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Book of Sand

planes an infinite number of lines; volumes an in-

finite number of planes, hypervolumes an infinite

number of volumes... No, this, this more geomet-
ric, is definitely not the best way to begin my tale. 2Affirming
a fantastic tale’s truth is now a story-telling convention; mine,
though, is true.

6 5 Lines consist of an INFINITE number of points;

I -Yive alone, in a fourth-floor apartment on Belgrano
Street. One evening a few months ago, I heard a knock on
the door. I opened it and in walked someone I had never met
before. HeWas a tall man, of indistinct features. "My myopia
perhaps made me see him that way. Everythmg about him
spoke of an honest poverty. He was dressed in grey and car-
ried a grey valise. I sensed immediately that he was a foreign-
er. At first I thought him an old man; later I noticed that
what misled me was his sparse hair, an almost-white blond,
like a Scandinavian’s. °Over the course of our conversation,
which would last no longer than an hour, I learnt that he
hailed from the Orkneys. I showed him his seat. The man

paused a moment before speaking. "He exuded a melancholy
air, as do I now.

“I sell Bibles” he told me.
SNot without pedantry I responded:
“In this house there are several English Bibles,
including John Wyclif’s, the first of all.
I also have Cypriano de Valera’s, Luther’s — which,
as a piece of literature, is the worst of the lot —
and a copy of the Vulgate in Latin. As you can see, it’s
not Bibles I have a need for.”

9After a brief silence he responded:
“I don’t sell only Bibles. I can show you a sacred book
that might interest you. I acquired it in the
outskirts of Bikanir.”

"He opened his valise and placed the book on the table.
It was a clothbound octavo volume which had undoubtedly

passed through many hands. I exarnined the book its unex-

“T opened it at random. The characters were unfamiliar.
The pages, which appeared to me worn and of poor typo-
graphic quality, were printed in two columns like a Bible.
The text was cramped and arranged in versicles. In the upper
corner of each page were Arabic numerals. “It caught my at-
tention that the even-numbered page bore, let’s say, the num-
ber 40,514 and the odd-numbered page that followed 999.
I turned the page; the overleaf bore an eight-digit number.
1°Also printed was a small illustration, like those in dictionar-
ies: an anchor drawn in pen and ink, as though by a child’s
unskilled hand.

Tt was then that the stranger told me:
“Study the page well. You will never see it again.”

There was a threat in what he said, but not in his
voice. I took note of the page and shut the volume. I re-
opened it immediately.

Hihdustani language, right?
No,” he replied S e —

ZThen he lowered his voice as if entrusting me with a
secret:
“I acquired the book in a small town on the
plains for a few rupees and a Bible. Its
owner didn’t know how to read. I suspect that
he saw the Book of Books as an amulet.
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called the Book of Sand =

Q He told me that his book is

e cause neither the book
7 nor sand possess a
beginning or /an end.”

e suaggested I try finding the first page. I placed my
left hand on the cover and opened the book with my thumb
and forefinger almost touching. All my efforts were useless:
several pages always lay between the cover and my hand. It
was as though the pages sprouted from within the book.

23“@ search for the last page.”

\Aj l/\/ 24A?lin I failed; I only managed to stammer in a voice not

Always in a low voice, the Bible seller said:
“It cannot be, yet it is. The number of pages in this.
book is exactly infinite. No page is the first;
none the last. I don’t know why they’re numbered in
M this arbitrary way. Perhaps it’s to demonstrate
that the terms of an infinite series include
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%Latet, as if he were thinking aloud:
“If space is infinite, we are in no particular point in
space. If time is infinite, we are in no particular
point in time.”

.. « any number.”

%His musings irritated me. I asked him:

You’re 3 religious man, aren’t you?”

2“Yes, I'm Presbyterian. My conscience is clear. I'm sure I
didn’t cheat the native when I gave him the Lord’s
Word in exchange for his diabolical book.”

2T assured him that he had no reason to reproach him-

self, and I asked him if he was just passing through these

lands. He replied that he was thinking of returning to his

homeland in a few days. *It was then that I learnt he was

Scotch, from the Orkney Isles. I told him that I had a special

_/%ﬁeetion for Scotland because of my love of Stevenson and
m

ume.
3“And"df Robbie Burns,” he corrected.

3Whil¢ we spoke, I continued exploring the infinite book.
With a false 1nd1 erence [ asked h1m
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3“No. L offer it to you,” fid; apd offered a

igh price.

3 replied, in all honesty, that the price was too high for
me and I remained in thought. After a few minutes I had
come up with a plan.

C//’—‘gé“'I propose a trade,” I said.
/'// ou obtained this volume for a few rupees and the Holy

Scrlpture, I offer you my retirement funds, which Ive

ju and the Wryclif Bible in go!
letterrmzTinhernite rom my p :

away.

3T“A black-letter Wyclif!” he murmured.

*¥1 went to my bedroom and I brought back the money and
book. He turned the pages and studied the binding with the
fervour of a bibliophile.

of selling the boo

jarls who had governed them. “*Night had fallen by the time
he had left. “I never saw him again, nor do I know his name.
“T thought of keeping the Book of Sand in the

behind by the Wyeclif Bible’s absence. *In the end I opted to
hide it behind several misshapen volumes of Thousand and
One Nights.

4T went to bed and\could not sleep) **At around three o
four in the morning I light. I searched for
the impossible book and turned its pages. In one of them I

sa i ~mask. ’In_the corner the page bore a number

I don’t remenibéd which anymore — that was raised to
the ninth power. *'1_showed my_treasure to no one. **Against
the Mmﬁﬁmﬂm]wmat it would be
stolén, and later the suspicion that it was not truly infinite.
3Both these worries aggravated my already long-standing
misanthropy.

alphabetised notebook, which did not take long to fill. 57They
never repeated. P°At night, in the scarce intervals insomnia

4

*Summer was coming to an end and I realised that
the book was here was no consolation in the
TOUS was I, who perceived the

that to the/right o Vv a curved stalrcase descends to
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%1 took advantage of the librarians’ inattentiveness for a mo-
ment to lose the Book of Sand in one of the humid shelves.
ent to lose

tried not to notice how high or how far Trom the door.

.".. dad

TS now, but I do avoid even passing by
Mexico Street.®
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*The National Library of Argentina is found on Mexico Street in Buenos Aires.
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