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SEA WORDS

(DE MAR A MAR)

By Kathleen Nora March 

Thesis Advisor: Dr. Welch Everman

An Abstract of the Thesis Prepared 
In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for the 

Degree of Doctor of Philosophy 
(Individualized in Creativity)

May, 2002

This thesis is a novel with four main concepts: hcrror/grotesque, travel 

writing, modernism/postmodernism, and creativity. These are integrated 

throughout the text in a self-conscious, parodic way, testing the reader’s and 

the author’s role, questioning the ability or desirability of identifying the 

narrative person. The novel consciously reflects recent trends in literary 

criticism and inquires into contemporary culture of the visual and written 

modes.

The novel is broken into waves and anacos (pieces or fragments, in the 

Galician language) reflecting the flow of narrative focus from one 

character/ narrator to another. The fundamental eye/I of the teller is 

deceptively autobiographic and less than reliable. At times the novel is less a 

whole work than a series of shorter episodes deliberately fused: a self

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



conscious, postmodern attempt to reflect life currents, which are rarely 

separable into discrete units or roles.

The thesis is the result of investigation into choice versus chance, of 

subject versus spectator. It attempts to represent the way the concepts of 

creativity and flow work and how they can clash with other characteristics of 

contemporary society, particularly in cases where age, language, and gender 

do not assume "proper” patterns. One response to the loss of a sense of flow is 

the grotesque, a rigid, out-of-place feeling. Another is horror, which is not the 

same as violence. Violence is part of daily life, and is often the result of not 

knowing how to make use of human creativity.

Sea Words is a first novel and flows out of a deep need to be creative in 

an environment where such an approach to daily life is not the norm. It looks 

for a generous reader but one somewhat familiar with the academic side of the 

'real world’. It is about ways of seeing and expressing the personal and the 

political, the introspective and the declarative.
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The story does not ultimately depend on 
what is said... it depends on 

its stride over spaces. 
John Berger
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Undertow

Jet inlays stinted darkly among the intricate filigrees of the silver 

letter opener. The opener might also have made a good bookmark, but if you 

looked at its pointed tip and the long, slender edge, you couldn't help thinking 

it could be put to a different use.

"Where did that idea come from?” Sandrine wondered, smiling slightly. 

Then she decided it might have something to do with the silky red tassel that 

flowed with limp elegance from the handle. She slid her fingertips cautiously 

along the entire length of its subtle blade, noting as she did its generous, satiny 

surface. When she picked it up and cradled it gently in both hands, she saw 

how it gleamed as light from the window struck the different surfaces. For a 

moment she almost pitied the limited existence of the metal object, 

condemned to ripping open envelopes in order to provide the ripper access to

1
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their innards. Letters like devout hearts eagerly waiting to be sacrificed by 

accomplice fingers.

For the past week there had been no letters delivered so they could be 

slit open. Still, the silver blade had not been inadvertently converted to a 

bookmark, had not been assigned another role. Instead, it had been forgotten, 

hidden by the veiny leather folder that had always sat on the dark top of the 

oak desk since her father-in-law had placed it there several decades ago.

Today things had changed forever. A strange letter with no return 

address had been deposited in the mailbox. The envelope looked bare because 

it had no return address to accompany the recipients, and only a smudged 

postmark showed it had been mailed from Sandrine King’s hometown. The only 

one who ever wrote her from there now was her mother, but the style in which 

her name and address in Santiago were inscribed on the front didn’t match her 

mother’s writing at all. This writing was plain, nondescript in form, yet 

somehow urgent, as if the author had pressed on the paper in his or her haste 

to finish the process and get the letter in the mail. Instinctively, Sandrine had 

felt apprehensive about the contents of the envelope, because she could not 

begin to imagine its intentions. As a result, and fighting an impulse to throw it 

away, she had done nothing more than remove it from the metal box and place 

it among her other papers.

"I’ll open it later today,” she’d thought - and even this was done 

unconsciously • as she took it out of the mailbox, noted the lack of a return 

address, and unsuccessfully scanned it for some indication of the source

2

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



besides the stamp. Ever since she was a little girl Sandrine had frequently had 

a second sense about eventful phone calls or letters, an unexpected visit that 

would mean an important change in her life. She didn't like possessing this odd 

ability and had never told anyone about it, afraid they would laugh at her. 

After all, it wasn’t completely accurate. Yet there was the way she knew 

something good was about to happen if her nose started itching and wouldn’t 

stop. She’d first noticed that when she was at a dance and hoping a special 

person - whoever was her current crush - would ask her to dance. Without the 

itch, there was no invitation; if it began, inevitably she got her wish. The 

whole thing was embarrassingly childish, nothing she could prove, and in fact 

she tried to tell herself it was some sort of superstition passed on to her by a 

grandmother who knew her years were few and could not bear to take her 

talent with her. Grandmother had gone, but the uncanny sense of impending 

events and subtle signs had not passed. The silly itch was less frequent, but 

the distinct impression that news she received was exactly what she had 

imagined days or weeks, even years before, had not faded in the least.

There was no itch this time, probably because she was no longer fifteen 

and the dances had stopped years ago. Maybe for this reason, because once 

again she knew the anonymity was both intentional and significant, and 

because she feared the contents could distract her from working on the 

magazine article that was due by the end of the week, Sandrine had put off 

inspecting them. And at the same time as she told herself she had no idea of 

the source other than her home town, she did sense there was something

3
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familiar about the handwriting on the front of the envelope. At the same time, 

she knew if that were true, that she had indeed seen it before, this feeling was 

connected to some very faint memory. She assumed it had grown faint for a 

reason that was likely to be more than the sheer passage of time. It was a 

reason she preferred not to exhume immediately. People have a right to some 

choice in the directions their lives take. She’d learned that back when her 

favorite writer was Robert Frost. Roads taken and roads not taken. Not a very 

profound philosophy, but it did suggest some opportunity for making one's own 

way, and possible credit for the right decisions.

Sandrine was a freelance writer and specialized in travel articles for 

magazines such as Saveur and Discover. She occasionally did pieces for air or 

railroad promotions or a tourist agency. She hadn’t gone to college with that 

career in mind, but her life had gone naturally in that direction. It had been 

the easiest thing to do, after she’d met and married someone on one of her 

trips overseas. Sandrine hadn't gone overseas to write or to get married, of 

course, but both of these things had happened. There were some very good 

things about how it had all worked out, she had to admit. She essentially got 

paid to read and write, two of the things she felt most passionate about.

Of course, there were times when she admitted she would have chosen 

other topics or would have preferred to have gone about the writing in a 

different way entirely. This would have surprised her friends, because 

Sandrine was not the person most people thought she was. They saw a slight, 

copper*haired woman who liked company, thrived on animated conversation,

4
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and asked interesting or leading questions about things. She always seemed to 

want to learn as much as possible about where she was, the people she was 

with, the things that were happening. She was outgoing, simple, and 

unpretentious, although occasionally she was a little too direct in her remarks. 

Galicians probably attributed it to her being from away and from a certain 

country. They would have no idea except what they saw in her behavior and 

on the television programs that were their source of cultural contact.

It didn't really matter anyway, all of that, because Sandrine lived in 

Santiago now.

It was three o'clock, the laziest time of day, when lunch lies heaviest in 

the stomach and it is still an uphill battle to think of the long afternoon ahead. 

Sandrine still wondered if a foreigner could ever get used to an afternoon that 

began at four o'clock and lasted six hours.

"How quickly we outgrow Frost,” she thought.

This afternoon, because she had spent the requisite daily hours writing 

and so had completed another three pages of the assignment for the brochure 

on Galician broth that she’d been given by Turismo, Sandrine allowed herself to 

pick up the envelope once more. Inserting the shiny opener under the flap, she 

sliced open the sealed paper body to reach its contents, its heart. Even at that 

point she was not able to complete the act of removing the letter. A few 

moments later, she did. She did not unfold it, however, and did not begin 

reading the words that filled the page like choppy little waves. She merely slid 

the two folded sheets out, her hand moving much like the way it had traveled

5
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along the shiny blade. There are times when metal and paper resemble one 

another to the touch. There was no haste discernible in Sandrine's movements. 

They were marked by an uneasy hesitation, if anything, although only she knew 

that. She was still glad she had done this while she was by herself.

Nicolas Pedreiro, Sandrine’s husband of eleven years, appeared in the 

doorway of her study while she was contemplating the envelope that for some 

inane reason seemed to have been violated by the blade. The unobtrusive 

arrival of another interrupted the intimate process that was already significant 

to a knowing eye, had one been present, simply because of the delays in 

carrying it out. Sandrine suddenly and inexplicably felt guilty at holding the 

letter, at not having ignored it completely and tossed it out like she did with 

all the many unsolicited petitions for her attention that arrived as mass 

mailings.

'I hate myself for doing this’, she thought, yet instinctively tried to hide 

the letter. This she did by using what she hoped was a nonchalant gesture of 

placing a large book on top of it, as if she’d suddenly decided to read the big 

volume. She concealed the envelope, thinking 1 haven’t the slightest idea why 

this even seems necessary. After all, I still don’t know the identity of the 

sender for sure’. All she knew was that the postmark indicated it had been 

mailed from Palmyra, a place she had left long ago. She might have left rather 

impulsively, once she'd decided to get married, but the important thing was 

that her leaving was something that left home belonging to the past. The past 

has almost nothing to do with my life now’.

6
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Nicolas was neither a jealous nor a curious man. He was, above all, 

trusting. Almost too much so, Sandrine had to admit. She sometimes asked 

herself why he had decided to marry her almost sight unseen.

"What's up?" she smiled comfortably as she looked up at him. As always, 

her gaze rested first on his deep brown eyes, the ones that had haunted her 

from the moment she met him, the ones she hoped their child would some day 

have, if they ever had a child.

Nicolas, however, had only come to announce that he was planning to go 

out. He was not a man of many words and never had been, so this was nothing 

extraordinary. He didn't need to explain why, because Sandrine knew the 

reason for his missing explanation. 'Hardly a mystery', or so she thought, as if 

an explanation could serve as consolation. For some time now she had known 

that the lack of words had shifted from a personality trait to something that 

had to do directly with her. 'He doesn't say it, but the reason for his increasing 

silence is that I'm a foreigner'. Oddly, that had been what had attracted him to 

her in the first place. Nicolas had seen her with some other people and come to 

speak with her, asking some meaningless question just to get the conversation 

going. Soon after, it was clear that he was not in the habit of initiating 

conversations like that. However, Sandrine did not need to be entertained and 

was happy to be in his company. 'It doesn't matter. There are other people to 

laugh and be with. Nicolas is a safe port in a storm'. And at night he was far 

more than that. He had shown her the meaning of friendship, had taken her 

side countless times when she needed his support, he had never let her down,

7
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except in those moments when she had forgotten and expected an outer 

display of affection. He could not do that. 'I just can't take it personally', his 

wife reminded herself.

Something had gotten slightly off course, however, despite the 

adjustments she had made. Her husband appeared a little irked lately by her 

slight but nevertheless perceptible accent, her occasional slowness in 

understanding the details in following a conversation. Sometimes, the few 

times when she badly misread the cultural cues of people's comments, even if 

she understood the words themselves, he was obviously unhappy. He had lost 

his patience with that a couple of times, and it had hurt.

It hadn’t always been that way, of course. When they first met, their 

differences had seemed exotic to them and, of course, he had approached her. 

They were in the bar of the university, in between classes, standing in groups. 

She must have stood out despite her unobtrusive appearance, just because 

Galicians know who is one of them and who is not. Nobody asks for these 

moments of truth to happen and yet they do. It had been as if there were no 

turning back once they had spoken. Before and after marriage, each of them 

had been a separate world to be entered, navigated, and claimed. There had 

been enticing routes to follow, many long treks through the other, drawing 

them deeper and deeper into a shared territory. It was a third country they 

had forged for themselves.

Still, if we're honest about it, we have to admit even countries don't last 

forever, and the once*firm boundaries between Sandrine and Nicolas had begun

8
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to shift like so many others. The change had been subtle, with the result that 

as well as Sandrine thought she knew Nicolas, it had taken her some months to 

notice the process. One of the main reasons for the inability to notice was that 

the increase in his absences during the day had been very, very gradual.

Perhaps even Nico himself hadn’t been aware of it, because it wasn't 

like him to be dishonest. It could have been more noticeable if he’d been 

staying out late or doing some of the other things errant husbands do, but he 

hadn’t. More than likely, he was not conscious of how often in recent months 

he had been leaving the apartment alone. For all intents and purposes, he had 

just drifted in another direction. It was almost too bad there was nothing more 

to be revealed. You kept looking for the hidden story, the explanation, the 

details of dishonesty and deviousness. Without them, there was no way of 

understanding the man. You could neither be angry with him nor understand 

him. He was a flat character who refused any and all roles other than that of 

the silent partner, monotonous, even dull, and absent.

'Ah yes, just call us the proverbial ships passing in the night', Sandrine 

thought wryly, as she shot a brief glance at the man she had thought would be 

the love of her life and perhaps still was. He made her think of damp winter 

evenings, heavy linen sheets, a rush of rolling movement and dripping calm. 

She looked and saw him rising above her, his body so familiar now that it was 

like part of her own. She felt the impulse to stroke him, and almost reached 

for his hip, but stifled it. She didn't want to see him shrink under her gesture, 

because she knew that after coming from opposite sides of the ocean to put in

9
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at the same port, one of the ships was tugging more at its anchors. It didn’t 

take a storm or the threat of dark clouds to figure out what was happening,

Sandrine knew, just like old salts who can read the air and sky and water 

with all their bodily senses in order to accurately predict the upcoming 

weather, that a storm was brewing and would break either that day or the 

next. It was a matter of time. How damaging the outburst would prove, she 

could not yet tell, nor could she be sure if they’d both be able to ride it out. 

Nobody else knew about these moments, because neither one of them talked 

to anybody about such things. It was as if they were ashamed of having 

allowed their intimacy to fade. No Galician would ever see her as anything but 

the person who slept with the dark-haired history professor.

"We’re nothing more than vessels on stormy seas, nothing but a spectacle 

for people to watch. We're like some combination of wind and rain and 

lightning.” The shifting sense of danger, however, was too close for her to 

focus on with any accuracy. Sandrine knew she had a tendency to look away 

from or flee sources of danger. The old fright or flight syndrome. If she 

thought things were getting too close, she would seek shelter somewhere, 

anywhere. She didn't know any other way to survive.

In the past the explorers and would-be spice merchants had often 

encountered this condition of slow movement in an imperceptible direction. 

Some had described this feeling like an invisible hand that was blocking 

progress across the vast oceans, as if a god or goddess were toying with humans 

like the residents of mythical Mount Olympus. Later, mariners saw the

10

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



situation as less poetic because they knew a storm was a matter of life or 

death. When their ships found themselves in the watery realms where progress 

toward their goal was stifled, they called the area of stagnation the doldrums. 

More than just a state of mind, it was actually the spot somewhere in the 

Atlantic to the west of Africa. There ships drifted or were pushed by tempests 

and then had trouble getting out of the exasperating calm. Sometimes the 

crews never managed to find the saving winds that could set them on their 

intended routes again, and so they languished. The possibility of perishing 

from slow starvation and lack of water was never far from their thoughts, but 

they would set out anyway, unable to resist.

As testimony to their sea travelers’ terror, there was that devilish poem 

by Samuel Taylor Coleridge, the one that is way too long in making its point 

and where the sailor who tells the story becomes either cannibal or vampire. 

It’s about how he tries, uselessly, to atone for the sin of killing a simple bird, 

the guilt of the dying crew hanging heavily about his neck. Sandrine had 

memorized long passages of it, even though they hadn’t been assigned to her 

for class. She hadn't known then she would never be free from it.

The poem had been read in a minute by most of the group of curious 

thirteen-year-olds, none of whom had ever been on a ship, and much less seen 

an albatross. (Were the birds white? Were they gray? Brown? Did it matter?) 

Nobody that age can be expected to know what it’s like to watch your 

companions rot around you, your lips split like codfish fibers, your own salty 

blood the least saline liquid to be had, the only one still without a stench.

11
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Junior high is such a muddled, chaotic time for most of us. The recollections 

left over from those years tend to be similar for the most part. We know they 

have something to do with body and sex, but not exactly what we were 

supposed to do with them. They’re hard to sort out and because they're so 

tangled together, if we start to tug on one end, we discover that end can 

stubbornly refuse to budge. Or maybe it comes tumbling out with a slew of 

others we really don’t want. Then we're in big trouble. We have to ask 

ourselves whether we should cram them all back into the nasty, musty trunk or 

hold where they would have been left undisturbed if we'd been smart. 

Impossible. And if any of the snarls are looped together with some dark guilt, 

as they have been known to be, that obscure bird will start to hover around 

until its appetite is sated. Or until somebody manages to kill it, poor soul. 

Although murdering just to survive must deserve another name.

Drawing her attention back from the mist of her own imperfect 

memories, Sandrine realized with a certain degree of frustration that she did 

not have a single clue as to how she and Nico had begun to move off course. 

Naturally, at times she’d told herself it must have to do with their different 

languages and origins. Even though in the beginning they both knew that each 

of them had a slightly arcane side, a territory that would remain inaccessible 

to the other no matter how well they came to know each other or how often 

they traversed the other’s territory. This secret space had been a source of 

deep, passionate attraction. They'd been unable to resist the way their bodies 

felt, the way they fit, their synchronized breathing. Now Sandrine had begun

12
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to think her first impression had been just a mirage, that non-existent image 

only people who've gone mad from starvation or thirst see. At thirty-six and 

after more than a decade of marriage, she was finally sorting out some of the 

specific cultural differences from the things that were differences of other 

kinds. Those were the more important, ironically, because they were the ones 

rooted in who and what they had been, what they'd done. It really didn’t 

matter as much what language they each spoke before they met. Perhaps it 

had been utterly foolish on both their parts to think there would be no ballast 

from the more than twenty years of life before they met. It wasn’t a matter of 

words at all, in fact. It was what they had seen and done, and to some extent, 

what they thought.

"Where are you going?" Sandrine asked, hoping she didn’t give the 

impression it mattered. She forgot that the very question showed she was 

aware he was again planning to leave the house without her. It used to be 

even a couple hours apart would make her breasts ache.

Now she was being forced to admit that even the most seductive side of 

the exotic had not been able to eliminate all those years, because they hadn't 

actually fused into a single being and a remnant of those unshared experiences 

had managed to survive. Like tiny shoals, they seemed to have been gradually 

approaching the surface. This began to occur more noticeably after they had 

spent eight or niine years together. Past events and feelings like the cadavers 

of the drowned which must return to the surface nine or ten days after the 

drowning has occurred. Identified and sought after, but once located, the
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cause of intense pain mixed with disgust, and guilt at not having avoided the 

tragedy or at having allowed the bloated bodies to be adrift for so long. 

Sandrine regretted her question instantly, and looked busy with something on 

the desk just to undermine her curiosity.

“So vou ao Derby a tomar un cafe,” Nico announced in what his wife 

knew was a deceptively amiable tone that he was just going to the nearby 

Derby Cafe for coffee. Nothing unusual at all in what he said or how he said it. 

After all, for the most part he was, when speaking, not only a man of few 

words but he was also gentle of voice. When he was in the mood he was quite 

capable of being witty, even though he tended naturally toward irony. There 

were, though, some double-edged moments, the ones when he could be sharply 

critical. Today, even as his sensual voice worked its eternal seduction on 

Sandrine, she couldn't help noticing the dull aura of his silhouette, but she was 

unable to find the exact location of his lifelessness. She still, despite the dead 

calm of his words, couldn't help herself when he spoke to her, and somehow 

knew she would never tire of listening to him. She was beyond reason and felt 

the only choice was to stay her course. This was why Nico’s slowly-increasing 

silence had saddened her even more than the decreasing caresses, and why 

today's plan to leave for a few hours had such an unnerving effect. After all, 

she’d fallen desperately in love with that 'voz telefonica’, as she called it for 

lack of a better term. His early calls had been brief, with a dash of quick wit 

thrown in; they were normally just to set a time and place to meet in a few 

days. But the intonation - so soft and contrary to the marching Castilian she
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had known previously • had become a safe haven. Night time wrapped around 

her with those tones of the misty north.

How the shift from Spanish to Galician had occurred didn’t matter, but 

it had gradually come to be their accepted code in a number of settings. 

Sandrine had felt its undertow in the insistent cadence of his conversation and 

had willingly let it pull her into deeper waters. Her instincts had been right, 

because Galician had brought them closer when Sandrine showed she took it 

seriously as a language. Things were not that simple, however, because there 

were also occasions when Nico seemed to know he could underscore the 

distance between their origins if he showed a preference for that language, 

and in some ways he seemed now to take advantage of it. While learning 

Galician had opened doors for his wife, it had also accentuated her 

foreignness. A lot of non-Spaniards learned Spanish, but few non-Galicians 

spoke Galician fluently, and when they did they were frequently reminded of 

that status because they had to choose which of the varieties to use and the 

choices were a minefield. A simple word, if it belonged too obviously to a 

specific linguistic system, could categorize you politically.

If you didn’t know how often now Nico said the same thing, that he was 

going to the Derby or some other cafe or restaurant, you would never think 

anything of it. There was no indication that this common European custom was 

anything more than a custom for him as well. There was also nothing to 

indicate in that particular remark that Sandrine and Nico had for years gone 

out together at least a couple of times a week, to join friends or just for a
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stroll. They had been inseparable. In the first few years, that was. Now they 

went out together when they had errands to run that took them in the same 

direction. They barely remembered the strolls, much less made time for them.

Sandrine often went to the Derby Cafe by herself now, when she was in 

the mood for its bitterly strong coffee and its modernista atmosphere straight 

out of the end of the nineteenth century and start of the twentieth. Going 

there as if she'd been born in the city made her feel like she belonged. She 

tried to look as 'local' as possible when sitting at one of the small tables with 

the well-washed pastel tablecloths. When she went in, she tried not to notice 

either the rubber floor, perfect for draining footwear on soggy days, or the 

elegant metal umbrella stands proclaiming their usefulness. People from 

Santiago just took those things for granted, shedding rain gear at the proper 

moment and place as if they never knew they were wearing it. Noticing the 

rain was like saying, "Why, there's sky up there" or "People are walking down 

the sidewalk." As a non-native, Sandrine was also conscious that it wasn’t right 

to pay too much attention to the decor, as much as it intrigued her and 

conjured up visions of past tertulias. She didn't want people to know she 

couldn't imagine anything like it, having only grown up with vanilla and cherry 

cokes and teenage crowds. In her first world, generations did not mix.

0  Derby had probably been established in the vicinity of 1910, 

ensconced in the middle of the medieval backbone that shored up the limits of 

the casco vello, the old part. The building was on one side of the Porta da 

Mamoa, teetering over the narrow sidewalk and thus too close now to the
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street where for a decade now traffic never ceased. Whether it was of the 

vehicle or pedestrian sort, sonr. .iiing was always passing by as if the porta 

were more like an aorta. Sandrine was amazed that she had come to live in a 

city with several entryways, all still retaining their names from centuries ago. 

Except for one, the wide mouths had lost their archways, but their emptiness 

continued to remind residents that there was a layer of life they could bury. 

She imagined, although she'd never asked, that people who agreed to meet at 

the Derby or at any of the cafes beside the ancient but far-from-nameless 

portals to Santiago knew they were making a date to meet the stones as well. 

They never said it, but they knew that was a condition of the city. After more 

than a decade of living in Santiago and listening to the conversations of 

countless residents, Sandrine felt she too could accurately imagine the cafe 

when it was filled with circles of Galician intellectuals. Among them had been 

the one-armed, long-bearded, eccentric Valle-lnclan. Or the brief Manuel 

Murguia, whose wife was his greatest claim to fame. The easiest to picture, 

because there were more photos as testimony, was the clumsily rhetorical 

Otero Pedrayo, patriarch of Trasalba. How many hours had he spent on a 

podium or sitting around a table of acquaintances, discussing whether the 

region was rightfully an independent country? There had been so many 

tertulias held within its four walls.

For that matter, there had been countless gatherings throughout the 

City of Stone. Sandrine had heard about another famed spot that had been 

within the walls of the place once known as El Espariol. This one long ago had
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been converted into the San Pedro bookstore next to the Casino, or La Avenida 

movie-theater. And there had been the tertulia comprised of professors, in the 

Plazuela de Fuenterrabia. They had all disappeared, except for their indelible 

persistence in the memory of the santia$ueses. In 0  Derby, the ghostly 

memories of its former customers still hovered along the dark-varnished 

wainscoting, in no danger of succumbing to the current invasion by tourists. 

The phantom tertulianos were not concerned that the cafe was besieged by the 

constant traffic along the Fonte de Santo Antonio Street or by the increasingly 

bothersome summer onslaughts of blond tourists in hiking khakis or black

haired bevies with cameras glued to their faces. They never stopped to look 

directly at Santiago, and an irked Sandrine imagined they would hurry home to 

develop their pictures in order to find out what they’d seen.

The Derby also had several new competitors, some even with English 

names. The new spots had sprung up in the place of old businesses, but in 

their new form the medieval walls were laid bare, bathed in soft, warm 

lighting to appeal to the younger crowd. Ironically, the older the interior, the 

more scrubbed and recently bared the stone was, the more customers seemed 

compelled to cover the niches in the walls with one- and five-peseta coins. 

The stones had been left too naked and their history needed to be buried once 

again under a metal shroud. In certain low lights, Sandrine thought the 

blinking coins resembled sleepy eyes pleading not to be disturbed, beings 

awakened and undead, yet mute.
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Listening as he spoke now, Sandrine knew her husband was telling the 

truth - Nico really was going to the Derby, and that led her to pay little 

attention to his words. Even if she knew he wasn't going alone.

"Anybody else going?” She hated herself for blurting out the question, 

because despite how often he went without her, she wouldn’t even for a 

moment suspect that her place had been taken by another. She couldn’t be 

suspicious, because if Sandrine had a virtue and, like most people, she had 

several, it was her inability to show jealousy or suspicion. She trusted her 

husband and, along with him, most of the people she knew. She had to - not to 

trust them would be torture for her. No, she couldn't think or act that way. It 

was risky, this choice of being naive. But even if that innocence meant she 

would get hurt or be taken advantage of, it didn’t matter. She was too 

stubborn to change, too. It was a survival tactic.

As for her husband, maybe it was not another person who had taken her 

place - and it was highly unlikely that had happened. It was actually another 

world. Surely you cannot be jealous of things like that, things you cannot 

change. The problem was that Sandrine felt this was now her world, too, at 

least in part. Of course she’d come to live in Galicia for the simple, 

unpremeditated reason of love, but love, while it had led her to that 

impetuous decision, had not been the only thing that had anchored her, kept 

her there. Something else had begun to do that soon after, and it in turn had 

been reinforced by the years. "Leaving is not an easy thing to do,” she told 

herself. "This is really my home. I love this city. A part of me was born here.
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But is that possible? Can a person be from more than one place?” There were 

times when the stones sang a gently stifling lullaby to her. There others when 

she imagined herself setting off a bomb in the Alameda just because she hated 

the stodgy old name and the curved backs that strolled along it like clockwork.

And now Nico was off to the Derby, as if he knew about the letter, 

maybe even knew something she did not know. But what could he have 

discovered if she herself was still clueless as to its author and contents? It 

made her skin crawl, for some reason.

The hall door closed behind her husband, underlining the distance that 

was growing between them, and Sandrine turned to her writing journal. The 

book with its satiny green cover and blank pages was the one she used now for 

talking to someone, to some unidentified listener, about things not related to 

her work. She had increasingly turned to it as the time she spent by herself 

had increased. Nico paid no attention to her personal writing and had little 

idea of what went on in that space. Sandrine couldn't complain in that sense, 

because he'd never shown any interest in her work. Yet, as was his style, he 

didn’t discourage her. And while he knew of her hopes to publish more than 

commissioned journal articles on food and travel, he did not care to listen very 

often to her attempts to do more creative writing. ’That’s your business” he 

would say, in his usual gentle voice. "Go ahead, if you think you can.” He was 

not insinuating she was incapable. It was just always said in a monotone. 

Sandrine had learned gradually not to think much about it and especially not to 

look for any encouragement from her husband. After all, he probably had a
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right to be skeptical if she had yet to produce anything of that nature, even 

after three or four years of talking about it.

Perhaps Nico really didn't matter in this sense because there was 

someone else who did think it was a good idea, who was as staunchly 

encouraging with his comments as Nico was subtly discouraging with his 

introversion and silence. Over the past decade, Ciristrilo Veiga Dans had 

become both mirror and older brother to Sandrine whenever she felt the least 

bit homesick. He could quickly and honestly assure her she wasn’t totally out 

of place in Galicia, that she’d earned a place for herself. And Sandrine was 

grateful for his friendship, although she found it hard to express that gratitude 

satisfactorily. Something - maybe self-doubt - made her uneasy when she tried 

to do so, like when she tried to talk directly about what was going on in her 

life. She sometimes would seek him out to get his opinion on whether Nico 

with his inching coldness was acting as a Galician or as a man, or just as Nico. 

Just by simple conversation, Ciristrilo was able to help her put things into 

perspective. At least he helped her realize that not everything was her fault, 

that she did not have to erase her past, that she hadn’t let her husband down 

or deceived him intentionally, that she hadn’t done anything to earn his 

silence. Once in a while Sandrine thought, 'I've married the wrong person'. She 

hated admitting, even to herself, that a couple of times she had tried to 

imagine life differently. What would it have been like if I’d met Ciristrilo first 

instead?' There were a few years' age difference, but they seemed now to have 

so much more in common than she and her husband. Yet those few occasions
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when her thoughts had wandered had made her uncomfortable. ’It must be 

because I'm not sleeping well, or some late-night obsession’. She in no way had 

any serious doubts as to her feelings for Nico. 'Ciristrilo isn't the type to leave 

his wife anyway'.

They had met when Sandrine came the first time to Galicia just to visit, 

before she'd married Nico. Ciristrilo was one of a group of people who had 

met in college and had shared more than classes or a few beers. There had 

been camping trips to the Cies Islands and Estaca de Bares beach, impromptu 

late-night suppers at spots frequented by students, and especially endless 

discussions about politics - international, European, Spanish, Galician. They 

had never tired of the eternal topic of franquismo and had enough in common 

to permanently bind the group together. There was, moreover, enough variety 

among them to keep things lively even when their politics managed to 

coincide. The Galician concept and practice of friendship is one of the finest 

in the world. Betrayal of a friend is deserving of the severest punishment.

By the time Sandrine arrived, Xan, one of the members of the group, had 

already passed the oposiciones and started teaching in Salamanca, although she 

got to know him on his frequent visits back to Santiago. He hadn't moved away 

to start a career; he was just out of town for professional reasons and always 

returned. He was outgoing, outspoken, energetic, ever ready with a plan, 

recruiting people to accompany him on an excursion to some quaint Galician 

niche. Evaristo (who hated his name and often reminded people of his anger at 

his mother for having given it to him), was the handsome one with the beard
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who was never lacking in possibilities for dates. He was the sultry one whose 

dark eyes snapped furiously and menacingly whenever he got embroiled in the 

analysis of how franquismo was being transformed into something that, in his 

opinion, was far from desirable. The resident cynic, he also had the knowledge 

to back up his pessimistic views. His predictions were never wrong. Had the 

government known how accurate he was at predicting the future, it might have 

offered him a lucrative position as a political analyst. Not that Evaristo would 

have accepted.

There had been others, but Fermin had suffered a strange accident when 

he was visiting relatives in Argentina and had never been the same. His friends 

were really saddened on discovering he was not able to work any more and had 

to live with his family, who took care of him. They weren’t sure, but neither 

did they seek details, as if hearing them would have been too painful. And it 

would have been, since they had been such close friends. His girlfriend at the 

time of the accident preferred to think that he had left her for someone else 

rather than to think of him as mentally deficient. She did not go out with 

anybody else for years, however.

Only one had really drifted away. Alfonso had become inexplicably 

ambitious, however, and his desire for fame had led him to other circles where 

he hoped his career could prosper more. It hadn’t, most likely due to a lack of 

commitment to anybody or anything except himself. The group hadn't been 

mistaken often about its members, but in Alfonso's case they knew he was a 

lost cause.
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Long before Sandrine knew what to talk about with Ciristrilo, her 

favorite member of the group even when she first met them, she had enjoyed 

listening to him. She felt comfortable just being in a group when he was there, 

precisely because he didn’t treat her like an outsider. In fact, he assumed 

from the start that she would eventually learn Galician, which was his first 

language, and never spoke to her in anything but that. Whether on the street 

or in somebody's house, Ciristrilo never failed to issue a hearty, deep-toned 

greeting, to introduce her to new people, to ensure that she understood what 

was going on in a situation of typically Galician complexity, and he was more 

than generous with his time or knowledge when Sandrine needed help 

completing an assignment. It was as if Ciristrilo had been born editor of an 

encyclopedia, his role in Santiago and in her life was so natural. People both 

turned to him and cooperated with him, as if he were a local Wizard of Oz - a 

wizard of the authentic, not the humbug, sort. Because she felt so 

comfortable with Ciristrilo, it was hard to remember when she had not known 

him, and Sandrine knew he had been one of the holders of the ropes to the 

anchors that kept her in Santiago. As much as she loved her husband, Nico was 

a teacher with a distant style of instruction; he was not patient or aware 

enough to help her learn to navigate Galicia with any level of confidence. He 

would pay attention to and correct her linguistic errors, but she found his was 

not the only way of looking at things. There were other, quite different, 

perspectives. Nico’s gentle, refined, hidalgo-esque manner hid his personal 

contradictions so that he himself probably did not know they existed. Nor did
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he know that he was so immensely demanding of others. He merely did not 

feel life should be easy. He was like the waters of the northwestern Iberian 

coast: inescapably attractive and incessantly demanding of those who would 

reside in close proximity. He even had the same type of contradictory 

seduction, like the diaphanous medusas that when approached sting the 

observer with tiny, invisible tentacles. Not so Ciristrilo, who was always the 

same, solidly rooted and never distorted or changing his shape due to bursts of 

misinterpretation. Nico’s soft exterior had a grotesque inner machinery; his 

friend was so simply Galician that he was both solid and transparent, a mirror.

Ciristrilo had encouraged Sandrine to keep a separate journal for writing 

things that were not work assignments. One day he handed her the book with 

blank pages and a simple green cover. As usual, he knew the weight and value 

of words, and how those left unpronounced could be worth more over time. 

The way he slightly clutched her elbow as he placed the new journal in her 

hands was accompanied only by a slow smile and a near-wink of his left eye, 

the one that was slightly more mischievous than the other. He was leaving the 

words to her and was obviously pleased with his idea. Sandrine quickly caught 

his mute enthusiasm, despite her lack of confidence in herself at the 

beginning. The clutched elbow could not be ignored, yet she and Nico had 

been at Ciristrilo’s house when he'd given her the journal and Sandrine hoped 

for her own reasons that neither her husband nor Ciristrilo’s wife Ana had seen 

the gesture of the gentle hand. She wanted it to remain a secret. Their 

secret.
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Nico was gone now. He had left, gently shutting the door behind him. 

Everything about him, even that, was done carefully. Sandrine settled 

immediately into the corner of the soft sofa, but the phone rang. Instinctively, 

she knew who it was. It was a welcome sound.

After deciding they would all get together on Saturday evening for some 

queixo de Arzua and albarifio, Sandrine found herself back on the couch. She 

rubbed her nose thoughtfully, then breathed in very deeply and let her head 

slip back onto the soft support. Something inside her was released at that 

exact moment, and she dozed, the journal on her lap. The last entry had been 

made the day before, and her intention had been to continue. She would be 

faithful to her gift, as Badiou would say if he ever wrote about journals instead 

of truth.
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Sandrine’s Writing Journal: Anaco' 1

Today is the nineteenth.

The nineteenth of what?, I wonder. What does it matter?

All I know is that i t ’s the nineteenth of Sometime. And, of course, of 

Somewhere. For all we know, it might even be the nineteenth of Somebody. 

I t ’s definitely not my birthday, however, so anyone who might discover this 

journal someday can just forget about that theory. Maybe I ’ll get around to 

figuring out at some point what’s so significant about this prime number that 

nobody pays much attention to, but to be honest is my favorite number. 

Perhaps it became my favorite when I noticed everybody seemed to ignore it, 

like it never existed or, at best, had no personality. To be honest, every once 

in a while I feel like a nineteen myself.

That’s why I like the number. I t ’s my nature, I guess, to notice out-of- 

the-way things, the ones most people don’t pay any attention to or think 

about. Details are a fetish of mine, some people say. Noticing them kind of 

makes me feel smart. (Maybe that's not good, but I can't help it. I like to feel 

smart.) You know, seeing things almost nobody else sees, looking more 

carefully at every little item around you, knowing how to look. It ’s a secret 

pride, and maybe it ’s pretty much a silly one, but it seems fairly harmless to 

me. There are worse things I could do, given the way my life ’s turned out.

1 Anaco: piece, fragment (Galician)
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The fact that today is the nineteenth, then, must have something to do 

with this feeling I have that something important is about to happen. It ’s 

impossible to say whether i t ’ll be good or bad; I only know that it feels like 

something is going to happen. I f  I were faithful to my intuition, I ’d say it feels 

like something has, or has to, come to an end. Then, too, it  could be on the 

verge of happening, although this appears far less likely.

No matter how I look at it, I’m certain things can’t go on in the same 

way as they have for so long. Today...

When she awoke, only about ten minutes later, Sandrine was no longer 

interested in her original plan of writing in her journal. Even though she 

preferred to do that when she was alone in the house, like now, she thought 

the letter was more urgent. She walked over to the desk and trembling fingers 

brought it forth. The handwriting was different, she suddenly realized, 

because there were years and miles written into it. As her eyes followed the 

lines from left to right, Sandrine finally knew why the envelope had made her 

uneasy.

Dear, Dear Sandi,

[I haven't been called Sandi in so long I'd almost forgotten that 

name. It feels like I'm reading a letter for someone else.]
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You must be thinking it’s the oddest thing in the world, me 

writing you after all this time. I wasn’t  even sure where you were, 

but then it occurred to me your mother would of course be able to 

tell me how to find you. I ran into her downtown - such a 

coincidence - and she said to call her because she keeps your address 

there right by the phone. She gave me your telephone number 

overseas too, but I have to confess I can’t make myself call you. 

After all, you might not want to talk to me after so many years and I 

wouldn’t blame you. Maybe you’ve even forgotten I exist, although I 

hope not. As you can see, I haven’t forgotten you. Anyway, I feel 

I’ve got a better chance if I write. You always were such a reader 

that I’m almost certain you won’t be able to resist reading this 

letter, even if you decide not to answer it. That’s far better than 

having you hang up on me.

How many years has it been since we last saw each other? It 

seems to me it might have been in a parking lot in the city, during 

your first year in college, before you transferred and moved away. 

I'm not so presumptuous as to suppose you did it to put some space 

between us, but I know you were really hurt when you finally 

realized I didn’t want to go back together with you, that I’d found 

someone else I cared about. Guess I wasn’t too concerned with your 

feelings at that point, only thinking of myself. I admit that now.
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Better late than never, right? But it was obvious in your expression 

that last time we talked what you were going through. Even though 

you didn’t say anything, I could tell. I am really sorry, but I just felt 

dead inside. Can't explain it, but soon after I knew I was to blame 

and I’ve really kicked myself all these years. Can you believe how 

guilty I've felt? Now I’m hoping you’ll read this and at least to tell 

me something, anything. I’ve got to know how you feel. There’s so 

much I want to tell you - so much! Things have really changed. I'd 

give so much to see you.

Love,

Karl

As Sandrine read the letter the hands that had momentarily steadied 

themselves began to tremble again slightly. Oddly, she still did not know why. 

By the time she reached the end, which took but a minute. All sense of the 

last twenty years had grown to engulf her entire life. She was far from 

Santiago now, far from the silent house where she sat on the couch, alone, 

reading. She’d flown back in time to another life, one that, while hers, had 

been neatly folded and tucked away. Back then, like a rough muslin sheet, it 

had chafed and itched, even raised some painful blisters. It felt now like an 

old article of clothing you suddenly discover on a back shelf of a closet and
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wonder how it could have been there for so many years, why it hadn’t been 

thrown out. It should have been discarded, yes, but now it was obvious that it 

had not, and she was holding it once more, feeling its rough surface, its deep 

wrinkles. What had led it to escape a thorough house-cleaning?

Karl Davis. She’d been so in love with him, so deeply in love, and he’d 

broken her heart with his rejection of her after two years, his refusal to have 

anything to do with her. He had been her first love, the one where you learn 

everything you need to know about anything in a week or less. And that week 

becomes the treasure you store in a trunk and keep drawing from the rest of 

your life. That trunk was also packed with numerous songs that for years, 

when she heard them, brought her back to that single first week. Perhaps she 

hadn't run away from him so much as from the songs. She could convince 

herself that he was heartless and selfish, but the songs were not to blame. In 

Galicia there had been few opportunities to hear that music and that had made 

her feel safe.

It had taken an eternity to get over him. Why was he writing to her 

now? Why should she listen?

Relieved to be alone, yet knowing her husband would notice something 

was on her mind if he happened to return at that moment, Sandrine decided 

she had to do something to shift her mind's eye quickly back to the present.
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She was not the sort who could hide her thoughts and at any cost these new 

memories (if there is such a thing as new memories) had to be buried quickly, 

permanently, even if they were still alive. She couldn't quite bear to throw out 

the letter, though. 'I'd rather take it with me on a future excursion and 

perhaps throw it into a ria or place it beneath some rocks under a carballo - 

something so solidly Galician that it will be forever silenced. I don't want it 

near me’.

Meanwhile, she knew Nicolas would never look in her journal, so she 

could fold the letter up small and keep it there until the opportunity for 

disposal came along. But there was still the matter of how she looked. 

Sandrine knew the only means she had of moving it into a remoter area of her 

mind was to cover those words with a layer of her own. She turned to the 

green volume that had been awaiting her patiently while she dozed, and began 

to write, desperately at first perhaps, then slipping into a more creative flow. 

At last she reached the island that saved her, because it helped her forget all 

time and place as she clambered onto it.
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Sandrine's Writing Journal: Anaco 2

Well, le t’s give this story another try. Maybe I should change the names 

of the characters? Maybe something else is missing? It shouldn’t be so hard to 

write about things I ’ve actually seen or done. After all, I've done it  for 

magazines and newspapers.

Whether I try morning pages, afternoon pages, or middle-of-the-night 

pages, this story is stubborn. Yet it always seems to follow me around, like 

the goats that popped up everywhere last summer, in real life, in paintings or 

in stories I read, even in some Portuguese tiles in Ponte de Lima. Cabras sao, 

senhores is on the scene next to where the cheias or flood levels are inscribed 

in the stone wall facing the Lima River. The common myth is that the Lima 

was thought by the Roman conquerors to be the Lethe and they feared 

crossing it because they thought they’d lose all memory of the past. The 

problem is, I don’t know which direction they were traveling in - to or from 

home. That’s to be expected, i wonder when and where and if I ’ve crossed 

the Lethe myself.

After sketching out the plot for the longed-for story, Sandrine tossed her 

pen onto the table with a tiny, frustrated sigh. The pen rolled defiantly off the
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flat wooden surface onto the carpet. The floor was still slightly leprous from 

the waning afternoon sun that was shining through lace curtains. Nothing was 

going as expected today, and least of all her manuscript. Sandrine, in a typical 

gesture of hers, screwed up her small mouth into a rueful scowl. She always 

did that when thinking really hard and the answer would not come. Then she 

bit her lower lip in a mildly masochistic gesture of concentration. This time 

the thinking was yielding absolutely nothing. She felt that trying to write what 

she had in mind was an utterly hopeless task. Maybe she was only cut out for 

news items, and should stick to the pieces she was hired to write. There wasn’t 

so much at risk in describing hiking paths, the occasional historical monument 

or fancy restaurant.

"I quit,” she stated to the wall in a matter-of-fact way. Then she looked 

down at her wrist. Her watch indicated it was just about five p.m. and almost 

at the moment she registered the hour, several clouds raced to fill the piece of 

sky that was visible through the window. In a very Galician manner, it was 

suddenly threatening to rain.

Sandrine also noticed the date on her watch, and momentarily tensed 

when she looked at the small numbers that showed her it was the twentieth of 

the month. Immediately, she felt very tired and it occurred to her there would 

be nothing more enjoyable than to curl up for the evening on the velvety blue 

sofa - a kind of a splurge for their budget, but a worthwhile one after all - and 

start reading one of the new novels she’d gotten that morning in the one 

bookstore in Santiago that carried foreign literature in the original language.

34

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



"Which will it be? Berger or Byatt?” she asked herself, even though she 

spoke the question aloud. Did she feel like reading King or Possession, both of 

which held a deep fascination for her in ways she didn’t like to admit. Once 

again, since she had spent the better part of the day alone and speaking aloud 

did not seem so odd. (Why was she spending so much time by herself now?) 

Sandrine’s sadness grew to meet the level of her weariness, creating an odd, 

pitiable sort of equilibrium. Come to think of it, she wasn’t even sure she 

could lose herself in a novel after supper, despite her usual - and remarkable - 

ability to set her thoughts adrift on a sea of words from the moment she 

opened a book. Briefly, she calculated Nico's time of return would be in the 

vicinity of nine p.m., or perhaps slightly earlier. As if it mattered.

Her mood darkened along with the glowering sky, and Sandrine became 

worried. "This is bad,” she murmured to herself, "though it’s nobody’s fault 

but my own.” On some level, she'd always feared the relationship could be a 

mistake, but that hadn't kept her from plunging into it, using no common sense 

whatsoever and merely all of her heart. It wasn’t exactly like she’d been given 

a choice in the matter.

She hadn’t been a silly young girl when it happened, either. She told 

herself that it doesn’t matter a whole lot how old you are: if you fall that hard 

for a person, that person becomes the center of your world. You readjust your 

sights in order to reform and realign everything you think and do. Sometimes 

you even pick up and move to be with that person - if, that is, you are enough 

in love. That’s what Sandrine had done also, more or less. Maybe that was the
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problem: despite her rather impulsive but honest decision to set her life on the 

same path as that of Nico, she’d done it 'more or less’. Why, she didn’t know. 

Back then, a small something made her afraid even in the midst of her 

boldness, but she had gone ahead with her decision.

Sandrine ran the fingers of her right hand roughly through the silky curls 

that just brushed her shoulders. She liked the way the streaks had turned out, 

but knew a glance in the mirror wouldn’t reflect anything of value at this 

point. She knew she felt guilty at not having been able to completely burn her 

bridges behind her by first moving in with Nico and then marrying him. She 

knew he’d expected her to accept his world and with good reason: she’d 

promised, after all. She would have promised most anything while looking into 

his dark eyes. But that promise had soon been broken. There were always 

those other twenty-five years. And then, too, she never could convince herself 

that he wouldn’t change his mind about her, wouldn’t leave her stranded in a 

strange country. Fear had won that battle, a fear that had its reasons.

While Sandrine made herself a solitary cup of cafe con leche, she 

thought now, all these years later, Nico had done exactly what had made her 

hesitate, even while she was rushing to build a life together. He’d changed his 

mind. It was small comfort, but unfortunately it made Sandrine feel her 

reticence had been justified all along. "Now,” she told herself, "anybody 

could have figured out our relationship was not going to last. "Everyone but 

me must have thought it was doomed from the start.” Years of ocean-hopping, 

trying to make up her mind whether to go back to the States to visit or never to
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return there, had gotten her nowhere. The trips home had only kept her aware 

of the undertow. She suspected they'd provided her with more than her fair 

share of being alone. Each time she went back, her Galician husband seemed 

to drift just a bit further away, as if he were lost. They never talked about the 

sea between them because there were no ways to do that, no ways because 

there were no words for absence. So Sandrine had filled countless journals, 

even though most were filled with notes for her articles. She'd also taken more 

than one kind of medication for depression. After receiving the letter, she had 

to admit that she had cried herself to sleep a little too often. 'But I can't let go 

of either end of my life', she insisted.

Reluctant to use a page from her journal, Sandrine took the envelope 

from the recent telephone bill and scribbled on the back.

Well, it looks like I ’m going to find out what being alone really feels 

like, really means. Guess I don’t have to write about it now.

After writing these two brief sentences, she crumpled up the paper, 

embarrassed. She threw the ball in the direction of the wastebasket and put 

her head in her hands. Her acceptance of the situation had momentarily given 

way, collapsed. She could not imagine life without the man who, after all, was 

not only her husband but a good friend. "What am I going to do now?” she said 

to nothing but the still space around her with its oddly dwindling light. Then 

suddenly as thirsty as she was tired, Sandrine took a long swallow from the 

black mug in front of her on the table, hoping it would warm her.
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There was one last resort. Her choice lay between words and silence. 

She had no other weapons, and felt she'd fail miserably if she even tried to use 

them. Perhaps she'd been unable to learn Nico's language as well as they both 

would have liked, and maybe the mistake - his as well as hers - had been in 

thinking she could.

Fortunately, the green journal had something special about it. When 

Sandrine had first received it as a gift, she'd seen it as a volume of about a 

hundred pages, the normal size for a journal. Yet despite all she'd written in 

it, she had never come to the end. There were always more pages to fill. Not 

only that, but when she went back over the pages, they'd seemed to rearrange 

themselves less choppily. Even the handwriting had seemed to acquire 

different characteristics, so that certain moods or types seemed to have their 

own appearance. She had the impression that someone else had been writing 

the pages or, if nothing else, at least editing them - something quite difficult, 

since the journal's binding was hand sewn. Sometimes, too, the first-person 

entries that told of familiar places and things seemed to merge with others 

that were more like stories somebody had created, stories like the ones 

Sandrine had been wishing she could write, although she'd been trying to write 

a novel, not short stories.

With a burst of energy, perhaps the result of the black caffeine, 

Sandrine decided she would go out herself. She didn't need much time, but the 

open air, a brisk walk, would do her some good. She took the only items that 

mattered to her at the moment, and sailed out of the house toward the casco
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vello. If by chance she ran Into Nico, it would be fine, but she had no plans to 

trace his route. Her own would probably take her to the Toural, then through 

the Preguntoiro and after that to areas as yet uncharted. It was all in the 

uncertainty of the spaces, and she was keen for an adventure at that moment.

Despite the fair number of people filling the sidewalk, Sandrine opened 

the journal and began to read as she walked. She navigated by watching for 

obstacles out of the corner of her vision. The number of steps to each street 

crossing was something she knew automatically now, so she could stop when 

necessary, but still not be distracted or drawn out of her protective shell. The 

breeze was warm and welcoming. It was a contrast to what Sandrine was 

reading.
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Sandrine’s Writing Journal: Anaco 3

I bet even Ciristrilo, in all his infinite wisdom, didn't know how far I had 

to come to get to where I am now. He couldn't possibly know what I’ve been 

dragging along with me like so much excess baggage, how I fe lt when I finally 

came to light in the streets he knew so well. He was wise, but not that wise, I 

fe lt. He will never know how many times my mind's eye has traversed the long 

stretch between one world and another, between the old and the new. How 

many times I’ve had to stop and ask which is the old and which the new, in 

fact. Nobody can understand that.

Oh, good Ciristrilo has found all about where I'm from, even if  he has 

never been there himself. There are some things you don't have to do in order 

to understand, although I can't help telling him things I wish I could keep to 

myself. He makes me talk, even though I can't figure out why. He knew I was 

from away, and that was enough for him to pay attention. When you are not 

from a place you love, you must spend the rest of your life trying to become 

from there, and in the end you fail, as is logical. But you keep trying, not 

because there's hope for arrival, but because you have a pilgrim soul (alma 

peregrina) and you know there’s no choice but to remain faithful to it. It 

becomes your life ’s work. It becomes your life.

Now the talk about faith shouldn’t give anybody the idea that I’m 

referring to some kind of religious feeling. Because I ’m just as bad at religion
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as / am at philosophy and writing novels, that would not be the right 

assumption. There's another sort of being faithful that's the really tough one 

because it's not in style much these days. Especially where I come from, 

where they have the concept o f planned obsolescence and there’s an extremely 

short memory-span in the general population. Everything there serves to 

short-circuit continuity. Things and people come and go there, and we would 

barely register their presence because they were by and large superfluous to 

our lives. We tend to forget they ever existed. What we hardly ever realize is 

that we also, in so doing, forget ourselves, as we blithely forget the island 

lines by Donne that we used to read in junior high.

This all frightens me, and I turn to my good friend for comfort, not 

wanting to forget myself while I am still here in this adopted country. Not 

wanting to be forgotten by the things and places that are so much a part of my 

world, not so much because they are in my memory, but because they are 

memory. You might say some things about me are very old-fashioned.

Walking as she read, Sandrine nevertheless was able to notice the 

Planeta Azul, a pet store, off to one side of her line of vision. On an impulse, 

she closed the journal and went inside, noting the rancid animal scent and 

wondering how the little things felt in that dark interior. She hoped none of 

them had to spend very long in that place. It would have been nice to take one 

of the kittens home, but she knew it could cause some problems when she 

traveled. She would not want to board a pet in one of the places they had for
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them in the city. She thought of her own kitty, Bambi, the one she'd had as a 

little girl and who had lived to be twenty years old. Perhaps she really didn't 

want to have one to replace her childhood pet. Some people were like that. 

On the other hand, there were some turtles swimming around in a plastic 

container. They were more portable, not cuddly, but rather cute when they 

were in the mood. Sandrine liked their little faces that seemed to be smiling 

and their bright little eyes that seemed to look straight at you. She couldn't 

get any now, of course, but made a mental note to come back in a day or so. 

Yes, turtles might be fun, low maintenance but active enough to spend a bit of 

time watching them.

Nodding a brief good-by to the shop owner, Sandrine walked out into the 

open street and continued toward the casco vello. The next block up, she 

stopped again. Some days it was people who stopped your progress along the 

street, but this time it was the stores. She rarely stopped to look in certain 

windows, like the one for the pet store, but now they all seemed to be crying 

out to her to notice them. The attention-getter now was a real estate place. 

It was not like her to allow herself to contemplate those places. She and Nico 

really could not manage a different home, mostly because they could not agree 

on a place. There were attractive things about a lot of areas, but they also all 

seemed to have their drawbacks. Having to manage with one vehicle was one 

of the major handicaps. And while the more rural areas were attractive, they 

could also be lonely if one of them were stuck there without transportation. 

Both were rather used to the city of Santiago after all.
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That acceptance did not prevent Sandrine from looking at the photos, 

most of them too small or fuzzy to give a good idea of the site, of stone houses 

to be had for a good price if one wanted to undertake the repair costs. Amid 

the apartments and a duplex or two, there were lovely pazos or other stone 

houses in Muros, Portomouro, even Brion. But Brion had recently become 

popular among a certain group of santiagueses, so prices had risen far beyond 

the property value. Cacheiras was being overrun by nouveau riche and poor 

quality high-rise buildings, and Sandrine would hate to go by that big tanatorio 

every day. She thought about the coast, and wished they might go for a drive 

to Muros, with its beaches in Esteiro o Tal, or to the area of Noia, which was 

closer to Santiago. She wondered if she dared bring it up, though.

All this was but a distraction from the realization that she had hoped to 

run into Ciristrilo and had hoped not to see her husband. She told herself it 

was just because she wanted to show her friend the story she’d been working 

on, but afraid of the real reason, Sandrine impulsively turned, went back to the 

house and got in the car. She drove as quickly as she could to Bastabales.

In Galicia, Bastabales is a name everyone knows, but perhaps that is 

more for the poem by Rosalia de Castro than because they actually have been 

there. Sandrine had grown to love the quiet spot in front of the modest church 

overlooking the Mahia valley. There was rarely a chance to look inside the 

church, which seemed closed to the public even though it wasn’t permanently 

inaccessible. It was always summer, always nineteenth century, always the 

lifetime of Rosalia when Sandrine went to that spot. The newly mown grass
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and gentle clinking of' cowbells was straight out of the past, yet it was the 

Galician present, warm, moist, permanent, desperately needing the solid walls 

between the fields and defining the Romanesque chapels in order not to fade 

into an impressionistic painting. Galicia was never in real danger of becoming 

something else, though, precisely because of its ability to sit softly in its own 

earth, patiently, impassively, heavily. This made the area of Bastabales, as 

different as it was from her own first experience, one that Sandrine felt 

understood who she was. It was the air, not the earth, that made the 

connection for her. She, who had grown up with snow.

Now there was a stooped figure in black circling around to the back of 

the church with a bunch of flowers clutched in her knotty hand. The niches 

and slabs in the ground were a place of comfort to the villagers who had always 

lived there, just as there ancestors had always lived and died there. This 

continuity was one so very foreign to Sandrine, who had never in her life been 

able to find or construct it. She felt a momentary hatred for her country, 

which showed no feeling for the past if it did not mean victories in battles. So 

warlike, so unlike this adopted country, which matched her sense of meaning 

and being in the world. She sometimes wondered how she had been born 

there, how she had managed to find this better fit, how she had been so 

fortunate. And yet she had to ask if she would be able to stay. Berger had said 

it: All you have ever seen is always with you. Were we forced to be part of the 

place where we were born? Were we condemned never to change?
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The story Sandrine had brought with her was barely a story. It was not 

autobiographical, as far as she could tell, but it could have been. It simply 

sounded like it was a description of herself. It was too close for comfort, and 

she knew she would not want to see it exposed to the public eye. But she could 

share it with the gentle valley, couldn't she? As she settled onto the curved 

hem of the courtyard and found a receptive spot against its railing, she had 

decided to reveal the story to the Mahia and then she planned to erase it from 

mind as well as computer. It would no longer be of interest, once it was freed. 

She would forget, would destroy or forever silence. She would.
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Wave 1: Snowtime

There were so many of those small excursions we took from one city to 

another in Galicia. Sheer repetition, the utter boredom of it all, transformed 

them into places that were at once both tedious and alluring. I don't really 

know how I stood it as I grew to know every last blade of grass and stalk of 

couve over the years. Grass and hills, cows and fields, nothing more lackluster 

than those things. Green is just green. It doesn't mean anything. One can't 

stare at it forever. And everybody just raved about how wonderful it was. I 

heard stories of how people pined away when they had to leave to find 

employment. It was just dirt and more dirt, people who had no idea what was 

going on around them, On the train from Ourense to Santiago, words were 

written on slates of June, July, even September while I was busy counting the 

days to go back home. This was not my kind of place. I tried to find 

something, some little thing, that was worthwhile.

El valle ascendia en suave pendiente, extendiendo ante los pazos toda la 

lozania de su ladera mas feraz. Vinas, castahares, campos de maiz 

granados o ya segados y tupidas robledas se escalonaban, subfan 

trepando hasta un montecillo, cuya falda gris pareda al sol de un 

bianco plomizo. Al pie mismo de la torre, el huerto de los pazos 

semejaba verde alfombra con cenefas amarillentas, en cuyo centro se
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engastaba la luna de un gran espejo, que no era sino la superfide del 

estanque...

These aren’t my words, of course. They’re from Emilia Pardo Bazan's 

novel Los pazos de Ulloa. I won't try to send you looking for them, because the 

page they’re on doesn't matter if they’re stuck in your face all the time, trying 

to convince you of their beauty. You either see it and feel it or you don't. 

These lines are a simple description of Galicia, written by somebody who knew 

it and seemed to have some love for it, although one can't be sure. Somehow 

I've never been able to forget them. They haunt me, remind me of the place I 

did not live in as a child, and so they've come to be some odd, inevitable 

bookmark for memories that haunt only me but also this land as I watch it from 

any of several windows. Train, car, bus, it doesn't matter. They're all familiar. 

They all have too many windows. Sometimes I really despise looking, 

especially at Galicia. It's just always there, some dull canvas and its stick 

figure people and plants.

No. That’s not true. I’ve traveled through it so many different ways, at 

so many times of day, that I've turned into an unwilling green artist. All of 

these places feel like I've been watching and crossing them forever. I hate 

this. It's like some resinous matter you get on your hands, or worse, on your 

clothing, and can't get off. No amount of scrubbing will remove the stain. 

Original sin. Mea culpa. You came here, you’re to blame, not me.
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Yeah, of course, that’s why, despite the variation in time of day (or 

night) and the mode of transportation, I can't get over the feeling that i have 

forever been sitting by a window, looking out on this green truth. Don't know 

why I just chose that name for it, because it’s just a bunch of scenes that flash 

by my eyes. If anything, it's a very simple truth, one that now feels so much 

like home that it’s impossible to convince myself it hasn't emerged from some 

storybook or childhood reverie.

What the hell am I saying? No, I certainly haven't forgotten that I grew 

up millions of miles away from here, and that I am always, eternally just the 

observer, the outsider who spends most of her time looking and waiting for 

something to happen, maybe for some life to be lived. Or maybe not even 

waiting, maybe just looking, giving up my own bodylines to map myself onto 

them. Where am I going? Why does this picture draw me into it, like the 

vortex I read about in some Latin American novel and laughed at, so silly and 

romantic was the idea?

So these insistent hills and velvet valleys have now usurped my 

childhood memories because they belong to the adult, not the girl? They've 

filtered past my roving, innocent gaze and driven themselves into some inner 

realm of mine before I ever registered that they had become part of my way of 

perceiving the world? That is absurd and it only happens to characters in 

books. The greens, grays, browns and blues are kind of like a textbook on 

reality, though. They defy adjectives, won’t let me think of them in shades 

and elegant language, like chartreuse, or pearl, or azure. Plain, always the
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same, they speak mutely. Some sort of chorus which I can intuit but not hear 

because the volume is turned down insanely low.

Or maybe they're a novel set at the table of the visual feast that I've 

been allowed to join. I must confess I am starved for something, I've been 

tortured incessantly by a monstrous hunger that hides its cause just out of 

range of my perception. Dark, moody, treacherous, it's a craving I haven't been 

able to satiate for what now seems like so many years. We could call it nearly 

half a lifetime, and forget the specifics, but that would matter little. Does 

anybody care that I sit here in a perpetual silent scream, mouth open, 

deranged vowels and guttural consonants battling for some way to become, but 

constantly denied an escape? There is no life for the unlived. There is no way 

to be if you are from somewhere else and have fallen desperately in love with 

a place like this which demands you leave everything and let yourself be 

sucked in. I can't do that. I won't.

Like I said: it is as if I am always sitting beside one window or another, 

or maybe walking along some place that is only a spot to bide the time. 

Staring, stretching eyes as far as they will go, I am reduced to doing nothing, 

just pondering the world framed by its four right angles. I’m not even 

interested in doing this searching for details ancient, forbidden, new, familiar, 

or startling. Why would should anybody do this, when you can't ever be filled 

just by looking? Geez, I’m starved. There is nothing to eat in the slightly over 

100 kilometers between Ourense and Santiago. These are just two cities with 

immensely different faces and population, and there is no real tale to be told
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about them. Oh, there is the Galician countryside stitched with villages and 

smaller-than-village clusters of dwellings called aldeas and even these 

subdivided into lugares or their parts, the one darriba and the one dabaixo: 

Lestedo, Lalin, Merza. These are just one place to start to form a string of 

quaint names like so many homemade clay beads on a cord. Only here does 

reading the signs that announce you’re entering a place with an official 

designation turn into a poetry contest of sorts. Child's games, if anything.

When i first rode with people who read the names of every sign out loud, 

it was slightly annoying. No, more than slightly. I used to get downright pissed 

at them for reciting what everybody could read for themselves and knew by 

heart anyway, from countless excursions. They had been to these spots before, 

so what need was there to repeat? Each name seemed to be vying with the 

others to be the most evocative, humorous, or lilting, and the reader or 

readers seemed impartial, except to the order, the names growing in interest 

as the excursion advanced. Even I began to anticipate the next name and to 

take my turn in the recitation of a name or two. It was catching. You just 

joined in and hated yourself for doing so. At least I did. The last stop, even 

when it was home or an oft-visited place, also was honored by the reading of 

its name. I never read or said the last name, because I feared my tone of 

voice would give away my anger at the kids' game we'd been playing.

Yes, at first I craved the arrival at the last stop, my mouth almost 

foaming and my hunger grown to its limit. All I could find to gnaw on was a 

resentful silence in the privacy of the bedroom after we'd entered the house.
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But what has become of me? Now I sometimes dread the end of the ride. 

Reciting the litany of precious names has become a pleasant pastime, I chew 

joyfully on the letters, am often the first to begin this reading aloud of the 

signs: Forte Boqueixon, Susana, Cea, Trasalba, Amoeiro, Luou. Or 

Faramontaos, Muxia, Dornelas, Bandeira. Or Tamallancos, Santabaia, 

Bocarribeira. My list is endless.

It wasn't always like this, I have to confess. Once I hadn't even known 

these greennesses existed and could care less about them. They were not even 

a part of any world, much less mine. More than two decades ago I sat in a 

graduate seminar in Clemens Hall and ran headlong into them in those Ulloa 

pages. It all seems so far away, although at the time that building, in that 

city, felt so immense and permanent. I would always be in that classroom, I 

thought, we would always and forever just be reading about things unknown 

and writing the occasional paper to show we had understood what we were 

meant to understand. The dark-haired, undecipherable professor lectured, 

emphasizing his concentration by an occasional odd fan of fingers, in inverted 

position, which began pressing his forehead as the class progressed. He didn't 

know how irrelevant he would become, after that moment, how little his 

version of reality would mean to us over the years. But back then it was our 

world, and we watched him, enthralled; it was as if thoughts were being 

molded and ordered by those finger-fans prior to their exposition in class, 

emphasized by the unique formation. I think now the fingers, not the tongue, 

pronounced the ideas because the thoughts were being drawn from a far
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source; those fingers pressed in a certain fragile direction were their paths to 

the immediate surroundings of the seminar. We were not much in tune with 

him, but still we were observant enough to wonder what spaces such thoughts 

had passed through, what ways they had traveled, whether they realized how 

they sounded as they emerged, full-blown, into that alien space. But we never 

asked any questions, either. They were hardly necessary.

I do recall that peninsular zetas punctuated the professor’s gently lilting 

Spanish. My ear was not accustomed to hearing them because most of my 

friends were from Pern, Ecuador, Colombia, or Argentina. And all I knew was 

that he was 'Spanish', from the other Spanish-speaking part of the world, the 

one in Europe. It was nothing of any interest to me. It was not a world of any 

import.

My earliest college instructors, of course, had been teaching assistants 

proficient in what was called, in the instructional vernacular, GAS (General 

American Spanish). Somebody thought up the cute acronym. Nobody laughed, 

but we learned it anyway. The European version, if the truth be told, grated 

somewhat on my nerves. I knew the Spaniards couldn’t help themselves with 

their zetas any more than I could help having a western New York flat a (we 

say blyaack cyaat and similar things, if you listen closely). But it still put me 

off. However, the "th,” which to those who are supposed to know, 

immediately appears to be the Castilian form of the language, was actually 

part of an intonation pattern quite unlike the highlands and central regions of 

Spain.
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I still recall that a graduate student a few years ahead of me had once 

joked about how if we weren't careful this same professor might try to teach 

the class in Galician instead of Spanish. At the time, and even though I thought 

I had a modest repertoire of linguistics courses to my credit, this word - 

Galician - was unfamiliar to me. Back then I had thought that other student 

was referring to a regional accent, like people born in Maine refer to speaking 

"Down East,” something like how in my native New York State we think of 

'Texan” as a foreign language. Yes, it was just an accent and certainly not a 

standard one like that of Madrid. I'm not even sure I could have located Madrid 

on a map at the time, now that I think about it. I certainly couldn't have found 

Santiago, let alone Trasalba, Faramontaos or any of the rest of the litany 

components. This, moreover, had nothing to do with the weekends, when I 

was able to go off to a local spot owned by a Mexican or Texan who had been a 

mediocre barber and was a first-rate bar manager and made the very best 

chicken wings in the whole city of Buffalo. They were probably the best 

because the majority of his customers were Spanish speakers. Everybody 

gravitated to the place late on Friday or Saturday. We took over the side area 

and somebody would always bring a guitar and some good jokes, so we were 

set for hours, until we got hungry enough to eat. Last call, at 3 am, more than 

once found us there, still singing, not because we were drunk because we had 

music and wings.

In that particular seminar, as cruel contrast to the really important 

business of being in college and which was conducted on the weekends, we
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were reading nineteenth-century novels, written in Spanish, of course, not 

Galician. I can almost recall all six titles and their authors: Galdos, Valera, 

Clarin, Alarcon, and that one woman: Pardo Bazan. This class was taught long 

before universities tried to balance the curriculum as to gender or ethnicity, so 

I never even noticed that lop-sided aspect of the reading list. I may not: even 

have wondered how the woman had managed to gain entrance to the list of the 

elite writers of an elitist literature. Frankly, I had just taken the course 

because I had to: it would be on my graduate comps and what's more I had run 

out of the preferred classes in other areas. It was just a temporary 

commitment, an interval in time and space that needed to be occupied by 

something with credits attached to it. None of it meant anything and if any 

other possibility had been in the offing, Pardo Bazan would not have happened 

at all.

At that point I had not read anything by John Berger, never even heard 

of him, and did not have the slightest inkling that I would be citing him 

anywhere or, more precisely, be citing the man he finds begging in the French 

Metro and includes in his book Photocopies: "Nothing is lost," says this man, 

who is perhaps homeless, "all that you have ever seen is always with you.” How 

did Berger have this conversation with such a person? Why did he stop to talk 

to him, I ask? Berger was nonexistent back then, and so I could hardly have 

known that I would later find this author who had visited a place in Iberia 

twenty kilometers from the sea, a place called Betanzos. Berger would not call 

this place that was located in the Iberian Peninsula Spain, either. Instead he
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would call it by its real name, Galicia. He would call it that because he had 

taken the time to observe it. And this expatriated Englishman would both 

observe and consume the land along with its food. He consumed, as far as I can 

see, not just with eyes but also with teeth and ears, seeking ways to fuse what 

the eyes revealed with what the word had to tell, in order for the heart to 

survive. Some of us fail to do that. We fail to see what is right before us. We 

walk over it, crushing out the juices and screaming out all the time that it is in 

our way.

I too have been to Betanzos now, and as I read, no reread, the two 

"photocopies" of the twenty nine which comprise the book I can see what he 

means. Because to some I am now what some call an academician or an 

educator, you can categorize all this as intellectual snobbery, the ivory tower 

attitude. It might possibly be that. Some call it deformation profesional, 

meaning that people like me just sit around trying to describe and analyze 

things they don't know a whit about, but that is imprecise and denies what 

sometimes happens when the things you once studied have become a way of 

life. Sometimes people really do cross over. It does not have to be the 

moment of death when you enter another life. Don't believe me? Be careful.

In order to travel anywhere, I admit I have to start with a book, a mask, 

a disguise, a protective word-armor. Without a book to take along with me on 

the journey, even to the drugstore, leaving the house is impossible. And 

afterward I have an urgent need to set down what's been seen in several pages. 

It’s like the urge to vomit, the nausea of having gorged yourself at a banquet of
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greasy mutton and iron-heavy greens, washed down with vinegar wine and 

pudding. I feel ill if I cannot remove some of the food from my gullet, as if it 

will turn on me and poison me, destroying my brain cells, my memory. And I 

am deathly afraid of forgetting, too.

All that you have ever seen is always with you. Today I wish I'd been 

the author of those words and not some beggar discovered by that Berger 

fellow in the Parisian subway. But the fact is that as I sat in that class Spain 

was still a far-away place I had only read about. To be honest, most of what I 

had read up until then, which wasn't much, had not managed to entice me into 

traveling there. It was enough and within my financial means, to go by means 

of words. Like long before, when Heyerdahl had invited me to go with him on 

the Kon-Tiki. Not that as the proverbial starving student I had visions of 

traveling much anyway, but it was to South America I looked for future voyages 

then, if at all. One could hitch a ride there, pretending Kerouac could also be 

a woman.

The words of this novel were a realistic portrait of a simple geography; 

they were not inspiring, not really, not even in the literary sense. The literary 

critic in me noted the attempt to instill value in the scenery portrayed, but the 

absence of gripping details, the simple curves of the geography, neither 

perturbed nor enticed one to linger. As the naturalist aspect of the plot 

unfolded, the actions of the characters • especially the repressed young priest 

(how stupid and impossible to be a priest) - came to take precedence over 

their natural environment. It felt grotesque to be reading about a young

56

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



priest’s desire for a young woman. Here he was trying to control his impulses 

and were privy to them. That was Catholicism’s problem, not ours. We didn’t  

have to restrain our desires, we were free. We had our places to go and 

nobody saw us. It was boring to read about those old customs and cultures 

where everyone seemed to be telling you what to do.

The professor’s voice, echoing the phalanges, wove insistently through 

the classroom. It played out frequently in a pattern that didn't mean a thing to 

me back then but which is now so familiar to my ears that it seems like the 

only way to speak. His syntax would have a sustained tone for several 

syllables, then there would be a marked rise toward the end of the phrase, the 

ascent falling to a final low stress which tended to close off the utterance: da 

da da V DA da \  . When you listen to this pattern, which in the end is 

impossible to describe in words, at first it sounds like a question. That’s if you 

judge it according to the intonation that’s taught in first-year textbooks. But 

such utterances, when they belong to a speaker of this area of Iberia (I can’t 

bring myself to call it Spain), often turn out to be just a statement. This 

sometimes disconcerting reverse musicality very quickly imposes itself on 

visitors who spend any period of time in the area. We all end up being infected 

by it.

It was the latter part of the semester when we finally began discussing 

the one woman author on the list of readings. By then the explicator’s manner 

must have moistened another degree while he was providing the background to 

Los pazos de Ulloa. The recollections are so vague now, I feel as if the person
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who was gathering them has died and I am just recording her thoughts. Of 

course we are one and the same. That is why it is distressing to have gone 

through an experience of several weeks and come out with just a few faint 

photocopies of it all. The sounds of the classroom - one or two of them, 

anyway - remain. The sense of space, both the one where we all sat and 

talked, and the one which was intangible, too distant, totally disconnected 

from my own, has dimmed to a few rough streaks of slight color. The books 

themselves, some of which as I write are sitting on shelves in Maine, while 

others have migrated to another residence in a place which for now can be 

called Os Tilos - these books, you might say, are all I have to show for the 

course. But you would be so wrong.

Mostly, what I recall now of that moment in my life are the rectangular 

seminar room with its several high windows, allowing the dozen students to be 

distracted as we would look up discretely from our novels and notes and glance 

out them from that eighth or ninth - or was it tenth? - floor level to the world 

below. And since that world was Buffalo (or more correctly, suburban 

Amherst), New York. There was a new campus full of charcoal gray parking 

lots and monotonous dark brick buildings, there was not much to remain 

focused on unless a snowstorm happened to be in progress. We graduate 

students were in a world of our own, living in a limbo with comps on the 

horizon. Somewhere, too, we'd developed an inexplicable yet desperate need 

to make sense of narrative technique, character development and other things
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of that sort. We did it all for the good reason of future employment and 

repeating the senseless cycle of talking about things we’d only known in books.

Now, here, so many years later, I cannot honestly recall whether there 

was one of those typical "I survived the blizzard of ’77” storms in the making 

(and I do recall that particular storm with intense fondness) while we 

ruminated over the inscrutable Pardo Bazan. Still, the imagination likes to 

think there might have been such an event brewing, and so this is the manner 

in which the photocopy is coalesced in the mind. Those storms would break 

loose, attacking the pitifully homely city, and to survive the pristine assault 

meant you'd get to reaffirm all life’s most precious routines. You were reborn, 

your once-dirty, polluted worlds of steel mills turned chaste and colorless. The 

things you did over and over were now actions that told you where you had to 

be and whom you most longed to be with if you found you were cut off from 

the rest of the world. Sustaining these actions showed you what would happen 

when you were stranded on an island of snow, or opened up the box of images 

of how you would feel if you were trapped in a place with the door weighted 

shut by a ton of ice. Those storms were our white pages and we wrote large 

upon them, some of us. I feel sorry for anyone who has not known blizzards, 

pity the residents of deserts and tropics. Some of us got to play explorers, 

others preferred to be pioneers. Both groups on the frontier of the known 

world. We had ourselves, our creativity, our terrors of being buried alive. 

Indeed, life stopped during snowtime, and we could revel in that intimate 

white death for hours, sometimes days.
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As snowflakes thickened and joined together, threatening to form small 

saucers seeking eyes and noses on which to land, I am certain my gaze 

retreated back into the classroom where discussion centered on rolling green 

hills, a society where the Catholic Church was all*important, rural sensuality 

was ever at the point of bursting from its cocoon, and a child would run, play, 

or hide in many corners. Like the horreo where Perucho had gone. Don't 

forget that it was just literary entertainment, though, it was just what one did 

for a grade. Besides, who had plans to become a famous scholar at that point? 

We were just along for the ride and, frankly, for the frequent weekend parties. 

We couldn't be bothered by the nineteenth century after six p.m. I think I 

mentioned that already.

It still embarrasses me to think I hadn't the foggiest idea then what an 

horreo was. Nor did I consider asking. It probably wouldn’t have done much 

good, because the humble constructions were unlike anything I'd ever seen. 

The dictionary would have been useless. At least now I know that if you’ve 

never seen one, there is no possible way to imagine what it looks like. You 

can’t see how big it is, where it opens to store the grain, where it is generally 

perched. You can’t even describe the material it’s made of, because that 

varies. Even if all these had been explained to us, we would have had little 

more to go on. Back then probably none of us had seen one. Nobody in the 

class except possibly the scruffy, thieving Asturian with the Quixotic name, had 

ever seen how in a place called Combarro, which is a favorite of postcard 

collectors, there is a whole colony of them, studying the shore of the quiet ria.
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The slanting sun runs up their stone sides, as they sit proudly and silently 

staring out onto the sheltered waters. How do they manage to avoid the 

stereotyping that should have occurred when they were designated a national 

monuments. Since they were designated a national heritage2, they have been 

awarded eternal protection from real estate speculators. This doesn't mean 

they can't be turned into caricatures of themselves, made part of a really 

postmodern3 collage, if the nouveau riche frame them with what they think is 

an enxebre (authentic) Galician garden, rocks, thatch, and all. In fact, these 

horreos had far more dignity when they had to struggle to survive, I suspect, 

when they were all weathered on the sides, with the occasional loose clay tile 

on the roof, when not a single one was varnished - varnished, of all things! 

That was when they were taken for granted by the people who used them, long 

before people who like to look at quaint objects defined them as historically 

valid. Guess I prefer the real old stuff, not the fake kind. You can tell the 

fakes a mile away.

Why is it that it’s always outsiders who have the last word? They stroll 

in, pronounce such things, then head off, returning to city life without even a 

look behind them. Do these people ever come back to see what they have 

defined as valuable? Do they ever come at all except as tourists who are much 

more interested in the beaches and culinary aspects of the area than in the

2 patrimonio nadonal or cultural
3 Definition of postmodernism; "Postmodernism is modernism's unruly child. And since 
the definition of modernism itself remains in dispute, it should come as no surprise 
that even postmodernism's most ardent advocates seem unable to come to any 
consensus about what, exactly, it is.” Eleanor Heartney, Postmodernism. Cambridge
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events and people who've always been there? Who gave rise to the horreo 

perhaps in prehistoric times? Who know the use, not just of the horreo, but of 

the cabazo4, too? (Wait, we’d better keep that one a secret.)

No, I can't help myself. I have to talk about these works of art. The 

stolid and taciturn horreos - which can vary greatly in size and construction 

materials, and as I now know, are best understood when they are most worn - 

can only be understood in context. It's not just a matter of setting them up in a 

backyard. They don't fit unless there's an eira or aira, a pendello, an establo, 

a nabeira and probably a couple other items the week-end tourists never use. 

So that context is a complicated one and faces a real danger of getting lost, 

especially with a government that has decided too many people live in the 

country. Like Camarihas lace, rural Galicia is an intricate, tightly woven text 

of signs, symbols, and characters which are not easily deciphered.

Not that I knew that or cared much about lace or countrysides back then 

in snowy Buffalo. Yet, and I will take the risk of sounding trite, I see now that 

life’s paths are never straight. Sometimes the eyes deceive, the words are 

lies. The paths I found are no different: they have taken me, with little 

warning, precisely in the direction that has led me to understand Los pazos de 

Ulloa probably far better than any of my classmates did some twenty-odd years 

ago, perhaps even better than the professor, since he’s kind of left Ulloa 

behind, while I keep going back, year after year. And in so doing, I've

UP, p. 6. I'm not certain if I understand the concept myself, even after taking a 
course in it from Dr.Smith.
4 Cabazo. See photo.
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FIGURE 1. CABAZOS
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forgotten practically everything about the other novels we read in that snow

bound seminar in a white world of academic bliss, except perhaps Doha 

Perfecta. I remember that one now because it’s such a stark contrast to the 

Galician author's work. And maybe because the two novelists - Pardo Bazan 

and Perez Galdos - had a thing going, as I recall. But that’s just a rumor. Don't 

tell my colleagues.

Despite my cultural ignorance, (it took me twenty years to get up the 

courage to tell the professor I hadn’t had a clue about that horreo thing back 

then in class), I didn't do badly in the course. I'm sure that was because we 

only had to know about the novels, not about the real world they were set in. 

Does that say anything about what they expected us to read and learn in 

college? Ironically enough, I actually found myself that summer in Spain, 

tuition and travel mostly supported by the university. This was probably the 

first twist in the path, although nobody - let alone me • suspected it then. 

The group of graduates and undergraduates was based in Salamanca, but one 

long summer weekend the other teaching assistant and I were invited by the 

afore-mentioned professor to visit Galicia. With barely a glance at a map to 

verify where we were going. We went to Chamartin and boarded the train that 

left us in the land of the horreos (a terra dos horreos). We saw Coruna and 

Santiago, two very different cities, as different as the other two I mentioned 

earlier. Of the former, I found myself saying at first sight, 'This is where I’m 

going to retire. This is where I’m going to retire.” Odd thing for someone who 

had yet to embark on her career. I really thought it was paradise, that city
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with a beach on either side of Its libcage, a faro or lighthouse as Its cyclopean 

eye, a svelte body of shops to stroll by, and an old part as heart.

Of the latter city, Santiago, the only initial recollections remaining are 

the impressive facade of the cathedral and a couple of narrow stone streets 

nearby. One of them had a small art gallery with works by Mercedes Ruibal. 

Now I like to think, no I’m sure, that a tiny part of the worn path in the Rua do 

Franco can be attributed to my feet along with those of the countless other 

pilgrim souls who have passed along it going or returning from the world- 

famous monument to Catholicism. Those stones are like gray clouds: they're 

smooth, curved, soft. They collect rain in pockets. They wobble and billow 

ahead of you if you take a moment to contemplate o Franco from either end. 

They mirror the gloomy sky whether it rains or there's just a gentle orbado, or 

they glisten when above there are bright rays. I keep thinking the altar of 

Santa Escolastica in San Martino is not only the portrayal of the Santa's transito 

to heaven, but that somehow she's the spirit of Santiago, her clouds like 

stones, represent the transito of those of us who walk along o Franco. I think, 

too, that Rosalia felt this way when she wrote her poem to the saint. But the 

monument, we can’t forget, was built on the ruins of what would appear to be 

a Roman temple (or, Heaven forbid, something even more primitive).

Sometimes the connections to Latin America are evident, but most of 

the time now I don’t worry about locating them. There’s not enough time. It's 

growing late. Much has happened in the twenty-plus years since that first visit.

I don’t really think I meant to retire to Coruna; post-teaching was the farthest
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thing from my mind when I was in my twenties, and I didn't expect Europe 

would be seeing much of me after I returned to the U.S. My focus was still 

primarily Latin America, despite the addiction to tortilla espanola and queso 

manchego which just about anyone would have developed during a long, hot 

summer in Castilla.

Why do I keep coming back, over and over, to the idea that you don't 

choose your path in life? And that once you embark, you can't go home again. 

Somebody may return from those trips, somebody who may look and act pretty 

much like you, but it is always a ghost of the original, or at best, an imperfect 

copy, either a blurred or distorted remaking of the one who began it all. The 

more I try to explain this, the more my words sound like those of others who 

have described time as a flowing of one thing or person into another. I write, 

but the words are merely the surface of the known and the unknown, the seen, 

the hidden, and the deliberately concealed. Try as I might I can’t grasp them 

to hold them down in one place. They are never still, never content, and I am 

never certain now of what they are trying to say. Pilgrim words, palabras 

peregrinas, defiant and contaminated by vision.

This devalar is my life. Even when it seems that something or somebody 

does not fit, the damn(ed) waters of the mind open wide to engulf them. This 

big gaping vortex that is me, this grotesquely deformed monster of a person 

who is no more than a bag of bones, as Stephen King wrote that Thomas Hardy 

had written. Echoes of these others and many more, echoes of a distant sea, a
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distant self. Washed up somewhere, maybe even on the eerily-named Praia do 

Rostro.5

I did return to Europe, over and over, for reasons which will undoubtedly 

surface in the course of this story or life. There are some who will interpret 

this fact the easy way, they will insist that romance is the reason for the 

repeated venturing forth. They think they know. They may find this to be the 

only, the most logical motive for coming to know northwestern Iberia so well. 

Perhaps they are not entirely wrong. They may even be better judges of my 

actions than I. Who can say? Others, however, may agree with me in this 

belief that the gray and green land of Galicia is about far more than what one 

person sees. Like me, they will admit, perhaps also with a slight shudder, that 

there is something permanent, something comforting, and, yes, immensely and 

irresistibly seductive, in the land of the horreos. It changes everybody 

patiently but implacably. Mother of horror, forgive me, for I know not what I 

did.

Some of us are transformed more completely by what we see or hear in 

Galicia. Some of us may seem to be immediately reshaped by the world of 

Fisterra (Land’s End). This transformation is not always welcome, and if I am 

to be honest I have to admit that in my own case there was a war of resistance 

that lasted for years, until Galicia began to seep into my spirit, and I could no 

longer remember a childhood without horreos. I would eventually discover

5 Praia do Rostro: ‘Beach of the Countenance'. Northern Galician beach, it is where 
Esperanza ('Hope') jumps from a cliff and plunges to the shore below, in La hija del
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that outsiders suffer this conflict. On occasion the land, after all, also has a 

wide repertoire: it ranges from consoling and protective, to the ancient figure 

of hated mother. (Yes, the intellectuals love to feminize the rolling hills, as we 

shall see if the moment is right. If I can force myself to reread a de-Basqued, 

meseta-loving Unamuno who was mad enough to write things like 'tu me 

levantas tierra de Castilla’ in one of his phallic outbursts for which he was 

notorious and loved.)

Galicia, however, is not a woman. Barely on the radar screen of the 

Generation of 98, those fathers of contemporary Spanish identity, it places 

enormous demands on its residents. If they survive that test, they swear 

eternal loyalty to her. She is at once unfair and self-sacrificing for her 

offspring. Not a marginal region but rather an immense, powerful guardian, 

she has both embraced and rejected them, thrusting them mercilessly out in 

the world to earn the bread denied them at home. Despite this maternal 

abuse, she is not to blame. Her children know that and do not condemn her. 

They prefer to see her as a survivor herself, a living being who has been beaten 

and vilified. Yes, the land has been personified and sometimes sanctified and 

even made reincarnate in a certain woman writer. And yes, even though it has 

been over more than a few dead bodies, Galicia has managed to retain its 

identity as not-Spain throughout the centuries.

Over the years, the Galicia I didn't know existed before reading a novel 

and taking a trip - the first of countless trips - by train, has been transformed

mar, novel published by Rosalia de Castro at age 21 (in 1859). The title in English is
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before my eyes. It has become for me an entire country. Spain too has 

become something else: Spain exists because it is a frequent stop-off point for 

the transatlantic flight, but little more than that It is now a foreign space 

which I quickly pass through in order to reach the proverbial greener pastures 

of Fisterra, the end of the world. Or the beginning.

At the same time, Galicia is not just another country, a geographical 

patch hidden under the umbrella of Spain; it is also another language, 

struggling desperately not to be watered down any more than it has been. The 

has and land fingers stretch west and north toward an impossible Buffalo, a 

taciturn, isolated and befuddled Bangor. The bony, eroded phalanges clutch at 

the silken ocean as if it were a veil or a shroud and signal to me their intent to 

wait, patiently, until I decide what I must decide, what I have always had to 

decide and have always seen.

Through these images and others I hope the paths will lead me, but I 

have learned not to plan, and most of all, I have learned, as a poet friend of 

mine, transplanted to the east coast twice now from an island in San Francisco 

Bay, has written, 'to cultivate patience in the gray-green lichens of Maine’. 

Here on the edge of the eastern world, where it snows less than in Buffalo, but 

where the return of spring takes much longer, I have the rocky coast even 

farther to the east as consolation. Those jagged masks are a reminder of 

home, wherever that is.

Daughter of the Sea.
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Survival is a tremendously attractive word, the only key to 

understanding stone-cold waves and phantom barks carrying headless saints. 

How has Galicia survived repeated invasions? How will it endure those of the 

future? What has made it possible for any of us to remain in a hard land of 

solid surrender and darkened minds? Here we set roots into deep granite and 

reap an impossible harvest. And we will wait until this truth is accepted.

There are times when I feel discouraged watching the Faustus betray 

Galicia, watching them sell their flesh or souls and hers for a few coins (or a lot 

of them, actually), watching them reveal, like Judas, her true identity through 

the false kiss. Other times I feel sheer amazement at the resilience of this 

land that simply puts its nose to the ground and keeps on as always. It has 

been under siege and has always managed to keep afloat. And then I think of 

the legend of the martyred Saint James, ironically the patron saint of Spain, 

whose beheaded body some say was transported in a stone boat from the Holy 

Land to Padron, Galicia. It came to rest in that backwater town and the 

resting place of the saint was dug by some fans who hadn't the intelligence to 

provide a marked grave, so it was lost for several centuries. Everybody knows 

that’s just a myth, but it’s something they like to pretend they believe in. I for 

one am tired of the besugo-eyed bust that sits with its fake precious gems 

overlooking the cathedral's main altar. He's just a wavy-haired replica of Will 

Ferrill's Christ-like character on Saturday Night Live. You know the one - Mr. 

Matteson, the Vietnam vet who loves his own body and poses nude for an art 

class, and can't hide his scatological tendencies. He's the reason I can't visit
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the catedral without cracking up. There's Santiago, or maybe it's JC, blessing 

pilgrims while monstrous jaws stretch, gape and writhe beneath him.

At this point, Sandrine's voice drifted away to nothing, as if she'd lost 

interest or gotten lost in the darkening web of evening air. Houses a few 

hundred feet away now had fireflies in the windows and something in the night 

breeze had begun to rival her rhythmic reading. This was always a warm 

valley, but the evening had suddenly turned stiflingly hot. Sweat streamed 

down her temples and tendrils of coppery hair sprang away from her face in 

three or four places. There were so many loose ends.

Meanwhile, Nico had not come home yet. He hadn't arrived at nine, in 

fact, but had been detained. Sandrine had no thoughts for her husband when 

she decided to remain where she was for the night. She'd simply forgotten he 

existed, forgotten everything except the velvet field at her feet, the grapevine 

humming intermittently, and the movement of the renaissance statue of a page 

set as an afterthought above the doorway of the older church. All of them 

conspired to keep her there, oblivious to any other home she currently had.

Thus, when Nico returned at midnight it was to an unlit house. That did 

not surprise him. He decided it would be best to sleep in the spare bedroom. 

He slipped in and out of the bathroom, removed his shirt and shoes, then 

promptly fell asleep atop the bed without bothering to pull down the covers 

because it was so warm and he was also exhausted. It wasn't unexpected, 

however, that he slept fitfully, feeling guilty about having come home so late. 

When he awoke, he got up and headed straight for the shower and then,
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freshly washed, he felt he could face going into the bedroom where Sandrine 

was. When he discovered she wasn’t there, that the bed was empty and it had 

been made, he had no reason to think anything was awry.

"She must really be angry,” Nico thought. "Maybe she’s gone to look for 

me,” he added, hopefully. That thought catapulted him outside once more.

It was at that moment that a rested but concerned Sandrine was edging 

their car into a space a few yards down the street. She saw Nico leaving and 

knew why she’d felt so comfortable beside the little church that she'd been 

unwilling, or unable, to leave it.

"Campanas de Santiago, cando vos oio tocar, morro-me de soidades,” she 

paraphrased, ready now to face the reality of the day. She knew she'd have 

yet another morning to herself, and suddenly - perhaps emboldened by the 

previous lonely evening - she decided to call Ciristrilo instead of hoping to run 

into him by chance. Even if Ana answered, she’d figure out how to ask to talk 

to her friend.

"He's not here," replied Ana’s puzzled voice. It was a bit early for friends 

to call, unless it were something urgent. "Call him at work in about half an 

hour,” she instructed Sandrine, only the faintest hint of reluctance or suspicion 

in her tone.

While she waited to make the second call, Sandrine decided to write a 

brief entry in her journal, trying to capture her dissatisfaction about the 

chaotic "Snowtime." It sounded too much like a memoir; people would think it 

was about her, not a work of fiction, if she ever let them read it. Here she’d
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tried to create something original, something with some literary quality, and it 

hadn't worked. It sounded like one of the travel pieces she'd written for a 

magazine last year. Damn it all, it hadn’t worked. It was just a pastiche.
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Sandrine’s Writing Journal: Anaco 4

This story just isn't coming together.

It goes in and out of focus. It gets moody. Like me.

There are parts spread about my notebook, this blue-covered, 

inexpensive (10 pesetas!) writing space I became addicted to ever since I 

discovered it in the newly-renovated Libreria Hernandez on Rua Vella. Parts 

like the pieces of a dismembered cadaver, bleeding and almost desperate to 

wish away their miserable un-wholeness. That’s how my words look and feel, 

anyway.

Problem is, it's hard for me to predict whether the fusion of the parts 

will ever constitute anything more than a bloody, ill-pieced-together 

Frankenstein. Ironically, though, I rather think the process of vivisection and 

reconstruction allows for more freedom to breathe than the original, 

monotonous, single-headed body. On the one hand, after having lived for so 

long between this country and my own, you could say I've gotten acclimated to 

not being anywhere for very long. It ’s a grotesque sort of arrangement, this 

eternal waiting to decide where we will live. On the other hand, after so 

many years, it no longer matters, because by now I’m too far down this road 

to turn around and go back. I ’m smack in the middle of Manderley, you might 

say, and I ’d better be lovin’ every damn minute of it.
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Don’t  get me wrong. I ’m not horribly depressed by the way my life has 

turned out, although I really, seriously despise being by myself so much. 

Every year, though, I get a little  closer to understanding why I do this and 

why, on some sensual or insane level, it works. Don't look for any easy or 

obvious answers, though. There is no plot whatsoever to be found winding 

through the pages that follow as if  it were the sheet o f a shroud or Ariadne's 

thread. There's no structure to follow, and no plan for escape. Not from my 

lips. If  only that were the case, if  only I knew where they and I were heading 

and could define the direction, I might feel more comforted. As it is, my 

words at this point are pretty much adrift. But you probably wouldn’t know 

what i t ’s like. Nobody in her right mind would choose to live this way. 

Nobody.

You know, I ’ve spent so much time desperately waiting for something to 

finally happen, and I've slipped back and forth between two places on separate 

continents, that strange things have started to happen. You know, I've done a 

bit of reading and think it may have been Lacan who said people are forever 

waiting for something to fill the void. The manque (I guess that's what he 

called it) might be a human being’s cherished sense of immortality, but that’s 

far too abstract, too philosophical, for my tastes. I ’m no philosopher, damn 

it, and I sure as hell don’t get abstractions too well. All I know is what is real, 

or what I can make real. And I do know absence. You should see how I touch 

it and squeeze it until it bleeds out from between my fingers, like dark, 

oozing mud. Push the fingertips together, slide slime with fervor from one
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side of the distorted oval surface with tiny lines to the other oval. Like 

pressing life into silence, that gesture. The pure greed o f contact, lust for 

touch, beyond dumb dreams of unspeaking bodies. I press and watch 

substance exude from wherever it desires.

Because of this business of eternally waiting (to use a slight hyperbole - 

nothing and no one is eternal now, is it? Are they?) for something that never 

comes, I’ve started to feel that I ’ve never been born. Either that or I ’m 

already dead. In this case (that is, not being able to make up my mind 

whether I am or am not), I find myself torn yet again between mourning my 

own potential or probable lack of being and rejoicing at how this death thing 

I've happened onto isn't so bad after all. In fact, I ’d say that all the hype and 

fear are downright unnecessary, if  you can't tell what your true state is. 

Perhaps I ’ll just settle for a little  concrete identification of the space I believe 

I live in, because it seems to have gotten misplaced. Maybe that sounds funny 

to you. But do you know what i t ’s like to try to fill in the space on forms that 

says "place of residence” and not be sure which address to put, afraid that 

whatever you write in that blank will be a lie? Only ghosts or homeless 

persons (no disrespect intended toward either) have difficulty completing this 

information, and even they probably have their preferred haunts. I have 

trouble even identifying an attic of my own.

But I didn't mean to get morbid, you know. I'm much more interested in 

how the separation from a place and a person you seem to love desperately 

(there's that sense of desperation again; it could become awkward, even
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dangerous), ends up provoking an utter fusion of the parts. Sure this probably 

sounds impossible or funny to you. Well, how would you feel if  sometimes you 

are physically in one of the two places and you forget and think you're in the 

other? How would you like feeling that far too often the newer (although it's 

medieval) place holds more of your roots than where you grew up? You'd most 

likely feel guilty about that, as if you were trying to be something you're not. 

Maybe you'd feel you were trying to show off about having assimilated so much 

of another culture. They won't let you do it, you know. People don’t like to 

accept the fact that cultural divides can be crossed. People are likely to 

suggest you're just an overly avid tourist because after all you don't have those 

stones - did I say stones? - in your blood as it were.

However, I suspect this feeling o f inhabiting two spaces simultaneously 

is really not so unusual. Lots of us change. Jesus, we do. But then there are 

the moments when we start to feel confused. Like when you’re with the 

person, this other person who's part of the confusion, and that person might 

be talking, saying mundane, normal things, or maybe just standing there, and 

gradually you get spooked because you've realized you have to poke or pinch 

yourself to be convinced this is a real human being in your presence. So you 

pinch yourself really hard and it hurts and you know you're forcing your fingers 

to put that pressure on your forearm or shoulder. Then you start to wonder if 

you're really pinching yourself and the pain from the crushed skin is not 

imaginary too. You realize at that point that the only way of establishing the 

truth is to wait until the bruise marks appear. Until then you can only
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continue to inflict the pain on yourself, mercilessly. There’ve been times 

when my whole body was black and blue. Anyway, you know what they say: 

you can’t get blood out of a stone.

This is not a question of my having an alter ego. And certainly there’s 

no cause to worry about my being schizophrenic. The reason for the blurring 

of borders and identities is actually a very simple one: nobody could possibly 

have had a real relationship like this for so long. You know that, and anybody 

who hears me describe it, well, they just look at me and wonder how. And 

why. You should know, Nico.

And yet our so-longed-for meetings often do not go smoothly. Too 

much is riding on them, perhaps, after so many years. This has gotten to the 

point where nobody jokes anymore about how our reunions must be like a 

continuous honeymoon. There are no jokes and yet there's a hint of the 

humorously macabre when after so many years it begins to look as if  the 

ultimate honeymoon will be taking place in the grave. With that to look 

forward to, it's understandable that we would get together with some 

trepidation. As the years go by, the separations seem briefer, but our faces 

and bodies have the weeks writ large upon them. We make time in a different 

manner now. Aren’t you just a little afraid of the solution? Don't you 

understand the reasons for doing what we do?

Still, some people, probably well-meaning, have told me with a kindly 

smile that this experience - my life, they mean! • is like a novel. They 

insinuate all sorts of things, but it all sounds like snickering. I disagree that
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one could make this into a work of fiction. Besides, I’m not a novelist, so I 

wouldn't even know where to begin this story, much less carry it through to 

the end. However, even from within my incompetence I must confess that I 

am all too aware of those aforementioned bleeding fragments. They are 

forever lurking around between the frail blue covers of the inexpensive little  

pads I like to buy in groups of five or ten on the Rua Vella, even though I 

already have some rather fancy journals with nicer colors and designs, the 

ones people give you as gifts. They may be my last hope for escaping from  

this horror show in which I watch you slowly dying, waiting for your blood to 

run cold so I can have you forever with me. Or vice versa. To my credit I can 

say Tve yet to kill hope. Maybe I can suture some of the corpus together in an 

attractive fashion with a few well-chosen word-bridges. Frankensteins unite! 

Join the zombies and see the world!

Rosalia de Castro wrote: 'Se o mar tivera barandas, forate ver ao 

Brasil \  I know we never made it to Brazil, Nico, and we did try, at least once, 

but there have been other pilgrimages. I remember when I wrote this at the 

start of our marriage:

The thought of starting a real life together after so many years is not 

merely daunting; it’s utterly terrifying.

Now that life may be preserved, like a relic (which is a fragment o f 

some saint's mutilated body) in a small silver coffer. Only my coffer is nothing 

more than a memory. Yes, the thought of starting a real life apart after so 

many years is horrifying, but I can survive on the screen of the mind's eye,
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from a distant sea and as a viewer who can even choose not to look if the 

scenes get too gruesome. From afar I can continue to be your wife, can 

forever love you and hold you in my arms and make love to you, can imagine 

the time when we'll have a child and I will hold it in my arms too. Lying over 

the river and across months of snowy evenings (it never ever snows here, 

honey), I'll survive the worst blizzard of all, the one made of lost kisses, the 

one that is only told in Galician.
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s.o.s.

(three months later)

Not all was tragedy and torture for Sandrine, however. However, she 

did begin to hide the journal from Nico, because she was afraid of what he 

would do if he really did read it. Hoping it was nothing more than a frustrated 

entry in a book with green covers. Looking for a way out of the situation. If 

worse came to worst, she knew she could always ask her friend Ciristrilo to 

lend her a hand again. He'd been around for so long and his wisdom was to be 

respected. Yes, there was the question of his wife, who might not understand 

their friendship after all, but Sandrine felt she had nothing to hide in that 

sense. She was sure she was drawn to Ciristrilo merely because of his Galician- 

bred wisdom of knowing how to stay put and live everything within reach as far 

down as it'll allow you to go. Of knowing that if you stray too far from your 

point of departure you will not only not be able to go home again, you will not 

want to, and yet perhaps not everybody will want you to stay. Of knowing 

what she had come to know too late.

For Sandrine, her friend was a permanent fixture on one of the 

continents, the one where she was, at least for the time being, and until the 

time when she finally lost the battle to remain a part of it. His solidity was
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obvious the first time she met him and that was why she had liked him 

immediately. That particular evening he had been in his small living room, a 

dim light off in one corner, the air chilly and suggestive of an extra sweater. 

He seemed to be rooted to the spot, like an old carballo or oak tree or an 

horreo. He looked as if he were holding up the wall. It mattered little that in 

a playful mood she’d given him a pseudonym, because anybody who had been 

around Santiago for all these years would know who he really was, anyway. 

She couldn't get away with that just so people wouldn't know who she was 

referring to. Her expression gave her away. And sometimes Sandrine used his 

real name, too. If it hadn’t been for him, she couldn’t imagine where she’d 

be, or even if she’d be. After all, you can’t get blood out of a stone.

Ciristrilo did indeed resemble a tree. He had a sturdy trunk, wavy hair 

that was like an arboreal bark, his arms were not exactly stocky but they grew 

out from his body like they were the visible part of a much larger living being. 

He could reach into so many small spaces and extract information, anecdotes, 

addresses, lost documents. And then too there were his eyes, the eyes that 

never missed a thing because they were able to focus deep inside anybody and 

pull out what was there. After her first impression that she was being laid bare 

by his gaze, Sandrine grew ever so fond of him precisely because she had to say 

very little and he would make all the connections. She could only hope he 

would somehow miss the one connection that she was trying to hide, or thought 

she was trying to hide. That one made her look slightly flushed when she 

thought of it. She would nervously begin trying to smooth the reddish waves
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that framed her face like an overlapping of copper coins. She hugged her arms 

about her upper chest in lieu of the other's embrace.

She knew she had to keep those feelings far from her mind when she 

looked directly at the eyes that slanted downward in a Celtic gesture of 

blended joy and sorrow that had never lost its prehistoric roots. Ciristrilo knew 

exactly where he was from and he was pretty much aware of where everybody 

else was, too. Even those who had come later were entered into his register 

sooner or later. People had no secrets around him; nobody escaped. Like an 

accomplished tailor he also could sew well, sew together every single loose end 

and torn spirit into a new form, a relationship that worked at last. Sometimes 

he did that with a pat on the back, or a serving of perfect Arzua cheese and 

albariho, sometimes it was the cadence of his voice, which was like riding on 

gentle waves in the ria of Muros. He was a safe port in a storm, if one could 

get close enough. And she was trying.

It might sometimes look as if Ciristrilo, Sandrine's dear C, the person 

who kept her on an even keel, could do a considerably more accurate and 

efficient job of figuring things out than she could. And it was entirely possible. 

After all, he knew Galicia because he had lived there all his life, all forty-odd 

years of it. He had not been so foolish as to move away. Sometimes Sandrine 

thought that instead of four decades it must have been for at least four 

centuries or more that he'd lived in Santiago. She thought it when he began to 

tell her stories from both past and present. There was almost nothing he 

didn’t know, or didn’t know how to find out. He had an answer, or advice, or a
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consoling comment, for absolutely everything and everybody. Maybe he would 

know how she should write this story and, more importantly, if there anything 

could be done to set the marriage afloat once more. If so, he might have to 

take over the management of the situation and Sandrine would obediently 

retreat to whatever safe space might be left. There were some interesting 

choices in that respect, spaces unsuspected by the majority. And her friend 

could have all the credit for carving them out. She knew he deserved it, and 

being the author of a novel or short story was much less important for her 

future than salvaging the wreckage of her floundering personal life. Or so she 

thought.

The only problem was that she could not tell him about her problems 

directly. That much we know. Sandrine had to figure out, as best she could, 

the way to let him know how serious the situation was. (Galicians don’t believe 

you fall in love, so they don’t believe you can lose that feeling either; you just 

establish a relationship somehow and it then becomes a permanent 

commitment.) Then she had to coax him to help in this intimate matter while 

knowing it ran completely contrary to his desire.

Sandrine found Ciristrilo at his desk at the Enciclopedia just about 1 

p.m. and convinced him to go with her to the bar across the street for a glass 

of Ribeiro wine in order to talk in an uninterrupted fashion. At least her timing 

was good. That is the exact hour when people step out for a brief moment to 

have an apperitif, a wine or Estrella de Galida beer with tapas. She might have 

hesitated about pulling him away from the work of overseeing the
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encyclopedia, which always had deadlines, but so many things in her life then 

were being interrupted, going adrift, slipping out of place, that she did not 

think twice about disrupting his concentration that day. As a friend and 

Galician he would understand that kind of impulse, he would know there was a 

good reason for it. He did. The first thing he suggested was that they try 

taking about things, although he knew that the good local way to talk is 

definitely not head-on. One never asks direct questions and certainly never 

discusses personal affairs. One intuits. Otherwise, the conversation is 

truncated immediately and there is a pointed glare from the other person. 

Even non-intimate things are not asked. You can’t even ask directly where 

somebody is from. Galicians know that those details may be embarrassing to 

you. They are so rooted to their knowledge and experience of place, it seems 

that the details of one’s history are weighted down with the past few centuries 

of interaction. Maybe somebody is from a remote village, but they do not want 

to reveal it to a person who is from one of the provincial capitals. And people 

do not automatically reveal last names because in a culture where the clan can 

still be traced, that may provide entirely too much information, may color the 

conversation or negotiation. Details, always details.

Sandrine knew all this when she heard Ciristrilo ask her a question that 

on first impression might have appeared to have nothing to do with what she 

hoped to talk about. He wanted to know what she had done a couple of nights 

ago during the celebrations of Santiago, how she had managed to survive the 

tremendous heat wave that was making it hard for everybody to sleep. He
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asked also if she had seen the mime that was performing on the corner of the 

entry to the old part of the city not too far from the Alameda Cafe. He noted 

that the mime's blue and black spandex costume must have been pure torture 

in the sweltering, breeze-less oven that was Santiago. When Sandrine nodded 

that she had seen the fellow, Ciristrilo said nothing, his silence waiting for the 

words to fill it. She then realized it was her responsibility to provide an 

answer. She took a deep breath, looked into his gorgeous eyes (the ones that 

were telling her she’d never dare), and began.
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Wave 2: Ideas

There was a mime staring over the shoulder of a woman who was sitting 

on a terraza in the unusual heat of the late evening The woman's small 

daughter appeared to have fallen asleep, her head resting on the crossed arms 

that were on the small round table of the outdoor cafe. She was not a very big 

girl, just old enough to sit in her own chair and yet young enough so it felt odd 

to her mother to have her lap free. The high temperature had led them to 

choose the separate seating arrangement. It was by now a little after 

midnight, but the sweltering weather and the festivities had enticed everyone 

out into the streets of Santiago de Compostela.

I noticed the hour. Yes, it was on the late side, but then the city was 

celebrating its local holiday as well as the day of the patron saint of Spain, and 

didn't puzzle at all at the hordes comprised of both tourists and locals milling 

around the streets. I suspected for some reason that not everybody had come 

on a pilgrimage. At least some of them were, like the medieval gallofo, more 

devoutly in search of entertainment rather than spiritual enlightenment and 

redemption.
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Even though I watched the scene unfold before me for several long 

minutes, I still couldn't tell if the woman was a local or a tourist. That may or 

may not have made a difference. However, there was nothing in her gestures 

or expression to identify her, other than what might have been evident through 

her speech. I have a reasonably good ear for the Galician accent after all the 

years of coming to visit, but of course I was too far away to discern anything 

she said. She smoked too many cigarettes as she held an intermittent 

conversation with another adult whose cropped hair stood up rather spikily in 

the glow of the street lamp that was probably crafted around the turn of the 

last century to accentuate the middle ages atmosphere of Santiago. All the 

while the woman continued to receive the gaze of the white-faced mime in the 

tight elastic costume who was beginning to crowd her slightly. Perhaps she was 

less inclined to be self-conscious because the ghostly characters were getting 

to be a dime a dozen during the annual festivities and it was easy to get used 

to their cloudy faces and painted lips. Santiago mimes can be very interactive, 

though, and made the woman's lack of response somewhat unusual. Odd, one 

might say, to be watching the performee more than the performer, the 

audience that was resisting its assigned role as spectator.

Suddenly I became aware that this reversal of roles was what was out of 

place and had caught my eye. It was the white face and costumed body that 

was watching the woman, his face full of gestures. I could not begin to guess 

his age and had only his agility by which to judge. He was moving about her 

even while she sat staring stonily off toward some distant point, the
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conversation at the table gradually having dwindled to a pure vacuum either 

from boredom or weariness or lack of things to say. Still, I couldn't imagine 

what she might have been contemplating. This made me inexplicably uneasy, 

so I cast around momentarily for a less cryptic scene.

Finally the woman stood up, looking a bit anxious although not precisely 

disturbed. She lifted her drooping child and draped her over a none-too- 

maternal shoulder, before heading off with a slow, burdened gait in the 

direction of the Hostal de los Reyes Catdlicos. I knew the city well enough to 

know the location of that landmark, off to the right of the Cathedral, opposite 

the Decanato. She didn't choose the more traveled routes, though. Instead, 

she chose a set of zigzagging smaller streets, as if she might be trying to 

confuse anyone who might be following her. Then I saw she went past the 

Hostal and crooked around again until she came to one of the Algalias, some of 

the most typical and most ancient streets of the old part. She didn’t pay any 

attention to the mime who was, after all, just a mime.

The next morning I read in El Correo Gallego that a woman who'd been 

staying in a modest pension not too far from the Iglesia de las Animas, 

somewhere in the old part of Compostela, was missing. The police only found 

out so soon because the owner of the pension was accustomed to seeing the 

woman come down for breakfast with the little girl. The police had come at 

the request of the landlady and when they too received no answer, they'd 

opened the door. Their report indicated they'd found very little evidence of 

anything amiss: a few silver coins scattered about the floor of the room, along
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with an empty billfold that could have belonged to either a man or a woman 

but contained no identification. Still and all, there was no indication of any 

struggle and nothing to indicate the occupants had either come to any harm or 

been forced to leave against their will. Assuming that the occupants were the 

woman and her daughter.

The investigation was continuing.

* * * * *

Somehow that didn't seem to be a good enough explanation of what had 

transpired. Not if it was meant to be a story. Sandrine sat there in the 

intimate bar wondering why she couldn't find the right tack. She knew there 

was more on her mind, but the words would not flow. Ciristrilo looked 

discreetly at his watch, and she knew she had to let him go back to work for 

another hour. After all, he did have deadlines. He gave her his usual squeeze 

on the arm that was always too brief and too distant, and she had to let him 

disappear into the dark doorway beneath the soportates of the rua. Turning in 

the direction of her house, Sandrine walked, deep in thought.

I had an idea that good old Ciristrilo (who really isn't old at all, but he's 

wise and so he seems to have the wisdom of a much older man - / confess I 

have a weakness for older men, too) wouldn't have a lot to say about the story 

I wanted him to hear. If  I want to have a talk with him, I'll have to go to his 

house, it seems.
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Later that day, Sandrine headed off down one of the streets that start at 

a higher elevation slope downward from the old part in exactly the same 

pattern as their original layout from the first inhabitants, forming the ribs of 

the newer sections and finally shattering beside the new highways that 

surrounds the city and threatens to choke it daily. The sides of the city slope 

downward because Compostela, or whatever it was originally called, was built 

smack on top of an ancient castro in order to better defend themselves from 

their enemies. The enemies were the Romans back then. Now the enemies 

are Spaniards or maybe even certain members of the Galician populace, 

traitors who never heard of Monte Medulio.

Her route led in the direction of Rei Fernando Terceiro o Santo, where 

Ciristrilo lives, or at least where he spends a good part of his time. When she 

reached his place and had been ushered in with his usual kindly grin and a kiss 

on each cheek, she asked whether he had heard anything about the incident. 

To her surprise, Ciristrilo had been there last night as well. "Funny I hadn't 

seen him," she thought, "though I sensed he might be out and about, like a bat 

that emerges in the warm night air to roam." Sandrine used to be deathly 

afraid of bats, but had come to see their intriguing habits and think maybe she 

could learn something from them. Maybe it was the way they darted about. 

Maybe it was their ability to see in the dark without eyes, through an entirely 

different mechanism. They seemed to know in a way humans don't. That's like 

Ciristrilo, only he’s human despite the odd name Sandrine had given him.
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With a little more time and a few small plates of almonds, olives and 

zamburinas on the coffee table in front of them, Sandrine explained: "Because 

I'd seen the woman, the notice in the newspaper, which must have been 

printed only a few hours after the incidents, really upset me. I figured out that 

I'd actually been watching that strangely indifferent woman only a few 

moments before the events of the story. Was there something I'd missed? 

Should I have seen the woman was in danger?” Ciristrilo assured her it was by 

no means her fault that she hadn't noticed any potential for danger in the pair's 

relationship, but he also told her "You know, occurrences like that are not 

without precedent in Galicia”.

Sandrine thought he was teasing her with the old stereotypes of 

superstitions and imaginary events or people that Turismo likes to promote for 

the place. She immediately realized she should have known better than to 

doubt his wisdom. Despite his deep laugh, that rose oddly from far down in his 

chest, Ciristrilo meant what he was saying. His jolly eyes, jolly even with their 

downward-slanting outside corners, did not deny the truth behind his words 

and in fact rather underlined it. Most likely he also knew exactly what he was 

talking about in this particular case. Not for nothing was he deep into volume 

19 of a 25-volume encyclopedia on things Galician. That meant nearly 6,000 

pages under his belt so far, and still six volumes to go. Cristrilo's words held a 

lot of weight.

Ciristrilo had been there, then, and he had in one way or another seen 

the same thing, but his way of seeing had been different from Sandrine's. For
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instance, he knew the woman was not a local, and that her family was from 

Urdilde, a small town on the road to Noia. She had seen Urdilde countless 

times on excursions to the coast, but had never bothered to stop. For years 

the hamlet has slept, although recently it has been bitten by the viper of 

speculation, its precinct blotched with new high-rise apartment buildings 

rather excessive for a modest population and too poorly constructed to attract 

the well-to-do overflow from Santiago. Towns, architects, construction 

companies ought to be ashamed of the messes they’re creating. They're killing 

Galicia, turning towns into eyesores, paths into major highways, fields of gre/os 

into havens for dust and lead deposits.

The woman's family had left Urdilde in search of work, first to 

Argentina, then back to Madrid. She had been born in Rosario (how did 

Ciristrilo know all this?) and a touch of rural Argentina was still in her speech. 

Ciristrilo had heard it as she sat and talked with her other companions, two 

from the Spanish capital and one from one of the areas of Galicia where they 

have seseo and sheada - which could, it’s true, be Urdilde.

The conversation was making the woman on the terrace slightly 

uncomfortable. The Santiago person was arguing about the disdain of the 

madrilenos for Galicia and the big-city Spaniards were denying any such thing, 

since after all they'd come to Santiago to celebrate the festival of Saint James, 

had they not? They thought it was quite significant that he was the patron 

saint of Spain, and that it showed how open Spain really was to all the parts, 

even those who insisted on turning their backs on the madre pat ha, their
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legitimate and indisputable mother country. Now the Basques were another 

thing, everybody knew what they were like, and one had to treat the Catalans 

with perhaps a little too much respect but they were pretty arrogant all the 

same, but Galicia was just fine with her status. And it was such a fun place to 

be, with everybody in the streets partying, the quaint medieval-like settings, 

the great food, the warm evenings. The visitors were enjoying their stay 

immensely and had already begun thinking about how they would be coming 

back next year.

The woman did not participate much in the conversation. Her small 

daughter was so exhausted she had dozed off, head on her arms. The metal 

table top was at least a little cooler than the night air. The woman was 

thinking about leaving when the mime came and placed himself beside her. He 

kept watching her, as if waiting for her to perform. She wasn’t uncomfortable, 

exactly, but she had no idea what to do, whether to give him some coins, speak 

to him, or something else. He just kept looking at her, his white face pallid 

and ghostlike, his body stiff, encased in the blue and black liquid of his 

costume. She did notice there were no wrinkles to speak of beneath the 

greasepaint mask and he looked fairly sturdy, yet agile despite his stillness. 

The thin sleeve of his attire barely hid a surprisingly muscular arm. He was 

rather tall and more than a little intriguing, something helped by a faint scent 

of pine.

After a few minutes, the woman grew used to the mime's presence and 

saw he didn't move to take the two 100-peseta coins she'd placed on the edge
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of the table even though he had not been performing. Her thoughts wandered 

to some memories that had been stored away in her childhood • her 

grandmother's stories of Santiago celebrations back many years. Back then 

there was no Xunta, no display of invited performers, and so far few foreigners. 

Crowds thronged the streets then too, but the festivities mostly belonged to 

the people who were from the four provinces. It was not a moveable feast, 

recreated in various settings around Spain. Grandma had told her about so 

much...

As the woman looked up, she saw the mime wink at her, an 

imperceptible movement of his shoulders suggesting at the same time that she 

should get up. Somehow she was not afraid even at this gesture and its 

implications. Something was right about the quiet mime, something she only 

knew instinctively, not, of course, by anything he said. Maybe it was the 

certain slant of eyes that identified him as Celtic, or Galician, and therefore 

not as a mime come to make some money off entertaining tourists. After all, 

he'd refused the coins and remained by her side.

It was getting late, and at last the woman indicated to her companions 

that she was going to return to their pension with her daughter. They’d ended 

up in a pension because all the hotels were booked. You could find yourself in 

an inhospitable place if you didn't know where you were making a reservation, 

because some of the pensiones were dreary, never having been refurbished 

since people began staying in them two hundred years ago, before there was a 

July 25 to celebrate. On this occasion it had turned out for the best. A friend
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of Grandma's had a daughter who occasionally let rooms, and deep in the heart 

of the old city they'd been greeted by real linen sheets with Camarihas tatting 

on the edges. The woman left the coins on the table and walked slowly, 

daughter clinging sleepily to her left shoulder. The walk through the medieval 

streets was difficult at first, with all the revelers, but the crowds gradually 

dwindled as she reached the side of the Obradoiro Square and then walked 

around the Catedral - still savoring the immense, unnatural heat of the evening 

- and headed up the steps by Xelmfrez, past San Martino and towards the Praza 

de Cervantes.

When she reached the Ruela de Xerusalen, she knew for sure the mime 

was following her. Still, she knew there was nothing to fear and nothing that 

could be done anyway to avoid it. She was even looking forward to what was 

going to take place, although she could not admit it to herself. The walls of 

the narrow streets began to come closer and closer, but she was eager for this. 

They felt like some gentle coverlet spun by spiders and draped on the 

buildings, ready not to be draped around her. The fact that it was hellishly hot 

made no difference. The mantle would be welcome.

(At this point Sandrine began to ask herself how even Ciristrilo could 

know all this, but she made up her mind to continue listening.)

The mime, still not speaking and thus acting in the best mime fashion, 

but using gestures to communicate (as they always do for spectators), steered 

the woman now in the direction of Santiago's smallest street. There's a 

painting by Villafinez of it that Sandrine always wished she had purchased just
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because she loved the name of the street. She had seen it in the back 

storeroom of a second hand bookstore whose owner had come across it when 

he was buying the library from the daughter of its former owner. She had only 

looked at it and could not buy it because of the price but also because there 

was something more about the painting that had resurfaced after all those 

years, seeking a new owner. The painter could never have known that the 

drunken streaks of sunlight - impossible to say whether they were the first of 

the day or the last - drooled down the granite blocks beneath the soterias that 

had no place to go, nothing to see. He could hardly have sensed from his 

bleary position that the red gashes of cloth or iridescent puddles of color on 

the ground would hold viewers captive. That's why it was probably sold for a 

song, or fifty pesetas, or even just the next taza of rusty Ribeiro wine, at best 

for another tube of yellow paint.

The street was Salsipuedes, now named once again Sae se podes because 

it had become all right to use the Galician names of streets since Franco died. 

Some say the Xunta is to be thanked for the official support of the language. 

Sandrine, despite being a foreigner, had also heard very different opinions 

about what was happening to the language, but that was not especially 

relevant to the events of the 24th of July.

Ciristrilo continued with his version of the story she had tried to tell.

The pair, or rather trio, then headed toward the tiny street of Sae se 

podes, which could only have been considered a street in medieval times 

because now it looks like nothing more than the back alley of a back alley. It
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was near the l$rexa das Animas that was sketched by Castelao and thus has 

now become a landmark for all santiagueses. To get to it one enters a brief, 

dark and narrow street (Rua Travesa) with a new leather goods store on the 

right - Media Lua is the store's name. Something about Galicia suggests dark 

nights, dark streets, bright half-moons, one imagines. Now the woman 

followed the mime instead of the opposite. She copied him, echoing his soft, 

careful steps over the uneven cobblestones, his gesture of reaching to touch 

the stone slabs of the walls that enclosed them, his reach intended both to 

measure the brief span of the passageway and to absorb the unusual warmth of 

the granite, customarily so cold yet on this particular evening almost steaming, 

burning the fingertips.

A few steps further on, they turned right, and a few steps more took 

them to the center of Sae se podes. There was nobody else in the area, and 

only a distant street lamp hovered up over their heads. The woman knew why 

she was there and not in the pension. She also knew it meant responding to 

the three words engraved on the street walls and traced in red. The thick, 

humid silence surrounded them as they stood in the tiny praza until her little 

girl lifted her head and asked groggily, "Where are we?” Then, again in single 

file because of the narrow passage, the three left, walking toward the pension. 

Once they were there, the woman appeared to look longingly around the lovely 

room with the sparkling linen sheets, the polished oval mirror of the 

modernista style armoire, and the farrapeira rug beside the feather bed. It 

would have been so nice to spend at least a night or two there.
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Then she noticed the time. Although it was unlikely that her 

companions would be returning before dawn, and less likely that they would 

come knocking on her door, she knew she should not linger any longer. Looking 

at the mime, who stood in a relaxed yet oddly vigilant manner by the thick 

wooden door, she nodded. It wouldn't be necessary to take everything, so the 

small coins on the dresser and the slim book bound in crimson leather that lay 

on the nightstand were left behind. She followed the tall shoulders out the 

door, without looking back.

'That’s all you know?" What happened afterward? Where did they go? 

And how did you know what happened inside the room?"

Sandrine was naturally quite unhappy with the way Ciristrilo had 

interrupted his story. It seemed like he didn't know everything after all and 

that too was disappointing. He had let her down.

"Don’t you know?" he replied. "Can't you see?"

She had to admit that she couldn't.

"Keep looking, keep looking," was his gentle but firm reply. Then he 

smiled kindly. Sandrine thought, "Ciristrilo has always had this odd faith in my 

ability to understand, eventually. Or maybe it’s less a faith in me than the 

wisdom that Galicia speaks a language anybody can understand. It just takes 

time. Perhaps he smiled because he knew the lesson would be slow but that I 

have already settled in for the long haul."
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Sandrine left Ciristrilo's house and walked the short distance to her own. 

It had gotten late, but by now she did not feel the least concern for what 

would be waiting for her. Nico, the love of her life, her once-great passion, 

would surely not be around when she arrived. She didn't plan on preparing 

supper, and instead thought she could make a brief entry in her journal before 

going to bed. It was very early to be doing that on a summer evening, when 

most people stay up until well after midnight, but she wasn't interested in 

doing anything else.

"What’s this?" Sandrine asked, when she found another letter on the desk 

in the study. She must have missed it when she brought the mail in earlier that 

day. Nico must have left it where she could see it, and suddenly Sandrine was 

worried. Even the least unsuspecting person might wonder what was in a letter 

that came from another country. He too knew his mother-in-law’s handwriting 

and he also knew that almost nobody ever wrote to Sandrine but her mother. 

Even he might begin to question the source. Sandrine couldn't bear that. Still, 

she had to open the letter, if only to figure out what sort of explanation she 

would be able to offer her husband.

Dear Sandi,

I haven't heard from you since I wrote the other letter and just couldn't
wait any longer without trying again to reach you. Don't know what’s
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gotten into me, but I really am hoping you will answer. It would be 

wonderful if you could just let me know I have a chance of seeing you 

sometime. Are you planning on coming home again soon? This is your 

home, you know. Little old Palmyra is your home. Mine, too. 

Remember how we always used to talk and say we'd never go anywhere 

else to live, that this was the greatest place in the world? I still feel 
that way, and hope you do, too. I know you've been away for a long 

time, but you're never far from me, believe it or not. Don’t let these 

past years fool you. And don't fool yourself, either. You are always 

going to be from here. You belong to here and belong to us. You didn't 

need to run away. We would have been able to work things out. We 

just needed to figure out how to talk to one another. I'm better at that 
now.

Please tell me you will listen. I have so much to say. Writing isn't 
the way to go about it.

Always,

Karl

Sandrine knew she would have to find Ciristrilo again tomorrow. She 

needed another one of his stories, soon, in order to silence what was starting 

to accumulate in another corner of her life, the way the body-snatcher pods 

did in that movie. This was not something she could afford to have growing in 

her life, threatening to take over the world she had come to feel was her own. 

Had it all been nothing more than an illusion? Was something tugging on a
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thread and threatening to unravel it all? Everywhere she looked there was no 

reason to believe things could last, it was all on the verge, or so it seemed, of 

destruction. Even a parable would be comforting at this point.
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Wave 3: Grelos de Maine

The woman had brought the seeds back with her from Galicia. She had 

been a bit afraid, thinking it was illegal to bring them in, but they had been 

packaged in a box with a label, and didn't look like they could possibly harbor 

any sort of fatal disease. She had chanced upon the package in 0 Toural, in a 

place that has been there for years, selling exactly the same things: seeds, 

bulbs, a set of white porcelain cups and pitcher for drinking blood-red yet thin 

Ribeiro or swarthy Barrantes wine, some small potted juniper bushes, and a 

couple of kitsch plates from Portugal. The plates were typical of the 

inexpensive ceramics sold in Barcelos at the open air market, the shiny ceramic 

ones with the burgundy lobsters flanked by purplish-blue mussels, all sitting on 

a seaweed bed. The box’s white rectangle had a picture of grelos fanned open 

on the front, and thousands, maybe millions, of tiny brown-black seeds rattling 

inside. One couldn’t be discrete carrying it, the woman thought. ’They’ll 

probably hear it in the baggage check and ask me to take it out’, she even 

worried. On the flight back to Maine, she’d heard the dark spheres clicking 

like a tiny, sad maraca far inside the plane’s hold. The minutest of sounds, 

like a distant heartbeat, unceasing and sad.

Long before she arrived home, the woman had begun to plan. ’Will 

grelos grow in Maine? The season is so short and cool. Is there time for them 

to germinate and mature for harvest?’ One had to be practical: just acquiring 

the seeds was a far cry from the actual production of the healthy, green,
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edible leaves of Galicia, the ones that painted so many fields and had filled so 

many generations of hungry mouths. She realized she’d chosen her garden with 

eyes and heart, which meant that perhaps she had done so with less logic than 

needed. 'It’s worth a try anyway’, she thought, recalling her grandmother’s 

oft-repeated trite phrase of encouragement: nothing ventured, nothing gained.

Ironic she should remember that particular adage, since her 

grandmother had been gone since she was a little girl of six. Maybe she was 

mistaken, and it was her father’s counsel of "be sure you're right, then go 

ahead" that she was following without thinking. Still, whichever of the two 

forms of advice she was acting on, it gave her the courage to plan for the 

planting of the seeds that were so unfamiliar, so numerous, so vital to her 

future.

The woman had asked herself, although she hadn't bothered to wait for 

an answer, how many leiras, how many ferrados or cuncas this box would sow? 

How much hunger could its produce satisfy? How much hunger had the tiny 

seeds satisfied in the Galicia of generations past, when there were no potatoes 

due to the blight, and money was unknown and men left for America, for 

something, for something? One little box and so much to give. The grelos must 

be very ancient seeds. They never seemed to die. They could produce even 

several years after they had been imprisoned in the little cardboard cell. There 

was such an intense, ferruginous green in the humble, inexpensive box. 

Perhaps it could feed the world if it had to.
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The woman had met a fellow there in Galicia, a younger man who 

appeared to be in his mid-thirties. She was just barely into her forties, 

although she looked quite a bit younger than her age, and it had been an 

accident. Everything had been an accident, from the unplanned excursion to 

Cacheiras that led to a jaunt off along the estrada de Ourense to 0 Quinco for 

some pulpo where they’d sat for an eternity watching the sun depart over the 

hill to the right side. An accident, but not a mistake.

They fell in love, but she insisted she had to return to her home because 

of her job. The man didn’t understand it, but he didn’t change his mind nor 

what he said to her from the first moment. On their last day together, they’d 

gone for a walk through the casco vello of Santiago and she’d remarked, while 

pointing in the store window: 'They’ll remind me of you” because they had the 

picture of the lush green plant that filled so many fields when they went on 

their excursions. Then he’d ducked quickly in the door, spoken to the owner, 

and paid for the very same box she’d pointed to. He emerged again with a 

broad smile on his face, suddenly looking more mature than before, and with a 

very steady, serious voice, said that the seeds only began to measure his love 

for her. She had looked at him, wistfully wondering if it could be possible and 

promising herself she would eventually know if he was telling the truth, 

wanting so much to believe him and nevertheless believing less his words than 

the time that would eventually frame them. It didn't really matter if his 

words, because they were so open and unexpected, rang false and had an air of
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triteness. He seemed honest. He seemed to care. He seemed very much like 

a person who had been born and grown up in Galicia, whatever that meant.

He then promised - what a surprise - that he would come to be with her, 

to live with her and be her love. He'd actually promised. And now she was 

nearly back in Maine again with a small rectangle full of that same promise.

She only had to plant the seeds, the little blackish-brown seeds, and 

when they were grown into plants with bright green leaves, he'd be there. She 

only had a small garden space, so the box would still be quite full, but it didn't 

matter how many she planted. The important thing was to plant them at the 

right time, make sure no late frost would come to burn the tender young 

shoots. Then she would have to take care to water them enough if there 

happened to be a long dry spell. Of course droughts weren’t common in Maine, 

even in the summer, any more than they were in Galicia.

’This is simple,” the woman told herself. She wasn’t inexperienced at 

gardening, but then again she’d never tried her hand at grelos. The climates 

might not match.

The first year, the woman barely planted a quarter of a ferrado. It was 

all she had room for in the small plot. Surprisingly, the grelos grew well. 

Picking an armful of the sturdy leaves and hugging them to her so as not to 

drop a single precious one, she hummed a Galician tune she’d heard on one of 

their trips to Rianxo or Muros on the coast, although there hadn’t been time to 

learn the words. She was aware now that whoever hears a gaita play under 

certain conditions can never get rid of its haunting, moaning notes. She knew

105

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



now why her friend, the one who had also been to Galicia, could burst into 

tears in the Centro Galego in New York City when the gaiteiros played. It 

wasn’t just music for tourists, even if the government tried to use it for that 

purpose. The gaita had a mind of its own.

In the kitchen, the woman washed the leaves, carefully caressing them 

as the cool flow of water traveled along their rough, veined surface. They’d 

needed no fertilizer but the good garden soil and strong sun. Maybe Maine 

wasn't so different a soil after all. The woman felt hopeful. She thought of her 

lover and how he’d seemed to mean it when he promised to come. Then, 

heart beating a little faster than usual, she tried to make her first caldo galego 

using a recipe from Rodeiro that they'd been given on a trip to a local festa. 

She thought she recalled that the celebration wasn't exactly in Rodeiro but in a 

nearby village called either Rio or Santabaia. It was one of those small 

populations in the Val de Camba. The broth wasn't a bad effort, but it didn't 

meet the standards for an experienced cook's caldo and the woman knew it. 

Still, it consoled her because it had the scent and texture of the hearty soup 

she had first tried when she was with him. Maybe it was just because the unto 

was different. She knew that, because in Galicia the tightly-molded yellowish 

roll of suet had the appearance of rural curing, a staple of a diet that had to 

find ways to fill in the empty corners of the stomach during years of hunger. 

The fresh, pink-streaked white slabs of suet in the grocery store here at home 

were mostly intended for birdfeeders, not for human consumption. They were 

good to hold seeds in place for hungry chickadees and finches, but were merely
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a means to an end, not part of the end themselves. Most people would never 

even think of cooking with suet.

The woman finished the batch of caldo by herself. It took several days, 

and as the broth aged, she noticed the taste turning slightly more bitter.

The second year, the woman was concerned that the seeds would not 

sprout, but she need not have worried. At first she wasn't going to plant 

anything, since obviously he had not kept his promise, but something made her 

measure out another small handful of the contents and plant them. This time, 

instead of the usual variety, she filled most of her garden space with grelos, 

even though she knew they would produce more than she could eat if they did 

grow. If he came, they could eat them together. She might look for another 

recipe, too. 'Dona Teresa made bertones. I think that was what she called 

them’, the woman recalled. 'The stuffing didn’t seem too complicated’. 

They’d reminded her of the dolmades she’d had in Greek restaurants and she 

knew they were full of iron. Women often need extra iron, they say, and she 

used that argument to convince herself there would be nothing gained if 

nothing were ventured.

The harvest was good; oddly, it was even more abundant than the year 

before. When she saw this, the woman guessed it might be the way she’d laid 

the seeds in the earth. She’d sown the seeds just a bit more carefully and 

tenderly this time, maybe because there had been a bit more morrina in her 

fingers as she picked them up a few at a time and placed them in the shallow 

furrows. Again, she prepared a large cauldron of caldo, and this too was a
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little more like the way she remembered it had tasted when she was in Galicia. 

She was learning, even at her age. And she even located the recipe for the 

bertones, making a batch for herself and another for her elderly neighbor, 

Hulda, who had never traveled anywhere.

He didn't come, however. He couldn't come. There was a reason, 

apparently, but he did not come. He wrote, of course, apologizing for letting 

her down, but gave no details. Still, he said, he hadn’t changed his mind. She 

could be sure of that. She had to believe him. The woman, as is logical, wept 

a little, but that was all. She knew there were a lot of seeds remaining in the 

box.

The third year, she found out how resistant grelos seeds really are. Not 

only that, but the box was indeed bottomless and she had more than enough 

with which to sow the plot. This year, on a whim, she devoted the entire 

garden to them. The bright green leaves grew and grew, more crinkled and 

intense than ever. Even dormant inside their box, the spheres seemed to have 

been growing more acclimated to Maine. Then too, the gardener was becoming 

more experienced, more patient and more aware of the tiny details that 

helped create the perfect growing conditions. As a cook, she was making the 

same progress. She made another glowing caldo - it was her best yet • and then 

noticed a few gray hairs escaping from her head, which she had pulled back 

while cooking. Her temples were moist and the hairs stuck to them in soft 

waves, refusing to be pushed out of sight. She thought of him and knew it was 

time he came. He didn't. Only his letters told her she wasn’t forgotten and
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allowed her to continue cultivating the scant hope that he would come to 

Maine.

The fourth year came, however, even if he hadn't. The woman planted 

the last of the grelos seeds, discovering - a little to her dismay - that the box 

wasn't bottomless after all. True, she had to add another tiny area of garden 

in order to use up the last black spheres whose number was still quite 

significant, but she’d planned to expand the space anyway. The empty box sat 

beside the rows, soaking up some of the moisture from the just-watered soil. 

It was hard to tell if it still held the original promise of a shared life or not. 

There might be a seed tucked into the seam of the container, but it would be 

hard to tell if it were fertile.

The woman made her finest caldo yet on July 24. By now she had 

included some of her own culinary intuition, while time had also sharpened her 

memory regarding the way it was supposed to taste. While she was not certain 

now if she had actually been to Galicia or not, the memories on the other hand 

were growing stronger. The huge pot was steaming as she leaned over the 

kitchen counter and tried its contents. She knew it had finally reached 

perfection, and the combination of the greens with the Maine potatoes was 

perhaps even an improvement over the native version. Then she thought about 

the festas that had been going on in Santiago since last June and felt an 

immense desire to be there. She had enjoyed herself so much walking about 

the streets hour after hour. She’d give anything to be there again, watching 

the people, the mimes and other street performers, the pilgrims of all types
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and motives. The memories did not make her forget she was alone, but she 

didn't want to let them fade, either. She just wanted to know if they were 

real.

The huge pot of caldo is standing quietly on the stove, still hot, although 

she is not there tending to it now.

Remnants of grelos leaves still stand out brightly in the garden, awaiting 

a second, smaller batch of caldo.

The sun is shining; it is one of those hot, blue, cloudless days that spread 

from ground to sky. Summer in Maine, so soft and alive.

The heat and light make it feel like July in Galicia, exactly like it. 

Azure, gray, white and pure green painting the paisaxe and framing distance 

with utter intimacy.

There are some rough, rounded stones at the end of the back yard, gray 

granite with flecks of mica that sparkle in the sun. Although too round to be 

part of a menhir or dolmen, their rough surface resembles that of some stones 

in Compostela and others in Asados, near Rianxo.

The woman has come out into the back yard again to look around at all 

the gray, green, and blue that are definitely more an obsession than a group of 

colors. She has brought with her the knife that she’s been using for peeling 

potatoes and cutting up the grelos when she comes out into the yard. Now on
9
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a whim she sticks the knife handle into the ground of the plot. The metal 

blade glints momentarily in the strong light, like the rocks of the castro de 

Baroha shimmered the day she and her lover walked among them. Blue, green, 

white: the most incredible colors in the world.

The sturdy, strong-veined gre/os leaves turn crimson now. They gleam 

furiously in the sun, then darken and become still. The caldo continues to wait 

deliciously in a huge gray aluminum pot on the stove. It is ready to be eaten. 

Soon after, the letter carrier delivers the mail. There is a postcard among the 

items placed in the deep metal box beside the front door. The postcard also 

has an azure sky. In the middle sits a cluster of horreos, standing vigil beside a 

ria. It may be a view from the shore of Combarro. It should not have taken so 

long to arrive. But sometimes the mail is slow for inexplicable reasons. Or 

because we all know there are times when we don’t send something as soon as 

we write it. We may want to add more to the message, or need to locate the 

address, or have to find out how much the overseas postage is.

The woman did not see that the postcard with its horreos had very little 

written on it - just a few words, a bit smudged:

’Til be there on July 25, early."

I l l
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When Cin'strilo finished telling me this story, we have to confess we're 

rather irked. It was hardly an encouraging one as stories about cultural contact 

go. It didn’t say much for single women in their forties, either. Sandrine 

wanted to ask so many questions: Why the fellow had taken four years to keep 

his promise? Why had the tiny box of seeds yielded much more nourishment for 

the woman than her lover had? Why had she bothered to plant hope for so 

long? "Cin'strilo, what am I supposed to understand from the whole affair? Am 

I supposed to think Galician men are faithful or indecisive?” She wondered 

whether he was trying to warn her of the impossibility of surviving the 

complexity of his world, its labyrinthine characteristics, too confusing even for 

the Galicians. That made no sense. There was no moral to the story that she 

could figure out, although my old friend insisted there was something there she 

needed to think about. He only gave her that wry smile of his when she 

suggested the fellow had been stringing the woman along. All he would say 

was, "That’s not the whole story.”

"And that means all I can do is try to discover the whole story, right?". 

Now Ciristrilo’s winked at her and rubbed his cheek with the index finger of his 

right hand, curled into a quasi-fist. "Moito entendes ti,” he said softly, 

encouragingly, "Moito entendes, oh.”

”1 guess I’m not ready yet to confront that reality," whispered Sandrine. 

It seems pretty written in stone, an open-and-shut case of a broken heart, of a 

love not meant to be. You know, the usual, old-fashioned stuff that went out 

even before Rosalia, who parodied romantic ideals in almost everything she
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wrote, although male readers would never admit that, even today. Thinking 

about this story with its 'tragic' ending made her uncomfortable. "How can 

Ciristrilo do this to me? Does he realize how it leaves me on edge when he tells 

me only this and nothing more?"

She fell silent for a few minutes, as the clock ticked and set her nose to 

itching again. "I think it's my turn to tell him a story, since he thought he could 

tell me about my side of the sea. It wouldn't be easy to come up with one, 

because even though he might be a tad old-fashioned, he had such a way with 

words, had so much more experience, and, well, "I just don’t have much 

confidence as far as this making up characters and adventures thing goes," 

thought Sandrine. Still and all, she knew she had to rise to the challenge, 

because it was part of their pact. At last she decided to tell him about 

something that kept drawing her gaze to it whenever she walked around the 

old streets, which is almost every day. “Maybe by describing it I’ll figure out 

what the reason is for my inordinate obsession with the gargoyle."

That's the whole, simple, origin of the next story. She turned and 

looked straight into the pair of amazing slanted eyes. "Let's just leave the 

grelos for another time, when I’ve got more of a stomach for them. Yes, 

Ciristrilo, gargoyles it is. You wanted to see if I could? Well, this is one match 

I just might be able to win."

The tree was willing to listen. Sandrine perched on the edge of a chair 

as if she were not fully settled and might be pushed off at any moment. But 

the fragility of the physical body was somehow in dissonance with the voice
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that emerged like water from the voice that emerged like water from the 

eaves of a house after a torrential summer shower, brief but alive.

114

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Wave 4: The Legend of the Gargoyle

Once there was a woman who wanted very much to find roots in Galicia. 

She had first come to Compostela for a brief visit during the month of August. 

Yet she ended up moving there for good. It doesn't make sense, but that's what 

happened. Lots of people made the pilgrimage, and for lots of reasons. Some 

of them were very ill and thought their devotion would be their cure as they 

staggered in pitiful trust toward the city of hope. Some were driven by the 

hopeless hope of saving a loved one who had only a handful of air left in his or 

her body. Others made the journey because they were keeping a promise 

made in anticipation of a favorable outcome for a desperate request. Others 

were nothing more than precursors of Kerouac, addicted to travel and 

adventure, perhaps to a bit of extra wine or mead. For these things nobody 

could blame them, and so their life was the road. Without it they would perish 

because they knew no other meaning. Many of this last group either never 

made it to Galicia or never made much effort to get back home. It didn't 

matter much either way, as long as they were not forced to set down roots.

The woman didn't fit in any of these groups and to tell the truth she 

hadn't been much aware of them when she went. Most of what she knew of the 

time or place came from conversations with an art history professor. He'd had 

an Italian last name, Gatto or Grillo or something similar. What happened, 

though, was one of those moments of discovery where you cross a line that
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defines who you are and why and there's no looking back even if you want to. 

Some people have never felt that way, but those who have know its a dark 

space, terrifying and yet sweetly consumed, like the gentlest of poisons. And 

even arsenic serves to cure some diseases, so why assume that poison is 

deadly?

There was no reason for the way events had gone in the case of this 

woman, who had actually been visiting other cities and for whom Compostela 

was only a side trip. She had set out from Coruna to have lunch in the city of 

the saint. While there, she stopped in an art gallery to see an exhibit of 

Mercedes Ruibal's work. And she went for a 4:00 cafe con leche at the Hostal, 

like a good tourist. That was the first mistake: sitting and staring at the 

catedral, watching the green leaves and feathery purple blossoms moving 

against the temple's tall granite facade. Watching and then turning to look out 

across to the hillside of Monte Pedroso still flanking the city despite the 

construction on the surrounding slopes of the castro. 'There’s a camcorder set 

atop it now’, she thought in disgust. The skinny structure looked exactly like a 

praying mantis that was waiting for a victim to snatch in its front legs. 

Santiago and its visitors like so many insects scurrying around, under the 

watchful eye. Then, returning her gaze to the steps constantly populated by 

visitors, buzzing and humming like a swarm of bees, the woman found she 

could not detach herself from the medieval moment (monument). It was as if 

she had been melted over the surfaces she had been contemplating, 

disintegrating or seeping into them. Now she had no place to go except there.
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And she was not allowed to look away, because everywhere she turned there 

were infinite mirrors, the veins in the granite were her veins, only a different 

hue. The rain that dripped down the sides of buildings was the other form of 

her tears or sweat. The cigarette butts that were strewn along the streets 

were like her teeth and her blood was in the signs painted on some stores. The 

others had been like Kerouac, but she was Kafka. She was an insect, too, but 

she could move about in her prison only it wasn't a prison it was where she 

wanted to be. The shop windows were her eyeballs and her flesh was in the 

restaurant displays of fresh animal flesh. She walked through gardens that 

were planted with her long black hair and pronounced a strident cackle that 

sounded like the exchange of greetings of residents who had lived there for a 

century, up on the top floors of houses that no longer had leases but which 

were always going to be inhabited.

This was going to be a never-ending story. The professor with the 

animal name had warned her. Little did the woman know then that it would be 

her story too, even though she had already dissolved into many rectangular and 

circular forms of daily life in Compostela. She hadn't realized that it had 

already happened and wasn’t just her vivid imagination. That was why she left 

anyway and why she was back within a year, bitten by the bug of Compostela. 

It had been like an amputation, like leaving a part of herself behind. She came 

back to stay, if the city that had infected her would have it that way. She 

wasn't certain it would.
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Despite her interest in Santiago and her physical union with the city, her 

having devoured Obradoiro, Salome and the Abrigadoiro with her eyes, the 

woman spent years trying to fit in. All she wanted was a little niche of her 

own, her own place. She tried for years and years, traversing the city from end 

to end, walking incessantly, talking to the walls that had conch shells engraved 

on them, slithering through cold museums and listening to the chimes from the 

Torre dos Farrapos as if it spoke her language. They weren't all bad years, not 

at all. Some good things and people crossed her path, many without saying a 

word. She knew she was invisible most of the time. Oh, sometimes they saw 

her and doors were slammed shut, like when the woman was supposed to go to 

a P.E.N. Clube de Galicia meeting and the president thought she wasn't 

showing enough commitment. When the woman showed up at the restaurant 

where the meeting was being held, the waiters refused to let her come in 

because they had orders. It was meant to be a public humiliation, but the 

woman just laughed, knowing it was a small world and some day Madame 

President would have to ask her for something that she would be able to 

refuse. And besides, Madame President had the most horrendous foreign 

accent when she spoke. She was Russian or Czech or something. People would 

not take her seriously for long.

Still, the city was like the proverbial onion. You cried as you tried to 

dissect it. You loved its flavor, but it demanded a price, a sacrifice: your tears 

and burning eyelids. A modest requirement, after all, considering the
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centuries being offered you. Did you think they came cheaply? The woman 

kept trying to fit in. And she was set on doing it right despite these obstacles.

She loved the place and was determined. Even on those few occasions 

when she had to leave it from time to time, she would dream about it. Always 

after she came back from those trips, she would walk the streets even more 

intently, for hours on end, studying everything as if she were discovering it, 

looking in the large windows that gleamed beneath the stone archways, gazing 

up at the sculptures on the facades of granite buildings, looking with special 

intensity at some of the stony faces that were forever contemplating the 

people who were moving about below. Perhaps because her own eyes were 

daggers or awls or scalpels, she could not help but think that Medusa was not 

such a destructive creature after all, that perhaps she had only wanted to keep 

people from looking at her, then leaving her. Perhaps she was simply 

miserable and afraid of being alone, like many of us are.

Looking up at the tops of buildings led her to observe the immense stone 

block chimneys that were lungs to rustic hearths in the interiors. Poised near 

them were usually one or more gaunt weathervanes. "Cuando yo me muera, 

enterradme si quereis, en una veleta.” She almost always recalled these lines 

from the Lorca poem. She thought how odd they were. Why would a person 

write something like that? Why would anybody want to be buried atop a 

weathervane? The spindly contraptions had no space for a body to rest and 

they didn't seem like very sturdy structures, the way they'd spin around in 

winter gales. Hardly a place of eternal rest.
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The woman didn't stop to think that the six Galician poems by the 

Spanish-speaking Lorca might have fit the time and place better. Like others, 

she wasn't quite sure those poems were his: how could an Andalusian, a 

southerner, be moved to write in a language he'd never used before or after his 

visit? "Pure folklore,” she thought, briefly comparing those six short poems 

with his book, Poet in New York, a collection of nightmarish and convincingly 

indignant verse.

The woman couldn't keep her eyes off the gargoyles, though. They were 

different. They were ubiquitous in the rainy kingdom of Galicia. They were 

her real obsession, and slowly, unconsciously, she began to look for them day 

and night, her neck crooked backward, seeking a new angle or a new grotesque 

image that she hadn't found before on one of the city's buildings. She dutifully 

looked for things to read about those punctuation marks that the architects had 

written on a novel sky. Once she even thought it might help her understand 

them better if instead of just residing in Santiago she pretended she was a real 

pilgrim, one of those people who, like we've said, came from afar to visit the 

cathedral and fulfill a vow of gratitude and penance for something they have 

obtained that has made their lives better. She hated to lie, but she was 

helpless otherwise to come up with a solution to her dilemma. It was not 

something she could easily explain, but she knew what had to be done. There 

had to be a place for her, a place among the stones that she had to carve out 

even though she'd come from afar and had no means by which to do it, no 

birthright, no adz or awl or pick, nothing that would serve as the key to

120

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



accomplish that goal except her own desire to do so. The reasons for that 

desire weren’t even clear to her.

Then one day the stones began to stare back at her. She wasn't quite 

sure when it happened, but she realized it when she could not break her own 

gaze, which hung there as if part of the same rigid figure, attached to it like a 

grotesque excrescence. Instinctively, she fled, heading for the narrow Rua de 

Entremexos (as the locals less-than-affectionately called it). She slipped 

through the vagina-like passageway that for some reason had previously had 

numbers painted on the cool stones, as if somebody were thinking of 

dismantling it and reconstructing the street in another spot. They did that 

with historical landmarks, she knew. However, that would be impossible with 

this street. After all, it was a street, an open (even if narrow) space; it was 

formed by the walls of buildings that were solid blocks of construction, in the 

heart of the city. You couldn't remove the slabs without toppling an ancient 

life. You couldn't remove a space, because all you could leave in its place 

would be emptiness, and nothing of course would have changed after you did 

that. But now the numbers had been blocked out by a slathering of plaster and 

whitewash. The powdery white paint was called bianco de Espana and was so 

typical of the sunny south. It always sounded and looked like an anomaly in 

rainy Galicia, where the damp weather turned it quickly into a diaphanous 

membrane, the Caucasian skin of the urban body.

Emerging from the slender rua, the woman peered into the dark 

doorway of the welding shop that still survived right in the medieval sector.
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You had to be careful not to look directly in, because the bright gleam of the 

welder’s torch could scorch your retinas. No sign was there to warn passersby; 

they just had to know of the danger to their vision. When she passed it, she 

glanced slightly to the right, swinging wide of the doorway and immediately 

entering the other end of the street. This end was almost half a meter wider 

and fringed by ivy or similar greenery, sparse and dark, that hung over the 

lower right-hand wall. It too had a faint pungency of Saturday night mexo.

By now the woman knew she was not following any set path and had no 

plan as to where she would go. Instead she was simply walking the streets with 

the precise determination of a person who wants to wear down the stones 

enough with her mind and feet so that they will remember her after she has 

left. The hard, round-cornered squares are her only hope, but she cannot 

avoid admitting it was a gentle madness that set her in motion. She is anxious 

to break the spell that drives her, desperate to avoid becoming a hardened 

human form like the ones Medusa or Medulia created when the unsuspecting 

looked her square on. Surely she did not want to become a statue like the ones 

around the city that were so close to passersby they could be touched, spat on 

or painted by political groups. For some reason, her thoughts shift and she 

thinks briefly about the two diminutive hags in the Ferradura. They’re short, 

under five feet tall. One wears a tomato red coat while the other is in sky 

blue. Their wrinkled faces with their sunken mouths grimace cheerfully behind 

bright masks of makeup - rouge, lipstick, shimmering eyeshades, talcumed 

countenaces. Sadly, the children chance upon the cast-iron duo call them
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bruxas or witches and their young mothers don't even have memory enough to 

tell them the statue is an homage to real people who once walked the city 

streets, cheeks gaunt with hunger, but painted with the rouge that hides the 

falsity of eternal youth. Poor sisters, those Manas, they walked arm in arm, 

holding one another up by linking their small, frail bodies. Their poverty and 

loneliness could not defeat their dignity. The dignity of nameless spinster 

aunts, marias, poverty in post-civil war Galicia. Santiago could erect many 

such monuments if it wanted, and, perhaps, would do so, given enough time. 

The city had an enormous memory, even if the people themselves had less than 

was convenient. Even now the observant might still spot the raucous but 

truthful poetry of the fleece-haired tenant of Conxo Hall who years ago made 

handnotes in doorways or gates. He used indelible marker to record verses 

that madly described the after effects of Franco Franco Franco.

The woman feels the need now to stop briefly in front of Salome church 

again and then unexpectedly she is tempted to rush headlong up to its left, 

along the slender, twisted Rua de Tras Salome, which would bring her out close 

to Mazarelos. For a second, she recalls the story of a couple of young fellows 

either drunk or in a rush of anti-religious fervor, had used one of the 

confessionals as a urinal. She doesn’t recall who told her the story, but does 

remember wondering with uncustomary humor whether the fellows had chosen 

an empty confessional or one that was occupied. At this point She hesitates, 

not knowing which route she really wants to take. The decision - any decision - 

is becoming more and more difficult, and she knows it cannot be put off for
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much longer. She has to find the exact spot where she will be the most 

comfortable, where the memories are piled up the deepest, like so many liters 

of rain falling in the space of an hour in Santiago on the darkest, dampest day 

of winter as if it were the beginning of February, the longest month of the 

year. Instead, she decides to continue to the end of the street and turn left, 

then walk briskly to the street through which she can reach the place she 

knows by now that she's finally chosen over o Toural. The choice between the 

two was not easy, but ultimately o Toural has some marked images or 

experiences associated with it. Their details are no longer clear, and although 

their essence, still soaking up sun and rain in the busy little square where bulls 

were once tethered for market, has merit, something about the homely little 

square makes her uneasy. She does like to stand beside the fountain and try to 

see if any of the visitors notice her. (They do not, probably because they’re 

busy playing with their dogs or tending to mischievous children.) There are a 

number of shops facing onto the square and the Fundacion Granell has its 

facade with Atlas atop it all, holding up the world. She could be blind and still 

find her way to each and every doorway. She could be deaf and still hear the 

elderly couple making off-key music, she with her rusty singing and he with his 

creaking accordion. (Later, the woman appeared a few times with only her 

parrot voice for the street concert but then she must have given up her musical 

career. The woman believes she saw her one last time beneath the stone 

archways, not singing, just holding out a battered old receptacle for people to 

drop coins into, her only source of sound a pair of mournful eyes.). She feels
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oddly comfortable there, but perhaps ft has too many of its own stories. Then, 

too, o Toural feels a bit removed from the heart of Compostela. She needs to 

be as close as possible to the center.

This is why the woman knows ft will have to be Fonseca, because 

Fonseca has almost everything she'd been looking for. It was once a spot along 

which the pilgrims came as they headed for the Catedral along any of several 

streets, and the towers of the temple could be seen from the Fonseca palace 

by just a small turn of the head. It is near a few fairly decent, modest 

restaurants that have been attracting customers for decades along the Franco. 

It looks out on two modest spots where cozy tables are set out on a terrace 

every warm day they can, with a couple more bars a few steps further off. It is 

right next to the Institute Padre Sarmiento where she has spent hours and 

hours hidden away, reading works nobody would care a fig for until twenty or 

thirty years later, and then everybody would be amazed at what the archives 

had revealed. She’d always instinctively known of their treasure. Fonseca is 

also where several souvenir shops have Celtic music floating out in friendly 

competition all morning until lunch time, with the hope of attracting tourists 

with a folkloric interest. She thinks of the Padre Sarmiento again, books and 

forgotten folletos laid out on the massive oak table, a librarian clattering on a 

gargantuan IBM selectric in the background in a glass-doored room. Here she 

had read all of Manoel Antonio, Roberto Blanco Torres, much of Otero Pedrayo 

and portions of A Nosa Terra (the originals, not the facsimile edition) without 

even realizing how much she had consumed. She even had read newsletters
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like the one published by Los hijos de Vivero en Buenos Aires and many more 

groups, with their dusty, blurred photos. Galicia's lost children. Scattered 

throughout Latin America and pining away for their mother. She thought that 

if she read them, somehow they would not be forgotten. At the same time, 

the music of Milladoiro, Xorima, Luar na Lubre and numerous other local groups 

that extruded from the souvenir stores is interrupted in the afternoon by the 

thin tweeting sounds of the homemade ocarinas sold by a good-looking 

prematurely gray fellow who set up a small folding table on the very corner of 

the Catedral beneath the torre dos farrapos and the impressive stone coat of 

arms that folds softly around the cathedral corner, looking for all the world like 

a cement invention of a blanket. (Stone could never be bent in that fashion.) 

Or there might be a gaiteiro trying to render a Galician tune by himself, the 

sharp piping sound struggling to be a melody without other instruments to 

accompany it and only managing to accentuate its loneliness. But then, the 

gaita always makes the woman cry. It is just another one of those things she 

cannot explain. Sharp, throbbing, hesitant notes, almost off-key, that gnaw at 

her ears, that dig into her and fix her in their grasp like affectionate claws. 

The wounds are festered and swollen now, and they have no antidote but a 

torrent of tears, childish, hot, unmanageable. Tears like the Gaelic winter 

drizzle of Santiago.

The woman also thinks about the space she has chosen, about the small, 

sloping Fonseca square • which feels rounder rather than angled - that the city 

used to fill with some sort of annual bloom each spring. The woman recalls
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that one year it had been marigolds, another pink and white impatiens, and, 

she thought, once there had been pansies planted. Too bad there are now just 

some monotonous shrubs - maybe myrtle - there. It was the only thing at all 

she would change if she could.

And then too there is the song, the one about Fonseca, the young girl 

who lost her love, a university student, pawned books. She isn't able to recall 

the exact words at this point, but she knows the melody is extremely sad. 

Once in a while she catches a few notes being played by a local tuna group, 

and when she does, they hold her captive. She cannot move as the music flows 

to her and demands she listen. She does wonder why the praza is sloped, what 

underlying, original material prevented it from being built in a level fashion. 

This curious slant gives its space a sense of movement, of stone poised for 

flight, of a ramp to help people hurry along, too. Or of a space frozen in a 

moment of the past, as if it had sprung up and solidified before it could be 

planned and engineered into a flat area.

Yes, this has to be the spot. The woman finds herself now outside the 

door of the building that is also the Rectorado, so it holds a part of the 

university. That’s a good thing too, in its own way. In every direction she 

looks, she can spot places or moments in time which have amused or 

encouraged her, had held for her some good moment. It's also good that the 

little square has left the path open enough so that she will not feel trapped. 

She is ready, and now she looks up, knowing why everything is this way, why it 

all has happened.
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That was all it took for the transfer to occur. Now I'm happy. I can 

watch you from up here. It is like the story by Cortazar about an axolotl, a 

strange little lizard whose mask-like head reminds his viewer of some 

indigenous past, long forgotten. Its not easy to speak with people from where 

I’m perched now, but I never was much for lively conversation. Before this I 

spent a lot of time without saying a word anyway, just sitting and watching, or 

walking and watching, learning the language. Given a choice, I prefer to listen 

rather than speak.

Now I know it is all part of setting ready.

You may laugh at this, but now my biggest concern is figuring out what 

to do with the writing thing, because I don't see any other way of telling you 

my story. How else will you know I'm here? I can see endless streams, endless 

waves and swells of caras petreas, caras petreas, ones that mirror my own and 

others that don't at all. They are always there below, looking, staring, 

wondering or maybe even not seeing. The ones who are blind to me do not 

belong here; they are the real statues, the stone figures created by a snake- 

locked woman and whom myth would blame for their incapacities. Those 

people always had hard faces, because their faces only mirror hard hearts. 

They are the tourists who come for a night or two and expect the rain and 

stone to wash away their sins. They breathe in the scent of the botafumeiro at 

the pilgrims' mass every day at noon, so they feel cleansed, when the miniscule 

ashes in the air have in truth entered their lungs like bits of stone clog the 

lungs in a mine deep below the surface of the earth. They have only dug
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themselves a bit deeper by not seeing what they think they see. Everything 

they see is always with them, I must have read that once somewhere. Some 

ex-patriate British felt wrote it, I think. In other words, if one sees nothing, 

then one becomes like the slab lying on top of an empty space, weighing down 

the mind with the eye that knows better. Yet the mind has an image of 

something more, something etched in permanence.

I don't mind. This story is not for everybody, just like all dishes or all 

voyages are not for everybody. People come and go, like they always have, 

traveling the world in search of something and perhaps in search of nothing. It 

is not possible to stay forever in the same place. I read somewhere that the 

traveler is carrying out a sort of economy, in the sense that there is a chance 

to gain and a chance to lose something on the trip. I also read that when one 

sets out from home to go to different places, the location of home can shift. 

Some people, like turtles or snails, even carry their homes with them, and may 

set it down along the route. Or they may carry it all the way to the place they 

are visiting and deposit it there. They may decide to live at any point along 

the journey.

This must be my home now. However, I still must keep watching for 

signs of confirmation, just to be sure.
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As much as the story of the gargoyle-gorgon had some parts that made 

her think, Sandrine wasn't convinced it was all there was to say about the 

matter. It must have been the look on Ciristrilo’s face as he listened, not 

disapproving - he rarely did that - but not showing approval, either. She 

resolved to get more information, to think more about the meaning and 

importance of gargoyles perhaps, and come back to speak with him at another 

time, when he was in a better, more talkative mood. Today Ciristrilo seemed a 

bit out of sorts anyway, for reasons she could not imagine. Or maybe it wasn't 

exactly out of sorts but preoccupied, as if he were worried about something. 

Despite the seriousness of their conversations, they were usually able to have a 

good laugh about things, and this time his voice had sounded strained, as if he 

really were thinking about something else. Sandrine knew he had a lot of work 

to do on his encyclopedia because two of his helpers had destroyed or 

misplaced valuable historical documents, and she did not want to take up too 

much of his time at a bad moment. She knew she couldn’t ask for an honest 

opinion of all that was lifeless and impoverished about her story because 

Galicians do not ask for details; they wait for the person to offer them. So she'd 

reached an impasse where, out of respect, she could not ask for advice. If you 

ask a Galician to lend a critical eye to a painting or poem or something longer, 

the reply will be evasive. You are being too personal. The strongest ties, she 

had finally learned, are the ones that are never mentioned. The closer people 

are, the less they have to say. And speaking is the characteristic that 

differentiates between people and the rest.
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Sandrine’s Writing Journal: Anaco 5

I kept thinking about how Medusa turned people to stone, wondering if 

this couldn’t be seen as something good rather than an evil trait. It  could 

have something to do with turning evil back on itself, but what if  in the 

reversal something good were created? But I can't seem to get a story out of 

this yet. I'm back where I was at the start. Nothing’s really coming together. 

Ciristrilo’s right, I guess.

Let's see: I've got the idea of the gargoyle, then of the woman who 

becomes one (a gargoyle, that is), with her desire for rootedness. (Is that a 

word or a state of mind?) Of course, the irony here is that the rootedness 

must be performed in the air (that veleta again). Is there something more 

here I'm not seeing? The woman keeps looking up, unable to take her eyes off 

the elevated areas, yet she’s afraid of heights. (That part about vertigo wasn't 

in there before, but it's true. I know.) She wants to have the sense of open 

space, wants to breathe, yet she wants to feel sheltered, loved, protected. 

(Don't we all? Sometimes the lungs get so heavy.) She feels constant 

contradictions about home and travel, afraid to be riveted to the place she 

came from yet never quite able to leave it behind. Maybe these opposites are 

the real "root" of her story. Maybe the stone is both tomb and life, because it 

lasts so long, yet it looks so old and worn and is not a living thing. And she 

can’t forget that it does not move (so they say), and is forced to remain in one
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spot, unless it is destroyed by a huge force of some sort. That is always a 

disaster.

I can imagine that the gargoyle appears to be an easy way for the 

woman to weigh everything in her life up to this point, and it offers her a way 

to choose her own eternity. I f  she becomes a gargoyle, she can go on forever, 

almost. She has almost nothing to fear, unless it ’s a freak bolt of lightning. 

Look at the catedral. The statues made by Mestre Mateo are eight centuries 

old and people still consider them works of art. This is still a very solitary 

choice.

(Notice how she seemingly speaks to no one, although she is right in the 

middle of a large group of people and buildings and activities. She must be a 

rather lonely person.) Oddly enough, it has never occured to her to discuss this 

with the other person in her life, who must be there somewhere, but never 

appears on the scene. Has he abandoned her? Or has she abandoned him?

(The next day.)

More thoughts. The woman is now a gargoyle, having turned herself 

into stone. She gets to thinking, hey, not bad! She's created her self, or at 

least a role or place for herself, which perhaps was the thing she was supposed 

to do all along: create. But she also sees that such individualism can be 

lonely, so she gets to work again to improve her situation, maybe even expand 

it.

(Another apparent contradiction with what stone's possibilities really

are.)
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The basic text she's come up with just isn't enough, I guess. She’s never 

satisfied.

The woman thinks and thinks up there in the air and finally begins to 

see that it's not just "about looking." It's also about seeing. Or something like 

that. So she considers why she has chosen the spot and starts to populate it 

with the naive tourists and the kitsch, the fervent ones, even with the hungry 

ones whose thoughts are focused on seafood galore. After all, this is near the 

coast. She thinks about the hawkers of trinkets that pop up like lupines in 

Maine during the first fragile weeks of summer. Ah yes, the summer flowers - 

so much better than the bland shrubs covering the earthen areas of Fonseca 

right now. Briefly, she thinks of the dixitale in Maine that was planted to 

shield her from distance and heartache. She has almost never been there to 

see if  it blooms in abundance, although she knows the leaves, fuzzy and 

intense and solid green, and sturdy and healthy.

As she watches, the population grows with the rhythm of the music 

spurting and flowing out of the little  shops. There's a gleam on the cool metal 

chairs that fill the shared terrace of the familiar Bar Fonseca and Bar 

Barrantes. The inner patio o f Fonseca is abloom with lush purple 

rhododendrons and full of expositions past and present: there’s one of stuffed 

exotic animals, one with the suspicious English title Women are Beautiful’, 

one dedicated to the 500th anniversary of the University, and many more. The 

woman then sketches in the lithe little  girl with the auburn tinge to her hair 

and the dark Galician eye, because she knows the child’s enormous energy had
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once found safe space to dance and breathe in the intimate plaza. She stares, 

watches, studies the granite canvas before her, adding more and more, unable 

to stop now, mostly daytime scenes and people, including o f course the 

miscellany of street musicians and the santiagueses scurrying on errands to the 

post office, the students slipping into the Biblioteca Xeral or the occasional 

scholar who rings the bell on the street to solicit entrance into the Instituto 

Padre Sarmiento. Her Instituto, which is now a ghost of its former self 

because it has been moved to San Roque up the hill from Bonaval. She pauses 

briefly, dizzy from contemplating the never-ending story of Compostela, giddy 

from the realization that she’s peered further inside its rigid surface than she 

had imagined she could.

The woman can't forget the bruxa whose gendered unisex spoke so 

discretely to the women who stood eagerly in line to ride his broomstick. 

They were willing to pay to ride even though it was in public, just to get a 

photo as a souvenir of a moment's whim, a trip to where they'd never been 

before. Of course that gaily grotesque image, masked as a woman with the 

masKulinity seeping out through the interstices of the disguise in the roughly- 

falsettoed cackle, was not there all the time. S/he had begun to appear a few 

days before the July festivities, intending to lure tourists into depositing a 

yellow coin in the clean clay roof tella that served as a collection plate. 

Maybe the takers were tourists, but a good number of them were portly, well- 

dressed sehoras whose pleasure a t riding the humble broomstick o f the manly 

witch could be read in more than one way. And from spectators they were
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transformed into the authors of what, under other circumstances might have 

been a sin. Or a crime.

"Ah, if they only knew," she thought.

Now the woman follows her mind's eye as its lens changes focus. She 

adds the scene, just out of reach behind Raxoi Palace and the axuntamento, of 

a misty hill. She feels the urge to paint in the notes of the lute-player who 

settled in under the arch of Xelmirez's Palace, his plaintive Irish tunes oddly 

circumscribing a round head, bald on top but with a full white ruff bubbling 

out above his collar and a generous dark beard masking his jaw and throat. 

One always encountered musicians in the streets of Compostela. A full 

catalogue of their styles, appearances and origins would be impossible, as they 

filled the streets like a capricious stream, forever changing the composition of 

its waters.

"Perhaps the only important thing is to see how the recipe of song and 

stone was such perfect nourishment," she mused.

In a sense, she knows she is filling Fonseca, with its name that is an 

oxymoron, for what fountain exists that ceases to have water?, way beyond its 

true capacity.

"Yet it never seems to reach the top. I'm confused," she thought, 

wondering how so much of the world can be inserted into such a tiny corner of 

physical space.
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"Maybe there’s something wrong with the measurements, or my sense of 

distance. I never was very good at estimating how far it is between one place 

and another."

She forgets that in Fonseca, times are out of synch as well. There are 

things here that cannot be here at the same moment. They cannot be 

simultaneous. All logic denies it. Take the little girl, for instance...

Despite this odd uneasiness at having discovered the elasticity of stone, 

the woman feels a secret enjoyment at bringing all these things and beings 

together, playing god and goddess and making an immense carnival of air out 

of her heart’s desire. She feels the impulse to thrust up her arms for joy 

(even though that is not proper gargoyle behavior), because she can see there 

is room here for everybody and every time. There are no contradictions, only 

contrasts, questions, uniqueness, impacts.

"Nothing is impossible in Fonseca."

Todo es posible en el agua, Salinas had written. The woman does not 

have to choose any more.

”1 was so tired of choosing. And look: I can even have a bit of evening 

street lamp glow and solitude, for those moments when the world gets too 

full."

She considers again and makes another decision:

"Yes, I think I will add a bit of well-behaved rain to make the ripe streets 

glisten."
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Now keep in mind that this decision is more sisnificant than it might 

seem, because the woman used to despise the rain with every fiber of her 

body and thought it happened just to cultivate her madness.

"There was nothing worse than your wet bones and the window panes 

with their useless rivulets, good only for keeping you awake at night and 

burying your life under their iridescent pall."

That was before and this is now.

The woman has never been so happy in her life, never. The only thing 

missing, if indeed anything could be missing from all this, is a story. She has 

people and a place, but she still needs the words. She peers around some 

more until she finds what she needs. Even though she doesn't see it right 

away, she feels no anguish. Instead she is calm, if  not confident. And she 

begins to retrace her steps - only a few if  measured by space, and millions if 

measured by time - until she is walking next to him. With him is a dark-eyed 

girl who might be almost any age. By now it is mid-June and the little  clay 

pots of albahaca have begun appearing in florists' windows and doorways as 

well as in the open-air market around San Fiz. It is almost noite de San Xoan.
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* * * * *

At this point, sensing from my voice that the story was over and not a 

single word more could be wrung out of it, it  fe lt like I was back in Sae se 

podes. I expressed my frustration to Ciristrilo. Hed led me to think 

something dramatic was in the works, that my imagination could after all 

produce something meaningful, but all I could come up with was some 

foreigner who thought she was a gargoyle - What an imagination! Once she 

gets the hang of being a grotesque stone figure, she creates a gallery of 

human figures in a sort of reversal of Apollodorus' gallery of stone statues, 

then whips back down to flesh form so she can be with some fellow she 

happened to fix in her sights.

Ciristrilo looked at me stiffly, a bit disappointed in both my attitude 

and my story, I suspect. I always have so much to learn. But to his credit he 

never gives up on me. He knows I have centuries to catch up on and one 

certainly can't do that overnight. "What do you say we talk about it over an 

Amandi or Ribeiro?” he suggested in a small, gentle voice, and so we turned 

away from the by now overpopulated Fonseca Square with the adjoining 

Obradoiro where individual tunos in rented costumes were plying their 

cassettes on tourists. We marched, deep in thought, along the narrow length 

of o Franco toward 0  Abrigadoiro. I could sense a serious lesson was in the 

works, and readied myself mentally. It couldn’t be so bad. After all, a 

lecture given at a worn dark table with a bottle of the best wine in two
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millennia and the finest local cheese in the universe was bound to be 

palatable. I'd done some of my best learning in that classroom and ones 

similar to it. The suspense was in knowing that although I'd paid close 

attention to the details of "The Legend of the Gargoyle, ” apparently I hadn't 

seen what it was about. What had I missed and how? My portrait was mostly 

surface. It was stiff, a mere accumulation of images. Not quite chaotic, 

neither did it have much meaning. It was too personal.

But Ciristrilo's face was a stony mask as we walked a/ong. Here I was on 

the brink of erupting out of curiosity, and the crafty fellow knew it, so he 

gave one of his smiles at last. It was meant to tide me over. Damn the guy. 

He always knows how to get me wondering, just by suggesting, with a few 

well-chosen words from his encyclopedic repertoire, that there was something 

more. I am like a cat stalking a sparrow in those cases. He never lets me rest. 

Never. He’s the reverse of the Inquisition: torture not by action but by placing 

the victim (me) on the rack of silence.

Once settled on the round stool, knees tucked under the silky dark wood 

of the table, Ciristrilo began his lecture, except that his style was less that of 

a real lecture than a Socratic dialogue or a Platonic allegory, one of the two. 

Perhaps it was his air of eternity, o f agelessness, which set me off balance, 

because I was never sure of where to look or what was real about his words. 

He was my dear friend, but still Ciristrilo had me feeling a bit like one of the 

people in the famous cave. You know, the ones who are chained and so are 

only able to spend their lives looking at shadows projected from the space
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behind them onto the only wall their eyes are allowed to scour. They think 

what they're seeing is the real thing. The problem was, I knew full well they 

were only shadows and not the real thing. I didn’t need to be let out o f the 

cave and brought to the surface to know that. Except that the real thing - 

whatever it was - was not only missing, it was always just out of reach.

This time, despite the warm, moist atmosphere in which a cidery smell 

seemed suspended like incense that could intoxicate simply by being inhaled, I 

rankled at Ciristrilo’s questions. I mean, how should I know what was going on 

in the mind of a crazy outsider who one day showed up in this world - i.e., in 

Galicia - and never looked back, never seemed to question why she had to set 

up shop, as it were, in Santiago? Was there supposed to be some similarity 

with me? At first I was tempted to feel insulted, as if  he were having a good 

laugh at my expense. Then right away I remembered how Galicians chide you 

all the time for being so self-centered, as if  everything had to do with you, 

yet here I simply fe lt hurt that my situation wasn’t being taken seriously. My 

face must have shown it.

At that point my old friend slipped a hand inside his jacket and slowly 

withdrew a slim leather volume out of the inside pocket. I hadn't seen the 

book before, partly because it was so slender and partly because the jacket 

material was made of a heavy woven wool. The little  book made me curious 

because its size put it in considerable contrast with Ciristrilo’s customary huge 

tomes. It was possible he’d lost faith in me and was going back to some 

introductory level o f material, say lesson one all over again. Had I let him
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down that badly? He’d already given me one journal and he of all people must 

have known I would never reach the last page, that it would never be full, 

never used up. In fact, I'm using it at this very moment and don't want 

anything else. I wouldn't know how to use it.

I should have known better. One o f the things you learn in this place, if  

you’re lucky, is trust. Not everybody can be trusted, of course, as I ’d sure 

found out. Yet certain things and people - the right ones, the special ones - 

will not betray you. I knew how different this feeling was from other places 

where people let you down as a matter of course. Like my home or family. 

Although not sure why Galicia was different, I nevertheless knew it was.

’’First of a ll,” noted Ciristrilo, ’’you’ve got to figure out where you are 

and how you fit in." I thought that was a pretty dull, pretty obvious, 

statement.

"This is a very complex place. ” Another obvious thing to say. Most 

places are like that, aren’t  they? Why should Galicia be any different in that 

sense? Why consider it special on that basis alone?

I ’m glad to see you’re giving up some of the other things you were 

doing so you can concentrate on writing. ” Now this was new to me. Nobody 

had ever said that before. Ciristrilo might have heard me say I dreamed of 

doing some writing, but I hadn’t elaborated, ever. He took some things for 

granted, I thought, some things he shouldn’t. He seemed almost to be 

creating a role for me which I was supposed to fill. Should I resent that?
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Of course not. That much I knew. This was Galicia, a place where you 

can feel as if  nobody pays any attention to you, nobody sees you, but 

meanwhile you know everybody’s watching you all the time, even expecting 

you to behave in a certain way. I t ’s like now they see you, now they don’t. 

Then they classify you, and you become part of the play or poem, or even just 

part of the daily gossip that eventually becomes local folklore. That may take 

no time at all or it may take years, but you always have the potential of 

becoming a legend (or a gargoyle). To people here it doesn’t matter: time is, 

but it doesn’t matter, because time never runs out. It has existed since time 

began, and even things that are no longer continue to be in some inexplicable, 

indelible manner, as if their physical being were comprised of just some 

essence that stained and permeated the space they occupied. I can say, 

because I've seen it, that things and people here paint the air, just like 

Velazquez, in Manuel Machado's or Vicente Aleixandre's poem about "Las 

Meninas. ”

“Maybe that’s what the woman realized when she made her first visit,” 

Sandrine muttered softly, returning like some obsessed person to the question 

of what the attraction had been for her and why it had been so definitive. 

"Maybe she saw the atmosphere here for what it really is.” As she looked 

around her, the dark, cave-like space of 0 Abrigadoiro was dense with people, 

although only some of them were really there at the moment. The rest were 

merely sitting inside her memory and yet they were no less real for it. 

Immediately my gaze shifted from the cave to the intimate Praza de Fonseca,
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although it was hardly in sight physically. It mattered not, since her mind’s 

eye had it in clear focus. And there all the people were, all of them along with 

the stones.

"They’re all there!” she exclaimed, almost causing her companion to 

jump, since for once he hadn’t noticed the shift in her attention. Then he 

smiled, looking hopeful, trusting that Sandrine’d eventually work it out 

completely. The fact that she had taken a step he had not quite expected was 

a good sign.

Later that night, and certainly not due to the excellent bottle of Amandi 

they’d finished off along with fresh pan de molete, chicharrdns and queixo de 

Arzua, Sandrine found sleep was nowhere in sight. The only thing to be done 

was to get up and walk it off in the soft Santiago night, that night which is 

strewn both in legend and reality with millions of tiny stars. You can look at 

them as a tourist does or you can look at them for what they are. Sandrine 

chose the latter then.

As she stepped outside this evening, some time after one in the morning, 

she noticed the silvery dots are glistening from a summer shower. Even the 

black air had a hint of a sparkle to it as it clutched the memory of the rainfall 

only half an hour earlier. She had no idea what or whom she might run into, 

because she knew that as old as the city was it always contained surprises. The
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newness comes from the ancient visage. The water washes away the 

suffocating dust from which poor Castile suffers, and tendrils of green can 

come forth in almost any crack where you walk or look. It rains and rains, and 

there is no mud, there are no bugs to make you miserable. All you see is the 

clean slate on which to write your thoughts. There have been times when 

Sandrine emerged after such a shower and have to clasp a hand over her mouth 

to keep from screaming, because if she did, surely people would think she was 

mad and lock her up in Conxo, since it still exists. No, she needed the air and 

the casco vello - Conxo was much too far away for comfort.

As she walked, Sandrine thought about the time of the Bonome 

exposition. It was around 9 P.M. and she wondered past her beloved Fonseca, 

noticing the door was still open. The inner arch that opened onto the patio 

interior was still illuminated, and people were milling around. She drew near 

and decided to go in. As she passed through the massive outer door, a man in a 

uniform handed her a glossy catalog of the show. It contained all the 

information on the Bonomes, father and son, including the centennial of the 

father’s birth, a series of encapsulated lessons in history and friendships 

between Galicia and Paris, among other places. The son, his hair white and 

elegant, was there, but she saw the father had passed away a few years back, 

well into his nineties. She managed to engage in some semi-serious art 

observation while sipping on a good red Rioja and nibbling on tiny squares of 

tortilla espanola and an occasional fried calamar. The trays circulated so 

often and generously that it was easy to indulge in a free supper,
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entertainment included. She even got to listen to conversations such as one 

where an elderly man commented on the server’s lunares. He told her she had 

many on her face, and although it was a rude remark, she was casual in her 

response - she was aware of her appearance. Sandrine felt uneasy for both of 

them and hurried off to another area of the exhibit, although she kept 

wondering if somebody would notice she was a foreigner and say she had to 

leave because the reception was only for people who were locals, since the 

painters were.

Now as Sandrine strolled through the street where they’d installed 

electronic eyes to monitor the night, in case someone dared violate its 

innocence with illegal substances or activities, she didn't expect much to be 

going on, as most people are tucked away behind their doors. She was a little 

nervous about certain streets, but despite this she found herself creeping 

slowly along the stone paths that led to the Ruela de Sae se podes. She was 

finally ready to admit now that this was indeed an obsession. As she advanced, 

occasionally she sensed the need to draw close to the walls of the connected 

buildings, and study the flecks of mica in the gentle halos of the street lamps. 

She touched the liquid crystal that had been suspended by an unknown 

workman from a corner coat of arms like a warm, elastic icicle. She embraced 

that small world with all that was in her, quivering and fearful just the same. 

The rough granite was only slightly cool to her curious fingertips, but its 

familiar rough surface, its irregular tones, the humid scent of lichens, warmed 

her as far inside as warmth could go. She knew there was every chance she
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would not find her way out. Her eyes traveled upward, not in religious fervor 

but in deep momentary concern and striving to orient the gaze. Her eyes 

traveled further without her than they ever have before, it seemed, outward 

and then deep into the Algalias and around the Ruela de Xerusalen, where they 

fleshed out the Praza da Inmaculada, noticed the Asian droop of a dozing tree 

amid the sculpted myrtles of San Martino's gardens. They paused briefly in 

their trajectory, as if preparing for what might come after, and because there 

were long, long distances to cover over the course of the evening. Now they 

inked clearly and finitely in sepia the resonant arch of Xelmirez, and afterward 

catch the slope of the Acibecheria in its cool arms, carrying it quickly to the 

Obradoiro. They glanced at the catedral below the level of the street to the 

left, and stared momentarily at the daggers of the reixa on the small portion of 

the holy building’s roof that is closest to ground level. (Thieves would never 

get in that way.)

Nearby was a jewelry store with its silver, jet and coral beauty in the 

window. The small belfry to the right was one Sandrine had never fully noticed 

before, even after years and years of Santiago life. Her peregrine eyes told her 

this was, once more, normal. There is always something newly ancient that 

materialized in the most familiar of spots, like stone-crop or stone crops, newly 

sprouted with centuries of green-tinged grayness for good measure. Santiago 

was her constant reminder that she needed to pay closer attention, that she 

had to concentrate. That she had to make a conscious effort to survive, and to 

save her marriage.
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The eyes now noted how much the little structure resembled those of 

churches in the aldeas, which did not mean it did not also look like a mushroom 

atop the imposing cathedral - as out of place and yet as natural as the feathery 

purple blooms that populate its facade. Sandrine knew she would have to 

come back when she had more time to get to know this new friend better. She 

was desperately in need of friends, so immense was her solitude. Campanas de 

bastabales, morre-se de soidades. And in Santiago de Compostela, there is 

time for everything.

Sandrine jotted something in her journal: "Now eyes and I are speeding 

up toward the left, toward the statue of Cervantes, who was at some point of 

Galician origin, as his two last names indicate. I think how many Galicians 

probably think of Don Miguel first as Galician and second as author of some 

famous novel. But first things first."

She noticed a new restaurant tucked into a comer and hopds she could 

remember to come back when it was open to see if it is good. And again she 

realized she’d found the new inserted into the eternal, that even new cafes and 

eateries seemed in a way to be born old here, with their stone walls on the 

exterior and sometimes on the interior testimony to their real age. If the 

inside walls are left in their natural state, they are promptly assimilated into 

the city custom of leaving coins of one or five pesetas (usually one) resting on 

the small ledges they form. What would happen when the euros came?

Sandrine discovered she was walking along the Canton de San Bieito and 

then realized that she'd made a slight wrong turn. But she was able to find a
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lost soul who told her with a slightly winey breath, in city castrapo, that he had 

lived here all his life even though he cannot quite explain to her where Sae se 

podes was located.

"Go into that bar. It’s been in that spot toda a vida. Surely somebody in 

there will know the place you’re looking for.” And he added to himself, shaking 

his head, 'Where is it? I can’t seem to place it. But I've always lived here'.

Sandrine, told herself, looking at the bar, that it had probably been 

there for more than one life, but she knew she had to go in to ask.

”1 know where you want to go,” responded the attractive, dark-haired 

young woman who was pouring the vinegary white wine into a white porcelain 

taza as she spoke. She looked to be barely over twenty, but she knew. After 

all, unlike Sandrine, she had always been there. The high, neon-lit walls in 

1940s paneling, fly-specked and damp-smelling drew Sandrine's eyes upward in 

perhaps tactless ascent. They knew too. The signless door of chiseled milky 

glass knew. And Sandrine knew she wished desperately at that very moment 

that she had time to stand and sip the awful, bitter cup at that no-name, toda- 

a-vida bar. But that lesson would have to wait. She would have to remember 

to go back, even though she wouldn't be able to ask for the bar by name 

because it had no sign, had no identity but the place where it sat, 

affectionately encased by the stone.

The young woman didn’t ask why I was alone at such a late hour in the 

old part', thought Sandrine, "and she came outside to make sure I got the street 

right. She has only smiled at my odd query'. "Your street (her street?) is only
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twenty meters away," the girl told her. Only twenty meters. She felt a little 

silly, but the man with the wine breath was still outside, waiting to see - he 

too was curious - where the street was located. 'He's the one who should feel 

silly, since he's lived here all his life and has been so close'.

For a moment Sandrine was worried by the appearance of the man, who 

was hovering nearby, but as the young woman returned to the inner sanctuary 

of the no-name bar, the man repeated, apologizing profusely, how he had lived 

in Compostela but had never actually been to the street and is even less 

familiar with the name of the new store she'd given him as an alternate marker 

for the location. He stopped a few feet ahead and entered a door in the stone 

wall. 'He really does live there', observed Sandrine, relieved. 'I bet only 

decades of habit have made it so he can be the ability to be easily absorbed by 

the medieval stone. That'll never happen to me'. She felt sad, nostalgic for a 

non-existent past.

Now he was gone and Sandrine was alone again, but was she really? Her 

destination was but three steps more and now she made a right turn into a 

narrow space that hardly appeared to be a real street. 'It reminds me of Los 

pasos perdidos', she shivered, although the evening was not chilly at all. In 

fact, it was slightly too warm, not at all normal for Santiago. As she entered 

the dark, narrow space, she felt momentary trepidation, but now she caught a 

glimpse of another opening off to the right. 'At last I'm in Sae se podes', she 

thinks, and relaxes imperceptibly.
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Sandrine enters the passageway now, so slowly that her footsteps have 

an air of reverence. Two children playing on a scooter - how was it they were 

out alone at this hour? - stare at the red-haired stranger and disappear. How 

can they be here are alone, at this hour? Did I really see them or did I imagine 

them? What time is it now?' It was too dark to see her watch, and the high 

street lamp on the building wall was almost blocked by an eave.

She didn't have time to move toward the small puddle of light before she 

realized something had taken the place of the phantom children. 'Ay!' She was 

startled. Out of the jagged shadows stepped Ciristrilo. He did not look 

impatient and moved toward her softly, carefully, happily. He put his arms 

around her, laying a single unexpected kiss on the top of her head rather than 

one on both cheeks as was the custom. She let herself lean against him, 

relieved not to be in danger and for the first time breathing in a scent of 

woody fern that could not be connected with the Villafinez painting in any 

sense but it was not something concocted in a factory and sold in a bottle, 

either. It was one of those fragrances that take centuries to create. It was 

especially odd for Sandrine, because she had a very limited sense of smell, and 

when something attracted her attention that clearly and strongly, it became as 

solid as a rock in her mind. This is something that is coming from somewhere 

else, a place that's faintly familiar but something I can't quite identify. But 

that will come, I know now. He’s here’.

Ciristrilo said absolutely nothing, no longer touching Sandrine after his 

mute but welcoming greeting. They stood, uttering not a single word after the
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brief kiss, sure of themselves, of the choice they both made to be in that spot 

at that particular moment, of how they both knew there was something to be 

done. Sandrine felt other-worldly, as if she were a shadow of herself, bereft of 

all language and needing of none. Her fingertips once again palp the shining 

velvet night, which now seemed to be at the point of oozing off like oil paint 

into threads of dawn. 'Could that much time have passed since I left my room, 

unable to sleep?' She was puzzled. As a hand moved and she began to see that 

it was indeed her own hand, her fingers found receptive niches that felt much 

like the worn spots in the Portico da Gloria. They curled in and around those 

spaces, drawing the nocturnal shawl in tighter. She felt calm, infinitely calm.

They continued to stand utterly still, in the same spot. "It's as if our 

human figures were posing for the painting of Sae se podes by the tortured 

Villafinez.'' But that was a few decades before. This was but one of the stories 

she saw herself reading: the feeling of being immersed in a past event that had 

yet to be created, of being in a world not turned upside down the way Bakhtine 

said we can do, but rather inside out. Maybe they felt as if they were 

characters in a story about San Andres de Teixido with a character named Eili 

who has returned from long ago, from a Celtic or even pre-Celtic past, to claim 

the rest of her image, her love of life, her passion for eternity and all the while 

asserting her right to achieve it. 'Ciristrilo feels to me a bit like Eili', Sandrine 

thought, but she spoke and her companion persisted in his benevolent silence 

instead of breaking the spell by speaking.

151

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



"Well, I've found the street, or some fragment of it. It's a street that 

even a man who lives a few feet away could not locate. Its cul-de-sac can 

barely hold these two humble balconies and apparently it acts as a b rie f strip 

for a nocturnal scooter race five or six meters long. Even in broad daylight' - 

she shuddered to think what it must look like then - 'why would the sun want to 

sidle along walls and over red clay roof tiles to reach the center stones just so 

it can warm them a little? Why would anybody know where this place is, much 

less want to enter it, if its small imprisoned area holds nothing but silence, 

nothing but itself?’ Ciristrilo knew, of course, that she did not really need or 

want to ask these questions. Because she had come at that odd hour, he knew 

she'd already accepted the place at its face value, no matter how much she 

tried to question it.

"It's a place with a name, with high stone walls. It's a place where 

perhaps something or things have happened - somebody had said Isaac Diaz 

Pardo’s father was trapped here by fascists and killed." Sandrine didn’t know if 

it were completely true, but she had heard the story. As such, Sae se podes 

had a past and for Galicians that meant it was entitled to a future. It might 

have next to nothing in it, but it did have a name and there were words tucked 

around it in Compostela. That was sufficient.

Ciristrilo’s right hand was now resting familiarly on her left shoulder, in 

minimal intimacy. Sandrine suddenly felt shy, thinking somebody might see 

them. What would Nico think? Wouldn't he get the wrong idea?. But then her
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reaction swelled and changed to a tiny but unavoidable pride as he finally 

spoke:

"You do get it. Moito entendes, o h “

"I know I do now, but the knowing feels so fragile and there's still the 

mystery as to how I've come to figure it out. What border did I cross to do 

that? It hasn't been so long since our conversation in 0  Abrigadoiro - less than 

two hours, I think. You know, Ciristrilo, I haven’t given the woman with the 

gargoyle much thought. I just went directly to a pension with a small kitchen, 

had a good hot caldo with my favorite pan de molete, and a descafeinado." 

Her companion said nothing. Sandrine began to doubt his intentions. Shivering 

a little, for the first time since she'd encountered the man with the castrapo 

made from cheap wine, she felt a twinge of fear. His hands were behind his 

back, his stance a little too relaxed. What was he waiting for? Then Sandrine 

realized:

'Ciristrilo seems to think I'm ready to tell a story now, a real story. I’m 

going to try to describe something that happened on one of my excursions to 

Noia. If I fail, who knows what will happen to me?'
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Wave 5: Noia turistica

It seemed like a good idea to get some perspective on Santiago, which 

by all rights is a very absorbing and demanding city. After all, there's more to 

Galicia than just the pilgrimage site. Even the santiasueses like to get away 

for at least part of the weekend. So when Sunday came and was bursting with 

sunshine, I knew it was the right moment to go on a jaunt to the coast. I have 

a few spots I like a lot, and one of these is Noia, for its location and because 

there is a restaurant I particularly like that’s not too far from the center of 

town. Over the years, I've seen the place become slightly more sophisticated 

with tasteful remodeling, but it still has the archway where people can go to 

wash their hands in sight of everybody, and it has the other arch and counter 

leading to the kitchen, where you can watch the cook set out the plates full of 

food. By the entry is the bar, where a lot of locals stand, have a glass of 

something, read the paper and, if there is a soccer game or the Tour de 

France, shout their advice to the athletes. That's always the smokiest part of 

the restaurant, and luckily there's enough room to move to a far corner.

This time, though, there was nobody in the restaurant, perhaps because 

I’d arrived early - it was only a little after one o'clock. I took a seat slightly off 

to one side, not thinking about possible neighbors. Soon, however, a couple 

came in and, contrary to what people usually do when they come into a large
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place with lots of food, sat down right next to my table. They could have 

chosen so many other places, but didn't. It was a man and a woman, 

somewhere in their early thirties. Or perhaps they were still in their twenties, 

but because they had the hard Castilian accent and they were rather tanned, 

especially the woman, they seemed older to me. They sounded, to be precise, 

very madrilefio-like, and that meant they had to be tourists.

Obviously I was not interested in their conversation, because I had one 

of my own to tend to, but their voices carried. The wooden rise and fall of the 

Spanish of Castile is never unnoticeable among the gently lilting coastal tones. 

Oddly enough, these visitors rarely seem to notice their own voices nor how the 

people around them tend to fall silent when they hear the harsh accent. Or 

maybe it's the opposite: they know they're on stage and want to mark the 

territory as belonging to Spain after all. But let’s not go into that. It's more a 

matter of politics than literature.

The point is that these people were impossible to ignore, even though I 

wasn't interested in their conversation. I'd heard it all before. My ear did not 

have to strain at all to know they had a list of places to visit and that they had 

a schedule according to which the visits were to be carried out. There were 

pieces of paper on the table as well, and these turned out to be, as was to be 

expected, brochures of various sorts, with a map or two. There was also, I 

believe, the ubiquitous guidebook, meant to assure the ignorant that they were 

in the driver's seat and knew exactly what they were doing.
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The pair were quite well dressed, perfectly attired, in fact, for a trip to 

the coast. She had a sleeveless top of a pastel shade which favored her 

glowing tan, and he wore a light but expensive*looking linen jacket that gave 

him what he deemed was an air of worldliness. It definitely accentuated the 

sobriety of his instructions to the woman about what they were going to 

accomplish that day and the next few days they would be in the region. Huge 

plates of cicalas and salads crafted from superbly tender Pontevedra lettuce 

sat on the table, covering the rest of the available space. Yet the man and 

woman focused their gazes not on each other nor on the food but on their lists 

of monuments, prehistoric sites, museums, and the all-important eateries and 

festivities. All the while, he was looking at his watch, as if he were constantly 

trying to figure out what time it was and what he had forgotten to do. She had 

a brochure that seemed to be her favorite, and from where I was sitting, it 

appeared to have the summery blue and white expanse that can only say "sea 

with beach”. She kept tentatively pointing to it with her index finger, saying 

little, but looking at him for the confirmation which did not come.

The man did most of the talking, looking as if he expected to be 

interrupted at any minute by the cell phone sitting to the left of his plate. 

That never happened, but it could have. At least it provided him with the most 

businesslike appearance, and as he indicated their plans, the woman deferred 

to him over and over, as if she knew it would be useless to propose anything of 

a different nature. Even I could tell she needn’t bother. It could have been 

because she had a slightly more gypsy-like appearance than he had, but I didn't
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have enough information to theorize about that. My attention was drawn to 

them, not just by the fact that there were no other customers at the moment 

in the restaurant and they were right beside my table, but also by the fact that 

these were not the usual people one found there. I couldn't help wondering 

how, if the restaurant was not in any guidebook, they had stumbled onto 

Marico, which in my opinion was the best in the town, in part because it was 

geared to the locals and not to outsiders. (That meant quality, portions and 

prices were better.) There were several other questions that kept coming to 

mind, but that was the one I couldn't shake. Madrilenos had no business being 

there unless they were up to something evil. They also continued to be very 

uninterested in the food that was before them on the table, serving themselves 

without a pause in the conversation to observe the flavor. I wished I could 

have told them what they were missing. In fact, the more I thought about it, 

the angrier it made me. It was a sign of total disrespect for the place, the 

people, for all of Noia, in other words. I was not at all comfortable with having 

them there, the bastards.

Why should this attitude of theirs have surprised me? For those to whom 

time is money, finding a place to dine and stopping at some local historical 

monuments are less important in themselves than being able to say afterward 

that one has been there. There have always been people who see a vacation to 

an "exotic clime” like this one as an investment that will save them from 

winter boredom, so that when they have little else to do, they can recall the 

steaming trays of cicalas or the luscious green salads of Galicia, the great
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beaches and the quaint Romanesque churches (the ones they must have seen in 

the brochure) as they lounge, bored, in a meson in the capital, the air reeking 

with the greasy effluvia of anonymous and repeated fritangas.

I knew it would be useless to try and tell this palate-less pair that they 

had not yet seen the slowness of summer in Galicia as they sped along the 

winding roads in their late-model car. I knew they had not spoken to hardly 

anyone from the place, except to order a meal or make sure they were on the 

right road. Not that they had anything to say. Anybody could tell they'd been 

brought up on sopa de ajo and the sere Gredos range rather than the glowing 

caldo galego and the serra de Cervantes. I resented their presence, and they 

should have known it. They should have moved away so their craggy accent 

and toasted skin wouldn't spoil my appetite. Yet they were simply oblivious to 

the fact that they'd imposed themselves on me and that as a result I was, 

against my wishes, losing my appetite. I knew their attitude was cold enough 

not to be melted by a glance around the soft yellow restaurant with sieves, 

spindles, wicker baskets - so many objects from various aspects of local life - 

the antique sideboard with the lace doily where an impeccable homemade 

apple dessert sat, the paintings on the walls that told so much about Noia, the 

gorgeous smile of the black-haired waiter who had been there for years and 

probably was the owner, who made the servings "grow” for the customers who 

took the time to chat with him about life when they came in. I knew that this 

couple would always feel a bit cold in Noia and anywhere else they went in 

Galicia, not only because it was not the dry, baked climate of Castile, but also
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because they were only there to check off the points on a route shown on a 

brochure, like the devout click off the beads of a rosary in a damp, empty 

church.

By the time I’d finished my salad, I was convinced their time was linear, 

flat, two-dimensional, and quantifiable. They would never understand the way 

local time sculpted people's lives, binding them to a community of contrasting 

images, the way the gallery grew and meandered, causing addiction from the 

cradle. They thought they could just come here for a while and go and that 

once they had gone they were gone forever but that they could claim having 

come to Galicia. They thought, unlike the odd-sounding locals, that they were 

the owners of their time and their lives. They thought so, and they planned 

their itinerary that day in Marico's as if it were true. City folk, people from the 

capital, are pretty much all alike. It's like when New Yorkers come to Maine, 

take a quick look around, order a lobster, visit L.L. Bean, order another 

lobster, gawk around Acadia National Park for half a day, scarf down some 

broiled scallops, and leave.

One of the brochures must have had a tempting view of the Castro de 

Barona, for the woman, whom I'll call Sofia just for fun, managed to get her 

companion (whom I'm going to call Juan Carlos and assume was her husband) to 

look at a photograph briefly by putting her finger on it and refusing to let him 

flip the pages. I had to crane my neck a bit to see the circular silhouettes 

overlooking an intensely azure sea, but I managed to get that much. "So
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they're going to visit one of my favorite spots," I thought, momentarily planning 

to forgive them for everything I'd thought about them until that point.

Sofia and Juan Carlos fooled me, however. They didn't head to o castro 

right away, but instead, after paying, went out and turned left, then left 

again. Of course! They had to visit the church of Santa Maria a Nova still. I 

knew the surrounding churchyard, the Quintana dos Mortos, fairly well, having 

visited it several times. Even though she wanted to get to the beach, Sofia was 

curious about what the brochure in her hand said. I have to give her that 

much.

"Legend has it the cemetery was made from earth brought by boats 

made in Noia all the way from Palestine!" she remarked. "Incredible!"

"Why would they go to all that trouble just to bring a bunch of dirt here, 

when they’ve got enough of their own?” replied Mr. Time-is-Money.

"It's the thought that counts, isn't it?” was the thoughtful response. 

'There are some really curious things about this place. They also say that 

there's something called a Santa Compama." [She didn't notice it's Compafia. 

Com - pa - ha, three syllables, not four. I wanted badly to correct her.] “It 

comes out of this spot and goes to let the living know they're scheduled to die 

in the coming year."

"That's a creepy superstition," was Juan Carlos' only comment as they 

moved as if in a fog into the Quintana, not noticing the worn shield carved into 

the stone wall to their right. I wanted to warn them, because it's more than 

just a superstition or a symbol, that shield with the warrior on it. It really does
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mark the threshold of temptation. It would be up to them now to see how they 

would do in that battle between virtue and sin. I felt sorry for them, too, 

because the struggle is the fiercest one we ever face in life. They, however, 

didn't appear to have the mettle, and now Armero (the fellow in the coat of 

arms with his sword in his hand and a vague beast of sin before him) was 

watching the couple as well.

'The church was consecrated in 1327 by Archbishop Berenguel de 

Lendoira," Sofia continued. "It’s pretty old, isn't it? [She had no idea this made 

it pretty young, as Romanesque churches go.] Juan Carlos was oblivious to 

this. He was checking his watch. They only had nineteen minutes before they 

had to head for the next segment of their tour.

"Some say Noia’s named for a granddaughter of Noah [Noe]. The girl's 

father disembarked here after the flood. How quaint!" Juan Carlos nodded, at 

least. The church was always creating some history or another, then saying 

they could prove it by citing the ancient Greek historians like Pliny. Hard to 

dispute them, since the first historical document that mentioned Noia was from 

the tenth century, and the only people who produced written documents for 

many centuries were members of the church. They told their stories, fictional 

or otherwise, and declared them to be true. Nothing anybody could do about 

it. Even the granddaughter story had its variants, though.

"Noia had two parts: Noela and Novium, which was the new part back 

then. The first was probably some primitive population, and the second was 

the walled city, built afterward. Sofia was paraphrasing from the brochure.
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"Ha! So now the new part has become the old part of the city? That’s 

turning things upside down, isn't it? ” He was quite impatient to be gone now. 

Another two minutes had passed.

”... and the Duke of Lancaster tried to conquer the town but failed 

because of the walls," Sofia marveled, entirely caught up in the maze of history 

she was discovering. "King John I said after he defeated the pretender to the 

throne of Castile, 'Mientras esten en mi poder las fortalezas de Noia y A 

Coruna, sere rey de Galicia ."

"What’d they have back then, tape recorders?" grumbled Juan Carlos, 

getting increasingly bored. Besides, he'd read that Noia's importance as a port 

and therefore its economic value began to decline in the eighteenth century 

and that didn't say much for it now, did it?

Sofia was droning on about how they'd just have to see a couple of 

dolmens • the other brochure talked about the ancient sites of Argalo and 

Axeitos. They weren't too far away and wouldn't it be interesting to visit some 

real Celtic sites? What would their friends say back in Madrid when they heard 

about these places?

Juan Carlos didn't think seeing a small site with stones you could count 

on one or even two hands, no matter how mysterious It might be, was a good 

investment of their time. Bigger was better. He'd scheduled a visit to Barona 

that afternoon at Sofia's suggestion and it was not likely they'd be able to 

manage any minor side trips. Sofia pouted slightly, hoping her lower lip 

gesture made her look sexier, but it was for naught. Juan Carlos was several
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yards ahead of her now, and she had to move faster or she'd miss seeing the 

laudas that made the Quintana dos Mortos famous. The pair didn't bother to 

look at the cruceiros of the cemetery, because those were a dime a dozen in 

Galicia and there'd be time for more if they felt like it. As they moved around 

the church along the south side, they didn't notice the inscription in Galician 

above the door:

ESTA: IGLE 

A:EDIFICOU:S:SA 

GROU:DO-: FR:BERIGUEL 

ARCIBPO:D:ST:AGO:EN.XXVIII 

DIAS:0:ANNO:ERA:M:CCCLXV:S:F 

OE:PCADOR:Po BOCH-O DESTA:OBRA

"Esta igrexa edificou e sagrou dono Frei Berenguel, arcebispo de Santiago en 

XVIII dias de xaneiro, era MCCCLXV e foi procurador Pedro Bochon desta obra” 

the guidebook said, with some poetic and numerical liberties taken in the 

transcription.

Juan Carlos was beginning the tour of the laudas or tomb covers which 

were on display along the back wall of the Quintana. Sofia was trying to tell 

him, from behind, that there were several types: epigrafica (with writing only), 

gremial (pertaining to the medieval guilds), simbolica (symbolic, somewhat
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uncertain now as to their meaning and perhaps related to the petroglyph 

tradition), and the antropomorficas (with images of people).

There's a lot of these things, noted Juan Carlos, relieved the church had 

been locked so they wouldn’t have to file by the hundred or so more inside. If 

you've seen one sarcophagus lid...

Meanwhile, Sofia was reading that the spiral in so many petroglyphs was 

thought by some experts to be a symbol of fecundity, birth, and life after 

death. She thought that was a lot to read into the simple squiggle, and that 

maybe it was a labyrinth of some sort and who knew really what that meant. 

Nobody could figure that out since the things were so old, she was certain. But 

it was probably just some design they put there. [Sofia obviously didn't realize 

how hard it was to make the original carvings with the tools and materials 

available in prehistoric times. She also didn't realize the laudas of the symbolic 

category were actually copies of the originals, meaning that the medieval or 

renaissance artisans were indicating their recognition of the ancient, ancient 

inscriptions.]

'I'll have to get one of those silver spiral charms they sell’, she told 

herself, thinking they'd be doing some shopping in Santiago. I on the other 

hand was as ready to leave the Quintana as they were by now, since they’d 

done everything they could to insult its meaning and really had no business 

there in the first place. I watched Juan Carlos and Sofia leave and follow the 

sidewalk to their car. I knew they didn't care about how the church had been 

anxious to destroy the pagan practice of stone inscriptions with a magical
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intent (saints were so much more effective and looked just as good in stone as 

the spells did). Even just the idea of using stones in certain sites for offerings 

and rituals such as sleeping on them (Strabo described it in 100 B.C.) was 

frowned upon, but the people don't forget. There are milladoiros or stone 

piles scattered all over Galicia, not just for worship reasons, but because 

somebody there died violently and the spirit of the dead one has to be placated 

or put to rest.

I wasn't thinking about these stone beds as they headed toward the 

Castro de Baroha about 25 minutes away. She didn’t know the fertility property 

of the stones was a belief that was found beyond Galicia and was considered a 

part of the collective unconscious by certain scholars. She also would not have 

time to visit places like Pena Namorados, Pedra Mazafacha, or others. Like 

Juan Carlos said, there was no time. Just as there had been no time to have a 

family of their own.

"Jump out," her husband was ordering her already, interrupting Sofia’s 

wandering thoughts. They'd reached Baroha quickly, although the ria of Noia 

and Muros was still in view. There was a lovely set of beaches there too, and 

even one for nudists. She wasn’t sure how her husband would feel about the 

latter, however. He never let her do things like that, do anything he 

considered improper. Juan Carlos was complaining again.

"Why the hell do we have to park so far away? Have to hobble over 

these stupid stones. Why don't they put a paved road down to the castro?
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That’d be the sensible thing. How can they expect to get any tourists if they 

don’t make it easy for them?”

This was once a Roman road, a real Roman road," noted Sofia, raising 

her gaze from the guidebook. "It was built afterward, of course. The culture 

or civilization of the castros was at its height from the first century B.C, to the 

second century A.D. but it began in 700 B.C. They were actually pre-Celtic 

tribes. Anyway, the Romans, like Strabo, called everybody beside themselves 

barbarians. One historian called the tribes in this area praestamarcos. Wow! 

The Barbanza part was called Postmarcos up until recently. That’s real history, 

isn't it, honey?"

Juan Carlos was complaining that the Roman rocks were ruining his 

expensive dockside loafers and that he was going to write a letter to whomever 

was in charge in this Barbanza place (name probably comes from barbarian) to 

make them get their act together. Sofia, who had always lived in the city, 

was enthralled by the heather and toxo mixture, the mat of ferns and the 

luxurious clumps of foxglove. [She didn't notice the fiunchos or anise plants, so 

although she would have enjoyed it, she didn't pick a stalk to sniff the heady 

odor of the raw liquid that would ooze out. I wanted to tell her but couldn't. 

It wouldn't have helped.]

The couple reached the spot where the full castro comes into view and 

stood still. Even Juan Carlos was impressed at last, and Sofia was overwhelmed 

by what she saw when they reached the exact line where the castro spread out 

below with the sea as background. She decided it must have been a very
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magical place to live. How the sun must have blossomed at dawn and soon 

seeped onto the water’s easel, before retrieving its gold to transport it across 

the upper sky. At sunset, she thought, this place must have been like a 

carnival of colors bleeding once more into the ria, then masked by declining 

clouds. If she had ever read Poe, she might have thought briefly about one of 

his tales, but she didn't. Beside her, Juan Carlos was lamenting the fact that 

the Galicians hadn't managed to make a profit with this beautiful setting. 

High-rises would bring a pretty penny. Anybody from Madrid would give an arm 

and a leg to get one. He thought he knew somebody who could propose it to 

the Xunta.

"Are you out of your mind?" asked his wife. "Nobody would let that 

happen. It's such an important historical site." [It somehow makes me think of 

the Akama Peninsula in western Cyprus. That was a pristine environment, but 

some authority has allowed plans for high-rises. Not much is sacred these days, 

no matter what the country, but I'm going to see what I can do to ensure the 

safety of my Galicia.] Sofia and Juan Carlos were walking back up the Roman 

road now [they didn't need more than five minutes to take in the sight and 

couldn't afford more than anyway if they were to stay on schedule], taking care 

not to lose their balance on the well-worn ruts that heavy vehicles had made in 

the slabs of two millennia ago. Juan Carlos finished his coke and tossed the 

empty plastic bottle off to one side, trying to hit his target - an old shoe. Sofia 

accidentally dropped the tissue she'd used to fix some smudged makeup; she 

wasn't paying attention because once its purpose was served, the tissue no
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longer mattered. Neither of them had ever thought about ecological matters. 

Those were for exotic places like rain forests where big companies were felling 

thousands of trees and putting in highways.

"What do you want to do when we get to Santiago this evening?" asked 

Juan Carlos, suddenly almost affectionate toward his wife. Sofia, ever 

compliant, indicated she'd do anything he chose. They were in the process of 

negotiating the evening’s activities when suddenly a local fellow appeared on 

the path. He was stocky and had a weathered face and a lame leg, so although 

he was around 56 or 57 to them, he looked seven or eight years older. He 

wore a cap with a visor, a dark suit coat (rather dusty and frayed on the inner 

part of the cuffs), and carried what appeared to be a dog or very large cat 

cradled in his left arm. The man spoke to them swiftly, and in the vernacular, 

or so they thought.

"Como lies vai? Pra onde van? Gostou-lles o noso castro? Bonitino e. 

Podo levar-vos a un lugar ainda mais fermoso, aqui pertino. Queren, nonsi?"

Juan Carlos, who liked to be in charge, told himself he understood the 

fellow’s speech, by his gestures and tone of voice, if not exactly by his words. 

He knew the man was offering him something and figured it was because the 

country bumpkin had noticed his (JC's) urban origins. 'The peasants are always 

trying to sell us city folk something, and even though most of the time it's 

something worthless, it could be a really good deal, you know.” He'd heard 

about such things and even rubbed his hands together at the thought that 

maybe the guy had some valuable prehistoric artifact to sell them for a few
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coins, or maybe he had an old stone house [that’s pazo, in case you didn't know 

it, JC] he wanted to get rid of for a song because he needed fast cash, or 

maybe...

"I'll go with him if that's what he wants. You can stay here and enjoy the 

view," he told, or rather ordered, Sofia. Feeling emboldened by this new 

adventure from which he would surely emerge with a profit of some kind, Juan 

Carlos took a few steps toward the man and that was when he noticed the 

animal in the crook of his arm was neither a cat nor a dog but a lamb that 

couldn't have been much more than a week old.

The lamb, nestled next to the man's chest, gave a tiny bleat, and Juan 

Carlos more or less understood that the gentle beast had been saved by its 

owner when the ewe died giving birth to it. The man had fed it by hand from a 

bottle and now it followed him everywhere, even when he went into a bar for 

coffee. They were inseparable.

"Well, let's get going," Juan Carlos urged, looking at his watch again and 

not wanting to waste much time. He smoothed his je t black hair, which the 

wind blowing in from the shore had ruffled. [If he'd gone all the way to the 

castro on the very edge of the no, it would have really messed up his hair and 

probably irked him no end. The Atlantic breeze is like that. It brings odd 

memories in from the sea.] Then the madrileno fell into step beside the crazy 

local, trying not to get too close to the lamb because maybe they bit clothing 

or spit - or was that goats? A tiny sense of adventure tugged at him, as much 

as he tried not to let it.
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"I'll be down on the beach,” Sofia smiled at his back, but was pleased at 

the chance to return to Arealonga, even if the afternoon was rapidly growing 

briefer. It was still warm and down there the promontory would protect her 

from the sea winds while she contemplated the circles that rose up again from 

the beach area, which was sunken between the level of the road an the very 

edge of the cliffs of the prehistoric site. She thought she'd even have a go at 

the nudist aspect. Wouldn't that impress her friends back in Madrid? They all 

thought this was such a provincial place, not at all like Malaga and the Costa 

del Sol.

Back down on the beach, Sofia sees a long flat rock and recalls the 

superstition about A Cama do Home. This is not a location for a rock like that, 

though," she thought, but it could have been. The smooth rock was so warm 

that it was inviting enough for her to stretch out full length on it after 

removing her clothes. She left them in a neatly folded pile a few yards behind 

her. Then the meal from Marico’s, although she hardly remembered what she’d 

eaten, told her digestive system to do its work. A siesta was in order. This is 

heaven!' she exclaimed, fitting her own warm and supple body to the smooth 

heat of stone.

The fellow who seemed to be called Xan meanwhile led Juan Carlos a 

few kilometers back toward Noia to Axeitos. He recalled passing the sign to 

the dolmen but that they'd not paid much attention to for lack of time [and 

interest]. There was no avoiding it now, as Xan parked his rusty SEAT at the 

end of the narrow road that was hardly more than a path and once Juan Carlos
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got out, he clutched the madrileno's elbow to steer him in a certain direction. 

The bleating lamblet was beginning to get under Juan Carlos' skin and he found 

himself picking his way through toxos and xestas and wanting to have roast 

cordero very soon. He'd had enough of damn plants and animals and just 

wanted Xan Doe to spill. Either this was a deal of a lifetime or it wasn't, but 

this was ridiculous. He began to regret his decision to follow the country 

bumpkin. But all JC could see was another bunch of rocks, probably the 

famous site they'd passed up on their way to Baroha. Not hard to see why.

I find myself standing over Juan Carlos' angled figure, staring at his 

head. It had been split open from ear to ear and a substance between rubbery 

and spongy in consistency was curdling on the nearby rock. Surely it wasn't the 

result of a fertility rite like those performed on A Cama do Home. Perhaps 

Juan Carlos has fallen and his head has been burst open by the lichen-covered 

stones. Or maybe he has been hit by something or somebody, some rural 

marauder, some petty thief who has seen the city fellow and figured he would 

have some dough on him. I cannot tell.

There is a lamb standing beside the madrileno, bleating, white, 

ghostlike, a tiny cloud of kinky wool, not rubbery but its color not unlike the 

substance curdling and clumping among the filaments of emerald moss.

Xan has disappeared. Returned, I imagine, to one of the laudas in the 

churchyard of Santa Maria a Nova. Not to a tomb, to a lauda. Or a coat of 

arms carved in a wall.
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Sofia, when she awakens, will discover that somebody has stolen her 

neatly folded, expensive clothing and that in Galicia, when night falls, even the 

sunniest day, the warmest beach, takes on a deep chill.

Juan Carlos, I suspect, has made the best deal of his life, because he has 

proven that money really is time and he will no longer worry about wasting 

either one.

The lamb bleats little now, and weakly. It moves closer to nuzzle what 

in some way resembles its wool. It notices that the crook of the arm of the 

man who does not move is not placed in the same way as its master's, but that 

doesn't matter either.
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Ciristrilo was silent for some time, as stars semaphored on and off in the 

sky immediately overhead by the few buildings of the cul-de-sac. Orion shone 

a little more brightly than the rest of the constellations, demanding its own 

story. Sandrine was completely exhausted from her attempt to tell the tale of 

the fate met by outsiders in Galicia. She even wondered if she hadn't been 

doing some foreshadowing of the unthinkable sort. Yet despite her vulnerable 

appearance, her companion now kept a discrete distance between them. She 

felt, a bit guiltily, that his touch would have been welcome. She was 

trembling, for reasons only she could define, but he seemed not to notice.

"Impossible. Nothing gets by him," Sandrine muttered, trying to 

decrease the space between them in what she hoped was an imperceptible 

way.

"Maybe we'd better head home," she suggested, when she saw that effort 

was to no avail and feared she'd offended him. She hoped that somehow he 

would not acquiesce to that suggestion, even though they both might already 

have some explaining to do when they got home. Well, Ciristrilo might, 

because in a sudden shift of perspective, Sandrine wondered sadly if Nico 

would even notice when she came in. However, Ciristrilo felt that Sandrine 

needed just a little more guidance, so he proposed she listen to yet another 

story. She knew she had to agree to it, even at that hour, because she wanted
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to stay there with him. But because wasn't really in the mood for his moralistic 

narratives, she made him promise not to be heavy-handed in the "message" 

department.

'If he wants me to pay any attention to him this time, he has to do more 

than lecture about how hard it is to understand his culture. I already know 

that. Just for the time being I need a reprieve from having to try to 

understand it', she thought, her eyes moist and her shoulders slightly bowed as 

if she were the statue of Atlas in o Toural. Later she would write in her 

journal, the new one he'd given her:

The story I ended up telling did not reveal anything new, or so I 

thought, but when you're dealing with my old friend you really never know 

what's going to come along even after the story has been told. Of course I 

couldn’t resist and asked him,

"Is there a moral to this story?" And he answered in the typical Galician 

manner - with another question:

"What do you think?"

What did I think? I thought that he was trying to get me to read into his 

words more than I should. I thought he was trying to tell me that I had a long 

way to go before I could even begin to understand. I surmised he was not 

going to make the lesson easy. I also worried that he would be right, and 

decided it was best to just listen. This time his story was about a couple he'd 

met a number of years ago, or so he said. I suspected most of his narratives
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were purely fictitious, but if  he said they were based on real people or events, 

they took on the air of parables. This is the story he told me:

[NB: No story recorded.]

But for the moment Ciristrilo was as silent as the tomb of Santiago now 

that Sandrine had finished her story. Rivulets of peach sun were crossing the 

canvas above them and they really had to get home, both of them. Not to a 

pension - that had been part of the story - but to her apartment where she 

lived with her husband. She knew Ciristrilo was thinking about her tale. As he 

gave her the traditional farewell kisses on the right and left cheek, she found 

herself having to suppress a scream. Luck was with her on the other end as 

well, because Nico had left a message on the answering machine to let her 

know that he would not make it home that night (the one she had spent in Sae 

se podes) but that he would be back the next afternoon. He had gone with a 

friend to an aldea near Rianxo and it had been on the spur of the moment, he 

was really sorry he couldn't talk to her directly and there had been no warning 

that this opportunity would arise. When he got back, they'd talk.

Yeah, right', thought Sandrine, as she finished listening to the message, 

now suddenly weary and not thinking about anything but a few hours of sleep. 

Nico's amazing voice, the one that had seduced her so quickly and held her to 

this land, now only sounded like a mask, one with which he'd duped her and 

which he used out of habit now so she wouldn't say anything during his
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absences. She wept bitterly, then took a long, consoling shower and curled up 

in bed, lonelier than she had ever been in her life. She longed to be back in 

Sae se podes with Ciristrilo, because at least there had been a promise of 

something, a delectable imminence, in those few hours outside time, in that 

tiny space, in their words together.

Nico returned, humming, a bit distracted and looking like he had a 

secret that would never be shared with Sandrine, at least not willingly. She did 

not try to initiate discussion, and the promised conversation never did take 

place. She did not even write much in her journal, but spent her time trying to 

catch up on her assignments for two publications. They were due in the next 

week and she'd been distracted herself with her efforts to write a work of 

fiction. Then something changed. Another week and a half went by. Nico 

seemed to be in a more amicable mood, for reasons still unknown to his wife. 

Just when she'd begun to accept the disintegration of her marriage as 

inevitable (and almost desired it, in a way), he began to seek her out at night, 

moving closer until once again their bodies showed their perfect fit. He was 

not especially muscular or otherwise a very dominant man, yet Nico’s way of 

completely surrendering to Sandrine when they made love was irresistible. 

Few men are willing to show that type of physical devotion and vulnerability, 

she realized. Even if he revealed himself in that sense because he did not fear 

damage to himself, it also could be a sign of how much he trusted Sandrine. It 

might be a sign of hope.
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There were even a couple of afternoons when Nico showed his urgency 

to embark on an orgasmic journey, as Sandrine called it. She welcomed him 

inside arms and body and when it was over, she wondered how she could have 

ever questioned their relationship. She was also glad she hadn't said anything 

to Ciristrilo, although she did cringe as she thought about how having been so 

close to him when they were alone some days before had been so pleasant.

Thank goodness nobody can read my mind', she thought. 'If I’d let him 

know what I felt then, we could have done something we’d regret'. She 

sounded convincing to herself. And now that her marriage seemed to have a 

new lease on life, other memories emerged. Foremost among them was the 

idea of a family, a real house of their own instead of the city apartment, nice 

as it was. Maybe she and Nico could take a ride to one of the surrounding 

villages to see if anything appealed to them. A bit afraid to rock the boat, she 

proposed it to Nico one evening at supper, but he said almost nothing and that 

night there was no love-making. A wall of silence had arisen once more.

I should have known better. There is nothing to hope for now. I feel so 

utterly alone. If I were to get a letter from Karl now, I'd probably think very 

hard about what he seems to be saying without coming right out and saying. 

After all, he and I are from the same place. We were young back then when 

we fell in and out of love and did not end up together. It must have been a 

good thing at the time, that separation, and I can understand his point of
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view. He couldn't help it. I should never have tried to escape, to forget. 

They say you can’t  go home again, but I believe it's possible.

The next day another letter from the States was in the mailbox, 

almost as if it had been written in response to the journal entry, as if the 

sender of the letter had been reading her thoughts in that secret volume:

Dear Sandi

I guess I really should tell you the truth. I’m writing 

because I really need you to come back. This is where you should 

be. I feel so guilty at having driven you away. Now I know we 

should be together until death do us part. Sounds pretty corny, 

doesn't it? Well, I didn't study in college like you did, but I have 

feelings too. This can work. Your roots are here, not over in 

some foreign country. You must have a horrible time trying to get 

along in another language. You must really hate it. Forget all 
that. I'll wait forever for your reply.

As always,

Karl

Sandrine could only put her head on her arms and cry weakly, as if she no 

longer had the strength to decide. It was like being seasick, back and forth 

between two worlds, two lives, too many words past and present, too much
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future silence. She turned to her journal yet again, because it was the only 

place she could trust, and began to write down one of the stories she recalled 

having heard from Ciristrilo. She knew she should have been writing something 

of her own, but she was incapable of it. She felt like somebody shipwrecked 

and alone on a tiny island. Was there a way out of this? Unfortunately, it 

seemed clear: one had to go home again.

[Narrator's note: At this point, and because this story is written in Sandrine's 

journal, it's hard to say how much was Ciristrilo’s original narrative and how 

much was her embellishment of the truth.]
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Wave 6: A vida nunha caixa

They fell in love almost immediately, almost automatically. They never 

looked back, as they made the decision to change places of residence, to make 

a life together work over more than one country and two continents. They 

were young enough so that it did not seem like such a daunting task at the 

time, and as they eased into a year or two of marriage, it seemed possible. 

The details could be worked out gradually. They had time, lots of it, and love, 

lots of that, too.

They were also very fortunate, and their jobs took them to Mexico for a 

summer. They brought back a number of souvenirs, including some wild 

orchids that a man had been selling door to door in Xalapa. The delicate 

fragrance of the translucent yellow blooms of the vaquita orchid still appeared 

every spring. The bulbs had traveled first to one country and then across the 

ocean, where they had settled in to a new home. The other souvenirs needed 

less caring for than the living plants. There were the familiar bark paintings of 

flamboyant birds, the popular crafts of straw and wood, some onyx jewelry set 

in cheap, silver-plated wire. It was not the value of the items that mattered, 

because they had not spent much money on them. The value was in the future 

plans for the objects. They were going to have their own house, and had 

talked so much about what it would look like. Often those conversations came 

after making love. It was hard then to be patient when a year seemed like
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such a long time. That what’s they thought it might take. No more than a 

year.

Then the difficulties of bringing two worlds together became a little 

more evident. It was hard to get the right kind of job when accepting it meant 

that one or the other would have to give up something important. So every 

position became temporary, and every position paid less than it should. Each 

new plan took on a bit more tentative aspect. She finally decided after two - 

not one, but two! - years that it wasn't worth it to live apart, the price was too 

high. She knew she preferred to live with him. The problem was that after 

they packed up everything and moved back to his country she could not find a 

decent job. Oh, she had been hopeful, and knew there was still time for 

almost everything they wanted to do. The souvenirs were safe, most of them 

in a couple of old suitcases in her in-laws' attic, some spread around their 

apartment. She didn’t mind at all living in his country, as long as they were 

together and could get their own place to live soon. It was unpleasant to 

grovel for employment, but she even did that, trusting to hard work and good 

results to help out.

She had sent everything overseas except a few old pieces of furniture 

and the electric items like appliances and stereo, which would not work 

without a transformer there anyway. She spent an exceptional amount of time 

packing up all the books, dreaming about the library they were going to have, 

hoping they would be able to have enough space for all the volumes they would
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eventually accumulate, thinking about how many they already had and how 

their total combined number might be as high as two thousand.

Once there, time had to be put on hold, or at least most of their plans 

did. That did not stop them from gathering some more mementos in the form 

of posters from cultural events, a few small ceramic items from the weekly 

open air feira at Barretos in Portugal and, of course, always more books. It 

was easy to roll up the posters and store them next to the suitcases in his 

parents’ attic. They were out of sight and might get a bit musty, but they 

were safe, they were theirs for the future. That was what mattered. And then 

they could be taken out and arranged in a modest gallery, once they had their 

own home.

There were more trips to Portugal, and some of the more exceptional 

ceramic pieces were edged into the in-laws’ china cabinet to keep them safe. 

They were not invisible, since traces of their outlines could be glimpsed from 

time to time if one moved up close and peered in. She would go and stand 

near the cabinet, not able to open it without asking for the key which was kept 

in a place she did not know, and think about how nice the flowered jug would 

look on an open shelf with light coming in the window, or how the figurine of 

the bird would be perfect for a small shelf in their future library. Not too long 

afterward, some plates from Aracena far to the south would join the other 

items, and these would be set on top of the cabinet because of their size. At 

least they were within reach and they were fine souvenirs of an adventurous
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drive to meet a poet they both admired immensely, a member of the 

Generation of 1927.

The next year, they went to an art exhibit in a gallery on the same 

street, a couple of doors down, and she found a painting of a gaiteiro that she 

adored. They didn't have much extra money, but he agreed it would look 

perfect in their home. It was rather big and the walls of her in-laws’ place 

were rather full already, so the hapless gaiteiro was hung behind a door. You 

could see it well enough if you shut the door and sat in one of the plastic pea- 

green easy chairs in the dining room. At least it wasn't packed away in a 

suitcase. Not too many years later, the artist would become quite well known 

and the painting would increase considerably in value. With its abstract style, 

it was out of place in her in-laws’ dining room and there was the matter of the 

door that blocked it often, but at least it was safe. That was, of course, the 

most important. They had so much to look forward to.

More years passed. It was still difficult to find the right job for both of 

them in the same place. The woman continued to formulate plans for the 

objects they'd gradually accumulated, although some of the original ideas had 

given way to more traditional ones as she outgrew her earlier taste for brighter 

colors and somewhat modern lines. Still, she kept the evolving ideas and the 

images in her mind and even when they were traveling she could recall what 

they had ready and waiting to be put on display, to be seen and appreciated by 

their friends who would come to visit. After all, as she told herself and they 

repeated to each other, the important thing was that they had the things and
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that they were safe. Just once in a while she would start to wonder if she 

could even remember all they had stored away and if the storage spot was still 

the same, or whether somebody might have gone up to the attic thinking that 

the items were worthless and had sold them or thrown them out to make room 

for more recent boxes and suitcases. They had done that with some of her 

husband's boyhood possessions.

When the woman began to feel too uneasy, she would go up to the attic 

(because they key to that hung on a cord next to the front door) or she would 

walk slowly around her mother-in-law's house when nobody was there. She 

would pause before each object in the house and think of the time they had 

gone to the place it came from, all the things that had happened on each trip. 

She had a whole collection of those memories by now and it was lucky they 

didn't take up any real space. Other times she would open the dusty suitcase 

and set the things around the floor, talking to them and telling them it 

wouldn't be long before they could be seen in all their original glory. The 

actual years they had been purchased were no longer clear in her mind, and 

once or twice the woman thought it would have been useful to have put a small 

label on them to remind her, but then she thought that was being too reliant 

on specifics and that as signs of a life well-planned, they were fine as they 

were. It was enough that they symbolized a strong bond that had lasted for a 

number of years and which would be passed down to their children. It was the 

thought that counted, not its linguistic or numerical categorization.
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Finally, and maybe a little irrationally because her patience was wearing 

thin, the woman could be consoled no longer by the "signifieds” that existed 

solely in her mind, the ones whose signifiers were either stuck in an attic or 

displayed as empty symbols around the house of another person. The other 

person, after all, had never paid any attention to them and they were, after 

all, just more objects for the maid to dust everyday. It was surely time to 

make good the dream of finding a house of their own to live in by themselves. 

Although there was a bit of a battle to make the decision and a lot of effort 

went into acquiring the place, they finally did it. The plans had worked out 

after all, and the dozen or more years of waiting had been well worth it. She 

was ecstatic. That was the only way to describe how she felt. All those 

dreams come true were almost more than she could bear!

The same day the house was declared ready for them to move in, the 

apartment building where her mother-in-law lived had a fire. It started in the 

attic and burned off the top two floors of the building. The police surmised it 

had been some old papers in the attic which had self-ignited, although this was 

not normal, since the attic did not get over-heated as a rule; warm in the 

summer, yes, but not excessively so. It was also rather humid, since the rainy 

winter weather also accumulated in the corners of the rarely-used spaces. 

Everybody said how lucky it was, nobody was hurt. Even her elderly mother-in- 

law had been out at the time and was safe. The fire had started slowly and the 

smell had alerted everyone to its existence, so they were able to abandon their 

apartments long before the moment when the wall of flames burst through the
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fifth floor level, which was the top, causing it to collapse onto the fourth floor 

where the family lived. There was nothing left of the attic, bare remnants of 

the fifth floor, although the fourth had a few salvageable items, mostly the 

sturdier ones made of metal, such as the silver trays from Mexico. Those didn't 

belong to them, however. But the heat had done a large amount of damage to 

certain parts, and some things had ignited. The books were almost a total loss, 

all five thousand of them, the ones that had been sitting two or three deep on 

the shelves in her father-in-law’s study. They had been scheduled to be picked 

up by the movers and transported to the new house at the start of the coming 

week.

Everything they had been saving for the move, for their life together, all 

the boxes and rolled-up posters, the suitcases, had burned. After some days 

had passed and things had dried out, the woman brought as many boxes as she 

could fit into the study. There were half a dozen, more or less. She also had a 

scoop of sorts like the ones used for dishing up flour or rice from bins. She 

moved the first box near the charred bits of shelving next to the wall, and 

started shoveling the most charred and the smokiest fragments of books into it. 

She progressed to the remains of the china cabinet, where she was given 

permission to look for the larger shards of ceramic items. Finally, she was 

allowed to move carefully along the flooring of the apartment above, where 

the attic contents had fallen. There she lifted clumps of burnt, soggy paper 

into another couple of boxes, taking care to collect just the portions that were 

of most interest to her. She had to get more books, because although all the
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items were stored carefully in and around other people's lives, when they were 

transferred in their ashen form to boxes, there were still about 20 of these. 

The suitcases with their contents were the easiest - the burnt leather and 

melted plastic rectangles were just lifted and deposited directly beside the 

door to the street of the apartment building. It was possible to open them 

anyway, since the material had melted around or burned into the items, 

making each suitcase a solid lump. The woman knew what was inside them, 

however, and retrieving the contents was what mattered. These were their 

belongings and so for them they were symbols of a life lived and shared. They 

still had their points of reference, even if they no longer were the same 

material signs as before.

There is no need to provide an elaborate ending for this story, because 

the ending is obvious and simple. The boxes were taken to the new house and 

set in the places that corresponded to their contents. At last the woman had 

her signs on display. She could look at her dreams and know they were hers at 

last.

TU wait forever for your reply. I’m not going anywhere." Karl had 

written that.
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Wave 7: Death Comes to the One Who Waits

There’s no good place to start.

Not after an ending like that one.

I'll never forget it.

Never.

Mother tongue. Mother tongue! What’s all the talk about a mother 

tongue? I can barely remember things my mother said when I was little. I 

don’t even know if she knew how to talk then. Nor when I was learning to be 

in love with words, to touch them and sleep with them and be with them like I 

would be with no living person, like they were my favorite dolls, Katrina and 

Tiny Tears. Or my favorite stuffed animal, a Spaniel named Cocker. No, I 

don’t actually think my mother ever spoke back then. At least not with me.

My grandmother, she’s the one I remember better. She was wild. Her 

eyes and sunken cheekbones that added decades to her real years, her dark 

hair even into her sixties - they told me. And her words, because she did have 

them - her "Kill him! Kill him!”, the way she shrieked it at her dear Petey, the 

ice-blue parakeet who kept her company and talked too, saying things like 

"Give Mommy a kiss, pch, pch, pch, pch... " That was when my grandmother 

was out of her mind. They said it was the disease, the one that made her 

cough until the oxygen was all gone out of her head, until she couldn’t

188

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



breathe. (Somebody was always gasping for breath in my family, it seems, now 

that I look back.)

I didn’t know how she was feeling, but all I could see were her gaunt, 

cadaverous face like she hadn’t eaten in months, and her fragile frame with 

the dress that hung straight down from her shoulders as she lunged out of her 

chair toward the silver stand, screeching for somebody to come slaughter poor 

Petey. He wasn’t to blame for who he was, pretty blue and a parakeet. 

Innocent, innocent, I thought to myself and knew something was wrong with 

the world. It would be a few years before I would know that she had been a 

member of the KKK, although nobody told me what that was so I didn’t give it 

much thought. She was wild, the woman was, and I suspect she didn’t have 

time for thinking or knowing, just killing.

Now father tongue I can understand. That’s because Dad was the one 

who taught me to talk. He told jokes whenever he could. Not very good ones, 

but jokes all the same. He liked to make people laugh if he could. That way 

they’d forget about their problems for a little while. Once, for our town’s 

sesquicentennial, he dressed up as a clown farmer or a farmer clown. He wore 

a pair of overalls, a flannel shirt, and earned a broom to sweep up the cow and 

horse manure that was left behind during the parade. He often laughed at 

himself because it came naturally.

He made us laugh, but he told us nothing about the war. We always 

knew he’d been there, but he never said more than three words about it, and 

even those were vague. Sometimes on a weekend evening, very late, I’d catch
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him watching a movie on our black and white TV. It would be always the same 

movie, one with soldiers and planes dropping bombs somewhere. He always 

looked like he was in another world, though, his eyes speaking things I chose 

not to notice. I could do that, you know. But there was a big silence about 

those four long years. True, it was a silence made of corny jokes and 

occasional clowning, yet I’d held the heavy luger once and had glimpsed a 

folded red canvas with a black swastika on the upper shelf of a far closet. And 

I’d heard about the box of special letters, some enclosing trinkets. It was less 

interesting to think about those objects that had been swept off the bodies of 

dead Nazis (whatever they were) after a battle than to imagine every last one 

of those letters - there were at least a hundred, maybe more - snuggled in a 

plain cardboard box, in the corner of a cramped closet, dated 1942, 1943, 

1944, 1945. Dated but scarcely located.

I dreamed about those letters, even though they were not addressed to 

me. Dreamed of finding them.

He never talked about the war, you know.

And I, well, I never asked.

“Please hurry. Hurry, I ’m dying. This war is almost over. I can’t stand

to fight any longer. Hurry.”

[This was a whisper.]
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Wife and daughter know. They are getting ready to go, but ever so 

slowly. They cannot go any faster. Four years is a long time for any war, but 

they cannot help it. They know.

For Paul Celan, the war was an endless nightmare. Once it began, it 

never stopped. It kept speaking, and it broke people into many tiny pieces, or 

it starved them until their bones rattled inside their leathered skins. I heard 

that. As a poet, a speaker, Celan must have loved his mother tongue. In his 

poetry, Celan loved his mother. I don’t know if I loved mine. But Celan’s 

tongue was not free, he felt. It belonged to the scoundrels, the luger-carrying 

ones who are now called oppressors, but who were so much more than that. 

(There are words to describe them, we must use words.)

"But not all German speakers are oppressors. Some have been beaten 

themselves, you know. Some - many, many - were so poor that they had to 

leave home in the 19th century to find some way to eat. It was a long way to 

find a row they could hoe. The potatoes and iron ore were inedible, or too 

scarce. Their mother tongue - which was not indelible - was wrenched from 

their mouths, strangled by another tongue, an uncle's English. Some, the 

Alsatians - Goll was from such a place - lost two mother tongues, and an 

unnamed homeland. Some just vanished." (Why would Kissinger help Pinochet 

in Chile? Does he have no memory?)

Celan traveled through Europe as he went about surviving and talking at the 

oppressors through his mother’s words. It must have been a nightmare, as I
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said. He must have been afraid of everything. What tongue does one use to 

tell these terrors? Who will listen? What happens when you hate everything 

you say, even, perhaps, yourself? They teach us those things.

My father must have been afraid, too, but I never heard him say much, 

though he was my word-teacher. Mother never talked then, and later would 

talk even less. I can only wonder how I ever found a tongue, with so little said 

and so much silence. A home stifled by somebody shoveling graves in the air.

My father was not a poet, but he loved to read. I remember the 

graphite-rimmed Louis L’Amour novels, their covers curled from being gripped 

in one hand while a sandwich was held in the other. They always perched in 

his battered tin lunchbox atop the two fat white bread blocks, waiting to be 

devoured by the cracked, bleeding hands at lunchtime. I never saw him read 

at home, or don’t remember, but know he read at work, because he told me. 

Later, when things were going badly, there would be no reading at work - only 

the lunchtime spent gasping for air. Air filled with noxious foundry gases.

Maybe that’s why I gave him books to read when he got sicker. I suppose 

I hoped the words might silence the fumes of non-air and let him breathe freely 

again on dark nights when sleep was a prisoner beside him. I thought he would 

do it in English. And he would have read a lot more if there had been time, but 

you can’t read a lot, nor well, when you’re holding down three jobs to make 

ends meet, although you only have one child. It would be wrong to call it a 

war camp, but we can be creative and in a way what do you call spending forty 

hours a week of sweaty labor as an iron molder, ten hours more in travel to and
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from home to city factory, 2 1 /2 X 2  nights a week plus at least one day on the 

weekend - let’s say twelve more hours - pumping gas and being an excellent 

mechanic (because that was a skill acquired in the war)? And now that we’re 

telling the story, we cannot forget the long days of cutting down trees and 

hauling wood for sale at ten dollars a cord. Those trees helped put supper on 

the table or a new winter coat on my mother’s back every six or seven years. 

It’s no wonder my poems are a forest.

The only image I have of my father resting is when at night, after 9 

o'clock: he would collapse into a chair in front of the television, never moving, 

dead. Just collapse, too weary to enjoy the chance not to move or lift or cut. 

Later, when his left knee began to hurt a lot (he could not afford the 

operation), he would lie on the floor in front of the TV and lift the offending 

joint’s leg to support it at an angle on the chair. He preferred the support of 

the hard wooden floor, head resting on right arm as a pillow. Apparently it was 

a habit acquired during the war. If you were tired enough and dead enough 

you could sleep anywhere. And you were often tired. [Letter 1]
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The war set limits that spelled out mortality for him. He knew others 

had those same limits and forever respected them, yet tried to go beyond, 

because if it didn’t hurt it wasn’t enough. I know because I watched and 

learned.

The war he fought in.

The war that wasn’t, in a way, his.

The war nobody thanked him for fighting.

The war that killed him and took his breath away, as if he were slowly 

breathing poisonous gases. A delayed, lingering, suffocating death, the germs 

of which could not be cured because they were in his blood, in his once- 

German mind.

My father loved German. He was proud of it and never questioned its 

people or its words. He rarely questioned things like that. Still, one of my 

grandmothers remains a mystery. I don’t know if German was, or could have 

been, his mother tongue. I don’t even know if it could have been a Jewish 

German mother tongue, because it could have been, I’m telling you. It could 

have been.

“/ couldn’t finish high school. My mother was gone and I had acquired a 

stepmother. She needed money. She always needed money. She made 

me wipe my shoes on the doormat a dozen times before I could come in 

the house. I was the stepson. She kept her home spotless, so there was 

no home in it for me. ( My mother was gone, mad.) I had to quit school
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and go to work because she needed the money. I don’t know what I 

would have been if  I could have chosen a career, because I never had 

much chance to think about it. Still, I was good in Latin. "

FINSTERNIS

Die Urnen der Stille sind leer.

In Asten

staut sich schwarz

die Schwiile sprachlose Lieder.

“/ had to go to war to shovel the portions of my mother tongue that 

were still intact, although they had been buried in the waters that lie 

between Strasbourg and Schenectady. I left home to come home to 

war. There I stayed with people who may have been family. Tongue- 

less child, at thirty I learned how to speak.”

When I took German in high school, I asked Dad to help me with my 

homework. It was so he could show off his knowledge of languages, be German 

and not nameless, not George or Fred or Charles but Georg-Friedrich-Karl holy 

trinity of erased brothers, of miners and farmers and butchers whose tongue 

was cut and buried in the ocean. But Dad couldn’t read my schoolbook, though 

he tried, squinted, twisted up his mind and fed skin to the words on the
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glinting pages. The glint seeped into the paper and made it warp up. A drop 

of salt on ice. I hated myself then for hurting him that way, for massacring 

what he had been.

“What has happened to me? It seems I have no language at all. And 

now there is very little, very precious little, time left for words, no 

mother or matter to whom they belong. We are all dead or dying or 

mad. ”

Die Spur eines Brises im Nirgends 

Auch Sie

musst du bekampfen, 

von hier aus

“/too .”

I too.

Ich auch.

“You kept your mother tongue, although often you seemed not to want 

it. You had the luxury of being able to throw it away. Mine, on the 

other hand, is lost. Who will tell me what you are saying if  I only hear 

the sounds on the seeping page? (You smell almond. I hear only the 

scent of tanks and powdered eggs frying, day after night.) And who will 

tell me why you are saying, and will find for me the place in Germany
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or France or the nation-less Alsace-Lorraine whose name was written 

only once in three generations, mangled by the teeth of history, then 

devoured and spit out, flat, white, masked, Aryan, mine - neinl I did 

not choose this pseudonym. Did you?”

The trace of a Bite in the Nowhere.

It too

you have to fight, 

from here out.

7  always have had to fight, for everything, every little shred of life. 

Fight and wait. And I hate it too. ”

My father was not a poet. He might have been, but farmers and factory 

workers, as you well know, rarely end up with time on their cracked, blistered 

hands. Time to play with their mother tongue, to roll it around on the page, 

shoving it up against other sounds and people, making it march along as they 

make a living from talking. An honest, but painful living.

And I cannot spell my last name. Even German speakers and Germans 

cannot tell me its true form.

Yes, I say, yes, because I can:

SCHLAFBROCKEN, Keile,
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ins Nirgends getrieben: 

wir bleiben uns gleich, 

der herum - 

gesteuerte Rundstern... 

pflichtet uns bei.

“You know where many of your people are, or ended up. Do you know - 

have you ever cared? - where the hands, die Hande, the swollen, 

cracked hands that were held out to you and ate bullets from across the 

ocean, have turned into wet sand and pus? Sleepscraps, wedges, driven 

into Nowhere...”

He never said anything like this, and certainly never wrote it. These 

words are mine, over half a century later. He never asked, but he is dead. 

And I have spent too many years without a father. I was younger than you 

were when you lost your mother, Dad. I was nineteen, and had not yet learned 

how to talk. You left me.

Perhaps this requires an apology, but it still can be asked: Why do we 

see such different things in watery time? You see hovels, ovens, attics, 

basements, and drizzle of bones. We see groveling, mud, tanks, machine guns, 

sea and blood-messed beaches, mines that can explode under our trucks in the 

fruit scent of night. Don’t we see the same thing? Don’t we both give our
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deaths, did we not lie less than a year apart, slow, painful, rigid deaths 

arranged in advance by the same hatred, the same stone?

“No, listen, please. Celan understood. If  he was referring to the city 

and state of Omaha and Utah, if  he knew Normandy and Ardennes were 

for him too. Surely, mostly, he knew."

Out of the near

waterpits,

greygreen shoveled

upwards with unawakened hands:

the depth

gives up its growth, inaudible, 

without resistance.

To recover that 

too, before

the stoneday blows the men -

and animal swains empty, exactly as

the sevenflute, that stepped in front of the mouths. The

maws, demands it.

Oh, Celan, why can’t you hear me? Why is it I feel I can’t push through 

your Jewishness, the camp you and others build from barbed words to shut out
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all those who were not born next to you, yet thought nothing of setting distant 

lives aside, putting love on hold even when so bound up by it? Why is it I wish 

to die so I too might lie and wait? [Letter 2]
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(j >/

'b o a fr z * * ^  'C s d $ < & *e  fZ & '

FIGURE 3. Letter 2
200A

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



They did not speak your tongue, although they would have if they had 

been allowed - but they needed no translation of the grotesque. They knew the 

world was not meant to be turned in reverse, not that way. They knew you for 

your humanness.

Don’t you think some of those oddly distant people - selfishly or 

unselfishly, one honestly cannot say - were also in love with their once-mother 

words and earth? Do you think they had forgotten? Lost children, unchosen, 

lost tribes... Whose fault is it that memory melts immediately if nobody pays to 

write it all down? If tongues are sliced thin in crossing? If newer, more lively 

and verbal ashes are shoveled on top of the few packed in the floor of the ice 

niche? For that matter, is it possible, or right, to distinguish one stony gray 

from another, one heavy headstone from all the rest? Don’t get me wrong. I 

know Auschwitz and Dachau and ... were wrong. Wrong too were the rest, all 

those that are listed on a private’s history from the Big Red One, handwritten 

and named, but not aesthetic. I killed. I wronged, but I would do it again.

I have seen millions of gravestones you know, sown row after intense 

row in nondescript sequence, granite welts in this soap-opera country where 

salt water is more than cheap. And on a largish knoll with oaken boundaries 

there was an entire settlement of rectangles scraped rough by snow, chiseled in 

foreign, useless Deutsch. There was nothing left to read but names that could 

scarcely speak of a lost homeland or family, an almost-dull diaspora which often 

embraced, clawing and crying, the same forced labor they’d left in the fields
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with their mines east of Eden. Whole cemeteries, I say, mute the tale of 

misplaced, soon-lost persons whose souls have no page but that of mutilation.

“But they wrote no poetry. How can you write when you’re needing to 

work every hour you’re awake? When you hurt and plant and hunt and 

barter after the day’s work is done? Why should you write when your 

language is wrong? You ask too much. The church kept good lists, 

wrote all that was needed to keep track of us. We had to trust it as our 

only hope. What it didn’t  write down was lost. Do not ask for more. 

Do not be greedy. After a ll, you have yet to die of hunger and have yet 

to feel the air tortured before it can enter your lungs. You have lungs. 

Ungrateful. ”

”Anyway, I wrote letters. Maybe they might count for something. I t ’s 

all I have to offer.”

No, Daddy. They will never hear you, they will never care. They are 

busy waging war against the Americas. New wars have come and gone and yours 

has shrunk to a silken memory the size of a single letter, with one loud D. And 

they will not care because you were your own best tongue-cutter and pruner. 

You had no metaphors, no unholy creations to your credit. All you could 

manage to do was be silly, tell jokes provoke laughter, sweep up manure and 

own a farm boy’s love, so low class. You always obeyed orders, even those of 

your stepmother, for you were too poor of mind to do any differently. You
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never studied. And you meant to avoid at all cost any source of alarm or cut

out for eyes that would eventually read them. The letters.

Your letters, one might proudly say, have survived intact. Not a single 

word deserved to be spiked or seized or burned. You did well. You said 

nothing. You wrote and wrote and wrote and smiled and sent words meant to 

combat worry. When you put down your pen, you took up your rifle, and when 

you put down your rifle, your pencil awaited. No translation, no translocation, 

was ever allowed. You had no choice, if you wanted those words to survive.

You practiced your innocent religion of freedom, equality, 

nondiscrimination, and believed in it hot and cold. Your fatherland, however, 

would not let you speak. You never told your story. You left nothing but those 

words about nothing. You wrote mostly about home and always about heart. 

And a heart should not weigh three times its natural weight, the way yours 

came to do. Three times, the doctors told me. Yet three was your favorite 

number.

"What should I have written about, then? Who has made you my critic? 

Should I have told about loving Jews ands driving the mine truck at 

night - 1 did that once or twice -, or my malaria - you saw that more 

than once, did you enjoy seeing me weep? and Hitler and powdered 

eggs day in day out? Should I have told the real story of North Africa, 

Sicily, Normandy, the Bulge, Aachen and the dead Nazis whose bodies 

we pillaged for lugers and banners in Berlin? Would that have made 

your mother love me more? Who cared for war when a bed and a wife
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and two pairs of shoes under the same bed were promised me if  I 

managed to survive? Who cared for death when I was forever holding 

my breath waiting for life to beginl”

Maybe Celan would have heard you. Would have listened. After all, he 

wrote something like

... EISSGERAUSCHE, gebundet

and I must have inherited it, because decades later, unknowing, I wrote a 

poem I titled "Bonesounds” (in English translocation, of course).

But you never did tell me why an aunt of mine (your half-sister) was not 

a speaker of English. My mother showed me her lone surviving letter, and I 

opened it. You were poor, yet she was begging you for money. Knowing you, 

you must have worked a couple of extra hours and given it to her. No. You 

never said no. [Letter 3]
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I hate all those happy letters you wrote around and between your 

"travels in Europe" from 1942*1945. You did not take me with you, and most of 

the time you were having fun, meeting people, working hard, driving about the 

countryside on a lark, only avoiding the pesky mines.

And why now do I hate German almost as much as I hate this 

adulterated, bastardized non-name-of-a-name that I keep just because it was 

yours?

Why now do so many Jews look at me and seem to hate me for what I 

am not or perhaps for what you did? For what Georg and Friedrich and Karl did, 

perhaps during another war?

Why now am I trapped, imprisoned by English, while other family names 

sound like Hillimeier (Hilimire? HeUimire?) Are beaten, deformed, and gone? 

Why did none of you ever talk? Why was none of you a poet? You tore out my 

tongue.

And why has my grandmother lone (Iona?) disappeared, gone crazy (like 

the other one with her Petey Bird) and now is only an ashen bit thrown into a 

mass grave where her parents were first laid?

What is our real mother tongue, Father? And who really is to blame for 

all this forgetting? All these words and nothing? Is it you?
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Wife and daughter began to move slightly faster, as the call became 

more urgent in their heads. They knew now that they had to go. They might 

not have been aware then of the threatening greygreen shroud, but the 

daughter would eventually be condemned to watch it reincarnate in poem after 

poem. And she would face the barren sea where she was forced to live and, 

most likely, die.

Finally it was D-Day or D-Night. In the veterans’ hospital, Syracuse, NY 

not NormandY. No bullets were flying, although green flaring dots lept like slow 

motion machine gun fire across the seascreen of the monitor. No Germans sat 

up above on the grassy knolls overlooking the beach, that horrendously perilous 

and bloody beach, where death pursued the vomit of drunken fear.

No, there was no beach at all and the only German was in his heart, 

working hard to kill him this time around. Succeeding.

It was June 11, 1969. Almost exactly 25 years after D-Day the first. 

Three - there's the three again - days before Father's Day. Fortunately they had 

taken time to buy him the green hunting shirt. Fortunately they had not 

wrapped it and had left it at home.
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The story about Celan and a World War II veteran with heart failure 

frightened Sandrine because she had no idea those sorts of things lay beneath 

the surface. It felt like they'd risen from some deep river bed, like a monstrous 

sturgeon will do if the right bait is placed in its vicinity. Yes, she'd been hoping 

for a double hook, some lure to merge ideas and create a flow that would take 

her out of real time, carrying her along with it. She wanted to get away from 

the feeling of being, as the Spaniards said, entre ambas aguas.

Sandrine was set on finding a good idea for a story • by now the 

commissioned pieces were finished and she would not take any more until she'd 

satisfied at least this one need, since the others seemed unattainable. Then 

she remembered nobody had brought in the mail that day, that somehow both 

she and Nico had overlooked it. She called the elevator and a few seconds 

later was in the entryway of their apartment building, the small key to the 

Pedreiro-King box jingling as the lock clicked open. There was a letter from 

the ambulatorio (a bit odd, because Sandrine hadn't gone to the hospital 

recently and neither had Nico, that she was aware) and there was another. 

She quickly put the second envelope in the pocket of her gray corduroy skirt, 

having rapidly identified its sender as Karl. What did he think he was doing? 

Did he ever consider even the least suspecting husband might eventually ask 

her about the letters? Not that it mattered any more, she realized, because 

she'd finally made up her mind to go back. If things worked out as Karl insisted 

they could, she'd call Nico from there and tell him. It would be easier that way
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for both of them. She wouldn't have to see him struggle to pretend what he no 

longer felt. It would be good to spare him that.

Before returning to the elevator, Sandrine noticed a flyer was still in the 

mailbox. It was a glossy mailing from an animal rights group that was 

protesting the grave environmental problems in several parts of the world, 

including the Brazilian rain forest, the Galapagos Islands, and some part of 

Wales and Scotland. Back inside the apartment, she resisted the temptation to 

take refuge in her journal for once, knowing it was becoming an addiction. 

Instead, she took some clean white sheets from the ream of paper that was for 

the printer and wrote with a double inspiration: the turtles she planned to get 

at the pet shop and a trip she’d made to Cyprus. Or maybe it was the little 

painted turtles she'd had as a little girl and the trip to Cyprus she’d thought 

about taking so she could write a travel article for Saveur - if she were lucky 

enough to get the grant that was available from the Stasinos Foundation.
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Wave 8: Turtle Glow

I had a pair of turtles, the kind you buy in the cheapest pet stores. They 

came with their own little clear plastic, blob-shaped turtle-arium with steps to 

something called an island, a soft plastic palm tree with green plastic leaves 

inserted for unnecessary shade. There were instructions for the amount and 

temperature of the water, the frequency with which it had to be changed, and 

the food to be given the little animals - amount, type, times, etc. It was all 

pretty simple. Even a five- or six-year old could, with minimal prompting, 

carry out some of the tasks. They were the perfect first pets for a child. By 

age six or seven, almost no supervision was needed. I could even be trusted to 

relocate my pets in a container destined only to hold them while their plastic 

universe, island included, received proper hygiene. I was proud of my 

responsibility and recall working hard to supplement their diet with an 

occasional insect.

My turtles were named Ike and Mike. Ike was for then-president 

Eisenhower, and Mike, well Mike was for rhyme. People always smiled when 

they heard the clever names, but I’m not sure I can take credit for naming 

them. Nobody seemed concerned as to whether the pair were males or not. 

Turtles all looked alike to us and we never thought they might reproduce. Ike
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and Mike, as you may imagine, were my very first pets (other than my stuffed 

animals), and I so loved them

Then I became aware of technology. One plugged in things and often 

they glowed, especially if there were light bulbs involved. Lights always 

fascinated me as a tiny girl, perhaps because I lived in a big old house and 

there were always large areas that were dark and scary. Like a fragile little 

moth, I hovered near burning lights and took in their rays as if I were on my 

own little beach with a plastic palm tree.

At Christmastime I even braved the darkness of what my parents called 

the front bedroom. We didn't use it much, so it had an air of a small 

warehouse with all the things stored there. But because that was where we 

put the bubble lights in tiered holders manufactured by the would-be 

electrician's hands of my grandfather, I overcame my fears. I would lie on the 

big double bed for hours, head on the cool, hard pillow, staring at the stems of 

liquid that constantly were giving birth to air droplets that rose and expired at 

the liquid's encased surface. Finally, eyes wearied by pursuing the tiny, rapidly 

zigzagging trails of empty light, I would drift off. It was never visions of 

sugarplums that danced in my head, in part because I never did figure out what 

sugarplums were (fruit? candy? pastries?), but mostly because my young mind 

was too full of the glowing promise of the holiday lights to wish for anything 

more than their eternally bouncing and warming brightness. When one is an 

only child, the world is just different. The feast has another flavor.
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With visions of Christmas lights dancing in my head, then, and months 

having passed since their last display, I longed for their comforting glow. A 

smile on my face, I figured out how to bring back their lively company and 

knew I could light up a part of my world by plugging it in, because I'd finally 

seen how that was done. So I found a lamp with a longish cord, unplugged it 

from the wall socket, and went over to the piece of furniture in the dining 

room that we called a sideboard. The clear plastic turtle world was there, as 

usual, although I had to drag a chair over to peer in.

Grasping the container in both hands, I carefully transported it to the 

floor to where the operation would be carried out. i was especially attentive 

to causing any drops of water to fall on my mother's nice hardwood floors, 

because although we were not at all well off, she took pride in those elegant 

floors and waxed them frequently. I knew water was deathly to their 

appearance.

Joyfully, almost with a Christmas carol in my heart, I grabbed the plug 

with its two sharp prongs and plunged it into Ike's back. His shell was not very 

strong and it yielded to the pressure of the two metal fingers. Nothing 

happened, that I could see, and I was confused. Hurriedly, I decided something 

had gone wrong and thought I had better reattempt the gesture with Mike, who 

was still swimming unsuspectingly in the plastic circle. Again, nothing 

happened except for the same soft, squishy thrusting sound. Of course neither 

turtle made a noise as he • or she - expired. All I saw were two holes in each 

of the shells and the two motionless bodies. They definitely did not glow.
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I did not know what to think. My two turtles not only had no light about 

them, they were not moving at all.

I've chosen not to recall my mother's reaction, but do know she had a 

strained, horrified look on her face and that she made me, with my same 

assassin's hands, prepare a cotton coffin inside a glass mayonnaise jar that had 

a screw on cap. Years later, I can see she must have wondered why the crime 

had been committed. She did not know how to ask me, and I surely would not 

have known how to answer.

The day was rather warm and sunny. I also had to select the site to dig 

the grave. It is no longer marked and hasn't been for decades, but perhaps 

wouldn't be too hard to locate in the bower beneath the pair of jasmine and 

honeysuckle shrubs, which are now weary from neglect. Yes, I think that if I 

were forced to do so, I could find the grave that's the evidence of my first 

murder.

That search will have to be after this trek I am on right now to the island 

of Cyprus. If I ever make it out of here alive, that is. It's so hot. The sun's 

burning a hole in the sky. I have no water with me and there are barely any 

shade trees. No, there are none that can be reached at this point. Those stiff 

sticks with bone-dry leaves are worse than the plastic palm tree of my turtle- 

arium, the one Ike and Mike called home. My rental car is caked with dust and 

it has jolted over deep ruts and jagged rocks to the point where it could fall 

apart at any moment, or at best lose the muffler, the gears, some vital organ 

that would allow it to move slowly in the direction of safety. I am so hot. So
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thirsty. I know I am dangerously near to sunstroke and dehydration. My friend 

Norm Michaels does not look well either. His eyes. His silence.

There are some goatherds nearby. I can see two adult men and three 

young boys, but they don't understand my rudimentary Greek, which is less 

than a child of five or six would know. They can only gesture up toward the 

hillside it just took me two sweltering hours to descend. And yet I know the 

coast is so close. One of the goatherds has tried to get me to go down a little- 

traveled, rut-strewn path to the beach of Lara, where the turtles come to lay 

their eggs. These turtles would have become extinct if an organization hadn't 

gotten them to come here by bringing a few females to lay their eggs, and thus 

imprinting the newly-hatched turtlets with the memory of their birth site.

But I've obviously misjudged the distance. The sign was misplaced, 

maybe. The sign that was about thirty kilometers back, but which is better 

measured in terms of hours - three hours. Nobody would consciously venture 

through here if the sign did not tell them it was the way to go. It's suicide. 

And at 45 degrees centigrade the sun is shining so intensely that the surface of 

the rocks shimmers. If I were to let my imagination wander, the sparks of heat 

rising would resemble some distant bubbles in liquid air, rising to the surface...

I've done nothing wrong, I swear. This odd glow that comes from the 

horizon and hits me smack in the face, it's not my fault. I didn’t create it. I 

know how threatened these turtles are on this island, and I would never think 

of harming them. There is no blood stain on these hands, I assure you. I just 

miscalculated. Now all I want to do is look at them, just look. Just because I
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killed once doesn't mean I'd kill again. Maybe it's the glare of the sun, but I 

feel a strange tingling now, almost like it must feel when one is exposed to 

uranium. If one can actually feel that. The cotton inside the glass container. 

Maybe my turtles are still... warm... sunny...
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Wave 9: Daughter of the Sea

Retumbos

Son los ecos de un mar lejano 

Los que resuenan en tu sueno

She looked back at the montafia behind her. 

She sank deep into the sea.

She bid suicide swim beside her 

seaweed dying into green sand.

She said nothing.

Sighing, she died, wisely, in truth, in 

concentric concentration on her- 

e.

She'd widened her sea shelf 

to make 

word fit
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Gradually seeking the bitten shore 

of her youth's tongue.

Ella had often come to stand at the end of the steep cliffs, casting 

glance and gaze and hook toward the hungry rocks below. The imminence of 

the space was more than her mind could desire, but something before her 

insisted. She listened, tracing a tiny invisible e on the mossy rock beneath her 

left foot. It was the least she could do, and she did it.

The most, on the other hand, was to crave the insistent cleft on a 

second level of the cliff, sharp along one edge, yet smoothing out and fusing its 

granite veins into a white surface. It was like a hard, bright page she could 

speak to. Or a heavy ledge under which she might look to lie forever.

cuando vuelves a lo pasado 

la mirada del pensamiento

Sometimes she thought she could see the other one looking at her. The 

held body read like lines erased from a sketchpad facing a shimmering wafer 

snipped from silver mist, no lively epitaph possible in any time but the present.

She had to decide whether to leave or stay, send word where she was to 

those whose history she said she answered, charring her body so it would 

conflate when it fell upon indelible snow.
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como si al pensarlo sonaras 

la lejania del recuerdo

Almost there, thought winged darkly, signifying more than Ella could 

comprehend in that single passing moment, her eyes now split into prisms of 

fine French crystal. And a single eye was not enough to convince that other 

woman who waited. It had no meaning by itself, it was mute, lacking history, 

dissolving its story. Lacking that which the serpentine Ella longed to find 

missing. Lacking, and nothing more.

Noitarenga, she thought, noitarenga. And if no one hears me, have I 

wasted my time?

intimamente aprisionada 

Por el cerco oscuro del tiempo

Wood, permanent, black, rigid, and angular, punctuated and performed 

her rectangular words. Ella's face spun and flowed toward the Praia do Rostro, 

grey-fringed, dissolving shells into yet smaller selves, fractions of mineral 

moments.

Ellas... No more sea words.

Words.

Words.
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Words.

Is sea 

I
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Wave 10: The Chinese Dolphin

Home pequeno, fol de veleno

Hammett Little, P.I., is on a mission. He has been sent by an elderly 

woman from Iowa to find a painting. He thinks about how the woman has no 

idea what he feels about the job, since he was his most polite self when they 

met and she explained the urgency of the search. "What can the painting mean 

to her at this point?," he asked himself. "She hasn't got that long to live - a 

couple of years or maybe three, but no more. What does she need art for, 

anyway?" But he had given her his best smile and accepted the job. He knew 

it had been his good reputation that had attracted her to him, to hire him for 

the recovery of this suddenly vital painting.

The trouble was, that reputation was not entirely correct. Oh, Little 

had managed to pull of some assignments successfully, but that had mostly 

been before he discovered the wine bottle and other things that attracted him 

more than carrying through on his task. If he could stay away from the wrong 

stuff, he could usually accomplish what he set out to do, but if he could not, it 

generally meant he would have to report that the investigation was useless. 

The dolphin thing has come at a very important moment. He had been about 

to give up the profession for good, give up a lot more than that, when she had
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called him, her voice tearful, desperate. Something in that voice had sounded 

familiar and he had had to assent to helping her. Maybe he could prove he was 

not washed up after all, that the booze and more had not done him in. He 

wanted to give it another shot, even though the woman herself had turned out 

to have a very unpleasant effect on him when they actually met.

All that is far away now, if not in time, at least in space. Two things 

have come together to place him in this remote corner of the world, this Land's 

End or Horse’s Ass of a country. Part of the reason was that single word the old 

lady had said was written in the lower left-hand corner of the painting: Muros. 

There was no indication as to whether that was the title of the work or the 

name of the painter. It didn't matter much anyway, because Ham didn't know 

what it meant and was not about to ask. If it wasn't in English, it didn't mean 

anything. He had no use for foreign things of any kind. He'd find out later.

Now Ham Little grunted as he walked down Rua Nova toward the taxi 

stand, passing the kiosk with its green wooden sides, the Bendaha cafe set in 

the space of a former shoe store (of course he didn’t know, or notice, a lot of 

things about the place he was in now, especially not at that moment). He gave 

a bit of a squeal as he turned the corner onto the outer edge of Toural Square 

and a pair of pre-adolescents almost knocked him over in their gleeful run 

toward some unknown spot. He felt their pulsing, moist bodies brush along his 

left side and almost gave a slight moan, perhaps from fear, but did not. The 

boys were already several yards behind him when he turned his awkward bulk 

to look at them. He could only contemplate their vigorous forms as they
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continued to weave their agile way through the streets full of passersby (it was 

Saturday morning and shoppers, tourists, strollers, the whole world seemed to 

be out and about, none of them with a hangover).

Ham sighed and turned back to his intended direction. He still wasn’t 

entirely sure what had brought him to Santiago besides his professional pride, 

wasn't sure if he wanted to go through with the whole thing. It was going to 

require more concentration than he had exercised in recent years, and a whole 

lot more physical strength than he had been able to preserve. Yet he worked 

to silence those doubts, knowing he had few chances left. In the past, there 

had been doubts which had created serious difficulties for him professionally 

and he would have none of those now, could not afford to let them get the 

best of him. He had to complete this job and complete it perfectly.

Through the Toural and entering the brief Bautizados street, the 

detective noticed the man in the florist and seed shop. His hair was 

completely white, but full and wavy, and his skin, without a single (visible) 

wrinkle, was smooth and pink. His blue smock on the full body led his observer 

to conclude that he must have been older rather than younger after all and 

thus was no longer of interest. Hammett Little, however, was on a mission, 

and so he could not allow for any more distractions to slow him down. At the 

end of Bautizados - an odd name - what in hell could it mean? • he stopped. He 

didn’t know he was in Porta Faxeiras, but he did know he was disoriented 

enough to have to ask how to find the taxi stand. But he didn't speak the 

language there, whatever language it was. Everything he heard was just
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staccatoed gibberish, similar to a bunch of hens cackling. 'Looking for a 

painting here is like looking for a needle in a haystack - a fancy one, too', he 

quipped to himself and giggled at his own ingenuity.

Hammett paused, his ample form forcing the flow of humanity to go 

around him, and searched for a - for any * normal person, somebody who might 

know English. His gaze registered the quaint pharmacy, the cafe terrace, the 

park directly in front of him and the electric sign for the parking areas of the 

city, and then as he swung his eyes more to the right, he glimpsed what looked 

like a taxi against the backdrop of an Institute, some old building where people 

kept coming in and out, for no apparent reason.

"Ah, I won’t have to speak to any of the oddball locals after all," he 

thought gratefully, as he moved his bulk in the direction of the white vehicles 

lined up along the sidewalk. There was almost no time to savor the lingering 

brevity of the near-collision with the two youths.

Because detectives, after all, are resourceful individuals, Hammett 

Little, P.I., managed to make the slow-witted taxi driver understand that he 

needed to get to the bus station that was on one of the roads heading out of 

the city.

■Why didn't they put it in a more convenient place?' he grumbled. 'A man 

shouldn't need to go traveling all over like a tourist just to get some decent 

transportation.' Naturally, he was unimpressed, if indeed he noticed at all, the 

ascent up San Roque and Basquinos. By now, in fact, he was feeling slightly 

claustrophobic at the eternal flow of people and cars along the medieval city
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streets, never meant for modern vehicular traffic and so many commercial 

attractions. "Such a dirty old place!" he muttered, and immediately, pursed his 

lips and stared out the window, because the nosy taxi driver heard him and 

asked. ";Que dixo?"

By now the enormous Little was totally put off by his surroundings and 

was beginning to do the only thing he could do: shut them out. Fortunately, 

his destination was at hand and he could read the meter, throw some coins at 

the impertinent driver, and hurry as fast as his corpulent form would allow him 

in the July heat, toward the ticket windows lined up facing the door. He 

managed to locate the one for Castromil that listed the coastal town he was 

trying to reach, along with several others he had obviously never heard or 

thought of: Esteiro, Cruceiro de Roo, Noia. Plunking down an amount of money 

that approximated and probably surpassed the amount he was requested to 

pay, the detective grabbed the ticket proffered him as if it were 

contaminated, and made it to the designated platform in time to join the line 

slowly snaking onto the bus.

"Why do so many people want to go to this hole-in-the-wall?" he asked, 

silently. But he felt pleased with himself, almost smug, in fact, at his ability to 

navigate those foreign waters without knowing a word of their strange 

language, whatever it was. He didn't trust foreign languages. They never said 

what they should, never told the truth.

Although slightly nauseous as a result of the rapid trip along the curving 

country roads, the detective planned what he would do upon his arrival in
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Muros, which was in fact his destination. He wanted to accomplish his mission 

as quickly as possible and get out of there, spending no more time than was 

absolutely necessary in that backwater place. He'd included a evening on the 

town and two nights at the five-star Hostal of the Catholic Kings back in 

Santiago as part of his private investigator’s fee, and he wanted to collect 

before getting to the plane and flying back home to civilization. He had to 

receive some compensation for having allowed himself to be sent on this wild 

goose chase to such a Godforsaken corner of the world.

The bus braked sharply, jolting P.I. Little out of his seat and making him 

swear a blue streak at the local driving skills, but then he noticed they’d pulled 

into the station (such as it was) in the small town that was his destination. He 

barely noticed the deep blue waves of the intimate bay as he clumped down 

the ridged metal steps to terra firma once more. This lingering motion 

sickness would improve considerably over a glass of the local wine', he thought. 

He quickly found a nearby bar, 0 Galeon, to take the remedy while mapping 

out his investigation.

The mapping took a little time, since he had to make his way through 

the strange words, even if they were only street names or landmarks. They 

really are a damned nuisance to deal with', he grumbled again. Three glasses of 

Three cool white wine later, he had a sense of how to proceed, and stepped 

out of 0  Galeon into the sweltering street. It was hard to believe this hole-in- 

the-wall, or hole-in-the-ocean, would be the hiding place of what he had been 

hired to locate by that eccentric old biddy back in Columbia, Missouri, or was
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that Indiana? It was some state that started or ended in I. Thank God for that 

vino do pais. Why don't they call it what is it, though? It's fucking white wine 

and that's the truth'. It'd saved his life.

Ham thought of Katherine "Kitty" Massia with a displeasure that made his 

upper lip tense in a haughty curl. She was definitely not his type and besides 

she was old. Yet he’d felt embarrassingly drawn to her for a brief time, even 

spent a couple of nights in her, well, house. Then she had to go and get this 

notion that she could further buy him and tie him to her through a well-paid 

snooping job. The bitch knew his financial situation was a bit desperate, even 

if he was a first-rate detective. He couldn't help it if he had expenses, could 

he?

Kitty had gotten it into her mind that she needed to recover a painting 

that had once been in her family. Stored in the attic by a bachelor uncle who 

knew nothing about aesthetics and much preferred good healthy porn, the 

painting had languished among spider webs, fly spots and mice droppings for 

about three decades until one of Kitty’s siblings - the ambitious and spiteful 

William - had found it and sold it for a song to another family member. Nobody 

really asked if they had the right to go around buying and selling the thing. But 

don't ask, don't tell, as they say. At last the painting had been surreptitiously 

sold by that distant relative to a shady Italian art dealer some years before. (It 

must have been worth something after all.) After that, it had been completely 

lost from the family memory and certainly from Kitty’s, until Emilio Estevez 

(he's of Galician background, you know), in an interview on BBC, mentioned
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having run across it hanging behind a bar where he had gone to film a movie, 

one of those foreign jobs or spaghetti westerns actors sometimes do for lack of 

anything better. Ham thought it odd that of all things to mention, Estevez had 

singled out the lousy painting, hanging as it was in some grimy little bar in this 

backwater burg, to say he liked it and wished he were the owner. Shit, it was 

just some lumps of paint on canvas, a picture of some lousy old fish.

There were probably between 1200 and 1300 people tops. (It was more 

like 1280, Little surmised. That was the usual pop. for a cunthole like this ) 

Anyway, that comment, offhand as it was, had gotten the old woman going as 

if the painting were a lost sheep she had to bring back into the family fold.

Kitty Massia was a driven woman, a broad with a mission. She had to 

bring the painting back to her family, and that's why she'd hired him, Hammett 

Little, to get it back as expeditiously as possible. That and her obsession with 

keeping the P.I. tied to her apron-strings or was that bedpost? Because after 

Estevez had mentioned it in the TV interview, it had disappeared from the 

tavern walls. The old biddy had called them to inquire - did she really know 

how to speak their strange language? - and they said it was gone. The owner of 

the Cafe-Bar Dionisio hadn't seemed overly interested or concerned about the 

painting even when he had to tell his American caller it was missing. He 

certainly couldn't care less about it and was not about to hire anybody to find 

it, wasting hard-earned money. He couldn't even recall how it had made its 

way to the tavern wall from some Italian marchante, much less remember what 

it looked like well enough to describe it for a detective, but he suspected it
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had been something that had struck his poppa’s fancy, or his poppa's girlfriend’s 

fancy, when the two of them took off to Venice. Besides, he'd hated the 

painting because that affair of his father’s had broken his mother’s heart and 

less than two years later she was dead..

After the three glasses of wine, Ham’s gait had become slightly more like 

a waddle. After all, he hadn't had lunch yet - he’d get around to that, however 

- and he never had been a man to eat a hearty breakfast. He made his 

awkward, thick-legged way down the cobblestone street (of course these 

primitives had to have cobblestone streets - what else could you expect?) that 

followed the curve of the busy little port. Ham didn't know it had once been 

one of the major ports of Iberia, with room for fifty ships at a time, and even if 

he had known, it would hardly have impressed him, since it was obviously not 

New York, Baltimore or San Francisco. Couldn't hold a candle to those. The 

detective didn't know or care about where he was, except that he had a job to 

do and success would bring him a hefty reward, even if he had to screw old Miz 

Kitty a couple more times in order to make her cough it up. A deal was a deal, 

after all, and she wouldn't dare deny him what she’d promised. Too bad that 

"tip" of a bedroom romp had to be included. That payment he could do 

without.

P.I. Little was getting into a professional mood now and was fixed on 

how to start uncovering the disappearance of "The Chinese Dolphin." Mulling 

over the case, the rotund detective felt convinced somebody local had taken it 

from the bar wall in the hope that it was valuable. After all, the famous actor
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had mentioned it, hadn't he? If so, most likely it was still nearby, perhaps even 

in the amateur thiefs house. Hammett Little's professional intuition was rarely 

wrong. He could tell Galicians were little busybodies, even if he couldn't 

understand a fucking word they said.

His game leg still a bit achy despite the deep summer weather, he 

sighed and set about getting intelligent instructions to the Church of San Pedro 

because he had a hunch it was a prime site for observation. Everybody seemed 

drawn to the temple on a regular basis, either to attend mass (the most 

obvious reason), to contemplate the view of the harbor from the cozy 

esplanade off the church's main door, or to stick their snouts into the holy 

receptacle that had the primitive serpent in the bottom and made you feel as 

if you were putting out your hand to have it bitten when reaching for some of 

the holy liquid to splash on yourself. 'Some people get their rocks off in the 

strangest ways', he thought.

Now not two but three young boys were approaching him as he followed 

a narrow street upward toward the church. Hammett locked his gaze on the 

one he immediately liked best, the middle fellow with the tousled, coal-black 

hair. 'He looks just like me when I was that age', the obese man lied to 

himself. Using a variety of gestures and loud English, Ham got them to 

understand his query

To his delight, they not only signaled the right direction further up the 

slope, but turned and headed toward it, gesturing to him to follow. The 

middle one gave him an especially long look before turning his dark head
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around to reassume his animated gabbling with his companions. Hammett had 

to use all his will power to urge his heavy legs into moving their burden swiftly 

enough to keep up, all the while hoping there would be a bar at the top of the 

ascent so he could stop for another glass of the local wine. 'Maybe I'll try red 

this time, since it's good to try both varieties. Hell, don't those scientist guys 

say it's good for the heart, too? He he'. He'd suddenly decided red was as 

much to his liking as white. White and red. Red and white. Together they 

made pink, but this wasn't a painting, this was booze, much more interesting. 

To Hell with the old coyote who had hired him. To Hell with the damned 

painting, whatever it looked like. He'd find it eventually. He always found 

things he set out to locate. After all, he was a master of his trade. People 

looked up to him. They did what he wanted, didn't they? He could sure coax 

them into doing what he wanted, or at least he could in the past. First things 

first: he had a thirst the size of his belly to quench, and he could even invite 

the boy - or boys, rather • to join him as an expression of gratitude for their 

assistance. Anything so as not to let the gorgeous specimen of a boy out of his 

sight. And lacking a shared tongue, all he could do was look and offer. 'I bet 

they’re as thirsty as I am'. The P.I., for all his training in spotting liars and 

criminals, couldn't see the deluded, lying fool he himself was.

As Little reached the top of the street, made much longer by the 

inclination and his bulk, he forced himself to ignore the throbbing veins in his 

temples because there were more important things ahead. Miraculously, the 

black-haired boy stood waiting for him on the upper level, looking for all the
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world like a Celtic conqueror. From his features, Little deduced that the lad 

must be one of a primitive line, so primitive that their features were markedly 

different from the Spanish or Roman type and more reminiscent of the earliest 

settlers of Iberia, the ones who had come from the farthest reaches of Europe, 

bordering on Asia. Of course the private investigator did not know any of this 

on a conscious level. He was incapable of that. His gaze merely registered the 

certain slant of black eyes, the perfection of the youthful, slightly muscular 

silhouette, the strategically distributed curves of the lad’s body, and knew he 

was on the right trail. More hand gestures and what he hoped was a pleading 

yet welcoming expression achieved the goal of herding the restless young trio 

into the small locale from where he could now see San Pedro with its cruceiro. 

There would be time enough to enter the church, Ham thought. "I want to stay 

here for a bit."

The boys surprised him now by also ordering tazas (cups) of the local 

wine when urged to do so by the older gentleman, but then perhaps they 

weren't as young as they had seemed at first. Hammett was more than a little 

winded from his climb, plus he was still feeling the effects of his ocean transit 

and the bus ride, so maybe his powers of observation were slightly diminished. 

He again cursed the old biddy who had hired him, because he would have given 

anything to stop there indefinitely, and just take in the entire view, everything 

around him. 'How quickly a fellow can get used to this backwater Galician 

town', he thought to himself. Maybe he would even consider staying on for an 

extra few days, see what else there was to see. Maybe there was something to
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do after all, he conceded, smiling sweetly and drunkenly to his favorite, but 

ever mindful that discretion was advised.

After three more glasses of the luscious wine (which was improving 

markedly. Who would have thought little Muros had such quality drink?), he 

reached his hand toward the dark-haired youth, but moved it with a 

simultaneous gesture toward the ancient church, as if this would distract from 

the hand's real intention. The boy fortunately was intelligent. He understood 

and, nodding and smiling, since words would have meant nothing, got up to 

leave. Now he was not running or leaping with his friends, but moving slowly 

matching the pace of his corpulent, newly-acquired acquaintance, a mature 

gentleman. It was doubtful that either had ever read Thomas Mann, though, 

nor was this any Venice. The pair made their way to the arch of the church 

entrance, and stood before it, slipping out of the extreme noonday heat into 

the cool granite embrace of the medieval structure.

Hammett Little and the boy who was suddenly, mercifully his friend (the 

lad now looking more like a shadow than a real flesh and blood boy), entered 

San Pedro. The detective went slowly to the holy water and inserted two 

fingers into it while avoiding the image of the serpent, for a reason he could 

not explain. Far be it from him to fall into that superstitious trap. He felt the 

briefest of queasiness in the pit of his stomach. 'I can look at it later, when I 

feel stronger', he promised himself. After this gesture, which surprised even 

him, the two linked arms and moved gradually toward the central altar. The 

church was cool and wide, although not vast enough to be majestic. After all,
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it was a small coastal site of worship, not the famous cathedral of Santiago. In 

front, now only a few yards away, was a priest who had his back turned. He 

was wearing a long red robe and his white hair was combed close to his head, 

his neck curved forward toward the elements he was preparing for mass. 

Hammett Little, never a religious man and certainly not a practicing Catholic, 

had never witnessed the procedure before. He began to observe, thinking the 

information might be helpful in the future. He did not notice how small and 

fragile were the priests shoulders until the robed figure turned around. What 

the large man saw then made his heart stop.

It was at that moment that he saw it was not a priest at all who had 

been standing before him. It was Katherine Massia, and she held a stiletto in 

her hand which she immediately plunged into his belly. Skewered and bleeding 

like a stuck pig, detective Little had barely enough time to hear her say, in 

English, the quickly-fading words whose colors faded into nothing: That boy - 

the dolphin - my son - Tao Lin... You. Could have been a great painter... you... 

you...' The very last thing he recalled was the slender, Asian-looking boy he had 

met, wined and dined some years before when he had been in Missouri, the 

only other time he had been to the state before Katherine Massia had 

contacted him. The only time he had ever consciously destroyed anything, and 

that was for the most aesthetic of reasons. The boy had been far too beautiful 

to lose.
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Sandrine’s W riting Journal: Anaco 6

Pity is not one of Ciristrilo’s strong points, and I ’m glad. He is kind and 

good and all that a friend should be - perhaps more - but he does not ever, 

ever show pity. He thinks it ’s not good for the soul or something like that. I 

agree, most of the time.

Instead of pity, Ciristrilo wants the truth: he does not give; he 

demands, in his own, sweet way. And I know why he does it. He thinks if we 

stop feeling sorry for ourselves we can get a lot farther, we can help set 

things straight. That’s a tough thing to do, and we need to be extra-strong to 

handle it. That’s what he thinks. What he knows. I cannot for the life of me 

figure out how he knows that, but he’s right, I can feel it.

Ciristrilo can tell I have maudlin tendencies and might even be a loner 

in my Dr. Jekyll mode. (As Mr. Hyde, I ’m a people-seeker, and can’t get 

enough of parties, conversations, music, hanging out. Sometimes I wonder 

seriously how I ever made it through college, as torn as I am between the good 

and the bad, the serious and the rowdy.) My friend doesn’t think that’s bad - 

he’s just not certain whether it is helpful. So he tries to get me to tell him 

why it is that I sometimes wander off, crawl into a corner and think about 

eating worms and dying. He’s never considered doing that in his life. He 

wants me to tell him why I get in these moods and then complain about how
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life isn’t  fair, because for him there’s no question of fa ir or not - only reasons 

and ways to do what needs to be done.

* * * * *

I'll miss him after I leave. He's the heart of what might have been.

234

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Wave 11: Interlude

It’s not that easy, I tell him, but he won’t listen. He thinks there’s 

something more. He’ll never know the truth, because I’m so ashamed to have 

him find out, but perhaps I can write it down here in this other journal with the 

black pages where I have to use a light-colored gel pen to make the words 

come out of the dark. Nobody else in the whole world knows it exists and I 

refuse to write in it during the day for fear somebody will catch me and ask me 

what I’m writing. Then I’d have to tell them; that's the rule. I’d have to reveal 

those untold memories, which would kill me. Lately, with these letters I've 

been getting from Karl, I hang out here a lot after everybody else has gone to 

bed. I hang out and tell the truth, using scars and blood to say what I’m 

thinking, what I remember and what I refuse to bring back from the dead. This 

is the only place I can speak about Junior the artist, because I want the world 

to remain deaf and dumb to what he meant to me...

It didn’t appear to me that his mental ability had been impaired. What 

did I know? I was just a young girl when I would go over to the Wells’ house 

after school because Rita, Junior’s sister, would take care of me on the 

afternoons when my grandmother was ill or, after she died without a speck of 

oxygen in her head after so much coughing, when my mother was at the five &
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dime working. Mom took the job to help keep herself busy after my 

grandmother’s death. It was something she had to do and I never held it 

against her. I guess a little six-year-old was not much comfort for losing your 

mother.

Still, the Wells house was a challenge to my young girl’s understanding 

of what life was, and now that I allow myself to look back, many things must 

have occurred there for the first time, because it was and is a group of settings 

I still return to in my mind’s eye when reading something. My mind’s eye is 

especially stubborn about giving up memories, and keeps insisting I go back and 

situate things I read today, decades later, in spots I first came to know as a 

little girl. Sometimes I get to thinking that my life was over and done with, 

every nook and cranny filled by the time I was 8, and the years since then have 

just been embellishments for those earliest times. Makes me wonder why I’ve 

traveled so much. Am I trying to get away from something?

But the Wells house will never go away, I realize that. Different parts of 

the place, including the barn out back to the left of the scrawny garden, and 

the swing set area off to the side of the house with the porch that was freezing 

in winter, come to me as settings for the events in many of the novels I’ve read 

over the years. Not the colors, much; just the spaces through which one had to 

move.

I never did talk much with Junior. That’s saying the least. His short, 

piggy noises did not make him very appealing, and when he communicated with 

his other sister, not Rita, but the other one, Laura, he was even more
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mysterious, and the noises came out like angry squeals and grunts that sounded 

to the rest of us as if they were going to get into a huge fight. That rarely 

happened - they physically went at each other just a couple of times that I 

witnessed - but the jittery squawks they both emitted were not human. For 

those two pairs of ears, however, they did not need to be. There were, in 

fact, no sounds at all, for Laura and her older brother had been left deaf and 

dumb by a life-threatening case of the measles. They say that terrible bouts 

with the disease weren’t uncommon years ago, but it was no longer a danger 

when I was at the measles age. Laura’s eyes twitched, too, and she had an 

inherited set of dark, unhealthy-looking circles under her eyes. Her eyes 

looked out of her face, pudgy like her brother's, but more mottled with snow

flake-sized freckles and framed by lively dark curls. Years later I would feel 

oddly sad at watching the dark curls turn quickly gray, and seeing Junior’s 

straight hair grow thin to the point of disappearance.

I hardly ever spoke with Laura, or rather, communicated with her, 

because she scared me. She also confused me, since I could never tell what 

her mood was, and still today I can see her coming out of a side room toward 

the front of the house, as if she had been doing something important and were 

on her way to do something else that was essential to the well-being of the 

world. It’s hard to say why she looked like that. Perhaps the determination of 

the stocky body, the clumsy way she moved from one place to another, made it 

look like she had to complete some unspoken mission.
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Perhaps it was truly Laura’s banshee shrieks and ever-threatening aspect 

of near-explosion that made Junior seem so much more peaceful and safe. And 

of course he did smile at me a lot more, as I recall. At least he never "spoke” 

to me with the goose-like honks his sister used and which, when added to her 

repertoire of animal sounds, made her resemble a farm or a zoo.

You might smirk at the comparison of humans to animals. It wasn’t 

funny, though, not to a six or even a nine-year-old. Junior, for instance, never 

got mad at me. He was always glad to see me and smiled in such a kind 

manner when I arrived after school, usually with my books and papers, maybe 

some extra reading for good measure. Now that I think about it, since I was 

shy, I frequently tried to use this equipment to avoid having to communicate 

directly with either Junior or Laura But Junior, although he could neither hear 

nor speak, was sharp and would catch me either before I could settle into 

homework - by the time I was into second grade, there were some small tasks 

to complete outside of school - or would accost me as I went to the kitchen for 

a cold glass of milk. He always seemed to be waiting. I suspect he could tell 

by the vibrations of the floor or the displaced air in a room.

Junior would always come up close and press my arm, probably because 

he didn’t want to use those oinking sounds with me. He had to attract my 

attention somehow, and I didn’t know enough then to realize that a deaf mute 

who doesn’t want to use his voice must to use his hands. When he did clutch 

my arm near the elbow, his grip was brief but firm. That grip, not long held, 

was accompanied by an enthusiastic, almost childlike gesture of his other hand,
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pointing upward. Indeed, it was hard for me to remember he was not a boy 

but a grown man. He kept his sketch pad upstairs in his room and didn’t seem 

to like walking around with it. His art was his private world, his way of 

expressing himself. Even a young girl could figure that out. I felt sorry for 

him, and knew it was perfectly normal for Junior to do new sketches every day. 

When he was busy with his pencils - he preferred simple, realistic drawing - he 

must have forgotten that his world was so silent and isolated. I hoped he did, 

anyway.

Junior Wells was a very good artist. He especially liked to do people, 

and sometimes exchanged the pencils for fine charcoal sticks.

I would always follow him very dutifully upstairs to his bedroom. It 

never occurred to me that I should refuse. The poor man obviously lonely if he 

looked forward so much to the company of a young girl with glasses and a pony 

tail. Besides, as far as I could tell, his family did not seem very interested in 

his art, although somebody must have kept him supplied with the paper and 

drawing utensils. Sometimes, I remember, I would carry up a book of Edgar 

Allan Poe’s stories and titles like "Ms. Found in a bottle” are still associated in 

my mind with those treks up the narrow hallway. Maybe I've already 

mentioned that Poe was always my favorite writer. I also wanted to read The 

Bad Seed by William March, but heard the grown-ups - well, probably it was my 

mother - saying it wasn’t a proper book to have around a house where there 

were children. It was never clear to me which member of the Wells household
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was reading or had read it. Now I wonder how my mother, who wasn’t an avid 

reader of novels, knew exactly what it was about.

Upstairs in the bedroom, I saw countless sketches, all indications of the 

man’s talent. Some were even religious. That may have been the influence of 

the large portrait of a bleeding heart virgin at the top of the landing to the 

right. The Wellses were a very practicing Catholic family, from what I knew. 

There may be more to this story, but time fades all, or almost all.

There are a few snippets of images beyond the pudgy belly, tan chinos 

with the narrow leather belt, white v-necked undershirt and the tennis shoes 

which Junior always wore and which allowed him to walk softly about the 

house. Beyond the artist’s pad so often and eagerly held out for my approval. 

There was a dresser, a pair of nightstands flanking the bed, a table for sitting 

and sketching, maybe one other small bureau-type piece of furniture in that 

tiny, crowded room. The ceiling sloped on the side of the room toward 

Lafayette Road and the lack of space made it difficult to walk around. We 

either stood or sat to look at the drawings he always wanted to show me. The 

bed and an occasional whiff of after shave filled the room.

My mother once asked me if he ever touched me, but we both knew 

there was no way to answer. Not with words. Not until now.

* * * * *
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Now that she'd made up her mind, Sandrine had to look for the best way 

to say good*by to Galicia. She kept putting off talking to Ciristrilo, even 

though now she would not have to fear Ana's questioning look if she stopped by 

their place. Not knowing how to tell him, as if he about to be a jilted lover • 

she did nothing for a few days. It nevertheless surprised her when the phone 

rang and Ciristrilo was asking her if she would be able to go for lunch or supper 

with him. The invitation was one she had to accept, even though her friend 

was never so open about their meetings. They decided on a day the next week 

because Sandrine felt she needed time. She'd always need time. It even felt 

as though she would miss him as much as she would her husband.

They drove separately to Xan Xordo, a restaurant on the way to 

Lavacolla Airport. The dark-haired waiter knew both of them, but raised un 

eyebrow quizzically when he saw them together without husband or wife. He 

did it, not because he suspected there was anything between them, but 

because he was worried there was some problem or because he was curious to 

know if they were working on some important project. To get rid of him for a 

while, they ordered an abundance of food, including the house salad, cicalas, 

and more. Of course they also ordered pais, which came in a large, clear 

pitcher that had been placed in a freezer in order to coat it with an appealing 

layer of frost. While the vino gradually warmed in the balmy evening, the tone 

of voice Ciristrilo used to get the conversation flowing gradually warmed as 

well. On a couple of occasions he reached for Sandrine's hand, then released
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it, knowing people, if they were to see them, would never understand. When 

he could bring himself to say what he had been planning to say when he called 

several days ago, it was not anything personal, of course - that would not have 

been his style. Sandrine had by now sensed that he knew her plan and dreaded 

the moment of truth. That moment was not to come - at least not that night.

"I really want to know what you think of this story,” he told her. “What 

do you think it means?" The questions were simple and direct, but there was 

something different about them this time. The story was about one of the 

most enxebre or typical Galician events - carnaval - in one of the places most 

famous for its celebration of the occasion * Laza. Carnaval has been the object 

of a lot of theoretical study by anthropologists, but it has not lost its 

significance for Galicians. The question that seemed to accompany Ciristrilo's 

narrative was what might its significance be for outsiders? Was it possible for 

them to comprehend what took place during the festivities and, in fact, 

affected a community throughout the year? But his companion, as much as she 

understood carnaval and had been to it on more than one occasion, did not 

understand why he was acting the part of encyclopedia editor this evening. 

This was not the time for stories that were bound for one of the heavy volumes 

and usually he did not care to bring all those words home with him. . He 

talked more through silence than anything else, so suddenly this urgency to tell 

sent her to worrying that something was terribly wrong. It was as if Ciristrilo 

had to get these things off his chest before she left.
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Maybe this wasn’t just an entry under the term "carnavar after all, nor 

even under its Galician form of "antroido” or "entroido". Maybe this was a story 

just for her.
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Wave 12: Laza

"What do you think about going to 0 Entroido in Laza this year?” Kina 

asked as she looked up from her desk where she'd been writing furiously for the 

past hour. "I bet it would be fun,” she added a few seconds later, in an 

attempt to fill the brief silence that met her suggestion. She knew, after all 

these years, that the lack of an immediate answer from her husband Laurie was 

hardly the preface to a refusal. In fact, a blank moment usually meant he was 

thinking it over in a receptive way. You could tell at a glance that Laurie was a 

very generous person and very gentle. There were, for example, his measured, 

easy movements, the way the right side of his mouth curved upward and his 

eyes shone with bright merriment, like those of a young, black-haired Santa. 

Some people thought he was too gentle for his own good. Even when he was 

not particularly enthused about doing something his wife proposed, whether it 

was as simple as what restaurant to go to for lunch or what video to rent, he 

rarely imposed his own choice. Maybe it was because after their years 

together their preferences had become for the most part similar or the same. 

So much the same that every once in a while they had to consciously remind 

themselves they had a right to their own opinions. But for that too they’d 

come up with a way to manage things. Their marriage was the best thing that 

had happened to either of them, and they knew it. Few of their friends could
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say the same, with affairs, divorce and constant arguments more the norm than 

not.

"Sounds good to me. i'd somehow forgotten you'd never been to Laza," 

replied Laurie, after considering the suggestion for a moment or two. Then he 

continued: "I've got a long weekend because the campus is closed Monday and 

Tuesday. We just found out for sure last week, and before we got the memo 

I'd finished preparing classes for the whole week. We're doing an easy unit 

now. You know, I could almost lecture on the Romantic novel in my sleep.” 

He wasn’t bragging. Laurie never seemed to have trouble with deadlines. His 

wife didn't either, but the difference was that she needed them to get things 

finished. She could always complete her writing on time, but there was usually 

a big push at the very end when it was a longer project. She thrived on the 

right amount of pressure. It provided something that, if not exactly inspiration, 

at least served the same purpose of getting the story’s words from thought 

form onto the paper. Laurie did not like having to rush, so he tried to avoid it 

at all costs, working steadily and ahead of time. It was perhaps one of his only 

defects, that ability to do everything punctually, carefully, in his organized 

manner. He was incredibly predictable, neat, able to judge his own limits.

Kina answered quickly, perhaps a little concerned after all that he was 

simply agreeing because he was unwilling to disappoint her, "You know, we 

could always go to Portugal, if you’d rather.”

True," agreed Laurie, "but we usually go in June for a few days and 

that's such a nice time of year. "Actually, I'd like to go back again to Laza. It's
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been at least ten years - no, more - since I went that time with Euloxio while 

you were working on your article on that poet in Dublin and couldn’t go. 

Remember?” He chuckled softly. "You had three days left to finish it and it 

looked like you were threatening to grab a plane back to Ireland just to 

straighten out some of the material's loose ends. You were really obsessed 

with getting it right and weren’t  at all in the right frame of mind for a silly 

country celebration. I thought I’d almost lost you."

"Oh, that sounds so long ago.” Kina still regretted that refusal to 

accompany her husband, but more than that, recalling it reminded her how 

much she hated watching the years speed by. Each one went a little faster 

than the previous one. Sometimes she worried in an absurd, panicky fashion, 

then tried to brush it off by telling herself she could end up contracting a fatal 

case of nostalgia if she didn’t stop. That mad pace was how she avoided the 

really dark thoughts, and if she laughed at herself she could often believe it 

was somebody else who was traveling through time while she was standing still, 

always the same age and with the same appearance. Even she realized she had 

a tendency to seem overly serious or at least to give that impression, but only 

she knew the real reason. Her intuition about the reasons for that trait made 

her a bit defensive. She didn’t want anybody to know certain secrets. They 

made her appear slightly off-balance. In that sense Kina and Laurie were not 

at all alike. Her good-natured husband always looked as if he hadn’t a care in 

the world. She wondered if that were possible, if such a person could or did 

exist, before she went on.
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"But, Laurie, it's not fair to say I didn't want to go. That article had to 

be submitted quickly; I'd already gotten an extension because I was having 

trouble getting all the facts to fall in place like I wanted." Laurie did know, 

and responded with his boyish smile that once again dissolved any possible 

tension between them.

To herself, Kina thought briefly about how they’d been toying with going 

to Portugal on their next trip and how even though it was just as close as a trip 

to the mountainous interior of Galicia, it hadn’t  appealed to them as a choice 

on this occasion. That was probably because they fully expected to return to 

places like Ponte de Lima, Barcelos, and even Porto and Coimbra, come early 

summer. They had certain habits embedded in their freestyle life; Portugal 

was one of these, and deservedly so. But Kina still couldn’t help feeling guilty 

about what had happened with Laza, about letting her job get in the way of 

something Laurie had really wanted to do, so she put Portugal in a drawer 

inside her and closed it gently. There would be time to open it and take it out. 

Laza was essential to their relationship for some inexplicable reason.

Just watching Laurie’s bright face now was enough. He’d never been to 

Laza with his wife, who was a freelance writer. She often wrote for travel 

magazines, so in wanting to go he was thinking of her too, thinking she might 

find some good material for a piece. He was hopeful it would be worthwhile 

for both of them. Just four or five days of unusual experiences, a bit of 

country food, lots of laughing and running from the primitive, picturesque 

characters like the peliqueiros who populated the streets of tiny Laza for the
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week of 0  Entroido. There was a lot of the boy in Laurie, which was another 

one of his attractive features besides his Celtic good looks. His organized life 

gave him the ability to set aside the obligations of work and to fully devote 

himself to other things at the right times - carnaval, a trip, making love.

Kina’s only other experiences with the Galician version of carnaval had 

been for a few hours in Merza (the music of lambada still danced through her 

head when she recalled it), a brief encounter with os xenerales in a village not 

too far from Teo, and some street events in Santiago. Carnaval in the city was 

just not the same, but at the time their daughter Amanda had been small and 

had enjoyed dressing up in a costume. It had been like Halloween to her. To 

surprise Amanda, Kina had sat for several days, a couple hours at a time and 

when her daughter would not catch her at it, with the sewing machine they 

otherwise kept in the tiny attic. The costume had not been recognizable as 

any specific thing or character, but it had been colorful and original, and had 

done the trick for the little girl. Amanda was grown up now, or at least she 

was grown up enough to not even consider accompanying her parents to Laza. 

Mostly now she had her own friends, her own plans. Besides, she had her own 

tiny memories of Laza, and they weren’t at all like those of her parents.

Laurie and Kina began to get ready for the trip that would take but a 

couple of hours of driving, or perhaps slightly more, if they stopped beside the 

Sil on the way. They consulted each other about what was absolutely essential 

to an efficient combination of work and play, with an emphasis on the latter. 

(One is never too old to play.) In addition to the ubiquitous notebooks for
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both, camera and film were at the top of the list. Kina added a small 

dictaphone with extra batteries and tapes, because she’d heard there were 

some typical songs played by the street musicians. Of course a couple of extra 

changes of clothes were necessary, because you never know what can arise 

there. The festivities of little Laza were known for their ritualistic, pre- 

Christian features. You could be the target of mud-slinging, flour-tossing, or 

even clumps of vinegar-crazed fire ants, torn out of their holes in the nearby 

hills and stuffed into burlap bags with moss and bathed in the acid liquid. The 

ants were the scariest part. Nothing was truly dangerous, however hard it was 

to stay clean and keep equipment safe, because the object was to prevent 

everybody from being a mere spectator. You have to participate in 0  Entroido, 

like you do life. That was the main thing. So Kina made sure she included 

some plastic covering for her camcorder and a simple poncho for herself, in 

case whatever rained on them included more than water.

Laurie and Kina chose the route to Laza that allowed them a brief stop 

in the provincial capital of Ourense before heading for the interior. They also 

stopped two more times between Ourense and their destination to take in the 

view of the valley, the Mino River, and two Romanesque churches in particular. 

They'd suspected it would be impossible to just drive straight to Laza, since it 

is hard to drive anywhere more than half an hour in Galicia without finding 

something you want to pause to look at, some small exploration. Because their 

route led toward the isolated and sparsely populated interior, it also felt like 

Carpentier’s Los pasos perdidos. But in this case their destination was a village
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and an event that had been in place not before the Spaniards but before the 

Romans. The Romans who had surged up and over the high sierra that cut 

Galicia off from the rest of Iberia and stopped the rains from the Atlantic, 

making it a misty, green body, so foreign, so opposed to the world of Andalucia 

and its Moorish influence. No, there was nothing Moorish at all about the 

northwestern corner of the peninsula where they lived. It was all Celtic, its 

eyes and heart, while it turned its back to the south, its face toward the sea 

and its rugged coast was settled in careful alignment with other green lands.

The arrival of Laurie and Kina in Laza was perfect timing. They parked 

the car far enough out of the village so as not to get it splattered with any of 

the messy projectiles hurtling randomly through the air, and then walked in to 

the main square, such as it was. Like the professor and writer they were, even 

when at play they observed and commented on everything, sometimes jotting 

down the questions they had about the organization and elements of the 

festivities because they had a friend who was an anthropologist and might be 

able to tell them things they couldn't detect. For a brief moment, they 

lamented the fact that Amanda hadn’t wanted to accompany them. They knew 

from Bakhtin that carnaval, or rather 0 Entroido, had deep meanings with its 

vision of the world turned upside down and made grotesque, it is the people’s 

criticism of a hierarchical society. They knew that, and were curious as to the 

historical development of the elaborate celebration, but they were more on 

the alert - for once - for surprises. They’d come strictly to enjoy themselves,
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to be entertained, and, of course, to participate as best they could. For once 

Kina had managed to put aside her work and relax.

"Look! It’s just like Bakhtin says,” exclaimed Kina. "Everybody’s cross- 

dressing, and they started doing it long before it got popular on Saturday Night 

Live.” Even to their observant eyes, the images were frequently deceiving and 

they both did double-takes. "How can you tell whether they’re men or 

women?’ asked Kina, and Laurie agreed. "They’ve erased everything that 

would be a clue to what they really are, haven’t they?” At one point Kina felt 

vaguely uneasy: was it possible the erasure had been for real?

Kina was profoundly and unexpectedly drawn on a very deep, almost 

frightening, level to the unfamiliar community to which she was a complete 

newcomer. "They all seem to be connected in some intangible way, tied 

together tightly. How do they do it? It seems natural, even if they look 

grotesque.” This was true. What she saw was the people's choreography of 

opposites. Still, despite the appearance of pure spontaneity and chaos, that 

sense of that Bakhtinian world turned upside-down, every resident of the 

village seemed to know how to exist within the madness, what to expect, how 

to react, where and where not to be and when. She thought, irrationally, 

"Maybe this isn’t carnaval yet. Maybe this is how they always are.”

Laza was, to use a cliched image, a veritable social soup in which 

everyone and everything in that space automatically became part of the 

recipe. Even visitors like Laurie and Kina were only kidding themselves if they 

thought they could continue to remain on the sidelines, passively.
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Protected from the crowds by a deeply-recessed doorway, Laurie took a 

few minutes to refer to his notes from readings he'd quickly done to prepare 

for the visit. Kina was kind of miffed at his insistence on the serious side of 

things, as if despite it being his idea he hadn't been able to leave the 

classroom behind. Maybe she felt it was her job to be doing that and now that 

she'd made up her mind to leave work behind, she didn't want her husband 

reminding she was not 'back at the office'. She’d done some research too, 

though, and so was quite aware of Franco’s efforts to repress the celebration 

on the grounds that it was not Christian and gave too much of an opportunity to 

create community, solidarity, even a sense of Galician identity (heaven forbid!) 

'What would people say if I asked them about this?’ she wondered to herself, 

thinking there might be a chance for some interviews. She might get an article 

out of this after all.

Both Laurie and Kina agreed, naturally, that the survival of 0 Entroido in 

Galicia was fortunate and were grateful for whatever had allowed the 

festivities to outlive the dictator. Yet they could also see that there was a new 

danger in its promotion: Among the local residents and the visitors with a 

sincere desire to participate, there were groups of faces that looked haggard, 

not from ecstatic revelry, but just from being drugged. 'Their world is turned 

upside-down most of the time and not for any good reason,” noted Kina, 

pursing her lips a bit. Just thinking about drugs made her weary.

Now they felt guiltily, as if they could be to blame, that there was a 

real danger that American anthropologists would discover Laza and decide it
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was worthy of an extensive study. They’d heard a couple of student groups 

had gone, and could only hope that the Galician shell would continue to prove 

too tough to crack for the majority. That was the intriguing thing about the 

place, as her years of residence had taught her. It looked at first like 

something simple, uncomplicated, just slightly off-center from Spanish. "Like 

the language - quite accessible, it appeared at first,” thought Kina. Then it 

became clear that this was another world, not always kind, but more seductive 

than one might wish. One brief glance at the serpentine locks of the Galician 

Medusa could be extremely dangerous. Kina had always avoided that, because 

her job took her to different places and she found their sunny warmth, their 

food, everything, to be every bit as appealing. If she’d been there for a 

number of years, it was because of Laurie, her husband. "Sometimes,” she 

admitted to herself, "I'm just a bit afraid of what’s happening to him. Maybe 

he’ll never want to leave Galicia.”

Now, in need of some time to herself, Kina says to him, "”l’d like to go 

off alone for a bit.” She wants to watch in her own way now. It always helped 

her gather her thoughts and organize notes for her writing. Laurie was familiar 

with this behavior, and thought nothing of it. They simply decided on a time 

and place to meet up again when they did this. He’s happy to oblige as a rule, 

not because he doesn’t  enjoy his wife’s company (even after all these years), 

but because being separated also allows for the unknown to enhance their 

experience. Afterward, he knows they will both have at least a story or two to 

tell, and they’ll each have photos, slides, even sketches of angles and images
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that the other one hasn’t seen. For them ft’s like becoming an author for your 

favorite reader, recreating their steps for one another, surprising the other 

with the unique or secret perspective they have each discovered. Simple as it 

was, it was a game they enjoyed. It helped remind them that they were, after 

all, two separate people, not the same person in a male and a female version.

The game has its quirks, and they try to be creative with each other. 

Once in a while, for example, Laurie and Kina even manage to get a 

surreptitious shot of the other. It is a shared pleasure, like a playful game of 

harmless stalking. These little surprises were probably part of the reason why 

their relationship had remained so flexible and had never seemed to grow old. 

They themselves felt as if time had hardly passed over them.

At least Laurie feels that way. Kina has the recollection of giving birth 

and as the pain of the moment fades, she does recognize that time has passed. 

Usually time is most noticeable in the vast store of memories and books and 

photographs that they have been accumulating over nearly a couple of 

decades. Laurie did indeed like to observe Kina as if she didn’t know him, 

seeing her with somebody else’s eyes. Kina did the same, and occasionally felt 

enormous guilt because there would be a flash - just a tiny flash - of repulsion, 

which was always quickly replaced by the thrill that this attractive man was 

her husband, that she slept with him.

She always told herself that the momentary feeling of disgust was her 

mind’s way of defining him as different from her, because otherwise they were 

so much alike, so used to one another, that the line was too tenuous for
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comfort. They even tried to make decisions from inside each other’s head, 

second-guessing what the other one wanted or liked. Sometimes they didn’t 

know if their minds worked separately at all. It was as if they had been born 

married, and this made them feel as if they had lived twice as long because 

they had the sense of having lived two lives at the same time. They had 

trouble distinguishing their own memories from those of the other. The photos 

and individual walks were essential for putting things in their proper places, 

putting them in order.

And so Laurie and Kina separated, designating a time and place to meet 

up again: by the car, in two hours’ time. For some reason, however, they 

parted with a slightly uneasy feeling on this occasion. The feeling, inexplicable 

and never alluded to, was more obvious when they met again, just a few 

minutes after the set time. As usual, Laurie had been punctual and Kina, who 

consistently tried to do too much in too little time, rushed up seven minutes 

late. Their pattern has rarely varied. Laurie is always there ahead of time 

waiting for her. This is the arrangement they tacitly prefer, as if Kina were 

being welcomed home and Laurie were opening his arms to welcome her.

They soon started chattering about what they’d seen, comparing notes 

and pleased at how they’d managed to keep their distance from one another in 

the small area that comprised the towns. They enjoyed a long, luscious, 

pantagruelian lunch in one of the few eateries in Laza. It was full of revelers 

and loud gesticulations, bursting with the energy that comes with 

camivalesque activities. The wine and augardente, and an occasional beer
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could be promoting the boisterousness, but that was mostly on the part of the 

foreign visitors rather than the locals. Heads began to lower, resting on the 

table as the rest of the bodies slumped. Kina and Laurie had a long, drowsy 

descafeinado and headed for a nap in the modest pension they'd found on the 

outskirts of Laza.

Usually Laurie slept little during his siestas, afraid he’d be unable to fall 

asleep in the evening. This time was no exception. Kina, on the other hand, 

relaxed for some minutes, reading herself to sleep then waking up and 

scribbling a few more notes for an article. She was capable of a two-hour 

siesta at times. This time, when they were both rested, another stroll on their 

own was in order, the purpose - almost the assignment - being to discover some 

curious character or scene to report to the other afterward. They always 

savored that act of narrating, as if it were a steaming laconada or cocido, a pot 

of cumin-scented callos con sorbanzos.

This time, because they wanted to give a little more structure to their 

self-designed adventure, they created more specific rules, more limitations. 

They decided to limit their "scavenger hunt” to one hour and laughingly 

dubbed it a competition. As a prize, the winner of the pair would be invited by 

the loser to supper in a nearby churrasqueiria. It was a perfect game.

It’s hard to say what happened during that hour, as Laurie and Kina 

squeezed their arms together - they still missed each other when they were 

apart. Each one had planned a unique route in search of novelty, heading for a 

discrete place from which to watch the events and try to spy on the other. It
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was a good idea not to be apart after dark, though, because the drunken 

revelers (again, not the local residents but the tourists who spoke loud, 

obnoxious Castilian), sometimes didn’t  know when to stop their drinking. Kina, 

moreover, had never been to the place before, so everything about Laza was 

new - and perhaps too tempting. Laurie may or may not have known that, 

although he said nothing.

As they began their separate odysseys, masked people approached each 

of them, looking as if they were trying to seduce them. Everyone laughed, and 

the mascaras left without insisting. Only briefly did the symmetrical meeting 

remind them both of the single time before when strangers had approached 

them and they had actually gone off with the unfamiliar persons, who on that 

occasion were not wearing masks because it was not during carnaval.

Mutually distracted, both turn in opposite directions. Kina’s eyes search 

for the location of an ear-piercing Brazilian whistle and find it in the stocky 

fingers of a block-shaped fellow wearing a tawdry shirt and sporting a ducktail 

haircut. In the same brief interval, Laurie disappears, but causes Kina no 

concern, given their plan. He’s supposed to "get lost” just like she is, because 

rediscovering each other is such pleasure.

Someone in the crowd is not unaware of the resemblance of the antroido 

festivities and their bewitching capability to the noite de San Xoan. Foreigners 

must always be conscience that they are vulnerable in a way the locals are. 

Even in Paraguay, the local earth absorbs those who venture onto it, as in Roa 

Bastos’ story "Los carpincheros." It is risky to get too close to the heart of
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darkness, to enter its shadows. Yet they never learn because they cannot 

relinquish their feeling of immunity. The organized world never can 

understand. Its story has a beginning and an ending. This one does not.

As Kina starts to observe her surroundings, her gaze takes her up along a 

rather steeply ascending, narrow street. The wagon that is a major element of 

the ritualistic celebration has been parked in the passageway, alongside the 

humble cemetery. Having proceeded several yards up this street by now, Kina 

stops and looks back down, then over along another alley that leads to the 

street, where she thinks she has just caught a glimpse of Laurie. She has just 

enough time to feel guilty about trying to follow his route, meant to be secret 

until he revealed it to her, when the yell emerges like a wave from the jostling 

crowd: jVenen mais formigas! The people around her, some sober and others 

less so, young and old, take flight toward the upper, open end of the street 

that heads toward a plain field of millo and patacas. Kina has no choice but to 

run with them or be trampled on the spot.

Now that they had some good distance between them and Laurie 

couldn’t possibly be spotted, Kina realized they’d neglected to set their 

meeting spot. It should be either the car, like before, or the place where they 

had split up. The hour was, surprisingly, almost over; she must have been lost 

in thought without noticing. But now in front of her stood a local fellow with 

deep blue eyes - not abnormal for a Galician, but very deep nonetheless. His 

build was sturdy, but his shoulders bowed slightly, not from a defect or 

weakness but as if he were bending forward to listen attentively to a shorter
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person, someone soft-spoken, perhaps. Blue Eyes had medium long hair and 

didn’t look to be over forty. He was, it seemed, a native speaker of Galician, 

his words’ cadence and phonetics perfect. That much Kina could tell. He wore 

the simplest of costumes - just a brief, scarf-like cloth around his neck that 

was wrapped like an Arafat-type headdress. Several others had the same 

attire, and all the two-colored scarves were either black and white or red and 

white checks. Kina suspected the cloth, rather than being imported from the 

middle east, had been cut from bolts of fabric that provide coverings for many 

tables in rural restaurants. This was an example of the upside-down-ness of 

the masquerade: Galicia was far in every sense from the Arab world, and if 

anything, the headdresses resembled something worn by women, the fringe 

framing faces and draping over shoulders in manners that did not show great 

familiarity with the proper manner of arrangement. Kina had also seen the 

same cloths spread on the bazaar tables in Santiago along the Rua do Vilar, set 

up in temporary permanence, forming a row of vendors of trinkets and 

gewgaws.

Their eyes met as the blue-eyed fellow chatted with a young woman 

beside him, her head barely reaching his shoulder. Kina noted that she had 

thickish features and dirty blond hair, with a windbreaker pulled down over 

tight black jeans. She was not particularly attractive, but that did not by any 

means make her a mismatch for her sturdily built, gentle-mannered 

companion. The problem, in Kina’s opinion - one which nobody requested of 

her - was that the woman kept speaking to the man in Spanish. Oh, she was
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friendly enough, despite a slight standoffishness, which may have come from 

her refusal or inability to use Galician to communicate in a context that was so 

enxebre, as the locals would call it.

A couple of more times Kina’s and Blue Eyes’ gazes would meet before 

he gave his blond companion the customary pair of farewell kisses and started 

up the street alone, passing the parked cart beside the cemetery. Kina 

watched him go, then turned to scan the crowd for her husband. She thought 

nothing more of the fellow for at least three minutes. Then she felt a gentle 

tap on her shoulder and expected it was Laurie, even though her husband was 

usually reticent to touch her in public. Instead, she turned and realized it was 

the blue-eyed fellow, a simple kindly smile spread across his face. Kina 

hesitated for a moment before reacting by walking off a few steps. She was 

unable to help herself then, as he began to guide her in the direction of 

another dim street flanked by mossy stones and overhung with balconies that 

further obscured the final rays of the afternoon sun.

Meanwhile, Laurie had mistakenly headed in the direction of a figure he 

thought was Kina because of her size and clothing, and even because of the 

way her hair was cut. He didn’t understand why she’d turned her back on him 

because they were supposed to meet at precisely that moment. On second 

glance, he saw he’d been mistaken. The person he’d thought was his wife was 

really a twelve or thirteen year old boy dressed in a similar manner as Kina. 

The boy’s wig was extremely natural, and his build was similar to hers. What
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for her had been regular clothing was for him the cross-dressing that was the 

norm for 0  Entroido.

Laurie felt immediately uncomfortable about the momentary attraction 

for the boy, not sure if it was because he had mistaken him for his wife of 

many years or because he’d actually been drawn to the boy. In carnaval, so 

many things and ideas and appearances are turned inside out that he had to 

confess his personal doubts, wondering if he had a dark half that he didn’t 

know about.

The boy-woman smiled, and Laurie settled into a more relaxed stance. 

He returned the youth’s smile in what turned quickly into a casual stroll of the 

pair amid the revelers. Laurie was at ease again as the two struck up a 

conversation. He assumed Kina would eventually appear - she frequently was 

late, as we know, and since they were almost ninety kilometers from Ourense, 

she was hardly going to leave without him. He'd put the car keys in his jacket, 

after all, and could feel their outline against his left hip. He might misplace 

things occasionally, but he almost never lost them.

The new pair paused, while Laurie had two tazas of vino de Monterrei to 

celebrate the occasion. They’d gone to a corner taberna so he’d be visible 

from the street if his wife went by and she’d be easy to spot as well. The boy, 

who was named Mario as it turned out, had a lively conversation and felt like a 

son to Laurie. A couple of Mario’s friends, along with people wearing masks, 

pushed up now to the bar to ply for drinks of their own. They too soon had
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joined the conversation. Everybody was in a festive mood and nothing meant 

anything except the moment being lived.

Laurie, never much of a drinker, does not consume many glasses of 

wine. The loud-mouthed Castilian pasotas do that on the other end of the bar, 

but he knows to stop at three of the small tazas. Perhaps it's the excellent 

quality, perhaps it’s his growing concern for his still-absent wife, but time still 

begins to be distorted despite his relative sobriety. Losing interest in the 

conversation, he suddenly goes to the car to check, just in case. He leaves a 

note under the windshield wiper to let her know he’s worried, very worried, 

and exactly where he plans to look for her. The game is over for him. An hour 

later, on returning to the car, he finds the note untouched and replaces it with 

another one, indicating he’s going to the pension and won’t leave until she 

arrives. He considers including a curt remark about how worried he is, but 

thinks better of it because there has to be a good explanation. Maybe she has 

twisted her ankle or gotten something in her eye from all the ants and dirt that 

were being thrown and has had to find a place to get it tended to.

Kina does not appear. Not that night, nor even next morning. Laurie 

hardly sleeps, as is to be expected, and at dawn throws his jacket over his 

shoulders and hurries to the car. There’s no sign his wife has been there and it 

would not have been logical, anyway, for her to avoid going to the pension - if 

she’d been able to go. That was the thought which haunted him • if she'd been 

able. Nothing other than something unthinkable would have kept her from 

coming back to meet him.
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After leaving his hand print on the dewy windshield, Laurie decides he 

must go to the local authorities, but worries about the hour. If they aren't 

sleeping off wine-soaked banquets, they’ll probably just think that’s what 

Kina’s doing, even though they couldn’t know she never in her life has gotten 

drunk, she despises those sorts of things. Laurie can only manage to report 

that she is missing around 11 a.m. Then all he can do is start to wander the 

streets again. The next few days pass as if they were all exactly alike, but he 

cannot do anything but go through the streets, up and down, cutting over from 

one to another and coming back down again, until the last day arrives. It’s 

Tuesday and scheduled events include the veteran peliqueiros (the old guys 

who first donned the heavy bells and ran through the streets as strapping young 

lads and have lived all their lives in Laza) and the reading of the testamento do 

burro. It wasn't hard to figure out what the burro was supposed to signify, 

even when you were a foreigner.

Unwilling to alarm Amanda, Laurie has resisted calling her, but finally 

does so in case Kina has contacted their daughter. If she’s trying to play a joke 

on him, he wants Amanda to know it’s not funny at all, but he's really hoping 

that this is all, somehow, a joke. During this final day of the antroido, he 

checks out every nook and cranny of little Laza, including its outlying fields, 

half-afraid of finding a familiar body lying by itself. He attends the reading of 

the testamento, thoroughly chilled by the darkest of thoughts. The authorities 

continue to ignore his frantic queries, assuring him nothing could be wrong. 

(Except, of course, the obvious fact that his wife is missing. Gone. Without a
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trace.) 0  Entroido, they insist adamantly, is completely safe, despite the 

foreigners who come to see it, and they even hint that it’s not unusual for 

people to disappear temporarily. They usually resurface, weary and a bit hung 

over, but safe and fairly sound. And after all, Laurie and Kina were foreigners 

themselves, so who was to say she hadn’t overdone it and was simply taking 

some time to recover? Or maybe she was just having a good time and had 

forgotten her husband. That was a possibility too now, wasn't it?

Laurie finally tears himself away from Laza, aware that nobody is going 

to take the disappearance of an obviously - and perhaps embarrassingly - errant 

wife very seriously. He spends the fall semester teaching a course on Poe, Bioy 

Casares and Thomas Mann - a set of works that somehow seem related to him, 

but he is desperate for the return of the Entroido. When it is time again, he 

heads for Laza at last, on a misty February morning, hoping against hope. Once 

again, during the festivities, he thinks he sees Kina, but it turns out to be the 

boy in a wig. It could be the same boy, because he seems so similar, but logic 

would indicate the youth would have grown in the course of a year. They 

speak only briefly, and neither shows signs of recognition.

Laurie cannot bear to spend the entire Entroido alone in Laza, and 

leaves at the end of the second day, resigned. This does not prevent him from 

returning a third year. On this occasion, a blue-eyed fellow in his early forties 

sits down beside him at an adjoining table. There is a mascara - probably, 

although not definitely, a woman. Laurie thinks briefly that the figure 

resembles the wigged boy, but then forgets the comparison.
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The fourth year, Amanda is inexplicably drawn to Laza. Like her father, 

she has given up hope that her mother is still alive, but she feels close to her in 

the village. It’s a way of saying good-by at last, perhaps. As father and 

daughter stand in the little village square listening to the reading of the 

testamento do burro on the last day of carnaval, a sturdy, slightly stooped but 

good-looking fellow, his eyes bright with merriment, stands off to one side 

behind them. He has a companion who is slight, not too tall. Both are closely 

observing the pair in front of them, but do not appear to speak while they 

watch.

Suddenly, as the story ended, Sandrine panicked. She was not going to 

let this man out of her life yet. She would hold him there for just a bit longer, 

until she could face the separation from the one person who had been her ally 

and friend for the past several years. Leaving him would be like wrenching out 

a part of her mind, leaving her with a huge empty spot and no memories to fill 

it with. She felt like Scheherezade, and like so many other women, knew of 

only two ways to keep him with her. The only possible choice was by binding 

him to her with more words, words of her own, words she had discovered in her 

years in Galicia. They might not work, and she feared slightly the fact that 

they contained portraits of men she did not wish to remember, men she wished 

she’d never created, but if they were her only way of keeping Ciristrilo for the
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moment, she would do anything, even tell these secrets. Well, not secrets, 

exactly, they weren’t true stories, but they were parts, fragments of her 

thoughts and body, things she was now going to call up from the journals over 

the past months. Some of them were cadavers and some were still living, like 

the ones Ciristrilo had given her. She couldn't distinguish among the living and 

the dead, and maybe that was not the point now. First she would tell him 

about a man she had met who lived in an apartment across from hers. Then 

she would tell him about an excursion she’d made to Rianxo. It didn't matter if 

the trip to the coast had been a real one or not. What mattered was the 

telling, not the tale. (Somebody had written that somewhere, hadn’t he?)
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Wave 13: Don Manuel

Don Manuel was one of four sons who were born to a single mother, 

Xosefa. Xosefa had left Galicia to work as a maid or whatever job was 

available. Her family was poor. She had to take anything she could get. She 

had no idea at age thirteen where her search for employment would take her.

Manuel was the second son, and he was born in Melilla, because his 

father was a sergeant from a swarthy province, and had gone to keep track of 

Spain’s African colonies. When he’d been recruited for the military, he went 

to Madrid for a final fling in the capital and hooked up with Xosefa. She 

managed to keep her infant son Pepe out of the way, and Don Manuel’s father - 

the man who was going to be his father - mentioned it was too bad she couldn’t 

come along with him to the base in Africa so she could tend to his needs.

Senor Lopez was dashing in his soldier’s uniform, even though he was 

still a private and hadn’t reached the high rank of sergeant. That was to come 

several years later, after he’d proven himself. Xosefa was ready to follow him 

anyway, and she did. He was much more intelligent and important than she 

was and she couldn’t take her eyes off the black 'stache, the jet, brilliantined 

thrust of hair, and the black hat stuck diagonally over one eye when he was not 

in uniform and got dressed up to go out. Later he would only wear his uniform. 

How could he go out with a maid, even if she was the mother of his children?
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That was not right, classwise. Xosefa knew it as well, and never complained. 

She knew her place.

Senor Lopez - Private Lopez, to use his title - left by train for Melilla, 

and Xosefa stayed behind for a little while, trying to decide what to do with 

Pepe. Finally she left him with a distant cousin who worked in Atocha and had 

an older child who could take care of the toddler, too. By the time Xosefa 

Martinez had scraped together enough money for the train fare to Melilla, by 

eating next to nothing and working from dawn to dark, she knew she was 

pregnant again. Young and naive, she expected Senor Lopez - Private Lopez - 

would be happy and would offer to marry her, even though her previous 

relationship had not turned out that way at all. But when she got off the train, 

there was nobody there to meet her. She was certain the letter her cousin had 

written for her had been sent to the right address. And she hadn’t really 

expected him to greet her, because she knew she was not his equal and besides 

- this was the important thing - she hadn’t been able to tell him exactly when 

she was arriving.

Xosefa easily found her way to the soldiers’ barracks after she got off 

the train in the dust, rundown station, and she sought a patch of shade from 

where she could watch to see when he came out or went in. She pictured the 

moment when she would spot him and how she would run straight up to him. 

Surely he’d be happy to see her, might even notice the small belly already 

visible, and would welcome her with a big embrace, like he had embraced her 

in Madrid, during those two or three weeks they had spent together.
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Senor Lopez never did marry her, but he was willing after all to let her 

stay around and have his children. She did know how to make herself useful 

and as long as she didn’t get in the way nor make herself too conspicuous, she 

wasn’t too tedious to spend the nights with. Besides, she had the good sense 

to have only 4 more children, not counting three miscarriages (fortunate) and 

two abortions helped along by an African midwife (good decisions, and at his 

urging). They were not enough to be concerned about. Xosefa was almost 

certain all her sons were his, except for Pepe who was left in Madrid and 

growing up fine there, she understood, and Private Lopez never thought to 

question her on that point, either. After all, the boys inherited his hair, skin, 

and eyes, and he for his part could not imagine that Xosefa would ever want 

anybody else - or dare to.

The day came, however, when the Spanish troops, some of them, were 

moved out of Melilla. Manuel, whose seed had been planted in Madrid and 

harvested in northern Africa, looked for all the world like a native of his 

birthplace. Dark, dark hair and roundish eyes, a citrine skin, showed no 

similarity whatsoever to his mother’s fair features. He was used to blazing sun 

and a Moorish lifestyle, sybaritic and male-oriented, meager as it was in his 

own household. When his mother informed him they were going to have to 

leave, he was devastated. But the boys’ father had already gone ahead back to 

the capital, and the only way to be together was to follow him, even if he 

hadn’t made any effort to help them or hadn’t encouraged them to accompany 

him. Like their mother, the boys seemed to know their place, although they
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secretly felt as thought they were a level above her because they were not 

women.

Xosefa and her children arrived, exhausted and dirty, in the August heat 

of central Spain. The trip in third class, with all five of them clustered on 

wooden seats for more than two days, had left them all exhausted. They never 

did find Senor Lopez, who must not have decided to wait for them or perhaps 

had just given them the wrong address through some error. At thirteen, his 

shadow of a moustache already visible, Manuel (whose mother occasionally 

called him Manuelino when nobody else was in earshot) could begin work as a 

message boy, because his three younger brothers couldn’t manage alone in the 

house. Xosefa knew, after eight months of trying to make a go of it in Madrid, 

that she would have to go back to Galicia. Her pride was shattered, but her 

stomach and those of her sons, were in even worse condition. If nothing else, 

she could plant a few potatoes and couves on the tiny strip of land near the 

highway where her grandfather had been raised and which he had left he when 

he died.

Xosefa never made any attempt to explain who the boys’ father was nor 

did she try to find him. She was no longer the innocent girl who had rushed off 

to Africa. She still couldn’t read or write and could hardly pay anybody to find 

him. She also left Pepe in Madrid because her cousin had gone on to 

Guadalajara and nobody had had any contact with her since. In fact, they only 

knew where she had left for, not whether she was still there or even if she was 

still alive. Some neighbors thought a lad fitting Pepe’s description was working
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in a tienda de carbones shop, but when Xosefa went there, it wasn’t him - at 

least she couldn’t find anything that identified him as her son.

Manuel hated Galicia when he first arrived. Madrid had been a big shock 

already, but he was now fourteen and looked and felt completely out of place. 

It was the climate as well as the people that put him off. But he knew two 

things well: he knew hunger and he knew how to work. He put his head down 

and got a job as a grumete on a ship, becoming the best deck scrubber the 

captain had had. It wasn’t enjoyable, but it was a living and he had to help his 

mother, for she sometimes missed work because her eyes were failing her and 

she sometimes got bad infections in them that left her almost blind until she 

recovered.

When Franco won, Manuel said he liked Franco and was set on proving it. 

Deck-scrubbing was not his entire future and he’d already developed a good 

eye for opportunity. So he went to college. After finishing up high school in 

half the time, he also got through his law degree in record time, like a good 

fascist youth. Instead of eleven years of school, he only needed an incredibly 

short three years. He was a smart young man, he was, just the right stuff for 

becoming a lawyer. Manuel was sad when his studies in Madrid were done, but 

at least he could go to Galicia and make a good living off the peasants.

And so Manuel - now Don Manuel, who soon acquired the proper portly 

air to give him the appearance of a capable lawyer - slithered back into town. 

Those early post-war years were tough, even with his qualifications and 

loyalties. People were starving everywhere one looked and it didn’t look like
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rationing would ever stop. Food was dressed up with garlic and salt, but often 

not much more. Don Manuel, who had faced hunger at an early age and thus 

had never been able to forget it, seemed to know how he could get his paws on 

a good sack of potatoes, dried garbanzos, even some precious kilos of white 

sugar if need be - the kind that people said made strong teeth and bones. 

Lawyers were smart like that and Don Manuel was a good lawyer.

Minia liked him. A small, big-eyed girl with an appetite, she liked to 

hang around the town hall where Manuel Lopez more or less worked - at least 

as much as any other franquista lawyer, he worked. She especially liked his 

gifts: a ring, a lace mantilla, even several liters of greenish gold olive oil that 

was so scarce. She was always hungry. In about a year, they married.

Minia knew she would never be hungry again. She also knew it was her 

duty to bear children, and she did, despite doctor’s orders that she not do so 

too frequently because her lungs were not strong. There were eight or so in a 

span of just a few years. All the children were nice and dark, with straight 

black, slightly greasy hair like Dad’s. Minia liked to spend time at the beach 

with her brood, and she gradually got darker, too. Her appetite did not 

diminish.

Then Don Manuel’s mother came to live with them. His family said, 

even within earshot, that she wasn’t very smart. After all, she had only been a 

maid (Minia had only been nothing.) She had also, rumor had it, never 

married. In Galicia there are simply no secrets. People could just tell by 

looking at poor Xosefa that she’d never been anybody’s wife. They said she
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only clung to Senor Lopez (and called him that, as if he were her boss) for food 

and in order to have a roof over her head. Minia and her eight children, as 

they got old enough, kept telling Xosefa that Minia especially made sure her 

mother-in-law knew she was of a different social class. Minia’s family had 

supposedly a strain of blue blood in it somewhere, even if it was something one 

had to look for very carefully to detect anything resembling it, and they 

couldn’t help it if the war had affected them so they were of a more ordinary 

air. At least Minia had never had to get a job, despite some tight 

circumstances. Nor had she married for money. Just for food.

Meanwhile Don Manuel had become an important man. He had started 

wearing a black hat slanted over one side of his face because he knew it gave 

him the right air even if it was a little on the quaint or antiquated side. His 

hair seemed to gleam more and more every day.

Doha Xosefa, as she finally came to be called, began to see that she 

would never be able to make her home with her oldest - well, second-oldest, 

but nobody knew that. She went back to her grandfather’s aldea, alone, to 

continue digging potatoes.

By now Don Manuel had a slick, glossy, gleaming, long black Packard and 

he was getting cases offered him from all around the city and outlying towns. 

Good cases they were, too. Ones that provided him with the finer things in 

life. The best source of cases was Portomouro, about half an hour, maybe 

forty-five minutes, out of Santiago. Don Manuel liked going there. It was just 

far enough, but not too far away. He liked the way it felt atado y bien atado
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there, with its tranquil, well-monitored streets, sturdy, nondescript houses and 

nearby fields where the soil was rich and produced an abundance of potatoes, 

lettuce, gre/os, and more. Don Manuel especially was fond of the way the 

people in the sleepy little village gave him no trouble - in fact, they looked up 

to him as one of the few lawyers who even bothered to set foot there, much 

less return, and - oh miracle of miracles! - take some of their cases to the 

tribunal of Santiago.

His family grew fat and happy along with him. It was all because of his 

status, his commitment to Portomouro. There was so much work to do there. 

Sometimes there was so much and the day went on so long that he was unable 

to make it back to Santiago, over fifteen long kilometers away. Besides, the 

man had to earn enough for his family to eat, and in Portomouro it was easy. A 

man had to make a living and if it  could be a good living, so much the better. 

The colonel could afford to give his daughter anything - even things she 

shouldn’t have, because he was happy too with the government Franco had 

given them and had grown rich. Nobody would ever deny the colonel or his 

daughter the slightest thing. Don Manuel had to go back often enough to 

Santiago to keep the food flowing, to keep his wife happy (occasionally) and to 

help his family grow. The colonel’s daughter liked his black moustache, his hat, 

his sleek car, even his pinstripe suit. And her daddy knew it. She was his only 

child and got everything she set her heart on, As long as the ones in the city 

knew he would appear at some point nobody much cared about how often he 

had to make the trip. After all, the best cases were indeed in Portomouro, as
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surprising as that might seem, and a good lawyer was hard to find. And Melilla, 

well, it was warm and sunny but so far away.

[A letter is waiting back at the apartment. Sandrine King did not see it 

today but I did. It's from Karl. He's now demanding she come back, insisting 

that he'll come get her and take her back if she doesn't write and tell him she'll 

be home - what he calls home * by a certain date. He’s saying this in a very 

calm way, but the manner in which he repeats it, the utterly slow, deliberate, 

repetition of his words, is disconcerting, i wish I could find a way to let her 

know. She should know.]
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Wave 14: Inspiration

He was mad. I knew he was mad. Anybody could tell. Anybody could 

see, if they just looked at his eyes. His eyes were in his head and they must 

have helped him navigate the surrounding waters. Yet how could he see? 

Where was he looking, at what distant shore when he fixed his gaze on the 

ground?

He walked, nudging his feet along as if they were wounded birds. His 

hands hung down straight at his sides. He looked like a lost kitten if you didn’t 

try to meet his gaze. A lost soul wearing fatigued garments and pitiable from 

any angle. If you tried to locate him by following the path in through his eyes 

you felt an infinite lull. He could not possibly be there behind that boyish mask 

or within the thin, six-foot frame. Something else was lurking inside, not 

something less than human, not a monster but still a simulacrum of a person.

I knew this at once when I laid eyes on him. He felt so distant that his 

body seemed to grow faint and fade. It was as if I could reach out to touch him 

and my hand would go right through him. But of course I had no desire to 

touch him.

I met him in the coastal village of Rianxo where I’d gone for the day. It 

wasn't my first time there, so I knew my way around the streets. After the 

usual visit to see the small square presided over by Santa Maria, the sailors' 

church, I would go for a stroll by the shore, watch the seaweed-covered dories
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dabble on the waves, then pause for a cafe con leite at the Bar Castelao with 

its sunny yellow facade.

When planning the trip, I hadn't realized this was also the day of a 

celebration for which dozens of dancers would congregate in the main square, 

showing off their muineiras in amiable competition. The town was teaming 

with color, gestures and music, all eyes focused on the troupes of dancers, feet 

and hands pulsing to the $aitas' rhythms. The bagpipes' jagged, high-pitched 

lilt made the afternoon sun glint furiously over the waves of the ria. This was 

the only place in the world I could have wanted to be.

It was while the third group of dancers was performing that I'd noticed 

him out of the corner of my eye. He wasn't moving, smiling or even looking at 

the lively scene before him. I wondered why he was even there. A quick chill 

spiked through me like a steel nail: his presence was not right. He was not 

supposed to be there yet he was. Expecting him to leave soon, I turned to the 

gaiety in the square but two performances later he was still among the crowd. 

He'd moved more toward the side of the praza however the side that led to a 

street of small shops, but he hadn't left. And he was still not looking anywhere 

except at the rough cobblestones, his body limp, hands low as if they were wet 

rags hung on a line to dry.

There was nothing about the fellow's behavior that could be reported as 

dangerous to himself or anybody else. There's nothing wrong with moving 

slowly or staring at the ground, no law against that. No rule that says you have 

to walk with your hands moving or in your pockets instead of free, yet I knew.
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The worst part was that I could not help noticing him. I even moved 

over in the same direction to see if t could discover some explanation for his 

display of emptiness. Maybe he was ill and under the care of a family member 

and had wandered off, maybe he had just been in a contemplative mood and 

was now sauntering away like anybody would when tired of watching a scene. 

Maybe.

No. There he was moving slowly, weakly, toward the first doorways off 

the square. He hesitated a couple of times, but did not look at the windows. 

He did not seem to look at anything. Then it occurred to me he must be blind 

and I feared he could have gotten lost. Feeling guilty at my original 

apprehension. I drew near, hoping to help. After all, I did know my way 

around Rianxo pretty well. As I called out gently, perdoeme, excuse me, he 

stopped, still not looking at me or anything else for that matter. So at least his 

hearing was good and I was probably right about his being blind. He couldn't 

see any of the dancers, so he’d left the crowd.

No. He wasn't blind. I can't tell you how I knew this, but I did. Perhaps 

it was because he had no need to grope, certainly he had no white-tipped cane 

and simply was too much in control of his forward progress not to be seeing. 

Another shudder sliced through me but I couldn't help asking if he needed 

assistance. I knew it would have been better not to say a thing. His answer 

was o que ti queiras o que ti queiras, you decide you decide. I asked again, an 

echo of his echo, if I could help and if he needed anything and he didn't repeat
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that phrase again. He used another slender phrase, ando so ando so, I'm doing 

this alone. Alone. That much I knew.

He seemed so vulnerable at that moment, words underlining his fragility 

so darkly that I didn't feel I could abandon him. Puzzled, I walked at a short 

distance from him as he resumed his path away from the people. I knew I was 

going to have to follow him. A few steps later he stopped his right shoulder 

parallel to the door of a simple stone house where Manoel-Antonio had lived.

Ah! I thought, this fellow's a writer himself and he's just absorbed in an 

idea for his own work. It happens to me sometimes. I get to thinking about 

something and get very distracted. We all do it from time to time we all have 

our moments when we're totally absorbed by a problem or an idea. Pretty 

absurd to have been concerned about this young fellow. There’s nothing wrong 

with him.

Do you know Manoel-Antonio's work? I asked quietly, naively.

0  que ti queiras. 0  que ti...

Have you been inside the house? I tried again hoping to break the 

concentration.

Ben cho sei ben cho sei was the reply. I know I know.

1 asked if you'd ever been inside the house was my attempt at 

clarification, but my purpose in asking was already wavering.

0  que ti queiras. He said it twice. The tall thin silhouette stood staring 

at the ground about four feet ahead of the shiny black high boots. The head 

did not turn and I don't recall the eyes even blinked. He looked to be about

279

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



thirty although there was something terribly old and withered in their solitary 

stare.

Moving now a bit farther away, I sought the company of another person. 

Perhaps the people of Rianxo knew who he was. In Santiago people could often 

tell you if a character who roamed the street was a resident of Conxo who had 

been allowed out for the day. Not that this village had a Conxo to my 

knowledge, but it might.

While I was standing there debating whether to look for somebody to 

help the somber lad help us or maybe it was to get away from him entirely, the 

door to the poet's house opened. I had so wanted to go inside but it was not 

open to the public. Now the door actually stood open and it was because the 

cleaning woman was airing out the year-round coastal dampness of a fishing 

village. As the breeze drifted in from the narrow street the fellow with the 

otherworld appearance moved imperceptibly into the open space and began to 

ascend the stairs. I shouldn't have followed him, but I couldn't help it. 'If he of 

all people could enter, I should be able to follow', I thought irrationally, 

selfishly.

The house was, of course, small. I tried to be unobtrusive as I moved 

around with no intention of disturbing anything in the least. All I wanted to do 

was look I was aware of the taciturn fellow's presence on the same floor of the 

house and made every effort not to be in the same room as he was while he 

wandered slowly from one part to another looking but not seeing. It occurred 

to me then that it was wrong to be in this place with him even if he had been
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my guide here. My curiosity had made me act irrationally plus it was not my 

nature to violate places that were off-limits. I never went where I was not 

supposed to. I never broke the rules. What had gotten into me?

The young man stood for an eternity, head slightly downward, gaze 

catatonic and steady and distant. He was 'looking' at a stand in one of the two 

tiny bedrooms. I could see nothing of particular interest except a sheet of 

yellowed paper, a scrap left to gather dust, perhaps when the poet Manoel- 

Antonio had died. That room was less tended to than the rest of the dwelling, 

probably out of fear of contracting the lung disease which had killed the writer 

when he was barely thirty. I thought of another poet and his stories of scarlet 

plagues, then laughed at my silly fears. Was I to be forever haunted by 

grotesque childhood tales?

After the gaunt figure had shuffled out of the bedroom, I glided in, 

hoping he perceived me only as a persistent shadow, and now determined to 

take just this one last look around then leave. I merely wanted to etch this 

intimate space on my memory since I hardly dared take a picture because a 

flash would profane the air, the damp bedding, everything. The flash might 

also startle my companion. I had no idea where the woman was. I assumed 

she had left the door open for a moment so we could slip in a few minutes 

before.

I was drawn to the cream-colored scrap, a bit ragged from mice, and 

picked it up. It would be my memento. I deserved it for having been brave 

enough to follow my zombie-esque companion who was roaming another part of
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the house at the same moment. There were words on the scrap of paper, and 

they were written in an ailing, aching hand. As I read the paper grew in size as 

if I were holding the incoming tide in my hands.

Domingo’s been by to visit me again today. He’s such a good 

friend. He knows how sick I am, how much I’ve been coughing, my 

breathing painful. He's seen me spit blood and wiped it from my lips. 

He's such a good friend. He tries to make me comfortable, talking 

about our plans for a free Galicia, for our own cultural revolution. 

Castelao and Dieste and I and my cousin Roxelio and my friend Cebreiro, 

we've got big plans. Domingo knows this and wants to help, I suspect. 

But he is not sure how because he does not do what we do.

These are big plans and ones I'll never be able to help carry out 

no matter how much they say I will, lying to me every day. I know this 

illness is gaining on me fast the same way it  did my father and so many 

others here. Red death black death. It doesn't matter. I just don't 

want people to forget my poetry.

Domingo thinks I don't know he's planning to come in and make 

off with my papers. I'm too sick to stop him and even if I tell my 

mother I know she's too trusting. She'll give him everything, hoping he'll 

take care of it. After all, what are friends for?

I've got to make sure he doesn't get it all. This scrap of paper 

ho'is the truth. It also holds one poem that my good friend Domingo
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will never get his hands on no many how many times he wipes the blood 

trickling form my mouth. There are nineteen poems in De catro a 

catro, my only book. I suppose my friend will publish a new edition of 

that one am! all my other writing, even my letters and the poems I am 

ashamed of because they were so childish. He will not care because he 

is my friend. But at least he won't have these words because if  he did 

he'd destroy them and he won't have this poem which I'm going to write 

here even if  it's the last thing I do. It is number twenty. And whoever 

finds number twenty may find more. I'll leave it up to him.

I knew I was in danger. There was no movement among the shadows of 

the house, no footsteps softly sounding now. There had been no tall, dark-clad 

figure with military boots leaving the house. I knew, even though I had been 

occupied for some minutes by the reading. I had to decide, and the choice was 

o que ti queiras. Or rather, o que eu queira, because nobody else could do it. 

Nobody else. Nobody.

* * * * *

Sandrine finished, but one look at Ciristrilo told her she could not afford 

to stop at that point. She was in danger. Perhaps of losing her friend, who 

would discover in her expression and her silence the truth that she was 

betraying his beloved Galicia and leaving forever to go home again. That in
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itself was pure fiction. Or perhaps she was in danger of having him gather her 

into his oaken embrace and leading her once again into a dark street where 

they would finish what they had started. That realization led Sandrine, the 

foreigner, the misfit, the lover, the little girl with so many grown-up 

memories, to begin another tale. It was not entirely original, but then nothing 

much is these days. It was the best she could do, under the circumstances.

Ciristrilo ordered another pitcher of pais, which fortunately had very 

little alcohol, and besides, they had all the time in the world now to drink it, 

no hurry, no concern that there would be too much and they would lose their 

lucidity.

Sandrine began her tale.
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Wave 15: Dead in Compostela

Many and many a year ago, in a former kingdom by the sea, I discovered 

something written by Vicente Risco. It was a mongrel story, half fiction and 

half political pamphlet. Offbeat as it was, it was typical of its author, a 

respected intellectual from the northeastern corner of the Iberian peninsula. 

The title of Risco's story was "Dedalus en Compostela.” It was about how Risco 

(not the real one, the one who was the narrator of the story) ran into Stephen 

Dedalus. The first time Stephen and Vicente met had been in Risco’s study in 

Ourense, but the second time they coincided in the ancient streets of Santiago 

de Compostela.

Now I know quite a few people will easily recognize Stephen Dedalus as 

the alter-ego of the famous Irish writer James Joyce. Fewer people will 

recognize the Celtic connection between Ireland and Galicia. So Vicente Risco, 

you might say, was essentially imagining that he had run into the Irish author’s 

shadow protagonist in Galicia, which in a sense is a shadow of Ireland. And in 

the Galician’s story, the Risco who did the running into Stephen the shadow of 

Joyce was Risco the shadow of Risco.

So one of the Riscos runs into Dedalus, first in Ourense, then in Santiago. 

Apparently he’s come to Galicia to die, because of the afore-noted Celtic 

Connection. Risco died in 1963. I never met him, though I did meet his son,
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who looked a hell of a lot like his father. And now his son’s dead, too. Yet 

while walking through the old part, the parte vella, of Compostela one cool, 

foggy summer evening, feeling oddly safe even though I was alone, I ran smack 

into Vicente Risco. He’d been ahead of me and stopped, and I ran into him, 

saying automatically in the vernacular, perdoeme, sorry, just to be sure. Risco 

turned abruptly and stared straight at me, bony cheeks and hooked nose 

framing his round glasses and myopic, piercing eyes. He had a thin, bony hand 

with nail-like fingers that reminded me of a cluster of percebes, the local name 

for the grotesque goose barnacles. I noticed because the hand had swiftly 

clutched my arm and words became superfluous, which was a good thing, 

because all those I could find at that point had frozen in my throat mid-way 

between my uvula and the downward drop of my trachea.

At first I wondered if this had been caused by my innocent perdoeme, 

sefior, non me decatara - Forgive me, sir, I did not know what I was doing. 

Little did I know these would be my last words ever. Risco, with me as fear’s 

captive began to usher me in the direction of a set of narrow streets. The city 

seemed to grow older and narrower by the minute. I was careful not to show 

my cringing and envisioned myself looking as stiff as a coffin, as rigid as those 

very nail-fingers that gripped my arm like a vise. Probably it was bruised 

already, with the increasing pressure.

We slipped, Risco and I, past dreary bars with neon lighting and fly- 

speckled mirrors, past gloomy little chapels with hellish sculptures, shuttered, 

dingy stores, and haunted doorways that led to apartments where no living soul
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would choose to reside. We went further and further into the heart of the 

darkness that breathed its foggy breath over us and made us breathe it in turn. 

It had the air of an abandoned well. A tallish figure in the distant watched us, 

his white beard bright in the fog, something that looked like an impossible 

instrument of torture in his left hand, hanging by his side. It is an image that 

will always be with me.

We soon reached the Ruela de Sae se podes. Now a ruela is a sort of 

lane, or at most an alley, but the ruela called Sae se podes is, was, a dead end. 

This was the narrow passageway to the street of "Get out if you can”. For 

some reason, no longer known to me, I was unable to resist. I confess that I 

went with Risco, my Kurz-like and unchosen (by me) (so I thought) companion, 

almost willingly. This was even though his fingers were now literally driven like 

nails into my flesh. Any minute I expected to see scarlet blooms ooze through 

the threads of my thin gray sweater.

Sae se podes, I know, is the smallest street in Compostela, maybe the 

smallest in the world. They say that during the Spanish Civil War an escaping 

republicano * and they were the good guys, not the fascists - was cornered 

here and shot. He was an artist. His son, also an artist but also an 

entrepreneur in the good sense, still lives in Compostela. I think.

A loud, sharp report echoed in the tiny, tomblike space that showed the 

rheumatic back walls of four narrow apartments stacked face to face, two 

opposite another two, with a small bulge to one side that must have been a 

small corral for sheep or goats in medieval times. Everybody in the
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neighborhood must have lived amid the constant noise of neighbors’ fights and 

loving, drunken harangues, infected wails of babies, and the bleating stench of 

small livestock. With the granite walling them in with an above-ground sort of 

pit, the beasts’ echoes must have been deafening...

Now, however, the place seemed stone cold and dead. Risco stopped 

herding me with his stiff arm and sharp fingers. He released me, and you 

might say I was then free. That would have been the case had there not been 

other matters that left me without a will of my own. Looking around, my gaze 

drank in the dank air and then I gave a long, deep shiver. Out of one of the 

infinite shadows an equally shadowy figure began to acquire a more definite 

shape and move imperceptibly toward me. At first I suspect it was some other 

long-dead personage masquerading in the now strangely rosy light as a living 

being, someone like my beloved Poe. Visions of a far-away kingdom by the sea 

danced in my head, siren-like, and I must have proffered a hopeful smile. 

These visions were quickly replaced by the image of a Ligeia-like medusa 

slithering through the fractured shadows of the rough granite blocks. I say 

Ligeia-like because of its long dark tentacled tresses. It passed along the 

blackest wall and vanished.

A sense of foreboding had by now destroyed my modicum of sanity. By 

now I knew I was incapable of reasoning my way out of here. And the detached 

shadow at this point stood not too far off from my left hand, which was almost 

useless because a nerve in the arm had been destroyed by a clumsy doctor
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when my mother was giving birth to me. Damn doctor. Forceps hadn’t ruined 

my body; a supposedly learned hand had done that instead.

Feeling thus very vulnerable, I turned to stare straight on at the dark 

stranger. He was tall, newly thin - although I do not know how I detected this - 

and he was now about to leave the cul-de-sac. I felt abandoned even if he had 

never been there as my companion, and sensed his intent to leave even though 

his face was veiled by the milling Compostela mists.

Finally Stephen - for that is who he had to be - spoke to me. This is 

what memory tells me, but then I have to ask why he would speak if he was 

about to depart. He asked me why I’d come to Compostela in search of a 

tomb. My reaction was immediate and Judas-like: I denied it. While many did 

come to see a tomb - the one that’s supposed to hold the remains of Saint 

James, the patron saint of Spain - I don’t believe in those things. I don’t 

believe in many things now, anyway. And I doubt anybody - or is it any thing? - 

is buried in that carved silver crypt set beneath the main altar of the Great 

Cathedral. I don’t believe, period.

Stephen’s lip curled and his arm moved slowly upward, in a gesture 

reminiscent of a 60’s poster of a bearded campus radical. I’ve seen those. 

Words emerged from his mouth, but I didn’t hear them. I tried, but I was now 

also deaf to human speech, if his speech could be called human. Then another 

sharp sound rang out, like metal ricocheting off stone. I was right. Words 

were denied me and perhaps always will be now, but certain sounds remained. 

And while I had been entranced by Stephen Poe, hanging on the words I wanted
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so desperately to hear and love, Risco had withdrawn to the narrow opening of 

the ruela. I did catch a fragment - which could have been nothing more than 

my hysterical thinking - of a phrase that sounded like " -tillado” but could have 

been " - tiago” as I turned my head in this new direction. The stiff figure was 

by then jerkily fitting small stone blocks into the street’s 6-foot-wide opening.

Time must have frozen for me while he had managed to block off the 

street up to chest level. He was, of course, on the other side, and to reach 

him I would have to walk through the solidified shadow of the dark figure with 

the left arm still angrily erect. I knew the figure was my valley of the shadow. 

It felt like I was faced by Cerberus or Cujo, by the Minotaur or Rose Madder’s 

law-enforcing husband, by some nightbeast with a thousand eyes or the blind 

man at the start of a novel about a dark house. Sae se podes was now my 

house, my place of permanent residence, I suspected, as thoughts ran to the 

imagined form of a dragon guarding a hunk of golden wool, eyes burning 

yellow, or if not that, filling the pages of a best-seller that is anything but the 

book of love. (But who knows who wrote that?)

Each pair of those mind-watchers fought to occupy the foreground of my 

diminishing abilities of perception, and their struggle paralyzed me like the 

sting of a certain string-legged sea beast. There was no use trying. Risco 

finished his job and probably has left, if he is not still standing on the other 

side, laughing. No, that would be impossible. I am here, however, in the 

darkest heart of Compostela, in a place that even those who’ve lived here all 

their lives can’t locate, a place where I know nobody can hear me, just as I
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cannot hear any more sounds. I can only leave you these silent words which, if 

you are reading them, you have found crammed into the chink between two 

loose granite blocks here in Sae se podes.

About 6 feet away, in the furthest corner, you will probably spot my 

skeleton if you look carefully. I doubt anybody will have moved it. Rarely does 

anyone come here. My bones are probably still inside a burlap bag i’ve often 

used to cover me on chilly nights and I am just a huddle of dirty white matter 

inside that bag now. If at a certain moment you spot a dark figure disengaging 

itself from the shadows, as if it were congealed darkness, don’t  hesitate. I am 

long gone and can come to no further harm, but you are in the wrong place if 

you don’t want to be, like me, dead in Compostela. Not in this moment and 

not in this forgotten space. It is the loneliest end in the world, the one I found 

when I ran into Vicente Risco.

He’s gone, but I know he did not act entirely by himself. This, though, is 

a dead end, believe me. If you cannot hear my words, at least you have a 

choice. You can heed my advice. Sae se podes. Oh, please, get out if you 

can!

The owner of Xan Xordo came over as politely as he could to tell them it 

was time to close. It was close to two and he was obviously weary from a long 

day’s work traipsing between tables and kitchen. The television overhead had
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been switched off (although neither Sandrine nor Cristrilo had noticed it was 

on) and the lights dimmed. They apologized for having kept the man from 

going home, but he didn’t mind. Like any true Galician, he knew that if they 

had been there so long talking, there had to be a reason for it. He didn't need 

to know it, but did look at them once more with a quizzical expression, as if he 

sensed there had to be something taking place.

Outside the low building, in the small parking lots, the pair watched a 

few cars flash by. The hour made for some over-zealous drivers who thought 

they had to be somewhere in a hurry but who were really only obeying the 

level of alcohol in their veins. The night, that night, seemed endless to the 

couple, who had no desire to go their different ways. They saw that the 

restaurant had a quiet field overlooking a typical milto- and couve-filled valley. 

It was like so many others and that was why it was perfect. And they had only 

this one chance to get it right. Sandrine had a few more things to tell 

Ciristrilo, and now it was she who grasped her friend's arm, leading him to a 

spot beneath the oak tree (which might have been his twin but was not) that 

was surrounded by fiuncho, mint, and other greenery. The tall corn hid them 

from the paved road, and once again they were embarked. This time the story 

had a new character, but the narrator had not been able to finish it. She 

looked to her friend for help.
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Wave 16: Santa Escolastica

"Damn that woman!”

Maria had just grabbed the frying pan out of the young woman's hand. 

She knew that was no way to prepare a proper tortilla.

"Damn her!" repeated the younger woman, and her body stiffened 

perceptibly. The frying pan thief was short and there was little about her that 

commanded attention, except for the self-assurance of a person who has been 

brought up to believe the house, especially the kitchen, is her rightful 

kingdom. Nora just stared at Maria, saying nothing and nibbling furiously at her 

lower lip so she wouldn't burst out with what she was thinking. It seemed like 

she was always fighting against the impulse. Of course, along with losing the 

frying pan she'd lost her appetite. Suddenly the mere thought of making or 

eating an omelet made her sick to her stomach. She felt a wild need to escape 

from the heavy, clinging fragrance of the dark yellow liquid frying in cheap 

olive oil and was not concerned about what would happen if she left. She knew 

her husband would get his tortilla 'just the way he likes it'. Mom would see to 

that, of course.

"Where's my jacket?" she muttered as she went brisquely but silently into 

the bedroom. It was hanging in the wardrobe. Nora gently tugged the heavy
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door open, grabbed the jacket and slipped out of the apartment. There was a 

momentary feeling of satisfaction, because it’s taken some effort to learn how 

to leave without being noticed.

"Nobody will worry,” Nora told herself as the massive oak rectangle 

sealed the opening behind her. The family would sit down at the small round 

table with the cold glass top, crowding around it like dogs over their dishes. 

They always had to have their meal at the proper time. Her empty spot would 

leave a little elbow room, but while they would notice she was not there, they 

would not miss her.

It was on the late side of the "proper time” for lunch by now, in part 

because the last errand of the morning had taken longer than expected, and in 

part because of the disputed tortilla. As Nora emerged into the street from the 

hallway of the apartment building, she noticed the unusual weather. It was 

only April, which can be a variable period, but the odd, muggy heat that hung 

in the air was beyond the normal. It was as if summer had gotten confused and 

arrived with a series of late July days that joined the showery atmosphere of 

spring. At least Nora had the streets and stones to herself at this odd hour. 

This was what she needed for walking. It was odd because most of the city's 

residents were home eating lunch or even beginning their siestas, which would 

most likely be extended ones since it was Saturday and they would not have to 

return to work that afternoon.

The warm mist was even more of a deterrent to being out and about, 

making one sleepy and sad. Nora, on the other hand, was glad she'd been
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abandoned by the world, or maybe it was more accurate to say she was glad 

she had managed to escape the heavy-doored vault of an apartment. She took 

in an immense breath and the humidity brought an oddly maternal warmth to 

her lungs. Unsure of whether she was running from or toward something, she 

didn't care.

Nora hated talking and avoided it more than many people realized. Ever 

since she was a little girl and from the time when many children start to 

chatter incessantly, she had preferred to retreat to a safe corner of a room, a 

playground, a class, and listen to or watch the others. If anybody noticed her 

silence, she would either create a tiny conversation until they were no longer 

paying attention to her, or she would discover she needed something and would 

have to go someplace to retrieve it.

Depending on the circumstances, a book could often serve as a means to 

deflect conversation. Nora had a large repertoire of facial expressions and 

body language that indicated she was engrossed in her reading and would not 

take well to being interrupted. As a little girl, adults had found her cute; her 

parents had been proud and would not let anybody disturb her good habit. As a 

teenager, some observers had suspected the reading material might not be of 

the proper sort, because who ever heard of a teenage girl being so wrapped up 

in the classics? As an adult, she was taken to be either conceited, boring, or 

odd, if not painfully shy. Even now sometimes Nora wondered how her 

husband had managed to cross that bridge of silence, but she thought the best 

explanation was that he never tried to destroy it. He too was fairly taciturn
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and could spend hours reading, never uttering a word. They’d seemed to drift 

together gradually and found themselves married. He was another way to hold 

the world at bay and could do a part of the talking for her, thus relieving her of 

even more obligations to use words. She could smile and nod her head in 

greeting, even manage to kiss two cheeks in greeting, and then look to her 

husband to carry on the conversation for a bit until retreat was possible again.

Ciristrilo listened attentively, but when he nodded, Sandrine knew what 

he was thinking. There was too little in the story to hold the interest of 

listeners. She had lost ground, but did not give up hope. There was always the 

possibility of rewriting it and having him listen the next day. Her flight was not 

that imminent.

When Sandrine arrived at the house, Nico opened his eyes and asked her 

gently where she had been. He accepted her explanation and told her he was 

glad she was finally making some progress on her dream of becoming a writer, 

that he knew how hard it had been for her. He asked her if she would read him 

some of her things when he was more alert. And then he told her the news.

He had been worried for some time about his health and did not want to 

tell her. The doctors had found something abnormal in his stomach and had 

ordered a series of tests. They had even gone so far as to tell him that it 

looked like a tumor and that he should begin to think about things nobody
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wants to consider if they can avoid it. That had all come while he was in the 

process of trying to find a location for them to build the house they had wanted 

for so long.

"I know you’ve been looking forward to it. So have I. And so I didn't 

know what to do. There were two possibilities and I didn't know which one was 

going to come true. I had to go through some legal matters just in case, but I 

didn't want you to know. Now I can, because the lab report came recently and 

guess what? Everything is absolutely fine! It was a mysterious cyst of some 

sort, something that shouldn't have been there, but which I'll be able to have 

removed by laser and won't even be hospitalized."

Sandrine could do nothing but hold her husband close, feeling an 

immense guilt at not having been able to help him face this, but knowing it was 

typical of him. He did not complain of anything. The before she knew it, Nico 

was continuing, this time on another subject.

"I know you were thrilled when we went to Rianxo last summer, that you 

wished you could find a spot there for our house. You said it would be a 

wonderful place to raise a child. I just couldn't see how we could manage, 

with our other obligations, my concerns about whether I would even be around 

to help pay for it, and, frankly, I was worried that you were thinking about 

leaving me. I could see you were sad, that sometimes you got a distant look in 

your eyes, as if you wanted to go home. But Sandrine, this is your home now, 

and you know it. You tend to run away from things sometimes, and that's not 

so bad, but don't run from me. I love you. Not that I often tell you that, and I
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know it's mostly when we're making love, but you know me well enough. 

You've always been the one I wanted to spend the rest of my life with, and I've 

loved you even more for putting up with my silences. We've both been faithful 

to our first moment together, we've accepted that truth as permanent. We 

cannot go home again, because we've changed and now we have no choice but 

to be together. Oh, Sandrine, I can’t  wait to show you the land I've bought in 

Rianxo, in the area called Leiro. The minute I found out that I had a new lease 

on life, I drove back there and put a down payment on it. We can start 

building right away. There’s no time to waste. Do you want to? Say yes, oh 

please, tell me you do."

Amazed at the husband she now held in her arms, this man who had just 

spoken longer at a stretch than all the time she'd known him and loved him, 

Sandrine now knew what the answer to everything was. The remnants of the 

night were as one would expect them to be, as only they could make them. 

The next day, in anticipation of their trip together to the coast, which might 

include a stop at Marico's in Noia but did not have to, Sandrine sat down to 

finish the story of Santa Escolastica. How she’d grown in just a few hours! The 

story now looked quite different. When she finished it, she sat back and 

reread it, satisfied, and also looking forward to having Nico read something 

she'd done for the first time in all their years of marriage.

Now Sandrine can finish the sea words. It doesn't matter a whole lot 

whether they are perfect, because the important thing is to create the space 

for the necessary things in life. To enjoy the flow of creativity because that is
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the only way to be alive. The alternative is the grim figure that had been 

stalking so much of her writing. Instead of agonizing over time and unfulfilled 

desires, she has found she is able to be the subject of her own story. Not the 

fictional one, the real one. She has created a place for herself in that text and 

she is not alone.

Please read on, as Sandrine tells you how it ends (or does not).

299

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Santa Escolastica

With En las orillas del Sar in her hand, Nora sought a quiet place to sit 

and read her favorite poet. Sometimes she wondered why she never tired of 

the poems, but there was never an answer. Now she has found a spot on one 

of the stone benches that encircle the little fountain in Fonseca. There is 

almost nobody around, so the splush-splush of the spurt offers her placid 

conversation. Water, water everywhere. That was Galicia, no matter what 

time of the year. Nora loves it here.

When the hoarse bell of the cathedral pounded out the hour, Nora 

guessed she could continue on toward San Martino Pinario, to see the Santa 

Escolastica of Rosalia's poem. Before she stood up to leave, she stretched out 

her arms and arched her back like a lazy kitten or a flame, and looked briefly 

skyward. That was when she saw the dirty clouds clustering off behind Monte 

Pedroso and recognized the first signs of a spring shower. She walked quickly 

to her destination, paid the modest entrance fee, and went in, taking in a deep 

breath as she did. It was her first time. Church air has a peculiar quality: it 

weighs more, making it harder to fill the lungs, but it's also more transparent. 

You always find yourself searching for its owners and they are never around. 

This time the barren temple offered Nora a small respite from the muggy 

Santiago streets and for this she was grateful.

Further into the center of the dark, high-ceilinged space, voices 

ricocheted in random fashion off walls, columns, statues. There was a fellow
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sketching the statue of one of the lateral altars. He looked Caribbean, if only 

because he was dark-skinned and had hair in a cluster of gorgon-like black 

braids. Oddly, he hummed an upbeat melody as his hand moved across the 

sketch pad in the jerky way artists have. His clothes were black with some 

white, but Nora did not get close enough to see whether the white was a 

separate garment he wore beneath a black layer or if it was just trim.

A child cried fitfully from somewhere else in the church apse. At first 

because of its bleating nature it seemed to be an infant's cry, but then as it 

moved about the ample space, it appeared the little one was old enough to 

move about in search of the lost adult. At one point, when the child 

whimpered from close by although still concealed by a column or some other 

part of the church, the handsome black man creased to sketch, cocked his 

beautiful head to one side, listened to the air with the motes of dust dancing 

and falling from many feet above him, then resumed his concentration.

So intent on taking in the black and white god to erotic inspiration had 

been Nora that she didn't think to follow the artist's line of sight for several 

minutes. He was a work of art all in himself. The muggy weather seemed to 

have built a chamber or sacred space around him, and she had to make a 

greater effort to chase the air she needed to breath. Finally, she looked in the 

same direction as the man was looking, and saw what she should have seen 

long before: the eighteenth-century statue of Santa Escolastica by Ferreiro. 

The warbling child was behind Nora now as she noticed, first the golden dove 

to the right of the saint and then the way the bird's wing matched that of a
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cherub over to the left. The angel who kept watch over Santa Escolastica's 

transito or passage from earthly existence to a celestial one showed an 

extremely shapely right leg, bare to the very top of the thigh. Noting how he 

was signaling something behind him, Nora marveled at the masculinity of the 

holy figure, down to the details of its or his toes. The pale bare foot was in 

subtle contrast to the sleek black footwear of the Santa.

The angel wore a gold wrap that had been donned under a red garment 

and over a white robe. The elegant combination of clothing didn't provide a 

complete coverage for the supple body and the bare left shoulder, although 

white, sent Nora's thoughts (and eyes) back to the artist who was still intently 

sketching the scene before him. Santa Escolastica, in comparison, had only the 

oval of her face and her two small hands unconcealed. She wore a black gown 

with a narrow-sleeved garment underneath, her bodice had a square neck, her 

face was framed by a white headdress, and over this white cloth was a black 

outer covering. Nora laughed at herself for thinking that Santa Escolastica had 

far too much clothing on for the current temperature, but that the lines and 

colors showed off her features rather coyly. The Santa looked every bit like 

she was anticipating a good night's sleep. Around her, up higher, were clouds 

that resembled whipped cream, or perhaps sheets washed and wrung out with 

a furious squeeze of anxious fists, left in exactly the same condition. Yes, from 

a bit closer up, the Santa did seem to be perspiring in the hot, muggy heat of 

the afternoon, but of course that might just have been the varnisl -  at had 

been used to coat the paint so it would not peel.
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Santa Escolastica would not look at Nora until her observer came closer, 

stepping up onto the platform at the base of the altar. Nora chose to stand in 

front of the marbled plate beneath the statue's bent right knee. The way the 

body was angled, that also brought her in line with the Santa's left eye, which 

was shut. Up close, the skin of the statue took on a slightly pinker tinge, less 

like the pallor of one who is passing from this world. Her rouged mouth looked 

more youthful, even pouting, from the left side of the altar.

Then Nora's eyes registered the immense phallic rays that launched their 

white foam (formerly clouds) toward the wall of the church. The scene, at 

first entrancing and threatening to draw the spectator into its group, turned 

horrendously ugly. It was just like Rosalia had said Santiago was: hermosa y 

fea al mismo tiempo. But the city was not the woman, or rather not the 

statue.

Aware that she might be obstructing the artist's view, although she'd 

heard no expression of protest, Nora turned around in search of the black 

Adonis. Maybe all along she'd wanted him to look at her instead of some dead 

saint who wasn't even a woman but a statue. She, on the other hand, was 

alive, not some inanimate piece of art, and she had every intention of doing 

anything the man wanted, any pose, anything.

He wasn't there. Nora went stealthily around every part of San Martino 

hoping to see his black arms and face, his dark figure burned into her retinas, 

but to no avail. She had no choice but to remain in the area until he returned,
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and was motionless, totally motionless, until the young woman in charge, 

believing there was nobody still in the church, shut the heavy door and left.

At that point, Nora went back to the altar of Santa Escolastica, but this 

time she didn't just stand in front of it. She climbed onto it, standing up close 

to the statue that Adonis had been sketching. Then she began to scrape the 

paint off the white bandage-like portion of the Santa's headdress, scraping just 

like they'd had to scrape her mother's skull to remove every trace of the cancer 

that had been growing on the temple. She scraped away the white cloth first, 

then the pallid skin. After that she chipped away at the rosy mouth, causing its 

expression to change. Her next act was to sliver off parts of the statue’s torso 

the way Berger sliced off pieces of bodies in Hannibal. Next she yanked at the 

halo until it came off in her hands, and hung it around the neck of the male 

angel, for he clearly did belong to one of the sexes. She paused briefly to look 

at her work, and saw that it was good. On an impulse, she rummaged in her 

purse for a marker, which she used somehow to paint the angel's eyes shut. 

The shading might have been slightly off, but with a little imagination, the 

intention could be understood.

Once the angel man was asleep, it was the moment to open the Santa's 

eyes. Assured that she could not be seen because there was nobody else in the 

church, Nora severed Escolastica's left hand and slipped it into her pocket, not 

taking time to notice whether it would stain her clothing.

The project had taken the entire night, but so immersed in her desire to 

create a new way for Santa Escolastica to be, Nora had totally lost track of
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time. She saw dawn streak through the high stained glass windows and held 

her breath, for hours, until the young employee returned to her seat by the 

entrance. While she moved like a cat or a serpent toward the massive door, 

Nora looked back at the saint. She saw a woman alive, apparently trying to 

read the book of poetry that had been left on the altar at her feet, reaching 

for it with her right hand, the only one she had left. Where the black and 

white coif had been there was a mane of long, wavy, jet-black hair. Her body 

was elegant and curved.

Nora took the severed hand back to her house and put it on her mother- 

in-law's plate at suppertime. The woman never even noticed it was a work of 

art. Nora watched her eat. Each felt her own kind of pleasure. And she was 

thinking of a dessert they would have soon, when it was the season: fresas con 

nata, strawberries with whipped cream like dirty stone clouds cooled and 

drooling and heavenly to the eyes of the beholder in the blackest of black 

nights.
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Wave 17: Compostela

Self-portrait

in thy voice i catch the language 

of my former heart

Wordsworth

Fifty years have past. Fifty years as swift-rolling as fifty brief springs. 

Two hundred seasons! And again from here I contemplate o Pico Sacro, Monte 

Pedroso or Monte do Gozo, the third of these more lofty in its name than its 

being.

This scene is no longer the secluded one it used to be, but still as I did 

the first time fifty years ago, I can rest beneath this shady symbol of oak and 

connect rolling green with silent, widening blue, both bright and calm in the 

mind’s oft-obedient eye.

306

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



The picture of Compostela is framed only by the limits of these eyes - 

eyes that hardly register little lines of hedge-rows now, hardly any pastoral 

farms.

How can one paint what is not there or where one is not?

Despite sensations felt along the heart, and the dear, dear Friend and 

Brother who has sketched with me the still, sad music of humanity, my hues 

and oils and colors have made no vast, imposing icons. Still these rocks and 

lichens, this purple foxglove and those licorice-scented feathers of fiuncho 

have haunted me for fifty years.

The former language of my heart is dead and gone. No mourning has 

been done nor will be needed, because its departure has left this empty canvas 

on which You and I have taken solitary walks, almost always together. This is 

far more important; it signifies so much more.

In these five decades our wild ecstasies have matured into a sober 

pleasure, como unha catedral, You have often said. And your words in their 

massive quietude have built so many. We have stood together amid so many 

lovely forms, erecting sounds of color, light and life, their only remote charm 

the one we have not yet seen.

In July of 1993 we did not visit Tintern Abbey, nor did we return to its 

surrounding groves and copses in 1998. The year we stood and saw its green 

pastoral landscape - 1997 - we were still right here, in Compostela, sketching 

the decades, painting as Aleixandre said of Velazquez, the air.

307

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



And now, here, once again every word is a chestnut or yew, a stone 

outcropping, a vigilant grapevine on a hillside sucalco burthened with effaced 

Roman footprints, layer upon layer upon layer. Every word from your tongue or 

mine, for the source is of no matter, is a solid transparency, a reference, or 

referent, of itself.
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Wave 18: Santiago Street Smarts

Try walking down the city streets. This place is the, well, it feels like 

anyway, the center of the universe. And it is, for those who know how to read 

it. They’re the ones who can feel the rhythm and dance to the beat that has 

that secular air about it. This isn’t about tourists or pilgrims or religious buffs 

at all, man. It’s about digging in, listening hard to the groovy stones, and 

coming up with the winning answer. Kind of a medieval name-that-tune, you 

might say. This place is all ears. And all eyes. But you knew that.

I didn’t always like hanging out in this hydra-type place, as you well 

know. It felt stuffy and controlling and downright scary to know that I could 

walk down Dr. Teixeiro Street in the morning and by the end of the day 

somebody would tell somebody I knew that we were married because of the 

way you and I had walked together, my arm looped through yours. If we’d 

been just lovers, we would have been holding hands in a less-attached and 

more youthful way. Oh how angry that once made me, although on the other 

hand I couldn’t help but be pleased that people had noticed we were a couple. 

We weren’t married - and were not really thinking we should be - but already 

the transformation that takes place when one lives a moment of truth had been 

set in motion. Already I was sensing that there was no turning back or undoing 

the process. There was only B.Y. - Before You - and A.Y. - After You. And 

there is only You, here, in Tintern Abbey, in Santiago, anywhere.
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Don’t get me wrong. I don’t think we ever lost the sense of who we 

were, and maybe that’s because we had other truths before we met and were 

faithful to them as well. We’re both as hard as rocks you know when it comes 

to giving up certain things that are the foundations of our respective beings. 

And you never, as my mother said to my father before and after he was gone, 

you never laid a straw in my way. Only stones. Pouca cousa. And a ponte de 

poldras is what you make when life gives you stones. 0  mar xa ten varandas. 

Ven comigo ao Brasil.

Before this starts sounding too silly, I ask people: Do you really think it’s 

possible to move a whole dam catedral across the ocean and give it roots? Can 

you get blood from a stone or grelos after all? Would you even want to try and 

frame a free yet slightly evil spirit in gilt edging and place on the altar of a 

love where dampness is rampant? Would you inflict too-foreign sounds and 

conservative parishioners on a soul whose owner doesn’t believe such a thing 

exists? On an embattled yet valiant mind that has survived more than it 

remembers? Would you lash a being made of snow and Poe to a boulder that’s 

continually worked on by cold rain?

Maybe you would. But nobody is so cruel as to want to kill such a being 

deliberately, and certainly nobody is powerful enough to succeed. That is 

something we know now, as we walk in many different ways - arms entwined, 

arms apart - down these potent streets, basking in the sunlight like little 

lagartixas or soaking up rain like we are thirsty still after three months straight 

of it. You see, we made it. We really made it. We built a city of gold-flecked
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granite and silver rainveils, of dark humidity and purple-feathered blooms 

bursting and waving from vertical facades and occasional filloas and sleek lust 

and colorless green ideas and words, words, words. We built a whole damn 

empire and used no slaves but ourselves, no (real) assassinations, no chains or 

threats or any cruelty whatsoever to build it bigger than a catedral. What we 

couldn’t see, we described as if we could see it, and so it was, so we made us. 

Kind of a heady experience, wouldn’t you say? In a way we were playing small 

gods almost like the creacionista poets did, like Huidobro and of course our 

dear Manoel Antonio.

The Camino de Santiago? The camino, you say? All these pilgrims kind 

of got in our way, so we just up and made a new path of our own through the 

air, across the sea, in lonely nocturnal beds and, always, in each other’s arms, 

roots deeper than life in Santabaia and Palmyra. (The names of these innocent 

places have been changed to protect the not-too-guilty and whomever, or 

whatever, might need protecting.) And I’ve finally figured out why certain 

things obsess me. At first I was afraid of knowing and, yes, we all have our 

dark side, as everyone knows. Now I know why gargoyles seem to have such 

magnetic personalities, for example. That was something I didn’t have a clue 

to when we first started out. They are the ugly side of a house built of money 

and their purpose is to protect that hard glitter from the world tnat needs it so 

much more. They are power and this alone draws one to them, but can’t 

always make one stay. I stared and stared at the faces here in Santiago and 

felt the effect of Medusa. At times I would have given a fortune, if I’d had
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one, to know how to commit suicide and never look back. But they do not 

wear masks and are downright grotesque, those gargoyles, but their power is 

monstrously seductive and won't let me. Like a little child, I wanted to pick 

them off the tree and gobble down as many as possible before my stomach 

writhed, making us one and thinking nourishment could be had from engaging 

in that shameless gluttony.

You should only eat the soft red flesh of the cherries, not the pits. I 

found out the hard way, as nothing came from the banquets but rage and 

knowledge that gorging on stupidity and evil will never result in good digestion. 

There have been months and years of pain, but I am recovered now. I am 

sated. You are delicious to my mind and on my tongue.

Saltiago, I call it.
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19: Ebb Tide

Son los ecos de un mar lejano

Los que resuenan en tu suerio

Amaranta finishes reading Sea Words.

It is dark and cold in Maine at this hour.

She turns onto her right side and switches off the light.

Then she begins to caress her sleeping partner, erasing every last fragment of 

distance and uncertainty as reality and making words into echoes of unlived 

memories, the ones where truth lies laughing.
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