                    LAST SUPPER

     Well, one day I had a date with Laura when I was in the midst of wrestling with the poet Quasimodo, a delight to translate, gentlemen, and at the same time, a nightmare, obviously. You begin with a simple bit: Ognuno sta solo cuor della terra/Traffito da un raggio di sole/Ed è subito sera. [We are alone, all of us, at the heart of the world lit by a sunbeam, and suddenly night has fallen.]

     Elementary, isn't it?  Well, no. It is said in Italian, with music of consonants and vowels that is not exactly this. Ed è subito sera. All weak vowels up to the terrible, implacable "o," an "o" which is like death itself and it is just that, death, I mean.  And following it, the obliterative effect of "sera." 

     In Spanish the o's are round. Anoche, oscurece...pardon the technicalities. Y de golpe oscurece" was my first choice. 

     The door chimes.  Strange!  I also hear a tinkling sound like the bell of a passing tinker or honey vendor. I go to the peephole.  Damned if it isn't Paxti!  I swing open the door and there he is, all six-and-a-half feet of him standing there with a valise and a load of pots and pans. "I'll be damned if you're 

not a dead ringer for the Tin Man," I greet him, "but where are you off to with all that cookware?"

     "Nicaragua."

     "Oh," I said, relieved. "That explains it.  Come in, come in. Have they kicked you out of Basque country?"

     "Bah!"

     "Were you kicked out or did you leave?"

     "Pfaugh!

     "Goddam, Paxti, what a chatterbox you are!  Come clean.  Did they finally throw you out?"

     "How could they?  Throw me out of Euskadi, imagine such a thing!"

     "So, why are you going?"

     "Got fired."

     "Oh!  And do you expect them to have work for you in Nicaragua?"

     "No, man. I go to give Revolution a hand."

     "You to give a hand?"

     "How's that?"  The giant was offended. "What are you talking about?  I'm no good, or what?"

     "Nothing like that, man.  I'm talking about the amount of food you would consume. You'll polish off their rations, easy."

     "If it's having to go without, I go without."

     "That's what I like to hear. You sound like Cicero."               "Of course, I..." and he winked at me.  Time there'll be for fasting.  It's in Madrid we are right now. Take notice, eh."

     We laughed.     

     "How much fasting you'll do in Nicaragua, I wonder..." I said skeptically. "Well, you know what's in store for you in this, your house, Shorty. Tea with milk. That or Xunta meatballs. Your choice."    

  "Hey" he said, glaring violently. "Am eating not anything of yours. Brought own food."

     "Really? " I insisted.

     "Yes. From some friends, a fishermen's cooperative."

     "Canned stuff?"

     "Fresh. From Hondarribia."

     He opened one of the packages that was slung over his shoulder and there it was...at least five pounds of kokotxas.*

     "But Patxi," I remonstrate gently.  "There's enough here for 

eight or ten.”      

     "Bah!" he replied, "I brought you meat, too."  And he pulled a pair of capons out of another package that looked like eagles.      "Paxti, guy," I said, "that's a little much.”

     "Make hash with leftovers."

     "What are you talking about?

     "Jesus!" He was getting impatient. "Don't you know what to do from leftovers?" 

"Excuse me, Tarzan, but no.  I leave everything in your hands."       

     I ended up finding out what happened.  Word by word. That's one talkative character!  Here's the story.  The factory closed down.  He collected his eighteen months

compensation, put the money in Basque government bonds,

and took off heading for Nicaragua to lend a hand.  Like pulling teeth! 

------------

*  Glands in the gills of the hake. A supreme Basque delicacy. (tr)

     "At eight o'clock?" he said in lieu of a goodbye.

     "Oh, you're not going to eat?"

     "Eat?  Of course.  Not here."

     "What about tomorrow?"

     "Amaiketako [mid-morning meal] tomorrow."

     "Okay," I said, fed up with the verbal constipation,  "get it out once and for all...what time is your plane?"

     "Tomorrow three o'clock."

     "Afternoon or morning?"

     "If we have amaiketako, when do you think it must be?  Afternoon, of course. You think I go not eating till three in the morning?"

     "Right.  Agur [goodbye].

     "Agur, then!"

     Patxi took off and I went to the market for daiquiri fixings: oranges, orange juice, lemons, rum, and a nice bunch of mint.     When I got back home I found Botín at the door.

     "Guy, come in.  How nice!" Big embrace. Emotion.  The

encounter after the battle.

     "No idea what's up!" he whispers to me conspiratorially. "Let's get upstairs."

     I question the maestro as I unpack the fixings. "Okay, let's have it.  How did your travels work out, pal? Are your returning with full pockets?"

     "I'll be around here for at least six months," he confesses confidentially.

     "Is it correct to assume I'll have a right to a seminar with you?"

     "All you want. In addition I come with material for hands-on practice."

     "Oh, that is good news."

     "Ever heard of Belize?"

     "Sounds vaguely familiar."

     "The world's greatest grass.  Belize gold, buddy, a 

sensation!"

     "If you say so..."

     "I tell you. Three drags and you're catatonic."    

     "Wow! You don't mean it!"   

     "Just look." He trumpeted a fanfare, "rootatatooo, rootatatoo!" as he fished two packets from his pocket.

     "Fresh leaves, pure tips of the female plant.  No seeds, no stalks"

     "Hey, I'm overwhelmed. Sounds copacetic."

     "Two pounds, two. National weight."

     "A kilo?  Say it again, man! You passed a kilo of Belizean?"      "You got it."

     "Right on!  This looks like a cool occasion in prospect.  Patxi is sleeping over tonight.  You don't know him but..."            "...its the same as knowing him all your life.  Come on, you've talked to me about him."

     "And that hooks into something else.  He's a kokotxa maestro. You know about Basques and the eats.  So get on the list."

     "What do you mean, get on the list?  Why do you think I brought the grass?"

     "Don't know, pal. For smoking, I assume."

     "No smoking!  Eating!"

     "Man!" My hair stod on end. Another datura kick? No thanks! I'm seeing a dead duck in my future."

     "Not to worry. This is certified by quality-control, which is  yours truly.  Chicken aux fines herbes. Mushrooms for appetizer.  Very, very special ones."

     "Crazy about appetizers.  Now about the chicken...if you don't mind capon..."

     “Show..."

     I showed Botín Patxi's capons and the guy is shocked.

     "But those aren't capons, they're vultures.  Okay," he accepts, feigning resignation, "just for one night..."  Then, buoyed up once more, "Don't let me forget...the music to accompany the event."  And Botín hands me a fistful of cassettes.

     "Knowing that classical is your bag, here's some cumbias for 

you," he tells me, offhandedly.

     "Hispanic music...a cross to bear," I protested.

     "All is not Beethoven, you snob!"

     "Eight o'clock," I cut him off.

     "Ciao."

     "Ciao."

     I put the squeezer into play.  First the lemons, which is the roughest. Next, the juice into the blender, add sugar and mint mercilessly crushed, and into the refrigerator to settle.  Then, strain and combine with a knowing quantity of gin, 50-50 a reasonable measure.  The perfect daiquiri.

     Oranges for the mojito  the same.  Squeeze and into the fridge, is all.  The chilled juice (since cold alters the sweet flavor it is preferable to allow the temperature to drop before mixing the drink) is combined with aged Cuban rum. Seven to 12-year old Havana, the best.

     Let us return to the night of the event.

     When told Patxi me about going to Nicaragua, I took it as matter of course because Somoza's downfall kicked up a big-league storm in Madrid.

      One day soon after that enormous joy transpired (cordial greetings from here to the Nicaraguan people, regardless of class, sex, or persuasion) I was walking along Mayor when I ran into a former colleague who was looking into the window of a pen shop.

It was one of those Whadayaknow! meetings. "Hey, man, you look I'dseen you yesterday. A shock!" Arturo, the architect, the Bramante of the leaflet, the genius of underground typography. He could swing from gothic to italics with a naturalness that astounded, knew all the type faces by heart, from mini-Carolingian to cursive Garamond. I believe he still contributes to a journal for British calligraphy freaks. Once he put out Lenin pamphlets for us with missal-type uncial capitals that was a knockout. We had him do the Party logo design. The original plate in the Museum of Modern Art in New York, believe it or not. Yes, yes, MOMA, that one, no less! 

     Now, he's non plus ultra. National Fine Arts Prize. Juror for the Mies Van der Rohe Prize. A stalwart in the National Beautification Program.

     "Artie!"  I clapped him on the back.

     "Trotsky! The Red Menace himself! What gives with you, man?" 

     The guy is a fashion plate. A linen suit that looked like a million pesetas a wrinkle, handmade violet shoes (I recognize my father's last), and tucked into his breast pocket an ash-gray, raw 

silk foulard. The living image of heaven-sent postmodern prosperity. And also: thirty pounds overweight and bald as a billiard ball.

     The aftershock of recognition having faded, came the 

inevitable question. 

     "What are you doing in these parts?"

     "I'm on my way to Nicaragua."

     "You are?"                                                         "What's so surprising about that?  Can't I go to Nicaragua?"

     "Sure, man, of course.  But I didn't figure your level... honestly...the high-tech architecture you're into, and so on...the hand that traced the Vancouver business center poised over the Third World..."

     "Forget all that. I'm going to work as a mason."

     "A what?"

     "Mason.  Manual labor which is what they need there.  Chicken coops, schools...all that.  But what's in your mind...that I've changed.  I haven't, man, I'm the same."

     "Aha!"  I'm literally stuck dumb with amazement.

     In the light of my perplexity, Arturo opened his gorgeous maroon leather case and showed me its contents: a level, triangle,and plumb bob.

     "Hey, you look like an off-duty bricklayer!"

     "Your bourgeois heritage to the fore, Trotsky." He recriminated as though we were still at the University or 

thereabouts.  And he went on. "Sarcasm doesn't become you.  And that's too bad.  Oh, well!  You caught me when I was about to buy myself a trowel.  Care to join me?"

     And off we went to the hardware store to buy a trowel.  

     On another occasion, there was a knock at the door.  It was José Manuel, a big wheel at the Ministry of the Interior, who was a classmate and after that a barricades buddy.  

     "José Manuel, friend, do you come in peace or by dint of a search warrant?"

     "What kind of a way to treat an old University pal would that be?"

     "Skip the nostalgia and come in. By the way, how did you get my address?"  

     "I know everything.  Weren't you aware of where I work?"

     "How the hell could I not be?  Hardly a day goes by without your apearing on television.  But, say, it's amazing how well preserved you are. It's as if you just walked out of Political Eco class.  You haven't changed a hair, you rascal, you."

     It was the truth. He was a slim guy, tanned...goodlooking, let's say.  You wouldn't have taken him for more than a young 

thirty.

     "Let's not go into it. I'm flat.  After a couple of months at the reducing salon, what would you expect?"

     "You mean that sharp outfit in Marbella?  That must have set you back a zillion a day, no?"

     "Plus tax.  If you want something it's got to cost you."

     "You remarrying or what?"  I mentioned that because it seems  that's the general line with our generation.  Like the Hollywood actors.

     "Me, marry again?" José Manuel shuddered. "I'm not that crazy. I'm off to Nicaragua and don't want to go a fat man. Shit, dont give me that look...anti-imperialism, man!"

     "What's the angle? To show them how to set up a slammer?"

     "Stop pulling my leg, or I'll run you in.  The sugar harvest.  Cutting cane."

     "You, cutting cane?  You, José Manuel!" 

     "Sure thing.  I did a lot of it was I was a kid.  Summertimes."

     "But José Manuel, how is that possible when you and I spent our summers in the Escorial all our lives?"

     "I there and you in San Sebastian with the idle rich."

     "And in the Escorial, too. Don't putting me in the upper brackets.  The only sugar you ever saw was on the biscuits your cook baked.  Knock it off, guy!"

     "My grandmother had a house in Torrevieja and the guards would take me along once in a while." 

     "And where was sugar cane there?"

     "Cane, man, not sugar cane strictly speaking.  None of that, but there were canes."

    "And that's where you learned the technique."

    "A bit.  And with the Sandis having made the Land Reform, well sure, as you can imagine, the imperialists are letting them have it and they need help."

     "Natch."

     "So, I'm going.  And as long as I knew you lived around here and that the store I'm after is also around here, I figured I'd

drop in, pay you a visit on the way."  

     "What store would that be?" I'm getting very suspicius.

     "A sickle.  I want to buy myself a sickle."

     "From what I've heard and read, it seems they use machetes."

     "You're always complicating matters, dammit.  In Torrevieja I always did it with a sickle."

     "Okay, okay.  Listen, José Manuel.  Now that you're here and I'm able to have a word with you...you who's going to put his shoulder to the wheel in Central America in solidarity with the Land Reform and all that...why not a little Land Reform right here? Get it through your head that I'm not on the left-wing infantilism bandwagon.  But, shit, you're in the nomenklatura, man, with the PP top dogs.

     "Me, in the Popular Party?" José Manuel interrupted, 

terrified. He, the glory and honor of Possible Progressivism!

     "Progressive Project," I clarified conciliatorily.  And I go on.  "Just a modest proposal, something like the French did in 1789. No more than that.  It is in the interest of all, let's do something in Andalusia similar to what the small landowners have done in Castile. It could be cooperatives down there.  I don't know, pal, but something.  From the borders of Andalusia to the Straits, it's life on the dole yet the weeds overgrow the olive trees. Nobody cares for them. And meanwhile the men stay in the squares waiting for the jobs to appear. That is to say, a handful of the wealthy use that asset as a refuge for shady money and, as is to be expected, so that the landless peasants doesn't rise up and cut our throats or just don't starve to death. The politicians put them on and get their return in votes.  Don't get worked up, now, because that's the way it is and you know it better than I do.  Man, we're subsidizing the speculations of the wealthy and the despotism against the poor. The 1875 Restoration was small potatoes in comparison."

     "That's the European Common Market for you."

     "It's a ninteenth-century badly-done disentailment and no historical memory on our part."

     "Ah, historical memory!  You touch a sensitive point.  But I'm tied hand and foot."

     "I would say that half of Spain is tied hand and foot, Thanks to the Ministry of the Interior.  That's what it's there for."

     "Enough oral terrorism!"     

     "Would you prefer me to proceed to the real thing?  I often have the urge."

     "Oh, Trotsky, Trotsky!" the poor fellow wailed. "I have no say at the Ministry. I'm a nobody. Anyway, it's great to see that some of your kind are still around.  I've been keeping tabs on you"

     "What do you mean, keeping tabs one of me?  From the Ministry?"

     "Nothing like that, man.  Don't believe the lies they spreadabout us eavesdropping on people without a warrant. Besides, I've left that kind of thing to go to Managua. Let's see what'll be waiting for me when I get back. I mean, I'm referring to your work as a translator. You were short-listed for the National Translation Prize weren't you?"

     "Don't tell me you still read and all that."

     "Of course. If I'm not mistaken, my dear fellow, you're the one who's a great reader, and of the ABC. Nothing much further right than that paper."

     "Your specialty always was using personal innuendo to change the subject. What about land reform?  And I haven't seen the ABC since 1977."

     "Look, as I just told you, I can't do a thing.  But you're a man of letters...a piece in El País could be very useful, if that's not too liberal. I, obviously, can't do anything myself but I am acquainted with some big shots up there and it wouldn't be a problem to get them to publish a few pages for you."

     A great tip! I happen to be a close friend of the gang, too, and some of them slept over at my apartment a number of times. As a matter of fact, the number of pieces of ass they knocked off in Serrano could have repopulated the Sahel.

     Anyway, to get back to José Manuel. He can't do anything.  He can't ease things up on drugs, either. Yet, if anybody invited he'd accept. And that was the windup.  We bought the sickle and a bit of  Afghan hash.

     And so, I put the juices for the daiquiri into the fridge and Laura arrived.

     She called me "Grandpa"  that day and gave me a kiss.   The point was not to call me by my name. What a magical day! Laura letting herself go. She usually held back, to avoid giving the impression of corniness.

     I put I Puritani on for us to go to bed. An afternoon to be remembered, my friends!  Wallowing in a sea of wonderfully syrupy romantic music!  I stretched it to two without even realizing it. Two, back to back, at my age!  And what a pair!  A record.  Of course, if it were up to Laura she could have handled four or five, for sure, but why show off?  As the late lamented Duñabeitia would say, "Nothing in excess."

     We took a lukewarm, leisurely shower, fixed ourselves drinks, and awaited developments. 

     I was concerned about the alcohol.  Patxi is a purist and hotheaded.  An explosive mixture.  Foist a questionable drink on him and he's capable of bashing you with the bottle.  I would have to suspend nirvana and take charge personally of the matter.

     And the doorbell! A special day, white stuff, auspicious... a white-letter day. Cuco, the missing link.

     "I was passing by..." he began by excusing himself.

     "Don't leave," I tell him and explain, "even though you see me in such interesting company, you aren't interrupting anything. In fact, you couldn't have come at a better time.  Tonight at eight, a spread fit for a king. Don't look at her like that.  Her name is Laura.  We're--hate the word--dating."

     "Delighted.  Uh, I have an appointment at that time...a person who's fixing me up with a concession..."

     "A what?  Don't tell me you're getting mixed up with mining rights."

     "Not exactly. It's that now with this business of ocean farming..."

     "I'd rather not know, Cuco, really.  Don't get angry but it's better this way.  There'll be no want of sea food.  I promise you something special tonight: kokotxas... You can contribute the drinks."

     "I was planning on contributing the coke.  I got hold of a 

rock..."

     "Contribute both, then."

     "Bravo, bravo," said Laura.

     "Look, Cuco. You can buy the stuff right downstairs in the grocery store.  I'll make you a list.  And be sure not to mistake the vintage...I know you!  I know that '83 is cheaper and '81 older,  but it has got to be '82 and the names are on the paper. Got it?  Buddy, our lives are on the line.  Patxi doesn't forgive."

     "Who's Patxi?"

     "The guy who's providing the food. He's celebrating shoving off for Nicaragua."  

     "No shit!  I've got an interesting deal for him.  What did you mean he doesn't forgive?"

     "Don't mix him into your shady deals, Cuco.  Advice from a friend.  And come up with the booze. Go on."

     "Eight o'clock did you say?

     "Eight."                                                         Laura and I shared what was left of the tropical afternoon until the arrival of company. I say tropical because of the daiquiris and Pérez Prado's cumbias. Mint and gin for the lemon juice, British gin, to be sure, Bombay Saphire, the Marilyn Monroe of gins. Aged Cuban rum for the orange-juice mojitos. All blended in crushed ice. You can tell I'm a social democrat when it is a matter of drink. Half from Adam Smith, half from Cuba. No prejudices.  As for music...don't quote me...a touch of maracas and bongo on top of operatic choruses, does the soul good.

     Somebody at the door. Must be Paxti. The church bell striking eight so it had to be him. Of course. I do the honors: "Patxi, Laura."

     Patxi plunged right in.  "You this one's chick?"

    "Pff," replied Laura, distantly.

     The Basque considered himself adequately informed and with no further preamble took down an apron and got to work.

     "Fuel," he ordered, not raising his voice.     

     "Coming up," I said and poured him a glassful of rum and orange juice.

     Patxi took a sip and confined himself to arching his eyebrows in appreciation.  I considered this the highest of compliments.

     "Listen," he said to me as he unwrapped the package of kokotxas, "that pleasant lady down below, lives alone, does she?"

     "Whom do you think she would be living with?  Her affair with the Admiral, the owner of this building, was over years ago.  Sola et chasta, as they say in Latin."

     "As I suspected. I already invited her."                         I Jumped. "What! Here, tonight?"

     "There's food enough."

     "More than. It's not that. It's..."

     Patxi is getting his back up.  Careful, I could see it coming.  He doesn't like being contradicted. Time to change the subject.

     "How about a little drink?"

     "Got one," he replied curtly.                                      "This is different.  Gin and lemon juice. They mix fine,      will do you no harm."

     "Bai [yes]." The character calmed down after a momentary hesitation. I breathed a sigh of relief as I filled his glass.

     Botín showed up a little later. He had brought funny toadstools (aka hallucinogenic mushrooms) and discussed details of the cooking and the order of the menu with the Basque.  To my surprise, they hit it off perfectly from the very first.  It was a pleasure to watch them in operation.  They looked like Laurel and Hardy in agreement for once in their lives.

     Cuco was the only one still missing.  He showed up with a helper to bring the young gentleman's bottles up to the fifth floor.  

     Patxi's eyes brightened at the sight of the load.

     "Damn!  Nineteen seventy, no less!"

     "There were a few left," Cuco explained. "If we don't drink them, they'll always be an investment."

     Patxi smiled behind the naive fellow's back and Botín slipped me a wink. Tonight, the leftover booze won't amount to much...! That was the first time I 'd heard such foolishness out of Cuco.

     Cuco went over to my hifi, squatted down to examine it, and repeated an offer I'd heard a hundred times. 

     "Lovely piece of machinery, you know.  Any time you'd like to dispose of it, I'm interested..."

     "Nothing doing, Cuco.  Forget it, my Ampex, my Macintosh, and my stock of tubes are untouchable, extra commercium, as the Romans 

used to say.

     After this stillborn deal, I went out to the balcony  and rolled myself a tiny joint, just enough to deaden my appetite a touch and bring the alcohol up to perfect pitch.

     Botín was right.  He always is. The grass in question is superheavyweight class. A knockout at the first puff.

     I began to float as though in a thick fog when Laura's exigent hand brought me back to reality.  Little darling, my love.  We embraced.

     I came back to the room.  The Admiraless had arrived.  She was wearing a print dress that had more flowers than the April Fair. Lord, what a fright she looked!

     "Laura," I called.  Let me introduce you."

     "Doña Brigida, this is Laura, a friend.  Can I fix you a drink?"

    "Sure thing, no question about it."

     How about the old bat!  She had spotted the brand of the gin at first sight.

     "Years since I've tasted that," she said as though giving it little importance. "Bombay. You treat yourself right, don't you."

     And the Admiral took good care of you, too--I thought, but said nothing. I merely admired the way she held the glass. She must have hoisted many a one in her time and with good stuff in it to have achieved such style.

     I could infer from the aroma that things were beginning to jell and started to switch off the lamps and light candles.  I prefer flame over the electric bulb. Can't help it.

     "You look like a sacristan," mocked the Admiraless but I went silently about my business with matches and candles.  I then went to the little kitchen, put my hand on Botín's shoulder and smiled at him. Cuco and Patxi had retired to conspire in a corner.  I wondered if he was managing to corrupt the Parsifal of Wild Basqueland.

     The question had to remain unanswered for the time being since Patxi hurried off to his culinary duties and put the finishing touches on the kokotxas. 

     "It's done," he said, triumphant as a kid who has just finished building a sand castle.

     Botín had opened the bottles which stood waiting on the table.  Cuco sat down and Botín changed the cassette. I was showing the Admiraless and Laura to their seats as Patxi approached the table with his apron still on and a frying pan in his hand.

     "Mushies to nibble," he announced the dish like an intimate, folksy waiter.

     "And for you to enjoy like giggle grass," added Botín, slyly.

     "Let's go, let's go." I invited the Admiraless to serve. "Board and attack, my hearties!"

     Botín put a couple of spoonfuls on my plate. "You'll need them," he assured, "and have a little drink."

     I paid him mind.  He must have seen me smoking out on the balcony and calculated the dose necessary for me to maintain the high at its peak.

     Before I knew it there wasn't a leaf left on any plate.

     "What healthy appetites! Right, colleagues?  We polished them off in no time at all."

     "See what I mean," said Cuco, scrubbing his plate as though in apology.

     "It's that they are so delicious," nodded the Admiraless, clinching the appraisal, "but I mean really."

     Patxi appears again now bearing the great steaming clay cauldron.           

     "Authentic flavor of the Bay of Biscay," says Botín.

     Raising an authoratative finger, Laura imposed silence. "Biscaybaybasque flavor," she corrected, looking at the cook  teasingly out of the corner of her eye.

     For a moment I feared the worst.

     "Exactly." admitted Patxi, "Biscaybaybasque. Clever girl."

     "You got that "Biscaybaybasque" out of a prospectus I just wrote on tinctures of iodine," pointed out Botín with a touch of sarcasm.

     Whew! If Patxi charged the cape, supper was going to       turn unruly.

     "Sure, from the village of Górliz," said the Basqueland giant.

     "Górliz?" Botín was out of touch. 

     "Sure, man, the Górliz sanatorium, the one with the seawater cure. All that pharmacology and you don't know about it?  The best iodine in the world, man."

     "Well, no," admitted a confused Botín.

     Laura insisted with the same sarcastic note of a moment before, "Basquoiodine, no?" 

     That kid was risking her life.  I tried to kick her under the table but Patxi spotted the maneuver.

     "Don't be punishing innocence. Here, taste," he said, holding out a fork to me.

     I was dumbfounded.  The Cyclops wasn't such a numbskull, after all.

    "Let's go, Señor property owner," Patxi, insisted patiently.

     "No, no, none of that, me a property owner. Forget it."

     "That's what you say," interrupted the Admiraless.  "Whether you like it or not." 

     "Señora," I reproached her gently. "I've had all I can take with the developer's accountant."

     Cuco got impatient. "Okay, are you going to taste or not?" 

     "Taste, dammit," said Patxi conclusively.                          Amid a reverential silence I tasted.  In the candlelight over the cauldron shrouded in the vapor that rose from the great pot, we looked like a gang of conspirators leaning over a microfilm of nuclear secrets.  

     I peered around. Expectation was intense and as a mild jest,I suggested with feigned professionalism, "Lacking but a pinch of nutmeg."

     "But what in the world is that, kokotxas or croquettes?" asked the Admiraless.

     "Listen to that?" grumbled Botín and shammed a crack on the skull.  "Can you imagine?"

     I took one look at Patxi and and changed key.

     "Heavenly, Goliath, heavenly! Not too rare, not too well-done.  Not sharp, not flat. Oil worthy of the table of the gods.  An emulsion of genius.  The onion simmered to softness and browned just a touch. The garlic sensed but not seen. Hold me back, friends, before I polish it off all by myself!" 

     Those within earshot took up positions for a kamikadze attack and an unbridled assault ensued that bordered on the comical, for Botín's mushrooms were beginning to take effect. Oh, the hunger and thirst of those young people! To be sure, the Admiraless, her age notwithstanding, held her end up. 

     "Cuco, kiddo, it looks like your oenological investment will have to be postponed," said Botín between gulps.

     "Investment?  Are you off on that plague again?  Cool it, guys, we're dining together but this is still not a power lunch. Cuco, please don't be setting the lama off on the wrong road."

     "Me?" Cuco objected, "Not guilty. You touted that year as something special so I simply purchased a few extra bottles. If it doesn't work out, I can always drink them." 

     "We'll finish them ourselves...not you," Patxi gave notice. "I just wetted my lips, I warn you."    

     "Paxti, love," said the captivated Admiraless," have a taste 

of mine."

     Laura and I winked at each other. How about this Bette Davis!

     "Thanks," said Patxi and drained her glass. "Lord, is this good! You, open more."

     The Admiraless had intercepted our wink and said tartly,

"You two should talk!"

     "Us?" I said. "Laura comes up to the garret for her English lessons..."

     Everybody laughed.

     "You can do things with that tongue of yours...I wouldn't doubt it," said the old lady, "but when it comes to talking the English language..." 

     "Madame Admiraless!" Falsely accused, I objected strenuously. Oops!  The nickname popped out in an alcoholic surge. What a faux pas! "Me, Admiraless?  That's rich!" And she  burst out in raucous laughter. 

We looked at one another.  Botin's mushrooms at work and  she without a clue. 

"Come on... if I was a lady Admiral for real,  would I be living here?"  Still laughing, she went on, "Old drudge, chief cook and bottle-washer, more like it."

    "What's this about old drudges?" inquired Paxti.

    "Terminal senility," explained Laura, sarcastically. "There's a radio program..."

    "Radio,"picked up the old lady between giggles, "like you give me with these comedies sung in Italian. Maybe you think I don't hear the bed creaking all the time?"

    The group, dumbfounded.

    "A person ain't made of stone," finalized the old woman, with a thrust of the chin.
     "I have no idea what creaky-creaky you might have in mind," say I, in my role of man-of-the-world defending his lady's honor. "Perhaps you are referring to the sound of irregular verbs..."

     "Nothing irregular," insisted the moralist.  I've even kept score...two zero."

     "Two is right," said Laura. Then, she corrected, "No zero.  One does her part."

     "How lucky you young girls are!" lamented the Admiraless.

     "What's that you say?" asked Patxi. "The Admiral not up to it?"

     "Him? Forget it. He got all he wanted and then some.  But yours truly, nothing."

     "Let's drink and wash out those bad moments," said Patxi.

     "And to the good ones to come," threw in the old lady, insinuatingly.

     "To that!"

     And Patxi began uncorking bottles right and left.

     "We're real sorry about spoiling your investment," apologized Botín, filling his glass.    

     "We'll make up for it in Los Angeles." said Cuco and added a moment later, "To tell you truth, this is really the top. Couldn't it be made into preserves?"

     Paxti, scouring the bottom of the pot with an outsize piece of bread, interrupted the process to answer the foolhardy question.

     "How could anything this good be preserved?"

     "Tell him he's right," agreed the Admiraless, now loaded. 

     "Especially because there isn't any left."

     Patxi went out with the big pot.

     "Alright, let's see," I demanded of Cuco and Botín.  "What kind of a deal did you make? What's all this now, 'you'll take care of it in Los Angeles?'"

     "Nothing at all," said Cuco as though apologetically.  No big deal. I have colleagues in Los Angeles...automobile repair shops..."

     "Watch your step, guru," I warned Botín, "I have a vision of you in Alcatraz with a ball and chain around your ankle. Where do the cars come from that get to those shops of yours, Cuco? Own up, you rascal, you. I trust you even less than I do myself."

     "Okay," and he held up the answer for a long time, "from the market."

     "Botín, a piece of friendly advice. You're risking twenty years if you listen to this guy. Before you do anything about a car check out the chassis serial number with the cops."

     "The trick," Cuco admits, without batting an eye, "is in the serial number. As far as what's known as a chassis serial number is concerned, it doesn't have one."

     And he burst out laughing.

     "Talking business at a time like this!" chides the Admiraless, and without rhyme or reason burst out laughing, as well.

     At the moment Patxi walked in with two imposing platters.

     "Carved and all."

     "Goodness gracious," exclaimed the good woman, "so much food!"

     "This here?" Patxi corrected deprecatingly, "Not even for an appetizer."                                      

     "You all still have what's worthwhile to burn it up on, but look at me."

     "Here we go again!" exclaimed Laura.

     "Anything but death can be negotiated," said Patxi softly as he served the Admiraless an imposing second joint. "Good food for a sad mood..."   

     "And you can say that again," thanked Doña Brigida, placated, as she attacked her serving.

     Patxi had skinnned the capons and collected the grass that lay between the skin and the meat and mixed it into the gravy.  The unmistakable aroma of marijuana drifted through the room.

     "Incidentally," remarked the Admiraless, "those herbs sure smell good!"

     They'll taste even better," assured Patxi. "They'll bring back

forgotten youth."  

     Doña Brigida was interested.  "Did you buy them?"

     "No, ma'am," Botín broke in, " I took care of the herbals."

     "Ah, the herb shop downstairs," continued the innocent old lady.

     We each let out one of those guffaws that liberates the soul.  She was the only one not in on the secret of the gods.     

     "From a bit further away, Señora," Botín informed her, "Central America."

     "Well," said Patxi, a bit annoyed at the way the old lady was being kidded, "try this instead of praising them so much," and he 

served her a soupful of the gravy laced with marijuana.

     The Admiraless obeyed.

     "Tops. How true that you men make the best cooks."  And she turned to me to ask, "And do you cook, too?"

     "Who me, Senora? No not at all."  

     "Well, now you know what you have to look forward to," Doña Brigida admonished Laura.

     Rude Botín started to say, "What she has to look forward to is..." but the impending witticism was choked off by a gasp and a grimace of pain. 

     It was easy for me to imagine what happened. "Laura, dear, don't bruise our friends' shins. This young woman has a bad temper," I ventured in explanation.

     "Don't squawk," she replied belligerently, "the next kick will

be further up."  

     "See how the land lies, maestro. Relax.  If you damage        yourself in that place, there's no replacement parts." 

     "A prosthesis," offered Botín, valiantly.

     "A length of hosepipe, maybe" Cuco cut in. "Anyway, if I were you, stranger, I wouldn't do it."       

     "Don't give him ideas," muttered Laura rancorously. "It's easier if he's off guard."

     Botín, indifferent, went on. "Are you that restless, agitated, nagging, and aggressive about everything?"

     "Botín, I beg of you. You're asking for trouble and I don't 

feel like mopping up blood."

     "Say, that's one tough young lady," commented the Admiraless.      "White or dark?" Patxi offered his admirer seconds.

     "Whichever you prefer," said the Admiraless, coyly raising a motheaten shoulder.

     "How forward," mocked Cuco.

     "This is a special day," she apologized.

     "Then, let's start with breast which is closest at hand," said Patxi, warming up.  "After that we'll see."

     "I'm hoping," she answered as she held out her plate.

     "How do you like Madame Immaculate Conception. And she's complaining about a bed creaking!"   

     Everybody laughed.

     "I'm not complaining...just making an observation. There's nothing wrong in that, man," the old lady said, stuffing her mouth.

     Patxi devoutly devoured a drumstick.  Cuco poured himself a glassful of 1970 Viña Real and grumbled, "What a shame!  I could have turned a profit on this," clicking his tongue and lifting his eyes to the heavens.

     "Come on, serve the wine and shut up," ordered the Basque.       Cuco obeyed without protest. I was surprised. The way those buggers can put it away!  They're leaving those birds bare 

skeletons! At that rate Patxi wouldn't have even scraps for hash. He'll have to go down to the cafeteria for breakfast.

     "And what's that Italian musical comedy you abuse your bodies 

with, if I may ask?" Cuco, a cultured individual, wanted to know.

     "I Puritani."

     "Romantic," the maestro admitted.

     "You should hear how they howl," the Admiraless complained, "like they were killing each other."

     "Talking of noise," I say, "what about the Pérez Prado that's on, now...?"       

     "Don't start in on Pérez Prado," Botín interrupted, "or I'll flunk you out."

     "Sorry, maestro."

     Noting my respect for the guru's threats, the Admiraless inquired,"  Ah, do you give classes? Are you a professor?"

     "Yes, ma'am, of botany. He is an "A" student," the shaman told her very seriously.

     "Well, now, botany. Isn't that nice!  Then you'll be 

interested in this: little white spots are coming out on the leaves of my geraniums..."

     The conversation was interrupted by loud general guffawing.  The old lady is the only one not in on the secret of the sauce for the capons. Naturally, she could have no idea what prompted the hilarity.  However, being under the effects of the mushrooms she couldn't remain serious either and began to giggle with the rest.       "But what did I say?  The geraniums?"

     "That's it!" said Botín breathless with laughter. "The geraniums, exactly, God's liitle plants." And scarcely able to 

control his hilarity, he nearly fell out of his chair.

     "Forget it, forget it," said Patxi, holding his sides.

     The food had been sensational and the supper a rousing success. We owed it all to Patxi. I rose from the table and yelled for the cook as on great afternoons in the bull ring. 

    "To-re-ro, To-re-ro, To-re-ro."
     In acceptance of the tribute, the giant Basque rose and made  passes with an imaginary cape. 

    "Olé, olé. óle!" shouted the assemblage.  

     Emboldened by the ovation, Patxi picked up a napkin and using it as a cape pantomimed a bullfighter's routine.  

     Pérez Prado suddenly burst into a samba, Cuban stule.  The irresistible rhythm broke up the after-dinner chitchat and a minute later all were dancing, not an inhibition in the crowd:   Paxti, swaying like a bear in a trance; Botín, doing the professional maraca player: Cuco, stomping country-style clumsy; Laura leaping about like a go-go girl; and the Admiraless acting like what she always was and still is - a 40's whore.

     As for me, I suddenly felt out of things. Then, I began to hear the verse that I had been battling with for the last few days, faster and faster, ed è subito sera, ed è subito sera, a hypnotic phrase, a spell, ed è subito sera...and the music faded...was lost my view crossed the empty space of the terrace, the dark night, a block with no light, seemingly without air, I entered that sector with no trouble, lost myself in its nothingness..and a milky-whitereflection began to outline that emptiness, to illuminate it, a diffuse clarity, like pale blue neon.

     The edges of the setting began to lift, little by little, the borders becoming more marked.  I recognized an irregular mass like a mountain on my left and, on my right, something that was not as high because I could see a star-studded sky above it.   

     There were better lighted tracts of land, white; others, bluish, were blended into the night. The countryside--I was in a patch of brush on the plateau--had an irregular landscape with a pathway of white sand like a girdle carved into the chiaroscuro.

    On the right of the hill, I could make out a slate-lined incline. Between the hillock and the other slope, as though split apart by a hatchet blow, a deep ravine. In the distance between the mountains, the placid moon, and below, the yellow lights of a village.  It smelled of dry grass, of summertime.  Of thyme and rosemary, of resin.  

I heard labored panting, a snorting sound, over that of the crickets and frogs. A distance away, among the bushes a silvered shape that twists and curls, a flashing eel that moves back and forth between sighs and gasps.                                         It was two entwined bodies, a man and woman in the throes of sex, in that vortex that abolishes the she and the he, that makes them indivisibly one.  The couple overlaps in an equally matched hand-to-hand struggle, inciting one another by butting and kicking pitilessly in the fiercest of encounters.  I saw them banging into rocks and bushes but they felt only the urgency of engulfing one another. They coupled in a dialogue of gasps, bites, and scratches, seeming to me shining reptiles attacking one another in a fight to the death among the bushes, an extinguishing spark in that withering field of arid Spain.               

     I could hear them gasping with hoarse, violent spasms. It seemed that the fury of their passion was impossible to placate.  Such savage lust for life is reminiscent of the death rattle, of the final convulsion.

      "They are Admiraless's parents," a voice whispered  to me, "June, outskirts of Trujillo, 1915."

     A chill goes through me.  Is that how it was?  And did that encounter worthy of a García Lorca between a pair of peasants produce this painted old woman? Is she the consequence of all that intensity of sweaty bodies, of such fury? 

     Is the Admiraless the sole legacy of that ruthless struggle? That sad relic, that decrepitude camouflaged with increasingly bizarre makeup? Is this the final outcome of that volcanic June, that lightning in the night?

     The scene changed abruptly. I saw a small tavern, scarcely illuminated by the pale light of four weak bulbs. Autumn and the rain could be felt in the air.  There was an odor of dampness, of ocean and wharfs. Fog covered the windows as though with cotton or  sackcloth. San Sebastian of your childhood was recognizable, cityof happy summers, of soft, filtered light, waves leaping and crashing, the sea brought in and withdrawn by the tides.

     Several older men, corpulent fellows with broad shoulders and bellies like ceremonial drums came in. Judging from their age you would say they were retirees. 

     They were having potes, that is to say a drink of wine with their friends before going home for supper.

     The group was conversing in Basque. You understood it. Not only that, you could tell the Biscayan accent from the Guipuzcoan and the  Navarreese from either. Although you never studied the language you were able to recognize the various inflections, accents, even the French aspirated "h."

        They were discussing the Film Festival, mushroom picking,  the Gastronomical Society, the soccer league...when the Navarrese, raising his voice above theirs, asked a question.

     "And in Madrid, how was it?"

     "The summer, you mean?  Good."

     "Hot, no?" the first one insisted.

     "Dreadful," the other answers. He was an imposing old fellow on whom his raincoat and beret seemed like wrinkled incrustrations.

     In that voice  the identity of an old friend was suddenly revealed. You would never have recognized Patxi under all that fat and the double chin were it not for the Verdian-tenor voice, round as a punch in the eye, harmonious as a chord.  What gives?  What's Patxi doing here?  How could I have come upon him in old age 

without my noticing it?

     Patxi leaned over a bit the better to confront his questioner. He did so slowly, his muscles sluggish with the years.

     "A furnace.  Don't know know how they can live," with which he closed the subject.

     "You had a friend there, no?"

     "Friend from Madrid?" interjected the Biscayan."Ene!" [really]

     "No, said Patxi, musing.  "Good friend, very good."

     "A writer he was, no?  You slept over there."

     "No, translator. Died.  Long time ago."

     "Say, how about the pension?" the Navarrese took over.

     "The pension?  They say they'll raise in April. We'll see." 

     The one on the left paid for the round and after the protocolary "ep" [goodbye], they left.

     The tavern was empty again.  The light bulbs on the recently scrubbed wooden counter shone.  The damp floor trod upon by so many anonymous footsteps looked slippery. The softest murmur of rain enveloped the loneliness of the place.

     And, so, was a full life of merrymaking summarized. No laurel wreath, no epitaph. The binge nights, the demonstrations, just to meet up with friends and have a high old time, the joints he rolled like no one else, the coke, the Rioja of only the best vintages, the kokotxas...all disposed of in two words in the most implausible of coffins: the bar of a small provincial city.  Two words, then, and no more. Were all those hours of companionship woven by grace of endless nights and endless drinks worth only two words?

     Patxi--the incorruptible--the dauntless commando, that purest will to live in accord with what he believed he should do...that great hunk of violent generosity...how could so much laughter and so much festivity be disposed of in two brief words?  Is that his farewell to his drinking companions?  

     I trusted Patxi. I considered him loyal to the death. And so you will understand: until death, not beyond.  Until death, that is, as long as there was life.  The life that had been left behind, if you know what I mean, its years since you died. Patxi said it: "Long years now ago."

     There's where they are living--if that can be called living-- those days of mad brotherhood. In the same place where Asun and Clemen ended up, for instance. In a dark attic visited only for a few moments, becoming fewer and fewer as time goes by. You have ceased to be, you don't exist, that's all. How is it possible to be true to a memory?

     But now, you changed to a shabby little apartment, possibly on the outskirts of Madrid.  Like Doña Encarnación's, Clemen's mother.  The plastic curtains being drawn, the time of day was indeterminate, possibly mid-afternoon. The room was tiny and bright, illuminated by pale, reflected blue-green light. The shining white cupboards like trophies won by the mistress for economical and meticulous houskeeping.  Everything was in its place  and superclean, practically aseptic.  The sheen of the metal implements hanging on the wall gave the chill impression of an operating room.  

     I saw two children come in, one perhaps eight, the other ten. They were welcomed by a bounteous grandmother, wearing a heavy skirt and somber pullover, leftovers, undoubtedly, from some overstock sale.  I thought of Clemen, the cook.    

     I looked closely at the aged face. It was somehow familiar. Although the mouth betrayed bitterness, the lips a scar of misfortune and disappointment, the tenderness with which the grandmother treated the children was touching.  She smiled at them out of her defeat and resignation, as at the finish of a long, poorly negotiated obstacle course, as though from the bottom of a well. With the infinite kindness of the endlessly defeated, 

with the compassion of the pure in heart. And in that flash of love and tenderness I recognized her. It was Laura!  Laura, a grandmother! 

     A threadlike nerve remains exposed to the air, wincing in the open with the smarting of a wound. The mere thought that she could be seen set me afire. And suddenly there, right  there, at the very center of the anticipated hurt, the flash of flame subsided and lit upon the wound. I couldn't even breathe, I wanted that ghost to be out of my sight, did not want to know how Laura would be affected by time, nor to be present in her stormy future, nor to regard those grandchildren of a lineage unknown to me. What an icy chill, what anguish!

     Laura went by, passing me unawares. I distinguished at close range her drooping breasts under the pathetic jersey, her features blurred in a single wall of dreary flesh. I regarded her dulled eyes, glanced at her thighs, shapeless as stains, and continued on to her back.  No waist anymore, no pert rump. Her undulant softness, the downward sweep of the sweetest of curves was now a straight piece of cloth. Each passing day had its share of booty and there all beauty ended. In a chronology of vilest cruelties, in a daily, indeterminate destruction.  What's left was nothing butjetsam, waste.  

     As the grandmother went about busily preparing lunch, I asked myself, "Is this the future of your mischievous youth, of her impetuous actions, of her clever impertinences? Is not even that respected?" 

     You had to admit that such was the case. There wasn't a spark left, not a lingering ember of the former fire.  All the towers of that invincible fortress tumbled. You were choking with anxiety, shooting pains stabbing you in the chest, you couldn't catch your breath. 

     The pain suddenly abated. You were now in the Café Gijón. The place seemed full but from the moment your attention was drawn to two young fellows having coffee next to a window. Their youthfulness and candor suggested that they were poets.

    Yes, they were poets.  They were kidding around:  "As for me, since I read Montale, those lemon and fish poems, I can't bring myself to bite into a squid.  Man, I can't explain it, but it seems a profanation." 

     "The same thing happened to me with Patricia Highsmith and snails," the other one answered. "I can't lay a hand on one any more, not even if my grandmother prepares them, and she's a Riojana.  In one of her books, Highsmith treats them as if they were family."

     "We're in luck that "Saint Johnny" didn't think of writing a 'Spiritual Ode to a Lamb Chop.'
 * We'd really be in the soup...doomed to being vegetarians forever."
      What a nerve referring to Saint John of the Cross that way! That really takes gall!

     Now, they started in on Baudelaire: "Sophisticated anomie, the poet as salon black sheep and ladies' fashion critic..."Hey, that's good. "...of course, he became acceptable because, after all, the Parisian bourgeoisie will swallow anything, or almost anything...remember the Commune.  But Holderlein had the erroneous idea that a poet is not a worker but a shaman…he started to hear voices and… he ended up in a straightjacket, mending shoes..." Yesssir, Very sharp. "...The krauts are too self-centered, they've never really dug Art. Think of Thomas Mann: he thought he wrote because he had the devil in him."  The other one explained, "Naturally, Kant is to blame for everything because he took Plato seriously.  No, no, my dear fellow, we're neither gods to be imposing laws on ourselves nor is Sweet Reason the soul of humanity." 
"Remember Lessing?  With an aesthetic in place that was pure rice pudding!"                                                          Goddam, those kids sure know their classics! My hat off to them.

     "Silvia Plath? Pure wilfulness. Right." 

     "Of course, we in Spanish poetry, male or female, are accustomed to a level above standard."  

     "True."   

     Now, they switched to Keats, "Classical pagan enlightenment, a potential mystic."  Well, well, it's a pleasure to listen to somebody who knows what he's talking about. Now, Dylan Thomas. They have read him all the way through and heard him, too, even his recording of Milton...but they couldn't swallow Borges, the other blind man. "Dictionary and library words. Poems are inspired otherwise or, if not, should seem to be."  Absolutely.

     Shakespeare, Omar Khayyam...looks like a catalogue of my favorites. They go on. Gimferrer, Goytisolo, Apollinaire, T.S. Eliot...They cross the puddle. They went on to Walt Whitman, "illustrious, naive, original, the noble savage...the opposite of Celan, right?" Obviously. "Such bitterness concentrated in one man, that sea without heroes like gods, that Baltic desert crossed continually by cranes flying South, and which in reality are bottles carrying messages from a shipwrecked person addressed to the native land of the Golden Age that exists only in Ovid's poems..." His interlocuter interrupted and finished off the peroration. "...a German sea that could well be the Rhine of the Niebelungen, the current that has never ceased sending warriors to a foretokened death..."  What a pedantic pair!

     Now, they take off on e.e. cummings, my territory, having translated him.  Let's see..."a naked conscience of death and sex..." Perfect. "...and no shame in exposing it.  Resembles a classical Roman poet." Lapidary and exact. "No cosmic diarrheas a la Pound, though I know and admire him.  Gracian-like conciseness and suddenly it turns out that the relative pronouns and conjunctions are also poetic verbiage. And we were two thousand years without realizing it."

     Fancy that!  "Sure.  The guy is more of a WASP than a Thanksgiving turkey and since he can't get away from the bible what he does is to use it for enlightening his paganism.  Result: he puts Catullus in the shade." No question about it.      

     And they now go into Spanish translations. Let's hear what they have to say!  "Mission impossible." Those kids sure are emphatic.  "As a matter of fact, I still can't find the Gracia edition..." That's me, my publisher, my cummings!  Go ahead! "...it's that it hasn't been reprinted in a long time. For good reason, it's nothing out of this world. I believe that the Fondo de  Cultura Económica is now about to bring out something more substantial. Cardoso, the Mexican. By the way, do you remember the name of the one who did the Gracia stuff, the cummings, the lazy guy, the one who also took 

on Quasimodo and didn't do much with him, either?

     The walloping left you stiff.  Was that your posterity, how your peers feel about you?  But it isn't fair, the translations were impeccable.  You were short-listed for the National Translation Prize.  People as keen in judgement couldn't have such an opinion of your work...

     Before you were able to go on stringing together arguments, you found yourself in Calle Alcalá.  It was a clear blue day in flowery spring.  You enjoyed the shade of the trees, the morning aroma, the current of warm air among the young leaves.You come upon a very young couple.  He wore a hat and gloves, she, a man's jacket and wedgies.  There is an air of antique photography about them, an anticipation of filters and studio lights.

     How lovely the two of them, how guileless!  She held on to his arm endearingly and he, tenderly, looked deep into her eyes.  

We will love each other always, they were saying to each other, it's true, you'll see: always, always, always! And that promise seemed to float in the springtime like an oath heeded by the greater universe. Happiness will be eternal.  Eternal, our youth, eternal the flowers and kisses, eternal our great love, and eternal  the skies.That glowing victory gratified me.  At last, endearment had put time to flight. 

     The girl looked up and, enraptured, snuggled into the man's arms.  I looked, too.  It was my house... impossible...Alcalá.  A deathlike chill turns my blood cold. They are my mother and father. 

I had not recognized them. They are about to be married, they are looking over the apartment that will be their home, my home.

     Ed è subito sera...memory, a blow with a club.  Yes that which you have just seen, the memory of your posterity, what remains after the nightfall, nothing.

     You quoted Quasimodo many times, always defined him as the acme of conciseness. It is simply impossible to say more with less. Now, something deep within you, uncontrollable and with no name, had converted that hallucinatory and terrible verse into images.  Hallucinatory, yes, couldn't be better said.  Mushrooms, coca, alcohol, and pot had also wormed their way in and, finally, turned into flesh and blood all the awesome enlightenment of that taut, definitive, and final, as well as most beautiful word: ed è subito sera.

     Most readers understand that verse in its literal sense because as they read it, they succumb to the natural rhythm of wakefulness, breaths, and pulsations. But you have had the privilege of the prophets and madmen and a curtain was drawn aside.  Can you handle this revelation?  Does so much knowledge not daze you? 

     Old age was begotten with pleasure. Your friends don't remember you in the grave.  Now, dazzling youth will crumble.  Your work is a bad joke: ed è subito sera. No rigor or gentleness to 

soften that nightfall.  The time is one, and short. You have exhausted it.  Ed è subito sera. Very well: and if all passes on, if I pass on, and we all pass on, and so hurried, if yesterday and tomorrow are the same and are nothing, why not now?  Now, yes, right now.

     "With a bare bodkin," as Hamlet said.  With just three or four steps, you might say.  Now, yes, before Laura grows old, Patxi forgets, future poets laugh at you. Get to the balcony, the dark pond that has been the setting, go out on it, jump, await the confusion of silence. Sera. And you would be the one to determine 

the moment, to give meaning to the act. If at some point the gods abandon us--you have said, not all of us can follow Marc Antony's 

path.  Why not?  You can.  Now.

     You now turned, went towards the balcony, the decision now taken, you would jump, all would have its beginning when you  decided and...

      Suddenly you woke up. Laura had firmly barred your way.  You felt her body against your own, hard as a wall. 

     "Where are you going?" she said to you.  "The fiesta is this way." And she took you by the arm and made you turn towards the living room.

     "Let's go, you lazy bum," Botín cheered me on.

     I was still quite dazed. Patxi realized it and handed me a glass of mojito.

     "Wake up, dreamer."

     "Let's go, Señor Landlord," the Admiraless teased me with a twirl of her skirt. 

     "That's the way, milord," Cuco chimed in.

     "What a lord!" said Botín. "Lord of the housetops." 

     "Of the garret," the Admiraless put him right.

     "Of Babylon. My king," Laura cut in. "Oh, splendid one."

     On hearing this, Botín picked up a sprig of parsley, put it on my head, and said "Your crown, King of Babylon, genius."

     Patxi picked me up like a sheet of paper and deposited me on the kitchen table. "Your Majesty," he said bowing his head.

     "My Lendakari," *
 mimicked Botín.

     "Majesty, my foot! He should dance," cried Laura, clapping her hands. "Make him dance! Make him dance!"

     Everybody joined in, chorusing: "Make him dance!  Make him dance!"

     Seeing them at your feet was a shock.  You returned from a dreadful trip, from a voyage of vertigo and terror. Why have they pushed you to the edge of the abyss again?  Laura pulled you back from the lip of silence when you were fleeing in desperation to continue the trip and to cut it short.

     You were supposed to be dead, now. 

     Total fear paralyzed you. Your fear went beyond fear. The fine  hairs stood on end everywhere on your body, you felt an even more intense cold in your hands and face. Your teeth were chattering with terror. No way you could avoid it. There was no escape, ice 

came out of your heart, its beating frightened you, drilled into 

your bones.

     You began to slowly move your numbed members, to kick against the marble.  But there was nothing you could do against the horrors of the trip you bear within and take into you with every breath. It's now that you are dead. You gathered strength and banged your heels harder, resisting the specters with the noise, trying to run, to get away from them without moving from where you were, and kicking more and more vigorously. Not strongly enough. You remained in place, still heard the voices and sounds of that inclement night. Hiccups. You hiccuped, were choking, and when you wanted to shout out your powerlessness and panic only a groan emerged.

     "Seraaaaa," you panted like a dying man.

     "Seraaaaa," chorus all the others, egging me on, and laughing like possessed, not understanding what they said.

     "Sera."  On cutting off the word, I was able to cry out louder.

     "Saaaa," They chimed in frantically.

     "Aaaaaah I managed to shout.  And I inhaled again, breathed deeply, and emptied my lungs once more in a shriek. I wanted to rid myself of time that didn't belong to me, the lives I had livedwithout permission, the fear of dying an absolute death and the now firm conviction that I had already suffered it.

     I shouted and shouted. I wanted to put out oblivion and the silence.  And the cold.  I shouted louder and louder and more shrilly.  Until I had no breath left.

     When I awoke, I was stretched out on the bed.  Cuco, Botín, and Laura regarded me curiously.  With concern, I would say. The Admiraless and Patxi were missing.

     "Are you okay, darling?"  Laura welcomed me with a smile meant to be soothing.

     "I would say so," I said, in turn soothing her.

     "A tea is what you need," Botín prescribed.

     "Your words are sacred to me, maestro, you know that... Bring on the tea."

     "It's already made," said Laura.

     "We look after our friends here. What do you think?" said Cuco.                                                                    "Bring on the tea."

     The beverage was boiling hot but failed to warm me. I was still paralyzed with fear.

     "I recognize that this is a fine gesture and accept it as such, but, how about some getting outside?  Air, fellows, air, street, see something, I don't know, anything at all."

     "Not contraindicated," Botín conceded with a professional air.

     "A spin to Huertas, why not?"

     We went out to the street. It had rained and Madrid was like a monstrance. The sky was bright with twinkling stars.  The air, pure once more, reminded me of my childhood. We crossed Bolsa and and it could said that we were in the holy rainy shrine of Saint James Compostela. I was hurt only by the strokes of livid light 

that flashed from the show windows as from the blade of an invisible scythe.

     We arrived at Benavente.  I saw the square as a whole, sudden, single image. Flattened by the violet light from extremely high lamp posts the street seemed to be defending itself by exhibiting debased beings against its shop windows, people without hopes or gods, sad remnants of unending defeat.  

     Madrid is a rough sea, these sidewalks its beaches.  Here  ends all that has lost anchor and course and can land only as wreckage. The doomed, who underwent the hazards of the sea and survived the acts of God, are now on display, votive offerings  of disaster. Whores, junkies, bums, pimps...outlined by the fierce shop-window lights against a hollow background. They seem to me religious images, saints who would offer themselves to the faithful in niches of ice.   

     Those wishing to commune with the world have their sacrament here: this humble and sacred flotsam, God's sad remains.

     Such vulnerability frightens me.  I forgot my own self and pronounced archaic words: peace, mercy, compassion.  I beseeched them, the martyrs of murky dawns, the city's sheep, the last of the just, to forgive us in their pain for having nailed them to that cross as though they were the evil and not the victims of good government.  This craven city which takes advantage of those who neither bring suit nor understand how to defend themselves.

     So that their suffering may redeem us, be our rescue. So that fear be obliterated, wrath be placated, weeping be lulled.

     Sister whore, brother junkie, forgive!  Brother cutthroat, brother pimp, brother mule, forgive!  Forgive, in the name of such degradation, for pity's sake, forgive!

     The entire square glowed like a sanctuary. Its brilliance was an avalanche that engulfed me. I stopped. Could not cross the threshhold.  I did not consider myself worthy.

     Laura got scared.

     "Don't you feel well?  Shall we go back?"

     "He's pale," says Botín.

     "No, no, go have a drink.  I'll wait for you at home."

     "I'll go with you," Laura offers.

     "No, no. Go with them."

     "Sure?"

     "Yes, yes, evrybody relax. I'm fine. But I would just like to lie down for a little while."

     "I'll come right back," Laura promised.

     "Forget it," I warned her and smiled at the trio as I turned 

to go.

     I went home.  There, I resumed the exercise of a demanding ministry I never chose and which afforded me no pleasure.  A 

ministry of austere liturgies, meagre tithes, an increasing call to arms. A ministry  shared with the frailest and most intimately wounded: a Ministry of Loneliness.

     I left the remains of the banquet behind and sat looking at the Macintosh.  They had red-glowing tubes, tendons of that friendly monster which instead of spitting fire soothes me with music.  I felt perplexed and empty. I humbly inquired what sibyl there was for me, that is, if I had one. It seemed there was no answer.

     As though by chance my eyes fixed on the bright-red filament and I let myself be lulled by the humming of its power.  When I tried to turn my head away I couldn't. The incandescent wires began  to oscillate very slowly, took shape like little snakes of fire, left the machine, escaped up above, came and went like the flickering flame they were, now a bright glow in the big kitchen, 

red, mischievous tongues which left the range because Clemen hadjust removed a pan of hot water.  I was standing on the table, naked, shaking with cold, a towel covering me.  Clemen poured the steaming liquid into a basin and before dunking me into it, she smiled and hugged me. 

     I felt the warmth of her body and it was like submerging inside a magic cave. My inept mother, my absent father, school without classmates, the unchanging winter remained behind.  That affection blotted out the dreadfulness, all of it. I lose myself

for a moment in a heavy fog that throbs and breathes. Clemen...I surrender to her, Clemen.  And I embrace her, a waif.

     Suddenly I was back to being the adult in the garret. Clemen is only a tiny flushed area at my temples. But I feel as though anointed by that contact. Reliving that infinite tenderness awoke me.

     I entrusted one of Asun's records, Brahms's Cradle Song, to the maw of the dragon.  And when Kathleen Ferrier's voice came on. I clutched it to my breast like a magic shield and went out to the terrace.

     The Plaza Mayor was gleaming like a mirror.  The stars and planets were reflected in the puddles.

     I leaned over that firmament. Its harmony reached me and, for the first time, I understood that beauty can be in word and reasoning.  I reached out without fear to that sparkling sea.  It responded amiably, and began to gently and openly reveal to me the signs of the enigma.  

     It is true that nightfall is sudden, an echo says inside me, that we extinguish like a spark and leave no trace.  But nobody is master of the light or fire. We are all one and our time is everyone's.  We are caught up in a mysterious back and forth, an equilibrium of attractions and repulsions. Our courses are only apparently fortuitous: they always end in orbit.  Remember: beyond 

your tiny beating the planets and mankind also beat. Listen, listen to the murmur of that harmony.  It is a whispering of bodies that reach each other and separate, of sobs, sighs, and panting, of kisses that seek the heart like nervous rapiers.  It is the trail 

of the drive to fill up the emptiness of the universe.  If you are as much a part of the firmament as they, why wish to undermine their task?

     I fell silent. The peace of the sky and its purity helped me convert memory into image.  I saw myself as young, invincible, inaccessible.  And, finally, I understood the reason for such urgency.  The order that I aspired to establish was a reflection of higher law, of that norm which links together worlds, globes, galaxies, and people and makes them one, though they are many.  I bore a bit of that reasoning, the ember Clemen entrusted to me. I had to make a vast blaze out of that spark, a sun for all.

     I was ferocious, for neither compromise nor truce had a place in that effort.  And also because I was not sure of being a good apostle.  I had received less than what was coming to me. My rage to extend happiness was actually revenge for not having enjoyed it. I was violent because I desired love so ardently.

     Now that I know, understand and accept it, I also accept my lifetime. That night is soon to fall doesn't excuse me. I promised Clemen that my life would be her memorial.  And I made the promise to her many times. When I ate her cake, when I sought her embrace, when I accepted the garret. That's what made me what I am, the humble servant of an affection.  I inherited from that modest woman a minimal spark of the self-assurance that governs and consumes us, of the beauty of the skies that I see below and above me.  I will never betray her. Not with the real estate developer, shortening life, nor throwing my life away.  

     On feeling invincible and loved, the warmth of that affection slowly mounts in me, brims over over from the hearth into my blood and my dreams and...

The deed when done becalms all zeal 

In high  joy brimming over 

I inhabit the peak serene that sets me free 

In the light that shines upon me 

As sweet fire giving myself 

To the air I return 

And in flight illuminate myself 

In dawn and quietude. 

     And so it goes, friends. I float, grab me, chums, for

I'm splitting, and if I continue rising I'll be gone, it'll be goodbye forever.  Hey, what a mess, what a scare!  It's that when I'm on my own I get lost, pals, literature grabs hold of me, even worse, theology, and if I keep climbing higher and higher who knows where I'll end up?                                                

     Well, I've put Parsifal into the juke box, and there! Straight  to the stars.  And in verse, no false modesty, the works.

     What I'm saying is the truth, eh? My original purpose. I wanted to end this book in prose, but real cool stuff. All set up, elegant, something apparent, haunting. If I didn't, it would be a ploy of our two best mystics, Brother Luisito de León and Saint Johnny of the Cross whom I would dub, rather than the other, Brother Airport, for his high-altitude trips. The pair of them saw that I was losing my breath, choking, was on the way out...didn't know how to say it and, wham, those guys threw in the towel, cut back on the high a little, and believe it or not, they sure did give me a hand.

     Good for you, big shots!  A great high, a cool amount. Actually your grass is not mine, there's a lot of territory between Mt. Carmel grass and Belize grass. Get me?  But you were great to me, buddies. Don't forget me, hear? See you soon, agur, regards.

     Just a minute, I'm coming down, I'll be right with you.  

     Pals, it's true that I had it all figured out: end in prose and curtain.  Then the moment of truth is there and it's no use, the music goes to my head and as the high sets in, there are the two poets on the lookout for me, and the bosom buddies whisper in my ear:  "Wanna go up?  Get mystical uplift and whatever else you need!  Inspiration galore up here."

     Can you believe that the end was already written?  You think not?  Here goes.     

     "I am time and the light.  And the tremulous night into which I enter, invulnerable.
     "The heavenly bodies carry me like an instrument of peace, bearing me aloft until I am as one with their gentle flight.  "Soldier of love, yes," a soft breeze whispers, "standard-bearer of grace, sentinel,"  And in the air shimmering with stars, I can easily read: "because all is fragile, perishable, ambiguous.  Love alone can be as love is, inexhaustible."   

     Not bad, eh?" But the poem is better. You owe it to Dick Wagner, too. Dig Parsifal!  As I put it on I started upwards, all together.

     Well, gentlemen, I really think I've accomplished enough for a CD and a computer. Even a litle too much. And, you know the funniest thing of all? Digital sounds like pure shit, no more, no less.  Like DECCA, EMI, Everest, RCA's Living Stereo, Mercury's Living Presence, and the first Claves LPs...nothing, nothing, nothing.  Ampex and analog tapes are tops. You can shove CDs. The highest reward for a writer still is, as in the day of our earliest poets, un vaso de bon vino [an honest goblet of wine].

     Friends, I'm back at my old blarney. Really, I'm not to be trusted alone, especially with any kind of a writing implement  at hand. 

     Alright then, if you found my ms. too short and would like more footnotes, the author will be glad to oblige. 

     He stops at nothing for a chance to talk. Turn up at Hermógenes's Bar and ask. They'll know, the translator, the guy from the fifth floor, the skinny one with a beard, fortyish. We'll have a couple of beers and if you're not careful you'll be pelted with the old chestnuts I didn't want to put in the book.

     Oh, by the way, with all the goings on I forgot to introduce myself.  My real name is José Antonio. I was once a Red.

� * Reference to the best-known poem of St. John of the Cross. (tr)





� * Title of the Basque Prime Minister.
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