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About the Book

On the cusp of the Spanish Civil War in a coastal village in the Basque country, three men stop off at Extarri’s bar on their way to a wedding. There, a bizarre and seemingly incidental event marks the beginning of a powerful story about a bond and a secret that endures even in death.

Abandoned by her parents shortly after the outbreak of war, sixteen-year-old María Antonia Extarri is left at the mercy of the soldiers. Meanwhile, Isabel enjoys a blissful honeymoon, but just a few months later her valiant Captain is shot as a traitor. Both María and Isabel suddenly find themselves violently altered, alone, and pregnant. A crippled young doctor is the only witness to the mysterious agreement silently formed between the two desperate women.


About the Author

Manuel de Lope was born in Burgos, Spain in 1949, and is the prizewinning author of over a dozen novels. He has lived in Switzerland and England, and is now based in Madrid. La sangre ajena (The Wrong Blood) is the first of his books to be translated into English.

John Cullen is the translator of many books from the Spanish, French, German and Italian, including Enrique de Hériz’s Lies, Yasmina Khadra’s Middle East Trilogy, and Margaret Mazzantini’s Don’t Move. His translation of Philippe Claudel’s novel Brodeck’s Report won the Independent Foreign Fiction Prize in 2010. He lives in upstate New York.
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Will He … Fill the void veins of Life again with youth?

WILFRED OWEN

War Poems

Verano era aquél, verano hazía. …

Fray Luis de León


One

THE WEDDING


 

IT WAS THE month of May, or the month of June, in any case summer was near, and within only a few weeks the war would break out, although nobody knew this at the time, and those who had premonitions couldn’t go so far as to believe them, because fear rejects what the intuition accepts, and they wouldn’t have been able to convince anybody anyway. And so it was the month of May, or the month of June, in wedding season. The midday sunlight exaggerated the radiance of the meadows on the banks of the Bidasoa River. The mountains retained their thick semi-darkness, and the waters of the river were subsiding to their lowest level. On one of the sharpest curves in the road from Irún to Elizondo, a curve of most unhappy memory, the huge roses climbing up the façade of Etxarri’s Bar proudly displayed themselves to the sun. People who know about roses maintain that rosebushes with large flowers were fashionable for many years, and that roses as plump as a wet nurse’s breasts bloomed in the gardens; and such a plant had sprouted up on the façade of the big, rambling inn, which stood with its back to a riverside meadow. The building had been a roadside inn for mule drivers and carters until 1924, and then a cheap stopping place for truckers and automobilists when the road was partly cobbled and partly blacktopped around 1933. By then, rosebushes bearing large roses had gone out of style, and visitors to the Etxarri inn were always surprised by the size of the roses on its front wall, because diminutive tea roses were the current fashion in every garden.

Three men dressed as if they were on their way to a wedding arrived in a black Citroën 11, which had been washed that same day or at the latest the day before, for its chrome parts shone like mirrors, its waxed metal surfaces gleamed, and its windscreen and windows dazzled. Its whitewall tyres, quite rare on this model, looked as though they had been scrubbed with a toothbrush. The dust of the road had deposited only a thin, velvety veil that extended no higher than the vehicle’s fenders. Its occupants, who had been riding with the windows down so that air would circulate, alighted at the door of the bar. One of the passengers was a rich man from the town of Vera de Bidasoa. Of his two companions, there was little to say, but the proprietor of Etxarri’s Bar knew the rich man from Vera. He owned a hardware store as well as a half interest in a paper factory.

As the three men, sheathed in their wedding finery, entered the café, they wiped their faces with their handkerchiefs. The rich man from Vera, a tall, fat person, continued without stopping across the half-lit room, heading for the dark door of the latrine, where he intended to urinate. ‘Let me have a glass of water,’ he said as he walked. The other two men stepped up to the bar and shooed away flies. The bartender, the owner of Etxarri’s, always kept a loaded double-barrelled shotgun within reach under the bar. As he fetched three glasses from the cupboard, he thought that those men could be going to a wedding in Lesaka, and he also thought that they could be going to a wedding in Irún, and in any case, he thought, no one would have washed and polished his car like that if he didn’t intend to go to a wedding. For the same reason, no one on his way to a wedding seems like a dangerous man, and experience taught that dangerous men can come from a wedding, after the dancing and the drinking and the horseplay, but that men are not dangerous before going to a wedding, and so the owner of Etxarri’s Bar gave no thought to his loaded shotgun. He let the water run for a few seconds until it flowed cool from the tank. When this modern cistern was built, the inn’s water had begun to take on a ferruginous taste, because of the pipes or because of the tank itself, which had been manufactured out of anodized sheet metal, but many people liked the rusty taste, and some thought the rust might be beneficial to bones and teeth. Without waiting for the rich man from Vera to return, one of the other two took a drink from his glass and smacked his lips in delight.

Two or three minutes passed, and the rich man from Vera who had gone to the latrine did not reappear. The owner of Etxarri’s Bar figured that it must have been two or three minutes, enough time for the flies to start landing again here and there. The bar was submerged in semi-darkness, like a sacristy. The only window had a southern exposure and let in a great rectangle of sunlight half filtered by the rosebush that spread over the façade. Those who knew Etxarri’s in those days say that the stuffed head of an African buffalo hung on the wall right next to the window. Even some years later, the African buffalo’s head was still there, surmounted by its great helmet of horns, with long, almost feminine eyelashes above big brown glass eyes, parted lips revealing four yellow teeth, and a thrusting snout, black and shiny, as if the animal had plunged it into honey or marmalade. New visitors to the bar would raise their nostrils and admire the gigantic head, which almost touched the ceiling, and ask how the head of an African buffalo could have wound up in the valley of the Bidasoa. Regular customers, on the other hand, would contemplate the African buffalo’s head with consummate naturalness, as if it were the head of a fighting bull, and make rude jokes about its horns. What’s certain is that the innkeeper either didn’t know where the head had come from or never cared to give an explanation of its provenance. He would talk about an uncle of his who had been a sailor, and on other occasions he would talk about another, much less probable uncle who had been a hunter. The bar top was made of coloured artificial stone. Near the window, there were two wooden tables, placed end to end and furnished with benches, where the truckers used to eat and where the mule drivers had eaten before them, and where the Romans may have eaten long before the mule drivers; but after the war, the wooden tables and benches were replaced by normal tables with four places and tablecloths. In the rear part of the house, next to the cow barn, facing the meadow, and under a kind of porch that had once been a hayloft, one of those long tables could still be seen, transformed into the back wall of a henhouse or rabbit hutch, with boards forming the side walls and roof and a metal screen covering the front. An arch behind the bar framed a mirror and the glass shelves where the liquor was kept. The rarest bottles, containing spirits no longer to be found, stood on the top shelves, out of reach. On the right-hand side of the bar, nickel-plated and gleaming like a Rolls-Royce, was the coffee machine.

The second visitor did not appear to like the ferruginous water from the sheet-metal tank, the same water that others praised as the most unusual of mineral waters, and it was evident from this that he was an outsider. ‘This water tastes terrible,’ he muttered in a low voice. Many people, including some of the locals, thought the same thing the stranger did, and the owner of Etxarri’s Bar didn’t bat an eye.

‘We’re on our way to a wedding,’ said the first visitor, crossing the room and admiring the rosebush from inside the window. ‘May I pick a couple of roses when we leave?’

‘Of course,’ the innkeeper said.

The third glass of water remained untouched. The rich man from Vera who had gone to the restroom seemed to be in no hurry to come out. In those days, the man who ran the Etxarri inn was in his early forties, and there were some who knew he was not an Etxarri, that is, he wasn’t a member of the Etxarri family, although he was known by that name because he presided over the inn, and the name of the inn could not be changed. Whether or not this man’s uncle had sailed the seas or hunted buffalo was a question of little importance. The master of Etxarri’s Bar was distrustful by nature, as keepers of inns often are, and when the old-style roadside inns and taverns went out of existence, the innkeepers’ distrust passed, by the same right and the law of communicating vessels, to the proprietors of the small, cheap hotels known as hostales. He was an ugly man, with an apron perpetually tied round his waist so that he could dry his hands, and he cared little about the roses on the façade, because they were his wife’s department. His wife was not in the bar on that day. She herself was indeed an Etxarri, a member of the family that had established the inn in the days of the mule drivers, or in the days of the Romans, and the man she called her husband, even though he wasn’t, had formed the habit of acting as though the inn belonged to him. But that wasn’t what was important, nor would he cite it some years later, when it was a matter of taking legal possession of the property without any more right to it than what might have accrued to him from sharing a bed, that is, without any right supported by documents or implied in his name; but the war had caused so many difficulties that few people raised questions about any property rights to the ruins of the inn. No one knew for sure whether there might be titles or documents somewhere, or whether the inn and its meadow and the half-dozen oaks that constituted its share of the forest could belong to anyone who didn’t bear that name, nor could any civil-law notary testify to any of this, and the upshot was that the innkeeper was called Etxarri, too, although he wasn’t a member of the family. He had a stepdaughter, that is, the daughter of the woman who shared his bed and a previous man, but that day the stepdaughter wasn’t in the inn, either. The girl had recently reached her sixteenth birthday, and from time to time her stepfather opined that she needed some discipline, which took the form of blows, administered either with his hands or with his belt. Of course, no one imagined that the war would break out in a few weeks or that the girl, María Antonia, would suffer what she suffered, which will be related in due course. On that day, the owner of Etxarri’s Bar was alone. He drew back slightly from the counter. At this point, he felt more curiosity than distrust in regard to the three men, who he was convinced were on their way to a wedding, even though he had only two of them in his sight, because the rich man from Vera de Bidasoa, whose name, the innkeeper knew, was either Leonardo or Leopoldo, was still in the restroom. Five minutes passed, and the innkeeper shooed away the flies again with a corner of his apron. One of the men, the one who looked the youngest and who had asked about the roses, turned towards his friend. ‘What’s your uncle doing?’

But the innkeeper knew that mature men have bladder problems or worse. He didn’t know whether the men were going to pay for their three glasses of water, even though one of them was untouched and the other two only half empty, nor did he consider asking them to pay if they didn’t; it was free, his medicinal water. Behind the house and the meadow, the mountainside rose in a steep slope to the spring whose water was carried from there to the cistern, and laying the requisite pipes and building the tank by means of which running water passed from the spring to a tap in the inn had entailed an investment, which it was only just that the innkeeper would attempt to recuperate, at least in part, by charging for a glass of water. He would see about that later, or he wouldn’t see about it at all. The shooed flies had taken over the rectangle of sunlight that came in through the window. The man who looked like a boy stepped through the curtain of light and flies and stood by the window again. For a moment, he contemplated the automobile. Then he looked around the bar. He raised his eyes to the buffalo’s head and examined it with indifference, as if he were a frequent visitor to the inn, or as if his young life had been replete with buffaloes. After that, he returned to the right side of the bar. And then he lost patience. ‘Don’t you think something’s happened to him?’

Ordinarily, no one requires more than a couple of minutes to urinate, although it’s said that women take longer than men and that obese men take longer than women, and there are probably scientific reasons that justify this point of view. When the young man asked his question, the three of them – that is, the two customers and the innkeeper – simultaneously turned their heads towards the rear of the bar and started moving towards the toilets. Light entered this area through glass panes on a door that faced the luminous green meadow and opened under the porch, where a rabbit hutch was kept. There were no ladies’ and gentlemen’s rooms, there was only one latrine, and generally anyone could urinate for as long as he or she wished. Although the drinking water from the spring was connected to a tank and the tank to a tap, the toilet facilities had not been connected to a septic tank, so that waste water was carried directly into the river after passing through a proper toilet, a white porcelain bowl stamped with the calligraphy of the Manufactures Villeroy Frères, of Bayonne. One may suppose that in those places and those times, even toilets were smuggled. The nephew stepped up to the latrine door and rapped on it discreetly with his knuckles. At the other end of the bar, the buffalo thrust his snout forward.

‘Is everything all right, Uncle?’

The door was neither open nor locked, and they had great difficulty pushing their way in. Inside, the rich man from Vera de Bidasoa was lying on the floor, wedged between the door and the toilet bowl, with his fly open and his eyes rolled up, dead or almost dead from a stroke. They had great difficulty opening the door because the rich man’s body was obstructing it, but in the end they managed to haul him out of the latrine and drag him a few feet into the dining room. It was unthinkable that a rich and ample man should die in such a confined space as that privy. But to say that he was a rich man back then is not the same as to say that someone is a rich man now, when much more capital runs through the veins of the valley, although that’s no reason why anyone, even in those days, should have had to die in a latrine. His travelling companions loosened the starched collar of his wedding shirt, while the innkeeper opened the back door, the one that faced the meadow, and then hurried to open the front door as well, so that air could circulate. Nobody thought about closing the rich man from Vera’s fly. He was still breathing. They put damp towels on his forehead and concluded at once that they urgently needed to get him out of there and take him to where he could be helped.

There was a wooden bench that had been used as a butcher’s table for quartering pigs and as just a bench ever since pig-slaughtering days had come to an end, and in any case there were no pigs at the inn, because rabbits and chickens were considered more profitable and required less work. The man’s head was resting on that bench when he emerged from his throes. His eyes, which had rolled up in his head, finally began to focus and to seek something they could understand. But he could understand nothing, nor could he grasp where he was. So it happens with the dead to whom fate has granted the right to open their eyes again. The man from Vera rubbed his nose. No one on the point of death who is thinking about his soul ever rubs his nose. His arm rose clumsily, and he dragged the back of his hand across his nostrils, indifferent to his nephew, indifferent to his companion, indifferent to the other witness, Etxarri, the master of the inn, but the rich man’s gesture, which relieved his nose of mucus and facilitated his breathing, at least manifested his will to live.

They put him in the black Citroën 11 that was waiting in the sun to take its passengers to the wedding. It was an elegant, spacious automobile, designed like a gondola, with an engine as reliable as a ship’s. In those days, there was a metal plaque nailed to an electric pole outside the inn, and on this plaque a skull was crossed by a streak bearing the words DANGER OF DEATH. Another sign with the face of Christ was nailed to the door of the inn, and the words under the face were ERREGIEN ERREGIA, which means ‘King of Kings’ in Basque, but which could also mean ‘I shall reign’. These signs were nothing but relics, or they later became relics, and even as rust was devouring their metal and causing their enamel to flake off, time was causing other damage. New embankments were excavated and built, some curves were flattened, and the arches of a new concrete bridge straddling the river were raised above the very roof of Etxarri’s Bar. As has already been mentioned, these days there’s much more money circulating through the veins of the valley.

It’s well-known that rose plants are named according to their variety and grafts, or according to fashion and current events and colour. Back then, there were roses called Lady Macbeth, or Marquesa de Urquijo, or Presidency of the Republic. There was an old variety of rosebush called Titanic. A pearly white rose that didn’t look like much but had a most fragrant scent was named Essence of Love. Any catalogue of rosebushes offered a summary of the visible and invisible world of those years, arranged in parcels of flowers that were capricious or enigmatic, but identical in their perfection. Nobody doubted that there would exist in years to come a variety of rose, probably blood-red in colour, that would be called July Eighteenth, because that was the day the war began, and after the war, or even during the conflict in some gardens, somebody would think of giving that name to a rosebush in order to commemorate the victory or celebrate the satisfactory turn of events; the names of rose varieties establish a terminology of passions and enthusiasms so evocative that they live on in the eyes of those who still remember the name of a given plant. However, let no one dare to imagine that anyone on the other side, the losing side, either during those three accursed years or later, might feel the sweet and sinister urge to cultivate rose plants in the courtyard of a prison or against the wall of a cemetery and call them Euzkadi, October, or Revolution, as if the roses they produced would also take a side in the conflict, would deny themselves to one group and bestow themselves on the other, as arbitrary as victory or disaster, and like them indifferent to future returns of spring, the fervour of anthems, the pangs of grief, and every sort of flag. And so it was that María Antonia Etxarri, the inn family’s daughter, did not remember the name of the enormous roses that grew up the façade of the building. On the other hand, whenever she saw the ice delivery van, María Antonia couldn’t help remembering the night when she was raped. At the time, she was a girl of sixteen. Many years had passed since then, and she still didn’t know whether what happened that night was what people called a rape. Before that night, she had known two men. The first of them had gone down to Oyarzun at the beginning of the war and was her first lover, although he had never been her boyfriend. The second man had also gone down to Oyarzun, but she didn’t know whether he’d done so to kill the first man or to sign up to fight in the war. Now this second man had indeed been her boyfriend, but somehow she had never heard from either of the two again; they had faded away, like travellers disappearing into a fog. The third man in her life, the one who would rape her, had not yet appeared, but she had a feeling that he was getting closer.

Because of the first two men, her mother and stepfather had slapped her and called her txona and whore, txerria in the language of the house, and then, when María Antonia and her stepfather were alone, he had touched her breasts. But some time afterwards, when the men arrived from Pamplona, having come by who knows what roads, her mother and stepfather had fallen silent, and then they had run off to Oyarzun, and María Antonia was left alone with all those soldiers. Some of them wore espadrilles, some had uniforms and wore boots, and others dressed in a wide variety of clothing, but all wore the red beret of a company of right-wing militia, the Carlist requetés.

The troops did not number more than twenty, and they were accompanied by three mules, which were loaded with the men’s equipment and several cases of ammunition. An ice delivery truck, requisitioned along the way, had been armed with a light machine gun, which was set up on the roof above the driver’s cabin. On one side of this vehicle, one could read the words Fábrica de Hielo, ‘Ice Factory’, written in blue-and-white letters, with snow on the F and the H. The same words were written on the other side of the truck, but someone with white paint and a brush had added another, longer phrase above the snowy letters of the Ice Factory: ‘Long live God, who never dies, and if He dies, He rises again.’ This short prayer was the unit’s slogan. The conscripts installed on the ground floor of the inn would shout that slogan fervently, along with songs and cries of ‘Long live’ and ‘Death to’. Many of the militiamen were boys not more than twenty years old, and some of them looked as young as María Antonia, but probably none of them, experienced though they were at getting drunk, had ever got close to a woman. Thirty metres from the house, the armed ice truck guarded the brow of the hill. The three beasts of burden needed fodder. They had been put in the stable, next to the rabbit hutches, where the cows had been housed until the girl’s mother and stepfather dispersed them on the mountainside before running away.

So it was that María Antonia found herself in charge of the whole place. It had been her stepfather’s idea to convert the inn to a bar, thus making the most of its excellent location on the road, near the bridge and the river. In addition to being in a strategically good spot for turning a roadside inn into a bar, Etxarri’s also had the advantage of dominating the crossroads, a fact that had not escaped the lieutenant in command of the unit, a swarthy, unshaven young man, his belt unbuckled and the top three buttons of his army jacket undone after a three-day march. The lieutenant and a sergeant took up quarters on the second floor. That was where the mule drivers had slept in the past, and twenty years later, when Etxarri’s Bar had become a prosperous business, that was where the fishermen would have their rooms, that is, the sportsmen who would come from Madrid or Bilbao in big black cars with enormous boots for the opening of the salmon season. Two men had been posted to the attic, where previously there had been only doves. The soldiers’ rifles protruded from the small windows. It is likely that they were asleep at their post, because nothing could be seen from up there, except for the forest of fir and oak trees on the other side of the river and a few pale columns of blue smoke rising from the bottom of the valley.

The unit formed part of Colonel Beorlegui’s forces. After an operation around Vera de Bidasoa, where his men had pushed past the village but failed to get across the Endarlatza bridge, Beorlegui had decided to execute an indirect manoeuvre, dividing his troops into small support units and a main advance force and moving out over difficult terrain and along forest trails in order to fall upon Oyarzun. These matters were all very far from María Antonia’s thoughts. They seemed equally far from the thoughts of the young militiamen, who shouted curses at Judas and praise to the Risen Lord and beat on the wooden tables in the dining room with clenched fists before passing out, exhausted, on those same tables, their rifles leaning against the benches and their faces placid in sleep, several of them with two or three deaths on their shoulders, accumulated like two or three eternities through service in some firing squad, and others, or the same ones, with death waiting ahead of them, so close, so soon that they could almost dream of it. On the morning of their arrival, they had sat down outside the front door of the house, under the climbing rosebush, to take off their espadrilles and treat their blisters and relieve their swollen feet, and they had hardly noticed whether they were in enemy territory or not, because after the surprise at Vera de Bidasoa, it wasn’t clear which redoubt in the valley or which hillock had remained under their side’s control. María Antonia had a feeling that one of those soldiers, if not more than one, was going to rape her. Barefoot, lounging in the field or on the stone bench, they looked like lads on a day trip, and later that afternoon, when a sudden rainstorm drove them into the kitchen, they cursed like drunken day trippers, too. The men stationed on top of the ice truck covered their machine gun with canvas and took refuge inside the vehicle. The men in the attic retreated from the embrasures and waited for the cloudburst to pass. Rain lashed the glass panels of the balcony on the second floor, where the only officer in the troop was in a discussion with his sergeant. The lieutenant had asked for some lunch to be brought to the room. It was past five in the afternoon, but neither he nor the sergeant had eaten anything yet. María Antonia climbed the stairs with a tray in her hands. There was some of the week’s bread, wine, and chorizo, along with some chestnut purée from the previous winter. The soldiers had dispatched two large cheeses and then cooked some potatoes, which each of them had eaten with his individual field rations. María Antonia pushed open the door and entered the room. The dark, abrupt lieutenant, who could not have been more than twenty-five, was drying his hands on a towel. He pivoted round, turning his back to the balcony. María Antonia stood still in the doorway. Her mother and stepfather’s bed was inside this same room, in the space partitioned off as a bedroom. The spread was on the floor. The wardrobe stood open, and its mirrored door reflected the unmade bed, a pair of calf-length leather boots, and a military bandolier and belt, complete with holster and standard-issue pistol, which hung from one of the brass balls on the bedposts. The girl noticed that the lieutenant was barefoot and must have been sleeping with his army jacket on since he arrived.

‘Who’s this kid?’

‘She was in the house,’ the sergeant said. ‘Her parents ran away yesterday.’

‘What’s your name, muchacha?’ the lieutenant asked.

‘Etxarri,’ the girl said.

‘Leave our lunch on that table. And stay away from the soldiers,’ the lieutenant said.

María Antonia crossed the room and put the tray where she had been told to put it. Behind the rain, the valley was suddenly torn by glittering sunlight, and although the downpour continued to beat against the windows, a strange, sunny luminousness flooded the parquet floor. Reflections of the wine danced on the table. Neither of the men paid any attention to the girl when she turned to go. After she left the room and began to walk down the stairs, the sergeant closed the door behind her with his foot.

When it stopped raining, the soldiers went outside again, some stretching, others rubbing their eyes, all of them young country boys, much like the boys in the surrounding villages, and all day long María Antonia had felt that one of them was going to rape her. But she wasn’t afraid. She assumed that that was, in some way, what had happened on the two previous occasions, even though it wasn’t, and she also assumed that her mother and stepfather had beaten her and called her a tramp and a slut precisely because it wasn’t, and because she had let herself be taken in. The young soldiers were wearing trousers that were too big for them and outfits that were generally the wrong size, and one or two of them were in their underwear; when they stepped out of the dark kitchen, all were dazzled by the brightness of the late afternoon sun. They took down the stuffed buffalo head, brought it outside, and set it on a rock some fifty or sixty metres away. Some of the troops took target practice, and a bullet split the buffalo’s left horn. Then they stopped, because just as they had orders not to loot, they surely had orders not to waste ammunition, either. One of the men who had been posted to the attic shouted something to his comrades on the ground, and several of them laughed, and others shaded their eyes with their hands and squinted up at the eaves, where they could see a big smiling head and a rifle barrel sticking out of the opening in the dovecote. A rumble of artillery fire came from the direction of Erlaiz, and no one could tell if the steam rising from the valley was coming from the rain or if the rain was putting out a fire somewhere down there. The fields looked as though they had been polished. The mountainsides took on the fir trees’ sharp shadows. The blaze of twilight gave the leaden clouds blood-red outlines, but the most intense brightness, beyond the mountain crests, shone from the sea.

A while later, the lieutenant came down from his room and the two men stationed in the attic were relieved, as were the two serving on the armed ice truck. Those who had gone down to the river to wash their socks returned, sending rocks rolling down the embankment as they came. The sergeant gave a few orders as well, while the officer headed for the bridge, from which point one could see the succession of hills and the river winding among the firs, and from there he examined the valley, aided by a pair of black binoculars whose brass fittings were shiny with use. Darkness was falling. After a few minutes, the lieutenant returned. ‘Mess and turn in,’ he told his men. ‘Tomorrow’s a fiesta.’

‘A holy day of obligation, Lieutenant?’ said one of the soldiers, who was wearing an undershirt and drawers and shaking out a blanket into the cool twilight air.

‘Shut your trap,’ said the lieutenant, without hesitation.

‘Does anyone have any aspirin?’ the sergeant asked.

Someone had two aspirin tablets, well wrapped in a piece of newspaper, and he gave one to the sergeant, who put it in his mouth and threw back his head and started chewing. Then he took a long pull on a canteen. Then he clicked his tongue and belched.

Night was coming on quickly, and only shadows could be seen, moving from one side to the other, unpacking equipment and carrying bundles. The men gathered in groups of three or four to prepare their mess. The kitchen cupboards and various corners of the inn had been searched, not violently, because the soldiers had quickly confiscated sufficient bread and provisions for the following day, and with the exception of sugar, which was not to be found inside the house or anywhere else, they needed nothing. They turned on no lights and lit no fire. Some of them laid blankets on the floor of the kitchen and the dining room and settled down to sleep. Two or three went out to the stone bench beside the entrance to smoke cigarettes, whose dim embers intermittently lit up their faces with a serene glow. Others bedded down in the stable with the mules, because it was a warm and welcoming stable. After exchanging a few words, however, the men decided to take the mules out into the field so that they could graze. María Antonia Etxarri, unafraid, went out and sat near the three smokers, and then, when they withdrew, she took a seat on the same bench, near the entrance, and remained there with her arms folded across her belly and a blanket over her shoulders, listening to the strident breathing of the soldiers sleeping inside the house and the concert of the owls that had been born the previous spring and the dull thud of the hobbled mules’ hooves as the beasts grazed in the darkness.

The lieutenant went to spend the first part of the night with the men whom he had relieved, the ones who had been on duty atop the ice truck. There were two or three of them. He sent for the girl, and María Antonia, pressing her arms against her belly, thought that the moment had come, and that they were going to rape her when she joined them. There were no men who wouldn’t do the same. Thirty metres separated the house from the brow of the little hill where the ice truck was parked. The top cover of the machine gun mounted on the ice truck was silhouetted against the night sky. As María Antonia walked up those thirty metres, the frozen letters of the Ice Factory gradually appeared and grew clearer, blue and white on a blue background paler than the thick darkness surrounding the ice truck, as if it were a circus truck painted with some kind of glossy or glittering paint, and as if those fantastic letters, snow-crested like mountaintops, were announcing the imminent opening of a circus show with ice, seals, and penguins. The lieutenant was sitting inside the truck, on the driver’s side. His window was down, one elbow was sticking out, and he was smoking like the others. He turned his head as the girl approached the truck. The two men beside him craned forward and looked at her, too. ‘What do you think of this girl?’ the lieutenant asked.

‘She looks human, Lieutenant,’ one of the other men said.

‘Go up to the room. The sergeant wants to ask you to perform a service.’

The girl crossed her arms, pulled the blanket over her shoulders, and turned round. Neither the lieutenant nor his two men were the ones who were going to rape her. She was afraid to retrace the thirty metres, because her heart was pounding in her chest and she couldn’t see where she was putting her feet. In church, the priests taught the children such behaviour, telling them that they had to be obedient, even in time of war, even though they could escape and disappear on the mountain with the cows after setting fire to the hayloft, and then, for decades to come, the house that had sheltered Etxarri’s Bar would be nothing but a burnt patch, a few charred beams on ash-covered ground, and nobody except a very few people would know that María Antonia Etxarri had set the house on fire to save herself from being raped, but instead of doing that, remembering other reasons and other rains, María Antonia obediently mounted the stairs to the room, doing as she had been told, fearing only the barrage of blows she would get from her stepfather should peace ever come.

The door was open and the sergeant was waiting for her, wearing a rustic undershirt and long drawers. When she arrived, he looked at her and said, ‘I’ll have to thank the lieutenant.’

A lighted oil lamp stood on a console table, filling the room with shadows and shimmers worthy of a sacristy. The sergeant invited her inside and closed the door behind her. His face was illuminated and sad, or at least that’s the way she remembered it, giving it the features of a boy who had perhaps been promoted to corporal on the very day when he enlisted, and then promoted to sergeant because of the need for non-commissioned officers or because of some warlike deed accomplished on one of the many occasions a war of that sort would have offered, and after the passage of so many years, that closed face, which contemplated her with neither malevolence nor kindness, without even any desire except to assuage desire, had taken on in her memory the expression, between bad-tempered and foolish, of bridegrooms married against their will. He didn’t smile, nor did he bare his teeth. The lieutenant had turned the room over to him for just this situation, which promised to be awful from the moment the sergeant closed the door behind the girl, and she, who had often heard her mother and stepfather fighting in that room – and years later, the best customers would take up quarters there during the salmon-fishing season – she dropped the blanket that she was still wearing over her head like a shawl, and since she knew what she was going to be obliged to do, she hoped only that the man would not force himself upon her violently, and that the young soldiers downstairs would never find out about what was on the verge of happening in that room. She had heard men compared to dogs, and she had watched the packs when they were released during hunts. The indecisive sergeant made no move for several seconds. His profile was silhouetted against the moonlight on the balcony. He told her to lie on the bed and pulled his woollen undershirt over his head as if he were peeling off his skin. Then he sat on a chair and removed his long underpants, tugging first on one leg and then on the other, as though stripping off a long, two-fingered glove. She had never lain on her mother and stepfather’s bed nor, except when doing the cleaning, did she ever enter their bedroom. But she lay on the bed as the man had told her to do, and the man lay down beside her. He had big, cold hands. They seemed rather nervous, perhaps from shyness, perhaps from excitement. The brass balls at the foot of the bed gleamed while the bedsprings groaned, and her only hope was that the other soldiers wouldn’t hear what was going on and wouldn’t wake up in a state of lecherous agitation that nothing would be able to restrain. He threw her skirts over her face as if he were opening a trunk full of fancy clothes and undid the long drawers she used to wear in those days. Then he threw himself on top of her, and without her moving a muscle or shedding a tear or feeling either pleasure or pain, except for the alien warmth in her insides, the ungainly, naked man, covered with the sweat of war, as defenceless as a dog in the bed, raped her.

The sergeant turned over onto the mattress, lit a cigarette, and caught his breath. ‘Today’s my first wedding anniversary,’ he said. ‘My wife’s in Pamplona, and the lieutenant understood that I needed a woman tonight.’

The cigarette left some shreds of tobacco on his lips, and he spat on the floor.

‘Your name’s Etxarri?’

‘Etxarri.’

‘There are some people named Etxarri in Pamplona.’

The man didn’t speak again, and when he began to snore, she was able to leave the room. She picked up her blanket and spent the rest of the night in the kitchen, where the other soldiers were sleeping. She heard the changing of the guard and the lieutenant returning to his room. Then she fell asleep, too.

Colonel Beorlegui’s forces ran into difficulties in their advance upon Oyarzun. In the to-and-fro of the war during those days, the Etxarri house changed hands three times, and it seemed as though each force had carried off a piece of the building. A mortar shell ripped off one corner, bringing to light a wallpapered bedroom and the sad bed with the brass balls. When the bridge over the river was blown up, stones and pieces of rubble struck the roof, and an eave was detached when fire destroyed a beam. But then the war gradually moved away. No one knows when the ice truck came back, stripped of its machine gun and transformed into an ambulance, and later, during the years of shortages, stripped of everything that could serve any purpose and finally stranded in a field, where it became a refuge for a clutter of cats, with its snowy letters eaten by rust, its broken headlights like the hollow eye sockets of an animal carcass, its tyres and seats gone, and its remains delivered up to the advancing nettles. No one knows with whom the sergeant spent the first anniversary of the war or the second anniversary of his marriage. María Antonia, indulgent as she was, still didn’t know whether she had been the victim of a rape or whether, in the springtime of her sixteen years, she had been a second wife for that man. ‘Long live God, who never dies,’ the young troops of his company would fervently shout. Death surprised some like an early visitor, leaving behind as a sign of their time on earth the satiny sheen of some campaign photographs of them, young soldiers followed by their patient, immemorial mules, which seemed to carry all their exploits and all their sins, until they could carry them no more. María Antonia Etxarri’s mother did not return, and it turned out that she was in a cemetery on the other side of the border, but her stepfather came back, and Etxarri’s Bar eventually started doing a good business. María Antonia went into service, first in Vera, in the house of the rich man who had suffered a stroke in Etxarri’s while on his way to a wedding. His name was Leopoldo, Don Leopoldo, like Leopold, King of the Belgians, and he behaved like a patriarch towards her. Some time later, she went to Hondarribia to serve in the house on the country estate called Las Cruces, and she preferred Hondarribia, because although she had been born in the valley and raised in the valley, she had always (even more now that she was old) liked being
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