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The only mask I’m wearing is the mask of time.


Mother Gin Sling, Shanghai Nights


Only you were thinking about murder.


And I was thinking about that anklet.


“Double Indemnity”, based on the novel by James M. Cain


We have found the truth; and the truth makes no sense.


G. K. Chesterton, The Innocence of Father Brown
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1)Here it is, señorita. Take it or leave it. I only give written replies.


2)Because I’ve always put more trust in writing than in pure blah-blah.


3)Adopted son of uncertain biological origin.


4)I’d have preferred to be born at another time, in another country, with blue eyes and a dimple in my chin.


5)Let’s not waste time on nonsense. I don’t militate under any banner. Flaubert used to say that they’re all covered in blood and shit, and that it’s high time we saw an end to them.


6)I am more than merely non-religious, I am resolutely anti-clerical. Until the Catholic Church begs forgiveness for its complicity with Franco’s dictatorship, declaring myself anti-clerical is the least I can do. I have enjoyed a healthy phobia of the clergy since early adolescence.


7)The only clerics I respect are Father Pietro in Rome, Open City by Rossellini, the Nazario of Galdós and Buñuel, Chesterton’s Father Brown and the raging, dishevelled Irish priest in David Lean’s Ryan’s Daughter.


8)I lost this finger when I was fifteen. It was chewed up in a rolling mill.


9)Music. I’d have liked to be Glenn Gould’s piano or Charlie Parker’s sax.


10)My next novel will deal with the tricks and snares created for us by memory, that high-class whore.


11)No. If I tell you what it’s about, I’ll spoil it, because this novel is a kind of trompe-l’oeil. Nothing in it is what it seems, starting with the title.


12)Well, what I have currently been commissioned to write isn’t exactly what could be called literature. I’m working on the first treatment of a film script.


13)Yes, for money.


14)I hate talking about my work. But basically it involves an elderly murderer, apparently suffering from Alzheimer’s, who tells the story of his crime thirty years after he committed it. He can remember that he killed a prostitute but has absolutely no memory of why.


15)I don’t have a title. It might be The Killer’s Forgetfulness or The Mask and Amnesia, or something of the sort. It’s about the persistence of desire and the strategies of forgetting.


16)I intend to base the story on real events: a very famous and often fraudulent claim, I must admit.


17)With few exceptions, a film script is not written to be read as a work of literature, whose material and basic premise is language. A script is a text to be used and thrown away.


18)The producer and director are the ones in charge, but you have to consider the vagaries of our feeble film industry. The project could end up in the hands of a different producer, with a different commercial emphasis: it could end up as a spaghetti western, a horror movie, soft porn, or a farce. (N.B. Not a film that makes people laugh, but one that people laugh at).


19)During the interminable dictatorship, our nationalist-Catholic pasteboard cinema gave rise to such dire moral and artistic poverty, took such great delight in its own falsity and stupidity, that it was many years before we could raise our heads again. Things have improved, of course. But now there’s a different problem, and it’s universal: technology is killing cinema.


20)With a girl called María. I was fifteen and she was eighteen.


21)I couldn’t give a damn about national identity. It’s an emotional swindle. I’m a poor, unpaid patriot.


22)No. The writer’s true homeland is not his mother tongue, but language itself.


23)My vocation as a writer was born on the corner of Calles Bruc and Valencia outside the Barcelona Music Conservatory. I must have been about fourteen at the time. A young girl student who was standing by the entrance with a violin case under her arm asked me to go in with her and say to her teacher: “It was me.” She didn’t tell me what that meant, and I didn’t ask. “I’ll explain later,” she said with a sweet smile. I went in, did the strange favour she had asked, and left at once. As agreed, I waited for her out in the street, but she never re-emerged, and I never saw her again. I was left wondering what lay behind my self-accusation: I couldn’t stop thinking about it, so much so that I began to fantasise about a possible emotional conflict involving the two of them. I imagined a passionate love story between the beautiful girl and her handsome teacher, a secret passion encoded in the enigmatic phrase: “It was me.” I like to think that the imaginative effort I made at fourteen based on those three words was the origin of my vocation.


24)I haven’t the faintest idea what you’re talking about.


25)Let’s see, I’ll try to explain it another way. The suspicion that there was a tumultuous passion between the youthful teacher and his beautiful student became an obsession, and the only way to free myself from it was to express it verbally. That was how it started, that’s how the novice writer felt the birth of a vocation: the need to tell the story. Is that clear now?


26)In my fictions, real experience is ruled by the imagination, which is more rational and credible. The invented part contains my more truthful autobiography.


27)What’s that? I’ll never write a novel about the crisis of social structures. Who do you take me for?


28)Culture? The politicians in this country don’t give a shit about culture; that’s why they leave it to decrepit old fogies.


29)What the novel needs today is fewer adjectives and more substantives.


30)The real character I most admire? Emma Bovary.


31)Fictional character? Carmen Balcells.


32)I’m very happy with my agent and would never change her for anyone else. Besides, what would be the point? At my age, changing my literary agent would be like moving deckchairs on the last night of the Titanic.


33)I turned down the offer. Like Groucho Marx, I would never want to belong to a Royal Academy of the Language that would have me as a member.


34)I only trust the logic contained in good music.


35)I don’t recognise myself in live interviews. I don’t recognise my voice.


36)Again? I detest any kind of nationalism. The homeland that nationalists offer is sentimental carrion.


37)Nietzsche predicted it: with another century of newspapers, words will become pernicious.


38)I’d exchange all this for a Cole Porter song.


39)I’d give the whole film for one shot by John Ford.


40)Pass.


41)Too verbose to be memorable, too intellectual to be moving. He’s a notable writer, but not a good novelist. In a good novelist, what shines isn’t the intellect, it’s something else. I’d swap the entire book for a page of Dickens.


42)In my novel, there is a murderer but no criminal investigation. I’m not a faddish writer recycling myself as a blasted author of noir fiction. There is no psychopath to uncover or arrest. The murderer, c’est moi!


43)The only things I regret are those I have left undone. As the poet wrote: what I haven’t done, what I don’t do, what I am failing to do at every moment. That’s what I regret.


44)What I envied at the age of fifteen was the way Clark Gable waggled his eyebrows.


45)I write to know whether I really have been the protagonist of my life, like David Copperfield.


46)When I finished writing that book I felt very depressed. I was satisfied with the different parts, but disconcerted by it as a whole. I felt as if the plot had been stolen from me, the nub of the storyline.


47)Forget that and remember what Nabokov said: “There’s no point reading a novel unless it’s with your marrow. Even though you read with the mind, the crux of artistic enjoyment can be found between the shoulder blades, a tingling of the marrow in the spine.”


48)That’s more than enough, señorita. Good night.
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In mid-June 1982 I took on a commission to write a script based on a true event that had occurred years earlier in Barcelona, a horrendous murder that at the time gave rise to many different theories, a crime whose motive was never adequately explained. The fateful event took place in the projection booth of a local cinema in January 1949; it’s still remembered today as a great mystery. The murderer’s immediate confession and subsequent amnesia, the gruesomeness of some of the details, and in particular the voluptuous atmosphere surrounding the victim, a prostitute strangled with a collar of celluloid – a length of film cut from one of the two films showing that week – a film whose title does not appear in the case files I was able to consult, but which I recalled because its heady erotic perfume wafted through my adolescence – were aspects of the affair regarded as highly important by the producer and the director when they offered me the job.


Back then, both of these men enjoyed considerable prestige and solid reputations in the industry. The producer was a powerful, much-feared wheeler-dealer by the name of Moisés Vicente Vilches. The director was Héctor Roldán, a leading light in the most international Spanish cinema of the 1950s, whose black-and-white filmography was highly critical of the dictatorship and was brave and well-meaning, though I have to confess the films were also boring as hell. His ideological blinkers undermined his undoubted talent, to the point where all the protest films of his that were once so lauded now seem full of trite political drivel, textbook leftist orthodoxy and militant Communist Party resonances that set one’s teeth on edge. Roldán had always flirted with pamphleteering, and, as I could tell when he explained his new project to me, he was intent on affording himself that pleasure yet again.


In those days, the summer of 1982, the whole country was torn between memory and forgetting. Everything was shifting, and Héctor Roldán knew it. He was an intelligent man, but his raised fist had become frozen because he insisted on the same cheap political slogans that had once brought him success: he wanted the sordid story of the crime in the Delicias cinema to be a film reflecting the moral and political turpitude of the Franco regime, buried four years earlier when we embarked on the transition to democracy. An admirable proposal, but . . .


“I see,” I told him. “A therapeutic film.”


“I don’t know what you mean . . .”


“A film with a nutritious supplement of nuts and carrots that are good for the memory.” The intense film director could not see the funny side of that and did not laugh. “Well, anyway: are you sure I’m the right person to write it?”


“I have my reasons for thinking you are.”


He went on to explain that this reflection of reality would subtly underpin the plot, and suggested I would not find that strange or hard to achieve, since I had already shown I was well aware of it and, in fact, it had featured prominently in my early and best novels, the ones “of social protest that I had the chance to read in prison”. This was the backhanded praise he gave me, but in fact it was aimed at himself, a way of boasting how he had been harassed and mistreated by the Franco regime. This explained the doubtful privilege of my being chosen to write the first treatment of the script, or “narrative pretext” as he termed it. In his view, I was the perfect person to lay the foundations for the story because the crime took place in the “vivid urban setting” of my literary fictions; in other words, in the territory of my adolescence, on my streets and involving a humble local cinema that I used to frequent – one that was not even grand enough to put on re-runs – and above all because the event had already appeared, dealt with very freely and indirectly, and of course without any direct political intention (“a big missed opportunity, a real shame”) – in one of my novels published six years earlier, after originally being banned by the regime’s censorship. I saw no point in telling him that good films, like good novels, have as much direct political intent as those old comics, Hipo, Monito y Fifi, or fairy tales – in other words, none at all – so I tried to make a joke with a double-edged compliment:


“Yes, but time waits for no man, Mister DeMille.”


“Of course, of course, there’s lots of stale celluloid,” he conceded, tacitly accepting the sarcastic nickname. “Nowadays we’re living a new era, we’re inaugurating democracy and new freedoms. There’s no denying that. Which is why all we have to do is tell the facts as they are. The incontrovertible, undeniable facts. That’s enough: the demagogy of fact.”


“Well, the facts are very confused. Everything about this crime is very confused . . .”


“So much the better!” he at once replied, a sudden glint in his senile eyes. “Because everything that’s confused, complex and absurd needs to be at the heart of our story, my friend, the story we are really going to tell, the one that takes us beyond the mere plot. The loss of meaning, of any real awareness of things, that’s what I want to show in my film! And in order to tell it, the plot and montage are superfluous, if you follow me. We’re going to replace plot with naked reality.”


After making such an outlandish statement à la Antonioni, to use the kind of turn of phrase typical of my assistant Felisa, an insufferable film buff, the worthy veteran director sat back, looking pleased with himself. When I replied that reality never appears to us as naked, he retorted that there were no witnesses to the crime and that the official version established temporary insanity as the determining cause for the murder, an absurd, inexplicable fit of fury, the alleged sequel to a previous and equally inexplicable attempt by the murderer to steal money and jewels from the victim. “A load of nonsense!” he exclaimed, because the truth was that the prostitute was wearing only a pair of cheap earrings. He insisted that our script should pick up on and emphasise such a pathetic distortion by the police and judiciary, filled with unsubstantiated accusations, suspicions and downright lies, since it would be thanks to these deliberate twists to the official version that we would succeed in taking the film beyond an indictment of the regime. Because that was what it was all about, he insisted, going far beyond a simple indictment.


“Those are the illusions, the rainbow-coloured soap bubbles that the Franco regime has left us, and we’re going to pop them,” he added. “But first things first. For now, what they want from you is a detailed description of the behaviour of the murderer and the victim prior to the crime. I want more than a storyline, I want a faithful chronicle of how the crime in that booth was committed: in other words, a painstaking, minute-by-minute account, including dialogue if you think that’s necessary and if there are true and reliable references to what was said . . . In reality, and let me insist on this so that it’s crystal clear, what we are after is not a plot as such, so don’t waste your time on that. I don’t need any fictional narrative logic this time, or any stupid intrigue, a criminal investigation you can find in any thriller, because here there’s no murderer to uncover.”


He went on to say that he was well aware of my coincidental closeness to the terrible event, a geographical closeness at least, since as a boy I had been a neighbour and doubtless an acquaintance of one of the real-life characters in the drama, a deranged member of the Falange, a local councillor by the name of Ramón Mir Altamirano (who appeared anonymously in one of my early short stories and turned up again twenty years later in a novel of mine), the man who, as was revealed during the trial, was a lover of the murdered woman and had led her into prostitution. I told him that back then everyone, starting with his own wife, took him to be an irredeemable braggart, a bully who had a screw loose and in fact ended up completely nuts. Besides, I said, I had no recollection of ever having exchanged so much as a single word with him, even though we lived almost next door to each other. And I warned Roldán:


“It’s true the crime took place in my neighbourhood, but that doesn’t mean you can expect any special insights from me, much less for me to be emotionally involved in the story. I had heard of this Mir fellow; I think he often abused his position as a councillor and member of the Falange. But I never spoke to him, and now couldn’t say whether I passed him on the street more than half a dozen times . . . In those days I was a kid who lived with his head in the clouds. Or rather, on Barcelona’s bald mountain.”


Roldán was enchanted by my scornful emotional distancing from the event. He told me that this outsider’s viewpoint was an ideal way to approach the subject. He insisted that, rather than develop a plot, what he really wanted to achieve with this film was to “emphasise the absurdity of the crime, demolish any trace of a conventional plot and shake the audience to the core”. Hearing this, I was filled with all sorts of doubt. For heaven’s sake, by then I had more than enough reasons to fear the worst from pompous, incompetent film-makers, because I knew what they were capable of. And yet in this instance I told myself: Take the money and run, we’ll sort things out later.


In short, if eventually I had a proper understanding of the idea, what was required of me was a more or less step-by-step report on what led both the murderer and his victim to the drama that reached its climax in that projection booth: a truthful, non-judgmental and journalistic account of their final hours, bearing in mind above all that the film’s only message, according to the director’s express wish (although this would only be made clear in the definitive version, which Roldán himself would write), was that, above and beyond the dubious motive cooked up by the police and the judiciary, which even in 1949 convinced no-one and gave rise to all kinds of conjectures and rumours, what had to be stressed was this original hypothesis: whatever emotions might have led to the crime, loving passion or hate, madness, revenge, or simple larceny, once the bubbles had burst, the two protagonists, the whore and her murderer, should appear clearly as victims of the political system and as the only ones who had lost out.


“Isn’t that a plot though?” I said.


“It’s nothing more than a consequence,” Héctor Roldán said. “The logical consequence of institutionalised depravity on a national scale that affected every one of us, at all levels of society, and from which no-one could escape. I don’t know if you follow me.”


“Oh, indeed I do.”


This well-meaning denunciation of our national depravity and victimisation, likely to be illustrated on screen by concepts rather than characters, in other words by abstract rather than lived experiences, sounded very familiar to me. I had often heard it before. It even made me prick up my film-loving ears, like the resonant ring of a bicycle bell. And although, as I had just learned, I would not be the one to give the final version of the script that decisive socio-political message, I could imagine the end product: it was akin to the movie where an anonymous cyclist is run down on a highway, except that here there would be no cyclist and no highway, only a strangled whore instead of an unfaithful wife crashing her car and receiving her just reward. The prospect could not have been more depressing: we had all seen that movie, and its message, recycled almost thirty years later in the midst of Spain’s political transition thanks to Héctor Roldán, could turn into a visual artefact as wooden as it was obsolete.


We finally agreed I should start work using a copy of the case files and for the moment stick strictly to the proven facts, the declarations of the murderer himself as well as the record of the court proceedings. Later on we would go over the material together, and, following his suggestions, establish a definitive shooting script.


For his part, before returning to Madrid, the producer M. V. Vilches, perhaps to allay my fears as to the director’s suspect intentions and his alarming aesthetic preoccupations (made worse, let it be said in passing, by a jarring affectation in his choice of shots), tried to convince me that this time, in his new film, the combative director was aiming only for professional recognition, that of a good storyteller in images, and had nothing to do with any other consideration or merit, even his well-known emphasis on a particular ideology . . .


“Like hell!” I said to myself. “This fellow will never stop being the most virulent and distinguished boil on the left buttock of Spanish cinema’s scrawny arse.”


Be that as it may, and to be completely frank, yours truly here, let down more than once by the insipid film adaptations of some of my books, could not have cared less about the persistent, castrating ideological preferences of the director, especially since I had once espoused them myself. Thinking it over, the transgressive spirit this man had shown in difficult times was at least worthy of respect.


I asked a lot of money for my involvement – much more than I usually did – and they agreed. At that moment, I wouldn’t have minded if they had refused. Years earlier when I had taken on this kind of work, I had hoped to be able to establish a creative complicity, however minimal, with the director (I must say that this was always in vain, except for a single project I really cared about, which never came to fruition), by putting myself at the service of his ideas and talent from the outset. But on this occasion, when Roldán called me, I had long since abandoned such ridiculous expectations, so that from the start I was not particularly bothered about the result, and it goes without saying that the success or failure of the film was all the same to me. After all, why should I worry if yet again the final product was out of my hands? All I had to do was to gather as much information as possible, and construct a story based on true events.


There was no trustworthy hypothesis about what had actually happened: the police and judicial investigations back in 1949 could only offer an incomprehensible mishmash of conjecture and speculation, and the sensationalist press reports I consulted – all of them restricted by the severe censorship of the time – were equally unforthcoming. The information available about the lives of the two main protagonists in the hours leading up to the crime was almost non-existent, which gave me a chance to explore various theoretical avenues without exhausting any of them, and to offer an open ending that the director would like, as he was insisting on rejecting any tricks or a linear plot.


“First and foremost,” Roldán had told me, “you need to gather everything you can about the victim and her murderer. Their backgrounds, by which I don’t mean their police records, but their personal lives in the four or five days, or perhaps weeks, whatever it takes, leading up to the crime.”


“O.K.”


“What they were doing, how they lived and where, how they fitted in to that spectral, starving Barcelona of the post-war years. I need the atmosphere, the colour and sounds of those days of shame in this city.”


“O.K.”


“And you need to faithfully recreate the scene of the crime.” His eyes glinted once more. “A projection booth in a local cinema, what could be more enticing! The sound of the projector whirring! A stack of film reels! Tremendous! I can already smell the nitrate and acetone! I can smell it!”


“O.K., O.K. Where do I sign?”


*


I began work. I gathered reports, files, court proceedings and a whole series of statements. But the problems soon became obvious. The original documentary intention was a drawback and a nuisance: the facts did not stand out enough to make them memorable. They did not seem credible. I had very little information about the hours immediately preceding the crime, while the murderer’s statements, from what I could gather from his confession to the police and the trial records, were always confused, if not downright contradictory. While he was being held in jail prior to the trial, he insisted time and again that he had experienced several panic attacks that led him to try on three occasions to commit suicide and caused a serious mental block. This meant he ended up in the hands of an eminent military psychiatrist who was experimenting with new methods – something that seemed to me extremely important. In order to prevent him going mad or committing suicide, this doctor had made him undergo intensive therapy designed to make him forget the rush of blood that led to his terrible act. This therapy apparently had some success, with the result that when the trial took place, the accused could remember all the details of the crime but not the reason for it. This bolstered the approach taken by his defence: the cause of the crime was a sudden, inexplicable fit of madness, an impulse without rhyme or reason. The final verdict was very clear: the convicted, self-confessed killer Fermín Sicart Nelo could recall perfectly how he had killed the prostitute Carolina Bruil Latorre, but had absolutely no idea of why he had done so.


A careful reading of the trial proceedings revealed a certain indulgence of the court towards the forgetful prisoner, with very little attention paid to some judicial procedures, not to mention the hasty, confused conclusions as to the motive for the crime. As the killer confessed during his psychiatric examination, the prostitute’s last words, pronounced seconds before she died, were “hurry up”. This was not the only intriguing detail I found in the court records. The fact is that the whole case looked suspiciously like a cover-up, a sham possibly cooked up by the sinister Politico-Social Brigade, to conceal something that might affect some bigwigs higher in the chain of command. This might have been a fantasy on my part, but it was doubtless one that would suit Héctor Roldán down to the ground: it could be one of those toxic bubbles he was so keen to pop.


I had already scribbled twenty or so pages based on the court reports and the killer’s own confession, but my growing suspicion that the police file was a tissue of falsehoods and distortions led me to want to invent things, and this made me uneasy. I was worried about working in this ill-defined frontier between fiction and testimony, and it was not long before I was fed up to the back teeth with everything being so hazy, unclear and hypothetical. I needed to discover the main thrust of the plot, or what seemed closest to a plot, or at least a certain symmetry or harmony that would energise the story and would mean that, however trivial or strange it might seem (the truth or otherwise of it seemed to me irrelevant), the rest of the film could take on life and meaning. Above all, what on earth moved the killer’s hands, what motivated him, what induced him to strangle a prostitute whose services he had asked for by calling a telephone number in a bar on the Rambla? Was it really a case of momentary madness? If so, it might be interesting to explore that avenue, even from the no-plot point of view the director wanted. And yet . . .


To resolve my doubts I read the file once more and took a pile of notes, in a vain attempt to discover a thread that might allow me to establish a minimal sequential logic.


*


Police Headquarters. VIth Regional Brigade for Social Investigation.


Police record of Carolina Bruil Latorre. Files B-7 (14-02-45) and B-8 (17-03-49). Summary for internal use only.


*


Born Teruel, 5 April 1917. Moves to Barcelona at age 18 to go into service; shortly afterwards enters the entertainment business on Avenida Paralelo as dancer and contortionist. In summer 1940 begins to make a name for herself appearing in variety shows at venues (Cinema Selecto and Cinema Moderno) under the stage name of “Chen-Li” or “the Chinese Girl”. Later on, appears semi-naked in a highly indecent revue called “Puss in Boots”. No charges against her.


Married in 1938 to someone calling himself Jesús Yoldi Pidal, aged 35, employee in a film distribution company and actor in an amateur theatre group in Gràcia, based at 106 Calle Ros de Olano. According to file B-6 (03-05-44) suspected of assuming a false identity. Real name thought to be Braulio Laso Badía, leading activist of banned C.N.T. union with several cases pending, current whereabouts unknown. Laso Badía regarded as one of the founders of the clandestine C.N.T. Entertainment Union, responsible for the printing and distribution of articles and subversive propaganda in cinemas. Warrant for his capture and arrest dating from the beginning of current year.


In spring 1945, with Braulio Laso Badía still in hiding, his supposed wife, Carolina Bruil Latorre, begins an adulterous relationship with Ramón Mir Altamirano (henceforth R.M.A.), ex-combatant of the Blue Division and city councillor for the La Salud district. On 28 May 1945, a month after the start of this relationship, the so-called Jesús Yoldi Pidal, alias Braulio Laso Badía, is found hanged under the pergola of a flat roof on Calle Legalidad, in a property owned by a friendly couple who had offered him food and shelter since the warrant for his arrest. Suicide put down to a fit of despair on learning of his wife’s adultery (this is unconfirmed).
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