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			AUTHOR’S NOTE


			Readers of this book will find ten passages in which the novel, if I’ve not misunderstood, attempts to comment on its own writing. There, the text is expressing itself, conscious, as it states, of consisting of a collection of words that transmit a story. Sometimes, it even allows itself to level this or that misgiving about the person writing it, something that, given that it’s done in public, is not necessarily fun for said individual. 

			At first, I considered these interventions as akin to interruptions and—which strikes me as even more objectionable—superfluous additions that disrupt and, for that reason, damage the narrative flow. I’ve since changed my mind. 

			I’m aware that the device involves a risk. I’m referring to the obvious risk of inspiring rejection, particularly among fans of novels who detest any alteration to the continuity of the story.

			Nothing would have been simpler than to cut the ten passages, even acknowledging that their brevity invites me to tolerate them. Setting aside the annoyance they may elicit in the reader, and the rapid antipathy that annoyance might occasion, what they say does not strike me as irrelevant. Certain details not taken into account by the narrator seem pertinent to me, because they provide valuable information regarding the characters and their circumstances. Moreover, I appreciate that they help introduce havens of reflexive calm into a story that often skirts the edge of intensity.

			One day, I took the test, reading the novel without the passages that inspired this note. I noticed a serious issue: sections of the story were left incomplete. To make it easy for anyone who doesn’t share this opinion and wants to skip the ten interventions, said interventions will be published in italics.

			 

			Hanover, November of 2023

			 

		

	
		
			

			 


			Nicasio is in the habit of visiting the cemetery every Thursday. Why Thursday? Why not. It had to be some day. Something dire would have to happen for him to give up the ritual. Summer or winter, raining or windy, even if he’s not feeling well or his bad back is acting up. Sometimes he brings his umbrella, though there may not be a cloud in the sky, to use as a cane, and there he goes, step by step, up the road, talking to himself in a low voice, with the calm stride and labored breathing of a man two years shy of seventy. 

			He likes birds. If he sees one along the way, on a branch, on a rooftop, in the air, he stops to watch it, to identify the species, to give it a name; he takes the opportunity to rest for a few seconds and then, satisfied after a brief observation, he continues onward until he spots another bird. 

			Really, the bird thing depends on the day. Sometimes he’s too absorbed in his musings and monologues to pay any mind to what’s going on around him. 

			Sometimes (less and less, really; what was the point, in the end), this or that neighbor pulls up beside him in their car and asks if he wants a ride up to the cemetery or, if he’s returning, back to his apartment; but he rarely accepts the offer, because what he wants, what he seeks, is solitude, a lot of solitude. Fools! Can’t they see I want to be alone?

			He prefers birds to people. And he frequently says as much to himself.

			It’s worth mentioning that, besides Thursdays, Nicasio goes up to the cemetery on other days too, even Sundays, to keep his grandson company. In general, when that happens, it’s an impromptu decision. He’s sitting in his chair in the living room, listening to the radio (this is an assumption), bored, drowsy; and when he least expects it, a wave of nostalgia washes over him and he says to himself: I’m going to visit Nuco—the affectionate name relatives and friends had called the boy since he was in the cradle. Mariaje: But today’s not Thursday. And Nicasio responds that it’s his business and nobody else could understand it.

			If he could, if they let him, he would pitch a tent by the cemetery wall and wouldn’t go down to Ortuella for weeks, surviving off of wild roots and fruit and drinking rainwater and dew drops. He lived through worse during the war, and after, during the Hunger Years. Whoever says weeks, says months; whoever says months, years, the ones he has left to live. He has it all figured out. The problem is that Mariaje would furiously oppose the idea and it’s not worth upsetting her. His daughter does so much for him! 

			 

		

	
		
			

			 


			Seconds later, over the peaks of the Triano mountains, the plane disappears into a cloud. Where could it be going? It’s rumored among those watching that there are fifty children aboard, a female teacher flying it, a male teacher acting as her copilot, and the school cook moving down the aisle, between the seats, serving as flight attendant. She takes care of the little ones, strokes their heads, sings them songs from when she was a girl. They are all dead. So they travel expressionless and silent, eyes wide, unblinking. Nicasio gets angry at comments his neighbors make. They seem insensitive, superficial, the comments of people who haven’t suffered half of what he has. The anger smolders inside him; but, to avoid conflict, he goes home. And he climbs the building’s stairs, grumbling; he raises his voice when he enters the apartment and quickly downs two glasses of wine, from the old jug with a wicker cover he keeps stashed under the kitchen sink. As soon as Mariaje comes to visit, he goes right to her and, grabbing her by the shoulders, assures her, repeating that the boy wasn’t among the passengers on the plane. He counted forty-­nine children’s faces, studied them one by one, and carefully read and reread the flight manifest, finding no proof that Nuco had gotten aboard that goddamned machine. And he adds: Hija, ignore the rumors. This town is full of charlatans and liars. Nuco hasn’t gone on some trip there’s no coming back from. If anyone knows it for certain, it’s me. It’s late, his daughter says, looking down, seeming to examine the tips of her shoes. Late? But it was noon just a few minutes ago and we haven’t eaten yet. Believe me, papá, you shouldn’t be awake right now. Will you stop listening to the rumors? I’ll try, but I’m not making any promises.

			 

		

	
		
			

			 


			About José Miguel, may he rest in peace, I can only offer positive details, and not because I’m trying to idealize him. With all due respect, my husband was not an idealizable man. I imagine that, for a book like the one you’re hoping to write, a murderer, an abuser, or a bank robber would be a thousand times more interesting; in short, someone whose misdeeds would create intrigue and a slew of fast-­paced episodes or whatever you want to call them.

			Believe me when I say that I’m not the typical widow who paints a rosy picture of the past and denies any marital disappointments or hides them away in the darkest corner of her private life, hoping to forget them. I have nothing to forget. You won’t find even a gram of resentment in me, not a pinch of bitterness, when it comes to the story of my marriage. If you don’t believe me, go to Baracaldo and ask my friend Garbiñe. 

			As the years pass, I realize I wasn’t as miserable as I once thought, unless the time and a forgetfulness that has stealthily infiltrated my neurons have turned my mind into a mess of tangled threads. Anything is possible. My plan for my life was shattered one day to the next, for the reason you already know and others that I’m not sure you’re interested in knowing; but I am not shattered, I’m still standing, breathing and enjoying my retirement in peace and calm, and I’m not saying this to make myself seem strong or brave. The only reason I didn’t succumb, in my worst moments, to a depressive disorder was thanks to the romantic affection my husband—so clumsy, poor guy—always strived to provide me; and to my father, for being my father and because he needed me, which allowed me to forget my own woes or to put them off for another time and then for another; and also, though I don’t know to what extent, to the spells of comfort that, for a time, religion gave me.

			 

		

	
		
			

			 


			All things considered, regarding the allotment of cremation niches, the boy was lucky. Mariaje hurries to correct her father. You mean you were lucky. And Nicasio, thinking it over for a few seconds, finds no possible rejoinder and agrees with his daughter. 

			Nuco was given a niche in the third row from the bottom, in front of one of the landings on the stairs that run along the columbarium. And so, his grandson’s niche marker is level with Nicasio’s eyes and he can talk to him as if to someone his own height, without having to bend down or look up. The worst would’ve been if they’d put the boy on the top row. What would he have done then? Haul a ladder up there every Thursday so he could tell the boy the things he tends to whisper to him?

			Apart from a few black ones, the majority of the markers are white. Nuco’s too. Under his name and two surnames is written the date of his death (October 23, 1980) and his age: six. He’d just turned six. The inscription is completed with a promise of eternal remembrance from his family. 

			The marker is protected by a little glass door. It requires a key to open it. Nicasio assumes Mariaje has it. He cleans the glass with his handkerchief whenever he visits. Once, a month after the burial, when she didn’t yet understand her father’s behavior, he got angry at his daughter. I don’t visit the niche. I visit Nuco, which isn’t the same thing. 

			Between the marker and the glass, there’s a space with a narrow ledge where some plastic flowers inside a little jar are visible and, beside them, a plaster statue of the Sacred Heart. Similar decorations adorn the rest of the niches, conferring harmony on the columbarium. In Nuco’s niche, at the base of the statue, there’s a dead blowfly, it’s feet in the air. It’s a mystery how it got in there. Nicasio doesn’t like the flowers in his grandson’s niche. He doesn’t know who put them there. His daughter? Maybe it’s an initiative of the City Council to make the columbarium less gloomy. He leaves them there out of respect and because if nothing else they keep the boy company. Nicasio doesn’t like the bouquets that hang outside the niches either. It looks like a flower shop, he grumbles. As is his habit, he exhales onto the glass, then wipes it with his handkerchief, brings his mouth close and says: I’ll get you out of here, Nuco. I don’t know when, but I will. Don’t worry. 

			On the way back to the town, he stops to watch a group of six or seven birds flying fast toward the mountains. Starlings, he says. As soon as they’re out of sight, he continues on his way. Let’s see if I can remember to ask Mariaje for the key so I can remove the blowfly. 

			 

		

	
		
			

			 


			Getting back to my husband, I fondly remember his personality. He loved helping others and taking care of his family. He was a big man, but as big as he was he was equally docile. I teased him once: You were born to obey, weren’t you? And he laughed. But he didn’t understand.

			Don’t get me wrong. I’m not saying he was dense, just good, and calm.

			José Miguel worked as a laborer in the Nervacero steel plant, in Portugalete. At the end, he was nervous about being laid off, because the company was getting hit hard by the crisis and news had filtered down from the office through I don’t know what channels of an impending plan for layoffs. He admitted this was giving him nightmares. He had a deep instinct to provide for the boy and me. He gave me his whole salary to manage. I allotted him a modest amount of that money for expenses. Do you need more? He never needed more. He was good with what little he had in his pocket. He didn’t go to the bar or to the mountains or to play soccer or cycling or really to do any of the things that the men of this earth generally enjoy. His one hobby, which, of course, I respected, was going fishing on the weekends with his friends.

			Sometimes he came home from the plant so tired that he fell asleep on the couch while I was still talking to him. When that happened, it made me feel a combination of compassion and affection. Once, not long after we got married, he cut his hand moving a piece of steel. Later, from the doctor, we learned he’d been close to losing the hand. Luckily, they got him to the hospital in time and managed to save it, though he was left with one useless finger and an ugly scar.

			He was a great father, a tall and strapping man who handled the boy with the most exquisite delicacy, as if he were afraid of breaking him. He picked him up in his huge hands, so disproportionate, so hard and calloused that they seemed made of stone. And it gave me a shiver of pleasure to watch him lay Nuco down in his cradle, as if he were a fragile porcelain figurine, and kiss him goodbye on the forehead or the cheek, not a perfunctory, formal kiss, but, like I said, with great tenderness.

			There were men in the town who were more handsome and smoother talkers; but I’m glad I listened to my father, who, when I hit puberty, told me: Hija, find a man who’s a good person, it doesn’t matter if he’s fat, big-­nosed, or bald, what’s important is affection and respect. The impetus to get married came from me. In matters of love, my husband took no initiative. He was embarrassed and awkward with his words, you know? He was the first and last boyfriend I ever had. 

			Though he didn’t know it, his rough hands gave me a lot of pleasure. When we were intimate, they were all over me. He loved using his hands! Touching, squeezing, caressing, but slow, you see, never rough, thick palms and fingers seemingly covered in sandpaper. At first, I pretended to resist, but only to prolong the pleasure. I never told him, never showed my appreciation, and now I regret it.

			 

		

	
		
			

			 


			Mariaje retains a living memory of the morning of October 23rd. If she could, she would’ve taken an eraser to the part of her brain storing the images of that day, which even now, years later, she doesn’t hesitate to classify as horrific; but as we know, she adds, memory does what it does. With that in mind, she says, in open contradiction, it would be unfair to forget Nuco completely. She oscillates, then, between forgetting and remembering, and deep down she’s glad not to have direct control of her memories. Over the years, learning to live with them has been one of her greatest challenges. 

			The day in question, the boy woke up strange. His mother explains: him being strange, I might just see it that way now that I know what was going to happen just before noon. But Nuco had a hard time getting out of bed. Normally, he would leap up like a cat as soon as his mother came into his room to wake him. What’s wrong? Sheets got you pinned down? It took him longer than usual to get dressed, too. He didn’t touch his breakfast. Just to be sure, Mariaje checked his forehead. No sign of fever. Slow, silent, the boy showed no desire to go to school—unheard of for him, because he loved schoolwork, felt open affection, bordering on veneration, for his teacher, and shared a classroom with a large group of friends from the neighborhood of Otxartaga, where they lived. 

			Nicasio was convinced that the boy possessed prophetic intelligence. It’s not that he would’ve seen the explosion or dreamed about it the night before. It’s just that he must’ve had a hunch, an inkling, perhaps unconscious, based on impossible-­to-­explain stimuli, or, as a slept, he heard a voice that whispered: Don’t get up, Nuco. Don’t even think about going to school. Woe betide you if you do. 

			At the time, Mariaje suspected that her son might have had a disagreement, maybe a fight, with some classmate the day before. Hard to know, because he was an introverted kid, not given to opening up. He was in first grade. He was one of the new kids at the school, with an unadulterated excitement for learning; and yet, he was so sensitive and, why not say it, so fragile that the slightest setback might deflate his enthusiasm. That was a trait he shared, according to Mariaje, with José Miguel. When something upset them, they wouldn’t protest or revolt. Instead, they would withdraw into a hermetic silence and ruminate alone on their frustrations and tribulations.

			Does something hurt? I don’t know. Did the teacher scold you? This time, instead of talking, the boy just shook his head. Did one of your classmates hit you? He shook his head again. Was someone mean to you? Another negation.

			Sitting at the kitchen table, with his daily cup of Colacao, the boy had only said yes when his mother, hoping to raise his spirits, suggested calling his grandfather to have him walk the boy to school. Nuco would go anywhere with his grandfather. With his father too, but at that time of day, José Miguel was already at the plant. The boy preferred his grandfather’s company in any situation. His grandfather was the most and the best. With him, laughter and fun were guaranteed. A week before, Nicasio had gotten the boy all excited with a promise. When he got bigger, he would make him a member of the Athletic Club and the two of them would put on the red and white jerseys and go to games at San Mamés together. Widower and retired, Nicasio lived two blocks from his daughter and was always available to take the boy on a walk or to play with him. As soon as the call came from Mariaje, he was on his way to pick up his grandson. Oh, how often and how bitterly would he repeat that he could never forgive himself for having taken the boy to school that morning!

			 

		

	
		
			

			 


			I am conscious of serving as narrative support for a tragedy of such scope that any attempt to describe it would be pointless. There’s something that’s been weighing on me—I don’t really know what, a doubt, a scruple—in the preceding pages. If this story were mere fiction, an invention of the febrile mind of the person writing me, no matter how he leveraged materials from his own personal experience, I would continue serving him without hesitation; but here, I constantly have to make space for powerful, emotionally charged testimonies, because much of the story I have to tell actually happened, and the risk of succumbing to excess sentimentality or exclamatory pomposity does not seem insignificant.

			I see myself as but a humble text broken into sequences, a sum of words arranged so as to contain meaning. It’s not even possible for me to hide behind the alibi of style. You won’t find audacious comparisons, brilliant metaphors, an abundance of tropes in me, but I’m not the result of a purely mechanical producer of prose either. It’s enough for me to be precise and not disrespect those who suffered so much and may still be suffering, if they’re alive, more than forty years after the tragedy. 

			No one should confuse me with what I communicate; better put, with what the person writing me wants me to communicate. I have no intention to mimic anyone’s pain. “Suffering serves no purpose,” Cesare Pavese said in a diary entry. I get that it’s only right for someone who has experienced the suffering in their own person to say something like that. I doubt I would be able to render in a realistic way the affliction that the loss of a child entails; but it’s my obligation as intermediary, as messenger, or as simple translator, to try.

			Yesterday, the boy’s mother and father kissed him, spoke to him, held his hand, and now that little being who had all that future ahead of him is lying in the morgue, dead, fully dead; any deader would be impossible. Within a few hours, the natural decomposition of the organism will begin, and before long the boy will be but an image invoked with sorrow; a few photographs, do you remember when . . . ? a name uttered in nostalgia-­tinged solitude or etched in a niche marker that time and the natural world will erode without mercy.

			October 23rd, 1980, was a Thursday. Fifty students between five and six years old and three adults lost their lives as a result of a propane gas explosion at a school in Ortuella. I, this, like innumerable previous texts, can and maybe should bear witness to it. A given number of words to name and describe it would suffice. And yet, I can’t shake the fear that, despite myself, I’ll become a work of art, succumb to literary excess, and end up composing a small book resembling a novel that could run the risk of generating approval and even praise from potential readers at the expense of a tragedy that devastated the lives of numerous families. 

			 

		

	
OEBPS/image/Cover.jpg





OEBPS/image/logoee.jpg
Europa

editions







