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			Il était un petit navire . . .

			(Once there was a little boat . . .)

			1972

			1

			Elías was fourteen when he arrived in Ugarte one afternoon in late summer. He was going to spend some time living with his uncle, the owner of a bakery that supplied bread to the surrounding towns and villages. The next day, August 27, a Sunday, he found a block of wood in the workshop opposite the house and set about making a boat with his Swiss Army knife.

			“You’ll find it easier with these, Elías,” said his uncle, placing a saw, hammer and chisel on the workbench that occupied the centre of the workshop.

			The boy nodded his thanks and got straight to work. He spent all morning and afternoon shaping and hollowing out the wood, not once going up to the bakery which stood barely a hundred metres away along the hill track.

			On the Monday morning, at breakfast, his uncle said casually:

			“Come up and see how we make the bread, Elías. Come up, and you can help with putting the bread in the baskets when it’s fresh out of the oven or with loading the baskets into the Chevrolet. Everyone who works for us is from around here, they’re all good people, especially one guy who I know you’re really going to like: Donato. Know what we call Donato?”

			He waited, but the boy showed no intention of answering.

			“The Gitane Blonde we call him, like the cigarettes, or Blondie for short. He’s great fun, plus he plays the accordion.”

			At this, the boy smiled.

			Come supper that same day, August 28, his uncle again tried to get the boy to speak:

			“You remember my name, don’t you?” Adding a little too light-heartedly: “Come on, what’s my name?”

			The boy should have answered “Miguel”, but once again he only nodded. After supper, his uncle insisted he go along to the bakery.

			“I hardly notice the smell of the bread now, but for you, it’ll be your first time – you’re going to love it. Plus, it’s summer: it’s so warm, you can go for a dip in the canal. Trust me, that cool water, you can’t beat it.”

			Again, there was nothing but a nod of the head from the boy, and as soon as he could, he went back out to the workshop to continue making his toy boat. The bulb over the workbench was bright enough for him to work there at night. The only problem were the moths and nocturnal insects, which came swirling up around him like flurries of mud-flecked snow.

			It had been a week – first, at home with his mother, and now in his uncle’s house – since Elías had uttered a word. A little more than a week, in fact, given that he had stopped speaking while away in the south of France on an intensive language course, at a college called Beau-Frêne in the city of Pau. It was there that the miracle had occurred, the opposite miracle to that attributed to Notre-Dame de l’Immaculée-Conception in Lourdes, the college’s patron saint: the student, who had arrived talking quite normally, had lost the power of speech.

			After three days in Ugarte the boat was finished, and he carved an “E” for Elías on one side with his Swiss Army knife. However, when he tried to remove a slightly raised knot at the back with gouge and hammer, the whole thing cracked. Miguel saw this on his way back for lunch at midday when he called in at the workshop with one of the men from the bakery.

			“You should have used a harder kind of wood, not cherry wood,” he told the boy. “Try some ash. You’ll find a whole load of felled ash further up the canal. Donato isn’t in today, it’s his day off, but go with him tomorrow and he’ll help you pick out a better piece.”

			“I can show him where if you like,” said the employee standing beside Elías’ uncle. His blue denim shirt was covered in flour.

			“No,” said Miguel. “Youngsters with youngsters. Donato’s a good kid, he should go with him.”

			“What do you think of that?” The man gave an exaggerated frown. “I’m only fifty-five, and yet everyone at the bakery calls me Greybeard. Donato gets called Blondie and I get called Greybeard.”

			Elías smiled.

			“A blonde gypsy and an OAP; you see the kind of people who work for me?”

			It was no use. The boy was not going to talk.

			“Joking aside, Donato will show you where the ash has been stacked. As well as the best places for swimming in the canal,” Miguel said, before turning and heading off to the kitchen on the ground floor of the house, a few steps away from the workshop.

			Ignoring his uncle’s advice, Elías went to the canal that same day for some new wood, dragging an ash branch back down the path on his own. Miguel’s hopes were therefore frustrated: he thought Donato’s company was sure to induce his nephew to speak, even if only a word, and that many more would then follow, with, ultimately, a return to normality. Elías was back in the workshop at nightfall, hollowing out the new block of wood on the workbench, apparently quite content, occasionally whistling the tune to a French nursery rhyme: “Il était un petit navire qui n’avait ja- ja- jamais navigué. Ohé! Ohé!” As he whistled, it seemed as though the moths and insects swarming around the lightbulb were moving in time to the tune.

			Elías’ mother rang her brother Miguel every day to ask after the boy, and August 29 was no different. He tried to sound upbeat:

			“He seems fine, really into making that little boat of his. He tried cherry wood to begin with, but it cracked, which was a shame because he’d already carved his initial on one side with his knife. Now he’s trying with a bit of ash, and that’s going much better.”

			This, however, was not what his sister wanted to know. Miguel could sense, at the other end of the line, that she was waiting. In the end he had to tell her the truth:

			“Still not a word. But I’m sure he’ll start talking as soon as he settles in.”

			It was better, he thought, not to go into detail, and he did not mention that the boy avoided having lunch with him and the bakery staff, or the fact that he even failed to acknowledge Marta, the kind, friendly woman who cooked for them all.

			He could sense his sister holding back her tears.

			“It must be a strain for you, Miguel, I’m sorry. If Elías goes on like this, I’ll close the restaurant and take him somewhere, wherever he needs to go.”

			His sister was a widow. She had a restaurant on the coast, and her takings during the summer season sometimes saw her through the whole rest of the year.

			“Don’t even think about it. Your place is at the restaurant. There’s lots of us here, and he’ll end up talking to one or other of us, you’ll see.”

			Rather than being a strain, Elías’ presence simply made Miguel uncomfortable at times, especially when they sat facing one another at supper. That day, after speaking with his sister on the telephone, Miguel made an exception and took two trays into the room beside the kitchen, one with leftovers from lunch for himself and the other with olives, ham, cheese and pâté for his nephew. He turned on the television, and they watched the roundup of the day’s action at the Munich Olympics. The star that night was a Japanese gymnast called Sawao Kato.

			“He’s a kool kat, don’t you think?” joked Miguel during the parallel bars.

			When Kato concluded his routine, landing back on the ground, Elías gave a thumbs-up and applauded.

			 

			While preparing the meal for the bakery staff, Marta stepped out of the kitchen to check if the boy was still in the workshop with his wood and his tools. As she did so various thoughts came into her head, memories of other strange people she had known in her life, like Antonio, the engineer at the mine where her husband had worked, and whom, because he was a Frenchman, everyone called Antuán and who never went anywhere without his dogs, apparently the most important thing in his life; or like that girl she had been at school with who spent every second of every day laughing, often not just laughing but roaring with laughter, almost to the point where she would be gasping for air; or like Lucía, her one-time best friend, who had only ever been attracted to bad boys. She wondered whether Miguel’s nephew would be similar; whether it was normal to spend the entire day making that boat, for goodness’ sake, his silence broken only by the occasional bit of whistling, the same song over and over, refusing to go anywhere near anyone or say a word, not to Miguel, not to her, not to any of the staff. And he had no interest in going up to the bakery, even though it was right there on the doorstep, and that was strange too, because boys usually loved nosing around in all the bags of flour and the bread baskets, and that, of course, went for her twins as well, who never needed any excuse to stop by.

			Elías had been at his uncle’s for four days when Marta went to the workshop with a bowl of soup for him, and to introduce herself properly:

			“I’m Marta, and I’m a very important person in this house because I do all the cooking. Now, what’s your name? Your uncle told me, but I’ve forgotten.”

			She was doing this at Miguel’s bidding: he had asked her to talk to him like that and ask the boy straight out what his name was.

			The boy just pointed to the “E” he had carved on the side of the broken boat.

			A couple of hours later, with the thermometer showing 24°C, Marta went over to the workshop again, this time with a glass of lemonade.

			“So,” she said, “aren’t you going to tell me your name? If you don’t, I won’t know what to call you.”

			The boy drained the glass, then bent over the workbench again to carry on with his task.

			Marta went back to the kitchen feeling worried, and she struggled to concentrate as she prepared the staff meal of hake in cream sauce, potatoes and peas. She thought about her boys, the twins Martín and Luis, and she simply could not understand Elías’ behaviour, for the twins – who at twelve and a half were a little younger than Elías – were both such chatterboxes, especially Luis. She did not know whether or not Elías had been taken to see a doctor. Given a comment Miguel had once made, she thought perhaps he had, but it seemed to have done no good. No illness or injury was preventing the boy from talking.

			The more she turned the matter over in her mind, the more unsettling it became. She knew about the boy’s father dying, and that his mother ran the family business single-handed, a restaurant that left her no time for anything else, including paying proper attention to her son. Marta tried to put herself in the woman’s shoes, asking herself how she would react if one of her boys suddenly stopped talking.

			At home that night, as she heated up the dinner for her husband and the twins – the hake, potatoes and peas she had brought back from the bakery – she continued to brood over it but said nothing until the twins had gone out to play in the square and she and her husband were seated in the wicker easy chairs on the terrace. There before her, in all its vastness, was the night sky, the half-moon in one corner and the stars way above; all around, the lights from the kitchens and living rooms in the village shone like yellow and blue rectangles in the darkness.

			“It’s quite a thing, isn’t it, Julián? To stop talking so suddenly, just like that. And he’s such a good-looking boy, too.”

			Her husband nodded as he lit a cigar. On summer nights when they went out on the terrace, he always smoked a Monterrey.

			There was just a breath of wind, a light breeze that carried the village’s night sounds, all of them faint apart from the shrieking of the children playing in the square. It was a night for talking, but Marta was tired. She always was after six hours spent cooking for the bakery staff, then tidying everything away ready for the next day, working nonstop from ten until four, and the tension she felt at the presence of Miguel’s nephew only added to that tiredness. It was so awkward, having someone right there in the workshop, a stone’s throw from the kitchen, someone who could talk but who refused to.

			Gradually, as it grew later, the things Marta was saying to her husband – “It seems they get a lot of foreigners at his mother’s restaurant, that’s why he was away studying French”, “apparently he did go to Lourdes, but that was on a college excursion before he stopped speaking” – began to falter, to come apart, until she could only enunciate single, separate words: “France”, “danger”, “illness”, “obsession”, “not normal” . . . And she had the impression not so much of speaking these words as of having them sail out of her mouth and away into the vastness of the night – what a wondrous thing she found that vastness to be, the way it dropped its great calm upon the world, truly wondrous, and how necessary that calm was, that peace, because there were so many problems in the world, and you were unlikely ever to go to bed without something on your mind, without some conundrum, some painful memory, without suffering of one sort or another.

			“It’s quite a thing, isn’t it, Julián?” she said again. “Losing the ability to talk, just like that, all of a sudden . . .” And again her words leaped away into the vast and peaceful night, accompanied by the smoke from her husband’s cigar.

			She, however, did not feel at peace. She felt at peace when setting the trays of food neatly in the middle of the table, or crying over some sad event, or, more than anything, when something that had been puzzling her finally became clear; whereas, if the food trays were not neatly lined up on the table, if the tears failed to come or the explanation to the problem remained out of reach, worry would trickle down into the farthest reaches of her soul. Which was what was happening now. She had not breathed easy since the boy had arrived at Miguel’s.

			“It’ll work itself out, woman,” said her husband.

			Julián enjoyed talking too, but while he took his time over his cigar, concentrating solely on the ashtray and on stopping the ash from blowing into his eyes, he preferred to let Marta talk.

			From the terrace they could still hear the shouting of the children in the square, not dissimilar to the cries of the swifts a few hours earlier as they wove through the air above the village at sunset. This was summer: children out in the open air, swifts hunting for mosquitos, the serene murmur of the men outside the bars, and the southerly wind, the stars, the half-moon. All of this was summer, and life seemed easier, less fraught with danger, as though the year had come into equilibrium and a thin piece of cloth rested over the village like the blanket with which a mother covers her baby, protecting all the people and all the lives gathered there. Luis, Martín and the rest of the children were off playing together, peaceful and happy in the square; the man next to her with his cigar was peaceful and happy too; but Marta was on the outside, at the mercy of the elements, unprotected. Elías’ arrival had reminded her that the most unexpected things, the strangest things, could become reality, and made her think that Martín and Luis could suffer the very same fate as Elías, or indeed any other misfortune, Luis in particular, who was the wilder of the pair.

			“Miguel is really into his hunting,” said her husband, stubbing the cigar out in the ashtray and getting up. He wanted to go inside and watch television.

			She took no notice of the comment. Another worry had just assailed her: she had told the twins about Elías and they, Luis especially, had been desperate to go and meet him. “You know how much we like Miguel’s bakery. We’ll go tomorrow and help him with his boat.” It was too late now to make them change tack, and as for how Elías would react, she dreaded to think of it. His mutism did not appear to be contagious, unlike meningitis or chicken pox. It was silly to think that. But it would have been better not to have said anything to the boys and let them go on playing in the square as usual, with their shouting and their whooping, just as they were tonight.

			“What do you mean, Miguel’s really into his hunting?” she said. “What’s that got to do with anything? It’s Greybeard and Eliseo who are the hunters, not so much Miguel.”

			Eliseo was the third employee at the bakery, after the Gitane Blonde and Greybeard. He delivered the bread in the Chevrolet truck.

			“If they go out in the hills and let the boy have a go with the shotgun, maybe that’ll have an effect on him and get him talking again.”

			Julián was standing in the kitchen doorway, ready to go inside. Marta shook her head.

			“What nonsense.”

			The thermometer, hanging from a hook on the terrace wall, stood at 22°C. Not so terribly hot, but sweat beaded her brow nonetheless.

			“I wouldn’t let some child with mental issues get his hands on a shotgun!”

			She regretted saying this as soon as the words were out of her mouth. She needed to get a hold of herself, watch what she said. Elías had stopped speaking, but other than that he was a normal child, albeit more serious than any of the other children in the village.

			“It reminds me of a delivery guy who worked at the company,” said Julián. “He never used to talk. But then one day he was in a car accident and got the fright of his life. And after that, what do you know, the guy starts talking nonstop. Constantly telling jokes. Couldn’t get him to shut up.”

			The voices from the square had grown quieter now. People were starting to turn out their lights. The night was very silent. Again, Marta shook her head.

			“I really don’t know what you mean.”

			“Nothing, it doesn’t matter.”

			Julián waved his hand and made as if to go inside. He wanted to watch the Munich Olympics roundup.

			“Aren’t you coming? There’s a great gymnast from Japan, Sawao Kato he’s called. You’ll like him.”

			Marta did not want to go inside.

			 

			Luis and Martín went to Miguel’s the next morning. Looking out at them from the kitchen, Marta felt relieved. From the look of things inside the workshop, the twins and Elías were getting on fine. She watched Elías nodding or shaking his head, showing them the boat he was making from the piece of ash wood, and she saw the twins going back and forth, or else bent over the workbench with the gouge or some other tool in their hand; everything seemed to be going well.

			Before it got to midday, she saw her boys leave the workshop and head for the bakery.

			“Where are you off to?” she called from the kitchen window.

			“To get some more wood,” Luis and Martín responded in unison, like they were one single person. “We want to make boats too.”

			She was used to this, and normally she would not have batted an eyelid at the twins doing everything the same, giving the same answer with the very same words. But it affected her now in a particular way, awakening an old anxiety – one that when the twins were three or four had prompted her to seek medical advice. “Marta,” the paediatrician had said, “twins aren’t like other children.” Then, half in jest: “You might as well get used to it.” Time had shown that there was nothing out of the ordinary or bad about the boys’ behaviour, but the arrival of Elías had stirred up the sediment of concern and anxiety that was always there, somewhere deep inside her.

			She shook her head and began preparing lunch. To start, potato salad with hardboiled egg and generous amounts of lettuce, the way Miguel liked it. And for the main course, tuna with sautéed onions. But the twins were not great fish eaters, and perhaps Elías was the same. She would grill them a pork fillet with some chips on the side.

			When the men from the bakery arrived for lunch, Miguel put a hand on her shoulder and thanked her for bringing the twins.

			“It’ll do my nephew the world of good, them being around. They’re clearly having a great time together.”

			Marta showed him the dish with the potato salad – “With hardboiled egg and lots of lettuce,” she said, “the way you like it” – and put it on the table in front of Donato.

			“Donato, you’re still my assistant, right? You serve the salad while I go and get the cider.”

			In summer, Marta left the drinks to cool in the river near the house; it branched off from the canal there before running down to the village.

			“I need to marry a cook like you, Marta,” said Greybeard when he tried the salad.

			Donato, without looking up from his food, shot back:

			“Now’s your chance, Marta! Quick, leave your husband, here’s the man for you. A once in a lifetime opportunity.”

			“I’m past anybody loving me,” said Greybeard. “But things are hardly looking much better for you, Donato. Twenty-three years young, and have we once seen you with a lady friend?”

			Donato, the Gitane Blonde, spent his days off playing the accordion in the other nearby villages, where he was a popular figure. On Sundays and public holidays, the girls from the village would go out walking and stop by the bakery for brioche buns, and they would blush whenever he made a joke. He was good-looking, with blue eyes and blond, curly hair. But Greybeard had a point. Donato had never been seen with a girl.

			The other member of staff at the table, Eliseo, gave a laugh, as did Miguel. Greybeard went on:

			“Whereas, unless I’m much mistaken, Eliseo here has got something going on. A year ago, he’d drive off in the Chevrolet and need four hours, four and a half max, to do the deliveries. Nowadays it’s five hours, or five and a half, sometimes six. Just you wait and see, soon enough I’m going to be down one hunting buddy.”

			Eliseo was a man of few words and responded as laconically as ever:

			“A year ago I had five hundred deliveries to do. Now it’s almost a thousand. Women have nothing to do with it.”

			Their working day started very early, before sunrise, and sitting down to have lunch together was always a moment to relax. They were all fit and strong, and with the temperature outside reaching 24°C or 25°C, it was a pleasure to sit in the shade of the kitchen and enjoy the food and the cool cider.

			The banter continued unabated as they started in on the main course of tuna, especially after the second bottle of cider had been opened, and Marta was aware how happy she felt in this company, almost as happy as she was at home. Perhaps at home the happiness was greater, because being there meant being with the twins and they were the most important thing in the world to her, but there was no getting around it: working at Miguel’s was a significant factor in her happiness, especially on days like this.

			She went into the pantry at the rear of the kitchen to get the dessert: chocolate and vanilla ice cream. Suddenly, as though the white light inside the fridge had dispelled any doubts, she confessed to herself: “Yes, I am happier here than at home.” But she immediately banished the thought and, returning to the kitchen, put the ice cream down in front of Eliseo.

			“You serve, will you?”

			“Marta,” said Donato, “wasn’t I supposed to be your assistant?”

			“That’s right, which is why you’re getting the bowls and spoons. I’m going to finish the boys’ lunch now.”

			Marta had put the chips in the oven so they would be nice and crisp, and just as she sprinkled the salt on them and put the pork fillets in the griddle pan, the twins appeared, asking if lunch was ready. Beyond them, standing in the sun beside the workshop, Elías was waiting, saw in hand, apparently not wanting to take a break. Marta said:

			“These twins of mine can smell chips a hundred metres away.”

			Miguel went through to the back and brought out a couple of lunch boxes.

			“Why don’t you take your lunch down to the canal?” he said, speaking loudly enough for Elías to hear. “It’s cooler there.”

			The twins simultaneously turned to look in the direction of the workshop. Elías nodded.

			After eating together, everyone from the bakery usually went home and Miguel went upstairs to rest. But that day, after the boys set off for the canal, nobody got up from the table. Greybeard wanted to know what was going on, why Elías had come back from France early, and why he wouldn’t speak, whether it was some illness.

			“Come and sit with us, Marta,” said Miguel.

			“I’ll just do the coffee,” she said.

			Donato got up.

			“No,” he said. “Your assistant, the Gitane Blonde, can do the coffee.”

			“Fine by me.”

			She took off the hairnet she wore for cooking and shook out her shoulder-length hair. “You look like a young girl with your hair like that, Marta,” said Donato, taking his seat again after putting the coffee pot down on the table.

			Miguel smiled at this and, folding his arms, began explaining the situation. There was nothing wrong with his nephew’s vocal cords, or with his head, though he needed to have some more tests to examine the innermost part of his brain. The doctors had tried to get him to tell them if something had happened at Beau-Frêne, the college in France, and had asked his mother for the version of events given by the management there, but all to no avail.

			“They said Elías fell out with one of the teachers and threw a stone at him, and that was the reason he was sent home early.”

			“I doubt you can learn much French if you’re mute!” said Greybeard. “But what made him stop speaking? That’s what we need to find out. Everything else, stones being thrown or not, is irrelevant.”

			They all agreed.

			“It’s the teachers you need to speak to,” said Donato, “they must have an idea. Some teachers, and I don’t say all of them, but some are real pigs, and they can do a lot of damage. Right here in the village there was one, a real, real pig, I don’t know if you remember, we used to call him The Teeth. He very nearly stopped me getting my school certificate. Throwing stones at a teacher? I can promise you there were plenty of kids who would have happily shot The Teeth.”

			“We’ll go and find him if you like,” said Greybeard. “You can use my shotgun. First we need to know if you’ve got the balls.”

			Donato lit a cigarette and blew the smoke at Greybeard.

			“Oh, I’ve got the balls, there’s none bigger.”

			Everyone laughed. Then Miguel said to Marta:

			“He looks like an angel, with that nice curly hair of his, but don’t be fooled.”

			 

			On September 1 the twins went up to Miguel’s very early, even before Marta, and as soon as they got there, along with Elías, they began working on the pieces of ash in the workshop. The piece Luis had chosen was wide and short; Martín’s longer and not so green. When Marta arrived she found them immersed in their work, each with his own gouge, saw and hammer.

			“Did you bring those from home?” she asked, pointing to the tools.

			“Miguel let us borrow them,” said the twins.

			Elías gave a confirmatory nod.

			“I can’t wait to see your boats when they’re finished,” said Marta. “They’re going to be great.”

			Luis was throwing himself into the task, taking out great chunks with a large gouge; Martín was being more cautious, working away with a small gouge; Elías was using a saw. His piece of wood, at almost a metre long, was the largest. He had already hollowed it out and was working on evening up the sides.

			All the bakery staff took a break at eleven, and it was Donato’s job to collect the basket of food Marta usually made up for their mid-morning snack. That day, as he was about to enter Miguel’s house, he heard someone whistling in the workshop. He went inside and asked:

			“Who’s that whistling?”

			“Elías!” said the twins.

			Donato crouched down and brought his ear level with the boy’s mouth.

			“Now then, what was that song? I don’t know it. And if the Gitane Blonde doesn’t know a song, that means it isn’t from around here.”

			Elías bowed his head.

			“Don’t worry, no problem,” said Donato.

			He went over to Luis, took his gouge and hammer and knocked three small shavings from the piece he was working on.

			“The trick is to go really easy with the hammer, and just nudge the gouge along. Not one big whack. You need to be strong for fighting, but not when you’re doing this. Take it from me.”

			He was sweating, and his blond curls stuck to his forehead. He turned to Elías again:

			“You did good throwing a stone at that teacher. I’d have done the same.”

			He went over to him and kissed him on the cheek.

			Marta leaned her head out of the kitchen window.

			“You’re going to be late, assistant. Get this basket up to them before the cider starts getting warm.”

			At midday it was Miguel who dropped by the workshop. The boys were still hard at work. Elías was making a rowboat, wide at the back and tapering to a point at the front. Martín’s was long and narrow like a canoe. Luis’ was more like a barge.

			“I can give you some paint if you like,” he said. “The boats won’t last a second if you don’t paint them.”

			“Great!” exclaimed the twins.

			Miguel beckoned to them to follow him and led them over to the garage. There were five tins of paint on a shelf, each a different colour: the first one was white; the second, red; the third, green; the fourth, black; the fifth, yellow.

			“Which one do you want, Elías? What colour are you going to paint your boat?”

			The boy pointed to the third tin along, the green one.

			“Nice,” said Miguel. “Nicer than black, that’s for sure.”

			The twins, both at once, pointed to the red tin.

			“If Luis wants that one, I’ll have the white,” said Martín.

			Miguel rummaged in a cardboard box and came up with three paintbrushes, one for each of the boys. He then showed them a plastic bottle.

			“Pay attention. This is turps.”

			He took another bottle down from the shelf. It had no cap and was empty.

			“Put a little turps in this bottle, and when you’re done, use it to clean the brushes. Not water.”

			The three boys took the tins of paint and the brushes. Elías took the turpentine as well, and Martín the empty bottle.

			Back in the workshop, they moved the tools to one side and made a start on painting the boats. The green tin stood beside Elías’ rowboat, the white by Martín’s canoe, the red by Luis’ little barge. They put the turpentine and the empty bottle down in one corner.

			Marta appeared, casting an eye over proceedings.

			“Good, you’ve put the turps on the floor. Be careful with that stuff.”

			“We know!” said the twins.

			“When are you thinking of having lunch? It’s two o’clock! The men have finished already.”

			“Later, later!”

			The twins were sweating. There was not a breath of wind and it was more than 20°C in the shade. The bakery staff approached, chatting among themselves. All except Eliseo had a cigarette in hand.

			“Why don’t you flip the boats over and put them on the floor?” said Miguel. “You’ll find it easier that way.”

			Donato, cigarette between his lips, picked Elías’ boat up with his fingertips so as not to get paint on himself.

			“You grab that side,” he said to the boy.

			Between the two of them, they turned it over and lowered it onto the floor. Martín followed suit with his canoe, before helping his brother do the same with the barge.

			“You’ll definitely paint them better like that,” said Greybeard. “And with this heat, they’ll be dry in no time.”

			Eliseo agreed.

			“So, when’s the regatta?” he asked.

			“Tomorrow!” exclaimed the twins.

			Before going back out, Donato turned to Elías again:

			“You have to teach me the song you were whistling this morning. You’d be doing me a favour. Everyone loves it when an accordionist plays a new song at the dance.”

			“I can teach you the words,” said Miguel. “I know them well.”

			On the way back up to the bakery, Miguel told Donato about his time in Pau, where he had gone to learn how to be a baker. A priest from the church he attended had invited him to join the Beau-Frêne choir, and he had agreed, partly because he liked singing, but more because it was a way of meeting people. It was there that he had learned the song, just as Elías had twenty years later; it had been on Miguel’s recommendation that Elías had gone on the French course. Miguel now gave a little rendition: “Il était un petit navire qui n’avait ja- ja-jamais navigué. Ohé! Ohé!”

			“Things haven’t changed much there,” he said. “The same repertoire.”

			They were at the bakery door. Miguel placed a hand on Donato’s arm.

			“Keep going with the boy, keep asking about the song. But say you want him to sing it, not whistle it. Maybe if he starts singing, talking will follow.”

			Greybeard and Eliseo caught up with them.

			“Good thinking,” said Greybeard. “The name escapes me, but there was an artist with a bad stammer who could still sing better than anyone alive.”

			Miguel and Donato looked at him.

			“It seems singing’s easier than talking,” added Greybeard.

			“Why don’t we take him out hunting?” asked Eliseo. “If we start shooting with him right close by, maybe he’ll get a fright and it’ll shock him into speaking. In my village there was a story about that happening to someone once.”

			Miguel looked doubtful:

			“Marta said her husband had the same idea, but I’m not convinced. I heard a similar story when I was growing up, but the other way around. About a cat jumping out at a guy one night, and him developing a stammer because of it.”

			“People have pretty vivid imaginations in these old villages,” said Greybeard.

			Donato grabbed Eliseo by the shoulder:

			“In Castilian villages as well though, right? I don’t just mean yours, of course. I mean in general.”

			Eliseo was from Castile; he had been a shepherd there before coming to Ugarte. Donato and he had done their military service together.

			 

			A southerly wind, 23°C. Up above the terrace, the night in all its splendour, the stars and the moon, and in the square the swift-like shouting and shrieking of the children; but the beauty arrayed before her left Marta cold, and the longer the conversation with her husband went on, the worse she felt. She had given him a gabbled account of the boys painting their boats and not getting around to eating until 5 p.m. because of it. Luis had painted his red, Martín had painted his white, and Miguel’s nephew had chosen green. The boy still had not said a word, but all the signs were that he was having a good time with the twins.

			“He’s not dangerous in any way, at least he doesn’t seem to be,” she concluded. “I don’t know what happened in France, him throwing that stone at a teacher, or whoever it was, but all the time he’s been at Miguel’s he’s seemed very well behaved.”

			Her husband glanced at his Monterrey.

			“Give him time,” he said.

			The thread of smoke from the cigar rose and then instantly dispersed, as though wafted away by an invisible hand.

			“It’s such a warm wind tonight,” he said. “The paint on those little boats of theirs will be dry in no time.”

			“Exactly!” said Marta. “And tomorrow morning they’re going down to the canal for a regatta. Just the thought of it puts me on edge.”

			The river that ran down from the hills had been diverted two hundred metres or so above the bakery into a canal; from there the water curved off between trees, reeds and rocks, before continuing straight ahead and then splitting in two: to the right, it formed a narrow channel that ran underneath the bakery itself, while to the left, the larger watercourse carried on for a further forty metres before cascading over a rocky edge.

			That final stretch was what Marta had in her mind’s eye. This was why she was worried. If the boys failed to stop the boats at just the right moment, at the point where the canal forked, they would keep on sailing downstream, and Luis, the most reckless of the three, might then jump in and try to fish them out, and . . . Were there walls, or any kind of a dam, before it came to the waterfall? She could not remember. This was the first thing to establish; she would ask Miguel. Until she knew, she would not let the boys go anywhere near the canal. She would tell them in no uncertain terms when they got back from the square: the next day they would go with her to the bakery and not run off the second they got out of bed, as they had that morning. Also, a few extra hours would allow the paint on the boats to dry a little more.

			“It was the men’s 100 metres final today,” said her husband. “Valeri Borzov won. Gold medal.”

			“Julián, go and watch television.”

			In the end, they both moved inside. He went into the living room and turned the television on. She took her pack of L&Ms and a lighter from a drawer in the kitchen and sat down again out on the terrace. She was an occasional smoker. Ten or so cigarettes a week.

			Now that she was alone on the terrace, the night and the sky seemed vaster than ever; the stars further away; the moon, also far away, although still very large. And there were no children in the village square now, or if there were, their games did not involve the usual shrieks and raised voices. That silence was what troubled her most, making her sense of solitude all the more acute. It was a new solitude, or, at least, a kind she had not felt in a long time. Similar, perhaps, to what she had experienced when she was a few years older than the twins were now, in the days when she and Lucía used to go to dances in the neighbouring villages. They would dance, and then there would be nobody to walk her home. Lucía would have someone, but she would not. Lucía always fell in with some bad boy or other, because she was the more intrepid one, unlike cowardly Marta, saying no to all the boys whether good or bad, and always therefore ending up going home alone, hurrying all the way.

			She lit the cigarette and watched the smoke rise. In spite of the lack of a breeze, it vanished immediately. Thoughts came into her mind, a trickle of thoughts, as faint and insubstantial as the cigarette smoke. She was thirty-eight. Fifteen of those years she had spent married to Julián. She had two sons, both born on the same day, first Martín and then Luis, or so she had been told. There were other things in her life, but what were they? Of all the thoughts, this was the most insubstantial, the most unanswerable. Her memory only presented her with ordinary experiences, not brightly coloured boats, but unremarkable boats plying their usual routes. Lucía came to mind again. They used to sit together at school, at a double desk, and had stayed friends for years afterwards. Now Lucía was dead. She had just one memento of her friend, a beautiful headscarf Lucía had brought her from Italy.

			She cast around for the ashtray, but it was not on the chair. She let the ash drop onto the terrace floor. Sooner or later the wind would come and sweep it away, so why worry.

			A thought appeared among these memories. Julián had not batted an eyelid when she said how the boys’ boatmaking meant she had not returned home almost an hour and a half later than usual. Instantly, another thought: since she had been working at Miguel’s house, she had only noticed her husband being suspicious at the very start, and then just one other time, when he found out that Donato, the Gitane Blonde, was working there. “Donato doesn’t seem to have much time for women,” she had told him. “He jokes around with the ones who go and flirt with him, and it never goes any further.” She had played that wrong, she told herself now. Lucía used to say, in their dancing days, that it was always a good idea to have a dummy boyfriend, a pretend mate to arouse the jealousy of the boys you were actually interested in. But, lest she forget, Lucía was dead. Hers was hardly a lead to follow.

			Sliding her foot along the terrace floor, it met with the ashtray, and Marta stubbed out her cigarette. She had made a decision: from the following day she would start getting home later than usual – 5.30, 5.45, 6.00, 6.30 – and see what happened. The idea excited her. It was something new, an unknown boat sailing down the river of her life.

			She went straight to bed. Before falling asleep, she returned to the thought with which she had started the evening. She must talk to Miguel about how dangerous the canal was. If anything happened to one of the children, she’d never recover.

			 

			Elías and Luis walked from the workshop to the bakery with their boats, the red barge and the green rowboat, on their shoulders; Martín carried his, the small white canoe, under one arm. Miguel was waiting for them when they got there.

			“Leave the boats on the ground and come with me.”

			The boys put them down on one side of the path, parallel to one another as if they were on a jetty, and they followed Miguel inside the bakery until they came to a bolted door.

			“Now, be careful!”

			He opened the door, and the four of them went through and found themselves on a platform, where the roar of a waterfall filled the air.

			“See what it’s like?” he said, stepping forward to where there was a wooden handrail.

			He motioned to the place where the canal came to an abrupt end. There was no proper wall there, only a loose assortment of rocks in a line. After that, the water fell some ten metres down into a pool at the bottom.

			“There used to be a dam there, but it burst last winter and now the water just goes straight over the edge,” Miguel explained. “If you’re ever planning on a swim, you go to the upper part of the canal, right, don’t even think about doing it near the bakery. The current on the final stretch is really strong, there’s no way you’ll be able to stop yourselves, you’ll just get swept along.”

			He motioned to the left, to the waterfall. The three boys nodded. It did not seem to be the same water to left and right, upstream and downstream. Roaring and splashing, it fed away into a stream that ran around Miguel’s house and the workshop, before continuing its course alongside the road. Stream and road alike then descended to the village a kilometre further on.

			Donato appeared behind them, grabbed Luis by the arms and propelled him some twenty centimetres closer to the edge. Luis let out a cry, as did Martín.

			“What’s the matter? Are you boys scared?” Donato was wearing a vest and his arms were white with flour.

			“Donato will show you the dos and don’ts of being by the canal,” said Miguel, going back into the bakery and waiting for them before he shut the door.

			The three boys went out onto the path, Luis and Martín dashing over to where the boats were. Donato picked up Elías’ boat.

			“I’ll carry it for you, but in return you have to teach me the words to that French song.”

			“How’s he supposed to do that if he doesn’t talk?” said Luis.

			“He can whistle it,” Martín offered at once.

			Donato shook his head.

			“No, I need the lyrics. At the fiestas, I like to sing just as much as I like to play the accordion.”

			Elías said nothing. There was not even his usual smile.

			They walked to the point where the canal forked. There was not so much as a murmur there and the water appeared to be flowing placidly. But this apparent calm was deceptive, as Donato showed when he threw in a twig. In under a second or two, it had travelled more than a metre. The current was strong. Added to which, it drifted away to the left, towards the incline and not towards the section that flowed under the bakery. Donato pointed to the twig. Away it went to the left. Another five seconds and it was lost from sight.

			Next to the canal wall, to one side of the path, three sticks lay on the ground. Donato picked one up and showed them how long it was. Easily long enough to reach the far side of the canal.

			“When your boats get to this point, or a little bit before, use your stick to steer them over to this side, so they go towards the bakery. Just a nudge. You don’t need to do much.”

			Luis and Martín both picked up their sticks. Elías held out his hand for Donato to give him the one he was holding and the green rowboat.

			Donato did not do so immediately.

			“We need to go upstream,” he said, “it’s a bit of a way still. This little rowboat certainly isn’t light. You don’t want me to carry it?”

			Elías shook his head.

			“I’ll help him,” said Martín.

			With his boat, the white canoe, under his arm, he took one side of Elías’ rowboat. Donato picked up the two boys’ sticks and started walking upstream.

			The canal had a set of stone steps at the place where, after a bend, it flowed straight along to the bakery. There was a break in the concrete wall and the steps descended into the water. Donato used one of the sticks to mark a line on the ground.

			“You’ll start the first race from here,” he said.

			“What happens if our boat sinks?” Martín asked.

			“Then you’ll just have to make another one.”

			Luis threw back his head and laughed, before dropping his boat into the water. It sank a little, but immediately bobbed back up to the surface. A small red barge afloat on the current.

			The canal wall was built flush with the path; the water was a metre or so below. With the utmost care Martín, lying on his front on the ground and reaching down as far as he could, placed his white canoe on the water. It tilted slightly, apparently heavier on one side, but even so it overtook the other boat in seconds. The white canoe moved along far better than Luis’ red barge.

			“It’ll go even faster if you put some stones in to balance it,” Donato said.

			Elías got down on the ground as well, shimmying forward until half his body was hanging over the edge. The green rowboat set off looking ungainly, the prow pointing backwards, as if it wanted to go in the opposite direction. Elías hurried to pick up his stick to set it right.

			“And they’re off!” cried Donato.

			Martín’s canoe got there first, despite bumping into the wall in the final stretch and filling up with water; next came Elías’ rowboat; and last, Luis’ barge. There were no problems at the fork in the canal. They needed only to tap the prows with their sticks to bring them to the safer side.

			They took the boats out of the water and left them by the bakery door.

			“When are you going to teach me that song, Elías?” Donato asked. “It’s nearly fiesta time in one of the barrios, and it’d be great if I could play it there.”

			Elías smiled at him. Then, picking up his rowboat and his stick, he turned and headed back up the path to start another race. Luis and Martín ran after him.

			* 

			September 3 was a lovely day, and the night even more so: 20°C, a light southerly wind, and the moon hanging full in a completely clear sky. Sitting out on the terrace, Marta filled Julián in on the day’s events. The main news was of a visit from Miguel’s sister, Elías’ mother.

			“She seemed like a very decent woman. She really didn’t get much time with her son, though, you know how crazy the boys are about their boat races, but I think it eased her mind to see him in such good spirits. When she was giving me a hand in the kitchen she talked about the state he’d been in when he got back from France. How he shut himself in his room, wouldn’t open the door, and how she could hear him crying when she went to work at the restaurant. She said it was doing him good being here. A very decent woman, like I say. She offered to help making the bechamel sauce, but I wouldn’t let her, her clothes were far too nice. Later on, when we were having dessert – an apple tart she herself brought – she thanked us all for our efforts in helping the boy recover.”

			Julián was smoking his nightly Monterrey and, every now and then, gave his glass of whisky a shake, tinkling the ice cubes. He held it out for her to have a sip.

			“You know I prefer rum. Would you be a sweetie and bring me a glass?” she said, and then, as he went into the kitchen: “And the L&Ms too!”

			As usual there were the echoes of the children playing in the square, though that did not include Luis and Martín, as they were staying over at Miguel’s with Elías that night.

			Julián returned to the terrace, waiting for her to light her cigarette before handing her the glass of rum. Marta took a sip.

			“I love Negrita rum,” she said.

			A pot hung from the terrace railing with soil in it but no plants. Marta put her glass there so that she could more comfortably smoke her cigarette.

			“The boys are so enjoying the boat racing,” she said. “It is actually a lovely sight, the three boats bobbing down the canal together. To begin with Martín kept winning, but then Donato weighted the boats to make them more balanced. Luis told me he’s won three times, Martín five times, and Miguel’s nephew twice.”

			The sound of her own voice bored her; she felt no need to talk about these things, but at the same time found it impossible to stop.

			“Racing’s always a fine thing,” said Julián. “I’m going in shortly to watch whatever’s happened in Munich today.”

			Marta went on:

			“At least there’s no chance of the boys going anywhere near the waterfall. When the boats get to a point where the canal forks, they use sticks to steer them over to the section that goes towards the bakery. I won’t say it doesn’t frighten me anymore, because the danger’s still there. But the boys have been told they’re not to even think about getting in the water in that part of the canal.”

			On going up to the canal that morning to see the boats, Marta had run into Greybeard, who was examining some scratches on the bark of an ash tree. “A boar,” he said. “It’ll have been using it as a scratching post. I’m going to say to Eliseo and Miguel that we ought to bring the shotguns up to the bakery. They’ll be easy enough to hunt. They can’t stand being thirsty – they’re like humans in that way – and they come to the canal in search of water.” To which Marta had said: “I’ll have to see if I can find a good recipe for boar stew.” The joke immediately struck her as silly, and she wondered what the boar would do if it encountered the boys. She had heard they were generally unlikely to attack, but could be dangerous if provoked. And when it came to her twins, provoking was what they did best.

			Julián swirled his whisky around in the glass. The ice cubes tinkled more quietly now that they had begun to melt.

			“What did Donato do to balance the boats?” he asked.

			“He used stones. He added a piece of wood to Martín’s too, because it kept veering off to one side. Now it goes in a straight line.”

			From the terrace, everything seemed quite motionless. The moon embedded in the dark sky like a battered coin; the windows of the houses in the village like framed paintings. All was quiet in the square. The cigar and the cigarette butt lay in the ashtray.

			“I’m going to watch the Olympics roundup,” said Julián, looking at the clock. “It was the 3,000 metres quarter-finals today. Keino’s the favourite.”

			“Hurrah for Keino!” Marta raised her glass and drank it down in one.

			She lit her second cigarette as soon as he was gone and began thinking about the fact that she had come back from the bakery an hour and a half later than usual, at 6 p.m., and the previous day at 5.30 p.m., and that Julián had not even asked why. She decided to wear a miniskirt to work the next day. The mere thought of it gave her goosebumps.

			 

			Marta was still awake when Julián joined her in bed.

			“Marta, where in France was it the boy went?”

			“Pau,” she said, not opening her eyes.

			“I don’t mean that. I mean what kind of college was it?”

			“Why?” She had no desire to open her eyes.

			“Do you know or not?”

			He turned on the light. He had a sports magazine with him.

			“There’s an article here about a guy called Julianovich, an ex-footballer. He talks about the punishments he was given in college. Maybe something similar happened to the boy. If he threw a stone at a teacher, there must be a reason.”

			“It was a college run by monks. Miguel said it was a good place. He knows it. He sang in the choir there when he was in Pau learning to be a baker.”

			Julián put the magazine down on the bedside table and turned off the light.

			“I wouldn’t be surprised if what happened to Julianovich happened to him. They’re sadists, those monks.”

			“Who won the 3,000 metres?” Marta said, opening her eyes.

			“It was just the classifying round today. Keino got the best time.”

			“Hurrah for Keino, hurrah for Negrita rum!”

			“You seem very happy tonight,” Julián said, putting a hand on her belly. She brushed it away.

			“I’m happy because I’m going to wear my miniskirt tomorrow. I’ve barely worn it all summer, I’m looking forward to it.”

			“What for? To impress the Gitane Blonde?”

			“That too,” she said, turning onto her side with her back to him.

			Into her thoughts came the image of the canal as she had seen it that afternoon: the water slipping quietly between trees, reeds and rocks, and, suddenly, the three boats appearing – red, white, green – all being swept downstream. It seemed to her that she could feel the cool of the place, and then sleep overcame her.

			 

			On September 4 the three boys took their boats further up the canal than they had previously, to the part where the ash trees grew, and, after a discussion between the twins over the number of stones the boats should each have to ballast them, they leaned over the edge and let the current take the small crafts. The green rowboat instantly surged into the lead and was some ten metres ahead of the white canoe and the red barge before it had gone halfway around the curve. Suddenly, something caused the rowboat to veer off and smash into the wall. There was some tossing and turbulence in the water. Luis and Martín ran to see what was happening.

			“A boar!” they cried. Elías started making noises, as if he were calling to someone, but making no sense at all.

			There was a boar in the canal, only its head above the water. It looked at the boys and twisted about, first towards the path, as if to attack them, then over to the other side, trying to scale the wall. But the metre drop was more than it could manage. It tried over and over again, but always ended up falling back and slapping the water with its front legs, as though afraid of going under. After each failed attempt, it would wait twenty seconds or so before trying once more.

			Rowboat, canoe and barge were lost from sight downstream.

			Luis picked up a stick and held it out to the boar. Elías grabbed hold of him.

			“I just want to put it in its mouth,” protested Luis, “so that it bites it.”

			Elías shook his head, telling him not to. Martín picked up a stick as well, but only to point with:

			“Its hooves are bleeding,” he said.

			It was true. The boar’s wet bristly fur looked completely black, but red blotches were visible between the clefts in its front hooves.

			The boar thrashed about for a moment, as if trying to dive under the water, then paddled some five metres further on. The boys moved back a couple of metres.

			“It gave me such a fright!” said Luis, again holding up his stick.

			The boar scrabbled at the canal wall. For the first time they heard it grunt, making a grating, snoring sound more like that of a pig.

			“It won’t be able to get up that side either,” said Martín.

			“That side, or anywhere else. It’s going to drown,” said his brother definitively.

			Now the boar was kicking its back legs, trying to keep above water, creating waves all around it. It was no use. Slowly, stopping at intervals to try and get up the wall again, it went drifting downstream.

			“It’s running out of strength,” said Luis. “The current’s too much for it.”

			Bending down over the water, he prodded the creature in the side with the stick. The boar spun round with a grunt, showing its tusks as if it was about to go for him. Water splashed the boys’ faces.

			Elías threw Luis to the ground and took the stick from him. He started wailing, making a noise that sounded like “Eeee!” The veins on his neck bulged, and he looked a completely different boy.

			“Elías is right! Leave it alone!” said Martín, shaking his fist at his brother.

			Luis ran off in the direction of the bakery. Elías went after him, but stopped a little further on, by the stone steps where the straight section of the canal began. Martín was there in a flash.

			“You’re right, Elías! The boar could get out here!”

			The two boys started beating the water on the far side with their sticks, trying to drive the boar towards the steps. Elías kept up his cry of “Eeee!” while Martín was talking to the animal:

			“Over to this side! To the steps! You can get out here!”

			The boar did not change tack. When it came level with the boys, it started trying to scrabble up the side, and for a few seconds managed to get the top third of its body out of the water and rest its snout on the edge, only to slip back in once more.

			“This side! Up the steps!” Martín repeated.

			The boar stopped still against the side. Its hooves were covered in blood.

			“It doesn’t understand!” Martín said, dropping his stick.

			Elías picked the stick up and handed it back to him. Then, running a few metres upstream, he jumped into the water.

			“Watch out!” shrieked Martín. “It’s going to bite you!”

			Elías climbed out of the canal on the opposite side. He wanted to shout, but he was panting, short of breath. The boar’s head was very close to him now: ears, head, eyes, snout, tusks, tongue, the roof of its mouth. The animal was panting too. There was blood down its front legs, and the hooves and the clefts between its toes were completely red. Elías pressed the stick against its neck, pushing it in the direction of the stone steps. They were right there, three metres or so away.

			“Get out over here!” yelled Martín.

			He moved back from the steps to leave the way clear, but the boar threw itself into the water and swam on for another five metres.

			“It’s useless!” Martín said, again dropping his stick.

			He was crying. The boar carried on drifting downstream, no longer stopping but letting the current take it, and growing ever closer to the bakery and the waterfall, where it would be impossible to get out.

			Elías jumped in the water again, then climbed out using the steps.

			“We tried,” said Martín.

			They ran to catch up with the boar, then slowed to a walk, keeping pace with it. As they went along, Elías wrung out the water from his clothes.

			They had been shouting, beside themselves, for several minutes, and now that they were quiet they became aware not only of the silence but of everything around them. They were in this familiar place, with familiar people nearby. The bakery was a stone’s throw away, and beyond that by the stream was Miguel’s house, with, directly opposite, the workshop, and inside the workshop the bench with the tools, the saws, the gouges, the hammers.

			“What about the boats? My canoe?” said Martín, pulling up.

			Ignoring him, Elías carried on walking along the canalside, watching the boar. The animal was being dragged downstream like a sack. Soon it would come to the place where the dam used to be and go hurtling over the edge.

			They heard voices. Everyone from the bakery came running up the path. Luis and Donato in front, Greybeard and Eliseo just behind with their shotguns, followed shortly by Miguel and Marta. They stopped where the canal forked.

			“There! There!” cried Luis.

			“I don’t see it,” said Greybeard, coming past him, gripping the shotgun in both hands.

			“There, where the boys are,” said Eliseo calmly, pointing to the spot where Elías and Martín were standing. “Shoot if you want. He’s yours.”

			The boar became aware of their presence and started paddling furiously about, now this way, now that.

			“I see it!” said Greybeard, swearing loudly. He raised the gun to his shoulder and fired.

			“You missed. Want me to have a go?” Eliseo laughed coolly, enjoying the moment. His shotgun looked very sophisticated. Between the butt and the two barrels it had a silver inlay with an engraving of a hare.

			“It’s mine, Eliseo!” bawled Greybeard, uttering another string of curses as he raised his shotgun again.

			Elías ran over and threw himself at Greybeard, knocking him to the ground. The shotgun fell and bounced a couple of metres away.

			Elías’ cry of “Eeee!” drowned out any noise Greybeard might have been making. For a moment he ran out of breath, then started up again: “Eeee! Eeee!” Finally, with all the veins on his neck seemingly close to bursting, he spoke the words: “Don’t shoot!” He scrambled to pick up the shotgun. Donato intervened and, throwing his arms around Elías, snatched the weapon from him.

			They could hear the boar grunting. It was paddling from one side of the canal to the other, while still being carried downstream. Elías kept on shouting, over and over: “No! No! No!”

			“Easy, easy,” said Donato.

			Greybeard got up off the ground.

			“Have we all lost our minds, or what . . .!”

			Miguel put his finger to his lips and said to Donato:

			“Quick, go and get the bread paddles from the bakery.” Then, to Elías: “Why do you want to rescue the boar?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“That isn’t a reason.”

			Elías started to cry.

			“Because its hooves are all bloody!”

			Marta went over to them.

			“He’s talking!” Miguel told her.

			Where the canal forked, there was a wire mesh to stop leaves from getting through to the section that led under the bakery. Miguel went and pulled it off its hooks, clearing the way. Greybeard took it from him and went and sat on a boulder by the path, all the time keeping his eye on the boar. The animal wanted to get away, and was trying to swim upstream, but it lacked the strength to go against the current.

			Donato and Eliseo appeared on the other side of the canal, Donato with a bread paddle and Eliseo with his shotgun. Luis followed behind with a metal bucket in one hand and a hammer in the other.

			First Miguel and Marta, then Martín and Elías, started throwing stones at the boar, to force it to swim onwards. When it was a metre short of where the canal forked, Donato thrust the wooden paddle into the water. The boar thrashed about when it felt something touching its belly. Eliseo pointed the shotgun into the air and fired.

			“Go for it, Luis!” said Donato, at which the boy started banging the bucket with the hammer.

			Eliseo fired another shot in the air. Terrified, the boar swerved away from them and into the section that led under the bakery. At that point, it suddenly grew calmer, as though it knew where it was now, and carried on paddling in the direction of the bakery. It resembled a very shaggy pig.

			Marta had taken up a position by the bakery door.

			“I’ve opened it!” she said.

			“Over here!” shouted Miguel. “That’s where it’ll get out!”

			The noise was deafening. Luis went on hammering on the bucket. Donato was shouting at the top of his voice. Eliseo fired a third shot.

			At last, the boar came running out of the bakery and, for a moment, headed down the slope towards Miguel’s house. Then, changing tack, it disappeared into the undergrowth.

			2

			The Collège Beau-Frêne was on the outskirts of Pau, set in extensive, leafy grounds, with horse chestnuts and poplars predominant among the hundreds of trees. It had its own sports facilities, with football and rugby pitches, basketball and tennis courts, a pelota court and various athletics tracks.

			The grounds were open to the public. In the mornings, before classes began, there would always be one athletics group or another using the facilities, and later on, when the students went outside at break time, the summer camp girls would appear, youngsters from across France who went around in groups under the watchful eye of their chaperones. In the afternoons and evenings, it was the turn of people out for a stroll, mostly people of a certain age.

			Elías arrived at Beau-Frêne on August 1 for an intensive French course and at break the following day, a Wednesday, walked with his fellow students down to the basketball court and the football pitch. These, however, were not sports he liked, basketball even less than football, and he preferred to stay on the sidelines watching the other boys play. The same happened the next day. Then, on the third day, August 4, a Friday, feeling more used to the place and a little less lonely than he had when he waved goodbye to his mother, he decided to leave the others at the basketball court and go for a walk in the grounds. The breaks at Beau-Frêne were an hour long, and there was still plenty of time.

			He had only gone a few steps when one of the students playing basketball called out to him:

			“Billage! Don’t go! Come and play with us!”

			The use of that name, Billage, pulled him up short. During the introductions on the first day he had stood at the front of the class and said that he was from the Basque Country, just over the border, from a “village”, and he had used the French word, but pronounced it as if it were Spanish, with a b instead of a v. Ever since then, a number of the other students, especially those from Madrid and other big cities, had been calling him Billage, cruelly mimicking his Spanish pronunciation. Though annoyed, he ended up going over to the court.

			“It’s only natural that he should avoid us,” said the boy, putting on a friendly face. “After all, we never asked if he wanted to join in.”

			Elías knew none of this was sincere. The boy who had called him back was José Carlos. He was taking the same French course and had been constantly trying to get a rise out of Elías. When Elías stepped onto the court, José Carlos went and stood in front of him, dribbling the ball:

			“Try to get it off me, Billage!”

			He was very good, passing the ball between and around his legs as he dribbled. His friends said he was in the Real Madrid youth basketball team, and he himself had said as much during his introduction on the first day. He had wavy hair with a side parting.

			Elías tried to get the ball off him, but without success.

			“What’s the matter, Billage? Don’t they play basketball in those mountains of yours?”

			He laughed, and the others laughed too. Some of the summer camp girls were looking on, and they applauded. Elías turned and went to leave the court.

			“Catch!” he heard someone shout.

			He turned around, but not in time to hold out his hands, and the ball hit him right in the stomach. He doubled over in pain.

			José Carlos winked at the other boys and gave an exaggerated bow.

			“Sorry, petite fleur. I thought you mountain folk were tougher than that.”

			Elías remained doubled over until the pain began to subside; then, straightening up, he marched over to José Carlos, ready for a fight. But another of the students from the course, a skinny boy, went and stood between them, facing José Carlos.

			“Le ruban!” he said, holding out a red ribbon.

			It was forbidden to speak anything but French while at Beau-Frêne, and it was down to the students themselves to enforce the policy. Whoever had le ruban at the end of the day was grounded for the weekend.

			At first, José Carlos refused to take it, and went on spitting insults in Spanish.

			“Le ruban!” repeated the skinny boy.

			“Don’t give me that!” said José Carlos, turning to look at the summer camp girls. “I’ve got a party to go to tomorrow. I’m not going to be stuck here kicking my heels.”

			The skinny boy put the ribbon in José Carlos’ pocket.

			“You know where you have to put it,” he said, tapping him on the chest. “Here!” He had a superb French accent.

			 

			On Saturday, August 5 – 20°C, sun and cloud – it was not yet 10 a.m. by the time the grounds of Beau-Frêne began filling up with visitors, many of them disabled or sick people who, judging by the images of the Virgin Mary sewn on their clothes, were using it as a break in their journey to the shrine at Lourdes. Elías went for a walk in the grounds, before deciding to go back to the college library to look over his notes from the week and continue with the translations the choirmaster had set them the previous day. He had almost a week to do the translations, the next rehearsals were not until the coming Friday, but the words were neither easy to understand nor easy to translate so that they actually sounded good.

			The young choirmaster, Pascal, who also taught French Culture, was blind, and made his way along the corridors and up and down the stairs with the aid of a white stick. Elías had taken a real liking to him, because the choirmaster was kind and funny, and Elías wanted to show that he was good and honest by working alone on the translation, rather than imitating the other students, with one of them doing the translation and the others simply copying it out, since there was no way a blind man would be able to tell their handwriting apart.

			There were two songs, one traditional, “Il était un petit navire”, and the other modern and very popular in France: “Tous les garçons et les filles” by Françoise Hardy. It would not be that difficult with the help of a dictionary. His French was not as good as that of the skinny boy who had given José Carlos le ruban, but it was passable.

			“Il était un petit navire qui n’avait ja- ja- jamais navigué. Ohé! Ohé!” This part was easy, and, besides, he knew it already, because his uncle Miguel often sang it at family celebrations. He wrote the translation below the first line: “Once there was a little boat that had never been to sea. He-hey! He-hey!” The second line was: “Ohé, ohé, matelot, matelot, navigue sur les flots”. He looked up flots in the dictionary. It could mean two things: “a large quantity” and “waves”. He did not have to think twice, and immediately wrote out his translation: “He-hey, he-hey, sailor, sailor, sailing on the waves”.

			It was a spacious library, with fifty or so double desks flanked by bookshelves and cabinets with glass doors on both sides. A rectangular blackboard covered almost the entire wall at the front, and there was a harmonium on a raised dais by the window. The phrase copied out by Pascal the previous day was still on the blackboard, the handwriting surprisingly good for someone who could not see: “Le sort tomba sur le plus jeune”. This was another line from the song. The song described a small boat setting out on a long voyage across the Mediterranean, and how, after a number of weeks, the crew ran out of provisions. The starving sailors decided to eat one of the crew. They drew lots, and the “chosen one” was the youngest among them, little more than a boy. Pascal had said: “Doubtless the sailors rigged the drawing of lots, thinking he’d be the tenderest to eat.” He enjoyed making the students laugh with comments like this.

			The college warden stuck his head around the door. He looked to be about sixty, with completely white, gelled-back hair. He glanced around the library before addressing Elías:

			“What are you doing in here? You ought to be out playing sport or having a look around the city. It’s Saturday.”

			Elías did not move from his desk. The warden went over to him. His hair gave off a faintly mentholated smell.

			“What’s your favourite sport?” he said.

			He had ugly, glittering green eyes. Elías could not compare them to Pascal’s, because the dark glasses the teacher usually wore meant you could not see what colour his eyes were, but in Elías’ mind they were light brown.

			Elías shrugged.

			“Pelota, but I haven’t seen anybody playing it here.”

			The warden shut Elías’s exercise book and gestured to him to get up. His clothes smelled of wax. Mass was held daily at the college, and it was one of his tasks to assist the priest.

			“Come with me. There’s a racket and a ball I can let you have.”

			“But I need to study!” Elías protested. “I want to make sure I pass.”

			It was true. He knew the month’s course was expensive. He had heard his uncle Miguel saying as much to his mother.

			The warden patted his cheek.

			“I’m sure you’ll pass. You’re a good student.”

			Again, he motioned to Elías to get up, then went back over to the door.

			“Come along, boy.”

			 

			At midday the grounds of Beau-Frêne were deserted except for a group of five nuns standing near a flower bed and who appeared to have been left behind by the Lourdes bus. The emptiness meant that the two sounds on the tennis court, Elías hitting the ball and the ball then hitting the wall, could be heard clearly from a distance. With no choice but to play by himself, he hit the ball alternately with the racket in his right and left hand. He was bored and decided he would take himself back to the library.

			Then he saw the skinny boy. He was walking towards the court and had a racket of his own.

			“Why don’t we both play?” he said, going onto the court.

			Elías looked at the other boy’s racket. It was not like the one the warden had given him.

			“It’s a Dunlop,” the boy explained. “My parents gave it to me as a present.”

			“Everyone here seems to be rolling in it.”

			“So now I’m just another rich kid am I?”

			“No . . . well, yes.”

			They both laughed.

			“Elías, isn’t it? That was what you said at the introductions.”

			“Well, I’m definitely not Billage. What’s your name? I don’t remember.”

			“Makes sense. I always sit at the back. That’s a privilege we veterans enjoy – it’s my second year here. Anyway, it isn’t much of a name, not compared with yours at least. I’m Mateo.”

			He held out a hand, and they shook.

			They did not play for long. Within ten minutes they were sitting in the shade of the pelota wall, Mateo smoking a cigarette.

			“Gitanes,” he said, showing him the packet. It was blue and bore the image of a dancing gypsy woman. “Do you like this place?” he added. Elías looked doubtful. “Something sinister about it, I think. See what I mean? Such enormous grounds, and only five nuns in the whole place.”

			“And soon not even a single nun,” Elías said, for, at that moment, the five brown-robed figures began moving off into the distance.

			They both laughed again.

			No lunch was served at Beau-Frêne on Saturdays, and the students, whether they chose to go into the city or to stay and use the sports facilities, were given a lunch bag.

			“Why don’t we have a picnic? If you like, we can see if Miky wants to join us.”

			Elías could not remember who Miky was.

			“He sits at the back, like me. He’s crazy. He smokes cannabis, and he’s always broke. That’s why he’s stuck here today.”

			“Why?”

			“Because of the red ribbon. Didn’t you know? People buy and sell le ruban. José Carlos gave Miky fifty francs to take it off him. That guy, he’s the pits. Throwing the ball at you like that. If you’d hit him, though, you’d have got it in the neck, not him.”

			They failed to find Miky, and, in the end, it was just the two of them taking their lunch bags and finding a grassy spot in the grounds to sit down.

			“He’s probably gone into town. He’ll have run out of cannabis.”

			“But . . . he’ll be expelled if they catch him.”

			“Hardly. On the welcome day, they love going on about all the strict rules, but generally nobody gets expelled. Plus, Miky’s father is some high-up politician in Madrid. A deputy minister, I think.”

			“What strange families you rich kids come from!” Elías said.

			If he had added up every single surprise he had ever had in his life, it would not have equalled the astonishment he felt during this conversation with Mateo.

			They ate, fell asleep on the grass, and at around 4 p.m. went inside to the library to work on Pascal’s translations.

			“You really like singing, don’t you?” Mateo asked. “You’re good at it. Not me. Know what Pascal said to me the other day? ‘Since you’re sitting at the back, why don’t you make the most of it and keep quiet.’”

			“Pascal likes making jokes.”

			He pointed to the phrase on the blackboard, “Le sort tomba sur le plus jeune”, and reminded Mateo of the teacher’s comment about the sailors surely having played a trick so that they could eat the tenderest member of the crew.

			They sat in the same places they had occupied during the previous day’s rehearsal, Elías in the front row and Mateo at the back. They opened their desk lids and took out their exercise books and pens.

			Mateo sang the words: “Il était un petit navire qui n’avait ja- ja- jamais navigué. Ohé! Ohé! Ohé, ohé, matelot, matelot, navigue sur les flots.” He made a horrible job of it, intentionally singing out of tune.

			“How did you translate it?” he asked afterwards, when Elías had stopped laughing.

			“‘Once there was a little boat that had never been to sea. He-hey! He-hey! He-hey, he-hey, sailor, sailor, sailing on the waves.’”

			“Good, almost the same as mine: ‘Once there was a little boat that had never been to sea. Olé, olé! Olé, olé, sailor, sailor, sailing on the waves.’” He read in his loudest voice, going up an extra notch for the olé’s. “It’s more Spanish that way, don’t you think?”

			They both laughed again, then went back to their translations. The song talked about how, after the youngest crew member had drawn the short straw, the sailors did not carry out the fatal sentence straight away, but entertained themselves discussing how they were going to eat him, whether fried or in a stew, and what kind of sauce they should put on him. Meanwhile, the young sailor begged the Virgin Mary to forgive their sins, as well as spare him from being eaten. Mary then worked a miracle: thousands of small fish jumped out of the sea and into the boat, the sailors ate them fried, and the boy was saved.

			Mateo went over to the blackboard and underlined with a piece of chalk the phrase Pascal had written out: “Le sort tomba sur le plus jeune”.

			“Now, what do you think of my translation?” he said, and he started writing: “If we just change ‘le sort’ to ‘la soeur’ we get ‘the nun’ . . . Voilà!”

			On the blackboard it now read, in large letters: “The nun fell upon the youngest one”.

			Seeing Elías’ disapproving look, however, he immediately rubbed it out.

			“You’re right,” he said. “They’d all start laughing, that lowlife José Carlos more than anyone. Pascal wouldn’t like it one bit.”

			Mateo opened the window next to the blackboard and lit a cigarette.

			“Are you done with the translation?” Elías asked.

			“My mother’s French; it’s easy for me. They only send me here because it’s a long way from Madrid.”

			He leaned out of the window to exhale the smoke.

			“One thing, Elías,” he said, breaking the silence. “I’m really pleased that my parents sent me here this year. It’s meant that you and I got to meet.”

			Then, flicking the cigarette out of the window, he went over to Elías.

			“Sorry,” he said, and kissed him on the cheek.

			He made as if to return to his desk at the back, but almost immediately turned and said:

			“What about a spot of tourism tomorrow? I could show you around Pau if you like. I know it quite well.”

			“Okay,” said Elías, and carried on with his translation.

			 

			After taking the bus into the centre, they walked up to the castle and sat on a stone bench on the esplanade. It was a dull, overcast day, but from that vantage point you could see for several kilometres around: just below them, the River Gave and one of its many bridges; beyond that, light green fields and dark green woods; and further off still, the Pyrenees. Rising highest among the mountain peaks was a craggy pile whose summit twisted away to one side.

			“Pic d’Anie,” said Mateo. “It looks like an animal’s horn from here.”

			He took out his Gitanes and lit one.

			“I always smoke dark tobacco. Know why? Because if I smoked blonde tobacco, I’d end up getting into cannabis. That’s what happened to Miky, and look at him now, always on the scrounge. Obviously, he can’t ask for money at home. They’d guess what he wanted it for. Have you ever tried it?”

			Elías gave a half smile:

			“In the village where I live there aren’t any drugs. Nor at my school either, I think.”

			Mateo told him what it was like to smoke cannabis. The one time he tried it, he had become ravenously hungry and hysterical with laughter. Miky, too, laughed at more or less anything when he was smoking. It seemed none of the other students shared that vice. Most of them were your usual kind of boy, with the exception of the basketball player, nasty José Carlos, and one or two others besides. There was nothing particularly unusual about any of the teachers either – apart from Pascal, although he was unusual in a positive sense. He was the best teacher at the whole college, not just among those who taught French Culture.

			“What I like most about Beau-Frêne are the Friday choir rehearsals,” said Elías.

			Mateo stubbed his cigarette out on the ground.

			“You’ve got a good singing voice. Have you ever thought of becoming a singer?”

			Elías laughed. Then they both fell silent.

			 

			Pau seemed a peaceful city that Sunday, sleepy even, with the roads virtually empty and the Pic d’Anie rising statue-like into the sky. The only activity was on the river. There were people in kayaks, paddling smoothly up and down as though out for a stroll.

			“Fancy going round the castle?” asked Mateo. “They’ve got a cradle made out of a turtle shell. Apparently the king who was born here lay in it as a baby. I don’t know, I saw it last year and it seemed like just another gimmick. The usual stuff they make up for tourists.”

			Elías pursed his lips. He was not especially interested.

			“How about we go down to the castle park and have a walk?” suggested Mateo.

			“We’ve already got the grounds at Beau-Frêne, we hardly need more of the same.”

			“You’re quite right! Around the city then? What about a nice cake?”

			“Sure. Good idea.”

			They walked down the castle hill and took the street dedicated to Henry IV of France – he of the supposed turtle-shell cradle. Fifteen minutes later they were in the old part of town.

			Mateo stopped outside a wooden door.

			“Pâtisserie Artigarrède,” he said. “I came here all the time last year. I put on two kilos in a month.”

			He went to go inside, but the door would not budge.

			“It’s closed!”

			He looked around, unsure what to do. But only for a moment.

			“There’s another one nearby, Pâtisserie Bouzon. Let’s see if it’s open.”

			It was not, and they finally ended up at an ice cream stall on a café terrace. Mateo, taking out his money to show that he was buying, read the flavours from the blackboard: “Vanille, fraise, chocolat, pistache, banane, café . . .”

			“Vanille!” said Elías.

			Mateo hugged him.

			“You’re such a Billage! People from villages always go for vanilla.”

			They went down to the river and watched the kayaks from the bridge.

			“What do your parents do?” Mateo asked.

			“We’ve got a restaurant. My mother and father used to run it together, but now it’s just my mother. My father died.”

			“A long time ago?”

			“When I was eight.”

			“Do you remember what he was like?”

			“A bit. We’ve got a photo of him at home, in the living room. What about you, Mateo, what do your parents do?”

			“They’re both architects. Always working.”

			There was still light in the sky, but on the river it had grown dark. There were only a few kayaks on the water now. They decided to head back.

			They began to climb once more, towards the old part of town. When they passed the town hall, Elías noticed the clock on the front of the building. It was almost 7 p.m.

			“It’s time to go,” he said. “We have to be back by eight.”

			“Don’t worry. We’ll make it. And if not, we slip the warden ten francs, and everything’ll be fine.”

			Elías looked confused. Mateo put an arm around his shoulder.

			“What an adorable Billage you are, Elías. Get with it: José Carlos does it every single day. He’s got some squeeze in Pau and never gets back before ten at night. Haven’t you noticed? He’s never there when we line up for lights out.”

			Elías had not noticed.

			“Well, he isn’t . . . He gets back at ten, slips the warden ten francs, and off he goes.” Mateo laughed. “Let’s get the bus. Got to save those centimes!”

			 

			The Friday rehearsals on August 11 began with Pascal going over to the harmonium and playing the opening notes of “Il-était . . .”, and the students bursting enthusiastically into song, almost shouting the words: “. . .un petit navire qui n’avait ja- ja- jamais navigué. Ohé! Ohé! Ohé, ohé, matelot, matelot, navigue sur les flots. Ohé, ohé . . .!” Pascal raised his white stick for them to stop and turned his head from side to side as though he were able to see.

			“Who’s going to begin reading his translation?” he asked.

			“Me!” said José Carlos, before anyone else had a chance to answer.

			“José Carlos?” asked Pascal.

			“Yes, it’s me.” He stood up and started to read. “Once there was a little boat that had never been to sea. He-hey! He-hey! He-hey, he-hey, sailor, sailor, sailing on the rubber rings. He-hey, he-hey . . .”

			Laughter broke out.

			“Read it again, please,” said Pascal.

			Disconcerted, José Carlos looked around. Five or six of his fellow students were laughing surreptitiously.

			“Go ahead,” said Pascal, shaking his stick. The tip of it flexed like that of a cane.

			This time José Carlos rushed his reading: “Once there was a little boat that had never been to sea. He-hey! He-hey! He-hey, he-hey, sailor, sailor, sailing on the rubber rings. He-hey, he-hey . . .”

			“José Carlos, what have you done for the following line? ‘Regardant la mer entière, il vit des flots-flots-flots de tous côtés.’ ‘Looking out to sea, he saw rubber rings, rubber rings, rubber rings all around.’ Is that how you’ve translated it, José Carlos?”

			Most of the students were now making no effort to hide their laughter. Somebody whispered, “Wave!”

			“I know flot is ‘wave’. I just forgot.”

			“Let’s move on to the Françoise Hardy now, José Carlos,” said Pascal. “‘Tous les garçons et les filles de mon âge se promènent dans la rue deux par deux. Tous les garçons et les filles de mon âge savent bien ce que c’est d’être heureux . . .’”

			“It says the boys and girls go out walking together . . .” José Carlos stopped. “I’m sorry, I haven’t had time to do the translation.”

			Pascal struck the ground with his stick. One of the other boys stood up:

			“‘All the boys and girls my age walk down the street in pairs. All the boys and girls my age know that they are happy.’”

			“Not bad,” said Pascal, pointing to the back of the classroom. “Can you do any better, Mateo?”

			“I’d change the ending and put, ‘they know what it is to be happy.’”

			Pascal nodded, and repeated the phrase, emphasising the final words:

			“‘Tous les garçons et les filles de mon âge savent bien ce que c’est d’être heureux.’”

			“Sir,” said Mateo, “can I ask a question that has nothing to do with translation and nothing to do with French?”

			Gripping the white stick with both hands, Pascal clasped it to his body.

			“You will find no better moment to formulate your question, Mateo.”

			“Sir, what would you say happiness is?”

			The students burst out laughing, but immediately went quiet when they saw that Pascal had raised his stick.

			“‘Heureux qui, comme Ulysse, a fait un beau voyage,’” he recited, once the room was silent.

			Some of the students joined in with the last couple of words. It was the beginning of a poem they had been looking at in their French Culture classes. Pascal turned his head in the direction of Mateo’s desk.

			“As the poem says, the secret of happiness lies in going on a long journey, like Ulysses. Do you agree?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Well, you shouldn’t. You seem much happier to me than last year. And you haven’t had enough time to go on a long journey like Ulysses. From which it is to be deduced that, when it comes to the question of happiness, other factors are at play.”

			“Okay,” said Mateo. “I see what you mean.”

			The rehearsal in the library was supposed to carry on until 5 p.m. but ended half an hour early that day. The college had organised a trip to Lourdes on the Sunday, and the headmaster wanted to give a short preparatory talk on the Virgin Mary appearing to the young country girl Bernadette Soubirous.

			The headmaster, who was around fifty, was an extremely thin man, with a long, thin nose and sunken eyes. He was noticeably frail and, having come in and greeted the students, he slumped down in the armchair that Pascal brought over for him. His voice when he started to speak sounded faint:

			“One day, in the winter of 1858, a girl called Bernadette Soubirous was out collecting firewood near to the village where she lived, along with her sister and a friend. They had to cross a river to get to the cave where the firewood was kept. At one point she fell behind to take off her espadrilles, and at that moment she heard something, a rustling. She looked around and saw the figure of a beautiful lady dressed in a white tunic with a blue girdle. There was a yellow rose on each of her feet. The lady told her that she was the Virgin Mary, ‘qué soï era immaculado councepcioū . . .’”

			After the rehearsal with Pascal, the students struggled to concentrate on the headmaster’s talk, and his opening remarks barely registered. Then, however, as he repeated the Virgin Mary’s words in an Occitan accent, “qué soï era immaculado councepcioū . . .”, his voice broke, and suddenly they were all paying attention. With barely contained emotion, he started describing the healing of the sick:

			“Close to three million Christians make the journey to Lourdes each year, and some of them, only some, but nonetheless thousands of people, thousands of sick people, bathe in its waters. And some of them, only some, but nonetheless dozens and possibly hundreds of people, make a complete recovery. It is a quite extraordinary thing, and very, very holy. Pascal would like to go into the grotto and emerge with his eyes filled with light. As for me, would that I could come out cured of my cancer. But we cannot ask everything of the Lord. Not all of us are chosen. And despite all, whatever the circumstances, we must continue to love the Lord.”

			The students were silent. Pascal listened, head tilted back. The headmaster said nothing for a few moments. Then, in conclusion:

			“I say all of this to you so that on Sunday you will behave in a respectful manner. It is a holy place you are going to. I wish what happened to Bernadette might happen to every one of you. After seeing the Lady that first day, all Bernadette wanted in the world was to go back to the cave. She felt sure she would be given a rose like the ones she had seen on Our Lady’s feet. And Our Lady heard her. On another of her apparitions, she gave her a lovely yellow rose.”

			The headmaster closed his eyes.

			“Remember what I have told you. In Lourdes, you must behave with respect and kindness.”

			Pascal helped him out of the armchair, and, as he left the room, the students got to their feet.

			 

			On Sunday, August 13, Mateo and Elías sat together on the bus that was to take them to Lourdes. They were both wearing grey-and-yellow peaked caps in the style of Confederate soldiers from the American Civil War, and throughout the journey, the other students kept coming up to ask about them. Mateo gave the same answer every time:

			“I’ve got an American uncle, and his grandfather’s grandfather fought under General Lee in the war against Lincoln. He sent them to me from Cincinnati.”

			In fact, they had bought them the previous day at a department store in Pau. Elías would have liked to tell the truth and put an end to the incessant questions, but Mateo insisted, and the aisle became ever busier with the students going back and forth. First, with them wanting to know where the caps were from, then because they were keen to hear Mateo repeat his joke.

			The warden, who was sitting at the front, got up. He had been put in charge of the group for the excursion.

			“I’m making a note of the name of anyone who doesn’t sit down this instant, and when we get back I’ll give the list to the headmaster.”

			Mateo leaned close to Elías in the seat.

			“Did you see the way the head looked the other day when he gave us the talk? He had death written all over him.”

			Rugged mountains passed by outside the window, with no sign of villages or farms, and a succession of alternating greens unfolded under a wide, blue sky. At intervals, they saw the occasional flock of sheep or herd of cows on the banks of the river. Inside the bus, the hum of the engine merged with the students’ chatter. Elías looked out at the landscape, tears in his eyes.

			“What’s the matter?” asked Mateo.

			It was a few seconds before Elías could speak.

			“In a way I’m happy, because when my father died I was only eight and I can’t remember his face. It would have been like the headmaster’s is. My father had cancer as well.”

			Mateo squeezed his arm.

			“I told you that I go to a Jesuit college in Madrid, didn’t I? Well, one time, someone in my class asked the religious studies teacher what our family and friends who died before us would look like if we met them in heaven, if they would be the same as they were when they were young, or if they’d look older, or the way they looked just before they died, and the teacher said they would look radiant, resplendent, and that we didn’t need to worry about it. So I said: ‘What about if we go to hell and meet one of our family there? I don’t imagine they’d be radiant and resplendent then. People always say there’s nothing uglier than the devil. Everyone will be ugly in hell.’”

			Elías gave a timid laugh.

			“You’re ugly too, Mateo.” This came from José Carlos, who had come and sat in the seat behind them. “And you think you’re cleverer than everyone. You’d better watch out!”

			Ignoring him, Mateo went on with his story:

			“And the teacher said, ‘Just be good, and make sure you get to heaven. That way you won’t have any problems.’”

			“Dickhead!” exclaimed José Carlos, reaching over and grabbing the cap from Mateo’s head.

			“Le ruban!” Mateo said in a theatrical squeal. “Le ruban pour José Carlos!” The ribbon rule did not apply on Sundays, and even less on an excursion, but, out of pure reflex, everyone turned to look. Quick as a flash, Elías swivelled round in his seat and grabbed Mateo’s cap back.

			“Temper, temper, Billage!” sneered José Carlos. “And we all thought you were a dainty little flower!”

			The warden turned and stood up.

			“That’s enough, the lot of you! We’re coming into Lourdes.”

			Small, slate-roofed buildings passed by outside the window now, the majority of them hotels. The warden blew on the microphone a couple of times to check that it was working. As he proceeded to give the instructions for the day, there was more of a spark to his voice than they were used to, and in contrast to his usual dark work clothes, he was dressed rather elegantly, in cream-coloured trousers and a navy-blue blazer.

			“We’re going to the sanctuary car park, and from there we’ll walk to the grotto where the Virgin Mary appeared. Then, at midday, we’ll hear Mass at the basilica. At one o’clock, we’ll all eat lunch down by the river. Don’t forget your picnic bags. After lunch, you’ve got free time until six. At six, everyone is to meet back at the car park. No latecomers. If you’re late you won’t be allowed out next weekend.”

			 

			A hundred or so pilgrims were waiting reverentially on the benches outside the grotto entrance. Elías and Mateo lined up behind them, next to the space reserved for wheelchairs. A priest went through the Lourdes story, in terms similar to those the headmaster had used in his library talk, but without the emotion.

			“I think I know why José Carlos was rude to you,” Elías said to Mateo in a half-whisper.

			Mateo started singing in a low voice: “‘Il était un petit navire qui n’avait ja- ja- jamais navigué. Ohé! Ohé! Ohé, ohé, matelot, matelot, navigue sur les flots. Ohé, ohé . . .!’ Yes,” he said, “the miracle of the rubber rings was entirely my doing, and with no help from the Virgin either.”

			The warden, who was standing next to the priest, motioned that they should uncover their heads and be quiet. They took off their caps.

			“Do you actually want to see the grotto?” whispered Mateo. “If not, we could hit the shops. There’s much more in Lourdes than there is in that department store in Pau.”

			Elías raised two fingers to say they could do both. Mateo was about to return to the subject of José Carlos and the rubber rings, but, seeing Elías’ expression, he stopped. Elías had a faraway look in his eye.

			When the priest finished his speech, they all filed into the grotto and Mateo lost sight of Elías in the darkness. When he next saw him, near the mouth of the grotto, he was dipping his fingers in the water that ran down between the rocks and dabbing his face. Mateo tried to get his friend’s attention, but Elías signalled to him to wait, before going over to a corner in which a large number of candles were burning.

			Mateo went outside to wait for him. Suddenly someone tried to knock the cap off his head, but he grabbed hold of it just in time. José Carlos and Miky were standing right behind him.

			“Put it on if you like, but don’t get your hopes up,” said José Carlos, almost shouting. “You’re just as ugly with it as without.”

			A pilgrim, a young woman, put a finger to her lips and gestured to them to go away. Mateo followed José Carlos and Miky.

			“Don’t you touch my cap again, José Carlos. There’s no way I’m letting you do it three times.”

			Miky turned to face him. He looked furious.

			“Actually, it was me. What, think you’re untouchable, do you? We aren’t allowed to have a little fun with you, but you can piss us off all you like. That was a mean trick you played on José Carlos.”

			“He’ll get what’s coming, don’t you worry – he’ll get what’s coming,” said José Carlos, again in a loud voice.

			Once more the young pilgrim woman shooed them away, this time with an “Allez! Allez!”

			José Carlos and Miky went over to the group that had formed around the warden. Mateo stayed where he was. Elías left the candle-lit corner and came over to him.

			“Such a devotee,” said Mateo, looking at an effigy of the Virgin set in a niche above the grotto. “I had no idea!” Her white robe and blue girdle were visible, but not her feet, so there was no way of knowing if they were adorned with yellow roses.

			Elías took Mateo by the arm and led him over to the others in the group. On the way to the basilica, they passed some invalids being wheeled on stretchers to the grotto.

			“So,” said Mateo, “with the translation the other day, Miky said he hadn’t had time to do his, and could he use mine, and I guessed José Carlos would be using it as well, so I copied it out myself, with one small change: ‘Matelot, matelot, navigue sur les flots’. ‘Sailor, sailor, sailing on the rubber rings’ . . .”

			He waited for Elías to laugh, but he did not.

			“Do you think I shouldn’t have done that?”

			Elías shrugged. As on the bus, his eyes were moist with tears.

			“My father was brought here when he was ill. I would imagine he too was pushed along like that on one of those stretchers.”

			Mateo put an arm around his shoulder.

			“Sorry, Elías! Here I am babbling away, when you’re feeling really sad.”

			Elías wiped away his tears with one hand.

			“I’m fine.”

			Mateo patted him on the back.

			“After lunch, we’ll go shopping. Don’t try and tell me you didn’t have a good time at the department store yesterday.”

			“That’s me, Billage through and through.”

			 

			In the shop, Elías stopped to have a look at a pocketknife. It was dark red with a white cross set inside a white shield. It was open, with all the various implements on show: scissors, corkscrew, file, tin opener and two knives, a long one and a short one.

			“They use them in the Swiss Army,” explained Mateo, and asked the man in the shop if he could pick it up.

			Elías spent some time playing with the different implements, occasionally enquiring about how to use one or the other. Finally, he asked how much it was. Seventy-five new francs.

			“It’s an incredible gadget, isn’t it?” said Mateo.

			“Yes, very expensive though.”

			Seeing what the problem was, the man brought out a knife with a single blade and an image of the Virgin Mary set into the handle. It was cheap, less than ten francs. Elías said he would think about it.

			It was a street exclusively of souvenir shops. Mateo stopped outside one and picked up a snow globe with a miniature Lourdes shrine inside it. He went to show it to Elías, but Elías was moving on to the next shop.

			Tiny flakes of snow swirled around the shrine as he shook the globe. And as if this had opened his eyes, Mateo suddenly understood that Elías had no need of mementos from Lourdes, neither needed nor wanted them, for the simple reason that his father had gone there in the hope of being cured and had left frustrated, or, worse still, having had his final hopes dashed. Just like the headmaster at the college, perhaps, or Pascal. Mateo put the snow globe back in its place and caught up with Elías.

			“I didn’t buy anything,” he said. “What I am going to do is buy a silk scarf from that department store in Pau. I think my mother would like that.”

			Elías gave him a thumbs up.

			“Good idea. I will as well.”

			The street was starting to fill up with people. Mateo stopped outside a shop selling soaps and bath salts.

			“We’re being spied on. José Carlos and Miky have been following us for the last half an hour. Here’s what we’ll do, Elías . . .”

			He explained his plan. The two of them would go into the shop together; then, as soon as they came back out, they would split up, and meet up again in a quarter of an hour at the top of the street.

			Elías could not see why they had to split up.

			“If they’re looking for a fight, we’re better off sticking together, aren’t we?”

			Mateo shot him a scornful look.

			“Fight? Those two? I know them, and they know me. I taught the two of them a lesson last summer they won’t have forgotten.”

			Elías did not know what he meant.

			“So anyway, let’s get one over on them,” said Mateo. “Give them a little run around. And we ought to take off the caps. They’ll have a harder time finding us among all these people.”

			Elías looked at his watch. It was nearly five o’clock.

			“What time are we supposed to be back at the car park?”

			“Six. We’ll go along the river; we’ll be back in plenty of time.”

			With that, Mateo went one way down the street, Elías the other.
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