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    For the victims of Guernica . . .


     and all the Guernicas that followed




    





    Guernica is the happiest town in the world . . . governed by an assembly of countrymen who meet under an oak tree and always reach the fairest decisions.




    —JEAN-JACQUES ROUSSEAU




    Guernica was . . . an experimental horror.




    —WINSTON CHURCHILL, The Gathering Storm




    The painting which I am presently working on will be called Guernica. By means of it, I express my abhorrence of the race that has sunk Spain in an ocean of pain and death.




    —PABLO PICASSO




    





      [image: ]


    

  

  

  





    CONTENTS




    PROLOGUE (Guernica, 1939)




    PART 1




    CHAPTER 1




    CHAPTER 2




    CHAPTER 3




    CHAPTER 4




    CHAPTER 5




    CHAPTER 6




    PART 2




    CHAPTER 7




    CHAPTER 8




    CHAPTER 9




    CHAPTER 10




    PART 3




    CHAPTER 11




    CHAPTER 12




    CHAPTER 13




    CHAPTER 14




    CHAPTER 15




    PART 4




    CHAPTER 16




    CHAPTER 17




    PART 5




    CHAPTER 18




    CHAPTER 19




    CHAPTER 20




    CHAPTER 21




    CHAPTER 22




    CHAPTER 23




    PART 6




    CHAPTER 24




    CHAPTER 25




    CHAPTER 26




    CHAPTER 27




    EPILOGUE (Guernica, 1940)




    AUTHOR’S NOTE




    ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS




    



    






    PROLOGUE


    (Guernica, 1939)




    [image: ]




    Justo Ansotegui returns to the market now to hear the language and to buy soap. He places bars in scattered dishes where he can catch their scent during the day, although they fail to mask the odours of the livestock that have lived in his house for generations. As he sits in the evening, he’ll idly lift a bar to his nose. He strokes his moustache with one so the scent will linger in the coarse black hairs that droop past his upper lip and conceal his expressions. The many times when he awakens in the night, he touches a bar at his bedside and then smells his fingers, hoping the fragrance will invite certain memories into his dreams.




    Alaia Aldecoa, the village soap-maker, explains that the bars are blended with sheep’s milk and scented with an ingredient she keeps secret, but Justo is not interested in how they are made, only how they make him feel.




    ‘Kaixo, Alaia, it’s Justo,’ he says, approaching her booth on market day.




    She accepts his unnecessary introduction. She has known him for years, and besides, his scent has preceded him. From the pocket of his braced woollen trousers, now drooping at the waist, he extracts a slippery coin. It carries a pleasant smell, as it’s coated with residue from a soap bar he keeps in there, too.




    ‘I would like a bar of the Miren blend,’ he says.




    The soap-maker pinches a smile at the sound of the name ‘Miren’, and, as she does every week, she has two bars set aside in a separate wrapper for Justo. She sells that blend to no one else. As always, she rejects his payment, and he places the coin back in his pocket. She devotes time each week to trying to imagine something she might say that would brighten his day, but once again she has nothing but soap to give him.




    It’s Monday afternoon, the traditional shopping day, but the new market isn’t crowded. Business resumed reluctantly in the past three years, and the market is now some distance east of the old site, closer to the river. It’s smaller because traffic is scant and money scarce, and so many people are gone. Since much of the trade is restricted by government control and rationing, market day is now about things other than just buying and selling.




    As he moves from Alaia’s booth on the edge of the marketplace, Justo listens to the clacking of the gathered amumak, like a clutch of hens, trading their only abundant currency: gossip. In earlier times the grandmothers would negotiate the purchase of beef tongue and shoulders of lamb, and the mild green peppers they would dust with garlic and fry in olive oil. And they would sniff at the colourful garlands of chorizo sausages hanging from the butcher’s booth. The spicy links would be browned in an iron frying pan along with eggs, which would absorb their rusty juices and pungent taste. Scent tentacles from the stove could lure a family to the table without conscious assent. The flavour would cause the little ones to gather at Amuma’s lap and exhale into her face the garlicky breath of joy.




    There’s no haste for them at the market now; there is so little to choose from. So they painstakingly examine every vegetable and heft each precious egg.




    ‘These are too small,’ one says, triggering a flurry of critiques from the others.




    ‘These vegetables are not fresh.’




    ‘I would never serve this to my family.’




    ‘Are we buying today, ladies, or just fondling?’ the vendor asks.




    They scoff in unison but are reluctant to replace the produce. It’s easier to deem the food unacceptable than admit they cannot afford it. Even in good times the elderly women were particular about such matters, since cooking defined them. More than the collection, inflation and distribution of gossip, their mission is to feed. Ageing may change many things, but it can’t diminish their skills in the kitchen. And to improve as a cook is a way to annex emotional territory within a family. But with so little food now there is no medium for their art. And the hunger that once chewed at them like a mean dog now seems more like an annoying house-guest who simply refuses to leave.




    Justo passes their gathering. They gesture and pause, then resume chattering and bobbing, energized by a new topic. They will peck at the particulars of Justo’s life until another subject causes them to blink and move on. Communication is an illusion anyway, since all speak at once.




    The bells of Santa María toll the hour, and many turn their heads to look up into the cloudless sky.




    Under the blue-striped canvas awnings of the taberna, older men play mus, a four-man insult contest waged around a deck of cards.




    ‘Come, play, Justo, I will need a new partner once this one smothers under the mountain of shit he’s been using for brains,’ an old friend calls, sparking rebukes from the other players. Successively all four grumble, ‘Mus!’ and it is unanimous that the inadequate cards they’ve been given should be tossed in. If all players agree, the hands are scrapped and re-dealt with fresh starts and new opportunities for all.




    ‘The world could learn much from this game,’ a relieved player says.




    Justo declines the offer to play, which is only a courtesy anyway. Of the numerous activities denied a man with one arm, Justo has found that forgoing mus is among the smaller sacrifices.




    So they proceed with the tics and gestures used to signal to their partners, acts that are not only allowed but encouraged. The creative Basques decided that cheating could be prevented by declaring it a legal part of the game. Accordingly, if one never recognizes the existence of a border, then carrying goods across it is not smuggling, merely nocturnal commerce. And if a race believes it has always lived in its own nation, then protecting its imaginary boundaries is a matter of patriotism, not separatism.




    A wink of the right eye to a mus partner reveals a bit of information and a tongue-waggle supplies another, but when the tricks fall badly, one speculates that his partner uses his farm animals for unconventional recreation.




    ‘God, I wish I still had sheep – for that reason or any other,’ the partner answers, laughing off the insult.




    Justo produces a one-note laugh and the sound surprises him. Va grant threads of humour arise at times. Some still try, at least. On the blackboard taberna menu behind them, in small letters beneath the list of offerings and their prices, is a note highlighted only by a snowflake asterisk: if you’re drinking to forget, please pay in advance.




    ‘Stay, Justo, please stay,’ one implores. ‘I may need the services of Guernica’s strongest man to pull my foot from my partner’s arse.’ It’s another courtesy comment to Justo, whose renowned physical strength has not been publicly demonstrated for some time.




    ‘No merciful God would have put on His earth so many Fascists or such ignorant partners,’ one player says, his voice lowered. Justo scans the area to see if anyone takes offence at the statement.




    He has not come to the market for cards or levity. Once the most visible of the town’s characters, he now passes odd hours adrift in the streets and alleys. He watches, overhears discussions of the news of the town, and disappears.




    The amumak cluck, ‘Of course he might be, you know, disturbed, like his father, considering everything . . .’




    ‘Oh, yes, he might be, considering . . .’




    ‘I think he is . . . yes . . . who wouldn’t be?’




    Justo has heard the whispers and is not bothered by being thought mad. It might even be a good thing these days. People ask fewer questions.




    On a bench of land to the west, the symbolic oak of Guernica stands rigid and undisturbed. The residents tell and retell the stories of ancestors gathering beneath the oak tree since the Dark Ages to make laws or plan the defence of the land from invaders. Somehow, the rebels and Germans didn’t damage the tree, though little else escaped their influence.




    Across the market, there are no displays of the red, white, and green Ikurriña because the flag is banned in public. There are no pelota games, as there used to be, because the fronton has not been rebuilt. There are no dances at the plaza in the evenings after market day because dancing the jota or aurresku in public could lead to arrest.




    Justo doesn’t consider these realities anymore since they no longer apply to him. He’s beyond punishment. Conspicuous in his boasts and bluster for so many years, Justo mostly listens now. If the Guardia Civil officers are occupied elsewhere, the market is the best place to hear the language. Since Miguel left, Justo has only the company of a hogget and a few suspicious chickens at home, and they offer such predictable conversation. In truth, they visit him as much as Miguel had in the final weeks before he withdrew into the mountains in a search for . . . something.




    So Justo comes to listen. The language always has been the most important act of separation anyway, as the bond is to the words more than to the land. Since nothing on maps reflects their existence, the extent of their ‘country’ is the range of their language. But like the dances, the flag, and the celebrations, the words are banned, making a prayer whispered in Basque as illegal as a call to arms in the public square.




    Justo’s brother Xabier, the academic priest, told him that the Basque race has gone unassimilated by invaders because of the isolation of their stony coast and encircling mountains. But Justo joked in return that they have survived by being incoherent to all others. It is a unique defence.




    Even the sounds of the market have changed. The mus players throw their pasteboard cards to the table so hard and fast that it sounds like clapping, but then they pause to watch over their shoulders for the guards in their tricorne hats and green capes. And the amumak in their black shifts and scarves – rolling boulders of women – are unafraid of any man bearing arms or condemnations. But their nattering has a lower tone, as there are fewer to have to talk above.




    The locals now shuffle between booths as an accordion player squeezes out a waltz from under a drooping canopy that muffles the notes, making it sound as if the music is coming from the distance, or from the past. Many move as if they’re wading through a heavy pointlessness – trying, like the amumak with the vegetables, to hold on to things that are no longer theirs. To laugh at cards and profit from business feels like an insult to those who can no longer laugh and profit. To them, the decay of will is an act of consideration. They buy what they must and return home.




    According to the old Basques, everything that has a name exists. But Justo would argue that things now exist that are beyond description, which imagination cannot conceive: the explosions, the smell of things aflame, the sight of oxen and men mixed into gory Minotaurs among the rubble. They existed yet are unspeakable.




    At the market now, tinkers sell used copper pots with silver scars from solder repairs, and farmers cover their tables with patchy bouquets of bunched greens and small pyramids of potatoes. Alaia Aldecoa again sells her soaps that smell of the nearby meadows. Commerce, the pulse of normal existence, slowly and respectfully returns on these Mondays.




    Justo Ansotegui extracts a scented coin from his pocket and buys two potatoes as an excuse to hear another voice. For a moment, he listens to the language, to the rhythm of the phrases and their melancholy inflections. But there are no words for the things they have seen.




    





    PART 1


    (1893–1933)
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    Baby Xabier cried from his cradle, and when Angeles didn’t stir, Pascual Ansotegui touched a match to the oil lamp on the wall and retrieved the newborn for his feed.




    ‘Kuttuna, it’s time,’ he whispered, careful not to disturb their sons sleeping in the next room. But within a moment, his scream shook Justo and little Josepe from their beds. In the smoky lamplight, Pascual saw Angeles’s sheet-white face and a dark stain on the bedding.




    Justo and Josepe scrambled into their parents’ room and found baby Xabier wailing on the floor. Justo picked up his little brother and returned him to the cradle. Josepe fought to pull himself onto the bed to be with his mother but only managed to claw the bloody blanket towards his face. Justo pulled him back and whispered to him. The three stood at the bedside as a corrosive grief began to hollow out Pascual Ansotegui.




    Angeles had presented him a succession of three robust sons in a span of four years. Almost from the moment she recovered from the delivery of one, she was once again carrying the next. The men in the village laughed at Pascual’s appetites, and he took a dash of pride in their jokes. Good-natured, accommodating, and fertile as the estuarial plain on which they lived, Angeles gave birth without complications. But a few days after the uneventful appearance of her third son, she simply failed to awaken. Pascual was left with two children, a newborn, and a harness of guilt.




    The boys grew together in a hyperactive litter, teasing and challenging and wrestling one another from predawn awakenings until their nightly collapse, often not in their beds but sprawled at odd angles wherever their energy randomly expired. The increasingly absent Pascual kept them fed, a minimal challenge on a thriving farm, but they otherwise operated on their own initiative and imagination. Four males now lived at Errotabarri, the Ansotegui family farm, with no maternal or feminine influence past the few reminders of Angeles Ansotegui’s brief life, a comb and brush set on her dresser, a few dresses in the cupboard, and a ruffled floral-print apron that Pascual Ansotegui now wore while cooking.




    As Pascual withdrew, physically and emotionally, the boys gradually took over the farm. Even young boys understand that chickens need feed and eggs must be collected, so they completed these tasks without recognizing them as work. Even young boys understand that stock need food for the winter, so they learned to swing the scythe through the musky grass and fork the hay high against the tall spindle that supported the stack.




    When one of them came across a rotten egg, it became ammunition for an ambush of an unsuspecting brother. They dived together into the cut grass before collecting it. They hid in the haystacks before spreading them for the stock. They rode the cows bareback before they milked them. Piles of wood were forts before they became fuel for the hearth. Every task was a contest: who could throw the pitchfork furthest? Who could run fastest to the well? Who could carry the most water?




    Because each action was a competition or game, there was rarely a division of labour; the three shared each job and moved in unison to the next. Virtual orphans, they were nonetheless content, and the farm operated in a surprisingly efficient atmosphere of playful mayhem. But at times even the instincts of farm boys could not lead them to anticipate threats to stock or crops. For three boys easily distracted by the ballistic possibilities of rancid eggs, surprises arose.




    Had Pascual Ansotegui been conscious of the passing of the seasons, he would have reminded his sons that the ewes about to lamb in the spring needed the protection of the shed. But in the first warm afternoons of spring, the shed was merely a wall for young boys playing pelota. When Xabier clumsily sent the ball onto the roof and it wedged between cracked tiles, Justo retrieved the ladder and scaled the slanted shed, placing one foot dramatically on the peak, as if he had reached the summit of Mount Oiz. Josepe sensed in his posture the potential for a new game.




    ‘How about you can stay up there until one of us hits you with sheep shit?’ he said, having retrieved several dried pieces.




    As he took aim at his brother, Josepe spotted a sliver of darkness banking in tight circles above the hillside. ‘Justo, Justo, an eagle – are there lambs out there?’ he screamed.




    ‘Get the gun!’ Justo yelled, leaping down onto a bale and rolling off onto his feet.




    Pascual Ansotegui’s rifle was old before the turn of the century and the boys had never seen it fired. At thirteen, Justo was as strong as some of the men in the village, but Pascual had never taught him how to shoot. Josepe could hardly lift the iron weapon off the pegs in the shed. He dragged it to his brother with both hands at the end of the barrel, the butt bouncing along the ground.




    Justo took it from him, raised it to his shoulder, and waved the heavy barrel in the direction of the diving eagle. Xabier knelt in front of him and grabbed the stock with both hands, trying to buttress his big brother’s hold.




    ‘Shoot him, Justo!’ Josepe screamed. ‘Shoot him!’




    With the rifle butt inches from his shoulder, Justo pulled the trigger. The cartridge exploded in the barrel, and the recoil thrust Justo to the ground, bleeding from the side of his head. Xabier flattened out beside him, screaming from the noise. The shot did not even startle the eagle, which was now applying a lethal clench of its talons into the neck of a tiny, still-wet lamb.




    With Justo and Xabier down, Josepe charged. Before he could reach it, the eagle extended its wings, hammered them several times into the ground, and lifted off on a downhill swoop just over Josepe’s head.




    Justo fought his way uphill to Josepe. Xabier, crying to the point of breathlessness, face freckled with his brother’s blood, ran in sprints and tumbles to a neighbour’s house for help.




    ‘Look for other newborns, and let’s get the ewes into the shed!’ Justo shouted, regaining control. They saw no other lambs that were vulnerable, and they both herded the oblivious mother ewe, still dragging birth tissue, into the shed.




    The neighbours held Xabier to calm him. But what did he expect them to do? Where was his father, after all? ‘Boys your age shouldn’t deal with these matters and certainly shouldn’t be firing rifles; it’s a good thing none of our stock was harmed,’ they said. He couldn’t hear them over the painful ringing of his ears but read rejection in their faces.




    ‘Well . . . fine!’ Xabier yelled, breaking away to rejoin his brothers.




    The shaken boys gathered in the shed and clutched the ewe, which was bothered not by the loss of its offspring, a development it had already forgotten, but by the fierce embraces of these boys, one of whom was bleeding all over her wool.




    When Pascual Ansotegui returned that evening, the boys stood in a line at the door, in descending order of age, and Justo briefed his father on the events. Pascual nodded. Justo and Josepe accepted his minimal response. Xabier, though, flared with indignation.




    ‘Where were you?’ he yelled, a spindle-thin nine-year-old in third-hand overalls stained with blood.




    Pascual stared without comment.




    Xabier repeated the question.




    ‘I was gone,’ the father said.




    ‘I know you were gone; you’re always gone,’ Xabier said. ‘We’d get along just as well if you never came back.’




    Pascual tilted his head, as if this would bring his youngest into clearer focus. He then turned away, pulled the floral apron from its peg on the hearth, and began to make dinner.




    Justo knew early that he, as the eldest, would someday assume sole control of Errotabarri, and his siblings understood that they would inevitably find work elsewhere. If inequitable to the younger children, the pattern assured survival of the baserri culture. Justo Ansotegui would claim his birthright and become the latest in the chain of stewards of the land that extended back to times when their ancestors painted animals onto walls in the nearby Santimamiñe caves.




    Bequeathing the farm to the eldest carried no guarantees. He who inherits the farm may never leave to discover other opportunities, to go to sea, perhaps, or to a city like Bilbao. But to run the baserri was to shepherd the family trust, Justo believed. Still, he expected a period of apprenticeship to learn. For another year or so after the lamb’s slaughter, Pascual Ansotegui unenthusiastically attended mass each morning, mouthing the responses. He returned to church to pray in silence again in the evening, wandering unseen in between. Eventually, he stopped attending mass, and one day he drifted off.




    It took several days before Justo realized his father had gone missing. He alerted the neighbours, and small groups searched the hillsides. When no evidence of death or life surfaced, the boys assumed that he had been swallowed up by a crevice or a sinkhole, or that he just forgot to stop wandering.




    Although the boys loved and missed their father, their affection for him was more out of habit than true sentiment. They noticed little difference in his absence: they still performed the same chores and played the same games. Justo was now in charge.




    ‘Here, this is yours now,’ Josepe said to him, handing him the ruffled apron.




    ‘Eskerrik asko,’ Justo said, thanking his brother. He lifted the strap over his head and tied the worn sash behind his back in solemn ceremony. ‘Wash your hands for dinner.’




    He had the family baserri to run. He was fifteen.




    When they were very young, the boys learned the history of Guernica and of Errotabarri. They learned it from their father, before he drifted off, and from the people of the town who were proud of their heritage. From medieval times, Guernica was a crossroads of the old Roman way and the fish and wine route that wound through the hills inland from the sea. Intersecting them both was the pilgrims’ route to Santiago de Compostela. For centuries, representatives of the region met under the Guernica oak to shape laws that outlawed torture and unwarranted arrest, and granted unprecedented privileges to women. Although aligned with the Kingdom of Castile, they maintained their own legal system and demanded that the series of Castilian monarchs from the time of Ferdinand and Isabella come and stand, in person, beneath the oak of Guernica and swear to protect the Basque laws. Because the economy of the region hadn’t evolved under the feudal system, the Basques owned their own land and were never divided into sovereigns and serfs, merely farmers, fishermen, and craftsmen, free and independent of any overlord.




    A baserri in Biscaya often came to have a name, which sometimes served as a surname for those living there, as if the land and the home were the real ancestors. The home, after all, would outlive the inhabitants and maybe even the family name. They presumed that a well-structured building, like family relationships, genuine love, and one’s reputation, would be timeless if protected and properly maintained.




    At the time Justo Ansotegui assumed control of Errotabarri, a thorny hedgerow outlined the lower perimeter of the farm, and a platoon of poplars flanked the northern, windward edge. Crops were cultivated on the southern side of the house, bordered by several rows of fruit trees. Pastureland spread above the home, rising to a patchy stand of burly oaks, cypress, and waxy blue-grey eucalyptus. The trees thinned out just beneath a granite outcrop that marked the upper border of the property.




    The house resembled others near Guernica. It required the boys to annually whitewash the stucco sides above a stone-and-mortar base and to re-stain the oxblood wooden window frames and shutters. Each stone-silled window accommodated decorative boxes of geraniums, providing dashes of red across both levels and all aspects. Even as a young single man, Justo sustained these floral touches that had been important to his mother.




    As with many a baserri on a hillside, the house was wedged into the slope. The lower floor, with wide double doors on the downhill side, housed the stock in the winter months. The upper floor, with a ground-level door on the uphill side, was home to the family. Housing cows and sheep in the same building protected the animals from the cold, and they returned the favour by warming the upper level with their rising body heat.




    Inside, a large central room held the kitchen, dining, and living areas, with rough-cut oak columns supporting exposed quarter-sawn rafters. The hearth extended inward from a corner of the kitchen. Maize was nailed to the beams to dry, and herbs for cooking and medicine cured in the warmth above the hearth. Interwoven vines of red peppers hung from the column closest to the kitchen, next to the dangling links of chorizo that lent a heavy garlic scent to the room.




    An unknown ancestor had carved the lauburu into the lintel above the main door. This four-headed symbol of their race, like a spinning clover leaf, bracketed their lives, appearing on everything from cradles to tombstones.




    Each former master of the land inadvertently bequeathed items to Justo. He still stacked hay on tall wooden spikes that had been carved generations before. And the iron shears he used in the shed had snipped wool from sheep dead a century. Some of the smaller items offered wordless mysteries from the edge of the mantel; there was a small bronze horse with its head reared high and an iron coin bearing unknown symbols.




    During Justo’s proprietorship, the apron was likewise memorialized, draped from a nail in the mantel. And before he would pass, the mantel would also support a length of plaited human hair so dark that it absorbed light.




    Swatting the rump of a reluctant donkey to keep it grinding up the steep trail, Pablo Picasso chuckled when he considered how his friends in Paris would react to the vision of him in such a position. That he would think of them now, here in the Pyrenees, was a symptom of the problem. There had been too much getting in the way of his art in Paris. And this mountain trail to Gósol, with the lovely Fernande on a donkey beside him, was his path away from all that.




    It had been all too much talk of art. And when they talked, their art rose from their heads, not their guts, and their paintings went back and forth like day-old conversations.




    He didn’t need Paris now; he needed Spain. He needed the people and the heat and the unshakeable feeling of belonging.




    Fernande would sit for him now and wouldn’t talk about his painting. She knew better. He had come back to Spain for a short break, come to this quiet town in the mountains, to tear art to pieces, to make it something it hadn’t been, or perhaps something it had been long before. This was a place he could feel art. It came up at him from the dirt and radiated down in waves from the sun. It was time to shatter art and reshape it, as one might do with bright pieces of broken glass.




    Justo promised his brothers this: no one would work harder. But even as he made that vow, he conceded to himself that he knew very little of the business of operating a farm. So he began making social visits to neighbours, slipping into the conversations questions about the timing of planting certain crops or tending fruit trees and managing stock. Most neighbours were sympathetic, but they had little time to worry about somebody else’s farm – unless they had a daughter who happened to be his age. Most would consider Justo something well short of handsome, but this boy nonetheless owned his own baserri.




    Justo enquired of the neighbouring Mendozabels how he might establish hives for bees that would pollinate his fruit trees and provide honey. Mrs Mendozabel informed him that they would be delighted to help him, that in fact they should all visit over ‘a full dinner, which you surely don’t get much of at Errotabarri, not the kind that our Magdalena makes every night.’ Justo arrived in his work clothes, consumed dinner without conversation beyond that of the baserri, and took little note of Magdalena in her white Sunday dress and the ‘special pie’ she baked for him. He was too busy for Magdalena and all the rest of the Magdalenas who were successively dressed, powdered, and trotted out for his inspection. The dinners were pleasant, though, the information helpful, and yes, it was true, he didn’t bake pies at Errotabarri.




    Small farms could not be considered flourishing businesses, but few noticed the poverty on the hillside above Guernica. Families were fed, and whatever was left over was carted to market or traded for those goods they could not produce themselves. Justo envied the neighbours who enjoyed an abundance of help from children. By comparison, he faced a manpower shortage. Josepe and Xabier helped, but they were less invested in the jobs now. Justo rose in the darkness, worked without break through the day, and fell asleep shortly after eating whatever it was he bothered to toss into a pot that night. Josepe never complained of the food; Xabier did so only once.




    Justo discovered a few tricks but never cut corners on work that would affect the land or animals, only himself. He did not sew or mend clothing and never washed his or his brothers’ garments, he told them, because they would only get dirty again. If his brothers wanted to clean themselves, he did not complain, as long as the work had been done.




    ‘You look nice this morning,’ one charitable woman commented to Justo when the three boys showed up to Mass at least partially groomed.




    ‘Yes,’ Xabier cracked. ‘But our scarecrows are bare today.’




    And so Justo spent no time arranging for his own comforts, and he gave no thought to entertainment or diversion.




    At times in the field, hypnotized by the rhythmic swinging of the scythe through the grass, he discovered that he had been talking to himself aloud. He would look around to be certain Josepe or Xabier had not come upon him silently and heard his words. In these moments he realized his problem. He was lonely. The jobs that had been so exciting in the presence of his brothers had become mere labour.




    The only break he allowed himself came on feast days, when he would finish his work in the morning and then walk into town to take part in the competitions, the tug-of-war, the wood chopping, the stone lifting. He won many of them because of his imposing power. And because these exposures to people were so rare, he attempted to share with everyone all the jokes and examples of strength that went unappreciated during his seclusion at Errotabarri. If he became outrageous and self-inflated, it was entertainingly so, and those in the town anticipated his visits and cheered his many victories. For someone so lonely at home, the attention felt like the first warm day of spring.




    At one of these outings he met a girl from Lumo who had come downhill to join the dancers. Her name was Mariangeles Oñati, and she caused Justo Ansotegui to re-evaluate his approach to personal hygiene and self-imposed solitude.




    Josepe Ansotegui smelled the Bay of Biscay long before he could see it. Having walked the serpentine mountain road north from Guernica for two days, past the caves and the jagged marble quarry and beyond the well-tended farms, he descended steadily in the direction of the breeze that carried the briny musk of low tide. When he arrived at the Lekeitio harbour in the softening dusk, clusters of women in aprons and scarves were pulling small fish from nets along the quay. They chatted and sang in pleasant harmony.




    Josepe scanned the boats moored along the perimeter of the harbour wall, looking for crews still at work. The first man he approached about a job responded with a laugh and a shake of the head. The second told him that fishermen came from fishing families, and farm boys were meant to be farmers, as was life’s order.




    ‘My older brother took over the family baserri, so I thought I’d give fishing a try,’ he explained. ‘I was told there was always work to be had on the boats.’




    ‘I’ve got some work,’ a man on the adjacent boat shouted. ‘Let’s see if you can lift this crate.’




    With great strain, Josepe hoisted an overflowing crate of fish to his knees, then up to his waist, and off-loaded it to the dock. He looked back with a sense of triumph.




    ‘Yes, you’re strong enough,’ the fisherman said. ‘No, I don’t have any work for you – but thanks anyway.’




    In the stern of a boat closest to the harbour mouth, a fisherman stood alone scanning the sky. ‘Zori,’ the man said of his skyward focus when Josepe approached. ‘The old fishermen looked for zori, for omens, by reading which way the birds were flying.’




    ‘And are the birds saying anything special this evening?’ Josepe asked, glancing at a squadron of gulls that bickered above the harbour.




    ‘I think they’re saying they’re hungry; they’re circling the processors, waiting to dispose of our messes.’




    The two shook hands.




    ‘I’m Josepe Ansotegui of Guernica, I’m almost seventeen years old, and the only fishing I’ve done is in a stream with a string and a pin,’ the boy said. ‘But I’m told I’m smart, and I’m looking for work.’




    ‘Did you catch anything with your string and pin?’




    ‘I caught a fat trout once, yes,’ Josepe offered proudly.




    ‘Did you gut and clean the fat trout?’




    ‘Yes, I did.’




    ‘That’s all you need to know about fishing right now; you’re hired,’ Alberto Barinaga said. ‘We’ll worry about your intelligence later.’




    Barinaga, owner of the Zaldun, welcomed Josepe on board and into his home. Perhaps he had foreseen a productive relationship in the flight of the birds. In time, Barinaga became impressed by Josepe’s stories of growing up in a pack of playful boys following his mother’s death, and he admired his strength and his attitude. But mostly he came to appreciate his dedication to learning the business of fishing. In daily tutorials, while he scrubbed the gunwales or repaired the nets, or while at the family’s dinner table, Josepe absorbed the encyclopedia of maritime lore and culture the veteran captain presented.




    ‘We chased the bowhead whales and the cod to the shores of the Americas,’ Barinaga preached at dinner. ‘The Santa María was one of our caravels, and Columbus had a Basque navigator and crew.’




    ‘That is why he ended up in the Americas instead of the Indies,’ his eldest daughter, Felicia, needled.




    ‘Magellan had our navigators, too,’ the captain continued. ‘Some have suggested that we are so good on the waters because our race began on the lost island of Atlantis.’




    He paused for effect, nodding his head as he buttered a thick slice of bread. ‘It is a possibility that I would not discount.’




    Josepe, in turn, learned of his patroia from the gossipy crews of other boats. Barinaga was much admired among the family of fishermen. On several occasions, his seamanship allowed the Zaldun to arrive in time to rescue foundering boats and endangered crews. Josepe pulled in the lessons with both hands. He learned the songs of the sailors and joined in the singing as they repaired fraying nets on the days when rough seas sentenced them to work ashore.




    Josepe repaid Alberto Barinaga’s hospitality by having sex nearly every night with his daughter Felicia in the bedroom directly beneath her sleeping parents.




    When Xabier returned from school one afternoon and rushed to help his brother turn hay to dry with the long trident forks, Justo noticed scratches and purple welts across the backs of his hands.




    ‘What happened to you?’




    ‘I gave an answer in Basque,’ Xabier said.




    Justo hadn’t been to school for years, but he remembered the teachers who belittled them at every opportunity and used a ruler or a willow branch to swat students who spoke Basque instead of Spanish in class.




    ‘I’ll take care of this.’




    At the age of eighteen, shirtless beneath unwashed overalls, Justo went to school the next morning. Once the class was seated, save for Xabier, Justo approached the teacher, a bespectacled Spaniard with a marigold boutonnière.




    At the front of the classroom, Justo lifted Xabier’s raked hand towards the teacher and said two words.




    ‘Never again,’ Justo said in Basque.




    The teacher responded with a showy bluff, expecting the young farm boy to be daunted. ‘Vete!’ he demanded in Spanish, pointing towards the door. The teacher paused. He turned to the class and saw every student focused on the showdown. ‘Vete!’ the teacher repeated, chin raised.




    Justo struck so quickly the teacher was helpless, grabbing the extended arm and pulling it down between the teacher’s legs. Spinning around the bent-over teacher, Justo took the wrist with his other hand and lifted it so that the teacher straddled his own arm. In the span of a second, the teacher went from imperiously pointing towards the door to being bent in half, with his arm between his legs and pulled up tightly against his scrotum.




    Justo’s grip on the teacher’s wrist tightened as he lifted his arm even higher, causing the teacher to rise onto his toes to reduce the pressure on his groin. The teacher groaned. Students sat in stunned silence.




    Justo bent and looked around at the teacher’s sweaty face and said two words. ‘Never again.’




    Justo lifted him higher for an instant, then released his grip. The teacher dropped to the floor.




    The first colourful instalment of Justo Ansotegui’s legend passed from student to parents that afternoon, and every father relayed it to friends that evening at the taberna. The teacher did not appear the next morning or the following one, and he was replaced. When Justo next appeared in town, several men he didn’t know stepped from shopfronts and clapped their hands in approval. Justo smiled back and winked.




    Xabier never needed his big brother’s assistance to get good marks. Not nearly as physical as his brother, Xabier instead felt himself grow stronger with every bit of information he committed to memory. He had no property and few possessions, but these facts were his: history, mathematics, grammar. So he assumed the role of dutiful student. If he had to act as if he was accepting of these Spanish teachers’ politics, he could easily pretend. By sixteen, he had consumed everything the teachers offered.




    The next move was Justo’s, and he proposed it with typical bluntness at dinner.




    ‘You know, Xabier, you’re not much help around here, and I may want to get married someday; have you ever thought about going into the seminary, maybe in Bilbao?’




    Xabier was as devout as any boy, and he certainly had done nothing that would serve as an obstacle to joining the clergy; he simply had never considered it. He admired the parish priest but had never sought to emulate him. But it would be a way to continue learning.




    ‘Priests live comfortably; they’re respected in town,’ Justo continued. ‘Besides, you’ve got no hope with women anyway.’




    Xabier was not insulted, as he assumed Justo was right on that account. But Justo was his brother, not his father, and who was he to tell him what to do? He was about to question Justo’s authority when his brother made a final point.




    ‘Mother would have liked it.’




    The issue spurred all-night introspection. And when he rose at dawn, Xabier was reasonably certain it was a good idea. He informed Justo – with reservations.




    ‘I thought there might be something more dramatic about a big decision like this. I thought priests felt some calling, that they heard some kind of heavenly voices.’




    Justo, his muscled shoulders and arms extending from his ruffled apron, scooped eggs from a pan onto Xabier’s plate.




    ‘You did hear a voice,’ he said. ‘Mine.’




    





    CHAPTER 2
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    Justo Ansotegui’s reputation rose uphill to the village of Lumo. There, Mariangeles Oñati heard that he was a defender of causes, a wit, and a wag, although some suggested he was an overeager curator of his own mythology. Most often she’d heard that he was the one to watch during the strength events on feast days. One friend claimed that he had carried an ox into town across his shoulders and then celebrated the feat by throwing the beast across the Oka River.




    ‘Yes,’ Justo said when asked of the story. ‘But it was only a small ox, and downhill most of the way into town. And the wind was Zwith me when I threw it.’




    Mariangeles came to dance at one of the festivals with her five sisters. She also decided it was time to watch the men’s competitions, which she usually avoided.




    The largest young man standing beside a debarked log at the start of the wood-chopping event joked with the gathering as he removed his boots and sad grey stockings. Going barefooted seemed to Mariangeles a foolhardy act for one who would be flailing an axe so near his feet.




    ‘After all these years of competitions, I still have nine toes,’ he said, proudly wiggling the four remaining appendages on one of his bare feet. ‘But this is my only pair of boots and I can’t afford to damage them.’




    The man bent at the waist and tore into the pine log between his feet. Halfway through, he hopped a hundred and eighty degrees to work on the other side. The log split beneath him well before any others in the competition. Justo was seated, nine toes intact, replacing his socks and boots before the runner-up broke through his log.




    In the wine-drinking event, Justo was less impressive. Unpractised in the use of the bota, he sprayed wine over much of his face. After coughing and spitting, he took what was left in his bag and squirted shots into the mouths of grateful friends, who had turned up their open mouths as if awaiting the sacrament.




    But in the txingas event, Justo was unmatched. The ‘farmer’s walk’ tested strength and endurance as the competitor carried 110lb weights in each hand up and back along a measured course until they dropped. The collapse for most competitors followed a customary pattern. On the second lap, the knees began to bend dramatically – sometimes in both directions; on the third, the shoulders pulled the spine down into a dangerous curve; and finally, gravity yanked the weights and the man to the turf.




    Mariangeles stood near the starting point when Justo was called. He grasped the ring handles of the weights, his face straining as if he’d never get them off the ground. It was false drama for the audience, because he then easily hoisted them and unleashed a proud irrintzi, the traditional mountain cry, rising in pitch to a shriek with quickening ululations.




    Justo marched without struggle, his back rigid. The back is the trunk of the tree, he reasoned, the arms merely the branches. Past the marks where others had fallen in exhaustion, Justo Ansotegui nodded to the crowd, gesturing at little ones who would praise him to future grandchildren.




    ‘Doesn’t it hurt?’ a young boy asked as he passed.




    ‘Of course, how do you think my arms got so long?’ Justo volleyed, and at that moment, he straightened his arms against his sides, a move that caused the sleeves of his shirt to ride up, making his arms appear to grow in length by a third.




    The boy gasped and howled along with the crowd.




    Justo’s weakening arrived so gradually no one could notice. Already the winner by several lengths, he chose not to further delay the inevitable and set the weights gently at his feet.




    It so happened that Mariangeles discovered the need to visit acquaintances near the finishing line after Justo’s competition. And who could have imagined that a friend would say something so humorous, just as Justo walked past, that she found herself unleashing her most feminine wind-chime laughter, which caused Justo to turn in her direction? And because it had all been so amusing, it was natural that she still would be locked in her broadest smile – the one that gave greatest depth to her dimples – when Justo looked her way.




    Justo glanced and walked on.




    ‘Unnnh,’ Mariangeles muttered. This must be the most arrogant man in Guernica, she thought.




    Behind the scenes, Mariangeles quickly arranged to present the prize, a lamb, to the winner of the txingas event.




    ‘Congratulations,’ she said to Justo in front of the crowd. She handed him the lamb and moved in for the ceremonial kiss on his cheek. She took a close look at his jagged, misshapen right ear, retreated slightly, and came in for a kiss on the other cheek.




    ‘Thank you,’ Justo said, and announced to the crowd, ‘I am going to fill the valley with my flock from winning these events.’




    Justo waved and accepted congratulations as he worked through the crowd, lamb peeking out from inside the bib of his overalls. Mariangeles skirted the gathering so that Justo would have to pass her again.




    ‘Would you like to dance?’ she asked.




    Justo stopped. He looked down at himself, in his soiled overalls. He looked back at her.




    ‘We can find somebody to hold your lamb.’




    She took the leggy lamb from him and hugged it to her face.




    ‘Did somebody tell you to do this?’ Justo asked.




    ‘No, I just thought you might like to dance, if you’re not too worn out from all the chopping and lifting.’




    But they didn’t dance. They sat and talked as the lamb gambolled around them and returned to ‘nurse’ on Mariangeles’s finger whenever she placed a bent knuckle near its mouth. Her sisters watched them, and on the walk home, they unanimously voted against her seeing this boy.




    Yes, she agreed, he was not the most handsome of her suitors. He was almost frighteningly powerful, and he was missing the outer curl of his right ear. And for all his bombast in front of the crowd, he had been without confidence when they were alone beneath the tree.




    ‘He’s homely,’ a sister said.




    ‘He has character,’ Mariangeles argued.




    ‘He’s ugly,’ a less generous sister offered.




    ‘He has his own baserri,’ Mariangeles’s mother commented from behind the group of girls.




    Her mother’s frankness stilled the warm adrenaline that had driven her since she introduced herself to Justo, and even her walking slowed from the weight of its significance. Was that at the root of her interest in this man? She was almost twenty, the eldest in a family of six girls and a lone brother who was nine. Her father had injured both legs in a fall at the farm, leaving him weakened and affixed to his wooden rocking chair like sagging upholstery. Did she flirt with Justo because the time had come for her to move on? She returned home in silence as her sisters debated his many inadequacies.




    Others interested in Mariangeles presented flowers or sweets when they arrived at her home and then sought private time with her. Justo arrived empty-handed but wearing his work clothes. He gave her mother a vigorous handshake, patted the father on his shoulder, and asked a question that instantly won over Mrs Oñati and the sisters: ‘What can I do around here to help?’




    ‘To help?’ the mother asked.




    ‘Help – heavy lifting, woodcutting, repairs . . . whatever is the hardest for you ladies.’




    Mariangeles’s mother sat down and composed a short list. Justo looked it over and nodded.




    ‘Come on, Mari, put on your work clothes and we’ll be done with this before dinner.’ When Mariangeles went in the sisters’ sleeping area to change into older clothes, her mother followed.




    ‘You know, you learn more about a person by working beside them for an hour than you can in a year of courting,’ her mother said.




    After an afternoon of work, they sat together for a relaxed meal, with everyone feeling as if Justo was already part of the family. The sisters, who now would not have to repair the roof of their lambing shed, agreed that Justo was a more appealing prospect than they first thought. Not handsome, to be sure, but a good catch. And looks, well, they’re not everything.




    A month later, at the next community fair, Mariangeles stood in the first row alongside the txingas course. Justo went through his pre-competition theatrics, padding back and forth along the path a few times, before stopping in the middle of the grounds, taking a sharp left turn, and walking directly towards Mariangeles.




    He collected the handles of both weights in his massive left hand, barely needing to lean into a counterbalance, and with his right hand retrieved a gold band from his trouser pocket.




    ‘Will you marry me?’ he asked the stunned Mariangeles.




    ‘Yes, of course.’ They kissed. He reapportioned the weights and went back to the competition. As Justo walked, a man overseeing the event skittishly approached and walked beside him.




    ‘Justo, you went off the path, you’re disqualified,’ the judge informed him.




    Justo continued past the mark of the winner, just to show he could have done it anyway, and rejoined his future bride, apologizing for not adding another lamb to their flock.




    Justo was right; seminary studies suited Xabier, who displayed exceptional recall of facts and details. But more relevant to his future, he showed a trustworthy manner that inspired people’s confidence. As he eased from secular studies towards the strictly clerical, and as he became familiar with the tasks expected of a priest, he grew more certain this was his calling. Many seminarians question the personal costs, but Xabier had no need to reconcile himself on that issue. His most critical self-examination instead involved the soul-baring question of whether he had the ability to truly help those who would approach him in their time of greatest need.




    His gravest frustration came from the unstable connection he detected at times between holy protocol and simple human existence, as he discovered that sometimes doctrine failed to apply to daily reality. So many of a priest’s hours with parishioners, he discovered, involved the mind-numbing coddling of insecure adults and constructing reassurances built on vaporous faith. He had no doubts of his deep belief; he was more sure of that than ever. But how could he use it to benefit others?




    He was instructed to advise people that deaths and hardships are tests. And when people dared ask for reasons and proof, he was to lay down the cleric’s ultimate trump card: ‘God works in mysterious ways.’ Xabier decided that if he ever heard himself use that phrase, which amounted to taking an easy way out, he would give up the cloth and become a fisherman with Josepe. So he tested himself alone at night, fabricating ghastly scenarios in which he was confronted by troubled faces begging for answers.




    An imaginary grieving mother beneath a black lace veil looks up from her baby’s grave and asks, ‘How could a caring God let this illness take my child?’




    Xabier decided he would embrace her and whisper his belief in her ear. ‘I truly don’t know how it could happen, but I . . . I . . . believe she is in His arms right now, where she feels no more pain, where she is whole and she is happy. And she is still in all of our hearts and can never be taken from there.’ He would hold the woman then and listen to her sobs and absorb her tears with his shoulder until she was ready to withdraw, no matter how long it took.




    A bent and toothless woman, wedged against a wall and smelling of sepsis, raises a gnarled hand and asks, ‘Where is God’s mercy for the poor?’




    In his vision, Xabier would sit on the ground beside her. ‘Do you have family anywhere who can help?’ If she answered yes, he would find them and urge them to take custody of her health. If she answered no, then he would become her family. ‘Come with me, sister, and we will find a place for you.’ She would be poor, but she would be cared for.




    A large man with an indistinct shape and hidden face asks him from a dark corner, ‘Is avenging a grievous wrong a sin?’




    Xabier would say, ‘If it is a matter of pride, deny yourself; if it is a matter of honour and true belief, then ask, “What is the cost of this honour?” I believe you’ll find your own answer.’




    Xabier knew he had romanticized himself as compellingly noble in these imagined situations (as well as slightly taller and considerably more handsome), but when he repeatedly arrived at compassionate responses, he felt certain there was nothing else he could do with his life that would have an equal impact. He also realized that his answers frequently had little or nothing to do with faith, religion, doctrine, catechism, or papal decree.




    





    CHAPTER 3
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    The midwives convened at Errotabarri devoted as much attention to Justo Ansotegui as to his wife, Mariangeles, whose imminent delivery was already being ably managed by her mother and five sisters.




    Relegated to the main room, the surplus caretakers brewed cups of hot tea from mint and sorrel leaves for Justo. They applied cool, moist cloths to the back of his neck, while others rubbed the meaty webbing between his thumb and first finger. It had no curative value, but he didn’t know that and it kept him distracted. All had theories on the care and handling of distraught first-time fathers. But their main function was to keep him focused while, in the bedroom, Mariangeles did all the work. Two of the midwives had attended to Justo’s mother, Angeles, and in other rooms they whispered sad recollections. ‘Poor thing. No wonder the father here is so upset. He saw her, don’t you know?’




    It had been not quite a year since Justo Ansotegui and Mariangeles Oñati had married. They were imperfectly matched in some ways, but they were mutually respectful and so enamoured of being married to each other that they thought of little else. They delighted in assuming their roles – dutiful husband, loving wife – as much as they enjoyed defying them. He acted the prankster husband (putting a lamb under the covers of the bed one night) and she the playful wife (riding cows, leaping wildly into the haystacks from the shed roof). Farming and marriage progressed smoothly, and it was an ideal environment for the production of balanced and happy children. Yet that was the source of their first disagreement.




    Mariangeles never doubted that Justo would protect her, care for her, keep her fed and safe, and give her a house filled with strong, healthy children. Coming from a large, mostly happy family, Mariangeles had envisioned a similar life for herself. But when her prolonged delivery extended more than a day, leaving Justo limp from imagined possibilities, he made his first demand.




    ‘That’s it; no more,’ he said when baby Miren was three days old.




    ‘No more what?’




    ‘Babies.’




    Mariangeles was nursing and still raw from the delivery and the lack of sleep, and she was not prepared for a debate.




    ‘This is the one thing that puts you at risk,’ Justo said. ‘I don’t want you to go through this ten times, or five times . . . or even twice. Maybe you can survive it, but I never will.’




    ‘Justo, my mother had no troubles, and I’m sure I won’t, either,’ Mariangeles offered.




    ‘Yes, your mother had no troubles,’ he said, raising his voice. ‘And mine didn’t either until she died in that bed.’




    They passed a day drifting separately inside Errotabarri without speaking.




    They met at the cradle when baby Miren awoke from a nap. Justo handed her to Mariangeles, who lay back on the bed to nurse. For the first time, he told her the details of standing on that spot, seeing his mother, seeing baby Xabier wailing on the floor, seeing his father drift towards a vanishing point. Mariangeles extended the arm that was not holding their baby. She pulled Justo close, and he joined her on the bed, leaning his head on her shoulder.




    Manfred von Richthofen awoke congested. The cold and misty weather didn’t help, as a strong easterly wind carried a chilly bite. His allergies compounded the problem, attacking him as they did every spring. He took medication to clear the congestion. After all, it wouldn’t do to have the Red Baron, who had just claimed kills seventy-nine and eighty the previous evening, going around with the sniffles.




    Aggressive and deadly in the cockpit, the Red Baron was nonetheless admired for his chivalry, a carry-over from the nineteenth-century mores that guided his caste of Prussian noblemen. Stories told of him writing letters of sincere regret and condolences to the widows of victims. One wounded British pilot was shepherded by von Richthofen to a German base to be taken prisoner. On his second day in the field hospital, the English pilot received half a dozen cigars, a present from the Red Baron.




    His ‘Flying Circus’ had recently added another von Richthofen. In addition to his brother Lothar, a veteran ace with his own renown, von Richthofen now also commanded his young cousin, Wolfram von Richthofen. Although new to flying, Wolfram was given a precious Fokker triplane.




    ‘If we come across the Lords, circle above the action,’ the Red Baron told his cousin, using his pet name for British airmen. ‘Watch and learn.’ Veterans told new pilots that they could fly above the skirmishes and not be targeted; it was how young pilots on both sides eased into combat.




    Royal Air Force planes from the aerodrome in Bertangles, near the Somme River in northern France, spotted nine Fokker triplanes and engaged. As the combatants met and separated into lethal pairs, the Red Baron circled behind a British Sopwith Camel and opened fire, but his guns jammed. Above him, Wolfram von Richthofen strayed too close to the action, and an eager young enemy pilot could not resist the target. Seeing his cousin’s peril, the Red Baron disengaged from his dogfight to drive off the British attacker, who veered wildly up the Somme canal.




    Perhaps unable to free his weapons, perhaps sluggish from the medication he’d taken, the Red Baron failed to score the kill. The normally omniscient von Richthofen also did not notice a Camel rallying from behind and diving steeply in his direction. At little more than a hundred yards from von Richthofen’s flame-red Fokker, the RAF pilot opened fire. The wounded Red Baron broke off into a climbing bank to his right.




    Whether struck by shots from the plane or by rifle fire from nearby Allied ground forces, the Red Baron received a mortal wound. He managed to land the Fokker in a paddock near the St Collette brickworks. British and Australian soldiers raced to the plane as von Richthofen shed his goggles and tossed them over the side of the cockpit. He turned off the engine to reduce the chances of a fire. When the soldiers arrived, the famed Red Baron looked at them with resignation and uttered his final word.




    ‘Kaput.’




    Of course they heard their daughter Felicia slipping into Josepe Ansotegui’s room every night, and they recognized the sounds of frantic young lovers’ failed attempts at stealth. Moans muffled by pillows can be confused with no other sound. Alberto Barinaga and his wife acknowledged that Felicia was nearing her eighteenth birthday, and Josepe was a good young man, so they were intentionally indifferent to their couplings, and they did a passable job of voicing surprise when the two announced their plans to be married.




    Every crew in Lekeitio attended the ceremony. At Josepe’s side were his brothers, Justo and Xabier, both wearing starched white shirts that Justo purchased for the occasion.




    The brothers posed for a photograph afterwards: Felicia was seated in her wedding dress, with Josepe standing behind her, hand on her shoulder, and Justo and Xabier at her flanks. The protocol demanded serious looks for such pictures, but the three brothers all flashed the Ansotegui smile, which left their eyes little more than dark slits.




    ‘Watch the birdie,’ the photographer said, pinching the fingers of his right hand against his thumb to get their attention. It was their first picture.




    Several years later, the flu pandemic killed Alberto Barinaga. After having served his apprenticeship eagerly, Josepe Ansotegui took over Barinaga’s boat, which did not automatically assure his acceptance by the collection of strong-willed fishermen. His eventual consideration as patroia of patroiak was a gesture of respect for Ansotegui’s farm-bred willingness to work as hard as any crewman while on board and for his level-headedness and vision in matters of their community.




    Although among the youngest captains, he proved many times that he was concerned with the well-being of the collective. But Josepe would freely acknowledge that he did not have the background in the fishing business that most other patroiak enjoyed. He found that he did not have to go far to divine a deep reservoir of sound counsel, merely across narrow Arranegi Street, in fact, to the home of José María Navarro.




    Navarro was the patroia of the Egun On (‘Good Morning’ – an uplifting name for early rising fishermen). Navarro had fished since he was a boy with his father, who had fished since he was a boy with his father, in an uninterrupted skein of genetic filament stretching back before anyone could imagine. When Josepe was called upon for any administrative purpose requiring knowledge beyond his ken, he’d consult with José María Navarro aboard the Egun On or slip across the street in the evening with a bottle of wine.




    José María never sought greater responsibilities in the community. Ansotegui was welcome to shoulder the task of being the leader of the fleet, as Navarro had enough to keep him busy, specifically the development of his two sons and a pair of younger daughters.




    Eduardo was the family firecracker and comically called ‘Dodo’ by his brother, Miguel, when he was learning to speak. The two daughters, Araitz and Irantzu, arrived in the second wave.




    While Josepe Ansotegui and José María Navarro melded complementary strengths to guide the community, their wives, Felicia Ansotegui and Estrella Navarro, grew as close as sisters. The husbands fabricated a pair of pulleys anchored into the first-floor window frames that allowed Felicia and Estrella to hang and retrieve laundry on adjacent lines above the street and talk to each other through the hall windows as they worked. They chatted about the children, about their husbands, about the news of the town.




    ‘Oh, I have to start boiling the beans for this evening,’ one would say, and the other would agree that it was indeed time to start boiling her beans as well. They would finish one job and then meet in the street to go to the market, where one might see some nice corn or cabbage and both would purchase the same produce. Off to daily Mass, they sat side by side in the same pew for each service. In tandem, holding each other’s arm, they stopped in the square to visit other mothers. When one spoke, the other bobbed her head in perpetual assent. They were like twins connected by laundry line. And on breezy days, the Ansotegui and Navarro bed sheets and shirts and trousers and skirts fluttered together like colourful pennants.




    





    CHAPTER 4
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    The animals living in Errotabarri’s basement rarely disturbed their upstairs neighbours. The wood fire in the hearth, with its tiny explosions of scented pitch pockets, and the sausages and peppers drying in the kitchen mostly covered any smells that might drift up from the lower level. That didn’t stop Justo from operatically scapegoating the livestock whenever he committed an indiscretion of the bowels.




    ‘Vulgar cows!’ he’d shout, looking down at the floor.




    ‘Vulgar cow, indeed,’ Mariangeles countered each time, causing them both to laugh as if it were the first time they’d shared the exchange.




    Miren found the shared-housing arrangement comforting. She grew close to the animals, helping milk the cows in the morning and evening, leaning her head into their warm, fat sides and telling them about her day, elaborating whenever one would turn its head to express specific interest.




    At night, the sounds of the animals’ low groans and rustling in the straw rose through the floorboards, providing soothing background sounds. And as she slipped into sleep, she sometimes confused the rumbling flatulence of grass-fed cattle with a storm thundering in the mountains. They were peaceful beasts who were partners in the enterprise that was Errotabarri.




    When sleep wouldn’t come, she often slipped to the floor in the dark and whispered to the animals through fissures in the planks. The sheep, placid in all circumstances, were oblivious to her overtures and never considered the importance of messages being sent from above. They slept in fluffy clusters and could not be roused by a soft human voice.




    Cows, though, were sociably curious. Miren would call lightly to them, sometimes mimicking their gentle moo-eh, and one directly below would tilt its head, allowing a huge brown eye to peer up at the source of the disembodied voice. Had it been their nature to reflect and expand, these could have been the genesis moments of bovine religious movements.




    Sometimes she’d whisper her secrets to these friends, feeling the relief that comes from saying words aloud, even if only to beasts. She’d speak the name of the boy she liked at the moment or confess her hopes and doubts. The cows were generous with their attention, their upturned eyes sensitive and somehow understanding. They seemed to say, ‘Go ahead, dear, I’m listening.’ In the warm months, when the stock grazed and slept in the upper pasture, Miren missed their company and for weeks would have trouble falling asleep without their muffled lullabies.




    For a time, Justo kept donkeys, breeding and selling the yearlings at the market. When the mares foaled, Mariangeles and Miren would midwife the process. The birthing was frightening, but the foals, in their leggy romps, so frisky and clumsy, delighted Miren. They entered the world as a fuzzy collection of outsize ears and trembling legs, and Miren could not help but constantly kiss their soft-whiskered muzzles and stroke their bristle-brush manes.




    She loved their vigour and the way their ungainly sprints implied aspirations beyond life as a mere donkey. When weeks old, they would nurse in the paddocks and suddenly, as if jolted by unseen lightning, let loose with their little honk-and-whistle bray and dash in tumbling circles around their mothers. With imaginations faster than their legs, they splayed and rolled and reared and kicked, falling flat and rising without shame to race in circles again, perhaps recalling a connection to distant ancestors that branched off to become Arab stallions. And following a lap or two of frivolity, they suddenly would stop and return to their mothers’ milk, fuelling for the next imaginary race upon the sands of some great forgotten dunes.
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