
i,6 · SILVINA OCAMPO 

I didn't understand anything they were saying. I took Aurelia by the 

arm and dragged her home, not saying a word. That day she cooked 

unwillingly and broke the kitchen door by kicking it too hard. I 

locked her inside a room and told her I was punishing her for speak­

ing to strangers. She didn't seem to understand me, and slept until I 

let her out. 

To keep her from straying too far from the house again I told her 

how people and animals had died by falling into the swamps and 

being devoured by the crabs. She didn't listen to me. I took her by 

the arm and shouted in her ear. She stood up and l~ft the house, head 

high, walking toward the coast. 

"Where are you going?" I asked her. 

She kept walking, not saying a word. I grabbed her dress, strug­

gling with her until it tore. I knocked her down in my desperation. 

She stood up and resumed walking. I followed her. When we neared 

the ~iver, I asked her not to go on because of the foul-smelling, 

muddy sw~mps. She kept walking. She followed a narrow path 

through the swamps. I went after her. Our feet sank into the mud 

and we heard the cries of countless birds. No trees could be seen, and 

reeds filled the horizon. We reached a place where the trail turned a 

corner; there we saw Azabache, the black horse, sunk in the swamp 

up to his belly. Aurelia stopped for a moment without showing sur­

prise. Quickly, in a single leap, she jumped into the swamp and be­

gan to sink. While she struggled toward the horse I tried to reach 

her and save her. I lay down in the swamp, slithering along like a 

reptile. I took her by the arm and began to sink with her. I thought 

we were going to die. I looked into her eyes and saw that strange 

light that appears in the eyes of the dying; I saw the horse reflected 

in them. I let her arm go. Inching like a worm along the disgusting 

surface of the swamp, I waited until dawn (though it seemed endless 

to me) for Aurelia and Azabache to sink into the swamp. 
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THE VELVET DRESS 

SWEATING, mopping our brows with handkerchiefs that we had 

moistened in the Recoleta fountain, we finally arrived at the house 

on Ayacucho Street, the one with a garden. How amusing! 

We took the elevator to the fifth floor. I was in a foul mood be­

cause my dress was dirty and I hadn't really wanted to go out. I had 

planned to spend the afternoon washing and ironing my bedspread. 

We rang the bell: the door opened and we-Casilda and I- stepped 

into the house with the package. Casilda is a dressmaker. We live in 

Burzaco and our trips to the capital make her ill, especially when we 

have to travel to the northern part of the city, so far away. Right 

away, Casilda asked the servant for a glass of water to take the aspi­

rin she had brought in her purse. The aspirin fell to the floor, along 
with the glass and the purse. How amusing! 

We went up a carpeted staircase (which smelled of mothballs), 

preceded by the servant, who showed us into the bedroom of Mrs. 

Cornelia Catalpina, whose very name was torture for me to remem­

ber. The bedroom was completely red, with white drapes and mir­

rors in golden frames. We waited for a century or two for a lady to 

come from the next room, where we could hear her singing scales 

and arguing with various voices. Her perfume entered; then, a few 

moments later, she herself entered with a different scent. She greeted 

us with a complaint: "How lucky you are to live outside Buenos Ai­

res! At least there's no soot there. There may be rabid dogs and gar­

bage dumps ... Look at my bedspread. Do you think it's supposed to 

be gray? No. It's white. Like a snowflake." She took me by the chin 

and added, "You don't have to worry about things like that. What a 
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joy to be young! You're eight, right?" Then, addressing Casilda, she 

added, "Why don't you put a stone on her head so she won't grow 

up? We're young only as long as our children are." 

Everyone thought my friend Casilda was my mother. How 

amusing! 

"Ma'am, do you want to try it on?" Casilda asked, opening the 

package, which was all pinned together. Then she said to me, "Get 

the pins from my purse." 

"Trying things on! It's torture for me! If only someone could try 

on my dresses for me, how happy I would be! It's so tiring." 

The lady undressed and Casilda tried to help her into the velvet 

dress. 

"When are you supposed to leave on your trip, ma'am?" she asked 

to distract her. 

The lady couldn't answer. The dress was stuck to her shoulders: 

something kept it from going past her neck. How amusing! 

"Velvet is v~ry sticky, ma'am, and it's hot today. Let's put on a lit­

tle talcum powder." 

"Take it off, I'm suffocating," the lady cried out. Casilda held the 

dress and the lady sat down in an armchair, about to faint. 

"When is the trip supposed to be, ma'am?" Casilda asked again to 

distract her. 

'Tm leaving any day now. Today, thanks to airplanes, you can 

leave whenever you feel like it. The dress will have· to be ready. To 

think that it's snowing there. Everything is white, clean, and shiny." 

"You're going to Paris?" 

'Tm also going to Italy." 

"Won't you try on the dress again, ma'am? We'll be finished in a 

mon1ent." 

The lady nodded with a sigh. 

"Raise both of your arms so we can first put on the two sleeves," 

Casilda said, taking the dress and helping her put it on once again. 

For a few seconds Casilda tried unsuccessfully to pull the skirt of 

the dress down over the lady's hips. I helped as best I could. She fi­

nally managed to put on the dress. For a few moments the lady 
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rested in the armchair, exhausted; then she stood up to look at her­

self in the mirror. The dress was beautiful and complex! A dragon 

embroidered with black sequins was shining on the lefi: side of the 

gown. Casilda knelt down, looking in the mirror, and adjusted the 

· hem. Then she stood up and began putting pins in the folds of 

the gown, on the neck and sleeves. I touched the velvet: it was rough 

when you rubbed it one way and smooth when you rubbed it the 

other. The plush set my teeth on edge. The pins fell on the wood 

floor, and I picked them up religiously, one by one. How amusing! 

"What a dress! I don't think there's such a beautiful pattern in all 

of Buenos Aires," said Casilda, letting a pin drop from her lips. 

"Don't you like it, ma'am?" 

"Very much. Velvet is my favorite material. Fabric is like flowers: 

one has one's favorites. I think that velvet is like spikenard." 

"Do you like spikenard? It's so sad," Casilda protested. 

"Spikenard is my favorite flower, yet it's harmful to me. When I 

smell it I get sick. Velvet sets my teeth on edge,_gives me goose bumps, 

the same as linen gloves used to when I was a girl, and yet for me 

there's no other fabric like it in the whole world. Feeling its softness 

with my hand attracts me even if it sometimes repels me. How can a 

woman be better dressed than in black velvet? She doesn't need a 

lace collar, or a string of pearls; everything else is unnecessary. Velvet 

is sufficient by itself. It's sumptuous and sober." 

When she had finished talking the lady was breathing with dif.. 

ficulty. The dragon also. Casilda took a newspaper from the table 

and fanned her, but the lady made her stop, saying that fresh air did 

her no good. How amusing! 

I heard the cries of some street vendors outside. What were they 

selling? Fruit, maybe ice cream? The whistle of the knife sharpener 

and the ringing bell of the ice-cream vendor also went up and down 

the street. I didn't run to the window to see them, as I had on other 

occasions. I couldn't tear myself away from watching the fittings of 

the dress with the sequin dragon. The lady stood up again and, stag­

gering slightly, walked over to the mirror. The sequin dragon also 

staggered. The dress was now nearly perfect, except for an almost 
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imperceptible tuck under the arms. Casilda took up the pin~ 011 1 <.: 

more, plunging them perilously into the wrinkles that bu lgcd 0111 1 if 
the unearthly fabric. 

"When you grow up," the lady told me, "you'd like to havt ,1 Vl' I• 

vet dress, wouldn't you?" 

"Yes," I answered, feeling the velvet of the dress stran~li11g 111 y 

neck with its gloved hands. How amusing! 

"Now help me take it off," the lady said. 

Casilda tried to help her to take it off, holding the hc111 i 11 I,,, , Ii 
hands. She pulled on it unsuccessfully for a few seconds, dH·11 11111 ii 

back on the way it was before. 

'TU have to sleep in it," the lady said, standing before I lw 111 I 11 , 11, 

looking at her pale face, the dragon trembling with <.::tcli l, t•,11 111 111 1 

heart. "Velvet is wonderful but it's very heavy," she s:1id, wl p111 11 111 1 

brow. "It's a prison. How to escape it? They should 111 :1kt• d11 •,~1 ,, 111 

fabric as immaterial as air, light, or water." 

"I recommended raw silk to you," Casilda protested . 

The lady fell to the floor, the dragon writhi ng. Ca.~ild,1 11 ,111 ,: ,I 

over the body until the dragon lay still. I again can:sscd I I a v, h-01, 

which seemed like alive animal. Casildasaid sadly, "Sht•\ d,•:1.I /\ 11 .I 
I had so much trouble making this dress! It cost me s_o vt·1 y 111111 I 1 

How amusing! 

LEOPOLDINA'S DREAMS 

EVER SINCE Leopoldina was born, all the women in the Yapurra 

family have been given names that start with L, and I, since I am so 

tiny, am called Changuito. 

Ludovica and Leonor, who are the youngest ones, waited by the 

stream for a miracle every evening at dusk. We would go to the spring 

called Agua de la Salvia. We would leave the water jars by the spring, 

sitting down on a rock and waiting for nightfall, our eyes wide open. 

Our conversations were always about the same topic. 

"Juan Mamanis must be in Catamarca," Ludovica would say. 

"Oh, what a pretty bicycle he had! Every year he visits the Virgin 

of the Valley." 

"Would you vow to go on foot, like J aviera?" 

"I have tender feet." 

"If only we had a Virgin like that one!" 

"Then Juan Mamanis wouldn't go to Catamarca." 

'Tm not concerned about that. The Virgin is what worries me." 

I could never sit still; they knew my habits. "Changuito, leave 

that alone," Ludovica would say to me, "spiders are poisonous," or 

"Changuito, don't do that. Don't pee in the spring." 

Someone, perhaps the witch doctor, had told them that at a cer­

tain hour a light shone on the hollow amidst the stones and that a 

shadow appeared by the bank of the stream. 

"One day we'll find her," Leonor would say. "She must look like 

the Virgin of the Valley." 

"It might be a ghost," Ludovica would answer. "I don't have any 

illusions," she would say, sinking her feet in the stream and in the 

141 


