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To all those who struggle for bread, land and liberty.
In the black moonlight
Of the highwaymen,
Tinkle the spurs.


Little black horse,
Where are you taking
Your dead horseman?


FEDERICO GARCÍA LORCA, “CANCIÓN DE JÍNETE”
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HISTORICAL TERMS
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Carlists Monarchist troops, named after their support for Don Carlos, brother of King Ferdinand VII, against the French in 1934.


CNT National Confederation of Labour, an anarchosyndicalist organization, and the largest Spanish labour union at the beginning of the Civil War.


FAI Spanish Anarchist Federation, an extreme Left political entity which, however, resisted growing Soviet intervention in Spain.


Falange Fascist-inspired extreme nationalist movement, founded by José Antonio Primo de Rivera in 1933.


Guardia Civil Militarized police force in Spain.


NKVD People’s Commissariat for International Affairs; the Soviet secret police and espionage agency.


POUM Worker’s Party of Marxist Unification. Formed by former exiled Spanish Marxists, it supported Trotsky’s concept of “permanent revolution” and opposed Stalin.


PSUC United Socialist Party of Catalonia. Dominated by Communist elements and opposed to Anarchists.


SIFNE Technically, the Spanish Information Service for the North-East; in fact, the main information-gathering service for the Nationalists.
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CAÑADA DE LOS ZAGALES, TERUEL PROVINCE, ARAGON REGION, NORTH-WESTERN SPAIN, 13 JULY 1937


The tall canes gave a rustle like rain, but it hadn’t rained in a month, and down the bank the brook ran low.


From where he stood, Martin Bora knew death at once. Lately the inertia of death had grown familiar to him, and he recognized it in what he saw at the curve of the mule track, where trees clustered and a bundle of leafy canes swished like rain. He couldn’t make out the shape from the bank of the brook, where he’d bathed and was now putting his uniform back on. In a time of civil war, these days did not call for inquisitiveness. Yet Bora was curious about life and the point when life ceases. Staring at the slumped dark mass, he finally managed to struggle into his wet clothes, quickly lacing and buttoning his uniform. The stiff riding boots and gun belt were next.


Overhead, the air was scented and moist. The summer sky would soon turn white like paper, but at this hour, it had the tender tinge of bruised flesh. Bora started up the incline, steadying his boots on the shifting pebbles, and reached the mule track to take a better look. He could see now that it was a human body. As he took out his gun, his arm and torso adjusted to the heft of steel, hardening immediately, almost aggressively. Shoulders hunched, he crossed the track, straining for sounds around him, but a lull had fallen over trees, brook and leafy canes. The sierra, its crude face of granite rising above, was silence itself.


The body lay twisted on the edge of the track, face down. Bora drew near, lowering his gun. I shouldn’t be turning my back to the trees, but look, look … A small hole gaped black and round at the base of the man’s head; the dark fleece of the neck appeared sticky, matted. I should not feel safe. Anyone could shoot me right now. Yet the tension slackened in him. Bora’s armed hand sank to his side. Not much blood on the ground, although the man’s white shirt was deeply stained – a dark triangle between his shoulders. No, no. No danger. Bora looked down. There’s no danger. He stood at the rim of the bloody puddle, a crisp lacy edge that gravelly dirt had absorbed and sunlight would dry soon. It marked a boundary at his feet, curving sharply where a twig had stopped it from flowing. No danger. Bora glanced up. A young ash tree stood smooth and tall, alone on the curve. How telling that a twig should be born from it and grow and fall to the ground to stop a man’s lifeblood; that a man should live unaware that a bit of ash wood awaits him on a lonely road. Bora holstered the gun, wondering what kind of wood, which road, what sky, what morning waited for his dead body and would grow into the fullness of day without him.


He could smell blood as he crouched down, virtually tasting it when he turned the body to check if the bullet had destroyed the face. But it was intact. Handsome in a southern or gypsy way, with a broad forehead and eyebrows joined at the bridge of the nose, the man’s face appeared serene, the eyelids lowered and the mouth slightly open. The lashes were like a woman’s, dark and long. The body felt cold to the touch, sweaty with dew. Like mashed lilies, Bora thought, an unfamiliar image to him. This dead man has the crushed pallor of white flowers that have been torn up and stepped on.


Never in the past weeks of war had he looked at the dead, those of the Reds or of his companions, without pity of flesh for flesh, blood for blood. Yet he could kill without forsaking this pity. He handled the body with slow care, and when his fingers became smeared with blood, he wiped them on his own clothes.


The dead man’s hands were narrow, square-fingered. No calluses, no wedding ring. Bora looked for a weapon, and found none. A brief examination of the clothes followed – small gestures, quick judgements. The man’s shoes were missing, but the socks were good socks, white and unspotted. Bora touched something in the pocket that felt like a small photograph.


He stopped, holding his breath. Suddenly, he could hear the canes’ whisper and watery sound again. Down the bank, eddies around the pebbles gave voice to the invisible brook. Even as he knelt there, he realized the absolute centrality of his position. Somehow this was a hub, a point from which radiated an intensifying sense of reality. He perceived in his mind’s eye, as if from a high vantage point, the curve on the mule track, the brook in the dry land, the dizzying reaches of the sierra, Aragon and Spain around it, the sense of holding firm and yet being lost, in the presence of this death. Everything revolved around this, and he did not know why. The small photograph in the dead man’s pocket felt smooth, hard-edged. Bora ran his fingers along its scalloped contours and the touch reconnected him to the here and now, a quick sinking back into reality. Tuesday, 13 July 1937. The password for the day is “España una, y grande.” What will Sergeant Fuentes say? My uniform is drenched and smells of silt. Time to go. Behind him, the canes caught the last of the pre-dawn breeze, and soon his men and the Reds would be up. Bora pulled the photograph out, glanced at it, and slipped it into his own pocket.


SIERRA DE SAN MARTÍN, LOYALIST “REPUBLICAN” CAMP AT EL PALO DE LA VIRGEN


Twenty minutes up the mountainside, Major Philip Walton hadn’t slept well. He’d slept very little, in fact, and had had the same recurring dream. That’s all it was, not even a nightmare. A yellow wall in Guadalajara. Cornbread yellow, shit yellow. What the hell did a yellow plaster wall mean? Walton had a throbbing headache, but at least he knew where that came from, so he rinsed his mouth with more brandy before leaving his sweaty bed.


It was warm outside, too, but it smelled cleaner than indoors. Walking into the early sunlight, all Walton could think of was the shit-yellow wall, and how he’d like to kick it down in his next dream. Behind him, the squat, whitewashed house that served as observation post and refuge was real enough. Men still snored inside, sprawled on its ground floor. Ahead, on the bare expanse of rocky soil, Iñaki Maetzu’s scarecrow silhouette was the only one in sight.


“He isn’t here yet.” Maetzu anticipated the question without raising his eyes from his work. He’d taken his rifle apart and was oiling each piece. He was a raw-boned shaggy Basque, mean-looking, big-eared, tanned to a leathery brown. “I’d have called you if he’d come.”


“What time is it?”


“Don’t know.” Maetzu turned his seamed face eastward. “Maybe six, maybe earlier. Don’t you wear a watch any more?”


“I can’t remember where I put it.”


Maetzu snorted derisively. “You were drunk enough when you got back from visiting Remedios.”


With his back to the sun, fingers hooked, Walton combed back long strands of hair from his forehead and yawned. “I wonder why Lorca isn’t here yet. He should have arrived by now.”


“Maybe he isn’t coming. As far as I’m concerned, anyone travelling this way just draws attention to us.”


Walton found himself waking up rapidly now. “Have you seen Marypaz?” he asked, walking off to the fountain. It was free-standing, like a headstone spouting water from a pipe into a cement trough. Walton had wondered from his first day in the sierra where the water came from, how it snaked its way through immense plates of granite. He put his head under the flow, thinking how its hidden voyage through the rock made this water more precious than ever before in his life.


Maetzu answered the question at last. “No, but I know she’s still mad. She was crying last night, and she said she’ll kill you.”


Walton dipped his brawny forearms in the water. “At least she’s showing some initiative.”


He felt fully alert by the time he left the fountain for the zigzagging path leading from the ledge down to the valley. Below, the ravine resembled a wild crystallized landslide. From the foot of the mountain, left of where he stood, El Baluarte rose almost vertically, jutting out and dividing the ledge. Beetling and humped, the cliff’s stony prow hid the Fascist lookout on the other side without obstructing the view of the valley. Eastward, a milder, scruffy ascent rose from the ledge to the chapel of San Martín.


At this hour there seemed to be no war in Spain. The air, dry and almost unbearably clear, tricked men into thinking they could see forever, into distances too great for Walton to care about. It was a long way from poverty-stricken, winter-ravaged rural Vermont. Even further from working-class Pittsburgh, its smokestacks belching on the tight bend of the river. That was another life already, or a series of lifetimes.


Walton turned back towards the camp. The camp. He’d known camps in the Great War. Real army camps in France and Flanders, in places with unpronounceable names and long rows of barbed wire, trenches, sandbags. Battlegrounds where men measured up, or came up short. This was a joke of a camp. No artillery, no radio. A hollow in the rocky dirt for ammunition and that run-down squat house covered in peeling whitewash. Part of the roof had caved in and been replaced by sheet iron. Out the back, a ramshackle wall had once safely penned in flocks and fodder. Now horses grazed in it and chased flies from their manes. His men couldn’t agree whether to fly the red flag of the communist PSUC or the anarchist red and black over the roof, so they’d stuck both by the door.


A hundred or so yards behind the house, past a fenced almond grove, a steep climb led deep into the sierra among naked granite crags. Inferior granite, Walton thought. Back in Vermont it would end up as grout, on the waste pile. The only good thing was that the Fascists, on the other side of El Baluarte, were sitting on a similar piece of lousy rock. Where the ledge sloped up the mountain, Walton’s comrades were stirring, two of them making coffee on an open fire. He recognized Brissot’s black beret and Chernik’s bald head. Chernik saw him and waved. “G’d mawnin’, Felipe!” Despite his Russian battle name he was from the Old South, and “morning” was always “mawnin’” to him. Walton nodded in return.


Henri Brissot – “Mosko” to everyone here – spooned out coffee grains with the spare motions learned during his medical training, without looking up. In his fifties, with a grizzled bushy moustache, he wore on his beret the badge he’d earned among the Bolsheviks in 1919. Walton had more than once felt the value of the little red star. Over a glass of wine, Mosko had spoken of the self-serving value of history, in his proficient school English. “A Brissot de Warville was Robespierre’s comrade and lost his head to the guillotine in 1793,” he’d said. “That’s the likely end of all moderates in a revolution. I learned my lesson.”


Rafael and Valentin, little more than boys, squatted playing cards by the stone fence of the almond grove. Rafael acted surly and proletarian but wore around his neck the silver rosary his mother had given him. As for Valentin, he was laughing, his square horsey teeth showing in a row. A nervous twitch made him blink when he was angry. “Zape!” he cried out now, slapping the cards down while the shy Rafael laid his on the ground with reluctance.


Walton turned to Maetzu, busy peering through the clean barrel of his rifle. “Iñaki, I don’t like the fact that he hasn’t shown up. I’m going down to see what the hell happened to him.”


“It’s not like we asked him to come,” Maetzu grumbled. But he buckled a belt and holster around his waist and followed Walton down the ravine.


Rafael and Valentin looked up when Walton cried out, “Keep your eyes open while we’re gone!” before resuming their game by the orchard wall. On it, a hand-painted sign read in bold red letters, LONG LIVE THE PEOPLE’S ARMY AND THE INTERNATIONAL BRIGADES. DEATH TO THE NATIONALISTS. DEATH TO THE FASCISTS. NO PASARÁN!


SIERRA DE SAN MARTÍN, THE REBEL “NATIONALIST” ARMY OUTPOST AT RISCAL AMARGO


On the other side of El Baluarte, the men were just now getting up. As he gained the rim of the ledge, Bora saw a couple of them amble to the left, where a skinny grove of cedars served as a latrine. Barking playfully, Alfonso’s three-legged dog came to meet him. Dead ahead, Sergeant Indalecio Fuentes waited with rifle in hand.


“No weapons, his hands were not tied,” Bora was soon explaining. “The man had been shot once, in the nape of the neck. I found this in his shirt pocket.” He produced the snapshot.


Fuentes ran his eyes over the photo and gave it back. Stocky, bearish, wide-jawed and eternally in need of a shave, he grunted out the words like the policeman that he was. “No identification, nothing? Could you tell if he was one of ours?”


“Nothing. He wore no uniform, ours or Red.”


Fuentes drove his thumbs into his weathered army belt, repeating to himself what Bora had said in his clipped German accent. “Civilians get killed too,” was his concise wisdom.


A former Guardia Civil non-com who didn’t believe in the goodness or even the value of man, he carried his forty years, proud peasant face and wrestler’s build well. Bora averted his eyes. Despite the steep climb from the brook, he was careful to keep his breathing under control because Fuentes was always alert to anything that would give away a man’s physical condition and training. “I think he was a civilian,” Bora said, tucking his army shirt in his breeches.


Against the mountain, on the ledge where they stood talking, a stone farmhouse faced the valley due north, with the red and yellow Spanish flag hoisted high on a pole. Set against Riscal Amargo, whose name meaning “bitterly rough ascent” fit all too well, the lines of the two-storeyed caserón had a parched nobility. In his sketchbook, Bora had tried to capture its bareness and strength. There were six external windows on the upper level, but only one small opening and a doorway on the fortified ground floor. Square buttresses reinforced the caserón at the corners. The type of stronghold used since the days of El Cid, Bora had noted in his diary, probably against the Moors of Albarracín. Time-blackened rafters mark the ancient ceiling. A stable occupies its eastern wing, where the men often sleep.


Niceto and Tomé returned from the cedar grove, yawning and stretching. Next to the lean-to where supplies were stacked, another volunteer, Josep Aixala, was keeping the last watch of the night.


“I didn’t even know you were gone, teniente,” Fuentes told Bora, grinding his jaw. “Did anyone see you?”


Bora registered the emphasis. “I don’t know.”


“It isn’t as if the Reds hadn’t blown off the head of the lieutenant before you.”


“Yes, you told me. I walk by the bloodstain every time I go down to the brook. But as long as the well is dry, I plan to go for a bath every morning.”


Fuentes critically eyed Bora’s wet Spanish Foreign Legion uniform. Bora imagined him thinking These Germans and their obsession with washing and scrubbing. What good does it do when the heat makes men smell and sweat like horses within an hour? Still, Bora felt his clean-shaven chin with a small surge of pride for keeping up appearances even in a place like this.


Fuentes snorted. “It’d be better if you kept me informed, teniente.” As the rusty weathervane on the house’s roof caught a wisp of wind and made a jarring, plaintive sound, he added, “I’m going to shoot it off one of these days.”


Just then, followed by a billow of fine silt, a mounted officer rode down the steep trail winding from the heights to the army post. Fuentes nodded. “Well, mi teniente, you had better show the snapshot to Colonel Serrano. There he is.”


Bora finished buttoning his shirt, but didn’t have time to roll down his sleeves before meeting the colonel.


Jacinto Costa y Serrano glowered at Bora from the saddle, and Bora snapped to attention. “At ease,” Serrano said. A tall, sad-looking man, he resembled a careworn dead Christ. Stiff, inflexible and lacking in patience, his elegant Nationalist Army uniform displayed the finicky impracticality of starched shirt, tie and leather gaiters. On principle, he refused to address foreigners in his own language. Having attended army school in Potsdam thirty years earlier, Serrano spoke a heavily accented German and expected Bora to keep to his own tongue.


“Herr Oberst,” Bora said, addressing the colonel.


Although this was one of his hurried routine visits to the front, Serrano seemed to be making an effort to listen. “And where did you find this corpse?” he asked, dismounting. Tomé, a slim volunteer who loved horses, came to take his gelding and lead it to the shade. Even though it was only just past six, the temperature was quickly rising.


Bora pointed out the place on a map the colonel handed him. “Here. Thirty or so yards south of the bridge, where the mule track follows the brook and a cane grove conceals it on the east bank. The man was lying on his side, and though his legs were on the road, his torso was stretched on its side over the verge.”


“What difference does it make?” Serrano snapped irritably.


“I think he was dumped there from a car.”


A few feet away Tomé led the gelding to the scant shade of a small tree and squatted there. Niceto, who had been reading from a book with his back against the same tree, made a face and asked, “Did you have to tie the horse right under my nose?” And because Tomé didn’t reply – wide-eyed, he was busy taking in the sight of the officers speaking to each other – Niceto added, “What are you looking at?”


“Nothing.”


Following Tomé’s gaze, Niceto saw the lieutenant. All he could see from that distance was how the blonde fuzz on Bora’s arms gave his skin a sheen when the sun struck it. Next to him in the shade, screwing up his eyes in the sun, Tomé gaped. “A dark-haired rubio, that’s what he is,” he mumbled. And then he hugged his knees, breathing deeply the horse’s animal smell.


“So?” Niceto stood up and walked away from the tree.


Stiffly, Serrano removed his gloves by turning the leather cuffs inside out. “The Reds are renowned for their ‘night rides’, Lieutenant. You’ve been in Spain enough weeks to know. It’s clearly a Red murder. I hope you had the good sense to leave the corpse where it was. We have no need of bodies that don’t belong to us.”


Bora took the snapshot out of his breast pocket. “I really don’t know which side he belongs to.”


“What’s this?” Serrano asked. When Bora said, “It’s a photo of the dead man,” the colonel tucked the gloves into his belt and looked. His gaunt face drained into a pallor that made him appear grey. “Do you realize who this is?” He stared at the likeness. “Describe him to me, quickly!” he urged, unaware that he’d switched into Spanish. “Don’t you understand who the man was?” he hissed when Bora did so, as if it were the German’s fault for not knowing to begin with. “We must retrieve the body at once!” Serrano turned around to call the sergeant. “Fuentes! Take two men and ride quickly to where the teniente tells you. Bring the body back here.”


Fuentes gestured for a couple of the men to join him. “With the colonel’s permission, we’ll chance it down the ravine. By the ridge road it’ll take us three times as long.”


“Colonel,” Bora asked with polite inquisitiveness, “may I know who the man was?”


Serrano spoke in a hoarse, controlled tone. “If your description is accurate and this photograph truly belongs to him, it’s best if you don’t ask. I have every reason to believe the Reds are behind it. That is all for now.”


Bora stared at the colonel. He wasn’t surprised that Serrano was choosing not to give him more information, but because no one so far had seemed affected by a death during a war that seemed to butcher bystanders simply for the sake of butchering them. Then he recalled that when he’d knelt by the body, he’d felt like he had been at the centre of the world.


Serrano’s agitation was in contrast to the rigidity of his shoulders. “This event is not what it appears on the surface; it transcends its immediate meaning.” He took some energetic, aimless steps around. “And to think that … well, enough. This time we must make sure, make absolutely sure, that the murder isn’t appropriated and used for political propaganda by the Reds.”


This time? Absolutely sure? Painfully aware of the screeching weathervane, Bora watched Serrano study the snapshot, turn it over and shake his head. All there was on the back, written in a vertical, minute hand, was the dedication A MI QUERIDO AMIGO PAQUITO. “Colonel, what sort of murder would the Reds commit and then use against us?”


Behind Serrano, the sierra rose naked, seamed, formidable. “You have much to learn about civil wars. They are intricate, loyalties are intertwined, allegiances are endlessly complex. Spain is a difficult country in peacetime; how can foreign volunteers expect to understand it in these trying days?” His pacing started and stopped, causing dust to gather on his shiny gaiters. “You’re not Spanish, you can’t begin to comprehend. Even the best of men may invite controversy. One can be praised by anarchists in Bilbao and at the same time censored by political commissars in Catalonia.” Serrano placed the snapshot in the map case at his belt. “We must retrieve the body to avoid rumours that we’re responsible for his death. And under no circumstances do I want anyone here to ask about the man’s identity.”


Meanwhile Fuentes had chosen Alfonso, the college student, and a round-headed man called Paradís. They were scrambling down the ravine, shrubs releasing clouds of dust like gold spray. Bora didn’t understand how Serrano could be sure that the Nationalists hadn’t killed the man. “Sir,” he said at last, “the description I gave you fits many Spaniards, and the photograph is so small, it doesn’t seem enough to identify anyone.”


“It’s more than enough, Bora.”


The way Serrano pronounced his surname was entirely Spanish, neither a V nor a B sound, but something in between. Bora was getting used to it. In the Moroccan training camp he’d been given the battle name Douglas, but no one here called him that, even though it was his Scottish grandmother’s surname and his own middle name. His men addressed him by rank or simply as Alemán. When Serrano had first asked for his real name, Bora had told him. Now he followed the colonel in silence as he walked to the rim of the ledge.


“Believe me, Lieutenant, it’d be easy for me to ignore that CNT claimed him as one of its own, but not everyone thinks the same way I do.”


Bora didn’t understand how the anarchist trade union related to the matter at hand. “Will we bury him here?” he asked instead, realizing it’d be useless to inquire now.


“While it’s imperative not to divulge the body’s identity now, later on people will want to know, so you must remember its location.”


“What if I get killed?” Bora asked in an offhand tone, as if it were an inconvenience worthy of consideration. “Shouldn’t we tell someone else the location?”


“You will tell me. If we’re both killed, then it’s destiny that his final resting place should remain unknown. Let’s go inside.”


The ground floor of the army post felt comfortable compared to the outside. A chalky odour of freshly whitewashed walls filled the vaulted space. Serrano closed the door, and soon he was lighting a thin cigar by the solitary window, which afforded a view of ledge and sky. The colonel, who had a son Bora’s age being held hostage by the Reds in Madrid and a daughter pregnant by her dead officer husband living in the same city, paid too much attention to the great tragedies of his life and country: sometimes he ignored the practical things. Bora, facing a wall map of the region, wasn’t paying attention to the symbols on it. Instead, he was trying to understand why the men here, Fuentes included, accepted him, although it was difficult to say to what extent. His eyes wandered across the map, following the web of narrow mountain trails. Fuentes would obey an officer unquestioningly, while men like Josep Aixala disliked him because he was a foreigner and this was a Spanish war. As for the others … Bora didn’t know them well enough yet. He hoped that heading this mountain outpost would help him learn more about them, and Spain in general.


In front of him, a fly was diligently tracking the course of the Alfambra River. Bora admitted to himself that he was here partly because it seemed the right place for a young politicized officer to be: a great dust-lined battlefield where rebellious Fascist officers called themselves Nationalists in order to confront a republic that referred to itself as Loyalist and Red. He chased the fly from the map. It was true, Serrano’s passion was not Bora’s own. But politics alone would have never brought him here, nor made him willing to die in the fly-spotted reticle of mountain trails. There were other reasons, like religion and the desire to prove himself, and something else which was dark and unnamed and like blood already spilled.


Less than an hour later, Tomé came to announce that the detail was returning from the valley. Fuentes’ wide face was running with sweat when he regained the ledge. The others were still struggling up the sun-baked ravine. “Coronel,” he said slowly, so that the officers wouldn’t notice he was panting. “Teniente. The body isn’t there any more.”


“Are you sure you went to the right spot?”


“Yes, sir.” As he could see that Serrano was growing angry, Fuentes turned to Bora, who hadn’t visibly reacted. “We found some blood, just where the teniente said, by the cane grove. Looks like the body was taken away on foot, because we couldn’t find any traces of wheels.”


“I bet the American did it,” Bora said. “The Reds use the mule track more than we do.”


Serrano threw the long-spent butt of his cigar off the ledge. “It’s probably the American’s men who committed the murder in the first place, Lieutenant.”


Bora checked the time on his watch. “Whoever did it, the body must have been removed in the past hour, and there are only so many places on the sierra where it’s possible to dig a grave. Did you search around, Fuentes?”


“They were clever, mi teniente. They carried off the body rather than dragging it. I couldn’t even figure out the direction they took until I noticed a few drops of blood. It makes sense that it was the American and his men. From where the body was, it’s a short hike up to their camp by way of San Martín.”


“They couldn’t bury a cat around San Martín, Fuentes. It’s all solid rock.”


Fuentes nodded. “There are the terraces at the back of the chapel, though. There’s enough dirt there.”


“Well, San Martín isn’t their territory any more than it is ours. If Colonel Serrano permits us, I’m all for going there now.”


“And do what?” Serrano had been listening, growing increasingly angry, and now flared up at Bora in German. “Have a gunfight over the body, assuming that you find it, or find the Reds? It’d be tantamount to confessing we killed the man. The damage is done.”


“Whoever he is, sir, the Reds might not have recognized him.”


“No? Why would they rush to bury him, then? No. Someone in the American’s camp knew him, killed him, then decided to bury him and will try to blame us for it.”


Fuentes, who understood no German, stood waiting for permission to leave. Serrano dismissed him with a snap of his fingers. Turning to Bora, he added, “I’m not through briefing you. Let’s go to your office.”


Once in Bora’s small, well-kept room, the colonel said, “I realize I instructed you not to hold the men day and night at this post. But were they all accounted for last night?”


“Fuentes and I were. Niceto kept watch from nine to twelve, Alfonso from twelve to three, and Aixala for the three subsequent hours. I can’t vouch for the other two or for anyone past their watch; they often go to Castellar to spend the night. They have women there.”


Serrano’s lips stretched into a stern, unsympathetic grimace. “These are the disgusting realities of war. I understand you yourself were not without reproach after Bilbao was taken.”


Like many fair-skinned men, Bora could not conceal the fact that he was blushing, and he knew it. The rise of blood might go unnoticed under a tan, but the darkening of his eyes – there was no hiding that. “It was the Spanish comrades who made us Germans drink and brought women in,” he replied. “Otherwise I’m not exactly used to an excess of either.”


Serrano seemed to lose interest in the subject. “It’s really not relevant to the issue. What you must find out – and be subtle about it – is whether the men were all accounted for. After all, you are working for German intelligence these days. You can deny it all you want; I know an Abwehr operative when I see one. I’m sure you have an idea what to do next. Find out where they were, and report back to me.” Serrano lit a new cigar. “Doubts begin at home. Solutions begin at home.”


Bora looked away. He didn’t dislike Serrano, but was uncomfortable around him in the way he grew uncomfortable in the presence of his Prussian stepfather. There were no places to hide from older men. The colonel spoke of Bilbao as if he knew what had happened in June after the Nationalists and legionnaires finally broke through and took the city from the Reds. There wasn’t much to it other than Spanish officers’ gossip. He had been thrown into action within hours of flying into Spain, following the abstinence and gruelling months of training at Dar Riffian, grim with a death-seeking recklessness that seemed silly to him even now. Ten weeks of intense fighting had followed, during which he’d crammed in a year’s worth of Spanish lessons and hand-to-hand combat practice. In the face of it all, he’d done damn well in Bilbao. He’d been the one to whom the first Reds had surrendered. Spanish officers had congratulated him, and a pudgy Italian colonel had gone as far as kissing him on both cheeks on the steps of the church of St Nicholas.


He remembered little of the drinking after the victory. A private house somewhere, with mud-smeared fine rugs and an endless supply of heady southern wines. The night had been rainy outside and the men around the table high on bragging and laughter. He had said – or thought – something about Greek heroes, and how the self-possessed man should act in war. Someone else spoke German, too, a Condor Legion pilot with a broken arm and a store of barracks jokes. What else? Of the women, Bora recalled that they were clean and young, officers’ women: he’d made love to the one who sang well and then to the other, who’d had slim ankles and who had been so eager that they’d ended up falling off the bed together. He remembered vaguely a third one called Inés. She must be the one with whom he’d spent the rest of the night naked and giggling, making love at the foot of the bed. In the morning, he had been very ashamed.


Within hours, orders had come for the Germans to join other posts. Bora had spent two weeks in the hellhole around Santander, ending up in southern Aragon after a pause at the German consulate in Saragossa where a patronizing Abwehr officer had spoken to him of intelligence matters for an hour and then handed him sealed orders. Now he was being forced to serve here, where mountains ran in broken chains like high shelves rimming the south of the Aragon region, steep and bare around the Teruel plain. Teruel was Serrano’s headquarters whenever he wasn’t touring the advanced Nationalist army posts.


Bora watched the colonel’s austere face suck in the strong tobacco of the cigar. His attention was drawn to the crickets in the house. Their feeble voices rose from crannies and narrow crevices where the whitewashed plain walls met the floor.
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Standing up from a crouching position, Brissot cursed. His English was better than his Spanish, so he addressed Walton in English while rinsing his hands in front of the body. “What do you expect me to do? There’s nothing I can do! Calm yourself, Felipe. At least we found him. Anger isn’t going to make him any less dead. You want to know what they did to him. What they did to him was shoot him once in the head, six or seven hours ago.” He nodded for Walton to pour more water into a dented metal basin. “The rigidity hasn’t spread to his lower body yet. He’s starting to show some hypostatic stains on his left side, which means he’s been lying on that side since he died.”


Water splashed about as Walton waved the pitcher in his hand. “They fooled with the body, though!”


Brissot shrugged. He began to dry his hands by turning his wrists vigorously. “It depends on what you mean by ‘fooling’. They stole his shoes and searched him. From the medical standpoint, there’s no evidence of anything else. And emotion is a bourgeois response from you as far as I’m concerned.” He squirted alcohol from a bottle on to his palms and rubbed them together.


Maetzu stood behind Walton in the sweltering kitchen, as did the others. Rafael embarrassed himself by quickly giving the sign of the cross.


Walton spat on the floor. The gathering of saliva felt slick in his mouth, bitter with the sourness of alcohol in his system. His eyes and head ached. He could not bear to look at the body, so he faced Brissot instead. “I don’t see how you can fucking say we’re not supposed to be emotional about this. He was unarmed and alone and the Fascists killed and dumped him like a dog by the wayside. He was my friend, and I fucking feel like caring that he was dumped by the wayside!”


“Well, isn’t that just like the Fascists? Ask Maetzu. Ask Bernat. They know first-hand.”


“Go fuck yourself.”


Brissot clammed up. Walton fell into the doctor’s silence and angrily forced himself out of it. “Cover him up!” Walton ordered Bernat. “Flies are getting into his fucking mouth!”


As Walton walked outside, Maetzu followed close behind. The morning brightness blinded them. Maetzu shielded his eyes. “Was he supposed to have anything on him?” he asked. Beaded with sweat, reddish stubble glistened on his big-boned, triangular face. It was a murderous face; Walton never looked at it without feeling an inward revulsion, despite his admiration for the man. “Do you figure they took anything from him, Felipe?”


Walton spat out the acid taste in his mouth, his tongue feeling like a dead slug. “How should I know? He might not have been carrying identification papers, though he’d have been a fool not to do so. I doubt he had nothing in his pockets. Shit. He might have carried letters, other things.”


“Money?”


“Maybe. I don’t know.” Walton led Maetzu to the higher ground, between spiny bushes that caught their arms and sleeves and were gradually being broken off to nothing. He snapped a branch and threw it away. A green lizard that had been squatting in the sun slithered under a rock like a fast-moving comma.


“We’ve got to bury him, you know.”


“What?”


“Bury him, Felipe. We’ve got to bury him somewhere. There are a couple of places up the sierra, unless you want to use the cemetery at Castellar.”


“No.” What did Maetzu know? Walton felt like he had more than six months earlier, on the day he’d first met Maetzu and the others near Madrid: he was trying to hold on to his anger and losing it. That day he’d seen himself mentally and physically for what he was, a man with political grudges that embittered him, but not enough to keep him angry. Long, lank, shaggy and black-haired enough to pass for a Spaniard except for his blue eyes, speaking good Spanish for an American. And everyone thought him angry. He kept stripping the spiny bushes as he climbed.


“Where are we going, Felipe?”


“Up.”


They left the path that wormed up by twists and turns to the village of Castellar, sitting in a rocky bowl inside the sierra. As much a roaming ground to them as to the Fascists, had they gone straight through the village, past the mass of El Baluarte parting the mountain ledge, they’d have come dangerously close to the enemy post. The chapel of San Martín, perched as it seemed at the edge of the world, was already below them to the south-east. Ahead sat only the gun emplacement, a Lewis .303 machine gun and a mortar, manned day and night by two volunteers from Castellar.


Maetzu stopped. “Are you going to tell me what you’ve got in mind, or not?”


Walton scrambled the short distance to the gun emplacement. He said a few words to the men who squatted there, puffing on hand-rolled cigarettes. Soon one of them stood up to slip a shell into the metal cylinder.


“This,” Walton told Maetzu.


The shell left the mortar with a dull, hollow pop. It rose straight upwards in the white sky and arched westwards, over El Baluarte.
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It fell so suddenly at the rim of the ledge in front of the caserón that Fuentes barely had the time to dive behind a low wall before the shell exploded. The blast lifted a column of debris just under the rim, shattered shrubs flying up with it; rocks, dirt and dust shot skyward, the wind catching them and blowing them back against the ledge. Bora had been standing on the threshold talking to Colonel Serrano and the blast’s concussion slammed the door shut against him, knocking him to the floor. The window of his room, closed against the heat of the day, burst and rained down glass. Men scurried up the mountainside, seeking the shelter of terracing walls.


The second shell struck the middle of the ledge, and the impact against solid rock magnified the explosion. A storm of shattering metal and bright granite splinters jetted in all directions, smashing the upper-floor windows, embedding shrapnel in the ashlar and battering and studding the door. Rocks and steel pelted the roof with the hard sound of hail; tiles broke and came falling down. The gutter, unhooked, loosened itself from the eaves and slid down, bouncing off the ground. Echoes rolled back from the sierra; when Serrano cried out something, Bora couldn’t understand what he said. He assumed it was an order. Back on his feet, Bora ran outside to check the damage.


Dust was settling here and there, still whirling where an airstream from the valley buoyed it in sparkling yellow spirals. A gouged star-shaped gash marked the place where the second shell had hit; jagged pieces of granite rent from the mountain littered the ground around it. Thick metal slivers lay everywhere. On the ledge’s rim, the first shell had demolished the stone step where the path leading down began. It seemed as though a gigantic mouth had taken a bite out of it. The lonely tree had lost one of its main branches, and there was no sign of the colonel’s well-harnessed gelding.


“Fuentes! Aixala!” Bora called out as the men emerged from their temporary shelter. The others, who’d crawled behind terracing walls, came down shaking dust and dirt off their clothes. Only now did the words Serrano had yelled at him in the house register with him. “You can see the Reds are already acting as though we were responsible for the killing.”


The gelding had trotted off to safety a short distance up the mountain. Tomé led it back, caressing its neck, and then went to check on Bora’s grey in the stable. Serrano insisted on examining the damage, with Bora in tow. “Poor aim,” he said disparagingly. “Far too long.”


Bora scanned El Baluarte through his field glasses. “All they need is a man up there to tell them how to adjust their aim. I expect it was meant as a warning.”


Serrano turned sharply. “That’s obvious. Any more brilliant observations?”


After years of family life and school training, Bora had learned to conceal his frustration well, and simply said no.


With a flip of his glove, Serrano called for Tomé. “I am off. Lieutenant, ride with me only as far as the crossroads.” He placed his foot in the cradle of Tomé’s hands to get in the saddle.


Already mounted, Bora waited until the colonel started up the trail before telling Fuentes, “I’ll be back in forty-five minutes, sargento.”


“Y si el americano nos bombardea además?”


“If he does, there’s not much we can do about shells, is there?”


Once Bora and Serrano reached higher land, dwarf trees crowded the trail as it entered a narrow passage in the mountains. Ahead, the trail curved away from Castellar, the Red camp and the chapel of San Martín. Shaggy cedar-like trees let out an aromatic scent as the officers rode between them.


“We don’t need an incident here now,” Serrano said between his teeth, sitting up straight in the saddle as if impaled. “You will strike only if and when you’re ordered to do so.” Once they entered the pass, the blue sky in the cleft of the rock felt refreshing after the chalky whiteness of the ledge below. “Did you tell me everything about the body in your report, Lieutenant?”


Bora wondered how the colonel had seen through him, but didn’t consider not telling him the truth. “Well, his trousers were undone.”


Serrano’s reins made a slapping noise on the saddle. “He’d probably stopped to relieve himself. What’s so unusual about that?”


“Maybe.”


“Of course! They might have told him to get out of the car – if they came in a car – or just told him he could have a minute to do what he needed. It’s a merciful way of killing someone.”


Bora led the horse without pulling on its reins, instead tightening his knees every now and again. “What if they took him from his home without giving him time to get dressed? He was in his stockinged feet, too.”


“Good shoes are at a premium, even if taken from a dead body.”


“Yes, but … This man, Colonel, do we know where he lived?”


In his dark green uniform Serrano cut an old-fashioned, self-possessed figure. He paused before responding. “It appears he’d been in hiding for the past several months. I hadn’t kept up with his career or movements ever since he made his political choice.”


“Or the choice was made for him.”


Serrano looked over his shoulder with a frown. “How old are you?” he asked.


“Twenty-three.”


“Your judgement is flawed.”


“Because I advance hypotheses?”


“Because you advance flawed hypotheses.”


“I can’t be sure they are flawed until I prove or disprove them, Colonel.”


“University-educated officers make bad subalterns, and worse superiors. Your family should have never allowed you to seek higher schooling. A soldier ought to receive no more academic attention than is required to be civilized in society. You’ll need very different skills from those you received at university. I hope the Legion broke you in at Dar Riffian and Tétouan, beyond teaching you how to ride in the desert and shout Viva la muerte.”


Bora knew better than to argue. His right shoulder was sore from the fall, and he balanced his weight on the saddle so that Serrano would not notice. He waited to speak until they left the pass and the trail started to plunge towards the crossroads below, three miles west of the mule track. “Was the dead man from Aragon, Colonel?”


“No, he was Andalusian, from a long line of small landowners and conversos …Jews converted to Christianity.”


“It’s curious that a man in hiding should land in Aragon, the most divided of provinces.”


“No more curious than you finding yourself here when you’re not even Spanish.”


Bora saw from the colonel’s expression that he meant to embarrass him; still, he held his tongue.


“His cousins live in Teruel, Lieutenant. Retrieving the body will be risky, but I don’t want you to take more than two men along.”


“I’ll start by having informants ask around the countryside. And while a search would be best done at night, we’ll need daylight to make sure we have the right body.”


“Act quickly; the season is hot. Although the saying goes ‘The dead and departed have no friends,’ one such as he will be missed. So, you see, I want his body. Besides, no body – no crime.”


“Sir, you speak as if we’re responsible for this death after all!”


Serrano’s voice came in impeccable Castilian. “Just find me the body, Lieutenant.”


EL PALO DE LA VIRGEN


Maria Paz – Marypaz, he called her – came back to camp just before noon, when Walton had begun to hope she’d stay in Castellar for the day, moping.


But there she was, stirring dust from the bushes along the mountain trail, behind the drover and the donkey heavily laden with supplies. She was talking to the young man in a loud forced tone and paid no attention when Walton waved, which was a confirmation that she knew.


How she always knew, he couldn’t figure out. Sitting by the fountain, Walton had been patching up his map of Aragon with the last of the paper tape he’d bought in Barcelona. Now he watched her help unload the donkey and send the drover on his way, ignoring him. Carefully he folded the map and put it back in his pocket. He reached for the tin cup hanging from a nail by the water pipe, filled it and began drinking. Three gulps is all she’ll let me take before she comes charging, he thought. He waited.


Standing two yards away, trying to control the trembling in her voice, Marypaz said, “You went to see her yesterday. You’re lying if you tell me that you didn’t.”


Walton rounded his lips to take another sip of water. Now that she was facing him, he didn’t feel like arguing at all. “Why don’t you wear a skirt? I don’t like you in dungarees.”


Marypaz tossed back her head, arching her plump throat. “Why, does she wear a skirt? I thought she didn’t even bother with clothes if there were men around.”


Despite her attempts at control, the tears came, and a sudden stupid need to laugh rose in Walton. He reached out his arm and grabbed her round the waist, making her lose her balance and fall into his lap. “Why, you’re jealous!”


“I’m not jealous, I’m angry at you.” She struggled in his grip, making him spill water from the tin. His left hand felt the soft bulges of her breasts under the blouse. “Her tits aren’t anywhere near as big as these, Marypaz. What are you jealous of?”


“See? You’re still sleeping with her! I knew it!” He let go and she scrambled to her feet. “Eres un putero, Felipe!” she wept, furiously pinning her sleek coil of dark hair into a bun.


A whore-chaser? Walton didn’t move. I guess that’s what Remedios is, he thought. A whore, and sure as hell I’ll chase her. He watched Marypaz march off, admiring her short roundness. Hey, he ought to say to her, there’s a dead man inside. If you go inside, you’ll find a body on the floor. But there was a measure of spite in letting her walk in unawares. “Look on the bright side,” he called to her. “At least you walked away from the fish stalls before you turned twenty, unlike your sisters.”


She looked back. “It was Mosko who got me out of Cartagena. If it was up to you, I’d still be slaving in the marketplace. Remember? You had a girl from the big city in those days.”


“So? You had Mosko.” Walton filled the tin again. “Come now, we’ve been together six months, haven’t we? I’d never spend six months with someone I don’t like.”


“Ha! Is that the way they do it in America?”


Walton’s hand tightened around the tin. “Don’t annoy me, Marypaz.”


“I’m going to kill you, Felipe.”


“Why don’t you try to kill her?”


She stomped back over to him. “No, you. I’m going to kill you, because it’s you who’s going to her.”


“Pobrecita!” The foolish need to laugh came back to him, and he laughed. “You’re not skinny and mean enough to be that angry.” She picked up a rock and threw it at him. It hit Walton on the shin and suddenly he was no longer amused. He tossed the tin at her feet. “Goddamn, Marypaz, you’re getting on my nerves. I got divorced once already because my skinny bitch of a wife kept giving me grief. What in God’s name do you want from me? You’ve had your fun. Mosko wasn’t the only one you were having fun with when I met you. But that’s OK, because that’s the way it is in the People’s Army. We all have a right to have fun, even me.”


“I hate you. I hope a bomb falls on your head.”


Walton turned away from her. Maetzu and Chernik were back from a scouting trip to climb El Baluarte and check on the effects of the mortar attack. “Get lost, Marypaz,” he said flatly, before turning to the men.


“So, how did it go?”


Chernik answered, in his makeshift Spanish, “We hit the ledge, but you told us to do no more than scare them off. Iñaki here wanted to keep at it.” Wiping sweat off his neck with a frayed handkerchief, he glanced over at Maetzu. “Didn’t you?”


“I don’t believe in warning Fascists.”


Next to the Basque, Chernik seemed diminutive. Sparrow-necked and hairy all over except his head, Walton didn’t know much about him. Nor did anyone else. He was always amiable, but his drawling speech and amiability were an armour over his true self. “Folks in Castellar report there’s a German leading the Fascists at Riscal Amargo,” he added.


Walton found himself grinning again, and began to worry that it might be his nervous reaction from the days of the Great War, masking very different feelings. Nothing to do with pleasure. “A whole German,” he said. “You don’t say. Should I worry?”


“He’s new, and an officer.” Maetzu lowered his voice, and spoke through his teeth. “It’d take me fifteen minutes to slip over and kill him.”


Walton wished he could stop smiling, but he had no control over the grimace which had frozen on his face. He cut through the air with a broad wave of his hand. “You killed the last sonofabitch army lieutenant at Riscal and now we’ve got a German in his place. Too many Fascists in Teruel to risk them coming after our asses right now. Let it go, Iñaki. We have our own dead to bury. Mosko says there’s a good place at Muralla del Rojo. Go as soon as it gets dark. By that time the grave will have been dug.”


Maetzu said nothing, but Chernik nodded. He greeted Brissot, who had joined them, and then, as his eyes wandered to the place where Marypaz had stalked off to, added, “Well, if that don’t beat it all. What’s wrong with her, Felipe?”


“I don’t know, she keeps giving me grief.”


“Seems to me she’s tearing your clothes apart.”


Walton wheeled around in the dust. He’d washed his shorts this morning and put them out to dry on a saddle-shaped granite outcrop by the fountain. Marypaz was furiously ripping them to white shreds. Chernik laughed, and Maetzu walked away from the scene with a face of gloomy disgust. Walton felt Brissot’s grip on his arm, stopping him from flying at Marypaz. “What?” he shouted.


“The trouble with you Americans is that you have no sense of history.” Brissot scowled. “Every event, every crime has historical implications. Forget about Marypaz, and think about what’s important. We’re not dealing with a simple murder, Felipe. If you just bury the body or knock the Fascists over with mortar fire, you’re not looking at his death in terms of propaganda. Lorca is dead. He was killed by the Fascists. A hundred years from now, all this shitty fighting on mountainsides won’t mean a tinker’s damn to anyone, but this one death will. If we use it well, his murder will show his enemies have no sense or understanding of history.” Pulling on his tobacco-stained moustache, Brissot still scowled, but there was earnest concern in his voice. “I say we try to find out as much as possible about how he died.”


Walton wearily passed both hands over his cheeks, feeling the calluses on his fingertips and palms. It was like Guadalajara. The thought sickened him. Entrapment. Maybe that’s what the dream of the yellow wall meant. He felt trapped. Yet his anger was ebbing quickly, leaving him numb and forgetting about Marypaz, as Brissot had advised, but without any conscious effort on his part. Even the news of this recent death did nothing but weary him.


Facing Walton, Brissot spoke like a Soviet commissar, which was probably the closest thing to his political stance. “You forget that rumours of his death have been circulated before, Mosko. Besides, that’s not my job.”


“Well, you were the angry one. What else do you have to do? We can’t move, same as the Fascists and their whole goddamned rebel army can’t move. We sit on two sides of a rock close enough to spit and take potshots at each other, waiting for the moment when the civil war blows Aragon to bits. I say we try to find out. It’s only then that the burial place will have any meaning.”


“I have to think about it.”


“Well, think about it.”


Out of habit, Walton glanced at his left wrist, where his watch had been until the day before. “You haven’t seen my watch, have you?” he asked, walking away from Brissot.
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The afternoon brought stunning heat with it. Bora walked to the well, dug between the stable and the steep face of the mountain. Leaning over the ring of cemented stones, he looked down the shaft, where the sun high overhead showed a circle of silty dirt at the bottom. After the well had dried up two days earlier, Fuentes had held a rope for Bora to go down the musty hole. His footprints still formed a pattern in the silt, and the shaft already didn’t smell damp any more. Behind the army post there was still a trickle of water oozing from the heights, enough to drink and shave, but the dry well felt like a rejection. Bora watched dusty loam crumble from the ring of the well as he leaned on it. Dust became a sparkling nothing as it floated down the shaft.


Despite his back-breaking months spent with the Tercio de la Legion near Tétouan, the heat here bothered him more than it had in North Africa. The welts under his arms ached. Cloth chafed the skin of his groin raw. His only relief was going down to the brook to swim in a waterhole that was growing muddy as it evaporated. At least it wouldn’t dry up altogether, according to Tomé.


Tomé was an unknown quantity, slippery, shifting, unfathomable; and although the man meant nothing to him, it irked Bora that he couldn’t get the measure of him. He’d been coming along to the brook for security, squatting with a rifle across his thighs in the shade of a fat evergreen bush. A slight, supple man with pointed ears and attentive eyes, he had a soft way of moving, like a deceitful cat … but many Spaniards were like that, in Bora’s opinion. Tomé never said much. He normally chewed on a blade of grass, eyes on the shimmer of the water. Now, he unhesitatingly followed Bora down the hill for the second time that day.


At one point on the steep descent, they passed a flat rock marked by a ragged wide stain. There, Lieutenant Jover had been shot in the head a month earlier. The men said that insects had come for days to suck bits of brain from the drying blood. Bora stopped, staring at the dark outline on the rock. “Tomé,” he said, “go back. Tell Sergeant Fuentes we’re going down to the bottom.”


“As the lieutenant wishes.” Tomé turned around and started up the ravine again.


Fifteen minutes later, they reached the foot of the sierra together. Where the stones gave way to reddish earth, the heat rising from the parched sod took their breath. Shadows were negligible under the scant bushes. The brook, in its wide shingle bed, trembled like a mirage, canes and rushes forming a cañada that fanned fine wattled roots into the sluggish water. Where the watercourse twisted and grew deeper, Tomé sat on the bank to keep an eye on the sierra, but soon he was watching Bora slip into the hole and pour water over his head. Bora took it to be a sentinel’s precaution, and did not resent the other man’s attention. When he dipped his hands into the brook, tremulous shields and crescents of glitter broke the copper sheen of the water surface. He said, “Did you hear any noise last night, Tomé?”


“What kind of noise?”


“A motor car, or a shot.”


“No. I never wake up at night.”


“Well, you’re lucky you can sleep, in this heat.”


“I like the heat.” Slouched against a sturdy bush, Tomé twirled a grass stalk between his lips. His dark, monkey-like hands gripped the rifle, and Bora saw how deceptive his quiescence really was. The inertia of things, he thought. Matter is potentiality.


“Why don’t you ask Josep Aixala?” Tomé continued. “He’s been out half the night. He has a girl in Castellar.”


Bora was careful not to show any overt interest. He dived into the deep centre of the hole and then emerged head first. “He does, does he?”


“Fuentes does too.”


“I thought Fuentes was married.”


Tomé sneered. “Even Alfonso has got himself somebody. A widow.”


“And you?”


“I don’t. Women are a nuisance.”


Bora laughed. The pain in his shoulder was worsening, but the water felt good. He plunged in again, tasting the cool siltiness. So, Aixala had been out part of the night. He knew already that Paradís, the wall-eyed sailor, might have been gone between twelve and three. The actor from Cartagena, Niceto, would have had time to be away from his post for at least three hours, from three to six. Bora touched the bottom of the waterhole with his fingers before straightening up suddenly, emerging into the incandescent light of day. Everything seemed red and veiled in the glare. The cane grove hid the nearby bridge and the curving mule track from sight, but he glanced that way automatically. In his mind, it was from now on a place of death, altered and redefined by the presence of the dead man whose name he still did not know.


Cicadas chirred from every shrub and withering head of grass as Bora climbed onto the bank. He sat down where the pebbles touched the water’s edge, because those farther away burned like coals. “Is Aixala serious about this girl?” He spoke idly, his feet still in the water.


Tomé watched him, stalk limp in his mouth. “Possibly.”


“He must be, if he sneaks out to see her at night.” Bora began gathering the pieces of his uniform one by one. He was in no hurry to leave. This line of inquiry was important, and gave him a reason to take his time. When he started dressing, the drenched linen stuck to him like a second skin, and he derived a raw, basic pleasure from forcing the stiff dry cloth of the uniform over that moisture.


Tomé swallowed hard. “Aixala didn’t go to see his girl last night.”


“How do you know?”


“He told me.”


Turned away from Tomé, Bora buttoned his army shorts. Reaching for his pistol belt awoke a sequence of small throbs of pain from his shoulder muscle, like electrical impulses. The pain, too, was oddly pleasurable. He secured the belt around his hips. “There’s something we must do before we go back.”


Tomé leaned forward eagerly, without rising from his crouch. “I’ll do anything you want, mi teniente,” he said, not meeting Bora’s eyes.


“It’s not what I want, it’s what needs to be done.”


“Anything you want.”


Bora found the alacrity annoying. “Well, that’s good, because we’re climbing the sierra by way of San Martín, to see if the Reds have dug a grave yet.”


EL PALO DE LA VIRGEN


“It’s more practical to bury him this way. Coffins require time.” Brissot handed the mattress cover to Rafael, who was skulking in a corner of the kitchen. Rafael hadn’t yet turned nineteen, and everyone knew he hadn’t yet seen a dead man close-up. Chernik volunteered him for the job of sewing the body inside the cover, and now he was hesitating, needle and thread in his hands, stiff-jawed. He didn’t move when Brissot held the cloth out to him.


“This is from my own pallet,” Brissot grumbled, “so I’m being generous about this, considering I can’t abide ceremonies. Take it. Come on, take it. Get started. After you’ve been handling a dead body for a while you get used to it.”


Walton had so far been listening without any desire to intervene. Now he wiped his mouth after drinking from his bottle, took the needle and thread from Rafael’s hands and told him, “Here, have a swig and get started. I want to see it when you’re done.”


“Aren’t you going to stay?”


Walton turned to Brissot, who had asked the question and was now filling his pipe with tobacco, as he always did when he was running low on cigarettes.


Bernat looked in through the open window. “Are we done yet?” A freckled anarchist with a skin condition that made his ears and neck flake and shed continuously, he tried not to scratch himself, but it was second nature to him. As everyone ignored the question, he leaned over the sill to make conversation. “Strapping son of a bitch, wasn’t he.”


Brissot shrugged. “He’d have grown stout, had he lived.”


“I think he looks like Tyrone Power,” Chernik said. “When are we taking him up, Mosko?”


“Ask Felipe.”


“When I say so,” Walton said, walking out of the kitchen and scattering across the floor the almonds that had been set to dry along the wall. “I’m going to see Marypaz.”


This was a lie. He longed to be alone. To get out, walk out, listen to no one. Marypaz spent her time away from the camp in the village of Castellar, but Walton had no idea whether she’d gone there after their row, and he didn’t particularly care. Ever since that morning, the thought of death had been troubling him as he’d hoped it never would again. His thoughts were packed with guilt and sickness and the need to get away from death, yet he felt compelled to go sniffing for it, and find it. It might have something to do with Guadalajara. Damn and fuck Guadalajara: it was a stupid name for a stupid place and still he couldn’t get it out of his system. No matter what he did, he ended up thinking of it. Even in his dreams, though he didn’t remember a yellow wall in Guadalajara.
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