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      CHAPTER I


      Several weeks ago, an unknown editor at the Aragon Herald devoted half a column to the events that occurred in our region. No doubt, this half a column went unnoticed by almost all of the paper’s readership, not just because it was buried deep on an inside page, lost among other stories from towns as tiny and insignificant as ours, but also because educated citizens consider a speech by Lerroux, by Azaña, by Largo Caballero or any one of the other politicians who govern–or perhaps I should say divide–this long-suffering Republic to be more important than any amount of blood that might be spilled in the villages woven throughout our landscape. Unless, of course, the peasants’ blood can be used as a weapon against political adversaries, as it was two years ago, in suppressing the Casas Viejas uprising, in Andalucía.


      We ourselves almost didn’t find out about it either, not for lack of interest, but simply because I’m the only one in town who reads the paper, every other day. I’m sure readers will find it odd that a rural teacher’s salary, which barely pays enough to eat, allows me to buy the paper, even if it is only every two days. Let me explain: when Don Casil­do Baldellou was young, he set off to study in Zaragoza and spent considerable time there; but then his brother, the heir, died, and he had to return to take charge of the family home. His time in the city and his truncated education bestowed upon him a certain intellectual prestige and standing above the other townspeople, a prestige that he bolsters by having the paper delivered to him by horseback. He does it out of sheer bumptiousness, given that running his household long ago wrested away the sophisticated diversion of reading; but every Saturday he still brings the newspaper to the bar where folks gather and, donning his glasses, reads aloud any random news story from the front page so that afterward, at the regulars’ respectful silence, he can declare, “I don’t know where it’s all going to end!”


       


      Be that as it may, his presumptuous little display–like his glasses, I might add: he’s got near-perfect vision and doesn’t need them now nor will he ever–suits Don Felipe the priest and yours truly just fine. Once Don Casildo has reaffirmed his erudite pre-eminence over the masses, the papers become useless to him, so he donates them to the priest and me, and the two of us split them equitably. In a sense, this is a bribe, since it’s understood that if we want the steady stream of papers to continue, we must never undermine Don Casildo’s ruse, and that when he declares “I don’t know where it’s all going to end!” we respectfully nod, as if his pronouncement simultaneously captured the wisdom of both the Church Fathers and philosopher Giner de los Ríos.


      For this low price, I get to read half the news from Spain and abroad and, with a bit of imagination, I fill in the other half as if I were doing a crossword. I don’t really mind the two or three-week delay. It just feels like I inhabit another world, a world that’s a bit slower, a bit calmer; and when I get disturbing news, I know that it’s already days old and, for better or for worse, it now pertains to the past.


      At any rate, as luck would have it, the half column of text that initially gave rise to what I’m now writing, corresponded to the priest’s section. Personally, I’ve been harboring suspicions for some time that Don Felipe doesn’t actually read his portion of the paper but uses it as fireplace kindling. For him not to notice such an important story only corroborates my theory.


      At any rate, an émigré from our town who now resides in Huesca–Miguelón, third son of Joaquín Naval–read the piece, clipped it, and mailed it to his father. Joaquín Naval reads enough to realize that the half-column was about our town, though he couldn’t ascertain exactly what it said, which is why he brought it to the tertulia that night at the bar.


      Don Casildo’s reputation as local intellectual elite teetered and nearly nose-dived when he was presented with this story he knew nothing about, and he could do nothing but repeat, “I don’t know where it’s all going to end!” like some kind of incantation.


      At this point I stepped in, fearful that if Don Casildo’s stature as local sage foundered, he might stop buying the paper. So I explained to everyone that the Huesca edition of the Aragón Herald is not the same as the Zaragoza edition, just as Cariñena wine doesn’t taste the same as Somontano wine, although we use the same word for them both. The Herald that Don Casildo gets is the Zaragoza edition, which is higher quality, as befits a man of his schooling, while the clipping in question came from the Huesca edition, which as we all know is a city of lesser importance. And since Zaragoza is an important metropolis, it doesn’t concern itself with matters that take place in remote townships such as our own.


      Needless to say, this is all a lie, but even though the cleverest folks sensed that my reasoning was none too solid, no one dared contradict me on issues of culture. So Don Casildo, donning his useless spectacles, read the piece slowly, as a religious silence descended on those congregated.


      Oh, the travails of a journalist! One night he’s faced with a blank space and the editor-in-chief tells him to write something, anything, doesn’t matter what, as long as it will interest idle readers; the journalist pores over court reports and finds a case in which love, hate, and blood intermingle; he reads the version the judge has accepted as accurate, which in turn was based on the Guardia Civil report, which was a collection of local residents’ depositions—in many cases biased and contradictory and to a large extent suppressed because they pertained to dark family secrets and questions of revenge that were nobody’s business. From all of this he must bang out a story that, although it will never be true, must at least seem so.


      Then the editor-in-chief will change a few sentences to make the piece more interesting and the layout editor will strike a paragraph or two to make the short, last-minute story fit. And only then will the reader, having purchased the paper—or in my case having sat through Don Casildo’s theatrical performance—be able to read the hazy vestige of what truly happened. And he’ll consider himself well informed, au courant with what’s going on in the world.


      So it’s no surprise that the journalist’s story bore only a vague resemblance to what actually happened here in town.


      Scarcely had Don Casildo removed his spectacles and pronounced his fêted “I don’t know where it’s all going to end!” when a torrent of indignation was unleashed. Those who’d been named in the article flew off the handle and cursed, undaunted by the presence of Father Felipe, which usually tempered such outbursts; by contrast, those who’d taken part in the events without having their names appear felt scorned. This caricature of our town was an offense to each and every inhabitant.


      Anger overflowed the confines of the tiny bar where we were gathered and soon, as though drawn by a mysterious force, the previously absent residents all assembled. Women forgot about making dinner and came to scream and insult; old people did, too, though they could do nothing but shake their canes and look for a place to rest their crooked spines; and children, though perplexed as to what was going on, found the excitement in the air contagious and added to the confusion by yelling and jumping up and down. Even the men from Casa Carrasquero showed up, and that’s half an hour away, and the ones from Casa Simó, who have to cross Grallaro Creek to get here.


      There was urgency in the air, a need to do something, to find a release for their indignation, but alas! There was no Bastille to storm, no guilty party to sacrifice in collective catharsis, no action that the hardened, weather-beaten calloused hands could undertake. Some paced up and down the street as if in search of an enemy; others demanded to see the fateful clipping and eyeballed it again and again, as if that would somehow enable them to decipher the otherwise incomprehensible letters; most simply clenched their impotent fists.


      Finally our mayor, Sebastián Badías, of Casa Bardal, pro­posed that we restore the town’s honor by committing to paper what had actually happened, so the city folks would know the truth. The proposal was welcomed with a cry of jubilation. The town council met quickly to decide upon practical details while the rest of the townsfolk respectfully exited the packed bar to allow deliberations to take place with the necessary calm; and they waited outside in a silence even more awesome and menacing than their earlier uproar had been. Since this was a matter of culture, I was invited to the plenary session, as was Don Casildo, whose reputation was now at no risk whatsoever, since no one doubted that his Zaragoza paper was vastly superior to the Huesca paper, which published such fabricated stories.


      In theory, the task of composing a reply to the insult was assigned to Don Casildo, a townsman by birth and not by adoption, as am I; but he excused himself by remarking that, although he was perfectly capable of writing it, the numerous obligations he had to his inherited estate would impede him from dedicating sufficient time to the task. Everyone concurred that the care of livestock and land was more important than the negligibly productive task of teaching children to read and write. After all, people can go their whole lives without learning their letters; not so without eating.


      And thus it was decided that, until the reply to the newspaper was finished, school would be closed in the afternoon with the aim of providing me the necessary time to compose it. Likewise, the township would provide me with as much free paper and ink as I might require for the task.


      I tried to explain that whatever had taken place in our town mattered to no one but us during this turbulent month of November 1934, with the events of Asturias and Cataluña still so recent; that our town’s name would have been forgotten even by the no-good journalist who wrote the absurd piece–if he’d ever remembered it to begin with–, that some sorrows it’s best not to stir up and instead let them lie in pious oblivion. But given how worked up everyone was, they paid no heed to my warnings, and I considered it prudent not to be too insistent.


      Leaving school at lunchtime the following day, I was approached by Pilar, of Casa Bardal, (which, by the way, is one of the town’s most powerful households), who relayed her father’s invitation to lunch and told me not to forget to bring paper and writing implements.


      Since everyone knows that a teacher’s salary doesn’t pay enough to live on, it’s not unusual for the most important houses to invite me to their table from time to time, while the poorer ones are happy to send a few eggs or vegetables my way now and then.


      To my surprise, however, instead of the typical stew of beans, vegetables, potatoes and bacon eaten most days in every house, I was presented with a delicious dish of codas. For those who don’t know what codas are, let me say that when female lambs are born in summertime, their tails are docked in early November so the males can more easily inseminate them; these tails, cooked in an almond sauce, are a delicacy only the richest can afford. That the dish is so rare makes it tremendously desirable. I had never tasted it before, and being served such a meal indicated a desire to shower me with a luxury far above my modest social standing.


      After the exquisite meal, the mayor asked me to take up pen and paper and transcribe his version of the events pertaining to his household that were mentioned in the article.


      In vain I attempted to explain that if we wanted the paper to publish any sort of correction, we needed to be concise, to leave out sort of minor details so important to us but excessive and bothersome to the average reader, who doesn’t care how we dress, how much land we own, or whether we’re worried about a mule that’s gone lame. Of course, yes, all of this is important for them to be able to truly understand us and, consequently, determine why what happened, happened; nevertheless, deep down, the people who buy the newspaper don’t really want to understand at all; they want the illusion of knowledge, without actually taking the time needed to acquire it.


      My postulating was all in vain. Obediently, fully aware of the fact that no paper would publish such a verbose outpouring, I took down what I was told on the paper donated by the township, in fair payment for the exquisite meal. And to my shame, I allowed my pen to transcribe not only the superfluous—which would have been forgivable—but also the lies that attempted to conceal the hatred in people’s hearts.


      In the days that followed, invitation after invitation, I visited every house in town. I don’t know if it was by prior arrangement or some strange social instinct was at work, but they followed strict hierarchical order. First, the most powerful casas: after Casa Bardal I was called to Casa Torrera, Casa Simó, Casa Sopera, Casa Nariñós . . . ; then came the more modest casas, beginning with Casa Badiello and after which came Casa La Selva, Casa Mozcós, Casa Alins, Casa Mateu . . .


      It took over a month to visit each and every house in the town and surrounding areas, and in each one I ate lavish meals, drank the best wine and listened to the inhabitants’ long-winded tales. It was like a monotonous, repetitive symphony, full of good intentions and naiveté. And it was all false, even more false than the journalist’s initial half-column.


      The day after finishing at the last house, the invitations ceased and I discovered a warm plate of food at the schoolhouse door. I realized that the townspeople now expected me to compose what they’d told me. So, I locked myself in my room and pretended to write. Yes, that’s right, I say I pretended to write, because after thirty-eight visits, I had in my hands over two hundred utterly confusing, contradictory pages, impossible for anyone to decipher—even if they actually had the patience required to read them and understood the Aragonese dialect in which they were written. What’s more, I couldn’t omit anything without offending whoever had recounted it to me, and in a small town, an insult of that sort is not easily forgiven. Given that my survival depends on the good will of my neighbors, the reader will understand why it was necessary for me to exercise extreme caution.


      I was perfectly aware of the fate that would await those pages once they reached the editor’s desk, even if I did—at great risk to my sustenance—attempt to abridge them into a hundred, or fifty, or ten pages. So instead I opted to pretend I was writing, when in fact I spent the afternoons reading one of my very few books; and when I deemed that sufficient time had passed, I presented the mayor with the selfsame notes I’d taken when I first did the rounds from house to house.


      The whole town was convened, then, and Don Casildo—glasses donned, standing on the town hall balcony—began reading that impenetrable gibberish, incomprehensible to anyone who wasn’t part of our community, while the townspeople gathered in the plaza listened in a respectful silence with an almost religious attitude.


      For hours and hours, Don Casildo read out what each person had dictated to me; and, just as I’d predicted, everyone found it satisfactory. They understood nothing about the structure required for literary composition; nor did they realize that no stranger could know if “Don Mariano’s Alba” was in fact the man’s wife, mother, or daughter; nor did anyone grasp the fact that although for them the strength, health, castration, shoeing, age and teeth of their livestock are vital to a tale, a city-dweller is entirely indifferent as to whether a mule is dappled or dun or badly shoed. No, they were just hearing a description of the town and its inhabitants as they saw them, that is, an enormously congratulatory description of themselves. And set against this gilded backdrop, one man personified all manner of evil, all vice, all perversion; one man comprised the miniscule black stain that makes the whiteness of the sheet stand out all the more; one man was the sole guilty party in the events that earned our town its sad notoriety and a half-column on an inside page of the Aragón Herald, Huesca edition.


      As though in a trance, they thus exorcized the demons that had been tormenting them for the past few months; for a lie, if shared by every member of the community, becomes first credible, then possible, and finally true. Thus in perverse communion, they stood calmly and quietly for hours, hardly even gesturing except to nod every now and again at the most important—and most fallacious—passages, until Don Casildo finally finished and took off his glasses. No one, except me, realized that for once he hadn’t made his famous declaration, but there was a collective sigh, as if a weight had been removed, unburdening their hearts. I could almost hear an “amen” more sincere than all those uttered at Sunday mass: so be it, so be it, so be it.


      After the ceremony, the pages were carefully packed up and sent off with the weekly mail. And from that moment on, every day that went by, people said, “It must have gotten to Barbastro by now,” or, “It’s probably in Huesca,” or, “They must be reading it at the paper by now.”


      And starting on the day that people thought they must be reading it at the paper by now, everyone was overcome with uneasiness, because nobody could imagine what it is that people do at a newspaper, or how long it takes to print the news. They couldn’t say, “It must be at the typesetter’s by now” or, “They’re probably doing the layout by now” because no one knew what a typesetter was or what it meant to lay out a page; I, too, feigned ignorance to avoid inconvenient questions. Thus commenced a nerve-wracking wait.


      For the first time in his life, Don Casildo read from start to finish the weekly papers he had delivered every week, which required devoting Fridays and Saturdays to the task. The neighbors, in turn, seeing the generous sacrifice he was making for the community, scythed his fields for free, and herded his livestock, in an attempt to compensate him in some way.


      When Don Casildo finished reading on Saturday nights, he’d head to the bar where the entire village anxiously awaited him, and sadly shake his head. Then everyone would return home, downcast, without Don Casildo even having mustered the spirit to read out a story to them, now of all times, when he just about knew the news by heart and there were so many he could have remarked upon.


      Finally, in February, everyone lost all hope of their version of events being published. And since they couldn’t imagine that the journalists were simply uninterested, their guilty consciences took it to mean that somehow, mysteriously, the lies professed in the manuscript had been found out. And then, since someone had dared to question their accepted truth, that truth lost its sway and its ability to ward off their blood-spattered ghosts.


      One Saturday, Don Casildo went back to passing comment on a news story each week and proclaiming, “I don’t know where it’s all going to end!” and the people went back to the fields, called to work by the coming of spring, and the old folks went back to sitting in the sun and declaring that times weren’t what they used to be. But deep in their hearts, they couldn’t fool themselves.


      Even I felt uneasy because I, more than anyone, know—or think I know—what really happened. Me, who more than anyone should have challenged the lies—and yet I prostituted my pen out of fear.


      I was still in possession of the paper that the township had given me to write the final draft of the events they’d recounted, and one night, in the middle of the night, amid horrible nightmares, I got out of bed, drenched in sweat, and, lighting an oil lamp, began to write the truth. The truth that I bore witness to, and that no one wants to hear.


      Now that the days are getting longer, I make the most of the sunlight—these are no times for squandering lamp oil in vain—and, rather than go for my evening walk, I write a few pages.


      If anyone ever reads this humble chronicle of the deeds both terrible and beautiful that befell a small town at the foot of the Pyrenees, let it be known that they were penned by a schoolteacher who wants only to be at peace with himself. And that peace can come only from the truth, even if the people don’t want to see it.
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