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1
            Burial

         

         The cold came as it always does. Look: one morning you wake up and the ground is white. The days were short and frozen. From the window, things seemed small and insignificant. If the snow lasted a week, it was here to stay. And that was already the case: the first autumn rains hammering down onto the dry ground, turning the roads into swamps and cutting us off from the city; the dampness that dissolved into a sudden dryness; and the snow that marked the beginning of an era whose end we couldn’t foresee. From the window, the trees appeared just as close, just as far away. When the air grew bold, it broke the frozen twigs and the few leaves that were still attached. Foxes came down from the forest and roamed empty houses. Hot-blooded animals in the cold. Because they knew we would give them food. I watched Vita, how she came out onto her porch and left them chicken bones and skin on a plate. They crept closer, growling and baring their teeth at each other. The ones that didn’t get anything at Vita’s came over here and waited at our door. I put out stale bread dipped in milk. They devoured it. 2
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            The realm of silence, I said, when will you return from the realm of silence?

            eider rodríguez
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            Exhumation

         

         Snow melted on the land that throbbed like a hot marble surface; dirty puddles boiled. The first dahlia leaves sprouted up and time swept away the last frozen piles gathered along paths and roads. There was a tree, a very tall one, that sent out tender shoots where aphids circled greedily, slurping its sap. Every day was a well of life illuminated from the depths: we closed our eyes so we could see, and greeted each other from the windows, hiding our bodies behind the curtains. We could only see each other’s hands and, on rare occasions, glimpse the derelict gardens. A layer of phosphorescent pollen accumulated on the cracked paving; it looked like the powder left on corners to scare off dogs. Everyone had a hive in the bushes by their front doors, solid and dripping with propolis. Starlings and robins came and devoured the bees, chirping, and took their honeyed beaks back to their babies calling from the trees. Peace was not a feeling, it was a place: the grass that already reached our knees; the animals racing by, seen by us as mere movement sketched amid the brush. Creatures that came from the forest and walked along the fractured road and nursed their young on our porches. I read somewhere that wolves had been seen in packs, striding among the houses. Boris later told me: ‘I saw enormous wolves coming down the hill.’ It was in the first letter he sent me.
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         I whispered to myself, repeatedly, ‘Day nine hundred’:
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         Boris, dear Boris,

         
             

         

         The man with the shaved head is at our house again. I was coming in from the vegetable plot and found him sitting at the table. And I thought I saw Mother beside him, small, as if his arrival had shrunk her. On the table there was toast and tea. I looked up: they were smiling with tightly pressed lips. I went up to my room without a word. I couldn’t look him in the face: they spoke the other language. Mother’s eyes narrowed as that man told her fabricated stories. But she truly believed them and kept nodding her head, taking small bites of toast, nodding yes oh yes with her forehead, listening to his lies and swallowing it all. A bite of this side, then a bite of that corner, now another sip to make another lie go down. What the fuck could she possibly understand, Boris, when she never speaks that other language, when I’ve never seen her speaking it ever? 

         This is the third day he’s come. The first time, he was delivering Vita’s pension, but said he’ d knocked on our door instead, by mistake. At first, Mother looked at him warily and only partially opened the door as she spoke to him. She stuck her head out into the shaft of light. But they chatted for a long time and I could only understand some of their words. When he turned up again, with no excuse that second time, they strolled through the garden: Mother showed him the vegetable plot and the hens, the cow and the rusty gate that leads to the forest. She laughed as she pointed out the trees and the plants and the hill, and he nodded to her words. Today 10is his third visit. Now it’s Mother who is the one constantly nodding.

         I don’t like him, Boris. He has eyes like an animal. And he walks like an animal. And he smells like an animal. I hate arrogant eyes like his, I hate lying tongues, those that rush towards evil and make brothers fight each other. I hate them. And his head is shaved, like all of them. That is what they’re told to do, and they do it. They only know how to follow orders and then they go around bossing other people about, and telling them what they should and shouldn’t do, because they never talk back to the people ordering them around. They don’t dare. But you know that already, Boris, you know how they bark orders, pointing their machine guns. I’m sure the ones who did that to your parents were just the same, Boris, I’m sure of it. Dead sure.

         I should leave. Life here goes on with the same old rhythm. It’s never slow, but it’s a cold, cold coldness, like the world is still frozen. I think of you and from my mother’s window I look out at the rat room. When I miss you, I go back there: to the rat room, our room. Sometimes I’m scared we’ ll never see each other again, scared I risk never being happy with you again, and I need to be in that room. I love you the way we love those who’ve left long ago and those who haven’t yet arrived, those we’ve never seen or who’ve never yet existed: Boris, you.

         
             

         

         Yours.

         
             

         

         P.S. Also, Boris, my granddad died today.
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            Sign

         

         There was so much phosphorescent light that morning that we found circles of fish floating in the water and flocks of birds on the ground, gathered one last time to die together. First there was an incredibly loud bang, the light that emerged from the Factory veiling the sky for hours and then, silence. An implacable, opaque silence. Those of us who didn’t leave remained inside at home, bored to death, counting wooden beams and filling the little wormholes with pins. Boris and I started writing to each other. A few tanks stayed behind, and some soldiers who brought the old ladies their pensions and delivered our letters. Drunkenly, destroying the rooms, breaking the windowpanes – they also cleared out the houses of those who’d fled. They would often drag one of the remaining women into a house and she would emerge hours later with her face battered. They spoke the language they wanted us to speak, but we refused. When Vita came back, with her sister, some months later, she found her graves covered with green foxtail. The first thing she did was wrench it all out and then lie down on the smallest grave, clawing at the earth. I felt sorry for those ugly plants that’d taken root there, since the other kids always taunted me, chanting: ‘Scrubweed, scrubweed,’ and I had been watching that foxtail grow slowly, a small unruly forest sprouting up in a tidy garden. 12

         I found him dead among the tomato plants, and cold, cold as the morning frost. I mistook his wrist for a cane stalk, that’s how thin it was. And his expression was tranquil, as if he had died repeating to himself that he’d seen enough of the world, and that he was leaving in peace, returning to one of the tasks he had done the most during his life, which was growing and caring for plants, so that he could later gather their fruits. His large ears, like bristly leaves: the pointy white hairs on the lobe, travelling up the cartilage. His dark skin, dried out by the sun. Grandpa, dead: his heart destroyed. From so much waiting. Broken, from so much beating. For nine hundred nights, he’d held out. Nine hundred identical mornings. I didn’t cry. When I realised that his wrists were not hunks of cane, I also recognised the hands that had drawn a cross on the head of one of our puppies: the litter had just been born, seven little dogs and you could fit them into your hand two by two. While I was playing with a white one with black splotches around its eyes, saying, ‘You’re mine, little guy, all mine,’ it fell from my hands to the ground, poor little thing, and shrieked with a high-pitched death rattle I’d never heard before, as if someone had pierced its throat with a needle. But Granddad picked it up while it was still breathing, and nursed it for weeks until it was better and could reunite with the other puppies. Before he put it back he dipped his fingers into a blood-coloured paste he kept in a jar and traced a red cross on its forehead. We wanted to keep 13one of the litter, before giving them away, but not the one who’d fallen, who might turn out badly, Granddad told me. ‘The only good dogs are guard dogs, strong dogs.’ He was holding it in his hand while he said that. I saw Grandpa’s withered wrist as if at the same time a part of the old world was dying too, reddish, the world of hoes and dusty dirt, that was now kilometres away, quite distant, and I hardly had words to describe it. Like I was watching a film with a veil of frost over my eyes.
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            Moon

         

         In the first letters that Boris wrote to me, he told me that he took photographs because he didn’t have the words to explain what he believed was happening. He developed and printed them in the apartment in the city where he lived, in a darkroom that his father had built. His parents have been gone for a long time. He keeps a wrinkled portrait of them, carrying it in his pocket wherever he goes. He says that he takes photos to get closer to what the camera freezes in time. To show things that happen. To turn experiences into truth. But also because photographs have a crepuscular aura, and there’s something crepuscular and elegiac about Boris too. Every time he takes a picture he confirms that time is passing and he feels very important, in every way, because he is taking part in the death of that tree, by depicting it, and that cat, and the faces of his parents, and that’s how he explains it. And photography is a perfect fit for Boris, with that eclipse always in his eyes. Always half absent, like a photo, lurking on the cusp of another reality. Anaesthetising. Omnipresent. 15

         When the man with the shaved head leaves, I tell my mother: ‘Grandpa’s dead, in the garden.’ We don’t know what to do with him. My mum says let’s throw him into the river, but Vita says no, that the river’s not strong enough, that it’s just a tributary of the Tet and wouldn’t carry a corpse, that Grandpa would linger in the shallows for days, animals would come and we’d have to watch them fill their bellies with him. And since we don’t have the time to dig a deep hole, because the flesh on old bodies is more ripe for death and rots in just two nights, Vita says we should chop him up and bury him in the garden, to feed the soil, that Our Lord would understand and not hold it against us. I didn’t think she was serious, but when my mother looks at me with those bullet eyes of hers I obey, unable to stop wondering if she’s angry with me or what I’ve done to hurt her. As I run the saw through his frail wrists, images cycle through my mind: when we dug the pond together, I with a little pail and he with the large shovel and wheelbarrow, carrying the dirt into the forest – now his ulna and radius are putting up a fight – when he would tell me about his father, returning from the war with his body full of shrapnel, stubbornly silent until the day he died, not opening his mouth even once – now his neck vertebrae and his spurting aorta – about when his brother was being born and from the garden he could hear his mother’s screams and then the neighbour lady came, bovine and cold-blooded, and told him they were going to die, and my grandpa, poor thing, 16didn’t stop crying over the sixteen hours of labour, thinking that his mother and the baby would slowly disappear – now his thin calf, like chicken flesh, and the thick fibula, that screeches as the blade hits it.
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            Crusade

         

         I loathed being bound to others not out of free will, but by their slimy, viscous hatred. The animal eyes, the rocks, the gashes. Their imposition: that I embody an idea they’ve thrust upon me. Their undoing of me, first, and then undoing my illusory world, and then their remaking of me in ordinary flesh that they find acceptable: muscular, tautly tensed, animal. My body mutated under others’ gazes: it shrank, it expanded, it burst. My body sunk into a world it wasn’t built for. I lowered my tone. I spoke in a mumble. And I got used to speaking in such a soft voice that only those who listened attentively could even hear me. Boris was the only one who could. In fact, he preferred silence. When my mother told me that she knew about us, concealing her rage at the entire world in the bulging vein on her neck, she said quickly: ‘I don’t care, I won’t tell anyone, I’ll keep your secret.’ I responded that when we say we don’t care about something it’s because we really do care; otherwise, we wouldn’t say that, and we’d just carry on, the same as ever. That was how the memory often came back to me, of the first time my mother saw Boris, as if in that exact moment she discovered who I was. 18

         My mother and I, and Vita now watching from her window. A thin wispy fog and clouds stained by the bleeding moon. ‘You’ve been good,’ Mother says, as I distribute the small shreds of flesh and splintered bones amid the furrows. I place a fragment beneath each plant, so they will grow hardy. Poor Grandpa was so fearful that he would’ve wanted to be buried deep, the further from us the better – the more alone inside a fibreboard box, the better. And he, who’d been so scared as a boy that he whistled on his walk home so everyone would hear him, must now turn over in bits, there in that soil amid earwigs and earthworms. He will nourish them. And he will make them grow and raise thousands of miniscule eggs among the stones. And identical copies will be born, but even smaller. And he will become one of them. And then we will fumigate the garden with garlic oils, killing him again, one more time. No rest for the poor man. Chopped in pieces and buried in pieces. I took after my dad in everything – including his walking so close to madness that it burned – but not his wide, tall body; in that I was more like my grandpa; a slender little slip of a thing.
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            Desire

         

         When Boris talked to me about a country to live in, I always reminded myself that he was profoundly nostalgic, deep down, because he was missing something he’d never had, and that’s the worst nostalgia you can have. When he would talk about it at the end of the school day with the other boys it was as if they shared only an anger, nothing more – that they were linked by that anger, bound together by that anger – and I saw their veins thicken like garden hoses filled with pressurised water. I didn’t recognise him and wondered: what are you saying, Boris? When he talked with a deeper voice, as if speaking in public or in front of his parents. And he seemed fragile, he who’s so cocky, talking about the past with his head in the future, two times that don’t exist. Where are you, Boris? With the boys, who together would shout: ‘Rage, rage against the dying of the light!’ They must’ve read that somewhere, they couldn’t have made that up themselves, but they didn’t explain it. They just repeated the phrase, louder and louder each time. ‘Rage, rage, rage!’ And they also said: ‘Look how a tiny flame lights up a huge forest. And the tongue is a flame!’ And when I get bogged down in those memories, when I remember the days Boris and the other boys went through the streets repeating that, I feel a little sorry for myself. Because I remember being by his side, with them, mocking the other language, which we did in secret because ours was the little one, the absurd one, the insignificant one; mocking the other boys’ pronunciation, their inability to 20understand our world, and I remember how I joined in with all the different ways of laughing they had. And I see myself there now, from a distance, and I see that I only did it to feel a little closer to them, just a little, and to forget, for a while, about the other things that I had to shoulder, the things I hid in the silences. 21

         From the window I locate the garden furrows with their unexpected fertiliser. As if the earth were blacker. A bit more dead. And the tomato plants a bit more alive, more taut, thicker. As is happening to me right now: sometimes I think I’m annotating the future. I tell myself that even when I don’t understand, I still have words. Someone, perhaps, will be able to understand them. Somehow, I decide to keep what remains. And when I tire and want to go outside, Mother comes and tells me: ‘Don’t go out.’ She only leaves me the keys once in a while, to help her or to go see what they’re doing at Vita’s house, spying from afar. But Mother always goes out, and repeats: ‘Nothing can happen to me. I’m old.’ I go out too, she doesn’t see me, and I take the paths that begin at the end of the bramble patches and I head into the forest. And I know that she knows I go out, that I manage to, that I go up and I go down, but she always insists on the facade of things and on the lies that, from saying them so many times, become truth. She also often tells me: ‘Now, the Earth …’ she grows silent for a moment and then continues, ‘has shrunk. We’ve lost our sense of eternity. We no longer know where we are.’ And I listen to her, and it saddens me to see her that way, as if bleeding, when she says that. She also responds, when I tell her about Boris: ‘Anyone who only loves one single thing doesn’t love anything.’ And she reproaches me for that because I must talk about him as the start of it all. She sleeps with elderflower on her bedside table, she wakes up with the light of the 22newborn day and she comes down the stairs, counting, and before going to bed she says: ‘I’ve climbed so many steps,’ and she writes them down in a notebook where she records her ascending and descending each day. But then she says that it doesn’t matter, not to her, what’s going on, and she won’t waste the years to come watching as the fruit rots on the ground where it fell, cracked open. And meanwhile, she looks at the stars, at the sky, and she pours out everything that needs to happen, and her hopes too. She memorises the rotations of the stars, the coincidences of the satellites, the phases of the moon. To forget about the others, obviously, as if she lived alone, but most of all to forget about herself.
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         I whispered to myself, repeatedly, ‘Day nine hundred and three’:
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         Forgive me, Boris, forgive me.

         
             

         

         I swear I didn’t want to hurt you. I was enraged because he was right below me, in the kitchen, talking to my mother, as I was writing to you. His scent climbed the stairs and stuck in my throat. And that was why I told you that they must’ve been like that, the ones who did that to your parents. But I don’t know, obviously; you’re right, obviously I don’t know. He’d placed his hat on the table, but was still gripping it in his hands. I looked at him and thought: You can’t put down your shitty hat for even a second, lest we forget that we’ve allowed the wolf inside. And when I went up to my room, my body was trembling – my legs and my arms – because I couldn’t believe that we’d let one into the house. And now I remember when my mother told me ‘hide and don’t come out’, pointing to the trunk, the first time the men with the shaved heads came. And the weeks have passed, and with the weeks, the months, and the years, and today only one of my legs would fit in there. Now they are inside. Now they know that my mother isn’t alone, that I exist, and that I’m not a small child. And now what, Boris? Now, what?

         I slept for a little while and dreamt of you. You came to the forest and we were together. The sky was long, soiled and clotted, the colour of aubergine; there was also a light like green flesh traversing parts of the air, and ancient music – just a slim echo of some obscure voice. Later, we were on beaches that stretched on for kilometres, swallowed up by some immense 25force. And we were there in the middle, in the sea. Unlike other dreams, this one was serene, and it led me painlessly to waking: I loved you there in that dream in a way I’d only thought about loving in life, and that was long ago, even before I knew the names of things. Suddenly, we vanished from the sea and the horizon was water. All water.

         When I awoke, that man came into my mind and I felt anguish. To get some air, I went up to the hill, and from there I saw the city: what a desert of skyscrapers! I imagined you in one of those buildings, but it had been so long since I’d gone there that I couldn’t say which one was yours. Back at home, I keep moving like before, but with an uneasiness in my chest I can’t shake off because in every moment I’m thinking about my dad, and about my granddad, about life before this, about you, about the things you tell me that I don’t understand, and which now grow larger, immense, and I understand them even less, covered as they are by the snow of an implacable winter, but even when the sun comes out and the flowers bloom, and the snow melts, I don’t understand anything, Boris. I still don’t understand a thing.
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            Digestion

         

         Before dying, life was everywhere – fish migrating upriver, against the current; the end of the bear’s hibernation, its bellows echoing through the valley; the bees about to explode like bullets from so much pollen – life was being born everywhere. Suddenly night fell on us, a clear and shining night that covered the houses where we lived with a giant glass bubble, and the forest too, and even the city beyond the hill, and inside the bubble the light multiplied until it was blinding. Who would lift it up? They had razed the curve of the hill on the other side, the side we couldn’t see from our home, and they’d dug pits into it, deep as a throat, where they threw the dead. Some men dressed in white from head to toe kept tossing bodies in there, more and more dead. And some poles, beside the pits, held flags that must have been as big as our house: hundreds of identical flags. I had gone up there with my mother, hiding behind trees, and I hadn’t returned to the top of the little hill since. The immense city, on the other side, and half the hill bald and open like a black hole that was gradually swallowing up the landscape. Mother and I, freezing, saw how people were piled up inside there, but there were also trees – rickety and ill, dry and red – and clothes and food, and a lot of earth. They threw earth into the earth. And later we found out that they threw men in there because they’d banned burials, that the neighbours by the cemetery had put up barricades at the gates, set fire to them and said that those dead bodies, that had died of who knows what, could not come in. 27
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