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THE WORST of it was that the girl was not only found dead on
the beach, but naked as well. Nobody worried much about the
children, though it was they who had discovered the body, but
during breakfast the next morning Enrique and Joaquin soon
had Dora in tears.

‘Enrique,’ I had said, ‘go and call Rafael, he’s just gone down
the street.’

Enrique jumped from his chair and ran acr.ss the garden.

‘Rafael’s already been to the village this morning.’ Dora pushed
the chair back and bent over the magazines on the little table.

‘Yes, he brought me the papers. But he’ll have to go again.’

‘Of course there can’t be anything about yesterday’s affair
in the Madrid papers yet,” Dora crossed her legs. ‘Do you think
we’ll get many reporters ?’

“The magistrate told Emilio they’d try and give the whole
business as little publicity as possible. Bad for tourism, you
know.” I saw Rafael coming up the gravel path. ‘I wouldn’t be
surprised if the papers in Madrid and Barcelona publish nothing
more than the four lines there are in today’s local paper.’

‘What a bore!

Rafael came up the veranda steps.

‘Did you want something ?’

‘Yes, Rafael. You're off to the village, aren’t you? Find out
what they’re saying.’

‘About the dead woman ?’

‘Yes. Ask Raimundo when you go to the store for the fishing

5



HORTELANO

rod. He’s bound to know something. And don’t forget the hooks
I ordered, if he’s got them.’

‘I won’t.

‘Is there anything you want, Dora ?’

Dora looked up from her copy of Paris-Match and refused the
offer with a smile.

‘I’ll be off then, sir.

‘Goodbye, Rafael.’

He was crossing the lawn when Dora suddenly called.

‘If you see the boy in the street, send him home.’

‘T will?

‘Thank you.’

Dora looked for an ash tray among the breakfast things before
picking up her magazine once more.

*It’s going to rain.’

‘Mm . ..

Enrique came back with Joaquin, who kissed Dora and me.

‘Finish your breakfast.’

‘We’re going to the beach,’ said Joaquin.

‘All right, but mind you don’t get even your feet wet.’

‘Is your mother home, Joaquin?’ Dora asked.

‘I don’t know. Dad’s asleep.’

While Enrique was finishing his coftee, Joaquin stood on an
easy chair and, leaning over Dora’s shoulder, looked at the
pictures in the magazine. The sky over the pine wood had
clouded over. Leoncio walked across the garden carrying a hoe.
Gusts of a chilly breeze rustled the leaves of the trecs. Dora’s
question to the children made me turn my head:

‘What are you whispering about ?’

Joaquin stood on his toes, one arm on the table and his face
very close to Enrique’s, who was wiping his mouth with a napkin.

‘Nothing.’

‘Nothing ? It’s very naughty for children to whisper,” Dora
insisted.

‘He was just asking,” Joaquin looked at me, ‘why it is that
women grow . ..

‘Joaquin?
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‘Finish your question, Joaquin.’

“Why do they . .. Well .. .” and with his left thumb he pointed
to his chest.

‘knrique’s the one who wanted to know.’

It was at that moment that Dora burst into tears. I sent the
boys out into the garden, promised to meet them later on the
beach, and tried to calm Dora.

‘It’s only natural that the’ should ask. For the first time in
their lives they’ve seen a n.i<ed woman. There’s really no need
to make a fuss. The sensible thing is to try and answer their
questions as well as we can.’

‘I’m not making a fuss. But do you really think it’s right that
our children . .. ?’

‘It wasn’t only our children. And anyway, Dorita was out of
it. It can’t be helped. At their age . . .

‘All right!” she cried, between sobs. ‘But my son was one of
them.’

‘You mustn’t make a mountain out of a molehill. Try to think
of something else. Call Marta or Asuncioi. or go shopping in
the village. It’s too hot to spend the day in the open. You could
have a meal somewhere, go to the cinema and come back late in
the evening.’

She looked at me, her eyes full of tears, rose suddenly from
her chair and threw the magazine on the floor.

‘Leave me alone!’

I settled in an easy chair with the newspapers on my knees,
and lit a cigarette. The shrill songs of the birds seemed to extend
the leaden sky still further, beyond the trees and Emilio’s roof,
beyond the column of smoke that rose from the orange grove
near the village. Once more I read the brief lines that reported
the finding of the body. Luckily it was a clumsy piece, without
exact information about time or place. No mention of the
children. The authorities, naturally, had begun to investigate
the mystery. I sat with the open newspaper, but read no further,
uniil Leoncio came to distract my attention.

‘Do whatever you think best. Get the masons in if you think it
1s necessary.’
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‘I’m only telling you what I’'ve seen. But you’d see it yourself
if you’d just take a look at the swimming pool.’

‘All right. Get the workmen. But empty the pool first.’

I decided to do some work for a while, only to find that Rufi
had the office windows wide open, the chairs upturned and the
desk cleared of papers. I stopped on the stairs, hearing Dora
on the telephone. It wasn’t till I was in the street that I remem-
bered I had intended to have a look at what was wrong with the
drains of the pool.

The houses were closed and the gardens deserted. A dog
that didn’t belong to any of the villas trotted back and forth
across the road, sniffing at each cork oak tree. The wind
was stronger here. In the distance I saw the children grouped
in a circle, like a blurred stain on the uniform desolation of the
beach.

‘We haven’t got our feet wet,’ said Joaquin.

“That’s good. Are you alone ?’

“Yes,” Leles said, ‘Claudette’s coming later.’

Enrique was supervising the building of a sand castle; he
made the girls keep quiet or carry water in the plastic pails.
Joaquin, his hands caked with mud, sat down next to me. Out
to sea, spray simmered over the small endless ripples.

‘Are all women the same ?’

‘Yes.’

I rested my arms on my knees and looked at a distance where
the clouds had ripped apart to reveal a patch of pale blue sky.
Enrique called, but Joaquin took no notice.

‘Are girls women ?’

‘Yes.’

‘Leles, Asun, Martita and Dorita, too ?’

“They’re all women.’

‘And Maria Francisca ?’

‘She too.’

‘But they’re different.’

‘Because they’re small. When they’re older, they’ll be the
same.’

The girls gathered behind Enrique and sat down silently.



SUMMER STORM

Joaquin plunged his hands in the sand and moved so close that
he bumped against me.

‘You haven’t finished the castle.” Nobody answered, nobody
moved. ‘I think it’s time to go. It’s cold.’

‘Claudette was coming,’ said Martitu.

‘We’ll stop by her house. Or we may meet her on the way.’

‘Uncle Javier says you will be the same.’

‘I wanted to ask you a courle of things myself,’ said José.

‘Just a minute, one at a tire. And don’t interrupt each other.’

‘I wasn’t there,” said Leles.

‘Neither was 1.’

‘Well, then Dorita and Leles must go away,” Joaquin pro-
posed.

‘I don’t want to go away. You go.’

‘This is a talk between men,’ said José. ‘Besides, it’s only for
those who found her, isn’t that right, Uncle Javier ?’

‘Martita and I found her too,’ said Asun.

‘But it’s only between men.’

‘Daddy, I want to stay!

‘Wait a minute, don’t all talk at once. You can stay because
there’s no secret.’

‘José said it’s wicked.’

‘No, it’s not wicked. Is it wicked to find sea-shells ? It’s just
the same. You came down to the beach and you saw that poor
girl. That’s not wicked.

‘Can we confess ?’

‘You’ll be told it was no sin. Listen, how about going back ?
It’s getting chilly.’

‘No.’

‘I’'ve got a sweater on.’

‘I tell you it’ll be cold.

‘Look, there’s Don Antonio.” Asun pointed towards the
dwarf pines that skirted the beach.

‘Listen,” Joaquin pulled the sleeve of my windbreaker, ‘is
Dona Pura the same ?’

‘Yes, of course. Good morning!” Don Antonio waved back in
answer. ‘We should go and say hello to him.’
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‘He’s a bore.’

‘Dorita, don’t say such things.’

‘Everybody says he’s a bore. You say it,” snapped Asun, ‘and
mummy says Dona Pura puts her to sleep. Imagine! As if she
were a little girl!

‘Do all women have hair on their bodies ?’

‘Now, just hold on a moment . . .’

“The boys say I'll have hair onc day. Is that true ?’

‘Ask whatever you want now,’ I passed my hand over my face,
‘and I’ll answer you, but after this not another word. Not even
among yoursclves.’

‘Is that a deal ?’ asked I.eles.

‘Yes, it’s a deal. Agreed ?’

They all crossed their hearts and loudly swore to die. Don
Antonio, who was half way up the path, turned his head.

‘Not another word about what ?* asked Dorita.

‘Never mind,” said Joaquin sharply. ‘I’ll bet Asun will have
hair, a lot of hair, just like that woman yesterday !’

Asun peered at me anxiously. I stroked her check and turned
to look back at the footpath.

‘What time was Aunt Claudette coming ?’

‘Daddy, you said you'd answer.’

“T’hat was the deal.’

‘But I won’t have as much hair, will I ?’

‘Asun, I don’t know. Until you’re older 1t’s impossible to tell.
But I don’t really think it matters at all and you may be just as
beautiful as that girl yesterday. What does matter is to study
hard, to tell the truth always and not to be afraid. How much
hair you’ll have depends on nature and nature doesn’t ask us
what we want.’

‘You’ve got hair on your hands.’

‘So has my father.’

‘What is nature ?’

‘Shut up!” said José.

‘You’re born one way or another. I mean, with a long nose or
a short one, with light hair, or dark, or brown,” the wind blew
out my match. ‘Or as a redhead, like Martita.” The girls laughed.

I0
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“That’s what we look like. What nature does to us. Now, what
we are is a different matter altogether,’ I relit my cigarette.
‘Anc. it’s the most important thing. To be good, that’s what
counts.’

‘But why do their chests swell when they get older ?’

“To rear their children.’

‘Like the cows ?’

‘Don’t interrupt, Enrigue. Yes, like the cows and other
animals. So that the childrea can become strong and grow up
like you. We were all reared by cur mothers.’

‘Maria Francisca is already ea’ing food,’ said Asun.

‘She’s eating baby foods and mashed potatoes.’

‘Good for her.’

‘Uncle Javier, tell the girls to keep quiet.’

‘Yes, keep quiet. Now, what else do you want to know »’

They looked at each other. Dorita plunged her feetin the sand,
tried to run and let herself fall. Enrique buried my still smoking
cigarette butt.

‘I want to know who she was,” said Asun.

‘I can’t tell you, my dear, but I suppose we’ll find out in time.’

“The police always find out everything, don’t they ?’

‘Yes, Joaquin.’

‘Uncle Javier,” Martita spoke, ‘can one go ro Heaven if one
dies naked ?’

‘Of course. Whatever way you die you go to heaven, if you’ve
been good.’

‘I’m good.’

‘P’m glad to hear it.

‘I don’t think she was beautiful,” said José.

‘Yes, she was. Now, any more questions ?’ They all shook
their heads. ‘Well, off we go then. It'll soon be lunch time.’

‘Aunt Claudette said she’d come down.’

One moment they ran in front of me, the next they fell
behind; they fought among themselves or threw stones at the
tree trunks. From the top of the path I searched for blue patches
in the sky, but saw only a mass of cloud towering on the horizon.
Leles took my hand until we got to the first street. Enrique and
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Dorita went off to have lunch with Joaquin. When we walked
into the house, Rufi was setting the table.

‘No, the children aren’t coming. They’re staying to lunch
with Senor Andrés.’

“The Senoraisn’t lunching either. She went to the village with
Senorita Marta.’

‘Has Rafael come back ?’

‘No,” Rufi answered. ‘But I’ve heard that the police will be
here this afternoon.’

Before the dessert it started to rain. The light faded until
Rufi, who was busy at the sideboard, was no more than a dark
shadow outlined against the mirror.

I sat on the veranda with a glass of brandy in my hands. I
could scarcely see through the rain. I breathed in the smell of
the earth and the plants. Perhaps it was a migraine that had
prevented Elena from calling. Or maybe Andrés had embarked
on one of his rambling tales and couldn’t stop. In any case,
since the police were about to arrive, I'd do better to recall, bit
by bit, the events of the previous evening.

I2



I was going home by way of the pine wood when I suddenly
caught sight of Joaquin running full tilt. When he got to the
road he took me by the hand. It must have been about eight,
or eight-thirty, and because the sky was so cloudy the night fell
swiftly, without the slow dusk of other days. We walked a few
yards in silence before I asked him what he was doing there
alone.

‘Has it rained up there ?° he asked in turn.

‘No, but there were carloads of mushrooms and toadstools
about. Earlier this evening I came past your house, but Manolito
told me you were on the beach.’

‘I was on the beach.’

‘So I was told.’

‘I suppose it’ll rain tomorrow.’

‘Were you looking for me ?’

‘She’s dead, you know.’

‘Who’s dead ?’

‘I went to look for you because nobody thinks of you.’

We’d reached the first row of villas. The scent of begonias,
pines and orange blossom hung in the air.

‘I’'m glad you remembered me.’

He pulled my hand so that I’d see his smile.

‘We were the first to see her.’

‘Who’s we ?’

‘Well, José, Enrique and me. Martita and Asun were there too
but they got scared. We didn’t.

13
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‘I don’t understand a word.’

‘I’m telling you we saw her first! We were just going to climb
into the boat because the treasure wasn’t there and we saw the
dead body. Then we went to tell someone and we met Leoncio
on his way back from the orchard. After that they all ran away.
I told them you didn’t know about it but they didn’t listen.’

I picked him up by the waist and stood him on the wall that
surrounds the empty villa of the Hofsens. His face on a level
with mine, I waited a few seconds.

‘Who is dead ?’

‘She is.’

‘Do you know her ?’

‘She’s got a funny face.’

I put him back on the pavement and began walking quickly.
It was then I became aware of the emptiness of the streets,
the silence around us and unusual stillness of the evening in the
gardens. Behind me I heard the anxious breathing of Joaquin.

‘On the beach,’ he gasped.

I picked him up in my arms. We passed Don Antonio’s villa
and ran into Maria.

‘A young woman has been found dead, sir.’

‘On the beach ?’

‘Yes, I think so. Everybody’s gone there.’

I ran down the path with Joaquin clinging round my neck. In
no time we were approaching the scene: the dirty fringe of
seaweed and a couple of civil guards standing by the jeep. It was
as if they were about to set up stalls for a fair, flagpoles and a
platform for the band and perhaps even spotlights to pick out
midnight bathers. It seemed almost logical that those two guards
should be there with their dull black rifles, since one of the
village lads was bound to end up getting drunk, or some husband
provoked beyond endurance. Joaquin frowned.

‘Are you afraid ?’

He shook his head as he slid down from my arms; but he
immediately took my hand.

A long stretch of trampled sand led to the body covered by
the white sheet. I felt a hand on my shoulder; it was Emilio.

14
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‘Hello.

‘The children should be kept away from here.’

‘I"ve only just come,’ I said, ‘but on the other hand I suppose
the children have already seen whatever there is to see.’

‘I don’t like this. Dora was looking {or you a moment ago.’

Dora and Elena stood by the edge of the pine wood. Elena
was wearing a black blouse under her light grey coat.

“Thank you.’

Joaquin let go of my hand and ran off. Emilio was saying
something when one of the guards greeted me. He obviously
knew me. We walked towards the bundled sheet which, in spite
of the wind, was kept firmly in place by the weight of the body
it enveloped. The guard squatted beside it and, loosening one
of the corners, motioned us over. I stepped round the body and
when I reached his side the guard opened his arms and lifted
the sheet. Beneath it was the girl.

The hands that clutched the sheet were trembling. Before he
had a chance to move, I propped an elbow on my knee and took
the sheet from the guard.

‘Allow me,’ I said.

I would have gonc on looking had not the voices of the others
suddenly come to my attention. I shifted my position to indicate
to the guard that I’d had enough; he took his gaze off the sea.
Skilfully manoeuvring his rifle, he stooped and carefully tucked
the sheet back under the body. I offered him a cigarette but he
reminded me that he was on duty and would continue to be until
the arrival of the magistrate.

Elena and Dora ran after the children, who were laughing
and shouting.

‘What do you make of her ?’

‘Well . . . I shrugged my shoulders, ‘she’s obviously a city
girl’

‘You didn’t expect to find a fisherman’s wife or a peasant
girl, did you ?’

‘I don’t know what I expected. Does anybody know her ?’

‘Not a soul.’

Elena and Dora had steered the children back on the path
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and were now chatting to Andrés and Amadeo. I went towards
them. I promised Dora I would be up soon and assured her I
didn’t feel cold. Joaquin was trying to make Rufi carry him in
her arms.

I felt better once I’d lit a cigarette. It was difficult to recognize
faces more than six yards away. The children, Dora and Elena
and the maids were walking up the path. Andrés and Emilio,
with Rafael in their wake, came past me on their way to the
guards. Near the waterline Marta was shaking sand off her
shoes. My steps led me northwards where the darkness offered
a safe shelter.

To the left, above the pine trees, a purple haze blurred the
outline of the hills. I listened to the lapping water; the sea was
a little choppy. When I had finished my cigarette I stopped,
put the stub on my right thumb and flicked it off with my ring
finger, an arching spray of sparks. This was the way Joaquin
had of flicking off small things. Not till I walked back did I
realize how far I’d gone. I was afraid that the magistrate had
already come, or that there would be no one left on the beach.
Suddenly I saw the light of the two oil lamps. But before joining
the others I rinsed my hands, letting them lie flat on the water
of the last wave that crept up the shore.

‘Javier,” Marta called me.

They were in the shadows, out of reach of the blanching light
of the lamps. The wind had dropped. Sitting on the sand near
Marta were Amadeo, Emilio and Andrés.

‘I went for a walk,’ I said and slipped my handkerchief back
into my pocket.

“The magistrate hasn’t come yet. The others went back home.’

‘Have you seen the girl ?’

‘Yes, Marta.’

‘Are you cold ? Amadeo asked.

‘No, darling,’ said Marta. ‘I just want a cigarette. Nothing so
exciting happened the other five summers. Now this place will
have a story to tell.” Andrés cupped the flame of the lighter in
his hands and offered it to her. “Thank you. Nothing ever hap-
pened here, and suddenly this afternoon . . . We were playing
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canasta when the maid came in to tell us. Here of all places
where nothing ever happens! They must have brought her from
the village.’

‘Or the camping site,” said Emilio.

“The camping site ? I hadn’t thought of that.’

The shadows were thrown by the lamps, some still, some
shifting. It crossed my mind that more people had clustered
round the body.

‘She looks like a foreign girl,” Emilio continued. ‘She may be
from the camping site or from some other place on the coast.
She may have been washed up here by the currents and the
wind could have dried her body.’

‘She didn’t die of drowning,” said Andrés.

‘I didn’t say she had.’

‘I’ve seen people drowned and she didn’t die of drowning in
the sea.’

‘All right,” Amadeo chipped in, ‘but he isn’t saying she did
drown.’

‘Don’t argue. Until the police take over it’s stupid to specu-
late.” Marta stretched herself on the sand. “Treat it like one of
the whodunits you read at night.’

As she put her arms behind her neck the body inside the
slacks and the suéde jacket tautened. I edged a little nearer.

‘Who are those people ?’

Before answering Marta looked round.

‘Just people from the village. And the guards, of course. Don
Antonio was here till a moment ago.’

‘How ghastly !’

‘Why »’

‘Oh, nothing,” Amadeo said. ‘If you like I’ll go and find him
and bring him back to have a chat with you.’

‘No, no, darling. Not on your life.’

‘If only we had something to drink,” said Andrés.

The girl must have been in the darkness somewhere beyond
the light of the second lamp, as still as she had been earlier that
evening, covered with sand and sea-shells.

Amadeo and Emilio got up.

17
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‘Darling,’ said Marta.

‘What is it ?° Amadeo answered.

‘Are you going back ?’

‘No. Are you tired ? Tell me if you are and we’ll go.’

‘All right.’

Emilio and Amadeo stepped into the circle of light. Like a
storm warning, a sudden gust of wind brought with it the smell
of rain.

“They said on the radio at noon that the weather would change
all along the coast.’

‘Hmm . . .” Marta conceded, the cigarette still dangling from
the corner of her mouth.

Sitting at right angles to us, head bowed and forearms resting
on his knees, Andrés picked up handfuls of sand. The sea was
in darkness. I groped for a cigarette, lit it from Marta’s and as |
put hers back into her mouth she smiled at me.

‘Emilio’s upset because of the children.’

Marta’s sun-scorched skin was flaking round the eyes, on the
forehead and on her flabby cheeks. On her mouth only the
faintest trace of lipstick remained.

‘What’s wrong with the children ?’

“They found the woman and kicked up the sand all round the
body.’

‘Let’s hope they didn’t touch anything. That’s what Emilio’s
afraid of’

‘No,’ said Andrés without moving, ‘Emilio’s afraid that they
may have seen her naked. In fact, if you must know, Emilio’s
even afraid it may have been the children who murdered her.’

Marta gave a sudden hoarse laugh. I felt someone coming up
behind us. Dora had sent Rufi with my oilskin jacket and a
thermos of coffee.

‘The Senora told me to ask you if you needed anything
else.’

‘Rufi, tell them at the house that what we want is a bottle of
whisky.’

‘Yes, Senorito Andrés.’

Rufi went off without a single glance at the patch of light. Still
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sitting, Marta slipped on her high-heeled shoes and Andrés
helped her to her feet.

‘I’m going to have a look round.’

The jeep driven by one of the guards moved towards the path,
casting its light on the underbrush, the stunted pines and the
slope. Andrés rubbed his hands together to get rid of the sand.

‘Let me know when the whisky arrives,’ cried Marta.

She tried to walk as though she were on an asphalt pavement.

‘What day is it today ?’ Andrés asked.

‘Tuesday. Why, what’s on your mind ?’

He was some time before giving me an answer. There was a
constant nervous tension about him as if no drink had passed
his lips in ten days, or as if he’d just had a bizarre row with
Elena.

‘I hadn’t seen a dead body since the war. When my parents
died I refused to go into the room to see them.’

‘I remember.’

‘I’s funny, but that girl reminds me suddenly of Teruel in
1937’—his tone changed and he smiled—when you rescued
me from that hell, took me off to San Sebastian and dropped me
at the hottest brothel in Europe with the fattest woman in the
world.’

“To whom I recommended you especially.’

‘So she told me the next morning. She said my cousin, the
captain, had told her the night before that I was a virgin. Of
course, in the morning she still didn’t believe it.’

We had a good laugh, until Rufi arrived with the bottle of
whisky.

‘You shouldn’t have bothered to bring it down.” Andrés drank
a long draught straight from the bottle. ‘I’m going to let Marta
have a sip.’

“The children are having their dinner,” said Rufi, adding
quickly: ‘Does anyone know what the poor girl died of, sir ?’

‘No, not yet.’

Rufi crossed herself.

‘Are you afraid to go back alone ?’

‘Afraid ? Heavens, no!’

19
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The magistrate arrived at about ten o’clock in a light grey
sedan, preceded by the jeep. The wind was blowing hard again
and the clouds were dropping lower over the sea. By then we
were getting a little tired of walking back and forth ten yards
from the shrouded body. We’d finished the coffee. The magis-
trate was accompanied by two more guards, the coroner and a
secretary. We moved away, except for Emilio who knew His
Worship, the magistrate. They took about half an hour. Emilio
waved to us before getting into the car.

Marta took Amadeo’s arm and mine while we climbed up the
path. Andrés stopped twice to take a swig from the bottle.
Santiago and Emilio were waiting for us under the first lamp-
post.

“The magistrate wants me to put the body in the old watch-
man’s hut.” Emilio sneezed into his handkerchief. ‘He wanted
to know where it could be kept until tomorrow when the wagon
comes to take it away. I thought of the hut. They’ll have a pair
of guards keeping watch.’

‘We must get the men some blankets and mattresses, even
if they’re old. And coffee and something to eat. That is if . . .’

‘Don’t worry, Marta, Rafael will ook after everything,’ said
Santiago.

‘As far as food is concerned they could have supper in any of
the villas. But you see, Marta, they have to stay in the hut with
the body.’

‘I’m off,” I said.

‘Rafael was on the beach.’

‘Come along with me,’ said Andrés.

‘I want to see the children. Good night.’

‘See you later, Javier.’

Everyone but Rufi had gone to bed.

‘I’ll just have a sandwich.’

After a cup of coffee I went out for a walk. A sense of loneli-
ness, as though it were autumn, clashed with the green lawns
and the flower beds in bloom. There were small sounds of water,
of wind blowing through open rooms, of sand, of voices and of
laughter. I stopped and lit a cigarette. In Santiago and Claud-
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ette’s living room there were people. From the street I heard
Emilio’s voice. I remembered the afternoon when Uncle Pablo
wangled the order at HQ and I set out to rescue Andrés from the
hell of ice, bugs and bullets, to take him to the sweaty bed of a
prostitute who was fatter than Martz. Not Uncle Pablo, or
Aunt Amelia, or my father. Since the last comrade who fell
beside him or the last Red he saw fall on the other side, he had
not met death till the girl on the beach.

Dora had left her bedside lamp on. As I got into my bed she
half awoke.

‘Come, have a good rest.’

I was trying to sleep when I heard the motor of the jeep. The
window was ajar but I couldn’t see down into the street. Yet, in
an odd way, I seemed to sec in my mind the girl’s body stretched
on the back seat. It was raining and I lay quite still. Behind me
Dora’s breathing sounded like a chronometer.

Her nightgown was crumpled and her feet were sticking out
of bed, and as I covered her it struck me as funny that, although
in recent years I hadn’t slept once with Dora, her sleeping
body should still have aroused me.
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THE roLICE did not come that afternoon.

When I awoke it was still raining. Someone had placed a
blanket over my legs and Joaquin was standing next to me, a
comic magazine in his hand.

‘Are you reading this ?’ I asked stupidly.

‘Yes,’ he lied.

Under the blanket I felt wrapped in warmth and lethargy. A
light drizzle bathed the garden in a kind of early morning light.
Joaquin knelt on my easy chair.

‘Why aren’t you playing with the others ?’

“T'he girls are inside. Will you read me a story ?’

I read more thon half the magazine to him and then sent him
to get me a handkerchief and a cup of tea. He returned with
Leoncio. The cracked drain in the pool had got worse . . . it was
the right time for pruning after all this rain. Or something like
that, but I didn’t hear it very clearly because Leoncio was
having one of his bad afternoons and stuttering at every word.
Joaquin suggested we go for a walk. While I took a shower I
heard him moving about the bedroom, turn over the things on
Dora’s dressing table and try a doubie somersault on one of the
beds. I thought I heard the telephone in the hall.

‘Rufi says it wasn’t ringing. Do you want her to come up ?’

‘No. Try to keep still for five minutes.’

‘I’m thinking,’ he said as he went out.

I dressed, wondering if Elena really had a migraine. I was in
the mood for a game of chess with Amadeo. But even if Amadeo
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was free and someone managed to light a fire in the fire-place, I
wouldn’t be able to refrain from going out in the rain to the other
villas, to hear something about the dead girl, or to hear Elena’s
explanation of her presumed migraine.

‘Asun has come over. They’re going, to play doctor with dolls
and they don’t want me in the room. Dorita told me off because
she says I'm always spying on them. And if I do spy it’s only
because Enrique and José asked me to; they know I’'m always
around . . . But they bore me with their silly games.’

‘Hand me my shoes will you? The ones with rubber soles
there on the right. And try not to cut yourself or to hurt anybody
else with that penknife!’

‘My father wanted to take it away from me. I brought it out
during lunch and you can’t imagine the fuss. That Martita’s a
meanie, she goes around . . .’

“Thank you. Listen, Joaquin.’

‘Shall I tie your shoelaces ?’

‘All right.’

‘I’ll get a shoehorn if you like.’

‘I don’t need it. And now listen to me’—I kept him still, his
arms clamped between my legs—‘you know I don’t mind your
calling Martita a meanie or saying, ‘“‘that so-and-so” when you
speak of somebody, because I respect other people’s ways of
expression. But you know quite well your mother wouldn’t
approve of it.’

‘Yes, I know.’

‘On the other hand, I like your originality because that’s how
you give life a touch of variety, but I think it would be better if
you played with the other children instead of always making a
war of your own.’

‘I don’t make wars when I’m on my own. What does origin-
ality mean ?’

‘Come along. I’ll explain on the way.’

But when we reached the porch he suddenly decided to join
the girls; he ran off, the plastic raincoat billowing about his tiny
body, charging along the front of the house in search of an open
window by which to make his entry.
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In the street the fallen leaves had collected in little pools.
One of the second floor windows was open in Claudette’s
villa and as I walked into the garden she called me from
upstairs.

I lingered a moment on the concrete path that Santiago
had built at the beginning of May. The rain had left 1t smooth;
the water, channelled in the gutters, turned the soil black and
made it bubble as though seething.

Claudette waited for me on the landing. Before going into the
room where the others were, she showed me her last canvas, a
seascape, like most of her work, in very light colours and delicate
lines.

‘I know you understand nothing about it, but tell me what you
think of it.’

‘I like it. I like it very much. Especially the yellow of the
coastline.’

‘So you do understand.’

Andrés, who was pouring me a whisky, had already drunk
plenty. Amadeo was talking to Elena about the dead girl.

‘Have you seen her ?’ Santiago asked me.

“Yes, last night, on the beach.’

‘After dinner,” Claudette explained, ‘we all met here.’

‘We missed you.’

‘No more soda, thank you, Andrés. I was very tired last night
and went to bed.’

‘Sit in this armchair . . . it’s more comfortable. I wonder
when it’ll stop raining. Amadeo, do you know what your wife
said today ? She said she was ready to pack up and go back to
Madrid?

‘God forbid !’

‘Why ?’

Andrés handed me a glass of whisky.

‘I can only work in the summer,’ said Amadeo. ‘When Marta’s
in the house there’s never an empty room. Ask Emilio and
Asuncion what it was like when they stayed with us in February.
They found me writing a report in the bathroom. I usually end
up working in the maid’s bathroom, as a matter of fact.’
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‘How you exaggerate!’

‘I swear it’s true, Claudette.’

‘With eleven rooms in the house I’d have thought . . .’

‘What did you think of the girl ?’

I turned my head and put my hand on Elena’s, which lay on
my shoulder.

‘I don’t know. She may be a foreigner.’

‘Emilio says she’s English.’

‘I think,’ said Santiago, ‘that the girl was probably from some
camping site and that her body was washed up. A few days ago
Claudette and I passed a boat about ten miles out to sea, with
three or four couples on board, all of them naked.’

‘Or so we thought.’

‘Asuncion and Emilio were terribly indignant when we told
them.’

“They were naked, darling.’

‘We’ll have to look into this,” said Elena. ‘I shouldn’t be sur-
prised if Asuncion wasn’t pregnant again.’

‘No?!’ cried Claudette. ‘Really, that man’s ruthless. Five kids
and the baby girl less than a year old !’

‘What was that ?’

‘According to your wife, Asun is expecting again. And I say
that man’s a monster. Little Maria Francisca isn’t even . . .’

‘Good for him! What the hell do you expect ? He spends'the
whole day locked up in an office in Barcelonata, surrounded by
papers, smoke, economic charts and tradition.’

‘Look here, Andrés . . .” Elena began.

‘I remember,” said Amadeo, ‘the very first time I saw
Asuncion. It was five years ago, when our ‘““Colony’” here had just
been inaugurated. I’d already met Emilio. I thought his wife
looked like an ageing spinster, smiling too much and a bit stupid.’

‘Really . . .’ Claudette pleaded. ‘Must you be so unkind ?
Asun is a lovely person.’

‘I agree, I agree. I was talking of first impressions. Now . . .’
Amadeo laughed, ‘he’s the one I can’t stand.’

“The truth is you’ve all ganged up on poor Emilio.’

‘But, Elena, he gets worse every day. Now with that girl on
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the beach,’ Santiago crossed his legs, ‘he thinks the kids may go
to hell because they’ve seen a naked woman.’

‘I’s more than likely he’s never seen one himself,’ I said.

‘Will you all stop being so catty ?* Claudette said, laughing.

‘It’s the truth,’ I insisted. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if he’d
never seen Asuncion herself naked.’

‘When these two'—now Santiago was backing Amadeo—‘told
him about the motorboat full of naked people he turned
absolutely crimson.’

‘With lust.’

‘I forbid you to talk like that!’

‘Lust, or envy!’

‘You’re just a pack of old gossips. It’s you who envy him!’
said Elena.

‘We! Envy him!’

‘Why should we envy him ?’

‘Because . . .’

‘I envy him. Damn it, he’s the only one who has the guts to
say what he thinks.’

‘Andrés, how about easing up on the drink ?’

‘It’s stopped raining,” Andrés said.

We suddenly noticed that the room was practically dark, and
for a few seconds nobody spoke. Claudette lit the lamps;
Amadeo shifted to another armchair.

‘Marta and Dora were here this morning,” Claudette said.

‘Yes. I suggested she should go shopping in the village to
calm her nerves. The children had upset her. They were
particularly exasperating this morning.’

‘I heard you were with them on the beach. Whenever I
imagine having a son of my own I feel he’d like you. I don’t
know how you do it.

‘Claudette, dear, Andrés is the one who really understands
them. I’m just patient, that’s all.’

‘No, no, itisn’t that. Santiago and I have talked about it many
times.’

Across the room, partly concealed by a little table, I could
see Elena’s crossed leg swinging. I breathed in Claudette’s
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perfume. Her shoulders were bare and her halter dress hugged
her waist. Of course she and Santiago had talked about the
children and me because there was nothing they hadn’t talked
about. It suddenly occurred to me that her mouth was as square,
as pale and symmetrical as that of the girl on the beach. Then I
realized it was a trick of the electric light. Or of my imagination.

‘I’ll agree to educate your future son, if you’ll agree to have
him.’

‘I’d be terrified of your criticisms.’

‘No, seriously . . . Tell that stupid man of yours to give you
a son or two. But no more.’

‘I’ll tell him. I love to hear you talk like this. I suppose it’s
the way you talk to the children.’

‘Where do you get your perfumes ?’

‘Lately we’ve been mixing with younger people, single people.
It makes us think we’re just starting life together. Every now
and then, though, I tell him we must call on Asuncion or take
a trip to Madrid, to make us realize how many years we’ve been
together, Santiago and 1.

‘You know what I've devoted myself to during the past twenty
years ?’

“To having two children and earning . . .’

‘Wait a minute, Claudette. I’ve spent the last twenty years
wangling tax relief. I realized it when I woke up from the siesta
today.’

Claudette laughed. So did Elena, Amadeo and Santiago.
Through the open window drifted the complex smell of a night
when the wind is blowing. Santiago offered us another drink and
put a plate of biscuits on the little table.

“Tax relief in every possible way,’ I continued. ‘On buildings,
ships, land and manufactured goods. I even arranged some
documents for Emilio in Madrid so that when the time comes
his sons will have to pay less to enrol at the University. Tax
relief even for the children. I only realized it this afternoon.’

‘Why this afternoon, Javier ?’

I was on the point of telling her the truth, but couldn’t
myself be sure just how much the unremitting image of the dead
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girl on the beach had influenced my mood. For a moment Elena
and I looked at each other across the cigarette smoke, while
Claudette poured me another whisky.

“The rain is going to get us all down,’ I said. ‘Marta’d be wise
to pack and go back to Madrid.’

‘We’re crazy to stay here in weather like this . . . We should
go further south . . . or at least . . .’

‘But there are storms all along the coast . . .’

“Well, we could go to Barcelona in the evenings . . .

“The first summer we spent here . . . do you remember ? We
used to go dancing quite often in the evenings. To Barcelona
or the villages.’

Suddenly they stopped laughing. Elena rushed to the arm-
chair where Andrés was sitting. The rest of us were also on our
feet, and I said:

‘It’s all right, Elena. Let me do it.’

Once I’d managed to get Andrés on his feet, Elena stepped
aside.

‘Who ?* Santiago asked.

‘Never mind. I’ll take him out.’

‘I’s nothing,” whispered Amadeo.

Claudette came with us as far as the hall. I was afraid Andrés
wouldn’t be able to hold out until we reached the garden. The
fresh air had no effect on him. We walked round the villa.
Suddenly he stopped me and leant against a tree, with the back
of his right hand on his forehead. I held his left hand while
he vomited. I heard Elena coming but didn’t turn my head.
When he had finished, Elena asked:

‘Are you feeling better »’

Andrés shrugged his shouiders in a gesture of indifference.
Holding on to Elena and to myself he threw the whole weight of
his weak, ungainly, swaying body upon us. We walked out of
Santiago’s garden and into the deserted street. Before going up
the veranda steps he held us back and mumbled something.

‘Joaquin isn’t at home,” Elena said.

I had to walk ahead to make sure that the boy was out, and
only then did he come into the hall, trying to keep himself
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upright. As we walked up the staircase Elena ran her fingers
through the long, lank hair that was falling over his forehead.
My arms ached by the time I laid him on the bed.

‘Wait for me downstairs, will you ?’

*It took her about fifteen minutes to undress him and leave
him asleep. I telephoned Claudette to reassure her. Elena had
put on a thick garnet-red sweater.

‘It’s only nine o’clock. Shall we go for a walk ?’

She finished tying a scarf round her head.

‘It’s not so much that I feel like it. But I need to.’

In the street she took my arm. Across the road, the pine trees
on the hill were a dark green mass sodden with rain. We walked
in step, silently, and every now and then our eyes met. I enjoyed
walking like this, with my left hand in the pocket of her slacks
clasping her right hand. Her touch never disappointed me and
she had a way of pressing my fingers lightly for minutes on end.

‘It’s a long time since we saw each other.’

“That’s the way, isn’t it ?’ I said. ‘It’s always more difficult
in the summer. This afternoon, I don’t know why, I thought you
might have a migraine. I was hoping you’d call.’

‘I was asleep. Last night I thought I’d see you at Santiago’s.’

‘I had a restless night yesterday.’

‘Is it over ?’

‘Yes.’

As we kissed suddenly, methodically and desperately, her
back grew tense under my hands.

‘It’s been a long time. A very long time. I don’t like’—I held
her round the waist—‘to be so many days without seeing you
alone.’

We sat on the damp stones. It was completely dark and the
silence had a faint whispering echo in it. With my arms around
her and hers around me, I was almost happy in the peace that
flows from familiar gestures and the certainty of habits. It
allowed me to trace feelings and thoughts as if I were alone.

At about ten o’clock we walked back along the road, slowly,
stopping every few minutes.

‘Something’s wrong, isn’t it ?’
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‘Yes,” I said. “That dead girl. I thought a lot yesterday on the
beach and later Andrés reminded me of the war. I don’t know.
I feel very well, though. Better than ever! Perhaps that’s what’s
wrong!’

‘T’m so glad,” Elena smiled.

From the darkness came the voice of Santiago calling us. Dora
and Marta had returned from the village. We chatted a while
before going to Martaand Amadeo’s for dinner. As we walked by
the old watchman’s hut Dora said:

‘According to one of the guards the makeshift beds are very
comfortable.’

‘Poor boys. Do you think they have enough blankets ?’

‘I believe an ambulance will be round tomorrow.’

I dropped behind. The darkness hid the signpost that hung
from a mast over the hut. The invisible words were WHITE
SAILS GARDEN CITY. I joined the others, who were chatting
gaily.

We reached the first streets, and Amadeo spotted Joaquin
dashing in and out of the garden hedges. He could run faster
than any of us. Later, when we were having coffee, he turned up
in Marta’s dining room, sat down on my lap and fell asleep in
my arms before Elena had even finished chiding him.
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‘GooD MORNING. I hear the girl’s still there.’

“Yes, Don Javier,” said the guard. ‘Would you like to see her

‘If it isn’t too much trouble.’

The guard pushed the door open and let me go in before him.
He opened the two windows of the bare, whitewashed room.
The body lay on the concrete floor, covered with a sheet.

‘Only the face,” I said.

He brought me a chair from the other room.

“The priest will be here shortly.’

‘Oh yes.’

‘And later the wagon’s coming. They say something happened
yesterday around Rosas.’

“The sea is rough along the coast, isn’t it ?’

The guard almost smiled: ‘I think it’s something to do with
the bad weather.’

He sat on the doorstep and lit a cigarette.

‘Let’s hope it will improve today.’

‘Don’t hope for too much,’ and with his chin he pointed to-
wards the mountain, visible to him from the threshold. ‘In
half an hour it will be daylight, and these clouds aren’t going to
lift in half an hour. It’s a real storm, you know. It covers the
whole of Europe, that’s what they said on the radio.’

The girl’s nose seemed to have lengthened; it was like a
long bone disfiguring her features. The mouth, however, was
unaltered; the lips half parted, full and sharply drawn. At some
stage of her life the girl must have used a pale, almost white
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lipstick. In spite of the clouds, the light was getting brighter
and it made the girl’s skin look more taut, more yellow.

I was mesmerized by the hard upward curve of the corners
of her mouth, which seemed to bear no relation to cheeks
or eyelids. They had brushed the sand from her hair and
beneath the shect rose the pyramid of her hands crossed on
her breast.

‘Do you remember seeing her anywhere ?’

‘No, I’ve never seen her.’

I turned my face away from the body and put the cigarette out
on the sole of one of my shoes.

‘What happened at Rosas ?’

‘A quarrel in a bar. The usual thing this time of year.’

‘Was anyone hurt ?’

“There must have been. They were hitting each other with
bottles. These foreign girls always cause trouble—they upset
the men.’

‘Yes, I know.’

‘During the season some of them give up fishing and go live
with an English or a Swedish woman. But sometimes the
husbands turn up, and then they’re the ones who start a fight.
So you see what life is like. We can’t control it.’

‘It’s all very complicated.’

‘Look here,’ the guard continued. ‘We see life as it is, hardly
a day passes without something happening or someone coming
to the barracks with some tale or other. I know what I’m
talking about, and if you’ll forgive my disagreeing with you,
things are very simple. It’s either this,” he said, rubbing his
thumb and forefinger together, ‘or this,” and he pointed to his
fly. ‘Begging your pardon.’

‘You may be right. I don’t know.’

‘Take it from me I’'m right. I tell you, we see life in this job.
Ask any of the other guards and they’ll tell you the same
thing. It’s just like the weather. The sun comes out and every-
one’s happy. You get rain or cold and they’re at each other like
cats and dogs. And in Andalusia it’s worse. I served ten years
in Ecija, in the province of Seville, and that’s the way it is. The
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climate, that’s the whole trouble, you can’t get away from it.
That’s why these women from Sweden and England come here;
becausc their husbands’ blood is frozen with all that snow and
fog that gets into their veins. When the sun shines men quarrel
but they don’t fight. Bad weather ecats people up, and they end
by killing each other.’

I stood up and a few seconds later he followed suit. I threw
my dead cigarette butt out of the doorway and when I turned
the guard was covering the girl’s body.

‘No, I don’t know her.’

‘What happens,’ he said, ‘is that one face reminds you of
another and you rack your brains till you remember whose.
This girl’s a foreigner, though, that’s for sure.’

It was daylight by then but the low dark clouds turned the
landscape into a creeping dusk. The guard walked with me for a
few minutes, chatting all the time. I took one of the low
footpaths through the pine wood. The ground was damp,
almost muddy, and at the foot of the tree truaks was black as
tar. The track ascended in slow curves, and from one of them 1
caught sight of the sea, the rooftops, terraces, trees, streets,
swimming pools, tennis courts, green lawns, winding paths
and french windows. I had the feeling this whole town belonged
to me, for I had created it, and to Elena, for she had chosen the
site. Strange to think it had all been done in six or seven years.
And even stranger to recall that this was the spot where Elena
had stopped the car one winter afternoon and where we had
walked until nightfall imagining our garden city: the one I
now saw lying still and silent in the distance.

It was so cold that I walked on. The gardens were empty, the
windows shuttered. It was a long time since I had last sauntered
along those streets, noticed the different styles of the villas, felt
envy on seeing a roof, or a porch, or a stone chimney. Suddenly
I sensed that I was not alone, and was amazed to find myself
walking with my head low. Claudette was watching me from a
corner. I hastened my step.

‘You’ve become an early riser, haven’t you ?’

When I reached her I automatically stretched out my hand
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and Claudette, quickly controlling her surprise at this unex-
pected gesture, took it.

‘I’ve been walking around here for more than an hour and a
half. How about you ?’

‘If you promise not to start shouting at me I’ll confess that. . .

“That you’re off to the beach. Let me carry your bag.’

‘I wouldn’t dream of it!” She swung her blue canvas bag in
the air and we set off together. ‘I woke up with such a longing
to go for a swim that I couldn’t even wait for the sun to come
out. In any case, it may never come out again.’

‘Not in the next three months at any rate.’

Claudette’s laughter cheered me up. By one of the villas a
man was busy oiling a lawnmower. Squatting beside the
machine, he didn’t raise his head on hearing our steps and
voices.

“The fact is ’'m territied of Santiago. We argue so much
about the chances of my catching pneumonia by bathing in
this weather that in the end I have a boiling hot shower and an
aspirin.’

‘How did you manage to get up without waking him ? We all
know you sleep in each other’s arms.’

We stopped at the beginning of the path and Claudette
looked at me out of the corner of her eyes with a mocking
smile.

‘What you’ve probably heard is that we sleep in separate
rooms.’ ‘

“That’s the way Dora and I sleep,’ I said, without knowing
what prompted me, I grinned as I said it.

Claudette immediately blushed. She took some time to
answer, while by my silence I prolonged a pleasurable act of
cruelty to myself.

‘Oh well . . . it makes no difference, later you’ll feel all the
more like having children.’

‘You're right, it doesn’t settle anything. You or Santiago
must give me your recipe.’

‘Hate. It’s all a matter of hating each other. I read it in the
Reader’s Digest or some such thing. If you manage to hate
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conscientiously and at the right moment, nature—which as
we all know is very wise—refuses to let anything come of it.
Later you can start loving all over again.’

‘I’ll try to hate Dora next time.’

‘You’d find it impossible. Marta and I were gossiping only
the other day about what a model husband you are. Maudlin’
almost.’

‘I love you dearly, Claudette. It’s wonderful to go out at
dawn, like a lone hungry wolf, and run into someone as cxtra-
ordinary as you. I love you because you’re the straightest, most
intelligent person I know. I keep hoping my daughter will turn
out like you.’

‘Well,” she held my hand a few seconds, ‘I've seen you
sentimental at all hours of the night but never at dawn. Or is it
that you haven’t been to bed at all and are just getting your
second wind ?’

Claudette unbuttoned the front of her dress.

‘It looks good enough to make you want to swim a hundred
miles out,’ I said, pointing to the sea.

‘Well, don’t worry, I’'m only going to swim a few strokes.’

‘If you drown don’t call on me.’

She slipped out of her dress and her sandals. I stretched out
on one of the towels while Claudette ran towards the water.
Her long thin thighs were slightly curved and covered with
freckles. The strongly marked tendons on the backs of her
knees gave her legs a sad, chaste, spinsterish look.

‘It’s not at all cold,’ she turned her head and shouted when
the water came up to her knees.

I stayed with my elbows buried in the sand and watched her
vanishing and reappearing among the swift, frothy waves.
Breathing in the scent of the towel I dozed off. Claudette woke
me by splashing a few drops of water on me. She ran along the
ribbon of moist sand, rubbed herself with a towel, massaged
her body with eau-de-cologne and took a swig of brandy.
When she came to sit beside me, covering her legs with her
short terry robe, I noticed the flush of the skin of her shoulders
and her cheeks.
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‘I’m worried about Andrés.’

‘Well, yes, but what makes you suddenly think of Andrés?’

‘Oh, that thing last night.’

I lit a cigarette for her. The clouds were beginning to disperse
and a wide curtain of sunlight dropped down on to the distant
waves.

‘It’s his way of showing off. Andrés drinks because he likes
to.

‘Why doesn’t he do anything ?’

‘He’s always been lazy. And he doesn’t need to work.’
‘Neither do you. You could go on living as you do and still
leave your children enough moncy to live on without doing a
stroke of work.’

‘You’re wrong. I'm quite poor.’

‘No, Javier, I’m serious. Amadco said the same when you took
Andrés out last night. But there’s always some reason. Or many
reasons. Heaven knows what they are.’

‘Andrés himself doesn’t know, so what’s the point? Do
understand me, Claudette’—she stopped shaking her head at
me in contradiction—‘I know Andrés very well indeed. He’s
my cousin and he’s been my best friend since we were kids.
But he’s always been the same. Lazy, happy-go-lucky, affec-
tionate and a drunkard. Nothing else.’

‘I’'m very fond of Andrés.” She stared, with a steady smile, at
a point beyond the swelling waves. ‘I remember the first year
we came to the Colony. As usual, we were shunned for a long
time, Santiago and I. Someone had taken good care to tell
everybody about our relationship. One morning Andrés came
up to us here on the beach. I can see him now. He sat down, we
both lit cigarettes and he took the bull by the horns: “I couldn’t
care less that you aren’t married, nor could Elena. Elena’s my
wife. The others will stop caring once they get to know you,
because you’re a nice couple.” When Elena came out of the
water the four of us went off to lunch together. It came as so0
much of a surprise that I’ve been fond of him ever since. That
night Santiago and he got drunk together.’

‘Yes, I remember.’
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‘Within a week we knew everybody. I don’t know whether
he forced them to accept us or made them forget. But he
was the first to get us out of that idiotic situation. I’m sorry he
drinks.’

‘Aren’t we all ?’

‘Yes I know. When he’s drunk he gets very sad or very gay
but never violent. He never does anything nasty. That’s what is
so strange, that, and Elena’s having got used to it and still
loving him.’

‘Elena loves him very much.’

... Inthat passive way ? Deeply but . . . as if there were no
way out. It all seems so horribly complicated.’

I stopped piling up sand and rubbed my hands together. She
turned her head.

‘Just now I was with someone to whom life looks very simple.
I believe the man has two or three stock explanations and they
solve just about every problem for him.’

‘Who are you talking about ?’

‘One of those guards in the hut there. He behaves as if he knew
me quite well though I can’t think where from. He’s convinced
that the sun, the rain and the fog are the only causes of human
behaviour. To do something means just to go to his barracks
and let him straighten out the mess. I’'ve never met anyone so
lacking in curiosity—except perhaps the man we passed oiling
a lawnmower, who couldn’t even be bothered to raise his head
and see who we were. I suppose it’s a question of economics. Of
lack of economic resources, I mean.’

Claudette jumped to her feet.

‘Will you now explain to me’—she flexed her tight yellow
bathing suit—‘what makes you go and sce that dead girl at
seven in the morning and then start to analyse the only two
human beings you’ve met on the way ?’

I helped her to put her things back in the bag, and we both
laughed.

We found Santiago strolling round the garden with a pair of
pruning shears and a few packages of seed. After we’d had a
cigarette together, Claudette and I managed to disperse his
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early morning grouch. They pressed me to stay for breakfast
but I refused.

At home Dora was setting the table on the veranda with
Rufi’s help. By now the weak, intermittent sunshine had reached
our garden. I told Dora I hadn’t been able to sleep and—
perhaps she knew how much that sort of question irritated me
—she asked whether I'd mind if she went to the village again
that day with Marta.

‘I’'m sorry to saddle you with the kids but I’d like to get my
shopping done while this cloudy weather lasts.’

‘T think it’s a splendid idea.’

‘We’ll be back early.’

Facing one another across the table we lapsed into a long
silence. I finished my cigarette and, without looking at her,
asked if the car was running all right.

‘Yes, fine. Why, were you thinking of using it ?’

‘No.’

‘Listen, Javier, I could easily . . .

‘T said no. I wouldn’t dream of it. It was simply a question. I
only wondered if 1t was all right or if you’d like Rafael to have
a look at it.’

‘Rafael’s already gone out with the station wagon,’ she said.
“You know there’s nothing I hate so much as lies. I’'m sure you
were planning to use the car and now you’ve given up the idea
out of politeness.’

I looked at Dora. She was a stranger sitting stiff-backed at the
other side of the table, with her hands among the silver, the
plates and the cups she herself had laid out.

‘“Now, Dora, don’t let’s start again. I don’t want to argue with
you about stupid little things like this. It’s as if we were trying
to cheat each other, playing some game . . .’

‘Javier,” she cried, ‘don’t speak to me like that!’

I tried to sound persuasive:

‘I assure you that I don’t need the car. It hadn’t even crossed
my mind to use it this morning.’

At the same time it struck me that I was being unfair. I was
involving Dora in something that didn’t concern her, something
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that had bothered me for a long time and was now coming to
the surface. Dora had a vacant look on her face that mirrored her
weakness, her almost defenceless stupidity.

‘Do me a favour. Take the car.’

Just as she rose from the table the children came rushing
on to the veranda. I felt a surge of anger, an unreasonable
desire to strike at something.

She helped the children to their seats and tied a napkin
round Dorita’s neck. Her own coffee cup was still more than
two-thirds full. I expected her to sit down again and finish her
breakfast but she didn’t. She joined in the children’s chatter,
made their toast and hovered round the table, apparently un-
aware of my sitting there, angry, sad and dismayed. The sun
had broken through a long fringe of cloud, a few birds were
singing in the branches, the colours of the flowers had an
unfamiliar violence and I felt drowsy and drained of all strength.

‘Daddy, may we go down to the beach ?’

“To the beach? All right, son. If the sun stays out we’ll go
down to the beach.’

‘Mummy, shall we go in the boat together ?’

‘No, Enrique. Mummy won’t be able to come with you. She
has to do some shopping.’

‘But why »’

‘In any case,” she took up the thread, ‘it’s hardly the weather
for the beach. Promise me you’ll behave so that when I come back
tonight Rufi can tell me you've been . .

Along the path the sand was still damp and lumpy and the
gap in the clouds was closing again. I wandered away from their
voices, between the flower beds—Dora knew all the flowers by
name—and passed the box hedge which Leoncio never tired
of trimming. From the edge of the empty pool I watched
Leoncio bending over the faulty drain at the bottom, in his blue
overall and khaki shirt, both bleached by the sun and worn.
A strong scent drifted across from the garden whose outlines
stood out sharply in the changing light. At last I admitted to
myself that my head was aching.

On the veranda Rufi was clearing the breakfast things. I sat
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down and heard the children pattering 1n the hall. It soothed me
to know that Dora was upstairs. What I needed was a good rest
until lunch time—perhaps until dinner time—if only I could
sleep without interruption. I was anxious to sink into a long
dreamless sleep that would rid me of a feeling of unease. I
thought of Claudette’s long freckled legs, of Andrés who
drank too much and lived in terror of being confronted by
four-foot-high Joaquin during one of his bouts, of the trampled
beach and of the boat with naked people, drinking and laughing,
who pushed Emilio as he tried to jump on the gunwale and
clasp his empty arms round bronzed skin, sunken cheeks, lips
painted an extravagant shade of pale pink.

Rufi’s hand on my shoulder woke me.

‘Sir, Don Emilio’s here.’

I opened my cyes to scurrying clouds promising rain. Emilio
came up the last step to the veranda and I roused myself.

‘Hello. How’s everything ?’

‘Listen: don’t do what you did yesterday again. Let’s be frank
about this because you’re more of a child than the rest of them.
But you know what they don’t know.’

He sat down flushed with heat, his hands almost shaking. The
sky was overcast and Joaquin ran by, pursued by Enrique and
José.

‘What do you mean ?’

‘Don’t ever do what you did yesterday again,” Emilio repeated,
clutching at the edge of the table and staring straight into my
eyes.
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‘YES, PLEASE,” [ said.

‘Stop sulking and case off on the Camparis,’ Elena scolded me.

Amadeo smiled as he filled my glass. He dropped a lump of
ice into it, picked up his cigarette from the ash tray and settled
back in the canvas chair.

‘It was then,” I continued, ‘that I realized he was beside
himself with rage. Until then I’d taken the whole thing rather
lightheartedly. Half my mind was on the kids who were rushing
about in the background. I was about to call them because
Joaquin was screaming louder than usual and I thought one of
them might be up to some mischief. Anyway, Emilio must have
realized I wasn’t taking him seriously and that made him
angrier still. He was livid, and sweaty and his hands clutched
the table so that I wouldn’t see them trembling. He’s upset me
for the rest of the day.’

Amadeo laughed loudly, Claudette camc out of the house with
the rackets and Elena rose.

‘But you stood up to him, didn’t you ?’

‘You bet I did, Amadeo. It took me some time to sce what
he was driving at but after that—no more roundabout civilities.
I gave it to him straight and he listened.’

“You must admit,’ said Elena, ‘there is something to be said
for his point of view.’

“There is not!’

‘Santiago!” Claudette called out.

‘No, darling. I’'m tired, and I don’t feel like changing.’
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‘Shall we go ?’

‘Yes,” Elena replied.

Santiago came up the path holding one of the flowers he’d
been contemplating in his right hand. He sat down opposite
Amadeo. The two women talked at the net.

“Think nothing of it,” said Santiago.

‘I must admit it has shaken me.’

‘Well,” said Amadco, ‘he’s an unbearable person.’

Claudette was serving.

‘But all of you know what he’s like.” Santiago, arms crossed,
stopped staring at the tennis court. ‘He has certain fixed ideas . .
he belongs to another generation.’

“That’s what you think! How old do you think Emilio is ?’

‘I don’t know. Fifty. Fifty-two . . .

‘He’s forty-five!” Amadeo shouted. ‘Forty-five years old.
That makes him two years older than me and one less than
Javier. Am I right ?’ I agreed. ‘It’s a question of character.’

‘I never remember Emilio’s age and always imagine him to be
older than the rest of us, but the fact is that . . .

“The fact is that he’s a damned fool,” I interrupted Santiago.
‘And we put up with him out of habit, and out of pity for poor
Asun, or because the kids are friends, or something. But it’s
incredible that a man like him should be one of our group.’

‘Do you know why you think of him as being over fifty,
Santiago ?’

‘Because he’s prematurcly old.”’

‘No. Because he wasn’t in the war. He spent the war in an
attic in Barcelona working out how much money he was losing
and how much he’d have to earn in the following years.’

‘Amadeo’s right,’ I said. ‘He’s an unhealthy type. Do you
know what he said at one stage ? That I was bringing up the
children like a communist!’

‘Good lord, he sounds just like that old bore, Don Antonio!’

‘It’s not surprising. Lately they’ve spent a lot of time together.
Soon he’ll be talking exactly like Don Antonio.’

‘I think,’ said Amadeo, ‘he’s working on the old boy because
he’s got some deal in mind.’

42



SUMMER STORM

‘I hadn’t thought of it but you’re probably right. Most
likely Don Antonio is the only man left in the Colony he hasn’t
approached about an investment yet. He tried it on you once,
didn’t he Santiago ?’

Santiago was looking at the flower whosc stem he held between
his fingers.

‘Yes, a couple of years ago He wanted us to start up a chain
of cafeterias in Barcelona. That was after he found out I was
doing some décor for shops. I told him I was no good at
business.’

‘No good at business with him,” Amadeo completed the phrase.
‘You missed the chance of making a two thousand per cent
profit, which is the minimum he’ll work for, but you also saved
yourself from becoming a neurotic.’

Every now and then we heard the dry click of a volley, a cry of
Elena’s or Claudette’s. Sometimes I caught sight of Elena
leaping up, her short white skirt clinging to her hips, her arms
stretched out. Santiago finished his gin befoie returning to his
flowers. Amadeo wanted to hear more of my discussion with
Emilio.

‘He was just plain rude. He called me a fool with modern
manias, a snob, a savage and a dreamer.’

‘But tell me, how had he found out about the whole thing ?’

‘One of his kids, I suppose. I didn’t want to go into it with
him, but apparently one of the little girls asked a question that
shocked him. Believe me, what I did yesterday was the only
way out. I had to calm down the children after what they had
seen.’

‘Of course I believe you.” Amadeo patted my leg. ‘You did
the right thing. He’s the one who doesn’t understand and
doesn’t know how to bring up children.’

“They were full of questions when I met them and I tried to
explain. In all decency, of course. Damn it. My own children
were there . . .’

‘Your two children were there and so was my daughter and
Joaquin, and Emilio’s four kids, including the little girl.’

‘What do you mean ?’
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‘Only that he has more kids than any of us. He thinks of
himself . .

‘Yes, all right, I get you ...

¢ ... as the senior father of the Colony.’

‘The children were very excited. After all, it was the first time
in their lives that they’d seen a woman stark naked. And they
had a good look at her without anyone or anything getting in
their way. I had to tell them something that wasn’t a lie. At that
age you can’t lie to them.’

“That’s what Emilio will never understand. He’s a puritan
who wants to keep the stork alive until they’ve all grown
moustaches.’

‘Well, he told me I wasn’t to talk to his children about such
things again. I could do what I liked with my own but he’d
bring up his family his own wav. He didn’t want any more
mischief. So I told him to go to hell. I said I was sick of lies and
didn’t enjoy lying myself. If he wanted to bring up his kids in a
hothouse, the best thing he could do was to take them off to the
Sahara. Things got quite heated, believe me. And it would have
been worse still if your wife hadn’t arrived.’

‘And what did Marta have to say ?’

‘She came to pick up Dora. They only stayed a minute on the
veranda but it was long enough for Dora to take Emilio’s side.
Marta tried to keep the peace.’

‘An artificial peace. It’s her speciality. I’ve often thought of
writing to UNO and suggesting they sign her up.’

Elena and Claudette had finished their game and Santiago
walked up to them. For the last few minutes a strong wind had
been blowing in the garden and the clouds were getting darker.

‘Emilio’s hopeless,’ said Amadeo.

‘He’s a stupid fool.’

Santiago disappeared behind the tennis court and Claudette
ran past us into the house.

‘I hope he didn’t punish the children.’

Standing only a few steps from us, Elena bent over her racket
and tightened the screws. When she looked up our eyes met for
a moment. Amadeo lit a cigarette.
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‘Are you still running down poor Emilio ?’

‘Serves him right for being such an idiot?

Elena sat on the arm of one of the canvas chairs, her mouth
half open, her legs apart, her arms hanging limp, barely holding
the racket which almost touched the floor. Perspiration dappled
her cheeks. I saw her lips move and, above the rattle of Amadeo’s
bronchial cough, I guessed she was singing softly.

‘You’ll be frozen,” said Amadeo.

Elena jumped up, made as if to plunge her hands into
Amadeo’s hair and went into the house, singing aloud in a
deliberately melodramatic way.

‘We’ll have a storm again this afternoon.’

“Why don’t you come over and play > Amadeo suggested.
‘We’ll be alone so there’ll be no one to stop us drinking a few
whiskies while we work out our moves.’

‘I’m tired, so I’'m going to sleep.’ I stood up. ‘Anyway, we’ll
meet this evening.’

‘Fine !

Hunched over the stone wall, Santiago was examining some
weeds. He raised his head on hearing me.

‘Are you off > Claudettc was hoping you and Amadeo would
stay to lunch.’

‘I expect Amadeo will be staying. I’ll just have a snack and
lie down. Say goodbye to Claudette for me.’

‘See you later then, Javier.’

Out in the street the wind was even stronger. I noticed my
shoes were coming apart at the seams of the soles. Don Antonio
greeted me from the other side of the railing.

I listened to the news without taking it in until Rufi an-
nounced that lunch was ready. Enrique and Dorita didn’t talk
very much and when we got to the dessert I noticed that Enrique
gulped it down.

“What’s up ? Do you want to run out before you’re finished ?’

‘José’s waiting for me.”

‘Isn’t José being punished ?’

‘Punished ?’ Dorita cried.

‘So I’d heard. Never mind.’
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‘He isn’t being punished.’

I had a brandy by the french window. Later, Leles and
Martita arrived. I thought of calling in Rafael to ask him what
stories were going round the village. The bedroom window had
been left open and the wind was shaking the curtains, the
flounce of Dora’s dressing table and the looped hems of the
bedcovers. While I undressed I indulged my hatred by imagin-
ing a fire consuming this ridiculous satin drapery round the
dressing table, which made the bedroom look like a high-class
brothel.

I was afraid of falling asleep before finishing my cigarette, but
the telephone rang in time.

The tone of Elena’s voice, clear and gay, contrasted with the
worry she expressed.

‘Why worry? He’s probably playing somewhere and has
simply forgotten about lunch. It would be just like him. By now
you ought to be used to Joaquin disappearing for a whole day.’

‘You’re right.” She paused, and I felt sure she was smiling a
little. ‘I thought you’d be staying at Santiago’s.’

‘Amadeo wanted a game of chess. Was he there ?’

‘Yes, of course. I had lunch with them too. I've just this
minute arrived back home.’

‘I's Andrés still asleep ?’

‘Javier, darling . . . Don’t you remember Andrés went off to
the village this morning ?’

‘Did he ?’ \

‘I told you so. I told you about it an hour ago at Claudette’s
place.’

‘I’'m sorry. I don’t seem to have taken it in. Whart did he go
for?’

‘He had to see the doctor and collect some books. Ernestina’s
due tomorrow and he’s going to wait for her there. I told you
all about it this morning and you certainly seemed to be
listening. Now will you tell me what was on your mind while I
was talking to you ?’

I put out the cigarette in the ash tray, passed the telephone
to my other ear and sat down on the bed.
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‘Listen, are you feeling happy ? Don’t deny it, I can tell from
your voice.’

‘Yes, I am.’

‘Fine, then all right.’

‘Wait, wait . . ." there was anxiety in her voice, a sort of husky
eagerness. ‘Do you think we’ll be able to manage it ?’

‘Why not ? Dora won’t be back before ten. Oh damn, the car!
Has Andrés taken your car ?’

‘Yes, but I have an idea.’

“To walk ?’

‘Silly! I’d like to think you were prepared to walk fifty miles
to snatch fifteen minutes alone with me.’

‘What’s your idea ?’

‘Ernestina’s Lambretta.’

‘But. ..

“There’s nothing wrong with it, and the tank’s full. I was out
on it a couple of days ago.’

‘Let’s hope it doesn’t rain. I think we’d better wait until six.’

‘Fine. I’ll catch up with you before you get to the pine wood.’

I thought I heard rain and knew I should be setting the
alarm clock but I couldn’t fight against the desire to sleep.

The telephone woke me with a start and I sat up with a hazy
picture of the dead girl fading in my mind like an echo.

‘Hello?’

‘Javier ? Sorry to wake you up.’

‘It’s all right, Elena . . . I was just . . . Good grief! It’s half
past six!’

‘Listen, Javier, I'm very worried. Joaquin hasn’t turned up
and nobody’s seen him.’

‘Don’t worry. I’ll try and find him.’

‘I'll be at Claudette’s. Amadeo’s gone off to the village
looking for him.’

‘Elena, for heaven’s sake, don’t worry.’

I lay back on the bed, smoked a cigarette and felt the gastric
juices raging inside me, burning my throat. The fluorescent
light in the bathroom dazzled me. I took a glass of liver salts,
peered out of the french window and then sat in an armchair.

47



HORTELANO

The silence and half light eased me into gradual relaxation.

It was after half past seven by the time I went out. The house
was in darkness and a strong wind blew through the veranda.
Rectangles of light from the servants’ quarters lit up the garden
in places.

It suddenly struck me that Elena’s distress might be justified
and I hurried my steps.

‘Good evening everybody,’ I said from the doorway.

Amadeo and Santiago had come back without Joaquin. Elena
was cowering in one of the leather armchairs.

‘What do the others say ?’

‘They haven’t seen him all day.’

‘T’ll go to the pine wood.” Elena looked at me. ‘Can you lend
me a flashlight, Santiago ?’

‘Wouldn’t it be better if . . .’

‘I think you’d better keep quiet, the lot of you,’ I interrupted
Amadeo, ‘and stop worrying, otherwise in half an hour you’ll
have the whole Colony upset.’

‘He’s right, you know,’ said Claudette.

Santiago handed me a flashlight and I casually passed my
fingers through Elena’s hair. She hadn’t taken her eyes off me.
‘Poker’s with him, unless the dog disappeared by himself.’

I was out on the porch when the telephone rang.

‘It’s all right, Javier, don’t wait,” Santiago shouted from the
hall. ‘It’s only Asuncién to say they’re on their way here.’

Low clouds were scurrying and the wind was drying the stone
walls, the road, the tiles and the slate roofs quickly. I walked to
the main road and once there, switched on the flashlight for a
few minutes. The mountain peak was invisible, but over the
hills were tow-coloured clouds shot through with moonlight.
I climbed the slope and shouted several times. From where I
stood the hut looked like a dot on the roadside. I took the path
that went up to the spring, lit the flashlight again and made my
way over rain-soaked branches, tree trunks, stones and puddles.

As I paused to catch my breath the smell of the pine sap nade
me think of ammonia and of one of Claudette’s perfumes. Near
the spring I called out again.

48



SUMMER STORM

‘I’'m herel

The beam of light leapt forward as my hand jerked. Joaquin,
sitting on the cement water pipe, was rubbing his eyes. At his
side was an empty sardine tin and a chunk of bread. I walked
slowly, meaning to dazzle him with the iight which I raised on
reaching him.

‘Put it out,” he said.

“Your pranks will end by driving your mother out of her
mind.’

‘Why have you come here ?’

‘Because I knew that this year you had taken to hiding in the
pine wood.’

‘But you don’t know where the treasure’s hidden, do you ?’

I put out the flashlight. For a few moments Joaquin’s face
was just a pale smear somewhere in the direction of his voice.

‘Have you eaten ?’

‘Yes.’

“You must have got soaked.’

‘No. When it rains I go into the hut. But the treasure’s
somewhere else.’

‘Were you going to come home ?’

‘Only when it got completely dark.’

‘When it got completely dark ? Why not before ?’

He jumped up from the pipe and collected his sling, his pen-
knife and some comic books which he put under his arm.

‘Is daddy very cross ?’

‘Let’s go.’

‘Wait.’

He put his fingers in his mouth and whistled. Poker waddled
gaily out of the darkness without even a bark.

We made our way down in silence. Once on the main road he
said he wasn’t tired but began lagging behind.

‘Apart from driving your mother frantic I can’t think what
you’re up to all day in the pine wood.’

‘I look out for Indians.’

‘Why didn’t you come back this afternoon ?’

He tried to race Poker but his legs gave way and he fell in the
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gutter. Before I could reach him, he was back on his feet. His
smile gave his face a mask of innocence he had inherited from
Elena; it was difficult to resist.

‘Will you back me up ?’

‘I don’t know, Joaquin. I’m not at all sure I like this kind of
behaviour.’

Gradually the lights of the villas began to appear. The wind
brought with it a tang of the sca. Joaquin walked at a few yards’
distance from me. We went round the little square with the
flagpole and made our way towards Santiago’s house. Suddenly,
Joaquin stopped.

Sitting silently on the edge of the pavement were the other
boys, and leaning against a garden wall stood Martita, Asun and
Dorita. Joaquin seemed to be gazing at some distant point at the
end of the street; he pursed his lips as if to whistle when Enrique,
putting his hands against a lamp-post, got to his feet. Poker
barked and jumped towards José.

‘What’s up ?’

With an air of assumed indifference, Joaquin came close to
me and took my hand.

‘Have you quarrelled »’

‘No. But they want to know where I keep the treasure.’

Elena came rushing towards us along the pavement. A light
shone on the glass table in Claudette’s veranda. While they
tried to find a pair of Santiago’s slippers for me, Emilio held
forth on the advantages of a good spanking in' certain circum-
stances. Don Antonio, who under his sue¢de jacket was wearing
a shirt with green stars on a yellow background, warned us to
expect a visit from the police the next day.

“They don’t know anything.’

“That’s what I say,” Don Antonio continued. ‘They need a
few days to find out everything. They never fail.’

‘Did you get very wet ?’ Claudette asked me.

‘Only my feet. It’s these old shoes.’
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NEXT MORNING it was raining. 1 smoked a cigarette in the
darkness and listened to the sound of the drizzle outside. 1
decided to go down to the village and find out what I could at
Raimundo’s shop. The previous evening I hadn’t succeeded in
having one minute alone with Elena. Dora turned over in the
bed with a hoarse groan. As quietly as I could I took a shower
and got dressed. The grey light of a rainy day came through the
window at the end of the passage. I made up my mind to have
breakfast in the village. Under the telephone in the hall T left
Dora a note saying I’d be back by mid-afterncon.

I had just raised the garage shutter when Leoncio appeared.

‘Are you going out, sir ? Vicente was coming to see you.’

The cigarette in Leoncio’s mouth had gone out and his striped
shirt was hanging outside his trousers.

‘Vicente »’

‘Yes. Won’t you have some coffee ? Maria is up.’

‘I don’t feel like it. T'ell the Senora there’s a note for her under
the telephone in the hall.’

‘I will. The builders won’t be able to come today.’

‘Who’s Vicente ?’

‘Let me have that air gadget, sir.’

While L.eoncio pumped some air into the tyres, I gazed at the
garden, the rain and the low overcast sky. There was a steady
murmur like the distant rumble of artillery.

‘Vicente’s from the seafood shop. He wanted to speak to you
this morning.’
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‘What for ?’

‘He didn’t tell me. They’re OK.” I took off my raincoat
before stepping into the car: Leoncio felt obliged to make
things plainer. ‘They’re all right now . . . the pressure in the
tyres, I mean.’

“Thank you.’

‘What shall I tell Vicente ?’

‘I don’t know. Ask him what he wants.’

‘He wants to talk to you.’

‘Well, tell him to come back some other time.’

‘When ? Vicente lives in the village.’

‘Whenever he feels like it! It 1t’s something urgent he can tell
you or Rafael. Goodbye, Leoncio.’

He raised his right hand shoulder-high as the car passed him.
Then he rushed to open the garden gate.

Along the coast the clouds looked less menacing, but the main
road ran inland. The car was doing well in spite of the bad,
steep surface. I began to whistle to the rhythm of the windshield
wipers. From the hilltop the sea appeared covered in mist as
far as the lighthouse. Along this part of the road there were
many holes that splashed water all around me. Just beyond the
crossing which led to the camping site, my road joined the main
road. There was no one in the bar of the petrol station. I sat down
and ordered coffee and a French omelette. I began to think
back to the days in the war when the noise of artillery from the
command post sounded like the beating of drums. But mainly
I thought of the square mouth of the girl on the beach and the
waxen colour of her skin when the light fell on it as the guard
opened the window. I drank four or five cups of coffec and chain
smoked. Every now and then a truck or a sports car stopped
outside and someone came in, but mostly I was conscious
of a silence interrupted only by the hiss from the coffee
machine. By ten o’clock the rain had become a mere spatter.

I felt numb. As I stepped on my right leg it began to itch; it
gradually turned into a dead weight that seemed to have no
connection with the accelerator. I braked, rubbed my leg,
walked a little way and urinated against the hedge.
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Inside the car it was hot. I opened the windshield and a damp,
fragrant breeze revived me. The sky above the village was as
blue as on a starlit night. Leoncio would be pouring out endless
excuses to that fellow Vicente . . . and by now Joaquin would
be snooping round the garden in Wellingtons and a long
raincoat. I thought of calling Elena from the village, but knew
that I wouldn’t do it.

Just before I got there the rain stopped. On the shiny pave-
ment and in the gutter the wind rippled the surface of puddles.
Cultivated fields had given way to vegetable gardens. I turned
left along the cobbled road to the centre of the village. To the
right were the barracks; several guards sat on wooden benches
outside the door. Their eyes followed the car. The sentry’s
bayonet was dull, without a sparkle. In the square the main
door of the church was open and a glimmer of candlelight broke
the darkness inside. I parked, following the policeman’s in-
structions, crossed the square with the bandstand and, as I
pushed open the door of Raimundo’s shop, suddenly remem-
bered that Andrés had been in the village since the previous day.

‘Good morning, Don Javier.’

‘How are things, my boy ?’

‘Fine, Don Javier. What about you ?’

‘Just the same.” I shook the boy’s hand. ‘Where’s Raimundo ?’

‘At the wedding.” In answering, he jerked his chin towards
the shop window.

‘Anyone in the family ?’

‘Not even twice removed, but you know how it is. Raimundo
knows everyone round here.’

The boy hauled out several trays with baits and flies. I poked
around the place until Raimundo arrived. By now the square
was alive with people, mainly children running after the
carriage of the bride and groom.

‘Is there no reception ?’

‘Yes, Don Javier, and a very good one, too. But I try to avoid
receptions. What I enjoy is the church service.’

‘I suppose that’s why you’re getting married soon. I’ve heard
it said it’ll be this summer.’

53



HORTELANO

Raimundo gaped at me for a few seconds and burst out
laughing. I slapped his shoulder. Then we sat on a couple of
chairs leaning against the counter. Raimundo was fatter, balder
and perspiring even more freely than the year before.

‘I’d missed you, Don Javier. It had even crossed my mind to
pop up to White Sails.’

‘Why didn’t you? Do you know I haven’t been out fishing
once ? Though I don’t believe I’'ve missed much . . .

‘Not a thing.’

‘. ..tojudge by what they’re saying in the village.’

‘You haven’t missed anything. There isn’t a poll or hake to be
had along the whole length of the coast. Only dead girls.’

‘Yes.” I raised the grappling iron I’d been holding between
my legs up to my knees. ‘You're right there. And it’s in the
colony we’re getting them.’

“T'oday,’ the boy said, ‘they brought her down to the village.’

‘Here ?’

‘Yes. They arrived at seven o’clock.’

‘Listen, Jordi, don’t think you’ll get on any quicker in this
business by joining in the conversation!’

Jordi blushed and returned to the other end of the counter.
Raimundo, who had his thumbs under his armpits, stopped
smiling.

‘Don Julio was here yesterday.’

‘Yesterday ?’

‘Yes, yesterday, Thursday. He came through on his way
back from the Colony. He turned up late on Wednesday and
slept here in the village. Yesterday I was with him in the bar
but I didn’t manage to get anything out of him. Which means
he doesn’t know anything, otherwise something would have
slipped out.’

‘Just a moment, Raimundo. Tell me first who the girl is and
then repeat what you've just said.’

He hooked an arm over the glass-covered counter and
leaned closer to me. I made a sign to Jordi and he came to
relieve me of the grappling iron.

‘Nobody knows who the girl 1s.’
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‘What about Don Julio ?’

‘He doesn’t either.’

‘I mean, who is Don Julio ?’

‘Oh...

‘Don Julio is from the police,” Jordi answered my question.

‘He’s from the city squad. I know him well. He’s very fond
of fishing and also . . " Raimundo looked in the direction of
the boy and, with a sudden grin, lowered his voice: There was
a time when we had two girl friends who were sisters. He’s a
fine fellow and keen as a hawk on the job. A few years back he
used to come here five or six times a month. That was when
he was stuck on that girl. I always tell him what’s going on but
nowadays he’s all for fishing further south. I reckon he’s got
himself tied up with someone in Alicante or Murcia. He’s the
sort of fellow who drives them crazy, you know ? Full of life
and very generous.” From the other side of the counter Jordi was
sidling up in what he intended us to think an absent-minded
manoeuvre.

‘Also he’s very cultured. In 1939 he was taking law.’

‘So the police were up at the Colony yesterday 2’ I said.

“They were on the beach examining the scene of the crime.’

‘Of the crime ?’

‘Look here, Jordi, what the devil . . . ?’

‘Don Raimunde,” the boy began, ‘may I take these Life
magazines ?’

“T'ake them and leave us alone!” The boy disappeared into
the back of the shop. ‘Would you like a beer ?’

On our way out Raimundo called to the boy that we were
going to the bar opposite.

‘I gave Rafael your rod.’

‘Good.’

‘Is there anything else you need > The boy can deliver it to
the hotel this afternoon.’

“No thanks. In any case, I’'m going back before lunch.’

A busload of tourists had just arrived. We sat out on the pave-
ment on iron chairs and Raimundo ordered beer and clams.

‘Who told you it was murder ?’

55



HORTELANO

‘That’s what everybody thinks.’

‘Why ?’

Raimundo glanced at me before answering.

‘Wasn’t the girl found naked ? You ought to know. You had
the coroner up there, didn’t you ? We don’t even know what she
died of here.’

‘We don’t either. I didn’t speak to the coroner, or to the
magistrate, or to the police.’

‘Well, I think it’s obvious. She’s a foreigner who got herself
into trouble. You’'ll see, within a week Don Julio will have found
the culprits.’

The beer was abominable. A hot breeze blew clouds of dust
round the kiosk in the centre of the square. My forehead, my
cheeks and my hands were clammy with perspiration.

‘I don’t think she was murdered. There were no signs of
violence on the body.’

‘You get some very odd goings on round here. A short time
ago—I don’t know if you heard about it—wec had one hell of a
mess. I very nearly got involved myself and they had me worried
for a few days, I can tell you. It all started with a young Dutch
couple: he looked the younger of the two and she was a bosomy
blonde rearing to go. Well, they started a little racket—a
damned good racket it was, too. They were staying here in the
village but some nights they organized film shows in one of the
coves, near the camping site. They took all their tackle in the
car, batteries, projector, films, the lot. They set up the whole
thing in the open air and people flocked to sec the filth. Some
show, let me tell you?’

‘Did they find you out ?’

‘I only went four nights. But of course, the news got out and
the party folded. They even threatened to close the camping
site, so you can imagine the row! There was one film . .
Raimundo laughed and spluttered with a mouth full of beer.
‘Therc was one film, I remember. It didn’t last more than a
quarter of an hour but in that time there’s nothing they didn’t
get up to. And the girls, God Almighty, what girls! They
appeared . . .
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At other tables people were talking and laughing loudly.
The wind dropped and left behind a sticky heat. Raimundo
continued with his stories. I tried to make out the hotel where
Andrés stayed on his visits to the village. The tourists walked
about in groups, stopping in front of the shop windows and going
in and out of the gift shops. One of them took a photograph of
the headquarters of the Fraternity of Fishermen. On its main
balcony, under the flagless mast, there were five wooden arrows
painted red.

The boy came running across the square to tell Raimundo
that there were people waiting in the shop.

‘I’ll be on my way, too,’ I said. ‘I’ll be back in a day or two.’

‘Drop in some time. As a matter of fact, I wanted to consult
you about some trucks my partner and I were thinking of buy-
ing. You remember my partner ? Agustin ?’

‘Yes, I remember. How’s the partnership going ?’

Raimundo straightened his tie and buttoned his jacket.

‘Fine, fine. But if you happen to knov' someone in the
Ministry . . . Never mind, I’ll tell you all about it some other
time. Come back soon.” He got up from his chair. ‘Anything
you want, just send Rafael with a message and it’ll be ready
the same day.’

“Thanks, Raimundo. We’ll see about the Ministry. It’s just
possible I might have a friend there . .

We shook hands and Raimundo said, ‘Leave the bill to me.’

We argued a bit but in the end I managed to thrust a note on
the waiter. When he reached the kiosk Raimundo turned to
wave goodbye.

Some Italians sat at the next table. One of the women said
something to me in a soft voice as she placed a rafha bag on the
floor next to my chair. I amused myself trying to catch her eye,
had another beer and smoked a few more cigarettes. [ imagined
that along the coast it would still be raining. Finally I tore
myself away. While the Italian woman lit a cigarette I took a last
look at her legs. The man with a camera hanging from a strap
round his neck was still standing motionless opposite the
balcony with the painted arrows.
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I walked slowly as far as the tobacco shop. There’d been a few
changes in the village: more shops than I remembered. The one
café, opened the previous year, now had green plastic blinds
hanging over the windows. For a long time I stayed in front of a
gift shop, without seeing what was beyond the glass, without
even thinking. Displayed on the walls outside the shop were
some brightly coloured blankets with long fringes, a variety
of straw hats and a huge net full of different sized balls. If I
made up my mind to buy one of the balls it wouldn’t amuse
Joaquin for more than about ten minutes, I thought idly.
Suddenly I came to the hotel.

At the desk I was told Andrés was not up yet. As I crossed the
bar, Fermin called out to me before I caught sight of him.
After we’d shaken hands he made his excuses to the three men
he’d been drinking with, took his glass of whisky and sat down
with me at a table under the ventilator that cooled the darkened
room. The walls were lined with light-coloured wood. Con-
versation was an even murmur that ran between the sharp
rattling of ice cubes in glasses. I felt suddenly happy—almost
euphoric—in that atmosphere; I slapped Fermin’s knee,
offered him a cigarette and ordered a whisky for myself.

‘We’re discussing some take-overs. We’ll be off after lunch.
The worst of it is that I have to eat with those characters and 1
haven’t the nerve to inflict them on you.’

‘Don’t worry. Andrés is staying here and he should be down
directly.’

‘Andrés ? Well I never. Now, tell me the news.’

‘A few days ago a dead girl was found on the beach at the
Colony.’

‘So I’ve heard. An accident I imagine. And how’s Dora ? And
Amadeo and Marta ? Some day I’'ll drop in on your paradise. The
ones I see most of are Emilio and Asuncion.’

‘You must do that. As soon as the sun comes out come and
spend a week with us. How’s the electrification going ?’

Fermin spread his arms.

‘Haven’t you heard the big news ? In December, we’re off to
Madrid. The job’s finished and that means goodbye to the
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country, the villages, the yokels and the whole damned show. A
new life again!’

‘Rosario must be delighted.’

‘She is.’

‘Fermin, you’ve got fatter.’

‘’m going to seed. Before long I shan’t have the strength to
keep a mistress any more.

‘I’ve been told you’re a very good engineer.’

‘So they say.’

‘If you worked for one of my concerns we could do good
business.’

‘You can stop joking because in December I mean to have a
serious talk with you about this. But tell me, how are things
going in the little hut with that foreign girl ? I haven’t been there
for more than two months. But at this time of year, with the
new terrace and the trees it must be delightful. It’s a lovely spot.
As a matter of fact, my friend—the one who arranged it all—is
no longer here. He's been transferred to Seviile. So now, there
are only two of us.’

‘Better that way. No, I haven’t been recently. A short while
ago I nearly managed it one afternoon.’

‘But it fell through ?’

‘Yes. Too bad. Listen, Fermin, I think your companions are
getting restless. Don’t bother about me.’

‘I'm really sorry not to be able to stay with you. I promise
I’ll drop by White Sails. Give them all my regards. Especially
Dora.’

‘And give mine to Rosario.” We shook hands. ‘And don’t
forget in December to get your brain working, and I’ll see how
we can make out on the stock exchange.’

‘Ah, December . . . It’ll be like coming to life again. In this
country the only places you can live are Madrid or Barcelona
provided you spend eight months of the year in France.’

I finished my whisky and asked what time the train was due.
I enjoyed the cold soup, the smoked salmon and the veal which
finally took away the taste of the morning’s beer. It struck me
that I was going round making business propositions to my
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friends, just like Emilio. It had started with Fermin who always
thought of me as involved in romantic adventures. It would never
occur to him that it was Elena who had walked into the little hut
by the roadside speaking English. I.ikewise 1 had never imag-
ined Fermin capable of getting involved with someone in our
circle of friends. I was working out a list of possible mistresses
for Fermin when I suddenly realized time was running short.

I walked towards the square to pick up the car. The dusty
wind was still blowing though it was warmer than in the
morning. Small clouds rode high in the sky. The tourists were
having coffee on the terraces of the bars.

1 was at the station ten minutes before the train. Ernestina,
leaning out of a window, spotted me at once. She called a porter
and handed him her luggage through the window; then,
jumping down, threw herself into my arms.

‘How wonderful! I was sure someone would be meeting me
but it never crossed my mind it might be you, Javier!

‘You look beautiful, too beautiful for words. Let me have a
good look at you. As a matter of fact, you might easily have
found no one on the platform. Let’s go to the car and I’ll
explain. How are the family ?’

‘Your mother is blooming.’

She went on talking and I hunted for loose change to pay the
porter when suddenly I became aware of his eyes. He was a
small man with a very wrinkled face and he stared at me as if 1
was from another planet. I gave him almost double what he
asked and without speaking he raised his hand to his battered
peaked cap. Ernestina kissed me again as I sat at the wheel.

“You mean to say that disgusting relative of mine came a day
early and then got too drunk to meet me ? Marvellous, isn’t it ?’

‘He came yesterday because it was his day to see the doctor.
We don’t know whether he got drunk . . .

‘Don’t we ? Well, what’s he doing asleep at four o’clock in the
afternoon ? We’ll wake him this minute and have a showdown,
eh, Javier ? I’'m ready for a good time. Zarauz was deadly.’

‘Have you quarrelled with José Manuel ?’

‘No, but he’s a louse. He sent you his regards.’
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‘How is he ?’

She crossed her legs, bounced on the seat a couple of times
and laughed.

‘Magnificent as ever. Every now and then he has to step into
a doorway to rest his dazzling looks.’

We walked up to the second floor accompanied by a bellboy
who opened the door of the room. Ernestina marched in ready
for battle. There were pieces of clothing on the floor, on the
chairs and on the chest of drawers. The suitcase and the ward-
robe stood open. Ernestina, who had already opened the cur-
tains, sat on the edge of the bed and put her arms round Andrés.

‘Forgive me, my child, forgive me.’

His pyjama top was open and his sunken chest made his
shoulders sag.

‘Off you go to your shower and get rid of that hangdog look.
I’ll call White Sails and let them know we’re on our way, all
ready to be amused. How lucky I am to have you two together—
I love you both so much! Get a move on, Andrés. May I tele-
phone from here ?’

‘Once I’ve shaved you’ll think I’'m a new man.’

She sat in an armchair. Andrés smiled at me from the bed . . .
a tired smile that somehow filled me with shame.

‘Yes,” I said. ‘You can telephone from here. What on earth
have you done to your hair ?” She shook her red hair and I,
rather self-consciously, tried to sound cheerful. ‘You must be
dead beat, Andrés.’

“The doctor says I’m very well. Thank you, my dear,’ he said,
taking the dressing gown which Ernestina had finally found.
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‘YOU’RE BORED,’ said Ernestina over Andrés’ shoulder.

‘Of course not.’

The six members of the orchestra were wearing blue shirts
with large white buttons. For about an hour they’d been
playing mainly slow, sugary tunes. At times we heard the sound
of raindrops on the window-panes that separated us from the
garden; but there were moments when the rain seemed to be
part of the percussion. I ordered another round of whiskies.

‘I can’t ask them to open them because the people sitting at
the end tables would get wet.’

‘Why don’t they have air-conditioning? Just a moment.’
The waiter placed the glasses on the table and turned towards
Ernestina. ‘You don’t have air-conditioning, do you ?’

‘Oh yes, seniorita. The ventilators are on.’

“The ventilators . . .” Ernestina straightened the straps of her
dress before lighting a cigarette. ‘Perhaps it’s not raining down
in Almeria.’

‘Perhaps,’ said Andrés.

‘All these people, the tourists, I mean, must feel cheated,” I
remarked.

‘Well, think of me as a tourist,” said Ernestina.

‘We’re all right here, anyway.’

‘Andrés, how can you say that after only three whiskies ?’

‘Here’s the secret of happiness. I don’t intend to drink any
more for the rest of the evening.’

The lights dimmed and changed colour to introduce a fla-
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menco dancer. Ernestina dragged her chair to the edge of the
dance floor.

‘So the doctor told you you’d improved ?’

‘Yes,” he answered. “Though Elena won’t believe it, I'm
fitter.

‘And have you decided to drink less ?’

‘Of course. So that I can drink more.” He laughed and placed
an arm round the back of my chair. ‘Don’t you follow ? If I can
accumulate health, I shall hoard it as if it were money. Once I’'m
bursting with it I can start squandering it again. I worked this
out all on my own.’

‘You’ll be drawing cheques on your liver.’

Ernestina had her legs crossed and her wide skirt billowed
over the chair. She turned her head in feigned anger at the noise
of our conversation.

‘Yes, my dear,’ said Andrés.

Applause greeted the end of the dancer’s zapateado. Her
partner took the floor and a minute later she reapyeared wearing
a different flounced dress. The foreigners watched the dancing
intently. In the reddish half light, their sunburnt faces had
a kind of exultant glowing look. The members of the new
band were wearing Hawaiian shirts. Andrés took his arm off
the back of the chair. I looked at him; smiling and amused
as he watched Ernestina. The light danced in her red hair.
Perhaps Raimundo might turn up later on. An outburst of
enthusiasm from Ernestina startled me.

‘Olér

‘Where on earth did you learn to shout o/é in such a Spanish
way ?’

‘In Paris.’

I went to the lavatory, which smelled of disinfectant and of a
strong scent reminiscent of the elevator in Marta’s house in
Madrid. 1 puttered in front of the mirror, cleaned my comb
meticulously, yawned and retreated once more on realizing I'd
forgotten to button my fly. When I reached the table there
was an ovation for the flamenco dancers. Then I danced with
Ernestina.
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“This is wonderful.’

‘You’ll be bored stiff after a week in the Colony.’

‘It’s wonderful, wonderful. Even the rain is wonderful.’

On the tables were little lamps with shades of different
colours. Ernestina danced well and she gave me her fragrance,
her casual proximity and the smooth skin of her shoulder. I had
a chat with the band leader while Andrés took my place.

The current hit filled the floor with couples. Ernestina’s face
shone triumphantly. The newspapers devoted a lot of space to
the Algerian problem and the song, according to her, came
from Algeria!

Chériey je £ aime,
chérie, je Cadore
comme la salsa di pommodoro

I became aware of a girl sitting on a high stool in a sleeveless
yellow blouse that hugged her hips above a tight black skirt.
Her eyes wandered round the room without stopping anywhere.
She saw me arrive, swivelled round on the stool and leant
her forearms on the bar.

‘Hello,’ she said.

‘How do you do ? Would you care for a whisky »’

‘Yes. Are you alone ?’

‘I’'m here with friends.” I ordered the whiskies and watched
her. ‘You’ve got pretty hair. What a pity it’s so short.’

‘Easier for bathing.’

We drank in silence and then we danced. Ernestina contrived
to manoeuvre Andrés until she was close enough to be able to
examine the girl from head to toe.

‘Are those your friends ?’

‘Yes, you know how . .

‘Don’t worry. Let her look, she’ll see I'm no freak. They
always react the same way and think whores are freaks.’

‘Really . . ~’

‘I'm sorry. I know a girl shouldn’t use the word.’

‘It’s not that. But a girl shouldn’t think like that.’

‘I’'m feeling low.’
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I pressed her body. She was tight, but it was hard to imagine
her losing her self control. Dancing cheek to cheek I winked and
got Ernestina into such a fluster that Andrés had to whisk her
off in the opposite direction.

‘Let’s see if whisky makes you feel better.’

We returned to the bar and she sipped her drink slowly.

‘You’re not from round here are you ?’

‘No.’

‘I’'ve never seen you here before and I come every night,
except at the weekend. On Saturdays he arrives, you under-
stand ? and we drive around in his car or just stay at home.
There are two or three of us like that in the village. Well . .
She smiled—*five.’

‘Do you live in Madrid ?’

‘Yes. How did you know ?’

‘Because of your accent.’

She laughed and took a drink. Then she held on to me, half
turning on her stool.

‘’m glad you spotted my Madrid accent. Everybody talks
differently here.’

“That’s why I recognized your accent. I live in Madrid
too.’

‘Splendid! Let’s drink to it.’

We raised our glasses. After that she became a little merrier
and a little tighter.

‘Do you enjoy spending the summer here ?’

‘Yes, I actually do. I sleep in the morning. Then I go down
to the beach and have an apéritif. After lunch I take a nap,
then have my English lesson. I love English but I’m not much
good at it. Do you speak English ?’

‘I only know ten words and I usually keep those to
myself.’

“You’re nice,’” she laughed. ‘After the lesson I go back to the
beach, go for a walk or go to the café with onc of my girl
friends. But I don’t have many girl friends. It’s better that way,
I must say.’

‘What’s happened to you ?’
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‘Nothing.’
‘I suppose your friends pulled a fast one on you. Tell me about
him.’

‘Who ?’
“The tall, blond young man your girl friend stole from you.’
‘No, no . . .” She smiled a little sadly. ‘Nobody’s ever stolen

any man from me. Besides,’ she took a deep breath, ‘I don’t
like them tall or blond or young . . .’

‘You must like me then.’

“Yes, I like you very much, though you are young.’

She brought her face closer, and I kissed her on the
cheek.

‘In the evenings I come here. It’s nice and cool in the garden
and this dive has a nice garden. I sit up at the bar and watch
the lights through the trees. Every now and then I dance
with someone. I like these villages because one can wecar
shorts in the street and a bikini on the beach. By the way, my
name is Anna.’

I blew out a match and told her my name.

‘You’ve got a wealthy man’s name. Are you married »’

‘Yes, and I’ve got money.’

‘Very much ? Very much, Javier >’

‘Well, yes, very, very much. Does it matter ? There are more
important things.’

‘Yes, when one’s got a lot of money.’

‘Haven’t you ?’

‘Of course! I’ve got shares. He invests my savings. When I’'m
od..’

‘In other words, in fifty years’ time.’

¢ ... I shall have enough to live on. But don’t exaggerate.
I’m twenty-six.’

‘I like you, Anna.’

‘And I like you. You’ve got class. It tells.’

‘How ?’

“You don’t ask personal questions. You haven’t even asked me
about the man who keeps me.’

‘What is he like ?’

66



SUMMER STORM

She laughed as she drank and the whisky choked her. She
pushed her body towards me and I put my arms round her
shoulders.

‘He’s a . . . Come on, let’s dance. You’re not in the least like
him. If you were my lover I wouldn’t cheat on you.’

‘Anna, that’s as good as a declaration!’

‘Hell! That’s what summertime is for, isn’t it ? Shall we have
another shot ?’

‘Another . . .? Oh, yes, of course. I’'m only afraid. ..
that. ..’

‘Don’t be afraid of anything. I can take it. I’'m a northern
girl’

‘Let me guess. From San Sebastian ?’

‘No.’

‘Bilbao 2’

‘No.’

‘If I don’t guess this time, I forfeit the kiss I was betting for.
From Santander ?’

‘No. From Vitoria. Well, a village in the province of Vitoria.
But I haven’t been back home for a long time.’ Her face
suddenly touched me. ‘I’'m paying the bet. Listen, shouldn’t
you go back to your friends ?’

When the barman had finished filling our glasses our eyes met
for a moment.

‘I’m sorry,” she murmured.

‘Don’t worry about my friends.’

‘Are they married »’

‘Heavens, no. She’s a distant niece of his and he’s my cousin
and best friend. I'll introduce them to you.’

“You don’t have to. Don’t you want to dance ?’

‘Yes. Sodo you. . .’

We turned our stools round and sat with our backs against
the bar. Ernestina was dancing with an old, one-armed man and
Andrés with the man’s wife, a slim, very elegant American
woman who had him agog. The four of them were singing
the song and eventually everyone joined in. By my side, with
the glass in her hands and her legs apart, Anna was also singing
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and smiling distantly, which brought out a lot of little wrinkles
round her eyes.

‘You’re different, quite different
From anyone I’ve ever known
You're different, quite different
Perhaps that’s why I love you alone.’

‘She looks nice.’

‘Who ?’

“The girl. Your friend’s cousin. She’s got class too. She’s the
only person in the place who has sparkle.’

‘What about Andrés ?’

‘He’s nice too. But she’s got loads of class and you need plenty
of it to play the tart and get away with it.’

Anna put a hand on my neck.

‘Well now, tell me something.’

‘You’re getting sentimental.’

‘It’ll pass.’

‘Where does your name come from, Anna ?’

‘It’s short for Angustias. Anguish. It’s a very sad name and
I don’t like it. I’m a gay person.’

Ernestina and Andrés came towards us with the Americans.
We all shook hands, standing by the bar.

‘They live in Rota,” Ernestina explained. ‘And they speak
Spanish better than we do.’

‘You’re very kind,’ said Mrs Lansing.

“Too bad for you, Ernestina. You won’t be able to show off
your rotten English.’

‘She speaks it very well,” said Mr Lansing, ‘with a New York
accent.’

‘Mrs Lansing dances flamenco,” said Andrés. ‘Didn’t you
notice ?’

‘Yes,” Anna said. ‘You’re wearing a beautiful dress.’

‘You like it ?’

The band played an Italian song and I danced with Ernesrina.
Andrés danced with Anna, who began to laugh when he
whispered something in her ear looking at me.
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‘But who are they ? Doesn’t it upset you to dance with some-
one who’s had an arm lopped off at the shoulder ?’

“They’re really high class. He was a colonel and lost his arm
in the Philippines. She’s in child welfare. They’re very much in
love, help each other a lot and have always lived together.
They’ve been married since 1920. This is their fourteenth
honeymoon trip. He thinks I’m the nicest Spanish girl he’s
ever met and she’s falling for Andrés. What’s wrong with
that ?’

‘Your habit of striking up friendships with strangers.’

‘I like that! What about you? Anyway, your girl’s quite
striking, I must say, in spite of that blouse. Andrés is the one
who’s fallen for the colonel’s lady.’

The Lansings smiled at us from their table. Ernestina tossed
her hair and fluttered her eyelashes.

‘It’s a fabulous night, isn’t it ?’

Lansing spilled tonic water from his glass and laughed. His
wife wiped his jacket before the waiter could come to the
rescue. He went on smiling as the waiter brought new glasses
and his wife poured him another gin.

‘Well, Ernestina, you’d better go back to your Americans.’

‘Do you know,’ said Andrés, ‘that he was born in Chicago ?’

‘No. So what ?’

‘I’ve been to Chicago.’

He stood up, raised his one arm and shouted:

‘Viwva Espana !’

‘We must celebrate,’ said Andrés. ‘Are you sticking with gin ?’

‘Yes,’ replied Lansing, ‘another Scotch for you ?’

‘No, I’ve had enough. Waiter, a gin and tonic!’

‘Won’t you sit down ?’ said Mrs Lansing.

‘No thank you. We’re going to finish our drinks at the bar.’
Annalooked at me silently, in a rather strange way that made me
think the time had come to get things settled.

‘Where do you live ?’

‘What ? Sorry, I didn’t hear you.’ I repeated the question and
she stopped looking at me. ‘In a little place just outside the
village. A two storey affair.’
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‘Alone

‘During the day I have a maid. But I can trust her, don’t worry.
Do you want us to go ? It’s fun here now.’

‘Yes, all right”’

We smoked in silence. Gradually the place was emptying. In
the middle of the floor, Andrés and Mrs Lansing were dancing
sevillanas to the beat of the jazz band. At the table Ernestina
was beating time while Mr Lansing was tapping a bottle with a
little spoon.

‘Listen.’

‘What is it ?’

‘I’m not being very fair to you.’

‘Why >’

‘I can’t today. It started this morning. I swear to you by my
mother that it’s true. It’s impossible today.’

‘It can’t be helped. One can’t fight nature. But what’ll happen
on Saturday when he arrives ?’

I raised my hands above her big round eyecs, which were
made up with green eye shadow.

‘Ugh! Promise me one thing. I mean, give me your word
that yowll come again another day soon. Next week, for
example. Listen, Javier, I know you must think I'm behaving
badly but . . .’

‘Of course you’re not.’

‘Will you come again ?’

‘I suppose so. But you’ve got to realize that . . .’

‘No. You must promise . . .” She gripped my hand. 'It’s quite
easy for you to come to the village. Your friend told me you live
at White Sails. That’s not far . . . only an hour or so by car.’

‘But why do you want me to come again ?’

‘Listen,” she went on, still holding my hand, and her smile
suddenly dissolved as if she were about to cry. ‘Come and stop
making excuses. Or do you only like me as a drinking partner ?’

‘You know that’s not true!’

‘I don’t know anything. Honest to God I don’t. And yet there
are times when I think I could know all there is to know. Like
now, for instance. If I made an effort, closed my eyes and
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clenched my fists, I would know everything. But no! I don’t
want to know anything about anything. Even if I could.’

‘Anna, my dear, you’re suffering from the effects of deceptive
lucidity.’

“The truth is I’'m blind drunk.’

‘No you’re not, but you will be if you go on drinking.’

Leaning on me, she got down from the stool, and with a
clumsy gesture tried to reject my help. She picked up her bag
and made for the lavatory. The bag, of blue canvas and white
straw, dangled from her arm. The band was playing a paso doble
at Ernestina’s request. All the tables were empty except three.
Andrés was having a lively discussion with Mrs Lansing. I
called the barman and asked for my bill. He was an elderly man
and I was reminded of the porter who had carried Ernestina’s
luggage that afternoon. Then I began to wonder what a pale
lipstick would look like on Anna’s mouth. Andrés came over for
a moment to see how I was feeling.

‘I can see you’re drunk.’

‘Even Elena wouldn’t blame me tonight. Where’s Anna ?’

‘In the powder room. What were you talking about before ?’

‘Believe it or not, I can’t remember. But you can be sure 1
didn’t mention Dora or even the possibility of your having a
Dora. I’m taking them back with me. We’ve invited them to
spend a few days at the Colony. Don’t you go and do the same
thing with your girl friend. Her legs and her . . .’—he drew
an eloquent curve over his chest—‘give her away. But she seems
like a nice girl and I’m seldom wrong about people.’

At that moment Elena’s thoughts were probably with us. The
orchestra packed up, leaving behind a sudden silence punctuated
by murmurs, an odd remark in English from Ernestina and
peals of laughter. The barman started to check the bill and the
headwaiter came part apologizing that the music was finished
but urging us to stay as long as we liked. I finished my whisky.
A whole range of little sensations had found an outlet in my
burning cheeks.

Anna came back with fresh make-up and a new radiance on
her face, loosening her dark hair as she walked. We went
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towards the table and 1 told the waiter that the bill had been
settled.

‘No, no, no . . . I don’t like that at all. You’re much too quick
to pay,” said Mr Lansing.

“That’s what is known as Spanish courtesy,’ his wife added.

‘Put it down to the oil pipe.’

‘Are you in the fuel business ?’

‘Javier,” Andrés interrupted, ‘is in many kinds of businesses.
Shall we go?’

‘Certainly. I’ve got a bottle in the car; come and have a drink.’

‘Let’s drive down to the sea!” said Ernestina.

Outside the air was damp, but the dark sky and the immensity
of the night soothed us. Lansing walked unsteadily, clutching
Ernestina’s arm. Andrés was making him laugh. When we
reached the car Anna began to dance.

Mrs Lansing drove well at an even speed. I leant against the
window which was open to the shadows, the lights and the
transfigured profiles. They stopped speaking English and began
to sing some local songs. After about fifteen minutes we stopped.
There was a heady, too heavy smell of orange blossom and
Anna dozed on my shoulder. We walked a little to clear our
heads. We kissed and necked among the orange trees but it
made Anna too excited.

In the village square, where the lamp-posts had clusters of
flowerpots around their necks and shed a greenish light, we said
a lingering goodbye. I accompanied Anna along darker streets
that were unfamiliar to me. She kept on whistling a tunc that
we had danced to earlier. When we arrived at her house she leant
against a wall which supported an iron railing. She put her arms
around my waist and raised her mouth to my chin. For a long
while she didn’t move.

‘Do whatever you want do you understand ? But I’d like to
see you again. Tonight . . . do as you like.’

‘Don’t worry, I’ll come back next week. Thursday or Friday.’

The hotel was some distance away and for a few minutes I
lost my bearings. In the still night the breeze brought comfort.
Everything would seem different the next morning, without a
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stream of alcohol to swell the vessels of my brain. The whisky
had given me a feeling of space, of unlimited perspective, like
a deep, silent embrace.

In the hotel room, Andrés, asleep face down, did not stir
when I switched on the light. I stopped trying to subdue the
visions which battled with my thoughts and it took me some time
to sleep.
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MARIA PLACED the teapot on the table and Dora served.

“That man came to see you again this morning.’

‘What man ?’

‘Leoncio’s friend. Vicente, I think his name is.’

‘I know. Where are the children ?’

Dora rose to shut the french window.

‘At Asuncion’s.’

‘Joaquin too ?’

‘I don’t know. He spent all yesterday afternoon in the loft,
according to Elena.’ The telephone rang and Dora got up
again. ‘Excuse me. Maria can’t hear from the kitchen.’

Since Dora had closed the window, the room was filled with
silence and I could hear snatches of her conversation from the
hall. The tea was settling my gastric juices and the mellow
afternoon light pacified me. It would probably rain again in a
few hours, at dinner time perhaps. Among the mail on the
glass table I caught sight of a large envelope from the Madrid
office. 1 heard Dora’s footsteps and opencd my eyes. Her
high-heeled shoes lengthened her legs below the short flared
skirt. She stopped in front of me as though looking for some-
thing.

‘Was it Ernestina ?’

‘Yes. They’re all at Marta’s.’

‘Run along then.’

‘I don’t like to keep them waiting.’

‘Go along, I shouldn’t think the man will need you. If ’'m in
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doubt about anything I can always telephone you so that’s that.’

She walked round the living room once more before making
up her mind.

‘You’ll have to open the door yourself.’

‘I can manage.’

She sat on one of the arms of my chair.

‘I can’t remember if Rufi’s off until Monday or Tuesday.’

‘Where was she going ?’

“To the feast in a village where she has relatives. Somewhere
near Gerona. I couldn’t refuse. It’s absurd that you should
have to open the door to the police. But you do understand that
the others can’t very well start without me . . .’

I rose to see her out. The wind was shaking the branches in
the garden. I thought of taking a look at the pool but came back
inside.

Emilia’s letter covered three pages; in meticulous style it
gave an account of everything that had happencd in the office
during the last few days and explained several enclosures. 1
made a mental note to pay Emilia an extra month’s salary for
giving up her holiday. Letters would have to be written to the
lawyer, to one of the consultants and to the suppliers in Bilbao.
I went on reading but soon lost interest in the correspondence.
The tea, cold by now, had a metallic taste. For a few minutes I
gazed at the framed photograph of the children. Enrique had
grown since it was taken. The book I’d started a month ago
must have been lying around somewhere but I didn’t have the
strength to look for it or even to pick up the newspaper which
was within reach of my hand. I worked out on a pad the profits
that could be expected from a certain import of valves and then
resumed work on a costing statement prepared by Amadeo for
the installation of a luxury sanatorium. When I remembered
that I was waiting for the inspector I began to doze in the half
light, with the papers spread on my knees and a ball-point pen
twirling in my fingers. The bell woke me up. Before opening
the door I switched on both the living room and the hall lights.

At the door the policeman gave his name and held out his
hand.
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‘Come in. Raimundo, the shopkeeper told me about you.’

He brushed his feet on the mat before following me to the
living room. I noticed his unusual jacket, his tie and his shiny
shoes.

‘Would you like a drink ? Please sit down.’

He put on glasses and took out a small notebook with a shiny
black cover, looking at me with an apologetic smile.

‘I’m sorry I’m late. One can never be sure how long interro-
gations will take.’

‘It doesn’t matter at all. I was working.’

‘Yes Raimundo and I are friends.” He stopped smoothing the
crease of his trousers. ‘You know what it’s all about. Just a
formality in case there’s anything of interest you can tell me.’

‘I’m at your disposal. Are you sure you won’t have a drink ?
Coftee perhaps ?’

‘I’ve just had coffee at Don Antonio’s. Will you tell me how
you first heard of the appearance of the body on the beach ?’

He adjusted his rimless spectacles. From time to time he
noted something down as I spoke.

‘Did you see the body while it was on the beach ?’

‘Yes. And next morning I went down to the hut where they’d
put it. The guard let me in and I had a look at the girl’s face.’

‘You don’t know her ?’

‘No.’

‘What age would you say she was ?’

‘I’d say she was in her late twenties. I don’t know. It’s not
easy.’

‘Have you heard any talk that might be relevant ?’

‘Not really. Forgive me, but do you know who she is ?’

‘We’re not far off. There’s something else . . . do you think the
children who discovered her touched anything ?’

I answered hurriedly because at that moment there was a ring
at the door.

‘I don’t think so,’ I said on my way out. ‘The children were
frightened.’

I showed Amadeo into my study. When I returned the
inspector was looking at the pictures in the living room.
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“‘You have some good reproductions.” He sat down again.

‘The Dufy isn’t a reproduction. Are you interested in
painting ?’

He blushed to the top of his balding head.

‘I hardly know anything about it. So you were saying that the
children were frightened.’

‘Frightened and startled. They were seeing a naked woman
for the first time—as well as a corpse.’

‘I understand. Now, it’s possible that the children saw or
heard something that startled them. Have you thought of that ?’

“They would have said so. Leoncio, the gardener, who lives
here with his wife all the year round, appeared almost im-
mediately.’

‘I questioned him this morning.’

He removed his glasses and put away the notebook. His eye-
lids quivered for a fleeting moment.

‘Anything else ?’

‘I won’t have to trouble you any more.’

‘No trouble at all. I confess I had a different idea of interro-
gations. The sort of thing one sees in films or reads about in
novels I suppose.’

‘Well,” he smiled, ‘it isn’t always the same. It depends on the
person, of course.’

“Thank you.’

‘And on the case.’

His jacket was too long and wrinkled at the bottom. He turned
his head when I said:

‘I hope this one will be solved soon.’

‘It often happens that a case that seems complicated at first
is solved quite quickly. It unwinds like a coil when you find the
right end.’

‘Raimundo told me yesterday that you were a first-class’
fisherman.’

‘He’s very kind about his friends. I'm fond of fishing, but
not very good at it. Least of all in this weather.’

I accompanied him to the first step of the veranda. The
afternoon was overcast and the wind rustled through the
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garden. I went indoors and suddenly felt cold. Amadeo walked
towards me from the door of the study with his hands in his
pockets.

‘How was he?’

‘All right. Was he at your place ?’

‘No. I came across him at Claudette’s and he fired his
questions at me there.’

‘Will you have a drink or shall we go for a walk ?’

‘The weather’s terrible. I’'m in the middle of a game with
Santiago but I left him thinking out a move and came over to
hear your news.’

‘Well, you know it now. Did you know his name was Julio ?
He wanted to find out if the children . . ’

‘No, not that . . .” Amadeo interrupted me, laughing. ‘Spare
me the gossip about the poor creature. I’'m more interested in
last night. I want to know what you and Ernestina and Andrés

were up to.’
‘Nothing special. We had a few drinks, we danced, we went
to bed late. The usual thing . . .’ I took his arm. ‘You know it’s

always the same.’

‘Ernestina says you had a great time. What did she mean ?’

‘Ernestina always has a great time when she manages to get
away from home.’

Amadeo stopped.

‘Let’s walk towards Santiago’s, if you don’t mind.’

‘Of course, I’'m sorry.” We crossed the road. ‘We met some
Americans . . . extraordinary people but nice. I’'m afraid we
even invited them to spend a few days here. The factis, I woke
up at noon with one hell of a hangover.’

Amadeo buttoned up his coat and I let go of his arm. The
street lights had just been lit and in the deserted streets the wind
swept fleeting shadows across their beams. We turned the corner
and stopped in front of Claudette’s villa.

‘I’m sorry to have disappointed you about last night.’

‘It seems a little unfair. One spends one’s time rotting in this
dump, bored to tears, and when it looks as though things are
livening up . . . Oh well, never mind . . . Won’t you come in ?’
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‘I’m off to your place to see how the ladies are doing with their
canasta. Checkmate to the best man.’

‘See you later.’

The wooden door creaked as Amadeo pushed it. The shadow
of the pointed terrace roof fell beyond the porch, which was
lighted in front. The wind was arching some of the venetian
blinds. I sat on the stone wall separating Amadeo’s and San-
tiago’s gardens. Bright green weeds grew between the stones.
Irregular rectangles of light fell from the house on to the lawn.
For a few moments I thought I heard the women’s voices, one
strident tone trying to impose itself over another. I went back
to get the car.

In front of me the nearly invisible mountain was dark with
pine trces. Light was lingering in the orchards. Sun filtered
through the clouds and blurred the outlines of the landscape.
I parked the car by the side of the road, a mile or so from the
village and took a short cut deeply rutted with the tracks of
carts. It amused me to think that I was leaving all the others
behind me closeted in their villas, packed like matches in their
boxes, playing chess or canasta, the children with their toys or
exchanging stories. I whistled, then lighted a cigarette.

The sea glimmered faintly in the dusk. The path dropped
sharply towards the fishing village. The land was less cultivated
and poorer. I inhaled deeply the smell of the damp earth. Not
far off a light was moving; it was an oil lantern held by someone
walking between the terraces.

That girl must have had a family. It had not occurred to me
before. The sight of her lying on the sand under a blanket, or
in the carly morning light that gave her skin the weight of dead
flesh, had led me to think of her as of an object, valuable once
upon a time. But in all likelihood her parents were still alive,
or her brothers and sisters; she might even have had a child.
As I walked on I amused myself by morbidly inventing a
possible background for the girl. I found myself then thinking
of her in an cntirely new way, because from that moment on
the girl had acquired a kind of life in my mind—an added
dimension.
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The light of the lantern and my own path were converging
towards the same point. It was now completely dark and I
slowed down my pace. Shortly afterwards I saw a naked bulb
seemingly suspended in the air, a few minutes later the corner
of the house from which it hung. Like most of the houses in the
village it had a single storey. I had never before really looked at
those lopped-oft walls, low roofs or uneven beams of rotted
wood. In the sinister light of the naked bulb the wall was like
a barrier of misery incarnate, cutting off the road, the wind and
the smell of the earth.

I walked along mean, deserted streets, heavy with the smell of
fish and the murmur of the sea. Suddenly I emerged on to the
beach which for about two hundred yards was lined with more
single-storeyed houses facing the sea. Dirty water filled the gutter
along the edge of a rough asphalt pavement. A row of lamps lit
the jetty where the boats were tied up.

Groups of women sat on low chairs outside the wide doors
of the houses and small boats dotted the beach. The coast
formed a curve of high rocks from which the quay jutted
out. A group of small boys who had been following in my
wake now overtook me. I caught sight of Juan leaving the
tavern. On reaching him I jumped on to the pavement and
shook his hand.

‘How are you, Don Javier ? Come to see the boat ?’

‘Just taking a stroll. How’s the family, Juan ?’

“The boy’s not too well. His stomach always gets upset this
time of year. Nothing scems to do him any good.’

‘I’m sorry. You haven’t been out to sea, I suppose ?’

‘Not much chance in this weather.’

‘Listen,” I said, suddenly remembering something. ‘I owe
you some money.’

‘Never mind,” he answered, taking a step back, ‘we’ll straighten
our account some other time.’

“There’s nothing to straighten out. It’s just a case of my
paying you for the last few weeks. How much is it ?’

“There’s no hurry, Don Javier.’

“Tell me, will you? It had slipped my mind, but I haven’t
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paid you since we arrived. I’ve no money on me now but I’ll
send it round tomorrow.’

‘It comes to . . .” Juan’s voice died away. ‘“Three hundred
pesetas.’

‘Fine. Now tell me, how are things going ?’

‘Badly.’

We walked along the pavement side by side. Some women
greeted us and a few of the fishermen raised their caps. Little
boys ran about the sand, leaping over the puddles and looking
silently at Juan and me.

“Things will get better.’

‘We’ve not been out for quite a few days, and according to
the radio we’ll have storms until about the middle of next week.’

“The sea doesn’t look all that rough.’

‘Not here, but just go out a couple of miles and the swells
start. In any case it’s useless, because there’re no fish. Do you
want to have a look at Dorita ?’

“There’s no need.’

In one glance I took in the long room of the tavern, the smoke,
the electric bulbs, men sitting down, men leaning against the bar.

‘Would you like a glass of wine and a sardine ?’

‘No thanks, Juan. I don’t feel like anything. Haven’t been
down to eat sardines for a long time. Let’s hope the weather
improves.’

‘We were remarking that just the other day that nowadays
you folks never come down to eat grilled sardines.’

The boys ran shouting after a car with a Germar registration
number.

‘Are they from the camping site ?’

‘Yes, sir. Foreigners from the camp. They come to buy wine
and take pictures. By the way, Don Javier, what are people
saying in the Colony about the death of that girl ? The police
cameheretoask questions but of course nobody knew anything.’

“They don’t know anything either, but I don’t suppose it will
take them long to clear the matter up.’

“They have their ways. We knew nothing here. She was
drowned, wasn’t she ?’
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‘Drowned ? No, she didn’t look as if she’d died of drowning.’

Juan lit the cigarette I'd given him. A woman called out a
name to two youths who were winding a cable on the sand.
Juan accompanied me to the end of the village.

“There’s more work in the fields of course . . . but they don’t
all own plots and they don’t all care for the land. You know
yourself that’s the way it is here. We should have a Brotherhood
of Landworkers and a Fraternity of Fishermen.’

‘I know you all work hard.’

‘That’s true enough. We work all right.’

‘Well, I must be off. I'll send Rafael round with the money.
I hope your boy gets better.’

‘Many thanks, Don Javier. Would you like me to come along
with a lantern ?’

“There’s no need, thanks. I’ve got the car quite near and
anyway I know the road. Goodbye, Juan.’

‘Goodbye, Don Javier.’

I walked quickly up the hill as if flecing from the mean streets
and the silent men and women. At the top I paused, caught my
breath and took off my suéde jacket. The wind blew weakly in
short warm gusts. Before starting the car I smoked a cigarette
in the half light of the dashboard.

A group of maids was strolling along the first street. One of
them bent down to the level of the car window and told me the
others were at Amadeo’s house. I heard their voices from the
garden. On the veranda, Andrés, glass in hand, was listening to
Don Antonio. Ernestina ran towards me. Elena sat on one of the
steps, her legs close together.

‘Javier, I’ve had the brilliant idea of organizing a big party
like the one we had a couple of years ago, do you remember ?’

“Yes, I remember. An awful experience. Why ?’

‘Because she can’t keep still,” said Asuncion.

‘Because you’re all becoming mummified with sheer bore-
dom.’

Marta handed me a glass so that I could pour myself a drink.

‘What’s new ?’ I asked.

‘Come along with Claudette and me. We’re taking everything
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in hand. The radio’s just announced that next week will be
sunny. We shall outdo ourselves. The plan is to fill the gardens
with lights and put down a carpet of flowers . . .

Claudette was laughing. Marta had rearranged the furniture
in the living room; the red leather sofa was facing the hall. I
greeted Dona Pura and let myself be dragged to the porch by
Ernestina.

‘We must have all the invitations in the mail by the day after
tomorrow.’

‘Let me sit down!” I placed my glass on the table under the
lamp with the parchment shade.

“The earliest we can have the party is ten or fourteen days
from now,’ said Claudette.

‘Javier, do you want something to eat ? We've fixed up a cold
supper.’

“Thanks, Marta’—from where I sat I could see Elena’s legs—
‘for the moment just a couple of caviar canapés.’

I thought, looking at her high heels, that perhaps she’d been
to the village.

‘Listen and don’t interrupt. Otherwise, I’ll tell everybody
about last night, sparing no details . . .” Ernestina took her
hands out of the top of her slacks. ‘Claudette, you and I will be
the organizing committee.’

‘Let him rest a while. Where have you been ?’

‘For a stroll across the fields. I got as far as the village.’

Amadeo placed a record on the gramophone and the three
ground-floor rooms, all connected by sliding doors, were filled
with music.
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SHE RAISED herself on one elbow and the blanket slipped,
leaving half my body bare. The four window-panes, separated
by narrow strips of wood, were still covered with raindrops.
For two hours the fine, persistent drizzle had darkened the
afternoon. The whiteness of Elena’s legs gleamed in the
shadows. The cigarette she had smoked afterwards was a short
cylinder of ash on the bakelite ash tray. A penetrating odour
of sweat, tobacco and damp wood mingled with Elena’s scent
and the smell of her body. When I withdrew my outstretched
arm my fingertips brushed her knees.

‘I fell asleep.’

‘Yes,’ she said in a whisper. ‘Do you feel well ?’

‘Hmm . . .’

‘It’s still raining.” She turned and I was able to see her face.

‘It’s lovely here.’

‘You’ll catch cold.’

‘No, it’s not cold.’

I stretched out a hand and groped for the pack of cigarettes
on the little table. I raised myself to give Elena a light and,
cupping the match in my hands, kissed her lips. As I fell back
on the bed I heard her small satisfied laugh. For a long while we
lay in silence except for the rain on the window-panes.

‘Put something on or you’ll catch cold.’

‘Don’t be a drag, I’m fine like this.’

‘Yes, you’re fine like this. You’ve never been finer.’

A wardrobe of pale, newly varnished wood filled more than
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half the room. Next to the wardrobe, the door to the shower
stood ajar revealing the green lustreless tiles that covered the
wall.

‘Come.

She sat on the armchair, opened her arms and without quite
standing up, kissed me. I pressed my mouth against her neck
and my hands on her shoulders. She moved her legs
almost imperceptibly and softly sang to herself. I felt the
readiness of her body and the happy anticipation of moments
of pleasure.

Suddenly she knelt on the bed.

‘What are you thinking about ?’

Her movement made me blink. Supporting herself with her
hands on the mattress, Elena’s face and her swaying breasts
were very near my lips.

‘Nothing. Not a thing.’

“You might have said you were thinking about me.’

“There’s no need to think about you. I have you and that’s
much better.’

She rocked the mattress. I raised my head and found her chin;
I put a hand on the nape of her neck as we kissed. I turned my
head on the pillow. She continued kneeling, watching me with
a mocking yet tender smile.

‘One is always thinking about something when one has the
expression you had just now.’

‘You couldn’t see my expression.’

‘I don’t need to see it to know.’

‘And what sort of expression was it ?’

With studied thoughtfulness, as if playing a game, she folded
her arms and lay down beside me.

‘It was one I’ve often seen on your face in these last few days.
Like a man who’s not really there . . .” She brushed an arm over
my chest. ‘You come back from strange walks, you sit down and
you remain there with a glass in your hand and a smile that’s a
mask. It could be very disarming if it weren’t for the fact that
seeing you worry upsets me. I’ve never seen you be with people
and yet so much in the clouds.’
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“There’s nothing special on my mind. It must be the weather
that’s getting me down . . . and making me drop off every now
and then, as I did a moment ago.’

‘Yes, it must be the weather.’

I lay on my side and our cheeks touched.

‘Did you play tennis this morning ?’

“‘Yes. What did you and the children do on the beach ?’

‘Nothing much. We collected shells, climbed over the rocks
and builta castle. It was fun. Asuncion scolded us later for having
gone straight from church without changing. The children
were certainly ready for a bath when we got back, shoes and all.’

‘After my tennis I had to use all my social cunning to arrange
to be with you now.’

‘I can just see you, playing with human pawns and getting
your checkmate. Like Amadeo who always wins.’

‘Do you want a cigarette ?’

“Thanks. I haven’t finished this one yet.’

She stuck one leg out of the bed, slowly bending and stretch-
ing it. Thelight in the room was fading. The still air had a strong
tang and I began to sweat. Elena’s thigh felt cool bencath my
fingers. When she turned her head, her eyelashes brushed my
forehead.

‘Do you want anything?’ She shook her head. ‘Coffee or
something to eat?’

‘No, thank you.” She sat up on the bed. ‘I’d rather not have
to see that horrible woman’s face.’

‘T could go and get it.’ I opened my eyes.

‘No.’

With my head resting on one shoulder, I stared at Elena’s
short, full back. I got up to go to her side of the bed, facing the
window. The red tiles of the terrace, which was the roof of the
shed where the car was kept, were draining the water into the
gutter. Beyond the first trees, smooth fields of many colours
were soaking in the drizzle. One could just see a curve in the
road. At dusk the lights of a passing car would glimmer for a
moment and vanish.

‘We’ve never spent a whole night here.’
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“That’s true.” She turned her head. ‘It’s a long time since we
spent a night together.’

‘You know,’ I began, ‘I’ve been shocked by the business of
that girl. Not so much shocked—somerhing else. It’s made me
begin to think about what I see around mne. I used not to.’

‘I don’t understand you,’ she said.

‘I used to see people without giving them a thought. Certain
kinds of people. Porters, waiiers, servants, fishermen . . . I don’t
know why but they’re always on my mind. They seem to be
alive.” She took a step back and sat down on the bed. I imagined
her with her hands clasping her legs waiting for me to go on.
‘’'m telling you because I have to tell someone.’

She gave a short laugh. ‘How silly you are! Do you feel you
have to explain yourself to me ?’

‘Now that I’ve started telling you, something that’s been
bothering me seems to have got clearer.’

‘It was obvious there was something wrong.’

‘The face of that girl took me back to the war. At first I thought
of it as of a detective story or a film. The questionings, the
coroner, the magistrate, the police. But eventually I stopped
thinking about it that way. We know nothing about that girl;
not her name, her family, where she lived, what she wanted

from life, or why she died . . . We don’t even know how old she
was. I don’t know if you understand.’
‘Yes, go on.’

‘It was like discovering a new race of people.” Sitting on the
bed I put an arm round Elena’s shoulders. ‘People you never
think about, who are almost like things. The man who carries
your bags, the boy who cleans your shoes, the person you buy
cigarettes from on the corner. They’re not friends, they’re not
clients . . . they’re nothing. But I’ve started to look at them now
and ask myself who’s to blame.’

‘Who’s to blame for what ?’

‘For the fact that until now I had not thought of them as
human beings.’

‘Javier, this is childish. We all know those people are the same
as us. They just live differently.’
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“That’s what I want to know! Why do they live differently ?
That’s what was on my mind a little while ago. You and I are
together, we’ve found a good excuse to spend the afternoon
together, we’ll have dinner together and tomorrow we’ll go on
being together. But this takes a lot for granted. A lot of things one
must have. Why do [ have them ? Why is it that ’'m not spending
my life shining shoes in some bar somewhere or other ?’

She laughed softly and at the same time sprawled across my
chest and kissed my neck and my earlobes. I sat still, holding
one of her hands in mine.

‘Because you were born into a good family and because—no,
let me go on—because you’re very intelligent, very hard
working and honest, and you know what you want. Am I right 2’
Her lips moved towards mine. ‘Tell me I’m right. Otherwise I
won’t love you. Tell me.’

Holding her firmly, I pulled her back on to the bed. She teased
me with a kind of happy solicitude. Then she fell silent, and
after we had finished we lay quite still for a few minutes, locked
in an uncomfortable position while the perspiration on our bodies
evaporated and the rhythm of my breathing steadied itself.

‘It must be getting late,’ she said.

She jumped up and went to the shower, leaving the door
open. I stretched myself, legs wide apart, taking up the whole
bed. A glimmer of light came from the window.

She and I had never kept anything from each other, not the
oddest sensation, not the most fanciful thought. But perhaps
for the first time since we had been together I had explained
myself clumsily and, possibly without knowing why, she felt
cheated. The electric light shone through the door on to the
pale wood of the wardrobe. When she emerged her skin was
cool and fragrant.

‘It’s half past eight,” she stooped towards me and we kissed
lightly.

‘I’d like to smash your damned clock.’

‘Me too, darling, but it is eight-thirty.’

She dressed methodically with her usual sharp, regular
movements. Sometimes our eyes would meet in the half light,
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and then she would pause to smile at me. Elena asked me not to
sing so loudly under the shower. When I came back to the
bedrcom she had lit the ceiling light and the lamp on the
bedside table; she was sitting on the armchair making up. I
closed the shutters.

‘You’ll go down first, won’t you?’ She lit a cigarette. ‘How
long will it be before we come again ? I miss our apartment in
Madrid, this is like a rooming house.’

‘You’ve always liked the room.’

‘Except when it comes to facing that horrible woman.’

Elena stayed behind on the landing. I walked along the
narrow corridor, newly covered with red flagstones, which led
to the kitchen doui. The woman was stooping over the stove
with her back to me.

‘We’re off, Antonia.’

‘Very well, sir. Wouldn’t you like something to eat first ? The
table is laid.’

‘No thanks. We must go.’

She took the notes without looking at them, but there was a
fixed smile on her faded cheeks.

“The door is unlatched. I’ll look out for you.’

‘Goodbye,’ I closed the door behind me.

Elena and 1 walked the length of the corridor hand in hand.
We skirted the yard; a scuffling noise came from behind the
wire netting of the rabbit hutches. I opened the door of the shed
and Elena rushed in to get out of the rain. The engine was cold
and slow to start. With no lights and in first gear I drove across
the yard to the corner of the house. Elena was hiding her face
behind the raised collar of her raincoat. Antonia waved an arm
to indicate that the coast was clear. The engine stalled on cross-
ing the gutter and the front wheels got stuck.

“They might have built a drive, considering their trade.’

‘Nobody’s coming,” Elena said.

With the nose of the car pointing to the centre of the road I

accelerated. The windshield wipers clicked into action and
beams of light cut across the rain.

‘All in order,’ she sighed.
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‘Nothing ever goes wrong.’

‘Maybe, but I feel happier once we’re out.’

The wind whistled through the small gap at the top of my
window when we speeded. I could see Elena’s hands in the dim
light of the panel, the glowing end of her cigarette and the
skirt which stopped short of her large round knees. I checked
the time. Elena toyed with the radio knobs but switched off
when she got nothing but meaningless noises. We passed very
few cars coming from the opposite direction. Beyond the bridge
the road started to descend. In the distance, through the haze
of sparse rain, I saw the lights of the Colony.

‘Stop,” Elena said suddenly.

I slowed down and stopped by the side of the road.

“The last cigarette ?’

‘All right, but do you know where we are ?’

‘Yes, why ?’

‘No, you don’t know. Seven years ago you and I were coming
back from France . . .’

‘I remember?!’

‘It was a sunny afternoon but it was cold. We stopped here to
look at the sea. We walked between the pine trees and sat on the
side of the road. And we decided to build a city there. Our city.’

“You chose the spot. That night we fell aslecp very late making
plans.’

‘Do you understand now why you’re different? Because
you’re capable of building a city on a patch of land that pleases
me. And of making a mountain of money out of it. That’s why
you're different and because nobody knows that you and I
thought of it together and that you did it’—her hand struck the
steering wheel—‘for the two of us. I think you have a right to
feel different and not to worry about certain things.’

‘But I . . .’ She silenced me with a kiss.

She put out the cigarette, laughing.

‘Stop thinking about that girl. I don’t like you to think about
other women, specially if they’re dead.’

I stepped on the clutch and the car moved downhill. After a
few yards the engine started.
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ERNESTINA’S RIGHT,’ said Amadeo.

‘Of course she is. The list of guests is something we’ve all got
to draw up. As I was saying . . .’

At that moment we heard Joaquin shriek. For some time the
children had been jumping from Marta’s garden into Claud-
ette’s, occasionally invading theterritory between our mattresses
and Andrés and Emilio had shouted at them. Then, suddenly,
before Claudette could finish her sentence, Joaquin began to
scream. Really, it was more like a long moan that startled us all.

“Those damn kids . . .

‘What’s the matter, Joaquin ?’ cried Elena.

Amadeo, Andrés and I ran to the low stone wall. We saw
no one either on the lawn or at the fringe of trees in Marta’s
garden.

‘Joaquin!’ I called, almost frightened.

Ernestina was the first to go over the wall. When I had run
round the villa I found Ernestina and Marta standing there,
laughing at the boy. He was tied to a tree, not struggling, no
longer crying, but with fat round tears rolling down his cheeks.
I saw at once that he was suffering and rushed to untie the rope.
It was not easy; Andrés had to go for a pair of scissors or a knife.
The rope ran over his shoulders like braces and was wound
several times round his body and legs. When I tried to loosen it
and pulled, the boy groaned. Poker came up and barked softly.

I told Ernestina to get out of the way.

There were a lot of knots, and I started at his ankles. He had

91



HORTELANO

been tied up from head to toe and the esparto was rough on
my fingers. For a moment I looked at the others. Elena was pale,
her arms hanging loosely.

‘Go away,’ I said to the women who wanted to kiss him and
stroke his face. ‘Every time you touch him it hurts. Don’t cry,
son. You’ll be free in a second.’

‘Who did it ?” Emilio asked.

‘I've said it all along, the children are getting more like
savages every day.’

‘Be quiet.’

‘Dora’s right,” Emilio insisted. ‘They’re running wild with-
out a timetable and without lessons. Like street urchins.’

‘But where are the others ?’ asked Ernestina.

‘Now be a brave boy.” He looked at me, his eyes dimmed by
the tears which ran down and blurred the outline of his lips.
‘It’s nearly over.’

‘Uncle Javier’s rescuing you from the Red Indians.” He
didn’t even smile at Claudette.

‘No governess, nobody to look after them . . .

‘Javier,’ said Elena, ‘can’t you hurry up ?’

‘Let’s see if Andrés . . .’

I unwound the last loops. On his forearms and on his legs
and thighs the skin was reddened, but where the rope had
bitten deepest, on his biceps, there were angry furrows. I
wanted to unbutton his shirt and have a look at his chest, but
his knees gave and I had to catch him quickly under the armpits.

‘No, he hasn’t fainted’—I had him in my arms—‘and now let
me through.’

I sat down with Joaquin in one of the deep armchairs in
Marta’s living room. André¢s caressed him and then stood
there, staring at him. The boy clutched at me, his eyes closed.
Slowly he began to answer our questions, but only by moving
his head.

‘It was nothing, really. More fright than anything else.’

‘We can’t leave it at that.’

‘But, Emilio, what do you want to do ?’ asked Claudette.

Andres massaged first his legs, then his arms and chest with
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eau-de-cologne. Joaquin’s tears had dried and left dark smudges
on his cheeks.

‘Marta, could you get some brandy ?’

‘Are you going to give the boy brandy ?’ exclaimed Dora.

‘Yes. Just a little, please.’

‘All right,” said Marta.

‘But this is awful. We’ll have to read them the riot act.’

‘Let’s see.” Amadeo squatted down and took the boy by his
chin. ‘Why did the Red Indians make you prisoner ?’

‘Indians, Indians . . . We must get hold of them at once, but
at once.’

“Tell me, Joaquin, why ?’

‘Elena, calm down, it was nothing, you heard what Javier
said. The child had a fright, that’s all.’

‘It must have been Jos¢ and Enrique.” Emilio approached the
armchair.

‘Who tied you up ?’

‘Surely it was a game, without meaning to be unkind.’
Claudette said.

‘Oh, why can’t you leave him in peace for a moment ?’

‘I want to know who did it. I can’t stand it if our children
behave like guttersnipes. Do you hear me ?’

Nobody said a word. Emilio, without looking at me, stood
opposite me; I saw a little tremor in his hands which he kept on
rubbing. Joaquin held me still more tightly, while I struggled
to restrain the tone of my voice.

‘Listen, Emilio. You can do as you like. Organize a hunting
party, if that’s what you’re after. And when you’ve caught them
you can put them on the rack or eat them raw. But now leave the
boy alone.’

Andrés made him drink a sip of brandy. Amadeo was still
squatting, with downcast eyes, as if restraining himself. I saw
Claudette approaching from the far end of the room.

‘I said Enrique and José because they are the eldest. My son
and your son. My son too!’

‘So what ? I make you a present of my boy so you can hack
him to pieces.’
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‘Javier, stop joking. I want to find the kids and show them
what they’ve done. Punish them on the spot . . .’

‘Emilio,” whispered Amadeo.

‘.. .on the spot, in the act. Then they’ll stop acting like the
riffraff they . .

‘Emilio, goddammit, go to hell for Christ’s sake!

Claudette said something I didn’t grasp. Her voice sounded
like breaking glass. Amadeo rose to his feet.

‘Javier,” Dora cried, ‘what is this ?’

Looking at Dora, he was silent. Asuncién broke into tears,
Ernestina and Amadeo tried to pour oil on the troubled waters.
Joaquin still clung to me in despair or fury. The others clustered
round Emilio, who went on threateningly.

‘Please, the servants . . .” warned Elena.

As they stopped speaking all at once, Asuncién’s sobs
sounded more shrilly.

‘Let him stand up,’ said Andrés, ‘we’ll see how you manage.
Does it hurt ?’

‘No.’

‘All right, I like my son to be brave. Was the brandy good ?’

I went up to Asuncion who raised her eyes from between her
hands and her lace handkerchief. Her naked arms were covered
with little reddish dots.

‘Forgive me, I lost my temper.’

‘Javier, why must you behave like this ?’

‘Nerves. Please forgive me.” One of the straps of her dress had
slid down; the flabby look of her back, her collar-bones, made
me feel sad. ‘I didn’t want to offend you.’

‘I know,’” Asuncion whined.

“There now, there now,” said Marta.

‘What do you want to organize more parties for, Ernestina ?’
Amadeo asked sharply.

Ernestina laughed. Claudette tied a black scarf over her head
and proposed a walk. I found that Joaquin was holding on to
my hand and lifted him up.

‘No, no, he’s got to walk by himself. The boy’s going to be
spoiled,” Andrés said.
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‘Ready ?’ Claudette stopped in the door. ‘Now go and give
daddy and mummy a kiss.’

Elena held him close for a long while. When the boy came
back and took my hand his eyes were full cf tears.

‘Now, son, enough crying. You're all right and the three of
us are going for a walk.’

“To the beach,” Claudette added.

We took our time in the street. The afternoon was filled with
a luminous grey filtered by the clouds which formed a level
surface high in the sky. The brief sunshine of the morning had
dried the stones.

Claudette started to sing an Italian song. As we went past
my villa, Leoncio, who was pottering around the central garden
path, came running to the gate.

‘Vicente’s come to see you, sir. He’s in the kitchen.’

‘I’ve no time now. He can come back tomorrow or some other
time. Or he can tell you what he wants.’

‘He wants to speak to you, sir.’

‘Well, let him come some other time.’

‘If you have to . . .” Claudette started.

‘Oh no. The man’s abore and I don’t even know him. Leoncio,
tell him to come back tomorrow morning.’

‘He works at the seafood shop.’

‘And what do you think I should do about it? I can’t drop
everything to listen to whatever the fellow wants to tell me.
Leoncio let go of the gate. “Tell him to come back later.’

‘All right”’

‘I don’t suppose ne keeps the shop open all day long either.’

‘Yes, he does. But it’s all right.’

We went down the path in silence. Claudette lingered behind
to light a cigarette but Joaquin turned his head and she ran
past us, challenging us to follow her. When we came to the beach
Joaquin was panting. Claudette tumbled him in the sand.
While the two wrestled, I sat down to look at the choppy sea.

‘Do you want a smoke ?’

‘No, let me recover.’ Claudette sat down, cross-legged,
opposite me. ‘He seems quite all right now.’
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Near the waterline Joaquin was building a network of canals.

‘Thanks to your motherly care.’

‘You can pull my leg, but the poor child must have had a
tough time when he was tied to the tree and couldn’t free
himself . . . > I was making small piles of sand. After a while she
said: ‘Don’t worry about Emilio.’

‘I wasn’t thinking of Emilio.’

She took out a cigarette. As she bent over to light it her hair
slipped from the scarf and fell over the left side of her forehead,
making her look younger. We exchanged a smile. The still air
announced a thunderstorm.

Claudette whistled under her breath. The rush of blood I had
felt burning my face was gone. Only my legs still prickled. My
head was still filled with a welter of ideas, shapeless and
confused. Claudette gazed at me, her lips rounded from
whistling, her right hand holding the cigarette even with her
temple.

“You know, you must think I’'m crazy.’

Her easy laughter was soothing.

‘No.” She looked away. ‘I’'m simply astonished at your state
of nerves. I’ve never seen you as you were this afternoon and
I’ve often heard you discussing things, after all.’

‘What was the matter with me this afternoon ?’

‘You were upset. When you went up to Asuncion and when
you looked at Elena and when you held on to Joaquin as if
somebody might take him away from you.’

‘But it was he who held on to me.’

‘And then Dora irritates you. Forgive me for interfering but
I’ve discovered that Dora irritates you.’

“Things aren’t going well.’

‘I’m sorry.’

“They started to go wrong long ago. I wish she’d occasionally
take my side when I’m accused of being unfair or foolish.’

‘I expect you’ll soon work it out.’

‘Me? All alone ?’

‘Yes, you.’

‘She’s the other partner.’
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‘But she’s the weaker one. You’re the strongest man I've
ever met.’

‘T never realized I qualified as the barracks’ Strong Man!’

‘Don’t joke. I’m serious although it’s something that frightens
me terribly.’

‘I imagine you think I’m strong because I’m a hard worker,
go in for all sorts of business deals and am lucky with them.’

“That’s one of the reasons, yes. But the most important is that
you know how to handle people. People admire you.’

‘People ?

‘Yes. For instance Amadeo, who’s cleverer than you and
Andrés, who’s kinder. Or Santiago, who’s more astute, and
Joaquin feels safe only when he’s with you. I can’t explain it,
but you inspire confidence. Perhaps Dora hopes that you’ll
give her back her confidence.’

‘Look, my dear’—I put my hand on one of her knees—‘it’s
you who’s extraordinary. Yes, you.’

‘What makes you say that ?’

‘Because of the romantic image you have of me and, I suspect,
of all the others you’re fond of. Perhaps I have will power. A
crude sort of will power that helps me attack or endure, which is
more difficult.’

‘I don’t feel like analysing your strength. You have it and to a
certain degree, many people depend on you, your moods, your
quirks of character. And on your final decisions.’

‘I’m also serious about this, Claudette, and I also have inhi-
bitions when I talk like this. But I don’t decide very much. Not
long ago I began to realize that in the last few years all my decis-
ions had to do with shares, credits and branch offices. It’s a
big world and there are lots of people in it—people who see
me very differently from the way you do.’

‘Oh well, if you’re tired don’t open letters, don’t talk about
business to Amadeo and don’t think of things you have to do or
get done. I hope this filthy weather will soon be over and it will
be real summer and we’ll all be happy and love one another.
The good life, as Andrés always says. Tomorrow I’ll arrange
an excursion to the village or perhaps to Barcelona. With the
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wind and all these clouds, the Colony’s no better than a burrow.’

‘I agree. But without Emilio.’

‘Poor Emilio. You must understand him, he’s still surprised
at having produced so many children. It’s a heavy responsibility
for him.’

It was getting dark. Claudette called Joaquin who came
dragging his feet through the sand. She wiped his hands and
asked him if he was cold.

‘No.’

‘Did they tie you up because of the treasure ?’

‘Yes, they want to know where I keep it.’

‘And where do you keep your treasure, if it isn’t a secret ?’
Claudette asked.

‘It is a secret.’

‘From me too ?’

‘Well . . .” he hesitated, ‘from you too. I was told to guard it.
It’s my treasure.’

‘If it’s yours alone you’re right not to tell,” I advised him.

‘It’s mine alone. And I don’t want to tell them. Even if they
tie me up again or torture me.’

‘Torture

“They won’t torture you,” I said. ‘I’ll speak to them and we’ll
draw up the rules of war. Haven’t you got anyone in your
gang ?’

‘Asun and Martita were against my being tied up, because
they’d like to be in my gang. But I don’t trust them.’

‘Because they’re women, naturally ?’

‘What ?’

‘What Aunt Claudette means is that you’re right not to trust
anybody till they’ve proved they’re really on your side.’

“This is not’—she got up—‘what Aunt Claudette means,
but she realizes she’s in the minority.’

He tugged at the collar of my shirt: ‘And I can’t tell you
either, you know.’

‘Don’t worry. I understand perfectly that you can’t tell a
grown-up where you’ve hidden your treasure. Grown-ups always
destroy treasures in the end. I hope yours is in a safe place.’
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In the darkness, while Claudette was brushing off her skirt,
I sensed that he was smiling.

‘Yes, it’s hard to guess.’

I carried him up the slope. When we cime to the Colony he
was asleep, and he didn’t wake up even when the maid took
him over. On his bed Joaquin looked quiet, tired but happy.

The others were in Marta’s garden. Santiago, who had come
back from the village a few minutes earlier, came out to welcome
me,

‘I’ve heard about your row with Emilio.’

‘Give me a kiss, you gossip-monger.’ Claudette pressed her
hands against his cheeks.

Amadeo, Emilio, Don Antonio and Andrés were having a
game of cards. Marta brought me a whisky.

I reassured Elena: ‘Don’t worry, I left him fast asleep.’

‘Emilio got all the children together and gave them a good
scolding,’ said Asuncion in a low voice.

‘Believe me, Asun, I was sorry—for your saxe.’

She patted my shoulder and smiled.

The women talked about their pregnancies, their maids, their
refrigerators. Behind me the men pronounced the sacred for-
mulas of the game. Marta handed out apéritifs and gave orders
to the servants. Ernestina and Santiago were discussing plans
for the party. I lit a cigarette and comforted myself with the
thought that this, after all, was a fine night while people in
Madrid would be exhausted by the sweltering, evil-smelling
heat. When I took my leave Emilio didn’t even look at me.

‘] won’t have more than a bite for supper, Dora.’

‘Oh, by the way, Rufi’s back.’

‘Well, see you all tomorrow.’

Rufi got a sandwich and a glass of milk for me, and took
them to the bedroom. She appeared slimmer than she had been.
When I asked her about the village fiesta she was surprised.

“What news about a boy friend ?’

‘Goodness,’ she smiled, ‘there’s hardly a man in that village.
Just my cousins and a few others. Anyway, I care more for
those at home.’
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“That’s the idea. You're still very young, Rufi.’

Her brown almond-shaped eyes had a mocking sparkle. She
let go of the door and walked out of the bedroom swinging her
hips.

After a shower I looked into the children’s bedroom. I had
my supper in bed, intending to take up the novel I'd started
reading. While I stared at the fleeting shadows on the rough
paint of the ceiling, I thought with pleasure of Claudette, of
her face sharply outlined by the black scarf. I fell asleep with
an almost empty mind, and forgot to switch off the lamp.
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THE cLouDs were thinning. Not far out at sea there was a wide
belt of sunlight. As I stooped to gather flat pebbles that would
rebound on the water I noticed there were more shells than
usual in the sand. My right arm began to ache. I collected my
newspapers and walked on in a northerly direction.

Where the rocks began the beach narrowed. I sat down there
to read the news. Intermittent gusts of warm air brought with
them the scent of the sea. When I looked up the sun had gone.
I thought of having a bathe naked, but first I walked barefoot
to the edge of the water. It was cold and dirty.

I retraced my steps along the widening beach, which gradually
flattened out. Solitude, and the familiar sounds of nature,
accompanied me through the pine wood and up the rocky path
that led to the Colony. The light seemed good for taking
pictures, so I told Enrique, who was playing in Marta’s garden,
to go and fetch the camera.

I took two or three snapshots to pass the time, but the light
meter didn’t promise good results anywhere in the streets. In
Don Antonio’s garden the lawn was being cut with a new
mower. Dona Pura’s voice was giving an order; behind the
panes of the bow window I could see a maid moving about,
with a cloth tied turban-wise round her head. I went home,
fixed myself a pink gin, and stretched out on the veranda.
Maria and Leoncio were having an argument. Rufi was cutting
flowers in the garden, aided by Dorita and Leles. The two
little girls were wearing gaily-coloured pants which were con-
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cealed by their wide smocks. Dora must have kept Dorita in
the bathroom for at least an hour to achieve that slick hairdo.

I went to the swimming pool. Near the drain at the bottom
the cement had buckled and the iron waste-pipe was out of
place. Earth, leaves, twigs and small black puddles made the
pool look like a sewer. I called Leoncio but Rufi came instead
to tell me that he had gone to the village. I climbed down the
little ladder to examine the damage myself. There was a heavy
odour of rotten leaves and stagnant water. The voices of the girls
sounded nearby, they were probably sitting somewhere among
the trees behind the villa.

Rufi kept the windows and venetian blinds of the rooms on
the ground floor closed. I heard her singing upstairs, and
returned to the veranda. First I solved the crossword puzzle,
then I went out for a stroll. I counted the empty villas that were
to let, and those that were empty because their owners were
away. Even though more people were due, this was going to
be the summer with the smallest number of families in the
Colony. Opposite the Hofsens” house the station wagon, which
had arrived that morning, had been cleared of mattresses and
packing crates. In the deserted streets the light was growing
duller under an increasingly overcast sky. I stopped in the drive
to have a look at the gravel. Asun, Emilio’s eldest, asked my
permission for Enrique and Dorita to stay to lunch at Marta’s.
A little while later Rufi came to tell me that the meal was ready.

During my lonely lunch I read the letters and the stock
exchange report. The weather forecast on the radio promised
that the atmospheric conditions along the coast would become
somewhat less unsettled; within a few days it was anticipated
the weather would change for the better. Some of my letters
mentioned how hot it was in Madrid. When the official anthems
started, Rufi switched the radio off and asked me if I wanted
coffee on the veranda.

‘Yes, please. And telephone Senorita Marta’s, I'd like
Joaquin to come over.’

I intended to borrow Ernestina’s car for a drive, but it turned
out that they had taken Joaquin to the village with them. When
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Rufi had served coffee and brandy, she busied herself straight-
ening the cushions on all the wicker chairs. When I came back
to the house she gave me an absent smile and started to hum
a song.

With my eyes shut, ready to get up at any moment, I let
myself drift to sleep. The woman who danced around me had
Ernestina’s features, but I knew with absolute clarity that she
was Anna. Slowly I awoke. It was drizzling. Suddenly I
remembered that not one of them had stayed at home and that
it would take a long time before they came back from the village
or from Barcelona. I took a shower, changed into fresh clothes,
lit the lights in the bedroom and bathroom, and paced the floor.
Now and then I found myself standing with something in my
hands—a sock, massage lotion, toothpaste—or perching on
the edge of the bath tub. I thought of nothing, or only of the
passage of time. Therefore I was surprised to find it still day-
light when I came down into the living-room.

The papers Rafael brought were no more sensational than
the morning papers. It occurred to me to set down in writing
all that had happened from the moment when the dead girl
had appeared on the beach. I imagined I would come to some
conclusion by singling out the basic facts. However, I let
myself be sidetracked by the memory of Julio, the policeman—
who probably had already done the same job—and of Rai-
mundo and of the girl’s lips, boldly designed, without make-up,
square and dry, as though carved. On my notebook I sketched
half-open and fully closed mouths and faces with nothing but
a mop of hair and lips.

Rufi came to ask whether I wanted anything. When she came
back with some tomato juice, I asked her if Leoncio had come
back.

‘No, sir. If you go out put on overshoes, there’s mud every-
where.’

‘I don’t know whether I’m going out or not.’

‘Do you want me to open the windows ?’

A strong scent of moist earth drifted in. Rufi stayed in the
hall. Perhaps she had seen my doodles: I tore up the sheet.
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Finally I sat in one of the old wicker chairs, my left arm on the
window sill. The branches of the black poplar rustled; they
darkened this part of the garden and the veranda. Afraid of
falling asleep again, I went to get a record and was just about
to put it on when the telephone rang. I told Rufi that if it was
Don Antonio, to say I wasn’t home.

‘It’s Senorita Elena, sir.’

‘Elena, what’s up ?’

‘How are you? I’m calling from the village.’

Her voice came through so clear and close that it was painful.

‘I’m all right. What about you ?’

‘Oh, fine. I’ve just finished my round of the shops. Have you
got over this morning’s headache ?’

‘Yes, yes. Anyway, I think it was laziness, really. I’m almost
sorry I didn’t come along with you. I’m getting bored to death
here.’

‘Have you been working ?’

‘A little.’

‘Marta and Dora send love and kisses.’

‘Good.’

‘How are the children ? Have they given you much trouble ?’

‘I’ve hardly seen them. And Joaquin ?’

‘Amadeo and Andrés haven’t come back from Barcelona.
We’ll wait till ten and if they aren’t here by then we’ll go home.
Emilio’—her voice dropped and I thought she was smiling—
‘is still angry with you. He and Dora have been discussing
yesterday’s to-do all day.’

“They can go to hell.’

‘Listen, don’t get too bored. Any news at all over there?’

‘The Hofsens’ luggage arrived this morning. Is it raining
where you are ?’

‘It rained a little after lunch. We had a marvellous meal. It
was very pleasant. I’ll tell you all about it. Ernestina had a
letter from Luisa: she’s coming.’

‘Who’s coming ?’

‘Luisa, Luisa Castromocho. Don’t you remember her ?’

‘Yes, of course. And Joaquin ?’
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‘He’s all right. Don’t get too bored.’

‘I’m not bored. I’'m only a little lonely. I’d need . .

‘Yes, yes,’ she laughed, ‘I understand you all too well. See
you tonight, Javier.’

‘You can’t talk, eh ?’

“That’s right.’

‘All right. A kiss. Listen, do you think you’ll be very late ?’

‘We’ll wait for those silly men till ten, and then come back.
Do you want anything from here ?’

‘I don’t know . . . Tobacco. Or a magazine.’

‘Right.” Through her laughter I could hear loud voices. ‘See
you soon.’

‘ ’Bye, Elena.’

For a while I kept my right hand on the earpiece, after
putting it back on the ’phone. I sat on the veranda steps, arms
on my knees, hands clasped. 1 remembered an evening during
the war when I had been sitting like this, very quiet, very
close to tears. Then I got on to the train and when I arrived at
Burgos my father was already buried.

I heard the voices of Rufi and Maria going from room to
room. The air was still, the afternoon ending with a shimmer
of light above the trees, on the smooth level surface of the clouds.
All the villas were dark. The silence was broken by small thuds,
uncertain noises, a sort of remote emptiness that sounded like
an echo of silence.

The scents grew stronger. My ankles were cold. At any
moment Rafael was going to switch on the network of street
lights. I remembered the pocket flask from my war years and
went into the house to find it. My search started in the lumber
room. Rufi was in the hallway, singing.

‘Do you know where the old pocket flask is? The one that
looks like a cigar case.’

‘I don’t know which one you mean.’

“The one that’s dented. It’s small, made of brass . . .

‘Oh yes. Wait a minute, I know where it is.’

Rufi opened the wall cupboard, searched among the gadgets
for underwater fishing, among the straw hats, roller skates,
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tennis and ping-pong rackets, coloured balls, air cushions,
cork belts, and turned round with a grin, holding out the
flask.

‘Wait, I’ll clean it for you. There must be something to it if
you’ve kept it here all this time.”

While Rufi was cleaning it in the kitchen, I went down to
the cellar for a bottle of French cognac and filled the flask with
it. Only one of the words engraved on its base with the point
of a knife was legible: Regimiento.

In their white hoods the fluorescent tubes of the street lights
shone with a bluish shimmer. I put on my rain hat, buttoned
my leather jacket and went out on the main road. When I
reached the pine trees I stopped. The cognac tasted good. The
farthest line of hills was edged with deep red clouds, like the
sunset after a cloudless day. The needles covering the ground
of the pine wood were damp and slippery. For a few moments
[ imagined I had lost my way.

I sat down on a rock that lifted its mossy ridge from the red
soil. The smooth surface of the flask, whose rounded indenta-
tions gave me a soft sensual pleasure, soon warmed in my hand.

It may have been that Andrés became addicted to drink in
the weeks he was at the front. Or possibly in the first post-war
years, when life—that filthy and marvellous life, as he used to
say—did not seem enough to him. Before he met Elena, in
those blurred days of hard work and of casual girl friends on
one of our frequent trips together . . . As the sailors say, a
woman in every port.

The smell of the pine sap mixed in my throat with the warm-
ing taste of the cognac. The record was spinning.

Later, much later, each month had a different face and there
were weeks, there were even single days, that stayed in one’s
memory more clearly than the days and weeks of the current
year. It was enjoyable to remember without undue precision,
without trying to establish whether it was in 1949 or in 1954
that Elena and I began to go together to the bars of the Cuesta
de las Perdices. Or to that tavern on the road to France. Or to
the discreet pied-a-terre on the road to Andalusia, where, naked,
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in close embrace, we looked down from a window on the upper
floor on to the Sunday dances of young clerks and shop girls.

A fleeting but sharp pain in the stomach made me feel hot
and cold. I got up and walked a few steps. Then, my back
against a tree trunk, my eyes shut, my hands in my pockets, I
let my mind wander. A gust of wind carried my hat away and
as I fumbled for it in the dack I slipped and almost fell. It
amused me to imagine that, while searching for the hat, [ might
find one of Joaquin’s treasures. Rubbing my hands with a
bunch of pointed wet leaves, I cleaned off the resin as well as
I could.

It surprised me *o find that I was some distance from the
Colony. In daylight I would have had a view of the coast, the
camping site, the lighthouse, the roofs of the villas, the fields
and the orchards. A dark mass shot with distant, shifting gleams
blocked my way. Going back to the main road I saw the head-
lights of three cars, far off. I walked on, as though testing the
path, and yawned.
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ERNESTINA, WEARING a yellow bikini under a green sleeveless
wrap that camc down only to her hips, dashed out of the villa,
pursued by the children. Her sandals had gilded straps. I shouted
after them to wait for me but they didn’t hear and ran down
the street with much noise and laughter. Enrique came round
a corner on his bike with José riding on the seat behind.

‘Be careful”’ '

‘Don’t worry,’ said José.

The bicycle disappeared behind the trees. I was about to
sit down again when Dora called me from the veranda.

‘Yes, ’ve had breakfast.’

‘Are you going down to the beach ?’

She had put on a long white robe with a wide belt ending in
fringes.

‘Yes, I think so. What about you ?’

‘Me ?’ She came down one step and stood still, her hands in
the pockets of her robe. ‘I won’t have time. The house is in an
awful mess. What day is it ?’

‘Wednesday.’

‘I’ve forgotten to ask Rafael . .

‘Listen, Dora,’ I said, ‘why don’t we take the car, you and I,
and go to some little hidden beach ?’

‘What do you mean ?’ She looked at me with raised brows.
‘Didn’t you hear me say that the house is in a dreadful state ?’

‘It was only an idea. Because the sun’s out and it’s summer
again. ..
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‘What do you mean ?’

‘Oh, nothing.’

I went up the steps, towards the mattress.

‘Come on, change and go down to the beach. You’ll have a
good time there with all the others.’

We were both silent. Then Dora went into the hall and a
little later I heard Rufi saying:

“Yes, ma’am, yes, I was thinking anyway of leaving the study
until the last.’

I came to an instant decision and looked for Dora. I met her
at the top of the stairs.

‘But why do you want to go away ?’

‘I feel like going out for a breath of fresh air and driving for
a while. And then, Raimundo must have got the hooks I
ordered the other day.’

“The hooks ?’

“Yes, the hooks. Why do you repeat every word I say as if
you didn’t understand me ?’

‘Nothing,” she murmured. ‘I merely thought . . .’

‘What is it you’re mumbling ?’

‘Nothing. It’s nothing, do you hear ?’

She met my stare with a kind of frantic immobility. I took
her arm but managed not to use my strength. Dora allowed me
to lead her to the door of our bedroom, where she wrenched
herself free and went in in front of me. I shut the door. Sudden-
ly I felt that everything would be useless because to some degree
it was my own fault.

‘I simply wanted to go out for a drive. That’s all.’

“Then go. Who’s stopping you? Go away and don’t make
any more fuss.” For a few seconds neither of us said a word.
Then she went on: ‘I only asked you why you wanted to go
and where to. Because, so you may know once and for all, I
was hoping that you and Emilio would make up this morning
and put an end to the situation you provoked. But all right, off
with you. You’re your own master and . . .’

I sat down in one of the easy chairs and cut Dora short:

‘That’s not the point. You could easily have said that
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according to your reckoning Emilio and I should have a love
feast this morning.’

‘Of course I was hoping for it!

‘Don’t scream, Dora. Let’s talk calmly.’

‘I’m not screaming. Yes, I am, I can’t stand it any longer.
I’m sick and tired of your making a fool of me in front of every-
body, as you did the day before yesterday at Marta’s. That’s
why I was so sure you’d apologize to Emilio today and put an
end to all that nastiness.’

‘What nastiness ?’

‘Swearing and behaving so badly to poor Emilio who only
wants to bring the children up the right way—don’t you
think that’s nasty > Well, in my eyes it is. I’'m not used to such
behaviour 1n members of my family, I’ve never lived in sur-
roundings where people go 1n for insults. And for the second
time in a couple of days, at that! The least you could is apolo-
gize. But no, your idea is to run about with your friend the
shopkeeper and with all the riffraff who’re changing your
character.’

Without lifting my head I asked:

‘How have I changed ?’

Dora was walking up and down in the open space between
one of the beds, my easy chair and the window.

‘And then, one day you’ll have to see that poor fellow,
Leoncio’s friend.’

‘Who ?’

‘He’s been here three or four times. And we must be on good
terms with them because we need them. One fine day we’ll
be left in the lurch, with nobody to work for us. And then
you’ll find out what’s what.’

‘I don’t understand where that man comes in. I want to
know why you say I’ve changed. In what way have I changed ?’

‘Oh Javier, please, leave me alone. How do I know? But
the fact is you have changed, you quarrel with respectable
people, you . . . you aren’t as I'd like you to be. Is that clear ?’

I sensed that my smile was irritating her but I didn’t stop
smiling until she turned away and went on pacing up and down.
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“Yes, it’s clear. And you can tell Emilio from me that he can
go to hell a thousand times. To fucking hell, that is.’

‘Javier!” she shricked, ‘but . . .” She stopped and raised her
arms.

‘And don’t you give me a sermon about my vocabulary. I
say what I like.’

‘Not to me. In front of me you won’t use that word again, I
assure you. You can trample on everything else but I won’t
allow you to forget the respect you owe me, the respect we
both owe each other. And the sacred bond that unites us.
In this house I'll never allow an offence against decency,
as if we were uneducated scum. Mainly for our children’s sake.’

I wanted to make another effort but when I stood up and
tricd to put my hands on her shoulders, she stepped back and
crossed her arms.

‘Listen, Dora. I’d have to start from . . .

“You would have to start by speaking decently.’

Turning my back, I lit a cigarette. The sun filled more than
half the room. Beyond the green of the trees the sky was very
blue, with the full light of summer. In silence and between the
twitter of birds, I heard something like the distant murmur of
the morning. In the bathroom a tap was dripping.

‘What are you waiting for ?’

‘You’re my husband, whether I like it or not. It was you
who brought me here. I wait for you to tell me that I can go.
P’ve a great deal of work to do.’

“‘Ah, yes, new tactics.’

She remained there, feet apart, arms crossed, her chin out,
but now a few big tears fell from her wide open eyes to her
tensed cheeks.

‘Dora.’

‘I don’t need consolation.’

“Then what do you need ?’

I waited for her answer, but all she did was swallow her tears
and compose her face in a visible effort to retrieve her impassive-
ness. I said: ‘You may go when you like.’

She rushed to the door and went out without slamming it.
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I leant against the back of a chair, then went to the bathroom
and turned off the tap. It smelt of soap, of Dora’s bath salts
and scent; damp, wrinkled towels drooped on the rails, lay on
the floor and in the bidet. In front of the mirror I passed my
hand over my cheeks, mechanically. I heard Claudette calling
me and looked out of the window, but she must have been on
the veranda.

‘Coming,’ I called back.

Claudette, Santiago and Amadeo were in the hall.

‘How are you ?’

‘Very well. And you? Come in. Everything is in the middle
of a cleaning campaign, but we’ll find a quiet corner. Do you
want some drinks ?’

‘We’re on our way to the beach,’ said Santiago.

The three men were in bathing suits. Claudctte was wearing
white shorts.

‘Dora...” I began.

‘We’ve spoken to her.’

Amadeo asked: ‘Have you got the last reports ?’

‘All right, we’ll expect you there, but don’t be late,” said
Claudette.

I saw them out into the garden and went back to the study
with Amadeo to collect the stock exchange reports.

‘Take them with you, I don’t need them.’

‘No, no, I want to talk to you. Change and come along.’

‘I really wanted to go to the village. Raimundo has some
things for me.’

‘Well, then I’ll take the reports, and we can talk tonight.
You'll be back for supper, won’t you ?’

‘I think so.’

‘’Bye, Dora,” Amadeo shouted up the stairwell. ‘I’ll have
another look at the figures.’

‘Is it important ?’

‘No, no, old man. It can wait.’

Going to the gate with him I asked where Marta was.

‘She’s at home with the little girl.’

‘What’s the matter ?’
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‘She’s taken so many falls that she’s skinned one of her knees.
A great tragedy. See you later.’

‘Adios.

Before opening the garage I felt the pockets of my trousers.
I remembered that 1 had an old coat and a sweater in the car.
Rufi stopped me at a curve in the lane.

‘Very early this morning Master Joaquin was here and asked
for you, sir. He waited for you, too, but then Manolita took
him away for his breakfast.’

“T’hanks. ’Bye.’

‘Have you enough petrol ? There isn’t any in the house.’

‘How right you are. I'll order some. Don’t forget to remind
Rafael about it.’

‘I won’t forget, sir, I’ve got the cans ready in the kitchen.’

‘Adios, Rufi.’

‘Adids, sir.’

Rufi’s hair was pinned up leaving her neck uncovered.

The gate to Elena’s garden was open. I stopped the car by
the flower bed Andrés was examining.

‘I’'m a new man,” he said. ‘A while ago I explained to Elena
how good it is to get up early in this weather. There isn’t any
hangover that can resist these colours and this silence. I’'m going
to stay here till January. You're off ?’

“To the village. Say, where’s Joaquin ?’

‘He was here just now.’

I got out of the car and wandered round the villa. Far to the
back the brick wall glowed red. The garden paths meandered
in its direction through a small, shrub-grown meadow. I walked
a few yards without being able to locate Joaquin’s voice. At
last I saw him astride a branch of the figtree just behind my
back and told him to get down.

‘Don’t shout, or father’s going to find out.’

‘What are you climbing trees for ?’

‘I’m watching.” He came down without an argument.

‘Watching what ? From this figtree you don’t see more than
one side of the house.’

‘All right, so I was thinking.’
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‘Start looking for other places in which to meditate or I'll
break your bones.” I rumpled his hair. ‘What did you want this
morning ?’

‘Last night when we came back I forgot to ask you if you
were angry with me.’

‘I’m mostly angry with you but right now I can’t remember
any particular reason.’

‘I mzan you might be angry with me because I didr’t tell
you where the treasure’s hidden. The day before yesterday
when we went to the beach with Aunt Claudette.’

‘Oh, I see. No, I’'m not angry. I’s a private matter and you're
right not to talk about it.’

‘Are you in a hurry ?’

‘A little.’

‘Come along.’

He dragged me to the wall to a spot behind a thicket where
he had assembled three dilapidated wicker chairs, a few stones
put together in the shape of a table, a long rod and several
battered boxes of canned milk.

‘Sit down. Careful, or the legs will break.’

He sat on one of the boxes.

‘If you’re worried because you haven’t told me . . .’

‘You see,” he interrupted, ‘it’s a very important treasure.
I’ve got to watch over it. But if something happens to me . .

‘What do you mean, if something happens to you?’

‘We don’t live forever . . ./

‘Who told you that?’

‘I mean, I might be ill or something.’

‘OK. And so you’re going to tell me where you keep the
treasure.’

‘Oh no, no, I can’t tell you. But I’ve written it down and put
it in an envelope and the envelope is underneath the third
drawer of my bureau. Now you must get it dead right.” I nodded.
“You go into my room, open my bureau, pull out the third
drawer from the top and the envelope is there on the board.
But that’s only if something happens to me.’

‘And you trust me ?’
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‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘You tell me where I can find the envelope with the map of
the hiding place of the treasure . . .

‘It isn’t a map.’

‘.. .and that’s practically handing me the key to the
mystery.’

“‘You won’t take it out before, will you ?’

‘Of course I won’t. You know I never betray a secret.’

‘That’s why I’ve told you.” He got up, I did too, and we
shook hands. ‘A promise.’

‘A promise. And now I must be off. Aren’t you going to the
beach ?’

‘Later, with daddy.’

< ,Bye.’

‘And don’t tell anybody about the drawer.’

‘Of course not.’

Andrés was still busy with his flowers.

‘I haven’t any petrol left,” he answered, ‘out we can send
to...
‘Never mind, I’ll ask Don Antonio. He’s sure to have some.
See you tonight.’

As I turned he mumbled something. A window opened in
the villa and the sunlight glittered on its panes.

‘I’m glad you’re feeling better.’

“Thanks.” He smiled.

I parked the car in the street. Don Antonio rose from an
iron garden chair and came across the lawn a newspaper in
one hand, his right extended in welcome.

‘Good morning. Nice to see you, Javier.’

‘It’s only for a moment. Don’t let me disturb you. I’ve come
to ask you for a few litres of petrol. We’ve run out of it and until
Rafael . .’

‘It’s a pleasure. Right away. But do sit down. I know you’re
in a hurry . . . But what about a cup of coffee ?’

‘No thanks, I can’t. How’s Dona Pura ?’

‘Asuncion came to take her down to the beach.’

‘And you aren’t going ?’
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‘Later on I'll have a little walk. Eusebio! Have you read
the papers ?’

‘No. Is there anything new ?’

“The situation in Japan. I hope the Government will handle
the situation correctly. You know, just a while ago I was
thinking that things are not as bad as they seemed at first. But
do sit down.’

We sat down and he turned his head towards the shed:
‘Eusebio!’

‘Don’t bother, I can go for it”’

“There he comes. I was thinking that although things seem
to have been going badly these last few days the true situation
is different’—FEusebio, in a khaki shirt, came running up—
‘because they’re all embroiled. In Asia and in America things
aren’t too bad. It would be dangerous if they were united, but
they aren’t.’ Eusebio, two steps from Don Antonio’s garden
chair, was scratching the thick hair on his arms. “They’re dis-
contented, furious. Oh, listen, Eusebio, bring a can of petrol for
Don Javier. And take it out with the rubber hose, don’t pour
from the big can directly into the funnel. Do you understand ?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Well then, get going. Will ten litres be enough?’

‘Five will be quite enough. Many thanks.’

‘Don’t you think I'm right ?’

‘T confess I haven’t quite grasped what you said. You mean
the international situation, don’t you ?’

‘Of course. Fortunately we have no such problems in our
country. What I’m saying is that all those rioters, those revo-
lutionaries in rags, are fighting among themselves. Or at least
they don’t agree.’

‘I think you’re right.’

‘And that’s the heart of the matter, my friend. While they . . .
For instance, look . . .’ (he leant back in his chair and began to
speak more quickly) ‘I have fifteen years’ experience as head
of a factory.’

‘Right.’

‘And your experience is very similar to mine. You will have
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observed that work always suffers while the workmen are good
friends and there are no conflicts. The more friendly the
atmosphere, the lower the productivity. By way of contrast . . .’
(Eusebio ciime back, leaning slightly to the right where the petrol
can gleamed in his hand) ‘when they’re at sixes and sevens they
work harder. My wife’—he smiled—‘and you know that
the women have a great understanding for such matters, even
though it wouldn’t do to say so in their presence. Well, my
wife says that housework prospers when the maids refuse to
call one another by their Christian names.” He suddenly un-
crossed his legs. “What’s the matter ?’

‘Here’s the petrol,” said Eusebio.

‘You walk like a cat. Go and put it in Don Javier’s car.’

‘I’ll have to . . .” I said, getting on to my feet and taking the
keys from my pocket.

‘Oh well, dear friend, I don’t want to delay you. I’ll come
with you.’

Behind us, in rhythm with our steps, the giavel crackled.

‘Don Antonio, please don’t let me disturb you, today the
sun’s very strong. I’ll see you get it back . . .

‘Don’t mention it, please . . . You should come here more
often. It’s a long time since we had a good talk, eh ? And you
know how delighted I am to exchange opinions.’

‘Yes, of course. Many thanks, I’ll see you soon.’

Eusebio lifted the can which he had left on the ground, I
unscrewed the lid of the tank, and Don Antonio lingered at
the fence. A fluttering vapour spread like fumes of cigarette
smoke in a ray of sunshine. Eusebio’s big shapeless boots were
encrusted with mud that had not yet dried. Don Antonio made
his way back to the garden chairs in the shade of the trees.
While I screwed on the lid I wondered whether I should give
Eusebio a tip.

“Thank you.’

‘Not at all, Don Javier.” He stepped on to the pavement.

‘See you again.’

While he poured in the petrol I had avoided looking at his
hands, so as not to embarrass him. Eusebio’s eyes looked at a
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point above my shoulder and his face had a crafty expression.
Nevertheless he found the latch of the car door without fumbling.

‘Have a good trip, sir.’

Six or seven miles farther on I stopped the car to open the
windows. The bright light made neat profiles that contrasted
with the dense shadows of hills, trees and rocks.

The village streets, especially those near the centre, were
crowded, and so were the terraces of the bars. I caught myself
examining the women, their garish dresses, their tanned skins,
their unfamiliar faces. But I crossed the square without dawd-
ling.

The garden gate was locked and I pulled the bell cord a
split second before I discovered a push button. A girl came
through the tiny garden, wiping her hands on her apron. In-
stead of opening the gate she smoothed the hair at her temples.

‘She isn’t in.’

‘Will she be back soon ?’

‘She’s gone swimming. She said she’d be back for lunch. But
you never know.’

‘She expected me.’

‘Come in.’

“Thanks.’

I saw nothing in the dusk. The girl opened a door at the

other end of a narrow passage from which a staircase of un-
painted wood led to the upper floor.

‘Please sit down, sir.’

‘How does she get to the beach ?’

‘Pardon ?’

‘I mean, how does she get to the beach and back ?’

‘Oh. On the Vespa. Sit down.’

Under the window sto