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"I WOULD NEVER KNOW, then, whether my novel was good or bad. I was prepared

to accept that. In fact -I realized in the meantime-, I wasn't even

interested. It was as it was, and it was that way because it couldn't be otherwise."

Imre Kertész, Fiasco, p. 75

"It is easier for a person to feel passion for another person when they are not present. This seems to you a fact. Their absence increases the power of their presence."

Pedro Paixao, Rosa Vermelha em Quarto Escuro (Red Rose in a Dark Room)
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The Expelled
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"Too long in Exile

You can never go back home again"

Van Morrison

––––––––
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I WAS ON MY WAY BACK from Tel Aviv. A common ride on the 480 bus. It was 9:30 p.m. I had spent the day listening to music at my friend Rami's house, who had a sound system that must have cost fifty thousand dollars or more. We had discussed the qualities of the DVD-Audio, a new format that was the closest to an analog you could listen to on a digital disk. We listened several times to John Gorka’s new album, “The Gypsy Life”. Nothing out of the ordinary.

Nobody sat next to me, I spent the ride home imagining and dreaming about the great success my next book will have. I was two months away from publishing my, what was then, newest novel, that was finally accepted by one of the best publishers and not in one of those small ones that disappear when the owner retires or dies. A good publisher with nationwide distribution. I thought about how boring a writer's life is. It is so boring that the only thing that saves us from boredom is making up stories, like young children who create imaginary friends and give them names to fill their world. Everything bores me, friends, music, women, politics, debates about Marxism, Zionism, it all bores me. Well, it interests me for a couple of hours a month, but that's it. Then they write biographies and people think that a writer's life is full of adventures. Bukowski, to give an example, spent most of his time sitting alone in shitty bars, bored like a wolf. I don't know why I thought about a wolf, I don't know if wolves get bored. Then someone comes and writes a book to explain that he didn't fuck as many women as he describes. No kidding, if he had slept with so many women, then when would he had found the time to write all those poems and novels. But people think that books write themselves.

I went to Tel Aviv because I had finished reviewing the galley proofs of my novel for the fifth or sixth time. Until the last moment, I found a mistake, a Spanish tilde. Hours and days and months of heavy and boring work. I went to Tel Aviv to rest from that hostile work and to see the sea. I didn't get to see the sea, but I felt its scent and its waves. I stayed with the music. Rami works at Reuters and we never know if he is going to have time off or if they are going to call him to film some urgent event or a press conference of some boring politician that wants to make an impression.

So, there I was, at the end of the trip, on my way back home, back to that cold and bourgeois relation with my wife. Her, doubting whether to stay with me or get a divorce, and spending thousands of shekels to that madness, and I, as usual, leaning more toward a divorce but without even lifting a finger. I was again out of work, after a good season of translations, there I was, months, with nothing, I was beginning to drown. Although those seven or eight months that I had been out of work turned out to be very productive. In that time, I wrote one long novel and three short ones, and I was able to finish a book on which I had been working for years. Everything was going pretty well from a creative point of view, but from an economic perspective everything was drifting. My wife was providing for me. I couldn't get a divorce. Or perhaps it was what most definitely had to happen.

And then, I got up from my seat, and at that moment I saw her in front of me. First, the amazement, then, staring at her until she turned and went out the front door, and I from the back.

Clearly, these things happen, we don't know how millions of genetic cells are transmitted and I have already been told about ten times that I look a lot like someone who others know, they call me names that are not mine and even once a woman stared at me unable to shake her eyes off of me for ten minutes and then told me that I looked like a boyfriend of hers who had died in a car accident, and I was beginning to believe she had fallen in love with my beautiful eyes ...

It was her, more her than her, the same face, and while getting off the bus I saw her walking toward the security check, which looked more appropriate to an airport than a bus station, it was her and more than her, but twenty-five years hadn't gone by, not for her, she was wearing the same clothes she wore, the same boots with medium heel, a red miniskirt that was not fashionable, with black stockings, super black, a fine black leather jacket and I could even guess what was under it.

Waiting for my turn to pass my bag through the machine that was looking for bombs, I lost her from my sight, I thought forever. It could very well be the pure imagination of a writer, an idea to write a novel or a story, although I am not very good at writing short stories, I need more words. It must have been just that, one should not play with coincidences or imagination. And there are far more important things in life, such as discrimination against minorities, poverty, the Iranian atomic bomb, religious extremism, one must write about such topics. Right?

Yes, there are important things to write about, but you write what you write and not what you should. Now in my town, radicals are always on my case, they say I am not left-winged enough, or anti-Zionist as they believe I should be, after reading three or four of my poems. And just because I said out loud what everyone was saying quietly, that Sephardic Jews suffer a terrible discrimination in Israel from other Jews, the Europeans, who think they are superior in the most racist terms of the European and Western perspective and that's why they believe it is their duty to prevent Moroccan or Sephardic literary output. Well, so what, I said it and I thought I could keep writing my stupid stuff, the stories I imagine to fill my life and the characters I created to escape from my loneliness. But since then, since I said it, I realize I touched a button that plays an entire movie and the questions are always the same, do I think that there is still discrimination, yes, and more than before, and worse, and again and again the same questions. I am sick of it. I'm a writer, I am neither left-wing nor right-wing, I'm not in favor of any party or any full, I'm not radical, nor extreme right nor extreme left, that's it, I've said it and the fuck with anyone who expects anything else from me. Fuck.

Yeah, okay, it's over, we're not here to deal with this mess but to tell the story of that woman on the bus, so relax, we won't get mad or fight with anyone, it's a story about love, indifference, fiction, reality or reality that merges with fiction. Because it is the worst case, the most unusual, the most impossible to believe and write, that story actually happened to me, not like anything I've written, that people think is autobiographical and it never is. Everyone is always wrong. When something is based on my life they think it's fiction, and when it's fiction they think it's based on reality. Which has convinced me that it is harder to tell the story of what really happened, what it is actually based on true facts.

As I reached the exit, the door on the left, the one I always take so I can go through the bookstore and see the music magazines and sometimes buy one, I saw her flipping through some fashion and dance magazines.

I have to confess I'm not one to talk to strangers, neither men nor women, not in bus stations nor on buses. I like observing people, watching eyes, watching eyes that are looking, what they're looking at and getting lost, and create for each interesting woman or man an imaginary life and a fictional character, this one was born in January, his parents divorced when he was seven, he was married twice, he doesn't like fish, this one has two children and hates all men, she lives frustrated. Sometimes I look blatantly at people and once I was staring at a man at Dizengoff Center in Tel Aviv when he said "What are you looking at?" I was a little upset, but deep down I knew he was right, I have no right to go on the streets and transform anyone into a literary character. There are things that we just can't do.

But this time I didn't hesitate one second to go up to her and ask her the first question that popped into my head. In my head now all I could hear was the music of William Ackerman, from the album “Conferring with the Moon”, with his guitars and flutes. It seemed like it was coming out of the speakers of the station although it only lived in my head. Something that often happens to me. It's been a while now, I've even been hearing entire symphonies that no one has written, I dream them.

“Do you speak French?”

“Oui.”

The same voice. I'm still standing there.

“Vous avez besoin de quelque chose?”

And now what do I say? Do I keep speaking in Hebrew?

“I just wanted to know if you spoke French.”

“Well now you know, what a strange question, I thought you were going to ask me for directions, it's a common question in this place, which bus you have to take, something like that, but you never ask someone if they speak French just like that for the sake of it.”

“Is your name Gabrielle?”

Now she's the one with a puzzled face.

“Do we know each other?”

“Well, no, or yes, maybe. Thirty years, yes.”

“But I'm only twenty-five.”

“That's why I said yes and no, from before you were born, it's been many years... Hello, I'm...”

“But how did you know my name?”

“It's obvious, you have it written on your forehead, and I also know that you hate when they call you Gabriela here, it makes you very nervous.”

She looked at me, trying to remember something, whether she knew me from somewhere, if I looked familiar, she was torn between leaving and staying, between taking me for a fool and continuing the conversation.

“I'm not crazy, that's not it, or maybe I am, yes I am crazy, I don't know, but I feel like I know a lot about you.”

“Like what, for example?” There was some hostility in her voice, just like Gabrielle, well, of course, like herself, she was just like herself. But mainly she showed curiosity.

“You're one of those maniacs stalking people and then you come and try to be funny?” She asked, not very convinced. She even doubted whether there should be a question mark in the last sentence, perhaps there should be.

“You're one of those maniacs stalking people and then you come and try to be funny...” Then she smiled. An amused smile, like Gabrielle's. Yes, sure, obviously, just like her own smile, the same smile as Gabrielle's. 

“Yes, that's exactly what I am, one of those maniacs who stalk people and then comes and tries to be funny...”

I think it's best if we stopped repeating this sentence.

Things have a way of being funny, I send myself an email to keep a backup of a file to my Gmail address. According to the dictionary, the word "back-up" is accepted in Spanish: backup of a file. In the dictionary of the Spanish Royal Academy, the word doesn't even exist. Anyway, I sent it and when I received it back in my inbox I started wondering if it wasn't another advertisement for viagra or a pornographic page, because of the subject of the email: Gabrielle. French names always have a hint of eroticism and sex.

“Do you want to get a coffee?”

She looks at me, takes a glance at the fashion magazine, looks back at me.

This is worthy of a novel. This, I am going to write. The music in my head changes to the song Moondance by Van Morrison, which seems the most vain that I could be listening to, so I change the station and I listen to Jimmy Lafave, singing Don't Walk Away Renée, a song that cuts up your guts. Come on, yes, say yes, say yes. Of course she'll say yes, if this is logical, if it has a narrative logic she has to say yes. The song changes, now it's Townes Van Zandt “If I needed you”, and he sings

if I needed you

would you come to me

for to ease my pain

What hurts? Nothing, but she is still eyeing her magazine, or there is a long parallel time that has nothing to do with my question and her answer. A time when I think very fast and I see ideas that take hours in a few seconds. Who can believe a story like that? They will all start saying it’s magical realism or metafiction, Cortazar or Millas or Auster or Roth, or all sorts of writers, how do I tell this to convince people? And maybe I should leave now and not let reality get mixed with fiction and invent everything, then, just then, she says:

“Yes.”

It is a friendly yes, I know it, but it's so different from the one my wife uses today that it seems weird, as if it was set in an unknown place in my mind. It is a friendly and well-known Yes, but at the same time it's strange.

“Very well, in Aroma, I like the coffee they make,” she says.

“Yes, and you like your espresso extra short and you hate lattes.”

She looks back at me, she smiles, I can see that she starts liking this, she's intrigued.

We go to the café and order at the register, a very short espresso for her.

“Very very short,” she tells the waitress, and she specifies it again, “very very short.”

“A macchiato for me, but decaffeinated.”

“Seventeen shekels,” the waitress says.

We sit in the inner room, without light or windows.

“What else do you know about me?” she asks as she was sitting down.

“Everything, more or less, grosso modo. I even know your future. For example, I knew that you were going to say yes,” I lie.

“Yes to what?”

“To get a coffee.”

“Yes,” she lies. “I also knew that you knew, that's why I waited so long to answer. But, I mean, what else do you know about my life?”

“And you are not going to say: You're one of those maniacs stalking people and then you come and try to be funny...?”

“No, I am not going to say: You're one of those maniacs stalking people and then you come and try to be funny...”

“We should stop repeating that sentence.”

“What sentence?”

“You're one of those maniacs stalking people and then you come and try to be funny...”

She looks at me and I look back, she smiles and I smile back.

“I won't say it anymore,” she says.

“You won't say what anymore?”

“I won't say: You're one of those maniacs stalking people and then you come and try to be funny...”

“Alright then, I'll tell you what I know, or some of it, not all at once, the future can come as a shock.”

I just finished my coffee, people here don't sit for too long, they finish their drinks and leave the cafeteria, they're not one of those maniacs stalking people and then come and try to be funny. Something has changed. The music's changed. Mary Black, “No Frontiers, Heaven Knows No Frontiers...” a song written by Jimmy MacCarthy.

“Let's begin. I hope I'm right. You came to Israel when you were twenty, on your birthday, in October.”

She looks at me and opens her huge blue eyes, so huge that they almost dissolve the beauty of the color, but that's not what happens, it almost dissolves it but it stays on the border and her beauty remains, a bit like a Picasso, every angle of her face creates a different face, and yet keeps changing according to her mood. Now I see that she is excited, she likes this. It reminds me of how Gabrielle looked at me before realizing that being a writer was not just something romantic, but also a problem in the bank account. Then, she stopped looking at me in that way and began to see me as the husband who doesn't make enough money. Which, by the way, is true.

“Which October day?” She asks.

“The seventh.” Now all music that I hear is of Townes Van Zandt. “To live’s to fly. The game is only to lose, this is what he sings in my ear.”

“Want to come over for tea and then you can tell me everything?” Unexpected question, although it shouldn't be this way.

“Yes, sure.”

It's 9 p.m. I have to go back home, what do I do?

“But first I have to go to the bathroom.”

I go to the bathroom, I call my wife from my cell and tell her that I'm staying the night at Rami's in Tel Aviv, then I call him and tell him about it. He doesn't believe me.

“I'll explain later, it's not what you think, I don't think Gabrielle will call you, but just in case, tell her I was tired and I went to sleep, nothing else.”

“I live close by, in Najlaot, we can walk there.”

And right before leaving the station:

“What do you do?”

“I am a writer.”

“How original.”

Yes, I know that you've always dated artists, painters, poets, photographers, you are attracted by them, but I say nothing. Perhaps I shouldn't say too much. And let her ask a little.

It's cold. A frozen Jerusalem night, at the end of fall, the start of winter. We go out toward the Mahane Yehuda market, and on our way I suggest that we buy a bottle of wine in one of the kiosks on Yaffo Street a little further down the road. We take a few steps and I buy a bottle of Segal's Merlot. “And a snack,” she says. “Chips.” The bottle of wine costs me fifty-six shekels, more than double what it would have cost me in the supermarket near my house. Yes, I think about such nonsense when something is finally happening in my life. The chips cost me seven shekels, for that price I could get eight at the supermarket. On our way to her house, Gabrielle says that she wants me to one day read her one of my stories.

“I don't write short stories, novels, short novels or a little longer ones.”

“Alright, we'll meet one day and you'll read a short one to me.”

“The shortest,” I say. 

We arrived at her house by the ministry of foreign affairs, a set of weird huts that look like an army camp. Her house is in one of those side streets of Najlaot, behind the restaurant called Imma, which means mother.


“In what language do you write?”


“In Hebrew. Well, Hebrew and Spanish. And a little in English.”

“And not in French?”

“No, not in French, not yet, although back in the day I wrote some French poems, I think I could if I really wanted to.”

“Well, then bring me something in Spanish, because in Hebrew I am not going to understand a thing.”

“Don't worry about it, it's an easy Hebrew, I don't write in a very complicated style.”

“I prefer in Spanish, I like the language better.”

I remembered the first time I went out with Gabrielle, I wrote her a poem in French. After that, she didn't want to see me for six months. I don't know if it's because the poem was so bad or so good. Whichever it was... six months...

I find it a very good idea to read a short novel to her. I have a half-finished one that I could add to this book and that way, poof, I already have a few more thousand words. A writer shouldn't think this way, but what do you want, to fill a book or to write it. I don't know. What I feel is an enormous urge to write and to be prepared to conquer Spanish Literature, once my novel sells a lot, I must already be prepared to attack with a lot of novels. But this is not a war... Who's speaking? Who said that? It's me, myself, the writer against himself, the silly one against the serious one, the story teller against the one who wants to save the world through his stories, that last one that no longer exists. Now we get to the music of David Munyon, I hear his songs ringing in my ears. We are in her house. A badly furnished house, a student apartment or of someone who doesn't want to stop being a student. I should be elsewhere, writing other things.

“What are you thinking about?”

“About how beautiful you are.”

She smiles.

“Do you want tea?”

She serves tea on a table in the tiny room, there are two chairs around, or something that looks like a chair and armchair, half-broken, from used furniture stores, or gifts from friends. 

“Help yourself, make yourself comfortable. I'm going to take a shower and come back then we'll drink tea.”

I knew she would be back with a black robe with nothing underneath. I saw it in her eyes at the station, I knew those eyes, I knew them and I had already almost forgotten them. It didn't surprise me, but I wasn't expecting it either. Perhaps I was hoping for a surprise. 

“You like men.”

“Who doesn't?”

“Well, but you like them a little more.”

She comes closer to me and kisses me. I remember that need to dominate the situation and not be swayed. I let her. Suddenly an idea goes to my head, that this may be a kind of adultery, and what if she lied when she told me about her abortion, what if she had a daughter instead of an abortion and left her in Paris at her sister's or aunt's, or someone adopted her, maybe she's the daughter of my wife, I should ask her for her name, but I don't. It is the same hand and the same feeling that has never changed, the same as when Gabrielle touches me, either the first or the second, the young or the adult. I immediately have a boner, as if it were an order. The Gabrielles wishes are a command to my cock.

Now she touches it, smiles, “I like it, it's big,” she kisses me on the mouth but not a deep kiss, she goes down on me for a moment, not very convinced, she's not nervous, she does it calmly, but quickly she takes off part of the robe and I see her right side and just like that, half naked, she climbs on top of me and moves up and down, screaming “oui, oui, oui,” and then she tells me that she likes my cock, “j'aime ton sexe,” which means, I love your penis, my cock and my sex, the way I make love but also my penis, all my male penis. Then she shuts up, she stands up and grabs my hand to take me to another tiny room in which lies a hard mattress. She throws herself on it, raising her hands and inviting me to penetrate her face up, but I turn her around and put her on her feet, this is what you love most, I don't say it, and I penetrate her from behind and there we both come at the same time, her screaming, “bring me the wine,” I don't know why, I lie down for two seconds and get up and I come back with the bottle of wine and two glasses, but we need a corkscrew she doesn't know where it is.

“It doesn't matter, put the bottle in bed,” the bottle, I lie down and start falling asleep, I don't remember very well when I took my pants and shoes off, I still have my sweatshirt on, and she says goodbye.

“What? Goodbye?”

“It seems a little exaggerated to sleep together the first night, and with a married man...”

“I never said that I was married.”

“You didn't need to.”

“Tomorrow we meet at four, and you read me your story.”

“It's a novel.”

I have no choice, I look for the boxers my mother-in-law gave me and I can't find them. In the end I find the pants, I wear them without boxers and then the socks, which my mother-in-law also gave me (she's very creative for gifts), then the Paul & Shark jacket that I bought in Turkey without knowing that it was so chic and that it was worth a fortune, although maybe it's a fake, and that it’s normal to have navy blue on one side and beige on the other and I leave. 

It's only 12:30 a.m. and I decide to go back home. In my house everything seems fine, Gabrielle is asleep and did not take advantage of my absence to go see a lover, a lover I've suspected existed for a few months, or years, or forever, because I cannot believe that a woman who had many lovers before marriage becomes a saint after the wedding, or maybe because I'm just a jealous asshole or because I don't see that our sex has been fulfilling her for a while now. You see, if I was more literary, there should be a surprise here and the arrival of the husband and the finding of a man coming down the stairs, or lover in bed, but these things only happen in books. Especially in the bad ones. 

At 2 p.m. Gabrielle Jr. calls me, that's how I start calling her, and she asks if I'm going at four and tells me not to forget the story.

“The short novel.”

“Alright, whatever. Whatever.”

“Wha´ever.”

I ask her to give me her address, but she refuses. I ask where she got my telephone number, I don't recall giving it to her. 

“You're an idiot, I called from your cell to mine while you were in the bathroom and got your number.”

“And I thought that I was the intelligent one.”

“Everyone does it.”

“Are you going to give me your address or what?”

“You have to find the house.”

I make a few laps around the restaurant and I have some difficulties locating myself between the old streets with the old houses, but eventually I get there right on time, at four o'clock. I am punctual although I don't try to be.

I knock on the door, but she doesn't answer. I knock again. Nothing. I call her cell.

“Yes, you're very punctual, I'll be right there, wait up, I went out to buy eggs and milk.”

“Liar.”

“Ok whatever, I'll be right there, five minutes.”

It takes her fifteen minutes and she comes back with a bag of some supermarket. I can see that she had been to the hairdresser. She dressed well.

“You brought your story.”

I am tired of telling her that it is a short novel. She kisses me on the cheek. I try to get to her mouth, but she doesn't kiss me on the mouth.

“Yes, but you want it so much. The truth is I don't like reading aloud, I get bored, if you want I’ll leave it and you read it when you want.”

“No, no, no way, I want to hear your voice.”

She turns the key twice in the lock.

“Alright. Ok. I'll read it to you.”

You can't say no to a new woman, although she's only a replica of the other, made in China. Today you can copy anything, even women. A cloned woman. Cloned. But she looks very good. I feel like doing her again. I tell her.

“Not today,” she says as if nothing had happened. As if there were no yesterday, or tomorrow. “Not today. Today story, today Literature.” That happens to me for saying that I'm a writer. “I'll make tea and we'll sit down to start our literary evening.”

“I've been told that it's very common in Germany, not here.”

She comes back a few minutes later with the tea, the memory of yesterday gives me a boner, but I cool down quickly thinking about the tractors of a kibbutz.

She serves me tea.

“It's funny, I brought the last thing I wrote, and it's kind of funny because, it's a story where in the middle someone tells another story, but I'm thinking that if I write our encounter one day it'll be a story in which someone tells a story about someone who's telling a story.”

“Interesting.”

“Well, the truth is it's not completely done yet. It needs some adjustments here and there.”

“I'm listening.”

I start reading.

––––––––
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THE BUS

1. 

When the shooting occurred I was asleep, the shooting woke me up, so I couldn't say who took the shot. Later, it was said that it was Queta, who was sitting to my right, more or less in the middle of the front of the bus, in the photo it must be the sixteenth or fifteenth seat, but I didn't see her. The pistol wasn't hers, it was Domingo's, he was sitting in the front, that I'm sure of, at the entrance of the bus because he considered himself some sort of a king, in front of all the front people, although the one who's most in front was the driver even if he doesn't count, or maybe that was already clear that he didn't count.

Then I was asleep and suddenly I heard a bang, not like in the movies where it sounds like an echo, it was more like a sharp blow against a piece of wood and then screams, but I remember waking up from the shot and then I heard the screams, women's screams, and then someone said that they deserved it because they smelled bad, they were the ones in the back, I knew that the joke, or what began as a joke, or what seemed to have started as a joke, or whatever it was, was going to end badly. Very badly. And then I thought to myself, this is finishing bad, but it was only the beginning.

It's very difficult to say where things began although, by the sight of it, we know where it all ended, and now I'm telling you the story. The bus left the station at about nine thirty at night, it left a bit late, which was a common thing on this line, it was the line of the two seas, it went from the Atlantic to the Mediterranean, passing through four or five countries, depending on the hour at which it left. I was already prepared to sleep through the night, it was my fourth time on this line and I was going from one sea to the other, so I had 36 hours of travel left, stations, passengers who go up and down, sometimes drunk people, and also smells. The bus was full. There was even a couple who came at the last minute and asked the driver if by any chance somebody got confused and hadn't made it. Something that often occurred. No, the bus was full.

For some reason the delay sparked lively discussions among some of the passengers, I recognize them now but at that time I didn't know who they were. The one who complained the most was a guy called Severio who was behind me, behind the back door of the bus, that was behind me, there on the stairs leading down was the can, well, the bathroom, if it sounds better, but everyone called it the can on this bus, not everyone, no, there was this girl, Aurelia I think, she said restroom. When all the people in front began to say that the can was theirs, she said the restroom, I don't know why but that's how it went, all the others very quickly said the word can.

Severio then complained about the delay, and the girl who was in the middle seat at the end of the bus said they weren't here to hear his complaints, she was very rude about it, I must admit, not to put all the blame on Severio.

“If you're not happy, rent a helicopter, you wuss!”

“You're the wuss, stupid bitch.”

There are two versions here, they say that it was Severio who said stupid bitch, but he has strictly denied it. 

To be honest, I couldn't quite say who it was.

“Find someone else to call a stupid bitch,” the woman said, “fucking fag.”

“So what? What does it matter to you if I'm a fag or not?”

Apparently this Severio guy was gay and didn't understand very well that the lady was not talking about his sexual preferences, but only about his insults. 

“And anyway, you sadomasochistic old pussy sucking lesbian, I didn't say you were a slut, someone else did, I just want the fucking bus to leave.”

They started a whole debate about whether it was him or another passenger who said it, and there were already supporters on both sides until the driver came and asked them to be quiet to take off. Everyone stopped talking. 

But two minutes after we took off, we started hearing them shouting again, but I no longer understood very well, because other people were speaking next to me, mixed with the noise of the bus and the traffic.

You don't know what will define your future, or yes, maybe you do, but you're not fully aware of it. I could have picked a back seat but I didn't, you can say it's a coincidence, but you can also say that even if it is one, I got the right seat, and for that I deserve a prize. At least that's what I think.

“Please, Mr. Dospasos, this is not a philosophical debate, we want to know what happened on the bus for thirty hours, and not what you think, try to give us some information.”

“But can I know why you're talking to me from behind this window where I can't see you, can't you or someone else sit in front of me and talk like a normal human being? I prefer a woman, yin and yang reasons, more balance, you know.”

“You, sir, decide nothing in here, we decide what you must do and how you must do it.”

“It's just very difficult to speak to someone without seeing their face. I am not a robot. And I hope you aren't either.”

“Keep telling the facts and with less philosophical thoughts.”

The first two hours of the trip went by with many people going to the bathroom, more than usual. Although you can't rely on my knowledge of what is normal and what is not, but on other trips it was very similar. Although perhaps they were fewer. Someone said that he had to go before someone else.

“What for, because you got a pretty face?”

“Well yeah, because that's how it is.”

And then someone got in the way and said the expression, for the first time, the new expression, or the old expression that now became a new one.

“Because he's a front guy.”

I think Caro said it, he was sitting in the front row and was waiting for his turn to go to the bathroom. 

“What do you mean by that?”

“What I just said,” Caro answered, “that we are sitting in front and that we are front people and for that reason we have the right to go to the can before y'all.”

Caro was a tall, muscular man, and nobody wanted to argue with him.

“So now you go and sit, and you let my friend from the front use the can and then I go, and you sit in your place until we finish and then you can enter.”

“I hope the two of you are not going to shit for hours and are only going to pee.” he said it in a somewhat humorous tone, but Caro took it very seriously.

“Look, motherfucker, if we want to take a dump we take a dump and if we want to piss, we piss, now sit in your place before I shit on you.”

The guy who had a weak voice didn't continue the argument. Maybe he thought that Caro was drunk and he didn't urgently need to use the bathroom and he only did it to pass the time or because he didn't stay seated. I was trying to fall asleep, but I was just above the bathroom, it wasn't an easy task. Despite how tired I was feeling. 

And then, they invented another expression, the back people. Uceda said it, a teenager who was sitting next to me.

“It's just that those back people smell really bad.”

“They do smell bad,” Ofelia said, she was in the seat in front of me. “They smell very bad,” she added.

“And they are bad.”

“Very bad.”

“And the best thing would be not to let them use the can. They must have all kinds of diseases.”

After that, I fell asleep until I heard the shot.

2. 

And then, well, before, before I heard the shot, I was dreaming. I dreamed that my girlfriend had a testicle, and in the dream that wasn't what I thought was weird, what seemed odd was that she didn't have two, and someone was explaining that it was strange that she had one, it was on the right groin and it was pink, the dream was in Hebrew, I spoke Hebrew with her, and she told me they wouldn't understand, but does it matter that testicle is written with an ע when it's actually with an א and I started laughing in my dream.

“Mr. Dospasos, we are not going to repeat it a thousand times, your dreams don't interest me, they don't interest us, we want information.”

“Ok, ok I get it, but I remember, the dream is over now, it is part of the information, of what I lived.”

“No philosophy nor dreams, we're not talking about this kind of information and I believe that you understand me.”

“Yes, It's over.”

And so I started laughing in the dream, well at least that's what I hope happened, although sometimes I really laugh in my sleep, that's what my girlfriends have said, and then I heard the shot and I woke up.

It was nighttime and I must have slept two or three hours, and in those three hours I don't know what happened but what is certain is that everyone spoke about back and front people, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. It had become part of the vocabulary of the population of the bus. I don't know if you understand, what seemed a joke at first was now a reality. And after the shot I think everyone on the bus woke up, or most of the fifty-something passengers, they were very loud. Well, they got very loud after a twenty-second moment of utter silence. As if it was lightning followed by thunder. The shot was the lightning and then came the thunder and the noise from everyone.

The thing is, Tuval had the gun in his hand but he was looking in the direction of the driver, he was standing near the can, next to where he was sitting before, but his body was headed toward the driver and the corpse was behind him. He said that he hadn't used the weapon and that it landed into his hands when he left the restroom, it landed, but nobody gave it to him. The dead guy was at the end of the bus, it was a young fifteen-year-old boy, his last name was Cash, he was previously sitting in the penultimate row, on the right side of the bus. He was next to Urgen, a girl who said she didn't know him. According to her, she woke up after the shot. Some said that the person responsible was the owner of the gun, Domingo, who now held it in his hands, and he said that it wasn't him, that he was also sleeping, and since he had the gun in his hands nobody dared to argue with him. And somebody said that it was one of the back people, that they were closer to the dead guy. And besides we already know that the back people are bad.

What I don't get, or maybe I do, is how they decided that the back people were bad and criminals, and when, if they were all asleep. Since there was a majority of front people, none of them stood up against accusing the back people in general, someone said that they were all terrorists and that what they wanted was to rob the bus and kill us all, they were even killing amongst themselves, so life didn't matter to them, you could also hear that. I was the only one, or I believe that I was the only one, who said that we had to go to the nearest police station in the first inhabited town.

But everyone or at least many people were against that idea. They said that it wouldn't help and that the best thing would be to leave the corpse on the highway someplace it would be seen, and that way someone would call the police. 

“Anyway, it's not like he's going to resurrect,” Camilla said, a back girl from the left side. 

“She's right,” Tuval said, a front guy, “it is better this way, and we won't have to waste time, we each want to get to our town.”

“Yes, but hold on a second,” Trinidad said, standing from her seat next to the driver, “we have to avoid this situation from happening again, and the best thing would be to forbid the back people from coming to the front or going to the can, we have to create a line that they mustn't overstep, it's less messy this way.”

“And besides they smell bad.” Three passengers must have said that simultaneously. 

“And we will put a guard to make sure it doesn't happen again.”

The bus stopped and we left Cash's body on the highway. At that hour, there were no cars driving by.

It was decided that we should pray for the deceased and for his soul, and we did it on the bus. We, the front people, prayed facing the driver's direction, the back people prayed in the opposite direction. I don't know if it came as an order from someone, but it seemed logical to me, they were back people and they were different and so they prayed in the opposite direction.

I wonder if what I did was OK, it's a good question, if you don't ask it, then I am going to ask myself. Well, not very good to be honest, but it was better to be part of the front people who were a majority. I have always been a minority everywhere I went, they would have read my career and my life, and for the first time I was part of the majority and it seemed logical at the time that the majority decided what to do with the restroom. After praying, we talked a little about the deceased, he was no longer on the bus and since nobody knew him or at least nobody admitted to knowing him, he stopped existing. I felt good, I was part of a group. I felt better than ever before.

Someone said that you couldn't forbid the back people from going to the can, and we democratically discussed the problem, each person gave his opinion. Some said that we could do nothing about it and that the back ones were dangerous, therefore it would be a lack of responsibility to let them go to the can, they could take advantage of the situation to attack us. Others said that there was no reason not to let them go to the can and that they already had enough problems just for being back people and not being able to be understood. That's what David said, he was the number 10, now they all had a number which was the number of the seat where they were sitting. I say we let them go whenever they want, he said, but they should ask the guard for permission first. I didn't suggest anything.

Yes, I know what you're thinking, that maybe I killed Cash and that I invented all this story about the handgun, and even perhaps another survivor told you that, although I doubt there is another, but well, if I am here, that means that there cannot be another one. And I say no, but I'm not even sure anymore, I was sitting in a place where I could see Cash and shoot him, and maybe I wasn't asleep, or maybe I did it while I was sleeping or dreaming, who knows, but that would have been complicated, because to do so I would have to kneel in my seat to be able to see Cash and shoot him and I don't remember Severio giving me his gun, but maybe I had it in my hands a few seconds and after the shot I gave it to someone, and that someone gave it to someone else, at least that seems to be what the others did, from the one who pulled the trigger to the one who found the gun.

I don't know why he talked about that, I believe it's not very important anymore, what does it matter anymore, not only did he die, they all did, well, not everyone, I am still alive, only if that's not just a dream and I am really alive. Am I or am I not...? Well, thank you for saying yes, it's easy for you to say yes.

We discussed the situation for about thirty minutes and seven front people spoke. By chance or maybe not, the front people all spoke the same language, either their first language or a language they had learned, but the back people, who were less than us, spoke different languages and didn't understand each other, or they didn't understand us. In the end we voted in favor of Oleg's proposal, number 18, and it was decided that the back people could go to the john when the front people were taking a nap, between 3 and 4 p.m. and between 3 and 4 a.m. It seemed like a very humane and democratic solution to me.

Someone (who?) said that Cash was a saint and that he had died for our sins and the arguments that were taking place on the bus, and that we had to think about him and his lesson. And then Severio who was sitting in front of me to my left asked how they could know if he was a saint if nobody knew him. “Death has made him a saint”, said his travel neighbor, Ofelia.

Or maybe that wasn’t her name ... I don't know, the truth is I have a very bad memory for names, but I remember faces or eyes, sometimes phone numbers. And then I may have fallen asleep for a while, I was very tired and I wanted to sleep but it wasn't easy, maybe I just dozed off. I heard someone mention that he was traveling to the other sea, and that he was traveling to look for his father, because after his father died, that's how he told the story, after his father died, his mother told him that this man was not his father. His father was some other man. That never knew about him and that only she knew. That she had been raped by a man in Morocco, just after the independence and that he was a friend of her husband or a business partner, the man came to the house looking for her husband because they had an appointment.

“What kind of appointment?” a woman's voice asked.

“What do I know, a business appointment with my father!”

“But then is he your father or is he not your father?”

“I don't know, he is and he's not, anyway, then she asked him if he wanted to drink something.”

“To whom?”

“My mother to my father.”

“But didn't you say that your father wasn't there?”

“Well, the one they call biological father, and I have no idea what I'm doing here. Anyway, she doesn't remember, my mother, whatever she asked, but the man came in and drank a lemonade, that much she remembers. And there, they talked for a while and he declared his love, his eternal love, and that she should get a divorce and they should run away together. Nobody gets a divorce here, well, not in my town, there are no divorces, never, well, unless someone beats you up or abuses you or has an affair, or something very serious, something like that, not for love. And he got all turned on and my mother told him to leave, he had crossed the limit, and then he raped her.”

“Yeah well, that's all bullshit.”

“Not one bit, what happened next is that she went to her mother and my grandmother told her not to tell anyone, and less to my father, well, her husband, and the best thing she could do was to sleep with him that same night and the following, just in case she was pregnant, and I was born that year, and I am an only child. My mother says that my father was sterile. And now I don't know why I am going to meet that man, my father. Well, that is if he is still alive and still lives in the same city.”

“And what's his name?”

“Who?”

“And what do you care what he's called?”

“I don't.”

“He's called Yusuf Bentato.”

I do remember that name. The son of Bentato was going from one sea to another. The woman didn't have much to tell. 

“Your story comes straight from a movie, but I'm just going to my village, in the mountains, I'm on my way back from a visit to my sister who went to work in another country and now she's not doing very good, she has breast cancer.”

“Her too!”

“Yes, but why her "too"?”

“It's just that that's all you hear about, that this person has breast cancer, and that other one had it, and half of them are secrets that were told, and what happens with the ones you don't know about. It must be an outbreak.”

At that moment, Queta got up and said there was an outbreak on the bus, and that's why we had to exit the freeway and turn right. If anyone doesn't agree they should raise their hand. Nobody did it and the driver turned right and entered a road that nobody knew. What was very strange is that there were no ads and no signs of nearby cities or towns, and it was an almost deserted road.

Then the bus stopped, the reason was that we had to pray for Cash, the saint of the bus. The front people got off the bus and the back people remained inside. We prayed for Cash's soul and asked him to help us reach the other sea. Cash, help us in your death to be worthy of our fate, to get from the big sea to the small one, from water to water and wind to wind.

When we returned some back people were complaining that they didn't let them pray for Cash and he was one of them. Cash was always a good back person, worthy of that name and a good man. And above all, he could sing, said another voice and in another language. But the front people accused the back people of killing Cash, and they said that because they killed him, it was better not to pray for him. 

“Although, there is freedom of worship here, and everyone can pray what they want and to whomever they want, as long as they leave the can free.”

“We will pray to saint Cash,” said a back guy, the one who was closest to the can. Oizoa, number 38. Oizoa considered himself the leader of the back people, because he was closest to the can and sometimes he said that the front people were better by law and the back ones had to accept that these were the laws of nature and the world, but most of them didn't listen or pay attention or understand the language he spoke.

And so it was, in less than a few hours, Cash was the saint and they no longer prayed for him, but to him. The front people had the right to kneel in their place and now they came to sit beside me, the ones waiting for their turn to go to the john. The can was the bus's sacred place, and they all wanted to piss or shit nonstop. Uceda went away and a woman came to sit next to me, she told me that she was coming from Cazarzen, that's how she called the city from where she was escaping, a city I had never heard of.

“I’m running away from the terror and from death,” she said, “so all this seems like a picnic to me. If I tell you all that I have lived through you wouldn't believe it.”

“You could try.”

I wasn't very interested in listening to the stories of each one of them, but I was sitting just above the can, next to the seat that was on top of it, and that gradually brought to my side all the passengers on the bus. Some told me their lives, others remained silent, but everyone did it with such a strange serenity.

“At first,” she said, “we worked in a shoe factory, but they stopped buying and suddenly in the center of the city they opened an ultramodern transplant hospital, it gave good jobs and good wages to part of the population and the city began to flourish, and the housing prices rose, and other transplant hospitals were opened, before I took refuge in the forest there were five, but I think there are eight now. People from all over the world came to our city to get all kinds of transplants, the most difficult ones, but half the people in the city, or more than half, lost their jobs and sometimes their home, these poor people began selling their kidneys to be able to deal with the expenses of their families, but they always needed more and more donors, and the poor people were not enough, and they began evacuating families from their homes and they established a law, that those who lived in the forest were natural donors, those were the words, and then they began hunting those in the forest, sometimes they took out a kidney and released them back in the forest and sometimes they needed a heart and so they killed them, they took my kidney, here's the scar...”

“And we have never heard of that around here. What did you say the name of the city was?” I really didn't want to see the scar and so I changed the topic.”

“It was called Cazarzen, and every time they needed more transplants, they threw more people out of their homes so they would become natural donors. You see, they killed my husband and later in the forest we ate his remains, because if we didn't the wolves would eat them, so it was better to feed ourselves, the meat was hot. My two sons, children were preferred donors, you see, even old people's corneas or a pregnant woman's gallbladder. I don't know or understand how I escaped, but here I am... Well, it was my turn.”

I think that put me off eating for a while. We kept going on the same road and we couldn't see anyone, it was like a dream. Many times I wondered if I was dreaming. I wasn't.

We stopped near a lake surrounded by grass that looked artificial. There was nothing alive around there, not even flies. That didn't bother anyone. The back people sat together and the front people sat closer to the lake. We ate what we had, some had sandwiches and others cereal bars. Suddenly we saw a lonely lamb walking a few feet away from us. Severio took out his gun and shot it, I don't even believe he thought about whether to do it or not.

“Here we go, that's lunch.”

“Look, and I have here everything we need for a barbecue.”

I believe it was Santos who went to the bus and grabbed a bag that had all the necessary tools to eat lamb. Nobody really knew how to prepare the lamb until the Tadeuz mother came and joined us. It wasn't a very simple task, she requested a knife and we didn't know what to do then.

“She's a back woman and it can be dangerous.”

“Yeah, but she has two children who are front people. A son and a daughter.”

The Tadeuz were the only family on the bus, they were called Tadeuz son, Tadeuz daughter, Tadeuz father and Tadeuz mother. The children were front people and the parents back people.

“I don't think she'll do anything, we'll give her a piece of meat.”

It was a slow process and despite the hunger, it took almost an hour to skin the animal and empty it of its blood, meanwhile Caro prepared the fire with some plants and tree branches that he found half a mile away from the lake. 

The driver came to me and told me something was wrong, that the road was a bit strange, and mainly that he drove many miles but never saw the amount of gas lowering.

“It must be the saint's doing,” he said.

“What?”

“Saint Cash.”

The lamb didn't taste very good, but in the end a woman took out a cake, it's for my daughter's birthday, but we won't make it, so we might as well eat it together. I didn't understand why she said she wasn't going to make it, were we doomed?

Back on the bus, there was another line to go to the can. Many came to see me, all the front people. They sat next to me, one after another, and I don't remember anymore who was who and who told what. This one was a woman, I think she was called Olvido. Yes, that must be it, do you have an Olvido on the list? Could she still be alive? She told me that she had cancer and that she was going to die.

“The doctors told me that I haven't got much time left, months, but months could mean many things. Two months? Ten months? Doctors only know how to say a few months, nothing else, and you stay with those months, it's your life, not mere statistics. I have decided to go to the sea, my sea, to die, the sea where I was born, my sea, you understand, I tried everything, vitamins, exercise, psychology, radiotherapy, chemotherapy, a new experimental vaccine. I went to the Mayo Clinic, you know, for this my brothers had money, to be healthy, but never before, to help me out or to buy a car, not even a used car, but when I got sick, ten years ago, my God, I got sick ten years ago, then they became good, very good, super-duper good brothers. They began calling me every day, checked if I needed anything, they set an appointment with the best specialist in Madrid, I didn't want the best specialist, but I couldn't say no, then at the Mayo Clinic in the US. Do you see what I was in? I found myself in the same situation of dependency. Before, it was because they didn't give me their money and after it was because they did. When I told them I wanted money to go to a natural medicine clinic in the UK, they said no, they didn't understand, but I went anyway, you know. I sold what little I had, an inherited land from a great-aunt and I went. They got very angry. Of course when they help you, one wonders if they are helping you or helping themselves, or if they want to have a clear conscience, but now you see, now I am going to the sea ... it's my turn.”

So now I wonder if that Olvido or whatever her name was survived, ironically the one who was going to die, things like that happen sometimes. What you least expect. Well, I see that in here I'm going to be talking alone and nobody is going to respond to anything.

I don't even know if you're listening, maybe you've fallen asleep, or there's just one of you, or you're recording this and then you'll listen to only parts of what I say.

“Yes, we are listening, although you are boring us.”

“Sorry.” 

“We want to know what happened, not the digestive problems of each passenger.”

“But can you tell me who you are, are you the police, secret agents?”

“We want to know who the leader was.”

“I don't know that I don't know if there was a leader.”

“Who gave the order?”

“What order?”

“If you were or weren't abducted.”

“I believe I am in a democratic country, and I'm entitled to a lawyer.”

“Not in this case.”

“Why not...”

“Sometimes it’s like that.”

“It's not like I have anything to hide. I can tell you everything I remember, but...”

“We want to know when they started to eat passengers.”

“What?”

“To eat human flesh.”

“I don't remember that. I didn't eat the flesh of any passenger.”

“Of a back person, perhaps...”

“Not me.”

“Alright, go on, go on.”

“Am I being accused of something?”

“Go on with your testimony.”

“But am I being accused of something?”

“Not for the moment. You are not accused of anything.”

“What do you mean for the moment?”

“Continue your story and you will understand, maybe you will remember.”

“What is this? A movie? A novel?”

“Go on, continue we don't have all the time in the world.”

Ok, I’ll continue. So someone decided to change the course and turn around. The driver told us that he'd been driving in the same direction for three hours and saw nothing, not one house, not one tree, only an endless line of grass. “I haven't even seen this in Scotland”. And without really discussing it, he turned back the way we came. But I didn't see any cars on that way either. When he turned back, the scenery on the same road had changed, the grass suddenly turned into a forest full of trees. We all saw it, or at least that's what I think, and we all got scared, but nobody said anything about it for over an hour, until a bird jumped on the road, well, that wasn't a bird, it was bigger than the bus, it jumped on the road and continued flying. Not everyone saw it because the ones who were asleep woke up when the driver hit the brakes, but the bird was already gone. They all asked what it was, “what is it, what is it”, you could hear them say, but no one answered. After that we were silent for a long time, we were panicked, terrified. 

And in the silence, watching the trees passing, I fell asleep. I slept three or four hours, because when I woke up it was already nighttime. We had been traveling for almost twenty-four hours. I dreamed I was in a hotel and in this hotel I was with my daughter and my wife. They had changed our room while I was out of the hotel and I asked my wife what the new room number was. It was room 899. And I asked what the code was to enter the room, then my daughter came and whispered it in my ear, it's 9696. So I went to the elevator and pressed the button to go up to the eighth floor, but the elevator reached the ninth floor. I got out of the elevator and into another, but it took me to the thirtieth floor. I changed elevators again and this time I went down to the eighth floor. And I went to my room.

The numbers in this dream intrigued me, but when I woke up I heard the Tadeuz family arguing, it's that family that's right on the border between front and back, the children were front people and the parents back people. They were arguing, and the son said it was better not to mess things up.

“What do you want,” the son said, “do you want them to throw us in the back?” 

“No,” the mother replied, “we're one family, you can ask them to move the line of the border and that way we could become front people, just that.”

“And who do we ask?”

“You can vote and change the line.”

“That seems simple, but what if they vote for us to become back people, that could happen too, I don't think they like us very much, we are on the border, and then we'd all be worse off.”

I realized that I wasn't the only clueless person that wasn't sure of the time. Each watch I looked at gave a different time, and then the sun started rising suddenly because I think it was eleven or twelve. My watch showed eleven thirty. And at dawn we found ourselves in front of a wall. The driver stopped abruptly and we all leaped forward. When the back people saw that they were in front, they apologized before anyone could say anything and they went back to their place, we were all scared.

“Where did this wall come from?”

“I believe it wasn't here before.”

“It is the wall of our sins, for having killed Cash.”

“It's those back ones, they're criminals. How could they kill Cash?”

The driver had gone forward and had badly hit himself against the glass that did not break. He said his shoulder hurt, but that he was fine. He had a bump on his forehead, but it didn't hurt.

“What I want to know is how much time has passed since the accident, if it was an accident, if I stayed in the hospital for a long time, one month, one year, you can't tell me that? And I'm hungry.”

“What do you want to eat?”

“Can't you at least tell me how long it's been since the accident?”

“What do you want to eat?”

“I want the following: a cabbage and watercress salad, and for the dressing virgin olive oil with a 0.3% acidity and balsamic vinegar of Modena, as a starter, and then for the main dish I want brown rice and beans, on one side of the plate, and on the other side fried tofu with onions, seasoned with tamari sauce, and if possible épeautre bread.”

“Why is that?”

“I'm a vegetarian.”

“Look, we have tuna and cheese sandwiches here. So, you can choose.”

“Two of each, I'm really hungry.”

“We'll pass it to you from the small little door that's on the lower right side of the door that's on your left.”

“You won't even let me see you. So much mystery... You could send me a photo of yourself, here are the sandwiches, thank you, and thanks for the mineral water.”

So, we got off the bus and went to see that wall, it was a gray concrete wall. Right to the level of my hips, some funny guy had drawn a window through which you could see a field and a dairy cow, like in Switzerland. Then we heard voices on the other side. They said hey, hello, is someone there, things like that.

“And who are you?” I asked.

“We're from the bus.”

“And what's that wall?”

“It's something against terrorism, they announced it on the radio,” many of them responded, sometimes simultaneously, from the other side of the wall. But from our side I was the only one who spoke.

“These sandwiches aren't bad, especially the tuna, although I don't know how I'll feel later, I haven't eaten fish for years, and mayonnaise even less. And thanks for the water.”

“Well, I didn't know anything about that.”

“I don't know, they said we had to quickly build a wall because there were a lot of terrorists on a bus, and it was dangerous. They have one of those huge machines that put a wall in a few hours.”

“And what should we do?” I asked.

“I think you have to go back.”

“Yeah well, we already did that.”

“You have to turn back twice and maybe you can get to the sea.”

It was a woman who spoke, she had a somewhat whiny voice, like my aunt Esther's.

“They say they're on the bus with an atomic bomb and that they've abducted the passengers.”

“Oh, yeah?!”

“Maybe it's you, are you on a bus?”

“Yes, we came on a bus but they haven't abducted us.”

“And how do I know that's true? Maybe you're the terrorist. Can I speak with other people?”

“They are all a little upset from the sudden halt in front of the wall. And some are already praying, they say that they have to pray to the wall. And they pray to saint Cash. You can do it on the other side. Did you also come on a bus?”

“Yes, we came by bus, we're going to the sea, from sea to sea, and land in the middle. The land only makes room for the seas...”

“And we, the men and animals, are in the middle.”

“Yes, how did you know how it went?”

“It's from a poem I learned in school.”

I returned to the bus and told the driver what was happening. The concrete walls were twenty feet high. I decided to go along the wall to see where it ended, it was difficult to walk because the wall was very close to the trees. I walkt, I mean, I walked over twenty minutes when I decided to go back, I saw another wall, perpendicular to the one on the road, but I didn't follow it from fear that the bus would leave me behind. When I got back there was a discussion going on with the people from the other side of
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