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SHE IS WAITING IN THE HALL

"Irene rang you," he said. 

Surprised at first, she smiled immediately and asked, "What did she want?" 

"Nothing... Wanted to talk to you. She'll call another day." 

"Good!" she said. "I'll take a shower. Going to the supermarket is tiring." 

Irene? Irene who? Gabriel? Under the shower, the woman recalled that the only Irene in her life was that 'lifelong friend' whom her husband didn't know about... and neither did her. 

"Irene from the hair salon," she'd told her husband the first time she lied to him "I never told you about her? I've known her since we were kids. She's getting married soon, and I'll help her choose some furniture. She's such a bore, but she's a good girl... The poor thing!" 

Imaginary Irene, after several romantic disasters and tearful chats in downtown pubs, was going to get married finally. And, in order to avoid her husband, the wedding was to be held somewhere, except in a church, during office hours. Next week, she met her again in the hair salon. The recently married woman's honeymoon had been swift, and, seemingly, she was dying to chat about her new life. 

One morning, not raising his eyes from the newspaper, her husband asked, "How is your friend Irene doing?" 

"She's on cloud nine... She won't stop talking about it. That woman can be self-centered at times! Anyway, I just hear her talking. Not that I could tell her something interesting." 

Apparently, 'Irene' had called again two days later. He told her that just when she was about to tell him she'd be seeing Irene more often to give her a hand with her pregnancy. She had rehearsed that in front of a mirror, "She's exaggerating. As if she couldn't manage on her own!" 

A third call followed. It'd happened coincidentally when she was in the bathroom or doing shopping at the supermarket. She was on pins and needles and wanted to have a phone call with that person to prove she existed at all. The question of who that Irene woman could be crammed her mind. 

She was also afraid that her husband, aware of her two-timing, would be playing with her before making a final decision. That worried her. He'd abandon her. She opted not to tell Gabriel since, given their time together went by so fast, sharing that ridiculous concern would be a waste of time.  

One of Irene's messages was in the answering machine. She exists! There was a real Irene somewhere, and she seemed eager to disturb her peace. Her voice was totally alien to her. She got so nervous that, while trying to delete the message before he had any chance to hear it, she forgot to take down the number this Irene woman gave her to 'arrange a meeting'. No friend of hers would use such words. 

What if 'Irene' called after she left a note telling him she would be with her in the movies? Nothing that uncanny had ever happened to her. She could almost feel the surge of adrenaline flow under her silk pantyhose. That looming dark cloud infuriated her. The worst thing was that it occurred when her dull life was starting to take vivid colors. 

Since the telephonic Irene did exist, she'd begun having sudden chills, but only when that woman was in her mind. After having heard her, she knew it was impossible it could be a trick devised by her husband. She couldn't envisage him staging a hoax with a strange woman in order to expose her. Besides, he was the same as always. Perhaps, a bit too much the same. Dull, predictable, transparent. He was the same, but increasingly more insipid. 

Unlike her never-changing husband, Gabriel would always surprise her with a new and stimulating trait of his personality. He made her rejuvenate, giving her a new adolescence. It was unlikely that her husband would suspect that, when she mentioned her friend Irene, she wasn't talking about the voice on the phone, but about impetuous Gabriel. 

One day, she ventured to sound him out, walking on the edge of the abyss. But he had answered, completely calm, that now, at least, he knew her friend's voice. While speaking, she couldn't see any revealing sign or even the slightest unusual gesture. Neither a trait of shrewdness nor a pinch of Machiavellian manipulation was in his voice. 

She remembered that once she considered hiring a woman who would impersonate Irene. Introducing her to her husband as an alibi would've done the trick. And, despite discovering that plotting such things aroused her as well, she discarded that idea. 

She thought the strange woman would be a loose end forever, but, on a Friday at six, while she was getting ready to attend supposedly her friend in her labor pains, somebody knocked on the door. 

Her usual husband, with his usual face, stepped into the bedroom and, using his usual boring tone, said, "Your friend Irene is waiting in the hall. But I don't think she's giving birth today." 

It was his usual voice, with his familiar gestures, his opaque eyes of recent years. Perhaps, with a bit of curiosity. For her, however, it was all different. The content of his message seemed to grow exorbitantly. 

She felt her legs turning flaccid. She could not get what was going on. Could she pretend to know a stranger to the point that her husband could believe they were best friends? Impossible. In vain, she tried to fake a smile and went there without any curiosity or desire to find out who this woman was. She could sense her husband right behind her, but he had faded into the background. 

The woman was standing. Bespectacled, she had her slim body in a loose dress which didn't hide her pregnancy. Her paleness was shocking. Not waiting for her to approach and with a stunning coldness, the visitor said across the hall, "I'm Irene, Gabriel's wife. You know who I am talking about, right?" 

NENETE

Her face had an expression that Nenete had never seen in her. Her large eyes went from the man's body on the floor to Nenete's impassive, unchanging, stony face, and, then, to the weapon lying on the linoleum tiles. 

That morning was the end, not the beginning. Perhaps, the indefinite and neutral origin of that scene had been slowly gaining substance for a long time, when his scant affection foreshadowed this day. 

Around that date, Nenete had started to notice that his right-hand fingers, which had only shown reflex actions, now seemed to obey him. 

Since the same happened with his eye, also on the right side, it occurred to him that he could be able to communicate. One blink for yes, and two for no. 'It is not convenient, Nenete.' 

His doctor would come more frequently. Instructors and strangers would regularly hassle him. 'No, Nenete. You won't be able to show you're upset with a hand and an eye.  Even so, Nenete would be able to feel. But not that anguish that hurts his throat until it subsides when they fight. It is pleasant to feel that sensation on the fingertips. That tickling. That desire to move they have.' 

So, he started to exercise his fingers when he was alone. He would press the on button of the wheel chair: go forward, go backward, and turn. Then, he'd reach for the remote on the table, switch channels, come back, and see her shocked face when she returned from the toilet or the kitchen. 

When nobody was seeing him, he'd move his fingers time and again, and, then, using his hand as support, he'd try to lift his arm. 

After some time, he managed to make his mind lift his arm by itself and send his fingers into a dance. 'Smooth things. Thick things. Soft things. Rough things. Cold things. The velveteen on the sofa. The fabric of the curtain... Feel Nenete! How would it feel to stroke her hair?' 

That morning, Nenete realized she was rather nervous. She seemed focused on the sounds coming from beyond the window. 

When she came to wash him up, after he had left, she did it with the same tenderness, but in silence, paying attention to every little noise from the street. 

Nenete felt the wet surface of the sponge and the rubbing of the cloth on his right cheek. Her hair was within reach of his useful hand, and he would've loved to touch its golden glossiness, but he didn't want to frighten her by revealing his secret. 

He didn't know yet how to show her what he could do. He wasn't sure if it'd be a good idea. 'She was always so delicate and sweet... He was strong, impetuous... but indifferent to Nenete. Not a friend. Sad.' 

He'd say 'your son' to her and would look at him with coldness. 'Ours' she would affirm with a resigned tone to him, but not to Nenete. 

When that happened, Nenete would turn restless and stutter his guttural and grotesque 'ne-ne-ne-ne'. That would silence them and make them argue.  

After getting in his blue uniform, he'd left in an unusual rush, without buttoning up his jacket completely or saying goodbye to her after putting on his cap. 

She had breakfast and gave Nenete his food as patiently as always. Then, the phone rang, and her face brightened up. She turned the television up and answered, speaking with a soft voice. Later, she switched to the cartoon channel. 'Nenete doesn't want cartoons. He's not a kid anymore.'  

Nenete wasn't surprised by the sound of a car parking or its horn, but she stood up immediately. After peering through the window, she took her coat and went out. What's wrong, Nenete? She seemed in a hurry. She'd never done that without telling him where she was going or how long it'd take her.

Something else caught Nenete's attention. It happened later when he arrived. He didn't use to come back so early let alone simply sitting there, not doing anything.

In the past, he'd sometimes take off the cap, put it on Nenete, and smile. But he hadn't done that for a long time. This time, seeing she was not at home, he threw it on the sofa angrily. Then, he unbuckled his belt with the gun and put it on the table. 

Nenete couldn't lean his head, but he got a glimpse of that dark object through the corner of his eye. He knew very well what that was and what it did. He had seen it in the movies they'd sometimes enjoy when they forgot about him. 

She was delayed. That was unusual as well. She was never late.  He seemed to be impatient, pacing from the door to the window. While he was waiting, Nenete heard, all of a sudden, a car approaching. He noticed that his eyes went from the window to the door and remained there until she came in. 

The first thing she did was to stare and smile at Nenete with affection. But her countenance darkened suddenly when, after turning her gaze, she took notice of the man. 

He launched himself at her and began shaking her. While yelling questions about where she'd been, he was calling her a bitch among other names Nenete didn't get. Then, he threw her to the floor and gave her a stunning kick. 

Nenete began with his 'ne-ne-ne-ne' more desperate than ever, getting less attention than ever. His hand was fidgeting incessantly on the chair that slid more than a meter with a metallic screech. 

The man was still kicking and insulting the woman. She was just crying, trying to protect her head with her thin arms. 

Nenete's clumsy hand fumbled over the table until it was finally handling the gun. And, as if the device had become alive, independent of his eyes that were seeing the woman in horror, it shot the man. The gun jerked from his hand and hit close to an eye. The pain stunned him. It was something new: Feel Nenete!  

Her face had an expression that Nenete had never seen in her. Her large eyes went from the man's body on the ground to Nenete's impassive, unchanging, stony face, and, then, to the weapon lying on the linoleum tiles. 

They remained like that for a long time, discovering, finding, saying goodbye perhaps. Before grabbing the phone, she approached Nenete, crying and hugged him. Her hand slid gently over the bruise on Nenete's face. She was very close now, and so it was that Nenete stroked her hair. 

IT WON'T BE SO EASY


ECQUS AWARD of 1st. "Human-animal relationship" short stories contest established by the ECQUS International movement and GRUPO ERATO sponsored by newspaper El País from Montevideo – September 2001 



The grim reaper entered looking for a hideout. She was small, new in the business, and she had just harvested some insects and little animals. Immediately, she got interested in a boy, who was riding his tricycle around while imitating the noise of a motorcycle. 

The boy halted his playing: something had alarmed him. The daily atmosphere, however, seemed normal, harmonious. He looked at his mother in the kitchen and, then, as if following an invisible hand, turned his eyes toward the wall outlet, that circular black thing somebody had placed on the wall. 

The stealthy Reaper had slipped in there to wait for her next victim. The boy started riding his tricycle again, and, every time he got near the wall outlet, he felt watched. The holes in the three phase wall outlet resembled two eyes and a mouth. It looked like an aghast and sad face saying 'boo'. 

A female cat, snuggled on the sofa, seemed to be asleep. She also cast her beyond-looking eyes to the wall outlet which, immediately, made her hackles rise. Barely moving her head, she gave it a scornful look, shrank her nose, and, baring her teeth, started hissing at it in annoyance. Surely, that meant something, but nobody realized. 

In the living room, the boy's father was fixing an old lamp he wanted to take to their beach house. From the darkness in the wall outlet, the little Reaper's eyes sparkled for an instant, then, eager to spread her wings, emerged from her shelter, and, as a breeze, touched the man's face, whose eyes were staring blankly through the window at the clouds beyond or at the blue sky. Something unsettled the man. He stood up and, taking the lamp, closed the window. Then, he got to his car forgetting some pieces of wire roll he left on the small table. 

The boy couldn't see the Reaper soaring around, but his eyes darted from the wall outlet to the wire. Again, he rode near the table in a rush without averting his eyes from the wire. The Reaper flew around the kitchen, making the mother's mind boggle. For a moment she lost track of things. After that, the patient Reaper returned to the wall outlet. The cat jumped onto the floor and dashed toward the kitchen where she arched her back between the mother's legs. The woman flustered with no reason and gave some steps trying to find her child. 

"Are you hungry?" she asked. "Dinner is almost ready. You have to go to bed early because tomorrow we're going to the beach! Isn't that great?" 

The boy nodded and, turning his gaze to the wall outlet, accelerated toward it, through the corridor, and to his bedroom. 

It is well known that the Reaper doesn't sleep, and, that night, industrious and arrogant, she took a fat mouse and a bunch of insects unawares. Her strength was not enough yet, so she avoided the urge to stop the heart of the man, who was being reclaimed by love. She refused a fiasco. Nothing devastates the Reaper more than failure, and she was a special case. An offspring of great warlike Reapers. That is why she preferred to wait and grow on solid foundations: an ancient prestige was at stake. So, she remained in the wall outlet, stalking her chosen prey with deathly patience. 

Immersed in her feline doings during the night, the cat unknowingly helped the Reaper by swallowing the unfortunate mouse. Near dawn, she entered the house through the bathroom transom and stopped to see the boy sleeping. From the wall outlet, the Reaper whispered, "Come on, climb onto the bed and drink his breath!" 

The cat's eyes shone in the gloom when she jumped onto the bed. Although a breeze made the flowers in a patch of the garden flutter, the curtains in the boy's bedroom waved without any wind. On the walls, the shadows cast by the hibiscus crept like dark and skeletal fingers. 

"Do it, drink his breath!" the Reaper muttered insistently. The cat directed her gaze to the corridor toward the wall outlet and, hissing haughtily like a whistle, snuggled up by the boy's feet.

Before falling asleep, the animal had an air of satisfaction clearly stating that this Reaper wasn't going to have him so easily. The disgruntled Reaper understood her. In the solitude of her lair, she threw a tantrum so usual at her age. That was about to cause a short circuit. 

The next day, the parents woke up in a hurry. A rare anxiety pervaded the Sunday's hustle and bustle, and a balmy air augured a good week on the beach. The mother took the boy in her arms. This time, she wasn't upset by seeing the cat sleeping at his feet: she had more important things to do. 

The father prepared the car and began loading their baggage onto it while the mother was filling her handbag with some snacks for the journey. The father asked the boy if he was taking the tricycle, and the latter nodded. While the father fetched the toy vehicle to the car, the boy was mooching around until he saw the wire. 

"Take it!"  the Reaper muttered from the wall outlet. "Take it, take it! Bring it here." A sunray was reflected on both ends of the wire, and a thrush cawed before flying away from the windowsill. 

In a diligent-like manner, the boy, holding the wire, walked toward the wall outlet, staring at its eyes. He didn't like those eyes. What was behind them? In what mysterious and invisible way does electricity flow? That current... Is it wet like water? 

"Good!" the Reaper shouted. "You're a good boy! Now stick the ends into my eyes... You'd like to do that. Right?" 

The boy sat on the floor and, with some effort, inserted both ends of the wire into the holes. 

"What an intelligent kid!" the Reaper smiled from the mouth of the wall outlet. "Now take the other end of the wire, and we're done! There, the other end!" 

From outside, he could hear the car trunk getting closed with a thump and his father saying, 

"Is everything ready?" And his mother answering, "Almost." 

"Almost," the Reaper said rubbing her growing bony hands. "Just wait for those nice tickles!" 

Meanwhile, the boy stood up and, with a hand stretched in the air, headed for the other end of the wire, which was snaking on the floor. 

Having reached it, he took the wire, and, when he was within an inch of touching the end, the cat pounced dizzyingly on the free ends of the wire. Aghast, the boy fell on his bottom after seeing the feline being electrocuted. 

Some minutes later, the boy, already away from danger, was sobbing in his mother's arms. While his father was picking up the battered body to take it to the vet, he gently petted the animal's charred fur for an instant. 

The cat, almost gone, but having lost only one of her lives, kept her eyes open seeing the patch where the wall outlet was, and, with a painful air of satisfaction, she assured, "It won't be so easy."  

ON WARS AS IT IS IN DUELS

Durazo was a strong guy. Really strong. His weather-beaten skin seemed bullet-proof, and his soul was very cold, if not frozen. Just like you, I never learned if that was his real name. For me, he'd always been 'Durazo', and I wouldn't have come up with another word to call him. 

During that sunset, while being informed, he didn't bat an eye. His face bore no gesture, and he remained static in the place as he used to do when he needed to make a decision. 

I was leaning against a tree, with my chin resting on my rifle, which was supported by my elbow. I hadn't heard the conversation he had with the messenger, and I was just waiting for the lieutenant to call it a day. He turned toward the men and, with his usual sobriety, commanded us to return to camp. 

I was doing that, content with the idea that the news didn't mean a new confrontation, but, from afar, Durazo made the sign for stopping to me with his hand wide open. The weariness I was carrying turned into curiosity, and I wondered what the hell was going on, what was the problem with me. 

While the rest of the patrol was withdrawing, he came to me. His pace left a trace of indifference. His eyes stared without seeing. Without even talking to me, he sat propping against my tree. 

In that position, he remained, perhaps not long enough to make me feel uneasy, until, thinking out loud, he said, "Not everything is like the revolution. Similar to the horizon. It never comes because you're always creating it. There are things like the night that never cease to come. During our lifetime, we get ready for those facts... but you're never ready." 

His fingers were intertwined over his lap, and he was seeing the nightfall or the vegetation or whatever he was waiting to happen. "Felipe," he said then, raising his impassive face toward me. "We're going together to the plain. It's dangerous, but we have to go or go. If we come back alive, don't forget to ask me about the three reasons why I chose you." 

"I bet they're good!" I answered. "But if I do it alone... Who will I ask then?" 

"In that case, you'll have the rest of your life to find out," he said while standing up. 

Before long, we were on our way. That was another night eating where we could and carefully among bushes and snakes. You know what I am talking about. It's our life. Not the one we wanted or the one we once longed for, but the one we were obliged to live. 

We went down for three hours. Then, we heard the muffled barking of observant dogs and the few sounds of the nearby village. 

Once we were close to the first houses, Durazo stopped in his tracks. With absolute care, he muttered in my ear, "It may be a trap... It'd be welcome though. It'd hurt less. Be very careful, and keep your distance." 

I followed his moon shadow, which seemed to attach to every wall like a snail. And from threshold to threshold, we crossed many streets. 

He stopped on a corner with his eyes fixed on a house close to us. It was the only one with its door open. A dim light was shed from inside lackadaisically. 

"I'll go first," he whispered. "If nothing happens and if you want to, you can enter, otherwise you'll wait for me here. If I open fire, just get lost in the wilderness. And thanks for coming." 

I stood seeing Durazo slipping away toward the weak light coming from the house and entering into it. I waited for some minutes wanting not to move from my position, but curiosity took hold of my legs, and they led me inside. 

The house was in dead silence. So, in the attempt to keep my boots from giving me away, I had to glide with slow steps. The lieutenant's goals were unknown to me, and I would never have risked jeopardizing them. 

When I had a look inside, my eyes came across Durazo's silhouette, some five meters from me. Downcast, he clasped his hands behind his back. For a moment, I thought he'd been captured, but then I saw the coffin. 

Once I got inside, I saw, nestled on a corner chair, an old woman sleeping. At that moment, the lieutenant turned his inscrutable face as if he'd perceived me. He didn't show astonishment after seeing me. 

I was motionless until he went past me only saying, "I'll be right back." 

While waiting, I sauntered around the room and approached the badly planed down wood of the coffin. It was occupied by who'd been a frail-looking old woman with a weather-beaten face. 

I wondered who she'd been and how many hearts she might've broken. I also wondered why I should be thinking about such trivialities. Because of self-respect, one shouldn't ask oneself questions one wouldn't ask to others. Don't laugh. It's the way it is! 

While I was thinking this, Durazo appeared. He was agitated and saw his watch. Then, he placed a flower, taken from who knows where, among the dead woman's flaccid bunch of fingers. 

At that moment, I saw him and noticed a single tear was rolling down, in an uneven line, his stone-like cheek. 

"I wish she were going to rest in our land," he said. It took me seconds to understand it wasn't me he was talking to. "But I promise that if I can't do it, my son will." 

I couldn't get that last since the rumble of a car coming drew my attention.  Durazo motioned me to follow him to a gloomy room. We used the dark to hide. From outside, I could hear the engine being turned off and some voices. 

We camouflaged ourselves. Apart from not being able to see each other, we could barely notice most of the dimly lit room. The old woman sitting had awoken and seemed alarmed, crossing herself compulsively. 

"It's a deathwatch," the newcomer said as he entered. The man stood by the coffin. He was wearing a uniform. I almost shot him unconsciously. 

Given the din outside, I calculated there were around ten of them, so I wondered what could happen if this interloper dared to be disrespectful toward the dead woman. I wouldn't have hesitated to shoot despite having the cards stacked against us. 

But the bastard crossed himself and left saying, "Let's go! In this shitty town, people aren't even decent enough to cry for their dead." 

Grabbing my sleeve, Durazo stopped me when I was about to retaliate. "Calm down!" he said and, immediately, with a bitter and muffled whisper, added, "I'll explain later." 

At times, it seemed his voice came out without his lips moving. It was then you realized why people obeyed him. 

We lingered there for a moment. Enough time to be sure they had gone. Then, the lieutenant ordered, "Let's go!" So we left. Plodding in front of me, he didn't look back at the coffin. 

Without rest, the three of us, Durazo, the silence, and me, went on. At dawn, we arrived at the place we'd left initially. To get to the camp, there was still some way to go. 

"Let's rest by that rock for a moment," he said signaling at a rocky formation protruding from the undergrowth. He didn't look weary, but he should have. I really was, and he was my senior. 

"Sir, are you going to tell me now?" I asked. Dexterously, he was rolling a cigarette. 

"Tell you what?" he asked me. 

"The three good reasons for having chosen me above others." 

"Ah! I thought you forgot. Brace yourself then... You're an orphan, and that deathly scene would've stirred memories and fears in others but not in you. You're alone in this world, so if you had died, it would've made no harm. And, thirdly, you don't fear dying due to hidden reasons or indolence. I supposed it was your recklessness or a lot of emptiness, but I deciphered you. It's your emptiness. That's why you came with me. I could've gone on my own, but until today I've never felt so much loneliness. Definitive things have never perturbed me so much." 

The sun, still weak, hadn't lifted the mist enshrouding the vegetation. Durazo lit his cigarette finally and added, "But, today, I noticed something I didn't know. It was when I had to stop you from turning my mother's deathwatch into a bloodbath. I also thought about what I would’ve done if one of those had insulted her. And you know what? I wouldn't have died for nothing. I would've held myself back. I know the only way to avenge her is to come back victorious. I'm not hiding my life among these mountains for nothing." 

Many times, I've remembered what happened that night less than a year ago. I've never told anyone. I mention this today since Durazo was killed yesterday, and you are demoralized. 

I refuse to accept I've been born to attend the burial of the hopes held by men I admire. A time comes when one has to give substance to life. That forces me to fulfill the lieutenant's promise. He was childless, and I was there that night alone with him. 

I will do it. Alone if necessary. I'll do it even if the rain comes back and we're losing. Otherwise –and this is an orphan saying it –a teardrop is very little for a mother.

ACCELERATED AGING


Second prize winner of the VII Julio Cortázar International Award of Short stories 2004 by the University of La Laguna – Tenerife – Spain 



Regarding the last days' happenings, something called 'accelerated aging' has to exist. 

Some years ago, I wouldn't have thought twice before claiming my uncle Néstor had such ailment. He coined the term that identifies the symptoms. But, today, I admit that I'm speechless.  

It'd happen frequently, during quiet afternoons, while I attempted to read, that he'd draw my attention to his reckless old man's adventures. 

It was common for him, while brushing his dentures, to remember suddenly having left his usual cap hanging on the orange tree and go to retrieve it. Then, his false teeth would remain abandoned under the open faucet. 

And, on his way to the tree, he'd hear my brother Javier's car coming and would turn to see if he was carrying what he had asked. And, then, the dog would cross his way, and he'd decide to give it a bath all of a sudden. That was immediately followed by his loud asking whether lunch was ready. It was then that he'd be ashamed of not having his dentures.  

Once, he told us he was taking a nap shortly after breakfast, but, minutes later, he was leaving babbling about he was late for work despite having been a retiree for fifteen years. 

But that didn't worry us since he'd stop on a corner to come back for money. His excuses would go from the bakery being closed to having heard the doorbell and finding no one was knocking the door. However, on one occasion he tried to explain, "It must've been a bored kid wanting to be naughty."  

Whenever he'd tell me, "Che tibio, come here!" I'd looked at him, vexed. And, when I got by his side, he'd tell me that in his youth he had a friend, exactly like me, called 'El tibio'. Then, he'd tell me some anecdotes about this man, who seems not to have been very bright. 

Only that trait of his would gall me. To be compared with the 'tibio', an eleven-year-old boy from his gang. I was in my thirties.  

He got into the habit of using a walking stick that had belonged to his grandfather, his father, mine, and, apart from believing it was his, according to him, it would be mine one day. As if insinuating I had to wait for the day I could take it not before having handed it down personally. 

Once the walking stick was in his hands, he got used to opening the doors, shooing away the dog or hanging the cap on the orange tree by means of it, becoming quite good at it. 

In the same way, he'd also scratch his back, tearing to shreds many shirts or even thump his feet or the floor with exasperating monotony. 

Under the shade of the capped orange tree, he'd make some cigar from time to time. No cigarette for him since he knew very well they were unhealthy or so he'd heard on television. 

My uncle Néstor was a peculiar case, and we, his family, accepted him in spite of it. We'd always tell him to have a bath, not because he smelt bad, but because we had to make sure he wouldn't forget to open the shower once the bathroom door was closed. 

Perhaps, due to our misgiving, he might've had more than one bath a day sometimes. If that was the case, we never realized since he wasn't very clean.  

"That sly dog is bullying my cat," he'd often complain. Actually, that cat had belonged to his late wife, but he'd curse it in every family reunion as if the animal were still alive. 

He could recall the cat door perfectly, which was left open for the animal, since every time that story was told, he'd make a detailed account. 

He'd also remember that thieves had entered the house through it 'I'm going to get them all,' he'd say, and the walking stick would be raised threateningly over our heads.  

While watching television and even when the volume was blaring out, he'd ask, "What did he say?" If he didn't like what we were seeing, he'd talk to us. But we learned not to pay attention to him. He'd get bored and say, "I'll be in my bedroom." But he'd head for the balcony clumsily because of the walking stick.  

I liked to chat with him when we drank wine. It seemed as if lucidity were rekindled in him. He'd turn coherent, fun, and even tell some untold anecdotes. If we were alone, he'd go bawdy. He'd chatter away as if asking the 'tibio' about his love affairs, "Who are you making out with?" he'd ask shamelessly, and, when I was about to change the topic, he'd start giving me blow-by-blow account of his intimate life. He'd been a rascal. I doubt he'd invented such stories at all. I'm inclined to believe he outlined some romantic stories he'd heard and garnished them with the spices harvested from his long monologues by the orange tree.  

If we were many listening to him, he'd rehearse deep topics, sometimes mystical, sometimes philosophical, but always finishing with soccer and the final match of 1950. His lucidity was such when drunk that he'd never be over a set limit. Then, knowing he was being heard, he'd go on without having a single drop of alcohol.  

Dates would give him a hard time. He'd confuse Monday and Saturday or would decide to do something at five when the TV news at seven was already beginning. Not to mention if it was the second, the thirtieth or what month. 

Sometimes, I thought he did it on purpose as if death were making appointments for him, but he pretended to forget them. I thought about that a lot and believed it to the point of not mentioning it just not to let death know about his masquerade.  

During the last days, he had started the habit of saying he didn't want to die. "That's the last straw!" one of us would say. And he'd retort immediately with a convinced tone, "Some friend will come for me, and I'm leaving with them." "Who could have guessed what was in his mind?" 

That will always be a loose end because, during more than five years, one of us would say things like, "There is so much to tell the uncle! He'll laugh his head off when he's back!" 

"That if he still hears," my cousin Sarita would always say. She never got married given her pessimism. 

The uncle was gone. He vanished overnight. Nobody remembers if he had dinner that evening or breakfast that morning. My sister Joanna realized first after she'd come back from collecting the kids from school and had cooked. 

She called us one by one from work or wherever we were, "The uncle is gone!" she said. "Don't worry. He must be around the corner," we said.  

That evening we informed the police and had our hearts in our mouth as only a family can do in such situations. After hours of guesswork and having ruled out every possibility we had, we realized it was in vain. We never heard of him those days.  

Meanwhile, due to a nervous breakdown and her eight-month pregnancy, Joanna had her third son, Emilio, who was due for the next month. Time went by. Five dizzying years to be precise.  

At times, we'd stop before his empty room, shocked to see the door open. Then, we realized Antonia had been around. She was in charge to keep it ventilated once a week since the day he got lost. 

After that, not sure about his death, we made sure the place was unoccupied as if it were possible he'd come again.  

In the meantime, Emilio grew up, and, one night, Joana decided that her boy was too old to sleep in the bedroom he shared with his older sisters. So, he understood he had to move to his uncle's bedroom. 

None of us objected to that because our family had grown, and the house is large. It was clearly irrational not to make use of some empty rooms. 

So, it was decided the room should be prepared for Emilio who, unconcerned by these resolutions, spent those days doing what children do. But, when he heard the news, he exclaimed in raptures, "If uncle Néstor agrees, it will be awesome!"  

Since the boy had never met the uncle, we were flabbergasted. And some of the most religious of us crossed themselves with alacrity. 

My older brother, a person with strong common sense, said later that Emilio had been raised amid the stories about the uncle, which, and in part because of his innocence, had made him say that impossible comment. 

That was the last time my brother could make good use of his common sense! My uncle appeared the next day. 

While giving food to the dog, Joanna saw him standing under the orange tree, looking as absent-minded as always. Her legs started shivering, and she dropped the tray inadvertently containing the scraps. Motionless, she remained there as if suffering a hallucination. 

Having heard the tray falling to the ground, Emilio got to the backyard.  "What's wrong, mom?" he said worriedly. Placing an arm over his shoulders, she asked, "What do you see under the orange tree?" 

"Next to uncle Néstor?" he asked in turn as if that were as normal as breathing. 

Before long, we were gathered around the mysterious reappearance. Some were asking him where he'd been. Others were angry because he went away without warning. The rest were quiet.  

He stared at us one by one as if hearing Chinese, looking as befuddled as us. "What's wrong?" he said. "Did I break something? I just heard something crashing, but it was not me."  

Every attempt to make him tell us what had happened was useless. He said repeatedly that he'd always been with us and that, as far as he remembered, his last journey had been his honeymoon to Florianopolis.  

Needless to say, he denied having been gone for a day let alone five years. He even claimed we were getting older faster than him. It was then that he accused us of suffering 'accelerated aging'.

Our older brother had been expectant and silent during our conversations. In the end, he called Emilio and said, "Go to the living room and bring the pictures of your birthday!"  

We all were grinning thinking we'd finally gotten him, confident that our uncle wouldn't be able to justify his absence from the graphic evidence taken during such happy occasions. 

Seeing my brother's self-satisfied face, I said ironically, "I think I owe you the privilege of being the heir to the uncle's stick."  

But we turned literally speechless when we observed the worst of contradictions: the uncle was present in most of them, absent-minded as ever, as if pretending to do something else after making a blunder. 

Somebody claimed his figure didn't look as clear as the rest, with their eyes going from the pictures to the uncle's detached and innocent expression as if doubting the palpable evidence.  

"Do you want to drive me crazy?" the uncle said erupting in anger that quickly melted away from his countenance as it used to happen... five years ago?  

"Who do you see in this picture, Emilio?" Joanna asked her son.

"Uncle Néstor. Who else?" Then, my brother's common sense went down the toilet. "There are many possibilities," he said later reflecting on the alternatives. "He's either a ghost or we all are ready for the loony bin." I refuse to accept that, in the hustle and bustle of our lives, we just ignored him for so long. 

I don't get it. I've been watching him for a sign that could help me see if we've been victims of a bad joke or if he's a real ghost incarnate come here to drive us mad.  

That rubbish about the accelerated aging and the fact we all are so clueless is difficult to believe. Sometimes, I do believe it though. Many times, I have been in the middle of going somewhere and, midway, forgotten about my destination, where it was or my reason to go. Also, once I was sure to have assembled a bed, for example, and, when I returned, I found the pieces were strewn on the floor. Some days, I feel as if I had made my bed several times. 

Joanna recalled similar situations as well, like when she invented the sweet paella after mistaking containers or when she washed some towels with car shampoo. 

My brother insists he is going to get to the heart of the matter, but he's already run out of fuel in the middle of the road on many occasions. So, I doubt he'll get very far searching for that heart.  

My uncle is the only person whose clumsiness is overlooked. Nobody is as calm and cheerful as him at home. The rest of us can't afford to be so foolish, and we're nervous trying to avoid making that kind of mistakes. 

What worries us now is that in two days the uncle will start sharing his room with Emilio, who, since he received the proposal, has been demanding to be transferred.  

Both of them have eyes shining with cleverness. Sometimes, I see two children, but, also, I see two old men. Personally, I sense an air of complicity that makes my hackles rise. Specially, when I can't find something, knowing exactly where I'd put it. It is then that I suspect this duet has been playing tricks on us.

TIME TO SCUTTLE AWAY

The words: 'Joaquín gas station' could still be read without much difficulty on the wet sign whose paint was partly faded. The man referred to in the advertisement insistently was slumped on a chair in his office. His apathy was such that he seemed to have turned into a rag doll out of weariness. Ignoring his fitful snores, a quintet of persistent flies was soaring around his greasy overalls. 

Joaquín had fallen asleep, perhaps, tired of talking to himself and groaning at the Scania rear view mirror hanging from a cord attached to a wall. The force of his snores made them seem intentional as if trying to mock the boredom, the solitude, and the silence. His snoring prevented him from taking notice of the screeching ramshackle dark Peugeot 505 that was coming from the west. 

The car had a dent in the ceiling and a smaller one in the left side through which water was pouring in uncontrollably without glass to contain it. The driver was a man with a thin mustache wearing a panama hat. The rest of his clothes were as battered as his vehicle. He was driving as if hanging from the steering wheel. Next to him, a woman, with sad and blank eyes, kept her attention on the raindrops plummeting on the windshield. 

After scanning the surroundings, the driver sounded the horn and, as if lightning were chasing them, turned uneasily to look at the point in the horizon where they had come from. 

Startled, the owner of the gas station woke up from his nap and rushed outside, covering his head with a brown raincoat that had holes through which a gray sky could be seen. The only sale he'd made that rainy morning was a lubricant can 20–W–50, and, with this new client, it wouldn't be enough to cover not even a tiny part of his expenses. 

Should he be surprised? Distressing voices from the news echoed in his head about the economic crisis and unemployment. Besides, his dilapidated business was located in a place that seemed forsaken by God and even by the devil. Who would have dared come here during this deluge except haunting spirits? 

These thoughts crammed Joaquín's mind while splashing toward the thin-mustached man who was waiting for him under the rain already out of the car. His former eyes, once inquisitive and trained in those years when money was his only interest, gave him an idea of what kind of client this man could be. Apart from his paleness, he saw a stranger, a farmer, a poor man. 
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