A SPECIAL DAY

       Ricardo Waale
No tenemos sino este planeta

hermoso y triste.

No tenemos sino este corazón

que recorre un fantasma a veces transparente,

otras veces siniestro. Y esta punzada de la música.

No tenemos sino eso: es decir nada.

Los pasos cantados, Eduardo Carranza*
At last, fresh bandages…

What a pain, falling down the steps during the holidays!

Well, Leo’s gone for the quilt. It’s so cold, isn’t it? I had a bitch of a night. Thank goodness for Cira lying at my feet, keeping them warm. The thing is, Leo nabbed the best of the blankets Teresa gave us, and he snores like a motorbike. Cira and I didn’t sleep a wink: me trying to locate a constellation – that one they call Orion – to see if I’d drop off, and her watching out for stray souls.

When he got up this morning, Leo, referring to the quilt, said:

“Hey, Urba, any particular colour?”

“What do you mean, colour?” I replied. “After all, it’s for keeping warm!”

“Nothing else?”

“If there’s anything over, a small canister of gas. But the most important thing is what Argelia asked us to get for tonight… Or have you forgotten already?” I spoke that way because, when you come down to it, it was me they gave the money to.

“How am I going to forget, with today being a special day,” he said and set about making the coffee. And suddenly I saw Tere over there stark naked. I’ve got keen eyesight, so I was thinking what a lovely body she has. Yesterday she mentioned that she wanted to go to the office extra early so she could get away as soon as possible to help Argelia with the preparations. If you could only see her… She looks like an executive (and though Argelia’s got one too, it’s Tere who really suits the mobile phone). Then, dressed by this time, she came to have a coffee with us here outside. And not long afterwards she went off with Leo, leaving me and Argelia, as always, here by the river.

Well, obviously, because in my state I can’t be looking out for my corner. It wouldn’t surprise me if some slyboots from the union one block up hasn’t taken it over, stealing my clients, washing and watching my cars… Oh to be better again! When you think of how difficult it is to get your hands on a good pitch these days!

And that’ll be Argelia coming out now, under the bridge:

“Urbano Carbonera, you wretch!”

“Argelia, you old madwoman!” I reply.

It’s our way of saying good morning. And Cira? She went to Plaza Venezuela with Teresa and Leo. It’s really pretty they tell me, with the fountain surrounded by canna flowers. So close, but I can’t get there because of the bandages, as I said before.

*   *   *

Talk of the Devil! There’s Cira over in the distance picking her way back down the steps… What an imp, the way she likes acting the go-between or running errands! It looks like Leo and Tere have sent me a bag of sweets. Clowns. The other day I really did have a laugh watching them dancing Juana la cubana. They almost fell into the river because Argelia still hasn’t got round to putting up the railing on the blessed deck… And then a song came on the radio that, for me, was the limit: We’s the Baralt Muggers… The things they come up with, writing songs about people like that! Soon we’ll be hearing one called: We’s the UCV Punks… Well, in a manner of speaking; after all, the university’s just a stone’s throw away for the sorts that are always hanging round here.

(Anyway, it’s we’re not we’s.)

And Cira, the little gadabout, keeping an eye on the bag for me.

“Here Cira, a cocoanut toffee. Today’s a holiday!”

*   *   *

Oh yes, the money! Well, that came right out of the blue…

To begin with, Argelia has set herself up as a witch. The number of ladies coming to visit her would make your jaw drop. I watch them arriving from here, because I can’t go moving a lot with the bandages. That’s why I don’t even get much sun – that friend in good times and bad – sitting under this zinc sheet practically the whole day.

Anyway, as I was saying, yesterday afternoon I was changing the bandages and while Argelia was stringing one of those ladies along – or making predictions or prophecies, as she puts it – the bodyguard came over. He asked how things were and then chucked the notes to me.

I was dumbstruck. Cira started barking.

(Well, from sheer joy.)

Later, Argelia appeared with a hen so while she was wringing its neck in the bushes, I told her what had happened…

Then she remarked:

“See, God tightens the noose but He doesn’t finish you off.”

“That’s about right,” I said, looking at the bird.

I don’t know, but since Argelia started with the witch business, she’s been coming out with all sorts of stuff. That one’s nothing. She honestly talks in an odd way these days, as though she really did know it all, it’s as if she thought she was old Merlin himself, or at very least his wand – as Doña María used to say. The other day it was whatever’s above is also below (I didn’t understand that) and life’s like a boomerang (that one, yes). Talking to me, she’d forgotten about the hen, but then she suddenly noticed it and gave its neck a final twist, the kindest one.

She bought the hen two days ago and killed it yesterday. If she waits any longer, she gets fond of them and then they go and fall in the river and that’s the last you see of them. That river just races by, sometimes you feel like getting in a boat and letting yourself be carried along…

Anyway, then I discovered that when the lady saw me with the bandages, she told the bully-boy to give me the money.

If you’re wondering if God exists, ask me!

Later, around midnight, when Leo came back, I told him the whole story while we were downing the hard stuff – mind-numbing benders, but what relief they bring – which, by the way, is nothing to be surprised at.

And believe it or not, I hadn’t even got to the lady when the punks turned up. Not to rob us: for God’s sake, what’ve we got to take? Look, not even the police come by as regularly as they do. They never come by! Just as well, because our ID cards, not to mention the scrap of a health certificate, have expired. And now that they, the punks, are carrying guns, they’ve started threatening to kill us if we open our mouths. Pure drivel. As if we’d nothing better to do than sit chatting with cops, or even care enough to be up with their latest misdeeds. The idiots have had us at gunpoint more than once. If those scourges – as they call them on the radio – ever had an ounce of sense, they lost use of it at an early age. They should all be locked up. Thorns in our flesh, that’s what they are. Sometimes they come by on roller skates, so if they keep bothering us, we’re going to put oil on the pavement. Yes, we’ve got a riverside walk, laid down years back, and, according to Argelia, the mayor of the moment said it was for ‘the recreational solace of the populace’.

Recreational solace? Solace?

Well, you know how they talk.

Anyway, in layman’s terms that means the populace gets out and stretches its legs. You see, the worst thing about those types is that with so much to do, they don’t even have time to put one foot in front of the other… not like Tere, she really can walk. But stupid they are not; it doesn’t occur to one of them to come round here, and just as well, you can take it from me. Not because of us, no way. It’s the punks. They’re incapable of setting eyes on someone else’s shoes, anything at all, without getting itchy fingers. Thick as two short planks, the punks I mean, because everyone knows that when you take something that isn’t your own you’ll soon lose something else more valuable. That’s the way it was for me, I got the message clearly that day in the grocer’s, all for a few tins of tuna and then that night, what a carry on, going through my pockets, and I still don’t understand how it happened; incredible, one after the other but wherever I looked the ID card was nowhere to be found. That’s when I realised…

*   *   *

Where was I?

… Oh, yes, that then Leo got the idea of investing the money in a little trip. I said it would have to be by taxi because they wouldn’t let Cira on the bus. The thing is, they’ve got it into their heads that a day on the beach would heal my cuts and bruises. Bah, I’m happy with what I’ve got, I prefer the quilt.

Then Leo, with the moon already up, came out with that maybe Tere had taken a liking to him. Really, that’s the last straw. Ending up like Cain and Abel again over the same woman.

You’ll say I’m cruel, but I didn’t think twice before saying, “In that case, Tere’ll be taking a liking to me, now I’m a bit worse for wear… but at least I’m not lame like you.”

“Bastard,” he replied.

I soon felt sorry for reminding him of that childhood accident in the mango tree because a sort of nostalgia, a heavy sadness, came over him, and when you think that he’s usually such a chatterbox.

“Bro’, open your eyes!” I said to him. “Tere’s on the look out for a well-off guy. Not someone like us, real men, but everything learnt in the school of hard knocks, getting by any old how, damn it!”

Then, with a sigh of resignation, he commented, “And Argelia’s gone out of her way to give Tere the best of everything, so that’s what she wants for her too, right?”

“Well, every mother wants the same thing for her daughters.”

So, before he could start that thing of his – cursing till he ends up weeping and wailing – I changed the subject:

“Let’s see, come on, tell me what you did today.”

“The usual,” he said sadly.

“Honestly, Leo, all your time and money go on that blessed cinema!”

“After I’ve taken the messages, been to the post office and swept up a bit, what’s wrong with spending a few cents on a continuous performance?”

“Wrong-wrong, nothing, but don’t you think you have to be one slice short of a loaf to watch the same film over and over? If you go on like this, we’ll be calling you Mr Movie. And it’s not just a matter of a few cents! Look, it makes you live in an unreal world… And afterwards what did you do, go wandering up and down the boulevard? With swindlers and tricksters just lying in wait. Come back down to Earth! You can’t keep drifting along thro’ life.”

Then he looked surprised:

“And that mania of yours for learning poetry off by heart?”

“Oh no! That’s different, Leo, very different. How can I put it? Poetry allows us to see another dimension of reality.”

“Yeah, just like the movies.”

“Look,” I said, “you’ve got to face up to the need to earn a decent living… If you came in with me in the car business, we could even start up a franchise! Listen, the people from the union say that anyone willing to work morning, noon and night has got it made!”

That got him splitting his sides laughing, but then he said thoughtfully:

“Urba, life’s too short to be trying to foretell or shape the future.”

See! Sometimes he talks like that, as if he’s inspired. And he went on:

“What I like is living life my way.”

My way? (Sounds like something a drunk would say.)

 “Not a word more!” he said.

The truth is I didn’t have the energy to keep on at him.

So he kicked off his shoes and began to put down the cardboard…

I switched on the radio. No other choice.

*   *   *

I must have been born lucky! It was the poetry hour. The verses they have on that programme, what a mad world it’d be if we all spoke like that! I repeat them over and over till I’ve learnt them. And they read them out slowly, so if I get my skates on, I even have time to make a crib, and sometimes they just slip unnoticed into my head… Like that one yesterday: When I renounce everything / I will be the master of myself… Spot on! Nothing better than being your own boss, with nobody ordering you about. Or even worse, giving you the sack, like when that supposed assistant… Better to give the job up! (Of course those words, the poet’s, are about much deeper things).

When I renounce everything…

True, I was going off on a limb. But while I’m at it, seen from here, Argelia has her place looking snazzy. The son works in a warehouse and he gave her the readies. Ingenious woman that she is, she had some steel T-beams put between the girders of the bridge and with just a few breeze-blocks achieved all she has today. What’s more, as Doña María – the woman who brought us up – would say, she keeps it pure and clean. And all those ornaments she’s got have you thinking every sort of nonsense, like that lamp with little glass beads and tiny bows. And naturally, since she doesn’t pay for the electricity but she takes it – borrows it, she says – from the post outside, the sun’s hardly gone down before she’s turning it on. A ‘fairy lamp’, as Leo rightly terms it, but I’ve only seen its like in churches, the cathedral and the National Pantheon.

Look! Life’s full of irony: Argelia would give her right arm for a fridge and there’s one floating down the river. Just think of it, yesterday a washing machine, today a fridge… Or perhaps it’s because of that mudslide they were talking about on the radio. Argelia says that six years ago (and remember that – there, I almost said we’s – we’re new here) she had to redo all her improvements because of a flood, but even if she has to start again from scratch, she just sets herself to the job. I like that attitude. I’ve never had a house, but if I lost it I’d throw in the towel.

Right, end of story. I almost forgot I have to bath Cira. There’s a wide blue sky today and scores of herons on the riverbank. What was it the poet said the other night on the radio? Don’t say I can’t remember. Wait, I’ve got the bit of paper here somewhere. That’s it: The world seems strange / after observing the quietude of a heron… / Flesh becomes the friend of the stone / and we no longer care about the air in which we float, / if we drift on its twists and turns / or fall with the dry leaves.

Spot on!

Listen to that, the fireworks are starting:

Boom… bang, bang!

“Cira, you old maid!”

She looks so daft covering her ears with her paws.

Well, what annoys us is the people up there, on the motorway and the road across the bridge; they throw everything over. If that’s what they call education, I’m glad I haven’t got any. Excepting, of course, what Doña María taught me. That sort of behaviour is, as she – God rest her soul – would say, the child of the most supine ignorance.

Cira, bath time!

Leo says he goes in restaurants and washes in comfort. Talk about cheek, it takes nerve. For me, there’s nothing like water. These old tins, I save them up as if they were made of gold. I fix my bandages and wash myself with a cloth. The idea is to look smart – that’s what Leo says – because it’s very kind of Teresa and Argelia to invite us, and Cira, to spend the evening with them. And as for Leo, I hope he’s managed to get the quilt and not forgotten the Christmas ham roll.

Translation:

Christina MacSweeney

Norwich, 2008
Author’s Notes:

1. The epigraph to this story is taken from El desdichado (The Unhappy Man) by the Colombian poet Eduardo Carranza (1913-1985), It is to be found in his anthology Los pasos cantados (El corazón escrito) [Sung Steps (Written Heart), 1935-1968] and was, coincidentally, written on Christmas Eve.

2. When I renounce everything… (Cuando renuncie a todo, seré mi propio dueño) is the second line of the last verse of La Renuncia (The Renunciation). Along side Las uvas del tiempo (The Grapes of Time), Palabreo de la loca Luz Caraballo (The Ramblings of the Madwoman Luz Caraballo) and the internationally celebrated Píntame angelitos negros (Paint Me Black Angels), this emblematic poem is by one of Venezuela’s most memorable poets, Andrés Eloy Blanco (1897-1955).

3. The world seems strange… (Extraño se contemple el mundo / después de ver la quietud de una garza… / La carne se hace amiga de la piedra / y ya no importa el aire en que flotamos, / si erramos en sus giros / o si caemos con las hojas secas). From the second stanza of La garza (The Heron) in Algunas palabras (Some Words, 1976) by the Venezuelan poet and essayist Eugenio Montejo (1938-2008). Among the many awards Montejo received are the Premio Nacional de Literatura (2004) and the Premio Internacional Octavio Paz de Poesía y Ensayo (Mexico, 2004).
* We have only this beautiful, sad planet. / We have only this heart, / crossed by a sometimes transparent, / sometimes sinister ghost. And this sharp pain of music. / That is all we have: nothing. (Sung Steps, Eduardo Carranza).





6
8

