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For my parents.

These stories, with some exceptions, are works of fiction.

Any similarity to reality is entirely coincidental.
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Something can be said in many ways: directly or indirectly; explicitly or implicitly; in verse or in prose; in many words or just a few.

This book is comprised of various short stories that, like subtle brushstrokes captured on a canvas, seek to explore ideas and emotions disguised as brief, disparate stories. 

In each story there is a main theme, and the plot enveloping them is nothing more than a shell, a garment, a coating of words to give them substance; a vehicle designed with sharp dabs of words that aim to make the key message neither too direct nor too explicit.

Many of the stories in this book have a romantic element, focusing on a romantic encounter that, more often than not, ends in an estrangement. Other stories address different themes, although they’re all imbued with gentle philosophical musings that will ultimately make us question life’s mysteries.

In the end, that’s literature: saying things in an embellished way so the words on the page not only offer information and cause us to reflect, but also entertain as we read them.

Tolosa, 17 September 2016.
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Paper Guardian
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As predicted, the massive solar storm had knocked out all the electronic systems on the planet.

People terrified.

Governments despairing and unable to offer solutions.

Modern technology, useless.

The book, steadfast...

The book: eternal guardian of the knowledge and memory of the human race. 
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The White Rabbit
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Life is full of decisions; some more vital than others. Now, with hindsight, I can see how some of the choices I made have led me to where I am and made me the person I am today.

I can still recall that morning in December. I was walking along Barcelona’s La Rambla and I stopped at one of those typical animal stalls. In a large cage, there were around twenty small rabbits, all white; I thought they were really cute.

“How much for one of these rabbits?” I asked the stall keeper almost without a second thought.

“Twelve euros. If you don’t have a cage I can sell you one as well for eighteen euros. It comes with everything you need: drinker, food, grass and sawdust.”

“Oh, go on then. I’ll take one,” I said in a spur-of-the-moment decision. When I left the house, I definitely hadn’t planned on buying a rabbit or anything of the sort, but who can predict life’s designs?

“Choose whichever one you want.”

“Ok. They all look the same. Mm, this one with the grey ears.”

“They’re not all the same. Each one has its own personality,” the stall keeper said. He was rather ugly, with a wart on his nose and greasy skin. “I hope you’ve picked a good one. This is like the lottery, you just never know: some are affectionate, stubborn, messy, clean, vindictive, grumpy... This one’s a boy,” he added after picking up the one I’d chosen and taking a closer look.

“Bloody hell, even rabbits have a personality. But, yeah, I don’t think being one way or another matters much. I’d prefer to win the lottery, since you mentioned the lottery.”

The stall keeper placed the rabbit in a cardboard box pierced with holes and handed it to me, along with a large bag holding the cage and its accessories. I paid him and left.

When I got home, I placed the cage in a corner of my living room and set to playing with the rabbit for a bit. It was really sociable and affectionate. I’ve been really lucky: I got the cuddly one, I thought. “I’m going to call you Txuri, which means ‘white’ in Basque,” I told him.

A few days later, the rabbit became unwell with diarrhoea, and he couldn’t have picked a better time: a Saturday night. Since I’d become attached to him, I took him to an emergency vet in the city. A really sweet girl attended to me, she examined the rabbit and she gave me a syrup that I’d need to give the rabbit orally using a syringe (which she gave me) for a fortnight. The joke backfired on me—that’s what happens when you end up in A&E.

It turned out that Txuri, apart from being affectionate, always seemed to have something wrong with him. It was like he was “ill” every other day, and the bastard would always pick Saturday night to get sick (sometimes diarrhoea, other times crooked teeth, other times inflamed eyes...). The seller was right: rabbits have a personality, and by chance (or whatever) I’d chosen a demon dressed as a fluffy, white rabbit. I spent a fortune at the vet with him. Although he turned out to be an angel that I’ll never forget. Few decisions have made me as happy in life as the one I made when I chose him.

Today, on the twelfth of January as I’m heading home with a bouquet of roses (white, in honour of Txuri) for my wife for our anniversary, I can’t help but wonder, like I do every year, what would have happened if I’d chosen another rabbit with a different personality to Txuri. I definitely wouldn’t have met the vet (now my wife), or maybe I would have? What is the force that moves us? Is it chance, luck, fate? I don’t know. What I do know is that if I hadn’t taken the seemingly trivial decision to choose one of many rabbits that morning in December, I wouldn’t have met the woman who’s now my wife and who brings such joy to my life. All in all, maybe there’s an ulterior motive to white rabbits being associated with good luck. 
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Dream Escape
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“We have to get out of here somehow.”

“A riot’s the only way: holding the guards prisoner and making the most of the confusion to change into their clothes and escape unnoticed,” Gabi replied, as if it were the easiest thing in the world.

A second later, the cells were opened and all the inmates, on edge, invaded the gangways. Chaos reigned and confusion was everywhere. They let some guards leave in black cars with the naive promise that they wouldn’t say anything to anyone.

“The funny thing is I don’t know how I got here. I can’t believe I’m in prison!”

“Don’t worry. We’ll be out soon,” said Gabi. “This jailbreak is different to the rest. We’re prisoners of the night, but soon the sun will rise. If you don’t wake up first.” 
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Room 408
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The lift door opened and our gazes crossed for a brief fraction of a second. She was coming out, I was going in. The deep blue colour of her eyes stunned me. The lift car still held the scent of her presence: a musky fragrance. I couldn’t help wondering about her; it was clear that she’d captivated me in that brief encounter. Brown-haired, slim, blue-eyed and with a musky scent; I knew nothing more about her, and there was no way of knowing more given the brevity of our encounter. 

Where is she from? Is she single? What does she do? What fills her heart with joy and what torments her in her darkest hours? I had no time to think up other questions as the lift door opened again. I’d reached my destination: third floor of the Royal Plaza Hotel, in the centre of Ibiza. While I was opening the door to my room, a smile crept across my face as I’d just noticed, in my memory, that the girl had exited the lift with no suitcases. That meant I had a chance of seeing her again.

I laid down in bed; I was tired and a little hungover from the day before. I turned my thoughts to the last few days on holiday, I thought about my life, I thought about her. The stranger in the lift.

I spent the next day on the beach despite the fact it wasn’t overly sunny. I swam a few times in the sea, I made good progress on a book I was reading and I went for several walks. Before returning to the hotel, I lingered on the beach promenade buying some souvenirs. I also bought a bottle of whisky and some orange juice.

Around ten at night, I started drinking in my room. I drank because I enjoy it, because it got me going and because, that way, I’d save a little money later when I headed out to bars and no longer needed to drink that much. At eleven, I’d drunk more than half the bottle of whisky and I was definitely feeling the euphoria alcohol gives you and makes you see things as “possible” where before they were “impossible”. I picked up the phone in my room to call reception and order a pork loin and cheese sandwich to my room – I hadn’t had any dinner and my stomach needed something solid. Before dialling the number for reception, I asked myself what would happen if I dialled another number. My room number was 315. If I dialled 408, for example, would that mean I’d be calling someone on the fourth floor? Before I could finish asking myself the question, my finger had already pressed the numbers and then the call button. In two seconds, a women’s voice broke through the other end of the line.

“Hello?”

“Hello...” My mind raced and I managed to invent something. “Sorry to bother you. You see, I’m staying on the third floor, I dialled a random number, and I got you... I apologise for being so forward, but would you like to go for a walk and a drink? I’m alone and I’d prefer to go out with company.”

A part of myself was reprimanding me for what I’d just done, while the other fun part waited for her to tell me to go to hell, hang up the phone, and then have someone from reception appear five minutes later to give me a warning for having bothered another guest.

“Come to my room in fifteen minutes. I’ll open the door and if I don’t think you’re a psychopath, I’ll go with you for a drink. I’m alone too and I feel like going out.”

“Ok, see you then.”

I hung up the phone and couldn’t believe what had just happened. I took a long drink of whisky to stop myself waking up from that reality, I skipped the part of calling reception for a sandwich, I took a quick shower and I got dressed in the best clothes I had left that were still clean.

There I was, in front of door 408, a little nervous. Without giving it too much thought, I knocked on the door and my heart leaped when it opened. It was the girl from the lift! You’ll be thinking, “no way!”; “it was obvious it would be her; the ending was predictable,” you’ll claim. Yes, it might seem so, but that’s exactly how it went and so that’s how I have to tell the story.

I must have made a good impression as we went out for a drink and took a walk along the bay. I’m not sure if it was down to all the whisky I’d had and an empty stomach, or the effect of Cupid’s arrow, but that night I felt alive, full and vibrant, as if I were at the most critical point in my life. I didn’t kiss her or even hug her, despite the fact I longed to, because I thought I’d have a whole lifetime to do so... She left the next day; I left two days later. We didn’t exchange any contact details. I only knew she was called Laura and she lived in Madrid. I didn’t see her again. That was fifteen years ago.

Since then, I’ve roamed from hotel to hotel, and every time the door of a lift opens in front of me, I hope that some brown eyes, brown like a small isle, will save me as I was lost at sea in the ocean-blue eyes of Laura and I can’t find a way to escape them; her memory has filled my mind ever since that day, with the dark shadow of the bright promise that we’d see each other again. 
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Vital Game
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“I’ll see you and raise you a thousand more.”

“I’ll see you—”

“You’ve got no money, idiot!”

“I can pay with my car. It’s parked outside and will be more than enough.”

“Oh, yeah? Look, I’ve got a better idea,” said the boss of the clandestine gambling den. “See, I’m a bit bored of winning money. You’re going to bet your life.”

He gestured at one of his men standing by the door, who immediately drew a gun. “You said, ‘I’ll see you,’ so it’s now non-negotiable. Let’s see your cards.”

Expectation hung in the air. Droplets of sweat fell from the faces of the half a dozen men there.

“Beat this!” said the boss in morbid triumph. Four kings.

“Straight flush,” said the condemned man, devoid of emotion.

The room roared and what followed was a threatening silence.

“You’re a lucky bastard. But I’m a man of my word: you can go, but the money stays here. You’ve won your life, nothing more.”

“I want to keep playing,” he said to the surprise of them all. “I bet my life again as it just so happens it’s the only thing that I wanted to lose tonight.” 
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The Sardinian Potion
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They already knew each other before they met. He’d seen her in his boyhood dreams. She’d been waking in the middle of the night for several years, unclothed without knowing how; until the day she saw him and recognised him as the rogue who stole her clothes in her dreams.

The day they met in the second stage of their encounter – virtually – they were both almost thirty. He’d recently split from his partner and was living alone in an apartment in Barcelona. She lived on the island of Sardinia and was engaged. He was looking for love. She was looking for friends in Barcelona as she intended to move there soon with her boyfriend.

He was called Javier, she Zahira. They spoke that day in May via chat; they talked a lot, despite her grasp of Spanish not being great. They both liked the only photograph they could see of the other. Javier was wearing a black shirt, an earring and a vague moustache and goatee that accentuated his pirate features even further. In her photo, Zahira was sitting in her car (a blue Fiat Panda); she was wearing a lot of make-up and had straight, black hair and sensual, pouting lips. Javier like Zahira; Zahira liked Javier.

Zahira wasted no time in telling Javier she was engaged and that she was looking for friends for when she moved to Barcelona. A pity, thought Javier, but he didn’t stop speaking to her. So Javier and Zahira became friends.

The months rolled by and they kept chatting via messages sent through cyber space – or on Facebook or Messenger. Sometimes their communication would be broken up by days or weeks as they both had their own lives and things to do. In those first few months, their relationship wasn’t particularly close, but it was special: Zahira thought Javier seemed mysterious and different to the other guys she knew; something was pushing Javier to keep up their friendship, even though he knew he couldn’t kiss those charming lips in the photo.

In August that year, Zahira and her boyfriend left everything behind and moved to Barcelona. They rented a flat in the city centre and set about starting their new lives from scratch. Neither of them had a job – but they received unemployed benefit from Italy – and they knew only a handful of people (one of them was Javier). On more than one occasion, Javier and Zahira intended on meeting up, but if they did, it would have to be with her boyfriend too. That never happened as they both subconsciously knew it wasn’t possible. Zahira and Javier were made for one another but the only way they could be together is if they were both single and unattached. Luckily, all three of them never met up; God only knows what would have happened if they did.

One day in September, Javier changed his profile picture: he was still wearing the same black shirt and his earring, but his hair had grown and now he had a short, full beard. Zahira couldn’t resist that photo, and something slumbering inside her awoke with a start; she felt something for that mysterious guy, something she’d never felt before, all while her relationship with her partner was deteriorating at pace. So a more open – although still somewhat guarded – flirtation began between Javier and Zahira. They spoke late into the night over the computer. Javier in his small apartment; Zahira in one bedroom while her boyfriend played virtual poker in another.

Zahira began to feel increasingly alone in that foreign city; she took a photography course and started visiting parks and exhibitions, accompanied only by loneliness, except for a few rare occasions. Meanwhile, Javier went about his life as best he could, despite the fact the love he yearned for never knocked on his door. Zahira suffered from loneliness, Javier from solitude.  

Zahira and her boyfriend often argued and she would tell Javier everything in the evenings. Powerless, Javier could do nothing more than offer her words of consolation, when really he’d gladly have offered her his strong shoulders to cry on.

One of those nights, while they were chatting on Messenger, they planned a trip together in a campervan. Javier would drive – Zahira had problems with her eyes and couldn’t see well at night – and off they’d go with no set destination. They’d make frequent stops so Javier could play the Spanish guitar, particularly the song Entre dos aguas, by Paco de Lucía, which they both loved. To round off the trip, they’d spend a few days relaxing at a spa. Naturally, the trip only took place in their imaginations, although Zahira found those trips helped her disconnect from her real life and cope better with her loneliness. They also helped Javier feel not so alone, although it was rather bittersweet as he’d like to go on those trips and have that real contact.

A few days later, they went on another imaginary trip, this time on a sailboat. While the vessel was anchored in the bay of a Greek island, they would stretch out on its prow and gaze at the stars at night. Javier taught her the names of the most important constellations while Zahira relaxed and listened closely. “After that, we’d go below deck to our cabin and make love,” Javier dared to say; it was the first direct romantic insinuation spoken between the two of them. There was a brief silence during which Javier thought he’d put his foot in it, that Zahira had a boyfriend and he’d annoyed her by ‘casting a line’, so to speak. “What about a kiss? When did you kiss me? Because you’d have kissed me before making love, right?” Zahira replied, much to Javier’s surprise. “Of course! I’d have given you lots of kisses while we were looking at the stars,” he scrambled a reply. From that moment on, it was inevitable: sooner or later, Zahira and Javier would end up together. 

A couple of days after that conversation, Javier travelled to his hometown in the Basque Country to visit his family. He didn’t travel in a campervan, but instead in his car; there was no guitar, no spa, poor weather and, worst of all, no Zahira. At night, Zahira sent him a message saying she’d had another argument with her boyfriend and she couldn’t take anymore. The next day, she sent him another message, explaining she was looking for a spare room to move to. Javier gave a half-smile, although he felt for Zahira and her situation. Two days later, Javier returned to Barcelona and Zahira sent him a third message saying she and her boyfriend and worked things out. Javier’s half-smile was erased from his face. 

They resumed their usual night-time conversation and, the following weekend, Zahira had yet another argument with her boyfriend. Three days later, Zahira was living alone in a room in the outskirts of Barcelona... But she was still with her boyfriend; they’d decided they needed space and time to see if they could work through their couple’s problems. Feeling hopeless, Javier felt like a third wheel, trapped in Zahira’s flirtations.

As was to be expected, once Pandora’s box has been opened, things can only get worse, and Zahira and her boyfriend broke up for good one night in the middle of December.

So, with the path now clear and both of them single with no commitments, Javier and Zahira met in person in the evening of the twentieth of December. They met at six o’clock in Barcelona’s Plaza de Catalunya. Javier arrived first at the place they’d agreed on, but he waited around a hundred metres away to watch Zahira arrive. She soon arrived; she sat down on a bench and had to wait barely a minute before Javier appeared in front of her. As soon as she saw him and recognised him, she looked him up and down with a hint of shock. Javier looked terrifying, with a long, unkempt beard, a leather jacket and Vans shoes. She was impeccably dressed, make-up perfect.

“Hello, Zahira,” Javier said as he gave her a kiss on each cheek.

“Hi.”

“Well, we recognised each other fast, didn’t we?” Javier said to break the ice.

“Yeah, although I thought you would’ve shaved,” Zahira replied with a distinctive foreign accent; it was the first time Javier had heard her speak and it took him a little by surprise.

“How are you?”

“Not great. I was thinking about calling you to meet another time. Last night I had an epileptic fit and I feel awful today. Look, I even cut my hands on my bedroom wall, on the stucco plaster.”

“Oh, I had no idea you were an epileptic,” Javier said, caught unawares. What a way to start off, he thought.

“I only have nocturnal seizures and with medication I’m fine, but I forgot to take my tablet last night. It’s been a while since that last happened.”

“How about we go to a nice bar somewhere and get a drink?”

They walked for a few minutes until they found a fairly pleasant bar on the Rambla de Catalunya. Javier ordered a tonic and Zahira a pineapple juice. When the waiter brought over their drinks, Zahira’s had ice and she complained about it. Javier got up with the drink and asked the waiter for another without ice. What a fusspot, Javier thought. 

Once everything had been sorted, there was a brief silence. Zahira interrupted it.

“What can I tell someone who knows almost everything about me? It’s the first time we’ve met in person, but it doesn’t seem like it. We’re not strangers.”

As the minutes passed, they began to feel more and more comfortable. Zahira was no longer as scared by Javier’s Islamic terrorist appearance, and he felt a growing sympathy for her that had replaced his first negative impression caused by her epilepsy revelation.

After, they went for a walk around the Gothic Quarter as it was night and it was cold. Zahira liked walking as it helped her open up even more. In a small incense shop, Javier bought an incense holder and little packet of ten rose-scented sticks. They continued on their walk towards the sea, towards Barceloneta Beach; around a twenty-minute walk. Once there, they took a seat on a bench by the beach and chatted for almost an hour.
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