| had been two years since Clara had last seen her Uncle Marcos, but she remembered him very

well. After three days the initial euphoria that had accompanied the first airplane flight in the country died
down and no one gave the episode another thought, except for Clara, who continued to peer at the
horizonHe sold his organ to a blind man and left the parrot to Clara, but Nana secretly poisoned it with
an overdose of cod-liver oil, because no one could stand its lusty glance, its fleas, and its harsh,
tuneless hawking of paper fortunes and sawdust balls.His was the only perfectly clear image she
retained from her whole childhood, and in order to describe him she did not need to consult the
daguerreotype' in the drawing room that showed him dressed as an explorer leaning on an old-
fashioned double-barreled rifle with his right foot on the neck of a Malaysian tiger, the same triumphant
position in which she had seen the Virgin standing between plaster clouds and pallid angels at the main
altar, one foot on the vanquished devil. After a short time, bored with having to appear at ladies'
gatherings where the mistress of the house played the piano, with playing cards, and with dodging all his
relatives' pressures to pull himself together and take a job as a clerk in Severo del Valle's law practice,
he bought a barrel organ and took to the streets with the hope of seducing his Cousin Antonieta and
entertaining the public in the bargain.While the rest of the household tried to sleep, he dragged his
suitcases up and down the halls, practiced making strange, high-pitched sounds on savage instruments,
and taught Spanish to a parrot whose native language was an Amazonic dialect.Her friends offered to
spread the news to every salon in the city, and the next day people thronged the downtown streets
hoping to see Severo del Valle's brother-in-law playing the organ and selling little sawdust balls with a
moth-eaten parrot, for the sheer pleasure of proving that even in the best of families there could be good
reason for embarrassment.He was also equipped with a compass, a telescope, and several strange
maps that he had traced himself based on various theories of Leonardo da Vinci and on the polar
knowledge of the Incas.In every part of the house people kept tripping over his equipment, and all sorts
of unfamiliar animals appeared that had traveled from remote lands only to meet their death beneath
Nana's irate broom in the farthest corners of the house.Journalists and the curious flocked to see it.
Marcos smiled his immutable smile before the avalanche of questions and posed for photographers
without offering the least technical or scientific explanation of how he hoped to carry out his plan.The
police, on horseback and carrying lances, had trouble keeping the crowds far enough away from the
center of the park, where Marcos waited dressed in mechanic's overalls, with huge racer's goggles and
an explorer's helmet.During the day, he slept in a hammock that he had strung between two columns in
the hall, wearing only a loincloth that put Severo in a terrible mood but that Nivea forgave because
Marcos had convinced her that it was the same costume in which Jesus of Nazareth had preached.In
any case, he did not succeed, because from one day to the next the young lady married a diplomat who
was twenty years her senior; he took her to live in a tropical country whose name no one could recall,
except that it suggested negritude, bananas, and palm trees, where she managed to recover from the
memory of that suitor who had ruined her seventeenth year with his military march and his waltz. Against
all logic, on the second try the bird lifted off without mishap and with a certain elegance, accompanied by
the creaking of its skeleton and the roar of its motor.Each time Uncle Marcos had visited his sister

Nivea's home, he had stayed for several months, to the immense joy of his nieces and nephews,
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particularly Clara, causing a storm in which the sharp lines of domestic order blurred.He performed
alchemy3 experiments in the kitchen, filling the house with fetid smoke and ruining pots and pans with
solid substances that stuck to their bottoms and were impossible to remove.In the face of this stain to
the family reputation, Marcos was forced to give up organ-grinding and resort to less conspicuous ways
of winning over his Cousin Antonieta, but he did not renounce his goal.Marcos spent two weeks
assembling the contents according to an instruction manual written in English, which he was able to
decipher thanks to his invincible imagination and a small dictionary.The house became a clutter of
trunks, of animals in jars of formaldehyde, of Indian lances and sailor's bundles.Uncle Marcos's manners
were those of a cannibal, as Severo put it. He spent the whole night making incomprehensible
movements in the drawing room; later they turned out to be exercises designed to perfect the mind's
control over the body and to improve digestion.The astonished crowd filled all the nearby streets,
perching on rooftops and the balconies of the nearest houses and squeezing into the park.It rose
flapping its wings and disappeared into the clouds, to a send-off of applause, whistlings, handkerchiefs,
drumrolls, and the sprinkling of holy water.Marcos thought right mind could remain impassive before a
barrel-organ serenade.That was Marcos's longest trip.
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