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The Cemetery of Forgotten Books

The Prisoner of Heaven is part of a cycle of novels set in the literary universe of the Cemetery of Forgotten Books of which The Shadow of the Wind and The Angel’s Game are the two first instalments. Although each work within the cycle presents an independent, self-contained tale, they are all connected through characters and storylines, creating thematic and narrative links.

Each individual instalment in the Cemetery of Forgotten Books series can be read in any order, enabling the reader to explore the labyrinth of stories along different paths which, when woven together, lead into the heart of the narrative.





Epigraph

I have always known that one day I would return to these streets to tell the story of the man who lost his soul and his name among the shadows of a Barcelona trapped in a time of ashes and silence. These are pages written in the flames of the city of the damned, words etched in fire on the memory of the one who returned from among the dead with a promise nailed to his heart and a curse upon his head. The curtain rises, the audience falls silent and before the shadow lingering over their destiny descends upon the set, a chorus of pure souls takes the stage with a comedy in their hands and the blessed innocence of those who, believing the third act to be the last, wish to spin a Christmas story – unaware that once the last page is turned, the poison of its words will drag them slowly but inexorably towards the heart of darkness.

 

Julián Carax

The Prisoner of Heaven

(Éditions de la Lumière, Paris, 1992)
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Part One

A Christmas Story
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Chapter 1

Barcelona, December 1957

 

That year at Christmas time, every morning dawned laced with frost under leaden skies. A bluish hue tinged the city and people walked by, wrapped up to their ears and drawing lines of vapour with their breath in the cold air. Very few stopped to gaze at the shop window of Sempere & Sons; fewer still ventured inside to ask for that lost book that had been waiting for them all their lives and whose sale, poetic fancies aside, would have contributed to shoring up the bookshop’s ailing finances.

‘I think today will be the day. Today our luck will change,’ I proclaimed on the wings of the first coffee of the day, pure optimism in a liquid state.

My father, who had been battling with the ledger since eight o’clock that morning, twiddling his pencil and rubber, looked up from the counter and eyed the procession of elusive clients disappearing down the street.

‘May heaven hear you, Daniel, because at this rate, if we don’t make up our losses over the Christmas season, we won’t even be able to pay the electricity bill in January. We’re going to have to do something.’

‘Fermín had an idea yesterday,’ I offered. ‘He thinks it’s a brilliant plan that’ll save the bookshop from imminent bankruptcy.’

‘Lord help us.’

I quoted Fermín, word for word:

‘Perhaps if by chance I was seen arranging the shop window in my underpants, some lady in need of strong literary emotions would be drawn in and inspired to part with a bit of hard cash. According to expert opinion, the future of literature depends on women and as God is my witness the female is yet to be born who can resist the primal allure of this stupendous physique,’ I recited.

I heard my father’s pencil fall to the floor behind me and I turned round.

‘So saith Fermín,’ I added.

I thought my father would smile at Fermín’s plea, but when I noticed that he remained silent, I sneaked a glance at him. Not only did Sempere senior not appear to find the suggestion the least bit funny, but he had adopted a pensive expression, as if he were seriously considering it.

‘Well, well . . . perhaps Fermín has unexpectedly hit the nail on the head,’ he murmured.

I looked at him in disbelief. Maybe the customer drought that had struck in the last few weeks was finally affecting my father’s good judgement.

‘Don’t tell me you’re going to allow him to wander around the bookshop in his Y-fronts.’

‘No, of course not. It’s about the shop window. Now that you’ve mentioned it, it’s given me an idea . . . We may still be in time to save our Christmas after all.’

He disappeared into the back room, then emerged sporting his official winter uniform: the same coat, scarf and hat I remembered him wearing since I was a child. Bea suspected that my father hadn’t bought any new clothes since 1942 and everything seemed to indicate that my wife was right. As he slipped on his gloves, my father smiled absently, his eyes twinkling with almost childlike excitement, a look that only momentous tasks managed to bring out in him.

‘I’ll leave you on your own for a while,’ he announced. ‘I’m going out to do an errand.’

‘May I ask where you’re going?’

My father winked at me.

‘It’s a surprise. You’ll see.’

I followed him to the door and saw him set off at a brisk pace towards Puerta del Ángel, one more figure in the grey tide of pedestrians advancing through another long winter of shadows and ashes.





Chapter 2

Making the most of the fact that I’d been left alone, I decided to turn on the radio and enjoy a bit of music while I reorganised the collections on the shelves to my liking. My father argued that to have the radio on when there were customers in the shop was in bad taste and if I turned it on when Fermín was around, he’d start to hum on the back of any melody, or even worse, given a chance he’d start swaying to what he called ‘sensual Caribbean rhythms’ and after a few minutes he’d get on my nerves. Taking those practical difficulties into account, I’d come to the conclusion that I should limit my enjoyment of the radio waves to the rare moments when there was nobody else in the shop but me and thousands of books.

That morning, Radio Barcelona was broadcasting a rare recording of a fabulous Louis Armstrong concert – made when the trumpeter and his band had played at the Hotel Windsor Palace on Avenida Diagonal, three Christmases earlier. During the publicity breaks, the presenter insisted on labelling that music as chass, with the warning that some of its suggestive syncopations might not be suitable for pious Spanish listeners brought up on the popular tonadillas and boleros that ruled the airwaves.

Fermín was in the habit of saying that if Don Isaac Albéniz had been born black, jazz would have been invented in the village of Camprodón, near the Pyrenees. That glorious sound, he said, was one of the precious few true achievements of the twentieth century along with the pointed bras worn by his adored Kim Novak in some of the films we saw at the Fémina Cinema matinees. I wasn’t going to argue with that. I let the remainder of the morning drift by between the alchemy of the music and the perfume of books, savouring the satisfaction that comes from a simple task well done.

Fermín had taken the morning off to finalise preparations for his wedding with Bernarda, due to take place at the beginning of February, or so he said. The first time he’d brought up the subject, barely two weeks earlier, we’d all told him he was rushing into it and that too much haste would lead him nowhere fast. My father tried to persuade him to postpone the event for at least two or three months, arguing that weddings were always best in the summer when the weather was good. But Fermín had insisted on sticking to his date, alleging that, being a specimen weathered in the harsh, dry airs of the Extremadura hills, he was prone to break into profuse perspiration during the Mediterranean summer, a semi-tropical affair in his estimation, and didn’t deem it appropriate to celebrate his nuptials flashing sweat stains the size of pancakes under his armpits.

I was beginning to think that something odd must be happening to Fermín Romero de Torres – proud standard-bearer of civil resistance against the Holy Mother Church, banks and good manners in that pious 1950s Spain so given to religious services and propaganda newsreels – for him to display such urgency for tying the knot. In his pre-matrimonial zeal he’d even befriended Don Jacobo, the new parish priest at the church of Santa Ana, who was blessed with a relaxed ideology and the manners of a retired boxer. Fermín had infected him with his boundless passion for dominoes and together they staged epic matches at the Bar Admiral on Sundays after mass. Don Jacobo would laugh his head off when my friend asked him, between glasses of fine liqueurs, if he had it from a higher source that nuns actually had thighs, and if that were the case, were they as soft and nibbly as he’d been suspecting since adolescence?

‘You’ll manage to get that priest excommunicated,’ my father scolded him. ‘Nuns are not to be looked at, or touched.’

‘But the reverend is almost more of a rogue than I am,’ Fermín protested. ‘If it weren’t for the uniform . . .’

I was recalling that conversation and humming to the sound of Maestro Armstrong’s trumpet when I heard the soft tinkle of the doorbell and looked up, expecting to see my father returning from his secret mission, or Fermín ready to start the afternoon shift.

‘Good morning,’ came a deep, broken voice from the doorway.





Chapter 3

Cast against the light from the street, the silhouette resembled a tree trunk lashed by the wind. The visitor sported a dark, old-fashioned suit and presented a grim figure as he leaned on his walking stick. He took one step forward, limping visibly. The light from the small lamp on the counter revealed a face lined by age and the unmistakable trace of misfortune. The man stared at me for a few moments, sizing me up unhurriedly. He had the cold eyes of a bird of prey, patient and calculating.

‘Are you Señor Sempere?’

‘I’m Daniel. Señor Sempere is my father, but he’s not in right now. Is there anything I can help you with?’

The visitor ignored my question and began to wander around the bookshop examining everything in detail with almost covetous interest. The limp affecting him suggested that the wounds concealed beneath those clothes must have been quite severe.

‘Souvenirs from the war,’ said the stranger, as if he’d read my thoughts.

I kept my eyes on him, following his inspection tour through the bookshop, suspecting where he was going to drop anchor. Just as I’d imagined, he stopped in front of the ebony and glass cabinet, a relic dating back to the shop’s origin in 1888 when Great-grandfather Sempere, then a young man recently arrived from his fortune-seeking adventures in the Americas, had borrowed some money to buy an old glove shop and turn it into a bookshop. That cabinet, crown jewel of the shop, was reserved for the most valuable items.

The visitor drew close enough to the cabinet for his breath to leave a trail on the glass. He pulled out a pair of spectacles, put them on and proceeded to study the contents. His expression made me think of a weasel examining freshly laid eggs in a chicken coop.

‘Beautiful piece,’ he murmured. ‘Looks pricey.’

‘A family heirloom. Its value is mostly sentimental,’ I replied, feeling uncomfortable at the assessments of that peculiar customer whose gaze seemed bent on costing even the air we were breathing.

After a while he put his spectacles away and spoke in a measured tone.

‘I understand that a gentleman, well known for his wit, works for you.’

When I didn’t reply immediately, he turned round and threw me a withering look.

‘As you can see, I’m on my own. Perhaps, sir, if you would kindly tell me what book you’re after, I could try to find you a copy, with pleasure.’

The stranger granted me a smile that was anything but friendly and then nodded.

‘I see you have a copy of The Count of Monte Cristo in that cabinet.’

He wasn’t the first customer to notice the book. I gave him the official sales patter we reserved for such occasions.

‘The gentleman has a very good eye. It’s a magnificent edition, numbered and with illustrations by Arthur Rackham. It belonged to the private library of an important collector in Madrid. A unique piece, and catalogued.’

The visitor listened without interest, focusing his attention on the consistency of the ebony shelves and making it clear that my words bored him.

‘All books look the same to me, but I like the blue on that cover,’ he replied in a scornful tone. ‘I’ll take it.’

Under other circumstances I would have jumped for joy at the thought of being able to sell what was probably the most expensive book in the entire shop, but the thought that it should end up in the hands of that character made my stomach turn. Something told me that if that volume left the bookshop, nobody would ever bother to read even the first paragraph.

‘It’s a very costly edition. If you like, sir, I can show you other editions of the same work in perfect condition and at much more reasonable prices.’

People with a meagre soul always try to make others feel small too, and the stranger, who could probably conceal his on the head of a pin, gave me his most disdainful look.

‘And with blue covers too,’ I added.

He ignored the impertinence of my irony.

‘No, thank you. This is the one I want. I don’t care about the price.’

I agreed reluctantly and walked over to the cabinet. As I pulled out the key and opened the glass door, I could feel the stranger’s eyes piercing my back.

‘Good things are always under lock and key,’ he muttered under his breath.

I took the book and sighed.

‘Is the gentleman a collector?’

‘I suppose you could call me that. But not of books.’

I turned round with the book in my hand.

‘And what do you collect, sir?’

Once again, the stranger ignored my question and stretched a hand out for the book. I had to resist the urge to put the volume back in the cabinet and turn the key. My father would never forgive me if I let such a sale go by when business was so bad.

‘The price is three hundred and fifty pesetas,’ I said before handing it to him, hoping the figure would make him change his mind.

He nodded without batting an eyelid and pulled out a one-thousand-peseta note from the pocket of a suit that cannot have been worth a duro. I wondered whether the note was forged.

‘I’m afraid I don’t have change for such a large note, sir.’

I would have asked him to wait a moment while I ran down to the nearest bank for change and, at the same time, to make sure it wasn’t a fake, but I didn’t want to leave him alone in the bookshop.

‘Don’t worry. It’s genuine. Do you know how you can tell?’

The stranger raised the note against the light.

‘Look at the watermarks. And these lines. The texture . . .’

‘Is the gentleman an expert in forgeries?’

‘In this world, everything is a fake, young man. Everything except money.’

He placed the note in my hand and closed my fist over it, patting my knuckles.

‘Keep the change for my next visit,’ he said. ‘On account.’

‘It’s a lot of money, sir. Six hundred and fifty pesetas . . .’

‘Loose change.’

‘Let me give you a receipt then.’

‘I trust you.’

The stranger examined the book without interest.

‘By the way, it’s a gift. I’m going to ask you to deliver it in person.’

For a moment, I hesitated.

‘We don’t normally do deliveries, but in this case we’ll be happy to take care of your package, free of charge. May I ask whether the address is in Barcelona itself or . . .?’

‘It’s right here,’ he said.

His icy look seemed to betray years of anger and resentment.

‘Would you like to include a dedication, or add a personal note before I wrap the book up, sir?’

The visitor opened the book at the title page with some difficulty. I noticed then that his left hand was artificial, made of painted porcelain. He pulled out a fountain pen and wrote a few words. Then he gave the book back to me and turned to leave. I watched him as he hobbled towards the door.

‘Would you be so kind as to give me the name and address where you would like us to deliver the book, sir?’ I asked.

‘It’s all there,’ he said, without turning his head.

I opened the book and looked for the page with the inscription the stranger had written out.

 

For Fermín Romero de Torres, who came back from among the dead and holds the key to the future.
13

 

Then I heard the tinkle of the doorbell and when I looked up, the stranger was gone.

I dashed over to the door and peered out into the street. The visitor was limping away, merging with the silhouettes that moved through the veil of blue mist sweeping up Calle Santa Ana. I was about to call him, but I bit my tongue. The easiest thing would have been to let him go and have done with it, but my instinct and my characteristic lack of prudence got the better of me.





Chapter 4

I hung the CLOSED sign on the door and locked up, determined to follow the stranger through the crowd. I knew that if my father returned and discovered that I had abandoned my post – on the one occasion when he’d left me alone and bang in the middle of that sales drought – I’d be in serious trouble. But I’d think of a convenient excuse along the way. Better to face my father’s temper than be consumed by the anxiety left in me by that sinister character, and not know what was the true intent of his business with Fermín.

A professional bookseller has few opportunities to acquire the fine art of following a suspect in the field without being spotted. Unless a substantial number of his customers are prominent defaulters, such opportunities are only granted to him vicariously by the collection of crime stories and penny dreadfuls on his bookshelves. Clothes maketh not the man, but crime, or its presumption, maketh the detective, especially the amateur sleuth.

While I followed the stranger towards the Ramblas, I recalled the essentials, beginning by leaving a good fifty metres between us, camouflaging myself behind someone larger and always having a quick hideaway ready – a doorway or a shop – in case the subject I was tailing should stop and turn around without warning. When he reached the Ramblas the stranger crossed over to the central boulevard and began to walk down towards the port. The boulevard was festooned with traditional Christmas decorations and more than one shop had decked its window with lights, stars and angels announcing a seasonal bonanza. If the regime’s radio said better times were ahead, it must be true.

In those days, Christmas still retained a certain aura of magic and mystery. The powdery light of winter, the hopeful expressions of people who lived among shadows and silences, lent that setting a slight air of promise in which at least children and those who had learned the art of forgetting could still believe.

Perhaps that is why it became increasingly obvious to me that nobody seemed more out of place amid all that Christmas fantasy than the peculiar object of my investigation. He limped slowly, often stopping by one of the bird stalls or flower stands to admire parakeets and roses, as if he’d never before set eyes on one. A couple of times he walked over to the newspaper kiosks that dotted the Ramblas and amused himself glancing at the covers of papers and magazines and idly twirling the postcard carousels. He acted as if he had never been there in his life, like a child or a tourist walking down the Ramblas for the first time – but then children and tourists often display an air of innocence that comes with not knowing one’s whereabouts, whereas our man couldn’t have looked less innocent even with the blessing of Baby Jesus, whose statue he passed when he reached the Church of Belén.

Then he stopped, apparently entranced by a cockatoo that was eyeballing him from one of the animal stalls opposite the entrance to Calle Puertaferrisa. Approaching the birdcage just as he’d approached the glass cabinet in the bookshop, the stranger started mumbling something to the cockatoo. The bird, a specimen with a large head, the body of a capon and luxurious plumage, survived the stranger’s sulphuric breath and applied itself with great relish and concentration to what his visitor was reciting. In case there was any doubt, the bird nodded its head repeatedly and raised its feathery pink crest, visibly excited.

After a few minutes, the stranger, satisfied with his avian exchange, resumed his itinerary. No more than thirty seconds later, as I walked past the bird stall, I noticed that a small hullabaloo had broken out. The shop assistant, plainly embarrassed, was hastily covering the cockatoo’s cage with a hood because the bird kept repeating with exemplary elocution the refrain, Franco, you prick, you can’t lift your dick. I was in no doubt at all about the source of the couplet. The stranger at least displayed a daring sense of humour and audacious political leanings, which in those days were as rare as skirts worn above the knee.

Distracted by the incident, I thought I’d lost sight of him, but soon I glimpsed his hunched figure standing in front of the window of the Bagués jewellery shop. I sidled over to one of the scriveners’ booths bordering the entrance to the Palace of La Virreina and observed him carefully. His eyes shone like rubies and the sight of gold and precious stones behind the bulletproof pane seemed to have awoken a lust in him that not even a row of chorus girls from La Criolla in its years of splendour could have aroused.

‘A love letter, an application, a request to the distinguished official of your choice, a spontaneous “hope this letter finds you well” for the relatives in the country, young man?’

The scribe whose booth I had adopted as a hiding place was peering out like a father confessor and looked at me expectantly, hoping I’d make use of his services. The poster above the counter read:

 

OSWALDO DARÍO DE MORTENSSEN

MAN OF LETTERS AND FREE THINKER

Writes love letters, petitions, wills, poems, praises,

greetings, pleas, obituaries, hymns, dissertations, applications and all types of compositions in all classic styles and metrics

Ten céntimos per sentence (rhymes are extra)

Special prices for widows, disabled war veterans and minors.

 

‘What say you, young man? A love letter of the sort that makes girls of a courting age wet their petticoats with desire? I’ll give you a special price.’

I showed him my wedding ring. Oswaldo, the scribe, shrugged his shoulders, unperturbed.

‘These are modern times,’ he argued. ‘If you knew the number of married men and women who come by my booth . . .’

I read the notice again. There was something familiar about it, which I couldn’t put my finger on.

‘Your name rings a bell . . .’

‘I’ve seen better times. Maybe from back then.’

‘Is it your real name?’

‘Nom de plume. An artist’s name needs to match his mission. On my birth certificate I’m Jenaro Rebollo, but with a name like that, who is going to entrust their love letters to me . . .? What do you say to the day’s offer? Are we to prepare a letter of passion and longing?’

‘Some other time.’

The scribe nodded with resignation. He followed my eyes and frowned, intrigued.

‘Watching the lame guy, aren’t you?’ he remarked casually.

‘Do you know him?’ I asked.

‘For about a week now I’ve seen him walk past this place every day and stop right there, by the jeweller’s shop window, where he stares open mouthed as if what was on show were not rings and necklaces but Bella Dorita’s bare derriere,’ he explained.

‘Have you ever spoken to him?’

‘One of my colleagues copied out a letter for him the other day; he’s missing some fingers, you see . . .’

‘Which one of your colleagues was that?’ I asked.

The scribe looked at me doubtfully, fearing the possible loss of a client if he replied.

‘Luisito, the one over there, next to the music store, the one who looks like a seminarist.’

I offered him a few coins in gratitude but he refused them.

‘I make a living with my pen, not with my tongue. There are plenty of the latter already in this courtyard. If you ever find yourself in need of grammatical rescue, you’ll find me here.’

He handed me a card with the same wording as on his poster.

‘Monday to Saturday, from eight to eight,’ he specified. ‘Oswaldo, soldier of the written word, at your service for any epistolary cause.’

I put the card away and thanked him for his help.

‘Your bird’s flying off.’

I turned and could see that the stranger was moving on again. I hastened after him, following him down the Ramblas as far as the entrance to the Boquería market, where he stopped to gaze at the sight of the stalls and people coming and going, loading or unloading fine delicacies. I saw him limp up to Bar Pinocho and climb on to one of the stools, with difficulty but with aplomb. For the next half-hour the stranger tried to polish off the treats which the youngest in the bar, Juanito, kept serving him, but I had a feeling that he wasn’t really up to the challenge. He seemed to be eating more with his eyes, as if when he asked for tapas, which he barely sampled, he was recalling days of healthier appetites. Sometimes the palate does not savour so much as try to remember. Finally, resigned to the vicarious joy of watching others eating and licking their lips, the stranger paid his bill and continued on his voyage until he reached the entrance to Calle Hospital, where the peculiar arrangement of Barcelona’s streets had conspired to place one of the great opera houses of the old world next to one of the most squalid red-light districts of the northern hemisphere.





Chapter 5

At that time of the day the crews of a number of military and merchant ships docked in the port happened to be venturing up the Ramblas to satisfy cravings of various sorts. In view of the demand, the supply had already appeared on the corner: a rota of ladies for rent who looked as if they had clocked up quite a few miles and were ready to offer a very affordable minimum fare. I winced at the sight of tight skirts over varicose veins and purple patches that hurt just to look at them, at wrinkled faces and a general air of last-fare-before-retiring that inspired anything but lust. A sailor must have had to spend many months on the high seas to rise to the bait, I thought, but to my surprise the stranger stopped to flirt with a couple of those ladies of the long-gone springtime, as if he were bantering with the fresh beauties of the finest cabarets.

‘Here, ma’ love, let me take twenty years off you with my speciality rubdown,’ I heard one of them say. She could easily have passed for the grandmother of Oswaldo the scribe.

You’ll kill him with a rubdown, I thought. The stranger, with a prudent gesture, declined the invitation.

‘Some other day, my darling,’ he replied, stepping further into the Raval quarter.

I followed him for a hundred more metres or so, until I saw him stop in front of a narrow, dark doorway, nearly opposite the Hotel Europa. He disappeared into the building and I waited half a minute before going in after him.

Inside, a dark staircase seemed to trail off into the bowels of the building. The building itself looked as if it were listing to port, or perhaps were even on the point of sinking into the catacombs of the Raval district, judging from the stench of damp and a faulty sewerage system. On one side of the hallway stood some sort of porter’s lodge where a greasy-looking individual in a sleeveless vest, with a toothpick between his lips and a transistor radio, cast me a look somewhere between inquisitive and plainly hostile.

‘You’re on your own?’ he asked, vaguely intrigued.

It didn´t take a genius to realise I was in the lobby of an establishment that rented out rooms by the hour and that the only discordant note about my visit was the fact that I wasn’t holding the hand of one of the cut-price Venuses on patrol round the corner.

‘If you like, I’ll get a nice girl for you,’ he offered, preparing a parcel with a towel, a bar of soap and what I guessed must be a rubber or some other prophylactic device to be used as a last resort.

‘Actually, I just wanted to ask you a question,’ I began.

The porter rolled his eyes.

‘It’s twenty pesetas for half an hour and you provide the filly.’

‘Tempting. Perhaps some other day. What I wanted to ask you was whether a gentleman has just gone upstairs, a couple of minutes ago. An older man. Not in the best shape. On his own. Filly-less.’

The porter frowned. I realised from his expression that he was instantly downgrading me from potential client to pesky fly.

‘I haven’t seen anyone. Go on, beat it before I call Tonet.’

I gathered Tonet could not be a very endearing character. I placed my few remaining coins on the counter and gave the porter a conciliatory smile. In a flash, the money vanished as if it were an insect and the porter’s hands – with their plastic thimbles – the darting tongue of a chameleon.

‘What do you want to know?’

‘Does the man I described to you live here?’

‘He’s been renting a room for a week.’

‘Do you know his name?’

‘He paid a month in advance, so I didn’t ask.’

‘Do you know where he comes from, what he does for a living . . .?’

‘This isn’t a phone-in programme. People come here to fornicate and I don’t ask any questions. And this one doesn’t even fornicate. So you do the sums.’

I reconsidered the matter.

‘All I know is that every now and then he goes out and then comes back. Sometimes he asks me to send up a bottle of wine, bread and a bit of honey. He pays well and doesn’t say a word.’

‘And you’re sure you don’t remember any names?’

He shook his head.

‘All right. Thanks and I’m sorry I bothered you.’

I was about to leave when the porter’s voice called me back.

‘Romero,’ he said.

‘Pardon?’

‘I think he said he’s called Romero or something like that . . .’

‘Romero de Torres?’

‘That’s it.’

‘Fermín Romero de Torres?’ I repeated, incredulous.

‘That’s the one. Wasn’t there a bullfighter going by that name before the war?’ asked the porter. ‘I thought it sounded familiar . . .’





Chapter 6

I made my way back to the bookshop, more confused than before I left. As I walked past La Virreina Palace, Oswaldo, the scribe, raised a hand in greeting.

‘Any luck?’ he asked.

I mumbled a negative reply.

‘Try Luisito, he might remember something.’

I gave Oswaldo a nod and went over to Luisito’s booth. Luisito was cleaning his collection of nibs. When he saw me he smiled and asked me to sit down.

‘What’s it going to be? Pleasure or business?’

‘Your colleague Oswaldo sent me.’

‘Our mentor and master,’ declared Luisito. ‘A great man of letters, unrecognised by the corrupt establishment. And there he is, in the street, working with words at the service of the illiterate.’

‘Oswaldo was saying that the other day you served an older man, lame and a bit clapped out, with one hand missing and some fingers of the other . . .’

‘I remember him. I always remember one-handed men. Because of Cervantes – he lost a hand in the battle of Lepanto, you know?’

‘I know. And could you tell me what business brought this man to you?’

Luisito stirred in his chair, uncomfortable at the turn the conversation was taking.

‘Look, this is almost like a confessional. Professional confidentiality is paramount.’

‘I understand that. The trouble is, this is a serious matter.’

‘How serious?’

‘Sufficiently serious to threaten the well-being of people who are very dear to me.’

‘I see, but . . .’

Luisito craned his neck and tried to catch Oswaldo’s eye at the other end of the courtyard. I saw Oswaldo nod and then Luisito relaxed.

‘The gentleman brought a letter he’d written. He wanted it copied out in good handwriting, because with his hand . . .’

‘And the letter was about . . .?’

‘I barely remember, we write so many letters every day . . .’

‘Make an effort, Luisito. For Cervantes’ sake.’

‘Well, although I may be confusing it with another letter I wrote for some other client, I believe it was something to do with a large sum of money the one-handed gentleman was hoping to receive or recover or something like that. And something about a key.’

‘A key.’

‘Right. He didn’t specify whether this was an Allen key, a piano key or a door key.’

Luisito smiled at me, visibly pleased with his own wit.

‘Do you remember anything else?’

Luisito licked his lips thoughtfully.

‘He said he found the city very changed.’

‘In what way, changed?’

‘I don’t know. Changed. Without dead bodies in the streets.’

‘Dead bodies in the streets? Is that what he said?’

‘If I remember correctly . . .’





Chapter 7

I thanked Luisito for the information and hurried back, hoping I’d reach the shop before my father returned from his errand and my absence was detected. The CLOSED sign was still on the door. I opened it, unhooked the notice and took my place behind the counter, convinced that not a single customer had come by during the almost forty-five minutes I had been away.

As I wasn’t busy, I started to think about what I was going to do with that copy of The Count of Monte Cristo and how I was going to broach the subject with Fermín when he arrived. I didn’t want to alarm him unnecessarily, but the stranger’s visit and my poor attempt at solving what he was up to had left me feeling uneasy. Normally, I would simply have told Fermín what had happened and left it at that, but I knew that on this occasion I had to be tactful. For some time now, Fermín had appeared crestfallen and in a filthy mood. I’d been trying to cheer him up but none of my feeble attempts seemed to make him smile.

‘There’s no need to clean the books so thoroughly, Fermín,’ I would say. ‘I’ve heard that very soon only noir will be fashionable.’ I was alluding to the way the press was beginning to describe the new novels of crime and punishment that only trickled in occasionally and then in tame translations.

Far from smiling kindly at my poor jokes, Fermín would grab any opportunity to embark on one of his tirades in support of doom and gloom.

‘The entire future looks noir anyway,’ he would declare. ‘If there’s going to be a flavour in vogue in this age of butchery, it will be the stink of falsehood and crime disguised in a thousand euphemisms.’

Here we go, I thought. The Book of Revelation according to St Fermín Romero de Torres.

‘Don’t exaggerate, Fermín. You should get more sun and fresh air. The other day I read in the paper that vitamin D increases our faith in fellow humans.’

‘Well, I also read in the paper that imported cigarettes make you taller and that banks around the world are deeply committed to eradicating poverty and disease on the planet in less than ten years,’ he replied. ‘So there you go.’

When Fermín embraced organised pessimism the best option was not to argue with him.

‘Do you know, Daniel? Sometimes I think that Darwin made a mistake and that in fact man is descended from the pig, because eight out of every ten members of the human race are swine, and as crooked as a hog’s tail.’

‘Fermín, I prefer it when you go for the humanist and positive view of things, like the other day when you said that deep down nobody is bad, only frightened.’

‘It must have been low blood sugar doing the talking. What rubbish.’

These days, the cheerful Fermín I liked to remember seemed to have beaten a retreat and been replaced by a man consumed by anxieties and stormy moods he did not wish to share. Sometimes, when he thought nobody could see him, he would shrink into a corner, anguish gnawing at his insides. He’d lost some weight, and considering that he was as thin as a rake at the best of times and his body seemed mostly composed of cartilage and attitude, his appearance was becoming worrisome. I’d mentioned it to him once or twice, but he denied there was any problem and dodged the issue with Byzantine excuses.

‘It’s nothing, Daniel. It’s just that I now follow the football league and every time Barça loses my blood pressure plummets. All I need is a bite of Manchego cheese and I’m as strong as an ox again.’

‘Really? But you haven’t been to a football match in your life.’

‘That’s what you think. When I was a kid everybody told me I had the legs to be a dancer or a football player.’

‘Well, to me you look like a complete wreck, legs and all. Either you’re ill or you’re just not looking after yourself.’

For an answer he’d show me a couple of biceps the size of sugar almonds and grin as if he were a door-to-door toothpaste seller.

‘Feel that! Tempered steel, like the Cid’s sword.’

My father attributed Fermín’s low form to nerves about the wedding and everything that came with it, from having to fraternise with the clergy to finding the right restaurant or café for the wedding banquet, but I suspected that his melancholy had much deeper roots. I was debating whether to tell Fermín what had happened that morning and show him the book or wait for a better moment, when he dragged himself through the door with a look on his face that would have won top honours at a wake. When he saw me he smiled faintly and offered a military salute.

‘Good to see you, Fermín. I was beginning to think you weren’t going to come in today.’

‘I’d rather be dead than idle. I was held up by Don Federico, the watchmaker. When I walked past his shop he filled me in on some gossip about the fact that someone had seen Señor Sempere walking down Calle Puertaferrisa this morning, looking very dapper and en route to an unknown destination. Don Federico and that hare-brained Merceditas wanted to know whether perhaps he’d taken a mistress – apparently, these days it gives you a certain credibility among the shopkeepers in the district and if the damsel is a cabaret singer, all the more so.’

‘And what did you reply?’

‘That your father, as an exemplary widower, has reverted to a state of primal virginity, which has baffled the scientific community but earned him a fast-track application for sainthood at the archbishop’s office. I don’t discuss Señor Sempere’s private life with friends or foes because it’s nobody’s business but his own. And whoever comes to me with such rubbish will get from me no more than a slap in the face and that’s that.’

‘You’re a gentleman of the old school, Fermín.’

‘The one who is of the old school is your father, Daniel. Between you and me, and this mustn’t go beyond these four walls, it wouldn’t be a bad thing if your father let down his hair every now and then. Ever since we started crossing this financial desert he has spent his entire time walled up in the storeroom with that Egyptian Book of the Dead.’

‘It’s the accounts book,’ I corrected him.

‘Whatever. In fact, for days now I’ve been thinking we should take him along to El Molino music hall and then out on the town. Even if our hero is as boring as a paella made of cabbage on  that front, I’m sure a head-on collision with an elastic and decidedly buxom lass would shake up the marrow in his bones,’ said Fermín.

‘Look who’s talking. The life and soul of the party. To be honest, you’re the one I’m worried about,’ I protested. ‘For days you’ve been looking like a cockroach stuffed in a raincoat.’

‘Since you mention it, that’s an adroit comparison, if I may say so. For the cockroach may not have the swaggering good looks required by the frivolous norms of this daft society we’ve had the dubious fortune to live in, but both the underrated arthropod and yours truly are characterised by an unmatched instinct for survival, an overwhelming appetite and a leonine libido that won’t relent even under extreme radiation levels.’

‘It’s impossible to argue with you, Fermín.’

‘That’s because of my natural flair for high dialectics, always ready to strike back at the slightest hint of inanity, dear friend. But your father is a tender, delicate flower and I think the time has come to take action before he turns into a complete fossil.’

‘Take what action, Fermín?’ my father’s voice cut in behind us. ‘Don’t tell me you’re going to set up a tea party with Rociíto.’

We turned round like two schoolboys caught in the act. My father, looking most unlike a tender flower, was watching us severely from the door.





Chapter 8

‘And how on earth do you know about Rociíto?’ mumbled Fermín in astonishment.

After savouring the fright he’d given us, my father smiled kindly and gave us a wink.

‘I might be turning into a fossil, but my hearing is still pretty good. My hearing and my thinking. That’s why I’ve decided that something had to be done to revitalise our business,’ he announced. ‘The cabaret outing can wait.’

Only then did we notice that my father was carrying two hefty bags and a large box wrapped in brown paper and tied with thick string.

‘Don’t tell me you’ve just robbed the local bank,’ I said.

‘I try to avoid banks as much as possible: as Fermín says, they’re the ones who usually rob us. I’ve been to the Santa Lucía market.’

Fermín and I looked at each other in bewilderment.

‘Aren’t you going to help me? This weighs a ton.’

We proceeded to unload the contents of the bags onto the counter while my father unwrapped the box. The bags were packed with small objects, each one protected with more brown paper. Fermín unwrapped one of them and stared at it, perplexed.

‘What’s that?’ I asked.

‘I’m inclined to say it’s an adult sumpter at a scale of one to one hundred,’ Fermín suggested.

‘A what?’

‘Namely, a donkey or an ass, the delightful hoofed quadruped that with winning charm and zest peoples this uniquely Spanish landscape of ours. Only this is a miniature version, like the model trains they sell in Casa Palau,’ Fermín explained.

‘It’s a clay donkey, a figure for the crib,’ my father explained.

‘What crib?’

My father opened the cardboard box and pulled out the enormous manger with lights he’d just bought and which, I guessed, he was planning to place in the shop window as a Christmas advertising gimmick. Meanwhile Fermín had already unwrapped a number of oxen, pigs, ducks, as well as three wise old kings riding camels, some palm trees, a St Joseph and a Virgin Mary.

‘Succumbing to the tyranny of National-Catholic propaganda and its surreptitious indoctrination techniques through a display of Yuletide figures and tall stories does not sound to me like a solution,’ Fermín declared.

‘Don’t talk rubbish, Fermín,’ my father interjected. ‘This is a lovely tradition and people like to see nativity scenes during the Christmas season. The bookshop needed some of that colourful, happy spark that Christmas requires. Have a look at all the shops in the area and you’ll see how, by comparison, we look like an undertaker’s parlour. Go on, help me and we’ll set it up in the shop window. And move to the second row all those books on physics and the history of Western philosophy, Fermín. They scare the seasonal customer away.’

‘The end is near,’ mumbled Fermín.

Between the three of us we managed to position the manger and set the little figures in place. Fermín collaborated unwillingly, frowning and searching for any excuse to express his objection.

‘Señor Sempere, with all due respect, may I bring to your attention that this Baby Jesus is thrice the size of his putative father and hardly fits in the cradle?’

‘It doesn’t matter. They’d sold out of all the smaller ones.’

‘Well, I think that next to the Virgin Mary he looks like one of those Japanese fighters with a weight management problem, greased-back hair and swirly underpants tied up like a loincloth over their nether regions.’

‘Sumo wrestlers, they’re called,’ I said.

‘The very ones,’ Fermín agreed.

My father sighed, shaking his head.

‘Besides, look at those eyes. You’d think he was possessed.’

‘Come on, Fermín, shut up and switch on the crib lights,’ my father ordered, handing him the plug.

By performing one of his balancing acts Fermín managed to slip under the table that held the manger and reach the socket at one end of the counter.

‘And there was light,’ my father pronounced, gazing enthusiastically at the shining new Sempere & Sons nativity scene.

‘Adapt or perish!’ he added, pleased with himself.

‘Perish,’ mumbled Fermín under his breath.

Not a minute had passed after the official lighting-up when a lady, with three children in tow, stopped by the shop window to admire the crib and, after a moment’s hesitation, ventured into the shop.

‘Good afternoon,’ she said. ‘Do you have any storybooks about the lives of the saints?’

‘Of course,’ said my father. ‘Allow me to show you the much recommended collection Little Jesus light of my life, which I’m sure the children will love. Profusely illustrated and with a foreword by our beloved archbishop. Doesn’t get any better.’

‘Sounds lovely. The fact is, it’s so hard to find books with a positive message these days, the sort that make you feel really good about yourself, instead of pushing all that violence and depravity so in vogue today.’

Fermín rolled his eyes. He was about to open his mouth when I stopped him and dragged him away from the customer.

‘I know what you mean, madam,’ my father agreed, looking at me out of the corner of his eye, and implying with his expression that I should keep Fermín bound and gagged because we weren’t going to lose that sale for anything in the world.

I pushed Fermín into the back room and made sure the curtain was drawn so that my father could tackle the situation unhindered.

‘Fermín, I don’t know what’s up with you. I realise you’re not convinced by all this business of nativity scenes, and I respect that, but if an Infant Jesus the size of a steamroller and four clay piglets lift my father’s spirits and on top of that pull customers into the bookshop, I’m going to ask you to set the existentialist pulpit aside and look as if you’re part of the choir, at least during business hours.’

Fermín sighed and nodded, looking abashed.

‘Of course, Daniel,’ he said. ‘Forgive me. I’d be prepared to walk the road to Santiago dressed up as the tooth fairy if that were to please your father and save the bookshop.’

‘All you need to do is tell him you think the crib idea is a good one, and play along with him.’

Fermín nodded.

‘Consider it done. I’ll apologise to Señor Sempere later for overstepping the mark and as an act of contrition I’ll contribute a little nativity figurine to prove that even large department stores can’t beat me at Christmas spirit. I have a friend who had to go underground who makes those lovely traditional squatting figurines – the “crappers” – in the image of Franco, so realistic they give you goose pimples.’

‘A lambkin or a King Balthazar will do.’

‘Your wish is my command, Daniel. Now, if you don’t object, I’ll go and do something useful and start opening the boxes from the widow Recasen’s lot. They’ve been here for a week gathering dust.’

‘Shall I help you?’

‘Don’t worry. You get on with your stuff.’

I watched him make his way to the stockroom at the far end and put on his blue work overalls.

‘Fermín,’ I began.

He turned round obligingly. I paused for a moment.

‘Something happened today that I need to tell you about.’

‘Yes?’

‘Actually, I’m not quite sure how to explain this. Someone came in and asked after you.’

‘Was she pretty?’ asked Fermín, trying to look jolly but unable to hide a flicker of anxiety in his eyes.

‘It was a gentleman. In pretty bad shape and rather odd looking, to tell you the truth.’

‘Did he leave a name?’ asked Fermín.

I shook my head.

‘No. But he left this for you.’

Fermín frowned. I handed him the book the stranger had bought a couple of hours before. Fermín took it and stared at the cover without understanding.

‘But isn’t this the Dumas we had in the glass cabinet at three hundred and fifty?’

I nodded.

‘Open it at the first page.’

Fermín did as I asked. When he read the dedication he suddenly went pale and gulped. He closed his eyes for a moment and then looked at me without saying a word, seeming to have aged five years in as many seconds.

‘When he left the shop I followed him,’ I said. ‘For the past week he’s been living in a seedy establishment where they rent rooms by the hour, on Calle Hospital, opposite the Hotel Europa, and from what I’ve been able to find out, he uses a false name – yours, in fact: Fermín Romero de Torres. I’ve discovered, through one of the scribes in La Virreina, that he had a letter copied out in which he referred to a large amount of money. Does any of this ring a bell?’

Fermín seemed to be curling up, as if every word I spoke were a blow raining down on him.

‘Daniel, it’s very important that you don’t follow this individual or speak to him again. Don’t do anything. Keep well away from him. He’s very dangerous.’

‘Who is this man, Fermín?’

Fermín closed the book and hid it behind a pile of boxes on one of the shelves. He took a quick look in the direction of the shop and once he was sure my father was still busy with the customer and couldn’t hear us, he drew closer to me and spoke in a very low voice.

‘Please don’t tell your father or anyone else about this.’

‘Fermín . . .’

‘Do me this favour. For the sake of our friendship.’

‘But, Fermín . . .’

‘Please, Daniel. Not here. Trust me.’

I agreed reluctantly and showed him the one-thousand-peseta note the stranger had paid me with. I didn’t have to explain where it had come from.

‘That money is cursed, Daniel. Give it to the Sisters of Charity or to some beggar in the street. Or, better still, burn it.’

Without another word he proceeded to remove his overalls and slip on his frayed raincoat and his beret. On that matchstick head of his the beret looked like one of Dali’s melting clocks.

‘Are you leaving already?’

‘Tell your father something unexpected has cropped up. Will you?’

‘Of course, but . . .’

‘I can’t explain this to you now, Daniel.’

He clutched his stomach with one hand as if his insides had got tied in a knot.

‘Fermín, if you tell me about it I might be able to help . . .’

Fermín paused for a moment, but then shook his head and walked out into the hallway. I followed him as far as the main door and saw him set off in the rain, just a little man with the entire world on his shoulders, while the night, blacker than ever, stole down over Barcelona.





Chapter 9

It is a scientifically acknowledged fact that any infant a few months old has an unerring instinct for sensing the exact moment in the early hours when his parents have managed to nod off, so he can raise the tone of his cries, thereby ensuring they don’t get more than thirty minutes’ sleep at a time.

That night, like almost all others, little Julián awoke around three in the morning and didn’t hesitate to announce the fact at the top of his lungs. I opened my eyes and turned over. Next to me, Bea, gleaming in the half-light, slowly stirred, revealing the outline of her body under the sheets, and mumbled something. I resisted my natural impulse to kiss her on the neck and relieve her of that overlong, reinforced nightgown that my father-in-law, probably on purpose, had given her on her birthday. Try as I might, I couldn’t get it to disappear in the laundry.

‘I’ll get up,’ I whispered, kissing her on the forehead.

Bea replied by rolling over and covering her head with the pillow. I paused to admire the curve of her back and its enticing descent which no nightdress in the world could have obscured. I’d been married to that wonderful creature for almost two years and was still surprised to wake up by her side, feeling her warmth. I’d started to pull back the sheet and caress her velvety thigh when Bea’s hand stuck its nails into my wrist.

‘Not now, Daniel. The baby’s crying.’

‘I knew you were awake.’

‘It’s hard to get any sleep sharing a house with men who either can’t stop crying or can’t refrain from fondling your backside – they won’t let you string together more than two hours’ rest a night.’

‘Well, it’s your loss.’

I got up and walked down the corridor to Julián’s room at the back. Shortly after the wedding we’d moved into the attic apartment in the same building as the bookshop. Don Anacleto, the secondary-school teacher who had lived in it for twenty-five years, had decided to retire and return to his native Segovia to write spicy poems under the shade of the old Roman aqueduct and broaden his understanding of the art of roast suckling pig.

Little Julián welcomed me with loud, shrill crying that threatened to shatter my eardrums. I took him in my arms and after smelling his nappy and confirming that for once there were no nasty surprises, I did what every new father with any sense would do: whisper some silly nonsense and dance about the room with ridiculous little jumps. I was in the middle of doing just that when I realised Bea was staring at me disapprovingly from the doorway.

‘Give him to me. You’re going to unsettle him even more.’

‘He’s not complaining,’ I protested, handing her the baby.

Bea took him in her arms and murmured a melody in his ear as she gently rocked him. Five seconds later Julián had stopped crying and was giving that enchanted half-smile his mother always managed to elicit from him.

‘Go on,’ said Bea, softly. ‘I’ll be along in a second.’

Having been thrown out of the room, my incompetence at handling babies at the crawling stage clearly proven, I went back to our bedroom and lay down, knowing I wouldn’t be able to sleep a wink the rest of the night. A while later, Bea appeared round the door and lay down next to me with a sigh.

‘I’m dead tired.’

I put my arms around her and we lay there quietly for a few minutes.

‘I’ve been thinking,’ said Bea.

Tremble, Daniel, I thought. Bea sat up and then crouched down on the bed facing me.

‘When Julián is a bit older and my mother is able to look after him for a few hours a day, I think I’m going to work.’

I nodded.

‘Where?’

‘In the bookshop.’

I thought it best to keep quiet.

‘I think it would do you all good,’ she added. ‘Your father is getting too old to put in all those hours and, don’t be offended, but I think I’m better at dealing with customers than you, not to mention Fermín, who recently seems to scare business away.’

‘I won’t argue with that.’

‘What’s the matter with him, anyway? The other day I bumped into Bernarda in the street and she burst out crying. I took her to one of the milk bars on Calle Petritxol and after I’d plied her with cups of hot chocolate and whipped cream she told me that Fermín is behaving really oddly. For some days now, it seems he’s been refusing to fill in the parish church papers for the wedding. I have a feeling Fermín isn’t getting married. Has he said anything to you?’

‘Yes, I’ve noticed it too,’ I lied. ‘Perhaps Bernarda is pushing him too hard . . .’

Bea looked at me but didn’t say anything.

‘What?’ I asked finally.

‘Bernarda asked me not to tell anyone.’

‘Not to tell what?’

Bea fixed her eyes on mine.

‘She’s late this month.’

‘Late? She’s got behind with her work?’

Bea looked at me as if I were stupid and then the penny dropped.

‘Bernarda is pregnant?’

‘Don’t speak so loudly, you’ll wake Julián.’

‘Is she pregnant or isn’t she?’ I repeated, in a tiny voice.

‘Looks like it.’

‘And does Fermín know?’

‘She hasn’t wanted to tell him yet. She’s scared he’ll make a quick exit.’

‘Fermín would never do that.’

‘All you men would do that, given a chance.’

I was surprised by the harshness of her tone, which she quickly sweetened with an unconvincingly meek smile.

‘How little you know us.’

She sat up in the dark and without saying a word lifted off her nightdress and let it fall to one side of the bed. She let me gaze at her for a few seconds and then, slowly, leaned over me and licked my lips unhurriedly.

‘How little I know you,’ she whispered.





Chapter 10

The following day the attraction of the illuminated manger was proving its worth and I saw my father smile to himself for the first time in weeks as he entered a few sales in the ledger. From early morning some old customers who hadn’t set foot in the bookshop for a while began to drop by, together with new readers who were visiting us for the first time. I let my father deal with them all with his expert hand and enjoyed watching him as he recommended titles, roused their curiosity and guessed at their tastes and interests. It promised to be a good day, the first in many weeks.

‘Daniel, we should bring out the collections of illustrated children’s classics. The Vértice editions, with the blue spine.’

‘I think they’re in the basement. Do you have the keys?’

‘Bea asked me for them the other day. She wanted to take something down there – something to do with the baby. I don’t remember her giving them back to me. Have a look in the drawer.’

‘They’re not here. I’ll run up to the flat to look for them.’

I left my father serving a gentleman who had just come in, looking to buy a history of old Barcelona cafés, and went out through the back room to the staircase in the hallway. The flat Bea and I shared was high up and, apart from the extra light it provided, walking up and down those stairs invigorated both our spirits and our legs. On the way I came across Edelmira, a widow on the third floor who had once been a chorus girl and now made a living by painting Madonnas and saints in her home. Too many years on the stage of the Arnau Theatre had finished off her knees and now she had to hold on to the banisters with both hands to negotiate a simple flight of stairs. In spite of her problems, she always had a smile on her lips and something kind to say.

‘How’s your beautiful wife, Daniel?’

‘Not as beautiful as you, Doña Edelmira. Shall I help you down?’

As usual, Edelmira refused my help and asked me to give her regards to Fermín, who always volunteered slightly flirtatious comments or cheeky propositions when he saw her go by.

When I opened the door of the apartment, it still smelled of Bea’s perfume and that mixture of aromas given out by babies and their props. Bea usually got up early and took Julián out for a walk in the shiny new Jané pushchair Fermín had given us, which we all referred to as ‘the Mercedes’.

‘Bea?’ I called out.

It was a small flat and my voice echoed back even before I’d closed the door behind me. Bea had already left. I stepped into the dining room, trying to reconstruct my wife’s train of thought and work out where she could have put the basement keys. Bea was far tidier and more methodical than me. I began by looking through the drawers in the dining-room sideboard where she usually kept receipts, unanswered letters and loose change. From there I moved on to side tables, fruit bowls and shelves.

The next stop was the glass cabinet in the kitchen, where Bea usually left notes and reminders. Finally, having had no luck so far, I ended up in the bedroom, standing in front of the bed and looking around me with a critical eye. Bea’s clothes took up seventy-five per cent of the wardrobe, drawers and other storage areas in the bedroom. Her line of reasoning was that I always dressed the same, so I could easily make do with a corner of the cupboard. The arrangement of her drawers was far too sophisticated for me. I felt a sudden twinge of guilt as I went through my wife’s private belongings, but after rummaging in vain through all the bits of furniture in sight, I still hadn’t found the keys.

Let’s re-enact the crime scene, I said to myself. I vaguely remembered that Bea had said something about taking down a box with summer clothes. That had been a couple of days ago. If I was right, that day Bea was wearing the grey coat I’d given her on our first wedding anniversary. I smiled at my powers of deduction and opened the wardrobe to search for the coat. There it was. If everything I’d learned reading Conan Doyle and his disciples was correct, my father’s keys would be in one of the pockets of that coat. I thrust my hand into the right pocket and felt two coins and a couple of mints, the sort they give you at the chemist. I went on to inspect the other pocket and was pleased to confirm my thesis. My fingers felt the bunch of keys.

And something else.

There was a piece of paper in the pocket. I pulled out the keys and, after a moment’s doubt, decided to take out the paper too. It was probably one of those lists of errands Bea would always make to avoid forgetting anything.

When I took a closer look I realised it was an envelope. A letter. It was addressed to her maiden name, Beatriz Aguilar, and the postmark dated it a week earlier. The letter had been sent to the home of Bea’s parents, not to the flat in Santa Ana. I turned it over and when I read the name of the sender, the basement keys slipped out of my hand.

 

Pablo Cascos Buendía

 

Bewildered, I sat on the bed and stared at the envelope. Pablo Cascos Buendía had been Bea’s fiancé when we started going out together. The son of a wealthy family who owned a number of shipyards and industries in El Ferrol, he had always rubbed me up the wrong way, and I could tell the feeling was mutual. At that time, he had been doing his military service as second lieutenant. But ever since Bea had written to him to break off their engagement I hadn’t heard any more about him. Until now.

What was a letter from Bea’s ex-fiancé, with a recent date stamped on it, doing in her pocket? The envelope was open, but I hesitated for a whole minute before pulling out the letter. Realising this was the first time I had spied behind Bea’s back, I was on the point of replacing it and hurrying out of there. My moment of virtue lasted about ten seconds. Any trace of guilt and shame evaporated before I reached the end of the first paragraph.

 

Dear Beatriz,

I hope you’re well and feeling happy in your new life in Barcelona. You haven’t replied to any of the letters I’ve sent you these past months and sometimes I wonder what I’ve done to make you ignore me. I realise that you’re a married woman with a child and that perhaps it’s wrong for me to write to you, but I confess that even after all this time I can’t forget you, although I’ve tried and I’m not ashamed to admit that I’m still in love with you.

My life has also taken a new course. A year ago I started to work as head of sales for an important publishing firm. I know how much books mean to you and working among them makes me feel closer to you. My office is in the Madrid branch, although I travel all over Spain for my work.

I never stop thinking about you, about the life we could have shared, the children we might have had together . . . I ask myself every day whether your husband knows how to make you happy and whether you didn’t marry him through force of circumstance. I can’t believe that the modest life he can offer you is what you want. I know you well. We were colleagues and friends and there haven’t been any secrets between us. Do you remember those afternoons we spent together on San Pol beach? Do you remember the plans, the dreams we shared, the promises we made to one another? I’ve never felt this way about anyone else. Since we broke off our engagement I’ve been out with a few girls, but now I know that none of them can compare with you. Every time I kiss other lips I think of yours and every time I touch someone else’s skin, it’s your skin I feel.

In a month’s time I’ll be travelling to Barcelona to visit our offices there and hold a few meetings with the staff about a future restructuring of the firm. I could easily have solved these matters by letter and telephone. The real reason for my trip is none other than the hope of being able to see you again. I know you’ll think I’m mad, but that would be better than thinking I’d forgotten you. I arrive on 20 January and will be staying at the Hotel Ritz on the Gran Vía. Please, I beg you, let’s meet, even if only for a while. Let me tell you in person what is in my heart. I’ve made a reservation in the hotel restaurant for the 21st at 2 o’clock. I’ll be there, waiting for you. If you come you’ll make me the happiest man in the world and I’ll know that my dreams of regaining your love might still come true.

I love you, always,

PABLO

 

For a couple of seconds I sat there, on the bed I’d shared with Bea just a few hours earlier. I slipped the letter back in the envelope and when I stood up I felt as if I’d just been punched in the stomach. I ran to the bathroom sink and threw up that morning’s coffee. I let the cold water run and splashed my face. The eyes of a younger Daniel whose hands were shaking the first time he had caressed Bea gazed back at me from the mirror.





Chapter 11

When I returned to the bookshop my father shot me a questioning look and glanced at his wristwatch. I knew he must have been wondering where I’d been for the past half-hour, but he didn’t say anything. I handed him the keys to the basement, avoiding his eyes.

‘But weren’t you going to go down to fetch the books?’ he asked.

‘Of course. Sorry. I’ll go right away.’

My father looked at me askance.

‘Are you all right, Daniel?’

I nodded, feigning surprise at the question. Before I’d given him a chance to ask me again, I headed off for the basement to collect the boxes he’d asked for. The way down was at the back of the building’s entrance hall. A metal door with a padlock, set beneath the first flight of the main staircase, opened on to a spiral stairway descending into the dark and smelling of damp and dead flowers. A small row of light bulbs, flickering anaemically, hung from the ceiling, making the place look like an air-raid shelter. I started down the stairs and, when I reached the basement, groped about for the light switch.

A yellowish bulb lit up above my head, revealing the outline of what was really just a junk room with delusions of grandeur. Rusty old bicycles with no known owner, worthless paintings covered in cobwebs and cardboard boxes piled up on rotting wooden shelves created a tableau that did not invite one to hang around any longer than was strictly necessary. It wasn’t until I gazed at the sight before me that I realised how strange it was that Bea should have wanted to come down here instead of asking me to do it. I scanned that maze of household junk and wondered how many more secrets she had hidden there.

When I realised what I was doing I sighed. The words from that letter were seeping into my mind like drops of acid. I made myself promise that I wouldn’t start rummaging in boxes, searching for bundles of perfumed envelopes from that creep. I would have broken my promise seconds later had I not heard someone coming down the steps. I raised my head and saw Fermín at the foot of the staircase, staring at the scene with a look of disgust.

‘Smells like a corpse and a half here. Are you sure someone hasn’t left the embalmed body of Merceditas’s mother, among crochet patterns, in one of these boxes?’

‘Since you’re down here, you can help me take up the boxes my father needs.’

Fermín rolled up his sleeves, ready to get started. I pointed at a couple of boxes with the Vértice label on them and we took one each.

‘Daniel, you look even worse than me. Is anything wrong?’

‘It must be the basement vapours.’

I left the box on the floor and sat on it.

‘May I ask you a question, Fermín?’

Fermín also put his box down and used it as a stool. I looked at him, ready to speak, but unable to pull the words out of my mouth.

‘Trouble in the boudoir?’ he ventured.

I blushed when I realised how well my friend knew me.

‘Something like that.’

‘Señora Bea, blessed is she among womenfolk, is not in a mood for battle, or, on the contrary, she is all too willing, and you can barely offer the minimum services? Do bear in mind that when women have a baby, it’s as if someone had dropped an atom bomb of hormones into their bloodstream. One of the great mysteries of nature is how they don’t go crazy during the twenty seconds that follow the birth. I know all this because obstetrics, after free verse, is one of my hobbies.’

‘No, it’s not that. At least as far as I know.’

Fermín gave me a puzzled look.

‘I must ask you not to tell anyone what I’m about to tell you, Fermín.’

Fermín crossed himself solemnly.

‘A short while ago, I accidentally discovered a letter in Bea’s coat pocket.’

My pause didn’t seem to impress him.

‘And?’

‘The letter was from her ex-fiancé.’

‘Lieutenant Vapid? Hadn’t he gone back to El Ferrol to play the lead in a spectacular career as a spoiled brat?’

‘That’s what I thought. But it seems that in his free time he writes love letters to my wife.’

Fermín jumped up.

‘The son-of-a-bitch,’ he muttered, even more furious than me.

I pulled the letter out of my pocket and handed it to him. Fermín sniffed the paper before opening it.

‘Is it me, or does the swine send letters on perfumed paper?’ he asked.

‘It wouldn’t surprise me. The man’s like that. The best part comes afterwards. Read, read . . .’

Fermín read the letter, mumbling to himself and shaking his head.

‘Not only is this specimen a disgusting piece of excrement, he’s also as cloying as they come. This “kissing other lips” line should be enough to get him jailed for life.’

I put the letter away and looked down at the floor.

‘Don’t tell me you’re suspicious of Señora Bea?’ asked Fermín in disbelief.

‘No, of course not.’

‘You liar.’

I stood up and began to pace around the basement.

‘And what would you do if you found a letter like that one in Bernarda’s pocket?’

Fermín took his time to consider the matter.

‘What I would do is trust the mother of my child.’

‘Trust her?’

Fermín nodded.

‘Don’t take it badly, Daniel, but you have the basic problem of all men who marry a real looker. Señora Bea, who is and always will be a saint as far as I’m concerned, is, in the popular parlance, such a tasty dish you’d want to lick the plate clean. As a result, it’s only to be expected that dedicated sleazy types, full-time losers, poolside gigolos and all the half-arsed posers in town should go after her. With or without a husband and child: the simian stuck in a suit we all too kindly call Homo sapiens doesn’t give a damn about that. You may not have noticed, but I’d bet my silk undies that your saintly wife attracts more flies than a pot of honey in a barn. That cretin is just like one of those scavenger birds, throwing stones to see if he hits something. Trust me, a woman with her head and petticoat both firmly in place can see that type coming from afar.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Absolutely. Do you really think that if Doña Beatriz wanted to cheat on you she’d have to wait for a slobbering halfwit to sweet-talk her into it with his reheated boleros? I wouldn’t wonder that at least ten suitors put in an appearance every time she goes out, showing off her good looks and her baby. Believe me, I know what I’m talking about.’

‘Quite frankly, I’m not sure whether all this is much comfort.’

‘Look, what you need to do is put that letter back in the coat pocket where you found it and forget all about it. And don’t even think of mentioning the matter to your wife.’

‘Is that what you would do?’

‘What I’d do is go and find that numbskull and land him such a glorious kick in the balls they’d have to surgically remove them from the back of his neck and all he’d want to do then is join a Carthusian monastery. But that’s me.’

I felt the anguish spreading inside me like a drop of oil on clear water.

‘I’m not sure you’ve helped me much, Fermín.’

He shrugged his shoulders, picked up the box, and vanished up the stairs.

 

We spent the rest of the morning working in the bookshop. After mulling over the business of the letter in my head for a couple of hours, I came to the conclusion that Fermín was right. What I couldn’t quite work out was whether he was right about trusting her and keeping quiet, or about going out to get that moron and give him a genital makeover. The calendar on the counter said 20 December. I had a month to decide.

The day’s business picked up little by little, with modest but steady sales. Fermín didn’t miss a single chance to praise my father for the glorious crib and for his brilliant idea of buying that Baby Jesus reminiscent of a Basque weightlifter.

‘Seeing such dazzling salesmanship on display I’ll leave the floor to the master and retire to the back room to sort out the collection the widow left with us the other day.’

I took the opportunity to follow Fermín and draw the curtain behind us. Fermín looked at me, slightly alarmed, but I gave him a friendly smile.

‘I’ll help you if you like.’

‘As you wish, Daniel.’

For a few minutes we began to unpack the boxes of books and classify them in piles by genre, condition and size. Fermín didn’t open his lips and avoided my eyes.

‘Fermín . . .’

‘I’ve already told you not to worry about that business of the letter. Your wife is not a trollop, and if she ever wants to dump you – and pray heaven that will never happen – she’ll tell you face to face without the need for soap-opera shenanigans.’

‘Got the message, Fermín. But that’s not it.’

Fermín looked up, distressed, knowing what was coming.

‘I’ve been thinking that today, after we close, we could go out, grab a bite and have some man-talk, you know, just you and me,’ I began. ‘To talk about our stuff. About yesterday’s visitor. And about whatever it is that’s worrying you, which I have an inkling might be connected.’

Fermín left the book he was cleaning on the table. He gazed at me in dismay and sighed.

‘I’m in a real mess, Daniel,’ he mumbled at last. ‘A mess I don’t know how to get out of.’

I put my hand on his shoulder. Under the overalls all I could feel was skin and bone.

‘Then let me help you. Two heads are always better than one.’

He seemed at a loss.

‘Surely we’ve got out of worse situations, you and I,’ I insisted.

He smiled sadly, not too convinced by my forecast.

‘You’re a good friend, Daniel.’

Not half as good as he deserved, I thought.





Chapter 12

Back then Fermín still lived in the same old pensión on Calle Joaquín Costa, where I had it on good authority that the rest of the lodgers, in secret collaboration with Rociíto and her sisters-in-arms, were preparing a stag night for him that would go down in history. Fermín was already waiting for me by the front door when I went by to pick him up just after nine.

‘To be honest, I’m not that hungry,’ he announced when he saw me.

‘Pity, because I thought we could go down to Can Lluís,’ I proposed. ‘They’re serving chickpea stew and baby lamb chops tonight . . .’

‘Well, let’s not make hasty decisions here,’ Fermín reconsidered. ‘A good repast is like a lass in bloom: not to appreciate it is the business of fools.’

With that pearl from the eminent Don Fermín Romero de Torres’s stockpile of aphorisms, we ambled down towards what was one of my friend’s favourite restaurants in the whole of Barcelona and much of the known world. Can Lluís was located at 49 Calle de la Cera, on the threshold of the Raval quarter. Behind its modest appearance Can Lluís conveyed an intimate atmosphere steeped in the mysteries of old Barcelona, offering exquisite food and impeccable service at prices that even Fermín, or I, could afford. On weekdays, it attracted a bohemian community, in which people from the theatre, literary types and other creatures high and low rubbed shoulders and toasted each other.

 

When we walked in we spied one of the bookshop’s regular customers, Professor Alburquerque, a fine reviewer and local savant who taught at the arts faculty and made Can Lluís his second home. He was enjoying dinner at the bar and leafing through a newspaper.

‘Long time no see, Professor,’ I said as I walked past him. ‘You must pay us a visit some time and replenish your stock. A man can’t live on obituaries from La Vanguardia.’

‘I wish I could. It’s those damned dissertations. Having to read the inane babble written by the spoiled rich kids who come through university these days is beginning to give me bouts of dyslexia.’

At that point, one of the waiters served him his pudding, a plump crème caramel wobbling under a surge of burned sugar tears and smelling of the finest vanilla.

‘Your lordship will get over it after a couple of spoonfuls of this marvel,’ said Fermín. ‘Goodness me: it jiggles just like the formidable bust of Doña Margarita Xirgu.’

The learned professor gazed at his pudding in the light of those considerations and agreed, spellbound. We left the wise man enjoying the sugary charms of the famous stage diva and took shelter at a corner table at the back of the dining room, where we were soon served a sumptuous meal. Fermín devoured it with the appetite of a retreating army.

‘I thought you weren’t hungry,’ I let drop.

‘Hard muscle burns a lot of calories,’ Fermín explained, mopping his plate with the last piece of bread in the basket, although I thought it was just his anxiety doing all the eating.

Pere, the waiter who was serving us, came over to see how everything was going and when he saw Fermín’s ravaged plate, he handed him the dessert menu.

‘A little dessert to finish off the job, maestro?’

‘Come to think of it, I wouldn’t say no to a couple of those home-made crème caramels I saw earlier, if possible with a bright red cherry on top of each one,’ said Fermín.

Pere assented. He told us that when the owner heard how Fermín had expounded on the consistency and the metaphorical attractions of that recipe, he’d decided to rechristen the crème caramels ‘margaritas’.

‘I’m fine with an espresso,’ I said.

‘The boss says coffee and dessert are on the house,’ said Pere.

We raised our wine glasses in the direction of the owner, who was standing behind the bar chatting with Professor Alburquerque.

‘Good people,’ mumbled Fermín. ‘Sometimes one forgets that not everyone in this world is a bastard.’

I was surprised at the bitterness of his tone.

‘Why do you say that, Fermín?’

My friend shrugged his shoulders. Shortly after, the crème caramels arrived, swaying temptingly, topped with shiny cherries.

‘May I remind you that in a few weeks’ time you’re getting married and your margarita days will be over?’ I joked.

‘Poor me,’ said Fermín. ‘I’m afraid I’m all bark and no bite. I’m not the man I used to be.’

‘None of us are what we once were.’

Fermín started on the crème caramels, savouring every mouthful.

‘I don’t know where I’ve read that deep down we’ve never been who we think we once were, and we only remember what never happened . . .’ said Fermín.

‘That’s the beginning of a novel by Julián Carax,’ I replied.

‘True. Where might our friend Carax be? Don’t you ever wonder?’

‘Every single day.’

Fermín smiled, remembering our past adventures. Then he pointed to my chest and gave me a questioning look.

‘Does it still hurt?’

I undid a couple of buttons on my shirt and showed him the scar Inspector Fumero’s bullet had left when it went through my chest that faraway day, in the ruins of the Angel of Mist.

‘Every now and then.’

‘Scars never go away, do they?’

‘They come and go, I believe. Fermín: look into my eyes.’

Fermín’s evasive eyes looked straight into mine.

‘Are you going to tell me what’s going on?’

For a couple of seconds Fermín hesitated.

‘Did you know that Bernarda is expecting?’ he asked.

‘No,’ I lied. ‘Is that what’s worrying you?’

Fermín shook his head as he finished up his second crème caramel with the teaspoon, sipping the remains of the syrup.

‘She hasn’t wanted to tell me yet, poor thing, because she’s worried. But she’s going to make me the happiest man in the world.’

I looked at him carefully.

‘To be honest, right now, you don’t exactly look the picture of happiness. Is it because of the wedding? Are you worried about having to go through a church wedding and all that?’

‘No, Daniel. I’m actually quite excited about it, even if there are priests involved. I could marry Bernarda every day of the week.’

‘Then what?’

‘Do you know the first thing they ask you when you want to get married?’

‘Your name,’ I said, without thinking.

Fermín nodded his head slowly. It hadn’t occurred to me to think about that until then. Suddenly I understood the dilemma my good friend was facing.

‘Do you remember what I told you years ago, Daniel?’

I remembered it perfectly. During the civil war and thanks to the nefarious dealings of Inspector Fumero who, before joining the fascists, acted as a hired thug for the communists, my friend had landed himself in prison, where he’d been on the verge of losing his mind and his life. When he managed to get out, alive by some sheer miracle, he decided to adopt a new identity and erase his past. He was at death’s door when he borrowed a name he saw on an old poster in the Arenas bullring. That is how Fermín Romero de Torres was born, a man who invented his life story day after day.

‘That’s why you didn’t want to fill in those papers in the parish church,’ I said. ‘Because you can’t use the name Fermín Romero de Torres.’

Fermín nodded.

‘Look, I’m sure we can find a way of getting you new documentation. Do you remember Lieutenant Palacios, the one who left the police force? He teaches physical education at a school in the Bonanova area, but sometimes he drops by the bookshop. Well, one day, talking about this and that, he told me there was a whole underground market of new identities for people who were returning to Spain after spending years away. He said he knows someone with a workshop near the old Royal Shipyards who has contacts in the police force and for a hundred pesetas can supply people with a new identity card and get it registered in the ministry.’

‘I know. His name was Heredia. Quite an artist.’

‘Was?’

‘He turned up floating in the port a couple of months ago. They said he’d fallen off a pleasure boat while he was sailing towards the breakwater. With his hands tied behind his back. Fascist humour.’

‘You knew him?’

‘We met now and then.’

‘Then you do have documents that certify you are Fermín Romero de Torres . . .’

‘Heredia managed to get them for me in 1939, towards the end of the war. It was easier then, Barcelona was a madhouse, and when people realised the ship was sinking they’d even sell you their coat of arms for a couple of duros.

‘Then why can’t you use your name?’

‘Because Fermín Romero de Torres died in 1940. Those were bad times, Daniel, far worse than these. He didn’t even last a year, poor bastard.’

‘He died? Where? How?’

‘In the prison of Montjuïc Castle. In cell number thirteen.’

I remembered the dedication the stranger had left for Fermín in the copy of The Count of Monte Cristo.

 

 

For Fermín Romero de Torres, who came back from among the dead and holds the key to the future.
 13

 

‘That night I only told you a small part of the story, Daniel.’

‘I thought you trusted me.’

‘I would trust you with my life. If I only told you part of it, it was to protect you.’

‘Protect me? From what?’

Fermín looked down, devastated.

‘From the truth, Daniel . . . from the truth.’





Part Two

From Among the Dead
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Chapter 1

Barcelona, 1939

 

New prisoners were brought in by night, in cars or black vans that set off from the police station on Vía Layetana and crossed the city silently, nobody noticing or wishing to notice them. The vehicles of the political police drove up the old road scaling the slopes of Montjuïc and more than one prisoner would relate how, the moment they glimpsed the castle on top of the hill silhouetted against black clouds that crept in from the sea, they felt certain they would never get out of that place alive.

The fortress was anchored at the highest point of the rocky mountain, suspended between the sea to the east, Barcelona’s carpet of shadows to the north and, to the south, the endless city of the dead – the old Montjuïc Cemetery whose stench rose up among the boulders and filtered through cracks in the stone and through the bars of the cells. In times past, the castle had been used for bombarding the city below, but only a few months after the fall of Barcelona, in January, and the final defeat in April, death came to dwell there in silence and Barcelonians, trapped in the longest night of their history, preferred not to look skywards and recognise the prison’s outline crowning the hill.

Upon arrival, prisoners brought in by the political police were assigned a number, usually that of the cell they were going to occupy and where they were likely to die. For most tenants, as some of the jailers liked to refer to them, the journey to the castle was only one-way. On the night tenant number 13 arrived in Montjuïc it was raining hard. Thin veins of black water bled down the stone walls and the air reeked of excavated earth. Two police officers escorted him to a room containing only a metal table and a chair. A naked bulb hung from the ceiling and flickered every time the generator’s flow diminished. He stood there waiting in his soaking clothes for almost half an hour, watched by a guard with a rifle.

At last he heard footsteps, the door opened and in came a man who couldn’t have been a day over thirty. He wore a freshly ironed wool suit and smelled of eau de cologne. He had none of the martial looks of a professional soldier or police officer: his features were soft and his expression seemed pleasant. To the prisoner he came across as someone affecting the manners of a wealthy young man, giving off a condescending air of superiority in a setting that was beneath him. His most striking feature were his eyes. Blue, penetrating and sharp, alive with greed and suspicion. Only his eyes, behind that veneer of studied elegance and kind demeanour, betrayed his true nature.

Two round lenses augmented them, and his pomaded hair, combed back, lent him a vaguely affected look that didn’t match the sinister decor. The man sat down on the chair behind the desk and opened a folder he was carrying. After a quick inspection of its contents, he joined his hands, placed his fingertips under his chin and sat scrutinising the prisoner, who finally spoke up.

‘Excuse me, but I think there has been a mistake . . .’

The blow on the prisoner’s stomach with the rifle butt knocked the wind out of him and he fell, curled up into a ball.

‘You only speak when the governor asks you a question,’ the guard told him.

‘On your feet,’ commanded the governor in a quavering voice, still unused to giving orders.

The prisoner managed to stand up and face the governor’s uncomfortable gaze.

‘Name?’

‘Fermín Romero de Torres.’

The prisoner noticed disdain and indifference in those blue eyes.

‘What sort of name is that? Do you think I’m a fool? Come on: name, the real one.’

The prisoner, a small, frail man, held out his papers for the governor. The guard snatched them from him and took them over to the table. The governor had a quick look at them, then clicked his tongue and smiled.

‘Another Heredia job . . .’ he murmured before throwing the documents into the wastepaper basket. ‘These papers are no good. Are you going to tell me your name or do we have to get serious?’

Tenant number 13 tried to utter a few words, but his lips trembled and all he managed to do was stammer something incomprehensible.

‘Don’t be afraid, my good man, nobody’s going to bite you. What have you been told? There are plenty of fucking reds out there who like to spread slanders around, but here, if people collaborate, they get treated well, like Spaniards. Come on, clothes off.’

The new tenant seemed to hesitate for a moment. The governor looked down, as if the whole situation was making him feel uncomfortable and only the prisoner’s stubbornness was keeping him there. A second later, the guard dealt him another blow with the rifle butt, this time in the kidneys, and knocked him down again.

‘You heard the governor. Strip down. We don’t have all night.’

Tenant number 13 managed to get up on his knees and remove his dirty, bloodstained clothes. Once he was completely naked, the guard stuck the rifle barrel under a shoulder and forced him to stand up. The governor looked up from the desk and grimaced with disgust when he saw the burns covering his torso, buttocks and much of his thighs.

‘It looks like our champion is an old acquaintance of Fumero’s,’ the guard remarked.

‘Keep your mouth shut,’ ordered the governor without much conviction.

He looked at the prisoner with impatience and realised he was crying.

‘Come on, stop crying and tell me your name.’

The prisoner whispered his name again.

‘Fermín Romero de Torres . . .’

The governor sighed wearily.

‘Look, I’m beginning to lose my patience. I want to help you and I don’t really feel like having to call Inspector Fumero and tell him you’re here . . .’

The prisoner started to whimper like a wounded dog and was shaking so violently that the governor, who clearly found the scene distasteful and wanted to put an end to the matter as soon as possible, exchanged a glance with the guard and, without saying a word, wrote the name the prisoner had given him in the register, swearing under his breath.

‘Bloody war,’ he muttered to himself when they took the prisoner to his cell, dragging him naked through the flooded tunnels.





Chapter 2

The cell was a dark, damp rectangle. Cold air blew in through a small hole drilled in the rock. The walls were covered with crudely etched marks and messages left by previous tenants. Some had written their names, a date, or left some other proof of their existence. One of them had busied himself scratching crucifixes in the dark, but heaven did not seem to have noticed them. The iron bars securing the cell were rusty and left a film of brown on one’s hands.

Huddled up on the ramshackle bunk, Fermín tried to cover his nakedness with a bit of ragged cloth which, he imagined, served as blanket, mattress and pillow. The half-light was tinged with a coppery hue, like the breath of a dying candle. After a while, his eyes became accustomed to the gloom and his ears sharpened, allowing him to pick up the sound of slight movements through a litany of dripping leaks and echoes carried by the draught that seeped in from outside.

Fermín had been sitting there for half an hour when he noticed a shape in the dark, at the other end of the cell. He stood up and stepped slowly towards it: it was a dirty canvas bag. The cold and the damp had started to get into his bones and, although the smell from that bundle, spattered with dark stains, did not augur well, Fermín thought that perhaps it contained the prisoner’s uniform nobody had bothered to give him and, with a bit of luck, a blanket to protect him from the bitter cold. He knelt down and untied the knot closing one end of the bag.

When he drew the canvas aside, the dim light from the oil lamps flickering in the corridor revealed what at first he took to be the face of a doll, one of those dummies tailors place in their shop windows to show off their suits. The stench and his nausea made him realise it was no dummy. Covering his nose and mouth with one hand, he pulled the rest of the canvas to one side, then stepped backwards until he collided with the wall of the cell.

The corpse seemed to be that of an adult anywhere between forty and seventy-five years of age, who couldn’t have weighed more than fifty kilos. A tangle of white hair and a beard covered much of his face and skeletal torso. His bony hands, with long, twisted nails, looked like the claws of a bird. His eyes were open, the corneas shrivelled up like overripe fruit. His mouth was open too, with his tongue, black and swollen, wedged between rotten teeth.

‘Take his clothes off before they come and fetch him,’ came a voice from the cell on the other side of the corridor. ‘You won’t get anything else to wear until next month.’

Fermín peered into the shadows and spied two shining eyes observing him from the bunk in the other cell.

‘Don’t be afraid, the poor soul can’t hurt anyone any more,’ the voice assured him.

Fermín nodded and walked over to the sack again, wondering how he was going to carry out the operation.

‘My sincerest apologies,’ he mumbled to the deceased. ‘May God rest your soul.’

‘He was an atheist,’ the voice from the opposite cell informed him.

Fermín gave another nod and decided to skip the formalities. The cold permeating the cell was so intense it cut through one’s bones and any courtesy seemed redundant. Holding his breath, he set to work. The clothes smelled the same as the dead man. Rigor mortis had begun to spread through the body and the task of undressing the corpse turned out to be much harder than he’d anticipated. Once the deceased’s best clothes had been plucked off, Fermín covered him again with the sack and closed it with a reef knot that even the great Houdini would have been unable to tackle. At last, dressed in a ragged and foul-smelling prison uniform, Fermín huddled up again on the bed, wondering how many prisoners had worn it before him.

‘Much appreciated,’ he said finally.

‘You’re very welcome,’ said the voice on the other side of the corridor.

‘Fermín Romero de Torres, at your service.’

‘David Martín.’

Fermín frowned. The name sounded familiar. For five long minutes he shuffled through distant memories and echoes from the past and then, suddenly, it came to him. He remembered whole afternoons spent in a corner of the library on Calle del Carmen, devouring a series of books with racy covers and titles.

‘Martín the author? Of City of the Damned?’

A sigh in the shadows.

‘Nobody appreciates pen names any more.’

‘Please excuse my indiscretion. It’s just that I had an almost scholarly devotion to your work. That’s why I know you were the person writing the novels of the immortal Ignatius B. Samson . . .’

‘At your service.’

‘Well, Señor Martín, it’s an honour to meet you, even if it is in these wretched circumstances, because I’ve been a great admirer of yours for years and . . .’

‘Are you two lovebirds going to shut up? Some people here are trying to sleep,’ roared a bitter voice that seemed to come from the next-door cell.

‘There goes old Sourpuss,’ a second voice cut in, coming from further down the corridor. ‘Pay no attention to him, Martín. If you fall asleep here you just get eaten alive by bedbugs, starting with your privates. Go on, Martín, why don’t you tell us a story? One about Chloé . . .’

‘Sure, so you can jerk off like a monkey,’ answered the hostile voice.

‘Fermín, my friend,’ Martín announced from his cell. ‘Let me introduce you to Number Twelve, who finds something wrong in everything, and I mean everything, and Number Fifteen, insomniac, educated and the cell block’s official ideologue. The rest don’t speak much, especially Number Fourteen.’

‘I speak when I have something to say,’ snapped a deep, icy voice Fermín assumed must belong to Number 14. ‘If we all followed suit, we’d get some peace at night.’

Fermín took in this peculiar community.

‘Good evening, everyone. My name is Fermín Romero de Torres and it’s a pleasure to make all your acquaintances.’

‘The pleasure is entirely yours,’ said Number 15.

‘Welcome, and I hope your stay is brief,’ offered Number 14.

Fermín glanced again at the sack housing the corpse and gulped.

‘That was Lucio, the former Number Thirteen,’ Martín explained. ‘We don’t know anything about him because the poor fellow was mute. A bullet blew off his larynx at the battle of the Ebro.’

‘A shame he was the only one,’ remarked Number 15.

‘What did he die of?’ asked Fermín.

‘In this place one just dies from being here,’ answered Number 12. ‘It doesn’t take much more.’





Chapter 3

Routine helped. Once a day, for an hour, the inmates from the first two cell blocks were taken to the yard within the moat to get a bit of sun, rain, or whatever the weather brought with it. The menu consisted of a half-full bowl of some cold, greasy, greyish gruel of indeterminate provenance and rancid taste which, after a few days, and with hunger cramps in one’s stomach, eventually became odourless and thus easier to get down. It was doled out halfway through the afternoon and in time prisoners came to look forward to its arrival.

Once a month prisoners handed in their dirty clothes and were given another set which had supposedly been plunged into boiling water for a minute, although the bugs didn’t seem to have noticed it. On Sundays inmates were advised to attend mass. Nobody dared miss it, because the priest took a roll call and if there was any name missing he’d write it down. Two absences meant a week of fasting. Three, a month’s holiday in one of the solitary confinement cells in the tower.

The cell blocks, courtyard and any other areas through which the prisoners moved were heavily guarded. A body of sentries armed with rifles and guns patrolled the prison and, when the inmates were out of their cells, it was impossible for them to look in any direction and not see at least a dozen of those guards, alert, their weapons at the ready. They were joined by the less threatening jailers, none of whom looked like soldiers; the general feeling among the prisoners was that they were a bunch of unfortunate souls who had been unable to find a better job in those hard times.

Every block of cells had a jailer assigned to it. Armed with a bundle of keys, he worked twelve-hour shifts sitting on a chair at the end of the corridor. Most of the jailers avoided fraternising with the prisoners and didn’t give them a word or a look beyond what was strictly necessary. The only one who seemed to be an exception was a poor devil nicknamed Bebo, who had lost an eye in an air raid when he worked as a nightwatchman in a factory in Pueblo Seco.

It was rumoured that Bebo had a twin brother jailed in Valencia and perhaps this was why he showed some kindness towards the prisoners. When nobody was watching, he would occasionally slip them some drinking water, a bit of dry bread or whatever he could scrounge from the hoard the guards amassed out of packages sent by the prisoners’ families. Bebo liked to drag his chair near David Martín’s cell and listen to the stories the writer sometimes told the other inmates. In that particular hell, Bebo was the closest thing to an angel.

 

Normally, after Sunday mass, the governor addressed a few edifying words to the prisoners. All they knew about him was that his name was Mauricio Valls and that before the war he’d been an aspiring writer who worked as secretary and errand-boy for a well-known local author, a long-standing rival of the ill-fated Don Pedro Vidal. In his spare time Valls penned bad translations of Greek and Latin classics and, with the help of a couple of kindred souls, edited a cultural pamphlet with high pretensions and low circulation. They also organised literary gatherings in which a whole battalion of like-minded luminaries deplored the state of things, forecasting that if one day they were able to call the shots, the world would rise to Olympian heights.

His life seemed destined for the bitter, grey existence of mediocrities whom God, in his infinite cruelty, has endowed with delusions of grandeur and a boundless ambition far exceeding their talents. The war, however, had recast his destiny as it had that of so many others, and his luck had changed when, in a situation somewhere between chance and fortune-hunting, Mauricio Valls, until then enamoured only of his own prodigious talent and exquisite refinement, wedded the daughter of a tycoon whose far-reaching enterprises supported much of General Franco’s budget and his troops.

The bride, eight years his senior, had been confined to a wheelchair since the age of thirteen, consumed by a congenital illness that mercilessly devoured her muscles and her life. No man had ever looked into her eyes or held her hand to tell her she was beautiful and ask what her name was. Mauricio, who like all untalented men of letters was, deep down, as practical as he was conceited, was the first and last to do so, and a year later the couple married in Seville, with General Queipo de Llano and other luminaries of the state apparatus in attendance.

‘Valls, you’ll go far,’ Serrano Súñer himself predicted during a private audience in Madrid to which Valls had gone to plead for the post of director of the National Library.

‘Spain is living through difficult moments and every well-born Spaniard must put his shoulder to the wheel and help contain the hordes of Marxists attempting to corrupt our spiritual resolve,’ the Caudillo’s brother-in-law announced, looking resplendent in his pantomime-admiral’s uniform.

‘You can count on me, Your Excellency,’ Valls offered. ‘For whatever is needed.’

‘Whatever is needed’ turned out to be the post of director, not of the wondrous National Library in Madrid as he would have wished, but of a prison with a dismal reputation, perched on a clifftop overlooking the city of Barcelona. The list of close friends and protégés requiring plum posts was exceedingly lengthy and Valls, despite all his endeavours, only made the bottom third of the queue.

‘Be patient, Valls. Your efforts will be rewarded.’

That is how Mauricio Valls learned his first lesson in the complex national art of elbowing ahead after any change of regime: thousands of supporters had joined the ranks and the competition was fierce.





Chapter 4

That, at least, was the story. This unconfirmed catalogue of suspicions, accusations and third-hand rumours reached the ears of the prisoners – and of whoever would listen – thanks to the shady machinations of the previous governor. He had been unceremoniously removed from office after only two weeks in charge and was poisoned with resentment against that upstart Valls, who had robbed him of the post he’d been fighting for throughout the entire war. As luck would have it, the outgoing governor had no family connections and carried with him the fateful precedent of having been caught, when inebriated, uttering humorous asides about the Generalissimo of all Spains and his remarkable likeness to Dopey. Before being installed as deputy governor of a Ceuta prison he had put all his efforts into badmouthing Don Mauricio Valls to the four winds.

What was uncontested was that nobody could refer to Valls by any name other than ‘the governor’. The official version, which he himself put about and authorised, was that he, Don Mauricio, was a man of letters, of recognised achievement and cultured intellect, blessed with a fine erudition acquired during the years he’d studied in Paris. Beyond his temporary position in the penitentiary sector of the regime, his future and his mission lay in educating the ordinary people of a decimated Spain, teaching them how to think with the help of a select circle of sympathisers.

His lectures often included lengthy quotes from his own writings, poems or educational articles which he published regularly in the national press on literature, philosophy and the much needed renaissance of thought in the Western world. If the prisoners applauded enthusiastically at the end of these masterly sessions, the governor would make a magnanimous gesture and order the jailers to give out cigarettes, candles or some other luxury confiscated from the batch of donations and parcels sent to the prisoners by their families. The more desirable items had been previously expropriated by the guards, who took them home or sometimes even sold them to the inmates. It was better than nothing.

Those who died from natural or loosely attributed causes – on average between five and ten a week – were collected at midnight, except at weekends or on religious holidays, when the body would remain in the cell until the Monday or the next working day, usually keeping a new tenant company. When prisoners called out to announce that one of their companions had passed away, a jailer would walk over, check the body for pulse or breath and then put it into one of the canvas sacks used for this purpose. Once the sack had been tied, it remained in the cell until the undertakers from the neighbouring Montjuïc Cemetery came by to collect it. Nobody knew what they did with them and when the prisoners asked Bebo about it, he refused to answer, lowering his eyes.

Once a fortnight a summary trial took place and those condemned were shot at dawn. Sometimes, owing to the bad state of the rifles or the ammunition, the execution squad didn’t manage to pierce a vital organ and the agonised cries from the wounded who had fallen into the moat rang out for hours. Occasionally an explosion was heard and the shouts would suddenly cease. The theory circulating among the prisoners was that one of the officers finished them off with a grenade, but nobody was sure whether that was strictly accurate.

Another rumour making the rounds was that on Friday mornings the governor received visits in his office from wives, daughters, fiancées, or even aunts and grandmothers of the prisoners. Having removed his wedding ring, which he hid in the top drawer of his desk, he listened to their requests, considered their pleas, offered a handkerchief for their tears and accepted gifts and favours of another kind, after promising them better diets and treatment for their loved ones, or the review of dubious sentences, which regrettably were never addressed.

On selected occasions, Mauricio Valls served them teacakes and a glass of muscatel, and if, despite the hard times and poor nutrition, they were still attractive enough to pinch he would read them some of his writings and confess that his marriage to an ailing spouse was a trial of sanctity imposed upon his manhood. He’d then go on about how much he deplored his job as a jailer and how he considered it humiliating for a man of such high culture and refinement to be confined to that shameful post, when his natural destiny was to be a part of the country’s higher echelons.

The advice from the more experienced prisoners was not to mention, and if possible not even think about, the governor. Most of them preferred to talk about the families they had left behind and the life they remembered. Some had photographs of girlfriends or wives which they treasured and would defend with their lives if anyone tried to snatch them away. More than one prisoner had told Fermín that the first three months were the worst. Afterwards, once you lost all hope, time began to go faster and the senseless days deadened your soul.





Chapter 5

On Sundays, after mass and the governor’s speech, some of the prisoners would gather in a sunny corner of the courtyard to share a cigarette or two and listen to the stories David Martín would tell them, when his mind was clear. Fermín, who knew them all because he’d read the entire City of the Damned series, would join the group and let his imagination fly. But often Martín didn’t seem to be fit enough even to tell them the time of day, so the others would leave him alone while he wandered around talking to himself. Fermín observed him closely, following him at times, because there was something about that poor devil that broke his heart. Using all his cunning and wily tricks, Fermín would try to obtain cigarettes for him, or even a few lumps of sugar, which Martín loved.

‘You’re a good man, Fermín. Try not to let it show,’ the writer would tell him.

Martín always carried an old photograph on him, which he liked to gaze at for long spells. It showed a man dressed in white, holding the hand of a girl of about eight. They were both watching the sunset from the end of a wooden jetty that stretched out over a beach, like a gangway suspended over crystalline waters. Usually, when Fermín asked him about the photograph, Martín didn’t reply. He would just smile, before putting the picture back in his pocket.

‘Who is the girl in the photograph, Señor Martín?’

‘I’m not sure, Fermín. Sometimes my memory lets me down. Doesn’t that happen to you?’

‘Of course. It happens to everyone.’

It was rumoured that Martín was not altogether in his right mind, but soon after Fermín started to befriend him he realised that the poor man was far worse than the rest of the prisoners assumed. There were moments when he proved more lucid than anyone, but often he didn’t seem to understand where he was and he spoke about people and places that obviously existed only in his imagination or memory.

Often Fermín would wake up in the early hours and hear Martín talking in his cell. If he drew stealthily up to the bars and listened carefully, he could hear him clearly arguing with someone he called ‘Señor Corelli’ who, judging by the words he exchanged with him, appeared to be a notoriously sinister character.

On one of those nights Fermín lit the remains of his last candle and raised it in the direction of the opposite cell. He wanted to make sure Martín really was alone and that both voices, his own and the other voice belonging to the person called Corelli, were coming from the same lips. Martín was walking in circles round his cell, and when their eyes met, Fermín realised that his prison mate couldn’t see him. He was behaving as if those walls didn’t exist and his conversation with that strange man was taking place far from there.

‘Pay no attention to him,’ murmured Number 12 from the shadows. ‘He does that every night. He’s off his trolley. Lucky him.’

The following morning, when Fermín asked him about the man called Corelli and his midnight conversations, Martín looked at him in surprise and gave him a puzzled smile. On another occasion, when Fermín was so cold he couldn’t sleep, he walked over to the bars again and listened to Martín talking to one of his invisible friends. That night Fermín dared to interrupt him.

‘Martín? It’s me. Fermín, your neighbour across the landing. Are you all right?’

Martín walked over to the bars of his cell and Fermín could see his face was covered in tears.

‘Señor Martín? Who is Isabella? You were talking about her a moment ago.’

Martín stared at him.

‘Isabella is the only good thing remaining in this shitty world,’ he replied after a while, with unusual bitterness. ‘If it weren’t for her, we might as well set fire to the whole thing and let it burn until even the ashes have blown away.’

‘I’m sorry, Martín. I didn’t mean to bother you.’

Martín withdrew into the shadows. The following day he was found shivering in a pool of his own blood. Seeing that Bebo had fallen asleep in his chair, he’d managed to slit his wrists by scratching them against the stone. When they took him away on a stretcher he was so pale Fermín thought he would never see him again.

‘Don’t worry about your friend, Fermín,’ said Number 15. ‘If that was anyone else, he’d go straight into the canvas sack, but the governor won’t let Martín die. Nobody knows why.’

David Martín’s cell was empty for five weeks. When Bebo brought him back, carrying him like a child, dressed in white pyjamas, Martín’s arms were bandaged up to his elbows. He didn’t remember anyone and spent the first night talking to himself and laughing. Bebo placed his chair facing Martín’s bars and kept a close eye on him all night, handing him sugar lumps he’d stolen from the officers’ room and hidden in his pockets.

‘Señor Martín, please don’t speak like that. God will punish you,’ the jailer whispered to him between one sugar lump and the next.

 

In the real world, Number 12 had been Dr Román Sanahuja, head of General Medicine at Barcelona’s Hospital Clínico, an honourable man, cured of ideological delusions, whose conscience and refusal to denounce his friends had sent him to the castle. As a rule, no prisoner’s line of work was recognised within those walls. Unless such a line could reel in some benefit for the governor. In Dr Sanahuja’s case, his usefulness was soon established.

‘Unfortunately I don’t have adequate medical resources at my disposal,’ the governor had explained to him. ‘Quite frankly, the regime has other worries and doesn’t give a toss if you all rot in your cells from gangrene. After much battling I’ve got them to supply me with a badly equipped medicine cabinet and a washed-up quack who wouldn’t even be accepted as a janitor in a veterinary clinic, I’m sure. But that’s what there is. I know for a fact that before succumbing to the error of neutrality, you were a doctor of some renown. For reasons that are not of your concern, I have a vested interest in ensuring our mutual friend David Martín does not leave us prematurely. If you agree to collaborate and help keep him in reasonably good health, considering the circumstances, I can assure you I will make your stay in this place more agreeable and will personally see that your case is re-examined with a view to shortening your sentence.’

Dr Sanahuja nodded.

‘It has come to my notice that some of the prisoners regard Martín as being rather soft in the head, as you would say. Is that so?’ asked the governor.

‘I’m not a psychiatrist, but in my humble opinion, I believe Martín is clearly unbalanced.’

The governor weighed up that remark.

‘And, according to your expert medical opinion, how long would you say he could last?’ he asked. ‘Alive, I mean.’

‘I don’t know. Conditions in this prison are unhealthy and . . .’

The governor cut him off with a bored expression.

‘And sane? How long do you think Martín can remain in possession of his mental faculties?’

‘Not long, I think.’

‘I see.’

The governor offered him a cigarette, which the doctor refused.

‘You like him, don’t you?’

‘I hardly know him,’ replied the doctor. ‘He seems a decent enough man.’

The governor smiled.

‘And an execrable writer. Possibly the worst this country has ever had.’

‘You’re the recognised authority on all matters literary, Governor. I know nothing about the subject.’

The governor gave him an icy look.

‘I’ve sent men into solitary confinement for three months for less impertinent remarks. Few survive, and those who do come back in a worse state than your friend Martín. Don’t make the fatal mistake of assuming that your qualifications grant you any privileges. Your records say you have a wife and three daughters out there. Your luck, as well as that of your family, depends on how useful you make yourself to me. Am I getting this across clearly?’

Dr Sanahuja swallowed hard.

‘Yes, Governor.’

‘Thank you, Doctor.’

 

From time to time, the governor would ask Sanahuja to take a look at Martín. It was no secret that the governor didn’t trust the resident prison doctor, a dishonest charlatan who seemed to have forgotten the notion of preventive care from signing so many death certificates. The governor dismissed him shortly afterwards.

‘How would you describe the patient’s general state, Doctor?’

‘Weak.’

‘I see. What about his demons, so to speak? Is he still talking to himself and imagining things?’

‘There’s no noticeable change in that regard.’

‘I’ll take that as a yes. I read an excellent article in the ABC by my good friend Sebastián Jurado, in which he talks about schizophrenia, the poets’ illness.’

‘I’m not qualified to make such a diagnosis.’

‘But you are, I hope, qualified to keep him alive, aren’t you?’

‘I’m doing my best with what I’ve got.’

‘Your best may not be good enough. Consider the plight of your daughters. So young and vulnerable. So unprotected and with all those callous swine and reds still hiding out there.’

As the months went by, Dr Sanahuja became quite fond of Martín and one day, while sharing cigarette stubs, he told Fermín what he knew about the man whom some, because of his ravings and his status as the prison’s resident lunatic, had jokingly nicknamed ‘the Prisoner of Heaven’.





Chapter 6

‘Truth be told, I think that by the time they brought David Martín here he’d already been ill for some time. Have you ever heard of schizophrenia, Fermín? It’s one of the governor’s favourite new words.’

‘It’s what we civilians like to refer to as “being off one’s rocker”.’

‘It’s no joke, Fermín. It’s a very serious illness. Not my speciality, but I’ve seen a few cases and the patients often hear voices, or they see and remember people and events that have never taken place . . . The mind slowly deteriorates and the patient can no longer distinguish between reality and fiction.’

‘Like seventy per cent of Spaniards . . . And do you think poor Martín suffers from this illness, Doctor?’

‘I’m not sure. As I said, I’m not a specialist, but I’d say he shows some of the most common symptoms.’

‘Perhaps in this case his illness is a blessing . . .’

‘It’s never a blessing, Fermín.’

‘And does he know that he is, shall we say, affected?’

‘Madmen always think it’s the others who are mad.’

‘That’s what I was saying about seventy per cent of Spaniards . . .’

A guard was watching them from the top of a sentry box, as if he were trying to read their lips.

‘Lower your voice or we’ll get into trouble.’

The doctor signalled to Fermín to turn around and walk towards the other end of the courtyard.

‘In times like these, even walls have ears,’ said the doctor.

‘All we need now is for the walls to grow half a brain between the ears and we might get out of this mess,’ answered Fermín.

‘Do you know what Martín said to me the first time I was told by the governor to give him a medical examination?

‘“Doctor, I think I’ve discovered the only way of getting out of this prison.”

‘“How?”

‘“Dead.”

‘“Can’t you think of a more practical way?”

‘“Have you read The Count of Monte Cristo, Doctor?”

‘“As a kid. I barely remember it.”

‘“Well, reread it. It’s all there.”

‘I didn’t want to tell him the governor had ordered all books by Dumas to be removed from the prison library, together with anything by Dickens, Galdós and many other authors whose works he considered rubbish for entertaining the uncultured masses. He replaced them with a collection of some of his own unpublished novels and short stories, together with books by friends of his, bound in leather by Valentí, a prisoner with a graphic arts background. Once Valentí had handed in his work, the governor let him die of exposure, forcing him to spend five nights out in the yard, in the rain, in the middle of January, just because he’d joked about the elegance of the governor’s prose. Valentí managed to leave this place through Martín’s method: dead.

‘After I’d been here for some time, listening to conversations among the jailers, I realised that David Martín had come to the prison at the request of the governor himself. He was being held at La Modelo Prison, accused of a string of crimes which I don’t think anyone really believed he’d committed. Among other things, they said he’d killed his mentor and best friend in a fit of jealousy – a wealthy man called Pedro Vidal, a writer like him – as well as Vidal’s wife, Cristina. People also said he’d cold-bloodedly murdered a number of policemen and someone else, I can’t remember who. These days they accuse so many people of so many things, you just don’t know what to make of it. I find it hard to believe that Martín is a murderer, but it’s also true that during the war years I saw so many people on either side remove their mask and show who they really were, that anything seems possible. Everyone casts the stone and then points a finger at his neighbour.’

‘If I were to tell you . . .’ remarked Fermín.

‘The fact is that the father of this Vidal character is a powerful industrialist, stinking rich. They say he was one of the key bankers on the national side. Why is it that all wars are won by bankers? Anyway, this magnate, Vidal, personally asked the Ministry of Justice to find Martín and make sure he rotted in prison because of what he’d done to his son and his daughter-in-law. Apparently, Martín had fled the country and been on the run for almost three years when they found him near the border. He couldn’t have been in his right mind to return to Spain where they were waiting to crucify him – at least, that’s what I think. And to make matters worse, this happened during the final days of the war, when thousands of people were crossing over in the opposite direction.’

‘Sometimes one just gets tired of fleeing,’ said Fermín. ‘The world’s very small when you don’t have anywhere to go.’

‘I suppose that’s what Martín must have thought. I don’t know how he managed to cross the border, but some Puigcerdà locals notified the Civil Guards after they’d seen him wandering around the town for days, dressed in rags and talking to himself. Then some shepherds said they’d seen him on the Bolvir road, a couple of kilometres from Puigcerdà, near a large old house called La Torre del Remei, which in wartime had been turned into a hospital for wounded soldiers. It was run by a group of women who probably felt sorry for Martín and, taking him for a soldier, offered him shelter and food. When the Civil Guards got there he’d already left, but that night they caught him walking over the frozen lake, trying to make a hole in the ice with a stone. At first they thought he was trying to commit suicide, so they took him to Villa San Antonio, the sanatorium. Apparently one of the doctors there recognised him – don’t ask me how – and as soon as his name reached the military headquarters he was transferred to Barcelona.’

‘The lion’s den.’

‘You can say that again. It seems the trial barely lasted two days. The list of accusations against him was endless and although there was hardly any evidence or proof of any sort to sustain them, for some strange reason the public prosecutor managed to produce a good number of witnesses. Dozens of people filed through court, showing such zealous hatred for Martín that even the judge was surprised – no doubt they had all been given handouts by the elder Vidal. Among them were old colleagues of Martín’s from the years when he worked for a minor newspaper called The Voice of Industry. Coffee-shop intellectuals, poor devils and envious pricks of all sorts came out of the woodwork to swear that Martín was guilty of everything he was accused of, and more. You know how things work here. On the judge’s orders, and Vidal senior’s advice, all his works were confiscated and burned, being considered subversive material, immoral and contrary to decent behaviour. When Martín declared in the trial that the only decent behaviour he defended was reading, and anything else was the reader’s business, the judge added another ten years to the sentence he’d already given him. It seems that instead of keeping his mouth shut during the trial Martín replied to everything he was asked without mincing his words, and ended up digging his own grave.’

‘Everything can be forgiven in this world, save telling the truth.’

‘The fact is, he was given a life sentence. The Voice of Industry, owned by Vidal senior, published a long piece listing all his crimes, and to cap it all, an editorial. Guess who signed it.’

‘Our illustrious prison governor, Don Mauricio Valls.’

‘The very one. He described him as “the worst writer in history” and was delighted that his books had been destroyed because they were “an affront to humanity and good taste”.’

‘That’s exactly what they said about the Palau de la Música auditorium,’ Fermín pointed out. ‘We’re so fortunate in this country to be blessed with the very cream of the international intellectual community. Unamuno was right when he said: let others do the inventing, we’ll provide the opinions.’

‘Innocent or not, after witnessing his public humiliation and the burning of every single page he’d ever written, Martín ended up in a cell in La Modelo Prison, where he probably would have died in a matter of weeks if it hadn’t been for the fact that our governor, who had been following the case with great interest and for some strange reason was obsessed with Martín, was given access to his file and then asked for his transfer to this place. Martín told me that the day he arrived here, Valls had him brought into his office and fired off one of his lectures.

‘“Martín, you’re a convicted criminal and probably a fanatical subversive, but something binds us together. We’re both men of letters and although you spent your failed career writing rubbish for the ignorant masses who lack all intellectual guidance, I think you may be able to help me and thus redeem your errors. I have a collection of novels and poems I’ve been working on for the past few years. They’re of an extraordinarily high literary standard. So much so, I very much fear that in this illiterate country there could be no more than three hundred readers capable of understanding and appreciating their worth. That is why I’ve been thinking that perhaps, because of the way you have prostituted your writings, and your closeness to the common man who reads potboilers in trams, you might help me make some small changes that will draw my work nearer to the lamentable levels of Spanish readers. If you agree to collaborate, I can assure you that I‘ll make your existence far more pleasant. I could even get your case reopened. Your little friend . . . What’s her name? Ah, yes, Isabella. A beauty, if you will allow me the comment. Anyhow, your girlfriend came to see me and told me she’s hired a young lawyer, someone called Brians, and has managed to raise enough money for your defence. Let’s not kid ourselves: we both know there were no grounds for your case and you were sentenced thanks to dubious witnesses. You seem to make enemies with incredible ease, even among people I’m sure you don’t even know exist. Don’t make the mistake of making another enemy of me, Martín. I’m not one of those poor devils. Here, between these walls, to put it plainly, I am God.”

‘I don’t know whether Martín accepted the governor’s proposal or not, but I have a feeling he did, because he’s still alive and clearly our particular God is still interested in keeping it that way, at least for the moment. He’s even provided Martín with paper and the writing tools he has in his cell, I suppose so that he can rewrite our governor’s great works and enable him to enter the Hall of Fame, achieving the literary glory he so craves. Personally, I don’t know what to think. My impression is that poor Martín is in no fit state to rewrite even his own name. He seems to spend most of his time trapped in a sort of purgatory he’s been building in his own head, where remorse and pain are eating him alive. Although my field is general medicine and I’m not qualified to give a diagnosis . . .’





Chapter 7

The good doctor’s story kindled Fermín’s interest. True to his unconditional support of lost causes, he decided to do a little investigation on his own, hoping to discover more about Martín and, at the same time, perfect the idea of the escape via mortis, in the style of Monsieur Alexandre Dumas. The more he turned the matter over in his mind, the more he thought that, at least in this particular, the Prisoner of Heaven was not as nuts as they all made him out to be. Whenever they were allowed out into the yard, Fermín would contrive to go up to Martín and engage in conversation with him.

‘Fermín, you and I are beginning to look like a couple. Every time I turn around, there you are.’

‘I’m sorry, Señor Martín, it’s just that I’m intrigued about something.’

‘And what is it, exactly, that intrigues you so, pray tell?’

‘Well, to put it bluntly, I can’t for the life of me fathom how a decent fellow like you has consented to help that conceited, repugnant meatball of a governor in his rapacious attempts to pass himself off as chief literary lion.’

‘Direct, aren’t you? There don’t seem to be any secrets in this place.’

‘It’s just that I have a natural flair for the art of detection and the finer investigative pursuits.’

‘In which case you surely must also have surmised that I’m not a decent fellow, but a criminal.’

‘That seems to have been the judge’s estimation.’

‘Backed up by an army and a half of witnesses who testified under oath.’

‘Incidentally, all on a crook’s payroll and chronically constipated with envy and petty chicanery, if I may say so.’

‘You may, but it hardly changes anything. Tell me, Fermín, is there anything about me you don’t know?’

‘Heaps of things. But the one issue that really sticks in my gullet is why you are in business with that self-absorbed dunce. People like him are the gangrene of this country.’

‘There are people like him everywhere, Fermín. Nobody holds the patent.’

‘But only here do we take them seriously.’

‘Perhaps, but don’t judge him so hastily. In this whole farce, the governor is a far more complex character than it would appear. This self-absorbed dunce, as you so generously call him, is, for starters, a very powerful man.’

‘God, according to him.’

‘Within this particular purgatory, that may not be too far off the mark.’

Fermín screwed up his nose. He didn’t like what he was hearing. It almost sounded as if Martín had been sipping the wine of his own downfall.

‘Has he threatened you? Is that it? What more can he do to you?’

‘To me? Nothing, except make me laugh. But to others, outside this place, he can do a lot of harm.’

Fermín kept quiet for a long while.

‘You must forgive me, Señor Martín. I didn’t mean to offend you. I hadn’t thought of that.’

‘You don’t offend me, Fermín. On the contrary. I think you hold a far too generous view of my circumstances. Your trust says much more about yourself than about me.’

‘It’s that young miss, isn’t it? Isabella.’

‘It’s a missus.’

‘I didn’t know you were married.’

‘I’m not. Isabella isn’t my wife. Or my lover, if that’s what you’re thinking.’

Fermín kept silent. He didn’t want to doubt Martín’s words, but just hearing him talk about that girl – whether she was single or married – he was quite convinced that she was the person poor Martín loved most in the world, probably the only thing that kept him alive in that well of misery. And the saddest thing was that he didn’t even seem to realise it.

‘Isabella and her husband run a bookshop, a place that has always held a very special meaning for me, ever since I was a child. The governor told me that if I didn’t do what he was asking, he’d make sure they were accused of selling subversive material. They’d have their business seized and then they’d be sent to prison and their son, who isn’t even three years old, would be taken from them.’

‘That fucking son-of-a-bitch,’ Fermín muttered.

‘No, Fermín,’ said Martín. ‘This isn’t your war. It’s mine. It’s what I deserve for having done what I’ve done.’

‘You haven’t done anything, Martín.’

‘You don’t know me well enough, Fermín. Not that you need to. What you must concentrate on is getting out of here.’

‘Glad you bring that up, since that’s the other thing I wanted to ask you. I hear you’re developing an experimental method for getting out of this chamber pot. If you need a skinny guinea pig – but one that is bursting with enthusiasm – consider me at your service.’

Martín observed him thoughtfully.

‘Have you read Dumas?’

‘From cover to cover.’

‘You look the type. If that’s the case, you’ll have an inkling of what’s coming. Listen well.’





Chapter 8

Fermín had been in captivity for six months when a series of circumstances substantially changed the course of his life. The first of these was that during that period, when the regime still believed that Hitler, Mussolini and Co. were going to win the war and that Europe would soon parade the same colours as the Generalissimo’s underpants, an unhindered wave of thugs, informers and newly appointed commissars drove up the number of imprisoned, arrested, prosecuted or ‘disappeared’ citizens to an all-time high.

 

The country’s jails couldn’t cope with the influx. The military authorities had instructed the Montjuïc prison management to double or even treble their intake and thus absorb part of the torrent of convicts flooding that defeated, miserable Barcelona of 1940. To that effect, in his flowery Sunday speech, the governor informed the prisoners that from then on they would share their cells. Dr Sanahuja was moved into Martín’s cell, presumably to keep an eye on him and protect him from his suicidal fits. Fermín had to share cell 13 with his grumpy old next-door neighbour, Number 14. All the prisoners in the block were coupled together in order to make room for the new arrivals who were driven up every night in vans from La Modelo or the Campo de la Bota prisons.

‘Don’t pull that face. I like it even less than you do,’ Number 14 informed his new companion when he moved in.

‘Let me warn you that unbridled hostility gives me insidious bouts of gas,’ Fermín threatened. ‘So drop the Buffalo Bill act. Make an effort to behave and try to piss facing the wall and without splashing, or one of these days you’ll wake up sprouting mushrooms.’

Ex-Number 14 spent five days without speaking to Fermín. Finally, surrendering in the face of the sulphuric flatulence Fermín offered him in the middle of the night, he switched strategy.

‘I did warn you,’ said Fermín.

‘All right. I give in. My name is Sebastián Salgado, a trade unionist by profession. Let’s shake hands and be friends, but, please, I beg you, stop farting like that, because I’m beginning to hallucinate and in my dreams I see Comrade Joseph Stalin doing the charleston.’

Fermín shook Salgado’s hand and noticed that he was missing his little finger and his ring finger.

‘Fermín Romero de Torres, pleased to make your acquaintance at last. Member of the secret service in the Caribbean sector of the Catalan Government, now in the clandestine reserve. But my true vocation is bibliographer and lover of literature.’

Salgado looked at his new comrade-in-arms and rolled his eyes.

‘And they say Martín is mad.’

‘A madman is one who considers himself sane and thinks that fools don’t belong in his rank.’

Salgado nodded, defeated.

 

The second circumstance occurred a few days later, when a couple of guards turned up at dusk to fetch him. Bebo opened their cell, trying to hide his concern.

‘You, Skinny Arse, get up,’ one of the guards muttered.

For a moment Salgado thought his prayers had been answered and Fermín was being taken away to be shot.

‘Be brave, Fermín.’ He smiled encouragingly. ‘Off to die for God and country, what could be more beautiful?’

The two guards grabbed Fermín, shackled his hands and feet, and dragged him away among the anguished looks of the entire block and Salgado’s roars of laughter.

‘You’re not farting your way out of this one, that’s for sure,’ laughed his companion.





Chapter 9

Fermín was led through a maze of tunnels until they reached a long corridor with a heavy wooden door visible at one end. He felt queasy, convinced that his miserable life was now over and that Inspector Fumero would be waiting behind that door with a welding torch and the night off. To his surprise, when he reached the door one of the guards removed his shackles while the other one rapped gently.

‘Come in,’ answered a familiar voice.

That is how Fermín found himself in the governor’s office, a room luxuriously decorated with fancy furniture and carpets presumably stolen from some ritzy mansion in the Bonanova area. The scene was rounded off with a Spanish flag – eagle, coat of arms and inscription – a portrait of the Caudillo with more retouching than a publicity shot of Marlene Dietrich, and the governor himself, Don Mauricio Valls, smiling behind his desk, enjoying an imported cigarette and a glass of brandy.

‘Sit down. Don’t be afraid,’ he invited.

Fermín noticed a tray next to him, with a plateful of actual red meat grilled to perfection, sautéed fresh peas and steaming mashed potatoes that smelled of hot butter and spices.

‘It’s not a mirage,’ said the governor softly. ‘It’s your dinner. I hope you brought an appetite.’

Fermín, who hadn’t seen anything like it since 1936, threw himself on the food before the vision evaporated. The governor watched him wolf it down with a mild expression of disgust and disdain behind his fixed smile, smoking and smoothing his slicked-back hair every other minute. When Fermín had licked his plate clean as a mirror, Valls told the guards to leave. On his own, the governor seemed far more sinister than with an armed escort.

‘Fermín, isn’t it?’ he asked casually.

Fermín nodded.

‘You’ll wonder why I’ve summoned you.’

Fermín shrank in his chair.

‘Nothing that need worry you. On the contrary. I’ve made you come because I want to improve your living conditions and, who knows, perhaps review your sentence: we both know that the charges brought against you didn’t hold water. That’s the problem with times like ours, a lot of things get stirred up and sometimes it’s the innocent who suffer. Such is the price of our national renaissance. Over and above such considerations, I want you to understand that I’m on your side. I’m a bit of a prisoner here myself. I’m sure we both want to get out as soon as possible and I thought we could help one another. Cigarette?’

Fermín accepted timidly.

‘If you don’t mind, I’ll save it for later.’

‘Of course. As you please. Here, have the whole packet.’

Fermín slid it into his pocket. The governor leaned over the table, smiling. There’s a snake just like that in the zoo, thought Fermín, but that one only eats mice.

‘So, how do you like your new cellmate?’

‘Salgado? A true humanitarian.’

‘I don’t know whether you’re aware that before we put him inside, this swine was an assassin for hire working for the communists.’

Fermín shook his head.

‘He told me he was a trade unionist.’

Valls laughed softly.

‘In May 1938, all on his own, he slipped into the home of the Vilajoana family on Paseo de la Bonanova and did away with them all, including their five children, the four maids and the eighty-six-year-old grandmother. Do you know who the Vilajoanas were?’

‘Well, actually . . .’

‘Jewellers. At the time of the crime there were jewels and cash in the house to the value of sixty-five thousand pesetas. Do you know where this money is now?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘You don’t know, and nobody knows. The only person who knows is Comrade Salgado, who decided not to hand it over to the proletariat but to hide it, so he could live in grand style after the war. Which is something he’ll never do because we’ll keep him here until he sings like a canary or until your friend Fumero slices what’s left of him into little cutlets.’

Fermín nodded, putting two and two together.

‘I’d noticed he is missing a couple of fingers on his left hand and he walks in a funny way.’

‘One of these days you must ask him to pull his trousers down and you’ll see he’s also missing some other key equipment he’s lost along the way because of his stubborn refusal to cooperate.’

Fermín gulped.

‘I want you to know that I find such atrocities repugnant. That’s one of the two reasons why you’re here, and why I’ve ordered Salgado to be moved to your cell. Because I believe that when people talk they get to understand one another. I want you to discover where he’s hidden the stash from the Vilajoanas, and from all the other thefts and crimes he committed in the last few years, and I want you to tell me.’

Fermín felt his heart fall to the ground.

‘And the other reason?’

‘The second reason is that I’ve noticed that you have recently become pals with David Martín. Which is fine by me. Friendship is a virtue that ennobles humans and helps rehabilitate prisoners. I’m not sure if you know that Martín is a writer of sorts.’

‘I’ve heard something.’

The governor threw him an icy glance but kept up his friendly smile.

‘Martín isn’t a bad person, really, but he’s mistaken about a lot of things. One of them is this naïve notion that he has to protect the weak and the innocent and such.’

‘How extravagant of him.’

‘Indeed. That’s why I thought that perhaps it would be good if you keep close to him, with your eyes and ears well open, and tell me what he tells you, what he thinks and feels . . . I’m sure there must be something he’s mentioned to you that has caught your attention.’

‘Come to think of it, Governor, he’s recently been complaining quite a lot about a spot in his groin where his underpants rub against him.’

The governor sighed and muttered something under his breath, visibly tired from having to feign so much politeness with such an undesirable specimen.

‘Look here, you imbecile, we can do this the easy way or the hard way. I’m trying to be reasonable, but all I have to do is to pick up the phone and your friend Fumero will be here in half an hour. I’ve been told that lately, as well as the welding torch, he keeps a cabinetmaker’s toolbox in one of the basement cells with which he works wonders. Am I making myself clear?’

Fermín clasped his hands to hide his trembling.

‘Beautifully. Forgive me, Governor. I hadn’t eaten beef for so long that the protein must have gone straight to my head. It won’t happen again.’

The governor resumed his smile and continued as if nothing had happened.

‘In particular, I’m interested in finding out whether he’s ever mentioned a cemetery of forgotten books, or dead books, or something along those lines. Think carefully before you answer. Has Martín ever talked to you about such a place?’

Fermín shook his head.

‘I swear, sir, I’ve never in my life heard Señor Martín, or anyone else, mention that place . . .’

The governor winked at him.

‘I believe you. And that’s why I know that if he does mention it, you’ll tell me. And if he doesn’t, you’ll bring up the subject and find out where it is.’

Fermín nodded repeatedly.

‘And one more thing. If Martín talks to you about a job I’ve asked him to do for me, convince him that in his own best interests, and in particular those of a certain young lady he holds in very high esteem, as well as the husband and child of the latter, he’d better get cracking and write his best work.’

‘Do you mean Señora Isabella?’ Fermín asked.

‘Ah, I see he’s mentioned her to you . . . You should see her,’ said the governor while he wiped his glasses with a handkerchief. ‘Young, really young, with that firm schoolgirl flesh . . . You don’t know how often she’s been sitting here, right where you are now, pleading for that poor wretch Martín. I won’t tell you what she’s offered me because I’m a gentleman but, between you and me, the devotion this girl feels for Martín is very telling. If I had to make a bet, I’d say that kid, Daniel, isn’t her husband’s but Martín’s. He might have abysmal taste when it comes to literature but an exquisite eye for sluts.’

The governor stopped when he noticed that the prisoner was giving him an impenetrable look which he didn’t appreciate.

‘What are you staring at?’ he challenged him.

He banged the table with his knuckles and instantly the door behind Fermín opened. The two guards grabbed him by his arms, hauling him up from his chair until his feet were dangling in the air.

‘Remember what I’ve told you,’ said the governor. ‘In four weeks’ time I want you in that chair again. If you bring me results, I can assure you your stay here will change for the better. If not, I’ll book you into the basement cell with Fumero and his toys. Are we clear?’

‘Crystal.’

Then, with a bored expression, the governor signalled to his men to take the prisoner away and downed his glass of brandy, sick and tired of having to talk to those uncultured yokels, day in, day out.





Chapter 10

Barcelona, 1957

 

‘Daniel, you’ve gone pale,’ murmured Fermín, rousing me from my trance.

The dining room in Can Lluís, the streets we had walked down to get there, had all disappeared. All I could see before me was that office in Montjuïc Castle and the face of that man talking about my mother with words and insinuations that seared my very soul. At the same time, something cold and sharp moved inside me, an anger I had never known before. For a split second what I most yearned for in the world was to have that son-of-a-bitch before me so I could wring his neck and watch him until the veins in his eyes burst.

 

‘Daniel . . .’

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. When I opened them again I was back in Can Lluís, and Fermín Romero de Torres was looking at me, completely vanquished.

‘Forgive me, Daniel,’ he said.

My mouth was dry. I poured myself a glass of water and drank it down, waiting for words to come to my lips.

‘There’s nothing to forgive, Fermín. Nothing of what you’ve told me is your fault.’

‘For a start, it’s my fault for having to tell you,’ he said, in such a soft voice it was barely audible.

I saw him lower his eyes, as if he didn’t dare look me in the face. He seemed so overcome with pain from remembering that episode and having to reveal the truth to me that I felt ashamed of my own bitterness.

‘Fermín, look at me.’

Fermín managed to look at me out of the corner of his eye and I smiled at him.

‘I want you to know that I’m grateful to you for having told me the truth and that I understand why you preferred not to tell me anything about this years ago.’

Fermín nodded weakly but something in his eyes made me realise that my words were no comfort to him at all. On the contrary. We sat in silence for a few moments.

‘There’s more, isn’t there?’ I asked at last.

Fermín nodded.

‘And what follows is worse?’

Fermín nodded again.

‘Much worse.’

I looked away and smiled at Professor Alburquerque, who was now leaving, not without raising a hand in farewell.

‘Well then, why don’t we ask for another bottle of water and you tell me the rest?’

‘Better if it’s wine,’ Fermín considered. ‘The strong stuff.’





Chapter 11

Barcelona, 1940

 

A week after the meeting between Fermín and the prison governor, a couple of individuals nobody in the cell block had ever set eyes on before – though they reeked of the political branch from a mile off – handcuffed Salgado and took him away without saying a word.

‘Bebo, do you know where they’re taking him?’ asked Number 19.

The jailer shook his head, but the look in his eyes suggested that he’d heard something and preferred not to discuss the matter. With nothing else to talk about, Salgado’s absence immediately became a subject for debate and speculation among the prisoners, who came up with all sorts of theories.

‘That guy was a mole, put in here by the Nacionales to get information out of us with that yarn about having been locked up because he was a trade unionist.’

‘Sure, that’s why they pulled two fingers off him and goodness knows what else, to make it all sound more convincing.’

‘I bet he’s dining in the Amaya with his pals as we speak, stuffing himself with hake Basque-style, and laughing at us all.’

‘What I think is that he’s confessed whatever it was they wanted him to confess and they’ve chucked him ten kilometres out at sea with a stone tied round his neck.’

‘He did look like a spook. Thank God I didn’t open my mouth. The lot of you will be in a stew.’

‘You never know, we might even be sent off to jail.’

For lack of other amusements, the discussions rumbled on until, two days later, the same men who had taken him away brought him back. The first thing all the inmates noticed was that Salgado couldn’t stand up and was being dragged along like a bundle. The second thing was that he was as pale as a corpse and drenched in cold sweat. The prisoner had returned half naked and covered in a brownish scab that looked like a mixture of dry blood and excrement. They dropped him on the cell floor as if he were a sack of manure and left without saying a word.

Fermín took him in his arms and laid him down on the bunk. He started to wash him slowly with a few shreds of cloth he tore off his own shirt and a bit of water Bebo brought him on the quiet. Salgado was conscious and breathed with difficulty, but his eyes shone with an inner fire. Where, two days earlier, he’d had a left hand, he now had a throbbing stump of purplish flesh cauterised with tar. While Fermín cleaned his face, Salgado smiled at him with his few remaining teeth.

‘Why don’t you tell those butchers once and for all what they want to know, Salgado? It’s only money. I don’t know how much you’ve hidden, but it’s not worth this.’

‘Like hell!’ he muttered with what little breath he had left. ‘That money is mine.’

‘It belongs to all those you murdered and robbed, if you don’t mind the observation.’

‘I didn’t rob anyone. They’d robbed the people before that. And if I executed them it was to deliver the justice the people were demanding.’

‘Sure. Thank God you came along, the Mediterranean Robin Hood, to right all wrongs and avenge the plight of the common folk.’

‘That money is my future,’ spat Salgado.

With the damp cloth, Fermín wiped Salgado’s cold forehead, lined with scratches.

‘One mustn’t dream of one’s future; one must earn it. And you have no future, Salgado. Neither you, nor a country that keeps producing beasts like you and the governor, and then looks the other way. Between us all we’ve destroyed the future and all that awaits us is shit like the shit you’re dripping with now and that I’m sick of cleaning off you.’

Salgado emitted a sort of rasping whimper, which Fermín took to be laughter.

‘Keep your sermons to yourself, Fermín. Don’t pretend you’re a hero now.’

‘No, there are enough heroes. What I am is a coward. Exactly that,’ said Fermín. ‘But at least I know it and admit it.’

Fermín went on cleaning him as best he could, silently, and then covered him with the piece of blanket they shared – teeming with nits and stinking of urine. He sat next to the thief until Salgado closed his eyes and fell into a sleep from which Fermín didn’t think he was ever going to wake.

‘Tell me he’s already dead,’ came Number 15’s voice.

‘Bets accepted,’ Number 17 added. ‘A cigarette that he’ll kick the bucket.’

‘Go to sleep, or to hell, all of you,’ said Fermín.

He curled up at the other end of the cell and tried to nod off, but soon realised he wasn’t going to sleep that night. After a while he stuck his head between the bars and let his arms hang over the metal shaft fixed across them. On the other side of the corridor, from the shadows of the cell opposite his, two eyes, gleaming in the light of a cigarette, were watching him.

‘You haven’t told me what Valls wanted you for the other day,’ said Martín.

‘You can imagine.’

‘Any request out of the ordinary?’

‘He wants me to worm out of you something about a cemetery of books, or something like that.’

‘Interesting,’ said Martín.

‘Fascinating.’

‘Did he tell you why he was interested in the subject?’

‘Quite frankly, Señor Martín, our relationship isn’t that close. The governor merely threatens me with mutilation of various sorts unless I carry out his orders within four weeks and I merely say “yes, sir”.’

‘Don’t worry, Fermín. In four weeks’ time you’ll be out of here.’

‘Oh, sure, on a beach in the Caribbean, with two well-fed mulatto girls massaging my feet no less.’

‘Have faith.’

Fermín let out a despondent sigh. The cards of his future were being dealt out among lunatics, thugs and dying men.





Chapter 12

That Sunday, after the speech in the yard, the governor cast Fermín a questioning look, rounding it off with a smile that turned his stomach. As soon as the guards allowed the prisoners to fall out, Fermín edged over towards Martín.

 

‘Brilliant speech,’ Martín remarked.

‘Historic. Every time that man speaks, the history of Western thought undergoes a Copernican revolution.’

‘Sarcasm doesn’t suit you, Fermín. It goes against your natural tenderness.’

‘Go to hell.’

‘I’m on my way. Cigarette?’

‘I don’t smoke.’

‘They say it helps you die faster.’

‘Bring it on then.’

 

He didn’t manage to get beyond the first puff. Martín took the cigarette from his fingers and gave him a few pats on the back while Fermín seemed to be coughing up even the memories of his first communion.

‘I don’t know how you can swallow that. It tastes of singed dogs.’

‘It’s the best you can get here. Apparently they’re made from cigarette stubs picked up in the corridors of the Monumental bullring.’

‘The bouquet suggests it’s more likely from the urinals.’

‘Take a deep breath, Fermín. Feeling better?’

Fermín nodded.

‘Are you going to tell me something about that cemetery so that I have a bit of offal to throw at the head swine? It doesn’t have to be true. Any nonsense you can come up with will do.’

Martín smiled as he exhaled the fetid smoke through his teeth.

‘How’s your cellmate, Salgado, the defender of the poor?’

‘Here’s a story for you. I thought I’d reached a certain age and had seen it all in this circus of a world. But, early this morning, when it looked like Salgado had given up the ghost, I hear him get up and walk over to my bunk like a vampire.’

‘He does have something of the vampire,’ agreed Martín.

‘Anyway, he comes over and stands there staring at me. I pretend to be asleep and when Salgado takes the bait, I see him scurry off to a corner and with the only hand he has left he starts to poke around in what medical science refers to as the rectum or final section of the large intestine,’ Fermín continued.

‘What did you say?’

‘You heard it. Good old Salgado, still convalescing from his most recent session of medieval amputation, decides to celebrate being back on his feet by exploring that long-underrated area of human anatomy where Mother Nature has decreed the sun doesn’t shine. I can’t believe my eyes and don’t even dare breathe. A minute goes by and Salgado looks as if he has two or three fingers, all the ones he has left, stuck in there in search of the philosopher’s stone or some very deep piles. All of which is accompanied by a low, hushed moaning which I’m not going to bother to reproduce.’

‘I’m dumbfounded,’ said Martín.

‘Then brace yourself for the grand finale. After a minute or two of prospective digging, he lets out a Saint John of the Cross-type sigh and the miracle happens. When he removes his fingers from anal territory he pulls out something shiny that even from the corner where I’m lying I can certify is no standard faecal arrangement, pardon my French.’

‘So what was it, then?’

‘A key. Not a spanner, just one of those small keys, the sort used for briefcases or a locker in the gym.’

‘What then?’

‘Then he takes the key, polishes it with a bit of spit – because I imagine it must have smelled of roses – and then goes over to the wall where, after making sure I’m still asleep, a fact that I confirm through finely rendered snores, like those of a Saint Bernard puppy, he proceeds to hide the key by inserting it in a crack between stones which he then covers with filth and, I dare say, some collateral resulting from his explorations in his nether parts.’

For a while Martín and Fermín looked at one another without speaking.

‘Are you thinking what I’m thinking?’ asked Fermín.

Martín nodded.

‘How much do you reckon the old crap shooter must have hidden in his little nest of greed?’ asked Fermín.

‘Enough to believe that it’s worth his while to lose fingers, hands, part of his testicular mass and God knows what else to keep its whereabouts secret,’ Martín guessed.

‘And what do I do now? Before I let a snake like the governor snatch Salgado’s little treasure – to fund hardback editions of his collected works and buy himself a seat in the Royal Academy of Language – I’d rather swallow that key, or, if necessary, even introduce it into the ignoble part of my own digestive tract.’

‘Don’t do anything for the time being,’ Martín advised. ‘Make sure the key is still there and await my instructions. I’m putting the finishing touches to your escape.’

‘No offence, Señor Martín, since I’m extremely grateful for your counsel and moral support, but you’re getting me to put my head and some other esteemed appendages on the block with this idea of yours, and considering the general consensus that you’re as mad as a hatter, it troubles me to think I’m placing my life in your hands.’

‘None taken, but, if you don’t trust a novelist, who are you going to trust?’

Fermín watched Martín walk off down the yard wrapped in his portable cloud of cigarette-stub smoke.

‘Holy mother of God,’ he murmured to the wind.

 





Chapter 13

The macabre betting syndicate organised by Number 17 continued to thrive for a few more days during which Salgado sometimes looked as if he were about to expire and then, just as suddenly, would get up, drag himself to the bars of the cell and declaim at the top of his voice the stanza: ‘You-fucking-bastards-you’re-not-getting-a-penny-out-of-me-you-fucking-sons-of-bitches’ and variations on the theme, until he screamed himself hoarse and collapsed exhausted on the floor, from where Fermín had to lift him and take him back to the bed.

‘Is old Cockroach succumbing, Fermín?’ asked Number 17 every time he heard him slump to the floor.

Fermín no longer bothered giving medical updates on his cellmate. If it happened, they’d soon see the canvas sack passing by.

‘Look here, Salgado, if you’re going to die, do so once and for all, and if you plan to live, I beg you to do it silently because I’m fed up to the back teeth with your foaming-at-the-mouth recitals,’ Fermín told him, tucking him up with a piece of dirty canvas. In Bebo’s absence, he’d managed to obtain it from one of the jailers after winning him over with a foolproof strategy for seducing young girls – by overcoming their resistance with carefully measured doses of whipped cream and sponge fingers.

‘Don’t give me that charitable crap. I know what you’re up to. You’re no better than this pack of vultures willing to bet their underpants that I’m going to croak,’ Salgado replied. He seemed ready to keep up his foul mood to the very end.

‘I’m not one to argue with a man in his death throes but I’m letting you know that I haven’t bet a single real in this gambling den, and if I ever wanted to give myself over to vice it wouldn’t be betting on the life of a human being. Although you’re as much a human being as I’m a glow-worm,’ Fermín pronounced.

‘Don’t think for a minute that all that talk of yours is going to distract me,’ Salgado snapped back maliciously. ‘I know perfectly well what you and your bosom friend Martín are plotting with all that Count of Monte Cristo business.’

‘I don’t know what you’re babbling about, Salgado. Sleep for a bit, or for a year, since nobody’s going to miss you anyhow.’

‘If you think you’re getting out of this place you’re as mad as he is.’

Fermín felt a cold sweat on his back. Salgado bared his smashed teeth in a smile.

‘I knew it,’ he said.

Swearing under his breath, Fermín curled up in his corner, as far away as he could get from Salgado. The peace only lasted a minute.

‘My silence has a price,’ Salgado announced.

‘I should have let you die when they brought you back,’ murmured Fermín.

‘As proof of my gratitude I’m prepared to give you a discount,’ said Salgado. ‘All I ask of you is to do me one last favour and I’ll keep your secret.’

‘How do I know it’s the last?’

‘Because you’re going to get caught, just like everyone else who’s tried to leg it out of here, and after they’ve riled you for a few days you’ll be garrotted in the yard, as an edifying sight for the rest of us. And then I won’t be able to ask you for anything else. What do you say? A small favour and my complete cooperation. I give you my word of honour.’

‘Your word of honour? Man, why didn’t you say so before? That changes everything.’

‘Come closer . . .’

Fermín hesitated for a moment, but told himself he had nothing to lose.

‘I know that son-of-a-bitch Valls has put you up to it, to find out where I’ve hidden the money,’ he said. ‘Don’t bother to deny it.’

Fermín shrugged his shoulders.

‘I want you to tell him,’ Salgado instructed Fermín.

‘Whatever you say, Salgado. Where is the money?’

‘Tell the governor that he must go alone, in person. If anyone goes with him he won’t get a duro out of it. Tell him he must go to the old Vilardell factory in Pueblo Nuevo, behind the graveyard. At midnight. Not before, and not after.’

‘Sounds like an episode from The Phantom, Salgado, one of the bad ones . . .’

‘Listen carefully. Tell him he must go into the factory and find the old guards’ lodge, next to the textile mill. When he gets there he must knock on the door, and when they ask him who’s there, he must say: “Durruti lives”.’

Fermín chuckled.

‘It’s the most idiotic thing I’ve heard since the governor’s last speech.’

‘You just tell him what I’ve told you.’

‘And how do you know I won’t go there myself? If I follow your cheap melodrama and passwords I could take the money.’

Avarice shone in Salgado’s eyes.

‘Don’t tell me: because I’ll be dead,’ Fermín completed.

Salgado’s reptilian smile spilled over his lips. Fermín studied those eyes, eaten away by his thirst for revenge. He realised then what Salgado was after.

‘It’s a trap, isn’t it?’

Salgado didn’t reply.

‘What if Valls survives? Haven’t you stopped to think what they’ll do to you?’

‘Nothing they haven’t done to me already.’

‘I’d say you’ve got balls, if it wasn’t for the fact that you only have a bit of one left. And if this move of yours doesn’t pan out, you won’t even have that much,’ Fermín suggested.

‘That’s my problem,’ retorted Salgado. ‘So what’s it to be, Monte Cristo? Is it a deal?’

Salgado offered him his one remaining hand. Fermín stared at it for a few moments before shaking it reluctantly.





Chapter 14

 

Fermín had to wait for the traditional Sunday lecture after mass and the brief period in the yard to go over to Martín and confide in him what Salgado had asked him to do.

‘It won’t interfere with the plan,’ Martín assured him. ‘Do what he’s asking you to do. We can’t risk a tip-off at this point.’

Fermín, who for days had been hovering between feelings of nausea and a racing heart, dried the cold sweat dripping down his forehead.

‘Martín, it’s not that I don’t trust you, but if this plan you’re preparing is so good, why don’t you use it to get out of here yourself?’

Martín nodded, as if he’d been expecting that question for days.

‘Because I deserve to be here, and even if I didn’t, there’s nowhere left for me outside these walls. I have nowhere to go.’

‘You have Isabella . . .’

‘Isabella is married to a man who is ten times better than me. All I would achieve by getting out of here would be to make her miserable.’

‘But she’s doing everything possible to get you out . . .’

Martín shook his head.

‘You must promise me one thing, Fermín. It’s all I’m going to ask you to do in exchange for helping you escape.’

This is the month for requests, thought Fermín, nodding readily.

‘Whatever you say.’

‘If you manage to leave this place I want you, if you can, to take care of her. From a distance, without her knowing, without her even knowing you exist. I want you to take care of her and of her son, Daniel. Will you do that for me, Fermín?’

‘Of course.’

Martín smiled sadly.

‘You’re a good man, Fermín.’

‘That’s the second time you’ve told me, and every time it sounds worse to me.’

Martín pulled out one of his stinking cigarettes and lit it.

‘We don’t have much time. Brians, the lawyer Isabella hired to act on my case, was here yesterday. I made the mistake of telling him what Valls wants me to do.’

‘The business about rewriting that garbage of his . . .’

‘Exactly. I asked him not to say anything to Isabella, but I know him, and sooner or later he will, and Isabella, whom I know even better, will fly into a rage and come here to threaten Valls with broadcasting his secret from the rooftops.’

‘Can’t you stop her?’

‘Trying to stop Isabella is like trying to stop a cargo train: a fool’s errand.’

‘The more you talk about her the more I’d like to meet her. I like women with spirit . . .’

‘Fermín, let me remind you of your promise.’

Fermín put his hand on his heart and nodded solemnly. Martín continued.

‘As I was saying, when this happens, Valls might do something stupid. He’s driven by vanity, envy and greed. When he feels he’s been cornered he’ll make a false move. I don’t know what, but I’m sure he’ll try to do something. It’s important that by then you’re already out of here.’

‘As you know, I’m not too keen on this place . . .’

‘You don’t understand. We’ve got to speed up the plan.’

‘When to?’

Martín watched him at length through the curtain of smoke rising from his lips.

‘To tonight.’

Fermín tried to swallow, but his mouth felt as if it were full of dust.

‘But I don’t even know what the plan is yet . . .’

‘Listen carefully.’





Chapter 15

That afternoon, before returning to his cell, Fermín approached one of the two guards who had escorted him to Valls’s office.

‘Tell the governor I need to talk to him.’

‘What about?’

‘Tell him I have the results he was waiting for. He’ll know what I mean.’

Before an hour had passed, the guard and his colleague were at the door of cell number 13 to fetch Fermín. Salgado watched the whole thing eagerly from the bunk as he massaged his stump. Fermín winked at him and set off, escorted by the guards.

 

The governor received him with an effusive smile and a plateful of delicious pastries from Casa Escribá.

‘Fermín, dear friend, what a pleasure to see you here again, ready for an intelligent and productive conversation. Do sit down, please. And enjoy this fine selection of sweets brought to me by the wife of one of the prisoners.’

Fermín, who for days hadn’t been able to swallow so much as a birdseed, picked up a ring-shaped pastry so as not to disobey Valls, and held it in his hand as if he were holding an amulet. Valls poured himself a glass of brandy and dropped into his ample general’s armchair.

‘So? I understand you have good news for me,’ the governor said, inviting Fermín to talk.

Fermín nodded.

‘In the belles-lettres department, I can assure Your Honour that Martín is more than persuaded and motivated to carry out the polishing and ironing task he was requested to do. Moreover, he remarked that the material you supplied him with, sir, is of such a high quality and so fine, that he thinks it will pose no difficulties. All he needs to do is dot a few i’s and cross a few t’s in your work of genius to produce a masterpiece worthy of the great Paracelsus.’

Valls paused to absorb Fermín’s barrage of words, but nodded politely without removing his frozen smile.

‘There’s no need for you to sweeten it for me, Fermín. It’s enough for me to know that Martín will do what he has to do. We’re both aware that he doesn’t like the task he’s been assigned, but I’m glad he’s seeing reason at last and understands that making things possible benefits us all. And now, about the other two points . . .’

‘I was coming to that, sir. Concerning the burial ground of the lost volumes . . .’

‘The Cemetery of Forgotten Books,’ Valls corrected him. ‘Have you been able to extract its location from Martín?’

Fermín nodded with utter conviction.

‘From what I’ve been able to gather, the aforementioned ossuary is hidden behind a labyrinth of tunnels and chambers, beneath the Borne market.’

Valls weighed up that revelation, visibly surprised.

‘And the entrance?’

‘I wasn’t able to get that far, sir. I imagine that it must be through some trapdoor camouflaged behind the uninviting paraphernalia and stench of some of the wholesale vegetable stalls. Martín didn’t want to talk about it and I thought that if I pressed him too much he might dig his heels in.’

Valls nodded slowly.

‘You did the right thing. Go on.’

‘And finally, in reference to Your Excellency’s last request, taking advantage of the death throes and moral agonies of that despicable Salgado, I was able to persuade him, in his delirium, to confess where he’d hidden the copious booty from his criminal activities in the service of Freemasonry and Marxism.’

‘So, you think he’s going to die?’

‘Any moment now. I think he’s already commended himself to Saint Leon Trotsky and is awaiting his last breath to rise into the politburo of posterity.’

‘I told those animals they wouldn’t extract anything out of him by force,’ Valls muttered under his breath.

‘Technically, I believe they extracted a gonad or a limb, but I agree with you, sir, that with vermin like Salgado the only possible method is applied psychology.’

‘So then? Where did he hide the money?’

Fermín leaned forward and adopted a confidential tone.

‘It’s complicated to explain.’

‘Don’t beat about the bush or I’ll send you down to the basement to have your vocal cords refreshed.’

Fermín then proceeded to sell Valls that outlandish plot he’d obtained from Salgado’s lips. The governor listened incredulously.

‘Fermín, let me warn you that if you’re lying you’ll be deeply sorry. What they’ve done to Salgado won’t even be a foretaste of what they’ll do to you.’

‘I can assure Your Lordship that I’m repeating, word for word, what Salgado told me. If you like I’ll swear on the irrefutable portrait of Franco that lies on your desk.’

Valls looked him straight in the eye. Fermín held his gaze without blinking, just as Martín had taught him to do. Finally, having procured the information he was looking for, the governor removed his smile as well as the plate of pastries. Without any pretence at cordiality, he snapped his fingers and the two guards came in to lead Fermín back to his cell.

This time Valls didn’t even bother to threaten Fermín. As they dragged him down the corridor, Fermín saw the governor’s secretary walking past them and stopping outside Valls’s office.

‘Governor, Sanahuja, the doctor in Martín’s cell . . .’

‘Yes. What?’

‘He says Martín has fainted and thinks it might be something serious. He asks for permission to go to the medicine cabinet and get a few things . . .’

Valls stood up in a fury.

‘’So what are you waiting for? Go on. Take him there and let him have whatever he needs.’





Chapter 16

Following the governor’s orders, a jailer was left posted in front of Martín’s cell while Dr Sanahuja treated him. The jailer was a young man of about twenty who was new to the shift. The night shift was supposed to be covered by Bebo, but instead that novice had inexplicably turned up, looking incapable even of sorting out his bunch of keys and more nervous than any of the prisoners. At about nine o’clock the doctor, noticeably tired, walked over to the bars of his cell and spoke to him.

‘I need more clean gauze and some antiseptic.’

‘I can’t abandon my post.’

‘And I can’t abandon a patient. Please. Gauze and antiseptic.’

The jailer stirred nervously.

‘The governor doesn’t like it when his instructions are not followed word for word.’

‘He’ll like it even less if anything happens to Martín because you’ve ignored me.’

The young jailer assessed the situation.

‘Listen, boss,’ argued the doctor. ‘We’re unlikely to walk through the walls or swallow the iron bars . . .’

The jailer swore and rushed off to the medicine cabinet, while Sanahuja stood by the bars of his cell and waited. Salgado had been asleep for a couple of hours, breathing with difficulty. Fermín tiptoed up to the front of his cell and exchanged glances with the doctor. Sanahuja then threw him a parcel, the size of a pack of cards, wrapped in a shred of material and tied with a piece of string. Fermín caught it in the air and quickly retreated to the shadows at the far end of his cell. When the jailer returned with what Sanahuja had asked him for, he peered through the bars, inspecting Salgado’s silhouette on the bunk.

‘He’s on his last legs,’ said Fermín. ‘I don’t think he’ll last till tomorrow.’

‘You keep him alive until six. I don’t want him to screw things up for me. Let him die during someone else’s shift.’

‘I’ll do what is humanly possible, boss,’ replied Fermín.





Chapter 17

That night, while Fermín unwrapped the parcel Dr Sanahuja had tossed him from the other side of the corridor, a black Studebaker was driving the governor down the road from Montjuïc towards the dark streets bordering the port. Jaime, the chauffeur, was taking great care to avoid potholes and any jolts that might inconvenience his passenger or interrupt the flow of his thoughts. The new governor was not like the previous one. The previous governor would strike up conversations with him in the car and once in a while he had sat in the front, next to him. Governor Valls never addressed Jaime except to give him an order and rarely caught his eye, unless he’d made a mistake, or driven over a stone, or taken a bend too fast. Then his eyes would smoulder in the rear-view mirror and his face would adopt a sour expression. Governor Valls did not let him turn on the radio because, he said, all the programmes were an insult to his intelligence. Nor did he let Jaime display photographs of his wife and daughter on the dashboard.

Luckily, at that time of night there was no traffic and the route didn’t throw up any unwelcome surprises. In just a few minutes the car had passed the old Royal Shipyards, skirted the monument to Columbus and started up the Ramblas. Two minutes later they had reached the Café de la Ópera and stopped. The Liceo audience, on the other side of the street, had already gone in for the evening performance and the Ramblas were almost deserted. The chauffeur got out and, after making sure there was nobody in the way, opened the door for Mauricio Valls. The governor stepped out, looking at the boulevard with indifference, then straightened his tie and brushed off his shoulder pads.

‘Wait here,’ he said to the driver.

When the governor entered the café, it was almost empty. The clock behind the bar said five minutes to ten. The governor responded to the waiter’s greeting with a nod and sat down at a table at the far end. He calmly slipped off his gloves and pulled out his silver cigarette case, the one his father-in-law had given him on his first wedding anniversary. He lit a cigarette and gazed at the old café. The waiter came over with a tray and wiped the table with a damp cloth that smelled of bleach. The governor threw him a look of disdain which the waiter ignored.

‘What will the gentleman have?’

‘Two camomile teas.’

‘In the same cup?’

‘No. In separate cups.’

‘Is the gentleman expecting someone?’

‘Obviously.’

‘Very good. Can I get you anything else?’

‘Honey.’

‘Yes, sir.’

The waiter left unhurriedly, while the governor made some contemptuous remark under his breath. A radio on the counter was murmuring a phone-in programme for lonely hearts, interspersed with publicity from Bella Aurora cosmetics, whose daily use guaranteed perpetual youth and sparkling beauty. Four tables away an elderly man seemed to have fallen asleep with a newspaper in his hands. The rest of the tables were empty. The two steaming cups arrived five minutes later. At a snail’s pace, the waiter placed them on the table, followed by a jar of honey.

‘Will that be all, sir?’

Valls nodded. He didn’t move until the waiter had returned to the bar. Then he proceeded to pull a small bottle out of his pocket. He unscrewed the top, while casting a quick glance at the other customer who still seemed knocked out by his news-paper. The waiter stood behind the bar, with his back to the room, methodically drying glasses with a white cloth.

Valls took the bottle and emptied its contents into the cup on the other side of the table. Then he added a generous dollop of honey and began to stir the camomile with the teaspoon until the honey had dissolved completely. On the radio someone was reading an anguished letter from a faithful listener from Betanzos whose husband, apparently annoyed because she’d burned his All Soul’s Day stew, had taken to going to the bar to listen to the football with his friends, was hardly ever home and hadn’t gone to mass since that day. She was recommended prayer, patience and to make use of her feminine wiles, but only within the strict limits of the Christian family. Valls checked the clock again. It was a quarter past ten.





Chapter 18

At twenty past ten, Isabella Sempere walked in through the door. She wore a simple coat, no make-up, and her hair was tied up. Valls saw her and raised a hand. Isabella paused for a moment to look at him blankly, then slowly walked over to the table. Valls stood up and held out his hand with a friendly smile. Isabella ignored the gesture and sat down.

‘I’ve taken the liberty of ordering two camomile teas. It’s the best thing to have on such a chilly evening.’

Isabella nodded absently, avoiding Valls’s eyes. The governor studied her closely. As  every time she had come to see him, Señora Sempere had made herself look as plain as possible in an attempt to hide her beauty. Valls examined the shape of her lips, her throbbing neck and the swell of her breasts under her coat.

‘I’m listening,’ said Isabella.

‘Above all, let me thank you for agreeing to meet me at such short notice. I received your note this afternoon and thought it would be a good idea to discuss the matter away from the office and the prison.’

Isabella responded with another nod. Valls had a sip of his camomile and licked his lips.

‘Excellent. The best in all Barcelona. Taste it.’

Isabella ignored his invitation.

‘As you will understand, we can’t be discreet enough. May I ask you whether you’ve told anyone you were coming here tonight?’

Isabella shook her head.

‘Your husband, perchance?’

‘My husband is stocktaking in the bookshop. He won’t get home until the early hours of the morning. Nobody knows I’m here.’

‘Shall I get you something else? If you don’t feel like a camomile tea . . .’

Isabella shook her head and held the cup in her hands.

‘It’s fine.’

Valls smiled serenely.

‘As I was saying, I got your letter. I quite understand your indignation and wanted to tell you that it’s all due to a misunderstanding.’

‘You’re blackmailing a poor, mentally ill person, your prisoner, by getting him to write a book with which to promote yourself. I don’t think I misunderstood anything up to that point.’

Valls slid a hand towards Isabella.

‘Isabella . . . May I call you that?’

‘Don’t touch me, please.’

Valls pulled his hand away, putting on a conciliatory smile.

‘All right, but let’s talk calmly.’

‘There’s nothing to talk about. If you don’t leave David in peace, I’ll take your story and your fraud to Madrid or wherever is required. Everyone will know what sort of a person and what sort of a literary figure you are. Nothing and nobody is going to stop me.’

Isabella’s eyes brimmed with tears and the cup of camomile shook in her hands.

‘Please, Isabella. Drink a little. It will do you good.’

Isabella drank a couple of sips.

‘Like this, with a bit of honey, is how it tastes best,’ Valls added.

Isabella took two or three more sips.

‘I must say, I do admire you, Isabella,’ said Valls. ‘Few people would have the courage and the composure to defend a poor wretch like Martín . . . someone whom everyone has abandoned and betrayed. Everyone but you.’

Isabella glanced nervously at the clock above the bar. It was ten thirty-five. She took a couple more sips of camomile and then finished it off.

‘You must be very fond of him,’ Valls ventured. ‘Sometimes I wonder whether, given a bit of time, when you get to know me a bit better and see what I’m really like, you’ll become just as fond of me as you are of him.’

She looked at him coldly for a long while, the empty cup in her hands.

‘You make me feel sick, Valls. You and all the filth like you.’

Valls smiled warmly.

‘I know, Isabella. But it’s the filth like me that always rules in this country and the people like you who are always left in the shadow. It makes no difference which side is holding the reins.’

‘Not this time. This time your superiors will know what you’re doing.’

‘What makes you think they’ll care, or that they don’t do the same or much worse? After all, I’m only an amateur.’

Valls smiled and pulled a folded sheet of paper out of his jacket pocket.

‘Isabella, I want you to know I’m not the sort of person you think I am. And to prove it, here is the order for freeing David Martín, effective tomorrow.’

Valls showed her the document. Isabella examined it in disbelief. Valls pulled out his pen and, without further ado, signed it.

‘’There you are. David Martín is, technically, a free man. Thanks to you, Isabella. Thanks to you . . .’

When Isabella looked at him again her eyes had glazed over. Valls noticed how her pupils were slowly dilating and a film of perspiration appeared over her upper lip.

‘Are you all right? You look pale . . .’

Isabella staggered to her feet and held on to the chair.

‘Are you feeling dizzy, Isabella? Can I take you somewhere?’

Isabella retreated a few steps and bumped into the waiter as she made her way to the door. Valls remained seated, sipping his camomile tea until the clock said ten forty-five. Then he left a few coins on the table and slowly walked towards the exit. The car was waiting for him on the pavement. The chauffeur stood next to it, holding the door open for him.

‘Would the governor like to go home or back to the castle?’

‘Home. But first we’re going to make a stop in Pueblo Nuevo, in the old Vilardell factory,’ he ordered.

On his way to pick up the promised bounty, Mauricio Valls, the illustrious future of Spanish letters, gazed at the procession of black, deserted streets in that accursed Barcelona he so detested, and shed a few tears for Isabella, and for what might have been.





Chapter 19

When Salgado awoke from his stupor and opened his eyes, the first thing he noticed was that there was someone standing motionless at the foot of his bunk, watching him. He felt a slight panic and for a moment thought he was still in the basement room. A flickering light from the oil lamps in the corridor outlined familiar contours.

‘Fermín, is that you?’ he asked.

The figure in the shadows nodded and Salgado breathed deeply.

‘My mouth is dry. Is there any water left?’

Slowly, Fermín drew closer. He had something in his hand: a cloth and a small glass bottle.

Salgado saw Fermín pour the liquid from the bottle on to the cloth.

‘What’s that, Fermín?’

Fermín didn’t reply. His face showed no expression. He leaned over Salgado and looked him in the eye.

‘Fermín, no . . .’

Before Salgado was able to utter another syllable, Fermín placed the cloth over his mouth and nose and pressed hard, holding Salgado’s head down on the bed. Salgado tossed about with what little strength he had left, while Fermín kept the cloth over his face. Salgado looked at him, terror-stricken. Seconds later he lost consciousness. Fermín didn’t lift the cloth. He counted five more seconds and only then did he remove it. Sitting on the bunk with his back to Salgado, he waited a few minutes. Then, just as Martín had told him to do, he walked over to the door of the cell.

‘Jailer!’ he called.

He heard the new boy’s footsteps approaching down the corridor. In Martín’s plan it was supposed to be Bebo doing the night shift, not that moron.

‘What’s the matter now?’ asked the jailer.

‘It’s Salgado. He’s had it.’

The jailer shook his head with exasperation.

‘Fucking hell. Now what?’

‘Bring the sack.’

The jailer cursed his bad luck.

‘If you like, I’ll put him in, boss,’ Fermín offered.

The jailer nodded with just a hint of gratitude.

‘If you bring the sack now, you can go and notify them while I put him in. That way they’ll come and collect him before midnight,’ Fermín added.

The jailer nodded again and went off in search of the canvas sack. Fermín stood by the door of his cell. On the other side of the corridor, Martín and Sanahuja watched him in silence.

 

Ten minutes later, the jailer returned holding the sack by one end, unable to hide the nausea caused by the stench of rotten flesh it gave off. Fermín moved away to the far end of the cell without waiting to be told. The jailer opened the cell door and threw the sack inside.

‘Let them know now, boss. That way they’ll take the bacon away before midnight – or we’ll have to keep him here until tomorrow night.’

‘Are you sure you can manage to put him in on your own?’

‘Don’t worry, boss, I’ve had plenty of practice.’

The jailer nodded again, not entirely convinced.

‘Let’s hope we’re in luck and it works out, because his stump is starting to ooze and I can’t begin to tell you what that’s going to smell like . . .’

‘Shit,’ said the jailer, scuttling off.

As soon as he heard him reach the end of the corridor, Fermín began to undress Salgado. Then he removed his own clothes and got into the thief’s stinking rags. Finally, Fermín put his own clothes on Salgado and placed him on the bed, lying on his side with his face to the wall, and pulled the blanket over him, so that it half-covered his face. Then he grabbed the canvas sack and got inside it. He was about to close it when he remembered something.

Hurriedly, he got out again and went over to the wall. With his nails, he scratched the space between two stones where he’d seen Salgado hide the key, until the tip began to show. He tried to pull it out with his fingers, but the key kept slipping and remained stuck between the stones.

‘Hurry up,’ Martín hissed from the other side of the corridor.

Fermín gripped the key with his nails and pulled hard. The nail of his ring finger was ripped off and for a few seconds he was blinded with pain. Fermín muffled a scream and sucked his finger. The taste of his own blood, salty and metallic, filled his mouth. When he opened his eyes again he noticed that about a centimetre of the key was protruding from the wall. This time he was able to pull it out easily.

He slipped into the sack again and tied the knot from the inside, as best he could, leaving an opening of about a hand’s breadth. Holding back the retching he felt rising up his throat, he lay on the floor and tightened the strings until only a small gap was left, the size of a fist. He held his nose shut with his fingers. It was preferable to breathe in his own filth than to smell that rotting stench. Now, all that remained for him to do was wait, he told himself.





Chapter 20

The streets of Pueblo Nuevo were buried in a thick, humid fog that slithered up from the citadel of shacks on the Somorrostro beach. The governor’s Studebaker advanced slowly through veils of mist, past shadowy canyons formed by factories, warehouses and dark, crumbling outbuildings. In front of them, the car’s headlights carved out two tunnels of light. Soon the silhouette of the old Vilardell textile mill peered through the fog. Chimneys and crests of abandoned pavilions and workshops were outlined at the far end of the street. The large entrance was guarded by a spiked gate; behind it, just visible, was a spread of tangled undergrowth out of which rose the skeletons of burned lorries and wrecked wagons. The chauffeur stopped in front of the entrance to the old factory.

‘Leave the engine running,’ ordered the governor.

The beams from the headlights pierced the blackness beyond the gate, revealing the ruinous state of the plant, bombed during the war and abandoned like so many other buildings all over the city.

On one side, a few huts were boarded up with wooden planks. Next to these, facing a garage that looked as if it had gone up in flames, stood what Valls supposed must be the former home of the security guards. The reddish glow of a candle, or an oil lamp, licked the edges of one of the closed windows. The governor took in the scene unhurriedly from the back seat of the car. After a few minutes’ wait, he leaned forward and spoke to the chauffeur.

‘Jaime, do you see that house on the left-hand side, opposite the garage?’

It was the first time the governor had addressed him by his first name. Something in that sudden warm and polite tone made the driver prefer his usual cold treatment.

‘The lodge, you mean?’

‘Exactly. I want you to walk over there and knock on the door.’

‘You want me to go in there? Into the factory?’

The governor sighed with impatience.

‘Not into the factory. Listen carefully. You see the house, don’t you?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Very good. Well, you walk to the gate, you slip in through the gap between the bars, and you go over to the lodge and knock on the door. Everything clear so far?’

The chauffeur nodded with little enthusiasm.

‘Right. Once you’ve knocked, someone will open the door, and then you say to him: “Durruti lives”.’

‘Durruti?’

‘Don’t interrupt. You just repeat what I’ve told you. They’ll give you something. Probably a case or a bundle. You bring it back here and that’s it. Simple, no?’

The chauffeur had gone pale and kept looking into the rear-view mirror, as if he expected someone or something to spring out from the shadows at any moment.

‘Calm down, Jaime. Nothing’s going to happen. I’m asking you to do this as a personal favour. Tell me, are you married?’

‘I got married three years ago, sir.’

‘Ah, that’s good. And do you have any children?’

‘We have a beautiful two-year-old girl, and my wife is expecting, sir.’

‘Congratulations. Family is what matters most, Jaime. You’re a good Spaniard. If you’ll accept, as an advance christening present, and as proof of my gratitude for your excellent work, I’ll give you a hundred pesetas. And if you do this small favour for me I’ll recommend you for a promotion. How would you like an office job in the Council? I have good friends there and they tell me they’re looking for men with character to pull the country out of the black hole the reds have left it in.’

The chauffeur smiled weakly at the mention of money and good prospects.

‘Won’t it be dangerous or . . .?’

‘Jaime, it’s me, the governor. Would I ask you to do something dangerous or illegal?’

The chauffeur looked at him but didn’t say anything. Valls smiled at him.

‘Repeat what it is you have to do, come on.’

‘I go up to the door of the house and knock. When they open the door, I say: “Long live Durruti”.’

‘Durruti lives.’

‘That’s it. Durruti lives. They give me a case and I bring it back.’

‘And we go home. That simple.’

The chauffeur nodded and, after a moment’s hesitation, got out of the car and walked up to the gate. Valls watched his silhouette pass through the beams from the headlights and reach the entrance. There the chauffeur turned for a second to look at the car.

‘Go on, you idiot, go in,’ murmured Valls.

The chauffeur slipped in between the bars and, picking his way through rubble and weeds, slowly approached the door of the lodge. The governor pulled out the revolver he kept in the inside pocket of his coat and cocked the hammer. The chauffeur reached the door and stopped there. Valls saw him knock twice then wait. Almost a minute went by and nothing happened.

‘One more time,’ muttered Valls to himself.

The chauffeur was now looking towards the car, as if he didn’t know what to do next. Suddenly, a pale yellowish light filled the space where, just a second before, there had been a closed door. Valls saw the chauffeur uttering the password. He turned one more time to look at the car, smiling. The shot, fired at point-blank range, shattered his temple and went clean through his skull. A mist of blood emerged from the other side and the body, already dead, stood for a moment wrapped in a halo of gunpowder before collapsing to the ground like a broken doll.

Valls stepped hurriedly out of the back seat of the Studebaker and took the wheel. Holding his revolver against the dashboard and pointing it towards the factory entrance with his left hand, he put the car into reverse and pressed down on the accelerator. The car reversed into the darkness, bumping over potholes and puddles that peppered the road. As he drove backwards he was able to see the glare of a few shots hitting the gate, but none of them reached the car. Only when he’d reversed some two hundred metres did he turn the Studebaker around. Then, accelerating fully, he drove away from that place, biting his lips with rage.





Chapter 21

Tied up inside the sack, Fermín could only hear their voices approaching the cell.

‘Hey, we’ve been lucky,’ cried the novice jailer.

‘Fermín has fallen asleep,’ said Dr Sanahuja from his cell.

‘Some have it easy,’ said the jailer. ‘There it is, you can take it away.’

Fermín heard footsteps around him and felt a sudden jerk when one of the two gravediggers firmly retied the knot. Then they picked up the sack between them and, without any care, dragged him along the stone corridor like a dead weight. Fermín didn’t dare move a single muscle.

The knocks he received from steps, corners and doors stabbed him without mercy. He put a fist in his mouth and bit it to stop himself from screaming. After what seemed like a long roundabout route Fermín noticed a sudden drop in the temperature and the absence of the claustrophobic echo that resounded throughout the castle. They were outdoors. He was hauled for a few metres over a paved surface spattered with puddles that soaked the canvas. The cold air soon pierced the sack.

Finally, he felt he was being lifted and thrown into space. He landed on what seemed to be a hard wooden surface, then heard footsteps moving away. Fermín took a deep breath. The inside of the sack was damp and reeked of excrement, putrid flesh and diesel. Fermín heard a lorry engine start and after a jolt, the vehicle began to move. Soon the downward pull of a slope made the sack roll forward and Fermín deduced that the lorry was trundling down the same road that had brought him to the prison months before. He remembered how the climb up the mountain had been long and full of bends. After a short while, however, he noticed that the vehicle was turning and heading in a new direction, along flat, rough, unpaved ground. They had left the main road and Fermín was sure they were advancing further into the mountain instead of driving down towards the city. Something had gone wrong.

Only then did it occur to him that perhaps Martín had not worked everything out, that he’d missed a key detail. After all, nobody knew for certain what they did with the prisoners’ dead bodies. Martín may not have stopped to consider that perhaps they got rid of them by throwing them into a furnace. He imagined Salgado, waking up from his heavy chloroform-induced sleep, laughing and saying that Fermín Romero de Torres, or whatever the hell he was called, before burning in Hell, had burned in Life.

The journey continued for a few minutes. Then, as the vehicle began to slow down, Fermín noticed it for the first time. Never in his life had he smelled anything so revolting. His heart shrank and as an indescribable stench brought on waves of nausea, he wished he’d never listened to that madman, Martín, and had remained in his cell.





Chapter 22

When the governor arrived at Montjuïc Castle, he stepped out of the car and rushed into his office. His secretary was ensconced behind his small desk near the door, typing the day’s correspondence with two fingers.

‘Leave that and get that son-of-a-bitch Salgado brought here at once,’ he ordered.

The secretary looked at him, disconcerted, wondering whether he should open his mouth.

‘Don’t just sit there like a halfwit. Get moving.’

The secretary stood up, looking flustered, avoiding the governor’s furious eyes.

‘Salgado has died, Governor. Just tonight . . .’

Valls closed his eyes and took a deep breath.

‘Governor . . . sir . . .’

Without bothering to explain, Valls ran off and didn’t stop until he reached cell number 13. When he saw him, the young jailer snapped out of his drowsiness and gave him a military salute.

‘Your Excellency, what . . .’

‘Open up. Quick.’

The jailer opened the cell and Valls charged in. He walked over to the bunk and, grabbing the shoulder of the body lying on it, pulled hard. Salgado was left face up. Valls leaned over him and smelled his breath. He then turned towards the jailer, who was looking at him terror-stricken.

‘Where’s the body?’

‘The men from the undertaker’s took it . . .’

Valls slapped him so hard he knocked him over. Two guards had turned up in the corridor, waiting for instructions from the governor.

‘I want him alive,’ he told them.

The two guards nodded and left at a brisk pace. Valls stayed there, leaning against the bars of the cell shared by Martín and Dr Sanahuja. The jailer, who had got to his feet and hardly dared breathe, thought he saw the governor laughing.

‘Your idea, Martín, I suppose?’ Valls asked at last.

The governor bowed lightly and, as he walked away down the corridor, slowly clapped his hands.





Chapter 23

 

Fermín could feel the lorry slowing down and negotiating the last obstacles along the dirt track. After a couple of minutes of potholes and groans from the lorry, the engine stopped. The stench wafting in through the canvas was indescribable. The two gravediggers walked round to the rear of the lorry and Fermín heard the click of the metal bar that locked the back panel. Suddenly, a strong pull on the sack flung him into the void.

He hit the ground on his side, a dull pain spreading through his shoulder. Before he could react, the two gravediggers lifted the sack from the stony ground and, holding one end each, carried it uphill until they stopped a few metres further on. They dropped the sack again and then Fermín heard one of them kneel down and start to untie the knot. He could hear the other man’s footsteps as he moved away and picked up a metal object. Fermín tried to take in some air but that miasma burned his throat. He shut his eyes and felt the cold breeze on his face. The gravedigger grabbed the sack by the closed end and tugged hard. Fermín’s body rolled over stones and puddles.

‘Come on, let’s count to three,’ said one of them.

Four hands gripped him by his ankles and wrists. Fermín struggled to hold his breath.

‘Hey, listen, isn’t he sweating?’

‘How the fuck can a stiff be sweating, you jerk? It must be the puddles. Come on, one two and . . .’

Three. Fermín felt himself swing in the air. A moment later he was flying and had abandoned himself to his fate. He opened his eyes in mid-flight and all he managed to see before the impact was that he was plunging into a ditch dug into the mountainside. In the moonlight he could only glimpse something pale covering the ground. Fermín was convinced that what he was seeing were stones and, calmly, in the half-second he took to fall, decided he didn’t mind dying.

But the landing was gentle. Fermín’s body had fallen on something soft and damp. Five metres further up, one of the gravediggers was holding a spade which he emptied into the air. A whitish powder spread like a shiny mist that caressed his skin and, a second later, began to devour it like acid. The two gravediggers walked away and Fermín stood up to discover he was in an open grave packed with rotting bodies and covered in quicklime. He tried to shake off the fiery dust and scrambled over the bodies until he reached the wall of earth. He climbed up the wall, digging his hands into the earth and ignoring the pain. When he reached the top, he managed to drag himself to a puddle of dirty water and wash off the lime. He stood up and saw the lights of the lorry disappearing into the night. Turning around for a moment to look behind him, Fermín stared at the open grave spreading at his feet like an ocean of tangled corpses. He felt sick and he fell on his knees, vomiting bile and blood over his hands. Panic and the stench of death almost stopped his breathing. Then he heard a rumbling sound in the distance. He looked up and saw the headlights of two cars approaching. He ran to the side of the hill and reached a small esplanade from where he had a view of the sea at the foot of the mountain and the lighthouse of the port at the end of the breakwater.

High above him, Montjuïc Castle rose among black clouds that swept across the sky and masked the moon. The sound of cars was getting closer. Without thinking twice, Fermín threw himself down the slope, falling and rolling through tree trunks, stones and brambles that hit him and tore his skin off in shreds. He no longer felt pain, or fear, or tiredness when he reached the road, from where he set off running towards the warehouses in the port. He ran without stopping or breathing, losing all sense of time, un-aware of the injuries that covered his body.





Chapter 24

Dawn was spilling over the horizon when he reached the boundless labyrinth of shacks blanketing the beach of the Somorrostro. An early mist crept up from the sea, snaking between the rooftops. Fermín wandered through the alleyways and tunnels of the city of the poor until he collapsed between two piles of rubble. He was found by two ragged children, dragging wooden boxes, who stopped to stare at the skeletal figure that seemed to be bleeding from every pore.

Fermín smiled at them and made the victory sign with two fingers. The children looked at one another. One of them said something Fermín couldn’t hear. He then abandoned himself to exhaustion and with his eyes half open was aware of being lifted from the ground by four people and then being laid down on a camp bed near a fire. He felt the warmth on his skin and slowly recovered the feeling in his feet, hands and arms. The pain came later, like a slow but unstoppable tide. Around him, hushed voices of women murmured blurred words. They removed the few rags that still clung to him. Cloths soaked in warm water and camphor caressed his naked, broken body with infinite gentleness.

He opened his eyes a fraction when he felt the hand of an old woman on his forehead, her weary, wise gaze fixed on him.

‘Where have you come from?’ asked that woman whom Fermín, in his delirium, mistook for his mother.

‘From among the dead, Mother,’ he whispered. ‘I’ve come back from among the dead.’





Part Three

Reborn
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Chapter 1

Barcelona, 1940

 

The incident at the old Vilardell factory never made the papers. It didn’t suit anyone to let the story come out. What took place there would only be remembered by those present. That very night, when Mauricio Valls returned to the castle to discover that prisoner number 13 had escaped, he informed Inspector Fumero of the political police division about a tip-off from one of the prisoners. Before sunrise, Fumero and his men were already posted in their positions.

The inspector left two of his men guarding the perimeter and concentrated the rest at the main entrance, from which, as Valls had already explained, one could see the guards’ lodge. The body of Jaime Montoya, the prison governor’s heroic chauffeur who had volunteered to enter the premises alone and investigate a prisoner’s claim regarding the existence of subversive elements, was still lying there among the rubble. Shortly before daybreak, Fumero ordered his men to enter the old factory. They surrounded the lodge and when its occupants, two men and a young woman, became aware of their presence, only a minor incident occurred: the woman, who carried a firearm, shot one of the policemen in the arm. It was just a scratch. Apart from that slip, Fumero and his men had overpowered the rebels within thirty seconds.

The inspector then ordered his men to round them all up into the lodge and drag the body of the dead driver inside too. Fumero didn’t ask for names or documents. He had the rebels disrobed and bound hand and foot with wire to some rusty metal chairs lying in a corner. Once the rebels had been tied down, Fumero told his men to leave him alone with them and post themselves by the door of the lodge and by the factory gates to await his instructions. On his own with the prisoners, he closed the door and sat down facing them.

‘I haven’t slept all night and I’m tired. I want to go home. You tell me where the money and the jewels you’re hiding for Salgado are and nothing will happen here, all right?’

The prisoners stared at him with a mixture of bewilderment and terror.

‘We don’t know anything about jewels or about anyone called Salgado,’ said the older man.

Fumero nodded somewhat wearily. His eyes moved unhurriedly over the three prisoners, as if he were able to read their thoughts and was bored by them. After a few moments’ uncertainty, he chose the woman and drew his chair closer until he was barely half a metre away from her. The woman was trembling.

‘Leave her alone, you son-of-a-bitch,’ spat the other, younger man. ‘If you touch her I swear I’ll kill you.’

Fumero smiled wistfully.

‘Your girlfriend is very pretty.’

 

Navas, the officer posted by the door of the lodge, could feel the cold sweat soaking his clothes. He ignored the shrieks coming from inside. When his colleagues threw him a furtive glance from the factory gates, he shook his head.

Nobody exchanged a single word. Fumero had been in the lodge for about half an hour when finally the door opened behind Navas. He stepped aside and avoided looking directly at the damp marks on the inspector’s black clothes. Fumero walked slowly towards the gates while Navas, after a brief look inside the lodge, closed the door, trying not to vomit. At a signal from Fumero, two of the men came over carrying cans of petrol and doused the walls of the lodge and the surrounding area. They didn’t stay behind to watch it go up in flames.

Fumero was waiting for them sitting in the passenger seat when they returned to the car. They drove off in silence as a column of smoke and flames rose above the ruins of the old factory, leaving a trail of ashes spreading in the wind. Fumero lowered the car window and stretched out his hand into the cold, humid air. He had blood on his fingers. Navas drove with his eyes fixed ahead, but all he could see was the pleading look of that young woman, still alive, before he closed the door. Aware that Fumero was watching him, he gripped the wheel tight to hide his trembling.

From the pavement, a group of ragged children watched the car drive by. One of them, making the shape of a gun with his fingers, pretended to be firing at them. Fumero smiled and replied with the same gesture. Seconds later, the car disappeared into the narrow streets surrounding the jungle of chimneys and warehouses, as if it had never been there.





Chapter 2

Fermín spent seven days in the hut, delirious. No damp cloth managed to calm his fever; no ointment was able to ease the pain which, they said, was consuming him. The old women of the place, who took it in turns to look after him and give him tonics in the hope of keeping him alive, said that the stranger had a demon inside him, the demon of remorse, and that his soul wanted to flee to the end of the tunnel and rest in a dark void.

 

On the seventh day, the man whom everyone addressed as Armando and whose authority in the shanty town was second only to God’s went over to the hut and sat down next to the sick man. He examined his wounds, lifted his eyelids with his fingers and read the secrets written in his dilated pupils. The old women who nursed him had gathered in a circle behind Armando, waiting in respectful silence. After a while Armando nodded to himself and left the hut. A couple of young men who were waiting by the door followed him as far as the line of surf where the waves broke on the water’s edge, and listened carefully to his instructions. Armando watched them leave and stayed on, sitting on the wreck of a trawler that had been washed up by the storm and lay there, halfway between the beach and purgatory.

He lit a small cigar, enjoying it in the dawn breeze. While he smoked and considered what he should do, Armando pulled out a page from La Vanguardia he’d been keeping in his pocket for days. There, buried among advertisements for girdles and publicity for the latest shows in the Paralelo district, was a brief news story about the escape of a prisoner from Montjuïc Castle. The item had the stale taste of an official communiqué. The only licence the journalist had allowed himself was a closing remark declaring that never before had anyone succeeded in escaping from that unassailable fortress.

Armando looked up and gazed at the mountain of Montjuïc, rising to the south. The castle, with its crenellated towers outlined in the mist, presided over Barcelona. Armando smiled bitterly. He set fire to the article with the embers from his cigar and watched it turn to ashes in the breeze. As always, newspapers avoided the truth as if their life depended on it, and perhaps with good reason. Everything about that story smelled of half-truths and unspoken details. Among them the claim that nobody had ever been able to escape from Montjuïc Prison. Although in this case, he thought, the news item was probably right, because he, the man they called Armando, only existed in the invisible world of the poor and the untouchables. There are times and places where not to be anyone is more honourable than to be someone.





Chapter 3

The days dragged. Once a day, Armando stopped by the hut to ask after the dying man. The man’s fever made timid attempts at receding and the tangle of bruises, cuts and wounds covering his body seemed to be slowly healing beneath the ointments. He spent most of the day asleep or murmuring incomprehensible words between sleeplessness and slumber.

‘Will he live?’ Armando sometimes asked.

‘He hasn’t made up his mind yet,’ replied the old woman whom that poor soul had mistaken for his mother.

Days crystallised into weeks and it soon became evident that nobody was going to come and ask after the stranger: nobody asks for what they’d rather ignore. Normally the police and the Civil Guard didn’t enter the Somorrostro. A law of silence made it plain that the city and the world ended at the gates of the shanty town, and both sides were keen to maintain the invisible frontier. Armando knew that many on the other side secretly or openly prayed for a storm that would obliterate the city of the poor, but until that day came, they all preferred to look elsewhere, with their backs to the sea and to the people who barely survived between the water’s edge and the jungle of factories of Pueblo Nuevo. Even so, Armando had his doubts. The story he divined behind the outsider they had taken in could well lead to a breach of that law of silence.

 

A few weeks later, a couple of young policemen turned up asking whether anyone had seen a man who looked like the stranger. Armando remained vigilant for days, but when nobody else came by to look for the man he concluded that no one wanted to find him. Perhaps he had died and didn’t even know it.

 

A month and a half after his arrival, the wounds on his body began to heal. When the man opened his eyes and asked where he was, they helped him sit up to sip a bowl of broth, but they didn’t tell him anything.

‘You must rest.’

‘Am I alive?’ he asked.

Nobody confirmed whether he was or wasn’t. He spent much of the day asleep, or overcome by a weariness that never left him. Every time he closed his eyes and gave himself up to exhaustion, he travelled to the same place. In his dream, which recurred night after night, he scaled the walls of a bottomless mass grave strewn with corpses. When he reached the top and turned to look behind him, he saw the flood of ghostly bodies stirring like an eddy of eels. The dead bodies opened their eyes and climbed the walls, following him. They trailed him over the mountain and returned to the streets of Barcelona, looking for their old dwelling places, knocking on the doors of those they had once loved. Some went in search of their murderers and combed the city, thirsty for revenge, but most of them only wanted to return to their homes, to their beds, and embrace the children, wives and lovers they had left behind. Yet nobody would open the door to them. Nobody would hold their hands or wanted to kiss their lips. The dying man, bathed in sweat, woke up in the dark every night with the deafening cries of the dead in his soul.

 

A stranger often visited him. He smelled of tobacco and eau de cologne, two substances that were hard to come by in those days. He sat on a chair by his side, looking at him with impenetrable eyes. His hair was black as tar and his features sharp. When he noticed that the patient was awake, he smiled at him.

‘Are you God or the devil?’ the dying man once asked him.

The stranger shrugged and thought about it.

‘A bit of both,’ he answered at last.

‘In principle, I’m an atheist,’ the patient informed him. ‘Although in fact I have a lot of faith.’

‘Like so many. Rest now, my friend. Heaven can wait. And hell is too small for you.’





Chapter 4

Between visits from the strange gentleman with the jet-black hair, the convalescent would let himself be fed, washed and dressed in clean clothes that proved too big for him. When he was finally able to stand up and take a few steps on his own, they led him down to the edge of the sea where he bathed his feet and felt the Mediterranean light caressing his skin. One day he spent the entire morning watching a group of ragged children with dirty faces playing in the sand, and he thought perhaps he would like to live, at least a little longer. As time went by, memories and anger began rising to the surface, and with them both the wish to return to the city and the fear of doing so.

Legs, arms, and other parts began to function more or less as he remembered. He recovered the rare pleasure of peeing into the wind with no burning sensations or shameful mishaps and told himself that a man who could urinate standing up and without help was a man in a fit state to face his responsibilities. That same night, in the early hours, he rose quietly and walked through the citadel’s narrow alleyways as far as the boundary marked by the railway tracks. On the other side stood the forest of chimneys and the cemetery’s skyline of angels and mausoleums. Further in the distance, in a tableau of lights that spread up the hillsides, lay Barcelona. He heard footsteps behind him and when he turned round he was met by the serene gaze of the man with the jet-black hair.

‘You’ve been reborn,’ he said.

‘Well, let’s hope this time around things turn out better. I’ve had a pretty bad time so far . . .’

The man with the jet-black hair smiled.

‘Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Armando, the Gypsy.’

Fermín shook his hand.

‘Fermín Romero de Torres, not a Gypsy, but still of relatively good coinage.’

‘Fermín, my friend: I get the impression that you’re considering going back to those people.’

‘You can’t make a leopard change its spots,’ Fermín proclaimed. ‘I’ve left a few things unfinished.’

Armando nodded.

‘I understand. But not yet, dear friend,’ he said. ‘Have patience. Stay with us for a time.’

 

The fear of what awaited him on his return and the generosity of those people kept him there until one Sunday morning, when he borrowed a newspaper some children had found in the bin of a refreshment stall on La Barceloneta beach. It was hard to tell how long the newspaper had been lying among the rubbish, but it was dated three months after the night of his escape. He combed the pages searching for a hint, a sign or some mention, but there was nothing. That afternoon, when he’d already made up his mind to return to Barcelona at nightfall, Armando approached Fermín and told him that one of his men had gone over to the pensión where he used to live.

‘Fermín, you’d better not go round there to fetch your things.’

‘How did you know my address?’

Armando smiled, avoiding the question.

‘The police told them you’d died. A notice of your death ap-peared in the papers weeks ago. I didn’t say anything because I realise that to read about one’s own passing when one is con-valescing doesn’t help.’

‘What did I die of?’

‘Natural causes. You fell down a ravine when you were trying to flee from the law.’

‘So, I’m dead?’

‘As dead as the polka.’

Fermín weighed up the implications of his new status.

‘And what do I do now? Where do I go? I can’t stay here for ever, taking advantage of your kindness and putting you all in danger.’

Armando sat down next to him and lit one of the cigarettes he himself rolled. It smelled of eucalyptus.

‘Fermín, you can do what you want, because you don’t exist. I’d almost suggest that you stay here, because you’re now one of us, people who have no name and are not documented anywhere. We’re ghosts. Invisible. But I know you must return and resolve whatever you’ve left behind out there. Unfortunately, once you leave this place I can’t offer you my protection.’

‘You’ve already done enough for me.’

Armando patted Fermín’s shoulder and handed him a folded sheet of paper he carried in his pocket.

‘Leave the city for a while. Let a year go by and, when you return, begin here,’ he said, moving away.

Fermín unfolded the sheet of paper and read:

 

FERNANDO BRIANS

LAWYER

Calle de Caspe, 12

Attic Floor, room 1

Barcelona. Telephone 564375

 

‘How can I repay you for everything you’ve done for me?’

‘One day, when you’ve sorted out your business, come by and ask for me. We’ll go and see Carmen Amaya dance and you can tell me how you managed to escape from up there. I’m curious,’ said Armando.

Fermín looked into those black eyes and nodded slowly.

‘What cell were you in, Armando?’

‘Cell thirteen.’

‘Were those crosses on the wall yours?’

‘Unlike you, Fermín, I am a believer, but I’ve lost my faith.’

That afternoon nobody said goodbye to Fermín or tried to stop him leaving. He set off, one more invisible person, towards the streets of a Barcelona that smelled of electricity. In the distance the towers of the Sagrada Familia seemed stranded in a blanket of red clouds that threatened a storm of biblical proportions, and he went on walking. His feet took him to the bus depot on Calle Trafalgar. There was some money in the pockets of the coat Armando had given him, and he bought a ticket for the longest trip available. He spent the night on the bus, driving through deserted roads under the rain. The following day he did the same, until, after three days on trains, on foot and on midnight buses, he reached a place where the streets had no name and the houses had no number and where nothing or no one could remember him.

 

He had a hundred jobs and no friends. He made money, which he spent. He read books that spoke of a world in which he no longer believed. He started to write a letter that he never knew how to end, battling with reminiscences and remorse. More than once he walked up to a bridge or a precipice and gazed calmly at the chasm below. At the last moment the memory of that promise would always return, and the look in the eyes of the Prisoner of Heaven. After a year, Fermín left the room he had rented above a café and, with no baggage other than a copy of City of the Damned he’d found in a flea market – possibly the only book of Martín’s that hadn’t been burned and which Fermín had read a dozen times – he walked two kilometres to the train station and bought the ticket that had been waiting for him all those months.

‘One way to Barcelona, please.’

The ticket-office clerk issued the ticket and gave it to him with a disdainful look.

‘Rather you than me,’ he said. ‘With all those goddam Catalan dogs.’





Chapter 5

Barcelona, 1941

 

It was starting to get dark when Fermín stepped off the train in the Estación de Francia. A cloud of steam and soot belched out by the engine stole along the platform, masking the passengers’ feet as they descended after the long journey. Fermín joined the silent procession towards the exit, among people in threadbare clothes, dragging suitcases held together with straps, people aged well before their time carrying all their belongings in a bundle, children with empty eyes and emptier pockets.

A pair of Civil Guards patrolled the entrance. Fermín saw how they followed the passengers with their eyes and stopped some of them at random to ask for documentation. He kept walking in a straight line towards one of them. When he was only about a dozen metres away, he noticed that the Civil Guard was watching him. In Martín’s novel, the book that had kept Fermín company all those months, one of the characters swore that the best way of disarming the authorities was to speak to them first before they addressed you. So before the officer was able to point him out, Fermín walked straight up to the man and said in a calm voice:

‘Good evening, chief. Would you be so kind as to tell me where I can find the Hotel Porvenir? I believe it’s in Plaza Palacio, but I hardly know the city.’

The Civil Guard examined him silently, somewhat disconcerted. His colleague had moved closer, covering his right side.

‘You’ll have to ask someone when you get out,’ he said in a rather unfriendly tone.

Fermín nodded politely.

‘That’s what I’ll do. I’m sorry to have bothered you.’

He was about to continue walking towards the entrance hall when the other officer took hold of his arm.

‘Plaza Palacio is on the left as you go out. Opposite the Military Headquarters.’

‘Most obliged. Have a good evening.’

The Civil Guard let go of him and Fermín walked away slowly, pacing himself, until he reached the entrance hall and then the street.

 

A scarlet sky curved over Barcelona. The city looked dark, entwined with sharp, black silhouettes. A half-empty tram hauled itself along, shedding a flickering light on the cobblestones. Fermín waited for it to go by before crossing to the other side. As he stepped over the shining rails he gazed into the distance, where the sides of Paseo Colón seemed to converge and the hill and castle of Montjuïc loomed above the city. He looked down again and set off up Calle Comercio towards the Borne market. The streets were deserted and a cold breeze blew though the alleyways. He had nowhere to go.

He remembered Martín telling him that years ago he’d lived in that area, in a large old house buried in the shadowy canyon of Calle Flassaders, next to the old Mauri chocolate factory. Fermín headed off in that direction but when he arrived he realised that the building in question had been shelled during the war. The authorities hadn’t bothered to remove the rubble, so the neighbours had piled it up out of the way, presumably to make room for them to walk along the street, which was narrower than the corridors of some homes in the smarter parts of town.

Fermín looked around him. A dim glow of bulbs and candles drifted down from the balconies. He moved further into the ruins, jumping over debris, broken gargoyles and beams twisted into improbable knots, looking for a space among the wreckage. At last he lay down under a stone that still had number 30 engraved on it, David Martín’s former address. Covering himself with his coat and the old newspapers he wore under his clothes, he curled up into a ball, closed his eyes and tried to get to sleep.

Half an hour went by and the chill was starting to seep into his bones. A humid wind licked the ruins, searching for holes and cracks. Fermín opened his eyes and stood up. He was trying to find a more sheltered place when he noticed a figure watching him from the street. Fermín froze. The figure took a few steps towards him.

‘Who goes there?’ asked the figure.

The figure advanced a little further and the far-off light of a street lamp revealed the profile of a tall, well-built man dressed in black. Fermín noticed the collar: a priest. He raised both hands in a gesture of peace.

‘I was leaving, Father. Please, don’t call the police.’

The priest looked him up and down. His eyes seemed harsh and he had the air of someone who had spent half his life lifting sacks in the port instead of chalices.

‘Are you hungry?’ he asked.

Fermín, who would have eaten any of those rough stones if someone had sprinkled a few drops of olive oil over them, shook his head.

‘I’ve just had dinner at the Siete Puertas and I’ve stuffed myself silly with lobster stew,’ he said.

The priest gave him a hint of a smile. He turned round and started walking.

‘Come on,’ he ordered.





Chapter 6

Father Valera lived on the top floor of a building at the end of Paseo del Borne, overlooking the market rooftops. Fermín quickly polished off three bowlfuls of thin soup and a few bits of stale bread, together with a glass of watered-down wine the priest placed in front of him, while he eyed him with curiosity.

‘Aren’t you having dinner, Father?’

‘I don’t usually eat dinner. You enjoy it. I see your hunger goes all the way back to 1936.’

While Fermín slurped his soup with its garnish of bread, he let his eyes roam around the dining room. Next to him, a glass cabinet displayed a collection of plates and glasses, various figures of saints and what looked like a modest set of silver cutlery.

‘I’ve also read Les Misérables, so don’t even think of it,’ warned the priest.

Fermín nodded, ashamed.

‘What’s your name?’

‘Fermín Romero de Torres, at your service, Monsignore.’

‘Are they after you, Fermín?’

‘Depends how you look at it. It’s a complicated matter.’

‘It’s none of my business if you don’t want to tell me. But with clothes like those you can’t wander around out there. You’ll end up in jail before you even reach Vía Layetana. They’re stopping a lot of people who have been lying low for a while. You must be very careful.’

‘As soon as I gain access to some monetary funds that I’ve had in deep storage, I thought I’d drop by El Dique Flotante and come out looking my usual dapper self.’

‘No doubt. But for the time being, humour me. Stand up a moment, will you?’

Fermín put down the spoon and stood up. The priest examined him carefully.

‘Ramón was twice your size, but I think some of the clothes from when he was young would fit you.’

‘Ramón?’

‘My brother. He was killed down there, in the street, by the front door, in May 1938. They were looking for me, but he confronted them. He was a fine musician. He played in the municipal band. Principal trumpet.’

‘I’m so sorry, Father.’

The priest shrugged his shoulders.

‘More or less everyone has lost someone, whatever side they belong to.’

‘I don’t belong to any side,’ Fermín replied. ‘What’s more, I think flags are nothing but painted rags that represent rancid emotions. Just seeing someone wrapped up in one of them, spewing out hymns, badges and speeches, gives me the runs. I’ve always thought that anyone who needs to join a herd so badly must be a bit of a sheep himself.’

‘You must have a very hard time in this country.’

‘You have no idea. But I always tell myself that having direct access to serrano ham makes up for everything. And anyhow, it’s the same the world over.’

‘That’s true. Tell me, Fermín. How long since you last tasted real serrano ham?’

‘March sixth 1934. Los Caracoles on Calle Escudellers. Another life.’

The priest smiled.

‘You can stay here for tonight, Fermín, but tomorrow you’ll have to find some other place. People talk. I can give you a bit of money for a pensión, but don’t forget they all ask for identity cards and register their lodgers’ names with the police.’

‘That goes without saying, Father. Tomorrow, before sunrise, I’ll vanish faster than goodwill. And I won’t accept a single céntimo from you. I’ve already taken enough advantage of your . . .’

The priest put a hand up and shook his head.

‘Let’s see how some of Ramón’s things look on you,’ he said, rising from the table.

 

Father Valera insisted on providing Fermín with a pair of slightly worn shoes, a modest but clean wool suit, a couple of changes of underwear and a few personal toiletries which he put in a suitcase. A shining trumpet was displayed on one of the shelves, next to a number of photographs of two smiling, good-looking young men, in what looked like the annual fiestas of the Gracia district. One had to look closely to realise that one of them was Father Valera, who now looked thirty years older.

‘I have no hot water. And they don’t fill the tank till the morning, so either you wait, or you use the water jug.’

While Fermín washed himself as best he could, Father Valera prepared a pot of coffee with some sort of chicory mixed with other substances that looked vaguely suspicious. There was no sugar but that cup of dirty water was warm and the company was pleasant.

‘Anyone would say we’re in Colombia, enjoying the finest selection of coffee beans,’ said Fermín.

‘You’re a peculiar fellow, Fermín. Can I ask you something personal?’

‘Will the secrecy of the confessional cover it?’

‘Let’s say it will.’

‘Fire away.’

‘Have you killed anyone? During the war, I mean.’

‘No,’ replied Fermín.

‘I have.’

Fermín went rigid, his cup half empty. The priest lowered his eyes.

‘I’ve never told anyone.’

‘It remains bound by the secrecy of the confessional,’ Fermín assured him.

The priest rubbed his eyes and sighed. Fermín wondered how long this man had lived there alone, harbouring that secret and the memory of his dead brother.

‘You must have had your reasons, Father.’

The priest shook his head.

‘God has abandoned this country,’ he said.

‘Don’t worry then. As soon as he sees what’s brewing north of the Pyrenees, he’ll come back with his tail between his legs.’

The priest kept quiet for a long time. They finished off the ersatz coffee and Fermín, to cheer up the poor priest, who seemed to look gloomier with every passing minute, poured himself a second cup.

‘Do you really like it?’

Fermín nodded.

‘Would you like me to hear your confession?’ the priest suddenly asked him. ‘I’m not joking now.’

‘Don’t be offended, Father, but I don’t really believe in that sort of thing . . .’

‘But perhaps God believes in you.’

‘I doubt it.’

‘You don’t have to believe in God to confess. It’s something between you and your conscience. What is there to lose?’

 

During the next couple of hours Fermín told Father Valera everything he’d kept to himself since he fled from the castle over a year ago. The priest listened to him attentively, nodding every now and then. At last, when Fermín felt he had said it all and the stone slab that had been suffocating him for months without him realising had been lifted, Father Valera pulled out a flask of liqueur from a drawer and, without asking, poured what was left of it into a glass and handed it to Fermín.

‘I was hoping for absolution, Father, not a reward of a swig of cognac.’

‘It comes to the same thing. Besides, I’m no longer in a position to forgive or to judge anyone, Fermín. But I think you needed to get all that off your chest. What are you going to do now?’

Fermín shrugged.

‘If I’ve returned, and I’m risking my neck by doing so, it’s because of the promise I made to Martín. I must find the lawyer and then Señora Isabella and that boy, Daniel, and protect them.’

‘How?’

‘I don’t know. I’ll think of something. Any suggestions?’

‘But you don’t even know them. They’re just strangers that a man you met in prison told you about . . .’

‘I know. When you put it that way it sounds crazy, doesn’t it?’

The priest was looking at him as if he could see through his words.

‘Might it not be that you’ve seen so much misery and so much evil among men that you want to do something good, even if it’s madness?’

‘And why not?’

Valera smiled. The priest took the glass with the untouched drink from Fermín’s hands and knocked it back.

‘I knew God believed in you.’





Chapter 7

The following day, Fermín tiptoed out of the flat so as not to disturb Father Valera, who had fallen asleep on the sofa with a book of poems by Machado in his hand and was snoring like a fighting bull. Before leaving he kissed him on the forehead and left the silverware – which the priest had wrapped in a napkin and slipped into his suitcase – on the dining-room table. Then he set off down the stairs with clean clothes and a clean conscience, determined to stay alive, at least for a few more days.

That day the sun was strong and a fresh breeze swept over the city. The sky looked bright and steely, casting long shadows as people walked by. Fermín spent the morning strolling through streets he remembered, stopping in front of shop windows and sitting on benches to watch pretty girls go by – and they all looked pretty to him. Around noon he walked over to a café at the entrance to Calle Escudellers, near the Los Caracoles restaurant of such happy memories. The café itself was notorious among those with fearless and undemanding palates for offering the cheapest sandwiches in town. The trick, said experts, was not to ask about the ingredients.

Sporting his smart new clothes and an armour of newspapers packed beneath them to lend him some bulk, a hint of muscles and low-cost warmth, Fermín sat at the bar, checked the list of delicacies within reach of modest pockets and began negotiating with the waiter.

‘I have a question, young man. In today’s special, peasant’s bread with mortadella and cold cuts from Cornellá, does the bread come with fresh tomato?’

‘Just arrived from our market garden in El Prat, behind the sulphuric acid plants.’

‘A premium bouquet. And tell me, my good man, does this establishment extend credit to suitable individuals?’

The waiter lost his cheerful expression and withdrew behind the bar, hanging his rag over his shoulder with a hostile gesture.

‘Not even to God almighty.’

‘I see. And would you consider making an exception in the case of a decorated disabled war hero?’

‘Scram or we’ll call the police.’

In light of the stringent policies being enforced, Fermín beat a hasty retreat, searching for a quiet corner where he could reconsider his plans. He’d just settled on the steps of the building next door when a young girl, who couldn’t have been a day older than seventeen but already possessed the curves of a budding starlet, walked past him and fell flat on her face.

Fermín stood up to help her and had only just taken hold of her arm when he heard a voice that made the words from the hostile waiter who had sent him on his way sound like heavenly music.

‘Look here, you goddam slut, don’t give me this crap or I’ll slice your face up and dump you in the street, which is already filled with unemployed cut-up whores.’

The author of such a notable speech turned out to be a sallow-skinned pimp with a questionable eye for fashion. Despite the fact that the man was twice Fermín’s size, and was holding what appeared to be a sharp object, or at least a fairly pointy one, Fermín, who was beginning to be fed up to his back teeth with bullies, stood between the girl and her aggressor.

‘And who the fuck are you, you loser? Go on, beat it before I cut your face up.’

Fermín felt the girl grip his arms in fear. She smelled of a particular mixture of sweet cinnamon and refried calamari. A quick glance was enough for Fermín to realise that the situation was unlikely to be resolved through diplomacy, so he decided to move into action. After a lightning assessment of his opponent he concluded that the grand total of his body mass was mainly flab, and that when it came to actual muscle, or grey matter, he was not packing a lethal punch.

‘Don’t talk to me in that way, even less to the young lady.’

The pimp looked at him in astonishment, as if he hadn’t taken in the words. A second later, the individual, who was expecting anything from this wimp except a fight, got the surprise of his life when a suitcase slammed into his soft parts and sent him to the ground clutching his privates. This was followed by four or five knocks in strategic places inflicted with the leather corners of the case that left him, at least for a short while, notably lacking in any mood to fight back.

A group of passers-by who had witnessed the incident began to applaud and, when Fermín turned to check whether the girl was all right, he was welcomed by her adoring look, laced with undying gratitude and tenderness.

‘Fermín Romero de Torres, at your service, miss.’

The girl stood on her toes and kissed his cheek.

‘I’m Rociíto.’

The specimen at his feet was gasping and struggling to get up. Before the balance of the contest stopped favouring him, Fermín decided to distance himself from the scene of the confrontation.

‘We’d better make haste and shove off,’ he announced. ‘Now we’ve lost the initiative, the battle will go against us . . .’

Rociíto took his arm and guided him through the twisted web of narrow streets that led to Plaza Real. Once they were in the sunlight and in the open, Fermín stopped for a second to recover his breath. Rociíto noticed that Fermín was becoming increasingly pale. He looked unwell. She guessed that the emotions induced by the skirmish, or perhaps plain old hunger, had caused a drop in her brave champion’s blood pressure. She walked him to the terrace of the Hostal Dos Mundos, where Fermín collapsed into one of the chairs.

Rociíto, who might have been seventeen but had a clinical eye that many an experienced doctor would have coveted, proceeded to ask for a selection of tapas with which to revive him. When Fermín saw the feast arriving, he was alarmed.

‘Rociíto, I don’t have a céntimo on me . . .’

‘It’s on me,’ she cut in proudly. ‘Gotta take care of my man and keep ’im well nourished.’

Rociíto kept stuffing him with small chorizos, bread and spicy potatoes, all washed down with a monumental pitcher of beer. Fermín slowly revived and recovered his lively colouring to the girl’s visible satisfaction.

‘For dessert, if you like, I can serve you up a house special that will knock you sideways,’ offered the young woman, licking her lips.

‘Listen, kid, shouldn’t you be at school right now, with the nuns?’

Rociíto laughed at his joke.

‘You rogue, you’ve sure got a mouth!’

As the feast went on, Fermín realised that, if it depended on the girl, he had before him a promising career as a procurer. But matters of greater importance claimed his attention.

‘How old are you, Rociíto?’

‘Eighteen and a half, Señorito Fermín.’

‘You look older.’

‘It’s me tits. Got them when I was thirteen. A joy to look at, aren’t they, even though I shouldn’t say so.’

Fermín, who hadn’t laid eyes on such a conspiracy of curves since his longed-for days in Havana, tried to recover his common sense.

‘Rociíto,’ he began, ‘I can’t take care of you . . .’

‘I know, Señorito Fermín. Don’t think me stupid. I know you’re not the sort of man to live off a woman. I might be young, but I know how to see ’em coming . . .’

‘You must tell me where I can send you a proper refund for this handsome banquet. Right now you catch me at a rather delicate financial moment . . .’

Rociíto shook her head.

‘I’ve a room here, in the hostal. I share it with Lali, but she’s out all day because she works the merchant ships . . . Why don’t you come up, señorito, and I’ll give you a massage?’

‘Rociíto . . .’

‘It’s on the house . . .’

Fermín gazed at her with a touch of melancholy.

‘You have sad eyes, Señorito Fermín. Let little Rociíto cheer you up, even if it’s just for a while. What harm can there be in that?’

Fermín looked down in embarrassment.

‘How long is it since you’ve been with a real woman?’

‘I can’t even remember.’

Rociíto offered him a hand and, pulling him behind her, took him up to a tiny room with just enough space for a ramshackle bed and a sink. A small balcony looked out on the square. The girl drew the curtain and in a flash removed the floral-print dress she was wearing next to her bare skin. Fermín gazed at that miracle of nature and let himself be embraced by a heart almost as old as his own.

‘We don’t need to do anything, if you don’t want, all right?’

Rociíto laid him down on the bed and stretched out next to him. She held him tight and stroked his head.

‘Shhh, shhh,’ she whispered.

With his face buried in that eighteen-year-old bosom, Fermín burst into tears.

 

When evening fell and Rociíto had to begin her shift, Fermín pulled out the piece of paper Armando had given him a year ago, with the address of Brians, the lawyer, and decided to pay him a visit. Rociíto insisted on lending him some loose change, enough to take a tram or two and have a coffee. She made him swear, time and time again, that he would come back to see her, even if it was just to take her to the cinema or to mass: she had a particular devotion for Our Lady of Carmen and she loved ceremonies, especially if there was singing involved. Rociíto went down the stairs with him and when they said goodbye she gave him a kiss on the lips and a nip on the bum.

‘Gorgeous,’ she said as she watched him leave under the arches of the square.

 

As Fermín crossed Plaza de Cataluña, a ribbon of clouds was beginning to swirl in the sky. The flocks of pigeons that usually flew over the square had taken shelter in the trees and waited impatiently. People could smell the electricity in the air as they hurried towards the entrances of the metro. An unpleasant wind had started to blow, dragging a tide of dry leaves along the ground. Fermín quickened his pace and by the time he reached Calle Caspe, the rain was bucketing down.





Chapter 8

Brians was a young man with the air of a bohemian student who looked as if he survived on salty crackers and coffee, which is what his office smelled of. That, and dusty paper. The lawyer’s workplace was a small, cramped room at the end of a dark corridor, perched on the attic floor of the same building that housed the great Tivoli Theatre. Fermín found him still there at eight-thirty in the evening. He opened the door in his shirtsleeves and acknowledged his visitor with a nod and sigh.

‘Fermín, I suppose. Martín spoke to me about you. I was beginning to wonder when you’d be coming by.’

‘I’ve been away for a while.’

‘Of course. Come in, please.’

Fermín followed him into the cubicle.

‘What a night, eh?’ said the lawyer. He sounded nervous.

‘It’s only water.’

Fermín looked around him and noticed only one chair. Brians offered it to him and sat on a pile of volumes on criminal and civil law.

‘I’m still waiting for the furniture.’

Fermín could see there wasn’t even room for a pencil sharpener in that place, but thought it best not to open his mouth. On the table was a plate with a grilled-meat sandwich and a beer. A paper napkin informed him that the sumptuous dinner came from the café on the ground floor.

‘I was about to eat. I’ll be happy to share it with you.’

‘No, no, go ahead, you young ones need to grow and besides, I’ve had my dinner.’

‘Can’t I offer you anything? Coffee?’

‘If you have a Sugus . . .’

Brians rummaged in a drawer that held just about everything except Sugus sweets.

‘A liquorice lozenge?’

‘I’m fine, thanks.’

‘Then, if you don’t mind . . .’

Brians gave the sandwich a hearty bite, munching with gusto. Fermín wondered which of them looked more famished. Next to the desk, the door to an adjoining room stood ajar. Fermín caught a glimpse of an unmade folding bed, a coat stand with crumpled shirts and a pile of books.

‘Do you live here?’ asked Fermín.

Clearly the lawyer Isabella had been able to afford for Martín was not a high flyer. Brians followed Fermín’s eyes and gave him a modest smile.

‘This is, temporarily, my office and my home, yes,’ Brians replied, leaning over to close his bedroom door.

‘You must think I don’t look much like a lawyer. You’re not the only one. So does my father.’

‘Pay no attention. My father was always fond of telling us we were nothing but a useless lot of imbeciles who would end up lifting rocks at a quarry, if we were lucky. And look at me now, as cool as they come. Succeeding in life when your family believes in you and supports you, what’s the merit in that?’

Brians nodded reluctantly.

‘If you look at it that way . . . Truth be told, I only established myself on my own a short time ago. Before that I used to work for a well-known lawyer’s practice just round the corner, on Paseo de Gracia. But we fell out over a number of things. It hasn’t been easy since then.’

‘Don’t tell me. Valls?’

Brians nodded, finishing off his beer in three gulps.

‘From the moment I accepted Señor Martín’s case, Valls didn’t stop until he’d got almost all my clients to leave me and I was laid off. The few who followed me are the ones who don’t have a céntimo and can’t pay my fees.’

‘And Señora Isabella?’

A shadow fell over the lawyer’s face. He left the beer glass on the desk and looked hesitantly at Fermín.

‘Don’t you know?’

‘Know what?’

‘Isabella Sempere is dead.’





Chapter 9

 

The storm pounded over the city. Fermín held a cup of coffee in his hands while Brians, standing by the open window, watched the rain lash the roofs of the Ensanche district and recounted Isabella’s last days.

‘She fell ill suddenly, without any explanation. If you’d known her . . . Isabella was young, full of life. She had an iron constitution and had survived the hardships of war. It all happened overnight. The night you managed to escape from the castle, Isabella came home late. When her husband found her, she was kneeling down in the bathroom, sweating and with palpitations. She said she wasn’t feeling well. They called the doctor, but before he arrived she started having convulsions and throwing up blood. The doctor said it was food poisoning and told her to follow a strict diet for a few days, but by the morning she was worse. Señor Sempere wrapped her up in blankets and a neighbour who was a taxi driver drove them to the Hospital del Mar. She’d broken out in dark blotches, like ulcers, and her hair was coming out in handfuls. In the hospital they waited a couple of hours but in the end the doctors refused to see her because someone in the waiting room, a patient who hadn’t been seen yet, said he knew Sempere and accused him of being a communist or some such nonsense. I suppose he did it to jump the queue. A nurse gave them a syrup which, she said, would help Isabella clean out her stomach, but Isabella couldn’t swallow anything. Sempere didn’t know what to do. He took her home and started to call one doctor after another. Nobody knew what was wrong with her. A medical assistant who was a regular customer at the bookshop knew someone who worked at the Hospital Clínico. Sempere took Isabella there.’

 

‘In the Clínico Sempere was told it might be cholera and he must take her home, because there was an outbreak and the hospital was overflowing. A number of people in the area had already died. Every day Isabella was worse. She was delirious. Her husband did everything he could. He moved heaven and earth, but after a few days she was so weak he couldn’t even take her to the hospital. She died a week after falling ill, in the flat on Calle Santa Ana, above the bookshop . . .’

A long silence reigned between them, punctuated only by the splattering rain and the echo of thunder moving away as the wind abated.

‘It wasn’t until a month later that I heard she’d been seen one night in the Café de la Ópera, opposite the Liceo. She was sitting with Mauricio Valls. Ignoring my advice, Isabella had threatened him with exposing his plan to use Martín to rewrite some crap of his with which he expected to become famous and be showered with medals. I went there to find out more. The waiter remembered that Valls had arrived before her in a car and that he’d asked for two camomile teas and honey.’

Fermín weighed up the young lawyer’s words.

‘And you believe Valls poisoned her?’

‘I can’t prove it, but the more I think about it, the more obvious it seems to me. It had to be Valls.’

Fermín stared at the floor.

‘Does Señor Martín know?’

Brians shook his head.

‘No. After your escape, Valls ordered Martín to be held in a solitary confinement cell in one of the towers.’

‘What about Doctor Sanahuja? Didn’t they put them together?’

Brians gave a dejected sigh.

‘Sanahuja was court-martialled for treason shortly after your escape. He was shot a week later.’

Another long silence flooded the room. Fermín stood up and began to walk around in circles, looking agitated.

‘And why has nobody looked for me? After all, I’m the cause of all this . . .’

‘You don’t exist. To avoid loss of face before his superiors and the end of a promising career working for the regime, Valls summoned the patrol he’d sent out to search for you and made them swear that they’d gunned you down while you were trying to escape along the slopes of Montjuïc, and they’d flung your body into the common grave.’

Fermín tasted the anger on his lips.

‘Well, look here, I’ve half a mind to go up to the offices of the Military Government right now and invite them to kiss my resurrected arse. I’d like to see how Valls explains my return from the grave.’

‘Don’t talk nonsense. You wouldn’t solve anything by doing that. You’d simply be taken up to Carretera de las Aguas and shot in the back of the head. That worm isn’t worth it.’

Fermín nodded in assent, but the feelings of shame and guilt were gnawing at his insides.

‘What about Martín? What will happen to him?’

Brians shrugged.

‘What I know is confidential. It can’t go beyond these four walls. There’s a jailer in the castle, a guy called Bebo, who owes me more than a couple of favours. They were going to kill a brother of his but I managed to get his sentence commuted to ten years in a Valencia prison. Bebo is a decent guy and tells me everything he sees and hears in the castle. Valls won’t allow me to see Martín, but through Bebo I’ve found out that he’s alive and that Valls keeps him locked up in the tower and watched round the clock. He’s given him pen and paper. Bebo says Martín is writing.’

‘Writing what?’

‘Goodness knows. Valls believes, or so Bebo tells me, that Martín is working on the book he asked him to write, based on his notes. But Martín, who, as you and I know, is not quite in his right mind, seems to be writing something else. Sometimes he reads out loud what he’s written, or he stands up and starts walking round the cell, reciting bits of dialogue or whole sentences. Bebo does the night shift by his cell and whenever he can he slips him cigarettes and sugar lumps, which is all he eats. Did Martín ever talk to you about something called The Angel’s Game?’

Fermín shook his head.

‘Is that the title of the book he’s working on?’

‘That’s what Bebo believes. From what he’s been able to piece together from what Martín tells him and what he overhears him saying to himself, it sounds like some sort of autobiography or confession . . . If you want my opinion Martín has realised he’s losing his mind, so he’s trying to write down what he remembers before it’s too late. It’s as if he were writing himself a letter to find out who he is . . .’

‘And what will happen when Valls discovers that he hasn’t followed his orders?’

Brians gave him a mournful look.





Chapter 10

Round about midnight it stopped raining. From the lawyer’s attic Barcelona looked lugubrious beneath a sky of low clouds that swept over the rooftops.

‘Do you have anywhere to go, Fermín?’ asked Brians.

‘I have a tempting offer to start a career as a gigolo and bodyguard and move in with a wench who is a bit flighty but has a good heart and spectacular bodywork. But I don’t see myself playing the role of a kept man even at the feet of the Venus of Jerez.’

‘I don’t like the thought of you living on the streets, Fermín. It’s dangerous. You can stay here as long as you like.’

Fermín looked around him.

‘I know this isn’t the Hotel Colón, but I have a camp bed in the back there, I don’t snore and, quite frankly, I could use the company.’

‘Don’t you have a girlfriend?’

‘My fiancée was the daughter of the founding partner in the firm from which Valls and company managed to get me fired.’

‘You’re paying dearly for this Martín business. A vow of poverty and chastity.’

Brians smiled.

‘Give me a lost cause and you’ll make me happy.’

‘That makes two of us. All right then, I’ll take you up on your generous offer. But only if you allow me to help and contribute. I can clean, tidy up, type, cook and offer you advice as well as investigative and security services. And if, in a moment of weakness, you find yourself in a tight spot and need to unwind a bit, I’m sure that through my friend Rociíto I can provide you with professional services that will leave you as good as new: when you’re young and tender you have to watch out for a build-up of seminal fluids going to your head, or you could make matters worse.’

Brians shook his hand.

‘That’s a deal. I hereby hire you as assistant articled clerk for Brians & Brians, defenders of the insolvent.’

‘As my name is Fermín, I swear that before the week is over I will have found you a customer of the sort who pays up front and in cash.’

 

That is how Fermín Romero de Torres moved temporarily into Brians’s minuscule office, where he began by rearranging, cleaning and updating all his files, folders and open cases. Within a couple of days the practice looked as if it had trebled in size thanks to Fermín, who had left the place as clean as a pin. Fermín spent most of the day closeted in the office, but he devoted a couple of hours to sundry expeditions from which he returned with handfuls of flowers he nicked from the lobby of the Tivoli Theatre, a bit of coffee – which he obtained by buttering up a waitress from the bar on the ground floor – and fine foods from the Quílez grocers, which he charged to the account of the legal firm that had fired Brians, having first introduced himself as their new errand boy.

‘Fermín, this ham is fabulous, where did you get it?’

‘Try the Manchego, it’s out of this world.’

He spent the mornings going through all Brians’s cases and copying his notes out neatly. In the afternoons he would pick up the telephone and, working his way through the directory, plunge into a search for solvent clients. When he sniffed a possibility, he would then round off the phone call with a visit to the prospect’s address. Out of a total of fifty cold calls to businesses, professionals and private citizens in the district, ten turned into visits and three into new clients for Brians.

The first of these was a widow who had entered into a dispute with an insurance company because they’d refused to make the payment due on the death of her husband, arguing that the cardiac arrest he had suffered after a huge dish of red-hot spicy prawns at the Siete Puertas restaurant was in fact a case of suicide, not covered by the policy. The second was a taxidermist to whom a retired bullfighter had taken the five-hundred-kilo Miura bull with which he’d ended his career in the rings. Once the bull was stuffed, the bullfighter had refused to pay for it and take it home. He said that the glass eyes the taxidermist had given it made it look as if it were possessed by malevolent forces from the other side, and he’d rushed out of the shop claiming Gypsy sorcery had brought on an irritable colon emergency. And the third client was a tailor from Ronda San Pedro who had had five perfectly healthy molars extracted by a dentist with no qualifications but plenty of gall. They were small cases, but all the clients had paid a deposit and signed a contract.

‘Fermín, I’m going to put you on the payroll.’

‘I won’t hear of it. Consider my services strictly pro bono.’

Fermín refused to accept any emolument for his good offices, except occasional small loans with which on Sunday afternoons he took Rociíto to the cinema, to dance at La Paloma or to the funfair at the top of the Tibidabo mountain. Romance was in the air, and Fermín was slowly reclaiming his old self. Once, in the funfair’s hall of mirrors, Rociíto gave him a love bite on the neck that smarted for a whole week. On another occasion, taking advantage of the fact that they were the only passengers on the full-sized aeroplane replica that gyrated, suspended from a crane, between Barcelona and the blue heavens, Fermín recovered full command of his manhood after a long absence from the scenarios of rushed love.

 

Not long after that, one lazy afternoon when Fermín was savouring Rociíto’s splendid attributes on the top of the big wheel, it occurred to him that those times, against all expectations, were turning out to be good times. Then he felt afraid, because he knew they couldn’t last long and those stolen drops of happiness and peace would evaporate sooner than the youthful bloom of Rociíto’s flesh and eyes.





Chapter 11

 

That same night Fermín sat in the office waiting for Brians to return from his rounds of courts, offices, practices, prisons and the thousand and one audiences with the high and mighty he had to endure to obtain information. It was almost eleven when he heard the young lawyer’s footsteps approaching down the corridor. He opened the door for him and Brians came in dragging his feet and his soul, looking more crestfallen than ever. He collapsed in a corner and put his hands over his head.

‘What’s happened, Brians?’

‘I’ve just come from the castle.’

‘Bad news?’

‘Worse. Valls refused to see me. They made me wait for four hours and then they told me to leave. They’ve withdrawn my visitor’s licence and my permit for entering the premises.’

‘Did they let you see Martín?’

Brians shook his head.

‘He wasn’t there.’

Fermín looked at him without understanding. Brians didn’t speak for a few moments, searching for the right words.

‘When I was leaving Bebo followed me and told me what he knew. It happened two weeks ago. Martín had been writing like a man possessed, day and night, barely sleeping. Valls suspected something was up and instructed Bebo to confiscate the pages Martín had written so far. Three guards were needed to hold him down and pull the manuscript from him. He’d written over five hundred pages in under two months.

‘Bebo handed them to Valls, and when Valls started to read, it seems he flew into a rage.’

‘It wasn’t what he was expecting, I take it . . .’

Brians shook his head.

‘Valls spent all night reading and the following morning went up to the tower, escorted by four of his men. He had Martín shackled hand and foot and then stepped into the cell. Bebo was listening through a chink in the cell door and heard part of the conversation. Valls was furious. He told him he was very disappointed in him. He’d handed him the seeds of a masterpiece and Martín, ungratefully, instead of following his instructions, had embarked on that rubbish that made no sense whatsoever. “This isn’t the book I was expecting from you, Martín,” Valls kept repeating.’

‘And what did Martín say?’

‘Nothing. He ignored him. As if he weren’t there. Which made Valls all the more furious. Bebo heard Valls slap and punch Martín, but Martín didn’t utter a sound. When Valls grew tired of hitting and insulting him and getting no response at all, Bebo says that Valls pulled out a letter he had in his pocket, a letter Señor Sempere had written to Martín months before which had been confiscated. In this letter there was a note Isabella had written to Martín on her deathbed . . .’

‘Son-of-a-bitch . . .’

‘Valls left him there, locked up with that letter, because he knew that nothing would hurt him more than to know Isabella had died . . . Bebo says that when Valls left and Martín read the letter he started to scream, and he screamed all night, banging on the walls and the iron door with his hands and with his head . . .’

Brians looked up and Fermín knelt down in front of him and put a hand on his shoulder.

‘Are you all right, Brians?’

‘I’m his lawyer,’ he said in a shaky voice. ‘I’m supposed to protect him and get him out of there . . .’

‘You’ve done everything you could, Brians. And Martín knows that.’

Brians dissented, murmuring to himself.

‘And that’s not the end of it,’ he said. ‘Bebo told me that since Valls didn’t allow him any more paper, Martín started writing on the back of the pages the governor had thrown in his face. And as he had no ink, he would cut his hands and arms and use his own blood . . .

‘Bebo tried to talk to him, to calm him . . . He no longer accepted the cigarettes or the sugar lumps he liked so much . . . He didn’t even acknowledge Bebo’s presence. Bebo thinks that when he heard about Isabella’s death he lost his sanity altogether and moved into the hell he’d created in his mind . . . At night he shouted so loud everyone could hear him. Rumours began to circulate among visitors, prisoners and the prison staff. Valls was getting nervous. Finally, he ordered two of his gunmen to take Martín away one night . . .’

Fermín gulped.

‘Where to?’

‘Bebo isn’t sure. From what he was able to hear, he thinks he was taken to an old house next to Güell Park . . . it seems that during the war a number of men were killed in that place and then buried in the garden . . . When the gunmen returned they told Valls that everything had been taken care of, but Bebo told me that on that very night he heard them talking among themselves and they seemed rattled. Something had happened in the house. It seems there was someone else there.’

‘Someone?’

Brians shrugged his shoulders.

‘So then David Martín is alive?’

‘I don’t know, Fermín. Nobody knows.’





Chapter 12

 

Barcelona, 1957

 

Fermín was speaking in a feeble voice and looked disconsolate. Conjuring up those memories seemed to have left him lifeless. I poured him one last glass of wine and watched him dry his tears with his hands. I handed him a napkin but he ignored it. The rest of the Can Lluís clientele had gone home some time ago, and I imagined that it must be past midnight, but nobody had wanted to disturb us and they’d left us alone in the dining room. Fermín looked at me exhausted, as if having revealed the secrets he’d kept for so many years had robbed him of his will to live.

‘Fermín . . .’

‘I know what you’re going to ask me. The answer is no.’

‘Fermín, is David Martín my father?’

Fermín looked at me severely.

‘Your father is Señor Sempere, Daniel. You must never be in any doubt about that. Never.’

I nodded. Fermín remained anchored in his chair, looking absent, staring into space.

‘What about you, Fermín? What happened to you?’

Fermín took a while to reply, as if that part of the story were completely unimportant.

‘I went back to the streets. I couldn’t stay there, with Brians. Nor could I stay with Rociíto. Nor with anyone else . . .’

Fermín broke off his account, and I took up the thread of the narrative for him.

‘You returned to the streets, a beggar without a name, with nobody and nothing in the world, a man whom everyone thought was mad and who would have wished to die, had it not been for a promise he had made . . .’

‘I’d promised Martín I’d take care of Isabella and her son . . . of you. But I was a coward, Daniel. I was in hiding for so long, I was so frightened of returning, that when I did your mother was no longer there . . .’

‘And is that why I found you that night in Plaza Real? It wasn’t a coincidence? How long had you been following me?’

‘Months. Years.’

I imagined him following me as a child, when I went to school, when I played in Ciudadela Park, when I stopped with my father in front of that shop window to gaze at the pen I believed blindly had belonged to Victor Hugo, when I sat in Plaza Real to read to Clara and caress her with my eyes thinking nobody could see me. A beggar, a shadow, a figure nobody noticed and all eyes avoided. Fermín, my protector and friend.

‘And why didn’t you tell me the truth years later?’

‘At first I wanted to, but then I realised that it would do you more harm than good. Nothing could change the past. I decided to hide the truth because I thought it best for you to be more like your father and less like me.’

We fell into a long silence during which we eyed each other furtively, not knowing what to say.

‘Where’s Valls?’ I asked at last.

‘Don’t even think of it,’ Fermín cut in.

‘Where is he now?’ I asked again. ‘If you don’t tell me I’ll find out myself.’

‘And what will you do? Will you turn up at his house, ready to kill him?’

‘Why not?’

Fermín laughed bitterly.

‘Because you have a wife and a son, because you have a life ahead of you and people who love you and whom you love. Because you have it all, Daniel.’

‘All except my mother.’

‘Revenge won’t give you back your mother, Daniel.’

‘That’s easy to say. Nobody murdered yours . . .’

Fermín was about to say something, but he bit his tongue.

‘Why do you think your father never told you about the war, Daniel? Do you think he doesn’t imagine what happened?’

‘If that’s so, why did he keep quiet? Why didn’t he do anything?’

‘Because of you, Daniel. Because of you. Your father, like so many people who had to live through those years, swallowed everything and kept quiet. They just had to lump it. You pass them in the street every day and don’t even see them. They’ve rotted away all these years with that pain inside them so that you, and others like you, could live. Don’t you dare judge your father. You have no right to.’

I felt as if my best friend had slapped me.

‘Don’t be angry with me, Fermín . . .’

Fermín shook his head.

‘I’m not angry.’

‘I’m just trying to take all this in, Fermín. Let me ask you a question. Just one.’

‘About Valls? No.’

‘Just one question, Fermín. I swear. If you don’t want to, you don’t have to reply.’

Fermín nodded reluctantly.

‘Is this Mauricio Valls the same Valls I think he is?’ I asked.

Fermín nodded.

‘The very one. The one who was Minister of Culture until about four or five years ago. The one who appeared in the papers every other day. The great Mauricio Valls. Author, editor, thinker and messiah of the national intellectual class. That Valls,’ said Fermín.

I realised I’d seen that man’s photograph in the papers dozens of times, that I’d heard his name being mentioned and had seen it printed on the spines of some of the books we had in the shop. Until that night, the name Mauricio Valls was just one more in that dim parade of dignitaries one barely notices but which always seems to be there. Until that night, if anyone had asked me who Mauricio Valls was, I would have said he was only vaguely familiar to me, a public figure of those blighted years to whom I’d never paid much attention. Until that night it would never have crossed my mind to imagine that one day that name, that face, would thereafter be the name and the face of the man who murdered my mother.

‘But . . .’ I protested.

‘No buts. You said one more question and I’ve answered it already.’

‘Fermín, you can’t leave me like this . . .’

‘Listen carefully, Daniel.’

Fermín looked me in the eye and gripped my wrist.

‘I swear that, when the moment is right, I myself will help you find that son-of-a-bitch, if it’s the last thing I do in my life. Then we’ll settle our scores with him. But not now. Not like this.’

I looked at him doubtfully.

‘Promise me you won’t do anything stupid, Daniel. Promise you’ll wait for the right moment.’

I looked down.

‘You can’t ask me that, Fermín.’

‘I can and I must.’

At last I nodded and Fermín let go of my arm.





Chapter 13

When I finally got home it was almost two in the morning. I was about to walk through the front door of the building when I noticed there was light inside the shop, a faint glow coming from behind the back-room curtain. I stepped in through the side door in the hallway and found my father sitting at his desk, enjoying the first cigarette I’d seen him smoke in years. In front of him, on the table, lay an open envelope and the pages of a letter. I pulled a chair over and sat down facing him. My father stared at me, sunk in an impenetrable silence.

‘I didn’t know you smoked,’ I ventured.

He simply shrugged.

‘Good news?’ I asked, pointing at the letter.

My father handed it to me.

‘It’s from your Aunt Laura, the one who lives in Naples.’

‘I have an aunt in Naples?’

‘She’s your mother’s sister, the one who went to live in Italy with her mother’s side of the family the year you were born.’

I nodded absently. I didn’t remember her. Her name belonged among the strangers who came to my mother’s funeral all those years ago, and whom I’d never seen again.

‘She says she has a daughter who is coming to study in Barcelona and wants to know whether she can stay here for a while. Her name is Sofía.’

‘It’s the first time I’ve ever heard her mentioned,’ I said.

‘That makes two of us.’

The thought of my father sharing his flat with a teenager who was a perfect stranger seemed unlikely.

‘What are you going to say to her?’

‘I don’t know. I’ll have to say something.’

We continued sitting there quietly for almost a minute, gazing at one another without daring to speak about the matter that really filled our minds  – not the visit of an unknown cousin.

‘I suppose you were out with Fermín,’ my father said at last, putting out his cigarette.

I nodded.

‘We had dinner at Can Lluís. Fermín finished everything, down to the napkins. I saw Professor Alburquerque there when we arrived and told him to drop by the bookshop.’

The sound of my own voice reciting banalities had an accusatory echo. My father observed me tensely.

‘Did Fermín tell you what’s been the matter with him lately?’

‘I think it’s nerves, because of the wedding and all that stuff that doesn’t agree with him.’

‘And that’s it?’

A good liar knows that the most efficient lie is always a truth that has had a key piece removed from it.

‘Well, he told me about the old days, about when he was in prison and all that.’

‘Then he must have told you about Brians, the lawyer. What did he say?’

I wasn’t sure what my father knew or suspected, so I decided to tread carefully.

‘He told me he was imprisoned in Montjuïc Castle and that he managed to escape with the help of a man called David Martín. Apparently you knew him.’

My father was silent for a while.

‘Nobody has dared to say this to my face, but I know there are people who at the time believed, and still believe, that you mother was in love with Martín,’ he said with such a sad smile that I knew he considered himself one of them.

My father had a tendency to grin the way some people do when they’re trying to hold back their tears.

‘Your mother was a good woman. A good wife. I wouldn’t like you to think strange things about her because of what Fermín may have told you. He didn’t know her. I did.’

‘Fermín didn’t insinuate anything,’ I lied. ‘Just that Mum and Martín were bound by a strong friendship and that she tried to help him get out of the prison by hiring that lawyer, Brians.’

‘I suppose he will also have spoken to you about that man, Valls . . .’

I hesitated for a second before nodding. My father saw the consternation in my eyes and shook his head.

‘Your mother died of cholera, Daniel. Brians – I’ll never know why – insists on accusing that man, just a bureaucrat with delusions of grandeur, of a crime for which he has no evidence or proof.’

I didn’t say anything.

‘You must get that idea out of your head. I want you to promise you’re not even going to think about this.’

I sat there with my mouth shut, wondering whether my father was really as naïve as he appeared to be or whether the pain of her loss had blinded him and pushed him towards the convenient cowardice of survivors. I recalled Fermín’s words and told myself that neither I nor anyone else had any right to judge him.

‘Promise you won’t do anything stupid, and you won’t look for this man,’ he insisted.

I nodded without conviction. He grabbed my arm.

‘Swear you won’t. For the sake of your mother’s memory.’

I felt a pain gripping my face and realised I was gnashing my teeth so strongly they were in danger of cracking. I looked away but my father wouldn’t let go of me. I stared into his eyes, and until the last second, thought I might be able to lie to him.

‘I swear on my mother’s memory that I won’t do anything while you live.’

‘That is not what I asked you.’

‘It’s all I can give you.’

My father dropped his head between his hands and took a deep breath.

‘The night your mother died, upstairs, in the flat . . .’

‘I remember it clearly.’

‘You were five.’

‘I was four.’

‘That night Isabella asked me never to tell you what had happened. She thought it was better that way.’

It was the first time I’d heard him refer to my mother by her name.

‘I know, Dad.’

He looked into my eyes.

‘Forgive me,’ he whispered.

I held my father’s gaze. Sometimes he seemed to grow a little older just by looking at me and remembering. I stood up and hugged him quietly. He held me tight and when he burst into tears the anger and the pain he’d buried in his soul all those years gushed out like blood. I knew then, without being able to explain clearly why, that slowly, inexorably, my father had begun to die.





Part Four

Suspicion
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Chapter 1

Barcelona, 1957

 

The first glint of daybreak found me in the doorway of little Julián’s bedroom. For once he was sound asleep, far from everything and everyone, with a smile on his lips. I heard Bea’s footsteps approaching and felt her hands on my back.

‘How long have you been standing here?’ she asked.

‘A while.’

‘What are you doing?’

‘I’m looking at him.’

Bea walked up to Julián’s cot and leaned over to kiss his forehead.

‘What time did you come in last night?’

I didn’t reply.

‘How is Fermín?’

‘Not too bad.’

‘And you?’ I tried to smile. ‘Do you want to talk about it?’ she insisted.

‘Some other day.’

‘I thought there were no secrets between us,’ said Bea.

‘So did I.’

She looked at me in surprise.

‘What do you mean, Daniel?’

‘Nothing. I don’t mean anything. I’m very tired. Shall we go back to bed?’

Bea took my hand and led me to the bedroom.

We lay down on the bed and I embraced her.

‘I dreamed about your mother tonight,’ said Bea. ‘About Isabella.’

The rain began to pelt against the windowpanes.

‘I was a little girl, and she was holding my hand. We were in a large and very old house, with huge rooms and a grand piano, and a glass-covered balcony that looked on to a garden with a pond. There was a little boy by the pond. He looked just like Julián, but I knew that it was really you, don’t ask me why. Isabella knelt down by my side and asked me whether I could see you. You were playing by the water with a paper boat. I said I could. Then she told me to look after you. To look after you for ever because she had to go far away.’

We lay there without speaking for a long time, listening to the patter of the rain.

‘What did Fermín tell you last night?’

‘The truth,’ I replied. ‘He told me the truth.’

As I tried to reconstruct Fermín’s story Bea listened in silence. At first I felt anger swelling up inside me again, but as I advanced through the story I was overwhelmed by sadness and despair. It was all new to me and I still didn’t know how I was going to be able to live with the secrets and implications of what Fermín had revealed to me. Those events had taken place almost twenty years before, and the passage of time had turned me into a mere spectator in a play where the course of my fate had been determined.

When I finished talking, I noticed the anxious look in Bea’s eyes. It wasn’t hard to guess what she was thinking.

‘I’ve promised my father that during his lifetime I won’t look for that man, Valls, or do anything else,’ I added, to reassure her.

‘During his lifetime? And what happens afterwards? Haven’t you thought about us? About Julián?’

‘Of course I have. And you must not worry,’ I lied. ‘After talking to my father I’ve understood that all this happened a long time ago and there’s nothing we can do to change it.’

Bea seemed rather unconvinced.

‘It’s the truth . . .’ I lied again.

She held my gaze for a few moments, but those were the words she wanted to hear and she finally surrendered to the temptation of believing them.





Chapter 2

 

That afternoon, with the rain still lashing the flooded, deserted streets, the grim figure of Sebastián Salgado appeared outside the bookshop. He was observing us with his unmistakable predatory air through the shop window, the lights from the nativity scene illuminating his ravaged face. His suit – the same old suit he’d worn on his first visit – was soaking wet. I went over to the door and opened it for him.

‘Lovely manger,’ he said.

‘Aren’t you coming in?’

I held the door open and Salgado limped in. After a few steps he stopped, leaning on his walking stick. Fermín eyed him suspiciously from the counter. Salgado smiled.

‘It’s been a long time,’ he intoned.

‘I thought you were dead,’ replied Fermín.

‘I thought you were dead, too, as did everyone else. That’s what they told us. That you’d been caught trying to escape and they’d shot you.’

‘Fat chance.’

‘To be honest, I always hoped you’d managed to slip away. You know: the devil looks after his own and all that . . .’

‘You move me to tears, Salgado. When did you get out?’

‘About a month ago.’

‘Don’t tell me you were let out for good behaviour,’ said Fermín.

‘I think they got tired of waiting for me to die. Do you know I was granted a pardon? I’ve got it on a sheet of paper, signed by General Franco himself.’

‘You must have had it framed, I’m sure.’

‘I’ve put it in a place of honour: above the toilet, in case I ever run out of tissue.’

Salgado took a few more steps towards the counter and pointed to a chair in a corner.

‘Do you mind if I sit down? I’m still not used to walking more than ten metres in a straight line and I get tired very easily.’

‘It’s all yours,’ I offered.

He fell into the chair and took a deep breath as he rubbed his knee. Fermín looked at him like someone who has spied a rat climbing out of a toilet.

‘Funny, isn’t it, to think that the one person everyone thought would be the first to kick the bucket turns out to be the last . . . Do you know what has kept me alive all these years, Fermín?’

‘If I didn’t know you so well I’d say it was the Mediterranean diet and the fresh sea air.’

Salgado gave an attempt at a laugh that sounded like a hoarse cough or his bronchial tubes on the verge of collapse.

‘You never change, Fermín. That’s why we got along so famously back then. What times those were. But I don’t want to bore the young man here with memories of the good old days. This generation isn’t interested in our stuff. They’re into the charleston, or whatever they call it these days. Shall we talk business?’

‘I’m listening.’

‘You’re the one who must do the talking, Fermín. I’ve already said all I had to say. Are you going to give me what you owe me? Or are we going to have to kick up a fuss you’d do better to avoid?’

Fermín remained impassive for a few moments, leaving us in an uncomfortable silence. Salgado was staring straight at him with venom in his eyes. Fermín gave me a look I didn’t quite understand and sighed dejectedly.

‘You win, Salgado.’

He pulled a small object out of his pocket and handed it to him. A key. The key. Salgado’s eyes lit up like those of a child. He got to his feet and slowly approached Fermín, accepting the key with his remaining hand, trembling with emotion.

‘If you’re planning to reintroduce it into restricted areas of your anatomy, I beg you to step into the bathroom for the sake of decorum. This is a family venue, open to the general public,’ Fermín warned him.

Salgado, who seemed to have recovered the bloom of first youth, broke into a smile of boundless satisfaction.

‘Come to think of it, you’ve actually done me a huge favour keeping it for me all these years,’ he declared.

‘That’s what friends are for,’ answered Fermín. ‘God bless, and don’t hesitate never to come back here again.’

Salgado smiled and winked at us. He walked towards the door, already lost in thought. Before stepping into the street he turned round for a moment and raised a hand in a conciliatory farewell.

‘I wish you luck and a long life, Fermín. And rest assured, your secret is safe with me.’

We watched him leave in the rain, an old man anyone might have thought was at death’s door but who, I was sure, didn’t feel the cold raindrops lashing at him then, or even the years of imprisonment and hardships he carried in his blood. I glanced at Fermín, who seemed nailed to the ground, looking pale and confused at the sight of his old cellmate.

‘Are we going to let him go just like that?’ I asked.

‘Have you a better plan?’





Chapter 3

After the proverbial minute’s wait, we hurried down the street armed with dark raincoats and an umbrella the size of a parasol that Fermín had bought in one of the bazaars in the port – intending to use it both winter and summer for his escapades to La Barceloneta beach with Bernarda.

‘Fermín, with this thing we stick out like a sore thumb,’ I warned him.

‘Don’t worry. I’m sure the only thing that swine can see are gold doubloons raining down from heaven,’ replied Fermín.

Salgado was some hundred metres ahead of us, hobbling briskly under the rain along Calle Condal. We narrowed the gap a little, just in time to see him about to climb on to a tram going up Vía Layetana. We sprinted forward, closing the umbrella as we ran, and by some miracle managed to leap on to the tram’s running board. In the best tradition of those days we made the journey hanging from the back. Salgado had found a seat in the front, offered to him by a Good Samaritan, who couldn’t have known who he was dealing with.

‘That’s what happens when people reach old age,’ said Fermín. ‘Nobody remembers they’ve been bastards too.’

The tram rumbled along Calle Trafalgar until it reached the Arco de Triunfo. We peered inside and saw that Salgado was still glued to his seat. The ticket collector, a man with a bushy moustache, scowled at us.

‘Don’t think that because you’re hanging out there I’m going to give you a discount. I’ve had an eye on you ever since you jumped on board.’

‘Nobody cares about social realism any more,’ murmured Fermín. ‘What a country.’

We handed him a few coins and he gave us our tickets. We were beginning to think Salgado must have fallen asleep when, as the tram turned into the road leading to the Estación del Norte, he stood up and pulled the chain to request a stop. The driver was now slowing down, so we jumped off opposite the palatial art nouveau headquarters of the Hydroelectric Company and followed the tram on foot to the stop. We saw Salgado step down, assisted by two passengers, and then head off towards the train station.

‘Are you thinking what I’m thinking?’ I asked.

Fermín nodded. We followed Salgado to the station’s grand entrance hall, camouflaging ourselves – or perhaps making our presence painfully obvious – behind Fermín’s oversized umbrella. Once inside, Salgado approached a row of metal lockers lined up along one of the walls like miniature niches in a cemetery. We sat on a bench in the shadows of the hall. Salgado was standing in front of the countless lockers, staring at them, utterly absorbed.

‘Do you think he’s forgotten where he hid the booty?’ I asked.

‘Of course he hasn’t. He’s been waiting twenty years for this moment. He’s simply savouring it.’

‘If you say so . . . But he’s forgotten, if you ask me.’

We remained there, watching and waiting.

‘Fermín, you never really told me where you hid the key when you escaped from the castle . . .’

Fermín threw me a hostile glance.

‘Forget it,’ I conceded.

The wait continued a few minutes longer.

‘Perhaps he has an accomplice . . .’ I said, ‘and he’s waiting for him.’

‘Salgado isn’t the sharing sort.’

‘Perhaps there’s someone else who . . .’

‘Shhh,’ Fermín hushed me, pointing at Salgado, who had moved at last.

The old man walked over to one of the lockers and placed his hand on the metal door. He pulled out the key, inserted it in the lock, opened the door and looked inside. At that precise moment a pair of Civil Guards doing their rounds turned into the entrance hall from the station platforms and walked over to where Salgado was standing, trying to pull something out of the locker.

‘Oh dear, oh dear . . .’ I murmured.

Salgado turned and greeted the two officers. They exchanged a few words and one of them pulled a case out of the locker and left it on the floor by Salgado’s feet. The thief thanked them effusively for their help and the Civil Guards touched their three-cornered hats and continued on their beat.

‘God bless Spain,’ murmured Fermín.

Salgado grabbed the case and dragged it along to another bench, at the opposite end from where we were sitting.

‘He’s not going to open it here, is he?’ I asked.

‘He has to make sure it’s all there,’ replied Fermín. ‘That nasty piece of work has put up with years of misery to recover his treasure.’

Salgado looked around him a few times to make sure there was nobody nearby, and finally decided to take action. We saw him open the suitcase just a few centimetres and peer inside.

He remained like that for almost a minute, motionless. Fermín and I looked at one another without understanding. Suddenly Salgado closed the suitcase and got up, then walked off towards the exit, leaving the suitcase behind him in front of the open locker.

‘But what’s he doing?’ I asked.

Fermín stood up and signalled to me.

‘You get the suitcase, and I’ll follow him . . .’

Without giving me time to reply, Fermín hastened towards the exit. I hurried over to the place where Salgado had abandoned the case. A smart alec, who was reading a newspaper on a nearby bench, had also set eyes on it and, looking both ways first to check that nobody was watching, got up and was preparing to swoop on it like a bird of prey. I quickened my pace. The stranger was about to grab the case when, by the miracle of a split second, I managed to snatch it from him.

‘That suitcase isn’t yours,’ I said.

The individual fixed me with a hostile look and clutched the handle.

‘Shall I call the Civil Guards?’ I asked.

Looking flustered, the scamp let go of the case and moved swiftly away in the direction of the platforms. I took it over to the bench and, after making sure no one was looking, opened it.

It was empty. Salgado’s treasure was gone.

Only then did I hear shouts and turned my head to discover that some incident had occurred outside the station. I got to my feet and looked through the glass doors. The two Civil Guards were pushing their way through a circle of bystanders that had congregated in the rain. When the crowd parted, I saw Fermín kneeling on the ground, holding Salgado in his arms. The old man’s eyes were staring into space.

A woman came into the station, a hand clamped over her mouth.

‘What happened?’ I asked.

‘A poor old man, he just keeled over . . .’ she said.

I went outside and walked across to the knot of people observing the scene. I could see Fermín looking up and exchanging a few words with the Civil Guards. One of them was nodding. Fermín then took off his raincoat and spread it over Salgado’s corpse, covering his face. By the time I arrived there, a three-fingered hand was peeping out from under the garment. On the palm, shining in the rain, was the key. I protected Fermín with the umbrella and put a hand on his shoulder. We slowly moved away.

‘Are you all right, Fermín?’

My good friend shrugged.

‘Let’s go home,’ he managed to say.





Chapter 4

As we left the station behind us I took off my raincoat and put it over Fermín’s shoulders. He’d abandoned his on Salgado’s body. I didn’t think my friend was in a fit state to take a long walk, so I hailed a taxi. I opened the door for him and, once he was seated, closed it and got in on the other side.

‘The suitcase was empty,’ I said. ‘Someone played a dirty trick on Salgado.’

‘It takes a thief to catch a thief . . .’

‘Who do you think it was?’

‘Perhaps the same person who said I had his key and told him where he could find me,’ Fermín murmured.

‘Valls?’

Fermín gave a dispirited sigh.

‘I don’t know, Daniel. I no longer know what to think.’

I noticed the taxi driver looking at us in the mirror, waiting.

‘We’re going to the entrance to Plaza Real, on Calle Fernando,’ I said.

‘Aren’t we going back to the bookshop?’ asked Fermín, who didn’t have enough fight left in him even to argue about a taxi ride.

‘I am. But you’re going to Don Gustavo’s, to spend the rest of the day with Bernarda.’

We made the journey in silence, staring out at Barcelona, a blur in the rain. When we reached the arches on Calle Fernando, where years before I’d first met Fermín, I paid the fare and we got out. I walked Fermín as far as Don Gustavo’s front door and gave him a hug.

‘Take care of yourself, Fermín. And eat something, or Bernarda will get a bone sticking into her on the wedding night.’

‘Don’t worry. When I set my mind to it, I can put on more weight than an opera singer. As soon as I go up to the flat I’ll gorge myself with those almond cakes Don Gustavo buys in Casa Quílez and by tomorrow I’ll look like stuffed turkey.’

‘I hope so. Give my best to the bride.’

‘I will, although with things the way they are on the legal front and with all that red tape, I can see myself living in sin.’

‘None of that. Remember what you once told me? That destiny doesn’t do home visits, that you have to go for it yourself?’

‘I must confess I took that sentence from one of Carax’s books. I liked the sound of it.’

‘Well, I believed it and still do. That’s why I’m telling you that your destiny is to marry Bernarda on the arranged date with all your papers in order – with priests, rice and your name and surnames.’

My friend looked at me sceptically.

‘As my name is Daniel, you’re getting married with all due pomp and ceremony,’ I promised Fermín. He looked so dejected I thought nothing would manage to revive his spirits: not a packet of Sugus, not even a good movie at the Fémina Cinema with Kim Novak sporting one of her glorious brassieres that defied gravity.

‘If you say so, Daniel . . .’

‘You’ve given me back the truth,’ I said. ‘I’m going to give you back your name.’





Chapter 5

That afternoon, when I returned to the bookshop, I set in motion my plan for rescuing Fermín’s identity. The first step consisted in making a few phone calls from the back room and establishing a course of action. The second required gathering the right team of recognised experts.

 

The following day turned out to be pleasant and sunny. Around noon I walked over to the library on Calle del Carmen, where I’d arranged to meet Professor Alburquerque, convinced that whatever he didn’t know, nobody knew.

I found him under the tall arches of the main reading room, surrounded by piles of books and papers, concentrating, pen in hand. I sat down opposite him, on the other side of the table, and let him get on with his work. It took him almost a minute to become aware of my presence. When he looked up he stared at me in surprise.

‘That must be really good stuff,’ I ventured.

‘I’m working on a series of articles on Barcelona’s accursed writers,’ he explained. ‘Do you remember someone called Julián Carax, an author you recommended a few months ago in the bookshop?’

‘Of course,’ I replied.

‘Well, I’ve been looking into him and his story is truly extraordinary. Did you know that for years a diabolical character went around the world searching for Carax’s books and burning them?’

‘You don’t say,’ I said, feigning surprise.

‘It’s a very odd case. I’ll let you read it when I’ve finished.’

‘You should write a book on the subject,’ I proposed. ‘A secret history of Barcelona seen through its accursed writers, those forbidden in the official version.’

The professor considered the idea, intrigued.

‘It had occurred to me, I must say, but I have so much work what with my newspaper articles and the university . . .’

‘If you don’t write it, nobody will . . .’

‘Yes, well, maybe I’ll take the plunge and get on with it. I don’t know where I’ll find the time, but . . .’

‘Sempere & Sons can offer you its full catalogue and any assistance you may need.’

‘I’ll bear it in mind. So? Shall we go for lunch?’

 

Professor Alburquerque called it a day and we set off for Casa Leopoldo where we sat down with a glass of wine and some sublime serrano ham tapas, to wait for two plates of bull’s-tail stew, the day’s special.

‘How’s our good friend Fermín? A couple of weeks ago, when I saw him in Can Lluís, he looked very downcast.’

‘Oddly enough, he’s the person I wanted to talk to you about. It’s a rather delicate matter and I must ask you to keep it between ourselves.’

‘But of course. What can I do?’

 

I proceeded to outline the problem as concisely as I could, without touching upon thorny or unnecessary details. The professor sensed that there was plenty more to the story than I was telling him, but he displayed his customary discretion.

‘Let’s see if I’ve understood,’ he said. ‘Fermín cannot make use of his identity because, officially, he was pronounced dead almost twenty years ago and therefore, in the eyes of the state, he doesn’t exist.’

‘Correct.’

‘But, from what you tell me, I gather that this identity that was cancelled was also fictitious, an invention of Fermín himself during the war, to save his skin.’

‘Correct.’

‘That’s where I get lost. Help me, Daniel. If Fermín thought up a false identity once, why can’t he make up another one now to get married with?’

‘For two reasons, Professor. The first is purely practical and that is, whether he uses his name or another invented one, currently Fermín does not possess any legal identity. Therefore, whatever identity he decides to use must be created from scratch.’

‘But he wants to continue being Fermín, I suppose.’

‘Exactly. And that is the second reason, which is not practical but spiritual, so to speak, and far more important. Fermín wants to continue being Fermín because that is the person Bernarda has fallen in love with, the man who is our friend, the one we all know and the one he wants to be. The person he used to be hasn’t existed for years. It’s a skin he sloughed off. Not even I, who am probably his best friend, know what name he was given when he was christened. For me, and for all those who love him, and especially for himself, he is Fermín Romero de Torres. And when you think of it, if it’s a question of creating a new identity for him, why not create his present one?’

Professor Alburquerque finally nodded in assent.

‘Correct,’ he pronounced.

‘So, do you think this is feasible, Professor?’

‘Well, it’s a quixotic mission if ever there was one,’ considered the professor. ‘How to endow the gaunt knight Don Fermín de la Mancha with lineage, greyhound and a sheaf of false documents with which to pair him off with his beautiful Bernarda del Toboso in the eyes of God and the register office?’

‘I’ve been thinking about it and consulting legal books,’ I said. ‘In this country, a person’s identity begins with a birth certificate, which, when you stop to consider, is a very simple document.’

The professor raised his eyebrows.

‘What you’re suggesting is delicate. Not to say a serious crime.’

‘Unprecedented in fact, at least in the judicial annals. I’ve verified it.’

‘Have you? Please continue, this is getting better.’

‘Let’s suppose that someone, hypothetically speaking, had access to the offices of the Civil Registry and could, to put it bluntly, plant a birth certificate in the archives . . . Wouldn’t that provide sufficient grounds to establish a person’s identity?’

The professor shook his head.

‘Perhaps for a newborn child. But if we’re speaking, hypothetically, of an adult, we’d have to create an entire documentary history. And even if you had access, hypothetically, to the archives, where would you get hold of those documents?’

‘Let’s say I was able to create a series of credible facsimiles. Would you think it possible then?’

The professor considered the matter carefully.

‘The main risk would be that someone uncovers the fraud and wants to bring it to light. Bearing in mind that in this case the so-called accuser who could have spilled the beans regarding documental irregularities is deceased, the problem would boil down to a), being able to gain access to the archives and introduce a file into the system with a fictitious but plausible identity and b), generating the whole string of documents required to establish that identity. I’m talking about papers of all shapes and sizes, and all sorts of certificates including certificates of baptism from parish churches, identity cards . . .’

‘With regard to point a), I understand that you’re writing a series of articles on the marvels of the Spanish legal system, commissioned by the Council for a report on that institution. I’ve been looking into it a little and discovered that during the war, a number of archives in the Civil Registry were bombed. That means that hundreds, even thousands, of identities must have been reconstructed any old how. I’m no expert, but I imagine that this would open a gap or two which someone well informed, well connected and with a plan could take advantage of . . .’

The professor looked at me out of the corner of his eye.

‘I see you’ve been doing some serious research, Daniel.’

‘Forgive me, Professor, but Fermín’s happiness is worth that and much more.’

‘And it does you credit. But it could also earn whoever attempted to do such a thing a heavy sentence if he was caught red handed.’

‘That’s why I thought that if someone, hypothetically, had access to one of those reconstructed archives in the Civil Registry, he could take a helper along with him who would, so to speak, assume the more risky part of the operation.’

‘If that were the case, the hypothetical helper would have to be able to guarantee the facilitator a twenty per cent lifelong discount on the price of any book bought at Sempere & Sons. Plus an invitation to the wedding of the newborn.’

‘That’s a done deal. And I’d even raise that to twenty-five per cent. Although, come to think of it, I know someone who, hypothetically, would be prepared to collaborate pro bono, just for the pleasure of scoring a goal against a rotten, corrupt regime, receiving nothing in exchange.’

‘I’m an academic, Daniel. Emotional blackmail doesn’t work with me.’

‘For Fermín, then.’

‘That’s another matter. Let’s go into the technicalities.’

I pulled out the one-thousand-peseta note Salgado had given me and showed it to him.

‘This is my budget for running costs and issuance of documents,’ I remarked.

‘I see you’re sparing no expense. But you’d do better to put that money aside for other endeavours that will be required by this noble deed. My services come free of charge,’ replied the professor. ‘The bit that worries me most, dear assistant, is the much needed documentary trail. Forget all the new public works and prayer books: the new centurions of the regime have also doubled the already colossal structure of the state bureaucracy, worthy of the worst nightmares of our friend Franz Kafka. As I say, a case like this will require generating all kinds of letters, applications, petitions and other documents that must look credible and have the consistency, tone and smell that are characteristic of a dusty, dog-eared and unquestionable file . . .’

‘We’re covered on that front,’ I said.

‘I’m going to have to be given the list of accomplices in this conspiracy, to make sure you’re not bluffing.’

I went on to explain the rest of my plan.

‘It could work,’ he concluded.

 

As soon as the main dish arrived, we wrapped up the matter and the conversation took a different direction. Although I’d been holding back during the entire meal, by the time coffee was served, I could no longer restrain myself. Feigning a certain indifference, I asked innocently:

‘By the way, Professor, the other day a customer was chatting to me about something in the bookshop and the name Mauricio Valls cropped up – the one who was Minister of Culture and all those things. What do you know about him?’

The professor raised an eyebrow.

‘About Valls? What everyone knows, I suppose.’

‘I’m sure you know much more than everyone, Professor. Much more.’

‘Well, actually, I hadn’t heard that name for a while, but until not long ago Mauricio Valls was a real big shot. As you say, he was our famous new Minister of Culture for a few years, head of a number of institutions and organisations, a man well placed in the regime and of great prestige in those circles, patron to many, golden boy of all the cultural pages in the Spanish press . . . As I say, a big shot.’

I smiled weakly, pretending to be pleasantly surprised.

‘And he isn’t any longer?’

‘Quite frankly, I’d say he disappeared off the map a while ago, or at least from the public scene. I’m not sure whether he was given some embassy or some post in an international institution, you know how these things work. But in fact I’ve lost track of him lately . . . I know he set up a publishing house with a number of partners some years ago. The business does very well – it doesn’t stop bringing out new books. In fact, once a month I receive an invite for the launch of one of their titles . . .’

‘And does Valls go to these events?’

‘He used to, years ago. We always joked about the fact that he spoke more about himself than about the book or the author he was presenting. But that was some time ago. I haven’t seen him for years. May I ask why this interest, Daniel? I didn’t think of you as someone keen on our literature’s small vanity fair.’

‘I’m just curious.’

‘I see.’

While Professor Alburquerque paid the bill, he looked at me askance.

‘Why is it that I always think you’re not even telling me a quarter of the story?’

‘One day I’ll tell you the rest, Professor. I promise.’

‘You’d better, because cities have no memory and they need someone like me, a sage with his feet on the ground, to keep it alive.’

‘This is the deal: you help me solve Fermín’s problem and in exchange, one day I’ll tell you things that Barcelona would rather forget. For your secret history.’

The professor held out his hand and I shook it.

‘I’ll take your word for it. Now, returning to the subject of Fermín and the documents we’re going to have to pull out of a hat . . .’

‘I think I have the right man for the job.’





Chapter 6

Oswaldo Darío de Mortenssen, prince of Barcelona scribes and an old acquaintance of mine, was enjoying a break after his lunch, in his booth next to La Virreina Palace, sipping a double espresso with a dash of cognac and smoking a cigar. When he saw me approaching he raised a hand in greeting.

‘The prodigal son returns. Have you changed your mind? Shall we get going on that love letter that will give you access to the forbidden zips and buttons of the desired young lady?’

I showed him my wedding ring again and he nodded, remembering.

‘I’m sorry. Force of habit. You’re one of the old guard. What can I do for you?’

‘The other day I remembered why your name sounded familiar to me, Don Oswaldo. I work in a bookshop and I found a novel of yours from 1933, The Riders of Twilight.’

That sparked a host of memories. Oswaldo smiled nostalgically.

‘What times those were . . . Barrido and Escobillas, my publishers, ripped me off to the last céntimo, the swines. May they roast for ever in hell. Still, the pleasure of writing it – nobody can take that away from me.’

‘If I bring it along one day, will you sign it for me?’

‘Of course. It was my swansong. The world wasn’t ready for a western set in the Ebro delta, with bandits on canoes instead of horses, and mosquitoes the size of watermelons.’

‘You’re the Zane Grey of the Spanish coast.’

‘I wish. What can I do for you, young man?’

‘Lend me your talent and cunning for an equally worthy venture.’

‘I’m all ears.’

‘I need you to help me invent a documentary past for a friend, so he can marry the woman he loves without legal impediments.’

‘A good man?’

‘The best I know.’

‘If that’s the case, it’s a deal. My favourite scenes were always weddings and christenings.’

‘We’ll need official applications, reports, petitions, certificates – the whole shooting match.’

‘That won’t be a problem. We’ll delegate part of the logistics to Luisito, whom you already know. He’s completely trustworthy and a master in twelve different calligraphies.’

I pulled out the one-thousand-peseta note the professor had refused and handed it to him. Oswaldo put it away swiftly, his eyes as big as saucers.

‘And they say you can’t make a living from writing in Spain,’ he said.

‘Will that cover the working expenses?’

‘Amply. When I’ve got it all organised I’ll let you know what the whole operation adds up to, but off the top of my head I’d guess that three or four hundred will get us there.’

‘I leave that to your discretion, Oswaldo. My friend Professor Alburquerque . . .’

‘Fine writer . . .’ Oswaldo cut in.

‘And an even better gentleman. As I say, my friend, the professor, will drop by and give you a list of the documents required, and all the details. If there’s anything you need, you’ll find me at the Sempere & Sons bookshop.’

His face lit up when he heard the name.

‘Ah, the sanctuary. As a young man I used to go round every Saturday and those encounters with Señor Sempere opened my eyes.’

‘That would have been my grandfather.’

‘I haven’t been there for years. My finances are tight and I’ve taken to borrowing books from libraries.’

‘Well, do pay us the honour of returning to the bookshop, Don Oswaldo. Consider it your home and we can always sort something out with prices.’

‘I will.’

He put out a hand and I shook it.

‘It’s a pleasure to do business with the Semperes.’

‘May it be the first of many such occasions.’

‘What happened to the lame man whose eyes twinkled at the sight of gold?’

‘Turned out that all that glittered wasn’t gold,’ I said.

‘A sign of our times . . .’





Chapter 7

Barcelona, 1958

 

That month of January came wrapped in bright icy skies that blew powdery snow over the city’s rooftops. The sun shone every day, casting sharp angles of light and shadow on the façades of a crystalline Barcelona. Double-decker buses drove by with the top tier empty and passing trams left a halo of steam on the tracks.

Christmas lights glowed in garlands of blue fire all over the old town and carols bearing sugary wishes of goodwill and peace trickled out of a thousand and one loudspeakers by shop doors. The Yuletide message was so pervasive that a policeman guarding the nativity scene set up by the town hall in Plaza San Jaime turned a blind eye when someone had the bright idea of placing a Catalan beret on the Infant Jesus – ignoring the demands of a group of pious old women who expected him to haul the man off with a slap to police headquarters. In the end, someone from the archbishop’s office reported the incident and three nuns turned up to restore order.

 

Christmas sales had picked up and a seasonal star in the shape of black numbers in the accounts of Sempere & Sons guaranteed that we would at least be able to cope with the electricity and heating bills. With a bit of luck, we might even enjoy a proper hot meal once a day. My father seemed to have recovered his spirits and decreed that this year we wouldn’t wait so long before decorating the bookshop.

‘We’re going to have that crib hanging around for a long time,’ grumbled Fermín with little or no enthusiasm.

After 6 January, the feast of the Three Kings, my father instructed us to wrap up the nativity scene carefully and take it down to the basement for storage until the following Christmas.

‘With care,’ warned my father. ‘I don’t want to be told that the boxes slipped accidentally, Fermín.’

‘With the utmost care, Señor Sempere. I’ll vouch for the integrity of the crib with my life, and that includes all the farm animals dotted round the swaddled Messiah.’

Once we had made room for the boxes containing all the Christmas decorations, I paused for a moment to have a quick look round the basement and its forgotten corners. The last time we’d been there, the conversation had covered matters that neither Fermín nor I had brought up again, but they still lay heavily on my mind at least. Fermín seemed to read my thoughts and he shook his head.

‘Don’t tell me you’re still thinking about that idiot’s letter.’

‘Every now and then.’

‘You won’t have said anything to Doña Beatriz, I hope.’

‘No. I put the letter back in her coat pocket and didn’t say a word.’

‘What about her? Didn’t she mention that she’d received a letter from Don Juan Tenorio?’

I shook my head. Fermín screwed up his nose, as if to say that it wasn’t a good sign.

‘Have you decided what you’re going to do?’

‘What about?’

‘Don’t act innocent, Daniel. Are you or are you not going to follow your wife to her potential tryst with that old boyfriend at the Ritz and cause a little stir?’

‘You’re presupposing that she’ll be going there,’ I protested.

‘Aren’t you?’

I looked down, upset with myself.

‘What kind of a husband doesn’t trust his wife?’ I asked.

‘Would you like me to give you a list of names and surnames, or will statistics do?’

‘I trust Bea. She wouldn’t cheat on me. She isn’t like that. If she had anything to say to me, she’d say it to my face, without lying.’

‘Then you don’t have anything to worry about, do you?’

Something in Fermín’s tone made me think that my suspicions and insecurities had disappointed him. Although he was never going to admit it, I was sure it saddened him to think I devoted my time to unworthy thoughts and to doubting the sincerity of a woman I didn’t deserve.

‘You must think I’m a fool.’

Fermín shook his head.

‘No. I think you’re a fortunate man, at least when it comes to love. And like most people who are so fortunate, you don’t realise it.’

A knock on the door at the top of the stairs interrupted us.

‘Unless you’ve discovered oil down there, will you please come back up right away, there’s work to do,’ called my father.

Fermín sighed.

‘Since he’s got out of the red he’s become a tyrant,’ he said.

 

The days crawled by. Fermín had at last agreed to delegate the preparations for the wedding and the banquet to my father and Don Gustavo, who had taken on the role of parental authorities. As best man, I advised the presiding committee, but mine was a merely honorary title since Bea acted as chief executive and artistic director and coordinated all those involved with an iron fist.

‘Fermín, I have orders from Bea to take you along to Casa Pantaleoni to try on your suit.’

‘A striped prisoner’s suit is all I’m going to wear . . .’

I’d given him my word that when the time came his name would be in order and his friend the parish priest would be able to intone those words: ‘Do you, Fermín, take Bernarda to be your lawful wedded wife?’ without us all ending up in the police station. But as the date drew closer Fermín was being eaten up by anxiety. Bernarda survived the suspense by means of prayers and egg-yolk flans, although, once her pregnancy had been confirmed by a trustworthy, discreet doctor, she spent much of her day fighting nausea and dizziness. Everything seemed to indicate that Fermín’s firstborn was going to be a handful.

 

Those were days of apparent and deceptive calm, but beneath the surface I’d succumbed to a dark, murky current that was slowly dragging me into the depths of a new and irresistible emotion: hatred.

In my spare time, without telling anyone where I was going, I would slip out and walk over to the nearby Ateneo Library on Calle Canuda, where I tracked every step of Mauricio Valls’s life in the newspaper room. What for years I’d regarded as an indistinct and uninteresting figure took on a painful clarity and precision that increased with every passing day. My investigation allowed me to reconstruct Valls’s public career during the last fifteen years, piece by piece. A lot of water had flowed under the bridge since his early days with the regime. With time and good contacts, if one were to believe what the papers said (something Fermín compared to believing that orange squash was obtained by squeezing fresh oranges from Valencia), Don Mauricio Valls had seen his wishes come true and become a shining star in Spain’s literary and artistic firmament.

His ascent had been nothing short of spectacular. From 1944 onwards he landed posts and official appointments of growing importance in the country’s cultural and academic institutions. His articles, talks and publications multiplied. Any self-respecting award ceremony, conference or cultural event required the participation and presence of Don Mauricio. In 1947, with a couple of business partners, he created Ediciones Ariadna, a publishing company with offices in Madrid and Barcelona mostly devoted to his self-promotion, which the press spared no effort in canonising as the ‘most prestigious editorial brand’ in Spanish literature.

By 1948, the same papers began to refer regularly to Mauricio Valls as ‘the most brilliant and well-respected intellectual in the New Spain’. The country’s self-appointed intelligentsia and those who aspired to join the club seemed to be conducting a passionate romance with Don Mauricio. Journalists covering the cultural pages went out of their way to extol Valls, seeking his favour and, with luck, the publication by Ediciones Ariadna of some manuscript they’d been keeping in a drawer, so that they could become part of the official scene and taste at least a few sweet crumbs falling from his table.

Valls had learned the rules of the game and controlled the board better than anyone. At the start of the fifties, his fame and influence had already extended beyond official circles and were beginning to seep into so-called civil society and its members. Mauricio’s slogans had been fashioned into a canon of revealed truths adopted by the same three or four thousand Spaniards who saw themselves as the chosen few and who made it a matter of pride to parrot the gospel like diligent pupils while looking down at the low-brow masses.

En route to the top, Valls had gathered around him a clique of like-minded characters who ate out of his hand and were gradually placed at the head of institutions and in positions of power. If anyone dared question Valls’s words or his worth, such an individual would be mercilessly crucified by the press. After being ridiculed in malicious terms, the poor wretch would end up as a pariah, a beggar to whom all doors were slammed shut and whose only alternatives were obscurity or exile.

 

I spent endless hours reading every word as well as between the lines, comparing different versions of the story, cataloguing dates and making lists of successes and potential skeletons in cupboards. In other circumstances, if the purpose of my study had been purely anthropological, I would have taken my hat off to Don Mauricio and his masterly moves. Nobody could deny that he’d learned to read the heart and soul of his fellow citizens and pull the strings that moved their desires, hopes and dreams. He knew the game inside out, and nobody played it better.

If I was left with anything after endless days submerged in the official version of Valls’s life, it was the belief that the building blocks of a new Spain were being set in place and that Don Mauricio’s meteoric ascent to the altars of power exemplified a rising trend that, in all probability, would outlast the dictatorship and put down deep and immovable roots throughout the entire country for decades to come.

In 1952 Valls reached the summit of his career when he was named Minister of Culture for a three-year period, a position on which he capitalised to consolidate his authority and place his lackeys in the last few posts he had not yet managed to control. His public projection took on a golden monotony: his words were quoted as the source of all wisdom. His presence on jury panels, tribunals and all sorts of formal audiences was constant, while his arsenal of diplomas, laurels and medals continued to grow.

And then, suddenly, something strange happened.

I wasn’t aware of it at first. The litany of praise and news flashes continued relentlessly, but after 1956, I spotted a detail buried among all those reports which was in stark contrast to everything published prior to that date. The tone and content of the articles were unchanged, but by reading each one of them and comparing them, I noticed something.

Don Mauricio Valls had never again appeared in public.

His name, his prestige, his reputation and his power were still going from strength to strength. There was just one piece missing: his person. After 1956 there were no photographs, no mention of his attendance nor any direct references to his participation in official functions.

The last cutting confirming Mauricio Valls’s presence was dated 2 November 1956, when he received an award for the year’s most distinguished achievements in publishing. The solemn ceremony, held in Madrid’s Círculo de Bellas Artes, was attended by the highest authorities and the cream of society. The text of the news report followed the usual, predictable lines of the genre, in other words a short item couched in flattering tones. The most interesting thing about it was the accompanying photograph, the last published picture of Valls, taken shortly before his sixtieth birthday. Elegantly dressed in a well-cut suit, he was smiling modestly as he received a standing ovation from the audience. Some of the usual crowd at that type of event appeared next to Valls and, behind him, slightly off-camera, their expression serious and impenetrable, stood two individuals ensconced behind dark glasses, dressed in black, who didn’t seem to be part of the ceremony. They looked severe and disconnected from the whole farce. Vigilant.

 

Nobody had photographed Don Mauricio or seen him in public after that night in the Círculo de Bellas Artes. However hard I tried, I didn’t find a single appearance. Tired of pursuing avenues that seemed to lead nowhere, I went back to the beginning and pieced his story together, until I got to know it as if it were my own. I sniffed his trail in the hope of finding a clue, some sign that might tell me where he was. Where was that man who smiled in photographs and paraded his vanity through endless pages with an entourage of flatterers, hungry for favours?

 

My hatred grew during those solitary afternoons in the old Ateneo library, where not so long ago I’d devoted my cares to nobler causes, like the smooth skin of my first impossible love, the blind Clara, or the mysteries of Julián Carax and his novel The Shadow of the Wind. The harder it became to follow Valls’s trail, the more I refused to admit that he had the right to disappear and erase his name from history. From my history. I needed to know what had happened to him. I needed to look him in the eye, even if it was just to remind him that someone, a single person in the entire universe, knew who he really was and what he had done.





Chapter 8

One afternoon, tired of chasing ghosts, I cancelled my session at the newspaper library and went out for a stroll with Bea and Julián through a clean, sunny Barcelona I had almost forgotten. We walked from home to Ciudadela Park. I sat on a bench and watched Julián play with his mother on the lawn. As I gazed at them I reminded myself of Fermín’s words. A fortunate man, that was me, Daniel Sempere. A fortunate man who had allowed blind resentment to grow inside him until he felt sick at the very thought of himself.

I watched Julián devote himself to one of his grand passions: crawling about on all fours until he was filthy. Bea kept a close eye on him. Every now and then he would pause and turn towards me. Suddenly, a gust of air lifted Bea’s skirt and Julián burst out laughing. I clapped and Bea gave me a disapproving look. I searched my son’s eyes: soon, I thought, they’ll begin to look at me as if I were the wisest man in the world, the bearer of all answers. I decided never to mention the name of Mauricio Valls again or pursue his shadow.

Bea came over and sat down beside me. Julián crawled after her as far as the bench. When he reached my feet I picked him up and he set about cleaning his hands on the lapels of my jacket.

‘Just back from the dry cleaner’s,’ said Bea.

I shrugged, resigned. Bea leaned over and took my hand.

‘Nice legs,’ I said.

‘I don’t see what’s so amusing. Your son will pick that up from you. Thank goodness there was nobody around.’

‘There was a little old grandad hiding behind a newspaper over there. I think he’s collapsed with tachycardia.’

Julián decided that the word ‘tachycardia’ was the funniest thing he’d heard in his life and we spent a good part of the journey home singing ‘ta-chy-car-dia’ while Bea walked a few steps in front of us, fuming.

 

That night, 20 January, Bea put Julián to bed and then fell asleep on the sofa next to me, while I reread, for the third time, one of David Martín’s old novels. It was the copy Fermín had found during his months of exile, after his escape from the prison, and had kept all those years. I liked savouring every turn of phrase and dissecting the architecture of every sentence. I thought that if I could decode the music of his prose I might discover something about that man whom I’d never known and whom everyone assured me was not my father. But that night I couldn’t do it. Before reaching the end of a single paragraph, my thoughts would fly from the page and all I could see in front of me was that letter from Pablo Cascos Buendía, arranging to meet my wife the following day at the Ritz, at two o’clock in the afternoon.

At last I closed the book and gazed at Bea, sleeping by my side, sensing that she held a thousand times more secrets than David Martín’s stories about the sinister city of the damned. It was after midnight when Bea opened her eyes and caught me scrutinising her. She smiled at me, but a flicker of anxiety crossed her face.

‘What’s on your mind?’ she asked.

‘I was thinking about how lucky I am,’ I said.

Bea stared at me, unconvinced.

‘You say that as if you didn’t believe it.’

I stood up and put out a hand to her.

‘Let’s go to bed,’ I invited.

She took my hand and followed me down the corridor to the bedroom. I lay down on the bed and looked at her in silence.

‘You’ve been acting strangely, Daniel. What’s wrong? Have I said something?’

I shook my head and gave her a smile as innocent as a white lie. Bea slowly began to undress. When she removed her clothes she never turned round, or hid in the bathroom or behind a door, as the official marriage-guidance booklets advised. I watched her calmly, reading the lines of her body. Bea’s eyes were fixed on mine. She slipped on that nightdress I detested and got into bed, turning her back on me.

‘Goodnight,’ she said, her voice tense and, to someone who knew her well, annoyed.

‘Goodnight,’ I whispered.

Listening to her breathing I knew that it took her over half an hour to fall asleep, but in the end she was too exhausted to dwell on my peculiar behaviour. As I lay by her side, I wondered whether I should wake her to beg her forgiveness or simply kiss her. I did nothing. I remained there, motionless, gazing at the curve of her back and feeling that dark force inside me whispering that in a few hours Bea would go to meet her ex-fiancé and those lips and that skin would belong to another, as his corny letter seemed to insinuate.

 

When I awoke, Bea had left. I hadn’t managed to get to sleep until daybreak and when the church bells struck nine o’clock I woke up with a start and got dressed in the first clothes I found. Outside, a cold Monday awaited me, sprinkled with snowflakes that drifted in the air and settled on passers-by like glass spiders hanging from invisible threads. When I walked into the bookshop, my father was standing on the stool he climbed on to every morning to change the date on the calendar. 21 January.

‘Oversleeping is not acceptable when you’re over twelve,’ he said. ‘It was your turn to open up today.’

‘Sorry. Bad night. It won’t happen again.’

I spent a couple of hours trying to occupy my mind and my hands with menial tasks in the bookshop but all I could do was think of that damned letter that I kept reciting to myself. Halfway through the morning Fermín came over to me surreptitiously and offered me a Sugus sweet.

‘Today’s the day, isn’t it?’

‘Shut up, Fermín,’ I shot back at him, so brusquely that my father raised his eyebrows.

I took refuge in the back room and heard them murmuring. I sat at my father’s desk and stared at the clock. It was one twenty in the afternoon. I tried to let the minutes go by but the hands of the clock seemed unwilling to move. When I returned to the shop Fermín and my father gave me a worried look.

‘Daniel, you might like to take the rest of the day off,’ said my father, ‘Fermín and I will manage on our own.’

‘Thanks. I think I will. I’ve hardly slept and I’m not feeling very well.’

I didn’t have the courage to look at Fermín as I slipped out through the back room. I walked up the five flights of stairs with leaden feet. When I opened the front door of the apartment I heard water running in the bathroom. I dragged myself to the bedroom and stopped in the doorway. Bea was sitting on the edge of the bed. She hadn’t seen me or heard me come in. I watched her as she slipped on her silk stockings and got dressed with her eyes fixed on the mirror. She didn’t notice my presence for a couple of minutes.

‘I didn’t know you were there,’ she said halfway between surprise and irritation.

‘Are you going out?’

She nodded as she put on scarlet lipstick.

‘Where are you going?’

‘I have a couple of errands to do.’

‘You’re looking very pretty.’

‘I don’t like going out looking a mess,’ she replied.

I regarded her as she applied her eyeshadow. ‘A fortunate man,’ said the sarcastic voice.

‘What errands?’ I asked.

Bea turned to look at me.

‘What?’

‘I was asking you what errands you have to do.’

‘A few things. This and that.’

‘And Julián?’

‘My mother came to fetch him. She’s taken him out for a walk.’

‘I see.’

Bea came closer and, putting aside her irritation, gave me a worried look.

‘Daniel, what’s the matter with you?’

‘I didn’t sleep a wink last night.’

‘Why don’t you take a nap? It will do you good.’

‘Good idea,’ I agreed.

Smiling wanly, Bea took me round to my side of the bed. She helped me lie down, covered me with the bedspread and gave me a kiss on the forehead.

‘I’ll be late,’ she said.

I watched her leave.

‘Bea . . .’

She stopped halfway down the corridor and turned round.

‘Do you love me?’ I asked.

‘Of course I love you. Don’t be silly.’

I heard the door close and then Bea’s feline footsteps in her stiletto heels going down the stairs. I picked up the phone and waited for the operator to speak.

‘The Ritz Hotel, please.’

The line took a few seconds to connect.

‘Ritz Hotel, good afternoon, how can I help you?’

‘Could you check whether you have someone staying at the hotel, please?’

‘May I have the name of the guest?’

‘Cascos. Pablo Cascos Buendía. I think he must have arrived yesterday . . .’

‘Just a minute please . . .’

A long minute’s wait, hushed voices, echoes down the line.

‘Sir . . .’

‘Yes?’

‘I can’t see any reservation in that name, sir . . .’

I felt enormously relieved.

‘Could the reservation have been made under a company name?’

‘I’ll just check.’

This time the wait was shorter.

‘Yes, you were right. Señor Cascos Buendía. Here it is, Continental Suite. The reservation was made by the Ariadna publishing company.’

‘What did you say?’

‘I was saying, sir, that Señor Cascos Buendía’s booking is in the name of Ediciones Ariadna. Would you like me to put you through to his room?’

The phone slipped out of my hands. Ariadna was the publishing firm Mauricio Valls had started up years ago.

Cascos worked for Valls.

I slammed down the phone and went out into the street following my wife, my heart poisoned with suspicion.





Chapter 9

There was no trace of Bea among the crowd filing past Puerta del Ángel towards Plaza de Cataluña. I assumed that was the way my wife would have chosen to go to the Ritz, but with Bea you never knew. She liked trying out different routes between destinations. After a while I gave up and guessed she must have taken a taxi – a bit more in keeping with the stylish clothes she’d chosen for the occasion.

It took me fifteen minutes to get to the hotel. Although it can’t have been more than ten degrees Centigrade I was perspiring and short of breath. The doorman eyed me suspiciously, but he opened the door and allowed me in with the merest hint of a bow. The layout of the lobby puzzled me: it looked like the setting for a spy story or a decadent romantic saga. My limited experience of luxury hotels had not prepared me to work out what was what. I noticed a counter, behind which stood a conscientious receptionist observing me with a mixture of curiosity and alarm. I walked over to him with a smile that failed to impress him.

‘The restaurant, please?’

The receptionist examined me with polite scepticism.

‘Do you have a reservation, sir?’

‘I have a meeting with a hotel guest.’

The receptionist smiled coldly and nodded.

‘You’ll find the restaurant at the end of that corridor, sir.’

‘Much obliged.’

I made my way there with my heart in my mouth. I had no idea what I was going to say or do when I came face to face with Bea and that man. I was met by the head waiter who stopped me in my tracks. His expression, behind a stiff smile, betrayed scant approval of my attire.

‘Do you have a reservation, sir?’ he asked.

I shoved him aside and walked into the dining hall. Most tables were empty. An elderly couple with a mummified air and nineteenth-century manners interrupted their solemn soup-sipping to stare at me in disgust. A few more tables were occupied by what seemed to be dull businessmen accompanied by one or two incongruously attractive ladies, most likely to be billed as corporate expenses. There was no sign of Cascos or Bea.

The head waiter was approaching, flanked by two assistants. I turned round to face him and smiled politely.

‘Didn’t Señor Cascos Buendía have a reservation for two o’clock?’ I asked.

‘Señor Cascos asked to have his meal taken up to his suite,’ the head waiter informed me.

I checked my watch. It was twenty past two. I made my way to the corridor with the lifts. One of the doormen had his eye on me but before he could reach me I’d already slipped into one of the lifts. I pressed the button for one of the upper floors forgetting that I had no idea where the Continental Suite was.

‘Start at the top,’ I told myself.

I got out of the lift on the seventh floor and began to wander down grand corridors, all of them deserted. After a while I came across a door leading to the fire-escape stairs and walked down to the floor below. I went from door to door, looking unsuccessfully for the Continental Suite. It was two thirty by my watch. On the fifth floor I came across a maid dragging a trolley filled with feather dusters, bars of soap and towels and asked her where the suite was. She gave me a worried look, but I must have frightened her enough for her to point upwards.

‘Eighth floor.’

I preferred to avoid the lifts in case the hotel staff were looking for me. Three flights of stairs and a long corridor later I reached the doors of the Continental Suite dripping with sweat. I stood there for a second to catch my breath, trying to imagine what was going on behind the thick wooden door and wondering whether I still had enough common sense to walk away. I thought I could see someone observing me from the other end of the corridor and feared it might be one of the doormen, but when I looked closer the figure disappeared round the corner. It must have been another hotel guest, I imagined. Finally I rang the doorbell.





Chapter 10

I heard footsteps. The image of Bea doing up her blouse flashed through my mind. A turn of the doorknob. I clenched my fists. A guy with slicked-back hair, wearing a white bathrobe and five-star hotel slippers, opened the door. Some years had passed, but one never forgets faces one wholeheartedly detests.

‘Sempere?’ he asked incredulously.

The punch landed between his upper lip and his nose. I felt his flesh and cartilage tearing under my fist. Cascos put his hands to his face and staggered, blood spouting through his fingers. I pushed him hard against the wall and stepped into the room. I heard Cascos tumble to the floor behind me. The bed was made and a steaming plate of food lay on a table facing the terrace with a privileged view of the Gran Vía. Only one place had been set. I turned and confronted Cascos, who was trying to get up by holding on to a chair.

‘Where is she?’

Cascos’s face was deformed with pain, blood dripping down on to his chest. I could see I’d cut his lip open and almost certainly broken his nose. I noticed a sharp burning sensation on my knuckles and when I looked at my hand I saw I’d grazed my skin when I smashed his face in. I felt no remorse whatsoever.

‘She didn’t come. Happy?’ spat Cascos.

‘Since when do you devote your time to writing to my wife?’

I thought he was laughing and before he could utter another word I hurled myself against him again and dealt him a second punch with all my pent-up anger. The blow loosened his teeth and left my hand feeling numb. Cascos groaned in agony and collapsed into the chair he had been leaning on. When he saw me bending over him he covered his face with his arms. I sank my hands into his neck and pressed my fingers into his flesh as if I were trying to rip out his throat.

‘What have you got to do with Valls?’

Cascos stared at me with a terrified expression, convinced that I was going to kill him then and there. He mumbled something unintelligible. Saliva and blood dripped from his mouth on to my hands.

‘Mauricio Valls. What have you got to do with him?’

My face was so close to his I could see my reflection in his pupils. The capillaries in his eyes were starting to burst and a web of black lines opened up towards the iris. Realising I was choking him, I let go of him abruptly. Cascos made a rasping sound as he took in air and felt his neck. I sat down on the bed opposite him. My hands were trembling and covered in blood. I went into the bathroom and washed them. I splashed my face and hair with cold water and when I saw my reflection in the mirror I barely recognised myself. I’d been on the point of killing a man.





Chapter 11

When I returned to the room, Cascos was still slumped on the chair, panting. I filled a glass with water and handed it to him. Seeing me approach again he moved to one side, expecting another blow.

‘Here,’ I said.

He opened his eyes and when he saw the glass he seemed uncertain for a moment or two.

‘Here,’ I repeated. ‘It’s only water.’

He accepted the glass with a trembling hand and took it to his lips. I noticed that I’d broken some of his teeth. Cascos groaned and his eyes filled with tears from the pain when the cold water touched the dental pulp exposed beneath the enamel. We remained silent for over a minute.

‘Shall I call a doctor?’ I asked at last.

He looked up and shook his head.

‘Go away before I call the police.’

‘Tell me what you have to do with Mauricio Valls and I’ll go.’

I looked at him coldly.

‘He’s . . . he’s one of the partners of the publishing house where I work.’

‘Did he ask you to write that letter?’

Cascos hesitated. I stood up and took a step towards him. I grabbed his hair and pulled hard.

‘Don’t hit me again,’ he pleaded.

‘Did Valls ask you to write that letter?’

Cascos was avoiding my eyes.

‘It wasn’t him,’ he managed to say.

‘Who, then?’

‘One of his secretaries, Armero.’

‘Who?’

‘Paco Armero. He’s an employee at the firm. He told me to renew contact with Beatriz. He said that if I did there would be something for me. A reward.’

‘Why did you have to renew contact with Bea?’

‘I don’t know.’

I made as if to hit him again.

‘I don’t know,’ whimpered Cascos. ‘It’s the truth.’

‘And that’s why you asked her to meet you here?’

‘I still love Beatriz.’

‘Pretty way of showing it. Where is Valls?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘How can you not know where your boss is?’

‘Because I don’t know him. OK? I’ve never seen him. I’ve never spoken to him.’

‘Explain.’

‘I started working for Ariadna a year and a half ago, in the Madrid office. In all this time I’ve never seen him. Nobody has.’

He stood up slowly and walked over to the telephone. I didn’t stop him. He picked up the receiver, his eyes poisoned with hatred.

‘I’m going to call the police . . .’

‘That won’t be necessary,’ came a voice from the hallway.

I turned to discover Fermín, in what I imagined must be one of my father’s suits, holding up a card vaguely resembling some kind of police badge.

‘Inspector Fermín Romero de Torres. Police. Someone has reported a disturbance. Which of you two can sum up what has taken place here?’

I don’t know who was more disconcerted, Cascos or me. Fermín took advantage of the situation to gently pull the receiver away from Cascos’s hand.

‘Allow me,’ he said, brushing him to one side. ‘I’ll call headquarters.’

He pretended to dial a number and smiled at us.

‘Give me headquarters, please. Yes, thank you.’

He waited a few seconds.

‘Yes, Mari Pili, it’s me, Romero de Torres. Put me through to Palacios. Yes, I’ll wait.’

While Fermín pretended to wait and covered the receiver with his hand, he gestured to Cascos.

‘Have you banged your head on the bathroom door or is there anything you wish to declare?’

‘This savage attacked me and tried to kill me. I want to press charges immediately. I want to see him behind bars before the end of the day.’

Fermín gave me an officious look and nodded.

‘Indeed. We have a dungeon that’s just the ticket, rats and all.’

He pretended to hear something on the telephone and signalled to Cascos to be quiet.

‘Yes, Palacios. At the Ritz. Yes. It’s a 424. One person wounded. Mostly facial. It depends. I’d say a real mess. Fine. I’ll proceed immediately to the suspect’s summary arrest.’

He put down the phone.

‘All sorted.’

Fermín came over to me and, grabbing my arm with authority, motioned for me to keep quiet.

‘Don’t say a word. Anything you say now will be used against you and all your criminal associates till justice is served.’

Doubled up with pain and confused by Fermín’s peculiar display of procedural methods, Cascos stared at the scene in disbelief.

‘Aren’t you going to handcuff him?’

‘This being a posh establishment, we’ll put the shackles on him in the police car. Standard procedure, sir.’

Cascos, who was still bleeding and was probably seeing double, barred our way with little conviction.

‘Are you sure you’re a policeman?’

‘Elite corps. I’ll get room service to bring you up a tartar steak right away so you can treat your injuries with a soothing mask. Works wonders for bags under the eyes and close-up bruising, take it from a pro. My esteemed colleagues will swing by later to take your statement and prepare the official charges to make sure this rascal receives an airtight conviction for hard labour in a high-security Moroccan prison,’ he recited, moving Cascos’s arm out of the way and pushing me as fast as he could towards the exit.





Chapter 12

We hailed a taxi outside the hotel door and travelled along Gran Vía in silence for a while.

‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph!’ Fermín finally burst out. ‘Are you mad? I look at you and I don’t know who you are . . . What were you trying to do? Kill that imbecile?’

‘He works for Mauricio Valls,’ was my only answer.

Fermín rolled his eyes.

‘Daniel, this obsession of yours is beginning to get out of hand. I wish I hadn’t told you all that . . . Are you all right? Let’s have a look at your hand . . .’

I showed him my fist.

‘For God’s sake.’

‘How did you know . . .?’

‘Because I know you as if I’d given birth to you, even if there are days when I almost regret I do,’ he said furiously.

‘I don’t know what came over me . . .’

‘Well, I know exactly what came over you. And I don’t like it. I don’t like it one bit. That’s not the Daniel I know. And it’s not the Daniel I want for a friend.’

My hand was hurting, but to know I’d disappointed Fermín hurt far more.

‘Fermín, please don’t get angry with me.’

‘Oh, excuse me! Maybe you just want me to hand you a medal . . .’

For a while we didn’t speak, each looking out on his side of the street.

‘Thank God you came,’ I said at last.

‘Did you think I was going to leave you on your own?’

‘You won’t tell Bea, will you?’

‘Sure, and then I’ll write a letter to the editor of La Vanguardia setting out your exploits so everybody can rejoice in your bravery.’

‘I don’t know what I was thinking . . .’

He looked severely at me, but finally relaxed his expression and patted my hand. I swallowed my pain.

‘Let’s not go on about it. I suppose I would have done the same.’

I gazed at Barcelona marching past the windows.

‘What was the card?’

‘What?’

‘The police ID card you showed . . . What was it?’

‘The parish priest’s Barcelona football club card. Expired.’

‘You were right, Fermín. I’ve been a fool to suspect Bea.’

‘I’m always right. I was born like that.’

I had to bow to the evidence and keep my mouth shut. I’d already said enough stupid things for one day. Fermín had gone very quiet and seemed preoccupied. It troubled me to think I’d caused him such disappointment that he didn’t know what to say to me.

‘What’s on your mind, Fermín?’

He turned, looking concerned.

‘I was thinking about that man.’

‘Cascos?’

‘No. Valls. About what that idiot said earlier. About its significance.’

‘What do you mean?’

Fermín’s face was grim.

‘I mean that what worried me before was that you wanted to find Valls.’

‘And now it doesn’t?’

‘There’s something that worries me more, Daniel.’

‘What?’

‘That he may be the one looking for you.’

We stared at each other.

‘Have you any idea why?’ I asked.

Fermín, who always had a reply for everything, slowly shook his head and looked away.

We spent the rest of the journey in silence. When I got home I went straight up to the flat, took a long hot shower and swallowed four aspirins. Then I lowered the blinds and, hugging a pillow that smelled of Bea, fell asleep like the idiot I was, wondering where she was – that woman for whom I didn’t mind having made such a huge fool of myself.





Chapter 13

‘I look like a hedgehog,’ declared Bernarda, staring at her hundredfold image reflected in the mirrored room of Modas Santa Eulalia.

Kneeling down at her feet, two seamstresses went on marking the bridal dress with dozens of pins, watched closely by Bea, who walked in circles round Bernarda inspecting every pleat and every seam as if her life depended on it. Bernarda, standing with arms outstretched in the hexagonal fitting room, hardly dared breathe, but her eyes were riveted on the different angles of her figure, as she searched for signs of swelling around her belly.

‘Are you sure it’s not noticeable, Señora Bea?’

‘Not a bit. Flat as a pancake. Where you should be, of course.’

‘Oh, I don’t know, I don’t know . . .’

Bernarda’s ordeal and the seamstresses’ efforts to adjust and tailor continued for another half-hour. When there didn’t seem to be any pins left in the world with which to skewer poor Bernarda, the firm’s star couturier and creator of the dress drew the curtain aside and made an appearance. After a quick survey and a few corrections on the lining of the skirt, he gave his approval and snapped his fingers at his assistants, ordering them to make themselves scarce.

‘Not even Balenciaga could have made you look so beautiful,’ he concluded happily.

Bea smiled and nodded.

The couturier, a slender gentleman with affected manners and theatrical gestures who went simply by the name of Evaristo, kissed Bernarda on the cheek.

‘You’re the best model in the world. The most patient and long-suffering. It has been hard work, but well worth it.’

‘And do you think, sir, that I’ll be able to breathe in this dress?’

‘My darling, you’re marrying an Iberian macho buck in the Holy Mother Church. Your breathing days are over, believe me. Anyhow, a wedding dress is like a diving bell: it’s not ideal for breathing, the fun begins when they take it off you.’

Bernarda crossed herself at the couturier’s insinuations.

‘What I’m going to ask you to do now is remove the dress with the greatest care. The seams are loose and with all those pins I wouldn’t like to see you walking up to the altar looking like a colander,’ said Evaristo.

‘I’ll help her,’ said Bea.

Casting a meaningful look at Bea, Evaristo inspected her from head to toe.

‘And when am I going to be able to dress and undress you, my love?’ he asked, flouncing off through the curtain.

‘What a look the rascal gave you!’ said Bernarda. ‘I didn’t think he was into female company, if you get my meaning.’

‘I think Evaristo keeps all sorts of company, Bernarda.’

‘Is that possible?’ she asked.

‘Come on, let’s try to get you out of this without dropping a single pin.’

While Bea freed Bernarda from her captivity, the maid swore under her breath.

Ever since she’d found out the price of that dress, which her employer, Don Gustavo, had insisted on paying out of his own pocket, Bernarda had been in a terrible state.

‘Don Gustavo should never have spent such a bundle. He insisted that it had to be here, the most expensive shop in Barcelona I’m sure, and on hiring this guy Evaristo, who is a half-nephew of his or something like that. Apparently Evaristo says that any fabric that isn’t from Casa Gratacós gives one a rash. And they’re so pricey!’

‘Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth . . . Besides, Don Gustavo is thrilled that you’ll be getting married in style. He’s like that. You’re the daughter he never had.’

‘I’m his maid, and I would have been quite happy wearing my mother’s wedding dress, with a couple of alterations, and Fermín doesn’t care. Every time I show him a new dress all he wants to do is take it off me . . . And look what that’s led to, may God forgive me,’ said Bernarda patting her belly.

‘Bernarda, I was also pregnant when I got married and I’m sure God has far more pressing things to worry about.’

‘That’s what my Fermín says, but I don’t know . . .’

‘You listen to Fermín and don’t worry about anything.’

In her slip, and exhausted after standing for two hours in high heels with her arms stretched out, Bernarda fell into an armchair and sighed.

‘Poor thing, he’s lost so much weight, he’s as thin as a rake. I’m really worried about him.’

‘You’ll see how he gets better from now on. Men are like that. They’re like geraniums. When they look as if they’re ready to be tossed into the bin they revive.’

‘I don’t know, Señora Bea. Fermín seems very depressed to me. He tells me he wants to get married, but I have my doubts.’

‘Come on, he’s crazy about you, Bernarda.’

Bernarda shrugged.

‘Look, I’m not as stupid as I seem. Since I was thirteen all I’ve done is clean houses and I may not understand a lot of things, but I know that my Fermín has seen the world and he’s had his share of adventures. He never tells me anything about his life before we met, but I know he’s had other women and he’s been round the block a few times.’

‘And he’s ended up choosing you out of them all. So there.’

‘I know. But you know what I’m afraid of, Señora Bea? That I’m not good enough for him. When I see him looking at me spellbound and he tells me he wants us to grow old together and all that sweet-talk he comes up with, I always think that one morning he’ll wake up and look at me and he’ll say: “Where on earth did I find this dimwit?”’

‘I think you’re wrong, Bernarda, Fermín will never think that. He has you on a pedestal.’

‘Well, that’s not a good thing either. I’ve seen a lot of gentlemen, the sort who put their wives on pedestals as if they were the Virgin Mary, who then run after the first pretty young thing they see passing by, like dogs after a bitch on heat. You wouldn’t believe the times I’ve seen that with these little eyes God gave me.’

‘But Fermín isn’t like that, Bernarda. Fermín is one of the good ones. One of the few. Men are like chestnuts they sell in the street: they’re all hot and they all smell good when you buy them, but when you take them out of the paper cone you realise that most of them are rotten inside.’

‘You’re not saying that because of Señor Daniel, are you?’

Bea took a while to reply.

‘No. Of course not.’

Bernarda glanced at her.

‘Everything all right at home, Señora Bea?’

Bea fiddled with a pleat on the shoulder strap of Bernarda’s slip.

‘Yes, Bernarda. The trouble is that I think we’ve both gone and got ourselves husbands who have a secret or two.’

Bernarda nodded.

‘Sometimes they’re like children.’

‘Men. What do you expect?’

‘But the thing is, I like them,’ said Bernarda. ‘And I know that’s a sin.’

Bea laughed.

‘And how do you like them. Like Evaristo?’

‘No, good heavens, no. If he keeps looking at himself in the mirror he’ll wear it out! A man who takes longer than me to get smartened up gives me the creeps. I like them a bit rougher, I’m afraid. I know my Fermín isn’t exactly what you’d call handsome. But he is to me – handsome and good. And very manly. In the end, I think that’s what matters, that he’s truly a good person and that he’s real. That he’s someone you can hold on to on a cold winter’s night and who knows how to make you feel warm inside.’

Bea smiled in assent.

‘Amen. Although a birdie told me the one you liked was Cary Grant.’

Bernarda blushed.

‘Don’t you? Not to marry, of course. I’d say he fell in love the first time he looked at himself in the mirror. But between you and me, and may God forgive me, I wouldn’t say no to a good squeeze from him . . .’

‘What would Fermín say if he heard you, Bernarda?’

‘What he always says. “After all, we’re all going to get eaten up by worms in the end . . .”’





Part Five

The Name of the Hero
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Chapter 1

Barcelona, 1958

 

Many years later, the twenty-three guests gathered there to celebrate the occasion would look back and remember the historic eve of the day when Fermín Romero de Torres abandoned his bachelorhood.

‘It’s the end of an era,’ proclaimed Professor Alburquerque, raising his glass of champagne in a toast, voicing better than anyone what we were all feeling.

Fermín’s stag night, an event whose effects on the global female population Gustavo Barceló compared to the death of Rudolf Valentino, took place on a clear February night of 1958. The venue was the magnificent dance hall of La Paloma, where the groom had in the past performed some heart-rending tangos, attaining moments that would now enter the secret dossier of a distinguished career at the service of the eternal female. My father, who for once in his life had been persuaded to leave home, had secured the services of a semi-professional dance band, La Habana del Baix Llobregat, who agreed to play for a knockdown price a selection of Fermín’s favourite fare: mambos, guarachas and sones montunos that transported the groom to his faraway days of intrigue and international glamour in the great gaming salons of a forgotten Cuba. Everyone, to a greater or lesser degree, let their hair down, throwing themselves on to the dance floor to shake a leg in Fermín’s honour.

Barceló had convinced my father that the glasses of vodka he kept handing him were mineral water with a few drops of anisette, and soon we were all able to witness an unprecedented sight: Señor Sempere dancing cheek-to-cheek with one of the easy ladies brought along by Rociíto – the true life and soul of the party – to brighten up the event.

‘Dear God,’ I murmured as I watched my father with that veteran madam of the night, swaying his hips and bumping his backside against hers in time to the beat.

Barceló circulated among the guests, handing out cigars and the little cards he’d had printed to commemorate the occasion, at a firm specialising in mementoes for first communions, christenings and funerals. The fine paper card depicted a caricature of Fermín dressed up as an angel, his hands together as in prayer, with the following message:

 

FERMÍN ROMERO DE TORRES

19??–1958

The great lover retires

1958–19??

The paterfamilias arises

 

For the first time in ages, Fermín was happy and calm. Half an hour before the start of the bash I’d taken him along to Can Lluís, where Professor Alburquerque certified that he’d been at the Civil Registry that very morning, armed with the entire dossier of documents and papers masterfully produced by Oswaldo Darío de Mortenssen and his assistant, Luisito.

‘Dear Fermín,’ the professor announced. ‘Allow me to welcome you officially to the world of the living. With our friends from Can Lluís as witnesses, Don Daniel Sempere and I hereby present you with a brand-new you, which comes with this fresh and legitimate identity card.’

An emotional Fermín examined his new documentation.

‘How did you manage such a miracle?’

‘We’ll spare you the technicalities,’ said the professor. ‘What really matters is that when you have a true friend who is ready to take the risk and move heaven and earth so that you can get married with everything in order and start bringing offspring into the world to continue the Romero de Torres line, almost anything is possible, Fermín.’

Fermín looked at me with tears in his eyes and hugged me so tight I thought I was going to suffocate. I’m not ashamed to admit that it was one of the happiest moments in my life.





Chapter 2

 

Half an hour of music, drinks and naughty dancing had gone by when I took a breather and walked over to the bar to ask for something non-alcoholic. I didn’t think I could swallow another drop of rum and lemon, the evening’s official beverage. The waiter served me a glass of cold sparkling water and I leaned my back against the bar to take in the fun. I hadn’t noticed that Rociíto was standing at the other end. She was holding a glass of champagne, watching the party she had organised with a melancholy expression. From what Fermín had told me, I worked out that Rociíto must be close to her thirty-fifth birthday, but almost twenty years in the profession had taken their toll and even in the multicoloured half-light the crowned queen of Calle Escudellers appeared older.

I went up to her and smiled.

‘Rociíto, you’re looking more beautiful than ever,’ I lied.

She was wearing her smartest clothes and her hair showed the stunning handiwork of the best hairdresser in the Raval, but what really struck me was how sad she looked that night.

‘Are you all right, Rociíto?’

‘Look at ’im, poor thing. All skin and bone and he’s still in the mood for dancing. He always was a great dancer.’

Her eyes were glued to Fermín and I knew that she would always see in him the champion who had saved her from that small-time pimp. After her twenty years of working the streets, he was probably one of the few worthwhile men she’d met.

‘Don Daniel, I didn’t want to say anything to Fermín, but I won’t be going to the wedding tomorrow.’

‘What are you saying, Rociíto? Fermín had saved you a place of honour . . .’

Rociíto lowered her eyes.

‘I know, but I can’t be there.’

‘Why?’ I asked, although I could guess what the reply would be.

‘Because it would make me really sad and I want Señorito Fermín to be happy with his missus.’

Rociíto had started to cry. I didn’t know what to say, so I hugged her.

‘I’ve always loved him, you know? Ever since we met. I know I’m not the right woman for him. I know he sees me as . . . well, he sees me as Rociíto.’

‘Fermín loves you very much, you must never forget that.’

The woman moved away and dried her tears in embarrassment. She smiled and shrugged her shoulders.

‘Forgive me. You see, I’m so stupid: soon as I drink a couple of drops I don’t even know what I’m saying.’

‘That’s all right.’

I offered her my glass of water and she accepted it.

‘One day you realise your youth has passed you by and the train’s left, if you see what I mean.’

‘There’s always another train. Always.’

Rociíto nodded.

‘That’s why I’m not going to the wedding, Don Daniel. Some months ago I met this gentleman from Reus. He’s a good man. A widower. A good father. Owns a scrapyard and whenever he’s in Barcelona he comes to see me. He’s asked me to marry him. We’re not kidding ourselves, not him or me, you know? Growing old on your own is very hard, and I know I don’t have the figure to be on the street any more. Jaumet, the man from Reus, he’s asked me to go on a journey with him. His children have already left home and he’s been working all his life. He says he wants to see a bit of the world before it’s too late, and he’s asked me to go with him. As his wife, not a tart you use and then chuck out. The boat leaves tomorrow morning early. Jaumet says a captain can marry a couple on the high seas and if not, we’ll look for a priest in any old port.’

‘Does Fermín know?’

As if he’d heard us from afar, Fermín stopped bopping about on the dance floor and looked at us. He stretched his arms out towards Rociíto and gave her that silly look of someone in urgent need of a kiss and a cuddle that had always served him so well. Rociíto laughed, muttering under her breath, and before joining the love of her life on the dance floor for a last bolero, she turned to me and said:

‘Take good care of him, Daniel. There’s only one Fermín.’

The band had stopped playing and the dance floor opened up to receive Rociíto. Fermín took her hands. The lamps in La Paloma were slowly dimmed and from among the shadows the beam from a spotlight cast a hazy circle of light at the couple’s feet. The others drew aside and the orchestra gently struck up the slow rhythms of the saddest bolero ever written. Fermín put his arm round Rociíto’s waist. Looking into each other’s eyes, far from the world, the lovers of that Barcelona that would never return danced close together for the last time. When the music died away Fermín kissed her on the lips and Rociíto, bathed in tears, stroked his cheek, then walked slowly towards the exit without saying goodbye.





Chapter 3

The orchestra came to the rescue with a guaracha and Oswaldo Darío de Mortenssen, who from writing so many love letters had become an encyclopedia of sad tales, encouraged everyone to return to the dance floor and pretend they hadn’t noticed anything. Looking somewhat crestfallen, Fermín walked over to the bar and sat on a stool next to me.

‘Everything all right, Fermín?’

He nodded weakly.

‘I think a bit of fresh air would do me good, Daniel.’

‘Wait here for me, I’ll get our coats.’

We were walking down Calle Tallers towards the Ramblas when, about fifty metres ahead of us, we glimpsed a familiar-looking figure, moving along slowly.

‘Hey, Daniel. Isn’t that your father?’

‘The very one. And he’s soused.’

‘The last thing I ever expected to see in this world,’ said Fermín.

‘If you didn’t expect it, imagine me!’

We quickened our pace until we caught up with him and when he saw us, my father smiled, glassy-eyed.

‘What’s the time?’ he asked.

‘Very late.’

‘That’s just what I thought. Hey Fermín, what a great party. And what girls. There were some bums in there worth going to war for.’

I rolled my eyes. Fermín took my father’s arm and guided his steps.

‘Señor Sempere, I never thought I’d have to say this, but you’re suffering from alcohol poisoning and you’d better not say anything that you might later regret.’

My father nodded, suddenly embarrassed.

‘It’s that devil, Barceló. I don’t know what he’s given me, and as I’m not used to drinking . . .’

‘Never mind. Just take a glass of bicarbonate of soda and sleep it off. Tomorrow morning you’ll be as fresh as a daisy and no damage done.’

‘I think I’m going to be sick.’

Between us, we held him upright while the poor man threw up everything he’d drunk. I held his sweat-drenched forehead with my hand and when we were sure there was nothing left inside him, not even his first plate of baby food, we settled him for a moment on the steps of someone’s front door.

‘Take a deep, slow breath, Señor Sempere.’

My father nodded with his eyes shut. Fermín and I exchanged glances.

‘Listen, weren’t you going to get married soon?’

‘Tomorrow afternoon.’

‘Hey, congratulations!’

‘Thank you, Señor Sempere. So, what do you say? Do you think we can make it home bit by bit?’

My father nodded.

‘There’s a brave man, we’re almost there.’

A cool, dry wind helped clear my father’s head. By the time we walked up Calle Santa Ana ten minutes later, he’d sized up the situation and the poor man was mortified with embarrassment. He’d probably never been drunk before in his life.

‘Please, not a word about this to anyone,’ he pleaded.

 

We were about twenty metres away from the bookshop when I noticed someone sitting in the main doorway of the building. The large street lamp from Casa Jorba, on the corner with Puerta del Ángel, outlined the silhouette of a young girl clutching a suitcase on her knees. When she saw us she stood up.

‘We have company,’ murmured Fermín.

My father saw her first. I noticed something strange in his expression, a tense calm that gripped him as if he’d suddenly recovered his sobriety. He advanced towards the girl but suddenly stood petrified.

‘Isabella?’ I heard him say.

Fearing the drink was still clouding his judgement and that he might collapse then and there, in the middle of the street, I took a few steps forward. Then I saw her.





Chapter 4

She can’t have been more than seventeen. As she emerged into the light cast by the street lamp, she smiled timidly at us, lifting a hand as if in greeting.

‘I’m Sofía,’ she said, with a light accent.

My father stared at her in astonishment, as if he’d seen a ghost. I gulped, feeling a shiver run through my body. That girl was the spitting image of my mother: she had the same face that appeared in the set of photographs my father kept in his desk.

‘I’m Sofía,’ the girl repeated, looking uncomfortable. ‘Your niece. From Naples . . .’

‘Sofía,’ stammered my father. ‘Ah, Sofía.’

Thank God Fermín was there to take hold of the situation. After bringing me to my senses with a slap on the wrist, he explained that Señor Sempere was feeling a little under the weather.

‘You see, we’re just back from a wine-tasting event and it only takes a glass of Vichy water to put the poor man in a trance. Pay no attention to him, signorina, he doesn’t usually look so plastered.’

We found the urgent telegram sent by Aunt Laura, the girl’s mother, announcing her arrival. It had been slipped under the door while we were out.

Up in the flat, Fermín settled my father on the sofa and ordered me to prepare a pot of strong coffee. In the meantime, he engaged in conversation with the girl, asking her about her trip and bringing up all manner of banalities while my father slowly came back to life.

With her delightful accent and her vivacious air, Sofía told us she’d arrived at the Estación de Francia that night at half past ten. From the station she had taken a taxi to Plaza de Cataluña. When she discovered there was no one at home she’d sheltered in a nearby bar until they closed. Then she’d sat down to wait in the doorway, trusting that someone would turn up sooner or later. My father remembered the letter from her mother telling him that Sofía was coming to Barcelona, but he hadn’t imagined it was going to be so soon.

‘I’m very sorry you had to wait in the street,’ he said. ‘Normally, I never go out, but tonight was Fermín’s bachelor party and . . .’

Delighted with the piece of news, Sofía jumped up and congratulated Fermín with a peck on the cheek. And although he had now retired from active duty, Fermín couldn’t restrain himself and invited her to the wedding on the spot.

We’d been chatting away for about half an hour when Bea, who was returning from Bernarda’s own hen party, heard voices on her way up the stairs and rang the doorbell. When she stepped into the dining room and saw Sofía she went pale and glanced at me.

‘This is my cousin Sofía, from Naples,’ I announced. ‘She’s come to Barcelona to study and she’s going to stay here for a while . . .’

Bea tried to conceal her alarm and greeted her with absolute normality.

‘This is my wife, Beatriz.’

‘Bea, please. Nobody calls me Beatriz.’

Time and coffee slowly softened the impact of Sofía’s arrival and after a bit, Bea suggested that the poor soul must be exhausted and had better get some sleep. Tomorrow would be another day, she said, even if it was a wedding day. It was decided that Sofía would move into the room that had been my bedroom when I was a child and, after making sure my father wasn’t going to fall into a coma again, Fermín packed him off to bed too. Bea told Sofía she would lend her one of her dresses for the ceremony and when Fermín, whose breath smelled of champagne from two metres off, was on the point of making some inappropriate remark on the similarities and differences between their shapes and sizes, I gave him a jab in the ribs with my elbow to shut him up.

*

A photograph of my parents on their wedding day observed us from a shelf.

The three of us sat there, in the dining room, gaping at it in disbelief.

‘Like two peas in a pod,’ murmured Fermín.

Bea looked at me out of the corner of her eye, trying to read my thoughts. She took my hand with a cheerful expression, ready to change the subject.

‘So tell me, how was the celebration?’

‘Dignified and restrained. How was the ladies’ party?’

‘Ours was anything but that.’

Fermín threw me a serious look.

‘I told you that when it comes to such matters women are far more loutish than us.’

Bea gave us a quizzical smile.

‘Who are you calling loutish, Fermín?’

‘Forgive this unpardonable slip, Doña Beatriz. It’s the bubbly in my bloodstream that’s making me talk nonsense. I swear to God that you’re a model of virtue and decorum and this humble servant of yours would rather be struck dumb and spend the rest of his days in a Carthusian cell in silent penitence than insinuate that you possess the remotest hint of loutishness.’

‘No such luck,’ I remarked.

‘We’d better not discuss this any further,’ Bea cut in, looking at us as if we were both eleven years old. ‘And now I suppose you’re going to take your customary pre-wedding walk down to the breakwater,’ she said.

Fermín and I looked at one another.

‘Go on. Off you go. And you’d better make it to the church on time tomorrow . . .’
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The only place we found open at that time of night was El Xampanyet, on Calle Montcada. They must have felt sorry for us because they let us stay for a bit, while they cleaned up, and when they closed, hearing that Fermín was hours away from becoming a married man, the owner expressed his condolences and presented us with a bottle of house medicine.

‘Be brave, and may God be with you,’ he pronounced.

We wandered through the narrow streets of the Ribera quarter, putting the world to rights, as we usually did, until the sky took on a purple hue and we knew the time had come for the groom and his best man – in other words, me – to head for the breakwater. There we would sit once again to greet the dawn facing the greatest mirage in the universe: the reflection of Barcelona awakening in the harbour waters.

 

We sat there with our legs dangling over the jetty to share the bottle we’d been given at El Xampanyet. Between one gulp and the next, we gazed silently at the city, tracing the flight of a flock of seagulls over the dome of La Mercé Church and watching them draw an arc between the towers of the Post Office building. In the distance, crowning the mountain of Montjuïc, the castle loomed darkly, a ghostly bird of prey scrutinising the city at its feet, expectant.

The silence was broken by a ship’s horn. On the other side of the National Dock a large cruiser was weighing anchor. Pulling away from the pier it set sail with a surge of the propellers, leaving a wide wake behind it on the waters of the port. Dozens of passengers came out to wave from the stern. I wondered whether Rociíto was among them, next to her mature, handsome scrap merchant from Reus. Fermín watched the ship, deep in thought.

‘Do you think Rociíto will be happy, Daniel?’

‘What about you, Fermín? Will you be happy?’

We saw the cruiser move into the distance and the figures grow smaller until they became invisible.

‘Fermín, there’s one thing that intrigues me. Why didn’t you want anyone to give you wedding presents?’

‘I don’t like to put people in a tight spot. And besides, what were we going to do with sets of glasses, teaspoons with the Spanish shield and all that kind of stuff people give at weddings?’

‘Well, I was looking forward to giving you a present.’

‘You’ve already given me the biggest present anyone could give me, Daniel.’

‘That doesn’t count. I’m talking about a present for personal use and enjoyment.’

Fermín looked intrigued.

‘Don’t tell me it’s a porcelain Madonna or a figurine of Saint Teresa. Bernarda has such an ample collection already that I don’t know where we’re going to find room to sit down.’

‘Don’t worry. It’s not an object.’

‘Don’t tell me it’s money . . .’

‘As you know, I don’t have a céntimo, unfortunately. The one with the funds is my father-in-law and he doesn’t splash it about.’

‘These new Francoists are as tight as two coats of paint.’

‘My father-in-law is a good man, Fermín. Don’t have a go at him.’

‘Let’s draw a line under the matter, but don’t change the subject now you’ve put the sweet in my mouth. What present?’

‘Guess.’

‘A batch of Sugus sweets.’

‘Cold, cold . . .’

Fermín arched his eyebrows, dying with curiosity. Suddenly, his eyes lit up.

‘No . . . It was about time.’

I nodded.

‘There’s a time for everything. Now, listen carefully. You mustn’t tell anyone what you’re about to see today, Fermín. No one . . .’

‘Not even Bernarda?’
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The first light of the day spilled like liquid copper over the cornices of Rambla de Santa Mónica. It was a Sunday morning and the streets were quiet and deserted. When we entered the narrow alleyway of Calle Arco del Teatro, the ghostly beam of light penetrating from the Ramblas dimmed and by the time we reached the large wooden door we had become submerged in a city of shadows.

I climbed the steps and rapped with the knocker a few times. The echo trailed off inside, like ripples on a pond. Fermín, who had assumed a respectful silence and looked like a boy on his first day of school, turned to me anxiously.

‘Isn’t it rather early to call?’ he asked. ‘I hope the chief doesn’t get annoyed . . .’

‘This isn’t a department store. There are no opening times,’ I reassured him. ‘And here the chief is called Isaac. Don’t speak unless he asks you something first.’

Fermín nodded compliantly.

‘Not a peep.’

A couple of minutes later I heard the dance of cogs, pulleys and levers operating the lock and I stepped down again. The door opened just a fraction and the vulturine face of Isaac Montfort, the keeper, peered round with its usual steely look. The keeper’s eyes alighted first on me and, after a quick glance at Fermín, proceeded to X-ray, catalogue and examine him from head to toe.

‘This must be the illustrious Fermín Romero de Torres,’ he murmured.

‘At your service, and God’s and . . .’

I silenced Fermín with a nudge and smiled at the severe keeper.

‘Good morning, Isaac.’

‘A good morning, Sempere, will be one when you don’t call at dawn, or while I’m in the toilet, or on a religious holiday,’ replied Isaac. ‘Come on, in with you.’

The keeper opened the door a bit further and we slid through. When the door closed behind us, Isaac retrieved his oil lamp from the floor and Fermín was able to observe the elaborate movements of the lock as it folded back upon itself like the insides of the biggest clock in the world.

‘A burglar could age like a good Camembert trying to prise this one open,’ he let slip.

I threw him a warning glance and he quickly put a finger to his lips.

‘Collection or delivery?’ asked Isaac.

‘Well, you see, I’ve been meaning to bring Fermín here for ages so he could get to know the place first-hand. I’ve often talked to him about it. He’s my best friend and he’s getting married today, at noon,’ I explained.

‘Gracious,’ said Isaac. ‘Poor thing. Are you sure you wouldn’t like me to offer you nuptial asylum here?’

‘Fermín is quite convinced about getting married, Isaac.’

The keeper looked Fermín up and down. Fermín smiled apologetically.

‘What courage.’

Isaac guided us along the wide corridor to the entrance of the gallery leading into the large hall. I let Fermín walk ahead of me so that he could discover with his own eyes a vision that no words could describe.

 

His tiny figure was engulfed by the great beam of light pouring down from the glass dome in the ceiling. Brightness fell in a vaporous cascade over the sprawling labyrinth of corridors, tunnels, staircases, arches and vaults that seemed to spring from the floor like the trunk of an endless tree of books and branched heavenwards displaying an impossible geometry. Fermín stepped on to a gangway extending like a bridge into the base of the structure. He gazed at the sight open mouthed. I drew up to him and put a hand on his shoulder.

‘Welcome to the Cemetery of Forgotten Books, Fermín.’
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In my experience, whenever someone discovered that place, their reaction was always one of bewitchment and amazement. The beauty and the mystery of the premises reduced the visitor to a silent, dream-like contemplation. Naturally, Fermín had to be different. He spent the first half-hour hypnotised, wandering like a man possessed through every nook and cranny of the large jigsaw formed by the winding labyrinth. He stopped to rap his knuckles against flying buttresses and columns, as if he doubted their solidity. He stood at different angles and perspectives, forming a spyglass with his hands and trying to decipher the logic of the construction. He walked through the spiral of libraries with his large nose almost touching the infinite rows of spines running along endless pathways, making a mental note of titles and cataloguing whatever he discovered on his way. I followed a few steps behind him, with a mixture of alarm and anxiety.

I was beginning to suspect that Isaac was going to kick us out of there when I bumped into the keeper on one of the bridges suspended between book-lined vaults. To my surprise, not only did he show no sign of irritation but he was smiling good-humouredly as he watched Fermín’s progress during his first exploration of the Cemetery of Forgotten Books.

‘Your friend is a rather peculiar specimen,’ Isaac reckoned.

‘You haven’t scratched the surface yet.’

‘Don’t worry about him, leave him alone. He’ll come down from his cloud eventually.’

‘What if he gets lost?’

‘He seems to be on the ball. He’ll work it out.’

I wasn’t so sure, but I didn’t want to contradict Isaac. I walked with him to the room that doubled as his office and accepted the cup of coffee he was offering me.

‘Have you explained the rules to your friend?’

‘Fermín and rules are incompatible notions. But I have summed up the basics and he replied with a convincing: “But of course, who do you take me for?”’

While Isaac filled my cup again he caught me gazing at a photograph of his daughter Nuria hanging above his desk.

‘It will soon be two years since she left us,’ he said with a sadness that cut through the air.

I looked down, distressed. A hundred years could go by and the death of Nuria Montfort would still be on my mind, as would the certainty that if I’d never met her she might still be alive. Isaac caressed the photograph with his eyes.

‘I’m getting old, Sempere. It’s about time someone took my post.’

I was about to protest at such a suggestion when Fermín walked in with his face all flushed, and panting as if he’d just run a marathon.

‘So?’ asked Isaac. ‘What do you think?’

‘Glorious. Although it doesn’t appear to have a toilet. At least not that I noticed.’

‘I hope you didn’t pee in some corner.’

‘I made a superhuman effort to hold it in and make it back here.’

‘It’s that door on the left. You’ll have to pull the chain twice, the first time it never works.’

While Fermín relieved himself, Isaac poured out a cup of coffee which awaited him steaming hot when he returned.

‘I have a few questions I’d like to ask you, Don Isaac.’

‘Fermín, I don’t think . . .’ I pleaded.

‘It’s fine. Go ahead, ask.’

‘The first lot is related to the history of the premises. The second one concerns technical and architectural works. And the third is basically bibliographic . . .’

Isaac laughed. It was the first time I’d ever heard him laugh and I didn’t know whether to take it as a sign from heaven or the presage of some imminent disaster.

‘First you’ll have to choose the book you want to save,’ Isaac proposed.

‘I’ve had my eye on a few, but even if it’s just for sentimental reasons, I’ve selected this one, if that’s all right.’

He pulled a book out of his pocket. It was bound in red leather, with the title embossed in gold letters and an engraving of a skull on the title page.

‘Well I never: City of the Damned, episode thirteen: Daphne and the impossible staircase, by David Martín,’ Isaac read.

‘An old friend,’ Fermín explained.

‘You don’t say. Strangely enough, there was a time when I’d often see him around here,’ said Isaac.

‘That must have been before the war,’ I remarked.

‘No, no . . . I saw him some time later.’

Fermín and I looked at one another. I wondered whether Isaac had been right and he was beginning to get too old for the job.

‘I don’t wish to contradict you, chief, but that’s impossible,’ said Fermín.

‘Impossible? You’ll have to make yourself a bit clearer . . .’

‘David Martín fled the country before the war,’ I explained. ‘At the start of 1939, towards the end of the conflict, he came back, crossing over the Pyrenees, and was arrested in Puigcerdà a few days later. He was held in prison until well into 1941, when he was most probably murdered.’

Isaac was staring at us in disbelief.

‘You must believe him, chief,’ Fermín assured him. ‘Our sources are reliable.’

‘I can assure you that David Martín sat in that same chair you’re sitting in, Sempere, and we chatted for a while.’

‘Are you quite sure, Isaac?’

‘I’ve never been more certain of anything in all my life,’ replied the keeper. ‘I remember because I hadn’t seen him for years. He was in a bad way and looked ill.’

‘Can you remember the date when he came?’

‘Perfectly. It was the last night of 1941. New Year’s Eve. That was the last time I saw him.’

Fermín and I were lost in our calculations.

‘That means that what that jailer, Bebo, told Brians, was true,’ I said. ‘The night Valls ordered him to be taken to the old mansion near Güell Park to be killed . . . Bebo said he later overheard the gunmen saying that something had happened there, that there was someone else in the house . . . Maybe someone prevented Martín from being killed . . .’ I speculated.

Isaac was listening to these musings with concern.

‘What are you talking about? Who wanted to murder Martín?’

‘It’s a long story,’ said Fermín. ‘With tons of footnotes.’

‘Well, I hope to hear it one day . . .’

‘Did you think Martín was in his right mind, Isaac?’ I asked.

Isaac shrugged.

‘One never knew with Martín . . . That man had a tormented soul. When he left I asked him to let me walk him as far as the train, but he told me there was a car waiting for him outside.’

‘A car?’

‘A Mercedes-Benz, no less. Belonging to someone he called the Boss and who, from what he said, was waiting for him by the front door. But when I went out with him there was no car, no boss, there was nothing at all . . .’

‘Don’t take this the wrong way, chief, but what with it being New Year’s Eve, and with the festive spirit of the occasion, couldn’t it be that you’d overdone it on the bubbly and, dazed by Christmas carols and the high sugar content of Jijona nougat, you might have imagined all this?’ asked Fermín.

‘As far as the bubbly is concerned, I only drink fizzy lemonade, and the strongest thing I have here is a bottle of hydrogen peroxide,’ Isaac specified. He didn’t seem offended.

‘Forgive me for doubting you. It was a mere formality.’

‘I understand. But believe me when I say that unless whoever came that night was a ghost, and I don’t think he was because one of his ears was bleeding and his hands were shaking with fever – and besides, he polished off all the sugar lumps I had in my kitchen cupboard – Martín was as alive as you or me.’

‘And he didn’t say what he was coming here for, after so long?’

Isaac nodded.

‘He said he’d come to leave something with me and that, when he could, he’d come back for it. Either he’d come or he’d send someone . . .’

‘And what did he leave with you?’

‘A parcel wrapped in paper and bits of string. I don’t know what was inside.’

I swallowed hard.

‘Do you still have it?’





Chapter 8

The parcel, pulled out from the back of a cupboard, lay on Isaac’s desk. When my fingers brushed the paper, the fine layer of dust covering it rose in a cloud of particles that caught the glow of the oil lamp Isaac held on my left. On my right, Fermín unsheathed his paperknife and handed it to me. The three of us looked at one another.

‘God’s will be done,’ said Fermín.

I slipped the knife under the string binding the parcel and cut it. With the greatest care I removed the wrapping until the content became visible. It was a manuscript. The pages were soiled, covered in stains of wax and blood. The first page bore a title written in diabolical handwriting.

 

The Angel’s Game

By David Martín

 

‘It’s the book he wrote while he was imprisoned in the tower,’ I murmured, ‘Bebo must have saved it.’

‘There’s something underneath . . .’ said Fermín.

The corner of a piece of parchment peeped out from beneath the manuscript. I gave it a tug and retrieved an envelope. It was sealed with red wax, stamped with the figure of an angel. On the front of the envelope was a single word, written in red ink:

 

Daniel

 

A cold sensation rose up my arms. Isaac, who was witnessing the scene with a mixture of astonishment and consternation, crept out of the room, followed by Fermín.

‘Daniel,’ Fermín called out gently. ‘We’re leaving you alone so you can open the envelope calmly and in private . . .’

I heard their footsteps as they slowly walked away and was only able to catch the start of their conversation.

‘Listen, chief, with so many emotions I forgot to mention that earlier, when I came in, I couldn’t help overhearing you say that you were thinking of retiring and that there might be an opening soon for the position . . .’

‘That’s right. I’ve been here too long. Why?’

‘Well, you see, I know we’ve only just met, so to speak, but I might be interested . . .’

 

The voices of Isaac and Fermín melted into the echoing labyrinth of the Cemetery of Forgotten Books. Left on my own, I sat in the keeper’s armchair and removed the sealing wax. The envelope contained a folded sheet of ochre-coloured paper. I opened it and began to read.

 

Barcelona, 31 December 1941

 

Dear Daniel,

I write these words in the hope and conviction that one day you’ll discover this place, the Cemetery of Forgotten Books, a place that changed my life as I’m sure it will change yours. This same hope leads me to believe that perhaps then, when I’m no longer here, someone will talk to you about me and the friendship that linked me to your mother. I know that if you ever read these words you’ll be overwhelmed by questions and doubts. You’ll find some of the answers in this manuscript, where I have tried to portray my story as I remember it, knowing that my days of lucidity are numbered and that often I can only recall what never took place.

I also know that when you receive this letter, time will have started to wipe out the traces of those events. I know you will harbour suspicions and that if you discover the truth about your mother’s final days you will share my anger and my thirst for revenge. They say it’s for the wise and the righteous to forgive, but I know I’ll never be able to do so. My soul is already condemned and has no hope of salvation. I know I will devote every drop of breath left in me to try to avenge the death of Isabella. But that is my destiny, not yours.

Your mother would not have wished for you a life like mine, at any price. Your mother would have wished you to have a full life, devoid of hatred and resentment. For her sake, I beg you to read this story and once you have read it, destroy it. Forget everything you might have heard about a past that no longer exists, clean your heart of anger and live the life your mother wanted to give you, always looking ahead.

And if one day, kneeling at her graveside, you feel the fire of anger trying to take hold of you, remember that in my story, as in yours, there was an angel who holds all the answers.

Your friend,

DAVID MARTÍN

 

Over and over again I read the words David Martín was sending me through time, words that seemed to me suffused with repentance and madness, words I didn’t fully understand. I held the letter in my hand for a few more moments and then placed it in the flame of the oil lamp and watched it burn.

 

I found Fermín and Isaac standing at the foot of the labyrinth, chatting like old friends. When they saw me their voices hushed and they looked at me expectantly.

‘Whatever that letter said only concerns you, Daniel. You don’t have to tell us anything.’

I nodded. The echo of church bells resounded faintly through the walls. Isaac looked at us and checked his watch.

‘Listen, weren’t you two going to a wedding today?’





Chapter 9

The bride was dressed in white, and though she wore no dazzling jewellery or ornaments, in the eyes of her groom no woman, in all of history, had ever looked more beautiful than Bernarda did on that early February day, when the sun lit up the square outside the Church of Santa Ana. Don Gustavo Barceló – who must surely have bought all the flowers in Barcelona, for they flooded the entrance to the church – cried like a baby and the priest, the groom’s friend, surprised us all with a lucid sermon that brought tears even to Bea’s eyes, who was no soft touch.

I almost dropped the rings, but all was forgotten when the priest, once the preliminaries were over, invited Fermín to kiss the bride. Just then, I turned my head for a second and thought I saw a figure in the back row of the church, a stranger who was looking at me and smiling. I couldn’t say why, but for a moment I was certain that the unknown man was none other than the Prisoner of Heaven. But when I looked again, he was no longer there. Next to me Fermín held Bernarda tight and smacked a kiss right on her lips that unleashed an ovation captained by the priest.

When I saw my friend kissing the woman he loved it occurred to me that this moment, this instant stolen from time and from God, was worth all the days of misery that had brought us to this place and the many others that were doubtless waiting for us on our return to life. And that everything that was decent and clean and pure in this world and everything for which it was worth living and breathing was in those lips, in those hands and in the look of that fortunate couple who, I knew, would be together for the rest of their lives.




 

Epilogue

1960



 

A young man, already showing a few grey hairs, walks in the noon sun amongst the gravestones of the cemetery, beneath a sky melting over the blue of the sea.

In his arms he carries a child who barely understands his words but who smiles when their eyes meet. Together they approach a modest grave, set apart on a balcony overlooking the Mediterranean. The man kneels down in front of the grave and, holding his son, lets him stroke the letters engraved on the stone.

 

ISABELLA SEMPERE

1917–1939

 

The man remains there for a while, in silence, his eyelids pressed together to hold his tears.

His son’s voice brings him back to the present and when he opens his eyes again he sees that the boy is pointing at a small figure peeping through the petals of some dried flowers, in the shadow of a glass vase at the foot of the tomb. He is certain that it wasn’t there the last time he visited the grave. His hand searches among the flowers and picks up a plaster statuette, so small it fits in his fist. An angel. The words he thought he’d forgotten flare up in his memory like an old wound.

 

And if one day, kneeling at her graveside, you feel the fire of anger trying to take hold of you, remember that in my story, as in yours, there was an angel who holds all the answers . . .

 

The child tries to clutch the angel figure resting in his father’s hand and when he touches it with his fingers he accidentally pushes it. The angel falls on the marble and breaks. And that is when the man sees it. A tiny piece of paper hidden inside the plaster. The paper is fine, almost transparent. He unrolls it and instantly recognises the handwriting:

 

Mauricio Valls

El Pinar

Calle de Manuel Arnús

Barcelona

 

The sea breeze rises through the gravestones and the breath of a curse caresses his face. He puts the piece of paper in his pocket. Shortly afterwards, he places a white rose on the tombstone and then retraces his steps, carrying the boy in his arms, towards the avenue of cypress trees where the mother of his son is waiting. All three melt into an embrace and when she looks into his eyes she discovers something that was not in them a few moments ago. Something turbulent and dark that frightens her.

‘Are you all right, Daniel?’

He looks at her for a long time and smiles.

‘I love you,’ he says, and kisses her, knowing that the story, his story, has not ended.

It has only just begun.

 

 

 

THE END
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An Excerpt from The Labyrinth of the Spirits
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         Fermín remained on his tiny island until evening tinted the sky and the streetlamps in the harbor cast a sparkling net over
            the water. After scanning the docks, he decided that his best bet was to swim up to the swarm of boats clustered in front
            of the fish market and use a mooring rope or a trawling pulley attached to the prow of one of the anchored vessels to climb
            up to dry land.
         

         
         Just then he noticed a shape outlined in the mist that swept across the inner harbor. A rowboat was approaching, with two
            men on board. One of them rowed, and the other sat in the stern, scouring the shadows with a lantern that tinged the fog with
            an amber light. Fermín swallowed hard. He could have jumped into the water and prayed that the mantle of twilight would conceal
            him so he could escape yet again, but he’d reached the end of his prayers and didn’t have a breath of resistance left in his
            body. He came out of his hiding spot with his hands up and faced the advancing boat.
         

         
         “Lower your hands,” said the man carrying the lantern.

         
         Fermín screwed up his eyes. It was the same person he’d seen watching him from the bridge a few hours earlier. Fermín looked
            him in the eye and nodded as he accepted his hand and jumped onto the boat. The man at the oars handed him a blanket, and
            the exhausted castaway wrapped himself up in it.
         

         
         “I’m Captain Arráez,” the man with the lantern said, “and this is my first mate, Bermejo.”

         
         Fermín tried to stammer something, but Arráez stopped him. “Don’t tell us your name. It’s none of our business.”

         
         The captain reached out for a Thermos flask and poured Fermín a cupful of warm wine. He clutched the tin cup with both hands
            and drank until he’d drained the last drop. Three more times Arráez filled the cup, and Fermín felt the warmth return to his
            body.
         

         
         “Are you feeling better?” asked the captain.

         
         Fermín nodded.

         
         “I’m not going to ask you what you were doing on my ship, or what’s between you and that skunk Fumero, but you’d better be
            careful.”
         

         
         “I do try, believe me. But fate doesn’t seem inclined to collaborate.”

         
         Arráez handed him a bag. Fermín had a quick look inside. It contained a handful of dry clothes, at least six sizes too large
            for him, and some money.
         

         
         “Why are you doing this, Captain?” he asked. “I’m just a stowaway who’s got you into big trouble.”

         
         “I’m doing this because I damn well want to,” replied Arráez, to which Bermejo mumbled his agreement.

         
         “I don’t know how to thank you for—”

         
         “Just don’t sneak onto my ship as a stowaway again. Go on, change your clothes.”

         
         Arráez and Bermejo watched him take off those sodden rags and helped him put on his new outfit, an old sailor’s uniform. Before
            abandoning his threadbare jacket forever, Fermín searched the pockets and pulled out the letter he’d been guarding for weeks.
            The sea water had rubbed out the ink and the envelope was just a piece of wet paper that fell apart in his hands. Fermín closed
            his eyes and burst into tears.
         

         
         Arráez and Bermejo looked at one another anxiously. The captain put his hand on Fermín’s shoulder. “Don’t be upset, man, the
            worst is over.”
         

         
         Fermín shook his head. “It’s not that . . . it’s not that.”

         
         He got dressed slowly and kept what was left of the letter in the pocket of his new short coat. When he noticed the dismay
            on the faces of his two benefactors, he dried his tears and smiled at them. “I’m sorry.”
         

         
         “You’re all skin and bones,” remarked Bermejo.

         
         “It’s this transient war interval,” said Fermín apologetically, trying to adopt a livelier, more optimistic tone. “But now
            that my luck is changing, I foresee a cornucopia of fine foods in my future and a life of contemplation during which I’ll
            fatten up with sausages while I reread the Bard’s best sonnets. A couple of days of vigorously ingesting black pudding and
            cinnamon biscuits, and I’ll look as round as a beach ball. Believe it or not, left to my own devices I put on weight faster
            than a Wagnerian soprano.”
         

         
         “If you say so,” said Arráez. “Do you have somewhere to go?”

         
         Fermín, now poised like an admiral minus the ship in his new outfit, his stomach throbbing with the warm wine, nodded enthusiastically.

         
         “Is a woman waiting for you?” asked the seaman.

         
         Fermín smiled sadly. “She’s waiting, but not for me.”

         
         “I see. Was that letter for her?”

         
         Fermín nodded again.

         
         “And that’s why you’ve risked your life and returned to Barcelona? To deliver a letter?”

         
         “She’s worth it.” Fermín shrugged. “And I promised a good friend that I’d do this.”

         
         “He’s dead?”

         
         Fermín lowered his eyes.

         
         “Some bits of news are best not given,” ventured Arráez.

         
         “A promise is a promise.”

         
         “When was the last time you saw her?”

         
         “Just over a year ago.”

         
         The captain gazed at Fermín for a while. “A year is a long time these days,” he said. “People are quick to forget. It’s like
            a virus, but it helps one survive.”
         

         
         “I hope I catch it, then,” said Fermín, “because it’s just what I need.”
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         It was getting dark when the rowboat left Fermín at the foot of the steps to the Atarazanas dock. He merged into the mist
            shrouding the port, one more figure among the stevedores and sailors making their way up to the streets of the Raval, known
            in those days as the Chinese quarter. As he mixed with them, he was able to make out bits of their half-whispered conversations:
            the Fascist air force had paid them a visit the day before, one of many that year, and they were expecting more air raids
            that night. One could sense the fear in those men’s voices and in their eyes, but having survived the day, Fermín told himself
            that whatever the night had in store for him couldn’t be any worse. As luck would have it, a candy peddler, who was already
            beating a retreat with a cartful of confectionary, crossed his path. Fermín stopped him and inspected his wares meticulously.
         

         
         “I have caramel-coated almonds like the ones from before the war,” offered the merchant. “Would the gentleman like some?”

         
         “My kingdom for a Sugus sweet.”

         
         “Got one little bag left. Strawberry flavor.”

         
         Fermín’s eyes opened wide. The very mention of the succulent treat made his mouth water. With some of the funds provided by
            Captain Arráez he was able to acquire the entire bag, which he proceeded to open with the eagerness of a condemned man.
         

         
         The misty light of the Ramblas streetlamps—like the first taste of a Sugus sweet—had always seemed to Fermín one of those
            things for which it was worth living another day. That evening, however, as he walked up the boulevard, Fermín noticed a squad
            of night watchmen moving from lamp to lamp, ladder in hand, turning off the lights that still shone on the paving. He approached
            one of them and stood by, observing his hurried movements. When the watchman stepped off the ladder and noticed Fermín’s presence,
            he paused and looked at him out of the corner of his eye.
         

         
         “Good evening, boss,” Fermín said cordially. “You won’t be offended if I ask you why you’re leaving the city in the dark?”

         
         The watchman simply pointed his finger to the sky and, picking up his ladder, moved on to the next lamp. For a moment Fermín
            remained where he was, staring at the strange sight of the Ramblas as they sank into shadow. All around him, cafés and shops
            were beginning to close their doors, and the facades were lit up by the faint glow of moonlight. He set off again, rather
            apprehensively, and soon caught sight of what looked like a nocturnal procession: a large group of people carrying bundles
            and blankets were heading for the entrance to the metro station. Some carried lit candles and oil lamps, others walked in
            the dark. When he passed the steps leading down to the metro, Fermín glanced at a boy who couldn’t have been more than five
            years old. He was clutching his mother’s hand, or maybe it was his grandmother’s, because in that feeble light all those poor
            souls looked as if they’d aged prematurely. Fermín was about to give him a friendly wink, but the boy had his eyes riveted
            on the sky. He was staring at the web of dark clouds coming together on the horizon as if he could see something hidden inside
            it. Fermín followed the boy’s eyes and felt the brush of a cold wind that was beginning to sweep through the city, smelling
            of phosphorus and charred wood. Just before his mother dragged him down the stairs toward the tunnels of the metro, the boy
            gave Fermín a look that froze his blood. Those five-year-old eyes reflected the blind terror and despair of an old man. Fermín
            looked away and set off again, passing a local policeman who was guarding the entrance to the station.
         

         
         The policeman pointed at him. “If you leave now, you won’t find any room later. And the shelters are full.”

         
         Fermín nodded but hurried on, moving further into a Barcelona that seemed ghostly to him, a never-ending gloom where outlines
            could barely be made out in the dim, flickering light of candles and oil lamps placed on balconies and inside entrance halls.
            When at last he reached Rambla de Santa Mónica, he spied a narrow, somber front door in the distance. Sighing despondently,
            he set off toward his meeting with Lucía.
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         Slowly Fermín walked up the narrow staircase, and with each step he could feel his determination and courage evaporating.
            He had to confront Lucía and tell her that the man she loved, the father of her daughter and the face she had been hoping
            to see for over a year, had died in a prison cell in Seville. On the third-floor landing he waited by the door, not daring
            to knock. He sat on the steps and buried his head in his hands. He remembered Lucía’s precise words spoken thirteen months
            earlier. She had held his hands and, looking into his eyes, had said, “If you love me, don’t let anything happen to him. Bring
            him back to me.”
         

         
         Fermín pulled the envelope out of his pocket and stared at the pieces in the dark. He crumpled them between his fingers and
            threw them into the shadows. He had got up and was about to flee down the stairs when he heard the door open behind him. Then
            he paused.
         

         
         *  *  *

         A girl of about seven or eight was watching him from the doorway. She was carrying a book in her hands and had one finger
            between the pages as a bookmark. Fermín smiled at her and raised a hand in greeting.
         

         
         “Hello, Alicia,” he said. “Do you remember me?”

         
         The girl looked at him a little distrustfully, doubting.

         
         “What are you reading?”

         
         “Alice in Wonderland.”
         

         
         “You don’t say! Can I see?”

         
         She showed him the book but didn’t let him touch it. “It’s one of my favorites,” she said, still a little suspicious.

         
         “One of mine too,” replied Fermín. “Anything to do with falling down a hole and bumping into madmen and mathematical problems
            is something I consider highly autobiographical.”
         

         
         The girl bit her lips to hold back the laughter provoked by the peculiar visitor’s words. “Yes, but this one was written for
            me,” she said mischievously.
         

         
         “Of course it was. Tell me, Alicia, is your mother at home?”

         
         She didn’t answer, but opened the door a bit farther, turned, and walked into the flat without saying a word.

         
         Fermín paused in the doorway. The flat was dark inside, except for what looked like the glimmer of an oil lamp at the end
            of a narrow corridor.
         

         
         “Lucía?” he called, his voice trailing off in the shadows. He rapped on the door with his knuckles and waited. “Lucía? It’s
            me.”
         

         
         He waited another few seconds, and when no reply came, he stepped into the flat and advanced along the corridor. All the doors
            were closed. When he reached the end of the passage, he found himself in a living room that doubled as a dining room. The
            oil lamp rested on the table, projecting a soft, yellowish halo. He could see the outline of an old woman facing the window.
            She sat on a chair, her back turned to him.
         

         
         Fermín stopped. Only then did he recognize her. “Doña Leonor . . .”

         
         The woman who had seemed so old couldn’t have been more than forty-five. Her face was lined with bitterness and her eyes looked
            glazed, tired of hating and weeping in solitude. Leonor was looking at him without saying a word. Fermín took a chair and
            sat down next to her. He held her hand and smiled almost imperceptibly.
         

         
         “She should have married you,” she murmured. “You’re ugly, but at least you’ve got a head on your shoulders.”

         
         “Where’s Lucía, Doña Leonor?”

         
         The woman looked away. “They took her. About two months ago.”

         
         “Where to?”

         
         Leonor didn’t reply.

         
         “Who were they?”

         
         “That man . . .”

         
         “Fumero?”

         
         “They didn’t ask for Juan Antonio. They were looking for her.”

         
         Fermín hugged her, but Leonor didn’t move.

         
         “I’ll find her, Doña Leonor. I’ll find her and bring her home.”

         
         The woman shook her head. “He’s dead, isn’t he? My son?”

         
         Fermín remained silent for a few moments.

         
         “I don’t know, Doña Leonor.”

         
         She looked at him angrily and slapped his face. “Liar.”

         
         “Doña Leonor . . .”

         
         “Go,” she moaned.

         
         Fermín stood up and moved away a few steps. Little Alicia watched him from the corridor. He smiled at her, and the girl walked
            slowly over to him. Then she took his hand and held it tight. He knelt down in front of her. He was about to tell her that
            he’d been a friend of her mother’s, hoping to come up with some story with which to placate the look of abandonment that had
            taken hold of her, but at that very instant, while Leonor drowned her tears in her hands, Fermín heard a faraway rumble raining
            down from the sky. When he looked up toward the window, he noticed that the glass was beginning to tremble.
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         Fermín walked over to the window and drew back the net curtain. He gazed up at the narrow slice of sky trapped between the
            cornices that framed the narrow street. The rumble was more intense now and sounded much closer. His first thought was that
            a storm was approaching from the sea, and he imagined black clouds stealing over the docks and tearing down sails and masts
            as it advanced. But he’d never seen a storm that sounded like metal and fire. The mist broke up into shreds, and when the
            sky cleared, he saw them. They emerged from the dark like large steel insects, flying in formation. He gulped and turned to
            look first at Leonor, then at Alicia, who was shaking; the child still held her book in her hands.
         

         
         “I think we should get out of here,” said Fermín.

         
         Leonor shook her head. “They’ll fly past,” she said almost in a whisper. “Like last night.”

         
         Fermín scanned the skies again and happened to see a group of six or seven planes leaving the formation. He opened the window,
            and when he put his head out he thought the roar of the engines was coming up the Ramblas. Then there was a high-pitched whistling
            sound, like a drill piercing its way down from the skies. Alicia stopped her ears with her hands and ran to hide under the
            table. Leonor stretched out her arms to hold her, but something stopped her. Seconds before the shell hit the building, the
            screech became so intense that it seemed to come out of the very walls. Fermín thought the noise was going to rupture his
            eardrums.
         

         
         And then, silence.

         
         A sudden impact shook the building, as if a train had just dropped from the clouds and was slicing through the roof and every
            flat as it would through cigarette paper. He saw words being formed by Leonor’s lips, but couldn’t hear them. In just a fraction
            of a second, dazed by a block of solid noise that froze time, Fermín saw the wall behind Leonor crumble into a white cloud,
            while a sheet of fire surrounded the chair she was sitting on and swallowed her. The suction from the explosion tore half
            the pieces of furniture right off the floor, leaving them suspended in the air before they went up in flames. He was hit by
            a wave of burning air, like flaming gasoline, that hurled him against the window with such force he went straight through
            the glass and crashed against the metal bars of the balcony. The coat given to him by Captain Arráez smoldered and burned
            his skin. When he tried to stand up and remove it, he felt the floor shudder under his feet. Seconds later, the central structure
            of the building collapsed before his eyes in a downpour of debris and embers.
         

         
         Fermín stood up and tore off his smoldering jacket. He peered into the sitting room. A shroud of smoke, dark and acid, licked
            the walls that were still standing. The explosion had pulverized the heart of the building, leaving only the facade and a
            first line of rooms around a crater. What remained of the staircase now climbed over the crater’s edge. Beyond what had been
            the corridor through which he had come in, there was nothing,
         

         
         “Motherfuckers,” he spat out. He couldn’t hear his own voice through the screeching sound that burned his eardrums, but his
            skin felt the wave of a new explosion not far from there. An acid wind, reeking of sulfur, electricity, and burned flesh,
            swept up the street, and Fermín saw the glow of the flames splattering the skies of Barcelona.
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         A searing pain mauled Fermín’s muscles as he staggered into the room. The explosion had flung Alicia against the wall, and
            the child’s body had become wedged between a collapsed armchair and one of the corners of the room. She was covered in dust
            and ashes. He knelt down and grabbed her under the shoulders. When she felt his touch, Alicia opened her eyes. They were bloodshot,
            and her pupils were dilated. Fermín saw his own battered figure reflected in them.
         

         
         “Where’s Grandma?” murmured Alicia.

         
         “Grandma has had to go. You should come with me. You and me. We’re going to get out of here.”

         
         Alicia nodded. Fermín took her in his arms and felt her clothes, checking her for wounds or fractures. “Is anything hurting?”

         
         The girl put a hand to her head.

         
         “It will pass,” said Fermín. “Ready?”

         
         “My book . . .”

         
         Fermín looked for the book among the rubble. He found it, a bit singed but still in one piece, and handed it to her. Alicia
            grabbed it as if it were an amulet.
         

         
         “Don’t lose it, eh? You must tell me how it ends.”

         
         Fermín got to his feet with the girl in his arms. Either Alicia weighed more than he expected, or he had even less strength
            than he thought to get out of that place. “Hold tight.”
         

         
         Fermín turned around and, skirting the vast hole left by the explosion, moved slowly along the bit of tiled corridor that
            remained standing—now reduced to a mere ledge—until he reached the staircase. From there he discovered that the shell had
            penetrated as far down as the basement of the building, and a pool of fire had flooded the first two floors. Peering through
            the stairwell, he noticed that the flames were rising slowly, step by step. He clutched Alicia firmly and rushed up the stairs.
            If they managed to reach the terraced roof, he told himself, he’d be able to jump from there to the adjoining building. Perhaps
            he’d live to tell the tale.
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         The door to the terraced roof was a solid oak panel, but the blast had blown it off its hinges and Fermín was able to kick
            it open. Once he was on the rooftop, he set Alicia down and collapsed against the edge of the facade to catch his breath.
            He inhaled deeply. The air smelled of burned phosphorus. For a few seconds Fermín and Alicia remained silent, unable to believe
            the sight unfolding before their eyes.
         

         
         Barcelona was a mantle of darkness riddled with columns of fire and plumes of black smoke that swayed like tentacles in the
            sky. A couple of blocks from there, the Ramblas formed a river of huge flames and clouds of smoke, snaking toward the town
            center.
         

         
         Fermín seized the girl’s hand and pulled her. “Come on, we can’t stop.”

         
         They had only taken a few steps when a new roar filled the sky and shook the structure beneath them. Fermín looked behind
            him and noticed a powerful brightness rising near Plaza de Cataluña. A bolt of red lightning swept over the city’s rooftops
            in a matter of seconds. Then the firestorm died away, turning into a downpour of ashes through which the roar of engines could
            be heard again. The squadron flew very low through the thick, swirling smoke that spread over Barcelona: Fermín could see
            the reflection of the city’s flames shining on the bellies of the aircraft. He followed the planes’ flight with his eyes and
            saw clusters of bombs raining over the rooftops of the Raval quarter. Some fifty meters from their terraced roof, a row of
            buildings exploded one after the other, as if they’d been attached to a load of dynamite. The shock wave smashed hundreds
            of windows into a rain of glass and uprooted everything it found on the neighboring terraces. A dovecote on the adjacent building
            collapsed onto the cornice, then fell onto the opposite side of the street, knocking down a water tank that plunged into the
            void and burst with an enormous bang when it hit the pavement. Fermín could hear cries of panic in the street.
         

         
         Fermín and Alicia were paralyzed. Unable to take another step, they remained immobile for a few seconds, their eyes glued
            to the swarm of airplanes that kept battering the city. Fermín sighted the docks of the harbor, sown with half-sunken ships.
            Huge panels of blazing diesel spread over the water’s surface, swallowing those who had jumped into the sea and were trying
            desperately to swim away. The sheds and hangars on the quayside raged with flames. A chain-reaction explosion of fuel tanks
            demolished a row of enormous cargo cranes. One by one, the huge metal structures crashed down on the freighters and fishing
            boats moored to the quayside, burying them underwater. In the distance, through the sulfur and diesel mist, Fermín could see
            the airplanes turning around over the sea, preparing for another pass.
         

         
         He closed his eyes and let the dirty, hot wind drive the sweat off his body. “Here I am, you sons of bitches. Why don’t you
            damn well hit me, once and for all.”
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         When he thought all he could hear was the sound of the airplanes approaching again, Fermín registered the voice of the girl
            by his side. He opened his eyes and saw Alicia. The child was tugging at him as hard as she could, yelling in panic. Fermín
            turned around. What remained of the building was crumbling away like a sand castle in the tide. They dashed off to the edge
            of the terraced roof and managed to jump over the wall that separated it from the adjacent building. Fermín tumbled over as
            he fell, then felt a sudden sharp pain in his left leg. Alicia was pulling him again and helped him back on his feet. He felt
            his thigh and noticed blood seeping through his fingers. The glow from the flames lit up the wall over which they’d just vaulted,
            revealing a crest made of bits of sharp, bloodstained glass. Nausea clouded Fermín’s eyes, but he took a deep breath and kept
            moving. Alicia was still pulling him. Dragging his leg, which left a dark, shiny trail on the tiles, Fermín followed the girl
            across the terraced roof until they reached the wall separating it from the building that looked down on Calle Arco del Teatro.
            He managed to clamber up a pile of wooden crates stacked against the partition wall and look over into the neighboring roof
            terrace. An ominous-looking structure rose before him, an old palace with sealed windows and a majestic facade that looked
            as if it had been submerged for decades in the depths of a swamp. The building was crowned by a large frosted-glass dome,
            its top shaped like a lantern tower, above which a lightning conductor held the quivering silhouette of a dragon.
         

         
         The wound on Fermín’s leg was throbbing, and he had to hold on to the cornice of the partition wall to avoid collapsing. He
            could feel the warm blood inside his shoe and again felt nauseous. He knew he was about to lose consciousness. Alicia looked
            at him, terrified. Fermín did his best to smile.
         

         
         “It’s nothing,” he said. “Just a scratch.”

         
         In the distance, the airplane squadron had already circled over the sea and flown over the breakwater in the port on its way
            back to the city.
         

         
         Fermín held his hand out for Alicia. “Hold tight.”

         
         The girl shook her head slowly.

         
         “We’re not safe here,” he said. “We need to cross over to the next terrace and find the way down to the street, and from there
            to the metro,” he added with little conviction.
         

         
         “No,” mumbled the child.

         
         “Give me your hand, Alicia.”

         
         The girl hesitated, but in the end she gave him her hand. Fermín pulled her up firmly, setting her on top of the wooden crates.
            Once she was there, he lifted her to the edge of the cornice. “Jump.”
         

         
         Alicia held her book against her chest and shook her head. Fermín heard the rattle of the machine guns riddling the rooftops
            behind them and pushed the girl over. When Alicia landed on the other side of the wall, she turned to stretch a hand up to
            Fermín, but her friend wasn’t there. He was still holding on to the cornice on the other side of the wall. He was pale, and
            his eyelids were beginning to droop, as if he could barely remain conscious.
         

         
         “Run,” he snapped with his last breath. “Run.”

         
         Fermín’s knees gave way, and he fell backward. He heard the rattle of the airplanes flying right above them, and before he
            closed his eyes, he saw a cluster of bombs falling from the sky.
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         Alicia ran desperately across the roof terrace toward the large glass dome. She never knew where the shell burst, whether
            it grazed the facade of one of the buildings or exploded in midair. All she could perceive was a wall of compressed air hitting
            her brutally from behind, a deafening gale that flung her up in the air and propelled her forward. A gust skimmed past her,
            carrying bits of burning metal. It was then she felt an object the size of a fist stab her sharply in the hip. The impact
            made her spin in the air and then thrust her against the glass dome. She fell through a curtain of splintered glass into the
            void, the book slipping from her hands.
         

         
         For what seemed an eternity Alicia plummeted through the dark. Finally an extended sheet of canvas broke her fall. The material
            buckled under her weight, leaving her lying faceup on what looked like a wooden platform. Fifteen meters above, she could
            see the hole her body had left in the dome’s glass. She tried to lean over on her side, but discovered that she couldn’t feel
            her right leg and could barely move her body from the waist down. She looked around and noticed that the book she thought
            she’d lost was lying on the edge of the platform.
         

         
         Using her arms, she dragged herself to the book and touched its spine with her fingertips. A new explosion shook the building,
            and the vibration hurled the book into the void. Alicia peeped over the edge and saw it plunge, its pages fluttering, into
            the abyss. The glow from the flames flashing over the clouds spilled a beam of light through the darkness. Alicia blinked
            a few times in disbelief, doubting her eyes. She had landed on top of a towering spiral that sprawled into an endless labyrinth
            of corridors, passageways, arches, and galleries, resembling an enormous cathedral. But unlike the cathedrals she knew, this
            one was not made of stone.
         

         
         It was made of books.

         
         The shafts of light pouring from the dome revealed a knot of staircases and bridges branching in and out of that structure,
            each one bordered by thousands and thousands of volumes. At the foot of the chasm she glimpsed a bubble of light, moving slowly.
            The light paused. A man with white hair was holding a lamp far below her, gazing upward. A deep pain stabbed Alicia’s hip,
            and she felt her sight clouding over. Soon she closed her eyes and lost all sense of time.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Alicia woke to find herself being lifted gently into someone’s arms. Through half-open eyes, she saw that she was moving down
            an endless corridor that split into dozens of galleries opening up in every direction, galleries made with walls and more
            walls crammed with books. She was being carried by the man with the white hair she had seen at the foot of the labyrinth,
            and noticed his vulturine features. When they reached the bottom of the structure the keeper of that place took her through
            the large hall under the vaulted ceiling, to a corner where he settled her on a makeshift bed. “What’s your name?” he asked.
         

         
         “Alicia,” she murmured.

         
         “I’m Isaac.”

         
         With a look of concern, the man examined the wound throbbing in the little girl’s hip. He covered her with a blanket and,
            holding up her head, brought a glass of fresh water to her lips. Alicia sipped avidly. The keeper’s hands settled her head
            on a pillow. Isaac smiled at her, but his eyes betrayed deep anguish. Behind him, forming what she thought was a basilica
            erected out of all the libraries in the world, rose the labyrinth she had seen from the summit.
         

         
         Isaac sat on a chair next to her and held her hand. “Now you must rest.”

         
         He extinguished the lantern, and a bluish darkness engulfed them, sprinkled with small flashes of fire that trickled down
            from above. The seemingly impossible geometry of the book-labyrinth faded into the vastness, and Alicia thought she was dreaming
            all this, that the bomb had exploded in her grandmother’s sitting room, that she and her friend had never escaped from that
            blazing building.
         

         
         Isaac watched her with sadness. Through the walls came the sound of the bombs, of the sirens and the fire spreading death
            through Barcelona. A nearby explosion shook the walls and the floor beneath them, bringing up clouds of dust. In her bed,
            Alicia shuddered. The keeper lit a candle and left it resting on a low table next to her. The candlelight outlined the prodigious
            structure rising in the center of the hall, a vision that lit up Alicia’s eyes moments before she lost consciousness.
         

         
         Isaac sighed.

         
         “Alicia,” he said at last. “Welcome to the Cemetery of Forgotten Books.”
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         Fermín opened his eyes to an immensity of celestial white. A uniformed angel was bandaging his thigh. Beyond, a corridor full
            of stretchers disappeared into infinity.
         

         
         “Is this purgatory?” he asked.

         
         The nurse raised her eyes and looked at him askance. She did not appear to be a day older than eighteen, and Fermín thought
            that for an angel on the divine payroll, she was much better looking than the pictures given out at first communions and christenings
            suggested. The presence of impure thoughts could only mean one of two things: improvement on the physical front or imminent
            eternal condemnation.
         

         
         “It goes without saying that I renounce my villainous unbelief and subscribe word for word to both Testaments, the New and
            the Old, in whatever order Your Angelical Grace esteems best.”
         

         
         When she noticed that the patient was regaining consciousness and could speak, the nurse made a sign, and a doctor who looked
            as if he hadn’t slept for a week walked over to the stretcher. Lifting Fermín’s eyelids with his fingers, the doctor examined
            his eyes.
         

         
         “Am I dead?” asked Fermín.

         
         “Don’t exaggerate. You’re a little beat-up, but in general quite alive.”

         
         “So this isn’t purgatory?”

         
         “Wishful thinking. You’re in the Hospital Clínico. In other words, in hell.”

         
         While the doctor was examining his wound, Fermín considered the turn of events and tried to remember how he’d gotten there.

         
         “How are you feeling?” asked the doctor.

         
         “A bit confused, to tell you the truth. I dreamed that Jesus Christ paid me a visit, and we held a long and profound conversation.”

         
         “What about?”

         
         “Soccer, mostly.”

         
         “That’s because of the sedatives we gave you.”

         
         Fermín nodded with relief. “That’s what I thought when the Lord confessed himself a Real Madrid fan.”

         
         The doctor smiled briefly and mumbled instructions to the nurse.

         
         “How long have I been here?”

         
         “About eight hours.”

         
         “Where’s the child?”

         
         “Baby Jesus?”

         
         “No. The girl who was with me.”

         
         The nurse and the doctor exchanged glances.

         
         “I’m sorry,” the doctor said, “but there was no girl with you. As far as I know, it was a miracle someone found you, on a
            roof terrace in the Raval quarter, bleeding to death.”
         

         
         “And they didn’t bring a girl in with me?”

         
         The doctor lowered his eyes. “Alive? No.”

         
         Fermín tried to sit up. The nurse and the doctor held him down on the stretcher.

         
         “I need to get out of here, Doctor. There’s a defenseless child out there who needs my help.”

         
         The doctor gave the nurse a nod, and she quickly took a bottle from the medicine trolley and began preparing an injection.
            Fermín shook his head, but the doctor held him firmly. “I’m afraid I can’t let you go yet. I’m going to ask you to be a bit
            patient. We don’t want things to get worse.”
         

         
         “Don’t worry, I have more lives than a cat.”

         
         “And less shame than a politician, which is why I’m also going to ask you to stop pinching the nurses’ behinds when they change
            your bandages. Are we clear?”
         

         
         Fermín felt the prick of the needle in his right shoulder and the cold spreading through his veins.

         
         “Can you ask again, Doctor, please? Her name is Alicia.”

         
         The doctor loosened his grip and let his prey rest on the stretcher. Fermín’s muscles melted into jelly and his pupils dilated,
            turning the world into a dissolving watercolor. The faraway voice of the doctor was lost in the echo of his descent. He felt
            he was falling through cotton-wool clouds, fading into the liquid balm with its promise of a chemical paradise, as the whiteness
            of the corridor fragmented into a powdery light.
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         Fermín was discharged halfway through the afternoon; the hospital could no longer cope with the numbers of wounded, and whoever
            wasn’t dying was deemed fit to leave. Armed with a wooden crutch and some new clothes lent to him by a dead man, he managed
            to climb onto a tram outside the Hospital Clínico and travel back to the streets of the Raval. There he began to walk into
            cafés, grocers, and any other shops that were still open, asking in a loud voice whether anyone had seen a girl called Alicia.
            People looked at the wiry, gaunt little man and shook their heads silently, thinking that, like so many others, this poor
            soul was searching in vain for his dead daughter: one more body among the nine hundred—a hundred of them children—that would
            be picked up in the streets of Barcelona on that eighteenth day of March in 1938.
         

         
         When evening fell, Fermín walked all the way down the Ramblas. Trams derailed by the bombs were still lying there, smoldering,
            with their dead passengers on board. Cafés that just hours earlier had been packed with customers were now ghostly galleries
            full of bodies. Pavements were awash in blood. None of the people trying to take the wounded away, cover up the dead, or simply
            flee anywhere or nowhere could remember having seen the girl he was describing.
         

         
         Even so, Fermín didn’t lose hope, not even when he came across a row of corpses lying on the pavement in front of the opera
            house, the Gran Teatro del Liceo. None of them looked older than eight or nine.
         

         
         Fermín knelt down. Next to him, a woman stroked the feet of a boy with a black hole the size of a fist in his chest. “He’s
            dead,” she said, although Fermín hadn’t asked. “They’re all dead.”
         

         
         All night long, while the city removed the rubble and the ruins of dozens of buildings went on burning, Fermín walked from
            door to door through the whole of the Raval quarter, asking for Alicia.
         

         
         Finally, at dawn, he couldn’t take another step. He collapsed on the stairs outside the Church of Belén, and after a while
            a local policeman in a bloodstained uniform, his face smudged with cinders, sat down next to him. When the policeman asked
            him why he was crying, Fermín threw his arms around him. He wanted to die, he told him. Fate had placed the life of a little
            girl in his care, and he’d betrayed her and hadn’t known how to protect her. If either God or the devil had even a hint of
            decency left in them, he went on, this fucking world would come to an end tomorrow or the next day, because it didn’t deserve
            to go on existing.
         

         
         The policeman, who had been tirelessly pulling out bodies from the rubble for hours, including those of his wife and six-year-old
            son, listened to him calmly.
         

         
         “My friend,” he said at last. “Don’t lose hope. If there’s anything I’ve learned from this lousy world, it’s that destiny
            is always just around the corner. It might look like a thief, a hooker, or a lottery vendor, its three most usual personifications.
            And if you ever decide to go and find it—remember, destiny doesn’t make house calls—you’ll see that it will grant you a second
            chance.”
         

         
 Like what you just read? Click here to buy The Labyrinth of the Spirits.
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