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If brothers are living together and one of them dies without a son, his widow must not marry outside 

the family. Her husband’s brother shall take her and marry her and fulfil the duty of a brother-in-law 

to her. The first son she bears shall carry on the name of the dead brother so that his name will not 

be blotted out from Israel. However, if a man does not want to marry his brother’s wife, she shall go 

to the elders at the town gate and say, “My husband’s brother refuses to carry on his brother’s name 

in Israel. He will not fulfil the duty of a brother-in-law to me.” Then the elders of his town shall 

summon him and talk to him. If he persists in saying, “I do not want to marry her,” his brother’s 

widow shall go up to him in the presence of the elders, take off one of his sandals, spit in his face and 

say, “This is what is done to the man who will not build up his brother’s family line.” That man’s line 

shall be known in Israel as The Family of the Unsandaled. 

DEUTERONOMY 25, 5-10 

With love or with hate, but always with violence. 

CESARE PAVESE 
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Twelve bleeding hearts in your right hand. And then: you bending down to pick up 

something you saw on the ground, the car colliding with your body. The result: twelve 

bleeding hearts on the road plus yours, which bled into the pericardium, the membrane 

surrounding the heart, resulting in a cardiac tamponade; and mine, which goes on beating 

although sometimes I can’t hear it. 

In total: fourteen hearts. 

I had never seen a bleeding heart. A Google search told me that it is a herbaceous plant 

native to eastern Asia that can reach up to seventy centimetres in height, that it is well suited 

to mild climates with a modest amount of humidity, that it prefers partial shade, and is also 

known as Lyre Flower, Lady-in-a-Bath, or Lady’s Locket. They must have cost a fortune, much 

more than the lilies I’d ordered the week before for my bridal bouquet. 

I can still hear your mother’s howls. 

I didn’t cry out. Not a sound, not a tear. Nothing. My blood filled with ice, my head with 

questions. Did you see your life flash before your eyes before you died? Did you see me in any 

of those images? What was your final thought? Did you ever love me? Who were those 

flowers for? I have been asking myself these questions for a year and three months. 

Sometimes you appear in my dreams and answer one, but never the most important.  

Nobody touches me. They always keep a certain distance, as if they’re afraid of being 

infected by your death, as if it were me that killed you. They speak to me two tones quieter 

than usual. Even your mother, normally so loud, speaks to me in a whisper. ‘Poor girl,’ they 

say when they think I can’t hear them. ‘Poor girl’, but nobody, apart from my father, ever hugs 

me. The things I miss most are your arms and your chest and how they became a home for 

me, no matter where we were. 

I carry the scent of you inside me. At night, when I close my eyes, your scent punches me 

like a fist, and with it, the tears. Nobody has seen me cry. I can just imagine what they’re 

thinking. ‘She’s dried up inside,’ or ‘the pain is too huge,’ or ‘perhaps she’s not doing so bad.’ 

None of them are wrong. The poor girl.  

A hand closes around my throat. I can’t see the face, but I know it’s a man. This is the moment 

when I dig my fingers into his eyes and a) manage to escape or b) kill him and manage to 

escape. 

I’m on the verge of waking up. I know this because I’m in the stage of sleep when I can 

make decisions, as if the dream were a film I’m directing. The attacker smells familiar to me. 

His hand squeezes harder, I can finally see his face. 

One. Two. Three. Wake up.
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I always wake up drenched in sweat. My body heats up during the night and I wake up 

feeling like I’ve run a marathon, sweaty and exhausted. My feet and hands are the only parts 

of my body that never get warm; they’re always freezing cold. It doesn’t matter how many 

hours of sleep I get, I’m perpetually exhausted. 

I am a ninety-year-old woman inhabiting the body of a twenty-seven-year old.  

I roll over in bed, onto cold sheets. A moment of pure joy. A moment of pure joy until I 

realise that the reason I’m able to roll over in bed is that you’re dead, that there’s no longer 

a warm body to cling to. I clutch the pillow tight; our bed becomes a gigantic ocean 

threatening to swallow me up. The anxiety turns to rage. Where are you, Martín? Where are 

you, why have you left me alone? 

Before, I was the kind of person who’d say that there’s nothing worse than self-pity, but 

that was when I belonged to the world of the living; before, we were two bodies, but now I 

have one, and it’s barely even mine. You’re not the only one who died, Martín. You may not 

be here anymore (although your mother says she can feel your presence in every corner, in 

the eyes of animals, and children, and in the white butterflies that have started appearing in 

the garden of your house) but neither am I. Everything I used to be turned to ice on the 

afternoon that the car, your blood and the bunch of flowers made a macabre collage on the 

road. You – who, when we first met, constantly talked about how you had to die young, how 

you had to leave behind a beautiful body and do it in the most romantic way possible – you 

left life right there in the middle of something that could just as easily have an artistic 

performance. You’re probably delighted by that, though. 

Now, all I have left is self-pity, a distant cousin of self-love. Everything else goes on inside 

my head, I get swept up in the silent vortex of my thoughts, from which I cannot escape. My 

mind ties me to the bed and prevents me from carrying out daily tasks, turning me into 

something that can no longer be described as human.  

‘You can’t go on like this,’ my father used to say to me when he came to visit. He stopped 

saying that when I replied that he was right, that I couldn’t go on like that, that I would be 

better off dead. I suppose my father would prefer his daughter to be a ghost than to be dead, 

so he replaced words with food: every Monday he comes over and fills my fridge with 

Tupperware containers full of food for the week.  

My father and Gloria are the only people I allow into our house, between these walls that 

you insisted on having white, white, white, everything white except a few touches of colour 

here and there, a turquoise cushion here, a sky blue rug there, nothing that might cause even 

a modicum of stress, everything following the latest trends in home décor, because 

apparently we westerners can’t bear the slightest stress and have made our houses into 

modern mental asylums of a sort. You wanted a Valium-inspired home, to protect us from the 

dangers lurking outside our walls, but it turns out that you are dead and you have left me in 

here, in these rooms overflowing with light. Your mother can feel your presence in every 
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corner, and I am imprisoned in all the corners you chose for us. Outside the walls of our home, 

nobody can hear my cries. Can you? 
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Despite living my whole life in Bortiz, I still neglect to grab a sweater and an umbrella 

before leaving the house, although they are both essential items in this town, where it rains 

more than two hundred days out of the year. For some reason I can’t fathom, I still think of 

Bortiz as a summer holiday resort, as if I were one of those tourists who comes here hoping 

to get a tan, lured by the promise that the sun is always shining in every corner of the 

peninsula. On the rare occasions that the sun is sufficiently scorching, the female tourists go 

topless, something that women from around here don’t do, it being a fairly small town. Many 

men seize this chance to ogle them from the boardwalk, pretending to be taking a walk, not 

realising that it isn’t the lack of clothing they should be paying attention to, but rather how 

the women are lying down. If they are lying on their stomachs, you have to look for whether 

their belly muscles are relaxed or taut. If they are taut, it is usually a sign that the woman in 

question is also moving her vagina muscles, masturbating silently while remaining totally still. 

My father says that Bortiz is for adventurous tourists, for people who aren’t afraid of the 

unknown. I think that Bortiz is a get-away for people who don’t allow themselves to be sad in 

their day-to-day lives and save it all up for when they arrive here, in this setting so well-suited 

to melancholy. If you are the kind of person who likes taking long walks in the rain while 

tormenting yourself with sad thoughts, then this is the place for you. These days, I am feeling 

grateful for this humidity that frizzes up my curly hair and weighs heavy on my bones. 

I head for the bar that I discovered a few weeks ago on one of my night-time walks. I only 

go out into the street when it is dark, that way I’m less likely to bump into someone I know or 

be recognised. Poor girl. I normally avoid the promenade because it gets fairly busy, but it’s 

raining so hard today that only a brave few have ventured out of their homes.  

The bar is at the end of the road leading out of town, next to the last house. It must have 

been there for many years, but until two weeks ago I had never come across it. To get there, 

you have to walk a good stretch along the hard shoulder. It’s dangerous on nights like this: 

the sea is rough, the waves often reach as far as the road and the streetlamps don’t cast much 

light, but I feel more protected here, among the waves that could kill me on this stretch of 

poorly-lit tarmac, than I do in the main square of the town on a sunny day.  

At first glance, the building where the bar is located seems abandoned. The walls are 

dirty, blackened, and the windows permanently closed with shutters that must have been 

blue in days gone by. What caught my attention was the fact that the building did not have a 

main entrance, just four windows, like in a nightmare. When I walked around it, I came across 

a set of stone stairs hidden among some scraggy bushes. At the top of the stairs, there was a 

wooden door with a small window emitting light. I was surprised to find that the door was 

open, and that inside was a bar. I expected the man behind the bar to tell me it was a private 

club, that entry was for members only and that I had no right to be there, but neither he, nor 

the few customers in there (mostly old men) spared me hardly a glance, and if my presence 

disturbed them in some way, they didn’t make any attempt to show it. 
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The last two times I came here, nobody talked to me and I didn’t see anyone I knew, but 

I decide to keep my hood up just in case. I choose a spot in the corner of the bar, where I can 

keep an eye on the door, and order a beer. The barman serves me without a word.  

Apart from the four old men playing a game of mus, the bar’s clientele drink alone. A 

middle-aged woman is feeding money into the slot machine. She and I are the only women 

here. Could she be the landlady? The barman’s wife? Or the wife of the man pouring himself 

glass after glass of wine? 

The door to the bar opens and you are there. This has happened to me before, while 

walking along the street, where I think I see you in the bodies of other men, but this time 

there is no doubt about it. I close my eyes and feel the vomit rising in my throat. I am sick into 

my lap. I cannot open my eyes or lift my head.  
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After cleaning the sick off me, Otto walked me home in silence. In silence, I left the door 

to the building open so he could come in. In silence, we took the lift up and I opened the 

second door, the one I hardly open to anyone. In silence, we removed our clothes and lay in 

down in bed without turning on any lights, and, in silence, we reached for one another in the 

dark. Our bodies broke the silence, my head on his chest, our breaths, a jumble of limbs 

fighting to reach the surface. A battle with closed eyes, no kisses, hands interlocked, me on 

top of him. An attempt at escaping death. 
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I roll over in bed and this time the sheets are warm. I didn’t hear Otto leave, but I know 

he’ll come back. He has to. I feel light, as if Otto had lifted all the weight my body has been 

carrying since your death. I feel like getting up, going out into the street, taking a walk. 

Perhaps I could write to Anna. It’s been months since I answered her calls or replied to her 

messages, but I know that she will be happy to see me, to see that I feel like taking a walk. 

Hi, Anna? How are you? Fancy going for a walk? Send. 

I hop out of bed and get into the shower. Maybe I was too hasty, maybe Anna isn’t 

available, or worse, maybe she doesn’t want to see me anymore, because who wants to hang 

out with someone who’s so sad, who’s shown no interest for such a long time? Perhaps Anna 

would prefer to be with her work friends, happy women with minor problems. Women who 

know who they are and what they want, who don’t throw in the towel when they have a bad 

day, a bad week, a bad year. What do those women know about death? What do they know 

about life? Perhaps it wasn’t such a good idea to text her. 

Why didn’t Otto stay? He hadn’t seemed drunk; he must have gone to bed with me last 

night because he wanted to. Will he come back? He has to come back. If it weren’t for the 

fact that the side of my bed where he slept is warm, I might think that what happened 

yesterday was a dream. 

Getting out of the shower, I have to fight my body’s impulse, the only thing it wants to 

do is get back under the duvet and wait for Otto to come back. I’m sure if I choose some nice 

clothes to wear, my urge to go out will come back, I think, as I see the little light on my phone 

blinking on the bedside table. Anna has replied. My heart beats faster. I won’t look at my 

phone yet, first I’ll decide what to wear. Nothing too brightly coloured, no outrageous outfits. 

I don’t want Anna to think that I’m frivolous. I don’t want anyone to think that I’m a merry 

widow. Poor girl. 

I pick a baggy black dress that comes to below my knee. I feel like putting lipstick on. 

Before Martín died, I always used to. My dark curls and pale skin look good with the orangey 

red I’ve worn on my lips since I was fifteen. I started wearing lipstick on special occasions 

(which at fifteen, meant any occasion when I didn’t have to go to school) and when I finally 

finished high school and started my life as a university student, it became a daily routine for 

me. I decided that this would be my distinguishing feature, my passage from childhood to 

adulthood. Martín loved it. At first. Once it became routine, it no longer impressed him, and 

on the days that I didn’t wear lipstick for some reason (the lipstick had run out, I couldn’t find 

it, or, I simply decided that I would go fresh-faced that day), he would say, ‘You’re missing 

your touch.’ 

The last time I wore lipstick, it was Friday, Martín had left for work already, he had to 

meet some clients and would be getting home late. I arrived late to the editorial office and I 

put my lipstick in my handbag, I would do it in the lift. In the end I forgot; I was thinking about 

an issue I had to deliver that day, and which I had not even started yet, and did not even 
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glance in the mirror. I was feeling good when I left work. I’d managed to persuade my boss to 

give me a couple more days, plus I had plans with Martín for the weekend: a reservation at 

our favourite restaurant on Saturday night, takeaway, duvet and a film on Sunday. I wanted 

to celebrate the fact that I wasn’t going to spend the weekend glued to my computer, ‘I’m 

going to call Anna to see if she wants to go for a drink,’ and did my lipstick in the rear-view 

mirror before I started the car. My mobile vibrated on the passenger seat just as I was 

checking for lipstick marks on my teeth. I reached my arm out, still looking in the mirror, and 

answered without looking at the screen. I was sure it was Martín. It was always Martín. But it 

wasn’t Martín. It was a voice I didn’t recognise, telling me that Martín was dead. What if by 

thinking about calling Anna right now, while I look for my lipstick, I cause another disaster? 

What if the combination of calling Anna (or thinking about calling her) and doing my lipstick, 

ends up causing another death? I’m not going to do my lips. And anyway, I’m sure that lipstick 

has dried up. And anyway, the woman who used to wear lipstick doesn’t exist anymore.  

And what if I make the most of this impulse, this awakened body, to kill myself once and 

for all? 


