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I remember how you first encountered Otín during a brief summer vacation many years ago, so many that you couldn't even recall the exact date. Back then, you arrived at the deserted village in the company of a small group of friends. Together, you embarked on a hiking expedition along a trail that separated the towns of Rodellar and Otín. Rodellar was the last town accessible by road, as the path to Otín led only through a rugged mountain route.

I know you look back on that time with nostalgia. The memory of that adventure has remained indelibly etched in your mind, and you've always harbored the desire to return to that abandoned place. To you, Otín is an endearing and remote location. It was precisely the peace it offered that may have led you to choose this Huescan municipality as the setting for your next book. You sought solitude and simplicity, ingredients you believed were essential to escape boredom.

I remember how you always had a penchant for presenting yourself in forgotten places where the authorities had misplaced the necessary documents for road planning, and access was difficult and labyrinthine. This neglect turned these villages into ghost towns, forcing their residents to move to larger cities in search of prosperity, which often eluded them.

Otín had no inhabitants. The neighboring towns' residents, all elderly, were born there during the time when agriculture and livestock formed a way of life. They didn't spend the night in that desolate hollow, but you could see them meandering through its paths, watching sunsets from the few remaining walls of the old village. A group of abandoned houses was all that remained of this wasteland.

Before settling in permanently, you rented one of those vacant houses from a neighbor in Rodellar. The asking price seemed reasonable to you, although after seeing the house, you found it excessive.

"No one will bother you here," Don Emilio, the landlord, told you.

"That's what I'm looking for," you replied.

Emilio nodded, his bony chin swaying as he smiled; you noticed that his dentures were artificial.

"Too perfect for a man of his age," you wrote in your journal.

The house was enormous, with two unevenly paved floors. The ramshackle windows didn't close properly, and barely a single intact pane of glass remained. The bathroom consisted of a hole in a corner of the garden, adorned with makeshift markers. The furniture, riddled with woodworm, stood unused, and birds had built their nests inside the drawers and shelves, while the cupboards served as refuge for swallows' nests.

The worst part was that one of the three rooms on the upper floor had a hole in the roof the size of a twenty-inch television.

"Hail," Emilio explained. "You can't imagine the force with which it falls around here."

All you could do was smile. You knew it was impossible for hail to cause such damage to the roof of the house.

"Do you think the roof will collapse?" you asked, concerned.

"Don't worry, sir," the landlord replied. "Houses from the old days never crumble. And this one didn't suffer the ravages of war, so its structure is intact."

You left your suitcase on the floor, and after surveying the inside of the house, you agreed to spend some time there, waiting for the goddess of inspiration to fill your mind with a new book to write. The publishing company had given you an ultimatum, and if you didn't submit a manuscript in the coming year, you could say goodbye to your publishing career – a disastrous prospect for your prolific and illustrious career. You could even imagine the headlines:

"65-Year-Old Writer, Bereft of Ideas, Succumbs to Apathy. Isidro Mezquita Plunges into the Worst of Literary Desuetude."

You know that I always supported you. You know, truly. I intervened with the publishing company to extend that ultimatum and give you the chance you deserved – to retire at the zenith of your career.

But even though you had the same vitality as when you were twenty, you were unable to string together coherent sentences and to craft a story in your aging and clouded mind. You were struggling to find the right words to put on the typewriter, your old friend.

"Seize the moment," I told you. "In a few years, no one will remember us."

"No one will remember us when we're dead," you replied, melancholic.

You were convinced that a place like Otín, far from the bustling city life in Barcelona, would transport you back to a time when you could write four books a year almost effortlessly. When ideas bubbled in your mind like a pressure cooker, flowing naturally through your fingers.

In Otín, you wanted to confront your inner demons, just as you did when you were young. You suspected that the lack of ideas in your writing was more due to a lack of enthusiasm for life than your age. Age is a circumstance we all must face at some point. But apathy and lack of appetite are akin to a cold; they should be treated with the right remedies to prevent them from turning into a severe illness.

You had such a rich childhood, a fulfilling adolescence, and a happy adulthood that you had lost the taste for everything. In a way, it was like that great chef who stopped liking the dishes he cooked, plunging into depression and eventually starving to death.

"Are you sure about what you're doing?" I asked, more as a friend than an editor.

"I've never been more certain of anything," you replied, even though you knew I wouldn't believe you. "I'll be back in a year with my final book. A masterpiece," you asserted.

I smiled sincerely.

As you approached Otín, you were putting a shock therapy into practice: confronting boredom with more boredom. You wanted to find such a lack of things, so much nothingness, that you believed you would eventually come to appreciate the tiniest details of everything.

A few days before your hermit-like decision, you remembered when you were thirty, and your son, Alejandro, had turned four. One day, he told you he wanted to ride the train. You agreed and boarded the commuter train that connects Masnou and Barcelona. You sat in the first carriage, and you didn't notice your son's expression until the ticket inspector, dressed in the characteristic blue uniform and cap, asked for your tickets.

"Tickets, please!"

Alejandro snatched the tickets from your hand and wanted to be the one to give them to the inspector. That's when you noticed how even the most trivial action was a thrilling experience for your son.

After that experience, you spent some time trying to see the world through the eyes of a child. It was wonderful. The most inconsequential things would make Alejandro's eyes widen until they practically engulfed his face, and a massive smile would light up his entire countenance. This made you feel obliged to laugh. You realized that children are happy because they explore things as if they were new, and life surprises them. You deduced that happiness lies in the anticipation of the new, and a quote you once read on the Madrid metro suddenly came to mind:

"We only die when we have nothing left to do.”.
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On the first day you arrived at the house in Otín, you decided to get organized and establish some guidelines, almost like a roadmap. You had always said that organization makes us more productive when writing, forcing us to focus on what we are doing. "Organization is the cornerstone of all our actions," I've heard you say on more than one occasion.

The first morning was dedicated to sweeping the house with a broom and cleaning the dust with old, tattered rags that Don Emilio had brought you. You tirelessly tidied up what would be your new home for the following year. Not to make it cleaner and more hygienic, but to feel useful and kickstart your intended plan for idea generation.

You prepared one of the house's rooms to stock with food and water containers. Since there was no electricity, everything had to be natural preservation products, cans, and glass jars. And water containers were essential since you also used them for personal hygiene. You realized that plumbing and drainage systems didn't exist in the era when the house was built.

"How will I manage?" you pondered while gazing at the room you would use as a pantry.

For you, the life you had led in Barcelona until then was simple in that sense. You had shops around your home where you did your weekly shopping. The delivery guy took care of moving the grocery carts and bringing them up to your apartment. You recalled how even on some occasions when the elevator had broken down, that burly man with tattooed arms would carry the bags up the stairs with little effort, and all you had to do was give him an extra tip.

"Where will I shop, and who will bring the groceries?" you had noted in your diary.

That was the first dilemma you faced in your newly adopted life of seclusion. This voluntary retreat didn't seem so straightforward anymore.

Technicians from the Rodellar municipality had made a somewhat shoddy connection from a power pole to provide the house with electricity. You couldn't spend your days there solely by candlelight or gas stoves. Don Emilio had warned you that the power supply would be minimal.

"To light a bulb," he said. "But make sure it's not a hundred watts."

"A hundred what?" you asked.

"Watts or volts," Don Emilio replied, not entirely convinced.

You smiled.

As you stacked some old, dusty planks, you thought of Marisa, your wife. You remembered the moment you said goodbye to her at the door of your apartment in Barcelona.

"Have you thought this through?" she asked, troubled. "Do you really intend to spend Christmas there, alone?"

You know that Marisa has always loved you and gone out of her way for you and your children. My relationship with her was never cordial. We had discussed it a few times – to Marisa, I was something of an intruder. I suppose no wife tolerates another woman taking her husband away, even if it's only temporary. You and I know that between you and me, there was never anything more than a business relationship: you, the writer, and me, the editor. That was our arrangement. But it was also our secret. We knew and were clear that Marisa would never see it that way.

But I knew you had thought it through. What started as a suggestion for your self-esteem ended up being a perfectly conceived plan. It was more a matter of survival than foolishness. You had to write that novel, and Otín was the perfect place to do it.

As you stacked old wood, broken furniture, swept, cleaned, and removed cobwebs, your mind continually betrayed you, questioning whether it was necessary to be there. But you kept telling yourself the same thing: you didn't know if your asceticism would serve any purpose other than embracing solitude until you finished the book.

However, on the second day, you couldn't help but think of Marisa, the delicious meals she cooked, and the coffee she brought to your office when you were working on a new book. And you thought about giving up. It seemed absurd to you that a sixty-five-year-old man would take refuge in a mountain house where only hikers visited, with the sole purpose of writing a book.

The more you thought about it, the more absurd it seemed. And as you began to think that there was no need to be there, you decided not to think. You had set that goal for yourself, and you had to fulfill it. That was what mattered most to you, and nothing would change your mind.

Fortunately, when you rented the house, Don Emilio offered you the services of his niece.

"She's a great cook," he said. "And very hardworking," he added.

You thought that indeed this girl could take care of the shopping, cleaning, and cooking. That way, you could focus on writing the novel, and you'd leave the household chores to Don Emilio's niece, solving one of the first problems that you encountered when you arrived in Otín. You just had to add a few extra euros to the rental fee. You accepted the landlord's offer without any conditions.

"Of course," you said. "I could use some help."

"You'll see how my niece's help will be valuable," Don Emilio affirmed. "The girl knows how to do everything."

At first, before even meeting her, your aging, dreamy writer's mind imagined Don Emilio's niece as a young, incredibly beautiful girl, with an insatiable passion that would help you cope with the loneliness of Otín. But, in fact, the only thing that was sick was your mind. Adela turned out to be a young woman in her early twenties, very reserved. Her slanting, cross-eyed gaze, along with her slow speech, stood out against a frail and emaciated figure. Long, straight, black hair that covered overly prominent ears gave her an appearance that hovered between an alien and a character from a fairytale. To make matters worse, on the day of her introduction, she was wearing a knee-length white linen nightgown with a few red flowers printed on the chest. Furry patches on her arms and legs made her seem somewhat like a young man about to enter military service. It's not that she was excessively hairy; it was just that she had never removed her body hair, and that nightgown did little to enhance what little charm she might have had.

"My goodness," you thought. "What neglect."

You felt so sorry for her that you couldn't reject Don Emilio's offer, even though you were convinced that this girl wouldn't be of much use in your hermit-like seclusion.

"She's my niece," the landlord insisted.

You realized that the girl needed to feel useful, and her uncle thought the best way to achieve that was to offer her services to a well-to-do writer.

"Fine," you assented. "But I don't want her to disturb me while I'm writing."

You feared that the girl would be a hindrance and wouldn't let you concentrate on your book.

"Don't worry," Don Emilio nodded. "You'll see that she won't bother you; my niece hardly talks."

The first thing that surprised you about Adela was her manner of speaking: she spoke in a halting manner, but she wasn't quite stuttering. It was clear that she lacked self-confidence and was excessively shy. In the first few days, she kept her distance from you, always busy and never still

, cleaning, cooking, tending the garden, cleaning again, stacking boxes, and moving canned goods. She only spoke when you addressed her; otherwise, she said nothing, keeping her eyes lowered when in your presence. It was amazing how despite her extreme thinness, bordering on anorexia, she moved around the house at an impossible speed. She did it so quickly that at times, you were startled, thinking she was in one room when, in reality, she was in another. Or you'd see her in the garden through the window, and seconds later, she would appear in the living room. You'd give a start in your writing chair and think that the girl had the power of teleportation. On more than one occasion, you saw her placing a box in the pantry, and when you glanced out the window to check the garden, she was there as well. Then you squinted at the storeroom again, which, of course, was empty.

"This is unbelievable," you sighed, surprised.

You told me that Don Emilio must have had a lot of faith in his niece because he had entrusted her with collecting the rent money and delivering it in person to save you the trips from Rodellar to Otín. For your part, you had assured Don Emilio, to put his mind at ease, that you had no intention of leaving that house for an entire year.
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Adela gave the impression that she was running away from you. Every time you tried to start a conversation, she would run in the opposite direction from where you were, clutching a broom, a brush, a mop, or any object that would serve her to escape. The girl spent the entire day polishing the house. She was timid, and her fear of your mere presence led to more than one comical situation, inadvertently rescuing you from boredom and apathy. Later, after the first few days, you both gained confidence, and you lost the feeling of being a monster.

On some occasions, you had strained your neck trying to look at both the pantry and the garden simultaneously. You felt as if, by turning your head too quickly, you would see Adela in both places at once. "It's fascinating," you had written in your diary.

Before traveling to Otín, Marisa told you to let it be. She begged you to think carefully about what you were doing and not to be swayed by what she had called a childish impulse at the time.

"It's not necessary to write anymore, Isidro. You've written enough. It's better for you to retire as a renowned writer, at the peak, rather than as a failure, in decline," she had argued. She tried to convince you to abandon your crazy idea of secluding yourself in an abandoned village for an entire year. "A year is a long time. A year sounds short but passes very slowly."

Marisa reminded you of all the people who failed to leave in time and ruined their careers in the twilight of their lives when they could have retired as victors.

"Think of all those artists who ended up as failures because they didn't retire on time or didn't do it when they should have. Actors who were pitiful in their final theater performances. Singers who provoked laughter. Comedians who were no longer funny. Writers whose last works were dying."

"I have to do it, Marisa," you defended yourself as the only possible rebuttal. "I need to. I truly need it."

When you told your wife that you needed it, her argument changed, and she encouraged you to follow your instincts. Marisa was a staunch advocate of instinct. You had talked a lot about it, and you always reached the same conclusion: culture had devoured instinct. Marisa always supported you, and you knew it. Even when you did things and made decisions that went against her principles. But your wife acted out of love. The affection she had for you made anything you did seem acceptable to her. In that sense, Marisa and I were very different: while she supported you, even against her own thoughts, I contradicted you, even against your own.

"A year goes by quickly," you told her to reassure her.

You thought you could have taken your laptop and a mobile phone to stay connected, at least with your family, or even with me. But you didn't want to. You were being stubborn, and you now realize that a mobile phone could have been very helpful. I know you would argue that there was no coverage there, but I'm sure that if you walked around with your mobile phone, you would eventually catch a signal tower for an emergency call.

"If I take the laptop and the mobile phone, I won't write," you told me as you packed.

When you told your children about it, they each had different reactions, just as different as they were.

"Really?" Alejandro asked during a phone conversation you had before leaving. "That's crazy, Dad. I can't believe you're leaving Mom alone for a year."

Despite being thirty-nine years old, Alejandro was still studying. He entered university with a scholarship and had been pursuing some kind of education ever since, although you still didn't know what it was. You asked him countless times, but he never seemed to know or didn't want to tell you.

"How are your studies going?" you asked on various occasions.

"They're going well," was always his response.

The boy lived in Madrid in an apartment you had never seen, surviving thanks to the periodic transfers you made from your bank account, although you knew that Marisa did the same. So, without much effort, Alejandro made more money than many people his age who worked hard every day.

"That's why Alejandro didn't want to work and was always studying," you told me once.

Your daughter was more like you: impulsive and driven by instinct.

"You've had a brilliant idea," she told you. "I'm sure you'll write a great novel there."

Natalia dropped out of school immediately after completing compulsory education and worked in the hospitality industry. At first, you must admit that you were embarrassed when you saw her working in the bar, and you stopped going to have coffee to avoid your own daughter serving you. You couldn't stand the idea that she was working in a bar when you were sure she could aspire to something better.

"You haven't come to the bar today, Dad," she said.

"No, dear, I'm sorry. I've been very busy with my own things."

Eventually, Natalia started a business to support herself: a men's clothing store. Although at first she refused the money you offered to invest in the business, you managed to convince her to accept it.

In the end, Alejandro criticized your decision and the idea of going to a place like Otín to write a book, probably because he didn't understand you, or he didn't want to. Natalia, on the other hand, not only became excited about the idea but also supported you and promised to visit you whenever possible.

"Before you know it, I'll come to see you," she assured you.

One of the early days, when the house was starting to resemble a home, you heard a faint meow coming from the garden. You looked out the window on the upper floor, hoping to see Adela digging trenches, and were surprised to see a red-haired cat. It was a plump cat that was calmly meowing on a stone bench. You noticed that what had caught its attention was a pigeon that was strutting in one of the corners of the same bench.

You spent time watching the two of them. You believed that the cat had no chance against a bird that could take flight at any moment. You also thought the pigeon already knew that, which was why it stayed there, exposing itself to the cat's potential feast.

But to your amazement, the cat lost interest in the pigeon and fixed its large amber eyes on your eyes.

"Kitty," you shouted from the window. "Beautiful kitty," you repeated, hoping for a response.

The cat continued to look at you, and it even seemed to understand what you were saying. The pigeon, oblivious to everything, took flight and disappeared over the broom bushes.

Lo primero que pensaste es que ese gato pertenecería a Adela, ya que estaba bien cuidado y didn't seem to show signs of abandonment. He didn't seem to be hungry or in distress, and you attributed his pursuit of the pigeon to an innate feline instinct. You knew that even if the cat had recently finished eating, he would continue to stalk any birds in his vicinity.

But when the cat winked at you, your curiosity grew, and you began to wonder about this little feline and what he was doing there, all alone. The first question that popped into your mind was, "Where did he come from?"

The cat blinked alternately with each of his eyes, as if they itched and he was trying to relieve the irritation.

"What you need is a good bowl of food," you mentioned aloud, as if there was a possibility the cat might understand you.

The next time you looked, you saw the cat licking from a bowl that someone had conveniently placed beside the stone bench. You searched with your eyes for the Good Samaritan who had taken pity on the cat's meowing, but you saw no one.

Regardless, the cat's lone adventures and the rapidity with which Adela transformed herself between the house and the garden kept you distracted for a good while. After that day, and once you found out the cat was male, you adopted him and named him Rufus, not knowing if Adela had already named him before. But when you told her, she didn't object.

In just one day, Rufus had become your shadow, following you around the house. For you, it was a blessing because you had never had a cat. But you knew of countless writers who had one, or even several. They say that cats are a source of inspiration and that stroking their fur is soothing.

After the first week, the house became a home, the garden a garden, and the pantry was stocked with so much food that, if there were a war, you could endure for months without needing the outside world. Don Emilio's niece went to the nearby village every day to shop. She used a vintage bicycle with a wicker basket on the handlebars and a wooden box in the back. It was an old bike with broken rear brakes and only one brake pad on the front wheel. The iron frame was faded with rust, and the wheels had no tread, completely smooth. Despite that, Adela handled it as if it were a brand new bicycle. And if it weren't for the squeaky chain when she pedaled, it seemed to work as smoothly as a modern bike made of lightweight and sturdy metals. The girl traveled to Rodellar, filling the front basket, the rear box, and a backpack on her back with groceries. Within a few hours, she returned loaded with bread, pastries, water jugs, cans, vegetables, fruits, meat, milk, and cans of food for Rufus.

"It's incredible," you exclaimed when you saw her arrive with the bicycle loaded to the brim. You had never imagined that this young woman would be so efficient. She was everywhere and everywhere at the same time: in the garden digging trenches, in the pantry organizing cans, in the kitchen cooking, in the rooms cleaning, and petting the cat. You watched her as she left early in the morning, heading to Rodellar, sitting on that dilapidated bike. You saw her return a few hours later and enjoyed watching her unload everything she had bought, her forehead glistening with sweat, which had started to seem exciting. Adela never stopped for a moment, and her dynamic presence made the house come alive, filled with vitality and vigor.

Without realizing it, you had overcome your first challenge: boredom. Adapting to this new situation made you forget your apathy, and the week passed so quickly that you lost track of the day, which made you reconsider counting the days in the future, as it only made them feel slower.

"Always counting time. It's horrible; time kills us, and we keep owing ourselves to it," you wrote.

You recalled a time when you had tried to quit smoking, and you used to count the days since you had last had a cigarette. That never worked. Every time you remembered, you had a strong urge to light another one. You learned that the secret was not to count.

"Counting is remembering. And remembering is a signal to our internal dependency that something is happening. That memory leads us to the beginning of everything: lighting a cigarette," you had written.

So, you decided not to count the days in Otín. There, time ceased to have meaning.
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After the first week, you decided to go on the attack and start writing the book.

It's what you told Marisa you were going to do and you couldn't lie to the one who had shared her life with you for the last forty-five years. You and Marisa met when you were both twenty years old and had become thoughtless young people. Teenagers think that they will never die because dying is old age. That's why they smoke, drive recklessly, drink and live fast. At that time the world was rosy and everything was wonderful. Marisa had just entered law school and you had not yet published any books, but you were writing laborious scripts for comic magazines and municipal theaters. I remember that you sat in front of the Underwood typewriter, manufactured in the United States in 1920 and that your father gave you after purchasing it in an antique store, convinced that the longevity of the machine would nourish your writings with serenity; something your father said you lacked.

Adela and Rufus were the only link you had to civilization. The girl was so silent that sometimes you thought something had happened to her and she had fainted. Then you would call her and she would enter the room as if she were waiting behind the door for your call. Next, she asked you what you wanted from her.

-Needs something? "She," she requested timidly.

She did it with a girlish voice, very feminine. That nervousness she displayed reminded you of your daughter. Natalia was also very quick-witted, so much so that sometimes she got on your nerves. Did you remember how the child neurologist, who treated her when she was little, told you:

—It is very rare to find a hyperactive girl, that is a child thing.

But the truth is that Natalia was not still for a second. Over time you realized that the girl was restless and that internal restlessness is what made her be in constant movement.

-Needs something? —Adela repeated before your silence.

You avoided at all costs feeling any type of sexual attraction for Adela, especially because you knew that if you didn't get rid of those obscene ideas about her you would end up proposing something stupid that you would later have to regret. And the worst of all was that you began to imagine things that weren't, like when she asked you if you needed something and you saw an intention that she surely didn't have.

—No, Adela. That's all, thanks.

The other inhabitant of the house, Rufus, was also silent. The first few days you had already gotten used to finding him in the most unexpected places. It wasn't unusual to trip over him constantly, something Rufus complained about with a short, loud meow. You had to walk carefully when you got up in the middle of the night to use the urinal and the lack of light in the house forced you to move around clumsily.

"One day I'll step on you," you told him as if the cat could understand what you were saying.

In that first week he also stopped liking Adela's worn nightgown that revealed a rickety silhouette. You thought that that nightgown would surely be bought by her uncle to make her look like a wiry, broken grandmother and to remove any hint of lust on her part.

"Perhaps," you said to yourself, "Don Emilio was a far-sighted man and he sensed that a year sharing a house with a dirty old man was too long and that nightgown would act as an insurmountable barrier between the young woman and your dismayed loneliness."

You gave him money, more than you gave him every day when he went to buy Rodellar and for which you never asked him for proof. At first you thought that they could trick her and charge her more than what she bought, but you observed that Adela was not easy prey for her crooks. She was smart and intelligent, although nature had robbed her of the ability to express herself, but you knew that those who speak well do not have to be smarter. You also understood that the Rodellar shopkeepers would not deceive her. That only happens in big cities, where people are always strangers.
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