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“Can the transports of first love be calmed, checked, turned to a cold
suspicion of the future by grave quotation from a work on Political
Economy? | ask — is it conceivable? Is it possible? Would it be right?
With my feet on the very shores of the sea and about to embrace my
blue-eyed dream, what could a good-natured warning as to spoiling
one’s life mean to my youthful passion?”

Joseph Conrad, A Personal Record

here was nothing especially attractive about the island, other than the great mass of red rock that

soaked up the sun from dawn to dusk. Its eastern flank it fell sharply over the harbor, while on the
west it dropped less steeply until it formed an arid and stony valley. From a distance it seemed to stand
tall, like a watchtower, like a natural lighthouse sheltering the low hills covered with parched, thorny
brush.

Most of the surface and the shoreline was so rocky that after many years, when no corner of the
Mediterranean was left unexplored, there was only a small loamy beach left to save its scant and shabby
population from tourist ostracism. It was, however, hard to get to, because the only access was by a
narrow trail that climbed up among some ruins from the south pier, descended again and sometimes
disappeared, or fooled the hiker by taking him onto dead-end paths between half-demolished, roofless
structures, with empty windows and rubble-covered floors, from whose hidden entrails there grew,
occasionally, a lonely and tortured fig tree. Getting back on the trail, or on what was left of it by dint of
disuse, one could see in the distance the clear water and the sea bottom covered with sea urchins, but
before getting there it spread helplessly into a marshy terrain and a short beach of coarse, hot red sand
overgrown with weeds and littered with waste.

Except for the harbor, it was the only outlet to the sea. The rest of the coast had nothing but craggy
rocks dropping down to the sea, cliff walls where the waves beat restlessly even when the sea was calm,
so vertical that at high noon the entire perimeter of the coastline was surrounded by a narrow strip of
shade, a relief on the opaque blue that, overwhelmed by sunlight, struggled to keep a minimal zone of
coolness against the rocky mass.

After the bombings of the first years of the Second World War stripped it of its boats and its goods,
of its houses and its churches, the existence of that piece of land seemed to have no reason for being other
than becoming dry and drier, until it lost its color.

What should have been the principal attraction when the island was finally invaded by the
destructive hordes of tourists was the Blue Cave, whose glories, along with a distorted history, were sung
again and again by guidebooks and leaflets. For anyone who didn’t know the arabesques of the coastline
inch by inch, it would have been quite difficult to find it. Its entrance was almost at sea level, and when
the current made the waves ripple, their height was enough to block the entrance with foam and crashing
sounds. But for the few natives who were left there, no mistaking was possible. Even on days when the
east wind angrily flailed the rocks, they knew how to use the undertow in order to slide the boat, rowing
hard and carefully keeping their heads down almost at oarlock level, inside the cave with a precise shake.



Once inside, the water became viscous, dark, immobile. The confines maintained a cold temperature, a
compact cold that did not penetrate, that remained like a bandage on the surface of the skin and
transformed the roaring of the sea outside into a muffled echo of a giant seashell, into a velvety,
embracing sound that enclosed the space even more forcefully than the very rocks that made it up. The
vault could be seen only with the help of a lantern, and the smooth, oozing and dripping walls, of an
intense dark blue, made iridescent by the refraction of the beam of light that was concentrated in the
monumental horizontal ridge of the entrance, had nothing to do with the harsh, rugged, reddish
appearance of the island’s other face under the sun.

There was not much else on it: the little café with its three tattered tables under the mulberry trees
with their decayed leaves in the corner of the little plaza that opened in the middle of the harbor, the row
of recently built small houses on either side, their walls painted light blue like those flattened by the
bombings, the ancient market with some marble columns and its sales counters still standing, the old
power plant with its rudimentary generator on the north pier, which powered the few street lights on the
banks, and, on the other side, beyond the beach with the urchin-covered sea bottom, a quarry that had last
been used, years before, for the rebuilding of the Orthodox church whose outbuildings had spread out
over the centuries, columns, cornices and domes clinging so tightly to the base of the main rock that they
had become as one with it shortly before getting crushed by the bombs. A few years before, a mosque
had been built on the cape that enclosed the harbor estuary on the south, and a small urban plaza had been
developed on the very pier that, in winter, the northeast wind took care to sweep clean with its assaults.

This was all that could be seen from the sea, because the harbor, dominated by the red rock whose
ridge still held some coppery remnants of the castle that gave the island its name, allowed only three or
four jumbled rows of alleys, dark and untidy. And at noon, in the glare of the sun that in the course of its
age-old history the rock had soaked up above the banks and the sheltered water of the bay, the heat was of
the intensity of lead. And the barely two hundred people left in the town, wizened and stuck in time,
slithered furtively in the shadows of its ruins or moved cautiously, oppressed by fear and confusion, as if
they had crossed the threshold beyond which no return was possible, the way a string held taut an instant
too long breaks in two or the way one caress too many becomes torment, or the way a love that goes
beyond its bounds turns into hate, resentment and pain.

None of them had, however, heard about that island. Nor would they ever have known the lethargy of its
burnt shores or the history — or the spell, who could know? — hidden by its ridgeless ruins, had it not been
for an untimely engine breakdown. Leonardus might, at most, have run across it while consulting the
chart, or perhaps on the way to Antalya they might have seen it from afar as yet another shadow whose
profile would turn at dawn into a pink fortress hiding its secrets.

They had spent the previous night anchored in a cove enclosed by dark rocks, where they arrived at
dusk after dodging a corridor of islets that were spread out at intervals in front of the coast, which they
shielded from winds and currents. They dined once again under the awning, protected from the evening
dew, and they let the hours go by, secure in the knowledge that nothing more was going to spoil that
voyage that was coming to its end. Martin Ures had accepted the renewal of his contract with one of
Leonardus’ production companies for another six years — three films and six new television series;
Andrea seemed to have recovered the color and perhaps a shade of the joy that her big blue eyes had once
held, and Chiqui, though much younger than all the others, swore, roaring with laughter, that she had



never had so much fun. There had been no tensions, fights or accidents, the weather had been good, and
they could go home in peace.

Tom, the Danish boy whom Leonardus had hired that summer, got up shortly after dawn. His long
straight blond hair hung down over his forehead so that it covered his eyes, but without bothering to part
it with his hand he stepped out of the aft cabin, leaving behind him the chaotic disorder of sheets, pillows,
cassettes and T-shirts that had accompanied him since they started the trip ten days before, he slipped a
loose knit sweater over his head, hopped into the dinghy that was attached to the sheet winch, loosened
the knot and, holding on to the stern end with his hands held high he slid it over the gray crystal of the
water to the rock where he had moored it the previous night.

Neither the gentle rocking of the Albatross after she was set free astern, nor, a little later, the metallic
pounding of weighing anchor woke up either Martin Ures or Andrea, who was asleep at his side. But
when the chain was stowed in the forefoot, like a serpent in a rocky cavity, and silence reigned again, he
opened his eyes warily, fearful even of the milky light of dawn. He then sat up and looked around him to
see what had awakened him. From the floor he picked up an empty whisky bottle that was rolling along
with the swaying of the boat, he looked at his wife, and with the heaviness and slowness of a hangover he
listened for a few minutes to her slow, steady breathing that sent forth a whistling sound like an animal’s
lament. Her head was thrown back and her hand was extended so that it hit the ribbing in a gesture of
involuntary carelessness, and the sheet that was wrapped around one of her legs had acquired, in her
sleep, the texture of a canvas. Her half-tormented eyelids barely hid the blue pupils and gave her an air
even more absent than her deep sleep. She had slept restlessly, because she lay across the bunk and he
perhaps would have woken up when he felt himself pushed against the wood. The cabin was small and
followed the shape of the hull, narrowing towards the bow. He was going to put his hand on her thigh but
he stopped himself. It was hot, and with every breath Andrea repeated the same tinny sound.

“She snores,” Martin thought as he concentrated on the whistling, his vision dimmed and his mind
confused. “She snores and she says that she doesn’t snore.”

He then fixed his look at the mist on the porthole, whose half-open curtain he drew back most
carefully so as to avoid any noise or sudden movement. And, having lost all hope of going back to sleep,
he stood up on the bed and put his head through the hatchway.

The engine was running and the Albatross, after some brief lurching, found her course and began to
glide through the cool of dawn as it broke through the tame, shining waters not yet broken by the wind,
while the engine’s explosions broke the silence, and the rustle of the foam fled the hull and disappeared in
the wake. She dodged the islets and left behind the dark curtains of the mountain range, and when she
finally reached the open sea the huge red sun appeared in the sky and flooded the air with light of such
force that the vista was left hazy and colorless.

Tom, with headphones on his ears, held the Coke can with one hand and moved the rudder back and
forth with the other in order to stay on course, his eyes — almost covered by his straight white-blond hair
that sun and salt had turned into tow — fixed on a point of the horizon.

They had sailed almost constantly with the engine. For, though Leonardus boasted of being a man of the
sea, whenever the time came to raise the sails he gave confusing commands, became bewildered and
ended up by telling Tom to haul them down, as a precaution, until conditions were favorable, he said. He
was a corpulent man whom neither the years nor the watered-down whisky that he drank at all hours had
deprived of the agility that he must have had when he was a young man trying to make a living in the port



of Sidon. He enjoyed talking about the days of his youth and, in order to give his words the greatest
possible credibility, as he was doing it he took on a majestic air and the calm voice of an elder, all the
while twirling the end of his thick black mustache with two fingers. He would dally on minute details
about the humbleness of his dwelling, the number of siblings who slept in the same bed, the daily ruses
for getting home with some coins, but except for having arrived in Naples stowed away between the
timbers and bags of pistachios on a Cypriot freighter, no one ever found out how that scrawny boy who
knew the most obscure corners of all the ports of the Levant had, twenty years later, become the
international magnate — as he liked to call himself — with power and influence in all the channels of
distribution and production of television programs, movies and videos — the world of the image, he would
loudly repeat, distorting the words — whom Martin had met at Andrea’s house years before. It was said
that he was shrewd and skillful, capable of betraying his best friend without his finding out; that with his
small, dark and penetrating eyes he could know the most recondite intentions of his adversaries and
would get the upper hand in a negotiation with a quick and crafty maneuver. It was also said that he
spoke an infinite number of languages perfectly and that he mangled and mixed them deliberately so that
the others could speak without fear of being understood, that he kept women and children spread around
the planet, that he owned private planes but used them only when he traveled alone, that movies and
television were only covers to disguise his true condition as a businessman controlling hidden reaches of
worldly power. He was known for always skirting danger, for knowing how to make himself
indispensable by the strings he knew how to pull and for seeming, without ever succumbing to gossip or
confidences, to be informed of any trifle that might happen in the most recondite area. And moreover, it
was said, when things weren’t going well for him he was an expert at landing on his feet. He always
hopped from one city to another, from one hotel to another, with a woman at his side, never the same
one, and though it was known that he had a family that lived in Pergamon and that he visited from time to
time, no one had ever seen them or knew how many members there were, and Martin was convinced that,
whether or not it really existed, it served his interests because, as Leonardus himself liked to repeat, there
is always a solution for everything, a perfect solution that one must know how to find or, if not found, to
invent.

And he was so unaccustomed to receiving orders and advice that, when he would order Tom to
execute a maneuver that failed, he could barely abide Tom’s silence, more admonitory than protests and
quarrels. He tried to move under sail the first day, perhaps also the second, but after that, except a few
calm times at dusk when the land breeze came in and the wind blew from aft, they had always sailed with
the engine. On those rare occasions Tom yielded the helm to him, sat down astride the bowsprit and
drank one Coke after another while he filled the silence of the sea with the music of his headphones.

“What’s important isn’t living, it’s sailing!” Leonardus would roar, carried away with euphoria
when the sail was full and they moved at top speed. And he repeated, shouting “Sailing! Sailing!” He
would then draw Chiqui to his side and conscientiously run the hand that was not on the helm over her
body so that the pleasure of sailing would be complete.

At that last daybreak the Albatross plied the calm water, barely rippled by the breeze that was rising with
the day. And so they had decided to sail until they got to Antalya in the late afternoon. The weather
forecast was good and everything seemed to be in order. Once in port they would sleep until dawn, at
five in the morning a car would pick them up and for a few hours would retrace over the continuous
curves of the coast the route that they had followed by sea during those days, and then would drop them at



the airport at ten o’clock for the flight to Istanbul. Leonardus would leave for London within the half-
hour. The others expected to be in Barcelona by evening.

Martin looked at the sea without seeing it, half-closing his eyes so that he wouldn’t be blinded by the
reflection, like that on crystal, that had left the scene with opaque light. To one side the open sea, to the
other the curtain of mountains, behind which stretched out Cappadocia, still asleep. A few more hours
and the voyage would be over.

“Another glorious day,” said Leonardus, mixing Spanish and English, as he stuck his head through
the hatchway of the other aft cabin.

“Is she asleep?” asked Martin, pointing to the back of the cabin with his head.

“She’s asleep,” Leonardus affirmed with his head. “She’s always asleep. But she’s gorgeous, isn’t
she?”

Yes, it was true, Chiqui was gorgeous. But he could not remember how many times he had been
forced to acknowledge that since they met at the Barcelona airport.

“Where did you ever find her?” Andrea had asked him then at a moment when the girl had gone to
the newsstand.

“Isn’t she gorgeous?” Leonardus asked without replying and looked ecstatically at how she made her
way, haughty and distant, through the crowd of passengers and baggage. She had already approached the
counter and with the same indifference, stroking the tuft of hair that was almost over her forehead and
that gave her at least another four inches of height, she bought the packs of gum which she did not stop
chewing during the entire trip.

It was true, she was gorgeous: her legs were long and tanned, and the skin of her neck and arms was
peachy. Except for the tuft that she had tied up with a golden-flowered elastic band, her loose, curly
blond hair came down to her waist, and everything about her had a little touch of vulgarity that made her
even more attractive. Vulgarity in some disjointed, even heartless gesture, or in her unmodulated voice
that maintained a monotonous, twangy high pitch, or perhaps those sayings that she constantly repeated to
adorn the rudimentary vocabulary of her sentences. Or the way she laughed, coarsely, noisily and for no
reason except to show off her scandalously white and perfectly arranged teeth.

Andrea had looked at her, smiling with a certain condescension that was perhaps directed more at
Leonardus, but in her hazy glance there was, Martin realized instantly, an almost imperceptible shadow of
peevishness. She would never have dared to wear black leather ankle boots, with no stockings, in the
middle of summer, nor that bright-colored, seemingly bottomless bag that hung from her shoulder down
to below her knees. Or perhaps her slight frown was hiding a concern, an anxiety over having to compete
for more than a week, almost naked, with a woman, almost a girl, twenty years her junior.

Chiqui was always laughing, just because she felt like it or to fill a silence that she confused with
boredom. And later on the plane, when he heard her from the back seat, Martin, his eyes shut so he
wouldn’t have to talk to anyone, observed in the back of his memory the crystalline, lilting, limpid,
nuanced, radiant outbursts of Andrea’s laughter when he first met her, a call that he never failed to heed, a
mark for finding her at big parties, at concert intermissions, at book readings, at art openings — it was the
time of their secret love — fully prepared accidental meetings in public places of the city in which he had
arrived a few months before, where he got around with invitations that she furnished him, she, an
intelligent, confident and attractive child of that world of professionals and intellectuals that had formed
and coalesced at the time that the postwar years were fading away.

“You come from the darkness,” she said to him then, always laughing.



Around nine o’clock Leonardus opened the door and settled down in the main cabin in order to arrange
and put away the charts and maps. Martin again plopped down on the bunk and tried to sleep, but only
managed to let himself be rocked to drowsiness by the undertow that was accentuated by the engine’s
vibrations.

But he must have fallen asleep later, because around ten o’clock he was awakened by the silence.
The engine had stopped and Leonardus, who had already put his papers in his briefcase and had lain down
next to Chiqui, found himself also sitting on the bed without understanding what was happening or where
he was.

“Have we arrived?” Martin heard him ask, shouting, and almost immediately open the door and walk
across the main cabin. Martin got up and followed him.

The Albatross was rocking with no rhythm or steering, the helm was spinning by itself, and Tom,
who had lifted the hatch cover and was tinkering in the depths of the engine, paid no attention to
Leonardus’ questions. He finally came out and gestured to show that it was not starting, but in his matte-
skin face there was hardly any sign of annoyance.

“We’ll have to get into port and find a mechanic,” he said. “Some transmission part is broken, I
think.” When he understood what was happening, Leonardus, who was struggling to get his caftan on,
began to swear in mysterious tongues. He then returned to the cabin, bumped into the ladder, and took
out once more the charts that he had already folded until he found the one he was looking for, and without
fully unfolding and opening it, put on the glasses that he had hanging on a chain around his neck and
began to study it thoroughly.

“How far is it to the coast?” Martin asked him.

“How do | know? Five miles, twenty, with this reflection nobody knows,” he growled.

When after a while he went up on deck he no longer spoke anything but Italian, as if the bad mood
that he was unable to hide prevented him from weaving the web of words and expressions that he knew so
well.

“To Kastellorizo!” he ordered. “It’s less than fifteen miles away and | don’t want to turn back. It’s
Greek territory, so take down the Turkish flag and put up the Greek one.” He sat on the bench of the
bathtub, punched the wood hard with his fist, and, seeing the uselessness of his enraged gesture, howled
at the blue sky: ““Porco Dio!”

Without waiting for any new orders, Tom replaced the hatch cover and skipped over to untie the jib
halyards. The sail unfurled, indecisively at first, until after two or three beats it took wind and, little by
little, Tom, playing with the rudder, managed to steer the Albatross’s course again to the west, the sail
swollen more than might have been expected in the still air of the morning. Only then did he begin to
untie the mainsail halyards. The winch creaked and the sail began to climb up the mast till it reached the
crosstrees. The boom shook a few times and then it too obeyed the rudder maneuvers. Tom let the wind
fill the canvas of the mainsail while he held on to the foot of the jib; he then fastened the boom with the
sheet, and once again silence reigned over the gentle rhythmic murmur of the bow as it made its way
through the placid and silent waters of the morning. Lenoardus, sulking, paid no attention to Tom’s
movements and for once gave no orders. After a while Chiqui appeared on deck, unkempt, half asleep
and almost naked, and began to smear herself with creams while glancing alternately at Tom and
Leonardus without too much interest. Andrea and Martin were still in their cabin. In the immensity of
the calm sea the Albatross seemed not to advance; only once in a while did Tom’s tacking in order to



catch the scarce wind, the beating of the sails and the noise of the halyards give the hint of some
movement. They sailed towards the island until noon, keeping to port the huge mainland wall, with no
trace of villages or buildings that the sultry mists hid in the invisible streambeds and slopes of the
mountains of Lycia.

Martin didn’t like the sea. He had been aboard for over a week and he could barely hide that persistent
feeling of anguish. If he stayed in the cabin reading he felt a weight in his stomach, a slight feeling of
nausea that kept him from continuing; if he went up on deck he was overwhelmed by the sun and the
constant hammering of the engine. Sometimes the wind was cold and even with the sun shining he had to
go down to the cabin to get a sweater; most of the time, however, the heat was so stifling that he couldn’t
breathe even with the breeze. And when the cool air came at dusk, wherever he might sit down there
would always be under his feet a rope, a cable they called it, that was absolutely indispensable at that
moment, or Tom would be leaping over his knees to get to the bow, or would move him aside in order to
get to a drawer hidden away exactly at the point where his legs were. And that odor, vaguely
impregnated with diesel fuel, or the humidity that thickened as night fell and moistened seats, papers,
even skin and face. When they would anchor in a cove the mosquitoes would pick him apart even before
dinner, and if they slept in port the noises and voices of the pier kept him from sleeping. And when, after
a sleepless night, he would finally get some sleep in the wee hours of the morning, “life at sea,” as
Leonardus would say while shouting on deck, demanded that he get up at dawn.

But above all he hated sailing, hours on end during which they moved toward a point that would
come into view in slow motion, too long a shot to keep up interest. He restrained himself from asking
how far they were, because he understood that one doesn’t ask such things at sea. And when he saw them
undertake an operation or cast anchor, all he did was stumble around on deck without knowing what was
expected of him, because he did not understand the half-Italian, half-English seaman’s lingo in which
Tom and Leonardus communicated, nor did he realize that they had arrived at their destination, because
he didn’t know what the destination was, or the program, or the very point of sailing. Most of the time he
lay face up on the bunk of his cabin, hoping to get to land, where nonetheless that annoying swaying
sensation — that he couldn’t shake even while sleeping — didn’t go away for at least half an hour after
stepping on the pier, and hearing Leonardus shouting, while standing in the bow with his whisky glass
raised against the sky, “Who loves the sea loves the routine of the sea!” Where did this mythologizing of
the sea, of sea life, of sailing, come from? What was the difference between this routine and boredom?
thought Martin, perhaps because he never managed to adapt his thinking to the rhythm and counter-
rhythm of sea, nor had he ever found that different tempo at which all the others seemed to be living. At
times, when they were sailing with the sun in front of them, he watched them from the bench by the pool
where he found shelter in the errant shade of the sail. Chiqui, ever inert, would stretch only to daub more
ointment on herself; she was so inert and flattened against the floor that her naked body followed the
boat’s movements without ever separating from the deck. Leonardus, a cigarette constantly in his mouth,
went up and down the ladders to check the compass and the navigation charts or to fiddle with the radio to
hear the weather forecast, and as he passed her he would slap her naked thighs, always provoking the
same reaction: “Cut it out, you oaf!”

Someone who was born beside the sea, who — even without seeing it — relies on the blue edge of the
horizon and is accustomed to the moist, salty breeze that comes in at dusk, configures his world between
limits from which the landscape is flattened and reaches out to infinity. And when he wanders inland he



searches, behind every hill, the blue line that will reorient him so that he will not feel lost among
mountains and plains, among streets and squares, so that he will know where he is and find the way out.
But Martin didn’t get to know the sea until well past adolescence and never stopped viewing it as a
strange, mysterious and menacing element.

Andrea, on the other hand, though she was no longer able to leap onto the pier by herself and had to
be given a hand in order to cross the gangway, even with the attacks of vertigo that had begun a few years
before, with the obvious weakness in her face and in her transparent and somewhat flaccid arms, lived on
board without experiencing the least discomfort and moved around the boat with complete normality.
When they sailed under a bright sun, with her straw hat crammed on her head down to her eyelashes in
order to protect her skin, she would sit in the bow with an arm around the mast and, inert as a figurehead,
would fix her stare at a distant point for a long time until she suddenly seemed to discover that Martin
was on deck. She would then get up and, holding on tightly to the stays, walk from bow to stern to meet
him. Martin was once again opening his book and trying to hide that mixture of tedium and seasickness
that had not left him since the start of the voyage. He was sure that neither Leonardus nor, all the less so,
Chiqui had noticed it, but he knew that Andrea had guessed it, though if she had hinted at it to him he
would never have acknowledged it.

She had indeed been born beside the sea and from childhood her father had taught her how to move
around boats’ decks in fair weather or foul. On the first day of the voyage, in Marmaris, when Martin and
Chiqui were drinking lemonade on the terrace of the harbor bar while waiting for Leonardus and Tom to
return from the errands needed for setting sail, she had found time to buy some line, hooks, feathers and
lead weights and every day at dusk she would sit astern behind the rudder and cast the troll that she had
concocted herself. She would fix her gaze at a distant point of the sea and concentrate on the tension of
the line against the finger which would transmit to her, from the depths of the sea, the movement of the
hook hidden by the feather, and when she felt it she would give it a pull and then rhythmically take the
line in so that it would form an almost perfectly piled-up, sinuous tangle of fibers, without tiring, pausing
or accelerating the cadence of the intake. And when the end came, she would grab the fish and force it
with one hand to open its mouth so that, with a deft stroke of the other hand, she could remove the hook
without hurting the fish and, in the face of Chiqui’s screams of horror and disgust, throw it into the
bucket. Then, without bothering to contemplate it, she would cast the troll again and at the same time
untangle the web that had gathered on the floor. When they would anchor in a cove, if there was still
daylight, as soon as she felt that the anchor was no longer clawing at the sea bed and saw Tom letting out
the chain, even before he jumped into the dinghy in order to tie the stern rope to a rock or to a tree trunk
that the beatings of the sea had left white and naked, she would settle down in the bow with the creel and,
bent over the railing, her glasses sliding down on her nose, she would hold on to some rigging with one
hand and cast the line with the other. The western sun would swoop down, as though bypassing the sea,
on the rocks of the coast, and the reflectionless waters took on a chiaroscuro transparency that kept her
attention on the agitation of the fish in the depths without noticing the humidity that was gradually
dampening the deck and curling her dark hair even more. Nothing, not even Martin’s voice, could
distract her at such a time. And she didn’t pull in the line until the sun, as it hid away, took away with it
the occult transparency of the water. And, in the last light that remained suspended on the horizon, she
cleaned the knives, stuck the hooks into corks, put them in the creel to have them ready the next day at the
same time, took the bucket with the fish to the kitchen as she had probably done in all the summer
evenings of her childhood — and was still doing it so naturally that none would have guessed that she had



gone for at least eight years without fishing or sailing or even seeing the sea except from the distance of
her hillside apartment in the city — and with no further delay she joined the others under the awning and
poured herself her first glass of whisky.

Martin had first met her by the sea, on the small bay opposite her house on the coast. It was less than a
year before that he had finished his military service, and, instead of returning to Siglienza where his
family lived, thanks to a comrade from his battalion who had recommended him to his uncle, he got a job
as second cameraman in the small film and television production company that the uncle had in
Barcelona. That day was a Saturday and, after some takes in the port that were left over from the
previous day, Federico, the producer, asked him to go with him to a publisher’s house in Cadaqués, a
seaside town north of the city. As he told him, this was a rich man who was interested in investing a
considerable sum in the television reportage series that they had begun that spring. Martin accompanied
him because he felt he had to, nor did he have much to do in the humid dog days of the empty city. They
drove for more than four hours over a road that got steeper and narrower as they progressed. In the final
curves, when they were already descending between hills covered with olive trees under a blasting sun,
Martin, who had barely had any breakfast, closed his eyes so as not to feel worse and didn’t even notice
that they were approaching the sea, which stretched out, blue and motionless like a dark mirror, to the
horizon. When they parked the car it was after two, and they entered the house from a street running
parallel to the sea. Sebastian Corella, who was waiting for them, made them cross to the terrace.

It was a luminous July day, and though they were shielded by the shade of the awning, the reflection
of the sun blinded them for an instant. At their feet a calm sea was breaking up in waves over the black
stones of the small bay enclosed on both sides by rocks with the shine of mica under the iridescent sparkle
of the sun, so gentle that the transparent foam barely transmitted a slight murmur. Someone was
swimming to shore, breaking the water rhythmically, leaving behind a wake that grew with each sharp
stroke of the arm, like the shape of a flock of seagulls in the October sky.

“It’s Andrea, my daughter,” said Sebastian Corella as he put ice in the glasses he had just poured.
Martin took his and leaned on the railing in order to follow the cadence of the dark spot that, upon
reaching the beach, stopped without taking its head out of the water, took a pirouette-like dive and in one
fell swoop got out of the water, making it splash around her like a fountain. She was only a few meters
away; minuscule drops remained suspended on her body, glinting in the sun before sliding down the
matte of her dark skin, and the hair that she threw back with a precise movement — something Martin was
never to forget, any more than that half-open-eyed, opaque, lost, sweet and vaguely unfocussed glance of
the near-sighted — was still trailed by a trickle of water. Once she had adapted to the light she opened her
eyes to their full width and showed her pale blue pupils, to which the reflection of the water lent a slightly
violet tinge. Or perhaps her eyes were like those of a chameleon, because not once in all the days and
nights that he spent beside her that summer, looking at her over the heads of the drinkers or among the
other men and women on the beach who for him were never anything more than the vague figures in a
summer show, or in the passion — or the distance — with which the subsequent years followed one another,
was he able to guess what tinge the blue of her glance would take on when she would stop focusing on an
object and wrinkling her eyelids, and she would let come into the open the brightness of her huge pupils,
which nonetheless carried inside it the charge of a certain enigmatic expression, the shadow of some
reserve that he would never be capable of fully unveiling.



Without dropping the hand that kept back the mop of her wet hair, she lifted her head and waved to
them with the other hand. Martin had never seen a creature more radiant, a woman more beautiful, a pair
of eyes more blue. She slid her feet through the water and walked on the hot, black, jagged stones as
though she were beginning a dance step that she already knew; then she bent down to pick up the towel
she had left on a rail, not with the intention of drying herself but simply to put an end to her swim, or
perhaps only to crown the splendor of her figure, because she threw it over her shoulder — as she had done
with her hair — and disappeared under the terrace.

He did not see her again until half an hour later. The door in the back of the room was open, and he
could see the stairs from where he was. First one foot appeared, then the other, and finally the whole
body. She was walking down slowly, buckling her watchstrap. Her hair was still wet but it was looser
and more ruffled; she was dressed in white and wore sunglasses. Just then her father had entered the
living room, and began looking, among the magazines piled on the table, for the last review of a film in
whose production he had been involved. She passed beside him, gave him a haphazard kiss on the cheek,
and went out on to the terrace while still fiddling with the watchstrap.

“My name is Andrea,” she said, and offered her hand first to Federico, then to Martin. She turned
around to pour herself a glass, and when her father approached Federico with the newspaper, she turned
her head, lowered her eyeglasses down to the point of her nose, and over them glanced at Martin,
fleetingly smiled at him with curiosity and a certain mocking air, and before he could respond and return
her smile, she had already pushed the black frame of her glasses back up and had turned around again.

Martin acknowledged later that he had blundered, he acknowledged it to himself because he would
not have been brave enough to tell any one how that simple glance had affected him, to the point that he
hardly paid any attention to the entrance of Andrea’s mother, or to that tall, dark-complexioned man who
came with her and stayed for lunch with them, or to his name; nor — later — to the perfect arrangement and
the artful design of the silverware, the dishes and the glasses, nor to the chilled cream of zucchini and the
baked fish and the various desserts that were served, all of which would have dazzled him if that woman
had not been seated at the table, and next to him to boot. He could hear nothing except what she was
saying, nor pay attention to any sound other than her voice, but without noticing the content of her talk, as
if her words were losing their meaning, one after another, as she pronounced them and all that was left of
them was the intonation, the tone, the inflection, the melody, the rhythm, and the gestures and smiles that
accompanied them; or her way of staying attentive to the comments of whoever had interrupted her, with
her head forward, her mouth ajar and the silverware immobile in her hands, ready to take up the thread of
her own argument as soon as she could. And though he tried to make his self-absorption not too obvious
and made huge efforts — unsuccessfully — to understand what was being talked about, in the excitement
and the loneliness of the following week he could hardly recall anything from that lunch other than
Andrea’s huge eyes barely glimpsed behind the dark glass, the peculiar way in which she continually took
off and put on her glasses, and that wordless song of her lark-like voice.

Then, when after lunch he saw her go out on the terrace by herself, he too got up and followed her.

At that moment a boat’s engine was reverberating in the torpor of the afternoon. The sun, which had
begun to hide behind the house, had left the terrace and the little black-stone beach in the shade, and in
that light the golden tone of her skin had darkened, as if she too had remained in the penumbra. She
stood with her back to the sea, a cup of coffee in her hand and a lost gaze; she had lifted one knee and
bent the leg back behind her, with the other leg now bearing the full weight of her body, which, due to the
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displacement to which the posture had forced her and with the face now denuded of the animation of
speech, had acquired in indolent, somewhat languid aspect.

She did not move when he came to her side; she did not even lift her elbows from the railing and she
kept stirring the coffee with the spoon.

“What do you do?” she asked without looking at him.

“I work in film. And you?”

“I’m a journalist.” And she drank her coffee with slow sips.

“Where are you from?” she asked him after a while.

“I’m from Siguenza, or rather from Ures, a village near Siguenza. Why?”

“For no reason, just out of curiosity.” She now looked at him, half-closing her eyelids, and smiled.

Martin did not know what else to say. Without knowing why, he wanted, for once, to get out of his
tongue-tiedness, to overcome his shyness and to talk, to tell her that he had been born in Ures, in
Guadalajara province, in the center of Spain. That his real name was Martin Gonzalez Ures, but that he
had always been known as Martin Ures, for his mother’s family name. That even his father, the teacher
who had come from Sigiienza and had married miller Ures” daughter, was called Sefior Ures. That, from
the time they were little, he and siblings bore the name of the village as if they were descendants of the
founders though they knew quite well — because their father told the story at school year after year — the
village had been originally a convent, built in the fifteenth or sixteenth century for a congregation of
Basque nuns and still there, though dilapidated and almost in ruins. That it was called Ures because it
was the only place around that had ur (‘water’ in Basque). that the river that brought the water down from
the Pozancos mountains ran right under the window of his room in the basement of the mill and that at
night, before falling asleep, as he was shivering between the blankets because the walls were oozing
moisture, he would let himself be lulled by the gentle noise of the water, and that by day he would lean
out to watch the river pass by, rapt in the successive variations and images, just as, years later, he would
be fascinated by watching television, or, later still, time and again by the same sequence of a film. That
he didn’t remember and couldn’t say how the water made the mill grind the wheat, because by the time he
was born it was no longer working; that in the village square there was a pipe sticking out of a cement
basin, which they called the fountain, where every evening men and women met under the shade of a
gigantic linden tree; that the boys who went into the military service didn’t come back and the village was
growing empty, until even the school was almost deserted, and that this was why they left the mill house
and the village and the whole family moved to Sigienza, where his father had been transferred. He would
have liked to tell her how, in the darkness of that new and noisy apartment in Siglienza, he had missed the
kids of the Ures school and the creaking of the rusty locks of the mill when the door was shut at night,
and the poplar grove on the edge of the road that extended endlessly to the tableland, a landscape with no
horizon other than the vague snow line, barely distinguishable from the sky in winter or the slopes of
wheat steeled by the infrequent gusts of torrid air in summer, and the tortured fig trees and the crabs in the
river, and the mice that, over the sound of the river, gnawed at the beams of the attic. And he would have
explained to her the emotion with which he went every week to see the two films that were shown in the
rectory hall and how one evening, when he was barely twelve, not even understanding what matter the
stories he was seeing were made of, he swore that he, Martin Ures, would also one day make films, and
how from then on he looked down on the other kids, convinced that by some mysterious but irresistible
force he had been chosen among them for a calling far more important than climbing trees in order to rob
nests or playing hide-and-seek in the hollows of the mountain. That all that he had done since that
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revelation had been inspired by that same profound conviction that overcame him that evening in Ures,
and that nonetheless at that moment the only thing about his life’s story that tempted him was the unlikely
eventuality that some time he could relate it to her and she would sit beside him and never move again.

But he said nothing and, facing her blue-eyed gaze, he limited himself to shrugging his shoulders as
if to signify that no one chooses the place of his birth.

Suddenly Andrea straightened up, felt her pockets and asked, “Where are my glasses?”, and left
without waiting for an answer. Martin tried to follow her with his eyes but it was difficult. A group of
people had entered the room and she appeared, seated in a sofa and searching in the cracks between the
cushions, or disappeared, hidden by a face or a shadow. Until, in the same way that those strange
characters had entered, they all left and the room remained silent and almost in the penumbra, as if, with
their laughter and their movement, they had taken away the light and with it Andrea.

Only Sebastian and Federico were left, each one in the corner of a sofa, checking papers and
numbers, strangers to the comings and goings of the crowd. On the table they had piled up the files that
Federico was pulling out of his briefcase, the ashtray was full of butts and the cognac bottle’s level
signaled the passage of time. Martin sat down with them.

At first he dared not decline the glass that Sebastian poured him and then, as the hours passed, with
that rhythm that is different from the one that short, steady drinking imposes on us, he was left outside
their conversation, to which he listened with the enjoyment of someone who nods off to sleep with the
background voices of the television, and he let himself become enveloped in the mist of well-being and
weightlessness that the day was bringing on him.

Underneath the voices, the slight waves were breaking, one after another, on the dark stones that he
had seen on the beach, a church clock struck eight, and steps were heard from somewhere in the house;
every now and then the murmur of the conversation was broken by the sound of a motor of a boat that
was approaching or going away, or the lost barking of a dog, a distant voice, sounds separate from one
another, with precise limits, like echoes that burst forth in the summer in the rosy twilight of the sea.

He was so unaccustomed to drinking that, when they got up after picking up all the papers and
Sebastian led them to the upper story on the same stairway on which Andrea had come down some hours
before and left them each in his own room — “this way you can rest a little before dinner,” he said — he
grabbed the handrail to keep his balance, and once in the room, he let himself drop onto one of the two
beds without undoing the white bedspread and without looking out the window, which looked over the
terrace and the sea and from which, following the crown of lights along the seashore that had just been
turned on he would have been able to check the outline of the bay with the same precision as on the
famed map that he had discovered in the foyer of the house that same morning, already so far away. And
when Federico came to pick him up for dinner he rose with a leap, not knowing what time it was or where
he was or why his head felt so heavy and his mouth had the same bitter taste as his childhood awakenings
with the flu. He took a long shower with the hope that the cold water would clean his mind as well. And
then, from the top of the stairs, he focused sharply on the hall and the terrace, once again full of people,
and though he had to concentrate hard and scan the setting more than once because his mind was still
confused by the afternoon’s cognac and remote from the sleep that had obstinately stuck to his eyelids, he
didn’t find Andrea anywhere. She did not have dinner at home with them when the others had already
left again, nor did he see her later in the beach bar to which he went with Federico, Sebastian, Leonardus
— the sallow-complexioned man who had appeared at lunch time — and Camila, Andrea’s mother, a tall
and overly thin woman, who did nothing but put one cigarette after another in her mouth without
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bothering to light it, confident that one of the men around her, if not all of them, would bring the flame of
his lighter to the end of her cigarette with such precision that it would hit the mark without her even
having to move her body. Martin watched her, entranced, wondering where that confidence of hers had
come from, while he was once again drinking cognac, which, after the aperitif and the wine of the dinner,
and contrary to what he had expected, had actually revived him. Nevertheless he was plagued with
heartburn and nausea during the night, or what was left of it, because Sebastian, just as he had told them
when he left them at the doors of their rooms, came to call for them at dawn in order to go out fishing and
then spend the morning at sea. He was hardly aware of when and how he got dressed, or at what moment
he went down the stairs and out to the street. He vaguely remembered the dark shoreline, going towards
the pier, lit only by some lights that were too high and too metallic to keep the three of them from
looking, under these lights, like phantasmagoric creatures.

Almost asleep, he had boarded the Manuela, a green-painted wooden boat that swayed under his
footsteps, made even more unstable by the unpleasantness of the dawn still stuck to his body, bewildered
by the beats of his own feet on the wooden planks and by the slight beatings of the sea, in the rocking that
carried him to the edge of dizziness and nausea. The boat left the pier. Sebastian was at the helm and
Federico by his side. Neither of the two spoke now. It was still night but over the sea’s horizon a vague
hint of light, the tremor of a gust of air, foreshadowed the daybreak. He remained motionless, seated at
the place that had been assigned to him on the pool bench, his hands in the pockets of the overcoat that
Sebastian had lent him, the collar turned up. As they moved along, the coolness that had caught him
unawares when he left the house turned into cold and he stoically faced the air that swept over his face
and moved through the openings in his clothing to torment his straggling body that had not yet lost the
warmth of the bed. The wood was reverberating in his head, tortured by the confusion of the series of
hangovers that were forming with the swaying motion, and his thighs quaked with the rhythm of the
motor that was breaking the stillness of the night. The Manuela moved slowly away from the sleeping
town and the crown of lights became a continuous line, a low-speed photograph that broke the darkness
and marked the limits of the sea: on the west the dark profile of the hills and the church, and on the east
the uncertain light of daybreak. As they came out to the open sea there appeared the profile of an island
in the imprecision of the first light, and soon thereafter the speed diminished and the snore of the motor
calmed down, as they began to move around the island. He was not conscious of all the movements that
then began, of the baskets being moved from the cabin to the deck, of the preparations for fishing or of
the fishing itself, and neither of the other two seemed to care, just as the preceding day no one had cared
if he wanted to stay or go, if he wanted to drink, eat or sleep. And he, who just barely held back his
seasickness and could scarcely open his sleepy and hung-over eyes, when, in the course of one of
Sebastian’s comings and goings to the cabin, he noticed the two bunks, convinced that now they would
also not pay attention to him or if they did they wouldn’t disapprove, slipped inside and plopped onto one
of them, let himself be rocked by the strokes of the motor muffled by the closed door, and fell deeply
asleep.

When he awoke he was stifled by heat and the brilliant, dry and knife-sharp light hurt his eyes. They
were getting into a cove and though the speed was now almost completely cut down, the Manuela was
stopped short by crashing against the rocks, and Martin, who had come out on deck with the overcoat still
on him, blinded by the light he lost his balance and bumped into Federico, who was holding the helm
lever while Sebastian was dropping the anchor rope.
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“Lazybones, all you do is sleep,” Federico, who just barely managed to keep his balance, shouted
laughing. In the confusion of his fall Martin wondered what he was doing in that unfriendly place, at this
impossible hour and in this lamentable state.

He collapsed on the beach, the overcoat off, his head covered with the undershirt that he had taken
off and stoically putting up with the stones that served as his mattress, while he watched how they
managed to make a fire. He saw them empty a bottle of water into a pot, clean the fish in the bucket and
pour themselves some wine — which made him close his eyes in disgust — into crystal glasses. The sun
had taken over the sky. Not a cloud, not a breath of air, not a single tree in that inhospitable cove, made
of stones whose sharp edges he could not attenuate even with the several folds of the towel that Sebastian
had thrown to him.

Later he had a little rice soup, a hot fish broth that calmed his stomach, and in a fit of courage he
even dared to jump into the sea once he heard them go back to the previous day’s conversation, with the
water at their waist as if they didn’t dare go further, or as if, captivated by their own words, they had set
aside their first purpose. He walked a few steps but he did not plunge; instead he crouched in the water
until it came up to his neck, he splashed his eyes and face, and came out as if shrunk in order to hide the
pain that the sharp stones inflicted on the soles of his feet. Then, his skin still cold, he lit his first cigarette
of the day, plopped again with the undershirt on his face, let himself be carried away by the drowsiness
that had entered him after the hot broth or perhaps the cold water, and followed from afar the voices, the
sound of the water, the footsteps on the stones and finally the motor again. Only then did he stand up,
with a certain energy, sure that the time of return had come, that now he could again see Andrea who was
probably swimming toward the house as she had yesterday and that if they hurried they might still have
time to sit on the terrace before she emerged from the water like a dolphin and would look at him again
with those blue eyes whose smile had persisted through the depths of his hangover.

Sebastian put up a green canvas awning and, despite the sun’s oppression and the lacerating glare of
the sea, the breeze and the shade sweetened the torrid noonday heat. They sailed homeward for more than
half an hour, but, as they rounded the cape in order to enter the inlet, they did not steer for the small pier
of the house but, following the voices coming from another boat anchored in the bay, they stopped and
tied up to it, and Federico and Sebastian jumped across, leaving him alone aboard the Manuela.

For over an hour he devoted himself to gazing melancholically toward the coast and to looking,
through the iridescent tremor of the air, for Andrea’s house. He was already going to get up and rejoin
Sebastian and Federico when he noticed, still far off, a black spot that, as on the previous day but in the
opposite direction, was swimming toward them in a line so straight, with such a steady rhythm, and
leaving such a perfect wake in the calm of the huge bay under the sun, that he quickly understood that the
miracle was about to happen again.

Someone called him from the other boat, but he didn’t respond and remained watchful, and when the
arm strokes were almost touching the Manuela’s hull he leaned over the gunwale. At that moment
Andrea was getting her head out of the water and lifted one hand that she put beside his. She breathed
hard, as if she now needed the air that she had used up in that mile, half-closed her eyelids and looked at
him through her lashes, still full of tiny drops.

*“Hi,” she said, and began to climb up the rope ladder. But before jumping onto the deck she stopped
and, as if responding to a question that Martin would never have dared formulate, she slid her index finger
over his hand in a caress without nuances or surprises, so that the meaning would be borne only by the
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words she was about to say, and this time, with her eyes fully open and her pupils colored turquoise, she
said:

“My eyesight is good when | have my glasses on,” and she pointed at the far-off terrace, “and
besides” — she stopped for a moment — “I’m very impatient.” And, leaving him alone with the words, she
jumped onto the deck and went into the hatchway to look for a towel. Then, barely giving him another
look, she joined the others on the other boat.

It must have been quite late already when almost all of them threw themselves into the water, except for
him, who remained seated on the pool bench. Andrea had dived with them and he did not see her get out
until she appeared at the bow of the other boat, behind his back. *“Come into the water,” she shouted,
addressing him for the first time since then. And she plunged again, swam a few meters and called him
again, but he did not move. Though he had no greater wish than to respond to this new call and jump into
the sea, he was still immobilized by anxiety, complementing a dream that had tormented him since
childhood, but this time, instead of him being the one who was moving through muddy clay trying
fruitlessly to reach a goal that he desired but never got to know, his feet were paralyzed on the ground and
she was the one moving away. Because, as much as that woman attracted him, he felt incapable of
jumping into the water while barely knowing how to swim. She moved away toward the rocks and he
lost her from sight.

A couple of hours later, in the car, while hearing Federico’s endless speech about the projects with
Sebastian, almost concluded in the course of laborious conversations that had lasted more than twenty-
four hours, and while looking at the town, growing ever smaller after every bend in the road, he was
determined to go back the following weekend and every free day that he would have until the day he died.

But neither that hot, windless summer, such as the town’s old folks had not seen since their
childhood, when the sea did not swell up on a single day and the east wind did not come in mid-
September, when an overcoat was already needed outside because it was cold; nor the quiet evenings,
seated at the beach bar while Andrea’s voice and laughter mixed with splashing of the waves as the blue
background of her stories, managed to dislodge from Martin’s mind the conviction that the sea was a
foreign, threatening element, too present at all hours, too obvious. Perhaps, as he told her several weeks
later as he was saying good-night, when she already knew the tale that he had not ventured to tell her the
first day and many other tales that he remembered as he talked to her, he was a landlubber who knew no
immensity other than that of the upland plains and no waves other than those made by the wind on the
wheatfields.

And yet it was that same Martin who now, almost ten years later, had accepted for the first time the
invitation that Leonardus extended every summer. Andrea had agreed at first, but when she found out
that one Leonardus’ girls, whom she did not even now, was included in the cruise, she lost interest, as if
that project, which Martin had accepted only for her sake, had nothing to do with her, though, truth be
told, she had not put up any resistance either.

“You’ll get your color back,” he told her in the evening when he gave her the dates and came with
the plane tickets. And he added cautiously: “We’ve hardly been on the sea in the last few years.” She did
not break the silence into which she had sunk for days, and, as he looked at her out of the corner of his
eye in order to find out exactly at what point they stood, he could not find the words that would get her
down from her vexation. Only after a while he insisted:
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“With the air and the sun you’ll look and feel better, you’ll see,” he said timidly, for he expected her
any moment now to leave her passivity and get angry, and he was sure that, without letting him finish, she
would roar, like other times, “It isn’t air and sun | need, only that you don’t lie to me.” But that evening
she remained silent, hardly varying the somewhat washed-out expression of her blue eyes, of a blue so
intense in the light of dusk on that huge terrace above the city that it accentuated even more the ivory
paleness of her Madonna’s face.

“Weren’t you going out?” she said at last in a neutral tone, looking down on her motionless hands
which held her glasses on her knees. She looked frail and distant and the penumbra accentuated the dark
shadows under her eyes.

“I’m not going out,” he said and approached the armchair. He crouched down in front of her until
their faces were at the same height, and with his finger he forced her chin up.

“Look at me, Andrea. You haven’t talked for days. I’ve asked you to forgive me. What else can |
do? You know that | don’t love anyone but you, that I don’t know how to live without you, that | don’t
want to live without you, that my life begins and ends with you.”

He spoke haltingly, in a monotone, as though reciting a rosary of strange and magical words and
caring only about the results.

She let him speak and, with hardly any reaction, looked away, half-closed her eyelids, and turned her
head, which he was keeping up the tip of his index finger, away.

“Yes,” she said after a while, “I know that.”

That evening they dined in silence, and when she stood up in order to go to the room that she had
been occupying alone for more than two weeks, he repeated:

“You’ll see how the air and the sun will bring your good color back. Like back then,” he added
clumsily.

But they had been at sea, and in full sun, for more than a week, and Andrea’s skin had barely acquired a
pale pink tone. True, she almost always wore her hat down to her glasses and she seldom removed her T-
shirt, because already on the first day she had burned her nose, knees and back, and that night, when she
saw her face in the mirror hanging from a frame, horrified by the harsh red color that she could not make
go away even with creams, she declared melancholically that she would never get a tan again. Martin
heard the veiled rebuke in her voice but did not answer. For the first time in several weeks she would be
able to shut herself up in her room and though she kept distant he knew that she was just as upset as he
was. And when he saw her lie down face down and remain motionless with her eyes shut, wearily
repeating “I’ll never get a tan again, I’ll never get a tan again,” he understood that the monotonous
singsong was not due to the three whiskies she had drunk before dinner or the two more that she had
poured herself after, but that the moment had come when in the artifice of her drunkenness there appeared
a narrow opening that would allow a single instant of resignation. Because of this, moved, he sat down
silently beside her, paying almost no attention to the syncopated rhythm that that strange one-note melody
was taking on, he confined himself to putting oil on her back, concentrated on the need to advance to his
own goal and to the delight of recognizing every hollow, every crack, every relief; and gently he let his
hand glide toward the curve of the glowing shoulders and the narrow grooves on either side of her spine,
and he moved up again until he reached the hardened muscles of the neck and the nape, stopping over at
the beginning of the hairline and every so often adding oil, which the hot skin had absorbed, and he bent
down to kiss the white nape and the closed eyelid that her posture left in sight only when he noticed that
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she had not been singing for a while and, in a gesture of forced distraction, as if she had changed the
position of the hand that was resting on the pillow for no apparent reason, she had put it on his knee.
Then he lay down beside her and, without ceasing to trace the outlines of her shoulder blades with his
oiled hand and then to bury his fingers in her sides, whiter than her shoulders, shaded zones where the
sun had not left its imprint, with the other hand he pressed the switch, so that the only light was the
lukewarm light of the crosshead entering through the hatchway and giving her skin the moonlike quality
of a desert.
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The first thing they saw when they rounded the cape were the still and silent cormorants on the rocky
cliff, their black and green plumage opaque through the mist, with their beaks pointed at the sky, like
solitary sculptures flanking the entrance to the island, and behind them, at the far end of the bay, there
appeared the harbor, withdrawn into itself, like a vague strip of light between the shining sea and the
parched, copper-toned earth. The rocky mass discharged its incandescence over it and, at water level, the
shimmer of the hanging air trembled, overcome by the power of the sun, diluted in the heat, blurring lines
and colors. The suffocating heat disfigured the atmosphere and the landscape, refracted by the
midsummer heat, lay squashed and distorted like a fuzzy backdrop.

A few months later, when not even a memory, other than one preserved in a photograph, would be
left of the summer and the heat, when everything that began in that motionless moment would have been
diluted, transformed and almost forgotten, during the rare reminiscences that would suddenly show up
through the cracks of his memory Martin Ures would wonder, on more than occasion, if everything had
not happened because the place was bewitched. Because, for no apparent reason, the sails flapped, the
Albatross lost power, and, unable to overcome the leaden resistance of the inanimate morning, she pitched
slightly and then remained inert on the crystalline water as though in that range there were no room for
inertia. And at the same moment all the sails collapsed onto the deck.

Because of the sudden motionlessness or perhaps because of the same thick consistency of the
suffocating air, all four poked their heads through the hatchway, startled by a sudden malaise. And,
blinded by the light and the heat, they contemplated the harbor and the hillsides without understanding
what happened or, as yet, making out the contours of the hills. Little by little they adapted to the steely,
tremulous light. There then appeared remains of debris, rusty like the stone from which they were made,
almost hidden behind some vegetation that was straggly, sunburned and parched, that was born and kept
making its way among them, first one shadow, then another and yet another, spread out over the hills,
until the huge ruin, rising above the sea like a mountain of rubble that time, erosion and growth had
leveled, revealed itself.

“How awful!” said Chiqui, suffocated by this sudden and unexpected temperature rise, the total lack
of air and the moonlike landscape that silently bemoaned the immobility of its own collapse. “Why aren’t
we going?”

No one answered.

Andrea wiped her forehead, which had become filled with tiny drops of sweat, like her neck, her
upper lip, her back and her legs.

“l won’t be able to take it,” she said.

Leonardus advanced slowly toward the helm, his ever-spotless white caftan now soaked, and said,
almost not daring to raise his voice, “What are we doing now?”

Tom shrugged his shoulders and continued to turn the rudder, more in order to test how useless it
was to try than in any belief that he could straighten the sails and move the Albatross.

“Maybe the current will take us to the pier,” said Leonardus.
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“There is no current,” said Tom.

In the estuary, the mosque trembled behind the iridescent air like the image of a faraway oasis in the
desert. A lone figure, a woman leaning against the whitewashed wall, her head covered by a broad-
brimmed hat, stood out against the misty background of that incandescent landscape, as though emerging
from some forgotten time. She had taken shelter in the narrow shade of some eaves and remained
motionless facing the trail leading up to the promontory, flanked by a couple of large houses that had
either survived the destruction or been rebuilt.

He had not known a feeling of helplessness like that of that June morning when he took the flight to New
York, not so much in search of new horizons as in order to break off the relationship he had begun with
Andrea a little more than a year before. The plane had taken off on time and until that moment he had felt
sure that she would come to see him off if only to wave good-bye. He was the last one through customs,
and from the bus that took them to the plane he kept scanning the airport terrace to see if he could find
her, but she didn’t show up. And with that unshakable obstinacy of deep desire mixed with despair and of
not understanding how one could be otherwise, when the plane began its course over the secondary
runways and the takeoff strip, he still kept his gaze fixed on the terminal building. Only when he saw the
sea from on high and the gridiron geography of the city appeared under the wing, when they went through
the thick fog that had covered it since morning and he found himself in the sunlit space over a layer of
whitish clouds, did he feel the full helplessness of his solitude. He was blinded by warm tears but could
still keep his cheeks immobile. He made an effort to contain himself, and in a last attempt to control the
trembling of his lips he noisily blew his nose out of shame before himself, perhaps, or the others, and
when he believed to have his crying under control, suddenly the tears flowed and forced him to open his
mouth and to breathe as best he could through his nose and the corners of his mouth in an unstoppable
grimace that did not manage to stifle a groan so deep that his neighbor looked at him stupefied. Then he
cast all reserve aside and wept silently.

Contrary to their agreement, once in New York he sent her letters to her office, brief message that
only she could understand, an eyeglass band decorated with tassels and colored stones that a Somali was
selling at the corner of his apartment house, and a red maple leaf that he picked up from the ground on
one of his rare, melancholy walks through the park. He sent her newspaper clippings and short sentences
in his rudimentary English in order to show her his progress, not noticing, or not wanting to notice, that
no replies were coming. Only once in a great while, during the nights of longing and loneliness when he
couldn’t even get a hold of his memories because they meant nothing compared to his desire, did he
realize that her determination was unyielding. But even so he kept hope alive and though he knew from
the outset that he would get nowhere languishing of love, he could only see the city through the eyes of
both of them, struggle relentlessly with a language that fought back, and working as third assistant in a
television series, a job that Andrea had found for him through Leonardus.

After some months, around January, when the first snows began to fall on New York, he enrolled in
a directing class at the University, and when, at the end of April, he finished his first short subject he sent
her a copy. He waited impatiently for the mailman and the telephone but not even when Pedro Bali, a
friend from the class, came back and told him that he had delivered the short personally to Andrea in her
office, nor after giving her enough time to find a projector and a screening room - for which had
included precise instructions — and no response was coming, not even then did he stop telling her, in his
secret heart, everything he saw and experienced just as he had done since his arrival, with the innermost
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conviction that, by means of a strange connection even more efficient than coded messages or the
telephone that he never dared use, she had to hear him. He kept seeing her astonished or skeptical face,
he heard her voice, and her presence remained so alive that at night he would be dying of impatience over
having her so close and not being able to touch her. He knew her well enough to know that nothing
prevented her from answering a letter, and this being the case he had no reason to suppose that she had
changed her mind about not wanting to have anything to do with him. But even so he lived with the
conviction that such a sharp break necessarily had to respond to a deeper purpose, or that her yearning to
be with him was so strong that it could be counteracted only with that drastic decision; otherwise, what
harm could be done by her writing him a letter, even a simple note? He then understood, with a
knowledge different from the one that had made him keep his hope alive, that for half a year he had been
talking to himself, and, without stopping to think if what was driving him was spite, pain, or a survival
instinct, he decided to call a truce and rebuild the stage of his own life so that he could attack with all the
more force when the occasion arose, as he was sure that it would unfailingly arise. Although, as he was
to discover later, will alone is not enough as a weapon in the struggle, nor does it work to overcome the
phantoms of the past, nor does it make us invulnerable to melancholy and suffering, nor, least of all, can it
change the course of events that is written into their nature.

When his contract with the production company ran out he decided to stay in New York and took on
any job that was offered him, from driving the production truck through streets he did not know to
sweeping the sets when there was no one left. And he did those jobs with such devotion that many times,
as he was aware, those around him regarded him not with admiration but with pity. But he went on,
immersed in whatever they gave him, because he wanted to recover the time he had lost and was
convinced that he had to follow the road he had traced for himself step by step.

He was pitiless with himself. He subjected himself to a discipline that forced him to rise at dawn,
and before going to work he would sit down to work on a screenplay that he had begun the preceding
winter, and would continue in the evening, on his return from night school, shutting out the world around
him, not hearing his clarinet-playing neighbor or the street noises that had kept him from sleeping during
the first few weeks. He was groping his way along a path that nonetheless appeared to him as well-
beaten, because, without realizing it at the time, he was writing his own life story, and he was not wrong:
he knew that every obsession is but a substitute for passion.

He used the same discipline against imagination and habit. When they made him see an explicit
vision of Andrea smiling, or emptying her purse in order to find her glasses, or entering a theatre or movie
house as if only her presence was necessary for the show to begin, or seated facing him at a café table, he
realized that the pain was unremitting, but before reveling in the memory he would zealously file it away
inside him and continued working with the avidity of one amassing treasures that he would some day
offer her.

As though it were true that a hidden hand rewards boundless effort, as though indeed there existed an
inflexible and rational justice that does not flinch until the scales return to his side, after three or four
months he found himself recompensed. He finished the screenplay of his first film, which Leonardus was
to produce years later; that first short subject that he had completed in film school with the help of
classmates and on a rock-bottom budget won third prize in a competition at NYU and later was selected
for the Philadelphia Festival; and when a kind of peace finally came upon him he convinced himself that
he was driven only by the intense desire to do his best and it seemed to him that he had gotten back on the
track he had abandoned in order to follow Andrea.
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The days now grew longer. The scent of wisteria floated in the air, the trees began to be covered
with leaves and around noon the heat was as oppressive as on a summer day. The streets smelled of
spring and Martin thought of the fields of Siglienza, of the meadows of Ures, of the linden tree in the
plaza that he had not seen since long before coming to New York, since the spring of the preceding year
when he managed to pull Andrea away for short trip inland, to his home, getting deep into the Monegros
— a moonlike landscape that previously she had only vaguely contemplated from the plane, the way one
looks from afar at something that has hardly anything to do with us — until reaching Guadalajara
province at the zenith of the radiant spring, with scant sunlight on the ground that had for months been
hardened by cold and ice. The air, still bearing reminiscences of winter, iridescent in its clarity and
transparency, gently rocked the scarce, tiny leaves of the poplars. So tender was the newborn green of the
fields, so short were the stalks in the wheatfields that the traces of the ditches and the paths could be seen
among them. Martin knew that in a couple of months the sun would blur the boundaries that were now so
clear, making the earth brown and uniform, and the air would remain static and dazed by the sun that
would rule and would equalize colors and shadows.

June came again and the intense, humid heat of the street became hard to bear. There was no way of
relieving the suffocating ambience of his apartment, because no air came in through the only window of
the study, even when the one in the kitchen was open, and in the little bit of sky that he saw, clipped and
framed by the neighboring buildings, the fuzzy blue of haze and humidity was barely seen. But he kept
on, day and night, uncovering the nooks and crannies of his life story in terms that no one but he would
have recognized. And in his enthusiasm it seemed to him that he was getting to know himself. Memory
is feeble when it deals with pain, love and obsessions. How can one live, he would ask himself then,
without a half-written script? What are the yearnings that make us go on made of?

It was around that time that he came to know Katas. For months they had met in the elevator. She
would always get off on the fourteenth floor and even though she, like everyone else, kept her eyes fixed
on the lights that marked the floors, he realized that she was seeing him, perhaps by the almost
imperceptible uneasiness with which she moved her books from one arm to the other or by the way their
glances fleetingly met when she was ready to leave the elevator. Her hair was long and straight, pulled
back in a ponytail, and she always wore flowery skirts and monk’s sandals. She was always laden with
books and folders and on that day, in addition, a paper bag stuffed with groceries. When the elevator got
to the fourteenth floor she was about to get off and, trying to avoid bumping into another neighbor’s
guitar, she stumbled and all her books fell to the floor. The young man with the guitar stoically held the
door open while Martin helped her pick them up, and he did not notice that at the moment when he
followed her to give them to her the door had shut and the elevator went on without him. With a slight
foreign accent that he did not recognize she said, “Thanks, my name is Katas,” and she stretched out a
hand underneath the packages. He left her at the door of Apartment 147 and, though he did not accept her
invitation to come in, that evening he was on the verge of retracing his steps in order to tell her that he
had changed his mind.

The next day he found out more about her from the night porter, a Hispanic that he would sometimes
run into when the heat would chase him from his apartment. She was Greek, he told him, she had come
to New York a few years before to study medicine and at the end of the quarter, that is at Christmas, she
would be going back to Greece. Osiris, the Hispanic, whom he had asked about her after overcoming his
aversion to starting conversations, knew about it because the girl had already informed the building
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manager. And, with his nasal twang, he added, “Every afternoon she is in the local library, here across
the street. 1 am telling you in case you want to meet her.”

For several weeks he wanted to go the library but couldn’t. He worked until quite late and when he
got home it was already closed.

One day, coming back from work, he left the elevator on the 15th floor and rounded the hallway
without looking ahead, busy looking for his apartment key at the bottom of his bag. When he was about
to put into the lock, driven by a presence he had not been aware of, he lifted his eyes and there was
Andrea, leaning against a wall, barely a foot and a half away, smiling in amusement and emotion over the
surprise she had prepared.

“You haven’t changed, you haven’t changed at all,” he was saying to her, so close to her face that, had his
gaze not been fixed on that almost invisible little blemish that he had discovered next to her eyebrow, her
face would have seemed blurred as though in a dream. “You haven’t changed at all,” he repeated and
made his finger glide over her forehead, her eyelids and her cheeks, concentrating on the contact, almost
not seeing her, the way a blind man’s fingertips slide over contours and surfaces, uncovering secrets that
are denied to the seeing. He could hardly speak of anything else until dawn, his thoughts too obsessed by
the avidity for a presence that he desired for months, and when he did so he paid no attention to the
reasons she was giving him — “this trip is just an interlude, a surprise that means nothing” — because it
seemed to him that she and her coming belied the truth of her words and her arguments, and, refusing to
listen to her, he insisted on once again offering her, even more intensely, his life, his time, his body and
soul, and he even spent time telling her how their life together in New York could be, so sure was he of
infecting her with his enthusiasm and vehemence. Because, now that he had her so close to him, in the
right, the perfect place, the place that had always been meant for him, he could not imagine how it could
be otherwise.

Around ten in the morning, however, she began to gather her clothes because in a couple of hours
she would be leaving for Mexico with Leonardus and two of his partners on a prospecting trip, she said;
things are changing in Spain, she added, now that democracy has come, and one has to be prepared. She
was in a hurry, but she had enough time to remind him that this New York stopover should not make him
get any hopes up, hopes that, she insisted, had no foundation whatsoever.

“But you love me nonetheless.”

“You know that’s true,” she replied, “but there’s no way out for us. Life is like that, don’t ask it for
more than it can give you,” and she smiled as she had done then, on that day, a year before — a whole
year already — when she had shown up in the house on Plaza de Tetuan where he was living with a sister
of his father’s, in order to resolve the long argument they had had the night before and let him know of a
verdict whose urgency and brutality he could not understand.

“But why do | have to go away? What are you trying to tell me?” he asked her then.

“Federico has disappeared, you know that. The police are looking for him. Without him the
production company is not working. In New York you have an opportunity with this contract that they’re
offering you through Leonardus. Or would you rather stay in Barcelona without a job, waiting for the
police to find you? You know they’re looking for you.”

It was true that for a week the door of the production company was sealed shut by court order, that
no one had been paid for months and that Federico had not been heard from, but it had never occurred to
him to relate these facts to politics.
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“Why would they be looking for me?” he asked. “If they did they would have found me by now, it
would have been a cinch.”

“l know what 1I’m talking about,” replied Andrea, who by all appearances was in a hurry, and from
her purse she took out a billfold with the ticket, a list of addresses in New York, and a lease on the
apartment that she had rented for him for a whole year on 14th Street at Second Avenue. “And there is no
future for us,” she added sweetly.

But he almost didn’t hear her because she was not disposed to give him the only thing that interested
him at that moment.

They went down together in the elevator and went out into the street.

“I’ll always be waiting for you,” he swore at the last moment, not fully aware that she was fast
disappearing as her taxi was becoming lost in traffic, until, realizing that he had gone out only with the
key, he returned home. The apartment smelled different now and was emptier than it had been during all
those months, and his work, his life in New York and he himself suddenly seemed meaningless.

He called the set and made up the excuse of a fall, the way she had done so many times during that
first year in Barcelona, and plopped onto the unmade bed. He had a free day and he didn’t know exactly
what to do. His mind went around and around every one of her gestures, the words that she repeated
tirelessly until they were exhausted and wasted and meaningless, and by three in the afternoon neither the
aroma that her body had left wafting in the air nor the diminishing trembling of her hands were anything
more than another fleeting vision to add to the baggage that his memory was dragging along since he got
on the plane on that June morning in Barcelona.

He went out again, to the Japanese restaurant on 16th Street. He ate as he had not eaten in two
weeks and had two bloody marys. And when, upon leaving, he looked at his watch and saw that it was
five-thirty he decided to go to the library.

He saw her immediately, her head bent over her books, playing distractedly with a tuft of her bangs.
He took a magazine and sat down almost directly opposite her. She did not see him until much later,
when she lifted her eyes, perhaps attracted by the insistence of his gaze; she smiled at him shyly but not
surprised, and went back to her book. When she arose to leave he followed her and in the doorway he
asked her out for a cup of coffee. She accepted. He did not have coffee but a beer and then another, and
as the afternoon was dozing over the skyscrapers and the pink of twilight colored the hazy and thick sky
of the city, he told her the same version of his life that a couple of years before he had wanted to tell
Andrea, with no hurry because no one was waiting for them now and possibly because he was not so
impatient as on the day that he met her on the beach, nor so anxious as at each of the instants that he spent
with her that summer and the following winter until he left, and even later. And also because he was sure
that, in that world of cement, noise and excesses, talking calmly about his childhood in that village hidden
among wheatfields would at the very least turn out to be a much more exotic story. He began almost in
the same way, as we all do when we avow the official version of our own lives, that version that we end
up believing and on the basis of which we form a judgment of ourselves that we want the others to accept
at all costs.

“My name is Martin Ures,” he told her in his English, which, though improving, was still
rudimentary, “and | am Spanish.” She nodded as though she already knew that. “I am from Ures,
province of Guadalajara, in the center of Spain, and | am very proud to carry the name of my village.”
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That night they dined in a restaurant in the Village and they walked until dawn. The next day, as
they had agreed, Katas came to his apartment to pick up his bag in order to take it to the laundry together
with hers. In the afternoon Martin picked her up at the library and asked her to come with him to the
shooting on the other side of the Brooklyn Bridge and three days later he helped her paint her apartment,
which, she said, needed a coat of paint. They spoke on the phone at least once a day and if he came home
early he would prepare a salad and an omelet that he would share with her. They went to the movies, to
Central Park and to the gym on Second Avenue, and they ended up telling time by the hours till they
would meet again. But not even when, after three months, he borrowed from Dickinson - the first
cameraman - the fifty dollars he needed to take her out to the New Orleans, a restaurant with checkered
tablecloths and candles in glasses on the tables, where he had decided to order a bottle of wine and then
present her with the long jet earrings that she had discovered in a shop window on Second Avenue very
near their building, not even that night, convinced as he was that neither of them would push the button
for the 14th floor, did he acknowledge that he had pushed Andrea aside. What is more, as he was getting
ready to go out and putting on the white shirt that he had ironed himself, he stubbornly clung to the
memory of her blue-eyed gaze, as we cling to the memory of the dead so that the part of our lives that left
with them does not disappear and so that we remain who we are.

The vision remained, not like a delving into the past but deep inside him.

From behind, her moist hands on his arms, Andrea said: “What are you thinking about?”

He did not respond.

“Look,” she said, “they’re going to take us in.” And she rested her chin on his shoulder, as if by
looking in the same direction she could discern what he was seeing.

On the starboard side there appeared a boat with a raised bow, the timber worn away by use, of the
same pale blue, washed out by the light, as the rebuilt houses by the harbor. No one had seen it come
near nor heard the rumble of the primitive two-stroke engine.

The boatman shouted an order that could barely be made out against the syncopated rhythm of the
sharp crackling of the engine, and, standing, with one hand on the rudder bar, without waiting for a reply
he grabbed a rope that was meticulously rolled up in the cabin and without letting go of the bar he cast it
with his free hand onto the deck of the Albatross. He was so commanding that Tom tied up the rope
without looking at Leonardus, as if from that moment on authority had been transferred, and then took
over the helm to help it obey as well. After a few uncontrolled lurches the Albatross adjusted to the speed
of the rudimentary engine whose screeching bespoke its great effort, and made it into the waters of the
harbor, towed by the boat and its boatman like the dead body of a beetle dragged over the dust by an ant.
They moved slowly, with the sails still spread out on the deck like useless tatters under a sky without a
breath of air. The man turned around every so often, raised his head toward them and shouted in Greek
to make them hear what he was showing with gestures to make himself understood. The still air smelled
of sage and lavender but as they passed by the other shore, full of seaweed, a flock of seagulls took flight
and the uproar brought them, in waves, the pestilential stench of a garbage dump, a compact mound of
detritus where clouds of insects buzzed.

“What are you thinking about?” Andrea repeated, pressing Martin’s shoulder as he kept his gaze
fixed on the little square by the mosque. The woman under the eaves, tall like a distant shadow,
disappeared, like a chimera, behind a projection of the pier.

“What are you thinking about?” she insisted.
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“Those are ruins,” he said vaguely. He wiped his sweat with his hand and he turned toward her
because he knew that only in this way he would clear the worry from her face.

“What were you looking at?”

“Nothing,” he said and passed his hand over her forehead.

She was perspiring too, she who had never tired of proclaiming at all times, with an air of superiority
in her voice and her gestures, that she didn’t perspire even in a sauna, implying thereby that though she
might have wished to perspire like everyone else, nature, her own nature, had not granted her that
plebeian gift. At that moment the drops that formed on the surface of her skin and burst into minuscule
shining dots over all of her body made her look exhausted and dehydrated.

The sun had reached its zenith and as they were nearing land, the shadow of the rock, like a
monumental and magical filter, tinted a narrow strip of the harbor with color and gave form and definition
to the first row of houses, their walls painted blue and ochre. And then the little square, which had made
a place for itself among them with its two rows of squalid and dusty mulberry trees, barely covered with
parched and sunburnt leaves, came into view, as did the two empty tables beside the café, which was still
closed and deserted, like the whole village, which, despite having been partly immersed in the shadow,
was still boiling from the sun. There was no one on the pier except two motionless men standing beside
the water, seemingly waiting for the arrival of the boat and its trophy. All doors and windows were shut,
no air was moving, no voices were heard, no cats or dogs or children were out, there was almost no noise,
no seagulls flew in the suffocating midday air. Time had come to a standstill, and the world with it; only
the silent caravan was moving in that lost place.

“Rikhno agira, agira,” the boatman shrieked.

Tom looked at Leonardus.

“What’s he saying?”

“He wants you to drop anchor.”

In a leap, Tom moved from stern to bow and cast the anchor when they were barely twenty meters
from the pier. The sudden splash against the water and the metallic hammering the followed it drowned
out for a moment the humming of the engine, and the seagulls on the dump flew up, crazily flapping their
wings. The boatman threw the rope again onto the deck of the Albatross, which was already losing the
scant velocity it had attained while being dragged, and once his boat was free he went around and around,
his look fixed on the sailboat’s inertia, as if the exactness of the tying-up depended only on him and his
shouts. And when the stern was already falling onto the pier he started a loud dialogue with the two men,
and with much moving around of ropes and boat hooks they managed between them to tie up the
Albatross almost without paying attention to her, the way one would make a sick person’s bed. The two
men tied the ropes to the eyebolts on the pier and meticulously rolled up the remaining one, and at a
command from the boatman they disappeared down a narrow alley that led from the square.

The boatman cut the engine and tied up his boat as well, and with the agility of a monkey, out of
keeping with his wrinkle-beset face and his old man’s skinny calves that showed beneath the rolled-up
legs of his pants, climbed up on the projections of the seawall and jumped to land. Without waiting for
Tom to put up the gangway he grabbed the Albatross’s stern rope and leaped across, standing up in the
pool where the five had sat down without quite knowing what to do. Tom brought cold water, ice and
lemons.

He was a tireless talker. Several times he took of his cap and put it back on, smoothing his thin,
flimsy hair. He next lit a cigarette and left it resting on the wood until Tom saw it and gave it back to
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him, and he then put it in his mouth without moving it again, and at last he launched into a long speech
accompanied by gestures and grimaces.

His name was Pepone, he almost bellowed, and in order to calm Leonardus, who was loudly asking
for a mechanic, told him that he himself had sent the two men to get him and that they would soon be
back. Then, like a minstrel who might be impatiently waiting for his audience, he began to tell his story,
perhaps told a thousand times already. He spoke in Italian, mixed with the Spanish that he had learned in
Argentina, he said, where he had gone with his family when his father was a boatswain on the Messimeri
and the disaster had not yet befallen them. “For, though it might be hard to believe, this island had been
the richest in the whole Mediterranean. On the streets, which were paved with stones from Cappadocia,
stood mansions built with Carrara marble, perfumed woods of the East and Venetian glass, and at the
edges of the harbor storehouses and sheds stood one after another, and fishing-tackle plants and
workshops that made the strongest and biggest sails in all the Levant. Ah, the time of the sailing ships!
Ships with life and vibrancy, shy or submissive ships, happy ones, heavy, lazy, not like the mastodons of
smoke and chimneys that came after them. 1 still remember this bay, so full of sailing ships that from
here the hillsides would be hidden by a forest of masts.” And he looked melancholically at the ruins
where myrtle and thyme now grew, innocent and silent. “In the entrance to the bay and sometimes almost
in the open sea the anchored sailing ships were lined up, waiting for a free berth so they could dock and
unload their freight. They brought damasks and precious stones, or grains and spices that they traded for
weapons, big studded crates that disappeared in the bilges of the boats and went off to the wars. Peddlers
would be shouting by the customs houses and in front of the market,” and he pointed to a building on the
other side of the square, now empty and half-ruined, “and fortunetellers would be singing the sailors’
fortunes, and beautiful stately women would come to the port to say goodbye to those who were leaving
for distant places. And on the other side, where the beach is, down to the water there were fruit and
vegetable gardens that were embroidered like flower gardens and were shaded by fig, cherry, apricot and
medlar trees, and there were roads lined by almond trees and green vines leading to the sea; and
fishermen would come back at dusk loaded with fish that they placed on baskets as in a picture; and from
the hillsides there would come down flocks of sheep whose sour milk the women would wrap with
aromatic herbs and strain in linen cloths until they turned it into big cheeses that they carried, wrapped in
white cloth, on their heads to the market. Do you see that?” And he pointed at a cement pylon in the
other corner of the square, next to a half-destroyed column. “In that place there was a fountain with seven
jets, and big sculptures of wisdom, grace and power, with fish and sirens and acanthus leaves.”

“That man is unstoppable,” said Chiqui with a snort, and as she was going to get up Martin stopped
her.

“There were always parties and celebrations,” continued the boatman without letting on, “because
there was money,” and he moved his index finger and thumb under Chiqui’s eyes, “lots of money. There
were twenty thousand inhabitants on this island, more than twenty thousand, not counting foreigners who
could be another two or three thousand. But then came the steamships and little by little they passed us
by, and we remained abandoned at this end of the Mediterranean. That was the beginning. Then came a
war, and then another. Now there are barely two hundred of us left. Everybody left, they took us all
away when the bombings began. The Italians invaded us, the English bombed them out of here, they
stayed on the island and turned it into an arsenal. We got sent to Palestine, to Iraq, to Australia. And
when it all ended, there wasn’t anything or anyone left here.”
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Suddenly he fell silent. A tall, somber figure was crossing the square, flanked by two powerful
brown mastiffs with fallen ears, blunt noses and short hair, who were walking at his uncertain pace. The
man wore a tall biretta of the same fly’s-wing color as his well-worn cassock, and his long beard was
almost down to his waist. Though he was walking straight and looking only in front, it was obvious that
he was trying to keep his balance. But even so, the three formed a stately group.

“That’s the priest with his dogs; he’s going to ring the afternoon bell.”

He found a place between Andrea and Chiqui and, crouching as if were about to tell a humorous
secret, or perhaps fearful that the priest might hear him, he covered his mouth with his hand and added:

“He’s always drunk. That’s why he’s here, because he’s a drunkard. They say he was kicked out
many years ago but now he’s the one who’s in charge here.” And, recovering the ample gestures that he
had used to sing of the island’s glorious times, he pronounced: “Like a dethroned king who makes
himself into a kinglet.”

“Why does he have those dogs?” Chiqui asked Leonardus.

“Because he likes to,” Pepone answered, “because he’s crazy. Everybody on this island is crazy.
Look at her,” and he pointed at the pier, “Arkadia the visionary.”

She was a tall, slim old woman, her bones narrow and elongated like shadows, her body wrapped in
one continuous rag which she dragged like a cloak that was too long, of the same sunburnt color as her
cheekless face. She was walking along the pier .... and after a few steps she vanished in a doorway or in
an alleyway; it was hard to tell from there.

“She’s looking for her house. She was coming back from the village when the bombing caught her
by surprise and she couldn’t find it. There was just a huge hole, and ever since she digs around in the
ruins looking for her children.” And he laughed. “She never eats or sleeps, she has no home, she doesn’t
talk to anyone, old Arkadia, all she does is hum to herself and walk from early in the morning to late at
night, constantly searching, for over forty years.”

“Well, this is some island we’ve come to,” said Chiqui.

At that moment the two men came back with the mechanic that Pepone had sent for. The three of
them jumped on board and homed in on the engine, talking to one another as if the problem did not
concern anyone else. Then Pepone, taking on once again his role as intermediary, turned to Leonardus
and, after demanding payment for the towing, informed with a certainty not devoid of a certain joy that
they would not be able to set sail at least until the next day, because the spare part they needed was not to
be found on the island. He added that they were in luck, though his tone seemed to indicate that they did
not deserve it, because the steamer that made the weekly round trip to and from Rhodes came on
Wednesdays, that is, tomorrow. Dimitropoulos, the mechanic, was going to call right then and there,
provided the phone was working, and in the meantime they could visit the town, and he gestured broadly
with his arm in order to make it clear that there were things worth seeing in those empty streets and on
those desolate hillsides. He, of course, would be at their disposal to take them in his boat wherever they
wanted to go. Would they, for example, like to visit the Blue Cave, the most beautiful of all the caves in
the Dodecanese islands? Today was just the right day, because with the still water it would be easy to get
inside. Or would they rather go tomorrow morning, when the sunlight — and he pointed to the faraway
segment of horizon among the estuaries of the harbor — would be coming in through the slot and become
polarized in iridescent blue hues? He lived over there, in the ochre house next to the café. They had but
to call him and he would gladly attend to them.
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The immobility, or perhaps the certainty of having to stay on the island for at least a day, intensified the
heat that had condensed after midday, and though the shadow line of the rock was moving and gaining
ground on the bay, even on deck there was not enough air. Leonardus had taken off his caftan and turned
on the fan in his cabin, and, stretched out on his bunk, with the door wide open in order to create a
nonexistent draft, perspired and snorted like a whale.

The two times that Martin had gone up on deck in the course of the afternoon he did not see a soul
on the pier. Chiqui had put on Tom’s headphones and followed the beat of the music with her sweating
body while the two men talked softly as if they didn’t want to wake the napping village. Pepone and his
boat had disappeared.

“We’ll end up dehydrated,” Chiqui shouted at Martin when she saw him get some water out of the
refrigerator.

Around six o’clock two women with washtubs on their heads crossed the square, like extras hired to
dress up a stage that had until then been empty and to show the public that the show was about to go on.
Shortly after the clatter of the iron blinds of the café broke the afternoon silence. A man with a white
apron over his huge paunch brought out a few more pedestal tables and several chairs that he placed under
the mulberry trees, and a little later three old men leaning on their canes moved toward the center of the
square, sat down, took a pile of bone dominoes out of a bag and dropped them onto the table. The bar
owner brought them some beers. They moved slowly but no one spoke as yet, perhaps waiting for the
stifling heat to let up. The balcony of the house facing the Albatross opened and a man and a woman took
up two seats facing each other, separated by a wooden table; silently, hardly looking at each other, they
began to contemplate what would happen with that boat’s unaccustomed arrival in port. He was wearing
a pajama top and she, far more corpulent and wrapped in a flowered robe, wore a yellow kerchief on her
head and fanned herself with a piece of cardboard.

Between the drowsy mists and his sweat, Martin looked at his watch again and again in order to make
sure that the hands were moving, but time seemed to have no impulse to move on.

A knock on the door startled him.

“What’s going on?”

“I’m going to take a walk in this damned town,” said Chiqui in an edgy voice. “Does anyone want
to come? If | stay on this boat another minute I’m going to burn up.”

“It won’t be much better outside.”

“It doesn’t matter, I’m going.”

“Not me! I’m staying!” Leonardus shouted from his cabin.

The shadow of the rock had already merged with the horizon. Nonetheless the blinding daylight
remained, sustained by a viscous humidity that refused to come off from skins and floors. The seagulls
on the dump squawked and, like a spring tapped by mistake, the rhythmic beat of the power plant started

up.
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I t was seven o’clock when, driven more by the hope that as evening fell the stifling heat would let up
than by having noticed any trace of a breeze or a breath of fresh air, Andrea, Chiqui and Martin
decided to go on land.

Martin leaped onto the pier and then stepped back in order to give his hand to Andrea in an almost
mechanical gesture, sure that she was following him and that, holding on to the stern rail with one hand,
she would stretch out the other in order to take his, trembling with dizziness but at the same time calmed
by her own submission and by the help he was offering her.

Chiqui, on the other hand, walked self-assuredly and almost indifferently over the gangway, not in
the least avoiding looking at the dark and smelly water into which, she was sure, she was not going to fall
nor wanted to dive, just as Andrea had told about herself on the first day. The three then walked along the
pier and the little square, slowly, so as not to stir up the inert heat of the evening.

As they passed by the old market hall, an atrium held up by chipped marble columns with the fish
counters still maintaining their circular order and the side tables pushed against the walls, they stopped
and went inside. The place smelled of dried fish and grime. Their voices resounded in the empty vault
and their words, detached from their echoes, lingered on the marble surface of the old counters. A
swallow broke the silence and hid in its nest on the topmost beam.

When they had gotten used to the darkness they found, in a corner, a man seated on the ground, his
back leaning against a column and his head folded on his chest. He was motionless, wrapped in a rag,
with his bare feet showing underneath. Next to him, spread out on the slabs, a dark-colored cloth
displayed a collection of varied objects. Andrea and Chiqui moved in closer in order to browse: a small
box filled with yellowing postcards of the island in the times of its old splendors, hand-cut pieces of
cardboard with earrings, rings, colored beads, necklaces, matchboxes and a cardboard box full of elastic
bands of all colors.

“What are these bands?” asked Chiqui and lifted her head, surprised by the nearness of the echo of
her own words.

“What are these bands?” she asked again more softly.

The man stretched himself and, showing no intention of standing up, raised his somewhat tilted head
and looked at them with one eye. The other, much larger, was fixed and immobile; it was white and he
kept it open without any bashfulness. He then picked up one of the bands with his hand and by means of
gestures showed them that it was meant to hold up eyeglasses.

“So short?” asked Chiqui, who had seen only the long laces that Leonardus and Andrea used.

“These are for sailing, they keep your glasses on even with a storm blowing on you. They’re the
ones sailors use,” said Andrea, and turned toward Martin with a smile.

“I don’t have this model,” she added. “It must be the only one | don’t have.” She smiled again and,
looking at him as though referring to a secret that they shared, she chose a blue one and, while he was
trying to decipher the purchase price in dollars that the man was demanding, she took her dark glasses
from her basket and began to insert the temples into the loops at the ends of the band.
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He had never managed to figure out to what extent she actually needed her glasses, because she could be
without them for hours and then suddenly be incapable of continuing what she was doing if she didn’t
find them. And though she would always ask if anyone had seen them, surely she never expected an
answer. Perhaps this was why he thought he understood from the beginning that they were a mere pretext
for ending a conversation that was beginning to bore her, or to change groups when she wanted to be
somewhere else, at times precisely wherever he was. But as the years passed it became ever clearer that
she really did need them, especially at night, though she would still fail to wear them and would lose them
and look for them again, but, contrary to appearances, not in order to hide her myopia but because she had
never fully convinced herself just how much she needed them.

Ever since she had left him alone on the terrace that first day, dissolving the languid figure to whom
he would have wanted to tell his story, he could not remember the number of times that the scene had
repeated itself. And when, that very summer — on the Friday of the following week, to be precise — he
returned to the beach house with Federico, who had again been summoned by Sebastian, he brought her a
blue band, with two washers to hold the temples of her glasses, that she could wear around her neck.

He had placed it in his pants pocket and had his hand ready to give it to her as soon as they were
alone together on the terrace as they had the previous week. He had imagined that meeting from the
moment in which she had come to the door in the late afternoon to bid them a hurried good-bye because
Federico had to be in the city by evening; and although all that week, in his sudden loneliness, he had
pricked up his ears in order to decipher the words that she had pronounced when she shook his hand and
that he had missed, or to confirm the ones he was incapable of believing that he had heard, he was not
sure that what she had whispered was “come back soon, please.” Perhaps she really had said “come back
soon” and what he had missed was “please,” which made him suppose that, one way or another, she
would be waiting for him, though even this conviction was not enough to calm him but just the opposite:
his hand was trembling in his pocket and his voice failed each time he tried to speak. But he had thought
so much about how it would happen, perhaps so that he wouldn’t be betrayed by his shyness and
nervousness, that he was sure that as soon as they arrived at the house Federico and Sebastian would get
caught up in their papers, and then he would go out on the terrace and from the shadow of the awning, in
a position — halfway between indolent and absent-minded — of which he had foreseen even the detail of
how he would lean his hand on the railing, he would throw his hair back just as he had seen her do, and,
as if stepping out of the depths of his self-absorption, he would raise his hand with a certain surprise but
with complete naturalness as soon she would stop swimming and call him, shouting through her hands:

“Hey, Martin, hey!” he heard her.

But things almost never happen the way we have imagined them, because the situations on which we
base our forecasts correspond to elaborate fictions built only on imagination, and we never take account
of the longing and desire that change the meaning of things and hide or mask the essential and the
obvious at their convenience. And we envision a chimerical progression starting from premises that are
coincidental, partial and always inaccurate, and we then blame fate or providence for the failure or our
predictions.

She did not make an appearance all day and he, constantly pressing the band in his pocket — when he
thought that his impatience had reached its limit and that he couldn’t take another minute without
knowing where he stood, even though not the slightest splashing was to be heard and it was already night
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— pointed at an invisible point in the sea and asked, in the most natural tone that his voice, ruined by the
cigarettes that he had not stopped smoking all day, allowed: “Isn’t that Andrea coming over there?”

“No,” replied Sebastian, raising his head in surprise toward the terrace. “Andrea went to the
mountains to pick up the kids, who spent a few days with Carlos’ parents. They’ll be back tomorrow,” he
said, “and Carlos with them, | suppose. Carlos is her husband, you know him...” and he turned to
Federico to tell him something about Carlos that Martin could no longer hear.

In the chimeras and dreams of the week, in his reminiscences and conjectures, in the building of
utopian futures and biographies that had kept him busy for so long, in the schemes that he was going to
carry out and the obstacles that he had to overcome, in the imagined, sweetened, perfected scenes, almost
real from having lived them and relived them at all hours, the only thing he had not foreseen was a
husband and kids.

He kept staring at the darkness of the sea and applied himself to going over, one by one, the bumper
lights on the anchored boats so as to calm his confusion and get out of his bewilderment, in the same way
that an irritable person, aware of the fit of rage that is about to materialize, counts to ten before speaking
so0 as to give himself enough time to recover his composure and to see the situation in its true dimensions.

The blue band remained in his pocket, but, as though his knowledge of this new circumstance had
disarmed him and calmed him all at once, he stopped pressing it and almost forgot about it. And the next
morning, when, lying alone on the beach, he wondered, with a certain melancholy, what had been the
point of the intensive swimming class that he had enrolled in and that he had attended, terrified, every day
of the week so that he could learn to swim before she would realize that he hardly knew how, he also
forgot that she could arrive just at that moment. And so it happened. Through the door that had seen her
disappear the previous Saturday, two naked little boys rushed onto the beach, so blond and so alike that he
became engrossed in looking at their mimicking gestures, the same straw color of their hair, the same way
of walking while tripping on the stones, the same stare they gave him at the beginning, followed by the
same gesture of indifference, the same movement of the shoulders before they both turned around in order
to splash in the almost imperceptible breaking of the waves. And he had not even had enough time to
reappraise the situation and assign them the part of Andrea’s children when she appeared, in the same
bathing suit as on the first day, and, as if it were the most natural thing in the world that he would be lying
on the beach because it was the place that her occult schemes had assigned him, with a look of urgency
but at the same time showing, in the corner of her mouth or in the tenderness of her half-closed eyes, an
expression of mockery towards herself or maybe towards him, he thought, unable to adapt to the timing
and designs of this surprising woman, she ruffled his hair with her hand in passing and, when she had
already almost reached the water where the boys were, asked him:

“You haven’t by chance seen my glasses in the living room, have you, sweetheart?”

At that moment he remembered the band and went to the railing where he had left his clothes, and
though nothing was as he had imagined, he was seized by a wild urgency to give it to her, perhaps so he
could thereby eliminate the consternation produced by that unexpected word, whose precise nature he did
not wish to elucidate at that moment, nor to know whether it was due to the flippancy with which she had
dropped it or the presumption of taking for consummated more stages of this plot than he, in his
impatience, had been ready to accept. He returned toward her, as she was crouching on the stones next to
the boys, and without sweeping the hair that fell over his forehead with his hand, he stretched it out to her
and said:

“It’s for you.”
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He had not foreseen, either, her surprised look now as she now lifted her head, nor the quick kiss on
the lips as she seized him by the ears, nor that she would leave him alone with those little kids who were
entering the water, plunging under and getting farther away; nor that she would later lie down beside him
as she was placing the band on the glasses that she had found and that she would let them fall on her
chest, craning her neck in order to see the effect produced by this new and unexpected necklace. And yet
everything happened so naturally that this time he forgot about the husband’s existence.

He saw him later, almost at lunchtime, when Andrea had already come back into the house.

“Keep an eye on the kids, would you?” she had said as she was leaving.

“But...”

“Don’t worry, they know how to swim, and they never go too far.” And she left.

Then, rounding the cape that closed off the little beach on the north, he appeared, alone at the helm
of the Manuela, which was moving so slowly that when he let the engine idle the slowing-down was
barely noticeable. He moored the anchor astern and stepped forward with a couple of leaps when the boat
was less than a fathom short of the pier, and then he leaped across, rope in hand, and turned around
quickly in order to stop the boat before it bumped into the seawall. He pulled on the stem rope, tied it on
a ring, leaped back on deck and ran to pull in the anchor chain so as to leave the Manuela tied up. He had
never seen him before but recognized him immediately. By his parsimonious self-assurance or by the
way he waved his hand and smiled at him as if the introductions had already been made, or, more likely,
because his hair was of the same straw color as that of the twins, named Adrian and Eloy, as Andrea had
told him. He spent more than half an hour undoing the awning, winding the ropes, washing down the
deck, with no hurry or precipitation, absorbed in what he was doing. When he finished he pulled the two
boys up by their hands over the gunwale, then sat down on a deck bench, lit a cigarette, put one leg over
the other and fixed his gaze on some point of the coast to port without moving his eyes while he smoked
calmly and with a certain enjoyment. He was not tall but he was well built; his body was solid and his
skin was tanned.

“I’m just a kid,” Martin thought.

And he truly was no more than a child, an adolescent with a still unfinished body, who had grown up
too fast and who was still too lazy to get his hair cut, just as he had been back in Ures, when his mother
dragged him every other week to the barbershop, from which he would emerge with his nape shaved
clean and smelling of camphor cologne. His hair was light-colored and it now covered his forehead and
shirt collar, but its color had not yet become defined, just as his skin had not yet become weather-beaten
and only the barest wisp of a beard had appeared on his face. *“You have the smooth skin of an Asian,
you must have an Asian or an African ancestor,” Andrea was to repeat to him that same summer so many
times that he had become aware of his own singularity, and he clung to her so that he could prevail,
unconcerned, over all those privileged people around him, who were older than he, whose ways were
more self-assured and torsos more robust, and who, unlike him with his two dress shirts whose sleeves he
rolled up to the elbow to give them the summer look that he couldn’t achieve in any other way, always
wore the right clothing: the white sweater thrown carelessly over the shoulders in the evening, shorts in
the morning, and old pants, discolored by wear and saltpeter, when they went out fishing.

He saw him later at lunchtime and, somewhere, in the afternoon. He was a silent but not a harsh
man, and in fact the only thing he didn’t like about him was just that he was who he was. Or, perhaps,
that underhanded attention he was paying Andrea, a certain detachment in dealing with her without
missing any detail of what she did or needed, just as parents can follow a child’s movements while
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holding a complicated discussion and intervene only at the precise moment when the thing the child had
grabbed is about to fall or when the bathtub faucet needs to be turned off or the child must be moved
away from an outlet. And his sheltering way of putting his hand on her shoulder while placing his pipe in
his mouth with the other, with the air of an English-literature professor who might be seeing off some
friends at the door with his wife. He moved around the house and the beach so naturally, giving orders
and serving drinks, that, when on his return from New York he found out that the house belonged to him
and not to Sebastian, he began to see the truth of his relationship with his father-in-law, though even now,
after living with Andrea for so many years, he still could not understand what the link that had joined him
to his wife was made of.

But even so, and contrary to the unfavorable forebodings that the man’s unexpected appearance had
given him that afternoon at the beach, by the end of August he had learned to swim ably enough so that,
under cover of night, he could get to the Manuela where Andrea would have arranged to meet him when
they stayed back on the streets while the waiters in the bars had begun to put the chairs on the tables, the
music was stopping and the town was becoming enveloped in silence. He would take it calmly and leave
the guest house where he stayed the remaining weekends of the summer well ahead of time, he thought
because of his impatience, but in reality he was carried away by caution and, aware of his inexperience,
wanted to take his time in plunging into the water, getting to the Manuela, which was anchored a bare
fifty meters from the pier, and leaping on deck without witnesses, because he was never sure that he
wouldn’t fall when, grabbing the figurehead, he would place his foot on the stem eyebolt as she had
taught him to do and pull himself up so as to jump onto the moist and slippery deck. But almost every
time she was already waiting for him.

That summer had been one of great heat waves. There was not a single day that the north wind came
in, the wind whose unyielding tenacity had over the centuries left the slate terraces that disappeared into
the sea free of vegetation, barren and bald. At noon, when the shopkeepers closed up in order to take time
for the afternoon nap in the shady depths of their backrooms, nothing could be heard but the shouts of
children on the beach, their echoes rumbling in the mist hanging over the sea, and the shutters were not
rolled up again until the swifts, chirping excitedly, left the canopy of the great catalpa trees on the
boardwalk and scraped the sky announcing the dusk. By night the water, heated by the day’s unrelenting
sun, was lukewarm and thick, and as he was swimming the breaststroke so as to make no noise and to
keep his head up, he marveled at the phosphorescence that his own movements created on the sea.

The first time, however, he had not gone there swimming; Andrea picked him up on the beach. It
happened on the third weekend. On Wednesday he had as yet no idea of how to get to the town, nor did
he even know, contrary to what he had determined the first time, if he really could go, because Federico
was away on a trip and on Saturday night there was a rush job on the Barceloneta beach. But Andrea,
whom he believed to be sailing under the sun on her August vacation, had called him that morning from
the city to invite him to dinner that same night with a couple of actors whom she later had to interview.
He spent the rest of the day concocting plots and making plans, adapting them to the course of events,
which always seemed to happen so as to belie his presuppositions. She showed up in the company of her
mother’s friend who had lunched with them the first day that he was at the beach house. He was wearing
a white vest and a wide tie with big, loud flowers, even more spectacular against the immaculate linen
suit, the dark skin and the mustache that filled his face.

“It’s Leonardus, remember?”
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From the table of the restaurant to which he had come too early he saw them enter laughing and
talking loudly. Andrea’s glasses were hanging on the band, and neither her extremely short skirt nor her
very high heels kept her from moving as nimbly as when she danced barefoot on the stony beach. Then
came the two actors, a married couple getting along in years who were celebrating their professional
golden anniversary that very week, so talkative that throughout the dinner he was silent, dissemblingly
scrutinizing the direction of her gaze.

“How old are you?” she asked him in an aside.

“Twenty-two.”

She gave him a fleeting, somewhat indulgent smile, conscious of his unsureness and timidity. “What
difference does it make!” she finally said, responding to a question that he, for his part, had not asked.

And that was all that they said to each other during that interminable dinner, which she and
Leonardus, however, seemed to enjoy. Later, when they dropped him off at home and he was already
going into the doorway, she had asked from the car window at what time he would come that Friday, with
that same chatty naturalness with which she had wanted to know if he had seen her glasses in the living
room, sweetheart, and he didn’t know what to answer. It was she who, with the tone of someone who
knows that her commands, by their consistency and the tone in which they had been uttered, admitted no
appeal, arranged for him to ride with Leonardus, who had also intended to go to Cadaqués Friday
evening.

“I’ll go tomorrow,” she added as though giving an unimportant detail but certain that he would hear
her, “after | drop Carlos, who’s going to Argentina, at the airport.”

On Friday Leonardus was already at the door at the agreed-upon time when he went downstairs. He
came in a big black car with a chauffeur and a quiet, buxom girl whose thigh he kept slapping throughout
the trip in order to accentuate what he was saying. Halfway they stopped to eat dinner and he bombarded
him with questions about his work and his free time, how he had gotten started and why he was working
with Federico, and at each question he shut his eyes, wrinkling his eyelids, as if wishing to concentrate his
look more. The girl hardly spoke the entire evening.

“How old is Andrea?” Martin suddenly asked with the brusqueness and bad timing of the shy.

Leonardus laughed and slapped the girl’s thigh again, while she remained motionless.

“How old would you say?” he asked him in return.

“Maybe twenty-five, twenty-seven,” an age that he calculated by how old he supposed the twins to
be, because in fact he had not thought about the matter until the evening of the dinner.

“If that’s how old you think she is then that’s how old she is. | know how old I am, I’m fifty-two.
I’m an old man next to you.”

On saying goodnight, when he dropped him off at the beach bar, he said to him absent-mindedly:

“I’ll call you one of these days, and maybe we’ll do something together.”

Martin ordered a coffee and set himself to wait with the conviction that in some way Andrea knew
that he had arrived. But at two in the morning she had not yet shown up. He then walked up the slope
towards the church, where the waiter at the bar had told him that his father had a guest house, and was
about to enter it when a group of ten or twelve people came out of a nearby bar. Martin did not see her
then but she saw him, left the others and without his realizing it hung on to his arm.

“l was waiting for you,” she said to him.

“Where?” he asked. “I don’t see you being as impatient as you told me on the sea.”
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Andrea, perhaps under the influence of drink or because the sudden meeting had not given her time
to adjust to the situation, began laughing so loudly that in the balcony of the house across the street
appeared the head of a woman screeching and ordering them to shut up.

“Come,” she then said in a whisper, and cuddled up to him as if the silence suddenly had made her
feel cold. “Come,” she repeated.

“Wait,” he said, carefully moving her aside. He entered the guesthouse, asked for a room, left his
bag and came out again.

Andrea was leaning on the wall and seemed to have lost all initiative. She was wearing a very short
jacket with long, wide sleeves and sandals with a barely visible strap, her glasses hung from the blue band
over her cleavage, and the humidity had curled her hair so much that when Martin took her head to bring
it closer to his, for a moment the contact with that spongy mass wiped out every other sensation. She then
kissed one of his eyelids, then the other, and said to him very softly in his ear: “Let’s go.”

The calm sea, reflecting the shoreline lights, showed its seaweed-covered bottom. The lighted buoys
and the white hulls of the first row of anchored boats shone like spots in the darkness, and behind them it
was perhaps the intensity of the darker zones that made one imagine others and yet others, like fuzzy
superimposed backdrops. Andrea took off her jacket and sandals and left it all on the ground with her
glasses, hardly caring about them — just as her mother had put a cigarette in her mouth with the certainty
that someone would light it for her — and whispered to him “wait a moment, I’m coming right back with
the Manuela,” and she plunged into the water, still lukewarm from the sun. The wake of her receding
body widened until it covered all of the little bay and its vertex disappeared in the darkness, leaving in the
air only a trace of rhythmic splashing that after a little while was no longer heard.

He sat down on the ground. The sky was black, the dark water seemed to have the petroleum-like
thickness that it sometimes acquires during nights of sultry weather. He would have liked to know which
one was the Manuela, but for landlubbers, he thought, all boats look alike, just as the features of one race
look alike to those of another. During the weekends that followed, when he was already part of the
heterogeneous group that met every afternoon on the beach terrace, and when, not knowing very well
what to say to them because he was reserved, quiet and shy and did not feel like making any effort to hide
the fact, he passively attended their endless conversations and arguments, he would try to discover the
precise details that according to Andrea characterized each and every one of the boats that crossed the
bay. “You see that one with its raked bow and escutcheon stern? That’s how the boats from Tarragona
are.” But Martin never found out what a boat’s escutcheon or a backward stern was, nor did he manage to
learn about that difference in height or raking of the bows that seemed to constitute an unequivocal way
of knowing boats by their origin. And by the end of the summer he was still incapable of distinguishing
them by anything but the color they were painted, the way the rope ladders were attached, or, at most, by
the height of the hatchway. Never could he, as she could, recognize them by the way they sailed and the
way the bow met the swelling sea with the facing sun that darkened the contour of the faraway
silhouettes, or when at dusk the sea blended with the sky and they were barely a spot that was moving
half-hidden by the swell.

Behind the horizon could be seen the pale gleam of the moon which was soon to appear. After a while
the gentle faraway humming of an engine broke the silence and a few minutes later the Manuela appeared
in front of him, approaching slowly until her keel scraped the sand. From the ground the bow rose against
the sky and hid Andrea, who soon showed her head and said to him quietly:
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“Come on up.”

Martin took of his shoes and gave them to her with the jacket, the sandals and the glasses, grabbed
the outrigger with one hand and jumped on deck.

The Manuela backed away from the beach. Andrea handled the tiller and made the boat snake
among other boats and buoys until she had enough room to maneuver, changed the direction of the tiller,
the propeller under water made a little whirling noise, and the Manuela, making an almost full turn, set
off straight for the darkness.

From his seat, his back leaning against the hatchway, Martin had the town lights in his face and
could barely see Andrea’s naked silhouette, her body hazy like a dream and her chin uplifted in order to
decipher the darkness that spread from the bow to the horizon. When, upon rounding the cape that
enclosed the bay, they reached the open sea, the moon appeared, and the phantasmagoric vision of the
woman gradually took shape until it became once again a tangible being that he had within the reach of
his hands.

Dawn surprised them in a cove near the Cape of Creus, where they had anchored a little more than a
couple of hours before. They would have given their lives for a glass of water, and in the brutal first light,
which had not yet given them back the sense of orientation and of time, their faces looked contorted, their
eyes surrounded by shadows, and their skin trembling. “You have the smooth skin of Asians and
Africans,” she said to him as she traced his chin with her fingers, and he: “how long are you going to love
me?” referring to words she had spoken that night, “how long?” in order to wring a promise from her, a
commitment, in order to extend the incipient present of this magical night into the future. “How long are
you going to love me?” She made an evasive gesture with her hand and cast him a glance that turned the
guestion back at him, as if to say, that depends on you, or it’s up to you, or, as he came to think at times,
for as long as you can take it.

Martin returned to the city in the noon jitney after they’d had coffee on the terrace of the beach bar,
blinded by the sunlight which on that morning had been even more overwhelming, more mortifying, more
intense, and Andrea, contrary to what had been planned, followed him by car on the evening of the
following day and called him as soon as she arrived in a voice that was still surprised, pressured and
pleading, as he had not heard her use except in the darkness of the Manuela’s hatchway, which was their
post-midnight meeting point the rest of the summer. The aroma of saltpeter was to remain forever in his
memory joined to the first step of that unexpected, messy relationship on which they embarked with no
goal, almost with no route, free but aimless like errant voices adrift, and which was to be interrupted a
year later when she initiated a breakup for which she, perhaps to palliate that unjustified separation,
perhaps to assure its definitive conclusion, had planned all the details.

But, by one of those unforeseeable tricks of time, those beginning months — like a golden age that
could be recovered or at least repeated — took up much more space in his memory that the years that
followed them, marked by the intermingling and confusion of the idle hours, the half-abandoned projects
and the quarrels and the reconciliations and their complicated course, replaced day after day by others that
wiped out the previous ones, leaving hardly any trace other than the steady march toward routine and
resentment, not even understanding how they were getting there, just as parents can’t recall a child’s face
as it’s replaced at each moment by the new one, so that if a photograph had not immobilized the image of
a certain expression in the memory or if they could not rely on the fossilized recollection of the tale retold
ad nauseam, they could not remember either the face or the manner of the child they had observed for so
long.
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That first year, on the other hand, had remained so petrified in his memory that nobody or nothing
could have supplanted it or effaced it or disfigured it. He could recall with the minutest details every one
of the times they had seen each other during the summer, the brightness of one morning was not to be
confused with that of any other of the many when he sat waiting for her at the beach bar — the town still
empty, the boats motionless on the silvery sea that was awakening under the pale sun barely broken off
from the horizon, a woman sweeping in front of the door and then watering, sprinkling the ground by
hand, the lost shine of an opening window crossing the bay like lightning. He would recognize her from
afar by the way she walked as she rounded a bend of the pier, her hips thrown slightly forward, always
wearing the same kind of white shirt, and with that overdone hair, curled like long metal shavings, while
he inhaled the aroma of the first coffees of the morning and the espresso machine’s jet of air imitated a
toy locomotive. And that unquenchable desire to see her again soon after she had left, so intense and so
well known to him and so expected that sometimes it would show up even before she was gone — her back
as expressive as her face, if not more so — driven by some obligations to which she nonetheless seemed to
attach no importance, perhaps to calm him, who was living frightened by the existence and the possible
unexpected arrival of a husband whom he had not seen again, and would emerge so forcefully that he
ended up confusing presence with yearning, both fused in an artifice that could barely be banished by
contact or voice or the certain knowledge that she was right there.

There is no greater complicity than that of a mother with her child in the first months or that of
lovers during that period in which one can’t tell where the one’s skin — or heat — begins and the other’s
ends, and where the characters merge and take on by turns each other’s parts, and sometimes both the
same part, intermingled while missing the one they left behind, neglected and unconsumed. Everything
else is transactions, thought Martin.

And perhaps because he was living immersed in that inexplicable connection, it did not
occur to him until much later that the ease with which she had seduced him and with which she
was managing this new situation necessarily had to imply a tumultuous past which made him a
mere link in a chain that he would rather not think about. Because, how could he be sure that
she, protected by an armor of wealth and security, was aiming for the same things as he?

At dinner, that first Sunday when they were alone in the city, there was no room for questions.
Wrapped up as they were in the same aureole of tenderness and fatigue, they could not take their eyes off
each other nor abandon the contact of hands on the table and knees under the tablecloth, as if there still
were some point of the body that had not come into contact with that of the other body. Where is the
separation? Martin asked himself, overwhelmed, not noticing the bowl of shrimp that after an hour the
waiter, heeding a gesture from Andrea, took away intact. It was not until much later, during the long
hours of waiting that would define the rainy winter that followed, that he would have to try to uncover the
mystery behind that woman, so joyous and carefree but also cautious and reserved, capable of creating
such deep intimacy but at the same time so little given to trust, making her behavior incomprehensible.
Nonetheless on a few occasions he ventured to ask, not only because he feared that she would straight-out
impose on him the barrier that she had tacitly lifted from the first day, but because something told him
that these were other uses and customs, different from the ones he knew, in which there was no
delimitation whatsoever among partying, pleasure, work, fidelity and social life. He had fallen into a
place where there seemed to be no differences between one thing and another and where illicit love was
not necessarily shameful and did not have to be infidelity. It was hard for him to understand it because he
had been brought up and had lived otherwise, and nothing was further from the closed, almost scowling
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household that he had known, nor did the tangle of relationships in which she moved have anything to do
with the rare visitors who approached the house in the mill, and even less so the one in Siglienza, where
they hardly knew anyone. And in the few months that he had lived in the city he had been witness to
behaviors so free and careless that, had they not been accompanied by smiles and indifference, he would
have thought that they presaged real catastrophes.

But during the first weeks of that long summer there was no room for doubt because nothing was
more evident or truer than the excitement, the consternation and the tenderness of the stolen hours, the fun
and the laughter and also the glimmer of some tears on her eyelids that the momentary glow of the sea
and its reflections would occasionally reveal in the shadow of the hatchway, tears that he would excitedly
suck up just as he had learned that same morning to suck at the sea urchins taken from the rocks, but
whose meaning he neither understood nor dared to find out.

When he would set about thinking of that first year, which had passed without clouding over or
wavering, he still refused to admit that even intense passions, just like fearful and indecisive ones, are
destined to become spent, though they may at times leave terrible aftereffects, the worst of which is
undoubtedly the denial of that general and immutable law, because then the memory of what it had meant
— mixed with the conviction that because it was so powerful it had to last forever — drives, conditions and
encourages the biographies and all the acts that define it in a vain attempt to make the passion, already
spent and disintegrated, prevail over nothingness and thus show, against all evidence, its nonexistent
vitality.

But long before this had happened, Andrea had already received the second of the endless collection
of eyeglass bands that she would have accumulated over the years if she had not lost them all just as she
lost that first one barely a couple of weeks later and as, Martin was convinced, she would also lose the
blue elastic one that the one-eyed man in the market had just sold them.

She had already put her glasses back on with the band when in the shaded space there resounded,
piercing like a lament, uncertain like a curse, a roar of laughter from the man who, soon exhausted by his
own convulsions, lay down again on the slabs, covered himself with the same dark cloth and suddenly fell
silent. They went out into the light and, frightened, began to walk along the slope leading to the seaweed-
strewn beach. The air was still and the heat had become petrified on the asphalt. None of them spoke as
they wandered through the little streets that were vaguely marked by the ruins and occasionally by a
rebuilt house, even with flowers in the windows but silent and closed like any ruin. They had taken a path
and were climbing up some stone steps skirting the edge of the cliff, but when they got to the top they
realized that it was a dead end.

“Let’s go back, we can’t go on this way,” said Martin.

“Yes we can, there’s the sea again,” said Chiqui, who was in the lead and pointed at the mosque
square, now deserted.

Halfway down the hill Martin had stopped.

“Come on, Martin,” said Andrea then. “What are you looking at?”

From the corner of an alley a house could be seen with a grapevine over the door. Two men and a
woman, seated at a marble table, were drinking wine and at that moment the woman rose, took the empty
bottle with her and entered the house. They could barely see anything more then her long ponytail when
the door shut behind her. Martin turned his head forward. Andrea was looking at him.

“What were you looking at?” she insisted.
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Not answering, Martin grabbed Andrea’s hand and went up the trail again, made a decisive right
turn, then left, and began to wander along the labyrinthine, silent and ruined streets.

“Where are we going?” Chiqui interrupted. “Why aren’t we going back?”

“Let’s go on this way,” said Martin, pulling Andrea’s hand.

“l don’t want to go on,” she said, and went to join Chiqui, who had stopped and was sitting on a
stone bench. “It’s too hot.”

“Go on if you want to,” and he let go of her hand.

She looked at him suspiciously.

“What are you saying?” and she sat down in turn.

“That you two go back to the boat. 1I’ll go later.”

“But where are you going to go?”

“For a walk.”

“I’ll go with you,” she then said. There was determination in her voice and she was about to get up,
but she let the resentment that comes from feeling excluded go by and she didn’t move.

“So come,” he said without looking at her.

But he said it just for the sake of saying it, because the only thing he wanted at that moment was that
they leave him alone so that he could retrace his steps and go looking for the girl in the hat that he had
seen from the Albatross. Though at that time she had vanished in the sun-blinded distance and he had not
been able to adapt her to the hidden image in his memory, she might well have been the same one as in
the patio with the grapevines. It wasn’t the ponytail but something more enduring, the air, the gestures,
her way of leaning only with her shoulders, with the rest of her body separate from the wall, that had
immersed him once more in that story that he had left unfinished. Perhaps there are no unfinished stories,
he told himself, one way or another they would have to conclude without our realizing it. But now, across
the time of silence and oblivion, a time that exists only in reminiscence, she was rising, precise and
certain as then, leaving the other time — real time, which had accompanied him up to now — faded and
remote, as if he were no longer allowed to hold on to it, nor to listen to the songs that were calling to him
from there, as if he no longer recognized Andrea’s voice and what she was saying meant nothing.

Then the old woman appeared. She must have been following them for a stretch and when they
stopped she passed them and began to climb the hill. The heat didn’t seem to matter to her. She walked
haltingly on the stones but her haggard body maintained a precarious stability to the rhythm of her
disjointed leaps, which she nonetheless executed deftly and fearlessly, and she accompanied herself with
a monotonous singsong, as though she were reciting a list of errands that she didn’t want to forget,
coupled to its own, mangled beat.

“I don’t want to go on, I’m going,” said Chiqui as she rose and started down the hill.

“Let’s follow the woman,” said Martin, “let’s see where she’s going.”

“Who cares where she’s going, I’m going back, I’m exhausted,” said Chiqui.

Andrea rose too and caught up with her, and Martin, who in spite of everything had decided to
follow them, when he heard the underhandedly threatening tone of her voice that he knew so well and in
which he had already noticed the tinge of scorn — “leave him, he’ll come” — said in a louder voice so that
he would hear it, turned around and started on the path that went up the promontory, and, matching his
pace to the woman’s, followed her at a distance so as not to be discovered.
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IV

The path climbed abruptly and the pavement was coming apart into bare stones and puddles made dry
and hard, like the blacktop of the pier, by the scarcity of rain and the absence of walkers. A dense
and sweetish aroma of honeysuckle hung in the air. Not a whiff of a breeze was blowing.

The woman hummed as she walked on, giving no sign of the heat that weighed down like lead.
Martin stopped for a moment to catch his breath and keep his distance from the old woman, because he
had become disoriented again. At his feet, the bay was enveloped in the penumbra and in the harbor there
was hardly any shine other than the short arc of wobbling lanterns in that mist of heat over the asphalt and
the sea. The faint light at the top of the mast showed off, against the fuzzy profile of the village, the slight
swaying of the slow and still faraway waves from the two fishing boats that were approaching shakily.
On the other side of the bay the primitive power plant was uttering its lazy metallic refrain and in some
nearby location a dog barked over the singsong of the woman, who was moving farther uphill. Any
movement becomes a sign or a signal when change is nearing, he thought, and he stopped looking at the
bay and followed her, and it seemed to him that they were getting into the village by way of its highest
part, though she descended again over half-ruined streets and paths and then climbed again, the way one
walks through a maze that one knows, sometimes making detours or going in a direction that contradicts
the preceding one with the same assurance as though she were guided by an objective that only she could
recognize, not interrupting her singsong or changing her rhythm or stopping or slowing down or running
out of breath. They had reached a path between walls, perhaps the remains of houses, neither ruined nor
rebuilt from the ravages of time, survivors of all the catastrophes, which leaned on both sides as though,
before collapsing, they had decided to meet somewhere at infinity. It had become dark and the edge of
the sky now had a marine hue. The lane became narrower still and the woman rounded a corner and he
behind her, not knowing or wondering why he followed her and not able or willing to stop, when behind
his steps — he was so close to her that if she had paid attention to anything but her own humming and the
impulse that guided her she would have noticed him, if only by his footsteps and by the occasional stone
coming loose beneath his feet and rolling down the path with uncontrolled but firm movements, as her
own steps echoed in the narrowness of the street, amplified by the incandescence of the walls or perhaps
by the silence that was so dense that it was no longer pierced by the snore of the boats or the refrain of the
power plant — he was startled by a barking almost at the level of his shoulders. A dog was looking at him
ferociously, at him and not at the old woman who passed by him without seeing him before entering a
tiny garden through a wire-mesh gate that creaked above the barks. There was no way out on that side
and when the dog jumped and blocked his way on the backside, Martin picked up a stone from the ground
and threw it at the dog’s nose with such force that the animal tottered and became motionless, but only for
the moment that he needed to regain his strength and attack. He shrank back on his hind legs, gathered
momentum, and as though catapulted by a crossbow described an arc that was to end in him. He could
still see the blood-shot eyes and the open maw, and he just barely managed to cover his face with his arm
when, paralyzed by fear and stunned by the animal’s impact, he stumbled and fell on the ground. The
dog, giving him no quarter and not stopping his barking, charged again and, though Martin was kicking
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and defending himself, in a flash closed his jaws on the calf of the man’s leg and shook it with such
obstinacy that he could not pull it apart. Then, blinded by pain and panic, he picked another stone from
the ground and, with a fury far more intense than the pain, the fear and the position in which he found
himself would allow, struck the dog’s head with such ferocious insistence that the dazed animal loosened
his jaws, remained motionless for a minute with his flanks trembling and his eyes aflame, ready to go at
him again. But before he could begin his charge Martin grabbed a rough, dagger-sharp stone, sat up in
order to get closer and with the strength of his terror drove it without looking where at the very moment
when the dog was setting at him. Struck in his nose for the second time, the animal staggered and fell to
the ground whining. The retreat was free, but instead of running away as he had wished a minute before,
he stood up, climbed on a wall between two ruins or uninhabited houses — what did it matter no