the llama-milk-colored fog. By the soaring condors. We didn’t pay much attention to her, because the Diabluma’s dance was in our heads. It didn’t matter that she stood up twisted, sleeping and walking backward toward Tayta, scratching the dirt with her hooves. Her head thrown back, her mouth open so the fog could creep in, that’s how Noa behaved. She started doing it one night and then every night without fail.

         We found her dance beautiful. Beautiful and frightening.

         Sometimes she called to her father in her dreams: I heard her one night and it made me feel really bad. Calling out to someone who doesn’t answer is sad. Sad and demented. Not even the Yachak could cure that giant hole caused by the terror. Nothing and nobody can cure such a deep pain.54

         The songstresses said: If someone sings, it’s because they need to. Without a need, a song can be fun but not powerful. To sing powerfully, you have to let yourself be hurt.

         They were of the same opinion as the Yachak: that a voice was being born in Noa.

         It’s exhausting, they said, it’s like birthing the dead and bringing it back to life.

         They said every voice was unique. Just like a fingerprint. Just like an iris. They sang to Noa, apparently to cure her. The songstresses were from Otavalo, but they knew of every human and nonhuman song. They talked about glottal sounds. About harmonious, tremulous, subtonal sounds. About anents. About icaros. They rested their voices. They sang into black holes that they dug in the ground. They said timbre was born of instinct. They made strange sounds like kusui, kusui, sss, sss, tserere, tserere.

         They inhaled. They exhaled: tserere, tserere.

         Noa spent the evenings listening to them and soon fell silent. She got up in the early mornings and writhed. She hit herself with her own blue braids and moaned.

         The secret movement of her head is beautiful, they say. Ugly too. Hard to watch. Adriana imitated Noa’s somnambulist dance. With her chaps and whip she danced with her back to Tayta, twisting her neck and vertebrae. When she put on the twelve-horned mask, I’d tell her: Diabluma has one face in front and one in back, like a conscience. Only a devil can scare another devil, that’s why Diabluma carries a whip to chase off demons. His dance transforms your soul into pure mountain time. Something primitive and evil flourishes in you.

         Devil head I am, I told Adriana. A devil head filled with the mountain.

         One night Julián and I saw Noa bend toward Chimborazo. We saw her writhing and panting in her sleeping bag. Then she calmed down, and we kept talking quietly. Fierce was the wind at that hour, whipping against the tent’s fabric. It was cold. We talked about the dancer’s ecstasy. I wasn’t trying to make Julián sad, but I told him: Rapture is leaving yourself to join up with others, and he told me he had no idea 55how to connect with the world. Lost, he felt. Dancing no longer satisfied him, but you don’t dance for satisfaction, I told him: You dance to do something with your affliction. Julián was always pissed off, less so when he cried. And he almost never cried, but after spending days in the páramo, your skin thins. You are exposed, abandoned before the colossal. The music and dance pull out the tenderest parts of your emotions, the parts chewed up by the demons. I encouraged him to climb Tayta and put his sorrow aside, but he never made it beyond Templo Machay. He was anxious about his sister, who had crossed the Darién Gap alone, that infernal jungle trail where migrants are killed. A year had gone by without anyone hearing anything from Julián’s sister. I think that’s why he played the role of father and took charge of Adriana.

         You have to cry a lot to reach the sun, the songstresses sang: Volcanoes are the tear ducts of the earth.

         They sang that Chimborazo had been crying for years, that he was running out of snow. The light even burns the ice, and I can’t forget it. When you dance, you have to be careful of the light that brings forth the tears.

         Another night, we said we’d celebrate Inti Raymi on Kapak Urku. Yes, we told the Poet: El Altar is the waka, we should light the fire of the solstice celebration for Apu. El Altar is a very tall volcano, though smaller than Chimborazo. Its caldera is full of melted glacial ice. Reaching the lake is quite complicated, it’s you against nature, that’s why Adriana and Julián wanted to dance up there. I also wanted to, but that came later. First, we were at the festival spending time at the concerts and in tents with Noa’s friends.

         We drank and danced. We played and sang. Any music made us cry, but they were tears to withstand the fear of earthquakes and storms.

         Pamela and I talked about dance and music, but Noa, Nicole, and I went on long walks. The three of us walked in silence through the scrublands, listening to the howling wind. I put my Diabluma mask on to dance for Tayta, and they sat to watch. I leapt into the wind. I hit the wayra with my whip so it would blow faster. Nicole wasn’t interested in my sun-devil dance, I could see it intimidated her. They say that feeling a lot is risky, but being safe isn’t living. Being safe is being dead.56

         I told Noa: You don’t have to be ashamed of the fear that pushes away your shadow. It’s scary to confront your own devil, to be someone you don’t want to be in front of others, to know why we are abandoned. Rejection is terrifying, but it forces us to be humble.

         Noa quietly listened to the songstresses’ verses and walked fearfully in her sleep. Foal hooves, she had: Trembling hooves in the Andean night. Getting sick from fright was undesirable, but fear is the only thing you feel so close to the sun. Fear and cold, that’s it. Close to the sun are the fog and darkest nights. The mountain and ice. I heard the great mountains crack and the volcanoes whistle. Your fear builds when listening to beauty. Listening to death, that is.

         The Yachak said that a feeling could make someone lose their shadow. That very thing happened to Noa because she was afraid to see her father, we just didn’t realize until the night of the horses.

         It rained hard that night. We know the air roared in like a tempest. Lightning struck, and one bolt was scarier than the rest. Horses galloped through the campground, terrified by the storm, stallions and mares. Who knows where they had come from. Who knows if they wanted to hurt us or if they were just spooked. People were dancing at the concert, I mean, when they unintentionally attacked us. It went like this: People were dancing and then they weren’t. It was an animal mosh pit, a bestial mosh pit. The stampede pushed some to the ground, and others ran, dodging horses. The tents flew open, but that was all. I didn’t see blood, only water and desperation. The stampede trampled us and left us trembling and moaning. We set up our tents again. We protected ourselves from the endless downpour. The darkness was a threat, but the party ended because of the panic with which the animals infected us. We didn’t sleep or talk; we heard phantom gallops, saw horses in the lightning. We were afraid of being trampled if we closed our eyes. Water seeped into the tent, and we stayed warm huddling together, close enough for the cold to abate.

         I heard Nicole tell Noa: What you’re looking for in your father doesn’t exist. And I thought: A father is like Tayta or Inti himself. He’s unreachable, so why bother?57

         Some chagras arrived the next morning and told us the horses were theirs. They’d escaped from the ranch, terrified by the storm. Their ears are sensitive, they said, they jump at anything. They were particularly concerned about a mare with a blind eye who was close to a lightning strike, a one-eyed little mare.

         Two days later, Noa asked me to go with her to look for the chagras’ ranch. I want to know if they found the mare who survived the lightning strike, she said, and I went with her out of boredom. I didn’t even know where the ranch was, though I had somewhat of a sense from my long walks. I didn’t care about the animal; my mind was on the sun and dancing. The earth and Diabluma. The beauty that’s sad because it’s full of bitterness and wails. My bedeviled head mulled this over, but Noa shared her illness with the mare.

         They both heard the thunder. The sky brought out the shadow in both of them.

         We went to see the mare. Out of curiosity, I thought. Morbid curiosity. We found the ranch an hour from the campground. An albino man was working in the stable, a little man from Chimbo, born from the volcano. The songstresses said that albinos were born from women impregnated by the snow. They said that if a woman slept or peed on its slopes, Tayta gave them bright-white babies. We approached the Chimboan and asked if he’d let us see the electric mare. We said: We’re from the festival, and he eyed us with distrust. What were we doing bringing noise to the páramo, he demanded. Why were we bothering the animals and making them scream? He was mad, but he pointed out the mare in the last stall. We thanked him and walked quickly.

         Just don’t touch her, because she bites, he warned.

         When an animal runs off, they call it bolting. I believe Noa’s deep fear was the same: I believe the shadow is a beast that flees the body when it’s terrified. If you ask me, the mare and Noa both needed a cure for their fright. I saw them look each other in the eye for a long time. The animal was bright white and its eye, burned by the lightning, was bright white too. Pale and veiny, the eye looked at Noa and Noa looked back at it. I was surprised because that was impossible. I was afraid of the mare’s stillness, of the dense black of her good eye. I was silent, but 58I thought it was strange how Noa looked at the old horse. She looked at her as if she too were one-eyed, her left eyelid drooping and pupil wild. Both were spooked, right. Both were blind in one eye.

         Are you ok? I asked, but she didn’t answer.

         The mare’s face appeared in Noa’s, I don’t know how to explain it better. Her nose looked long, her teeth big. One eye, the left, turned white. The other went opaque. Her nostrils flared. I saw the mare merge with Noa and Noa with the mare until the animal snorted and they were separate again. They were both pale and one-eyed. The horizon was pure clouds. Then I heard a human whinny, I just didn’t know which of the two it came from.

         An unnatural sound reveals hidden meanings, everyone knows that.

         Walking back to the festival, Noa took my hand, but I let go. We weren’t close, and it felt uncomfortable. Inhuman, like that condemned mare’s hoof. We were both embracing our own devils, and mine was thinking about what he had seen and heard. About whether it was a fabrication or reality. About Noa’s strangled voice. About the darkness before and after the lightning.

         We walked in silence until she asked if I thought I was capable of loving deeply. This strange question came out of nowhere, and I forced myself to say yes. I didn’t even have time to think, but it was the easy answer to give for a devil’s head scorched by the sun.

         I said: I understand the evil love that drives all good things. And she grinned.

         She didn’t say anything else, but I soon found myself meditating on the totality of the universe, how it makes contact with us. The solar dance loves deeply, I thought: It paints the plants, paints the foxes. But the foxes eat the plants and the earth eats the foxes. But the sun scorches the earth and the earth swallows people. There is no deep love without a twisted side, that’s it. We want the eternal, and what we have is dance: a moment contaminated by good and evil, a split second of uniting those who move as one.

         I said: You love deeply the things that will die, everyone knows that. You dance so your love isn’t weak in the face of death.59

         When we got to Noise, I took three shots and surrendered to Tayta. I fell to my knees, drunk, and begged him to strip me of my loneliness. Everyone else danced to high-voltage music, but I walked alone on the mountain, unable to love deeply. I was afraid of that: of never loving with the depths of the anger inside me. Then a hand cupped my face, and I saw the Yachak looking right at me in the middle of the party. I felt my tongue turn to dry ice. It stayed that way until he pulled my Diabluma mask over my face and my tongue burned.

         In my mouth was an immense fire. Two faces I had: one of wind, the other was of the mountain. Nothing in nature is humble, nothing is gentle. With the mask I saw the great mountain devil pierce my chest.

         Diabluma I am, I thought, and I leapt happily in the high chasms. I have colors and twelve horns. I blow hard and turn into a child.

         I’m not lying: My young man’s body suddenly had a child’s eyes. The whole world amazed me. I was amazed by the voices and stars. I was delighted, and more than anything else I wanted to dance amid the bullets, but I didn’t see my friends nearby. Adriana wasn’t there, Julián wasn’t there. My tongue weighed heavy like a giant snowdrift. I tried to tell the Yachak, and he squeezed my head and asked me not to flee.

         He said: Hold on tight, spirit guide, and give order to the universe.

         At that moment, the memory of the festival’s disappeared people came to me. There were more than fifty of them, people said, they lived in caves, mountain forests, and godforsaken valleys. No one knew why, or that’s what they said, only that they were among us, because they always return to Noise. They said they silently selected new people, convinced them to go deep into the mountains to sing. That they ran from death even though they were moving toward it. That they sang and danced to expel fear. Feeling bedeviled, I reflected on them and thought: The disappeared are the ones who bolted. Humans who bolt, right, who run away from all that tragedy in search of music. People who draw visions from their dreams just like the Paleo-Indians did.

         A landscape is a llama by day and a puma by night. If the earth thundered that night, I swear I didn’t even feel it.
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            PAMELA

         

         Since all I did was think about my nascent little heart, about my floating child receiving the world’s vibrations, and since Noa wouldn’t stop asking me to tell her stories about music, sirens, and prophecies, I talked to her about all the singers whose voices sounded like pulses and herds and how they carried music in their bones and in their dreams and in their hearts: the divine and primitive form of music. I told her about Nina Simone, the shaman who cleansed evil with her voice, the great priestess of jazz who swallowed the dead and stars and who gave one of her last concerts in 1999. They say the experience that night was unique, I told her, a mystic event, almost an incarnation. Of what? Noa asked. Well, of absolute power, I answered, and they say the audience was witness to that metamorphosis, or rather, to Nina abandoning her pain, her mental deterioration, to become a goddess through a superhuman voice like that of the songstresses who released air creatures from their mouths, imitating birds and bestial roars and bringing their bodies to the threshold of sound. Noa loved hearing about musicians who transformed in the moment of singing because she herself was preparing for that, so I told her about Nina, of course, and about Chavela Vargas, whom they called the Shaman and the Volcano, and about how, dressed as a man, her singing raw and visceral, ripped to shreds, made of suffering a home for all of us who suffer, and about Nick Cave, who became a high priest by reaching out his hand from the stage to his audience to drive them toward the poetics of music. I also told her about Johnny Cash, who one day recorded with Nick Cave a version of “I’m So Lonesome I Could Cry” in two voices and about how Nick saw him enter the studio destroyed and aged, unrecognizable, nothing at all like the Johnny of concerts past, 61but no sooner had he started singing than the spirit of the music possessed him and turned him into a living, brilliant man with a voice that took hold of Nick and made him cry like a baby. Noa wanted to hear these stories because she was obsessed with what a voice could do to a body, that’s why she was so interested in the songstresses’ narratives about the Umas’ heads, which sang as they were separated from their bodies, or about Orpheus’s head, which sang when thrown into the river, or about the musical instruments that also sang, especially those made of human body parts, like the quena. The quena was invented by the wind god, they sang: Wayra fell in love with a sun virgin, but she died, ay! And Wayra stole her femur to pull a voice from it: He blew, blew, and blew, and pulled a voice from the bone. Instruments don’t sound, they sing, and the origins of their song are the broken bodies yearning to come back together. Lamech hung the body of his son from a tree, and eventually only his thorax and a leg remained, and that was the first lute. A woman killed her whole family so the devil would give her an instrument with which she could make someone fall in love, and that was the first violin. A griot sacrificed his sister to the lake and the lake gave him the kora. Instruments sing with the voices of the dead, the songstresses said, all the dismembered chant in our voices. At the festival, a group sang a Jojairo trap number, and some were offended because the song praised drug trafficking and guns, which is what we were all fleeing, and it spoke of murders and the Lord in the skies, and rifles, and the Tiguerones, and nobody could bear that. Other trappers wrote bellicose corridos after Jojairo was killed, and they were murdered in turn. The thing is that people at Noise were super scared, fucked up, and didn’t want to hear songs that turned the lives of drug lords into an epic, they wanted something that would sublimate the violence we were living and start the world over, the song of the dead, y’know, not of the murderers. Noa followed that song with the nightmares that made her sleepwalk like a medium, but it wasn’t always like that; when I met her, she ate and slept, it was later that she started acting strange and spending time with the songstresses. Nicole was worried, seeing her so quiet, not eating or drinking, and I thought she was just trying to get our attention, but really 62she was letting the music tell her something important about herself, letting the music turn her into what the music wanted her to be. I remember that after the stampede I found her in the rain, motionless amid the chaos of the campground, watching the songstresses belt out their music despite the lightning and despite the darkness, despite the people helping others put their tents back up and soothing the injured, and I went to her with my big body and ripped her from the enchantment cast by the blazing voices of the songstresses, and of course Noa complained as I pulled her away from the object of her fascination; of course, what you love can and will kill you. But then she hugged me and asked if I knew the difference between the singing of the living and the dead, and I told her I didn’t, because who could really know something like that, and perhaps it was because of how close we were to death that night or because of the question she asked, but I regretted my answer and told her I had a dead brother. They killed him while he was walking with his boyfriend, I told her, a hit man shot him five times and my brother’s boyfriend started screaming like crazy, but nobody came to help, nobody; who was going to help if everyone was scared shitless, though not too scared to stop recording on their phones, they weren’t too scared for that, the sonsofbitches. They said horrible things about my brother: that he was involved in shady dealings, that it was something between crazy fags, a crime of passion, or they’d killed him for not paying his debts; and once they’d destroyed his reputation, they said it was an initiation, that the young sicarios killed people at random to show the gangs they were ready, and my brother was just unlucky. They have no idea, I told Noa, in this country nobody moves a finger against the narcos, because if they do, they’ll wind up dead. It’s sad to go to a friend’s funeral: You’re furious and want justice to be served, but you know it won’t, so you stop seeking it and start believing in an eye for an eye. Your mind destroys you from within, y’know? It rots. I told her that before the stampede, a DJ was playing “Cumbia chonera” by Don Medardo y sus Players, my brother’s favorite, and as if by magic I saw his ghostly little body dancing wildly, moving his little fingers in the air, grinning, because my brother was super smiley, and telling me: Come, Pamelita, come, and 63I cried, but the music made my tears sweeter, so there isn’t a big difference between the songs of the living and the dead, I finally told her, they’re the same thing and they inspire one another. When you play a drum, you hear the past and the future, never the present, never, and at Noise, people would have ripped out the heart of a musician to save it in a jar: They would have ripped off the head of Tuwamari, god of music, or gone to any lengths to have the future back, because a song is the union between presence and absence, the seduction ritual insisting that life goes on. That’s why I wanted to sing to my child even though I didn’t love them. Crazy, huh? I wanted its heart out of me, but at the same time I needed to feel it for the little time we were going to share on this earth, and that was love: the briefest moment, a sad song holding what’s lost and what we will lose. Nicole asked me to stop telling Noa these things because, according to her, my words, the Yachak’s, the Poet’s, and the songstresses’ twisted her head around and made her sick, and I told her: Live, have fun, stop thinking for your friend, she’s grown and can think for herself, and she took offense and told me she was living, she was having fun, but Noa wasn’t ok, and that was true, but we all felt a little weird in the páramo, the music gave all of us fevers, and there was no way to protect ourselves. Fabio and I practiced and practiced our trance technique until our fingers bled, but it was worth it because the journey through the drumbeat is rousing and gives you visions. Scriabin wrote about vibration in altered states of consciousness and invented the trance chord, I told Noa, which he called the mystic chord, and because he was obsessed with ecstasy, he composed a cataclysmic work, a symphony of the end of the world that he called Mysterium, and he was never able to finish it because he died from an infection in his lip, how absurd to have died like that and not from something he’d foreseen: playing his apocalyptic symphony in the shadows of the Himalayas, his music finishing off the universe. I shall not die, they say he said, I shall suffocate in the ecstasy of Mysterium. Fabio tried to do the same thing and played his caja ronca day and night trying to get the instrument to sound light in his hands. He thought if he practiced the occult technique of percussion, he could summon headless spirits, enter the world down 64below, imitating thunderclaps, invoking the earthquake’s voice, Yma Sumac, bringing her back with her five-octave vocal range and her triple coloratura, and sometimes I felt that yes, this could be done, especially when over the festival speakers Yma’s voice thundered in the low notes and warbled in the highs, when she growled, whistled, and whispered just like the songstresses dancing around the fire. They brought the earthquake’s voice to our ears on the night of the stampede, singing for hours under the lightning, blending their voices with the uproar of the sky, y’know? Fabio and I listened to them, unable to sleep, and I admitted that I was pregnant and it wasn’t his, that he shouldn’t worry, because I was going to get rid of it, and he turned pale, poor guy, and almost immediately told me he was prepared to be the father of my child if I wanted, but what a stupid offer. So stupid. I couldn’t help but laugh, and he resented me, obviously, but his love wore me out, it turned me off and made me say: Don’t love me, my God, love the music. Music is the rebellion of our inner life, it’s the forest and the chasm. Love the invisible, I told him, love the darkness. And I told him about the first song I heard by Lhasa de Sela, “I’m Going In,” a song that tells the story of the drop of light we were in utero, a radiant point in the dense darkness where there’s only silence and even time doesn’t exist. There we became flesh and grew and started feeling things and hearing sounds, I told him, then the space shrank around us and, bang, we were born, and our birth was violent and chaotic, we felt like we were dying. The amniotic fluid poured out and air penetrated our lungs because the first hurricane is inside, deep inside you, but when the air comes in, you don’t die, no, it’s birth, it’s life starting, life is this terror, this wind swirling around our bones. Being born feels like dying, the Lhasa song says, and then we learn how to listen and touch and taste. We grow and at some point we shrink and die, but this death might be another birth, like when we left our mother’s aching body and thought it was the end, but no, not at all, the adventure was just beginning. “I’m Going In” says that my baby won’t die when they are removed, I told Fabio, no, they’ll just be born in some way unimaginable to me, in another life or another form. And I wanted to believe it: I wanted to believe that the nascent heart of the 65music was capable of overcoming death, that’s why I climbed a stretch of Chimborazo with Julián, and he jogged and I ran, I ran fast like a giant and Julián chased me, scared, but I kept running to see if I’d get lucky and finally miscarry, a miscarriage would solve my problem, and I started to gasp and my heartbeats mixed up with my baby’s and I fell to the rocky ground. I fell, hopeless. And I had a hallucination or a lucid dream, I’m not sure, I just know I saw frozen mummies coming out of the volcano, mummies of little girls and boys struck by lightning or dead from hypothermia in rituals far away, and I prayed, I swear I prayed that lightning would strike my baby, that a ray of light would rape me and rip them out of my belly. Most of the time we don’t even know the sounds inside us, but they stay there, they’re the sound of the consciousness nobody else hears. You have to listen to its rhythm and ride the drums that sound like horses from another world, I told Noa. I rode them at the last Noise Festival, when the technoshamanic music drove the páramo mad and people danced to forget the cold, fever, and hunger, because there was no food left and we were tired or sick or dirty or irritable, not like when we first came to the foot of Chimborazo and thought we could eat everything, even the volcano. How stupid, to eat the volcano, but that’s what enthusiasm is: It makes you feel invincible. The Electric Shamans played and Adriana leapt into the mosh pit and came out a hot mess, much worse than Noa and me, and nobody can convince me that chick was simply dancing, she had a passion for annihilation for the sake of annihilation, the desire to reach the limit of the tolerable, because yes, what is life without the risk of losing it or offending it? What? So, a DJ played a remix of “Sanjuanito Parrandero” by Polibio Mayorga, and Adriana took the opportunity to ask me about the disappeared: Do you know anything about those people? she asked. And I told her what I’d heard: that they lived close to the mountains in anarcho-primitivist communes and worshipped experimental music, that they researched trances, that they sacrificed llamas and guinea pigs, that they held orgies, that the women got pregnant with the sperm of the volcano, that they sang healing songs and that the lightning, cold, and storms chased them. They are among us, dancing and enjoying the beauty while they recruit 66new members for their communes, I told her, and of course Adriana wanted to disappear, even Fabio thought disappearing could make him a resurrector or a sonic necromancer, a real one, the kind who make their instruments sing the voices of the dead. And when Adriana asked if I would disappear, I said no or maybe yes, but just for a while, and when Carla and Pedro thought about it, they didn’t even bother to answer, they just danced to the songs of a gothic salsa duo whose soloist shouted from the stage: We rejoice in tears! I saw them dance around Noa and she didn’t even notice, surprised that a love so young could exist amid what had almost always been there: the páramo, the volcano, the mountains … a young love, like a song forbidden thousands of years ago, a biological force. They were new to the antediluvian and didn’t even realize what they had: something incredibly delicate, a love song, or the birth of the universe, and I found it beautiful, so beautiful, but I also told them: Don’t love what is mortal, love the music, because it would be nice if we’d come into the world holding on to someone and weren’t like this, but we didn’t, we came alone and we’ll leave alone, like Jojairo and Scriabin, like Nina, Chavela, and Lhasa, like Yma and Chopin, like Polibio and my brother. Everyone looks for their own way of relieving the loneliness, and music offers us the consolation of young love to cope with time, the time buried in the mountains. You have to ride the drums that sound like horses from another world, yes. Even those injured in the mosh pits and the stampede resisted. Out there in the open, they danced to escape themselves in the electric night, as the Shamans would say, and the lightning bolts were the lights of a colossal rave bursting every few seconds. Nothing compares with the spectacle of nature, nothing, and if you look up, you understand that only violence can engender the life we so love, I told Noa, and that’s music: Let’s rejoice in tears! I shouted amid the celestial rave, Volcanoes are the tear ducts of the earth! That night, we were electric shamans even if we weren’t yet ready, or at least not ready in the way Noa was, she wanted to look at the face of the sun without going blind, y’know? She wanted to see her father, and I explained that it isn’t possible to look directly at the face of God. It was Lhasa de Sela’s father who told her the story of “I’m Going In,” and she died of cancer 67at thirty-seven, as her father had predicted: Be born and die, die and be born, Inti is our father, Chimborazo is a tayta, and the distance between two volcanoes is abandonment, I told Noa the last night of Noise, Don’t look for your father’s face, don’t do it, all that horror will burn you. And the girl kept quiet, as always, and the music was both a consolation and danger.
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            PEDRO

         

         The songstresses sang that there was a live horse turned to stone in the hills of Tixán. It was haunted and breathed contaminated winds at people; hikers were advised to walk quickly past it without stopping. Nobody wanted to be touched by the miasma, nobody went to Tixán, but the mountains are giant bells that call us. During the stampede I saw a stone horse with my own eyes, and it was blind, a white mare symbolic of a good death. I hid the truth from the chagras that came looking for her because they wouldn’t have believed me: The animal turned to stone with each strike of lightning and returned to flesh in the darkness. I thought I’d gone crazy, and I screamed at the top of my lungs: She came from Tixán! But perhaps the scream only rang out in my mind. I saw Noa’s head emerge from the mare’s mane and her feet peek out alongside its hooves. The beast ran backward, dodging the stage. I was terrified. Nobody was with me. People on the ground were moaning. Before I could look for Carla, she found me and gave me a hug I can still feel.

         We have to stay together or we’ll die, she said.

         She was right, I didn’t know it, but the only way to survive was together. It’s what it really means to be connected with someone: Your life no longer depends on only you.

         The science magazines talk about death as a change of matter. For some time, this fact brought me relief. Stars transform just like plants, and so the only person I’ve ever loved continues to exist, at least the energy that briefly made her a person. Greater things happen in the universe; hundreds of celestial objects disappear every year. Stars disappear, as do planets, and nobody misses them. Carla and I avoided talking about death because it was a difficult subject. We 69said nothing when they killed our family members or when they hung adults and children from lampposts. The earthquakes brought us violent deaths, but not cruel ones like those imposed on us by men. We dreamed about the thawing of Chimborazo, about the natural disasters that drew near, and we cheered ourselves up with songs to forget about dying.

         Once, Carla spotted a condor, and hours later I dreamed about it gliding over the snow. According to the songstresses, seeing a condor was a good sign. Old condors fold up their wings and let themselves fall to the rocks to be reborn in their nests. Time polishes the rocks in those chasms, in the volcanoes and caves, it gives them a new voice that sings and says nothing. Talking to a stone is useless because the sound it lets out has no meaning, it’s just a melody that can show you what you feel. Stones hold the earth’s memories, that’s why dreams are lodged where the first songs were written.

         Carla read me the Seikilos epitaph:

         
            
               
                  As long as you’re alive, shine, don’t be sad at all; 

                  Life is short, time asks for its due

               

            

         

         The marble stele bears an inscription from a man to his wife:

         
            
               
                  I, the stone, am an image and Seikilos placed me here 

                  To be a long-lasting monument to immortal memory.

               

            

         

         We wrote a song on a meteorite and buried it in the volcano’s Ear. Days later I heard Tayta singing it from far off as if he were in love. The Yachak assured us there was no separation between man and plant, woman and animal, that awake and asleep the rocks called to us like the fox howling at night.

         The stars also howl, the Shaman said, the Ear is a cave that will one day perish in the universe.

         I’m not bothered by the certainty of a cosmic death but by knowing there will be nobody left to love Carla when I leave, nobody to remember her or listen to her songs. The oblivion bothers me, the dissolution of consciousness and of her marks on the stones I select. Nothing should be erased, I think, everything should remain.

         Mario told me he saw Noa imitating the mare that survived the lightning. He was confused and said they were like two drops of water, 70but I told him I saw that same one-eyed mare running backward during the storm, turning to stone with every lightning strike.

         She only moved in the darkness, and Noa’s head emerged from her mane, I said, knowing he still wouldn’t believe me.

         Time stretched out at the foot of the volcano. The dance stretched on with the night, and animal eyes followed us. I told Mario the truth and said that our visions were not a figment of imagination but of emotion. Poetry and music attract those who are lost and need to be found.

         Stay away from the horses, dances, and songs, I told him, because Carla and I wrote that in a song.

         Later, Noa woke and sleepwalked, and Carla and I silently followed her. We left the tent as she trotted backward toward the volcano, making our hair stand on end. I don’t know what we expected, perhaps to see her turned into a horse to confirm we were living in the dream of the great universal head, but nothing happened. The wind pushed her backward, entering and leaving her mouth. There’s no animal in the páramo that trots backward. Her head was thrown back, her eyes white, and her body contorted, just as I’d pictured the dead mare her father embraced in the Tixán forest. We carefully brought her back to the tent. We were quiet until the Poet woke up and looked at Noa as if he were sacred. He staggered toward her, reeking of aguardiente, and hummed her a lullaby that put her to sleep.

         Look at her, he whispered, she’s found the music’s path.

         I often wondered what that path was, but I didn’t know how to answer.

         In the mountains we were as close to the stars as we could be. There we listened to music that was sent to space, like “Dark Was the Night, Cold Was the Ground” by Blind Willie Johnson. That song emboldened us during the moonless nights as we faced the meteorites threatening to hit us at any moment. Seventeen thousand hit Earth every year, but most of them disintegrate before reaching the earth’s crust. The rest bring pure rocky minerals, igneous or metallic, from the universe. They leave craters or go unnoticed. Carla and I made note of this and what we learned in an old stained notebook. In it we wrote that the poet Jorge Eduardo Eielson asked nasa to take his ashes to the moon. We drew the animals that were sent on space missions and the 71constellations of the llama, toad, and serpent. We made lists of astronauts who decided to become poets or musicians, of physicists who played the piano to help them think about the origin of the cosmos.

         Carla wanted one of our songs to play on the moon, but we didn’t have any luck getting in touch with nasa. The song is called “Firmament Desire” and the lyrics are a poem by Eielson:

         
            
               
                  I write nothing

                  that is not written in the sky 

                  the whole night throbs 

                  with incandescent words

                  called stars.

               

            

         

         Poetry is born from the language of the dead and the dreams of the living, the Shaman said. In Carla’s house, bullet holes let in the light and were our firmament.

         The last night of Noise, the Poet recited alongside three musicians. People were restless, not even the sunset managed to calm them, only the voice of he who made music of words. He pulled his hair back into a ponytail and sang parts of Xul Solar’s magic diary and “Love Disinterred” by Jorgenrique Adoum. I didn’t know those poems, but Carla told me the last one was about the Lovers of Sumpa, the skeletons of a man and woman from the Paleolithic era who have been embracing for more than seven thousand years.

         Think about it, Carla said: Either they were hugging before they died or they were made to hug after they died, it doesn’t matter, what matters is they’re still like that.

         They were young when they were buried, with round boulders on their pelvises, supposedly to protect and not to punish them. Carla and I visited the museum where they’re still preserved. Through the glass we heard the mortuary rocks sing “The Song of the Bone,” one of our songs. We wrote it right then, in front of the two dead bodies we wanted to become.

         I’d never imagined skeletal sex until I heard the Poet say on stage:

         
            
               
                  To kiss the ribs we ignore because of the breasts, 

                  to search the depths of the sacred hip convexity, 

                  for the flat bone, mirror, where I recognize myself.

               

            

         

         72He recited “Was tenderness already subversive” and repeated the line as if it were the chorus of a song. Some chanted along with him because they were moved. I wasn’t, but Carla started crying when the Poet whispered on his knees amid zampoñas and guitars:

         
            
               
                  So the two can die one inside the other, 

                  narrowing the copulation so the tomb takes up less space,

                  and not how the rest of us die; all of us who die alone 

                  as if longingly lying down to masturbate.

               

            

         

         I kissed her forehead, and she told me again: We have to be together, please.

         We’ll be together, I said.

         Even so, there was a time I wanted not to love Carla. We lived across the street from each other and her uncle had just been killed in a shoot-out. There were shootings and deaths every day from the cartel war. We were thirteen, but mourning made her an adult. We stopped talking at recess and in the park. I met up with other kids from the neighborhood, and they taught me to smoke cigarettes and joints and to train street dogs. One day the ashes from Tungurahua reached town and I saw Carla collecting dead toads on the street, cleaning them with a ripped T-shirt. We were no longer thirteen but sixteen, and my father had also died in a shoot-out. The ashes aged the plants and took away their color. I never learned why she was cleaning the toads, nor did I ask: I helped her gather them, and from that day on we were together again.

         Later, I had fantasies about not loving her anymore, about finding out who Pedro would be without her, without what her love made me, but I never left her side. I let her read me science and poetry articles, let her sing to me. My friends started a trap band, they wrote songs claiming they were gang members, and their bodies wound up in the river. You can handle grief if you have someone at your side; that’s the subversive thing about tenderness. At night the weight of Carla’s head on my chest oriented me. Now that she’s gone, I’m afraid to look at the sky, so I don’t. If I trip over a rock in this petrous landscape, it’s usually the one that bears my name.

         They say that the souls of the dead expel breath as they leave. I didn’t think about that when I was with Carla, only about life, though 73it’s true that the páramo makes you look closely at death. Up there you find guanaco or bird skeletons, deserts of black earth where nothing grows. From the north, the cuvivi birds dive into the Ozogoche lakes to die by suicide. They fly for months fleeing the cold, but it catches them. Hundreds of birds fall into the frozen waters of the south. The sky is generous and nourishes the lakes, the same force brings rain, fresh meat, or celestial rocks.

         Stones swallow animals, the Yachak once said in the circle. If they have hoofprints on them, it means they just ate.

         I studied those stones and dreamed about a universal house in the shape of a skull and cave. Inside was a Diabluma, but half his mask was burned. His dance was contagious, and I ended up dancing in the head of the universe, where nobody could die. My hands left giant prints on the walls. From the back of the cave, I heard hooves trying to get in. I saw the dream within the dream, heard the cavernous voices of the stones. We have almost the same number of neurons as there are galaxies. Birds, tigers, wolves, and deer project images when they let themselves go. Every head is a cave that dreams. Every living being has a forest in their mind.

         Noise’s closing party was long; various groups played music into the night, and we were grateful for it. The Electric Shamans climbed on stage with guitars, basses, quenas, and a cdj. They played electro-Andean music and passed around crystal and zombie chicha to the audience. One of the songstresses held the dried body of a hummingbird and ate it while she danced to a mash-up of “Mantrakuna” by Enrique Males and “Arka” by Nicola Cruz. She raised the bird over her head, brought it down to her mouth, and swallowed it without chewing. The other songstresses stroked her throat and showed her their teeth white as the stars in the condor constellation.

         The hummingbird has the highest call of all birds, one explained to me, it’s like the whisper of the scrubland wind. Ssss.

         I’d had several shots and, moved by my vision of the Tixán mare, I approached Noa to tell her: If the Yachak is a bear man, you are a mare woman and a yachak mama. I told her what the Shaman had confided in me: that a yachak mama must die before she is reborn. He had 74to do it to become the black bear of the mountains, and his initiation was difficult. The chosen hear voices, travel asleep, speak the language of the apus and animals, have visions, and converse with the spirits. I thought Noa was undergoing an initiation, because that’s what it looked like. I discussed it with Carla, just the thought of the páramo helped me understand.

         You’ll survive, I told her.

         Then she grabbed my head and pulled me down to her: Your voice reminds me of my father’s, she said.

         The human voice rises, the drums descend. A song can make a rock float, and a drum can bury it, but a song has the capacity to destroy if it wants. My voice is my voice, I thought, but I was afraid of leaving Carla the way a father fears leaving his daughter: afraid we couldn’t die together or embrace for seven thousand years after our death.

         It’s the music’s path! Carla shouted, imitating the Poet.

         Nobody in this world wants a singing stone on their pelvis except the Lovers of Sumpa’s bones.

         That night we didn’t sleep, we watched the sunrise, our bodies ravaged from the party. People packed up their tents, instruments, and backpacks because they feared another storm, another stampede, another earthquake, or Tayta opening his mouth to curse them. If they withstood those incidents and the rigors of the páramo, it was because of the music, but they no longer had reasons to stay. They took down the stage and the Yachak’s tent, cleaned the campground, and dismantled the sound equipment. In a matter of hours the campsite was empty and it was just us there, stinking of piss and filth.

         Take it as a sign, my runas, the Poet said, this is how you have to dance to the astral king.

         Carla put her head on my shoulder, and I stayed still so she wouldn’t slide off. We were hungry and exhausted, we could have left, but we didn’t have anywhere to go, so we curled up under a pale sun that barely warmed us.

         Let’s disappear, Carla whispered so nobody would hear us. It’s better than going back.75

         If a star or a person disappears, it’s because they’re dead, but the disappeared of the festival were alive and escaping their own death. We wanted to survive too, but all around us everything was dying at the wrong time. Some things seemed eternal, but nothing was, not even the mountains, the Chimborazo snow, a father’s voice, the Lovers of Sumpa’s embrace. Only my love for Carla, whom I decided that morning not to stop loving.

         Noa trembled, lying on Nicole’s legs, and she covered her with a poncho, stroking her head.

         Are you going to go see your tayta, or will you come with us? the Poet asked Noa.

         Far off, a meteor vanished behind the volcano.

         Noa didn’t even open her eyes.76

      
   


   
      
         77
            PART II

            Notebooks from the High Forest I

            Year 5540, Andean Calendar78

         

      
   


   
      
         79In a beginning was the word, and the word was with the father, and the word was the father.

         The word is alive in my thoughts. It is an oceanic animal, not a forest one, like Noa, who came into the world looking like a fish that swims down below, in the depths, where nobody can see. She made me responsible for the sea, but I am a man of the earth: I understand the mountains, mist, dark tree roots, not the water.

         I don’t know about liquid words.

         There are nights I pray while looking at the yaguals, nights when my hand cups the tender heart of a deer.

         Cosmos and blood:

         I know the conflicts of creation.

         I am sixty years old. I like to hunt, take care of my farm, clean my guns and watches, train my dogs, watch the cows graze silently and the horses get wet in the rain. This is all old. The word of the father, however, does not begin or end in a man’s language: It holds within itself the totality of time and the species.

         It jumps from body to body like a grasshopper.

         It is hungry.

         A seed sprouts on its own once it roots, but it needs light and the darkness of the soil to grow. It needs rain. Burying the seed commits you to articulating the ageless word, to bearing the weight of water. Nevertheless, a father tries to take responsibility for what he brought into the world. He tries to make his word true, just, wise, and does anything to live up to it.

         I know the expanse of the forest: It is the open eye of God.

      
   


   
      
         80The day Noa told me she would come see me, I found a nest that had fallen among the weeds. It was little and made of horsehair, sticks, and moss. There was nothing inside; it was clean and in ruins.

         A gift from the birds.

         A house blown over by the wind.

      
   


   
      
         81I like to hunt. I care for life by shooting it.

         I prefer walking with a rifle and Samson at my side to seeing my daughter’s face.

         Once, I told Noa:

         I love deer

         rabbits

         hares

         foxes.

         And she asked: Then why do you put them to death, Daddy?

         Put to death, not kill, she’d said.

         You can kill with love, I answered. Hunting exists because the prey is worthy. You have to admire the prey, revere it until the end and even beyond.

         I love animals. My boots crunch branches, dry leaves, and insects, and the sound is what I want dying to be like, even though I know full well that dying isn’t like that. I’ve seen many of these forest creatures in their death throes: They gasp, writhe, look with eyes wide open toward the void. They bleed. They offer their final warmth to the earth. I watch each spasm before they fall perfectly still, and my love for them continues when I strip their flesh and clean their bones and pelts of death.

         I am not a professional taxidermist. Everything I know I learned from my mother. After her death, I inherited her thirty-eight mounted animals and ritual songbook.

         I hunt because the prey is worthy.

         God is in my prey, the hunter, and my mother.

         My daughter is coming to the high forest: I’ll have to teach her to calm the life here, where life abounds. Protecting the silence is a long task, especially on the mountain. I want to live in this silence, to say only what the divine breath holds.

         But she’ll ask me to speak.

         A father speaks, she’ll say.

         A father utters the word that is like water.

         I have come to think that, like the deer, words tremble and run away if you point a rifle at them. They’re quick. When I write, I tame them, make them into a house for Noa.82

         A father should say what is right, what is plain, but it’s difficult to pronounce the word that reveals its own core. I know little of this word that’s like water: I was never my daughter’s trough; there was no well of knowledge from which she could drink. I’m guilty of that and more.

      
   


   
      
         83I’ve lived in this big old house all my life. It’s big, with clean windows and gray rocks jutting up around it. Sometimes, when I see it from a distance, it looks like a tumor in the earth, a cavern that improbably grew inside out, swollen by the wind.

         Inside, I draw myself. I am the first painted animal.

         By day, I know this levitating rock is mine. I know its passages, slopes, and lighting, but by night I find it deep and unfamiliar.

         There are parts of this big house I do not dare inhabit.

         My mother’s room is one of them.

      
   


   
      
         84One night, eighteen years ago, I awoke to the pain of Mariana’s nails digging into my hand.

         She drew close to my ear and said:

         They’re in our house.

         I heard objects being dragged, footsteps on the stairs. I got up even though she asked me to stay. She was pregnant with Noa and was two months away from her due date. We didn’t have guns yet, and the neighborhood hadn’t yet organized self-defense groups.

         I left the bedroom barefoot and in my pajamas.

         The noises were loud, as if they wanted to be heard.

         I surprised the first thief carrying appliances out the front door. He was a short, stocky boy who leapt at me. We fell onto the glass table, and the crash alerted the other boy coming out of the kitchen and he took off running.

         I didn’t see the blood until I heard Mariana’s screams from the steps, but I kept fighting, because I didn’t know if the blood was mine.

         I punched the boy in the face.

         One,

         two,

         three,

         four,

         five,

         six times.

         Reeling, he dragged himself outside, and we let him go.

         I think you broke his face, Mariana said.

         I hope to God you broke it.

         We bought a gun, and I taught my pregnant wife how to use it. Mariana always had good aim. She was never afraid to hurt anyone.

         Days later, we found a pool of blood outside the front door. Five human teeth and a dog’s head lay in the middle of it.

         That was how the gangs marked houses. We had to move.

         Mariana went into labor a month early.85

         Listen: The girl is cursed, Mariana said before Noa was even in her arms.

         I felt pity as I looked at my daughter. She was red, covered in fine, copper hair, like a fox.

         A fox-girl.

         It will fall out eventually, the doctor said. This happens with premature babies. It’s common.

         A newborn daughter swims in the truth, that’s why the only language she needs is warmth. I touched her as little as possible. I learned to carry her only after a year and a half because I was afraid she would break.

         Affection is fragile. We fake it to protect it.

      
   


   
      
         86The first time I mounted an animal, I shook. I didn’t hesitate to shoot it, I wasn’t scared of the weight of its tongue, but something disturbed me when I flayed and cleaned it and tanned its soft, dirty skin.

         My hands stroked what death made of the fox:

         an object of God.

         And while I sculpted the mold for that skin that shone as if it were still alive, I knew I could only really take care of what was dead. That was what I learned the first time I stuffed an animal: You can protect the animal remains from death, not the body that runs and feeds and sleeps on its own. Living things are slippery, I understood; they get cold at night and thirsty during the day. But the dead body is invulnerable to nature. Its only vulnerability is being forgotten.

         I protect the specimen, clean the skin of that which breaks it down, polish the bones, and toss the flesh on the ground. I stop death and shield it from itself. I take care of the dead animal with all the love it deserves.

         The first time I hunted a fox, I thought: I love this fox.

         I love the animal with glass eyes.

         I love the creature whose fur I comb.

         With him, I learned of a new form of love.

         With my first deer, I learned the meaning of the sacred.

         My mother knew the mystery of death and benevolence. As a child I hated her for terrorizing me with her preserved animals, for her delirious veneration of mountains, winds, and moons.

         To kill an animal is to hurt what you don’t understand, that is, God, she said while kneeling on two black stones to braid her hair.

         She lit incense and little fires.

         She mashed flowers and rubbed them on her body.

         She cut her finger and toenails

         and buried them with the animal’s eyes.

         Time is cyclical, and we die many times, my hanan pacha, my pretty wawita, my kuyllur, she’d say. We die so we start again.87

         She invoked prayers to the serpent of the clouds and danced with the head of her first deer.

         Death is initiation, but you must ask forgiveness for the wound, my ninakuru, my pillpintu, my karaywa.

         Noa never met her grandmother.

         She doesn’t know what a sacrifice it is, perfecting death.

         Since I’ve been waiting, I’ve thought about what scares me: I love the fox because I am the fox, but I can’t love my daughter or explain to her my relationship with the mountain.

         Don’t be confused, my wawita, God is in the animals and can be wounded but not hurt, my mother said while burying her hair at the base of a quishuar.

         The animals I hunt are my temple.

         That’s what I’ll tell my daughter when she asks again why I kill what I love.

         Every one of the animals I hunt is my temple.

         I enter them on my knees.

      
   


   
      
         88The last time I hugged Noa was ten years ago. Mariana took her out to play, and we explained to her, as best we could, that we were going to get a divorce. She didn’t cry. It was stupendous weather, and nothing was out of the ordinary except that I was about to leave them.

         Your father isn’t coming back, Mariana said to the girl. He loves you less than a person loves a dog.

         I tried to cry to show Noa that her mother was lying, but I couldn’t, because it was true: I couldn’t love her very much; I was leaving. I had put the suitcases in the car with the hope of starting a life more in line with my nature.

         I did love my daughter, just not enough.

         The pain of the world grows

         from everything that is not enough.

         There was a time when I wanted to be someone different, a person who does their duty and tells the truth, but God knows I’d fantasized about leaving since I first saw her: a tadpole wiggling in the white sheets, squeezing my finger as if she were strong. And she was, because daughters, even in the depths of their weaknesses, are always strong.

         I tried to take her out of the bed where once there had been desire and where now there was only her asking me for an impossible love.

         What kind of man am I? I wondered. What kind of father can’t survive his daughter’s strength?

         I told Noa we’d see each other soon without knowing I was lying.

         I love you a lot, my girl, I lied.

         We never realize how often we fake what we feel just to see if love will come.

         Now I’m waiting for her, and the mountain wind is picking up.

         I do not know her.

         I do not know what kind of person she is.

      
   


   
      
         89There’s a tree that grows only in these lands that they call the Árbol de los Relinchos, or the Braying Tree. It grows in the mountains, and it’s common to see it when you go into the high forest. It’s huge and lush, with a braided trunk and leaves the size of an open hand. They say a horse lives inside and that you can sometimes hear it bray from afar. They also say the horse goes out at night and walks underground, and you have to try and break it so it won’t get vengeful and drag you down with it.

         A horse once escaped from my father’s ranch. He went looking for it in the mountains and didn’t come back. The village men found my father the next morning in a ravine, mangled. I never met him, but the most vivid memory I have is of hoofprints on his chest.

      
   


   
      
         90Today I went out to hunt. The fog obscured the trail for the first hours of the morning, but Samson knew how to guide me through the forest that is always another, forever changing. Here the mountains rise up through the sky.

         I walked a lot, somewhat carelessly.

         I went down trails both known and unexplored by Samson’s nose.

         I like the branches, the danger, the dazzling verdure of the stone. This is my house: the birds sing, and their language pushes the water that falls onto the rocks.

         It is the opposite of music.

         It is the opposite of order.

         There is something divine in this green dwelling that breathes in reverse. Here I’ve seen carnivorous flowers and lightning bugs, and yet I haven’t really seen anything. Ever since I was a boy, I’ve walked in the woods, but still, I know nothing of them. All I know about animals is superficial. I can tell where the deer and fox have run, how to find rabbit warrens, and how to avoid stags. I’ve learned to smell danger like a mountain creature, to recognize certain tracks and sounds. I know how to read the green chaos, but only a small part of its dynamism.

         I can’t enter into dialogue with the creatures or the plants as my mother did.

         I do not believe such a conversation is possible.

         Hunting brings me closer to God and at the same time saves me from Him; it allows me to embody the animal that cannot be hunted.

         A lot of hunting is walking: breathing in the earth, the leaves, the skins, observing the changing light, listening to the different kinds of songs—grunts, bleats, hisses—moving forward with my senses alert, sharpened, putting one foot in front of the other without falling, and, if you fall, getting back up.

         You can’t hunt the forest just as you can’t hunt God, my mother said.

      
   


   
      
         91Now I understand what she meant: You hunt the sacred animal, not the divine one. When I enter the forest, I step on the belly of a dinosaur. I respect this enormous creature of sky, water, and earth, and that’s why my footsteps are light.

         You are God and I am God, Mama told me.

         Only God is God, I answered.

         Three hours of walking brought me a fawn. It was thin and trembling. Samson startled it, and we had to let it go. I’ve mounted two so far in my time doing taxidermy, not because I couldn’t have hunted more, but because I don’t like the way they die: as if they were being born.

         A forest moves. Its branches, leaves, mushrooms, hills sway back and forth.

         For my mother, hunting was a liturgy that put her in contact with the spirit world, whereas I hunt to study death and love it in its most lasting form. I want my daughter to understand my environment, this solitude of horns and fur, the mountain ranges in which I’ve chosen to lead a life of silence.

         I don’t know if she’ll be able to understand me.

         I don’t know if she’ll know that in the mountains, days, even weeks, go by without my speaking to another human being.

         I like that I’ve learned to live without needing to speak. Sometimes I think I’ve forgotten how to do it, that I would no longer know how to hold a conversation for more than fifteen minutes. My only friend is Samson, and we understand one another without words. Writing is different.

         To write is to invent a language you don’t have and ears that aren’t there.

         I have very little desire to explain why I left, to fake feelings I never felt. She wants me to say the word that’s like water, but I don’t know that word, that’s why I write at night against the sounds of the forest. To make silence. To know what to say and what not to.

         Words are imprecise. There is precision in how I pet Samson’s head, but nowhere else.

         Language, not words.

      
   


   
      
         92Noa turned eighteen three months ago.

         The last time I celebrated her birthday, I gave her a bicycle that her mother turned into a tricycle.

         She told her:

         You’re going to fall and kill yourself.

         Don’t even think about going to the park, because they’ll rob you.

         If you talk to strangers, they’ll kidnap you.

         Mariana wanted to hurt her to keep her from getting hurt. She kept an eye on her constantly, and that wound up scaring her.

         The neighborhood kids rode bikes, and though Noa didn’t complain, she left the tricycle with the stuff we never used. She was a quiet girl with a submissive gaze, shy even with her own parents. For a time, I thought maybe it was because she’d seen something traumatic, one of the dead bodies the sicarios tossed in our neighborhood, but no. She could spend hours staring into space, as if she had left her body.

         She was sweet.

         What a mystery: She was my daughter and she was sweet. God knows Mariana and I weren’t.

         Where do children come from?

         Where does that which differentiates them from us come from?

         I was calm when Noa fell down and came home with skinned knees, bruised skin, chewing gum in her hair. I let her play late and didn’t say anything when she went to bed without brushing her teeth.

         A hummingbird is beautiful and heavy on the heart, one of my mother’s songs said. Given I didn’t want my heart inhabited, I cleansed everything from it.

         Noa didn’t cry when I left.

         Perhaps she knew.

      
   


   
      
         93I saw a condor soaring behind the mountain.

         That’s weird, I thought, he must have gotten lost.

         They don’t usually come here, but he was black and even from a distance, I could tell he was a condor by his size.

         My hands shook. I felt something warm beneath my skin: an irrational worry and fascination. It’s always an omen to see a condor. They drag the sun from the mountain to bring on the day and push the sun into the mountain to bring on the night. From my vantage point, I saw him covering half the sky. I know it’s impossible, but in my memory the animal covered the sun.

         A dark sun.

         If I don’t believe in signs, why am I shaking?

      
   


   
      
         94My interest in hunting isn’t supernatural but focuses on the logic of a biological and aesthetic process. When I pursue a creature, I become a creature. I’m an armed mammal returning to the place I should never have left. I am incapacitated, stripped bare, more so than any forest animal.

         I’ve thought about this in recent days: about being a man, about being a father, about being dead.

         I’ve again seen the condor soaring toward the ravine. He’s lost, this isn’t his home. Condors are beautiful, but they eat carrion.

         We each hunt flesh in different states.

         Perhaps he’s a father or mother, perhaps he eats the remains of the fawns, swoops down on rabbits, hares, and guinea pigs on the edge of the ravine, or perhaps he waits a ways from where I myself am waiting: there where the body comes to an end and rots.

         What is the beauty of an animal that lives in putrefaction?

         That of the mountain range, I answer.

         His nest.

         His home.

         And if I hunt him?

         And if I rid myself of the omen?

      
   


   
      
         95The mountain dwellers sought out my mother when they were in pain, when an evil spirit haunted them, when they had soroche or the evil eye, when they wanted to know their future, when they wanted good fortune in love, when their sexual desire flagged or they wanted to give birth, be cleansed, ask forgiveness of nature, or just get on her good side.

         As a boy I watched her mix thick liquids and heard women scream in a room on the farm. Their moans would last for a full day, and my mother would stay with them. She’d only leave to dump a bucket of red water that she’d wash and refill.

         She grew rue on the patio.

         Rue is good for many things, my hanan pacha: It absorbs evil, cures the body and mind, sparks love, protects the home, cleanses the wind.

         More than once, I watched screams dry up my mother’s rue. The women walked out ashen, their lips gaping and hair greasy. Mama fed them and took them to the forest, where she performed a ritual in which she never let me take part.

         She brought them back

         drenched in mountain water.

         They thanked her when they left.

         That’s what I know.

         I remember we had some confrontations, people who shouted insults when she and I walked by holding hands. That was uncomfortable. The village thought my mother hunted to eat and heal, but she mainly did it to make her monsters, her mountain bestiary.

         If they’d peeked into her room and seen her creatures, they’d have treated us even worse.

         As a boy I went to village Mass alone while she stayed back talking to the trees and animals, blessing the forest, praying and dancing to control the weather, healing herself and others, tending to her powerful plants, searching for caves where she could nap.

         In my eyes, my mother was dark, someone who desperately rummaged in the earth’s intestines and who shut herself away to reproduce the beasts of the forest.96

         Sometimes I fell asleep outside her room, on the floor, waiting for her to kiss me.

         Her room is now shut.

      
   


   
      
         97I don’t like going into town. People look at me warily, as if they think I’m hiding something that belongs to them. I don’t have anything of theirs, all I’ve got is a plot of land next to the high forest and a dog who’s always hungry.

         Samson begs for food more since the parochial priest died. It’s a coincidence that speaks to me, that leads me to tell him about God even though he’s a creature incapable of understanding the concept of the divine. Now that the church is empty, he eats whatever he finds and hunts down two or three hares a day. I’ve tried to stop him, to tell him he can’t just gobble up everything he finds in the forest, but man and dog speak different languages:

         the former, the language of duty,

         the latter, the language of necessity.

         I try not to tie him up even though he leaves dead animals outside my door. I don’t want to limit his urges. I know deep down we’re similar and that necessity lives inside me too, like a horse. Sometimes, when I let his steps guide me, I feel I can speak Samson’s language, that I understand his hunger and he understands mine, but this doesn’t last long.

         I know my place is moderation, the disciplining of my character. A dog, on the other hand, can’t defend itself against itself.

         My mother believed she could speak to animals:

         She was defenseless before herself, just like Samson.

         The people in town reject me. They avoid looking at me, and when they do, their muscles tense. I reluctantly accept this distance; I buy my goods and come home with the certainty that I’m not welcome. Perhaps it’s my fault for never trying to be part of the community.

         This morning, Samson barked in the empty church, and the echo was like the voice of God.

         That is the language I aspire to:

         one the temple purifies.

      
   


   
      
         98It sounds like a lie, but in the high forest, the trees that are born embrace the trees that die.

      
   


   
      
         99When I left Noa, I promised I’d call every day and that I’d visit at least once a month.

         I made the decision, got in the car, and started the journey.

         Telling myself I wasn’t abandoning her—that I really intended to come back, visit, call—helped me leave. I soon realized I wasn’t going to keep my promise: I didn’t want to keep lying to her from afar, pretending I missed her or was counting down the days to see her again.

         The truth was too hard for a man, let alone a girl.

         I put off the calls, at first for a few weeks, then months, then years. And every day it got harder to resume contact, so I never visited.

         I only called her a few times.

         The intentions with which we cleanse our hearts are dark.

      
   


   
      
         100My eyelids hurt, I can’t sleep. At dawn, I clench my jaw and grind my teeth.

         I spit blood when the sun comes up.

         My daughter is getting closer. I know what this means, but I don’t dare say it.

         To write about someone is to weigh them down: It burdens the person with the ideas you have about them, to mercilessly and fearlessly turn the eye of God on them.

         I write about my daughter and myself.

         This has to have consequences.

      
   


   
      
         101Eagles shriek, whales sing, owls hoot, goats bleat, jackals howl, deer bellow, crocodiles cry, crows caw, dolphins click, elephants trumpet, cats meow, swallows chirp, hares tap, panthers growl, serpents hiss, and foxes shriek, but condors are silent creatures. Not even my mother knew how to communicate with them.

         A black wing brushes my head.

         It is the sun.

      
   


   
      
         102I’ve never mounted a bird. I could, but the birds in these mountains make me leery. At dawn I see flocks traverse the sky from east to west, and at sunset I watch them return, making the journey in reverse with contagious calm. Their flight is organized, except when they scatter into a jumble of wings and beaks slicing the air. They do it several times a year: crash together, wound each other. They fly, but without a destination. That sudden and violent chaos overwhelms me.

         The clouds of birds bring us messages,

         my pillpintu.

         On those days when birds covered the sky with shrieks and feathers, my mother would sit down to watch. Their battles were bloody: Dozens fell from great heights to the earth that she blessed. My mother read the future in bird flights and calls. Every night, when they brought her a message, she’d dance below the mountain in gratitude for her gift and its continuation.

         She moved with her eyes blindfolded and a dress adorned with hanging birds.

         Not all of her dances were nocturnal, though.

         Not all were easy to watch.

         According to my mother, the song and flight of the birds had foretold that she was pregnant, that my father would die, that I would be a boy, and that we would always live on the farm.

         As a boy I remember hearing terrible songs coming from the forest. Those sounds brought messages to Mama; they weren’t the trills that awoke us in the morning or the sunny chirping. They were scratchy sounds, like wails: sharp, deep, gravelly.

         Deafening.

         I don’t know what bird produces those squawks, but I hear it in the mornings with my eyes closed and imagine that its language emerges from the forest’s rib cage. I’m not afraid now, but I have the memory of fear.

         I also remember as a child seeing how aggressively they’d fly: birds crashing into one another and picking at each other’s wings, bodies 103falling to my mother’s bare feet. I remember she sometimes ate them to learn their calls, but I’m not sure that happened.

         This afternoon, while I was hunting, a dark bird with big eyes landed on a nearby branch. We looked at each other for a few seconds, and I kept walking with Samson. A few hours later, in another part of the forest, I again met that bird’s empty gaze.

         I felt sick.

         I couldn’t move but brought my hand to my stomach to stifle the sweat and nausea.

         It slowly opened its beak.

         It didn’t emit a single sound.

      
   


   
      
         104From my pack of hounds, only Samson has a name. The others have something different.

         I call them one, two, three, four, and five.

         These numbers aren’t their names. They’re commands.

         When they hear these words, they come running and know I demand their attention and response. One isn’t a name but a command. A name designates, breathes life into the body. It’s a word that becomes muscle, and that muscle is ours. If we’re named, we acquire sound and meaning. We have breath, purpose, spirit. We can run, look, jump, lie down in the grass or on a cot and be something for someone.

         Samson, for example, is a potent, melodious sound. It comes from Hebrew: It means sun and strength. God strengthens Samson with his name, fills him with celestial breath, gives him the power to overcome his enemies with no other weapon than his body. That’s Samson. The other dogs are interchangeable. I almost never take them with me, except when I need to feel that I’m part of a group.

         Two is a word I harness to my dog so it will obey me, but a name is more than obedience: It’s autonomy.

         My name is Ernesto.

         It means the never defeated.

      
   


   
      
         105Once, I got lost in the forest. Not for an hour but for a day and night. That’s how I know one of the worst experiences you can have in the mountains is the absence of sound. Stillness is threatening. The noise of insects, birds, and animals is scary, but silence is like a corpse opening its eyes, something seemingly impossible that paralyzes you.

         I am not a man afraid of silence.

         I know how to sense danger.

         My mother thought she could trap the animal spirits in her taxidermy, but the spirit is like the sounds we make: an invisible, elusive presence.

         In the forest, I heard the souls of living creatures and, suddenly, I heard them disappear.

         I felt God and nothing.

         I was close to death.

         In some languages, taxidermy is called naturalization. This comes, I suppose, from the attempt to make a dead animal look alive, as if life were natural and death antinatural. But I don’t mount a fox to make it look alive, but so it will keep me company in my home.

         A dead animal doesn’t sing, doesn’t bark, doesn’t howl.

         Silence is death and also a pause.

         I was exposed, vulnerable, in the middle of the forest, and a bird of prey swooped past my head to snatch up a guinea pig. Its wings remained open, flapping while it battled with the rodent and pecked at it and made it squeal and bleed.

         Silence is just a pause.

         What comes next is necessarily violent.

      
   


   
      
         106I don’t like music.

         Ever since my mother died, not a single song has played in this house.

         I don’t need it, music is disobedient. I prefer the sounds of the forest and mountain, even if they’re also disobedient.

         My mother wrote songs to raise plants, animals, and people. I know of people who say women’s voices made them levitate, there are stories of that kind. I don’t believe the legends, but one time a song made me leave my body and become another man, a sad one who broke down and cried in the fog.

         I am not a broken man, I thought. But the music turned me into a little boy.

         Last week I was creeping through the forest when I came upon the melody of a rondador. I recognized its sound: There’s an old one made of condor bone and feathers in my mother’s room. She used it to sing, she said she learned her songs from birds and voices that appeared in her dreams. Many of her songs were about hunting, others were about healing, others were dedicated to her stuffed monsters. I remember she used to whisper, moan, shout, and club her body while she intoned incomprehensible songs.

         A boy shouldn’t hear more than one voice coming from his mother’s body, it isn’t as God commands, but two voices always came from my mother’s throat, and neither was hers.

         I still don’t know how she did it. I don’t care to know.

         Music seduces its listener, tries to hunt them. Sounds, though, don’t need to be heard. If one day you feel like the forest is calling you, you’re kidding yourself: The forest doesn’t want to court you, it needs nothing from you. Whereas music exists to be heard, even if the rhythm it marks is painful, even if it’s grating.

         It takes over your thoughts and emotions. It’s authoritarian.

         Everybody and their shadow bleed in music.

         The sound of the rondador followed me back to the farm like an animal lying in wait. I only felt at ease when I no longer heard it.

         I won’t be hunted, I am the hunter, I thought.

         I am the hunter.

      
   


   
      
         107I could have told my daughter not to come.

         I could have said:

         I’m not your father, I’m just a man.

         Deep down, I’m still a son.

         Deep down, I have nothing that can feed you.

         I have very few answers to your questions: I don’t know why I didn’t love you enough.

         You deserved love, I hope you’ve found it. I’m just a man, not your father.

         I could have told her this, but the words escaped me.

         The days are long when you’re waiting

         for something you don’t want.

         Noa used to laugh during earthquakes. Five years after I left, there was a seism that killed hundreds of people. I called Mariana, and she told me they were fine and not to call again, so I didn’t.

         What unites me with my daughter is the guilt of not having been her father. The guilt of feeling better, less inept, less useless, when I am far away from her.

         I wait for her in the high forest with this feeling. I have no other option.

      
   


   
      
         108In the beginning, men and animals spoke the same language. Later, they grew apart and their voices became opaque, songs only shamans knew how to translate.

         A shaman speaks a secret language that unites men and animals with the world from above and the world from down below.

         My mother started mounting birds, especially blackbirds and owls; later she worked with deer, rabbits, and foxes that served as designs for hybrid creatures. She never let me anywhere near her laboratory, not until her designs were ready. She said she dreamed about beasts leaping from her palms, that she even saw them when her eyes were open.

         I want to make a living animal from a dead animal, my ninakuru.

         Are you going to make a zombie? I once asked her.

         No, not a zombie.

         She mastered the technique and created tableaux of Andean monsters. Her sculptures, as she insisted on calling them, were not faithful to popular descriptions, they just alluded to them. This made her think of herself as an artist, a person with the power to mold nature.

         Artist, shaman, and magician am I, she told me, showing me some gagones on her work desk. Your cranium was sculpted by my pelvis when I gave birth to you, my wawita, my baby, you were my first sculpture.

         That day she told me the legend of the gagones:

         They’re two wawa dogs, my beautiful child, puppies, scruffy and ashen as if whelped from a volcano, they smell like smoke and embrace in the mud. They’re filthy dirty. They carry the rotten souls of relatives who live in sin, those who shack up with their brothers, sisters, or cousins. The gagones appear before the incestuous and steal the bones out of their knees so the perverts can walk and sin no more.

         I remember the impression my mother’s gagones had on me: Their heads were from two rabbits, their bodies from two puppies, their paws from four lapwings.

         They also had horns and wings.

         Listen carefully, kuyllur: My bone determined the shape of your skull, so your thoughts belong to me.109

         It wasn’t easy to be my mother’s son. She made mine a childhood full of salves, concoctions, monsters, and songs. Those who climbed the mountain thanked her for her services using the flowers and plants she grew in her garden, but this changed in an instant.

         A dog dug up a fetus in the forest.

         Next to the little grave, they found painted stones, my mother’s hair and fingernails, a llama’s rotten eyes.

         Witch! they screamed, and my mother didn’t defend herself.

         Behind her back they called her La Matawawas, the Babykiller.

         From time immemorial, there have been stories of witches flying over the canton, women who turn children into snakes and who fall to the ground if you make the sign of the cross or stick needles in a hat.

         Let them call me a witch if they want, my mother said, we’re all witches here, no one is safe from that.

         She’d lock herself in her room to work on her bestiary. If she was busy with a new creature, we barely saw each other. Her concentration was absolute, and she sang songs she had written.

         She swore her monsters protected us from danger.

         What danger? I asked her.

         You don’t see, but it’s in the mountain wind, my shunku, in the water, in the animals, and it smells like death, it smells ugly, that’s why you have to run away from the stench that’s like a tree made of black flesh.

         I immediately recognized that smoky smell, dark as coal: I inhaled it in the bathroom, in the forest, in my bed, on my feet, on the dogs, in the garden, in the food. It was the smell that permeated my mother’s body when she shut herself in her room.

         It was rage; it was my mind.

         I thought it was from animals burning in the world down below. I was convinced evil must smell like that.

         But now I know it came from her animals and beasts.

         She preserved versions of the serpent Amaru, Huiña Huilli, Jarjacha, the bird Inti, and Quesintuu and Umantuu, the pre-Columbian mermaids of Lake Titicaca. She promised me those creatures were real and lived in the forests and mountains.110

         But don’t worry, my wawita, your mother and her monsters are here to protect you.

         Sometimes she’d scream and destroy what she’d created. Sometimes she came out of her room and dragged me by my hair to the corral. That was the danger getting inside her, it was her fighting so the stench wouldn’t get her.

         At night I heard the gagones barking and the mermaids singing in the hallways. In my nightmares my mother’s creatures moved as they would have done in the forest, but God wasn’t in them.

         Now I pray and am calm.

         My mother’s room is closed.

      
   


   
      
         111People in town said that late at night, my mother’s head split off from her body and floated toward the forest to call upon perverse spirits.

         They said her head opened its mouth and all kinds of animal shrieks, pants, screams, and calls came out.

         They said her hands flew away from her body and roused birds, dogs, cows, bats, and other creatures.

         They said since the fetus was dug up, they found coagulated blood under their beds.

         They said that my mother transformed into a spider and crept into the houses of sleeping people to curse them.

         They said she killed my father.

      
   


   
      
         112I write because I wait.

         Writing is not like talking, it’s being close to God. And to the lie, but when the living word appears, everything false becomes truth.

         She’ll call me Father, but my name is Ernesto.

         My name is Ernesto Aguavil.

         Ernesto Aguavil.

      
   


   
      
         113Today’s fog was thick and concealed the sun. At noon it started drizzling, and as I returned to the farm, I saw the condor again, soaring among the clouds.

         I got nervous:

         I pictured a dark scythe over my head.

         From afar a condor can look like a man dressed in mourning. Mine disappeared in the clouds, he didn’t let me see him for more than a few seconds, but that was enough to feel I was being watched by something evil.

         It’s strange how the mind hates

         that which the body and senses love.

         His presence can be explained by a dead animal in the area.

         A cow,

         a hare,

         a deer.

         He isn’t here to tell me something. But I still try to make sense of this sign. It speaks of my mood and how I perceive life these days.

         About the wait and about the angst that comes with it.

         As I was going home, an owl sheltering on a tree branch caught my attention. It was missing an eye and made me think of one of my mother’s creations. If they were alive, as I had imagined as a boy, they would have the look of an animal that’s survived a mortal injury. They would look like that owl: something that had been ripped away from death, something that shouldn’t be there.

         I could hear thunder, and I worried about Samson.

         I sped up.

         A sensitive dog is afraid of storms.

         It divines in the thunder a divine presence.

         What’s outside tells us nothing, what’s inside does. Mariana used to say there was no way out, and she was right: What was inside made me leave her, and I came to the mountains. The fog, rain, thunder, and cold are my brothers, not the heat, insects, or reptiles. I couldn’t live among the mangroves, because what’s inside me wouldn’t allow it.114

         Neither those hanged,

         nor those decapitated,

         nor those dismembered scared me.

         Just dying alone in the heat among crabs and caimans.

         When I reached the farm, I found Samson by the door. Despite the thunder, he was sleeping like a baby.

      
   


   
      
         115I dreamed about the corpse of a man with hoofprints on his chest. He was trying to tell me something, but his mouth was on the back of his neck, and an intolerable silence came out every time he opened it.

         I have often looked for a photo that would show me what that body trampled by a horse really looked like.

         My father.

         The dead have no face. That’s why, in the world down below, a dead person looks like everyone else.

      
   


   
      
         116When Noa was five, she liked to play with her mother’s plants. Each plant had a name and a personality and formed part of a story she made up. One afternoon, while I was cleaning the house, I heard her scream and rushed to the living room. I found her crying, terrified by something invisible. Before I could ask what was upsetting her, my daughter hid behind me, as if my body were a shield, and sunk her face into my back.

         Matilde is a witch! she said, pointing at Mariana’s hibiscus. Her flowers are ghosts! I can’t look at her, Daddy, I can’t!

         At first I thought it was just kids being weird, but the mental process that turned a plant into a witch disturbed me. My daughter had made up a story, and it came to life in her feelings. It was much more than a simple fantasy: Her emotions made possible a metamorphosis.

         Every time my mother went into a trance, she experienced something similar in her imagination: The dance and song roused dormant images in her head, images proper not to the natural world but to the art world.

         Noa knew the hibiscus was a witch only for her, that’s where her terror came from:

         She was all alone with her fear.

         Playing make-believe is the first step toward a magic reverie, my mother said.

         I never played with my daughter.

      
   


   
      
         117Guilt is a ghost that opens its eyes at night.

         My gums bleed in the mornings.

         The ghost is slow and knocks against my teeth. I go to sleep in pain, and I know it’s the ghost’s skeleton that’s causing it.

         Forgive me, my Lord.

         I don’t know how to be a man who cares for the living.

         I don’t know how to say the word that quenches thirst.

         The wind chisels a daughter as if cutting fresh dough, malleable, ready to take on a kind or violent form. If you’re a father, your job is to redirect the wind.

         That’s your duty. You cannot be afraid.

         But I turned down that job: I didn’t take care of how the clay was shaped.

         And now that shape is approaching.

      
   


   
      
         118I was returning from a walk with Samson when I saw two girls leaning against the corral.

         They didn’t look good. They were dirty and one of them was bleeding.

         Ernesto Aguavil? asked the one who

         looked less beaten up.

         That’s me, I answered, with a voice that didn’t sound like mine.

         We were quiet.

         How easily words hide behind rocks. How quickly they do not recognize the good in you.

         My God. My God.

         For a few seconds, I didn’t know which of the two was my daughter.
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            NICOLE

         

         As we broke down the tents, we all concealed our exhaustion even though we could see it in one another. We needed to eat and relieve the cold the páramo had instilled in our bodies, but the Poet barely listened to us. Pam said climbing El Altar in those conditions would be impossible because the trail was muddy and it was a full day’s walk.

         We have to eat first, she said, fuck the fasting, fuck it! We aren’t going anywhere if we don’t eat.

         That morning, I looked at Chimborazo as if it were an enemy, as if the volcano were pushing us toward another volcano farther away and urging us to continue although it was better to give up.

         Let’s not go with them, I quietly told Noa, let’s skip Inti Raymi. The wind roared in my ear, and it whistled more violently the far-

         ther away we went; whether it was inside my own head, I don’t know. Accompanied by the whistling, we left the arid, rocky land, the chuquiragua flowers and azorellas, and entered the scrublands as if walking upon the hair of a sleeping god.

         We have to rest a little or we won’t make it, Fabio said.

         Pedro and Carla insisted we stop in Riobamba. At first the Poet refused, because he wanted us to reach the Collanes Valley, the antechambers of El Altar and its Yellow Lake, in time. He explained that the first step was to go to the Hacienda Releche in La Candelaria to start the seven-hour hike along a muddy trail to the valley campground. We’d sleep there and start the ascent to El Altar the next morning, which would take at least two more hours.

         What’s important, my runas, is that the night doesn’t catch us, the Poet said, because if it does, we’re fucked.122

         No one was going to climb the volcano without eating, not even Mario, who, after Noa, was the worst of us at feeding himself. We were so insistent that we stop for breakfast in Riobamba that the Poet gave in.

         Just an hour, he said, and took a shot.

         Sometimes Pantaguano didn’t seem drunk, but he was. Every day, morning, afternoon, and evening, he drank.

         After pressing on, about twenty minutes from Chimborazo, we reached the road where we’d wait for a ride. We sat there and watched some llamas walk by without even looking at us. Softly, I once again told Noa that we could go straight to her father’s, that we could say good-bye to this group we barely even knew, and skip Inti Raymi, but she kept ignoring me. There was something in the atmosphere, a sense of risk and exposure I couldn’t shake. I was worried about the changes in Noa, but also in myself. We weren’t good, and we’d always been good together. We’d always managed to understand one another and avoid the pain of how the earth swallowed people. That vision united us, and in the worst of times, we danced to get the better of fear. But at the festival she learned to speak a language that raved, as if searching for sunshine in the fog. We barely spoke to one another because we didn’t have anything to say. Loneliness is having nothing to say to the people you love.

         A van picked us up in the early hours. In it were the songstresses and two other people who didn’t introduce themselves but were wearing Diabluma masks and singing along to the radio, which was playing “La venada.” The Poet reviewed the plan: We’d get breakfast in Riobamba, gather supplies, and travel to the Hacienda Releche to start the hike. The Diablumas recommended we buy rubber boots because of all the mud on the trail.

         Sometimes your leg sinks up to your knee, one said, it’s wild.

         Noa’s fever had broken, but she still looked sick and my nose was still running. I quickly wiped it with the sleeve of my sweater.

         On the road we saw armed soldiers. A patrol stopped us, searched us, and let us go. We were afraid, especially when the soldier who frisked Adriana and Pam touched them more than was necessary and 123asked if they wanted to stay with him. They didn’t say anything, and neither did we. We stayed calm because that was the only thing we could do before a soldier with an assault rifle. The girl driving the van told us that in the last few days there had been a massacre with almost two hundred murdered in the country’s biggest prisons.

         They killed a narco, she said, one of the big ones. Then they set off bombs in Quito. There are dead people everywhere you look.

         When Noa and I left Guayaquil, the murder rate was already rising. In one week they killed eighty-eight people. They had already killed three thousand that year. Right by our neighborhood, a man used a boy as a human shield to save himself in a shoot-out: Minutes later, on the opposite side of town, a woman and a cop were riddled with bullets, and the next day, two girls found a man’s head floating in Death Canal.

         Around here, dead bodies are a normal sight, a man who lived near the canal said on television, they keep showing up and then someone comes and gets them.

         We got by as best we could, though sometimes we were oddly stimulated by tragedy. Like the night I met Noa and we saw a corpse and then went dancing. We were twelve years old: A friend introduced us and took us to see the fissure that had opened up following the biggest earthquake the neighborhood had experienced.

         You’re gonna love it, he told us, it’s huge.

         We went to a park with streetlamps and rusty benches and weeds covering most of the concrete. We found the crack, but a package in the shape of a decapitated body was waiting for us along its edge. No one screamed or spoke. The body looked like a rag doll and didn’t even really stink, which we understood to mean it hadn’t been there long. The workings of memory are complicated: It was the body of a man, but if I close my eyes, I can’t see it clearly. I can’t see its clothes or hands or shoes or its wound; all I remember is the size of the crack, how it carved a dark lightning bolt in the ground.

         Noa got upset, and our friend kicked the body until it slipped into the fissure.

         What are you doing? I asked.124

         I don’t know.

         We didn’t even think to call the police. We fled to a nearby party, and Noa told me: We have to dance to free ourselves from the weight of that body. Yes, I told her, when we dance, we’ll make the spirit float up out of that headless body. It was a joke, but she took my hand and we danced as if we had the power to raise a corpse with our minds. We lifted and dropped our arms, made expressions that attempted to re-create a ritual, and there, in the smoky party, we remained young because we dared ignore the weight of death.

         The hours passed like that, partying to the rhythm of music and screaming that we were the opposite of a dead man. That was the source of our pleasure.

         The war got worse after that. At Noise we’d pretended to forget it, but we were no longer at the festival and couldn’t isolate ourselves from the world. We saw army tanks, and on the radio a woman with a shrill voice said that Guayaquil and Manta were still in flames, Esmeraldas was under siege, and there were riots in Quito. We listened to her for a while until the Poet changed the station, and I thought nothing was ever going to change: that we’d always be afraid of the drug lords, soldiers, police, self-defended districts, poverty, impunity, indifference, volcanic eruptions, earthquakes, and floods, of both the sky and earth. We’d always be scared and there’d never be anywhere to go, because neither the cities nor the villages nor the páramo nor the jungle nor the ocean were safe. Blood was splattered on every corner, and those who defended the neighborhood, those who thought they were good people, like Noa’s mom or my own parents, were polishing their pistols and training their dogs to bite people. They are the evil ones, they thought, the gangsters, the ice melting on the volcanoes, the fury of tectonic plates and rising sea.

         We have to kill them, my mother said, when she’d drag dead bodies from the park. We have to kill each and every one of them.

         Noa and I climbed the mountains to remember there must be something more to life than death. There must be something besides bodies rotting in the streets and in houses, something that would allow us to take refuge from what the horror and cruelty were doing to us. We 125climbed to be moved and find hope in pleasure, but Noise brought us violent music that kept submitting us to its rhythm.

         Being safe isn’t living, Mario said, pointing at the sky darkened by a giant black cloud. Then I heard the driver tell the Poet that Mama Tungurahua had erupted the day before.

         Don’t fucking tell me Mama’s ashes are going to reach us, Fabio said.

         Calm down, my runas, the Poet said, calm down.

         Strange things happened as soon as we got into the van. First, the Diablumas didn’t introduce themselves with their real names: We’re Aya Umas, they said, and the driver told us she went by Diabluma Three. And I was surprised to see the songstresses there, treating the Poet as if they were his friends, when in the festival they never seemed especially close with him. On the road, the Diablumas talked about the musical trance using the exact same words, and when Adriana brought up the disappeared, they said they knew where to find them and would tell us later.

         I think they’re the disappeared, Pam whispered, and I didn’t want to believe her.

         We reached Riobamba at eight in the morning, but it looked like nighttime. Ash didn’t usually do that in Guayaquil, at most it would cloud the sky and give it the texture of a lizard’s belly.

         Solar storms influence the beaching of whales, and the new moon influences earthquakes, the Poet said. That’s why Mama is like this: because Inti Raymi is coming.

         We ate breakfast in a cramped spot with four tables, served by a hobbling woman who seemed angry but was really just nervous because the day had barely started and soldiers were already patrolling the streets. The pavement was covered in dust, and Mario and Adriana went out to play in Mama’s false night.

         They say people died in the Eruption, Diabluma Three said. They say the volcano’s sound was terrible.

         Noa ate, and at least that relieved me. I no longer knew what to say to make her go back to how she was before, and it bothered me the way the others treated her, as if they saw in her a revelation and not an impostor.126

         The Poet took advantage of breakfast to launch into one of his spontaneous speeches. He talked about the process of interrogating oneiric images, about the invention of the future and of a body made resistant to catastrophe through song. A musician-yachak, poet-yachak, dancer-yachak body that would know how to walk toward death with desire and who would come back to life like those in the ancient myths. His grandiloquence was unbearable: He said things that mixed politics, neoshamanism, and religion and didn’t make any sense. I said so to Carla quietly, and she told me that poetry was the only space where everything could mix. She said: It’s a different way of thinking, that’s why the history of science and faith, astronomy and speleology, art and war can fit in a single verse.

         Many things divided me from the group, but that I didn’t see the Poet as a poet but a charlatan was chief among them.

         Voice is what matters, he said. We’re at our best when we sing. We conquer death when we sing.

         He told us that poetry was sung in his hometown and that the first written lines he read in his life were by Efraín Jara Idrovo. And that the first time he cried from a poem was when reading it, not listening, and that oral poetry had only ever brought him joy, never pain.

         That’s when I figured something out, my runas, he told us with his mouth full of bread: that a poem is an invocation, that poetry begs to be sung, and that poems hold voices that come from the paradise lost within us.

         I remember, that morning, the songstresses admitted to eating birds to steal their calls: If you swallow them, out comes a beautiful song, one said. But the voice that attracts the spirits isn’t beautiful, another added, it’s something more.

         Looking too deep into yourself causes an imbalance. I tried to explain to Noa that her crisis had nothing to do with the music or with what the Poet or the songstresses told her but with the need to see her father again.

         Your father is your first enemy, Pam told her: Everything we kill becomes the father, but Noa didn’t listen.127

         Noa and I had stopped speaking only once before Noise, when she tried to join an evangelical choir. Across from our neighborhood park, where all the gangs tossed bodies, a group led by a pastor who spoke in a tone similar to the Poet’s and who had a tattoo on his neck and was always surrounded by girls praying or singing to him.

         Where is God, my maker, Who giveth songs in the night? they sang. This is a lament, and the nation’s daughters will intone it.

         Noa and I sometimes walked by the house where they met and we’d listen to the choir for a bit, maybe a minute or two, then we’d turn the corner and their voices would fade away.

         On one of those afternoons, Noa suggested we join the choir. What if we sang with them? she asked, and I got annoyed. Surely they’d brainwash you with God this and God that, I said, surely they’d convince you to go to church. Noa told me she liked how the choir sang while looking to the heavens, how they channeled their desire for relief into the music, how their songs had the rhythm of merengue. Then I did something dreadful: I started making fun of the pastor and the girls who sang with him. I said whoever believed in salvation amid natural disasters and massacres was naive. I said that instead of looking around them, those people looked up, and that’s why they were capable of the most atrocious things, because they found a purpose for the suffering and gave it meaning, because they pretended everything was going to be ok.

         And nothing’s ever going to be ok, I told Noa. If you think otherwise, then look at the park filling up with bodies and look at your father, who believed in God and still abandoned you.

         I don’t know why I said that. I don’t know why we sometimes hurt the people we love. Noa wasn’t a believer, though she wore around her neck a silver cross that her father had left on his desk. I remember she looked at me, betrayed: Nobody knew me like her, that profound way that comes from a friendship born and raised in a broken land. She went a full week without speaking to me, and I cried every night, but I realized that, despite loving her, I sometimes said nasty things to her because I envied her. Because I wished my father had left like hers had rather than staying: broken by the violence and unemployment, 128getting drunk early and ending the day passed out in his own urine and vomit. It’s stupid to think that two pains can be placed on a scale or that anyone can say one wound is better than another. No wound is better, and any damage puts down roots in us. A father can hurt us by leaving or staying: My envy was unfair, though I suppose all envy is.

         Noa forgave me, but they killed the pastor in a neighborhood north of the city and the choir broke up. We didn’t talk about his death, just like we didn’t talk about the decapitated man or the dead bodies in the park or our first fight. I kept calming her down during the earthquakes or when rains flooded the city and crocodiles from the swamp showed their heads. During the shoot-outs, we covered our ears and drew around the cracks and bullet holes. We all need a family. A family keeps you company when the past is a decapitated man and the future is a boy with a gun, but we no longer kept each other company.

         As we left the restaurant, we found an open store and bought boots and some food. Mama’s thick ash covered the streets, and a dozen people admired the phenomenon from their windows. Mario and Adriana stayed outside, dancing and playing with the gray ash, and when nobody was looking, I again suggested to Noa that we forget about Inti Raymi.

         You can leave if you want, she said.

         I didn’t trust anyone in the group. That’s why I said we should go see her father now, even though I didn’t want to see him either. What I wanted was to escape, but escape wasn’t a place you could run to. Running away means going toward the unknown, like the stampede beneath the storm: If you want to survive, you have to find refuge, a place to take shelter.

         Nothing will change, I thought, we’ll be scared our whole lives and that’s it.

         The city looked apocalyptic. Noa and I clambered into the van and, looking out the windows, waited for the others to come. The Diablumas and Diabluma Three were already inside; they put music on, and I felt uncomfortable, as if the festival had made me overly sensitive to song.

         Look, Noa said, pointing down the street at three masked people making their way through the ash: Two Diablos Sonajeros and a Sacha 129Runa were leaping like the rebellious figures they were. Their masks were terrifying, but from inside the van the Diablumas cheered them on, and I had the feeling that if the sun didn’t come out soon, I’d go crazy.

         Noa squeezed my hand, moved.

         And the music kept playing.
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            MARIO

         

         Adriana and I danced on Mama’s ashes. We danced and kicked the dust around. Dance is an interior cataclysm: The heart changes, the muscle quickens. We were inspired by the frightening rhythm of the Pacha. We stomped hard on the street. From the body come new movements if you let it dance in the blackness. Out comes what Mama wants, the celebration of all that kills and fertilizes the world. Life and death, right, the mountain and water.

         Adriana danced hungover, but she didn’t look it. She took a shot at breakfast and then said: Let’s dance hard for Mama! A good dance lifts you up, a bad dance expands you. A bad dance is better than a good one because that’s where you discover what’s truly yours, what you couldn’t see before taking that risk. I danced badly on the destroyed earth, that’s what nobody dared look at: What the party sowed before the end.

         We didn’t know what was going to happen on El Altar, we could only sense it. The Poet promised us dance, music, and poetry on the frozen mountain. He promised us an experience outside of time, and we went along to continue what we’d started at Noise. We thirsted for pure singing and pure dancing. The body becomes a compass when it wants: We all had the same urge to go somewhere, we just didn’t know where. The country was collapsing, but El Altar’s caldera had already crumbled, and it felt good to see that. There’s beauty in what has fallen, they say, beauty in the ruins.

         Riobamba didn’t even stir out of fear; every single city was sick with terror.

         Adriana and I were dancing there in Mama’s ashes until the Diablos Sonajeros and a Sacha Runa appeared. I saw them; their masks made 131me happy. It was Julián, the Poet, and Fabio. They came back running and jumping, leaping and bounding. Adriana told them that their masks were for the Pase del Niño celebration, not for Inti Raymi, but the Poet laughed at her.

         So what? He answered. Ñawpa pachapi.

         Several of us wore masks. The Poet led us, his voice made itself heard. The power of his words, I mean, of what he chose to say. On the van’s radio, they said that people were protesting en masse because of the dead. That there were bombs and martyrs. Heads are rolling in the prisons and on the streets, said the woman on the radio, and the Poet told us something ugly. He told us he once saw a man light himself on fire in front of the National Court of Justice. He found it horrifying, he said, until he saw a dog carrying an arm it had pulled from the trash.

         Now that was horrifying, my runas, he said. Learn this: There are no limits to horror.

         Dark volcano clouds accompanied us, but the sun peeked out a little. Seeing the light made us happy. We silently listened along to the radio, but Pamela went pale, and we had to stop for her to throw up.

         It’s ok, it’s ok, Fabio repeated, holding her hair.

         We had to stop multiple times because she got really nauseous. No sooner had the engine started than she’d hunch over with her eyes closed. Several Diablumas got out of the van to dance on the highway. I didn’t go out, but I put on my mask. I preferred to stay and listen to the Poet speaking in Kichwa with the songstresses. All of us stayed except Pamela, who was puking, and Fabio, who was helping her, and the Diablumas, who were stomping on Mama’s ashes.

         If anyone had asked me, I’d have said it was the Poet’s voice that bedeviled us. He said the song was the return to Eden, and off he went, rambling on about hope.

         From the beginning, my runas, the Paleo-Indians joined their voice to the life breath in their bodies. To have a voice is to be alive and kicking, and to be alive is to rejoice and suffer. We sing because we suffer and rejoice.132

         When the Poet talked, fire came out of his maw. Just like the songstresses, he blended everything in the world in his mouth.

         You have to listen, my bros, he was saying, a musician recovers the ear of heaven and forges a new way of listening before the fury and devastation.

         His happy chatter filled our bodies. Nobody wanted to ignore the Poet. Listening to him, you’d think there was something miraculous and redemptive in music. A rest, right, a way out, just one that’s difficult to find. He drank all the time. He read and wrote all the time. He recited. He sang his poems. He always had a book with him, always just one. He even made my devil cry from his black eye when he said: You’re hiding behind your eyelids, Diabluma of the tremors. Dance hard on the earth, and the music will go with you.

         Traveling on the highway was arduous. There were cracks in the asphalt from the earthquakes, deep, wide potholes. We passed cows, bulls, alpacas, roosters, and chickens. A bloody man asked us for help, but we didn’t stop.

         This road is dangerous, and there’s no way of knowing if that man was really hurt, said the Poet, we have to keep going.

         I felt bad, but I wasn’t the one to say whom we should or shouldn’t trust. The Poet and his buddies controlled the van. Inside, we did what they ordered. We didn’t question them, we just followed like sheep. Noa was already acting strangely by then. She didn’t talk much, and when she did, she sounded just like the Yachak but twisted. Everyone knows that what you don’t get rid of roots deep inside you. I dared say something to Pedro. I said: She brought the mare to us. It was her voice feigning whinnies day and night. Her voice hiding and then popping out.

         To sing a nightmare is to turn it into a dream, the Poet said, looking at Noa.

         The Poet’s voice dragged along the devil heads, even mine, it grabbed the reins and took it out for a walk. Noa was just learning. We were bulls and she a chagra. We were Diablumas and she the sun.

         I saw Nicole was sad and asked: What’s getting you down? She was traveling with us to follow her friend. If she’d danced, she wouldn’t 133have suffered so much. When the body dances, it doesn’t feel pain, that’s why the rituals revolve around death. A bedeviled head feels the heart of the universe. It pricks up its ear and listens to the earth’s chest. Ecstasy is awakening the ear, that’s why we were going to El Altar: to find a deep love for the future. We didn’t have anything, but love resurrects. Dance resurrects.

         Music destroys and revives the soul, the Poet said.

         He knew some lines by heart and sang them on the road, they were about a flute that complained of being cut from the cane field. The flute lamented the separation. It was heartbroken, all alone with its sound. It said: He who is ripped from his origin yearns for the moment of reunion. But a flute sings because it has been taken away from nature. It’s the loss that makes it sing. Then Fabio remembered the story of Manchay P’uytu: An instrument made from a clay jug with a quena down inside it. They say the Manchay P’uytu was invented by a man using a warmi’s tibias. They say that’s why a sad song comes from the Manchay P’uytu, a funereal music. Fabio’s caja ronca had another legend: Two boys found a procession for the dead. The mourners were carrying a caja ronca, death’s favorite instrument. Creatures were floating around the instrument, they said, creatures with bulls’ horns and wolves’ teeth. The boys fainted from the fright and awoke with bones of the dead in their hands. That’s what we talked about: about how music and dance come from the great beyond and return to us the will to live. Without loss there would be no sounds and no dancing. We’d be blind if we didn’t suffer. Blind and deaf.

         When we reached the ranch, a dense fog started to roll in. Pamela was feeling better and was again excited to climb to the lake. The Diablos Sonajeros leapt around her.

         My music will move the volcano, she told us. You’ll see.

         We got excited with her. The morning light was weak, and the ash fell like a downpour. Three of the Poet’s friends were waiting for us at the trailhead with their Diabluma masks on. We had drums, guitars, pinkillus, sonajas, and rondadors. One of the songstresses was carrying a donkey jawbone, the others wore chajchas on their wrists.134

         Ay, you’re going to get tired carrying so much stuff, the woman from the ranch told us: The trail is tough, it’s muddy and long, don’t go like that, but we didn’t listen to her. You never pay attention to what you should. You want to make mistakes to have a story to tell, to dance atop the error.

         And atop the error we danced.
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            SONGSTRESSES: All the Mountains Have Sex

         

         Volcanoes tell love stories, ay, they have burning voices. Their loins are caves open to the night. Bear caves, wolf caves. The caves sing to the open night, do you hear them? It’s a secret: The mountains spill water, they spill fire. A volcano only loves another volcano, but Chimborazo impregnates the pretty warmis. Those women moan on the mountainsides. They scream that sex is a rock, that sex is wetness. Desire throbs deep in the crater and in time. It throbs deep, it throbs deep. The animals hungrily run across the mountains in love. They defiantly enter their loins, they bite them. The peaks’ desire sings that love exists, love exists. Mama Tungurahua thinks like a cloud, her black thought flies high up toward her lover and touches him, kisses him. The dust of her ardor flies far and arouses the snow. With fire and rocks, the volcano loves: It loves with the wind. Do you hear it? Its thought flies. The hard love of the mountains is frightful. Mama loved Cotopaxi, loved Chimborazo. Her wawa is Pichincha, and if the wawa cries she shakes. Volcanoes tell love stories, ay, they have burning voices. Mama loved El Altar, and Cotopaxi put out his fire. How close love is to destruction. How close love is to loss. On her mountainsides, Mama rears fawns and thunder, birds and rodents. Her ardor grows with time, her caves open up and fill the world with her red orgasm: That which glows has no shadow. Hear this truth: That which glows has no shadow. Fire is instinct, it is a song without time and fire is delirium. The mountain and her loins sing that love is a violent music, a music that burns. Its orgasm is red. To love is to be far from that which you love, hear this truth. What is love? Voice. What is love? Absence. What is love? Loss. Ash. Love her: Love the black ash of the mama who sings. Love exists, love exists.
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            PAMELA

         

         I’m not sure it’s well known that, apart from being a magician, Aleister Crowley climbed mountains and volcanoes to pull from the underworld the majestic power of the apus, or rather, he was driven mad by the altitude, addled by the passion for peaks like Humboldt and Dr. Atl, the Mexican painter who called himself the volcano midwife because he saw the birth of Parícutin, the youngest volcano on the continent. Mountains are extremely powerful, which is why Los Jaivas gave concerts in high valleys like Machu Picchu: They played and sang where music originates, spaces that harbor those sounds a magic performance requires in order to expand. We swallowed the wind in order to make music before a water-filled crater, an extinct volcano, a cathedral of nature in ruins. It wasn’t just any trek or just any journey but an odyssey, and you had to be brave to withstand the exhaustion because it was intense. The climb was arduous and all you could take were tiny steps, baby steps, tiny fucking steps that got you nowhere, and then you reached the black muddy trail and your boots sank up to your calves; you pulled one leg out just so the other could get lost in the sludge, wild stuff, and even if you had a big stick to lean on, the stick also sank in, because the trail was swampy and seemed like it could swallow you whole. It was really rough, really exhausting, but the reward was El Altar and its nine peaks, the ecstatic trance of the snow and divine rock; there was no place more capable of inspiring the music we were looking for than the ruins of that beautiful volcano, it was beautiful and gigantic, just like me, and that helped us muster the strength to move forward in the endless sludge swallowing us. Fabio fell and got covered in mud. It was impossible to climb, and I only made it thanks to that nascent little heart inside me, my unruly child 137calmly swaying as we climbed the mountain. Nobody journeyed to El Altar with two hearts inside them, only me, one heart complete and the other still unformed, and it made me happy to think this would be our last journey together, that we would have this magnificent experience united in the same flesh before the end. I was sure our heartbeats would turn to drumbeats, and I told my baby: You’ll think it’s the instrument, but really it will be your heart making the music, this will happen, I promise you, and then you’ll cease to exist and I’ll remember you as a strange biological process, the weight of carrying two hearts or making a new heart out of nothing. I told them: God willing, I’ll say good-bye to you with a song, and a song that sounds like your heartbeat will go with you when you leave. And I told Noa not to be afraid of her own voice, to listen to it, to let the music enter her and illuminate what it needed to illuminate. And if your voice joins you in the darkness, I told her, it doesn’t matter: The darkness is warm and liquid, it’s the uterus and the earth we return to, it’s the clay urn where they buried the Inca. I sang her the song some poets wrote after seeing a Guayasamín painting called The Origin: a beautiful, beautiful song in which someone asks to be buried in a clay urn. That is, in the maternal belly. And while we were fighting against the mud, I sang that song to myself, I sang it to my baby and thought about how prophecies are made to be sung: They need sound to rise up or descend and penetrate the bones of the world. Walking the trail, we desperately searched for firmer spots to step, and that slowed us down, not wanting to get muddy up to our knees or get stuck or hurt and trapped, like in a movie where anything that can go wrong does but in which the protagonist always prevails, and I was going to prevail. I had two hearts and the altitude didn’t scare me—it motivated me to keep going. The Poet, the Diablumas, and the songstresses struggled less than we did because they knew the trail and had hiked it several times, so after an hour we could no longer see them, but we weren’t worried, no: It was better they take the lead and set up the tents before night fell. The hike took seven hours minimum along the eastern side of the mountain range, seven hours if you walked quickly I mean, but we were going slowly, really slowly, especially Noa and Nicole, and 138we stopped to drink from the creeks more often than I would have liked, because I wanted to arrive quickly and not get caught out in the dark. The fog blocked us from seeing much, just a few frogs and a sad fox and some dripping green plants, and to keep going we had to remember that beyond that dense fog, El Altar was awaiting us and that climbing a mountain is a mental battle. You had to be sure of what you were doing, and I was; I climbed to let myself die or to find a lair, one of the two, and that gave me strength, thinking that I myself was a clay urn containing the life and death of my baby. I encouraged the others to keep going, I encouraged Carla and Pedro, who didn’t want to leave Noa and Nicole behind, I encouraged Mario, Adriana, and Julián, who were astonished when they saw the fog open up to reveal the snowy peaks in the distance. Nothing could compare to that sight, nothing. We ate a little and I sang “Canción del sur” by Los Jaivas to the group to cheer them up, but they were weaker than me, they didn’t have two hearts pushing them onward, so I told them the truth: Friends, climbing a mountain is a mental battle, I know it’s tough, I know, but the truth is that if we don’t reach the campground before the sun sets, the tuta will catch us and pull us down into the mud, and then we’ll be screwed, like super screwed, y’know? We won’t be able to see shit and the air will get colder and we’ll fall down and die, so this is a matter of life or death; if you want to live, you have to walk faster. Fabio, Adriana, Mario, and Julián caught my drift, but the others didn’t; they went at a snail’s pace and lagged meters behind, though we could see them if we looked back. Sometimes Fabio played his caja ronca, but the joke didn’t last long, because he had to focus on the trail that was green and black and gray and treacherous, super deceptive, you couldn’t trust that land for an instant. I looked at the chasm and valleys and rocks and imagined a wind organ built into the mountain like the wave organ in the San Francisco Bay, the one that rings every time the ocean hits the ends of the pvc pipes. Who wouldn’t want something so marvelous, so perfect: a sound sculpture made of rock in the mountain itself, like the volcanoes, which are enormous wind instruments and make a sound even when they sleep, just at a frequency too low to be heard. Neither the fog nor the cold erased 139these images for me: Scriabin playing below the Himalayas and Los Jaivas at the Machu Picchu ruins. We walked for hours down slopes and ravines, and the light started to shrink away before we reached the Poet and the Diablumas and the songstresses, we were about to give up hope, y’know, so Fabio, Adriana, Mario, Julián, and I sped up until we reached the Collanes Valley where the shadows had almost swallowed the enormous rock walls, the cliffs and creeks. We were dead on arrival, and though we still had an hour of hiking, at least our feet were planted in the valley, which meant we would likely survive, and that we wouldn’t end up sunk in the mud of the dark black volcanic night. It was a tremendous relief to feel the living music in my chest and in my belly, the pulse of the ascent orchestrated by my two hearts, and to know we were safe, that we wouldn’t fall or split open our heads. We turned around to share the joy with those who had lagged behind, to jump with them and rejoice that we were no longer in danger of hiking in the dark, but we found they weren’t there, and no matter how much we screamed their names—Noa! Nicole! Carla! Pedro!—nobody answered.
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            PEDRO

         

         Night fell and we were still on the trail. The shadow was compact, a giant’s pupil we entered because there was no other way to go. It was the fault of the clouds covering the moon; we breathed it in, and even in our lungs it felt eternal. I took Carla’s hand, and she squeezed mine as we tried to walk without sinking into the sludge. Noa and Nicole were close by, though we could barely see them. Only by sticking together can you survive, you know. Pam, Fabio, Mario, Adriana, and Julián were no longer with us, so we huddled closer together and the mountain rocks issued nocturnal sounds. The night is noisier than the day, or my ears hear better when I can’t see. We were scared, but nobody said anything, we didn’t even talk, we turned all our attention to the horse trail and its puddles. Normally we would have reached the Collanes Valley before dusk, because once the sun goes down, the cold sinks into your body and you can’t even see the ravines or cliffs. It’s dangerous to hike in the dark, many slip and die when night grabs them. We had to keep moving, so we walked as quickly as the damp earth would let us. The exhaustion was desperate, and our legs ached from the effort of pulling them from the mud, but our eyes adjusted to the shadows. Twenty minutes hiking in the darkness, and we started to make out the silhouettes and shapes of the trail and landscape. The fog started to lift, and I was relieved for Carla and me. We’d fallen back to accompany Noa and Nicole: If it weren’t for them, we would have reached the valley on time. We didn’t regret it, because it was the right thing to do, but fear makes you question what’s right. It makes you yearn for evil as long as it saves you. That’s why hiking at night implies a desire for evil.

         Not much farther, Carla said when we saw the valley lit up by stars. There was no more fog, the wind was biting, and we couldn’t feel our 141fingers. The campsite was sixty minutes away, across the darkness of those forty hectares, close to a polylepis forest. We heard the sound of water falling from the highest rocks to the streams. We heard braying but didn’t see any horses. Silhouettes blended into one another. Noa got upset, and Carla started talking about how Nietzsche had gone crazy looking into a horse’s eyes. She talked about how he embraced it like Noa’s father did the dead mare, crying into her flank. He lost his mind and was in an insane asylum for eleven years without writing or speaking, but he kept playing the piano because without music, Nietzsche said, life would be a mistake. Something similar must have happened to Noa’s father and to her. The Yachak said that looking at an animal, you could find a voice lost long ago. There are voices that don’t try to tell us anything, they just sound, but you have to be careful what you put into the animal and what the animal puts into you. Some things, once illuminated by lightning, can never be hidden away again.

         We waded across the river, the main artery of the valley, and crossed terrain with giant boulders and unrecognizable vegetation. The shadows were thicker in some places than in others. We walked slowly to keep from tripping, twisting an ankle, or breaking a leg. Noa slipped on a rocky section, but Nicole caught her, and we heard a screech. Bright eyes watched us from the underbrush. I don’t know how to describe the immensity of the space surrounding us, the threat sensed at night. The ground and the rocks were menacing, what you heard and couldn’t see, but also what you could see. The sound of water falling from high up on the rock walls was thunderous. Knowing you’re defenseless, knowing you’re small before the mountain’s indifference—that’s what fear is.

         I ignored the animal eyes and walked in front of Carla because she was my responsibility. Loving someone is a dark path, no matter what they say, and holding hands at night won’t save you. There were things on the trail that scared me. The first was confusing Carla’s passions with my own. The second was loving her so much that I was ashamed to show it. The third was that a stray bullet might find her or an earthquake would crush her. The fourth was missing out on sexual 142experiences, on the chance for a better life. There were times I pictured myself giving in to those other lives, but I never let go of Carla’s hand. I was happy with her, but my love for her was a dark path, much like that of the valley.

         Every now and then the eyes of creatures shone in the distance. At some point the polylepis forest started to look like a black stain on the horizon. Up above were the snowy peaks of El Altar—its hanging glaciers taking the shape of a horseshoe. From our position, we heard the waterfall feeding the Collanes River. Our group was waiting for us at the foot of the forest, and the Poet signaled to us with two lanterns.

         Oh, fuck me, he had a light, said Nicole. She looked exhausted, but Noa looked worse, like she was sick.

         Three hours earlier, Noa had had a panic attack when one of her legs got stuck in the mud. Carla, Nicole, and I helped her; the rest were meters ahead and didn’t even notice what was happening. Noa cried and shook, but Nicole knew how to quickly bring her down. She told her: C’mon, c’mon, you wanted to come here, you have to calm down so I can calm down. The two stayed close to us, that’s how I heard Nicole tell her to lean on her more and Noa answer no.

         Caring can be a poisoned way of asking to be cared for.

         We were freezing when we reached camp. The Poet said they didn’t think we’d make it. Perhaps they would have gone back for us, perhaps not.

         That night Carla and I slept holding each other to overcome the cold, but first we looked up at the stars. There are more atoms in our eyes than stars in the Milky Way, she told me. Sometimes we cry because we can’t look directly at the sun, but the spectacle of night is ours when it’s there for us. We were exhausted and shaking, our leg muscles ached, we were chilled to the bone, but we looked up because we’d never seen so many white points in the celestial dome.

         I remember I took Carla’s face in my hands and told her: Let’s not go back to Guayaquil. Though we can’t stay in this wasteland either… When Inti Raymi’s over, let’s go to the sea, it’s warm there, and we’ll never feel alone.143

         She smiled and I wanted to plan the future in spite of the fear. Carla was right: The only way to survive the volcanic night was to be together. Neither the cold nor the rock was more solid than us. We could be devoured by the wind, by the water, and by the earth, but we embraced to push back the fear.

         The eye comes from the sea too, I told her, let’s go back to the sea, let’s go back to the sea.

         The clouds started covering the sky again.144
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         147I don’t know what I expected, but it wasn’t this: two drenched girls covered in mud.

         One of them, my daughter, bleeding from her right eyebrow and limping on one foot.

         The other struggling to hold her up.

         They looked like they’d survived a disaster and brought it to my doorstep. There, in front of the tangled mess of the forest, thunder boomed from Samson’s throat rather than the sky, and no bolt of lightning illuminated me.

         I stood still under the rain:

         Silence is just a pause, I thought,

         something violent always follows.

         The instincts of a father who rejects his duties are useless. They’re broken like his promise, dead from thirst before the oasis of God. I thought I’d be able to pick out my daughter from other women, but if I’d found ten drenched girls in the storm, all of them would have been Noa for me. I hadn’t seen her face for a decade.

         It’s embarrassing for a man to forget the eyes that looked at him with need, the forehead he kissed so many times.

         It goes against the order established by nature.

         I tried to hide my shortcoming in silence, to be a father who recognizes his daughter despite the years and distance, that’s why I scrutinized them like I do forest creatures, with the caution and concentration I had a right to, and I was lost until I saw the traces of the little girl I’d abandoned concealed in the features of the girl with blue hair. The face in front of me, however, was different from that in my memory: a face with a long nose and purple lips that barely moved. Her eyes flew in all directions and her head swayed from side to side, incapable of holding its own weight. If it weren’t for the girl with her, my daughter wouldn’t have been able to stand up.

         She has a high fever, her friend told me.

         Between the two of us, we took Noa into the house. I lit the fireplace, prepared towels, and filled the bathtub with warm water so they could wash off the mud, rain, and blood.148

         Thanks, the girl said, closing the bathroom door.

         She doesn’t trust me, because she doesn’t know me. She takes the precautions anyone would take in her situation. It’s understandable.

         Her name is Nicole,

         but sometimes I forget that.

         As they bathed, I got the first aid kit. I picked their clothes up off the floor and put them in the washing machine. I opened the guest rooms to air them out. I hung shirts, pants, and ponchos from the doorknob. If I kept my hands busy, I thought, my body devoted to hospitality, I wouldn’t need to say a word, and that was good.

         God loves the lost and asks that we love those who knock on our door, but he doesn’t give us a transparent language to receive them. He wants us to create that language. He teaches us to create it and we, who come from the dark and don’t know the tact of clarity, stammer out a secret:

         We’re also lost,

         we’re also thirsty.

         When they came out of the bathroom, my daughter was shaking. Her friend and I laid her down and didn’t let her get under the covers. We gave her an aspirin. We made her drink water, and we disinfected her wounds.

         What happened? I wanted to ask the stranger taking care of Noa with unrivaled dedication.

         Where did you come from?

         But the girl lay down next to my daughter, and I didn’t know what to say to her. Even freshly bathed, both still smelled like storm and mud. Like new bodies invading the ecosystem of my house.

         I left the room as quickly as I could.

         I write:

         Outside, it keeps drizzling and thunder rattles the windows. It’s the first time in years I’ve had company when sleeping on this farm that witnessed my birth and will see my death. Knowing I’m not alone unsettles me, but tomorrow will be another day; it’s my duty to remember that.

         It will be with them.

      
   


   
      
         149Noa still has a fever and has slept all day. Her friend and I are taking care of her; we put cold washcloths on her forehead, feed her soup one spoonful at a time, and wipe the room of the dust gathered over the years.

         The room they’re sleeping in is small and dark. The bed has sheets that once were white and now are yellowish. In the middle of one wall, there’s a tall mirror that distorts the body; it’s an object that gave me nightmares as a little boy because it showed a melting giant and that giant was me.

         A monster like the ones my mother made, a mix of an eagle, owl, and deer.

         A jumbled creation.

         Inside all these walls is a history only I know. It’s an old house that holds rumors of its own and swells and takes on the dimensions of imagination at night. My mother said the power of creation is composed of divine imagining and earthly imagining. God incites mystic imagination in his forest eye, and through it we approach the unseeable; but human imagination can make the night vanish or put it on the backs of men. This house envisions shelter and threat at the same time; in it, I’m aware that the sinister sits alongside purity. It is the origin and the end. It is the center: a house draped in light and fog.

         How can I explain to my daughter that the objects tell the story of humanity’s beginning and end?

         God says one man’s pain is everyone’s pain. Everything surrounding me is mine and at the same time it isn’t, everything retains the memory of my calm and anguish and these are similar, or they will be, to hers. We are the same flesh, but our identities lie in our differences. That’s what saves us from disappearing into the will of others.

         I didn’t want to disappear into my daughter’s will.

         How can I tell her that?

      
   


   
      
         150Her friend doesn’t trust me. We ate breakfast together at the table, and again I felt the urge to ask about the bruises, the sprained ankle, and the wound on Noa’s eyebrow, but I was embarrassed to talk like a father worried about someone he left long ago.

         Patience is an adult responsibility. When waiting, we try to be brave before the uncertainty and can pause the questions and their infinite dissatisfaction.

         I had forgotten what it meant to share a table with someone and to fight the need to break the silence.

         Hunting is illegal, Nicole told me, looking at the deer hanging over the fireplace.

         She tries to be polite, and I appreciate that attitude. She washes the dishes, makes soup for Noa, says please, thank you, good morning, good afternoon, good night. Her words aren’t what offend me but her eyes that disapprove of the house’s history. I can tell by the way she looks at my preserved animals as if she sees in them a message of cruelty. Taxidermy is an art that few understand: The beauty inherent in stillness and silence, death suspended, to be contemplated. I admire nature’s sacred design, nothing more. I am not a cruel man but an astonished man.

         Perhaps she judges me because of Noa, that would be expected: She’s too young to understand that guilt weighs less than sacrifice, that there are obligations that give rise to a sorrow that slowly becomes desolation.

         She doesn’t trust me and doesn’t leave me alone in the bedroom with my daughter. That’s fine with me, because I don’t want to be alone with her either. Even though Noa is sleeping, it makes me anxious knowing that at some point she’ll wake up and ask me to say the word that’s like water.

         And I’ll have to tell her:

         I don’t know about liquid words,

         I don’t know about transparency.

         A daughter carries distorted traces of her mother and father; they’re transformed into another face, but it still contains them, like an 151impenetrable past. When I study Noa’s face carefully, I see her mother and grandmother in it. I look at myself and think that a face creates another face because that’s the responsibility God gave us.

         Make another face, God commands from the heart of our biology:

         Make other eyes,

         another nose,

         another mouth.

         Give space to a new voice that will remain when you return to dust, one that will come from your body that is already dying, one that resembles yours but also doesn’t.

         Create a face, says the Lord, and raise your dead in it.

         Before sitting down to write, I was going to hide my preserved animals to make Nicole feel more comfortable, but I didn’t.

         This is my house. This is my mountain.

         God knows who I am.

      
   


   
      
         152I’ve filled the vases in the house with flowers; some of them are rues. I don’t believe they’re magic, but they might brighten the room for Noa and her friend. I want them to feel good and for God’s secret eye to look at us sympathetically.

         Despite my errors, I want to bow toward goodness. I want to ask for forgiveness and be forgiven, but I don’t regret what I did, and that overshadows my intentions.

         We all cleanse our hearts of nocturnal birds.

      
   


   
      
         153This morning my daughter woke up without a fever. She was still too fragile to get out of bed, but she thanked me for taking care of her and welcoming her with a timidity that reminded me of my own. We didn’t say much as there wasn’t much to say.

         She whispered to her friend.

         The secret is a serpent language.

         A language that hisses.

         Unlike her friend, Noa didn’t avoid my eye, though I would have preferred she did. She held my gaze and even watched me move throughout the room until I crossed the threshold and disappeared.

         Her eyes are a trap.

         I try to get used to them, but there is something terrible in a pair of eyes that are identical to your mother’s, that insist on following you. Genetics has a sinister side: A gesture, dead for years, comes back in the body of a living being.

         Noa chews her upper lip when she’s nervous. I do the same thing.

         She also has her grandmother’s hands: long, bony, with veins bulging under the skin.

      
   


   
      
         154The danger of speaking is that you may end up saying the wrong words.

         But silence never errs.

         Silence makes space for a sincere, generous language, one that needs no one, only God.

         Quietly, I tend to my daughter’s injuries and feed her. I host her and her friend for the days they ask. I don’t need to say anything for them to recognize my good intentions, these open doors and flowers in vases are enough.

         I’d like things to stay like this, for us to carry on without speaking, but I know it’s impossible.

         We’re experiencing a privilege:

         We contemplate one another.

      
   


   
      
         155I killed a chicken and cooked it for lunch. I struck its head and broke its neck in two clean movements. I did it quickly, but Nicole left the kitchen upset and didn’t return.

         I remember the first time I brought Noa to the mountain. We saw very few animals, just the newly dead body of a wounded falcon among the thickets. She stroked it, and I let her get close to the physical event of death. She asked me about birds, about their sensitivity and intelligence, but I couldn’t tell her anything we don’t all already know: that some are smarter and more sensitive than others. I think I also told her falcons are geniuses compared to chickens, without knowing I was underestimating farm birds. It’s true that raptors possess surprising intelligence, that there are falcons that use fire to corral their prey and others that corner it in crags and save it for later, but the widespread idea that chickens are stupid is wrong: They’re just as intelligent as many mammals. They can anticipate future events, remember faces, and control themselves.

         I’ve never liked birds, my mother made sure of that. It wasn’t intentional. She venerated them and devoted much of her time to listening to their calls.

         Birds dream of singing, my pillpintu, she told me. When they dream, they invent new songs. They become artists. In the mornings they reproduce the call inherited by their species, their mating call, but at night they sing wildly in their dreams.

         One morning, years ago, I went out to the chicken coop when I heard their shrieks and saw one of them pecking at a fox. It tried to defend itself, but I didn’t give it time to take its prize. It fled, leaving drops of blood on the grass, and the ferocity of the hens scared me, their similarity to dinosaurs.

         I take care of my animals, even these days, though I’m uneasy about it and they notice.

         They are sensitive creatures.

      
   


   
      
         156Twice I cried because of Noa.

         The first time was when I took her to her first day of school and they wouldn’t let me walk her to the classroom.

         The girl has to learn to be without her dad,

         the teacher told me at the entrance.

         I saw her walk alone across an enormous soccer field and get lost among children of different ages. She looked forlorn and scared. She never was a brave girl.

         I cried the whole way home.

         The second time was when that same teacher told me Noa had tried to steal a toy from one of her classmates. I felt humiliated and remembered how my mother corrected me every time I went down the wrong path.

         I explained to Noa that I’d have to punish her, and she understood.

         I lay her across my legs.

         Mariana pulled down her panties.

         I spanked her three times with an old belt, and she screamed like she was going to die.

         Her face turned red.

         At work I could think of nothing but those three spanks. I wondered if that was the way God wanted my daughter to learn to be a good person, if violence could sow honesty or just submissiveness, if the feeling of guilt that grew in me was the celestial tongue telling me I was the one taking the wrong path.

         Nobody is born a father, nobody knows anything but what they’ve been taught is right.

         When I got home, I cried at my daughter’s feet and promised her I would never again raise my hand against her.

         She didn’t understand what I was saying.

         She had already forgotten everything.

      
   


   
      
         157The forest looks at us through the window.

         It’s a gaze I respect only when I hear dogs barking at its immense darkness.

      
   


   
      
         158The three of us ate in the dining room and chatted about trivial matters amid prolonged silences:

         the weather,

         food,

         Samson.

         Nothing memorable.

         Nicole hasn’t brought up illegal hunting again, but I know she avoids the deer’s glass eyes over the fireplace, the kestrel’s stretched talons next to the window, the fox and rabbit teeth in the living room. She must think that for a man who preserves animals he kills, hunting is an exercise of power, but she’s wrong: It’s a spiritual practice. Every taxidermic creature is a statue of nature. With them, I approach the mystery, the unsolvable enigma of life and death in the divine design.

         To hunt and pray:

         a silent search.

         After eating, Noa asked me for a tour of the farm. Despite her sprain, my daughter walks better than she did the evening she arrived. I see she’s recovering, as if the pain has definitively left her body. Thanks to her improved condition, she could walk without needing my support and was able to keep a prudent distance that respected my privacy and hers.

         Having her here with me, she feels farther away than before. The girl I knew has ceased to exist, and this woman is a stranger.

         We have little to say to one another.

         As I showed her the house, I thought about asking when she was leaving, but I didn’t want to hurt her anymore. Noa admired the pelts and touched my mounted animals with the same delicacy she would have used to pet a living being.

         Her curiosity seemed excessive, as if she were studying me.

         Then, outside my mother’s room, I told her it had been years since I’d gone in.

         Why? she asked.

         I don’t know, I said.

         May I go in?159

         I couldn’t find a good reason to tell her no.

         I opened the door, and the dust stirred up like an ancient whirlwind. An astringent, humid smell escaped from the furniture in an air current that floated over the threshold, but we could only make out the silhouettes of various objects in the dim light. I entered the room and tripped on a chair and a stool before reaching the curtains.

         I tugged them open.

         Noa took a step back.

         My mother’s monsters were still there, intact, occupying the tables, shelves, and nightstands in impossible positions. I’m well aware of what seeing them does to people, how repulsive they can be for eyes unaccustomed to the work of a sordid imagination.

         My mother’s work is the opposite of mine: I worship God’s design, she decided to desecrate it.

         Noa entered the room respectfully and slowly. Contrary to what I expected, she didn’t ask about the origin of what she was seeing. She let her astonishment move her and rubbed the belly of an alpaca with a tortoise shell and duck feet. Then she stopped before Quesintuu and Umantuu, the part-fish, part-bird, part-monkey mermaids that were holding a charango and rondador.

         Your grandmother liked Bolivian, Chilean, and Peruvian mermaids, I told her, those from the Lakes Titicaca, Poopó, Paca, and Negra. Chilote, Shumpall, and Pincoya mermaids.

         And she told me: They say there are mermaids in San Pablo Lake and that at night they sing to Tayta Imbabura.

         She was fascinated. That surprised me.

         Fascination for the profane exists.

      
   


   
      
         160Do you like living outside the world? she asked.

         I am in the world, I answered.

         You are in silence,

         and silence is of another world.

         Maybe.

      
   


   
      
         161This morning I went into town.

         The sky was clearer than I’d seen in a long time, and Samson took advantage of it to run down the streets painted gold by the light.

         The grass bore dew from the night before.

         (A blade of grass bent by the wind can hold the life of water.)

         Alone and calm, I remembered the expanse of my happiness at these heights, here where beauty is animal, vegetable, and orographic.

         The village is really a run-down hamlet. Two or three children still play on its streets, but they’ll leave as soon as they can. The other inhabitants are between fifty and ninety years old and run a bar and modest store.

         On the way, I passed five

         young men dressed as Diablumas.

         One was wearing a mask, the bottom half of which was burned, the rest were muddy, and they followed me for a long time with their eyes. I pretended not to notice, but my attention stayed with them.

         These days anyone can get a Diabluma mask. That isn’t right.

         As I bought salt and oil, one masked man hopped up like a frog and crouched down with his back turned to me.

         His second face kept watching me.

      
   


   
      
         162When animals die, they return to God’s body, I told my daughter’s friend.

         God is the One we come from and return to.

         I’ve never felt superior to the beasts of the forest. The fact that I can hunt them makes me different, but not stronger or better. I believe in the sacred that abides in every creature, in the life that seeps into stillness like a far-off dream.

         The enigma of the animal is the dream that brings them toward death.

         The enigma of man is the death that drives them to the animal.

      
   


   
      
         163The earthquake made us run outside. We didn’t flinch at first:

         The earth shakes just like a

         hummingbird’s delicate skeleton.

         From outside, we witnessed the dancing trees and walls of the farm. There’s an incomparable intensity to the life of the soil. The forest rises up toward the light, but its roots are wet in the darkness and upheave the landscape’s muscles. The tremors shake these mountains and nothing terrible happens, but when it does, people die under the debris.

         There’s nowhere safe. There’s no hiding place to escape the hummingbird’s tremor.

         Before the seism stopped its palpitation, I remembered the different kinds of flying jewels that live in the mountains:

         white-tufted sunbeam,

         sparkling violetear,

         tyrian metaltail,

         white-vented plumeleteer,

         blue-throated hillstar.

         There are more, but those are the ones I’ve seen drinking the nectar of the forest and páramo flowers. Every time I see a hummingbird, I think about the velocity of earthquakes, about the aerial spirit of God, about His high-pitched song blending into the wind, and about the resurrection of flesh.

         A hummingbird is a resurrected creature, my mother said.

         If the earth shakes,

         it’s because a hummingbird has been reborn.

         It isn’t true, only God resurrects God, but these words came back to me when I saw Noa holding her grandmother’s ritual songbook. She hugged it to her chest while the house withstood the mountain’s movements, and, despite the years, I recognized the old leather stained with blood.

         My mother used that book to write down her songs: the music she swore she heard in the eternal night of her head.164

         I didn’t say anything to my daughter, though it bothered me that she’d searched the room I’d insisted on keeping closed.

         She’s curious about her family, it’s normal, but still, this is my house.

         There’s something that returns with the hummingbird: life, trembling, the voice of someone already gone.

         It’s better for the things of the dead to stay still.

      
   


   
      
         165I read my mother’s ritual songbook the morning of her burial.

         On the first page she had written in charcoal “Songs of the Dark Sun,” and it startled me not to recognize her handwriting.

         The other pages contained songs, spells, descriptions of rituals, remedies for airsickness and melancholy, drawings of monsters and mermaids emerging from Quilotoa, little reflections and instructions for singing in silence, etc.

         Sometimes her songs spoke of an illuminating darkness, an interior, radiant night.

         Reading about voices she swore she heard when she closed her eyes disturbed me.

         “A voice from the past and another from the future,” I read.

         You can’t always be singing to calm the earth, she told me before dying next to a yagual. For days she’d been altered by a landslide that swallowed more than one hundred people in Alausí.

         Some things you don’t heal from, she said.

         “A sun made of shadows,” I read.

         “A voice like a nocturnal sun.”

      
   


   
      
         166There is only one species of hummingbird that can survive at five thousand meters above sea level, and that’s the Chimborazo hillstar. It’s a tiny bird with an iridescent violet-blue head.

         Its call has a high-pitched tone and an ultrasonic one.

         The high-pitched tone mixes with the wind’s whistle in the scrublands, but the other is secret and inaudible for the male birds. It’s a love song meant for mating that only females can hear. My mother aspired to imitate that silent song so she could attract hummingbirds to our house.

         Hummingbirds transport people’s desires and thoughts, she told me.

         Her book was full of songs to be sung out loud or with the hushed voice of the mind. Her silent songs terrified me as a boy because they sank my mother into a stillness like that of a corpse. The others shook her and made her moan, whisper, or scream, but at least they kept her alive. I could put up with those.

         Music, like a mask, pulls out a new face that already exists inside men. It’s a dark face that doesn’t need God and is better buried in the depths of the body.

         I remember some of the lyrics in my mother’s book were liturgies, like poems, but others repeated phrases until the words turned the forest around.

         Kuyllur, she told me, if a man tries to trap a hummingbird, he’ll die.

         We all cleanse our hearts of dark songs.

      
   


   
      
         167Do I love God or do I just want to be worthy of His love?

         I walked in the forest as I had so many times before and felt like I was being watched, not by an animal or the divine but by something dead.

         Out of the corner of my eye I thought I saw a head peering out from behind a yagual, but when I looked, there was nothing there, just the montane forest like a vision of another time.

         All forests are of God,

         they seem to have existed forever.

         When I returned to the farm, I saw the five Diablumas from town leaping across the mountain. But that can’t be true. Fog is sometimes deceiving:

         a blank page where the mind writes.

      
   


   
      
         168My daughter and her friend no longer sleep in the same bed.

         Now Noa rests in my mother’s room.

         Knowing that, peering down the hallway and seeing the light seeping through the crack under the closed door, makes me nervous.

         Every house has its secret areas, spaces that should never be occupied. Private life asks for shadows, like a plant that can’t tolerate direct sunlight. Its privacy should be granted, even at the risk of it becoming obscene.

         I want Noa to leave this house’s secret in peace, but I don’t know how to make her understand.

         My mother’s monsters

         are my daughter’s monsters.

      
   


   
      
         169Today Noa did her hair like her grandmother. She parted it down the middle and let the braid fall over her shoulder.

         I don’t like how she looks.

         I don’t know what she wants.

         I was feeding the dogs when I suddenly heard her warble one of my mother’s songs. I followed the sound to the forest entrance and found her with the book open on her legs.

         I was incapable of hiding my displeasure.

         Don’t do that, I said.

         Why?

         Because it’s wrong to move the things of the dead.

         But there are songs here that calm earthquakes.

         Give it to me.

         Songs that raise mountains.

         It’s a lack of respect.

         Toward whom?

         Toward God.

         She looked at me like I was crazy and settled the matter, saying:

         The book is mine.

         I hate music that sounds like bird calls. I hate mouths that open to sing like a chick asking for food. The past attacks not only with memories but with sensations.

         The origin of music is an eggshell.

         A broken eggshell from hell.

      
   


   
      
         170Sometimes I wonder why my daughter doesn’t talk to me.

         I thought she’d ask for explanations, but she stays silent and sings the songs her grandmother composed in the dark. She raises her voice, and the animals hear it, the forest that is a divine eye opening before the forbidden hears it.

         I don’t want us to tell each other our secrets; in the nakedness of thought, there is no grace, only the great wide open. I want to be in control of my nakedness. But if she didn’t come to make me talk, why is she here?

         In the morning a bird flew into the window. I was awake and heard someone walking down the hall. I opened the door and found my mother running backward and disappearing around the corner into the living room.

         Her braid bounced up and down.

         Her bare feet hit the ground.

         I was overcome with dread.

         It was Noa running in her sleep, but I could have sworn I’d seen my mother.

         At breakfast I told Nicole, and she told me that my daughter had been sleepwalking for days.

         It started at the festival, she told me.

         My mother was a sleepwalker.

         She said that what the nocturnal body did, the diurnal body shouldn’t see.

      
   


   
      
         171I was about to fall asleep when a human shadow slid across the window. The shadow was still but then ran off as soon as I approached the window. I grabbed my rifle.

         The full moon allowed me to see clearly outside. It was a cold, bluish night, and I was barefoot.

         I know what I saw:

         a Diabluma with a horse twitch

         running into the forest.

         A single body with two faces.

         Two long tongues.

         A man who was not a man but an apparition with ratty clothes and dirty hands. The singed mask plunged into the bushes as if entering the sordid underside of the forest and a rock flew by me, following his tracks into the foliage. It was my daughter’s friend throwing handfuls of pebbles that bounced off the trunks and penetrated the pale night.

         Leave us alone! she yelled, without knowing where to direct her voice.

         I grabbed her shoulders and forced her to look at me.

         Who are they? I shouted.

         Nicole didn’t say anything. She doesn’t trust me, but we have the same enemies: five Diablumas prowling around the roof that protects us from the elements.

         Even now, with dawn about to break, the animals are howling.

      
   


   
      
         172I want a cloak that will cover my loneliness from the eyes I sense beyond the yaguals.

         Eyes hidden behind the red trunks.

         Eyes that assault my interior.

         Eyes of the solstice.

      
   


   
      
         173When Noa was little, her language was transparent.

         Sometimes she asked:

         Do you love me, Daddy?

         Do you love Mommy?

         And I told her yes, but even then, my love remained incomplete. Noa could tell, she saw I was losing my patience and isolated myself quite easily. Back then my mind was elsewhere, turned toward the landscape of my childhood:

         the farm,

         the mountain,

         the forest.

         All I wanted was to return to the place where my life had begun. I thought I could find answers to my dissatisfaction there. And even though I didn’t find them, the nest is always a refuge where things are born and die in warmth.

         From Noa’s mouth transparent words no longer fall. At night I hear her walking around my mother’s room and singing her songs as if trying to make me sick.

         Being a father is teaching your daughter the dimensions of the planet, the real size of love and cruelty, but I couldn’t teach her anything. I didn’t have enough left in me to do it. I can only scare off the Diablumas that hide in the forest and disturb the animals, protecting my daughter and her friend from whatever they’re fleeing by walking with my rifle and shooting into the air.

         Nicole is alert to any movement outside. If she hears or sees something suspicious, she comes running to find me, and together we circle the farm to confirm it isn’t a Diabluma.

         We lock the windows and doors.

         We let the dogs out.

         Noa doesn’t take part in this. She spends most of the time with the monsters and my mother’s book, focused on matters I can’t nor want to imagine. Sometimes she goes out for a walk, but never more than an hour. Nicole waits for her by the window the way Samson waits for me when I disappear into the forest.174

         Before, my daughter wanted me to love her, but I know she no longer does. We share the same space without speaking, respecting the silences and secrets that make up our similarities and differences.

         I think she’ll leave when the Diablumas go.

         She knows them, clearly.

         I have to get rid of them if I want to reclaim my solitude.

      
   


   
      
         175Spoken words violate the divinity of silence.

         Written words protect it.

      
   


   
      
         176In the past I was a civil engineer assigned to state projects. I was doing that work when Noa was only four. A few months after starting, I was assigned to build parks on some plots of land that had been stolen by land traffickers who then sold them off to needy families. The families would build fragile shacks made of cane as that was the only way they could put a roof over their heads, and they put up with extortions from the armed gangs demanding monthly payments.

         We evicted more than one hundred families and demolished their houses, and the dealers threatened to kill us.

         The state gave us bodyguards.

         One afternoon, when the team and I were heading to one of the lots, three motorcycles followed us, forcing us to take a detour. Our driver sped up, zigzagging down the highway to avoid our assailants coming up on both sides. There were a few minutes of tension before we lost them. When we could breathe, I saw one of my coworkers crying and the other with his head between his legs.

         I resigned that same day.

         It’s impossible to live in this country, Mariana told me.

         She thought I’d done it because of the sicarios, but I did it because of the nightmares the evictions gave me. I don’t remember any of the people we left on the street, I didn’t dare look at them. But I still hear the wails of children and women who fell to the ground and begged us to stop. The sound pulls me away from God, tells me I’m a man capable of evil, and evil isn’t what I want, I want goodness.

         An aggressive, unjust city deforms your character: You stop feeling the pain you inflict and that is inflicted on you, you look at your neighbor with distrust, you fear and hate what you fear.

         Hate is a defect God does not forgive.

         I no longer have nightmares in the mountains, and if I do, I always forget them when I wake up.

      
   


   
      
         177Are they friends or enemies of my daughter?

         The Diablumas that watch my house from the forest, are they dangerous or just young people playing a joke I don’t get?

         I asked Noa and she held her silence. The sense of distance between us grows every day. But she stays here as if hoping to find something beyond this stillness. There’s nothing on this mountain but a life sustained by routine and contemplation, a life of loving what’s in the world from the place where it can be loved. I’ve often wondered if climbing the mountain wasn’t for me a way of escaping the obligations of friendship and love. But here I love intensely, as was never possible before, and neither sadness nor anguish reduce this generous, pure feeling.

         Here in the high forest, I am a decent man. Evil doesn’t tempt me.

         Down below, however, Mariana asked me to shoot anyone who tried to enter our house.

         You don’t have to give them a chance, she said,

         they aren’t people, they’re rats.

         Three streets from where we lived, two thieves murdered an entire family to steal fifty dollars. Noa was seven years old, and at that time the neighborhoods started looking out for their own security. The earthquakes and eruptions got stronger and more devastating. The heat made it all worse, because the buried bodies rotted quickly in the rubble, or were thrown on the side of the road, or hung from bridges.

         The night of the lynching, Mariana was on patrol with other neighbors. I woke to the shouts of people coming out of their houses to beat the thief.

         From my window, I saw a shapeless mass of uncontained fury.

         It lasted an hour at least.

         At no point did they pull off the balaclava, but based on the size of the body on the asphalt, it could have been a child.

      
   


   
      
         178The Diablumas chasing my daughter don’t have an age either; they could be teenagers or adults, it doesn’t matter. What matters is that a balaclava or a mask brings out faces hidden inside men, faces that don’t look for God and that smile at nocturnal hours, when life is slower and more delicate.

         The Diablumas remind me of what I want to forget:

         a thin, broken body on the asphalt

         while my daughter was calmly sleeping in her bed.

         I didn’t ask Mariana about her role in the lynching. If this world has taught me anything, it’s that it’s better not to know some things. Perhaps that’s why Noa abstains from asking me why I left and why I’m living in complete solitude. We live separate lives despite sharing the same roof: She explores her grandmother’s room and songbook, I walk Samson and the other dogs, feed the animals, and cook.

         Nicole is the most anxious of us three: She cleans what’s already clean and walks through the house looking out the windows in search of Diablumas. Today she swore she saw them around the forest, but I couldn’t find them.

         Fear reveals the face beneath one’s face. You have to watch out for what smiles at night, reason tells us. God knows I try to see yellow and green fireflies instead of the man below the one I am. I close my eyes and pray for the beauty of insects and mammals. I set aside the shady parts of my past and cleanse my heart of dark songs.

         I remember it: Before the masks, there was harmony.

         At no point did they take off the balaclava.

         It could have been a child.

      
   


   
      
         179All men seek peace within themselves, but you have to look outward to find God.

         Inward, deep down, we find a shadow. That shadow is the opposite of hope.

         I keep mine in at this altitude;

         outside are the mountains.

      
   


   
      
         180I was asleep, but the barking woke me. I grabbed my rifle, still dizzy from slumber, and stumbled into the darkness.

         Three Diablumas ran in different directions.

         I shot into the sky and the noise brought me down to earth.

         I chased the one brandishing the twitch.

         I shouted that I’d kill him and aimed a shot a few meters from his body, but the Diabluma kept running and leaping as if, instead of fleeing, he was dancing.

         Right before disappearing down the mountain, he turned toward me, showing me one of his faces shadowed by the night. He pointed back at my house, and I saw that the window in my mother’s room was open. Noa was leaning out of it, speaking casually with a masked man.

         I didn’t have time to react.

         Another Diabluma ran in front of me and danced with his legs in the shape of a rainbow, his arms by his head and his talons beating the earth.

         His festive dance put the night in me.

         The sky and its darkness soaked into my eyes and, suddenly, the shadows were in me, above, below, and around me. I didn’t recognize myself lowering the rifle and retreating, but what else could I have done?

         The boy waved good-bye.

         From inside the house, Noa closed the window.

         When I went inside, I heard her singing one of my mother’s songs, but two voices sounded in one: one young and one old.

         Neither was my daughter’s.
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            PART V

            Kapak Urku

            Year 5550, Andean Calendar182
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            NICOLE

         

         The Collanes Valley felt different in the morning than it had the night before. Luminous and green, it extended beyond the horizon with the sound of water and the cries of falcons and blackbirds. There were boulders, waterfalls that fell from the top of the volcano, and stretches of scrublands that reminded me of Chimborazo’s páramo. Pedro, Carla, Noa, and I had crossed it in the dark, blindly, separated from the rest of the group, and we thought that must be what hell was like: an immense, cold, colorless place where a wrong step could bury you. Our legs, arms, and lips trembled, and we saw what looked like monstrous silhouettes that were actually just rocks.

         Shit, shit, shit, shit, Carla muttered every few minutes until we reached the campsite the others had set up.

         At dawn we left the tents in response to the Poet’s call. The forest sang us a song; it was the songstresses who had gone to pee among the polylepis trees that grew like a witch’s hair. The valley looked harmonious, but there was something threatening in the rocks and water, in the branching creeks, and in the open space, where we were the only human beings.

         Noa and I started eating breakfast, and the Poet took the opportunity to tell us: Get ready, you’re about to have the most amazing fucking experience of your lives.

         We still had two hours of steep climbing to the Yellow Lake. Pam and Fabio were the last to wake up. Mario, Adriana, Julián, Pedro, and Carla happily waited for them outside, but I wanted to let everything out without anyone seeing, so I walked into the forest, sat down, and cried. I wanted to leave the mountain and return to a place I could recognize as mine. I no longer cared about the car bombs or deaths in 184Guayaquil; a person can get used to everything but vulnerability, and in the middle of the valley, supposedly removed from the violence, I felt vulnerable.

         Everything’s going to hell, I had told Noa before the sun rose, we should go home, and she answered me compassionately: Our homes are in flames, Nico. There’s nowhere to go.

         Noa and I had saved each other from loneliness many times, but we were alone in the mountains, as if we didn’t truly know anything about one another. The group was to blame, the Yachak, the songstresses, the Poet, or that’s what I wanted to believe, because it was easier for me to blame them than to accept that our friendship hadn’t been a solution or salvation. Our friendship didn’t offer us an escape from the pain, fear, or death. No one can redeem us, even if we keep hoping that the people we love can.

         When we sing, something lost comes back to us, the Poet once said. What makes us beautiful is in the music, my runas. We are no longer vulnerable; by singing we can hold out and resist becoming that which we hate. Singing, we build a new home. Ñawpa pachapi!

         We quickly packed up the tents, sleeping bags, and backpacks and started down the trail. We saw horses grazing next to the river, insect clouds, white-tailed deer, and rabbits hopping across the distant hills.

         We saw hummingbirds.

         We saw two condors soaring around the volcano’s peaks.

         El Altar once towered over us, one songstress said, taller than Tayta, but Chimborazo destroyed him out of jealousy. And another sang: Volcanoes tell love stories, ay, they have burning voices.

         The Poet and his friends walked happily, and their good mood offended me. They were the ones who had brought us there, to that hidden, ruinous valley that looked like the land of the dead. In a matter of minutes, they’d left us behind again and the altitude started to get to me, or perhaps it was the exhaustion, but I hid it as best I could because I didn’t want to worry Noa. We got to a part of the trail so narrow our feet barely fit, and we had to cross one by one, listening to the shouts and cheers of those who had made it. It was a five-meter fall, and I thought we wouldn’t make it: I was afraid of slipping 185and breaking my neck or of Noa slipping and breaking hers. But we didn’t. We clung to the rocks, cutting our fingers, and climbed up a wall, where my legs started shaking again. I felt like my muscles might stop working at any moment, but Mario helped us up and, after walking across a short rocky stretch, we reached the crater.

         Brutal, Pam said, looking at the landscape and dropping her heavy backpack. Fucking brutal.

         The extent of the caldera lodged in my mind like a daydream. We were more than four thousand meters high, and the nine peaks of El Altar looked like gods crying into the lake. There were very few clouds, and the sun pierced them to reveal the basalt bottom flooded with the glacier’s blood. I’d never felt fear when facing such beauty. This mountain isn’t made for human life, I thought, mountains rise up through the clouds because they want to get away from us. If we disturb them, they’ll destroy us.

         It’s too much, I told Noa, and she smiled, thinking I said it out of happiness.

         The group descended to the lake, following the Poet’s steps. He took off his clothes to swim naked. His friends, including Adriana and Julián, imitated him. Our noses were all reddened from the sun, though the clouds were already rolling back in. I watched the Poet and his people swim in the frozen water. The cold seemed to hardly bother them; they played without any worry. They had chakanas tattooed on their shoulders, the same as the girls who told us about the Poet the first time. Their tattoos were identical to Pantaguano’s and his friends’, I remembered, and suddenly I was certain I knew who they were.

         We shouldn’t have come, I told Noa, but Pam heard and said:

         You mean you finally figured it out.

         Ah? Fabio asked.

         It’s them, Carla told him. Wake up, it’s them.

         The disappeared came out of the lake a few minutes later and dried themselves as best they could, shivering from the cold, laughing, running, and scrambling over the rocks where the brightest sunbeam fell. The Poet approached us, naked and with an almost childlike enthusiasm.186

         Look, he said, water streaming on the rocks, I’ll offer you two ways of experiencing what we’re going to experience. Either with music and dance or with music, dance, and a little help. Your call, my runas, what matters is expanding your consciousness: That’s the trick. How you do it is up to you.

         I looked at Noa and the others as he pulled a blue thermos from his backpack.

         It’s a special batch, he said, winking. Zombie chicha.

         We were in a desolate, hostile place, a day’s walk from civilization, with people we barely knew. It wasn’t the best time or the best place to do drugs.

         I thought the others would think the same thing, but they didn’t.
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            MARIO

         

         I said music and dance were enough for me. I said dance opens you up to a blissful mental process, and it did. That’s how the Diabluma’s furious leaping felt. You jumped and your head went into your heart and your heart into your head. You don’t need a potion to feel rapture, I said, you need body and rhythm. You need will. You need boldness. They took out their instruments, and I dressed as a spirit devil. Not an evil devil, but a rebellious one. I put on my chaps and mask. I took out my whip and hit the rocks.

         Even the rocks dance in the festival for Inti, I said. Nothing stays still.

         The songstresses listened to me and sang, awakening the wayra. The drums, chajchas, guitar, and rondadors joined the party next. The sun raged and we all yelled: Kapak Urku! Because it’s the volcano’s true name, everyone knows. Kapak Urku! Kapak Urku!

         The music was ugly at first. Pamela and Fabio were out of sync, and so were Fabio and the songstresses, and the songstresses and the Poet, who was playing his guitar poorly. They each offended the silence of the glaciers, each ignored the other’s sound. Music and sound have to love each other for it to be worthwhile, that’s just how it is. Adriana, Julián, the Diablumas, and I danced until a frightening rhythm dragged in the fog. An ominous rhythm that covered the sun.

         Lots of us had the Diabluma mask, but only a few of us were dancing. It was difficult with tired legs. It was really cold, but the dancing warmed us up, and we no longer suffered, we just surrendered. You quickly surrender to the body’s song: the one that tells you that you are light and darkness, the one that holds on to the silence. A strange thing happens when your breath changes. A strange thing happens when you hear the voice.188
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            SONGSTRESSES:

The Song of Time

         

         What is the voice? Loss. What is the voice? Absence. What is the voice? Abandonment. What is the voice? Sadness. A new, celestial voice is born from the heart. It is a voice that opens the mountain’s loins with its old song. She sings the great sun poem, she sings the poem of blood, and the song says: We are afraid because we love, we are afraid because we are vulnerable, we are afraid because we are going to die. What is the voice? Birth. What is the voice? Tenderness. Electric Shamans ride storms in the mountain range. Lightning they ride, thunder they ride. There is a voice that sings from within the ancient song of time, and the song says: The body is a party that gathers around pain. The song sings: Fear is beautiful because we love, because we are vulnerable, because we are going to die. So sings time, the great song of the body. The poem of the sun trembles from the depths of the water: Aquatic life is brief, ay, but mountains are eternal. The water’s voice enters the mountain’s loins. Small enters giant, fleeting enters eternal. Strength is the voice that says: Listen to me, I bring the animal of time back to life. An ancient song it is. A song with talons. Listen to me: A dark voice it is, but it shines. Listen to me: Being safe is not living. What is the voice? Fear. What is the voice? Passion. What is the voice? The Festival of the Sun.
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            PAMELA

         

         Let’s see if I can explain: What I wanted was ecstasy, not the hallucinogenic trip Fabio, Noa, Pedro, Carla, Adriana, Julián, the Poet, and the rest of his gang had. You can take a trip anytime you want and it’s sick, it’s brutal, but what I wanted was for the music to tell me my future, call me to the water like the siren song, and drown me, yes, because love of music is connected to the love of death and also love of life: They are two things working together, two lungs functioning as one, two condors taking care of their nest and the nest is the body. I was seeking enlightenment through sound so I could see something beyond the collapse of the world, something beyond the apocalypse of eruptions, earthquakes, and murders, a possibility, a door open to what’s beautiful, y’know? Because if one thing is true, it’s that there was beauty in the ruins of El Altar and that that volcano was our waka, the sacred space where music worked its transformative magic, the cathedral of glaciers and peaks of black rock where we found enthusiasm enough to keep going. Beauty is necessary amid so much ugliness, and we went looking for it without knowing that we were the beautiful ones, digging in the earth to touch the splendor, and that’s the truth: Music loves death because it overcomes it and loves life because it elevates it. We were exquisite, going after the beautiful, and when the music started, we weren’t afraid. The Diablumas stomped on the yellow grass of the crater with their legs wide and bent, arms twirling to either side, rising and falling, and their rhythm had nothing to do with our instruments, it was chaos, nonsense, until our hearts came together and it was gorgeous, so gorgeous. I felt and heard it: The pulse of my drum was the pulse of the caja ronca and of the chajchas and of the rondador and of the guitar, a magnetic, dizzying rhythm that had 191a bit of a sanjuanito about it and a lot of experimentation. Carla’s trip made her imitate the sound of the sun with her own voice: Inti sounds like the chest’s vibration, she said, it’s like the om from Hinduism, the first sound of creation, oooooooooooooooooooooooooooommmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm, and I said, Holy shit, shut up, nobody talk right now, nobody! And the songstresses sang that there were hundreds of songs on El Altar before theirs, hundreds of voices floating like ghosts, like waves imperceptible to the human ear, withstanding time, because a song is a call that takes a long time to die. A song is a call that comes from somewhere you don’t know. They sang with abrupt jumps, hoarse, forced voices, jitters and percussions in the larynx, and suddenly I saw them do something awful: I saw them strum their fingers along their voice muscles and squeeze as if they had cords in their throats, I saw them strum their fingers along their necks just like the Shamans had on the necks of their basses and electric guitars. It looked super painful, but they were hurting themselves in service of producing those lashed voices that sounded like a single voice: a single voice that grew like my baby’s heartbeat, a divine and fearsome sound nobody wanted to hear, but that I did, I wanted to feel the burning night of the heart even if it was dangerous, even if it terrorized me and made me close my eyes. I banged my drum and as the music turned restless, I saw Noa with bright-white eyes bringing in the storm with her own voice.
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         Carla and I drank what the Poet gave us; we held hands and sat and waited. We were tired, but the enormity of the crater made Carla cry.

         I want us to see the entire country together, she told me.

         Many of her favorite places were being destroyed by rising heat and war. If I think about this, I’m happy we saw El Altar and Tayta before the Big Eruption. These things make you happy when there’s no future to be happy about.

         In the caldera, we listened to music and watched the Diablumas dance for almost an hour and nothing felt any different. The dead volcano was majestic, like something from a planet where life was just forming. As we quietly talked about this primeval place, the stomach pain crept in. Our bellies burned and our legs prickled. Dizzy, my body on fire, I walked toward the Poet, who was strumming his guitar on a rock. He was murmuring a song in Kichwa that I understood as if it were in Spanish.

         I know Kichwa! I shouted to Carla, but when I turned, the fog blocked my view of her and everyone else.

         I got lost. I only managed to hear the accelerating music, the dancers’ leaps, and the Poet’s song:

         
            
               
                  There are mermaids with charangos, 

                  quenas, and rondadors.

               

               
                  They sing in the volcanic waters 

                  huaynos, sanjuanitos, and yaravís.

               

               
                  Ananay, ananay.193

               

               
                  Andean mermaids protect 

                  the song of the whales.

                  Mermaids sing in the Andes.

               

               
                  Ananay, ananay.

               

               
                  Their volcanoes dream of the sea, 

                  they dream of the sea.

               

            

         

         I pushed the fog away with my hands, stumbled forward until my feet got wet in the water of the lake. The Poet’s voice rang out and echoed off the stone walls of the crater.

         There are pre-Columbian mermaids, he sang. Mermaids swim in the volcanic lakes!

         Then, from the depths of the lake leapt an enormous whale with the torso and head of a woman.
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         I leapt without seeing Adriana or Julián. For just a second I saw what they were doing, and it wasn’t the dance of a devil’s head burning in the sun, no: It was a convulsion, a dance made up of sobs and laughter. I jumped and spun around, opened my arms and closed them. Exhaustion is rough, but the pain passes. Everything passes. I heard the songstresses, but I couldn’t make them out through the fog. I couldn’t see them and wondered if what my ears were hearing existed.

         It’s alarming not to be able to trace the origin of a song.

         Kulun, kulun, kulun! the songstresses sang with their feet sunk in the lake. Singing makes crying sweeter! Kulun, kulun, kulun!

         One of them stomped in the water. She said: We sing to give ourselves breath. We sing to ward off fear.

         With my dance, I started to create a happy lament. It was what the rapture imposed on me: movements I had never known. My feet levitated. It’s the spirit that dances, not the body, I thought. I sunk Kapak Urku with my jumping; I invented it again. I gave it the shape of my mind. The mountain peaks trembled. I was so ecstatic I didn’t see Adriana emerge from the fog, but when she ran into me, Noa’s voice suddenly fell over us.
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         Everyone was going crazy, like really crazy, dancing and touching, and I held the madness in my hands and flung it into the stretched deer skin, the smooth membrane of my drum that kept vibrating and generating invisible waves, ghostly waves that seeped into my bones. I felt those waves invoke something in the depths of the planet, transforming my baby’s heart and mine into an organ sensitive to the supernatural. My hands beat the deer’s death fast because that’s how my pulse was, lightning-quick, and Fabio did the same thing with his caja ronca full of shrunken heads, tiny tzantzas with long hair bouncing and rebounding against the wood. I swear the skulls started to give off a terrifying sound, a song in whispers that got ever louder, and despite the fog, I saw the dancers twisting next to the lake while our bodies breathed vigorously. A drum raises the dead from the earth, y’know? A drum opens graves and pulls voices from beyond, it’s an instrument that weaves a bridge of sound to another world. For a time I heard the hooves of the chajchas, the furious guitar, the rondador, the caja ronca, the songstresses’ lashed songs, and I no longer felt my arms, they were moving on their own, and it was in that instant that I focused again on Noa, whose eyes were rolled back, white, like she was blind and believing she was hearing the indescribable, just like in her dreams, only with us, obviously, and even though the storm threatened to start pouring down, she stood still next to the lake. She looked like a musical apparition, a specter of the mountain and fog. There was a moment when the flashes from the lightning filled my eyes, the thunder echoed in the sky, and the fog concealed everything until Noa’s voice darkened the sun. And I know it wasn’t possible, I know 196it was because of the state I was in, sweating in the frigid volcano caldera, drunk on percussion and thunder and a sun covered by the clouds. I know it didn’t happen, but what does it matter if that’s what the music made me see.
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         The mermaid-whale leapt out of the lake and dove back in without making a single wave. Her skin changed from black to white, white to yellow, yellow to blue, and her fins were the open wings of a condor. I wanted to show Carla the wonder of a mermaid swimming in the volcanic crater, but she had disappeared. I felt vulnerable: I didn’t know how to protect us from the coming storm. We were lost, separated despite loving each other. Despite being as close as you could be to somebody, we couldn’t see or hear each other or know what the other wanted. Nor could we close that distance, because it was ours. We hallucinated separately; we were two, not one.

         I had let Carla’s hand go, thinking I could return, but sometimes leaving means forgoing the opportunity to return.

         Watching the mermaid-whale, her life radiating each time she broke through, I saw incredible things in the water: my childhood, the murder of my father and friends, Carla’s companionship and her love of stars, planets, and galaxies. I saw our music, our dances, my desire for other women, the faces of the dead I couldn’t forget, and I was swallowed up by those images, I thought about the good, the bad, and the terrible: about how old the mountains and volcanoes were, about how old the water was, the crags, rocks, valleys, clouds, sky, and sun. I thought about the deep age of the whale song, a song the size of the universe that provoked even the stones to raise their own voices. I’d never heard oceanic, geologic, and intergalactic music. Even the meteorites sang in space, and I listened, astonished, to their song. The stones shouted their millenary notes, and I saw them move toward the center of El Altar’s caldera. I was witness to a ceremony, but that music wasn’t mine and its sounds alarmed me.198

         I saw myself alone, calling out to Carla and not hearing her response in the midst of immense devastation. That’s the premonition the volcano gave me.
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         The fog made us collide into one another, and we loved it. Shoving people and getting shoved is fun. I grabbed Adriana’s and Julián’s hands. We were the devils of the mountain, the spiritual heads spinning in the great Festival of the Sun. Speaking was prohibited: A Diabluma stays quiet, but they let go of me, and their frenetic dance scared me. They howled. They lunged toward the edge of the water. They bent over. They formed arches, whirlwinds. They gestured with their hands. Adriana swung her head around in circles as fast as she could, walking backward. Julián’s teeth chattered like castanets. Feverish they were, electrified, right. They gave their bones to the water because in the water their skeletons were transformed. Theirs was a wild delirium, a delirium far from that of the solar dance.

         Beyond the fog, I saw Pedro all alone, stumbling as if drunk. He was talking about mermaids and whales and pointing at the lake where Adriana and Julián were dancing.

         Stomping the water, the songstresses sang: Kulun, kulun, kulun, kulun, kulun, kulun, kulun, kulun, kulun, kulun, kulun, kulun, kulun, kulun, kulun, kulun, kulun, kulun, kulun, kulun, kulun, kulun, kulun, kulun, kulun, kulun, kulun, kulun, kulun, kulun, kulun!

         My companions bent over, bringing their foreheads to the ground. They disincarnated, I think. They spasmed. I heard my blood throbbing in my ears because of Noa’s throaty voice. It scared me, her bodiless song. She had a voice with two tongues, but I still went to look for her. I was out of my mind, embracing the light and darkness of her song. The Diabluma mask stuck to my skin, and I felt pure bedeviled satiety, pure dark glory.200

         Music and dance are the art of the beat. Time, energy, and space. Mind, body, and heart. I saw myself dancing toward death, and beyond death I saw the mountain dance. The dance of the volcanoes. That future was beautiful. We’re together and we’re alone, that’s how it is.
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         I wasn’t ready for the suffering in my belly; though we’d spent hours in the clouds, playing, dancing, panting, and yelling, what else could I feel but pain, what else but the pleasure that comes with it? It had started to drizzle, and the water sounded like thousands of years of evolution, like enchantment that entered my drum the same way the thunder accentuated the voices of the tzantzas in Fabio’s caja ronca. He too had taken what the Poet offered, and I heard him raving without setting his drum aside, obviously, he was absolutely committed to the sound that calls death, to the little Shuar heads bouncing inside from the vibration of the strikes. I suddenly heard the dead raised by my drum and by Noa’s song, the force of the music connecting with the world of spirits, and I got scared, of course I did, of course it made sense that in my inward journey, I’d hear those who were gone, my beautiful little brother, everyone singing from the beyond, a song like the yaraví, but in an unintelligible language, because that’s what happens when you die: You acquire a language that can only be understood in the other world. Wild stuff, right? Wild that lightning would strike as if Noa’s voice were giving birth to it. None of us were especially talented, but we were there, burning with the desire to listen to save our ears, y’know? I mean that hearing is spiritual and that hearing is magic, that a sound is God and also a ghost, a harbinger of what’s invisible and it gets deep, deep inside you, and anybody can be possessed by sound and make of their afflictions a melody, a rhythm, a song. Music thinks better than the head because it doesn’t know how to fear, it goes where thought is afraid to go and it takes us to the beginning: To the stories told of songs that emerge from broken bodies and join what is sundered and mend what is frayed, of instruments 202that do not sound but sing. I heard in my drum the song of the deer, the young musicians who were called by the siren, but also those buried by earthquakes and eruptions, those who died on the streets and in their homes because of injustice and hunger, yes. Those of us who were at El Altar did one thing against death: We stayed alive and awake and brilliant beneath lightning bolts and the storm, and that was how I recalled a moment in Collanes Valley at dusk when Fabio, Adriana, Mario, Julián, and I were almost running toward the polylepis forest and saw a fox feeding on a dark black mound, a baby horse that had been born dead. Trances carry memories, and I remembered the fox’s eyes, the blood on its snout, the eviscerated foal next to the stream, and thought I was looking at a sacrifice that perpetuated life, a necessary event, an inevitable and glorious part of the circle of life. Music comes from that sacrifice and feeds off loss just like the fox: It enrages sorrow and makes it poignant, happy, even, because if we feel it, it means we still have something inside us that makes us sing, something sensitive, ready to rise from the ashes to return in another form. The party forms around what we’ve lost and will lose, Mario said with all the wisdom in the world, the bad thing is that nothing really ever comes back and what’s lost never really returns, only its ghost does, but the music asks for a sacrifice and a resurrection, it demands that life go on after death and assures us that the ability to kill is nothing next to the power to conjure. It tells us a murderer is nothing next to those who return life to the dead. I think Noa understood that well, and that’s why she sang two notes, polyphonic, that intensified the jabbing pain in my belly. With her hands extended, her eyes white, and the lightning cracking in the sky, she intoned like a great electric shaman pierced by the creative, illuminating will toward suffering, and the dead mimicked her in a language unspoken, a language of music that entered my uterus, a music of pure death calling to my deepest desire. I know I’ll play music with my dead until the day I join them in the clay urn, a place that is womb and tomb, and I decompose like those who have been and those who will come, but I only figured that out on the mountain, and, crying, I looked at my fox body that for hours had been spilling the sacrificial blood of my baby on the rocks.
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         I lost Carla in the volcano where the mermaid raised a petrifying song. Her music froze me. The hardness passed from my bones to my muscles: I was a human stone, then just a cold gray rock pierced by cosmic rays. I was scared of my immobility and my inability to look for Carla. I heard the sounds intoned by terrestrial and spatial rocks. Thousands of years passed before my eyes. I returned to the beginning of my life as stone, when I was part of the volcano and it was still active, but the songs pushed me to the very origin of the Andean range. I saw the Nazca plate diving under the continent, the rising of the mountains, and the eruption of the volcanoes: millions of years in a matter of minutes, from the Cretaceous Period to the fifteenth century, the last eruption of El Altar, and I saw it die with me in its caldera, extinguished like a star in the Milky Way. My body softened and hardened in that time, then the voices pulled me back and I saw Earth forming, a mass of hot rocks drying out and solidifying to hold water. I was there, but as a rock broken into various lithophone rocks, where they wrote Hurrian songs, prayers to the corn, Delphic Hymns to Apollo. I felt the wound of the words in my rough surface, the hammer blows to make me speak, the continuous etching and polishing until the hand of an evolved monkey shaped from me a two-headed Venus from Valdivia and a knife, a Sonajero Venus and a Lechuza Venus. A San Biritute statue emerged from my groin, and on my skin were painted the sky and the great sorcerer: a shaman half man, half bear, horse, deer, buffalo. I was the first canvas in the cave’s nocturne, the mother stone, which man tried to live on. I don’t know much, but I know this: What’s mineral remains even after we’ve gone. I was in hundreds of geological formations, like the Ear of Chimborazo, and I waited for 204centuries alongside the scrublands and sand, surrounded by alpacas and hummingbirds, my belly full of offerings. I went to the Ingapirca ruins before they became ruins, I embodied stones with carved petroglyphs and was at the eruption of the Corazón, Ilaló, Carihuairazo, Reventador, and Pululahua volcanoes. I inhabited the Puyango Forest as its trees were petrified. I became an araucaria trunk turned to bone by the cataclysms and took the form of leaves, shells, clams, snails, and ammonites. A leaf transformed into stone is miraculous because the mineral teaches the spirit about duration. I was also in the Temple of the Condor, the Kuntur Wasi, the Huasipamba faces, and saw sixty thousand years of changes in the landscape in a matter of minutes. The Cañaris bowed to me, believing I was the kind god of the cliff, and I didn’t want to deceive them, I wanted to tell them that I was a leaf, a chunk of asteroid, a guy named Pedro from the future, but a rock lacks language and only sings. I returned to Chimborazo, I bounced on the ground and entire villages adored me, offering me their llamas and children. An eternity passed and life gave me mountaineers. I was part of the summit and at times I fell onto men and women who had chosen to spend some time with me. I don’t know how I had eyes, but being stone, I watched us at Noise, and in the blink of an eye I transformed into one of El Altar’s peaks bearing the weight of an old condor. Compared with this geological time, Carla’s life was shorter than the days of a chuquiragua blossom. The song of the mermaid-whale in the lake asked to protect that blossom and did it with sounds rather than words. Every sound was a flower growing in the belly of the stones and meteorites. Unable to move, I saw all that, but Carla found me, told me to get up, and her voice made me human again. I was a person and had the premonition that she would die soon or that I would, that she would leave me or that I would leave her. I sensed what would happen to us, not the details but the general experience. Flesh doesn’t last as long as stones, and that’s sad. Love can’t be petrified, it’s barely a flower and it certainly doesn’t survive one hundred years, it doesn’t reach the age of obsidian or the Chimborazo ice or the peaks of El Altar. Love is shorter than us, it can grow bigger than us but never older. I cried at Carla’s 205feet and I remember telling her: God willing, death will come when what I feel for you ends. Surviving what makes us delicate is terrible, it’s awful that life keeps going. I didn’t want us to end, Carla. I became human again for you.
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         A bray sounded close by. But a horse can’t climb up to the lake, there’s no way. I thought: It came from far away. Thunder confuses the ear, people say, but I’d seen Noa with her blind mare’s white eyes galloping across our nightmares. Her eyes brought the lightning. In spite of the fear, I kept dancing toward the light.

         My body and thoughts flushed, I danced. I struck the rocks with my whip, and in the name of Inti they danced.

         The mountain danced, the earth danced, the lake danced. When you jump, everything moves. New pupils emerge from your skull: It’s Diabluma’s second face, the one that looks backward.

         I breathed double. I floated.

         A burnt mask passed by me, reciting. A Diabluma with a scorched face that was the Poet gripping his instrument. He danced with his bare feet and dirty hands. He sang poems of humpback whales and Andean mermaids swimming in the snowcapped volcanoes.

         The power of sound is greater than that of meaning, everyone knows.

         I stomped on the volcano along with Noa’s wayward song. A song that went to the right and backward: a double voice, a song and a whinny, like the large devil of the volcano. From Noa’s throat, her first voice emerged ahead of her, her second behind. Past and future. Past and future on Kapak Urku.

         They say that music brings out pain, reveals it, but it doesn’t cure it. We didn’t want to cure anything, just to be moved. I looked hard at Adriana and Julián: their contortions, arched backs, heads trying to reach the ground. Falling backward is difficult when the body is totally present. We didn’t want to erase the pain, only to survive the 207lightning. I’d say a nightmare is dark, but it illuminates the dance of the mind. It creates bedeviled dances that make us love life. If we have no home, if we feel alone, it’s because we hold on to weak loves in our hearts. What’s important is the dance: He who dances loves deeply.

         I felt sorry for us. The bad thing about lightning is knowing the night’s still there after it strikes.

         The future is dance! I screamed, breaking the Diabluma’s silence.

         It had to be: Dance makes a home of the body.208
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         211Fear breathes deep in a man from the time he’s born until the time he dies, but God was the one who put the fear there so man can find himself.

         That fear is a mirror, and it tells the truth. It reflects the past and that word that was uttered several generations before we were born.

         Music summons that word.

         It’s enough to be sensitive to the forest sounds to understand the difference between a natural and supernatural song. My mother’s songs touch the fear God put in men and assuage it, but I don’t want anyone to assuage my fear.

         I want it to be my mirror and not to lie.

      
   


   
      
         212The government declared a state of emergency and a curfew.

         Far from this mountain, the eruption of Tungurahua, the prison massacres, bombs, murders, and kidnappings continue. Here, I’m safe from the noise of violence. It has always been this way:

         Up above, the world flows beyond my blood.

         But everything that burns, sooner or later, rises.

      
   


   
      
         213My daughter and her friend had a fight. As I didn’t want to get involved, I went into town with Samson.

         The argument started because of me: During breakfast, I asked Noa to tell the Diablumas to stay away from my farm. I mentioned that I saw one of them chatting with her so that she would know that I’m aware of what’s going on in my house. If I refrain from asking who they are or why they’re stalking us, it’s out of respect for the distance between us, but sometimes I think I’m avoiding any kind of confrontation out of fear that I might come to know who my daughter is. The opposite is also possible: Maybe I can only get close to her provided words don’t come between us. A father-daughter conversation is pointless when one of the two refuses to mend the family tie. I made a decision; I’ve never regretted it. Now absence unites us more than presence, duty more than love, but what I feel for my daughter goes beyond guilt: It’s an affection that won’t grow and that possesses me just as intensely as the desire I have to push her away.

         I am aware that Noa took the first step by coming to see me.

         She’s waiting for me to take the next one.

         There’s a certain sadness in her face, one that we all inherit from those who were expelled from paradise. The sorrow that feeds on vulnerability exists outside of time, and we, wandering the earth, bear it while trying to recover the earth as God made it. I do it in this forest and on the mountain; my daughter is too young to have discovered her own place of solace.

         I wish I had the courage to tell her that what is lost will never come back:

         I will not be her father and she will not be my daughter.

         The attempt to recover what is lost is a failed project, but undertaking it helps us bear the sorrow with dignity.

         Nicole didn’t know that Noa had spoken with one of the Diablumas. She’s a girl with unrefined eyes that looked harshly at my daughter. We ate breakfast in silence, and then they shut themselves up in one of the rooms, where I could hear them fighting. I don’t know whether the 214harassment we’re experiencing will get worse, I only know that Nicole rejects those boys as much as I do and that Noa calmly welcomes them.

         The Diablumas want something, otherwise they wouldn’t be stalking them.

         I am collateral damage.

         I went into town and the store was closed, but a man appeared and told me to be careful with the soldiers patrolling the area. Most of the villagers had traveled to Quito to join a protest. Nobody was left in the village except him.

         I’m the only one who stayed, he said.

         He was an old man, eyes milky with cataracts. Few people think about the future of these lands. The young leave, and the rest, those who cannot, know the ashes will keep falling, the earthquakes will swallow what remains, and life will go on, disfigured by violence until it’s indistinguishable from death.

         My mother drew the future from the flight of birds, but it was a fictitious tomorrow that still made room for hope.

         Few people are like my mother.

         Few invent the future.

         I took advantage of the opportunity to ask the old man about the Diablumas. He confessed that his granddaughter had seen them a few times.

         They don’t even answer when you talk to them, he said.

         Samson panted loudly on the way back. On the farm, he didn’t want to eat and flopped sadly on the living room carpet. He often acts strangely, but this is the first time he hasn’t eaten.

         I’ll take him to the veterinarian. He’s a strong, faithful dog.

      
   


   
      
         215I feel sorry for my daughter. She wanted to take solace in my words.

         I don’t know who she is, just that she looks like me.

         God made us unsteady in a world without compassion and gave us a refuge so we would protect the life within us.

         I found rest in my mother’s house.

         Noa should feel sorry for me too.

      
   


   
      
         216This morning Samson couldn’t get up off the rug. I had to carry him to the truck.

         The weight of a dog is that of a child,

         that’s why his owner thinks of him as an infant,

         and treats him as such,

         and loves him as such.

         My daughter offered to come with me, but I told her it wouldn’t take long, and that I’d rather she worked on making lunch with her friend.

         Up until now, Nicole is the one who has taken care of the chores: Noa has shown no interest in farmwork. She spends her time around my mother’s things as if she were a step away from discovering what I find in the forest.

         I’ve heard her sing to the mermaids, put on my mother’s clothing, and wander through the house with footsteps that remind me of my mother, too:

         slow and light.

         Floating.

         She understands her grandmother and interprets her through her possessions. She has her same gestures. She isn’t my mother, she’s my daughter. But the two have connected beyond the death that separates them. Whereas we, father and daughter, living and breathing the same vaporous, vegetal air, we are incomprehensible to one another.

         Two animals that occupy facing trees:

         a scarab and a turtledove,

         a hare and a falcon.

         We’re hungry and thirsty, but we eat and drink from waters that do not touch. I look at the forest and, where Noa sees the home of her grandmother’s songs, I see the open eye of God. I know it’s God looking at me through the yaguals, through the guinea pigs and damselflies; that every animal and every plant is part of his perfect eyeball.

         The forest is an eye, not a house.

         A divine eye that holds elemental visions.

         I want to be generous, my space is what I have to give. This is hospitality:217

         opening your arms without question,

         without conditions.

         It is saying: My land is your land, you can stay, and I will never kick you out.

         It is saying: Even though I want you to leave, I created you and I owe you a refuge. Here it is, take it. I will feed you with my hands and protect you without expecting anything in return.

         That generosity is what I want at the center of my actions, and so I cleanse my heart of dark songs, but it isn’t enough. Noa knows this truth, that’s why it’s difficult for us to be together. We maintain a frigid cordiality, out of etiquette, but the matter of the Diablumas has only hardened it.

         What sustains our coexistence is the desire to be better, but sometimes we have to accept the distance that defends us from the face behind the face.

         Samson and I took the highway toward Chambo. There were no other vehicles; the road was deserted. We arrived at our usual vet, and for the first time, I noticed he had a cleft lip. This man has vaccinated, castrated, and healed my dogs, but only today did I really look at him. Only after today could I draw his face.

         I am blind to everyone else.

         God doesn’t like this defect.

         How many things did my daughter bring before my eyes that went unseen? My greatest sin is resenting the presence of others, needing solitude to be noble.

         Some animals guide us in our blindness and teach us to take care of what we don’t understand. The vet ran several tests on Samson while I bought him special food I thought he’d like. I wasn’t worried, for some reason I thought his health problems would be curable, but when the results came in, I saw on the doctor’s face the discomfort with what he was about to tell me.

         Advanced cancer.

         Though there are palliative treatments, his recommendation was to put him to sleep to avoid greater suffering.

         Is he in a lot of pain? I asked.218

         Yes, he answered.

         I went outside and bought a pack of cigarettes. I smoked two even though I hadn’t had one for years. My hands shook from beginning to end.

         The procedure was professional. I stroked Samson’s head and held him until he let himself go.

         When death takes a dog, their eyes change, they become glassy and opaque, and their body transforms. They’re no longer a child but a dead body. Something leaves and can never return, and something new arrives and takes hold: a time that announces that decomposition is near, an odor that forces you away.

         I didn’t let myself cry until I carried Samson back to the truck. Next to his body, I put the food I’d bought and that he would no longer taste. I cried holding on to one of his front paws, his favorite, the one he used to ask for things.

         I had a hard time collecting myself. At sixty, I’m too old to hate anything; I’ve reached this state in which I accept what exists. All my life I’ve stayed close to death to learn its workings. Even so, nobody knows what death is until they feel the absence of a warm body they loved purely.

         Chambo was almost empty, and there were soldiers in the central park. I made the trip back, my head heavy with grief.

         At home, I asked Noa and her friend to leave me alone.

         Tonight, the dog stays with me in my room. Tomorrow I’ll bury him, but for now his body is with me.

         I’m not going to preserve him.

         I don’t want his death to last forever.

      
   


   
      
         219My daughter helped me bury Samson in the forest. I tried to do it alone, but she wouldn’t take no for an answer. We selected a freshly bloomed yagual and dug up the dirt next to it. It was a tough job in God’s open eye.

         When we finished, Noa told me:

         I’m leaving this week,

         the Diablumas are waiting for me.

         I stood still, not knowing what to say. The corpse of the dog that had once been a boy and the color of his grave were in my thoughts.

         She continued:

         I don’t think we’ll see each other again.

         Hospitality isn’t enough; it’s love that makes a father’s language transparent. Love forces us to speak so that we may come together and connect with our spirit, and it makes us bow before kindness through our deep concern for the needs of others.

         I gave up loving my daughter that way.

         There’s nothing I have more in common

         with Samson than death.

         What kind of man am I? I silently wondered, but I told Noa:

         I’m sorry.

         And my daughter smiled at me for the first time:

         Me too.

         We could have said what that implied.

         That we had loved each other like father and daughter for years.

         That this affection no longer existed,

         but the respect for its memory did.

         That I was sorry I had hurt her.

         But that I would do it again

         because it was the only way I found to survive.

         That she wished

         she hadn’t known pain so early in her life.

         That she wasn’t sure she could forgive me.

         That she wanted to.

         But Noa preferred to tell me:

         After you left, I started dreaming about noises only you made. I heard you come back and heard your footsteps and the doors and 220windows you closed and the sounds when you cleaned Mom’s pistol and your rifle. I heard those noises in my dreams and got excited you had come back, but then I’d wake up alone, drenched in my own pee. I peed the bed from missing you so much and from the fear of missing you. The bullets, the deaths, the earthquakes, none of them did that to me. It’s a relief you can’t miss someone forever. I peed the bed until I was fourteen. I want you to know I waited for you that whole time. I want you to know that somebody needed you like that.

         I couldn’t say anything. Sometimes the feeling that isn’t there hurts, the emptiness that should be filled.

         As we came out of the forest, I remembered, years ago, a yagual like the one on Samson’s grave spontaneously caught fire. Some chagras told me the phenomenon is known as “latent lightning” and that it happens when lightning strikes a tree: It holds the electricity inside and then, twenty-four hours later, burns from the energy held in its roots.

         There are inevitable events, fires that await the opportune moment to ignite, endings that take their sweet time in coming.

         I’m really sorry, I told my daughter.

         Words are not enough.

      
   


   
      
         221Birds know hidden things, my mother said.

         There are songs that heal the body and soul.

         Songs that are prayers for the dead.

         Songs that raise villages, trees, and mountains.

         Songs that resurrect hummingbirds.

         Songs that fill the body with energy for the hunt.

         Songs that cut off the heads of our enemies.

         Songs that let grief loose and tie it up.

         Songs that foretell.

         Songs that sicken.

         Songs that name.

         Songs that make desire grow.

         Songs that break wild animals.

         Songs that calm tremors and ventings.

         Songs that make the earth quake

         and volcanoes erupt.

         Songs that attract fish and rain.

         Songs that explore pain.

         Songs that feed happiness.

         Songs that seduce.

         Songs that invoke the sacred.

         Songs that make the dead appear.

         My mother called to the birds that have spoken the first language since the beginning of time.

         My wawita,

         all beings with spirits sing

         even if we cannot hear their songs.

         She’d say: You should learn these songs or you’ll exist within life but disconnected from it.

         The condor returned, and I saw him soar toward the ravine. An omen is a memory, a series of images that unfold to tell us what we felt during the storm and what we will feel tomorrow, in the sun.

         In the middle of the night, my daughter sings a song that embraces the darkness. My mother would sing it to help me sleep, but it didn’t work, because there were two voices in her voice.222

         Quesintuu and Umantuu.

         Music is a nocturnal expedition.

         Memory foretells.

         I developed chronic insomnia after witnessing the lynching in my neighborhood. I couldn’t sleep more than three hours straight, I was a wreck and turned off the lights to pretend that the night meant my eyes were finally resting. Out of work and depressed, I let hours slip by. In the mornings I made breakfast for Mariana and Noa, took Noa to school, cleaned the house, washed and hung the laundry, cooked, picked Noa up in the afternoon, set and cleared the table, washed the dishes, helped Noa with her math homework, bathed her, dressed her, ate dinner with Mariana, put Noa to bed, put Mariana to bed, and went to the living room, where I’d turn off the lights and sit awake in the darkness.

         That was my routine.

         Sometimes I also helped my neighbors gather corpses off the streets. At first, we agreed to wait for the police to come and do what had to be done, but they took hours, even days, to arrive and meanwhile the neighborhood had to live with the rotting bodies of people murdered by sicarios. We didn’t want the children to see them: We covered the bodies, moved them from the streets, and cleaned up the blood.

         We told one another which streets to avoid.

         We took turns calling and pestering the police.

         After the lynching, shot, decapitated, or tortured bodies appeared in the neighborhood. The gangs brought men and women from other parts of the city to our doors to threaten us. They knew what we had done: The corpse of the boy we killed remained on the street until a desperate neighbor burned it. Though we closed the windows, a bitter, nauseating smell wafted into the houses on the block. An unbearable stench that impregnated everything.

         A smell of the past.

         My insomnia was that smell in Mariana’s and my daughter’s hair, the screams and cries of people I evicted, the certainty that I could never be a good man or love God with a heart at ease.223

         I didn’t do it regularly, but one Sunday I took Noa to hunt in the forest. We took a four-hour trip in Mariana’s car and turned the radio on during the drive. I don’t know what we listened to during the climb. I remember it was instrumental, soothing, like cloud breath. In my ears it was almost inoffensive, almost pleasant.

         We should be wary of what approaches us delicately.

         When we arrived, Noa started talking to the fungi she found on the trees and on insect corpses. I slung my rifle on my back and set forth into that living organism that knew nothing of cruelty. We walked until we reached a tangled part of the forest, where I explained the importance of silence to my daughter.

         I told her:

         If we talk really loudly, we’ll startle the animals.

         I showed her the art of tracking. We monitored the marks on the plants and dirt. We read rabbit prints.

         A footprint preserves time, I told her. Reading it, you can tell the age of your prey and the moment it was here. You can discover where it was going.

         What if it doesn’t want us to follow?

         Noa asked.

         I kept trying to teach her. I explained:

         It’s easy to tell if a print is fresh or old, all you have to do is look at the edges.

         If the print has water in it,

         you’ll know it’s old if it’s clear.

         If the water is muddy, the print is recent.

         She hummed a song, and I found a drop of blood in the shape of a comet. It lay on a dry leaf that had fallen into the mud.

         My own blood reacted to the beauty of its sister.

         Come on, dear, I said to Noa.

         The tail of the comet pointed to horse tracks descending westward. I followed their trail, leaving my daughter a few meters behind, and after a few minutes, I found a white mare that had been dead for hours. The animal was lying on some bushes, crushed under her weight. Her flying mane disturbed me, it was as if she were running 224and the wind was tangling it. She looked asleep except that her eyes were open.

         Behind me, my daughter was calmly humming one of my mother’s songs.

         I didn’t pay attention until then:

         The attention of the body

         is different from that of the mind.

         Noa couldn’t possibly know that song. And yet, what rang out in the middle of the forest was my mother’s unmistakable music in my daughter’s voice.

         I looked at the mare’s corpse—white as God and death with a bullet in her neck that couldn’t have let her run more than a few meters before her fall—and I felt strange, confused amid so much power.

         I remember my daughter fell silent. The animal’s front knees were bent, and her injured, tethered muzzle was tied with a dirty rope. Her sickly musculature showed signs of abuse. There was no doubt she’d suffered, clinging to life, long before and after the bullet hit her.

         He who wrenches away an animal’s dignity dishonors all of creation.

         My daughter started to scream:

         Daddy!

         Daddy!

         Daddy!

         But her voice was far away, and an eerie song kept ringing in my head.

         The past inhabits us, forcing us to hear the truth of who we are and where we are looking. I ignored my frightened daughter in the middle of the forest, that’s my truth.

         I tended to the mare.

         An animal possesses the secrets of the mountains, mysteries beyond language and thought. Their bodies tell us what’s left in the vestiges and footprints: the destruction of beauty, the passage of pain, the endless cruelty of men, and the infinite movement of God continuing in

         spite of everything.

         I imagined the mare’s agony, but I compared it with my own and felt defenseless and vulnerable.225

         I swayed and fell to the ground.

         Something familiar in that corpse made it resemble my father and the horse that killed him; my mother; the dead bodies tossed in the neighborhoods; the boy burned in front of my house; and even myself.

         I embraced the mare in a cold sweat.

         She was stiller than the earth.

         My daughter screamed desperately next to me. I made a plan to leave her, lost in the forest, and pretend it had been an accident. I was surprised my mind would go there, but my unhappiness made me contemplate evil. I hated myself for it, but I also hated her for showing me that I was a man who could not love her sincerely.

         I shook with loathing.

         I cried like a little boy.

         I was a little boy.

         “Revelations are wounds in the night,” my mother’s song said. “They live in the dark.”

         I lost all notion of time, crying over the mare. There, exposed before death, I had the courage to admit to myself who I really was: a father who, in spite of having fulfilled his obligations thus far, was not happy with his daughter. A father who imagined a future without her, like someone drowning and who might imagine breaking through the surface. A coward, I thought, and love cannot be cowardly. Rather it resembles a deer’s heart still warm after being ripped from its rightful place.

         All vital organs get cold outside of their bodies and return to dust.

         All fragile love weighs heavy.

         The mare was serene, as if she were resting, and I pictured myself putting my rifle in my mouth to be one with her. I’d stayed with Mariana and Noa at the cost of destroying myself, I’d accepted that sacrifice, but, embracing the mare’s corpse, I understood I wasn’t a father or a husband, just a man whose love was insufficient. I saw my suffering with clarity, as if it were someone else’s, and, sunk into the mare’s fur, almost suffocating in her stench, I understood that if I didn’t leave them soon, I’d die.226

         A wound reveals

         the interior landscape we ignore.

         To be injured is the price of revelation.

         Guilt will be tolerable, I thought, but this death is not.

         Not this death.

         I love the deer,

         the rabbits,

         the hares,

         the foxes.

         I love the dogs, cows, and guinea pigs.

         On the mountain, my love isn’t cowardly, it’s enough. It’s enough for the forest and its creatures, it’s enough for my animals. I am a decent man here, where life and death diverge.

         My hatred is buried:

         I came to the high forest and buried it.

         I cannot tell my daughter more than this:

         If I hide my words, it’s because I’d have to tell you the truth or I’d have to lie to you, and both options pull me away from God.

         The truth is that I haven’t missed you, even though I’d have given my life for you.

         I loved you very much and then very little. It’s sad that a feeling like that can disappear.

         I’m relieved to know you’re going to leave. I hope you find solace and a place to rest.

         It’s impossible for us to connect better. This is all the closeness to which we can aspire.

         I don’t want to know you. Forgive me.

         None of this came out of my mouth, nor will it. Sometimes silence is benevolent and truth unnecessary.

      
   


   
      
         227For three nights now, I’ve watched the Diablumas approach my mother’s room to take her monsters.

         Today they took the mermaids.

         Yesterday the gagones.

         The day before the Jarjacha.

         My daughter handed them over while mimicking the sounds of birds. She knows how to read my mother’s book well.

         She looks like her.

         It calms me that she’s preparing to leave, that’s why I let her take what she wants even though she hasn’t asked.

      
   


   
      
         228I heard a song that asked the trees to vomit up horses.

         My mother’s words in my daughter’s voice floated down the hallway and found me in my bed, already asleep. I know that song that gets stuck in children’s heads and burrows into their nightmares: It’s the song my mother used to assuage my fear, the music that made the horses come out of the trees to tread on my terrors.

         When her mind started to fail and she no longer remembered her name or mine, my mother spoke her songs as if reading them directly from the paper.

         Music moves even hell, she said.

         Noa sang the song that stole dreams using the sacred words my mother believed in.

         Her voice woke me, traveling like a ghost through time. I decided to look out the window: Outside, the Diablumas were dancing, illuminated by the light from Noa’s room. They followed the command of the two voices in hers and moved like beasts excited by the music.

         In her final days, Mama only remembered the songs with which she made a home in her body. Her songs protected her from the ugliness of death and the collapsing landscape. With those songs, she believed she was helping the people, her son, and herself. There were those who trusted her music and felt her voice healed them or solved their problems.

         Trust does this in people’s hearts.

         We all cling to

         life as best we can.

         She wanted to pass down to me the way she found of saving herself, her solace in a world where you have to pray for the survival of wonder and goodness. I am thankful, but my enthusiasm lies in my image of God. I save myself and take solace with Him and in Him, away from the songs that stir up my private hell.

         Clinging to life is difficult. God knows, that’s why his compassion is infinite.

         Now my mother’s solace is Noa’s.

         The bequest has reached its destiny.

      
   


   
      
         229At dawn I saw my daughter leaving the house. She was alone, without her friend, and the Diablumas were waiting for her at the forest entrance.

         The words that are written are silent,

         the sound of God fits inside them.

         There are no transparent verbs in writing; this is my land. I write and do not sing, I write and do not speak, but I do the same thing my mother did: There’s something I want to raise from the ground.

         I perform an act of levitation.

         This forest, this mountain, and these words are all I have.

         I hope my daughter has something.

         I hope that before the earth opens up and swallows us, she finds tenderness.

         I hope she floats.

         And that, when the world ends, she feels fortunate to have lived here despite how difficult it is to cling to life.

         That is my desire.

         I am awake.230
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            PART VII

            Mermaids Sing in the Andes

            Year 5550, Andean Calendar232
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            NICOLE

         

         There are things you never forget because you never fully understand them. We were celebrating Inti Raymi when the sun slipped behind the clouds and the thunderstorm shook the sky. I wanted Noa close, but I lost her because the clouds covered the lake and grew so dense it was like being in one of her nightmares. Everything was audible at the top of the mountain: the music, the Diablumas’ moans and gasps, the songstresses’ voices, the thunder cracking the glaciers, the wayra, the condors, the braying of the frightened horses in the valley, and the silence behind the sounds.

         It was a concert that shifted my heart rate.

         All I could see for hours was lightning, but I kept walking and pushing aside the fog, letting the voices and instruments guide me. I saw Pedro behaving strangely next to the water, Mario drunk from the sun dance. Farther off, Adriana and Julián writhed painfully and whooped to the nine peaks. Pam and Fabio were doubled over their drums as if life on Earth depended on them. I saw them as I walked forward and the clouds suddenly revealed the lake, the glacier’s tongue, a songstress or one of the disappeared. Everything felt like a bad dream, and I started to tremble. My eyes cried on their own. I found the Poet with his arms lifted to the overcast sky: Only the dispossessed sing seriously, he shouted, like solitary whales in the immense ocean, like mermaids in the volcanic lakes! Only by losing everything do you fill your heart!

         I found Noa shortly afterward and noticed that her eyes were rolled back in her head, her mouth was half open, a tormented look on her face.234

         Please, don’t drink the Poet’s stuff, I’d told her before the madness began, but she didn’t listen.

         The last time I saw her was at her father’s farm, when she told me she was going to go with the disappeared. They’d followed us and waited in the forest at night. Five of them surrounded us for days. They wore masks, maybe some in our group were with them; all I know is that the Poet led them with his horse twitch and was the one who wanted Noa, he was the one who had brought us to the mouth of an extinct, ruined volcano to make us disappear.

         I’m going with them, Noa told me in her grandmother’s room.

         I couldn’t stop myself and screamed at her as I never had before. I scorned her tendencies, ridiculed her rituals, her songs, and her supposed visions. I was desperate to keep her with me so we could keep being sisters and plan our lives together, hiding in the same corners until evil found us, because sooner or later it would find us. Evil was the crack from an earthquake and a decapitated man in the corner of a memory. I believed we needed one another to save ourselves from what we’d seen, but love with fear is violent and squeezes too tight.

         You think you’re a shaman, I said, but you’re a mestiza playing with things you don’t understand.

         I didn’t understand what Noa was trying to tell me. Or I did, but it hurt.

         On El Altar, the songstresses played their chajchas and a donkey’s jawbone that cackled behind the thunder. I tried to stay close to Noa even though she kept vanishing into the fog. The Diablumas danced and the musicians played as if possessed by electricity. They imitated the lightning strike the Electric Shamans received on stage at Noise, touched by an occult music I didn’t want to hear.

         Lightning announces the birth of a yachak! someone shouted.

         At some point I heard the Poet raving about whales and Andean mermaids, reciting lines about how cetaceans were genetically similar to giraffes, sheep, and hippopotami.

         
            
               
                  There was a man, not long ago,

                  who was swallowed by a whale.235

               

               
                  His name was Ariruma, not Jonah.

                  The whale spit Ariruma out on Kapak Urku, 

                  because before eating a man, he wanted to sing.

               

            

         

         While I looked for Noa, I heard the Poet say things I still remember:

         
            
               
                  Mermaids sing 

                  with sounds of death.

               

               
                  They sing in the Andes, my sasaka, 

                  they went from the land to the sea, 

                  from the land to the sea.

               

            

         

         Everyone wanted to see what the Poet was imagining and hung on to his voice as much as they did to the lightning, the volcano, and the rhythm of the instruments. They did so to forget the exhaustion of constant catastrophes among the ruins: to create a moment in which it was possible to live and not just survive.

         
            
               
                  According to Darwin, 

                  whales look like bears 

                  but they were dogs, 

                  crocodiles,

                  otters.

               

               
                  Today they sail through the Milky Way and sing 

                  the great sun poem.

               

               
                  Mermaids sing in the Andes.

                  Their stroke is a gallop.

               

            

         

         Let’s rejoice in our tears! Pam screamed from afar. Volcanoes are the tear ducts of the earth. Let’s rejoice!

         
            
               
                  Their stroke is a gallop, 

                  my sasaka,

                  their stroke is a gallop.

               

               
                  Mermaids come down from up above 

                  and up from down below

                  like horses,236

                  like llamas, 

                  like deer.

               

               
                  Mermaids gallop in the Andes. 

                  Their songs bring sounds of death.

               

            

         

         We spent hours in the caldera, and I occasionally had to catch my breath after chasing someone who didn’t want to be found. I took in air, wondered what I was doing there, in the midst of an exaltation I didn’t feel, and I held on. I held on because at least one of us should keep our feet on the ground and take care of the other. Noa never asked me to take on that role, but I did, as I always had, as if protecting her gave me a purpose in the world that I wouldn’t otherwise have had. If I stop taking care of her, I thought, all that will be left of me will be this bitterness toward a life aged too early. Nobody is young when death is nipping at their heels: Youth is the first thing violence takes from you. Then I thought about how sad it was to admit that even on that mountain, where what we carry within us is small, I was incapable of imagining a future.

         At the end of a song, you exhale, one of the Diablumas whispered in my ear. Ssss. Ssss. Kusui. Kusui. Tserere. Tserere.

         Noa’s voice had joined with the music, and I found her bleeding. She had a cut on her eyebrow and was belting at the glaciers, imitating the songstresses, imitating the Poet, but with a tone both piercing and deep, suffering and content, muffled and firm, a double voice I’d never heard before and that astonished me. It’s hard to describe a sound that carries another atop it, two voices coming from the same throat. She shouted and hissed. She used falsetto, a nasal voice, a voice from her chest. Her song was soft and furious, though it seemed impossible, and summoned the disappeared, who, making their way through the mist, danced around her as if she were the sun. I don’t know when she learned that vocal technique, just that the others surrounded her at the edge of the lake and that Noa growled and warbled and her two voices grew as if she were expelling a ghost or satiating it.

         The songstresses accompanied her, making unsettling sounds, strange vocal modulations and discordant repetitions. They strummed 237their fingers on their necks and squeezed as if they could play their own vocal cords. They massaged their Adam’s apples and, clenching their jaws, made their voices sound like one voice from three heads.

         The Poet knelt with his arms raised to the sky.

         We are children of the ash! he sang. Music arises from death and against it!

         The songstresses got into the lake. Despite the distance, I saw them chant with blue lips and hair floating like algae over the snowy water. They shrieked, howled, and chirped. They furiously clawed at their throats. They swam in circles and waved their arms in the air. Noa followed them, walking backward, just like during her somnambulist nights, and it scared me to see her enter the eye of the volcano and sink in with her back to the clouds that covered the peaks of the mountain. She was out of it, blind, snorting and shaking her hair like a horse. The songstresses surrounded her and stroked her Adam’s apple over and over. Their movements were so ceremonious that I thought they’d make her sing at the bottom of the lake, that they’d drown her playing at whatever it was they were playing at, so I ran to the shore and begged her to get out.

         Get out, please! I nervously screamed, and Noa reached out her hand as if inviting me in.

         Come, she said.

         The power of a song is in its ability to influence us: I didn’t want to hear Noa’s voice, it ensnared me just like the others and I felt nostalgia and pain, wonder and defeat, vertigo and an anticipation of the loss I was about to experience. I remember she started singing, with her hips sinking into the lake, and that her song sounded as if it came from a much bigger, stronger body. That one of her voices was airy and the other subterranean. That one sounded alive and the other dead. At that moment, I didn’t understand why she wanted to do what she was doing, but listening to her, seeing her hand beckon me into the water, I realized Noa knew I wasn’t going to follow her and that she was already gone before she left me. And so, it mattered little whether the music was something supernatural or not, whether it manifested an omen previously written within us or whether it invented it, what mattered 238was that my friend, my only friend, was going to abandon me on an earth where it was impossible to survive without having someone to care for. I’d go mad or die, I thought, because I couldn’t follow her wherever she planned to go, I couldn’t enter the lake and sing to free myself of my fear of the dead that had aged us and of the living who worshipped death. For me, the disappeared were people with no future who took pleasure in fleeing threats and desolation and, absurdly, believed a song would redeem them. No song was going to free me from what was strangling me, because music doesn’t stop the bombs or the eruptions or repair the damage. The only thing that could have relieved me was Noa coming back to Guayaquil with me, but her song told me that wouldn’t happen.

         I’ve often wondered why I didn’t follow her. Why didn’t I do like the Poet, who sang to the decapitated, the hanged, the shot down, the buried, the ones drowned by whales and mermaids, who sang to the life that continues and rebuilds itself in spite of the terror? Why couldn’t I speak the language of the disappeared? Why didn’t I imagine a future with them, even one that was fanciful and implausible, even one that could never be? Why didn’t I try to be young with Noa? I asked myself these questions day and night after returning to Guayaquil, and, with time, I answered them as I could. I told myself that in El Altar’s caldera there was only one thing that terrified me more than not being able to imagine a different life: that I would force myself, like the disappeared, to turn desolation and horror into a collective music, to give a new meaning to tragedy, and that it wouldn’t be enough. And of course it isn’t enough: Men and women kill and die, children kill and die, the earth bellows in a rage, and the music dreams a measly dream that feeds on what little we have left. The Poet promised us a refuge he couldn’t even give himself, but now I know that refuge, more than a place, is an emotion, and that Noa found in music a language that helped her strengthen her love of life, a language I’d only found in our friendship.

         God has abandoned us, but we have our voice! the Poet shouted. We conquer death when we sing!

         After Noa left with the disappeared, her father took me to the station, where I caught the first bus to Guayaquil. I sat and watched 239people carry on their babies, children, suitcases, dogs, and cages full of chickens. The soldiers were patrolling the station, but they didn’t check our luggage amid the chaos. The sun was beating down at that hour, making my skin tingle, and the noise was unbearable until the driver started the engine and “La conquistada” by Los Jaivas started playing on the radio.

         Pam had sung us that song the second night of the festival: Eduardo Parra wrote the song for his girlfriend, she told us, a girl who joined the Tupamaros. Some think the lyrics are about revolution and blah, blah, blah, but for me it’s a poem about someone who leaves for good; it’s about a little cloud conquered by the wind. About memory and waning desire.

         
            
               
                  Today they sail through the Milky Way and sing 

                  the great sun poem.

               

            

         

         The day Chimborazo erupted, I was in Guayaquil mourning my mother. Two years had passed since Noa and I had gone our separate ways and more than one thousand since the last eruption of Tayta. Thick rivers of mud and rocks ran down the volcano and frightened the surrounding communities, lahars provoked by the increasingly abrupt thaws. The news reported hundreds of deaths, but the figure grew, just like everything related to death in this country. It was June, the month of Inti Raymi, and I wondered if Noa had returned to Solar Noise with the disappeared, if she hadn’t been buried by the sediment along with so many others. I want to at least believe she was far away, that she is safe, and that she thinks about our friendship as something that had its time, its place, and that was good for both of us.

         
            
               
                  Mermaids sing in the Andes, my sasaka: 

                  All the dead are raised in their voices.

               

            

         

         We only understand important things after they’ve happened, once they’ve transformed us. In the volcano’s crater, after the clouds started to recede, we heard electric guitars and basses mixing with the thunder from afar. I walked with Noa to the point where the lake overflows into the valley and, below, at the foot of the river, we saw the Electric Shamans with microphones and amps mimicking the sounds of invisible instruments. They were wearing Diabluma masks, and between 240moans and howls of guitars, they whistled as if they were holding sikus and quenas to their lips. Noa was soaked, so I took off her clothes, wrung out her hair, and hugged her to warm her up. We listened to the music there, holding each other and sitting on a high rock, while some of the disappeared turned to the valley as if answering a call. I don’t know how much time passed, but Noa never stopped watching the Electric Shamans or the horses frolicking around the bushes or the songstresses, who chased them, spilling tears of snow, or the Poet, who danced with his own Diabluma mask that was burned on the bottom.

         I’m ready to see my father, Noa said. I’m ready to hear what will come.

         I remember our embrace because it protected us from the cold.

         I remember the Shamans because they were part of the miserable dream that kept us alive.

         Overcome your fear of knowing, Noa told me, shivering on the top of the world. A heart is a refuge.

         A brief refuge where the music dances.241242
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            Author’s Note

         

         Before sitting down to write (and while writing), I read books about music and its relationship with the night, fear, and loss as well as hope. The most important were Dawn: Thoughts on the Presumptions of Morality by Friedrich Nietzsche (trans. Brittain Smith); Butes (trans. Miguel Morey and Carmen Pardo) and The Hatred of Music (trans. Matthew Amos and Fredrik Rönnbäck) by Pascal Quignard; El mundo en el oído; Diccionario de música, mitología, magia y religión; and Filosofía y consuelo de la música by Ramón Andrés; More Brilliant than the Sun: Adventures in Sonic Fiction by Kodwo Eshun; Music: A Subversive History by Ted Gioia; Historia oculta de la música by Luis Antonio Muñoz; and Sinister Resonance: The Mediumship of the Listener by David Toop.

         To think through polyphony and its narrative possibilities, I reread The Waves by Virginia Woolf and The Sound and the Fury by William Faulkner.

         For the character Ariruma Pantaguano, a.k.a. the Poet, I reread El pez de oro, Resurrección de los muertos, and Khirkhilas de la sirena by Gamaliel Churata; Altazor o el viaje en paracaídas and Temblor de cielo by Vicente Huidobro; Manifiesto futurista andino by Alan Poma; Primavera nuclear andina by Agustín Guambo; Shunku-yay by Samay Cañamar; Tamyawan Shamukupani by Yana Lucila Lema; Kentipay llattantutamanta / El colibrí de la noche desnuda by Fredy Chikangana; INRI by Raúl Zurita; and texts from the project Huancayo Hyperpoesía. I also read poems by Marosa di Giorgio, Ariruma Kowii, Hugo Jamioy Juagibioy, and reflections by Thomas Merton.

         For Pedro’s character and his love of rocks, I read The Writing of Stones by Roger Caillois (trans. Barbara Bray).244

         Pamela’s reflection on friendship and distance comes from La amistad by Simone Weil (trans. Belén Quejigo).

         To explore Andean time, I read the article “Dos concepciones espacio-temporales para dos mundos. Ñawpa y ñawpa-n: encaminadores de kay pacha” by Eusebio Manga Quispe. The text Futuro ancestral by Ailton Krenak was also useful as it examines a nonlinear vision of time in various Indigenous cultures in Latin America from the perspective of the Krenak people of Brazil.

         I am grateful to all these readings for having shown me that imagination is rebellious and that to write is to draw a new geography: a territory where language grows in community.

         
             

         

         Mónica Ojeda

         Madrid, 2025

         Year 5533, Andean Calendar
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         All possible care has been taken to trace the rights holders and secure permission for the texts quoted in this book. If there are any omissions, credits can be added in future editions following a request in writing to the publisher. Grateful acknowledgment is made for permission to reproduce excerpts from the following texts.

         
             

         

         Adoum, Jorgenrique. prepoems in postspanish and other poems. Translated by Katherine M. Hedeen and Víctor Rodríguez Núñez. Action Books, 2021.

         
             

         

         Cardenal, Ernesto. Cosmic Canticle. First U.S. Edition 1993. Paperback edition: 2002, Northwestern University Press. Translation copyright © 1993, John Lyons. Cántico cósmico copyright © 1989, Ernesto Cardenal, first published 1989 by Editorial Nueva Nicaragua, Managua. All rights reserved.

         
             

         

         Jorge Eduardo Eielson’s poem “Firmament Desire” was translated by Shook but has not yet been published in English.246247
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