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The City Of Winds

THE CITY OF WINDS

Ventalia was founded by miners who came looking for silver and found wind. It says so in the only inscription that survives above the north entrance arch, carved in limestone and half worn away: We came here for the silver. We stayed for something else. For nearly one hundred and twenty years the town had its own name on the provincial maps, a school, three taverns, a smithy, and a black oak in the northern forests that craftsmen turned into furniture and beams, carted down to the valley each autumn. That was what sustained it: not the silver, but the wood. When the carts stopped going down, everything else followed.

Now the streets smell of wet dust and charred wood, the smell cold leaves when it works a long time on the same surface. The grey stone facades lean toward the center of the street like old men sharing a secret. The doors, almost all unhinged, hang open or lie on the ground, and through their frames comes the wind—always the wind—moving nothing, raising dust from floors no one has walked in years.

The main square still holds the skeleton of the market: the oak posts of the awnings, the iron hooks where the scales once hung, the paving stones worn smooth by decades of shoes and cartwheels. At the southern end there is a well. The rim is cracked in two places, the rope rotted, the wooden bucket disintegrated. But if you drop a stone, the sound that rises from below is dry: the well still has water.

The town did not die all at once. Towns rarely do.

* * *
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The wind had always been there. It was part of the background sound, like the river or the hammer in the smithy. The inhabitants knew it by its names: the north wind that came in December heavy with ice, the east wind that in spring brought the smell of wet pastures, the west wind that in summer was soft and dry and smelled of resin. Nobody feared it. It was a neighbor.

Until it stopped being one.

* * *
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Tomás grew up in one of the houses on the northern edge, the one with an apple tree in the yard and a long crack in the back wall that his father filled each spring with a mixture of lime and sand. Every year the crack came back, and every year his father patched it, and Tomás understood early on that this was the natural relationship between a man and his house: a constant negotiation, with no winner.

His father spoke little. His hands were cracked like the wall, his knuckles large, his way of moving through the house more like the displacement of a tree—slow, deliberate—than that of a man. What he taught Tomás he taught not in words but in acts: how to sharpen a scythe, when the earth is ready for seed, what the sky does before a frost. His mother, on the other hand, laughed easily. She laughed while kneading, while hanging the laundry, while arguing with neighbors in the square, and when she laughed she closed her eyes for a moment, as though joy required darkness to complete itself.

By seventeen, Tomás knew how to do three things well: cultivate, mend fences, and stay silent without the silence weighing anything. He did not think about leaving. He did not think about the valley, the city to the south, the ships that supposedly crossed the ocean loaded with people searching for another life. Ventalia was enough. He held the certainty—never examined, never questioned—that he would die in that house, that his children would fill that crack after him.

* * *
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Elena arrived in Ventalia at ten years old, in a mule cart with her mother and father and four boxes containing, in that order: clothes, carpentry tools, books, and a small lockbox whose key her mother always wore around her neck.

Her father was a craftsman. He carved the black oak into pieces that at first seemed like ordinary objects—frames, boxes, tool handles—but that, looked at closely, held something strange: forms within forms, animals rising from the grain as though the tree had kept them inside and the knife only freed them. The buyers from the valley paid well for those pieces. Her father never explained how he made them. He did not talk about the move either, or about what they had left behind.

Her mother was harder to read. There were days she went out to the square and talked with the neighbor women and seemed a whole, present woman. There were others when she stayed by the window staring at the forest with the face of someone waiting for something she already knows will not come. Elena learned to identify those days by morning: if her mother set the cup on the table without making a sound, the day would be a window day.

The lockbox contained letters. Elena knew this at fourteen, when she found her mother reading one by the fire and then burning it. She did not ask whose they were. There were things in her family that were not asked about. From then on, when someone in the village asked her a direct question—where are you from, why did you leave—Elena developed the habit of fixing her gaze on a still point, as though searching for the answer in the texture of the wall or the knots of the wood. It was not evasion. It was that she genuinely did not know, and not knowing weighed on her in a way that had no name.

Her laughter was infrequent. But when it came it was unreserved: a laugh that engaged the whole body, that arrived suddenly and left a trace of surprise on her face, as though she herself had not expected to laugh.

* * *
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They met at the autumn market, a Tuesday, between a honey stall and one selling tools. Tomás was carrying a basket of apples. Elena was carrying a carved frame her father had made that had come out wrong—a crack in the walnut, not the oak—and they were going to exchange it for wood.

They did not speak. They looked at each other for a moment, the time needed for each to register the other, and went on their way. But that night Tomás remembered Elena’s eyes in a way he could not explain: he remembered them the way you remember a sound you had not noticed until it stops.

The second time was at the river. Elena was alone on the bank, feet in the water, holding a stone she studied as though it contained something. Tomás passed on the upper path, saw her, hesitated, and kept walking. But when he reached home he realized he had quickened his pace without meaning to, as though something were pushing him away from something that frightened him not for being dangerous but for being irrevocable.

The third time Elena spoke first.

—That thing you’re carrying. Are they all yours?

She was pointing at the bundle of tools Tomás carried over his shoulder.

—My father’s. I’m taking them to be sharpened.

—Do you always run your father’s errands?

—When he can’t.

There was a pause. Elena looked back at the road with that expression of attention Tomás did not yet know how to read.

—I never run my father’s errands, ” she said. “I think he prefers to do them alone.

—Does that bother him?

—I don’t know. Sometimes it bothers me.

It was not a large confession. But it was real, and Tomás noticed: there was something in the way Elena spoke that eliminated the prior layers, the detours, the courteous exchanges people in the village used as a warm-up before saying something true. Elena went straight to the bone.

* * *
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That summer they climbed the hill together twenty-three times. Tomás counted afterward, when he tried to reconstruct the story. Twenty-three sunsets above the town, with the sun sinking behind the edge of the western mountains and the city below looking like what it was: small, quiet, sufficient.

They talked about everything. About their parents, about the books Elena had read and Tomás had not, about their work, about the village people. Elena had opinions about everything and did not manage them: she released them directly, then waited for Tomás’s response with an attention that took him time to get used to, because he was not accustomed to being listened to that way.

They argued once, seriously. It was about Elena’s father. Tomás asked, without malice, why the father never left the carpentry shop, never went to the market, why the few neighbors who had tried to get to know him said he was sullen. Elena went rigid.

—My father is not sullen. My father is careful.

—Is
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