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HIGH HEELS ON PARQUET



Poor thing, there she goes: about to crash into him the way a wave crashes into rocks. A little foam and goodbye. Doesn’t she realize he doesn’t even bother to open the door for her? His slave and more than his slave.


And those heels, those red lips when she’s already forty-five years old: what for? With your standing, girl, with your position and education, what would make you carry on like a teenager? If aita were here to see . . .


Getting into the car, Nerea glanced up at the window where she assumed her mother would, as usual, be spying on her through the curtain. Even if she couldn’t see her from the street, she knew Bittori was staring at her, whispering to herself, there goes the poor thing, a trophy for that egoist who never thought for a second about making someone happy. Doesn’t she realize that a woman must be really desperate if she has to seduce her husband after twelve years of marriage? It’s a good thing they never had children.


Nerea waved goodbye before getting into the taxi. Her mother, on the fourth floor, hidden behind the curtain, looked away. Beyond the tiled roofs was a wide strip of ocean, the lighthouse on Santa Clara Island, tenuous clouds in the distance. The weather lady predicted sunshine. And her mother looked again toward the street and the taxi, which was now out of sight.


She stared beyond the roof tiles, beyond the island and the blue horizon line, beyond the remote clouds, and even beyond that into the past forever lost, searching for scenes from her daughter’s wedding. And she saw Nerea once again in the Good Shepherd Cathedral, dressed in white, with her bouquet and her excessive happiness. Watching her daughter leave—so slim, such a smile, so pretty—Bittori felt a premonition come over her. At night, when she went back to her house alone, she was on the verge of confessing her fears to her photograph of Txato. But she had a headache, and besides, when it came to family matters, especially his daughter, Txato was sentimental. Tears came easily to his eyes, and even though photos don’t cry, I know what I’m talking about.


The high heels were supposed to make Quique voracious. Click, click, click—she’d dented the parquet. Let’s see if she punches holes in it. To keep peace in the house, she didn’t scold her. They were only going to be there for a minute. They’d come to say goodbye. And him, it was nine o’clock in the morning and his breath stank of whiskey or of one of those drinks he sold.


“Ama, are you sure you’re going to be okay by yourself?”


“Why don’t you take the bus to the airport? The taxi from here to Bilbao is going to cost a fortune.”


He: “Don’t worry about that.”


He pointed out they had baggage, that the bus would be uncomfortable, slow.


“Right, but you have enough time, don’t you?”


“Ama, don’t make a big deal out of it. We decided to take a taxi. It’s the easiest way to get there.”


Quique was beginning to lose patience. “It’s the only comfortable way to get there.”


He added that he was going to step outside to smoke a cigarette—“while you two talk.” That man reeked of perfume. But his mouth stank of liquor, and it was only nine in the morning. He said goodbye checking his face in the living-room mirror. Conceited ass. And then—was he being authoritarian, cordial but curt?—to Nerea: “Don’t take too long.”


Five minutes, she promised. Which turned into fifteen. Alone, she said to her mother that this trip to London meant a lot to her.


 “I just don’t see what you have to do with your husband’s clients. Or is it that you’ve started working in his business without telling me?”


“In London I’m going to make a serious attempt to save our marriage.”


“Another?”


“The last one.”


“So what’s the plan this time? Going to stay close to him so he doesn’t take off with the first woman he sees?”


“Ama, please. Don’t make it harder for me.”


“You look great. Going to a new hairdresser?”


“I still go to the same one.”


Nerea suddenly lowered her voice. As soon as she started whispering, her mother turned to look toward the front door, as if she were afraid some stranger was spying on her. No, nothing. They’d given up on the idea of adopting a baby. How they had talked about it! Maybe a Chinese baby, a Russian, a little black one. Boy or girl. Nerea still held on to her illusion, but Quique had given up. He wants his own child, flesh of his flesh.


Bittori: “So he’s quoting the Bible now?”


“He thinks he’s up-to-date, but he’s more traditional than rice pudding.”


On her own, Nerea had investigated all the legal formalities involved in adoption and, yes, they satisfied all of them. The money involved was no problem. She was willing to travel to the other end of the world to be a mother. But Quique had cut off the conversation. No, no, and more no.


“That boy’s a bit lacking in sensitivity, don’t you think?”


“He wants a little boy of his own, who looks like him, who will play for La Real some day. He’s obsessed, ama. And he’ll get what he wants. Wow! When he digs in on something! I don’t know with what woman. Some volunteer. Don’t ask me. I don’t have the slightest idea. He’ll rent out some womb, pay whatever you have to pay. As far as I’m concerned, I’d help him find a healthy woman who’d make his wish come true.”


“You’re nuts.”


“I haven’t told him yet, but I imagine I might get a chance in London. I’ve thought it through. I don’t have any right to make him be unhappy.”


They touched cheeks by the front door.


Bittori: okay, she’d be fine on her own, have a great trip. Nerea, out in the hall as she waited for the elevator, said something about bad luck but that we should never give up happiness. Then she suggested her mother change the doormat.
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MILD OCTOBER



Before what happened with Txato, Bittori had been a believer. When she was young, she’d nearly become a nun. She and that friend of hers from the village. Better off not remembering her. Both of them abandoned the plan at the last moment, when they had one foot in a novitiate. Now all that stuff about the resurrection of the dead and eternal life and the Creator and the Holy Spirit seems like fairy tales.


She was annoyed by something the bishop said, but she didn’t dare refuse to shake hands with such an important gentleman. Instead, she looked him in the eye, silently communicating that she was no longer a believer. Seeing Txato in his coffin undermined her faith in God.


Still, from time to time she’d go to mass out of habit. She sits on a bench in the back of the church, looks at the shoulders and necks of the priest’s attendants, talks to herself. It’s that she’s so alone at home. She’s not the kind to hang around in bars or cafés. Shopping? Only for necessities. And only because Nerea makes a point of it, because if she didn’t she’d be wearing the same clothes day after day. After Txato’s death, her coquettishness vanished.


Instead of wandering the shops she prefers sitting in church and practicing her silent atheism. The faithful gathered there were forbidden blasphemy and contempt. She looks at the statues and says/thinks: no. Sometimes she says/thinks it shaking her head as a sign of rejection.


If there’s a mass in progress, she stays longer. Then she methodically denies everything the priest says. Let us pray. No. This is the body of Christ. No. Again and again. Sometimes, with all due discretion, she takes a little nap.


When the sky was dark, she left the Capuchin church on Andía Street. It was Thursday. The temperature was pleasant. At mid afternoon, she’d seen a neon sign in the drugstore that read 68 degrees. Traffic, pedestrians, pigeons. She spied a familiar face. Without hesitating she crossed the street and entered Guipúzcoa Plaza. She followed the path around the pond, amusing herself watching the ducks. She hadn’t strolled around there for such a long time. If memory served her, not since Nerea was a little girl. She remembered black swans that were no longer to be seen. Ding dong ding. The carillon in the provincial government office jolted her out of her daydream.


Eight o’clock. A temperate time, a mild October. Suddenly, she was reminded of the words Nerea had said to her that morning. That she should change the doormat? No, that there’s no reason to give up happiness. Bah, just nonsense you say to old people to cheer them up. It wasn’t hard for Bittori to accept that it was a stupendous afternoon, but that wasn’t enough to make her happy. She needed more. For instance? Who knows? That they’d brought my husband back from the dead. She wondered if after so many years she shouldn’t think about forgetting. Forgetting? What’s that?


A smell like algae and ocean moisture was floating in the air. It wasn’t even the tiniest bit chilly, no wind blowing, and the sky was clear. A good reason, she said to herself, to walk home and save the bus fare. At Urbieta Street, she heard her name. She heard it clearly, but she didn’t want to look around. She even sped up, but it was no use. Hasty footsteps caught up to her.


“Bittori, Bittori.”


That voice was too close to go on pretending she didn’t hear it.


“Did you hear? They say they’re giving up, that they’re not going to attack anymore.”


Bittori could only remember the days when this very neighbor avoided running into her on the stairs or waited at the corner, getting soaked in the rain, standing there with her shopping bag between her feet, so the two of them wouldn’t meet at the door.


She lied: “That’s right. I heard that a while ago.”


“What good news, no? We’re finally going to have peace. It sure is time.”


“Well, let’s see, let’s see.”


“I’m happy especially for people like you who’ve had such a rough time. I hope all this is over once and for all and that they leave you in peace.”


“You hope what’s all over?”


“That they stop making people suffer and that they defend themselves without killing.”


And since Bittori, silent, showed she had no intention of continuing, the neighbor said goodbye as if suddenly in a hurry.


“I’m off. I promised my son red mullet for dinner. He loves them. If you’re going home, we can walk together.”


“No, I’m meeting someone right over here.”


So she wouldn’t have to see her neighbor, she crossed the street and strolled around awhile in no particular direction. Because, of course, that jerk, while she’s cleaning the mullet for her son, who’s always seemed dumb to me, aside from being an idiot, if she hears me come home a little after she gets there, will think: how about that, Bittori didn’t want to be with me! What? You’re slipping into rage, and I’ve told you time and again. Okay, leave me in peace.


Later, on her way home, she rested her hand on the rough trunk of a tree and said to herself: thank you for your humanity. She rested it later on the wall of a building and repeated the phrase. And she did the same thing, without stopping, at a stationery store, a public bench, a traffic light, and other objects she found along the way.


The entryway was dark. She was tempted to use the elevator. Careful. The noise could give me away. She decided to take off her shoes and walk up the three flights. She still had time to whisper a final word of thanks: banister, thank you for your humanity. She inserted the key in the lock as stealthily as she could. What does Nerea see in this doormat that makes it so bad? I just don’t understand that girl anymore, and think maybe I never understood her.


A short while later, the telephone rang. Ikatza was napping on the sofa, a ball of black fur. Without changing position, eyes half open, she watched her mistress step toward the phone. Bittori let it stop ringing, before redialing the number that had disappeared from the screen.


Xabier, excited, Ama, ama. Turn on the television.


“I already heard all about it. Who? The upstairs neighbor.”


“Oh, I thought maybe you hadn’t heard.”


And he sent her a kiss, and she did the same, and they spoke no more, and said goodbye. She told herself: I’m not turning on the TV. But soon enough her curiosity got the better of her. On the screen, she saw the three hooded men wearing berets, seated at a table, Ku Klux Klan aesthetic, a white tablecloth, patriotic banners, a microphone, and she thought: the mother of the one who spoke, would she recognize his voice? Repulsed, she turned off the television.


“Tomorrow I’ll come up to tell you. I don’t think you’ll be happy, but, well, it’s the news of the day, and you’ve got a right to hear it.”


With the lights out, she tried to force herself to cry. Nothing. They were dry. And Nerea hadn’t called. She hadn’t even bothered to tell her if they’d reached London. Of course she was probably very busy trying to save her marriage.
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WITH TXATO IN POLLOE



It’s been a few years since Bittori last walked up to Polloe. She could still do it, but she gets tired. And it isn’t that getting tired matters to her, but why bother, come on, why bother? Besides, depending on the day, she gets stitches in her stomach. Then she takes the number 9, which leaves her a few steps from the entrance to the cemetery. When the visit is over she walks down to the city. Walking downhill is a different thing.


She got out behind a lady, the two of them the only passengers. Friday, calm, fine weather. And she read the inscription on the arch over the entrance: SOON IT WILL BE SAID OF YOU WHAT IS NOW SAID OF US: THEY DIED!! I’m not impressed by these funereal phrases. Sidereal dust (that one she’d heard on TV) is what we are, the same stuff you breathe when you grow mallows. And even though she, too, detested the repugnant inscription, she was unable to enter the cemetery without stopping to read it.


Girl, you could have left that coat at home. It was too much. She’d put it on only so she could wear black. She was in mourning for the first year; then her children insisted she lead a normal life. A normal life? Those naive kids had no idea what they were talking about. Wanting to be left in peace, she followed their advice. Which doesn’t take away from the fact that it seems to her a lack of respect to walk among the dead wearing bright colors. Anyway, she opened the closet early in the morning, looking for something black that would cover her other clothes, which were of various shades of blue, saw the coat, and put it on, knowing she’d be hot.


Txato shares a grave with his maternal grandparents and an aunt. The grave, on the side of a road that rises gently, is one in a row of other, similar graves. On the headstone, the first and last names of the deceased, his date of birth, and the day he was killed. But not “Txato,” his nickname.


During the days before the burial, some family members from Azpeitia advised Bittori not to include on the headstone any allusions, emblems, or signs that would identify Txato as a victim of ETA. That way she’d avoid problems.


She protested: “They already killed him once. I don’t think they’ll kill him again.”


And it isn’t that Bittori had wanted an explanation of how her husband died inscribed on the stone. But all anyone had to do was try to dissuade her from doing something and she would insist on going ahead with it.


Xabier said the relatives were right. And all that was engraved on the stone was the name and the dates. Nerea, over the telephone from Zaragoza, had the nerve to suggest they falsify the date of death. Shock: why?


“I thought it would be better to have the day before or the day after the attack on the stone.”


Xabier shrugged. Bittori simply refused.


A few years later, when they painted graffiti all over Gregorio Ordóñez’s stone—he rests about three hundred feet from Txato—Nerea, so out of line, brought up that old matter, which all of them had forgotten. Looking at the newspaper photo, she said to her mother: “See how it was better to have aita a little protected. Look what we didn’t have to go through.”


Then Bittori slammed her fork down on the table and said she was leaving.


“Where are you going?”


“I’ve suddenly lost my appetite.”


She walked out of her daughter’s apartment frowning, striding angrily, and Quique, as he lit a cigarette, rolled his eyes.


The row of graves stretches out one after another at the side of the road. The good thing for Bittori is that since the grave site is a few inches higher than the ground, she can sit down without difficulty on the stone. Unless it rains. Since the stone is usually cold (and covered with lichen and the inevitable filth of the years), she always carries in her bag a square of plastic cut from a shopping bag along with a kerchief, which she uses as a cushion. She sits down on it and tells Txato what she has to tell him. If there are people nearby, she speaks to him with her thoughts. Usually, there is no one around.


“Our daughter is in London by now. At least I suppose she is, because she hasn’t bothered to call me. Did she call you? Me she didn’t. Since there was nothing on TV about a plane crash, I figure the two of them have reached London and are fighting it out to see if they save the marriage.”


The first year, Bittori put four flowerpots on the stone. She took regular care of it. It looked pretty. Then she went a while without going up to the cemetery. The plants died. The next batch lasted until the first frost. She bought a large flowerpot. Xabier brought it up on a hand truck. The two of them planted a box tree in it. One morning, they found it tipped over, the pot broken, part of the dirt spilled onto the stone. From then on, no decorations on Txato’s grave.


“I’m talking the way I want to talk, and no one will stop me, especially you. And if I make jokes? I’m not the way I was when you were alive. I’ve become bad. Well, not bad. Cold, distant. If you come back to life, you won’t recognize me. And don’t think your darling daughter, your favorite, has nothing to do with this change in me. She drives me crazy. The same as when she was a girl. With your blessing, of course. Because you always defended her. You left me with no authority, so she never learned to respect me.”


There was a sandy space three or four graves up, next to the asphalt road. And Bittori sat staring at a pair of sparrows that had just landed there. The little birds spread their wings and took a sand bath.


“The other thing I wanted to tell you is that the gang has decided to stop killing. We still don’t know if the announcement is for real or if it’s only a trick to gain time and rearm. Whether they kill or not will matter little to you. And don’t think it matters much more to me. I need to know. I always have. And they aren’t going to stop me. No one will stop me. Not even the children. If they ever find out. Because I’m not going to say a word to them. You’re the only one who knows it. Don’t interrupt. The only one who knows that I’m going to return. No, I can’t go to the jail. I don’t even know which jail the criminal is in. But they do, and I’m sure they’re still in the town. And besides, I need to see what condition our house is in. You, stay still, Txato, Txatito, because Nerea is out of the country, and Xabier, as always, lives for his work. They won’t find out.”


The sparrows disappeared.


“I swear I’m not exaggerating. I’ve got this very great need to finally be okay with myself, to be able to sit down and say: It’s over. What’s over? Well, look, Txato, I have to figure that all out. And the answer, if there is an answer, can only be in the town, and that’s why I’m going there, today, this afternoon.”


She stood up. She carefully folded the kerchief and the square of plastic and put them back in the bag.


“So now I’ve told you. You’re staying right here.”
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WHERE THEY LIVE



Nine p.m. In the kitchen, the window was open and the smell of fried fish wafted out to the street. The newscast began with a story Miren had heard on the radio yesterday afternoon: the definitive cessation of the armed struggle. Not the cessation of what some people call “terrorism,” because my son is no terrorist. She turned toward her daughter: “Did you hear that? They’re going to stop again. Let’s just see how long it lasts.”


Arantxa seems not to understand, but she gets everything. She made a slight movement with her face half turned away—or is it because her neck is twisted?—as if to express an opinion. With her you could never be sure, but Miren knew that her daughter had understood.


Using her fork, she sliced the two pieces of breaded hake. The pieces are not very big, so she can swallow them without difficulty. That’s what the physical therapist, a very attractive girl, recommends. She’s not Basque, but still . . . Arantxa has to make an effort. If she doesn’t, there will be no progress. As the edge of the fork hits the plate it makes a noise, and, just when the breading split, for an instant a tiny cloud of steam rose from the white flesh of the fish. “Let’s see what excuse they come up with now not to let Joxe Mari go free.”


She sits down at the table near her daughter, never taking her eye off her. She just couldn’t be sure. Arantxa had choked more than once. The last time, during the summer. They had to call the ambulance. The howl of the siren all over the neighborhood. My God, what a shock it was. By the time the emergency medics got there, she’d pulled a chunk of steak this big out of her throat.


Forty-four years old. The oldest of the three. Then came Joxe Mari, in the Puerto de Santa María Penitentiary. They make us go all the way to Andalucía, the bastards. And finally, the kid. That one goes his own way. That one we never see.


Arantxa grabbed the glass of white wine her mother poured her. She lifts it, trembling, to her mouth with the only usable hand she has. The left is a dead fist. As always, she held it tightly against her side, near her waist, unusable because of a spastic contraction. And she gulped down a good mouthful of wine, which, according to Joxian, should make us all happy, especially if we think that until a little while back, Arantxa ate through a catheter.


A trickle of liquid ran down her chin, but it doesn’t matter. Miren quickly wiped it clean with her napkin. Such a pretty girl, so healthy, with such a future before her, the mother of two small children, and now this.


“So, you like it?”


Arantxa shook her head.


“Listen here now, it’s not cheap. You’re getting spoiled.”


The television commentaries followed one after another. Bah, politicians. An important step for peace. We demand the dissolution of the terrorist gang. A process is beginning to take place. The way to hope. The end of a nightmare. They should turn over their weapons.


“Give up the struggle? In exchange for what? Have these people forgotten about the liberation of Euskal Herria? And what about the prisoners rotting in jail? What was begun must be finished. Do you recognize the voice that read the communiqué?”


Arantxa slowly chewed a piece of hake. She again shook her head. She had more to say, and stretching out her good arm, she asked her mother to pass her the iPad. Miren stretched her neck to read what was on the screen: “It needs salt.”


Joxian walked in just after eleven p.m. with a bundle of leeks. He’d spent the afternoon in the garden; his hobby now that he was retired. The garden is right next to the river. When it overflows—the last time was at the start of the year—goodbye, garden. There are worse things, says Joxian. Sooner or later, the water recedes. He dries the tools, sweeps out the shed, buys new baby rabbits, replaces the ruined vegetables. The apple tree, the fig tree, and the hazelnut tree survive the flood, and that’s all. All? Since the river carries industrial waste, the silt gives off a strong smell. He says it’s a factory smell. Miren snaps back: “It smells of poison. Someday we’re all going to die with horrible stomach cramps.”


Another of Joxian’s daily amusements is to play an afternoon game of cards. Four friends play mus over a pitcher of wine in the Pagoeta bar. As far as the four of them drinking only one pitcher, well, that remains to be seen.


Judging by the way he was carrying the leeks, Miren assumed he was drunk. She told him his nose was going to get as red as his dead father’s. She knows he’s been drinking when he starts scratching his right side, where his liver is. Then there’s no doubt about it. He scratches the way other men make the sign of the cross or knock on wood.


He just doesn’t know how to say no. That’s the problem. He drinks in the bar because the other men drink, too. And if one of them were to say “Okay, let’s dive into the river,” Joxian would go right along with them like a little lamb.


In any case, he came home with his beret all twisted, his eyes glazed, scratching his shirt right over his liver, and he got sentimental.


In the dining room, he gave Arantxa a slow, tender kiss on the forehead, almost slobbering. He practically fell on top of her. Miren, on the other hand, pushed him off. “Get out of here, you smell like a tavern.”


“Come on, sweetheart, don’t be so hard.”


She stretched out her arms with her hands open to keep him at a distance. “You’ll find some fish in the kitchen. Probably cold by now. But you can heat it up.”


Half an hour later, Miren called him in to help her get Arantxa into bed. They picked her up out of her wheelchair, he holding up one arm, she the other. “Have you got her?”


“What?”


“I asked if you’ve got her. Tell me if you’ve got a good grip before we both fall over.”


An immobilized foot makes it hard for Arantxa to walk. Sometimes she takes a few, uncertain steps, using a cane or helped by another person. To be able to walk around the house, to eat on her own, to be able to speak again: those are the family’s principal hopes for the short term. As for the long term, we’ll just wait and see. The physical therapist encourages her. She’s a beauty. She speaks very little Basque, almost nothing, but that doesn’t matter.


Father and mother together stand her up next to the bed. They’ve done it many times. They’ve had lots of practice. And besides, how much could Arantxa weigh in those days? About ninety pounds. Not more. And to think how strong she’d been in her time.


Her father held her up while Miren pushed the wheelchair toward the wall.


“Don’t you let her fall, now.”


“How could I ever let my daughter fall?”


“You’re capable of anything.”


“You’re talking nonsense.”


They glared at each other, he with his teeth clenched as if to keep some obscenity inside his mouth. Miren pulled back the covers and then the two of them, carefully, slowly, have you got her?, placed Arantxa on the bed.


“You can leave now. I’m going to undress her.”


Then Joxian bent over to kiss his daughter on the forehead. And to say good night. “See you tomorrow, polita,” as he caressed her cheek with his knuckle. And then he made for the door, scratching his side. He’d almost left the room when he turned around and said: “On the way back from the Pagoeta, I saw light in the house that belongs to those people.”


Miren was taking off her daughter’s shoes. “Maybe someone was in cleaning up?”


“Cleaning up at eleven at night?”


“I have no interest in those people.”


“Fine, I’m just telling you what I saw. It wouldn’t matter if they came back to the town.”


“It wouldn’t matter. Now that there’s no armed struggle, they can strut around.”
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MOVING BY NIGHT



Some weeks after becoming a widow, Bittori spent a few days in San Sebastián. More than anything else, so she could stop seeing the sidewalk where her husband was killed and so she wouldn’t have to go on suffering the menacing stares of the neighbors—friendly for so many years and then, suddenly, just the opposite. She could also stop seeing the graffiti on the walls, especially the one on the kiosk in the plaza, one of the last ones, the one with the bull’s-eye above the dead man’s name. It appeared, and in a few days, goodbye.


In reality, her children tricked her into going to San Sebastián. Jesus, Mary, and Joseph: a fourth-floor! When she was used to living on the second.


“Of course, ama, but there is an elevator.”


Nerea and Xabier agreed they had to get her out of the village at all costs, out of her hometown, where she’d been born, where she was baptized, married, and then make it hard for her to return, even subtly keeping her from doing so.


So they set Bittori up in an apartment with a balcony from which she could see the ocean. The family had spent a long while trying to sell it. They’d placed an advertisement in the paper. They’d even called several interested parties. Txato had bought it months before being murdered. He’d wanted somewhere outside the village to hide.


There were lamps and some furniture in the flat. Her children told Bittori to move in provisionally. You talked to her, and she understood nothing. It was as if she’d gone mad. She was apathetic, she, who was always such a talker. But now she was like a statue. It actually seemed she was forgetting to blink.


Xabier and a friend from the hospital brought over some essentials. They would drive to the town in the van late in the afternoon, when it was getting dark, so they wouldn’t call attention to themselves. They made perhaps ten trips, always after sunset. One day they’d bring this; the next, something else. There wasn’t much room in the vehicle.


They left the double bed in the house in the village because Bittori refused to sleep in it without her husband. But, finally, they managed to remove lots of things: dishes, the dining-room carpet, the washing machine. One day during the week, while they were going about their business loading some boxes, they were insulted by a gang of Xabier’s old acquaintances; some of them high-school friends. One, angrily chewing his words, said that he’d memorized their license-plate number.


On the way back to San Sebastián, Xabier realized his friend was having an anxiety attack and that if he kept driving in that state, they were going to have an accident. So he convinced him to pull over to the side of the highway.


The friend: “I can’t do this tomorrow. I’m sorry.”


“Calm down.”


“I’m really sorry. Really sorry.”


“There’s no need to go back. The move is over. My mother has enough with what we’ve brought already.”


“But do you understand me, Xabier?”


“Of course. Don’t worry.”


A year went by, then another, then more. Meanwhile, Bittori secretly had a key made for the village house because she’s no fool. And what about it? First Nerea; then, a few days later, Xabier. Ama, the key? You have one. No, it’s that. They were united against her. She told each of them that she had no idea where she’d left the key, how scatterbrained I am!, that she’d look for it, and finally, after a few days, she pretended she’d found it after a lot of searching. But of course by then she’d had a copy made at the hardware store. She lent the key to Nerea, who from time to time (once or twice a year?) went to check on the place and do some dusting. Her daughter did not return the key, and Bittori never expected her to.


On one occasion, Nerea brought up the possibility of selling the house in the village. A few days later, Xabier suggested the same thing. Bittori suspected the two of them had come to an agreement behind her back. So when the three of them were together, she confronted them: “As long as I am alive, I’m not selling my house. When I’m dead, you can do whatever you like with it.”


The children exchanged a quick glance. They did not contradict her. The subject was never broached again.


She took it upon herself to go to the village in the most discreet way imaginable, on bleak days of wind and rain, when the streets would be empty, or when her children were busy or traveling. Then, she would let seven or eight months pass without going back. She got out of the bus on the outskirts of the town. So she wouldn’t have to speak to anyone. So no one would see her. She used backstreets to get to her old house, where she would spend an hour or two, sometimes more, looking at photos, waiting for the church bell to ring out, and then, after making sure there were no people around the entrance, she would return by the same route she’d used to arrive.


She never went to the cemetery. What for? Txato was buried in San Sebastián, not in the village, despite the fact that his paternal grandparents were resting there in a family mausoleum. But it was impossible. She was strongly advised against it. If you bury him in the village, the grave will be attacked, it wouldn’t be the first time something like that happened.


During the ceremony in the Polloe cemetery, Bittori whispered to Xabier something he’d never forgotten. What? That rather than burying Txato it seemed as if they were hiding him.
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TXATO, ENTZUN



How slow the bus is. Too many stops. Hmm, another one. The two women, with the usual physical traits, were sitting next to each other. They were returning to the village just at sunset. They both spoke at once without listening to each other. Each one involved in her own thoughts, but they understood each other. And as they sat there, the one sitting next to the aisle gave the other, sitting next to the window, a light nudge with her elbow. With a rapid nod of her head she called her now-attentive partner’s attention to the forward part of the bus.


In whispers:


“The one in the dark overcoat.”


“Who is it?”


“Don’t tell me you don’t recognize her.”


“All I can see is her back.”


“It’s Txato’s wife.”


“The one who was killed? How old she looks!”


“The years go by, or hadn’t you noticed?”


They kept quiet. The bus went its way. Passengers got on and off, and the two women kept silent, staring at nothing. Then one of them, in a low voice, said that poor woman.


“Why poor?”


“How she must have suffered.”


“We all suffer.”


“But she must have had a really rough time.”


“The conflict, Pili, the conflict.”


“No, it’s not that.”


And after a while, the one whose name wasn’t Pili:


“How much would you like to bet she gets off at the industrial park?”


They looked away as soon as Bittori stood up. She was the only person to get off.


“What did I tell you?”


“How did you figure that out?”


“She gets off there so no one will see her, and then she tiptoes to her house.”


The bus drove off, and Bittori, do they really think I didn’t see them?, set out in the same direction through the zone of factories and workshops. Her expression, not haughty, never that, but serious, her lips pressed tightly together, her face raised because I don’t have to hide from anyone.


The town, her town. Almost nighttime. The windows glowing, the vegetal scent of the surrounding fields, few passersby on the street. She crossed the bridge with the lapels of her coat raised and saw the calm river with its gardens on the bank. No sooner had she gotten among the houses when she began to have difficulty breathing. Asphyxia? Not exactly. It’s an invisible hand that squeezes her throat whenever she returns to the town. She walked along the sidewalk, neither hurrying nor slow, recognizing details: in that doorway, a boy told me he loved me for the very first time in my life; taken aback by the changes: those street lamps do nothing for me.


It wasn’t long before a whispering reached her. Like a fly that had buzzed in through a window or from the darkness of an entryway. Barely a slight noise that ended in ato, which was enough for her to figure out the whole sentence. Perhaps she should have come later, when people were indoors, on the last bus. Well, here you are. What about the return? I’m spending the night. I’ve got a house and a bed.


Outside the door of the Pagoeta a group of smokers clustered together. Bittori was tempted to avoid them. How? By turning back and sneaking behind the church. She stopped for an instant, ashamed she’d stopped. So she went on walking in the center of the street with forced naturalness. Her heart was beating so hard that for a moment she was afraid the men could hear its pounding.


She passed closely by without looking at them. Four or five with a glass in one hand and a cigarette in the other. They must have recognized her when she was close because there was a sudden silence. One, two, three seconds. They started talking again once Bittori reached the end of the street.


Her house with lowered blinds. On the lower part of the facade, there were two posters. One, which looked recent, announced a concert in San Sebastián; the other, faded, shredded, announced the Grand Worldwide Circus, exactly in the place where one morning there appeared one of myriad graffiti: TXATO ENTZUN BOOM BOOM BOOM.


Bittori passed through the entryway, and it was like entering the past. The lamp she’d had all her life, the old creaking stairs, the line of collapsing mailboxes with hers removed. In his day, Xabier had taken it down. He said to avoid problems. When he removed it, a square appeared the color the walls were painted long ago, when Nerea had yet to be born, nor had Miren’s son, that criminal. And it’s the only thing for which I wish there to be a hell—so the murderers will go on living their eternal sentence.


She breathed in the scent of old wood, the cool, enclosed air. And finally, she noted that the invisible hand had released her throat. Key, lock: she entered. Again, she ran into Xabier, much younger, in the hallway, saying with tearful eyes all that about ama, let’s not allow hatred to embitter our lives, make us small, or something like that, she couldn’t remember exactly. And her spite in that same spot, so many years ago:


“Sure, right away, let’s sing and dance.”


“Please, ama, don’t make the wound bigger. We have to make an effort so that all of this which has happened—”


She interrupted him:


“Excuse me. All this that they did to us.”


“—doesn’t turn us into bad people.”


Words. There’s no way to get them off your back.


They never let you really be alone. A plague of annoying bugs. She should open the windows wide so the laments, the old, sad conversations trapped in the walls of the uninhabited house, could flow out to the street.


“Txato, Txatito, what do you want for dinner?”


In the photo on the wall, Txato half smiled with his murderable man’s face. All you had to do was look at him to realize that someday he’d be killed. And what ears. Bittori kissed the tips of her joined ring and index fingers and then deposited it on the black-and-white face in the portrait.


“Fried eggs and ham. I know you as if you were alive.”


She turned the tap in the bathroom. Just look, water came out, and not as rusty as she’d imagined. She opened drawers, blew away the dust on some of the furniture and other objects, did this, did that, walked over there, walked over here, and, at about ten thirty, raised the blind in the master bedroom just enough so the light inside would filter out to the street. She did the same with the next room, but without turning on the light. Then she brought a chair in from the kitchen and sat down to peer through the open spaces, completely in the dark so her silhouette wouldn’t be outlined in the light.


Some kids passed by. People just walking along. A boy and a girl who argued as they strolled; he tried to kiss her and she fought him off. An old man and a dog. She was sure that sooner or later she would see one of them outside her house. And how do you know that? I can’t explain it to you, Txato. Female intuition.


And what if the prediction were to come true? Well, yes it did, even if Bittori had to wait a long time. The bells in the church tower rang out eleven. She recognized him instantly. His beret pulled to one side, his sweater over his shoulders with the sleeves knotted over his chest, and some leeks held tightly under his arm. So he still tends his garden? And since he’d stopped in the circle of light from the street lamp, she could see his grimace, between disbelief and shock. Only a second, not more. Then he started walking again as if someone had stuck a needle in his backside.


“What did I tell you? Now he’ll tell his wife he saw light here. She’ll tell him: you’ve been drinking. But her curiosity will be piqued and she’ll come to resolve her doubts. Txato: want to bet?”


It was eleven. Don’t get impatient. You’ll see that she’ll come. And she did come, of course she came, almost at twelve thirty. She stopped barely an instant in the light of the street lamp, staring at the window with neither incredulity nor surprise but rather with angry eyebrows, and immediately returned to her own house, stamping the pavement and fading into the darkness.


“You’ve got to admit she’s kept her looks.”
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ROCKS IN THE KNAPSACK



He rolled the bike into the kitchen. It’s light, a racing bike. Just another day, Miren, standing before a pile of dirty dishes: “For luxury baubles you’ve got money, eh?”


Joxian retorts: “Actually, I do have money, so what? I’ve also been working my whole life like a mule. We’ve been screwed.”


He brings the bike up from the basement with no difficulty, without touching the walls. A good thing we live on the first floor. He rests it on his shoulder as he did as a young man, when he’d taken part in cyclo-cross competitions. It was seven a.m. and it was Sunday. He would have sworn he made no noise. Even so, there was Miren sitting at the table, in her nightgown, waiting for him with a face full of reproach.


“Would you mind telling me what you’re dong with the bike in the house? What do you want to do, get the floor dirty?”


“I’m going to adjust the brakes and wipe it down before I go out.”


“So why can’t you clean it outside?”


“For shit’s sake, because you can’t see anything out there and it’s colder than hell. And by the way, why are you up so early?”


Two sleepless nights in a row. He could tell by the shadows under her eyes. The reason? The light that came through the blinds from the house that belonged to those people. Not only Friday, yesterday too, and, if you push me a little, from now on, every day. So people can say oh the poor victims and oh let’s stroll along with them with smiles on our faces. The light, the blind, the people who’d seen Bittori on the street and had nothing better to do than to come here and tell all, it had brought up old thoughts, bad thoughts, but when I say bad I mean bad.


“This son of ours has made our lives difficult.”


“Right, and if people in town hear you, we’ll have a better life.”


“I’m just saying it to you. If I don’t talk to you, who will I talk to?”


“Since you’ve become so abertzale, such a Basque patriot. Always the first, the one who screams loudest, the revolutionary woman with balls. And when tears came to my eyes in the visitors’ room at the prison, boy, did you get mad. ‘Don’t be soft’—he imitated her voice—‘don’t cry in front of the kid, you’ll get him depressed on me.’”


Many years back, how many?, more than twenty, they began to suspect, discover, understand. Arantxa, one day in the kitchen: “Come on now. All those posters on the walls in your room. And the wooden statue you had on the night table, the one with the serpent wrapped around the hatchet, what about that?”


One afternoon, Miren had come home upset. In San Sebastián, she’d seen Joxe Mari involved in a street fight. Who saw him?


“Who do you think? Bittori and I. Or do you think I’ve got a boyfriend?”


“Okay, calm down. He’s young, he’s got hot blood. He’ll get over it.”


Miren, taking sips from a cup of linden tea, invoked Saint Ignatius, begging protection and counsel. And while she peeled garlic to encrust in the flesh of a sea bream, she made the sign of the cross with the knife. During dinner, she never stopped making a speech at the silent family circle, predicting serious trouble, attributing Joxe Mari’s tricks to the influence of bad company. She blamed Manoli’s son, the butcher’s son, the whole gang.


“He’s become a thug, what with the way he dresses and that earring it gets me all nervous. He had his face masked with a hanky.”


At that time, Bittori and she were friends? More, sisters. You can’t know how close they were. They almost became nuns together, but Joxian came along, Txato came along, mus partners in the bar, dining pals, usually on Saturday, members of the Sunday gastronomic and cyclo-tourism societies. And the two women got married in white dresses in the village church, with aurresku as they left, one in June and the other in July of the same year, 1963. Two blue-skied Sundays, as if ordered for the occasion. And they invited each other. Miren and Joxian held their banquet in a cider bar that wasn’t bad at all, truth be told, on the outskirts of town. But, after all, cheap and with a country odor of mown hay and manure. Bittori and Txato held theirs in a fancy restaurant with uniformed waiters, because Txato, who as a boy had walked in worn-out sandals, had founded a thriving shipping company.


Miren and Joxian spent their honeymoon in Madrid (four days, a cheap rooming house a short distance from the Plaza Mayor); Bittori and Txato, after an initial visit to Rome and witnessing the new pope greeting the multitude, visited several Italian cities. Miren, as she listened to her friend tell the tale of the trip: “Anyone can see you married a rich man.”


“Girl, I never thought about it. Since I married him randomly . . .”


The two friends were returning from a churro shop in the Parte Vieja of San Sebastián that afternoon of disturbances. They stopped at an intersection that led to the Bulevar. A city bus was burning in the street. The black smoke plumed against the facade of a building, obscuring the windows. The driver had been beaten. The man, fifty-five years old, was still there, sitting on the curb, his face bloody, his mouth open as if he couldn’t breathe, and next to him two passersby taking care of him, consoling him, and an ertzaina who, judging by his gestures, was telling them they couldn’t stay there.


Bittori: “There’s trouble.”


She: “Better go up Oquendo Street, and we’ll take the long way around to the bus stop.”


Before turning the corner, they looked back. In the distance, they could see a row of trucks from the Ertzaintza parked alongside the City Hall. The officers, wearing red helmets, their faces covered with ski masks, had taken up positions. They were firing rubber bullets at the crowd of young men gathered in front of them, shouting out a chorus of the usual insults: sellouts, murderers, sons of bitches, sometimes in Basque, other times in Spanish.


And the bus kept stoically burning amid the street battle. And the thick, black smoke. And the smell of burned tires that spread through the nearby streets poisoned pituitary glands, made eyes burn. Miren and Bittori heard a few passersby complain in low voices: we all pay for those buses, that if this is what you call defending the rights of the people, let’s cut it short here and now. A wife shushed her husband: “Quiet, someone might hear you.”


Suddenly they spotted him, one more among the hooded men, his mouth covered with a handkerchief. Hey, Joxe Mari. What’s he doing here? Miren almost called him by name. The kid had left the Parte Vieja using the same street the two women had used a few minutes before. Six or seven of them stopped, the butcher’s son and the son of Manoli, from the corner where the seafood shop was. And Joxe Mari was one of those who ran to distribute backpacks along the sidewalk. Some others gathered around, stretched out their hands to get Miren didn’t know what out of the packs. Bittori had good eyes and told her: stones. And so it was: stones. They hurled them at the ertzainas.
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A DISTANT EPISODE



The small concentration of morning light glinting off Joxian’s bicycle spoke was enough to evoke in Miren a distant episode. The scenario? That same kitchen. The memory brought on a tremor in her hands as she prepared dinner. Merely remembering it gave her a touch of the asphyxia she attributed to the heat and smoke rising from the frying pan. Not even with the window open was she able to get a good breath of air.


Nine thirty, ten, and finally she felt him arrive. The unmistakable noise of his footfalls on the building’s stairway. That mania of his for running up the stairs. He’s about to enter.


He did enter, huge, nineteen years old, hair hanging down to his shoulders and that damn earring. Joxe Mari, a healthy, robust boy hungry as a bear: he’d grown until he became a tall, wide-shouldered young man. He was eight inches taller than anyone else in the family, except the youngest, who was also getting tall, though he was a different kind of boy. I don’t know. Gorka was slim, fragile; according to Joxian, with a better brain.


Her eyebrows broadcasting her annoyance, she wouldn’t let him come over and give her a kiss. “Where have you been?”


As if she didn’t know. As if she hadn’t see him that afternoon on the Bulevar de San Sebastián. Ever since, she was imagining him with burned clothes, a cut on his forehead, lying in some hospital.


At first, he answered with evasions; he’d become very much his own person. Mmm, you’d have to use a corkscrew to get anything out of him. And since he wouldn’t explain himself, she did. The time, the place, the backpack full of rocks.


“You wouldn’t by any chance be one of the men who set fire to the bus? Don’t you be bringing us troubles.”


Not troubles, not a damn thing, he shouted. And Miren? Well, first she quickly shut the window. The whole town will hear. Occupation forces, freedom for Euskal Herria. And she snatched the handle of the frying pan, ready to defend herself, because if I have to smack him I will. But then she noticed the hot oil and, of course, forgot about it. Joxian still not home, Joxian in the Pagoeta, and she there alone with her wild son who was shouting at the top of his lungs about liberation, struggle, independence, so aggressive that Miren could only think: this guy’s going to hit me. And he was her son, her Joxe Mari: she’d given birth to him, nursed him, and now what a way to scream at a mother.


She took off her apron, rolled it into a ball, and threw it to the floor in a fury—or out of fear?—right where Joxian stood his bicycle now, where does he get off with this stuff, bringing that thing into the house? And she didn’t want her son to see her cry. So she dashed out of the kitchen, her eyes squeezed shut, her lips puffed out, her features disfigured by grief when she burst into Gorka’s room and told him go find aita. And Gorka, bent over his books and notebooks, asked what was going on. His mother made him hurry and the kid, sixteen years old, ran out at full speed toward the Pagoeta.


A short time later, Joxian walked in, scowling: “What did you do to your mother?”


He had to look up to speak to him because of the height difference. In the flash of light off the spoke, Miren saw the whole scene without straining her memory. There, in small scale, were the tiles covering half the wall, the fluorescent bulbs that flooded the formica cabinets in a humble, working-class light, the stink of fried food and the stuffy kitchen.


He was on the verge of punching him. Who? The powerful son against the stocky father. Joxe Mari had never gone up against him that way. There were no old debts to settle, because Joxian was never an abusive father. That guy a child beater? No, he would curse in a low voice and take off for the bar the minute he sniffed discord. He always left everything to me, bringing up the boys, their sicknesses, peace in the house.


With the first jolt, Joxian’s beret flew off his head and landed, not on the floor, but on a chair, as if ordered to sit down. Joxian stepped back astonished, fearful, his thin gray hair in defeated disorder, his status as alpha male in the family lost forever but not fully accepted, no, not at all, at least until that instant.


Arantxa once said to her mother: “Ama, know what this family’s problem is? That we’ve spoken to one another very little.”


“Bah.”


“I think we don’t know one another.”


“Well, I know all of you. I know you too well.”


And that conversation, too, remained in the bicycle tire, held in the glint between two spokes, along with the old scene, oh dear, that I’ll never forget as long as I live. There she could see Joxian, poor thing, leaving the kitchen with his head hanging down. And he went to bed before his usual time, without saying good night, and she did not hear him snore. That man hasn’t slept all night.


He didn’t speak for several days. He spoke little. But now, less. Joxe Mari the same, silent, silent for all the four or five days he was still living in the house. He only opened his mouth to eat. Then, one Saturday, he packed up his things and left. At the time, we didn’t imagine that he’d left for good. Maybe he hadn’t imagined it, either. On the kitchen table, he left us a sheet of paper: Barkatu. He didn’t even sign it. There it was, Barkatu, on a sheet of paper ripped out of one of his brother’s notebooks, and nothing more. Neither muxus nor where he’d gone, not even goodbye.


He came back maybe ten days later with a bagful of dirty clothes and a sack to hold another load of the belongings he’d left in the room, and he gave his mother a bouquet of calla lilies:


“For me?”


“If not for you, then for who?”


“Where did you get these flowers?”


“From the flower shop. Where else would I get them?”


She stood there staring at him. Her son. When he was small, she’d washed him, dressed him, spoon-fed him porridge. No matter what he does, I said to myself, he’ll always be my Joxe Mari, and I have to love him.


While the drum in the washing machine went around and around, he sat down to eat. By himself, he almost finished the loaf of bread. What a tiger. And just then his father came back from the garden.


“Kaixo.”


“Kaixo.”


That was their entire conversation. When the spin cycle was over, Joxe Mari put the wet clothes in the bag. He’d set them out to dry at his flat. Flat?


Now I share a flat with some friends, depending on who’s going out on the highway to Goizueta.


Joxe Mari said goodbye, first kissing his mother and then patting his father on the back affectionately. Carrying the sack and the bag of laundry, he went off to his world of friends and God knows what, that even if he was nearby, in the same town, his parents had no idea of. Miren remembered that she’d looked out the window to watch him walk off down the street, but this time she had no chance to finish off the memory, since Joxian suddenly moved the bicycle, and the glint from the spoke disappeared.
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RED



Ikatza came home to bring her a dead bird. A sparrow. The second in three days. Sometimes she brings mice. People know the cat has this way of contributing to the family economy or to show her thankfulness for the treatment she gets from her owner. Without the slightest difficulty, she climbs up the horse chestnut tree until she reaches a branch that enables her to leap onto one of the balconies on the fourth floor. From there, she moves on to Bittori’s, where she usually leaves her gifts on the floor or on the dirt in one of the flowerpots. If she finds the door open, it’s not unheard of for her to leave it on the living-room rug.


“How many times do I have to tell you not to bring me dead animals?”


Did they make her sick to her stomach? A little, but she’s not in the mood to complain. The bad thing is that Ikatza’s gifts remind her of violent death. At first she would sweep them off the balcony onto the street, but some fell on cars parked in front of the entryway. To avoid quarrels with the neighbors, she brings the dead animals to the rear of the house. There she uses a stick to push them into the dustpan and then, with all discretion, tosses them into the brambles.


Wearing rubber gloves, she was doing exactly that when the doorbell rang. To keep from upsetting his mother, Xabier usually announces his arrival before opening the door.


Seeing the gloves: “Have I caught you in the act of cleaning?”


“I wasn’t expecting you.”


Tall son, short mother, and a brushing of cheeks in the foyer.


“I had an appointment with the lawyer. A trivial matter that kept me there for only a few minutes. Since I was in the neighborhood, I thought I could drop in and at the same time draw some blood. That way you won’t have to go to the hospital tomorrow.”


“Okay, but try to bruise me less than you did last time.”


Quiet by nature, Xabier was talking about whatever came into his head to distract his mother. About Ikatza’s sleepy eyes, as the cat licked her paws sitting on the armchair. About the weather forecast. About how expensive chestnuts are this year.


“What do chestnuts matter to you with the salary you pull in?”


Bittori, her sleeve rolled up, leaning on her elbow over the dining-room table, wanted to talk, not to be talked to. She was dying to talk about one particular subject: Nerea.


Nerea this, Nerea that. Complaints. A furrowed brow, reproaches.


“I can tell you all this because you’re my son, and I trust you. I can’t deal with her. I never could. They always say the first time you give birth is the worst, that it clears the way for the ones that follow. Well, the fact is that giving birth to her hurt me more than giving birth to you. And I mean a lot more. And then, what a difficult child. And as an adolescent, don’t get me started. And now it’s even worse. I thought that after all that with aita, she’d start to focus. Mourning embittered me.”


“Don’t say that. In her way she’s suffered as much as you and me.”


“I know she’s my daughter and that I shouldn’t talk this way, but why should I hold in what I’m feeling when, even if I do, I’m not going to stop feeling it? Each time it gets harder and harder not to get furious. I’m too old to put up with certain kinds of behavior, understand? Four days ago she went to London with that playboy husband of hers.”


“Let me remind you that my brother-in-law has a name.”


“I can’t stand him.”


“And it’s Enrique, if you don’t mind.”


“As far as I’m concerned his name is Cantstandhim.”


The needle easily penetrated the vein. The slim tube rapidly turned red.


Red. Xabier, Xabier, you have to go home, something’s happened to your father. That the something was bad was understood. And those words, something’s happened to him, continued to resonate in him in a lasting moment outside the flow of time. He was given no more details, and he didn’t dare ask. But he immediately realized from the expression on the face of the woman who reported the news, and from the expressions on all those he walked by in the hall, that something very serious must have happened to his father, something red, the worst. At no time did he consider the possibility of an accident. As he made his way to the hospital exit, he saw sorry faces filled with compassion, and one old friend who immediately turned away in order not to join him in the elevator. So it was ETA. While he crossed the wide expanse of the parking lot, he imagined three possibilities: restricted mobility, the rest of his life in a wheelchair, a coffin.


Red. His hand was trembling so hard he couldn’t get the key into the ignition. It fell to the floor of the car, so he had to get out and look under the seat. Maybe it would have been wiser to take a taxi. Do I turn on the radio or not? In his haste, he’d forgotten to take off his lab coat. He talked to himself, cursed red lights, cursed. Finally, as the first houses in the village were coming into sight, he decided to turn on the radio. Music. Nervous, he twisted the dial. Music, ads, trivialities, jokes.


Red. The Ertzaintza forced him to detour. He parked in a no-parking zone behind the church. If they want to give me a ticket, let them. It was pouring rain, and he ran home as quickly as he could. By then he’d heard the news on the radio, although the reporter had no information about the physical condition of the victim. Besides that, he’d mispronounced Txato’s last name. Between the garage and his parents’ house Xabier saw blood mix with the rainwater slowly washing to the curb. He was running so quickly, so nervously that he almost ran by the entry. To the Ertzaintza agents, he identified himself as the son. Whose son? No one asked. His lab coat opened the way for him, even if he clearly looked like a member of the murdered man’s family, not a single ertzaina even considered asking him where he was going.


“She still hasn’t called.”


“Maybe she did and you’d gone out. I called you yesterday and the day before. You didn’t answer. That’s one of the reasons I came to see you. I wanted to make sure you were okay.”


“And if you were so concerned, why didn’t you come sooner?”


“Because I knew where you’ve spent the last few nights. The whole village knows.”


“What does anyone know about me?”


“They know you get off the bus at the industrial park and that you make your way to the house trying not to run into anyone. Someone in the hospital who saw you told me. Which is why I wasn’t alarmed. And it may be that Nerea’s made more than one attempt to talk to you. I’m not going to ask you about your intentions. It’s your village, your house. But if you decide to revive stories from the past, I’d be grateful if you’d keep me informed.”


“It’s my business.”


Xabier put his instruments and his mother’s blood sample in his attaché case.


“I’m part of that story.”


He went over to the cat, who let herself be petted. He said he wouldn’t stay for dinner. He said other things. He kissed his mother before leaving, and since he knew she would appear at the window, he looked up before getting into his car and, supposing she was behind the curtain, waved goodbye.
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TELEPHONE CALLS



The phone rang. It must be Nerea. Bittori didn’t answer, even though all she had to do was stretch out her hand. Let her call, let her call. She imagined her daughter on the other end of the line saying, with growing impatience: ama, answer; ama, answer. She didn’t answer. Ten minutes later, the phone rang again. Ama, answer. Upset by all the noise, Ikatza took advantage of the open balcony door and made for the street.


Bittori made her way over to Txato’s photo, practicing a few dance steps.


“Like to dance, Txatito?”


Seconds later, the phone stopped ringing.


“It was her, your favorite. What do you mean, how do I know? My dear husband, you knew about trucks and I know about my things.”


Nerea did not come to her father’s funeral or to his burial.


“I may get Alzheimer’s, I may forget you were murdered, I may forget my own name, but I swear that as long as I have my memory, I’ll remember she denied us her company when we most needed her.”


The previous year the girl had moved to Zaragoza to study law. The student apartment she shared with two girlfriends on López Allué Street had no phone. Once when she visited her, Bittori wrote down the telephone number of the bar on the street floor in case of emergency. Cell phones? As far as she could remember, few people used them back then. Until that moment, Bittori had never been in a situation where she had to call her daughter urgently. Now there was no choice.


Because of the tranquilizers, the shock, and the grief, she was in no condition to string together two phrases, so Xabier, at her request, called the bar, explained who he was, said with sorrowful calm what he had to say, and told the bartender where he could find his sister. The extremely considerate man: “I’ll send someone over right away.”


Xabier added to please tell his sister to call home as soon as possible, repeating that it was extremely urgent. He did not tell him the reason for the call, because his mother asked him not to. By then, television and innumerable radio stations had spread the news. Xabier and Bittori supposed Nerea had already learned what happened on her own.


But she didn’t call. The hours passed. The first official statements: a brutal attack, a cowardly murder, a good man, we condemn, we unconditionally reject, etcetera. Night fell. Xabier again called the bar. The bartender promised to send his son again with the note. Nothing. Nerea didn’t call until the next morning. She waited in silence while her mother finished crying, and wailing, and cursing, and telling her in a broken voice the details of what happened. Then, decisively, she said she wasn’t leaving Zaragoza.


“What?” Bittori’s sobs suddenly stopped.


“You’re to be on the first bus home. Be serious. Your father’s been murdered, and you’re happy.”


“I’m not happy, ama. I’m very sad. I don’t want to see aita dead. I couldn’t stand it. I don’t want my picture in the papers. I don’t want to put up with the stares of the people in town. You know how they hate us. I’m begging you to try to understand me.”


She spoke quickly so her mother couldn’t interrupt and so the grief that was rising from the center of her chest didn’t cut her off. She went on talking with her eyes blurred with tears:


“No one in Zaragoza can connect me with aita. Not even my professors. That will let me live here in peace. I don’t want anyone at the law school whispering about me: look, that’s the daughter of the guy they killed. And if I come back to town now and they show me on TV, every dumbbell at the university will know who I am. So I’m going to stay here, and do me the favor of not judging my feelings. I’m as broken up as you. I’m begging you: let me choose my own way to grieve.”


Nerea hung up before Bittori could get a word in. She didn’t come back to town until a week later.


She thought it through. People in Zaragoza (from the law school, the neighborhood, friends) who might know that she was the daughter of the last, soon the next-to-last, victim of ETA: her roommates. Her last name is fairly common in Euskadi and turns up frequently in other places. In case someone asks her if she’s a relative of the businessman from Guipúzcoa murdered by ETA or if she knows him, she’ll deny it all.


Before her roommates found out, that boy José Carlos came to pick her up to go to a neighborhood bar where they were supposed to meet up with other students. They all intended to go, later that afternoon, in several cars, to a party at the veterinary school. While they joked and laughed, the news hit Nerea. Taking José Carlos aside, she asked him to say nothing to anyone and to go back to her place. They locked themselves in. The boy failed to find words of consolation. For a long time he was ranting on about the terrorists and against the current government, which does nothing, and because his desolate friend wanted him to, he stayed to sleep with her.


“Are you really in the mood?”


“I need it.”


And he excused himself beforehand in case he couldn’t get an erection. He never stopped talking:


“They killed your father, fuck, they killed him.”


Unable to focus on the erotic games, he cursed while she tried to close his mouth with kisses. At around midnight, she got on top of him and they consummated a rapid coitus. José Carlos went on muttering exclamations, obscenities, categorical rejections, until finally, overcome by fatigue, he turned over and stopped talking. Next to him, with the light out, Nerea spent a sleepless night. Leaning against the headboard, she smoked, reviewing memories of her father.


The telephone rang again. This time, Bittori answered.


“Ama, at last. I’ve been calling you for three hours.”


“How was London?”


“Fantastic. No matter how much I tell you, I still won’t say enough. Have you changed the doormat?”
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FLOOD



Three days of biblical rain. At night in bed, Joxian nervously listened to the drumming against the roof tiles and the streets. During the workday at the foundry, whenever he looked outdoors he shook his head with growing disquiet looking at the continuous flood that blurred the nearby mountains and made the river rise dangerously. The garden, damn it to hell. And it never stopped pouring. It’s been three days already and probably more to come.


The vegetables themselves were the least of his problems. I can just replace them. The trees? They can take it. Even the hazelnut bushes, the hell with it. He was more concerned about losing his tools or that the flood had washed away the wall separating the garden from the river along with the shed where he kept rabbits. He talked about it with a workmate.


“The wall, if you’d used cement, you’d have no problems.”


Joxian: “The wall or the wall’s mother doesn’t really matter. But with the wall gone, the river probably washed away a ton of dirt. I’ll have a huge hole there. More like a ravine. The rabbits most likely drowned. And the grapevine, well, I don’t have to tell you.”


“That’s what you get for putting the garden on the erribera.”


“We’re screwed, because that’s where you get the best crops.”


At the end of the workday, Joxian went directly from the factory to the garden. Was it still raining? Pouring. As he came down the hill, umbrella, beret pulled over one ear, he saw that the Ertzaintza had stopped traffic on the bridge. The rapidly flowing, filthy water was inches from lapping over the guardrail. Nice picture! If the water is almost jumping over the bridge, what damage will it have done in the garden, which is on lower ground? He detoured around a block of houses. Because, of course, it’s one thing if the river overflows and quite another if, along with flooding, it pulls things up, drags them away, and destroys everything. He pushed a doorbell button, explained his intention with his mouth next to the intercom, and they let him in. And in a friend’s house, from the balcony that overlooked the river:


“Holy mother! Where’s my garden?”


Tree trunks were like foundering canoes, branches poking up, sinking into the light-brown water. An oil drum passed by, rusty, bouncing along like a puppet. Rising from the river’s rage was a strong smell like mold, moss, and stirred up putrefaction. The friend, perhaps to rein in Joxian’s laments, pointing his finger at the opposite bank:


“Just look over there at the Arrizabalaga brothers’ workshop. They’re ruined.”


“My rabbits, son of a bitch.”


“This is going to cost them a fortune.”


“After all the work I put into that. I even made the cages myself. Damn!”


A few days went by. The rain stopped. The river receded. Joxian’s rubber boots sank calf-deep in the water-soaked soil of the garden. The muddy trees survived; as did the hazelnut bushes and, miracle or good roots, the grapevine. The rest, enough to make you weep. The wall that bordered the river disappeared, simply yanked right out. Not a single tomato plant or leek left, nothing. On the lower part, next to the shore, the current had washed away a vast swath of dirt along with everything that was there: raspberry bushes, gooseberry bushes, the txoko for the calla lilies and roses. The shed lost the boards on one side and the roofing. The rabbits were in their cages, caked with mud, swollen, dead. The tools—God knows where they were.


During those days, Joxian, in his free time, just sat on the sofa in the dining room, his elbows resting on his thighs, his head in his hands. A statue of sorrow. People asked him questions, he didn’t answer.


“Want the newspaper?”


No acknowledgment. Until finally Miren lost patience.


“For God’s sake, if losing the garden hurts you so much, go down and fix it up.”


Docile, he got up. It wasn’t as if he’d been waiting for orders.


The next day he seemed more animated. He went back to playing cards with his friends in the Pagoeta. He returned home from the bar almost euphoric because his friends had given him the idea of building a reinforced concrete wall between the garden and the river.


“After all, how much can it cost you? Pennies.”


He told Miren over dinner, conger eel in sauce, wine laced with soda water, scratching his right side, that Txato had offered to deliver a truckload of dirt to replace what had been washed away.


“It must be good dirt, right? From Navarra. Taking advantage of a shipment. He’ll bring it free of charge.”


But first he had to construct his wall. And before that a cleanup. Too much work for one man. When would he do it? After work?


Miren: “You figure it out.”


She told him to ask their sons to help. So Joxian waited up for Gorka to come home and said to him: Gorka, on Sunday, lend a hand, you and your brother. And the kid said nothing. That boy’s got no get-up-and-go. To put some life in him, his father: “When we three finish we’ll head for the cider bar and have a steak. What do you think of that?”


“Okay.”


He said nothing more and Sunday came. Sun, good temperature, and the river once again between its banks. Joxian abandoned taking part in the current phase of the bicycle tour because while the bike is important, the garden is more so. The garden is his religion. He said it in those words once in the Pagoeta, as a retort to some jokes his friends were making about him. That when he died, God shouldn’t bother him with paradise or other such nonsense; let him give me a garden like the one he has now. And they all laughed.


Out in the street:


“Did you tell Joxe Mari to be here at nine?”


“I didn’t tell him.”


“What? Why?”


Then he told his father, he had to tell him, there was no way out of it.


“For two weeks now, my brother hasn’t been living in town.”


Joxian stopped dead in his tracks, an expression of surprise on his face.


“Well, he never said a word to us. At least not to me. To ama maybe, I don’t know. Or did all of you know and me not? Where is he living now?”


“We don’t know, aita. I imagine he’s gone to France. I was assured that as soon as he can he’ll tell us.”


“Who assured you?”


“Friends in town.”


They said nothing more as they made their way to the garden. As soon as they got there, Joxian asked:


“If he’s in France, how the hell does he get to work?”


“He quit.”


“But he hasn’t finished his apprenticeship yet.”


“Even so.”


“And handball?”


“He gave that up, too.”


The two of them alone did the work, at opposite ends of the garden. At about eleven, Gorka told his father he had to go. He gave him, how odd, a farewell hug. They never hugged, and now, why?


All alone in the garden, Joxian went on shoveling filth until dinner. He used the hose to clean here and there, set the tools rescued from the mud out to dry in the sun. “France? What the hell has that fool got to do with France? And if he’s not working, how is he living?”
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THE GARDEN WALL



They constructed the garden wall. Who? Joxian, Gorka, who promised to bring a friend that never turned up, and Guillermo (Guillermo!), in those days still a pleasant and cooperative son-in-law.


Years before, Arantxa, in the kitchen:


“Ama, I’ve got a boyfriend.”


“Really? Someone from our town?”


“He lives in Rentería.”


“What’s his name?”


“Guillermo.”


“Guillermo! Isn’t he in the Guardia Civil?”


Anyway, without Txato’s help they’d never have managed. How the hell could they manage? It’s that Txato, aside from lending them the formwork, arranged for a cement truck—Joxian never found out how much it cost or even if the man who operated it had charged or not charged. Txato said to him: take it easy, the construction company owes me favors. So Joxian only had to pay for the cement. He still hadn’t finished fixing up the garden or repairing the shed, but he was pleased by the sight of a shiny new garden wall that would stand up against floods, at least, according to Txato, floods like the one of the previous month.


A problem: opposite the garden wall was a hollow big enough for a fish pool. Fish this size, said Joxian, holding up an imaginary fish the size of a tuna. Txato simply said: forget it, we can fix that. He fulfilled the promise he made in the Pagoeta. He was slow to fulfill it. How long did it take? About two weeks. Until there was a shipment for Andosilla in Navarra. On the return trip, Txato ordered the driver to bring a load of garden soil. Apparently he was owed favors in Navarra, too. Many people owed Txato favors. And Joxian, of course, was thankful. And if it’s necessary to pay, we’ll pay.


Another problem: they unloaded the dirt; Txato at the wheel, the dirt of a more reddish color than the original soil, which, apparently, was good for grapevines. Moreover, they discovered that the amount they’d transported did not fill in the hollow.


Joxian: “We’d need at least three truckloads.”


Solution: “We’ll put in terraces.”


“You can divide the garden into two levels, connected by steps or by a ramp for the wheelbarrow. Then, if the river floods again, the water will settle in the lower part of the garden. With a little luck you’ll only be screwed out of half the garden and not all of it like this time.


Txato was quick, always thinking, he had ideas. In that, everyone agreed. To him the old praise applied: cleverer than hunger itself. Joxian, on the other hand, lacked mental agility. Things as they are. If he’d been brighter, he’d have been able to be a partner in the trucking business. But he hesitated, lacked spirit. Miren talked him out of it. Txato was the businessman and the brave man. In town, all the neighbors said it until from one day to another, TXATO ENTZUN BOOM BOOM BOOM, they stopped mentioning him in their conversations, as if he’d never existed.


Yes indeed, he had ideas, but he also had a problem. What was that? This one:


“They’ve sent me another letter.”


ETA, armed organization for the Basque revolution, writes to you to demand the delivery of twenty-five million pesetas as your donation for the maintenance of the armed structure necessary for the Basque revolutionary process toward independence and socialism. In accordance with the information services of the organization, etc.


He lost sleep.


Joxian: Of course, who wouldn’t lose sleep?


“What about your family?”


“They don’t know.”


“All the better.”


To protect them from nightmares and because at first, how naive, but how naive! He thought the problem had a quick solution, as if it were a simple business transaction. I pay and I’m left in peace. The letters, signed with the serpent wrapped around the ax and the symbols of ETA, had been sent to the business. The first 1,600,000 pesetas. Without saying a word to anyone, he got into his car and drove to the meeting in France with the Father Oxia, ETA’s money collector, of the moment. He came back to town relieved, listening to music as he drove along the highway. A dirty trick, but what could you do about it? A few days later, there was an attack with one dead, a desolate widow, orphans, and declarations of condemnation and rejection, and Txato felt a twinge of guilt, damn it to hell, thinking that his money might have been used to buy explosives and pistols, and Joxian said he agreed, that he understood. But after all he did pay and he thought that for a time, perhaps a few years, they’d leave him in peace. Right, right. Not even four months had passed when the next letter came.


“Now they’re demanding twenty-five million pesetas. That’s a lot of money, a hell of a lot.”


Joxian, in solidarity: “These things shouldn’t go on among Basques.”


“Tell me the truth: do I look like someone who exploits others? My whole life, all I’ve ever done is work like a mule and create jobs. Right now I’ve got fourteen employees on the payroll. What should I do? Move the business to Logroño and leave them stranded without salaries, insurance, or any other damn thing?”


“They must have made a mistake and sent you a letter meant for someone else.”


“I’m not poor, no. But between the expenses, these taxes, those taxes and other things I won’t mention so I won’t sound like a broken record, but you can just imagine: repairs, gasoline, outstanding debts, and other stuff like that, don’t think I’m swimming in liquid gold. Swimming? Bullshit! I don’t know what people think. I’m still driving the same car I did ten years ago. Some of my trucks are really old, but where am I supposed to get money to buy new ones? I took out a loan to buy two new trucks. And what really hurts is that some of the men I’ve given jobs to are probably the ones who told the terrorists all about it: listen, this guy’s rolling in cash.”


He nervously shook his head, bags under his eyes from sleeping badly.


“But it’s not just about me. Listen. That gang of murderers doesn’t scare me. They can shoot me, then I’ll have some peace. I’ll be dead, but at peace. In the letter they talk about Nerea. They know where she studies.”


“Are you serious?”


“That’s what gets me down. What would you do?”


Joxian scratched his neck before answering: “I’m clueless.”


They were in the shadow of the fig tree, smoking. The weather was fine, and on a rock a lizard was sunning itself. The truck in the middle of the garden with its wheels half sunk into the soft earth. From the other side of the river came the constant clack-clack-clack of some machine or other in the Arrizabalaga brothers’ workshop.


“Think they pay too?”


“Who?”


“The Arrizabalagas.”


Joxian shrugged his shoulders.


“I’ve only got three options. Pay, move the company, or take my chances. What I can’t wrap my mind around is why they’ve got it in for me after I paid them what they demanded and didn’t make them wait.”


“I don’t understand these things, but it still seems to me there’s been a mistake.”


“I already told you they talk about Nerea.”


“Maybe they sent you the letter they’d send you next year without realizing it.”


Clack, clack. Txato, after tossing his cigarette butt to the ground and stepping on it: “Could I ask you to do me a favor?”


“Of course, name it.”


“Look, I’ve been thinking. I have to talk to them, with one of the chiefs or with the person responsible for finances, and explain my situation. The priest I met with is just an intermediary. Maybe they’d take less or let me pay them in installments, get me?”


“Sounds like a good idea to me.”


Clack, clack. They could hear birds and the noise of cars and trucks crossing the nearby bridge.


“I need to talk to Joxe Mari. That’s the favor I’m asking from you.”


Joxian, an expression of surprise on his face: “Joxe Mari’s not in ETA! Can’t be! Besides, he’s gone away. Where? We just don’t know. Joxe Mari is a dope and a lazy dope at that. He left his job, and Miren says he’s taken off to see the world with his friends. He might be in America now for all we know.”


Clack, clack, clack.
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THE RAMP, THE BATHROOM, THE CAREGIVER



From the start, Miren saw it all clearly. If they hadn’t been living on a low floor they’d have had to move. Why? Damn, because we couldn’t be getting Arantxa up and down the stairs every day on our own. Can you imagine that? There were only three steps separating the entryway from their landing and front door. Not a great distance, but even so, over the long term it’s going to be impossible.


“You’re out of the house, I don’t have the strength or—just suppose—I get sick on the street. What am I supposed to do? Ask for help? Leave Arantxa all alone in the entryway?”


She told him he had to figure out some solution, and Joxian didn’t hesitate for a second. He clapped on his beret, went to the Pagoeta, and there the advice of his pals sent him to a carpenter’s shop, where he ordered a ramp. The carpenter, after taking the measurements, built it, tested it, and set it up. One morning the neighbors discovered that three-fourths of the small stairway was taken up by that wooden structure, which also extended about one and a half feet beyond the lowest stair onto the entryway’s tile floor, the idea being to make the incline less steep. Joxian and Miren tested rolling the wheelchair up and down, first without Arantxa, then with her in it, and no doubt about it, from that day on, the three steps would no longer be an obstacle to getting their daughter out to take the air.


For the neighbors, on the other hand, there barely remained eight inches of stair from the entryway up unless, like the children, they went up and down on the ramp, which is exactly what Miren suggested to one neighbor who complained because the whole project was carried out without consulting the neighbors.


“Listen, just go up the ramp. What’s the problem?”


A double problem. For them: if someone slips and breaks something. For us: every time someone walks up or down the ramp you can hear their footsteps in the house, which means we’ll never get a night’s sleep. In the bar, Joxian picked up the idea of covering the wooden surface with carpeting. Miren, delighted. Carpeting—why didn’t we think of that before? It will simultaneously silence the footsteps and keep people from slipping. So they had it installed. Someone they knew did the work; carpenter’s glue, reinforced with nails.


Joxian, reading the future: “People will use the carpet as a doormat. I don’t even want to think about how it will look when it rains.”


The neighbors, indifferent or resigned, perhaps wanting to avoid arguments with the family of an ETA member, swallowed their protests. All but one: Arrondo, on the third floor, right side. Actually, his wife sent him to demand they take the whole thing away immediately. The stairs belong to everyone. His mother, eighty-eight years old, can’t cross over it, etcetera, etcetera. She and Miren had had a nasty encounter coming out of mass, trading tigerish, disdainful glares. And one Saturday, Arrondo, a man of few but strong words, came downstairs with an ultimatum: either they take down the ramp or he would, God damn it!


It was Miren who opened the door, while Joxian hid in the kitchen.


“You’re not taking anything down.”


“Is that right?”


Arrondo is big and imprudent. He didn’t think, never calculated the consequences, his wife had pushed him into it. Anyway, he took up the ramp and threw it into the corner where the mailboxes were. Man oh man, Arrondo. You’re in a nice mess now. Miren, without taking off her apron and still in her slippers, went over to the Arrano Taberna. It was early, there were few. Didn’t matter. Two were enough. Twenty minutes later, Arrondo had put the ramp back in its place. There were no more complaints, and it remains there: ugly but useful.


Joxian: this could have been taken care of in another way. How? In another way, he didn’t know how, nicely, by talking.


“And so why didn’t you come out and talk, since you’ve got so much to say?”


The ramp wasn’t the only change they introduced to adapt the flat to Arantxa’s needs. They completely redid the bathroom. By the time they were done it looked nothing like its original self. To carry out the reworking they followed the instructions in a prospectus sent them by Rehabilitation Services. Guillermo paid for part. Miren: of course, he wanted to get her out of his sight as soon as he could. Here, here’s the paralytic, I return her to you, I’ve already found another woman to warm up my bed. And he kept the children, and Miren in church to the saint of Loyola: Ignatius, I beg you to punish him, you choose any way you like. And then give me my grandchildren and get Joxe Mari out of jail. If you just give me all that, I’ll never ask you for another thing. I swear.


Net result: when Arantxa moved in with them, the bathroom looked like it belonged in a hospital, with an unenclosed shower and no step, easy access. What else? With grab bars, mats to prevent slips, lever-style faucets; what the director of Rehabilitation Services in the hospital recommended and had put into the prospectus.


But to wash her properly it takes two people. Miren on her own can’t manage, because Arantxa, so thin at first, gained weight and is now back to normal. She has to be undressed, she has to be placed on the special chair for the shower, soaped up, dried, and dressed.


“Okay, okay, don’t explain what I already know.”


And Joxian, who wanted to take off as soon as possible to play cards in the Pagoeta, was happy to contract the services of an assistant. Because what Miren won’t accept under any condition is that Joxian look at or touch Arantxa naked, even if he’s her father. Never.


The next day Joxian walks into the house and what does he see? A small woman with the eyes of an Indian and long, straight black hair who receives him with a curtsy, with two rows of smiling teeth, who calls him sir, sir!, and says: “Good afternoon, sir. My name is Celeste, at your service.”


From Ecuador. Cute, no? And modest.


Joxian, that night in bed: “Where’d you find her?”


“By asking. Did you notice how clean and proper she is?”


“Yeah, but where did you find her?”


“In the butcher shop, talking. Juani says: listen, I know some people from Ecuador, and the woman cleans houses for very little money. They live in a van. And yesterday I was pushing Arantxa around and I asked for her and here she is. A treasure. I told her that one of my sons lives in Andalucía and that I visit him once a month. Celeste says I shouldn’t worry, that she’ll take care of Arantxa.


“And how much do you expect to pay her?”


“Ten euros whenever she comes.”


“Very little.”


“They’re poor. She’ll be thankful.”
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LAST SNACKS



Bittori prefers toast and marmalade and decaf coffee from a machine; Miren likes hot chocolate and churros. Even if they make you fat! Who cares? Did they get along? Very well. They were intimate. One Saturday the two of them were going to a café on the Avenida, the next Saturday to a churrería in the Parte Vieja. Always to San Sebastián. They called it both San Sebastián and Donostia, its Basque name. They weren’t strict. San Sebastián? Okay, San Sebastián. Donostia? Okay, Donostia. They would start speaking in Basque, switch to Spanish, go back to Basque, that way all afternoon.


“Can you imagine if we had become nuns?”


They laughed. Sister Bittori, Sister Miren. They had their hair done, they rehashed the village gossip, they understood each other without listening, since they usually spoke both at the same time. They criticized the priest, that skirt chaser; they flayed the neighbor ladies; about house and bed they told everything. Joxian’s hairy back, Txato’s lascivious mischief. They told it all.


This too:


“We know he’s in France but not in which town. Finally that bandit wrote us. Poor Joxian’s so mortified he can’t sleep. He wonders what we could have done to deserve this.”


That afternoon of toast, rain, and wind. The coffee shop full. They had a corner where they could talk without being bothered.


“I couldn’t bring you the letter. Joxe Mari won’t let us. He said we should destroy it. So, even though it hurt me to do it, believe me, I tore it to pieces. Joxian was hysterical. I don’t see how I can put it all back together. My dear man, just eat it. He took matches and burned the shreds in the sink.


His girlfriend or whatever she is, because these days you just can’t know, brought the letter to us. Miren’s thesis: they couple like rabbits. Of course, since they have ways of not ending up pregnant. That she affirmed often, and Bittori agreed. They were convinced they’d been born thirty years before their time. Franco, the priests, your precious reputation, how naive they were. That’s how they thought, snacking, one eye on the nearby tables in case some local was listening in.


The letter: by mail? No, dear. They use their own channels. No return address. So we’re left not knowing where he’s gone to live. Visits are not allowed. Just a few years ago you could cross over to see them, bring them clothes and anything else they might need. Now they have to be careful because the fascists are hunting them down.


“Aren’t you afraid something terrible will happen to him?”


“Joxian is. Sometimes he doesn’t go to the bar because Joxe Mari’s picture might be on the newscast. I’m calm. I know my son. He’s clever and strong. He’ll know how to protect himself.”


Between bites of toast and sips of café con leche, Miren quoted passages from memory. That they weren’t to take rumors seriously. People talk without knowing. And much less the lies in the newspapers. That he understood militancy as a sacrifice for the liberation of our nation and that if anyone came to aita or ama with the tale that he’d joined up with a band of criminals they shouldn’t believe it, that the only thing he was doing was giving his all for Euskal Herria and also for the rights of those who complained and did nothing. There were many gudaris, he affirmed. More and more. The best of Basque youth. He concluded: “I love you both. I’m not forgetting my brothers. A big muxu, and I hope you’re both proud.”


Ikatza came over warily and leapt into her lap, patiently waiting to be petted. Bittori’s fingers make sure her collar isn’t too tight, they play with her ears, rub eyelids that stay shut for the sheer pleasure of contact. Bittori rubs her hand over her back and as Ikatza purrs, says to the cat that I’m really sorry, Ikatza my darling. Can you imagine? I’m sorry about my best friend’s son, who quit his job, quit the handball team, quit his girlfriend or semigirlfriend, to become a gunman in an organization dedicated to serial murder.


And Miren? Well, let’s see, Ikatza, now that you ask, I’ll tell you what I think. Deep down, and may Txato forgive me, I understand her. I understand her transformation, even if I don’t approve. Between that snack in the café on the Avenida and the next one in the churrería in the Parte Vieja, my friend Miren changed. Suddenly she was another person. In a word, she’d sided with her son. I haven’t the slightest doubt that she became a fanatic out of maternal instinct. In her place, I might have behaved the same way. How can you turn your back on your own child even when you know he’s doing bad things? Until then, Miren hadn’t taken the slightest interest in politics. I wasn’t interested then or now, and as for Txato, even less. Txato was only concerned with his family, his bicycle on Sunday, and his trucks the rest of the week.


Were those people nationalists? Not even remotely. Or much like election day with that “vote for people from here” stuff. Me, Ikatza maitia, I never heard them express any political opinions. And of course, Arantxa, as an abertzale, just the right amount and perhaps not even that. The younger one, nope, he was a blessing. Really, I don’t think they brought up their children to hate. Friends, their cliques, bad company, they’re the ones who slipped the poisonous doctrine to that rascal, a doctrine that led him to destroy the lives of God knows how many families. And he even thinks he’s a hero. He’s one of the hard men, they say. Hard men or savages. He doesn’t even know how to open a book.


It was the following Saturday when for the first time she noticed Miren had changed. After churros and chocolate, they walked as usual toward the bus stop, and what do they see? A demonstration, the usual kind, on the Bulevar. The same old song: banners, independence, amnesty, gora ETA. Lots of people. Two or three from the village, rain and umbrellas. And instead of avoiding the crowd, Miren said: come on, girl, let’s go. She took her by the arm, pulled her along, and the two of them walked right into the heart of the mob, not out front but not bringing up the rear, either. Suddenly, Miren starts in and begins to shout at the top of her lungs the slogans the demonstrators were calling out. It’s you fascists who are the terrorists. Bittori was at her side, a bit astonished, but, well, along for the ride.


She knew nothing. Txato never said a word. That’s the way it was, Ikatza. The pigheaded fool kept it all a secret. To protect us, he said later. Great protection! They could have blown us all to bits with a bomb.


She found out from Miren, who learned it from Joxian, who heard it straight from the lips of Txato himself when they were in the garden the afternoon he’d brought in the truckload of dirt from Andosilla. Miren couldn’t imagine her friend didn’t know.


“There’s no way to see him. Because if we could go we’d have said, listen, talk to your bosses, they should do something to leave Txato in peace.”


Bittori, suddenly suspicious:


“Leave my husband in peace?”


“Because of the letters.”


“Letters? What letters?”


“Oh dear, the two of you haven’t talked about it?”
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MEETINGS



Two gobs of white shit, already dry, on the tombstone, and one still bigger dripping down the names on the stone. In denial, she attributed the vandalism to the damned pigeons. A bird: how could it release such a quantity of excrement? Hundreds, thousands, a sea of graves, and the sluts had to come and release their mess on Txato’s headstone.


“My dear husband, they did a great job on you. Maybe this will bring you luck.”


Always with her jokes. What was she going to do? Open up the wound again every day? She cleaned off as much as she could with dry leaves and handfuls of grass. What was left she consigned to the next rainfall. She whispered just that as she contemplated the horizon beyond the city, where a solitary cloud was visible in the distance. As usual, she spread out the plastic square and the kerchief.


“Every day now I go to the village. Sometimes I bring along food I heat up there. Know what? I put a geranium on the balcony. You heard me right. A good big one, red, so they know I’ve come back.”


She told him she no longer got off the bus at the industrial park. And the day before yesterday—this you won’t believe—she worked up enough courage to go into the Pagoeta. It was eleven a.m. There were few people there. At first sight, no one I knew. The bartender’s son was working behind the bar. Bittori spent several days mortified by the temptation to set foot in that place after so many years. She was neither thirsty nor hungry, and, if pressured, not curious, either, but some more intense craving boiled deep down in her thoughts.


“Fine. I can understand myself by now.”


Flowing out to the street, the usual noise of voices punctuated by the odd snort of laughter. Should I go in or not? She went in and silence fell. There were maybe a dozen patrons. She didn’t count them. Silent, they averted their eyes, but to where? Well, to anywhere she wasn’t. And the boy passing a dishcloth between the plates for brochettes didn’t look at her, either. A silence: aggressive? Hostile? No, rather more questioning, of surprise. Wondering if she was sure.


“Txato, you just notice things like that.”


The bar is L-shaped. Bittori took a place at the shortest side, her back to the entrance. Failing to get the bartender’s attention, she looked around. The floor with its two-colored tiles, the fan hanging from the ceiling, the shelves with rows of bottles. Except for a couple of details, the bar looked the same as it always had. It was the same as it was when Bittori would come in to buy her children popsicles. The unforgettable lemon and orange popsicles from the Pagoeta, which were nothing more than fruit drinks frozen in molds with a stick in them.


“Barely anything’s changes, I swear. The tables where you men played cards are right where they were up against the wall moldings. There is no foosball, no pinball machine like the one that made so much noise, but there is a slot machine. One of the few new things I saw. Oh, and the struggle for the prisoners over the bar. Soccer posters and pictures of fishing boats instead of the old bullfighting posters. It seems the business is in the hands of the son.


Finally he came over to her: “What’ll it be?”


She vainly tried to meet his gaze. The kid, thirty-three, but for her a kid, earring in one ear, a tuft of hair hanging down the back of his neck, was still busy with the rag, but not as far off, six or eight feet, as he was before but right in front of Bittori. To force him to speak, she asked if they had machine-dispensed decaf. They did. The others picked up their conversations again. Bittori did not identify their faces. But that man with the white hair, could he by any chance be . . .?


“I don’t doubt for a second that all of them were thinking the same thing. That’s Txato’s wife. When I left, I really wanted to turn my face toward them and calmly announce from the door: I’m Bittori, is there some problem? Can’t I be in my own hometown?”


Do not show bitterness. Do not cry in public. Look everyone in the eye, look straight into cameras. She promised herself that in the funeral parlor, with Txato in the box.


“What do I owe you?”


Without raising his eyes, the barman named a sum. Not wanting to dig around in her purse, Bittori paid him with a ten-peseta note. As she waited for her change, she shifted toward the angle in the L. There it was. What? The coin bank. On the front part, a sticker: Dispersiorik ez. Burning inside her was an irresistible desire that ran down her arm to the elbow, then to the hand, then to her pinky. Don’t let them see me, don’t let them see me. On the sly, she extended her finger until her nail was grazing the lower part of the bank. Nothing, not even half a second, because she instantly pulled back her finger as if she’d touched fire.


“Don’t ask me to explain it because I don’t understand it myself. I got carried away.”


She walked out to the street. Blue sky, cars. Before she reached the corner, she saw her.


“At first I didn’t recognize her.”


And when she finally realized who it was, Jesus, Mary, and Joseph! She stood there transfixed by the sight and also by a kind of sorrow. I mean paralyzed, totally paralyzed. They went their way, and Bittori was unable to move. Nailed to the ground. But it’s . . .


“Let me tell you.”


Bittori walked up the sunny side of the street, across from which walked a tiny little lady with features like those of the Andes Indians. From Peru or someplace like that. That’s it, that lady was pushing a wheelchair, and in it was seated a woman with her head slightly falling over one shoulder and one hand clenched like those people who can’t open them. The other hand, though, she could move it.


“Then I realized she was waving to me. In any case, she was shaking her hand near her chest, as if saying hello to me. And she was looking at me, but not directly. Let me see if I can explain it to you. With her head over to one side and a big smile, a violent smile, with a bit of saliva in one corner of her lips and her eyes squinting. At first sight unrecognizable, I swear. It looked as if she were suffering a convulsion, understand? Okay then, it was Arantxa. She’s paralyzed. Don’t ask me what happened to her. I didn’t have the nerve to cross the street and ask.”


She wasn’t sure if Arantxa was waving hello or if she was signaling her to come close. Her caretaker was too busy pushing to notice. So she wheeled her down the street in no particular hurry, and Bittori, feeling it all deeply, was unable to move until they disappeared.


“So, Txato, now I’ve told you. And what do you want me to say? I felt sorry. Arantxa for me was always the best person in that family. When she was a little girl, I liked her. The most sensible and normal of all of them, and the only one, as I told you before, who took pity on me and our children.”


Having picked up the square of plastic and the handkerchief, Bittori made her way to the cemetery’s exit. She strolled around, now this way, now that, always on the lookout so she wouldn’t run into anyone. Near the end of the path, in the hollow between two graves, she saw a female pigeon and a male pigeon all puffed up to court her. Hey! She scared off the birds, stamping hard on the ground.
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SUNDAY MASS



It’s the same old church bell, but on Sundays, at first light, it doesn’t sound the way it usually does. The peals follow on one another calmly, lazily, as if announcing: neighbors, clang, it’s eight a.m., clang; as far as I’m concerned, clang, you can stay in bed, clang.


By then Joxian’s been pedaling for three quarters of an hour along country roads. Where did he say he was going? What difference does it make? For sure it’s to a bar in the heart of Guipúzcoa where they serve fried eggs with ham. All the circuits of the cyclotourism club end with a plate of fried eggs and ham and then back home.


So it’s eight a.m. The sound of the alarm coincided with one of the last peals of the bell, and Miren, without combing her hair, in her nightie, opened the door for Celeste, who had the courtesy to bring her (and it wasn’t the first time) half a loaf of fresh bread for breakfast.


“Sweetie, you shouldn’t have bothered.”


If there are two of them, it’s easier to get Arantxa out of bed. Miren takes charge of the head and the trunk. First, of course, when she raises the shade, she bestows on her daughter a few morning words of tenderness in Basque: egun on, polita and things like that. Celeste repeats egun on in an Andean accent and takes hold of the legs.


The instant they begin to move her, Miren starts giving orders: hold on, pull, lift, raise, lower, not to exercise power or to be authoritarian. Why, then? Because she’s afraid Arantxa will fall, and even though it’s never happened, she worries. Her eyes widen, she gets nervous, and often Celeste has no choice but to calm her down.


“Take it easy, Miren. Now we can raise her up.”


As usual, they seat her in the wheelchair. Then Celeste went before the mother and daughter, opening doors. Supported by the two women, Arantxa stands up. She’s not lacking strength in her legs. What is the problem? She has a stiffened foot. Dr. Ulacia predicted that within two or three years, Arantxa, either using a cane or supported by another person, would be able to take a few steps. She emphatically refuses to reject the hope of seeing her walk someday inside the house.


They sat her on the toilet seat; immediately after, on her special chair, under the shower. And Celeste took charge of soaping and rinsing her, because she’s better at it and because she’s more patient, and because she’s, how to say it?, gentler, something Miren wasn’t completely aware of until Arantxa, one day, told her, using her iPad: “I want Celeste to shower me from now on.”


“Why?”


She typed again: “Because you’re too rough.”


She has no voice. Sometimes you can guess from the quivering of her lips that she’s trying, pushing but always in the end frustrated when her attempts at language fail. There is an unbridgeable gap between the strain of her facial muscles and actually emitting comprehensible sounds. Even so, it’s essential to lavish praise to stimulate Arantxa. That’s what the physiotherapist advises, that’s what the neurologist, the director of Rehabilitation Services, and the speech therapist advise:


“Miren, praise her. Praise her constantly. Praise any attempt Arantxa makes to speak or move on her own.”


Between Miren (hold her tight, move over there, careful now) and Celeste they dried and dressed her, and Celeste combed her hair while Miren set about preparing breakfast. It’s easy to comb her hair because it’s short. They cut it off without her consent in the hospital. What resistance was she going to put up in those days when the only part of her body she could move was her eyelids?
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