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Silence


Reno is always silent, even during the day. The casinos are airtight edifices, carpeted inside, and no noise spreads beyond the rooms where the slot machines and the gaming tables stand in serried ranks. You can’t even hear the traffic on the busiest road, Virginia Street, or on the freeways that cross the city, the I-80 and Route 395, as if they, too, were carpeted or as if the cars and the trucks were moving very stealthily.


When night falls, the silence, or what you subjectively experience as silence, grows even deeper. The mere tinkle of a bell would put the city police on guard. If a firecracker were to go off in a house, they would race there in their patrol car, lights flashing.


The silence was the first thing we noticed on the day we arrived in Reno, on August 18, 2007, once the cab from the airport had driven off and left us alone in front of what was going to be our house, 145 College Drive. There was no-one in the street. The garbage cans looked as if they were made of stone.


We unpacked our cases and went out onto the verandah at the back of the house. In the darkness, we could make out shapes, nothing more: rocks, tall plants that resembled reeds, and cactuses. The garden was quite big. It sloped uphill and was flanked by trees and bushes.


Ángela pressed a red button next to the back door, and the spotlights on the wall lit up about 100 or so feet of the garden. At the top of the slope was a large house, and to the right, where the trees were thickest, a shack.


Izaskun and Sara ran towards the shack.


“There’s something over there!” Izaskun exclaimed, grabbing her sister by the arm.


Near the cabin, I could make out two points, two small yellow holes, two shining eyes. They did not move or blink, inhuman in their fixity.


Before we left home, I had read a travel guide to Nevada, in which, among other dangers to bear in mind – in second place only to the sun – they listed rattlesnakes. However, according to the photographs and other information, they never left the desert. Those two small yellow eyes could not possibly belong to a reptile, I thought, but were more likely to belong to a cat. I couldn’t be sure though.


There was a stick near the shack door. I picked it up and took a step forward. I was expecting some noise, some movement. Nothing. Only silence, the same silence we had noticed when we got out of the taxi.


My eyes were gradually getting used to the dark. I could make out a small head, and behind it, a striped tail.


“It’s a raccoon,” Ángela said.


Izaskun and Sara wanted to get closer, but, despite what Ángela had said, I told them not to. The guide to Nevada had not included raccoons among the possible dangers awaiting the visitor, but it had mentioned that some might have rabies.




The House in College Drive


It could have been a mansion like the ones you find in wealthy areas in American cities, because it had steps and a porch, and there was a delicate harmony in the design of roof, windows, walls; the steps, however, were crumbling, and the porch was barely big enough for one rocking chair. Inside, the habitable space was, at most, 130 square feet. The house was a mansion, but in miniature.


There were two bedrooms, one of them a reasonable size, large enough for a double bed, but the other so small that two single mattresses only just fitted in. The bathroom was narrow, and the corridor even narrower. The rectangular kitchen was divided into two halves. There was a fridge, sink and cooker in the first half, and, in the second – which was lit by the window that gave on to the garden – a square table with four chairs. Since there was no living room, the sofa and the television had been placed in the hall.


The house was full of old newspapers, advertising flyers and unopened letters, and our first job, once we had unpacked, was to throw away anything that was clearly junk. We saved a few copies of the Reno Gazette-Journal and a letter from the Bank of America bearing a stamp saying documents and addressed to a certain Robert H. Earle.




Second Night in Reno


I got up at two o’clock in the morning and went into the kitchen for a glass of water. I found Sara in the hall, next to the sofa. Seen from behind, in her nightdress, she looked like a little doll. She was staring at the frosted glass eye of the front door.


Seen through that eye, the casino buildings were blurred shapes, in which the dominant colour was red.


I called softly to Sara. She didn’t hear me. I picked her up in my arms and carried her to bed.




August 21, 2007


NIGHT


We went out for our first evening stroll and walked about a hundred yards down College Drive as far as the highest part of Virginia Street. From there we could see the whole city: a web of glassy white lights with the casinos all lit up in red, green and fuchsia. In the distance, the lights thinned out until they were a mere sprinkling. Beyond that lay the utter darkness of the desert.


We walked along Virginia Street as far as the point where the I-80 passes underneath the houses, and next to a Walgreens we saw a few beggars. On the other side of the road, parked at the Texaco gas station, two police cars lurked in the shadows, watching.


A helicopter flew by overhead, very low, signalling its position with a flashing red light. It passed over the highway and landed on the roof of St Mary’s, the hospital we had unsuccessfully requested to be added to our health insurance, only to find that it was too expensive for our coverage plan.


We left the street and headed off towards the university campus. It was dark. A single swan was swimming on Manzanita Lake, which skirted the building that housed the dining halls and the School of Mining. The swan glided effortlessly over the water, apparently carried by the breeze coming off the desert.




Television


They were showing a documentary about the Second World War on television, and I stayed up to watch it after Ángela and the girls had gone to bed.


The narrator spoke in suave, soothing tones, and the old soldiers, now in their eighties, were speaking sadly of the comrades who fell in Normandy. The soundtrack was Henry Mancini’s “Soldier in the Rain” and another equally slow, sad tune that I couldn’t identify.


I remembered what we had seen on our way through San Francisco airport: British and Spanish flags everywhere, posters talking about the “war on terrorism” or about “America’s friends”.


The documentary suddenly took on a new meaning. We were in a country at war. It had been four years since George Bush decided to invade Iraq, and the American army had lost thousands of men. The narrator’s suave tones, the sad notes of “Soldier in the Rain”, everything in the documentary that appealed to heart and guts was aimed at the present, not the past.




The Dream


I fell asleep in front of the television and found myself five and a half thousand miles away from Reno, in a hospital in San Sebastián. I was lying in a narrow bed, surrounded by metal bars, trying to attract the attention of the night carer my family had hired to watch over me. I needed to go to the toilet.


The carer took no notice. She was a young woman of about twenty-two. She was talking to someone on her mobile.


“Yes, I’m on the beach again,” she said, patting the airbed she used to lie on to relax.


I knew that expression, and had heard it several times before. When she talked to her partner, she referred to the hospital room as the beach. It was her joke.


Afraid I might wet the bed, I tried to push down the bars keeping me penned in. When they wouldn’t budge, I screamed at the carer to help me. She turned off her telephone and started scribbling on the pages of an illustrated magazine. I craned my neck over the bars and managed to read one of the things she had written: “I know that at times I may appear to be surrounded by an aura of sadness . . .”


I tried throwing my pillow at her, but only succeeded in getting tangled up with the I.V. line in my right arm.


“I want these bars removed! I’m not a monkey in a cage!”


I woke up and opened my eyes. The black-and-white images on the screen showed a burning tank.


The real things in the dream were all mixed up. There really was a night carer who referred to the hospital room as the beach and scribbled sentimental nonsense on the pages of magazines, and there was a bed with bars around it in that hospital. The one doing the protesting, though – “I want these bars removed! I’m not a monkey in a cage!” – wasn’t me, but my father. Besides, the carer had nothing to do with it. I was the one refusing to remove the bars, so as not to disobey the nurses’ instructions.




That Night’s Film


The military planes were getting closer and closer to the Empire State Building, aiming rounds of machine-gun fire at King Kong, who had climbed to the very top. We occasionally saw the half-naked girl the ape was holding in one hand, or the people in the street below, staring up at him; but what filled the screen most of the time were those attacking planes. First, a shot of the pilot; then, the machine-gun fire; lastly, the roar of the engine. Repetitive, wearisome images.


When he was living on the island, King Kong had already killed the dinosaur and the giant snake, as well as abducting whole legions of young women, so he was hardly a stranger to violence, but he understood nothing about life outside the jungle. He didn’t know what the red stain on his neck was, the wounds inflicted by the invisible bullets from the machine guns, and he raged rather feebly at the planes. He finally caught one and brought it down, but he could do little else, for there was no let-up. The other planes continued hurling themselves at him, firing endlessly. Ta-ta-ta-ta, ta-ta-ta-ta.


King Kong lost his footing, and only the aerial on the Empire State Building saved him from falling. The end was near. Sara, our nine-year-old, began weeping silently, as if to herself, and would continue to do so for the rest of the film.


King Kong suddenly realised that his final moment had come and he made one last noble gesture. With his dying breath, he carefully leaned down and deposited the girl on the ground. Then he fell. The screen showed him lying in the street, and we heard a voice saying that he had been killed not by the planes, but by beauty. And the film ended. Sara’s tears, however, did not, for she was weeping inconsolably now.


There was no way of reassuring her, and we began explaining:


“You have to understand. They did hurt him, it’s true, but he hurt others too.”


Still sobbing, Sara answered:


“Yes, but he didn’t know what he was doing, and they did.”


We couldn’t argue with that, and so we took her off to bed in the hope that Queen Mab would bring her dreams that would make her forget King Kong’s fate.




Supper at Tacos


We went shopping in the mall at the junction of Northtowne Street and McCarran. As it was growing dark, around seven o’clock, we put our shopping in the boot of the car and went to have supper at a fast-food place, part of the Tacos chain. It was right there, on the other side of McCarran, on a hill.


You could see into the kitchen, which was only separated from the restaurant by a long counter, and the employees, all of them Latinos, were slaving away, preparing the food and putting it on metal trays like the ones you get in self-service places. The numerous customers would either collect their food in a bag from a window that opened onto the car park, so that they didn’t even have to get out of their car, or at the counter itself. For people who preferred to eat in, there were about ten tables.


It wasn’t an entirely run-of-the-mill place. It had a huge window that faced onto McCarran, framing the glittering, diamond-bright city as if it were a painting.


The girls chose the first table next to the door, just a few feet from a particular customer who had caught their eye. He was a young Latino, weighing about 280 pounds.


“Wouldn’t you rather sit by the window?” I asked.


No, they wanted a table that gave them a good view of the young man. They were at once frightened and fascinated by his huge, round, shaven head, encrusted like a ball into a neck twice the size of any normal neck


The fat man kept glancing over at the kitchen. At one point, he got up and went to talk to one of the girls preparing the food orders. I assumed he must know her or that he was another employee on his break. He certainly wasn’t a customer, because he wasn’t eating anything. Apart from the girl in the kitchen, he only seemed interested in his telephone. He was constantly tapping at the keys, as if he were playing rather than actually making a call.


As soon as I sat down, I realised that my hands were dirty and so I walked over to the bathroom, just a short distance away. However, the toilet was occupied, and so I went back to our table.


“They’re not really dirty,” Izaskun said. “You’ve just got some of that Halloween make-up on them.”


They called us to collect our trays, and before I did, I tried the toilet door again. Still occupied. A moment later, my hands were even dirtier than before, because the tray I picked up was sticky with grease.


“Why is this so dirty?” I asked one of the women serving.


Without a word, she gave me a clean tray and a handful of paper napkins.


There was a new customer in the restaurant now, standing by the door. He was dressed like a cowboy, in a fancy purple shirt with white piping. I guessed that he must have been the person occupying the toilet, which meant that I could now wash my hands. I was right. This time, the door opened.


There was toilet paper scattered all over the floor and a wet rag blocking the sink. I washed my hands thoroughly, doing my best not to touch anything. As I was leaving, I noticed that the wastepaper bin had fallen over, scattering bits of food, sweet wrappers and more toilet paper.


About ten people were now waiting at the counter. The last two were policemen. They had their caps tucked under their arms and looked rather humble, as though they were in a chapel rather than a fast-food outlet; however, the blue of their uniforms and the guns at their belts had the expected effect, and the other customers became strangely alert and silent.


The two policemen only stood in the queue long enough to observe the female employees, and ended up going over to the one who had been talking to the fat man. She pointed outside.


I thought perhaps a car was blocking the exit and asked Ángela if we had parked ours properly.


“You worry about everything,” Izaskun said. “First it’s your hands, and now it’s the car.”


The police left the restaurant as discreetly as they had entered and, for a moment, everything was very calm and quiet, as if Tacos really had become a chapel. Suddenly, the fat man sprang to his feet and ran over to talk to the woman at the counter. He moved lightly, quickly.


She was very offhand with him. Even though he was about eight inches taller than her and about 125 pounds heavier, she seemed to be the one looking down at him. At no point during their conversation did she stop filling plastic containers with food.


The place was empty now. There was no-one waiting at the counter, and only we and the fat man were sitting at the tables. He was still busy with his cellphone. Izaskun was reading a comic. Ángela and Sara were trying out the different-coloured make-up on a napkin. Seen through the window, the red, fuchsia and green casinos looked like cathedrals.


The door opened, and three policemen came in, the two from before and a third one, an older man. They went first to the toilet and then over to the counter and spoke to the offhand woman. In an attempt to understand the situation, I told the girls about the state of the toilet and about the dirty tray. Someone must have called the police to complain about the lack of hygiene. I remembered the cowboy in the purple shirt with white piping who I’d seen standing by the door.


The fat man got up again and went over to the three policemen and the young woman. They were talking in low voices; then the fat man and two of the policemen went outside. The third one, the older man, stayed chatting to the woman. She kept pointing angrily at the kitchen and raising her voice. She wasn’t easily cowed.


Izaskun could see what was going on outside through the glass door.


“One of the policeman has put a little bag of white powder on the bonnet of the car,” she said. “It looks like sugar or flour, but it’s probably drugs.”


We left the restaurant to go home and there was the fat man, sitting on the kerb, surrounded by policemen, with his hands behind his back in handcuffs. In that position, it was easy to see the tattoo that began on the back of his neck. A snake.


There were about ten police cars in the car park, and we had to drive around them to get out onto McCarran. Sara asked if the fat man would go to prison, and we all agreed that he would.


“For a month?” she asked.


I thought it would probably be for years, so I answered only vaguely.


“I don’t think there was much stuff in that little bag, so I should think they’ll let him out straight away,” Izaskun said.


Just as had happened on the previous night with King Kong, the girls felt sorry for the arrested man.


Lying awake in our bedroom in College Drive, I remembered the cowboy in the purple shirt with the white piping. He was probably a policeman. He had rifled the bathroom at Tacos looking for drugs, while his uniformed colleagues had surrounded the place. They must have followed the fat man there. Or somehow tracked him via his phone.


I couldn’t quite follow the plot, but it didn’t matter. Thrillers were not as thrilling as they used to be. The main point now was the girls’ reaction: What connection was there between justice and compassion? How far should society go in order to protect itself? What should the city do with King Kong?


The questions went round and round in my head. They were like ghosts in the room. I fell asleep feeling hopeless. Not even Queen Mab, the mistress of dreams, could have come up with an answer.




The Painful Eye and the Vigilant Eye


We were caught by a gust of wind as we were setting off for Mount Rose School, and Izaskun immediately felt a sharp pain in her eye. We could see at once that her cornea had been damaged.


“There must have been some grit in the wind,” she said.


We called our insurance company’s contact number in America and raced off to the clinic assigned to us. It was at 1441 McCarran, about six miles away.


We had to wait half an hour in the waiting room because of a misunderstanding between the insurance company and the clinic. Then another half an hour, because the doctor had to cover the injured cornea with an orange liquid that was slow to take effect.


“It’s a superficial wound and will heal on its own,” the doctor said at last, cleaning her eye.


We dropped the girls off at school at about eleven o’clock in the morning, and five minutes later, we were back at the house, where we found an answerphone message from the police or some sort of security office informing us that Izaskun and Sara had not arrived at school at the appointed time.


The frosted glass eye in our front door might be able to trap the image of the casinos in the town centre, but the other eye, the Vigilant Eye, was sharper still and could even see inside the houses.




August 27, 2007


MARY LORE


Mary Lore Bidart was the director of the Center for Basque Studies (C.B.S.). She was about forty years old and had very pale blue eyes.


“If you want us to do all the paperwork later, that’s fine by me,” she said.


I was sitting immediately opposite her, but didn’t say a word. I was finding it hard to think.


“I’m still jet-lagged. My head feels like it’s full of lead,” I explained.


It took me almost fifteen minutes to fill in the forms that the University of Nevada required of visiting writers. Shortly afterwards, Ángela arrived and picked up the card that would allow her to use the library and access the archives.


Before leaving the office, we gave Mary Lore the letter addressed to Robert H. Earle from the Bank of America, the one we had saved during our clearing-up session at College Drive.


“So they’re still writing to him at that address,” Mary Lore said when she saw it. “He used the house as his study until he retired, but that was at least three years ago.”


This explained the size of the house in College Drive. It was intended as a study, not as a family house.


Mary Lore gave us more information. The house was a gift to the university from Robert H. Earle or “Bob” as he was known, and the C.B.S. was using it to store books and to accommodate writers spending time in Reno.


“Bob lives in the big house at the top of your garden. Pay him a visit. He’d like that.”


“We’ll go and see him as soon as we’ve recovered from our jet lag.”


We left Mary Lore and started going down the stairs connecting the university offices with the library. Ángela said that I looked ill.


“I’ve got a headache, but it’s not the jet lag, it’s Nabokov,” I said. “While Mary Lore was speaking, I was remembering that other Mary Lore, the nurse in Lolita. Don’t you remember? Nabokov has Humbert Humbert insult her, calling her “rumpy” and “a plump whore”. Then, again for no reason, he takes a sideswipe at Mary Lore’s father, some old joke about Basque shepherds having it off with sheep. It’s a vile passage.”


“No, it’s the jet lag,” Ángela said. “I wasn’t thinking about Nabokov’s Mary Lore, but I’ve got a terrible headache as well.”




Dennis


Mary Lore made all the arrangements with the university and found us an office. It was in the library, behind the shelves reserved for dictionaries and other reference books. It was small and windowless and fairly sparsely furnished, with two desks, two computers, a filing cabinet, and a phone attached to the wall. Still, it was a privilege to have a place to work in, and, during a brief “ceremony”, we were given the keys and our computer passwords.


One of the university’s I.T. people came to see us in our office. At first, I thought he was a young man, because he was very slim and sported a kind of Beatles haircut, but he must have been at least thirty or thirty-five. He introduced himself to us as Dennis.


“Everything O.K.? Computers working?” he asked.


He sat down in front of one of the computers, tapped a few keys, then went to the other computer and did exactly the same. It took him all of thirty seconds.


“Right, you’re in the system now,” he said, getting up and going over to the door.


He left the office, but immediately came back. Five seconds, maximum.


“I’ve been talking to Bob about security at your house. When can the exterminators come in?”


We realised that “Bob” was our neighbour Robert H. Earle, but we didn’t know what Dennis meant by the “exterminators”.


He was standing up, arms folded, one hand cradling his chin. He took a while to tell us what was on his mind.


“The cellar is full of books, and there are a lot of trees and bushes around. There might be spiders,” he said at last. “Normally, that’s not a problem, but it’s best not to have them under your bed.”


He pursed his lips before telling us the name of the spider in question: the black widow.


“You wouldn’t mind staying home for one day, would you?” Ángela said. “That way the exterminators can come whenever they like.” She wanted to be in the C.B.S. archives first thing in the morning, whereas I had no timetable to keep to. We were in Reno because of my work as a writer, not for me to give classes or do research.


“They can come tomorrow, if you like. The sooner we get rid of any black widows the better,” I said.


“Great!” Dennis said, giving me the thumbs-up.


We saw him walking briskly away through the library, taking short, quick steps. He was clearly a popular man. Several students, sitting at their computers, looked up and said hello.




The Spider


In the images I found on the Internet the spider was black and shiny, as if it were made of a mixture of metal and plastic. It had a red mark like a diabolo on its belly. Its legs were long and strong and hairless, almost polished. Its body was no larger than a hazelnut.


According to the article accompanying the image, the poison of the black widow was a neurotoxin, and its bite, which might seem innocuous at first, caused severe pain, like the pain of a heart attack or appendicitis, only simultaneously. It also caused tremors, faintness, dizziness, nausea and, worst of all, a sudden rise in blood pressure. The article emphasised, however, that the bite was rarely fatal, and was only really a danger to children and the elderly.




Phone Call to My Mother


“I’m phoning you from the office they’ve given us at the university,” I told my mother. I had to speak standing up because the phone was fixed quite high on the wall. “I can’t phone you when I get home because that would be too late. How are you?”


“It’s late enough as it is,” she said. “I’ve already had my supper.”


“We’re going to have our lunch shortly. We usually go to one of the dining halls in the university, which is quite nice really, with a view over a lake with swans on it. Normally . . .”


“What did you say? You’re going to have lunch? You mean supper, don’t you?”


“No, we’re going to have lunch. We’re in Nevada, remember, in the United States. It’s twenty past twelve in the afternoon here.”


“Twenty past twelve! That’s amazing! Here it’s twenty past nine at night. That’s why I’ve already had my supper. Normally, I have my supper at eight and by nine, I’m in bed.”


“Don’t you watch any television? There are some good programmes on.”


“I don’t like television. I prefer to go to bed. I’m in bed by nine most nights. I don’t necessarily go to sleep, but at least I’m lying down.”




The Exterminators


“Here we are! The exterminators!” one of the two men said as soon as I opened the front door.


If they had said it in unison, I would have thought they had come to advertise a variety show, or that they were two comics from the television. They seemed excessively cheerful, spoke very loudly and sang. They were wearing blue jumpsuits and red baseball caps, and carrying plastic cases and fumigation guns with long tubes attached.


Talking all the time – I couldn’t understand a word they were saying – they went to their respective posts. The younger man, who seemed to be a trainee, went to the girls’ bedroom, and the boss, a big fellow of about sixty, went down with me to the cellar. He looked everywhere: in the corner where the washing machine and the boiler were, in the carpeted room that served as a junk room and play area for the girls, and, above all, in the garage, where the books published by the C.B.S. were stored on metal shelves. He moved from one place to another, his hands in his pockets, whistling and singing to himself. Every now and then, he would sigh and exclaim: “Terrible place!”


He put the plastic case down on the floor and began taking out various containers. One was full of a yellow liquid; another contained a black powder like soot; the third a kind of green slime.


The big man stopped his sing-song commentary for a moment and gave me his verdict. He repeated, in rather less prolix form, what Dennis had already told us. Our cellar was the perfect habitat for black widow spiders. And not just spiders either, but for a large number of creatures that the Bible deems beyond the pale: snakes, scorpions and so on. He would have to use some particularly aggressive substances.


“Do you have a cat in the house?” he asked.


I felt like saying that the only animal around was the raccoon in the garden, but the word “raccoon” escaped me and so I simply shook my head.


“Just as well!” he boomed, then added with a laugh: “For the cat, I mean!”


He indicated to me that I should leave the cellar and then he put on a kind of surgeon’s mask.


I waited in the kitchen. I couldn’t see the raccoon in the garden, but I could see the blue jays, who were sitting in the trees, cackling. About thirty or so feet away, at the top of the hill, the sun was glinting on the windows of the house belonging to our neighbour, Robert “Bob” Earle.


The trainee exterminator was moving around outside. He directed his fumigation gun at one corner of the porch and squeezed the trigger, then repeated this operation on the stone steps and, as far as I could see, outside the garage too. He, too, was humming to himself, although not any particular tune.


The big man did not emerge from the cellar for a quarter of an hour. He went straight to the truck he had parked outside the house and put his fumigation guns and his plastic case in the back.


“So, did you see anything?” I asked when he returned to the house.


“There was a spider on the bookshelves. Don’t worry, though, I killed it,” he said. At least I think that’s what he said.


“A spider?” I asked, surprised.


He nodded, but without looking at me. He was leaning over the table, filling in an invoice. When he had finished, he smiled and showed me how much I owed him. One hundred and forty dollars.


“One hundred and forty dollars?”


He said something else I didn’t understand, but at least there was no doubt about the figure. One hundred and forty dollars.


It seemed to me that the engine of his truck started up very cheerfully, almost burst into song, in as good a mood as its owners, the exterminators. It reached the junction of College Drive and Sierra, turned on its left blinker and disappeared.




The Bottle Imp


There was a stall at the entrance to the library where they made coffee to go, so that you could take it with you into your class or to your desk. They served it in plastic cups with a lid on so that it wouldn’t go cold. I met Dennis while I was queuing up, and he asked me about the exterminators.


“Apparently, they found a spider in the garage,” I told him. “But they didn’t show me the body.”


The more time passed, the more convinced I was that there had been no spider in College Drive.


“I doubt he was lying,” Dennis said, reading my thoughts. “There are a lot of them about this year.”


Our cups of coffee were ready, and the student in charge of the stall set them down before us after first fitting them with a cardboard ring so that we wouldn’t burn our fingers.


Dennis adopted the same pose as he had the day he came to connect us up to the university computer network – arms folded, one hand cradling his chin.


I paid for the coffees and handed him his cup.


“Have you got five minutes?” he asked.


“Of course.”


We walked through the library to his office. It was as small as ours, but his had windows with a partial view of Reno and of the desert mountains beyond. I counted seven computers on his desk and on the floor.


The thing he wanted to show me was on top of a metal filing cabinet: a glass jar with a round metal lid, and inside it was a spider like the one I’d seen on the Internet, a black widow.


“I caught it yesterday,” Dennis said.


He picked up the bottle and held it in the air so that I could see it from below. There was the spider’s belly and the red mark in the form of a diabolo, or, to use Dennis’s word, an hourglass.


The spider moved its long legs.


“Watch this,” Dennis said.


He shook the bottle. The black widow raced up and down the glass walls.


“Incredible energy, eh?”


Dennis returned the bottle to its place on top of the filing cabinet.


“I’d better go and do some work,” I said. I wanted to get back to my office and drink my coffee.


Dennis told me that his plan was to test the spider’s powers of endurance, to see how long it could live without food and with a limited supply of oxygen.


“If it’s still alive in two weeks, I’ll let it go.”


Two weeks seemed a long time to me, but I said nothing.




Helicopters


I was woken by the noise of engines and immediately identified the metallic buzz, the rhythmic beating of a helicopter blade. It wasn’t just one helicopter transporting a patient to St Mary’s hospital. There were a lot of them, and they seemed to be flying very low. The windows in the house vibrated.


I ran out into the garden. The sky was full of red lights, and the noise seemed to affect everything, the house, the trees, the air. One of the helicopters passed immediately overhead, and I could see the lettering on it and the colours. It was one of those big-bellied ones they use for carrying troops.


Silence returned to the garden. Next to the shack, the raccoon was looking at me with its two yellow eyes, as if nothing had happened.




A Dose of Morphine


(A MEMORY)


A week after being admitted to hospital, my father was given an overdose of morphine. When I went to see him, he mistook me for a man who had worked with him in the forests of the Pyrenees sixty years before.


“Where are the oxen?” he demanded. His eyes were watery.


“What oxen?” I said.


“What do you mean ‘what oxen’? The ones we need to transport the timber! We have to load it onto the train tomorrow!”


I placed one hand on his arm. He brushed me off.


“Just get those oxen, will you! The timber’s too heavy to haul with a rope!”


His shouts could be heard in the corridor. I pushed the buzzer next to his bed to summon help.


A young nurse appeared.


“Are you the owner of the oxen?” my father asked.


“Is he off his head?” said the nurse.


“Mind what you say! Show some respect!” That would have been my older brother’s response, but I wasn’t quick enough and said nothing. However, she could see that I was annoyed and she blushed.


“I’ve been in the timber business for three years, and nothing like this has ever happened to me before,” my father said.


The matron came into the room then. She spoke to my father, calling him by his name and asking him all kinds of absurd questions before attaching a pouch containing a tranquilliser to the tube in his arm.


“Would you come with me for a moment. There’s something I’d like to say,” she said, indicating the door.


A patient was walking slowly down the corridor, holding a bag containing urine. Two women were supporting him, one on either side. The matron let them pass before speaking.


“The young woman who looks after your father at night is not to be trusted,” she said at last. “She puts up the bars around the bed and then goes off to the snack machines. She spends all her time reading magazines or talking on her mobile.”


“Well, she shouldn’t do that. We’re paying her a fortune.”


“That’s nothing to do with us,” she said. “What’s worrying us is that your father keeps trying to get out of bed. The other night, we found him with one leg over the top of the bars. If he has a fall, it could be very serious.”


I had been about to protest at the sheer nerve of the younger nurse, but what I had just heard made me forget all about that.


“He always has been very strong,” I said.


I went back into the room. My father’s eyes were less watery now.


“What do you want?” he said in a nasal voice. A second later, he was asleep.




September 12


WHAT TO DO IN DANGEROUS SITUATIONS


Izaskun and Sara came home from school talking about what they had been taught to do in the event of some potentially dangerous situation.


“If the siren sounds eight times, that means there’s a fire,” they explained. “In that case, we all have to line up and walk in an orderly fashion to a particular part of the playground. Each class is allocated a different area.”


We thought that was it, but it wasn’t.


“If bears appear in the playground, we have to turn out the lights and crawl under our desks. And it’s the same if a gunman starts firing at us. You have to turn out the lights and hide under the desk.”




A Stroll through Downtown Reno


The automatic door to the Eldorado Casino opened just as we were passing, and the first thing I saw was a gigantic screen showing Elvis Presley. He was wearing a tight white sequinned jumpsuit and singing one of his hits, “In the Ghetto”. The people at the fruit machines took no notice, their eyes fixed on those other screens.


A young woman was standing at the corner of Virginia Street and 2nd, peering upwards, craning her neck like a bird. She was wearing dark glasses and carrying a white stick in her right hand. She was blind.


“Can you help me, please?” she called out when she felt us close by.


She asked us where the Greyhound bus station was, and we only knew where it was because it was close to the public dispensary where we had gone for the vaccinations required by the school, and so we explained that she had to go down 2nd, then count six streets along. The bus station was on the left. She walked briskly off, tapping the ground with her stick.


We continued along Virginia Street, listening to the cling-clang of the metal signs on the street lamps being blown about by the wind. The street suddenly became very brightly lit, as if we had just emerged from a tunnel. We walked another hundred feet or so and found ourselves beside the Truckee river. The waters boiled and churned like a mountain stream, swirling round the rocks.


We had been told that some young people in Reno used to amuse themselves racing from one bridge to another on the inner tubes of old truck tyres; that day, we saw only ten or twelve hippy types sitting on the bank. One of them was rather unenthusiastically playing with a black dog.


We crossed the bridge and reached a monument, the war memorial. Engraved on the marble panels were the names of all the Nevadan soldiers who had died in America’s various wars – the First World War, the Second World War, Korea, Vietnam, Iraq, Afghanistan. On the panels dedicated to the fallen in Iraq and Afghanistan, the names occupied half of the surface or slightly less.


I copied the last five names into my notebook:


Raul Bravo Jr. Marines. Died March 3, 2007. Iraq


Anthony J. Schober. Army. Died May 2, 2007. Iraq


Alejandro Varela. Army. Died May 18, 2007. Iraq


Joshua R. Rodgers. Army. Died May 30, 2007. Afghanistan


Joshua S. Modgling. Army. Died June 19, 2007. Iraq


A twenty-something girl in glasses went over to the monument and stood there, slightly hunched, head bowed, for two minutes or so. Then she straightened up, shot a disapproving glance at Izaskun and Sara, who were running around among the panels, and told us off, saying that we should show some respect for the dead. We called the girls over and left.


We caught the free downtown bus that took us back up Virginia Street to College Drive. Ahead of us, during the whole journey, stood a huge cross lit up in pink neon, looming out of the darkness. It was on a hill the other side of McCarran. We had never even noticed it during the day.




The Visit


There was a knock on the door of our office in the library. A man of about sixty, with blue eyes and white hair, stood there.


“Hi, I’m Bob Earle, your neighbour,” he said, shaking my hand.


I felt guilty about not having visited him as I had promised Mary Lore I would.


“I’ve been meaning to come up to your house to say hello, but just haven’t got round to it. I’m sorry,” I said.


“Nonsense. I’m the one who should have come and introduced myself the day you arrived, and brought you a couple of pizzas too. Trouble is, I thought Mary Lore was going to bring them, and Mary Lore thought I was going to. What a welcome to Nevada! Straight to bed with only what you were given to eat on the plane!”


He held out his card.


“I’m afraid I don’t have a card,” I said and started writing down our number on a piece of paper.


“Oh, don’t worry, I know the number. The College Drive house was my study when I used to teach at the School of Mining.”


“Of course. Mary Lore told me. Ángela’s working in the archives at the moment. I’ll introduce you to her later. And to the girls.”


“Everything alright at the house? According to Dennis, the insect problem has been resolved. I hope they didn’t bankrupt you.”


Earle was wearing jeans and a sky-blue shirt. He was a strong, good-looking man and, perhaps because of that, because of the confidence he felt in his own physical strength, he seemed warm and direct, with none of the awkwardness of the very shy.


“Very nearly!” I said. “They charged us a hundred and forty dollars!”


Earle’s smile concentrated itself in his eyes.


“I reckon Dennis has a share in the business. He sends those robbers in as soon as he finds out someone new has arrived in town.”


Then he changed the subject.


“Would you like to go for a drive in the desert? I’d be more than happy to show you around,” he said.


The invitation caught me by surprise, but I accepted immediately.


“Great. How about tomorrow morning, Tuesday?”


I again said yes.


“Good. I’ll pick you up in College Drive at eight o’clock,” he said. “Bring something to eat and something to cover your head, a cap or a hat.”


A silence fell.


“I wouldn’t be at all surprised if it isn’t sunny in the desert tomorrow,” he said with just a hint of a smile, then strode off to the C.B.S. office.




A Drive in the Desert


Earle was looking from side to side, screwing up his eyes, and I couldn’t imagine what it was he was looking for. We had left the roads behind us by then – the 80, the 50, the 361 and the 844 – and were deep in the desert, and all I could see was a barren plain and the occasional hill covered in sagebrush, the plant that appears on the Nevada flag. Now and then, we saw the tyre tracks of another vehicle, but, generally speaking, there was nothing but earth and rocks and more earth and rocks.


Suddenly, far off in the distance, I spotted a trapezium-shaped mountain, and the sense I had of being in a totally empty space only intensified. The mountain somehow lent depth to the landscape.


“When I was a boy, I used to come here to catch rattlesnakes,” Earle said. “Then I would sell them to zoos or pet shops. It paid pretty well.”


He tended to pause between speaking, but after three hours in his company, I no longer felt embarrassed by these silences. After a while, he went on:


“I’d pin them down with a forked stick, then put them in a canvas sack, the kind that lets in the air. Easy. I loved it.”


I imagined the rattlesnakes squirming around in the sack, trying to pierce the fabric and bite the hand of the hunter.


“If you keep the sack away from your body, there’s no problem,” Earle said when I told him what I was thinking. “And even if it does bite you, it’s not really that bad. A rattlesnake bite is rarely fatal.”


I had read in the Reno Gazette-Journal that a young man had spent four months in hospital after being bitten by a snake, and had only survived because he was helicoptered out of the desert. I didn’t say anything though.


Several orange-coloured mountains appeared behind the one shaped like a trapezium. That’s where Fallon must be, Fallon being the nearest town according to the map, about sixty miles away. A two-or three-hour drive in that terrain.


We started to climb a hill. The road was stony and flanked by trees that looked like rather scrubby pines. Earle told me they were pinyon pines.


“They’re ugly trees and nobody much likes them nowadays,” he said. “But for thousands of years, the Indians used the pine nuts to make flour.”


Earle was gripping the wheel hard. It wasn’t easy to control the Chevrolet Avalanche as it lurched over the rougher stretches of road. It took us a quarter of an hour to climb the slope.


The hill was flat on top and there was a canyon running through it, nearly a thousand feet long. We got out of the car and stood looking down into the depths of the canyon to see what was there: clumps of grass, a few alder trees, and some intensely red rocks protruding from the walls. Not a sign, as Earle pointed out, of the Citabria single-engine plane piloted by Steve Fossett, who had disappeared about two weeks before while flying over that same desert.


“Seems like God gave up on him,” Earle said. “He doesn’t give up on the birds, mind; he provides them with pine nuts to eat, but he wasn’t so generous with Fossett.”


Steve Fossett – the “Adventurer’s adventurer” or the “American hero”, depending on which newspaper you read – was famous throughout the United States for his exploits in the field of extreme sports. He held more than a hundred world records, including being the first man to fly solo non-stop around the world in a balloon. His disappearance was one of the most talked-about events in Nevada and all over the country.


A lizard poked its head out of a crack in a rock, then instantly vanished. Earle made another remark about Fossett.


“I’m not really surprised God gave up on him. He asked too much of him.”


We went back to the car and set off again.


“What shall we do if we meet Fossett’s ghost?” I asked.


“We’ll ask him to tell us exactly where he crashed.”


“That will save the search parties a lot of work.”


“Not to mention money. I hate to think how much gas they’ve used on rescue planes and helicopters.”


We drove downhill, parallel to the canyon, and my feeling now was that we were leaving one sea behind us and entering another still vaster sea. For miles and miles around, as far as the eye could see, there were only a few isolated mountains, mostly trapezoid in shape and black and ochre in colour. I looked for the orange mountains I had seen earlier, and, when I couldn’t find them, thought that perhaps they were only that colour because the sun had been shining directly on them, and that they, too, were ochre and black. I was wrong. There they were, to our left, the orange mountains. We weren’t driving in a straight line, but were gradually veering to the right.


We reached an area where the earth was wet and the colour of plaster, and we left the tracks of our tyres imprinted in it. In the distance, we saw what looked like a pinkish object, a mother-of-pearl box.


Earle pointed.


“It’s a roulotte, you know, a caravan. Hunters come here looking for antelope.”


I looked hard at the roulotte. There were no hunters. No antelopes either. The only moving thing was our car.


We drove another five or six miles across completely flat terrain, then started to go down another slope. The mountains we could see ahead of us now looked like mounds of earth emerging from the sea, the islands of an archipelago. I remembered the time I spent in Villamediana, a village in the Spanish province of Palencia, and reading somewhere that Castile was like a sea of earth. I told Earle this.


“Here, it’s something more than a metaphor,” he said. “Each of these mountains is a unique system with its own flora and fauna. The reptiles and the insects you find on one don’t exist on another. And that’s exactly what happens on islands in the sea.”


We could make out a road, a straight line, which was a slightly paler colour than that of the earth. When we reached it, Earle began to accelerate as if we were driving onto an approach road to a freeway. The car threw up clouds of dust behind us.


“What’s going on over there?” he asked, accelerating still more.


About five hundred yards further ahead, next to a rocky outcrop, I saw a FedEx delivery van. The two front doors stood open and the van was parked at a strange angle, neither perpendicular to the road nor facing the rock nor parallel with it.


We stopped about fifty feet from the van. Earle took a rifle out of the boot and released the safety catch. He told me to stay in the car.


He went over to the rocky outcrop and started walking round it, rifle at the ready. A minute later, he reappeared on the other side and approached the van. Suddenly, he stopped. Then he lowered his rifle and signalled to me that there was nothing to worry about.


He returned to the car and took a forked aluminium pole out of the boot.


“Come with me.”


The windscreen on the driver’s side of the FedEx van was shattered. Earle told me to look through the other side.


On the driver’s seat I noticed what appeared to be a pile of brown cloth. It was a rattlesnake. It had its head up, looking first at me and then – its coiled body shuddering as it moved – at the other door, where Earle was standing with the metal pole. There was a sound like maracas. The snake was flicking its tongue frantically in and out.


Earle failed to pin the snake down properly and as he was picking it up, he managed to drop it onto the roof of the van. Then it slithered towards me, fixing me with its two black eyes . . . No, that only happened in my head. Earle playfully scolded the snake, saying that the driver’s seat was only for drivers, not mouse-hunters. The snake hung limply from the forked pole, like a belt.


Earle went round the back of the rock, and I followed.


“I had to remove it from the seat,” he said. “People don’t take care and just open the doors of vans without even looking.”


He released the snake, and it vanished among the clumps of sagebrush.


We returned to the Chevrolet Avalanche, and Earle called the police on the radio he’d had installed. They answered instantly.


“Fallon Police Department,” the voice said. It sounded as if it were speaking from underneath the earth, not from Fallon.


Earle provided his personal details and our position on his G.P.S. The subterranean voice took only a few seconds to tell us that we were near a ghost town called Berlin. Then it asked for the van’s licence-plate number.


“Wait a moment,” Earle said. He started the engine and drove forward a few feet before dictating the relevant letters and numbers.


“Anything else we need to know?” the subterranean voice asked.


“The windscreen on the driver’s side was broken, and the interior was a complete mess. Looks like a robbery,” Earle said.


“Sure.”


The subterranean voice sounded grubbier now, as if mingled with sand and grit, and I couldn’t quite understand what it said. It referred several times to that abandoned town called Berlin and to Fallon prison. The conversation seemed very relaxed, and before it ended, Earle gave a loud guffaw.


“They found gold and silver in this desert, and they gave the mine the name of the man who found it, a man called Berlin,” Earle explained when we set off again. “But it was never as big as the mines at Tonopah or Virginia City. By the beginning of the twentieth century, it was a ghost town.”


Berlin, the ghost town, appeared to us just half an hour after leaving the FedEx van: a dozen or so wooden shacks and a larger building, also made of wood, with a single-eaved roof, the slope of which matched the slope of the mountain. Several paths led off from there, two still quite clearly marked. The first crossed a plain thickly covered with sagebrush, and that path, according to Earle, led to Fallon; the second, perpendicular to the first, went up a hill through a small gorge into an area of bushes and trees.


I told Earle a true story Ángela had told me. Two young men got off a train somewhere in Nevada and set off on foot to Berlin, about sixty miles away, with only a bottle of water. They had never seen or even imagined a desert like this.


“They arrived half-dead and nearly blind,” I said. “One of them never recovered and died shortly after starting work at the mine.”


“I don’t think we’ll meet his ghost either,” Earle said.


After spending all morning with him, I was beginning to get used to his sense of humour. He meant that Berlin was so empty that it didn’t even have any ghosts.


We stopped outside the larger building, the centre of mining activity in the age of gold and silver. All the mining machinery and tackle was still there, and so were all the birds in the area, taking advantage of the shade cast by the roof. Most were flying from beam to beam or perching on the cables; some came and went constantly, in and out of the large windows that faced onto the hill.


Earle smiled.


“The powers-that-be in Nevada keep the building maintained so as to attract tourists. And they have actually succeeded in attracting a few. In fact, we’ll probably see them soon.”


We set off in the direction of the gorge and the trees and shrubs. About a couple of hundred yards further on, we saw two white vehicles. They were parked by the side of the road; near them, about ten or so men were standing in a line, working. Their overalls were white too.


As we approached, the conversation about the FedEx van between Earle and the subterranean voice began to make sense. I knew now who those people in the white overalls were: prisoners.


“What do you think of Berlin’s tourists?” asked Earle, slowing down.


I recalled something I’d seen many years ago when I was driving to New Orleans and was kept hanging about for half an hour in a traffic jam, while about twenty men wearing orange overalls and shackles were working with spades and hoes to clean the hard shoulder of the freeway. Two policemen were watching them, rifles cocked.


The Berlin prisoners weren’t shackled together, and they stood to one side to let us pass. Most were Latinos. The youngest must have been about twenty-five and the oldest about sixty. The young men looked really strong and healthy, the older men looked scrawny.


Earle accelerated once we had passed them, and we started to drive up a hill that led to the gorge.


“I didn’t see any guards,” I said.


“The desert is their guard,” Earle said. “And what better guard could you have?”


He remained thoughtful for a while.


“There were a couple of guys I really didn’t like the look of,” he went on. “The two non-Latinos. Did you notice? Their eyes lit up when they saw us. Especially the guy with the little beard.”


I glanced in the rear-view mirror. All I could see were white dots against a background of stones.


“A big, strong guy?” I asked.


“A real brute. He’s probably in jail for having strangled someone.”


We were in the gorge now, and the trees and shrubs transformed the landscape with their intense green. Earle braked for a moment and, turning to the right, headed downhill. A little stream interrupted the path, and we were across it in an instant, before, slowly, we began to climb again.


We travelled about two hundred yards and arrived in a small square, which was in marked contrast to the desert and the landscape around Berlin. It was partly surrounded by a concrete wall, and there was a wooden shack with a notice saying TOILETS and another structure with a roof that seemed to reach right down to the ground with no supporting walls.


“Time to see the lizard!” Earle cried. “And it’s pretty big, as you’re about to find out.”


And there was indeed a giant lizard painted on the wall in the little square. A plaque told us it was an ichthyosaur, a marine reptile that had lived about two hundred million years ago and reached a length of over sixty feet. The actual fossil was in the building with the low roof.


In the painting, the ichthyosaur bore a striking resemblance to Flipper.


The building was closed, and we could only see the fossil through some small windows at ground level in the side wall. It was uncomfortable crouching there, with the sun burning your back.


At first, the ichthyosaur that had swum in the sea two hundred million years ago looked like the dried-up bed of a stream. In the part corresponding to its head, there was a slight bulge and at the other end there was what looked like a real tail.


“Great place, isn’t it?” Earle said.


He meant the building, which was a lot taller than I’d thought when I saw it from outside, and inside was a large empty space, uninterrupted by any columns. The only source of light was provided by the rectangular windows in the roof, which lit up the whole area.


It was very hot, more than thirty degrees, and I felt as if my shirt was burning. The shrill whirring of insects buzzed in my ears. I stood up.


“We need to find some shade,” Earle said.


We sat down next to a tree trunk, on a rock, and ate our sandwiches and our tangerines in silence, while we gazed at the Flipper painted on the wall. The painting was not at all appropriate. That cartoonish style had the effect of infantilising a dolphin, even an ichthyosaur, which was fine on screen, but not in the desert.


I was picking up the orange peel, when I heard a voice. It rang in my head. The prisoner with the small beard was whispering to one of his companions, and I could hear it as if in a dream:


“I’ve had enough of breaking stones out here in the desert, and there’s no way I’m going back to jail. Did you see the car those two guys were in, the ones who’ve gone to see the fossil? It was a Chevrolet Avalanche. If we stole it, we could be in Fallon in no time. I have a buddy there who could hide us until the police get tired of looking for us.”


Absurd as it may seem, I could hear the voice as clearly as I could smell the tangerine peel.


“They might have a gun in the car,” the man with the little beard said. “We would have to move fast once we’d stopped the car.”


His companion said something I couldn’t hear. The “radio” inside my head was not tuned in to him.


“If we take anyone with us, it should be Gonsalves,” the man with the beard said. “He knows quite a lot of people in Las Vegas, and that could be useful once we get out of Fallon.”


A small bird rather like a thrush hopped over to us; Earle said it was a sage thrasher, and emptied a few crumbs from his sandwich bag onto a rock.


“I should have brought a handgun with me too, not just the rifle,” he said. So he had heard the prisoner whispering in his ear too.


“Do you know how to drive?” he asked. He was serious.


The Chevrolet Avalanche was almost twice as big as our Ford Sedan, but I said I’d be happy to drive.


“I’m worried about that prisoner with the little beard. I’m sure that when he saw us, he immediately thought of a plan. He may have taken me for an old man, an easy target.”


I got into the driver’s seat.


“What do I have to do to cross the stream down below?” I asked.


“Close your eyes and step on the gas.”


Earle smiled, and I felt reassured.


I found it hard to get the pressure right on the accelerator, because it was very sensitive and the slightest touch sent the car lurching forward. When we crossed the stream – way too fast – I managed to flatten all the bushes on either side.


The stones and rocks on the road – loose stones and rocks sticking up out of the ground – slowed our progress, making us bounce and sway about; but we soon recovered our balance. A hundred yards further on, the road became smooth again.


The prisoners working near the two white vehicles no longer looked like white dots, as they had when I saw them in the rear-view mirror, but real people with heads, arms and legs. Earle grabbed the rifle and placed it between his knees, barrel downwards.


The prisoners were not all working together. First, there was one, then behind him another; then a group of five or six, then about twenty yards further on, three more men, backs bent.


The first of the prisoners, the one nearest to us, was the man with the small beard. He stepped into the middle of the road and signalled to us to stop, as if he were a traffic policeman. He was holding a spade in his right hand.


“Shall I stop?” I asked.


Earle nodded, then lowered the window about an inch.


The prisoner with the beard came over.


“Could you give me a couple of cigarettes, one for me and one for my friend here?”


He spoke very politely, pointing with his free hand at the other non-Latino prisoner.


“You’re not supposed to do this. You know that, don’t you?” Earle said.


The man with the beard did not move a muscle. He was considering his response.


“Prisoners have no right to stop a vehicle. You know that, don’t you?” Earle said again.


The man’s eyes were dull, as are the eyes of anyone who has spent years in prison. For a few seconds, he stood there, still thinking. Then he looked down.


“Yes, sir,” he said, stepping back.


I put my foot down too hard on the accelerator, and the Chevrolet Avalanche leapt forward. The bearded prisoner’s companion jumped out of the way. Those who were working a few yards further on stepped back too, even though there was plenty of room for us to pass. Earle closed the window and put the rifle on the back seat.
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