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To my grandmother,

who never learned to read or write,

but i knew everything



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


CHAPTER 1: RETURN TO THE BEACH
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Through the bus window I began to see a landscape that was easy for me to recognize despite the years that I had not been to that town. The small hill topped by the church bell tower that merged with the sea on the horizon, and the coast that blurred with the row of low-rise apartments. Farther to the left was a building I didn't remember from the last time I was there, taller, newer. More out of place.

In my helmets it began to soundWalking the wire, by Imagine Dragons.

It had been four years since I went there on vacation, although it had always been my destination until then. My grandparents had an apartment and every summer I spent some time there. At first, fifteen days, with mom and dad, and later, when I got older and my grandfather retired, I would spend the whole summer there. Up to twelve years. Then things changed. Mom wanted us to go to other places and she didn't want me to spend my summers away from her.

That year he returned to the grandparents' apartment to spend a few days. It was not voluntary and I did not fancy anything. I would have preferred to stay in Madrid, watching TV, or reading and going down to the pool at three in the afternoon when no one was there. Or just crying in my room.

At sixteen, life seems wonderful. All the adults told me that they changed my age and I would have changed for any of them or for any other.

I was a freak, or so everyone thought, me included. I didn't like going out. It's not that I didn't like it, I felt uncomfortable. All my old friends had changed: they smoked, they drank, and it seemed like all they cared about was hooking up with all the cute guys. I didn't drink or smoke, why would I? They had always taught us that it was wrong, that it was bad for your health, that you died. What had changed to make everyone change their minds? Once I tried to reason with Amaia, my friend since childhood, and she laughed at me. That's when I started to be a weirdo. Sometimes I thought that the change must have happened some day when I was sick and didn't go to school and they gave a talk that I missed. It was not just any talk, it must have been “La Charla”, in which the speaker would confess that everything they had told us was a lie, that it is okay to smoke, drink, take some drugs, that it is good for your health, that it is okay to to find a boy, to fall in love, to feel something special before doing anything, had been a bad joke. And since I wasn't in “La Charla”, I continued with the same ideas.

Sometimes I tried to let myself go, especially because I was ashamed to be the weird one, the one who always said no to what was cool, the one who didn't want to smoke, or drink, or take a drag on a joint. I tried a cigarette that Amaia gave me. I almost choked, it tasted disgusting. I couldn't understand why they did it. Another time, one weekend I tried some calimocho. It was good, I admit it, but after a while I started to feel dizzy, I didn't think well, I didn't speak well. It made me want to laugh, but what he was saying wasn't funny. Thinking of myself in that situation embarrassed me more than saying I didn't want to drink. It wasn't any better than a Coke or a Fanta, really.

When it came to hooking up with boys, I did change something. I would have loved it, not with everyone, of course. I would have liked to kiss Pablo, whom I fell in love with when I was thirteen, and Aitor, who was my love at fourteen. And to Álvaro, Carlos, Javi and Unai at fifteen and sixteen, with whom I didn't fall in love, but they were terrific. I didn't hook up with any of them, not even a peck on the lips, because they're not the kind of guys who hook up with weirdos.

But my desire for loneliness and crying were the result of something else: that summer of 2017 my parents had separated.

I knew it would end up happening. They hadn't gotten along for a long time. In fact, we stopped going to the apartment on the beach because Mom wanted to do things other than spend summer vacation with Dad's parents. Once I heard them arguing, I reproached my father for cutting his wings, that he wanted to do a lot of things, paint again, go to exhibitions, talks, that I was getting older and it didn't take so much time, but that he always put pouting when she said she was going to do something like that. Mom looked very good. In my room I had a painting that she had painted. It was a landscape seen through a window. I loved it and once he caught me looking at him absorbed, he hugged me from behind and whispered in my ear: “Pau, never let anyone close the window for you”.

Dad complained that they didn't spend time together, that they always made separate plans, and that I shunned him.

It was a matter of time, I was old enough for one of us to take the plunge.

I expected it, but that didn't stop me from crying all night when they told me. They weren't happy together, I knew that, and it would surely be for the best, but it wasn't the best for me. They were my parents, I loved them, and I wanted to continue seeing them both when I went to sleep, seeing them both in the living room, in our living room, even if one was watching TV and the other was reading a book. I wanted to live with both of them, continue with both of them, not having to choose who I loved more, dad or mom.

It wasn't the end of the world, I knew it, I had seen it with many classmates that their parents had separated, but it was hard for me to assimilate what was happening to me, it was my reality, that the hope I had that they would return to doing things together, laughing together again, would never come true. Every day they made more separate plans, they met less at home and abroad, and before the summer of 17 they decided to separate.

"Don't take it like that, Pau," Amaia told me when I told her sobbing. Now comes the good, you'll see. They will begin to listen to you more, to give you gifts so that you love them more, to let you do what you want, to be able to arrive later, to be more cool than the other.

But it was not my case. Otherwise, I wouldn't have arrived at the beach alone on that bus at the end of June '17.

A month after separating, I was still living at home with mom, and dad and mom had a partner. Too fast to assume that they were so recent. Mom was dating an unknown painter. I didn't like his paintings at all. Meaningless strokes that always meant something that only he saw and I never managed to guess. Dad's partner was a nice woman, with a lot more chest than mom, redder lips than mom, and who smiled much more than mom.

They both seemed happy again, but that didn't make me feel any better.

Fate, chance or whatever you want to call it, meant that the two of them had planned a trip with their new partners at the end of June. They both did it for me, of course, so they could go somewhere else in the summer with me, but they didn't talk to each other before, perhaps because of the habit of not talking at all in recent years. When they told each other and realized the coincidence and that someone should stay with me, they both tried to get the other to change it, but neither wanted to relent. Solution: Paula ended up alone on a bus bound for the grandparents' apartment for the last days of June. This time mom didn't object.

I felt abandoned by both of them. They tried to explain it to me, to give me a hundred thousand excuses, but they weren't worth it. I didn't want them to work for me. I understood, of course. I would have done the same. If the best guy in the class had asked me to go to the movies on the same day that my father or mother celebrated their birthday, well, they could already give him the cake. But understanding it didn't make me feel any better. I wanted them to fight over being with me, not over who had to give up their plans to take care of me. And the last thing I wanted was to have to leave my house, my room, my empty pool.

I tried to avoid it, I told them that I was older, that I could stay alone in Madrid, I was responsible and I would survive. For the first time in a long time they agreed on something: staying alone in Madrid was not an option.

"End of the line!" the driver yelled after parking at the station.

I thought that I wish he was right and that it was the end of the journey and that everything would be normal again. I saw my reflection in the window. My life was shit. I was convinced that the worst summer of my life was beginning.

The brightness from outside dissolved the reflection and I could see on the other side of the window. There were my grandparents. Grandma waved her arm with a big smile.

At least someone was waiting for me.
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CHAPTER 2: I WANT TO GET OUT OF HERE!
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When I got off the bus, the grandmother began to give me many kisses in a row, as only she knew how to do and as if she hadn't seen me in years instead of the two weeks that had passed since I said goodbye to them when they went to the beach and I I did not yet know my cruel fate. I loved those kisses, but the insistence and exaggeration embarrassed me.

"Oh, Paulita, how are you?" How was the trip? Have you eaten? No? You have slept? Have you dizzy?

She said it like that, all the time, without breathing more than to catch air and continue with her flurry of kisses and without waiting for an answer, because she already had them all.

"Don't call me that, Grandma! And I'm fine.

I hated that he called me Paulita. It seemed ridiculous to me. Everyone called me Pau, to shorten it, to seem closer. I wasn't passionate either. I have always liked Paula, my full name. Why give you a name if then everyone insists on changing it, even those who chose it? That they would have named me Pau, or Paulita if they liked it better. But no, they named me Paula because mom and dad decided so, and I loved it.

"But how are you going to be okay, Paulita?" Look at having to come by bus. Yes, we should have gone looking for you, but your grandfather told me no, that you were older, and since he always gets away with it in the end, well, we didn't go. Although it's your parents' fault. Oh, with what you have to be going through! And they both leave with some flirts and leave you there. Oh, Paulita, poor thing! They only think of themselves. But mostly it's your mother's fault. What mother leaves her daughter to go off with a guy? Let God come down and see it. That he has run out of time. If I have always said it...

That was my grandmother. He had for everyone. In a moment he turned and a half to everyone.

"Come on, Petri, let her go, you're going to drive her crazy," said her grandfather. A kiss, Paula. Come on, let's get your suitcase.

I've always gotten along with Grandpa. Maybe because she doesn't talk so much and listens a lot or because she always looks for a justification for what everyone does or maybe it's just because she's always called me Paula.

We walked to the car. It wasn't far away, they had left it parked nearby, in a new supermarket that they had opened, which according to my grandmother had everything, and that they had parked there because they had to buy some things that, since they didn't have me, they didn't have, things that I liked them, since I was a little weird when it came to eating and I didn't like everything, I didn't want her to go hungry, she was delighted to do it, anything for her Paulita, but it was my mother's fault, she didn't give me I had been taught to eat everything.

The supermarket was next to the tall building he had seen from the road. If from the bus I thought it was out of place, when I was at his feet it seemed colossal. New, shiny, colorful, an impressive pool, next to the sea, tennis courts, paddle tennis. They made you want to spend the summer there, rather, they made you want to live there. It wasn't that it didn't fit with the town, but that there, it seemed that you weren't in the town.

In the end, the purchase took longer than my whims were supposed to be. At least grandma stopped messing with mom for a while and focused on how thieves they were in that supermarket and how they took advantage of tourists, which was still not noticeable, because it was June, but she would see how prices doubled in July. prices of everything, even the coin that had to be put in the cart. But in July I no longer expected to be there to check it out. Mom would be back by now and I would be back home.

On the way to the apartment, the landscape activated my memories: the promenade, the beach, the beach bar where we had a paella every week, the doorway of the apartment. There were new things, new places, but it seemed that I had gone back to those years and I thought that at any moment dad would show up picking me up or mom shaking my hand. But no, they didn't show up.

What did appear on the ground floor of the apartment building was a different location from the old beach item store he remembered. Now there was a cafeteria-restaurant-drink bar, with a small terrace and music.

"It's horrible, Paulita," my grandmother told me. Here they are every night, making noise, at least until midnight. I tell your grandfather to report them to the police, but since he doesn't care about everything...

I also felt terror running through my body when I looked at the terrace, not because of the same thing as the grandmother, but because of a sign that was there and that revealed something to me that I had not thought of. It said "FREE WIFI".

Until then I had not thought that there, in the apartment of the grandparents, there was no Wi-Fi, no internet, or anything like that. I was going to do? I wasn't addicted to my mobile, it's not like I had many friends, but some photos, some videos, came to me. I couldn't download it, or watch videos on YouTube, I'd run out of data right away. And the telly? Netflix? No way. The situation was going to be even worse than he thought. I couldn't stay in the apartment watching TV or surfing the internet. If I stayed I would have Grandma on top of me all the time. I would have to get out. I hated my life.

Entering the apartment made him travel back in time again. Everything was exactly the same as in the last memory I had. The same dining table, the same paintings, the same sofa, the same TV without Netflix. There was something different: joy. I was gone. That joy that she remembered from going down to the beach, from going out to have an ice cream at night with her mom and dad. That joy for Thursday to arrive to have the paella at the beach bar, that paella that I don't remember any like, although I'm sure I've had better ones, but I have it idealized in the memory of happy times. And joy despite mom's bad faces or the low-voice fights she had with dad from time to time.

"Paulita, if you want, take a shower, it's already getting late and I'll prepare dinner so you can go to bed early, let's see if the people from the bar downstairs will let you sleep.

Breath deeply. In the following days I still had more than a million times in which Grandma told me when I had to shower, have breakfast, eat, have dinner, go to bed, get up, and even pee.

The shower was good for me to relax, and I must admit that the grandmother's croquettes for dinner, too. While the news was on TV, I looked at my phone every so often, to pass the time, getting desperate every time I realized that I couldn't do more than view the saved photos or look at the WhatsApp profile photos. Amaia sent me a video that was taking time to download.

Although we had distanced ourselves a bit since our ways of understanding leisure changed, she was still my best friend. I didn't understand her and she didn't understand me, but we used to get together at the institute and she was always there.

I'm sending you the video to cheer you up a bit.

how are the cows?

Horrible.

Yeah?

is it so bad?

It is worse.

I don't know whether to commit suicide or wait to die.

exaggerated.

Enjoy the beach at least, what can you.

I don't know if I'll go down.

You are crazy.

It sure is full of hot guys.

Let's see if you link.

For me the days pass and I return.

You are a bitter.

Enjoy!

And watch the video I sent you. Let's see if you dare.

It had finally downloaded. The music startedSlowly too high.

-What a scare! But what is that? said the grandmother.

I quickly turned the volume down, startled, not realizing that the video had started and it wasn't Luis Fonsi coming out. In his place a hunky guy in boxers came out dancing.

"Oh, Paulita, but what things do you see! It's your parents' fault. Especially from your mother, who knows what she will bring home.

I didn't feel like hearing Grandma criticize Mom anymore, so I went out onto the terrace.

It was June and there were not yet so many people vacationing that the noise from the promenade drowned out the murmur of the sea. It was beautiful, relaxing. I looked at my phone, but not to see any video. I expected them to call me. Mom and Dad. They couldn't take much longer. I thought about calling them myself, but I didn't. They should call.

The grandmother invaded the terrace.

"Paulita, lie down, go on, you'll be very tired. If there is nothing to do here anymore. Tomorrow at eight o'clock Grandpa should get off to put the umbrella in the front row and so you can go down to the beach at nine o'clock, you don't have this in Madrid.

I felt like I was drowning.

"I'm going out, Grandma.

-Go out? But how are you going to get out, Paulita? At these hours.

"I'm just going downstairs for a minute."

-But to what?

-Bronzer. I need bronzer. That the sun at nine is very treacherous.

"I have very good sun cream, which they sell to me at the pharmacy in Madrid, which is used here.

"It has to be a special one, otherwise it gives me an allergy.

But it will all be closed.

"No, what's up, now they close late and tomorrow at nine they haven't opened.

"You could have already said it in the supermarket. Well, let your grandfather come down with you, you're not going alone. Wow, this man has already fallen asleep on the couch. I put on my shoes and go downstairs with you.

"¡No!

I ran out and closed the door. I hurried down the stairs and out into the street. I breathed. I did not imagine that I could be so happy to go out on the street. Although the euphoria did not last long. What could I do?

There were few people on the promenade. I didn't remember it being so empty. It would be because we were still in June. From July on it would surely get crowded, but I would no longer be there to see it. Let's see if not many people came.

The “super loud” cafeteria that Grandma called was almost empty and the music was normal volume and it didn't look like it was going to be open much longer either.

I saw the “FREE WIFI” sign again. Maybe... maybe I could go online and hang out on the internet for a while. I searched for the available networks on the mobile. I got several, all protected. One would appear that had the same name as the cafeteria, but it was also protected. Didn't it say it was free? Oh, sure. You had to ask them for the password and they would give it to you if you had a drink, of course, so they would make sure that not everyone used it. What a bummer! I would have to take something to ask for it. No way. There, alone, in a cafeteria. What a shame! Besides, he hadn't even taken any money. She could go up for him, but she would have to go through Grandma's checkpoint again. Maybe if I asked for it they would give it to me. I don't know, the waiter was a young guy, maybe he gave it to me, these things happen, right? They always say that if you ask a guy for something, he thinks you want to flirt and gives it to you. Although with the looks he was wearing, with a loose gray T-shirt, short pants and his hair in a ponytail, if he gave it to me it would be out of pity. No, no, I couldn't ask him. I was even more embarrassed that he might think I wanted to flirt. But if I had that key... I might even be able to connect to the network from the apartment. No no. I couldn't ask for it. It would be even more humiliating if he didn't give it to me.

"Paula?" You are Paula, right? You have not changed anything.

I looked at the girl who was calling my name. She was heavily made up. He must have been older than me. She was wearing a very tight top that marked her chest and cleavage, very short and very tight jeans and high heels. It didn't sound like anything to me.

"You don't remember me, do you?"

"Yes..." I said with a shaky voice, ashamed of not knowing who it was when she had recognized me perfectly.

"I'm Bea, from the fifth. You do not remember? With what we have played on the beach as children. Hey, why did you stop coming? Your grandparents kept coming.

bea? It couldn't be Bea. But if Bea was a year younger than me, she always wore two pigtails, her clothes were torn from playing in the sand and she was completely flat... when she was eleven, of course. I was unrecognizable. I couldn't believe that the Bea that I knew, with whom I played to destroy the boys' castles, was then that vamp in front of me. On the other hand, from eleven to fifteen we girls changed a lot, we became women. Although she had said that I hadn't changed a bit. Was she still pretending to be a twelve-year-old girl?

"Bea!" Of course I remember. With how much fun we had!

"Yeah, we were kids. Hey, but why are you dressed like that? You won't have time to fix yourself anymore. This is killed. Tomorrow we meet. How cool, someone to date! Until when you stay?

“A little, a few days. Were you going home?

"I was going to stay a while, chatting here, taking advantage of the Wi-Fi.
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