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            I’m talking about the modern city, constantly being rebuilt and destroyed, today’s novelty being tomorrow’s ruin; a city that’s inhabited or, rather, co-habited in streets, squares, buses, taxis, cinemas, restaurants, concert halls, theatres, political meetings, bars, tiny apartments in huge buildings, the enormous, ever-changing city, reduced to one room measuring a few square metres and as endless as a galaxy, a city that we can never leave without straying into another one that’s identical even if it’s different; the city, an immense everyday reality which can be summed up in two words: other people.

             

            – Octavio Paz
Sombras de obras

            
                

            

            
                

            

            
                

            

            This was our daily experience,

A simple, sepia image of life,

Shitty reality,

As patient as a sniper.

            
                

            

            – José Luis González Vera

‘The Slow Suburbs’
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         Everything in this novel – events, places and characters – is from the imagination. Any link with reality, therefore, is purely literary.
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            María del Mar,

South, north, east, west,

A compass rose
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             SUR

         

         The dawn light spreads across the sky like tepid milk, engulfing everything. Rooftops, sleeping trees, gleaming cars. It’s a whitish brightness that erupts suddenly and rapidly in a thick, misty explosion. It stains the clouds and hangs down around them. You can hear the day arrive, panting, its heavy breathing pausing for just a moment, as if the earth were about to stop and start turning backwards before resuming its orbit and bringing in the new day.

         The night hasn’t cooled the asphalt down. It’s still there, hot and sleepy, slithering beneath its feverish crust. The sun rises inexorably. Life is coming to the boil. The hours of reckoning have passed and with them the triviality of death. The day begins. Insects are scratching away at the soil.

         
             

         

         The city’s apartment blocks, houses and warehouses have petered out by now along that stretch of the Avenida Ortega y Gasset, and plots of land and boundary walls enclosing only derelict land have taken over from industrial estates. A solitary palm tree, electricity pylons, a half-painted boat alongside a wall in an abandoned garden. The overhead signage on the BP garage emits a momentary flicker of light, fluttering inside like a bird.

         A man in green overalls is walking across the forecourt between the petrol pumps. He’s got a face like a fish, with no chin and hardly any neck. He scans the area with his beady eyes. There isn’t much to see. The monotony of summer, a passing car and, on the other side of the 10roundabout, advertising hoardings: a man and a woman apparently naked in bed under a sheet; he’s behind her with his arms wrapped around her, and alongside them the strapline REDISCOVER YOUR PASSION WITH A NEW MATTRESS. There’s another one, half torn off a few days back, leaving a glimpse of a white vehicle, the Volkswagen logo and a word flapping on the torn paper: Caddy. The two hoardings in the middle are half hidden behind a tree. You can just make out a red car and the words Spirit of the MEDITERRANEAN emblazoned over a photograph of some idyllic beach.

         Further on, behind the hoardings, is the outline of a long red building several storeys high. The pump attendant doesn’t know what it is, even though he’s been working here for years. He can also see a green patch near the advertising hoardings, a cluster of unkempt reeds like the ruffled hair of someone who’s just got out of bed, with bad breath, like the ground itself.

         What the man with the beady eyes can’t see is the most important thing of all. It’s what his colleagues are going to discuss with him and some of his customers will ask him about for the rest of that day and the days that follow.

         The man can’t see the path that starts at the foot of the hoardings, a path edged with dried-up weeds, thorny plants and bits of rubbish scattered among the semi-urban stubble. A crushed beer can, plastic tangled up in the frazzled vegetation, bits of brick and glass and faded paper, cables, rusty wire. The soil all dried up and grey, dusty and overheated.

         The small path goes through the waste ground and up towards the red building in the distance. It carries on to some featureless mounds, and in the middle of those there are two remaining sections of what must once have been a concrete wall, which seem to have arisen from the earth itself, planted there like a pair of standing stones, and someone has painted, in large letters, the word WAS on one and, on the other, in slightly smaller letters, the word BUEST. And it’s there, right at the foot of the second concrete block, that the brown bundle is lying. Seventy-five kilos, curled up in a ball.

         It feels strange. Counterintuitive. The bundle, the body, seems at one and the same time to be immobile and yet trembling, moving, as if it’s whispering or thinking out loud.11

         It’s in an almost foetal position. Only an outstretched leg breaks up the pattern of the antenatal posture. Beneath the seething mass of ants swarming over him, it’s possible to make out that the man is bare-chested, covered in dust. His trousers are grey; the right leg is hitched up almost to his knee. The ants are also at work there, just as they will be on his other leg, hidden beneath the trousers, although his left foot is missing a shoe and there’s a dark stain, a bruise that’s almost black, on which the insects are concentrating all their efforts, like the cells of a genuine super-organism.

         The ants belong to the species Linepithema humile, the so-called Argentine ant. They are small, reddish, completely omnivorous. They live in the soil, beneath timber, beneath floors. They kill other insects and wipe out all the other species of ant in any territory they invade. Here they are forming a crust over the fallen body, finding a way into every fold of the skin, penetrating orifices, boring, cutting, dragging, communicating anxiously, avidly, greedily; one hundred and thirty million years to arrive at this point of efficiency and precision.

         The man’s skin is pasty, straw coloured, sallow. His eyes are half open, and a hundred ants are drinking greedily at the edges of his eyelids. His eyes are a greyish blue. Eyes that once looked out on snow-covered fields in another continent, eyes that once awoke to see his son Guillermo in his cot, eyes that once shed tears of joy the first time they saw him. When life was wonderful. The insects are working away at his eyes, organizing themselves into a chain to delve into his ear cavities, entering the labyrinthine depths like potholers, burrowing into his scalp, prowling inside his nostrils, entering his mouth and returning with their booty of saliva and residues of benzodiazepines (diazepam, bentazepam, lormetazepam) and alcohol (vodka, gin, tequila). The man’s breathing is shallow, and it’s barely possible to discern any movement of his diaphragm.

         On the other side of the roundabout, beyond the path and posters where a man has his arms wrapped around a woman (who is pretending to be asleep) and a red car races beside a beach by an emerald sea, a car pulls up, a young man gets out and with a smile he asks the man with the beady eyes and green overalls, ‘Lolo, did you notice that someone’s knocked over the sign? The one on the roundabout. It’s flat on the ground. Did you notice?’12

         And the man with the beady eyes and the face like a fish and the green overalls says, ‘Oh!’ and feels that the day has begun.

         
             

         

         Ismael’s scissors are weighty, pointed and sharp. Ismael’s scissors are handled carefully, with considerable precision. They cut through the cloth in a straight line. First a clean cut, then they turn and make another cut in the curtain at a sharp angle. With the third cut, a new triangle is formed, which falls to the floor between Ismael’s bare feet. His feet are almost buried in triangles, all approximately the same size.

         Ismael is very young, burly, with muscular arms, a broad, fleshy back and a fixed stare. He’s concentrating. He started off cutting up the sitting room curtains from the bottom up. First the curtain on the right. From the floor up to eye level. Now he’s working on the other curtain. He’s cutting from left to right. He’s meticulous, facing the window, bathed in the light that, without the curtain to block it out, is streaming into the sitting room with increasing ferocity.

         He started cutting early, before daybreak. He went into the kitchen, gently opened the knife drawer. He took out two. The longest ones. He lined them up and measured them. He took one in each hand and felt their weight. Then he put them down on the worktop. He drank some water out of the fridge, straight from the bottle, a long slug, leaning his head right back, and then put the knives away. He took the scissors out of the same drawer and wandered around the flat. He looked at his mother’s empty bed. Night shift. A large bed like a raft, floating in the darkness. He imagined his mother naked with her legs spread apart. Then his father. And then the Other Man. The Other Man had also been there. With his dick. Ismael nodded.

         He went into the bathroom. He saw his silhouette in the darkness of the mirror. He took the towel that was hanging by the washbasin and left the room. As he passed by his brother Jorge’s bedroom he gave the closed door a kick. ‘Gorgo!’ He smiled when he heard his brother give a start, the bed making a noise and Jorge spluttering, sleepy and scared. Then silence. Fully aware that his brother was awake and would be half sitting up, motionless, watching the door from his bed.

         Ismael went to sit on the sofa in the sitting room. And he started 13cutting the towel into triangles, robotically, focusing all his attention. He cut up the towel, he cut up the cloths he’d found in the kitchen, he cut up one of his mother’s dresses that had been lying on top of the bed and he cut up Jorge’s running shorts. Everything into equilateral triangles or, at least, acute triangles. Then he started on the curtains, taking his time, just as lost in thought as when he made the first cut in the towel, studying the material and occasionally looking out over the street with the same concentration as it became increasingly visible in the first light of day. The birds sped past the window, five storeys up, tracing a web of straight lines, an invisible, obsessive network over the treetops, in among the windows and the orange awnings of Calle Juan Sebastián Bach.

         The sun lands on Ismael’s feet, the triangles of beige cloth, the warm snowflakes falling to the floor beside him. The sun’s rays are making the windows opposite glare, turning them into reflectors. Over there, three floors up, he sees an old woman come out on to the terrace and sit down behind the railings. ‘Over and over again, all day, every day, in your cage, in the zoo, until you drop dead or until I do you in, you old slut.’ And he carries on cutting things up, calmly, almost cheerfully.

         
             

         

         The smell of thyme. The Runner runs and cuts through the shade of some pine trees, sunshine, the shade of a carob tree, sunshine again. Sweat. Freedom. The perfectly rhythmic tapping of his trainers on the asphalt, increasing pace and speed. He runs, fast and light footed, carried on the wind.

         The Runner descends the gentle slope of the street that used to be called the Camino de las Pitas and is now known as Calle Julio Verne. He comes out into the open, accelerates, forces a sprint, the bright glare swamping everything, and everything on the point of becoming distorted, on the point of breaking up. When his body tells him that he’s pushed himself far enough, he redoubles his efforts and increases his speed like a wonderful, long scream, ten, twenty, thirty metres more, and when he achieves that and everything is stretched to the maximum he carries on running for another ten or twenty metres.

         He stops, and the blood suddenly returns to his body in a great wave; 14his heart fills his whole body, takes over his whole anatomy and then disperses and concentrates into small clusters at his temples, in his neck, in his abdomen.

         The Runner bends over, rests his hands on his knees and breathes deeply. The smell of the countryside returns, and the heat of the morning and the electric call of the cicadas, so early. He straightens up and starts walking. He looks at his Fitbit. 56′09′′.

         He walks, jogs, a gentle run. He goes past the Los Olivos school buildings on the right, behind the metal railings. Three priests are kicking a ball around on the football pitch, laughing and larking about like a bunch of children. ‘Like a dawn chorus’ is what he’d like to say to them. He feels another urge to take off and run at full pelt, but he does precisely the opposite, stops jogging and continues on his way at walking pace.

         ‘REJOICE IN CHRIST, THE NEW LIFE, THE ETERNAL GARDEN OF EDEN’, that’s what they used to write on the blackboard, always in capital letters so you’d know it was the One and Only Truth. ‘Whatever you’re doing, never think that someone else has done it before,’ Father Isaías Abril used to say, ‘and when you’re kissing a girl, never think that someone else has kissed her before but rather that you’re the very first one and you’re opening up the world and life itself. That’s how you should appreciate things, everything in moderation, nothing to excess. Because the alternative path leads to vice and depravity and will make you disappear from Christ’s sight. Disappear for all eternity. Do you know what that means?’ And, of course, as he was saying that he was imagining the words WORLD, HISTORY AND LIFE in capital letters. And Vice and Depravity. Invisibility. Hair combed back in a high quiff with yellowish highlights, perhaps touched up with a few drops of hydrogen peroxide alone in his room, in the endless nights in the priests’ residence behind the school. His tinted glasses. Talking ten to the dozen, brought up on the plain somewhere in Salamanca or Palencia, making a big thing about progress. Girls, kisses, youngsters, vice. Disappearing for all eternity.

         The Runner strides onwards. He sees a fresh bit of graffiti on the wall that runs along the street. I LUV YOUR LITTLE BUM. The first time. Father Abril could have gone on endlessly about that, too, in capital 15letters, and the path to vice. The sound of the priests playing football fades out. The Trinitarian trill.

         He spots his motorbike in the distance. His heartbeat’s back to normal, his sweat is like a second skin, the air seems to enter his lungs not just through his nostrils and his mouth but also through the pores on his chest and sides, penetrating his T-shirt, his ribs, his veins, that pink sponge used in anatomical drawings to represent the lungs.

         He uses the rest of the distance to his bike to do stretches. Calves, quadriceps, hamstrings, flexors.

         When he’s right beside the motorbike he sees the patch beneath it, the drops of oil. His worst fear. ‘Sod it!’ He crouches down, touches the oil with his fingertips. ‘Sod it! I’ll have to scrounge off Mum again.’ He pictures his mother’s bedroom, the chest of drawers. The pairs of knickers and scarves, the little bundle of banknotes.

         He stands up, looks back at the open fields and the school buildings, now visible again. He opens the top box, takes off his T-shirt and puts on a clean one, white with a slightly frayed neck. He puts the sweaty T-shirt in a plastic bag. He breathes deeply. Stretches his flexors. Tells himself that everything will sort itself out sooner or later. It’ll sort itself out. He crouches down again, inspects the oil stain on the ground. He looks at the inscrutable engine jutting out from the dirty frame. Piaggio.

         Before he closes the top box he looks at his phone. Two missed calls and a WhatsApp from Jorge. Gorgo. He opens it.

         
            Cdn’t make it bstard bruv rippd up runng shrts all in bits.

Spk l8r

         

         The Runner rubs at the oil patch with the sole of his trainer. He inspects the muddy clots. He gets on his bike and turns on the ignition. It sounds OK to him. It sounds the same as usual. And the morning is opening up. Like Aladdin’s cave.

         
             

         

         The ants work away tirelessly. They identify the points of maximum extraction with least effort from the human quarry that’s been offered up to them. Their language is chemical. A volatile trail of pheromones. 16Different levels of pheromones mean different things. The glands that produce them never stop working. They emit an antediluvian Morse code, perfected over the course of millennia. An alphabet of twelve basic meanings. Alarm, recruitment, trophallaxis, sexual arousal, caste, etc.

         The colony forms a frenetic network all around the body that is lying among the dried-out bushes at the foot of the concrete monolith with those five letters BUEST written near the top. Over the course of the last few minutes the man – Dionisio G.G., as the local papers and other media outlets would describe him over the next few days – has slightly changed the position of the fingers of his left hand. There have also been some autonomous reflex movements in his stomach.

         The temperature has risen by three or four degrees, and the terral, that hot wind, reminiscent of a heater about to burst into flames, spreads through the city and takes possession of the derelict sites, the stones and walls, licks at windowpanes and turns the metal blinds of shuttered shopfronts into sizzling grills, envelops people in an almost palpable, tactile aura and melts the asphalt.

         The traffic’s getting busier on Avenida Ortega y Gasset, and a scrawny individual, clutching a guitar by its neck, is walking across the patch of waste ground towards the two concrete monoliths, as yet unaware of the body covered in ants. Meanwhile, on the other side of the city, in the district known as Los Pinares de San Antón, a man who’s occasionally crossed paths in Amelina Marín’s notary office with the man who is currently being eaten by insects, is stretched out on a teak-framed deckchair, fiddling with the leaves on a nearby bush. He’s tall. His receding hair is combed back, and it’s going grey. His chin is almost square, and he has a high forehead. He’s wearing an outlandish Hawaiian shirt.

         ‘Céspedes is what all my friends call me, and my employees, too. Why would you want to call me anything else, and why do you want to know the name I was christened with?’

         That’s what the man is saying to the woman who’s lying in the deckchair next to his. She’s young, and the two of them are alone in the garden, near the swimming pool. They’ve been up all night. He’s in good spirits and carries on talking.

         ‘Céspedes. Everyone calls me that, from back when I was at school: 17employees, clients, people at the bank, and if I were sent to prison that’s what they’d call me there as well. Why would you call me anything else, when everyone apart from my mother calls me that? Even my wife does. What’s up? Why are you looking at me like that?’

         She’s looking at him with her mouth open wide, sizing him up and smiling with her eyes as she runs her tongue over the back of her teeth, slowly, as if counting them.

         Céspedes goes on. ‘Do you think it’s odd? Or were you going to say yes if I told you the name on my birth certificate? I’ve spent the whole night by your side as if I were on guard duty, and there you are, just like an ice maiden – something straight out of the fridge anyway.’

         ‘Was I going to say yes? Yes to what? What do you mean by that? A quick fuck?’

         ‘That’s your term, not mine. I’m talking about what makes the world go round, you know, the mutual attraction of the planets, gravitational forces and cellular wavelengths, everything, amino acids and children’s ghost stories, Freudian fantasies and everything that makes a man feel attracted by a woman like a tiny pin being sucked into a huge magnet, the ones with more energy than they can cope with. We’re cosmic dust, Carole. Men I mean, not women.’

         ‘You’re so cute.’

         ‘I’m simply accepting my status as a tiny pin and nothing more.’ Céspedes looks up at the trees opposite and runs his fingers through his hair, trying to push it even further back. ‘But, like I told you before, I’m more than happy to carry on chatting to you chastely, just as we’ve been doing all night.’

         ‘Do you think I’ve got more energy than I can cope with, Céspedes?’

         ‘I can see it in your eyes.’

         ‘So what does that mean? Having a quick fuck is just something you do, and I’m like the girl in the box office telling you whether or not you can buy a ticket to enter? “If you say yes”, that’s what you said. Well, isn’t that great? And then you say we’ve spent the whole night talking. Well, when our host introduced us it was at least four o’clock in the morning and then you went chasing after the woman in the silver heels who left you high and dry, and it was at least half past five by the time you sat down beside me to stare at the moon.’18

         The woman sits up, tilts her head to one side – her hair dangling like a dark, heavy curtain – without taking her eyes off Céspedes.

         ‘It wasn’t the moon I was staring at; it was the back of your neck, and you were looking at the moon. That’s a different thing altogether, don’t you think?’

         But the woman doesn’t respond. She half closes her eyes and looks around, stretching her long neck, and yawns. She’s yawning just at the same time as, ten kilometres away, the guy who’s walking across the patch of waste ground clutching a guitar by its neck is climbing up a small mound and sees the whole of the first concrete wall, not the one that says WAS but the one that has BUEST written on it at the top, and he carries on, blinded by the sun in the same measure as he’s blinded by the adulterated heroin and cocaine that’s running through his veins. He walks across the stony clay, through a sea of weeds and plastic, tin cans and pieces of brick. And that’s how, while he’s still moving, while he’s still moving forward, our hallucinating hero first of all mistakes the prone body for some wire mesh or a dead animal, perhaps a goat, and then for a dusty bundle of something that’s been dumped, until he’s right up close, when he feels the powerful morning heat bouncing back from the concrete wall, and he focuses his eyes and understands. He’s shocked and he understands, all at once.

         Carole, the woman who’s yawning, lies there with her head to one side and her hair hanging down like a soft pendulum. The temperature in that garden is six or seven degrees lower than it is in the ants’ waste ground. Over here you can hardly feel the terral, and there’s a faint aroma coming from the pine trees, and the man, staring into her eyes, says, ‘I fancy you. God, I really fancy you. I’ve always fancied women like you, although I’ve never, I’ve never really met one, but I’ve always, from what I’ve read and from what I’ve fantasized about, I’ve always known that women like you existed, and here you are right now, and I feel like a castaway on a desert island who’s found the key to a safe full of millions of euros over on the other side of the world, honestly, yes, honestly, or do I look like I need to lie to you or even want to?’

         Carole gives him a sarcastic glare, with one eyebrow raised and a half-smile.19

         He continues. ‘I can feel it right here, in my heart, in my gut, and it may be too late for all that, but it’s fine, I’ll treat it as a gift anyway, even if you’re still there looking at me with that expression on your face, or precisely because you’re looking at me like that. I recognize you. You’re one of them. You’re one of those very few women, maybe only one in every two hundred square kilometres or whatever but spread very thin, and they’ve always given me the slip, always. Whenever I went into a room they’d leave through the other door, and whenever I got on a train they were always on a different platform, or it was the coward in me whispering in my head that those inaccessible women I was searching for were the ones who had just left through the other door or the ones on the other side of the glass when it was too late to speak to them or go up to them, they were too far away so I could allow myself to dream, to fantasize. But not any more. Perhaps I had to go through everything I’ve gone through just to be here and tell you all about it. Now I’m not looking at you from a train or sitting in another car at the traffic lights or on the other side of the road, you’re sitting next to me in this ridiculous place, this morning, and anything’s possible now after quite an absurd night and day and month and life. I don’t want to go on about it any more, but I don’t want you to float away like a soap bubble either. I’ve said enough, I’ve already scattered a few petals on the steps of the altar, don’t you think? And I’m not trying to make something out of it. Don’t look at me like that. Sometimes a person says what he feels, more or less, but that’s it basically.’

         Céspedes stands up, the deckchair creaking as it is freed of his weight. He puts his hands on his hips and stares out at the swimming pool, completely absorbed, as if the swimming pool were his past. Then he turns around and looks up at the house, towards the balcony overlooking the garden.

         ‘Did you know that they shot a film here in this house – or part of a film?’

         ‘People have been telling me that all night. The owner and God knows how many others. They ought to put a marble plaque by the door.’

         ‘Yes. And did they also tell you that the scene was – or one of the scenes was – a sort of orgy, and then one girl ended up committing 20suicide in the garden and Juan Diego was sitting beside her crying? It must have been right here on this bit of lawn.’

         ‘They spared me the details. So there was an orgy here, group sex or something? Who’s Juan Diego? Another friend of yours, like them?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘No what?’

         ‘No to everything. There wasn’t an orgy and he’s not my friend and I hardly know anyone here, one of the owner’s friends or maybe two, that’s all, I was forgetting you’re French and you don’t know who’s who in this country. A little girl lost in the woods, running away from the wolf and being French or half-French or three-quarters French she wouldn’t know any sad little Spanish actors.’

         ‘The thing about the little girl lost in the woods, is that a special turn-on for you? You already told me that one last night.’

         ‘No, it’s just something about you. I’d like to know what kind of wolf you’re running away from, though it could just as well be the wolf that ran away. Juan Diego’s a huge actor, my family almost worships him when he appears on TV. He played Don Juan and did all that kind of thing, you know, with the guys in tights and starched collars, but he had him down to a T, he was like a method actor …’

         ‘Very interesting. Back to what we were saying, since you won’t tell me your name, can I call you Cespedito? It sounds right. It goes with your style.’

         Céspedes looks down at himself in his Hawaiian shirt, Bermuda shorts and boat shoes.

         ‘That’s a bit of a cheap shot. On the other hand, your name really does sound right, I even like your name, Carole. And this,’ he says, looking down at his shirt again, ‘this is the uniform you’re given when you’ve been kicked out of your own house, that’s all.’

         The woman shrugs, still smiling. ‘Yeah. Another local custom.’

         ‘Yes, you see?’ He sighs and pulls a face as if he’s tired. ‘I’ve been away from home for two days, and I feel as if I’ve been released from a cage. Perhaps my wife thinks she’s shut me out of my nest by closing the door behind me, and I’m outside in the open air with too much space. Freedom is very confusing.’

         Carole watches him. Céspedes raises his eyes to the heavens, and to 21Carole his chin looks even more square, his mouth half open with his big teeth. She’s looking at his wide shoulders and his solid back when Céspedes turns around again and goes up to the edge of the swimming pool still mumbling something that she can’t understand. Somehow she’s growing rather fond of this man.

         
             

         

         Jorge, Ismael’s younger brother, the coward, who didn’t turn up for the Runner’s training session this morning, hangs a right on Avenida Juan XXIII and turns into Avenida de Europa, fiddling with the air conditioning. The blast of air pumping out of the ducts gets hotter and hotter. He slams the dashboard with the palm of his hand. Heap of shit. My cousin and his shitty car! He looks up, swerves to avoid some idiot coming straight at him who’s sounding his horn noisily fuck you! turns into the entrance to the patch of derelict land used for parking, flicks the indicator and reverses into the vacant parking spot. Fuck his mother!

         Jorge gets out of the car, a Renault Kangoo with the back windows blanked out to form part of the bodywork with signage for his cousin’s business printed over it in a semi-circle, MOLDURAS Y MARCOS FERRER (Ferrer’s Mouldings and Frames), with the address, Avda. Europa 45, cutting across the top. On one side of the lettering there are two artists’ brushes, one crossing the other like the crossbones on a pirate flag. On the other side there’s a logo, very badly drawn, supposedly a cherry tree sprouting a few leaves and some things that are probably meant to be cherries but look more like meatballs. Jorge stifles the urge to give the car a kick. He makes do with thumping the logo, which makes a sound like a muffled gong. When he turns around he sees Vane, the girl from Calzados Famita, the shoeshop, getting out of her car.

         ‘What’s up? Don’t you like your wheels? You’re going to put a dent in it like that.’

         Jorge smiles and looks around fuck everything! and inspects the panel he’s just thumped.

         ‘No, it’s not that. There was some moron back there looking for trouble,’ he says, nodding towards the far end of the avenue. He’s ashamed to admit that the air conditioning doesn’t work.22

         He stands there, squinting in the sun, waiting for the shop assistant to get her handbag and something else from her car. Curly hair, strawblonde, straight out of a bottle. White leggings. Jorge takes the opportunity to admire her behind she must be wearing a thong and wonders whether she’s sweating and thinks about the taste of his girlfriend’s sweat. He turns around just as the shop assistant gets out of the car completely and nudges the door shut with her hip.

         When she comes up to him, Jorge realizes that she’s taller than he is. Fucking high heels. Nothing ever works out for him. Never. His brother Ismael is fifteen centimetres taller than him.

         The smell of burned stubble wafts up from either side of the patch of waste ground. Right then the smell seems sensual to Jorge. Marijuana. Incense sticks. They walk along together, Jorge trying to follow a straight line, the shop assistant, in contrast, zigzagging a little, clutching a blue folder, her handbag nestled on one side. She’s wearing pink lipstick. It’s thick and creamy. Too much. She has dark eyes and eyebrows and yellowish hair, curls bouncing across her bronzed forehead. Jorge’s erection reaches maximum rigidity when he notices the streak of black eyeliner.

         ‘You’re a bit early, aren’t you?’

         The girl puts on a pair of sunglasses, transforming her face, making her look older and even more stunning.

         ‘Tell that to my boss. We’re up to our eyes getting everything ready for the sales. I was here until half past one last night, and all I got was a lousy rum and coke from the bar on the corner.’

         ‘What a pain.’ Jorge screws his face up, pretending to be upset. He probably wants to hump you. He pictures the back room in the shoeshop, the smell of leather that hit him when he went in there one afternoon. He imagines the blonde girl lying on the table with her legs wide apart, her arse on the Formica tabletop and the shoeshop owner standing in front of her. He remembers the sight of his girlfriend’s nipples two nights back as she lay there with her eyes half closed, saying, ‘More.’

         ‘But he’s not a bad person. Basically.’ The girl smiles, raises one hand and waves her fingers in the air as if she wants Jorge to count them or something.

         ‘What?’23

         ‘Ciao. I’m off to get some cigarettes. Bye for now.’

         ‘Yeah. See you later, Vane … Vane. He could repeat her name a thousand times. Vane, Vane, and she was right here looking into my eyes.

         Her hair bounces against the back of her neck in time with her footsteps. Her deep-pink blouse sways, and the white leggings cling to every millimetre of her legs. Stilettoes. Jorge stops at the curb, lets two cars go by, crosses the road. He remembers the moron tooting his horn. He goes past the shoeshop window. SALE!!! UNBEATABLE OFFERS!!! And he turns to look at the shop assistant’s now-distant figure. The bell rings. There’s no one in the shop. They’re in the workshop at the back. He goes around behind the counter, towards the back room. His cousin’s talking to Pedroche.

         ‘Good morning.’ Jorge wonders whether that’s the first time anyone’s ever said good morning here. It’s like at school when he’d go to the headmaster’s office to be told off for something his brother had done.

         His cousin looks up, and his lips curl into something vaguely resembling a smile. ‘How’re things, mate?’

         Pedroche is sitting on a high stool and looks at him out of the corner of his eye, and the only thing that comes out of his mouth sounds a bit like ‘Hmmm’.

         ‘Air con’s broken on the car. Doesn’t work.’

         His cousin looks at him as if he hasn’t understood.

         ‘Are you sure?’

         ‘Nothing but hot air.’

         ‘For crying out loud, I don’t believe it! I only got it fixed last year. What have you done to it, mate?’

         ‘The year before last.’

         ‘What d’you mean, the year before last? It was last year.’

         ‘The year before.’

         Pedroche butts in from his corner without looking up from the frame he’s putting together. ‘The year before last, Floren. Paquito drove it over there, may he rest in peace.’

         ‘You sure it’s not working? It’s really hot today. You probably put it on max, you’re so antsy, and you stripped the thread and it’s flipped on the heating.’24

         ‘It’s not working. It’s got nothing to do with the thread.’

         ‘Did you collect the money from the hotel for the mouldings? From the Valleniza?’

         ‘Yes, in the evening, after we closed.’

         ‘Good. Leave it in the till with the invoice. Did they give you any hassle?’

         Jorge shakes his head. His cousin comes towards him, almost brushing against him. Jorge feels nervous, but there’s no reason to be. Floren glances over at Pedroche and whispers, ‘What a sight! Don’t ask him what happened to his face.’

         ‘What?’ Jorge frowns, reassured but confused.

         His cousin whispers, ‘I’ll tell you later. His wife beat him up. Don’t say a word. I’ll tell you later.’ Then he turns towards Pedroche. ‘OK, I’m off for some breakfast. You coming?’

         Pedroche makes a vague affirmative gesture without taking his eyes off the frame he’s working on, and it goes without saying that he utters his favourite word ‘Hmmm’ but quieter than usual. He puts down the glue brush. He cleans it meticulously and carefully puts the lid back on the bottle as if it contains high explosives.

         He slowly gets down from his stool and takes off his blue apron. He hangs it up. Stubby legs. Chubby. He’s the same height when he’s off the stool as he was when he was sitting on it. He walks towards the door.

         As he passes, Jorge can see his injuries. His cheek is grazed and scratched. On the top of his head, almost in the centre of his bald patch, he’s got two plasters that don’t quite cover his swollen skin, which is bright pink. He’s got a black eye. Looking at his back, Jorge thinks he can see some scratch marks under his shirt collar as well.

         Jorge turns back towards his cousin with a frown and a quizzical expression, but Floren ignores him and opens the shop door. Pedroche’s squat figure follows him quietly. Like cattle being led to the slaughterhouse. They hit them on the head with a mallet, or at least they used to. Apparently they electrocute them now. It makes no difference: they still have convulsions when they’re being gutted. They slump to the floor releasing thick clouds of steam. Pedroche closes the door behind him. The shop bell, from China or wherever it was manufactured, makes 25the usual nasty tinkling noise. Vicente, the halfwit from the butcher’s shop, says the sound of it makes him want to pee.

         Jorge waits a few seconds. Then he goes to the till and opens it. He takes the money out of his wallet and puts it in the till. He also takes the invoice his cousin mentioned out of his wallet and unfolds it. He checks that the numbers he’s falsified tally with the cash he’s left in the till. He hears a woman’s footsteps on the pavement. Vane. But then the woman whose feet are responsible appears on the other side of the shop window. She’s middle aged, short, and she’s wearing men’s trousers. Jorge has a flashback to the shoeshop assistant bending over, her body half inside the car, her lips, a lock of hair across her perfect forehead. Perfect. Her eyes all made up behind her sunglasses, a body in the night.

         He takes out his phone. He notices that the Runner’s seen his message but hasn’t replied. He’ll be pissed off. Another one to add to the collection. To the pile of shit. Like his brother, like the moron blowing his horn, like the concierge with his face like a sheep. Electrocuted. Like his mother, who can’t keep Ismael, the bastard, under control. Vane.

         He opens the photo gallery on his phone. He taps on one of his girlfriend on the beach. Topless. He zooms in, concentrating on her mouth. Her lips. There’s the scar in the corner of her mouth, on the left-hand side, small but prominent enough to make her look slightly severe, even when she’s smiling, like in the photo. Jorge likes that scar, the effect it produces. If she didn’t have one, I’d make one for her with a knife. One day he told her, ‘If you didn’t have one, I’d make one for you with a knife,’ and she laughed and at the same time she shook her head, flattered but also feigning repulsion. ‘If I had the money I’d get rid of it. I’d get plastic surgery.’

         Jorge returns the photo to its normal size and then homes in on her breasts, zooming in, studying her nipples, her areolae, their creamy colour, their smoothness, little explosions. Baby volcanoes. He slowly returns the photo to its normal size, displaying the full volume of her breasts. The weight of them, they’re heavy. And smooth and soft. He can see the folds of her abdomen and then her bikini bottoms, bright orange, and the top is scrunched up like a dog that’s been run over and cast aside on the towel.26

         Jorge goes back to WhatsApp and taps on his girlfriend’s name. He starts typing.

         
            what you doing?

         

         He stares at the screen, at his girlfriend’s tiny profile picture. He doesn’t like that picture, but she won’t change it. He starts typing again.

         
            where R U?

         

         He pictures her at home, talking to her mother, that soulless and insincere woman. The phone vibrates. It’s Gloria.

         
            sleeping, sweetie

         

         Jorge pictures his girlfriend’s bedroom, in darkness, he remembers when he saw her there when he went in to wake her up two weeks back. Her mother looking on from the dining room, and he was calling her, ‘Gloria, Gloria’, her leg peeking out beneath the sheet, up to her thigh, and as she turned over he saw her Hollywood wax.

         
            in the nude?

            no, just sleeping

         

         That’s awesome! Her pussy, naked. Her thigh, her groin, the sheet.

         Jorge puts his phone away. His cousin Floren and Pedroche are leaning on the bar in La Esquinita. The temperature’s rising on the patch of waste ground opposite the bar, where the cars are parked and where until a few years back there used to be huge Campsa fuel tanks looming up like ancient spaceships. The terral is spreading out across the city, over the pavements and the rows of shop windows and the cars’ metallic bodywork and the asphalt. A desert wind, bone dry, curling up cardboard and shrivelling timbers, drying them out, expelling every last trace of moisture from everything, making the furniture contract. It blows slowly, like a menacing beast, taking over streets and 27enveloping passers-by in its furnace-like breath. It’s a more gentle wind in Los Pinares and on the sheltered, prosperous side of the city, and it gets stronger on the plains where the population has spread, in Portada Alta, La Barriguilla, the Viso estate, Los Prados, the San Andrés neighbourhood, La Luz, La Paz, Virgen de Belén. One enormous greenhouse, a warehouseful of humanity.

         The terral runs down the ravines formed by the smaller rivers, the alluvial zone created by the sands and clays of the Tertiary period, engulfing them. The soil is absorbent, ideal for the process of humectation and desiccation, swelling with the rain and contracting in the dry heat like a cornered animal, under the terral wind that befuddles humans and stimulates insects. On the patch of waste ground opposite the BP garage, the man being eaten alive by ants is now completely exposed to the sun. His temperature is almost forty degrees, and the ants are scampering around, determined, as steadfast as machines, and a few hundred paces away the man who was walking towards the concrete monoliths clutching a guitar is now talking to the other man at the petrol station, the one with a face like a fish who’s wearing green overalls.

         ‘He’s just lying there, next to those pillars, the ones over there,’ says the man with the guitar, and he points towards the waste ground, towards the advertising hoardings where a man and a woman are sleeping on the best mattress in the world, where a red car appears to be flying alongside a Caribbean beach.

         ‘There, next to that concrete thing,’ he says, pointing with his free hand, waving his arms around and his guitar bumps against one of the pumps boing and bounces off, while the other man looks at him suspiciously.

         ‘What do you mean, what concrete thing, where?’

         ‘I’ve just told you, boss.’

         ‘Calm down, calm down, tell me exactly what you mean without getting uptight, OK?’

         A few minutes earlier the guy with the guitar had gone up to the man lying on the ground and was mesmerized by the swarm of ants, and he’d taken a few steps back and looked about and started walking towards the other side of the petrol station and then gone back and poked the man on the ground’s foot with the tip of his shoe, then he’d 28gone up even closer and patted his trouser pockets looking for a wallet or a phone and hadn’t found anything, he’d shaken the ants off his fingers, hadn’t wanted to put his hands in the man’s pockets fingerprints, DNA, they can do all sorts nowadays then looked around again, and there, in the distance, in the window of the building overlooking the waste ground he thought he saw a human figure, hiding they’ve seen me, and he looked left and right and then there wasn’t anyone at the window they’ve seen me, and they’ll grass me up, and he’d carried on walking and then finally, timidly, he’d changed direction and headed towards the green BP sign.

         ‘Jesús! Jesús!’ The man in the overalls calls over to the shop. A young man appears. ‘Jesús, call the police. This bloke’s saying something about someone lying out there on the ground covered in millions of ants.’

         A few customers come over, attracted by the shouting and all the commotion. The man with the guitar looks left and right and then stares at the man in the green overalls so much he almost goes cross-eyed.

         ‘I don’t want any problems, boss. I’ve made my report.’

         ‘That’s fine. You wait here.’

         ‘I was going for a crap, boss, and then suddenly I found him there.’

         ‘That’s OK. If you want to, you can have a crap in the toilet over there. Knock yourself out. Just don’t mess me about.’

         ‘Crawling with ants like he was dead. He was like a sack of cement, boss, with all that dust. What was I supposed to do? He was just lying there.’

         ‘But he’s not dead,’ one of the onlookers states rather than asks.

         ‘I don’t know. I was going for a crap.’

         ‘Going for a crap or sniffing around,’ the man in the green overalls says under his breath. ‘It’s anyone’s guess what he actually saw.’

         ‘Sniffing around? What do you mean? No need to insult me. What do you know about sniffing around? I’m minding my own business, and I find him there with all the ants. He could have been stabbed.’

         ‘OK, when the police get here, you tell them that or whatever.’

         ‘It’s nothing to do with me any more. It’s none of my business. He’s lying there, next to one of the walls or those concrete things, over there by that thing you can see behind the hoardings.’

         ‘We ought to go and take a look,’ says one of the onlookers.29

         The man next to him shrugs his shoulders. The man in the green overalls tells everyone to stay where they are. He repeats that it remains to be seen whether the man with the guitar is making it all up as a windup and because he’s high on drugs.

         One of the customers laughs. ‘Do you think he might be?’

         Another one shakes his head, squinting over towards the two concrete monoliths. ‘You can’t actually see anything. It’s too far away. We’ll have to go and take a look. Bring some water, Manolo,’ he says to his companion. ‘Get a bottle from the car in case we can do something.’

         The man called Manolo gets a big bottle of water from the car, and the other man looks over towards the waste ground using his hand to shield his eyes.

         The guitar man’s no longer listening to anyone, and he’s looking from side to side. He tries to pluck up some courage. ‘This is too much! I’m going for a crap. I find this guy on the ground, and I come over here and people want to screw me around. I should have just gone and left him. Instead I draw the short straw for being Mr Nice Guy.’

         ‘Didn’t you say you needed a crap? Well, go on then. I don’t want to be screwed around either, so back off.’ The man in the green overalls places his feet apart like a boxer. He’s feeling good for the first time that day, or maybe that week.

         The young man looks out and calls over to the man in the green overalls from the shop doorway, ‘They’re on their way, Bartolo. And an ambulance, too.’

         ‘Bartolo? What kind of name is that?’

         ‘What’s wrong with you?’ says the man in the green overalls, moving towards the guitar man, who takes a step back and goes off towards the toilets talking incessantly in a voice that’s getting louder and louder.

         ‘“What’s wrong with you?” he says. Sod this for a game of soldiers. Take me for an idiot? You’ve got a nerve, firing off insults and taking your problems out on everyone else.’ He goes into the toilet. ‘I’ll have a crap all right, you bastard.’ He leans his guitar against the wall. ‘But I won’t be able to go now anyway, what with that dickhead and the other bastard crawling with ants.’ He looks at the washbasin, the soap dispenser, in the corners. Impossible to hide anything there. ‘Just my fucking luck.’ He opens the cubicle door, takes a wrap out of his pocket 30and carries on looking. He tries to remove a tile that looks a bit loose; his blackened fingernails scratch at the edges, but he can’t get it off. He hears voices outside. He reaches towards the basket that’s there for used toilet paper, takes out two or three pieces, feeling sick. He unravels one. ‘Fucking bastards.’ He pulls off a sheet from the toilet roll balanced on the cistern, rolls up the wrap in it and then covers the little package with a bit of used tissue. The voices come closer. ‘He hasn’t left, has he?’ says a policeman almost from the threshold of the toilet door. ‘He’s in there,’ says the dickhead in the green overalls. Bartolo. He’s got a nerve.

         The guitar man bolts the toilet door shut and quickly drops his trousers.

         ‘Hey, you, are you in there?’

         ‘I’m having a crap, for fuck’s sake.’

         He pulls the chain, gives a fake cough and places the little bundle into the basket then covers it with another piece of used tissue. He puts his trousers back on noisily. ‘And what with this bloody heat, what a load of shit.’ He makes a gulping sound, coughs and opens the cubicle door.

         
             

         

         Doctor Galán is walking down the corridor, where she meets Blasco, a nurse, a seasoned veteran, who stops in front of her and tells her, ‘The guy in orthopaedics with the tibia and fibula is ready whenever you want.’

         ‘OK, I’m just going to make a phone call, then I’ll come and find you.’

         I’ll come and find you. Anyone can see right through me, that worried look in my eyes, a stone falling down a well. A stone falling that never stops falling down that vertical tunnel, waiting in vain for the splash in the water. That’s the feeling dragging Dr Galán down, a stone in endless freefall down her chest cavity where no light has penetrated for months, years. Not even a trace of natural light. Just artificial light and only artificial light, every day. Dioni. He disappears, and I’m the one who’s lost my way, stuck in a labyrinth, lost.

         She’s a tall brunette with greenish eyes and round cheeks. Her hair is tied up in a high ponytail. Her sensual full lips are caught in parentheses between two expression lines. Dr Galán, accident-and-emergency specialist, mother to an apparently well-behaved teenager, wife to a lawyer with a brilliant past, Dionisio Grandes Guimerá.31

         She walks into her on-call room, takes out her phone and puts on a pair of black-framed glasses. She looks through her contacts. Julia M. She taps the screen. Julia answers on the sixth or seventh ring, and there’s a sound of clothes rustling, a deep, sleepy sigh before someone speaks.

         ‘What’s up, Ana?’

         ‘Were you asleep?’

         ‘No, well, it doesn’t matter, I’d just dropped off.’

         ‘You haven’t heard anything then?’

         ‘So you haven’t either? Nor me. That guy who sometimes bumps into him when he’s out on a bar crawl hasn’t phoned back.’

         ‘I see.’

         ‘I left him three or four messages, but no answer, then I fell asleep. So now …’

         ‘I see.’

         ‘Hang on, he’s just sent me a message. I’ll have a look.’

         ‘Yes, do.’

         Dr Galán looks at the X-ray on the desk, the light-blue colour of the bone and the black line of the fracture.

         ‘Ana? He says he hasn’t seen him and doesn’t know anything.’

         ‘I see. Well, I don’t know. I’m going to … I’m going to call the police.’

         ‘Really? The other times …’

         ‘It’s been two days. More. Since Tuesday …’

         Silence.

         ‘Something’s happened.’

         ‘I don’t know, Ana. I don’t know what to say, to tell you the truth. I’ll get dressed and come over.’

         ‘No, don’t worry. I’ll wait a bit longer.’

         ‘I’ll have a shower and come over.’

         ‘Something must have happened. It was always going to happen. That’s all.’

         ‘I’ll be half an hour.’

         ‘I’ll let you go. Don’t worry, I’ll let you go.’

         ‘I’ll be there in half an hour.’

         ‘Whatever you like.’

         Dr Galán presses her thumb on the picture of the red telephone, 32cutting the line. She’s tempted to phone her husband again even though she knows that once again she’ll hear the automated voice telling her that the phone’s switched off or out of range. She looks at his picture on her phone. He’s smiling but sad. Bitterness with a sweet smile. Now his lips are covered in ants, his skin is yellowish and dull under the sun on the waste ground. Men driven crazy by the world.

         She takes off her glasses and looks over to the window, the view of the car park dissected by the blind’s slats. She takes a deep breath, rubs her hands on her cheeks, strong fingers just like me, strong, and she leaves the room.

         
             

         

         Men driven crazy by the world, the Runner thinks to himself as he takes the stairs two at a time up to his flat. Calle Martínez de la Rosa, a narrow building, a dark stairway. Just like being nowhere, this flat, this street, these people. The block is painted white, surrounded by low houses, and it’s near Calle Barón de Les. The Runner goes up through its innards until he arrives at the fifth floor. The door on the left. The peephole’s scratched, and the outline of the Sacred Heart emblem belonging to the previous owner is still etched into the dark varnish. A year and a half, two years there. It’ll be there for ever. He opens the door and goes in.

         There’s a smell of cooking. So early. He wants to gag.

         ‘What a stink.’

         His mother hasn’t heard him, she hasn’t understood what he said, doesn’t even look up. She’s chopping up some vegetables to go into the steaming pot.

         ‘There you are. You’ve been a long time.’

         ‘It’s the bike.’ The Runner goes down the narrow corridor, leaving his mother and the kitchen behind him. And the smell.

         ‘What?’

         ‘The bike! It’s bust again.’

         He sees his grandmother sitting on the leatherette sofa.

         ‘Hi.’

         ‘How are you doing, son? So the motorbicycle’s broken down again?’

         ‘Yep.’

         His mother pokes her head into the corridor, drying her hands on 33her apron, glasses perched on the end of her nose, as if she put them there just to annoy the Runner. ‘What’s up?’

         ‘Nothing.’ The Runner sits down on the edge of the bed and takes off his trainers.

         His grandmother turns her head and shouts down the corridor, ‘It’s the motorbicycle. It’s broken down again.’

         His mother comes in. ‘Will it cost much?’

         ‘I don’t know. They’ll let me know.’

         ‘Did you take it to Leandro?’

         ‘Why Leandro?’ The Runner gets to his feet, and his mother looks at the impression he’s made in the bedcover.

         ‘Look at the bedspread. I’ve told you a thousand times not to sit down as soon as you come in all sweaty. It leaves a stain, and here’s me like a housemaid.’

         ‘For Christ’s sake!’

         His grandmother chips in, ‘He’s tired after all that running. It won’t leave a stain.’

         ‘It’s not you who has to wash it.’

         ‘I’ve done more than my fair share of washing, and in this home, too.’

         The Runner’s mother ignores the old woman, leans back against the doorframe again and speaks to her son.

         ‘So you didn’t take it to Leandro? He’s a neighbour, he’s got his own bike shop and garage just next door. It’s a very nice shop.’

         ‘I don’t know him. I took it where I always go, back where we used to live, to Niño del Sordo.’

         His grandmother’s wriggling in her armchair, trying to turn it around. Like an astronaut lost in space. She can’t bear to be left out of the conversation. ‘And you walked back all the way, son, after your run?’

         ‘He’d have caught the bus. You caught the bus, didn’t you?’

         ‘What bus? There aren’t any buses over there. What about the boiler? Didn’t I ask you to turn it on for me? Now the water will be cold for my shower.’

         ‘It doesn’t take a minute to warm up. You have your juice, and it’ll warm up. Anyway, what with this heat … but it doesn’t take a minute, 34you have to pick holes in everything and find fault, and I can never do anything right.’ His mother goes off down the gloomy corridor towards the kitchen, towards the stench. ‘The juice is nice and fresh.’

         The Runner turns on the boiler. It reminds him of an old Russian space capsule that’s been patched up, with its seized-up temperature gauge and evidence of several coats of paint. He leaves the bathroom and goes back to sit on the edge of the bed, sees his grandmother’s profile, her hair in a bun, her black housecoat with little white patterns on it. Protozoans. Yellowing flesh dangling from her arms. Like a corpse. And her hand with its shaky fingers stroking the brown leatherette.

         ‘How’s it all going down in Cape Canaveral, Grandma?’

         ‘How’s what?’

         ‘At Space Command? How’s it going? Are you landing on the moon any time soon?’

         ‘Come off it now with your silly jokes,’ she says, smoothing down a crease on her dress. ‘So what are you going to do with that motorbicycle now? You’ll need it if you land yourself a job.’

         The Runner sighs deeply, suddenly feeling like his blood has silted up. I don’t want to live like they live, I don’t want their life, I should go somewhere, I don’t know, go off and be reborn as someone else somewhere else. He stands up, goes towards the bathroom.

         ‘I don’t know, Granny, I just don’t know.’ And he closes the door.

         The Runner’s grandmother sits there deep in thought. She leans over slowly and peers out in the direction of the kitchen. Her hand is shaking. She puts on her best voice and calls out softly, obsequiously, ‘Antonia.’ I know she heard me.

         She waits. She looks towards the corridor, then calls out in a slightly stronger voice, but still obsequiously, ‘Antonia.’ She’s a bad one; she’s always been a bad one. ‘Antonia!’

         ‘What? What’s wrong?’

         ‘The television.’

         ‘Why all the shouting? What’s wrong?’

         Why all the shouting indeed; she’s always having a go at me.

         ‘Can you switch it on for me so I can watch La Mañana?’

         ‘All this shouting, and that’s all it is! I thought there was a fire or something.’35

         ‘No, there isn’t any fire. It’s just to take my mind off things. If I watch Silvia, it takes my mind off things.’

         ‘You could switch it on yourself. You’ll end up going to your grave and still not knowing how to turn on the television. You don’t even know how to use the remote.’

         Always going on about dying if she doesn’t mention it maybe she’ll explode and everyone has to die when their time comes, like Anita, only twenty-nine and look at her.

         The Runner’s mother presses the button on the remote; the old woman repositions her chair, her jaw trembling.

         ‘There you are. The TV’s on.’

         ‘Look, it’s Silvia.’

         ‘That’s all I’m here for, to listen to this nonsense.’

         The Runner gets under the jet of cold water, like needles piercing his skin, the echo of voices on the television coming through the walls – Here in the studio with us today is the leading specialist … – clapping, his mother’s voice passing by the other side of the door that’s all I’m here for, to listen to this nonsense, the water feels like a brief moment of freedom everyone drowning, everyone, men driven crazy by the world, and here’s me still in my cage tomorrow.

         
             

         

         The Runner gets under the jet of water. He’d like to sink beneath the surface, make himself crystalline, escape down the plughole beneath his veiny foot. He has a vivid recollection of a rainy night that winter, his night-time uneasiness allayed by the raindrops tapping against the windowpane. The Runner and his thoughts are all water, a colourless liquid, water slipping away obediently on a journey to the centre of the earth.

         The Runner is thinking, the birds are tracing a tangle of invisible lines across the sky, the ants are working away like metallic machines, like lifeless pieces of equipment, and men are wandering around and are working like men, wearing themselves out, getting bored, tired, lost, and in the bar on the corner, La Esquinita, Pedroche shakes his head like a dull pendulum, like a spinning top that’s run out of spin and says, ‘No, I just can’t do it.’ He shakes his head and opens his fleshy pink 36eyelids, slightly purple in one corner, opens his eyelids just as, on the other side of the city, an energetic, mature man called Céspedes looks up and watches, through the branches of a monkey-puzzle tree, the streaks of blue sky where the summer birds are practising their frenetic movements, their geometry, and says, ‘Come on, let’s go, I’ll treat you,’ and the young woman looks at him, half sarcastic and half surprised, pretending she’s a heartless woman, the hard young woman who’s seen it all before, and asks him, ‘Where? What for?’

         ‘No, I just can’t do it,’ says Pedroche, shaking his enormous, bald, injured head slowly, like an ox. His moustache is blondish, almost ginger.

         ‘I can’t live, carry on living like this with that woman.’ His voice is soft, the tone bitter. ‘Each day she gets worse. I was tricked, I was tricked well and good. They saw me coming way off and saddled me with a lunatic.’

         Floren is leaning against the bar, watching him. He raises an eyebrow, and the other man turns towards the window, looks out at the street, chewed up by the sun, the hot air disturbed by the passing cars, the flat plain extending beyond the patch of waste ground, the improvised car park, the brown and yellow weeds covering that stretch of barren land in the middle of the city.

         He’s got a head like a hippopotamus, thinks Floren, or an enormous pig, a nice pig, with his injuries and bruises. Floren focuses on Pedroche’s beady eyes, light green but cloudy, which might have been attractive in another face, and as he studies them carefully he feels embarrassed, and to dispel his embarrassment he starts talking. ‘I don’t know, mate, she’s had other crises like this one before, what can I say? You’re the one living through it, so what can I say to you except be patient?’

         ‘No, I’ve had enough, I …’ Pedroche looks from side to side. ‘It’s over.’

         ‘Once you’ve had a chance to cool down a bit then you can think it through. Don’t do anything hasty in your state, the first thing to sort out is the money, get that back and the jewellery and then let everything calm down.’

         ‘Eighteen hundred euros, can you believe it? The rings are worth a fortune, they were her grandmother’s, and the bracelets and some earrings I gave her when we got engaged. I was tricked like a real dickhead.’ 37

         ‘Well, the priest isn’t going to keep it all, he knows, he’ll know that she’s not right in the head, and he’ll give it all back to you, he’s not going to keep the money. Do you know where he lives or what you’re going to do? Go and see him at the church?’

         Pedroche looks defeated, stares at the remains of his tonic water, down in the dumps. Floren’s scared he’s going to burst into tears. He looks at the waiter and thinks it’s just as well he’s with some customers at the other end of the bar.

         Floren wants to bring him out of himself. ‘So then, what are you going to do? Go to the church? If you like I’ll come with you, we’ll both go, the two of us.’

         ‘Either that or I’ll find out where the priest lives from the woman who runs the newspaper kiosk, though he should have given it back to me as soon as she gave him everything, eighteen hundred euros for charity and whatever the rest of it’s worth, for the needy she says, and when I say, “It’s my money that money’s mine,” she goes and takes her boot off as calm as you like as if it was something normal or she’d been thinking about it since Christ knows when and I thought she’s got something in her boot that’s hurting her or it’s because it’s too hot I don’t know why she’s wearing boots in this heat, wearing boots in the summer, and as soon as she’s got it off, wham, she grabs it by the leg and, wham, that big fat heel in my face, on my head, we nearly crashed and there’s her: wham-bam …’

         ‘OK, yeah.’ Floren’s scared his friend’s going to burst into tears or have a fit of rage.

         ‘I was driving, and she’s hitting me like there’s no tomorrow, like she’s trying with all her strength to kill me with that heel and calling me a mangy dog, a selfish pig and a bastard, she kept on and on with the bastard thing, and if I hadn’t managed to stop the car we’d both be dead.’

         Pedroche is panting as if he were still driving, and his wife, Belita, were still hitting his head and face and arms with her boot, in the middle of a summer’s evening, near the sea, with the clouds stretching out like puffs of cotton wool then fizzling out like a dog’s drool around a trace of the moon that only just dared to quiver on the horizon, that tunnel.

         
            *

         

         38For the second time Céspedes tells the taxi driver to turn the radio down … the young man, nineteen years old, originally from Somalia with a Norwegian passport, based in London … The taxi driver, before reaching over to the volume button on the steering wheel, calmly examines Céspedes in the rear-view mirror … killed an American woman and injured five other people on Wednesday night … The taxi driver takes the opportunity to take a look at the young woman, Carole, who’s sitting next to Céspedes. Then he presses the button and turns down the volume just a bit … the police are working on the theory that it was a random act …

         Céspedes stops staring at the taxi driver’s reflection in the rear-view mirror. He feels a buzzing in his groin. He buckles under the sceptical look the young woman gives him. He manages to take his phone out of his pocket. Damn. He looks at the screen. Julia.

         … psychologically disturbed. A Spanish family that was walking through Russell Square …

         ‘Fucking hell, what a pain, she’s such a bore, she’s sent me twenty messages.’

         ‘Well if you don’t pick up you’re going to end up with thirty before you know it. If you like I’ll cover my ears. Or stick my head out of the window. Is that all right, taxi driver, you don’t mind if I stick my head out of the window?’

         … the area where the attack took place was back to normal by yesterday morning …

         ‘I can’t tell if you’re being serious or joking, madam, or is it miss?’

         The buzzing persists, the phone quivers in Céspedes’s huge paw.

         ‘No, it’s not a joke.’

         ‘Listen I don’t need any problems, you see, you may not realize it, but this is a very tricky job.’

         … the senior officer in Scotland Yard’s counter-terrorism squad, Mark Rowles …

         ‘Turn the radio off would you, please, just turn it off.’

         The taxi driver, no longer looking in the rear-view mirror, decides to obey.

         … the investigation, which aimed to

         Céspedes runs his thumb over the screen and lifts it to his ear.39

         ‘Hi, Julia.’

         ‘Didn’t you see my messages?’

         ‘Yes, damn it, and I sent you one back, I’m not completely useless. And if this acquaintance of yours has ended up homeless …’

         ‘He’s not an acquaintance, he’s a friend, a good friend of my brother’s.’

         ‘It makes no difference, Julia, even if he was the brother I never had.’

         ‘Yeah.’

         ‘I can’t do anything. I’ll have a look and see next week.’

         ‘And no question of us meeting up, obviously.’

         ‘Next week.’

         ‘Anyway, try and make contact. Give him a call, at least.’

         ‘I’ll try.’

         ‘OK, good. If you find anything out call me. It’s serious, otherwise I wouldn’t be breaking your balls about it, OK?’

         ‘OK.’

         Céspedes presses the red button to ring off. The young woman looks at him. Céspedes shrugs his shoulders. ‘What?’

         ‘Nothing.’

         They go past the old warehouses at the port. The boats’ yellow sadness, Céspedes recalls a line from the poet Juvenal Soto. He whispers, ‘The boats’ yellow sadness …’

         The woman looks at him, without letting on whether she’s understood or even heard what he murmured. The taxi driver turns off the extension of Muelle de Heredia into the Avenida Ingeniero José María Garnica. They leave the port’s cranes and stacks of containers behind. The taxi driver can see the outlines of Céspedes’s powerful head and the woman’s long, dark hair against the white light coming through the rear window.

         ‘She’s a friend who wants to sort out half the world’s problems, or maybe the whole world’s problems, except for mine.’

         ‘From what I can see, you ought to call yourself “Céspedes and his Affairs”. Get one of those little badges and pin it on your chest,’ says Carole.

         Julia Mamea. Julia in another taxi, four or five years ago. Fifteen hundred, two thousand nights ago. Sitting between him and Ortuño. That smile with the sad eyes that he’d already recognized perfectly by then and identified as an expression not of reluctance but desire. The 40night flashed past the windows with the flickering of the street lamps, and Céspedes kissed her again, her soft lips, her saliva, the tip of her tongue. When he opened his eyes he saw Julia’s hand on Ortuño’s thigh and, still kissing her, he exchanged glances with his friend. He made an affirmative gesture with his eyes, granting permission, and Ortuño’s hand moved up to Julia’s breast and rested there like a weightless bird, caressing her right breast, feeling its curve with the palm of his hand while Céspedes put his fingers on her other breast and moved them gently like somebody looking for something delicate, a thread of cotton, a contact lens, underwater. Julia, when she realized she was being caressed by both men, breathed out deeply, moaned as if an old pain had returned to some part of her body, pushed her hips forward and without opening her eyes withdrew her mouth from Céspedes and turned towards the other side to offer it to Ortuño. Céspedes and Carole are in an almost identical position to Céspedes and Julia that night.

         The taxi driver asks them, ‘Shall I drop you by the side?’

         ‘What?’

         ‘Shall I drop you by the side of the station or do you want to go around the front?’

         ‘By the side.’

         The taxi driver makes a turn. He stops at a traffic light. Julia separating her mouth from Ortuño’s mouth and leaning her head back in the seat, in between the two men, looking up at the roof of the taxi, noticing the intermittent lights passing over her face as they go from the light of one street lamp to the next, then half closing her eyes and placing a hand on one thigh of each man.

         Céspedes notices a motorcycle parking bay, a blonde girl taking off her helmet and shaking her long hair in the sun. The yellow sadness, boats, fury. Ahead, on the right, is the María Zambrano railway station, a grey building with a white clock on one of its side extensions. A giant’s wrist. Julia’s breathing, opening her mouth as if she were a patient, two of his fingers entering her vagina. On the left, the bare bricks of the House of the Little Sisters of the Poor. The sun throwing everything against the asphalt on the other side of the windows. The world lies on the other side of the goldfish bowl.

         The taxi stops to the side of the station.41

         ‘Do you need a receipt?’ There’s a hint of sarcasm in the taxi driver’s voice, but not in the look he gives through the rear-view mirror.

         The other taxi driver was watching, too. He was watching as Ortuño unbuttoned Julia’s blouse while Céspedes was kissing her and she gave herself up to it all, limp, as if she’d lost consciousness.

         ‘No. I don’t need a receipt. I’m not on business.’ Prick.

         ‘OK.’ The taxi driver takes the opportunity to have a last gawp at the woman. He puts the radio back on.

         Austria believes that Turkey lacks the sufficient democratic standards necessary to …

         Céspedes takes some scrunched-up notes of all different colours out of his pocket. He hands the taxi driver a twenty-euro note. The driver accepts it, taking his time. The Austrian chancellor, Social Democrat Christian Kern … Carole gets out. As she opens the door a scorching blast of air sweeps into the car. The European Commission has to open its eyes to this fact …

         ‘Close the door for me, please, the heat’s coming in,’ says the taxi driver, looking directly at Céspedes for the first time, turning his head.

         Céspedes, holding his gaze, pushes the door further open with his foot.

         … considers the negotiations with Ankara which began eleven years ago to be over …

         ‘You must have lots of money and lots of fun and lots of everything except for good manners and education.’

         ‘Education and leisure.’

         … in his opinion these negotiations are now just a diplomatic fiction …

         ‘What?’

         ‘Education and Leisure. One of Franco’s ministries. You listen to the radio all the time and you didn’t know that? Or are you deaf?’

         … Turkey’s democratic standards are far from …

         ‘Céspedes!’ The woman has leaned over so she can look into Céspedes’s eyes. ‘For crying out loud, I don’t believe it, picking a fight with a taxi driver!’

         ‘Lady, I’ve not done anything to offend you.’

         … since the frustrated coup d’état … 42

         ‘My money, the change.’

         ‘Here it is and next time don’t expect me to pick you up.’

         ‘I know who’s going to pick you up.’

         ‘Céspedes, for crying out loud!’

         Céspedes drags himself across the seat and puts one foot on the pavement … thousands of suspects have been detained … He pauses at the end of the seat and looks at the taxi driver.

         ‘Get out or I’ll move off.’

         ‘Go on then,’ he says, looking him straight in the eye.

         ‘Céspedes!’ She straightens up, takes a step back and walks away from the taxi.

         … a state with shades of totalitarianism …

         ‘Count yourself lucky.’ Céspedes gets out of the car, closes the door, and the taxi driver’s voice is lost behind the glass.

         The air is suffocating, and Céspedes feels as if he’s gone into a kind of dry-cleaning tunnel. The heat evaporates his anger in an instant. He’s arrived in another world with a different light. Carole speaks to him without realizing that everything that went on in the taxi already belongs to a distant past.

         ‘What are you playing at? Do you think you’re going to get me on a train with you if you start acting the tough guy with the first person you meet?’

         ‘Carole.’

         ‘First you have a wild idea of travelling five hundred kilometres for a spot of lunch and then you start mixing it with …’

         ‘Carole, I’m sorry.’

         ‘I’m honestly not sure.’

         ‘Let it go. Forget about it. Can you press the off button up here’ (touching his temple) ‘and forget about it, please? Look, there’s the House of the Little Sisters of the Poor. Do it for them.’

         Carole looks at him with one eyebrow raised. The other taxi driver stared, too; he watched the men’s hands, he watched Julia’s breasts popping out over the top of her bra, out of her blouse, he watched her with the hunger of a starving man, and he watched them with the hatred of a cornered beast. Hunger and hatred. Her nipple between his fingers. Charity.43

         ‘Come on, let’s go.’

         Céspedes takes her by the arm and tries to guide her towards the station entrance, tries to lose the past, to move forward, forget about Julia, that night, his wife, the front door to his house, locked, the dog barking beside him, his wife’s voice behind the door, the dog’s vomit, his face reflected in the window, his life behind the net curtains, the treetops swaying in the garden as if they were going to vomit as well, the exchange of words and reproaches, everything left behind at least for a day, for a couple of hours or for ever. Stick a knife in it and let it sink, an inflatable mattress sinking in a swimming pool choked with chlorine, that’s my life, let me breathe.

         ‘Come on.’ He’s let go of Carole’s arm, now he’s just looking at her and then looking at the station entrance. My knife those eyes my knife and my salvation, today is the only thing I have and the only thing that matters, let today last for ever.

         Carole slowly looks away. Carole takes a step, Carole goes forward, and Céspedes feels the scorching air like a blessing before the automatic doors open open sesame and they go into one of the corridors in the retail centre, which is the way into the station and the platforms.

         
             

         

         Ismael opens one eye, and the first thing he feels is thirsty and then immediately on top of his dry throat, or perhaps because of it, he feels furious, as if someone were prodding him and trying to get him up off the sofa, but he holds it in, not knowing where he is and barely knowing who he is, all he can feel is this scratching in his pharynx and a sharp pain in his spine.

         His mother takes a step backwards, and he makes an effort and doesn’t move. He recognizes her and stays where he is, lying down in spite of the pain in his neck and his anger and thirst. He looks around the curtain-free sitting room. Just one scrap of cloth has escaped his scissors, hanging down from the rail like a shorn miniskirt.

         She’s average height, her hair dyed a sort of mahogany colour. She’s Ismael’s mother and Jorge’s mother, divorced, the intermittent lover of a man whom Ismael calls the Other Man and whom he’s only seen from a distance a couple of times when he’s come to pick her up, and, 44peeping out of the window, he’s seen his car, a red Nissan Leaf with a number plate ending in 8. He’s dark skinned. Younger than his mother? Yes, younger than his mother.

         Her name is Amelia. The few friends she’s got call her Amel, and when she hears that name she feels slightly sophisticated, transported ridiculously (half a step) towards a life that she once might have had. Amel. She has a vaccination scar on her upper arm, an anachronism belonging to her generation, a soft crater, a hypnotic whirlpool in the bronzed smoothness of her skin. Her eyebrows and lips are perfectly made up. She works as a receptionist at the Hotel Los Patos.

         Half asleep, she opened the front door to the flat after her night shift, and the sweet premonition of her darkened bedroom with the blades of the ceiling fan silently rotating was instantly shattered when she found the triangular remains of a towel on the hall floor. Ismael. An electric alarm ran through every brain cell when she saw those small triangles scattered all over the floor. Snowflakes of disgrace.

         Like Hansel and Gretel, Amelia followed the trail of cloth triangles from the front door along the corridor to the kitchen and the sitting room. She was just as distressed as the poor woodcutter’s children, lost in a much deeper and darker forest than those abandoned siblings, with no moonlight to guide her home because this flat, these walls, this furniture, the glass cabinet with the gilt-edged wine glasses, the glass ceiling light, the dining room table with its ever-so-elegant arched legs, this was her home. And her home also contained the devastation that crushed her spirit. She was angry and frightened as she saw her eldest son lying asleep on the sofa, holding the scissors, the heap of cloth triangles carpeting the cheap flooring and the remains of the curtains dangling like a ridiculous rag over the sitting room window. Home. Amel. Real life, and that son of hers, who was now looking at her, eyes bloodshot with sleep, squinting from a yawn which was a sort of endless muted scream. Those full lips. Nobody else in my family has lips like that.

         Lips like a fillet steak. Ismael. God has listened. The first born. Not sitting up properly, half lying down, half naked. Like the sitting room. Like our life. Home. And now his mother’s asking for an explanation, feeling shocked or pretending to be shocked because how can he possibly 45shock me any more? And Ismael twists his head around, looks at the scrap of curtain still hanging there, the banner after the battle, Ismael smiles, laughs, he can’t help laughing, aware of his own genius, his brilliant intuition, how easy it all is, how easy everything can be if you let yourself go, how life can flow and become wonderful, an everyday miracle, just by letting the liquid drive of one’s impulses follow their course. Ismael, wrapped up in his beatific state and his mother uncomprehending, not wanting to open her eyes and comprehend. But don’t you realize? Don’t you realize? And you say you’re my mother. That you know who I am. What world are you living in?

         But Ismael’s not laughing or smiling any more. He’s looking down at the floor, and he’s still silent, but his silence no longer contains any hint of happiness, he swallows the silence like a drowning man swallows water, he stifles the words that reverberate through his mind and come out on his tongue, still silent, as if he were still sleeping, as if he weren’t there, and he feels thirsty again, his back’s hurting again, he’s hot again and he doesn’t know where that blast of heat’s come from, his mother seems to have brought it in from somewhere, from those places she goes to. Which bed did she screw in? He’ll have screwed her in the car. Pretending she’s angry because of the sodding curtains and the shitty towels when the truth is she’s angry because of me, for having me, for me being her son.

         And that’s when Ismael gets up, almost jumps to his feet, and the first words he says are, ‘I’m not drunk. I’m not drunk! I’m not drunk yet, but I want to get drunk. It’s like you’re forcing me, it’s like you won’t be happy, it’s like you’re forcing me, so you can be right and you can be satisfied and happy saying look, see, I was right, I know, I know, and you know nothing, you know fuck all! That what you know. Plain and simple.’

         And he brings his face up level with his mother’s, that mouth, those lips that nobody in Amel’s family ever had before, but there they are, will always be, they grew inside her belly, through a multiplication of her own cells and the flow of her own blood invaded by a venomous seed left inside me, and it grew into a tree. In the middle of nowhere. Solitary trees battered by the wind and cowering in the sun. There are rivers flowing beneath trees.46

         ‘What I do know is that I can’t take it any more.’ That’s the only thing that Amelia manages to say in the face of her son’s anger, and he takes a few steps away and then turns back and stands beneath the last vestige of the curtains, and the latent memory of the urge to laugh that he felt moments before he saw the rag flashes through his mind, but the memory immediately turns into a black bird in flight, swooping down, entering his mouth, getting stuck in the middle of his chest, digging around like his mother, and his mother sputtering, ‘What about the pills?’

         ‘The pills?’ As if it were the worst possible insult, that’s how Ismael takes it – God himself heard her – thinking, firmly believing that his mother said those four words simply to hurt him. ‘That’s like me calling you a slut,’ he says, his eyes open wide. He hesitates and then opens them wider. ‘Or worse. Worse than me saying it. Like I was doing it to you.’

         His mother would like to burst into tears, but she’s overcome by bewilderment, how scared this son of hers makes her feel, this individual who was her son. And she feels like asking him, Like you were doing it to me? Doing what to me? But she senses the shadow of genuine fear and rejects that murky path and opts for an easier route.

         ‘What do you mean, Ismael, what on earth do you mean?’ she asks at the same time as fresh doubts flash across her mind like supersonic planes, and those questions are, What’s happening to him? What’s happened to him? When? How far will he go? And the conclusion, much slower and wiser, That’s it, he’s lost, it happened a long time ago, and there’s no way back.

         And it’s true. Ismael is lost. Much more lost than the woodcutter’s children in the story and much more lost than his own mother. Lost in a more distant forest with birds that don’t just eat the breadcrumbs but also the pebbles that she herself, rather than her son, has tried to leave in the forest, sinking them into the ground so that he can find the path again, the way back home. Their home.

         ‘Poisoning me.’ It’s like he’s imitating a madman. That’s how the expression on his face looks. A poor imitation. Only, he’s not imitating anyone.

         ‘The truth is I’ve tried.’

         ‘That’s what you want, you want to poison me with that shit. You 47and your pills. You and that psychologist, and me stuck on the bus all day going to the clinic, coming back from the clinic, listening to you and her asking me about my father, stupid bitch asking me that. And you just sitting there.’

         ‘I’ve tried,’ and now Amelia does start crying, she breaks down weeping as she pictures herself searching for her son, her child, in a dark forest. ‘Yes, I’ve really tried.’

         ‘Don’t cry!’

         Amelia feels weak, her legs feel weak, as if weeping required all her energy and her muscles, her tendons, and even her bones had stopped working so she could weep. Her whole body immersed in childlike sobs. Total distress. And again she repeats the same words, like a source of nourishment, a lifeline that she and her weeping have discovered to feed her, to stay afloat on the rough sea.

         ‘I’ve tried. I’ve really tried.’

         ‘Don’t cry! For fuck’s sake!’ And he bangs the table, a resounding blow that captures his mother’s attention, trapped at the other end, and now it’s just a matter of snapping her out of that stupid sobbing. ‘You’ve been out all night. Next time …’

         ‘For God’s sake. I’ve been working, Ismael, for God’s sake.’ She’s still crying but it’s less focused, less intense, less liberating, she’s back in the real world with all its noise.

         ‘Next time I’m going to drink that bottle of alcohol in the bathroom and see what happens.’

         ‘I’ve been working. Do you know what that means? Working all night to –’

         ‘Working? Since eight o’clock? You went out at eight o’clock, it was still daytime, and now, what time is it now?’

         ‘Don’t I have the right to be more than just a housemaid to the pair of you?’

         ‘What were you going to say earlier, that I don’t know the meaning of work? What about the two months I spent in that hotel kitchen? And for what? Why didn’t you find me a job at your hotel? It had to be that other place. You put me there in the worst place with those people as a punishment, knowing they were going to fuck me around.’

         ‘As if I could, as if I knew what was going on in all the hotels in the 48world. You weren’t there more than two weeks, what with days off sick and …’

         ‘Oh, you know it all, the whole bloody lot, you know everything, don’t you? And what were you going to say, go on, spit it out, about days off sick and what else?’

         ‘And with you getting drunk is what I was going to say. How many times did they catch you drinking on the job? Cooking wine, brandy, anything they had in the kitchen, if you weren’t going to do any work it would’ve been better not to go in, and if you didn’t go so much the worse, and me trying to cover for you.’

         ‘Come off it, all those little shits grassing me up and making up stuff. You don’t know what they were like.’

         ‘I know very well. I worked there for three months. As soon as I saw you there when I went to see how it was all going I realized I’d made a mistake. All those bottles, you spent more time drinking than working.’

         ‘That’s what those bastards wanted, that’s what they said, all of them fucking me around and you …’

         And blah blah blah, and blah blah blah. The heat’s coming in through the walls, filtering through the cracks, twisting all the timbers. Ismael gesticulates, he and his mother move on to a familiar chapter, the same one as always. The river’s stagnated. There’s no longer any risk it’ll burst its banks. There’s the shredded curtain, the heated glass through which you can see the building opposite. The sky’s becoming thinner like a stretched skin, like a sheet of blue plastic that’s pulled too tight and at any moment it might be ripped by the swifts’ crazy zigzagging. The Calle Juan Sebastián Bach is a mechanical ballet of cars, reflections and noises, and beyond, perhaps five kilometres away as the crow flies, leaning on one of the admin desks in the Clinical Hospital’s emergency department, Dr Galán says, ‘I know it’s him.’ And she says to herself, That’s it, it’s finally happened.

         
             

         

         People are standing around the man who’s covered in dust and ants and talking to each other. Intense cutaneous pallor, dry skin and mucous membranes, dull corneas. Dehydrated. There’s an ambulance parked 49on the edge of the waste ground and a man and a woman wearing blue trousers and tops. The hospital has already had a call from the ambulance so they can prepare for his arrival. There are enough details for Dr Galán to feel certain that the dreaded moment has arrived. Even though there are no documents and no one can yet put a name to him and there’s no physical description other than that he’s a middle-aged, grey-haired man, she knows it’s her husband. That’s what she tells Quesada, the doctor who answered the call from the ambulance. They’re still there on the waste ground, or they were three minutes ago, Quesada tells her. He’s holding the notes that the nurse has just taken down. Dr Galán takes the sheet of paper and reads it.

         The patient must have been unconscious and out in the sun for more than a day given the advanced state of dehydration and lack of response to verbal instructions. Unconscious, hypotension. Agonal breathing. Weak and filiform pulse. Covered in dust and small ants which almost entirely cover the remains of dusty clothing and the smaller cutaneous folds. No sign of external injuries. Everything seems to indicate that the patient has suffered a serious case of heatstroke after being unconscious for one or two days for reasons unknown and being exposed to temperatures in excess of forty degrees.

         Quesada hesitates. Dr Galán looks him in the eye. They’re old friends. Quesada resorts to his usual calm manner to resist her look. And she tells him, ‘Leave him to me. It’s him.’

         ‘We’ll do it together,’ says Quesada.

         And she shakes her head. ‘Tell them to get the emergency room ready. Is Ramiro on duty?’ Dr Quesada says he is. And she says, ‘Tell him to come, tell him to come with me, and thanks. Julia’s coming over, I’ve spoken to her. She must be on her way. Thank you.’

         ‘Ana,’ says Quesada. And she shakes her head as she walks towards the entrance to A&E. Those days spent with Quesada and his family in the peace of the countryside seem a long time ago. So do those summer nights during that other summer when she would go out on her terrace and the fragrance from the nearby trees wafted up to her like an offering. A silent choir. She would lean on the balcony rail smoking a cigarette as she watched the lights in the distance, those twinkling lights suggesting other people’s lives and a harmony that 50came up to her home like a gentle wave. The world was right there, and she could sink her feet into its warm waters. Back then she was still unaware that he, her husband, had another life. Another life that was now bringing him here in an ambulance, covered in dust and ants.

         Dr Galán walks down the corridor bathed in aseptic light. Ramiro, the nurse, catches her up. He looks her in the eye. He doesn’t say anything. He already knows. Quesada’s told him that the patient being brought in could be Dioni, that I know it’s him.

         To avoid Ramiro’s gaze, to avoid her own thoughts becoming muddled, Dr Galán says, ‘Julia’s on her way. We’ll get everything ready.’

         ‘Whatever you say. Intravenous drip?’

         ‘Yes. And the defibrillator monitor, to check vital signs.’

         ‘What?’

         ‘I’ll tell you as we go along.’

         ‘Gastric lavage?’

         ‘Perhaps. I’ll tell you as we go along.’

         ‘OK.’

         They go into the emergency room. Ramiro walks over to the middle glass cabinet and opens it. Dr Galán is reflected in the glass.

         If I’d only known how to play it. If I’d only known long before that it was all a lie, that those business trips were a cover, that those nights when he was supposed to be staying late to prepare for a complicated trial he was really going out looking for men, or maybe he was already seeing Vicente, perhaps everything would have been different. It was all so hopeless later on. When I found out what was happening in his life, in my life, I felt it was already too late for anything, too late for divorce, too late for talking, too late for staying with him in some other way. Wishful thinking, hoping for an easy way out or for fear of the future being written in stone and all I had to do was to put up with it, to hold out, to sympathize with him, to love him. An efficient mother, an efficient doctor, an efficient wife, that’s how excuses are made for everything. And it was all emptiness, and I was on my own in the middle of the emptiness, just as much then as now.

         
             

         

         Raimundo, the guitar man, throws his head right back and finishes off his bottle of water. ‘I can’t believe how hot it is. Thanks a lot, boss.’51

         The policeman, leaning on the bonnet of his patrol car, is watching him with a certain amount of condescension but not much curiosity. The garage’s customers look at them both suspiciously as they go inside the shop.

         ‘So tomorrow you’ll come by the police station, don’t forget.’

         ‘I won’t forget, boss. I don’t want any hassle, but I’ll do my bit. I’ve proved that, haven’t I? I came over here and that guy’s going to survive thanks to me.’

         ‘I don’t think he’s going to survive, thanks to you or anyone else.’

         ‘Yes but, you know, boss, I did all I could. I could have just disappeared.’

         ‘Whatever you say.’

         ‘One thing, you guys couldn’t give me a lift into town, could you?’

         ‘We’re not a taxi service, in case you hadn’t realized, Facundo.’

         ‘Raimundo.’

         ‘Whatever, we’re still not a taxi service, Raimundo.’

         ‘Come on, boss, I mean, I’ve stayed here all this time, and I should’ve been with my mate by now working to earn a bit of cash, come on, boss, it wouldn’t cost you anything.’

         ‘We’re not going into town, and we’re not a public-transport service, how many times do I have to tell you?’

         ‘That’s harsh, boss. I mean, it’s so I can work. It’s part of your job to support the transport service, isn’t it? Even though you’re not a public-transport service, and all I want is to earn a bit of cash with the guitar.’

         ‘You really don’t give up, do you?’

         The policeman half turns towards the inside of the vehicle he’s leaning on.

         ‘Gabi.’

         ‘And with this heat it’s going to kill me walking into town, boss.’

         ‘Yeah, yeah. Gabi.’

         ‘It’s so I can work.’

         ‘Yes, for crying out loud, I think I’ve got that. Gabriel!’

         A man in plain clothes gets out of the car. He’s dark skinned with a beard.

         ‘Are you going into town or close by?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Do you mind giving our friend here a lift?’52

         ‘Where are you going?’

         A passing customer from the petrol station looks at the plain-clothes policeman and stops. ‘You’re the policeman in the papers, aren’t you? Congratulations.’

         The guitar man looks at them suspiciously.

         The customer holds out his hand to the policeman. ‘You’re Gabriel Muñoz, aren’t you? I’ve seen you in the papers. You’re a lifesaver.’

         ‘Yeah, that’s right.’

         The customer goes off towards the shop. The guitar man asks him, half admiringly, half suspicious, ‘Are you famous? Did you nick a lot of bad guys or what?’

         ‘Come on, I’m in a hurry, if you want me to give you a lift.’

         The man in the green overalls comes over, holding a newspaper. ‘Bartolo,’ murmurs the guitar man.

         ‘Would you mind signing this for us? Something like this doesn’t happen every day around here.’

         The man in the green overalls unfolds a copy of Sur, the local newspaper. On the front page, spread across four columns, is a photo of the policeman who’s now in plain clothes. POLICE LIFEGUARD HERO.

         The guitar man looks surprised and lays it on thick.

         ‘Wow! What’s this? Full on!’ he says to the uniformed policeman, who’s still leaning on the bonnet. ‘Look and learn, boss!’

         ‘OK, lend me a biro. It’s like a carnival here.’ The plain-clothes policeman wants to get it over with.

         The guitar man tries to read, ‘Police lifeguard hero Gabriel Muñoz, an officer …’

         ‘Get off, you idiot.’ The man in the green overalls pushes him away.

         ‘Calm down, fella,’ says the policeman, taking the biro from the other garage employee who’s holding it out to him, looking back and forth between the policeman and the newspaper as if he still can’t take in how this man can be in two places at once.

         The guitar man starts reading again.

         ‘… officer … who was off duty, rescues two young swimmers who were on the point of drowning on Playa de la Misericordia. No way! That was you, boss!’

         ‘Thank you very much,’ says the man in the green overalls looking 53at the autograph proudly, as if he’d saved the two youngsters from the sea himself.

         ‘OK, let’s go. Tell me where you’re headed.’ The plain-clothes policeman starts walking towards a car that’s parked in the shade.

         ‘If you just let me make a call for a moment, just for a moment, I’ll let you know.’

         ‘OK, make your call.’

         ‘No, I mean, can you lend me your phone just for a moment? I haven’t got one. Just a moment, so I know where my mate is, and I’ll hang up.’

         ‘For crying out loud, fella.’ He pulls his phone from his jeans pocket. ‘Come on then, make your call.’

         ‘Thanks, boss, I mean, Gabriel.’

         Raimundo takes the phone, looks at the screen, moves his lips. ‘Six five three six seven – what was it? – six five three six seven two.’

         ‘Don’t you know the number?’

         ‘Yeah, yeah, that’s right.’

         He dials the number. It’s answered on the fourth or fifth ring.

         
             

         

         They’re in a pedestrianized zone in between some three-storey blocks, and at the end of Calle Archidona there are a couple of wooden benches in the sun and some small trees that can barely breathe.

         El Tato’s phone vibrates in his pocket, making a sound like an anti-aircraft siren.

         El Tato’s sitting on a stone bench protruding from the wall scrawled with graffiti: KUKI ANAIS KUKI. He looks at the number he doesn’t recognize and slides his finger over the screen. ‘Who is it?’

         ‘Raimundo. Is Eduardo with you?’

         ‘Where are you hanging?’

         ‘I’ve been having some hassle. Is Eduardo with you?’

         ‘He’s with Juanmi.’

         ‘Who? Where? Is Eduardo with you?’

         ‘Yeah, here, over there.’

         ‘Call him over, tell him to get on the line, quick.’

         ‘Chinarro! Chinarro!’54

         ‘Tell him to get on the line.’

         ‘He’s coming, for fuck’s sake. Chinarro! Where are you?’

         ‘I’ll tell you now. You won’t believe what a bummer. The guy was crawling with ants, just lying in the middle of a field.’

         Eduardo Chinarro has got up from the bench he was sitting on with Juanmi and La Penca and walks calmly over to El Tato. He takes the phone.

         ‘What are you up to, Rai? Where are you?’

         ‘Where are you?’

         ‘In Portada, with El Tato, Juanmi and La Penca.’

         ‘Portada? Mate, we were going to go and work.’

         ‘Cool. Where are you? I lost track of time. He’s got some amazing dope …’

         ‘What the hell are you doing over there?’

         ‘Even Oreja came over, you know, from the Daltons.’

         ‘OK, OK.’

         ‘The Daltons, Rai. He pulled out his gun and he stuck it in Juanmi’s face. Where are you?’

         ‘I’m coming over.’

         ‘Juanmi’s got some amazing dope.’

         ‘Who the hell is Juanmi?’

         ‘Juanmi? He’s an old mate from …’

         ‘Wait for me there.’

         ‘Listen, so I shouldn’t go into town?’

         ‘Wait for me there.’

         ‘But where are you, Rai?’

         ‘Wait for me there.’

         ‘OK. Hello? Rai? Rai?’ Eduardo Chinarro takes the phone away from his ear and stares at it resentfully. ‘It got cut off or something, Tato. Where’s Rai?’

         El Tato takes a long draw on the spliff and holds down the smoke. ‘I don’t know.’

         ‘He’s coming over.’

         ‘Yep.’

         ‘That’s what he told me.’

         ‘Ahhh.’ El Tato releases a light-bluish cloud.55

         ‘It’s like my head or my hair’s going to catch fire with this heat, don’t you think, Tato?’

         Eduardo opens his mouth. He’s missing some teeth. He looks over to where Juanmi and La Penca are sitting. Eduardo smiles and strokes his scrawny goatee. He claps his hands twice and clicks his heel and starts singing in his gravelly voice, his face contorted and the veins on his neck engorged.

         ‘Tiene mi Cuba un son y una cantina …’

         ‘Fucking hell, Eduardo,’ El Tato complains, ‘don’t start.’

         ‘Wow, what an artist!’ Juanmi laughs from the bench on which he’s lying almost supine.

         ‘If you don’t shut it the Daltons really will come, you dickhead.’

         Eduardo turns around, indignant. ‘They were already here, Tato, before you arrived. Oreja was here, or his brother, and he pulled out his gun and told Juanmi, “Shut it, or I’ll sort you out.”’

         Eduardo is walking with a twisted gait, bow-legged, murmuring in a slightly musical tone, ‘Hecha de caña y ron y agua marina’. Then he raises his voice and changes his tone. ‘Hey, Juanmi, I bet you shat yourself when you saw that gun, yeah?’

         He sits down next to Juanmi and gives him a slap on the thigh. Juanmi is skinny, thin as a rake, and his limp hair hangs down over his cheeks. He’s freckly and almost blond.

         ‘You shat yourself.’

         ‘Yeah, sure, you can see I’m still shaking.’ Juanmi lifts his hand up and makes it shake like someone with Parkinson’s.

         ‘Isn’t that right, Penqui? She says not.’

         La Penca raises an eyebrow and at the same time draws on her Marlboro, tugging at her strappy yellow top and flapping it back and forth to let some air in. She blows into her cleavage, you can see her breasts through the smoke, a greenish tattoo, a bird, near one of her nipples.

         ‘Eat my pussy, Eduardo,’ she says, looking the other way. ‘Ugh! There’s La Segueta. Sit up straight, Juanmi, La Segueta’s coming.’

         Eduardo looks in the same direction as La Penca and laughs, imitating a schoolchild, ‘Sit up straight!’

         A woman is coming towards them from the blocks at the end, she’s 56close to the bench, and she’s heard what La Penca and Eduardo have said. Her son is Rafi Villaplana, the Marquis of Portada, Cardboard Face, Golden Boy and all the other nicknames they can come up with in the neighbourhood. La Penca still remembers the day her brother was arrested for the first time, how La Segueta arrived at her flat with her shopping bags to have a snoop around, without a bra, her massive boobs hanging there, the weight of them stretching her T-shirt, which was stained with spots of grease or something. With half a row of teeth protruding from her lower jaw and the other half just bare gum. ‘It couldn’t be as revolting as that if she flashed us her pussy,’ the man in the kiosk used to say.

         La Segueta’s mouth is half open, displaying her extraordinary laughing gear, her boobs are bouncing around, and she’s dragging an old blue shopping trolley that’s falling to bits. She stops a couple of metres before she gets to the bench on which La Penca, Eduardo and Juanmi are sitting. La Segueta is short, with a broad face, juvenile eyes and eyelashes in the centre of the chaos, her hair a silvery bleached blonde.

         ‘I can see you two are going to do well in life, and as for you, Aurori …’ Aurori, alias La Penca, continues to stare straight ahead, irritated. ‘Your mother would be so proud to see you there.’

         ‘Mind your own,’ La Penca whispers, smoking her cigarette.

         Juanmi stifles a laugh, bending over on the bench, supple, double-jointed.

         ‘That’s right, you laugh. I bet you picked this one up at the university …’

         ‘Just like you,’ murmurs La Penca and throws her cigarette butt on the floor and treads on it, flaps the neckline of her yellow top, the green bird peeping out. ‘I bet you go back to Oxford to do your shopping.’

         Juanmi stretches out his legs as if he’s having a spasm and pulls them back in, bends over and unbends trying not to burst out laughing or pretending to hold back a laugh that isn’t really there.

         ‘Yuk! Who the hell is she, man? Dracula’s bride? Oh, hilarious.’

         ‘Shameless. You’ve got no shame.’

         ‘Don’t overdo it, Juanmi,’ Eduardo scolds him. ‘For fuck’s sake, Juanmi.’57

         ‘Have you seen Mariano?’ Mariano’s wife, alias La Segueta, Encarnación Molledo, Encarni, Encarnita, Rafi Villaplana’s mother, the one with the noisy guts, Dracula’s bride, asks Eduardo. ‘Did you see him this morning?’

         ‘He was in La Amistad, Encarni, a short while back.’

         ‘Having a beer, I suppose?’

         ‘I don’t know, Encarni. He was asleep. And how’s Rafi?’

         Encarni, Encarnita, La Segueta has started walking off. Her shopping trolley looks like it’s melted in the heat. ‘My Rafi’s out working, which is what you lot should be doing – not hanging around here.’

         ‘I thought he was working nights, Encarni? I haven’t seen him for ages.’

         La Segueta stops and reveals her array of teeth and gums. ‘Rafi’s head of personnel, and the head of personnel doesn’t work nights, that comes with being head of personnel. That’s apart from his own stuff.’

         ‘Wow, Rafi’s the real deal, but he still works at the Hotel Los Patos, doesn’t he, Encarni?’

         ‘He’s the big boss there, you better believe it, Eduardito,’ says La Penca, looking up and squinting at the sun’s reflection in the window of her apartment.

         The woman moves off, ranting and raving under the sun, drooling the words Envy, Envious, Green with Envy, and away she goes with her boobs swaying from side to side like silent church bells, shopping trolley melting in the sun, her discoloured hair glowing like a saint’s halo. La Penca thinks about her father, that pig, behind the window, fast asleep. She pictures the apartment right now, the sofa with its worn-out fringes and tassels, Yubri, her brother, ensconced in the bathroom, sitting in the tiny bathtub, filling it entirely with his corpulent body, his pimples and the hairs on his back, Kuki lying in front of the door waiting for someone to take him out, the sink piled high with dirty plates, the photo of her dead mother with two plastic roses embedded in the frame. La Penca opens her mouth, breathes in a mouthful of scorched air, looks up even higher at the heat-crazed birds they’ll soon be dead; it’s so hot everything seems unreal.

         ‘Do those birds die in the winter, Tato?’

         El Tato looks up as well. ‘They go away.’58

         They go away. Eduardo stands up, has a stretch, lifting his arms towards the sky. It looks like he wants to separate his head from his body the way he twists it.

         ‘Tato, did Rai say when he was going to come over?’

         El Tato leans against the wall, shaking his head.

         ‘You look like you’re in front of a firing squad like that, Tato.’

         La Segueta, a hazy outline in the sun, crosses between the parked cars, heading for La Amistad, and there, in a shop doorway, she’ll find her husband with his head to one side, just like he’s been shot in the side of the head and is spluttering with death spasms, snoring, sitting on the metal chair on the pavement that Palmiro the shopkeeper has lent him with a newspaper, also borrowed, resting in his lap.

         ‘Where do they go, Tato? The birds?’

         El Tato shrugs his shoulders. ‘They just piss off,’ he says and spits on the floor.

         La-la-la-la-la. Eduardo closes his eyes, raises his arms and starts clapping at head height, singing la-la-la-la-la.

         The scrawny trees are still firmly rooted next to the bench they’re sitting on, their ridiculous vertical shadows barely reaching them, ambulances are arriving at hospitals, their ear-piercing sirens cutting through the hot air. This is where Portada Alta begins. The abattoirs with their rivulets of blood and water running down the gutters, steam sticking to bodies like a second skin, and there he was in the middle of it all, a cigarette butt between his lips and the animal at his feet, its legs convulsing almost comically. ‘That’s how I found him.’ That’s how Aurora, La Penca, found her father, the day she went to tell him that her mother had died, three days’ growth on his face, his eyes bulging more than ever, threads hanging off the shoulder straps on his vest, his feet in the gutter, surrounded by a rivulet of water and blood. The abattoir, men bleeding out, the blood running through thin tubing, cannulae, tubes, filaments, sprinkling over the operating-theatre floors, saturating cotton swabs, staining sheets, resting in plastic bags in the darkness of fridges until they are taken out again and fed like a snake through different tubes into different veins. ‘Mummy,’ she said, and her father understood, with the knife in his hand, the brownish blood on his chest, her mother dead, 59abattoirs, those blue shadows of skinned animals, trains crossing empty fields,

         La-la-la-la-la.

         In the AVE high-speed train – a white tube – Céspedes is drinking from a plastic cup, the ice diluting the whisky, and he’s studying Carole’s almond-shaped eyes, and again he thinks, I’ve always liked them, always liked those eyes, eyes that he’d never seen until the early hours of the previous night but which had always lived inside him, or that’s what he felt or what he would like to feel now, he felt that or something like it in the middle of the night when she gave him that look, half ironic and half fascinated, the sarcasm a roundabout way to get close to him, like a challenge, those pupils, that narrow almond of an eye, and the tone of her voice coupled with that look, the black trees in the garden, the glare from the swimming pool and the voices reverberating down below, and there he is now, looking at the yellow fields through the window barely forming a blurry border dividing the glass, a Rothko painting, the sky, the fields, the corpses travelling in the glass,

         La-la.

         ‘For fuck’s sake, Eduardo, bitch, weren’t you supposed to be going somewhere?’

         ‘How can I go anywhere? They don’t give as much if you don’t have a guitar, Tato, and anyway Raimundo told me to wait for him here la-la, la-la-la-la-la.

         
             

         

         The Runner takes his blue-covered notebook out from beneath his mattress, stretches out on the bed, turns the pages and wishes that his life was like that, a train taking him away, to wander aimlessly, no fixed destination, to have a life and live it, to have problems, disappointments, ups and downs, but not this, not this place stuck in the middle of nowhere with people who gave up on everything a long time ago, trying to make progress in a dead-end street, waiting for the days to come and go like a succession of empty envelopes, the train, 294 kilometres per hour, endless rows of olive trees that suddenly burst into view through the window and a wall of orange clay advancing on the carriage that seems like it’s going to jump on to the train and devour it, Jonah and the whale, 60Céspedes breathes in, small cemeteries, a sensation of being in a covered wagon, the world coming and going playing with us like a yo-yo, and whenever it likes, without us hearing its footsteps or seeing its shadow, it’ll have wolfed us down and we won’t be here and we won’t know that we’re not here, to hell with this poor man’s philosophy.

         ‘Tato, do you know where Rai was calling from?’

         ‘No, Eduardo, he didn’t say.’

         Ambulances, heat, La Segueta looks at her husband, sleeping, snoring, the sun scorching his feet, which are only half inserted into his shoes, the green-and-purple protuberance of his veins, and Dr Galán is also looking at her reflection in a window, she’s seen the ambulance arrive, she knows it’s that one and she knows that the person inside is Dioni eaten up by ants, eaten up by himself, and she walks down the corridor as if the floor and the walls were also made of glass, that light that sick people have, the Runner reads what he wrote a few days ago: My father came home one night with some orange fish, he was clutching a large jar to his chest, and I was still half asleep, and I thought that the fish were swimming in his lungs, inside my father – then he looks up from the notebook. Maybe one day I can write something that isn’t a lie, something like the air that I’m breathing in this room, Dr Galán didn’t want to go to A&E reception, preferring to wait in the emergency room, Ramiro’s there beside her, avoiding her eyes, examining the bed, the fold of the sheets, the intravenous drips, the vasoactive drugs, And I stared at him, I stared at him as if my father had died and was coming to reveal the unknown to me, the fish were swimming around in his transparent chest, but not even that, the Runner hears the hum of the television, a voice announcing the end of the world, La Segueta touching her husband’s shoulder,

         Mariano, Mariano,

         she’s disgusted as she touches him, as if he really were a corpse, and her husband opens one eye, returning from the great beyond,

         Trains go past, the music of the dead, empty trains go past,

         Céspedes sounds serious, Carole looks at him with one eyebrow raised, and he carries on reciting lines by Juvenal Soto,

         Empty trains go past, yes, that’s how it goes, empty trains go past, on their way to the ports where time is stored, 61

         Mariano opens his mouth like a fish, his face is huge and ruddy, his eyes are small and a greenish colour, he’s bald except for a scrappy grey tuft towards the front. Mariano leans back in his metal chair with its hot frame, the aluminium slats embedded in his fifty-nine-year-old flesh, coughs and smiles back in response to his wife’s contemptuous glare,

         On their way to the ports where time is stored, the time that I don’t have,

         ‘Give me some money,’ says Encarnación, Encarnita, La Segueta, and Mariano’s smile turns into a surly expression. ‘Money?’

         Céspedes is still wearing a sad smile, Carole’s eyes look into his, and for a moment all the cynicism disappears. La Segueta repeats her demand, displaying her bizarre set of teeth. ‘Yes, money, that stuff I have to give to the people in the shop if you want to have something to eat, money, the stuff you put in the fruit machines.’

         Mariano bends down and grunts, attempting to put on his shoes using his finger as a shoehorn, and his voice from down there sounds like a snore, as though he’d gone back to sleep. ‘I’ve got no money left, I gave it to you, I gave you some money last week and yesterday another twenty euros. Hasn’t Rafi given you anything?’

         La Segueta shuffles her shopping trolley back and forth, nervously. It’s made of canvas, a dull-blue colour. The canvas looks like Juanmi’s doped-up eyelids.

         ‘Twenty euros? Fifteen. And that was the day before yesterday, yesterday I had nothing. You’ve spent it on the fruit machine, all your money’s in that machine again. Those little fruits have frazzled your brain, and Rafi’s working, he’s not at home and he needs it for his business, with everything he’s doing.’

         ‘Yeah, yeah, yeah,’ says Mariano, sounding bunged up and sitting up in his chair, giving up on his shoes, heels hanging out as if they were flip-flops, the fake leather of his footwear like a rogue animal, then he bends over again, ‘Yeah, yeah, yeah.’ Mariano curses his fate. ‘Why doesn’t the girl go out to work? Why doesn’t Rafi make a contribution? And Migue should contribute more than he does.’ He likes the word contribute. It sounds distinguished, lending him an aristocratic superiority, an educated man, he always refers to his school certificate 62like it was an Olympic medal. ‘More than he contributes. They’re all adults now, all of you are adults, you should leave me in peace.’ The same old words, the same old voice and the same old glare from his wife, La Segueta, her mouth half open. Back on the train Carole realizes that the only thing that works with this man is irony, sweet cynicism, she realizes that to communicate in any other way they would both have to take a step back, go back to the moment in the early hours of that morning when they exchanged their first words, perhaps their first looks, and now no other form of approach will work, the fragile house of cards that they’ve been building with their fundamentally ridiculous form of sparring would collapse into the void, so Carole takes a mental break, forgets about the lines of the poem that Céspedes is reciting incorrectly (or deliberately moulding to suit his own purpose) and says to him, ‘Still making up poetry at your age, Céspedes?’ and Céspedes, who has understood the game and Carole’s internal thought process responds on the same level, ‘Well, you see, it’s the whisky, it takes me back to my youth.’

         ‘Or to your adolescence, at least,’ she replies, and he nods and looks back at the blurred landscape, the silent howl of naked speed – not even the fishes could swim any longer in the stagnant water in that chest, they opened their mouths and drowned. That’s how I saw them a few days later, floating in the water with their white stomachs, and that’s how I saw my father’s eyes, his stubbly beard and his unkempt hair, like a needle sinking in a goldfish bowl – and the city, too, is a silent howl, and those who live there could also be needles sinking in a river’s current, La Penca puts a fresh cigarette between her lips, half closes her eyes, the leaves on the trees hang above her, immobile, tense, and the wheels on the stretcher carrying the man from the waste ground make a slight squeaking sound in the silence of that part of the hospital, a needle sinking in a goldfish bowl, and the visitors make way and the medical staff look on professionally as Dionisio Grandes Guimerá and his ants go past en route to the emergency room where his wife is waiting for him, the route of the condemned, and La Penca smokes her cigarette, El Tato looks up at the birds, the Runner reads and Chinarro clicks his heels,

         La-la-la-la-la.

         
            *

         

         63Julia Mamea drives her car out of the side exit of her garage on to Calle Compositor Lemberg Ruiz. The light looks like molten silver to her. She rummages in the glovebox for her sunglasses but can’t find them. It’s so bright. Her hair’s still wet after her shower, dark waves that are almost black or sometimes even a kind of deep blue or purple. She turns into Avenida Obispo Herrera Oria and heads west.

         After speaking to Ana, she went back to sleep again but doesn’t know for how long. Before leaving home she got two messages from Ana:

         
            Man found on waste ground, severe dehydration, several days in the sun, unconscious, very serious.

         

         And this one a minute later:

         
            Grey hair, approx 50. Sure it’s him.

         

         She knew it was going to happen, me, too, really. She knows it’s him. Ana’s sure. It must be him. She pictures him. Julia pictures Dioni’s body lying on a plot of land, one that she knew on a side street off Calle Martínez Maldonado that’s nothing like the open waste ground full of mounds and stubble where her friend’s husband was actually found. She pictures Dioni’s grey eyes and his smile, his sad, slightly bewildered smile, a mask to hide behind, the same as putting a sign on his face saying CLOSED. And all because of a fuck, all this pain because of that. What does it matter? What does it matter, when it comes down to it, who he does it with? He’s going to die, he might die because of that, because other people don’t like where he does it or who with, whose genitals he likes touching or licking, we’re all mad and one day everyone will understand that.

         Julia rolls down the window to let a bit of a breeze come in. A blast of heat, a red-hot howl forces its way desperately through the window. She rolls it up again. She flicks back a lock of hair from her cheek. I’ll get it cut and bleached, she catches a glimpse of her reflection in the rear-view mirror and pictures herself with short, bleached hair, pale blonde. Would it make her features stand out? There are fine lines around her mouth. She’s forty-six years old, as of last month. A car overtakes her 64very fast and ostentatiously on the right and the driver gesticulates at her. Idiot. His mouth and features look like Céspedes’s. She thinks that perhaps she ought to text Céspedes again. Give him a bit more time perhaps. He can be such a shit when he wants to be. She feels like rolling down the window again, the air conditioning isn’t having much of an impact. She resists the urge. I never wanted to get my hopes up, I always knew, right from the start, and in his own way he was honest with me, even though he’s dishonest, he’s been honest with me. Right from the word go, he told me he was married, he never hid the fact, and he thought that completely exonerated him from any blame or responsibility. What a prick.

         They met at the vet’s four or five years ago. Julia was there with the puppy she’d bought for her son, and Céspedes was there with his. They had to wait for almost an hour and spent the time talking, not about the weather or the names of their dogs or about the pets they used to have, but about all the crazy ways you can find to while away the time when you’re kept hanging around. Céspedes was amused and sensitive and suggested that as she was a nurse she should vaccinate the dogs and then they could leave.

         Then they bumped into each other again at the vet’s a month later. They both felt it was fate, and she said she would like to see him in his office to ask for some advice. She took particular care getting ready that day. She put on her lipstick in the lift on the way up to his office. Céspedes realized it was a signal when he saw her red lips, a message written in lipstick and addressed to him. But until the time came to say goodbye, he was only interested in explaining how she could sort out her property problem. Julia was disappointed, and on her way out she brushed her hand over the cover of a book on the desk and read the title. The Advantages of Travelling by Train. ‘That sounds like fun. Is it a novel?’ she asked. ‘Yes.’ ‘Is it any good?’ ‘I think so. I haven’t started it yet, but I’ve read other books by the same author. He’s worth reading. I’ll lend you one if you like.’ Julia said yes half-heartedly. Céspedes told her that the books weren’t in his office, he just had books for work there and one or two he was in the middle of reading, but they could meet up in his studio where she could choose from some two thousand books. A little refuge in Cánovas del Castillo. I go there to read, to do nothing, to watch the cranes in the port, the ships leaving port. ‘I see. And do 65you just watch the ships leaving port and not the ones coming in?’ ‘Yes, only the ships leaving port.’ ‘That’s very romantic, don’t you think?’ ‘No, not really, but now that you’ve mentioned romantic, you’ve given me an idea – there’s a book you’ll really like.’ ‘Don’t give me a weepie with characters in capes.’ ‘No, don’t worry. It’s set in the Salamanca District of Madrid, and it’s about the twentieth-century bourgeoisie. It’s brilliant.’

         Julia’s passing the sports complex on her right, the frontón court with its green wall, trees overhanging the fence. He’ll be there by now, Ana will know by now, yes she’ll know by now. She stops at a traffic light. An obese woman is walking across the road beside a young girl and both of them are laughing. Thirty-eight degrees, and, as those stupid sods on the radio say, it feels like forty-three. The traffic light turns green.

         Julia and Céspedes were in a small room lined with books, standing beside a table with several piles of books. Julia was flicking through a book that Céspedes had given her, the pair of them standing next to each other. Her body was just a few centimetres away from his. She turned the book over and read the back cover: the upper bourgeoisie of Madrid awakens following Franco’s death. She flicked through the pages again and looked up. ‘I’ll take it.’ He turned around a little, avoiding touching her body with his but close enough so that he was face to face with Julia. He moved his head slowly towards her as she said, ‘That’s not why I’m here,’ and they started kissing. She was so keen, it crossed his mind that she’d wanted to do it since they met at the vet’s.

         Another traffic light. On the left are the low-rise apartment blocks of Portada Alta. On the right, under an orange awning, there’s a shop with a sign which says BAZAR ALIMENTACIÓN LA AMISTAD and a woman with bleached hair is standing next to a man sitting on the type of metal chair that bars put out on the pavements. The woman is moving her mouth as if she were chewing gum and she’s got a large shopping trolley beside her. The man, who is wearing beach shoes, is complaining. We know they are Encarni, alias La Segueta, and her husband Mariano, or El Mariano.

         He had kissed her neck, pressed his hard groin against hers, gently, very gently, fondled her breasts and had looked into her eyes before saying, ‘Come on.’ He took her by the hand and led her into the room with the blinds down, partially shaded, and she thought, He had everything 66ready, with the bed made up, everything as it should be. And she thought, as he was undoing her blouse, as he was gently caressing her bra, her nipples, she thought about what she would do, if she would let him get on with it and she’d just feel pleasure at being penetrated, moderate pleasure, or whether she’d explain to him what she needed to have an orgasm. It depends on how it all goes, on how he is, thought Julia, but when they were still standing up with their arms around each other and he touched her pubis and squeezed it delightfully, when he pulled her knickers down and took his time, with the patience of a watchmaker, tenderly caressing, moistening, slowly plunging his fingers into that viscous mucus, she decided that she would, even though it was their first time. That day she also wanted her reward, her fill of pleasure.

         As she drives down the street shrouded in white light, the buildings becoming fewer and fewer, Julia remembers Dioni at Ana’s last birthday, the sadness in his grey eyes, and she wonders what these last few days must have been like, if he’d wandered from place to place, if he’d been attacked or if it was all an accident or an attempt at suicide, suffering because of his closet homosexuality and giving up after the relentless passing of the years.

         She told Céspedes just as she had told so many others after he had penetrated her, expertly, using almost all the different possible types of rhythm, looking into her eyes, but unquestioningly, enjoying desire but not wanting it to end. She waited for a moment of less intensity, their two mouths very close together, looking into each other’s eyes, an aura of mutual understanding and happiness.

         ‘If I want to come, I have to do it in a particular way. Do you want to give it a go?’ He moved his face away and his eyebrows moved in an unmistakeable sign of acceptance at the same time as he asked, ‘What do you think?’

         Julia stops at the Sandro Botticelli roundabout, an all-enveloping light is turning the coloured cylinders on the roundabout pale, the cars are circulating as if they’re on a merry-go-round. She drives on to the roundabout and follows the road towards the hospital. A row of trees, another roundabout, white sunshine, buildings in the distance, the city beginning to break up.

         ‘You have to lie down like this, on your back.’ Céspedes obeyed, Julia 67lay down on her side next to him, one elbow on the pillow, placing one of her breasts close to Céspedes’s mouth, ‘that’s it, and I lie close to you, that’s it and you put your hand, put your arm underneath me (Julia lifted her hips, a faint citrus smell) and place your hand behind, that’s it, slip a finger inside me (all wet, an open wound) and another finger behind, that’s it, that’s it, and you suck on my nipple, suck my tit (she put her nipple in his mouth, she put her fingers in her mouth and smeared them with saliva, an expert) and I’ll pull you off, yes, that’s it, yes, yes, yes, that’s it, I love your fingers, yes, that’s it, that’s it, more, more like that.’ She slurped with her mouth, sucked in air through her teeth like an inverse whistle, and Julia moved gently, repeating the word ‘yes’ as Céspedes moved his fingers, in and out, he made an effort and sucked on her nipple, he licked, nibbled, and Julia tensed up still repeating the word ‘yes’ until it turned into a kind of hoarse, muffled, spasmodic, intense and astonished howl. As if it were the first time that she had conquered that pleasure dimension.

         ‘That’s what makes you really unique, that great gift you give to a man coming like that,’ Céspedes told her years later. So poetic.

         
             

         

         The lift has a faux-antique mirror, a bit of gilt in an effort to give it a touch of distinction that’s spoiled by the excessive rattling, a sinister clanking of chains and the distant hum of a motor that’s threatening to give up the ghost.

         Ismael’s at the back of the cabin, aware that this is a commanding position in the lift. His mother’s standing side on to him, absent-mindedly studying the bottom of the mirror. Her shoulders are bare with half her back exposed, and she’s wearing that chiffon dress with an orange print that Ismael hates, a hemp bag hanging from her shoulder with the edge of a pink towel poking out. The beach. Ismael watches her from his superior position. He looks at the back of her neck, which is completely exposed because of that haircut that he finds so distasteful. He finds it insulting, offensive, to him personally, to his family, to everyone, like a slut, the smoothness of her skin and her hair clipped short on her neck and long at the sides, falling in curls. She’s looking at the ground like a sheep searching among the pebbles for some grass to eat, and now 68you’re going to lie down on your back on the beach like I saw you that day stretched out on the sand.

         That day Ismael saw his mother lying on the towel, asleep, her sunglasses crooked and her bikini top undone, the straps that should be tied behind her neck to hold it up lying on her chest and a nipple poking out from one of the cups that had slipped down. Ismael standing up on the sand, his shadow falling over his mother’s face and her just lying there with her mouth half open, breathing deeply, recovering from her night shift. And who knows what else and everyone passing by gawping at her, she looks like she’s fallen asleep after having sex. He was tempted to prod her with his foot. But after staring at her for over a minute he turned and walked into the sea, as if he were walking down the street, and when the water reached halfway up his body he immersed himself completely, bending his knees, then turned again immediately and got out. And then without bothering to look back at his mother he carried on walking along the beach towards Sacaba, keeping an eye out for Canijo.

         In the lift, ‘How old are you, Mum?’

         Amelia, without moving her head, her chin buried in her chest, raises her eyebrows and looks up at her son, who isn’t smiling as she expected but looks serious, and she can’t tell whether what he just said is a question or a reflection.

         ‘Don’t you know?’

         Ismael shakes his head, looks at his mother’s bare shoulders, and she feels embarrassed, ashamed, she wishes she had them covered up. The lift gives a violent shudder, and Amelia feels liberated, grateful for this brusque landing that snaps her out of it.

         ‘Have a look at my ID card the next time you rifle through my things looking for my purse.’

         ‘I saw your purse once and I opened it and I didn’t look at anything, I wanted to see –’

         ‘Yeah, yeah. So why are you asking how old I am all of a sudden?’

         You don’t understand you don’t understand you just don’t get it, you’re too old to dress like that, but you don’t understand, you’re the one who doesn’t know how old you are.

         They walk towards the entrance to the building. Amelia in the lead, her back divided softly into two smooth, bronzed dunes. Ismael behind, 69looking at her, his face full of hate, his bottom row of teeth showing as he speaks.

         ‘I wanted to see if you had a winning ticket, that’s why I opened your purse, I’m not interested in what you’ve got, not in the least bit interested.’

         ‘In that case I don’t know why you have to go looking.’

         The street appears like an off-white stain behind the door’s glass panels.

         ‘Bloody pain.’

         ‘Yes, it’s a bloody pain when people go through your bag and open your purse and snoop on your phone.’

         ‘Phone? So you didn’t say anything to us and you just went and bought a new one with a lock on it, that fingerprint thing.’

         Amelia, her hand on the doorknob, stops and turns to face her son. ‘I shouldn’t have to say anything. Jorge doesn’t rummage through my things.’

         ‘As far as you know.’

         ‘Yes, and the thing with the telephone is precisely because you go poking your nose in where it doesn’t belong.’

         ‘As if I care. What was I going to find? A photo of him? Or one of you that shouldn’t be seen?’

         Amelia doesn’t reply. She stops for a moment so he can take full stock of the look of contempt on her face. Little shit. Ismael holds her stare, making sure she can see just how little he cares. Amelia opens the door and a waft of heat invades the hall, as if the street were on fire and a cloud of invisible hot embers had crowded in.

         The pavement is a hot plate. Amelia clutches the handles of her bag, pulls down the sunglasses she was wearing above her forehead.

         ‘I’ll see you later,’ says Amelia, raising an eyebrow. ‘And please, Ismael, please …’

         ‘OK, OK.’

         Ismael turns around and starts walking towards Avenida Velázquez. His mother watches him, makes an effort and asks him, ‘Where are you off to, Ismael, where are you going?’

         Ismael shrugs his shoulders and carries on walking without acknowledging her. His mother watches him then turns and heads in the opposite direction. She bumps into Saray, the neighbour on her landing. They 70talk without stopping, their voices getting louder and louder as they get further away from each other.

         ‘What a day, Amelia, what with this terral. Eh, girl?’

         ‘Tell me about it.’ Twenty years younger than me, and she always has to call me a sodding girl.

         ‘We’re going to roast. And you down at the beach, why not, if you’ve got the time?’

         ‘I’ve earned it, on my feet all night.’

         ‘Yes, it’s all right for some. Cheerio, sweetie.’

         ‘See you later.’

         ‘How’s Ismael?’

         Ismael? Mind your own business and let’s see if your dick of a boyfriend can give you another bun in the oven.

         Amelia doesn’t reply, pretending she didn’t hear. She’s reached her car and clicks the electronic key. She burns her hand on the door handle. The car’s been out in the sun, roasted, scalding hot. She gets in, burns her hand on the steering wheel. She starts the car and puts the air conditioning on full, then gets out of the car and waits until it’s tolerable. She can see Ismael in the distance, almost at the other end of the street. He’s standing on the pavement, stooped over his phone. A solitary figure. My son. Better not to think about it. She gets in the car even though the temperature inside has barely dropped.

         
             

         

         THE RUNNER’S DIARY

         (Imagination not crushed by routine and repetition, by statistics) (by the law of probabilities) (in other words by recollections, memory + false memories)

         What would it be like to walk down the street without doing anything else except walking down the street? Ignoring everything, moving forward, not stopping for anything, not letting anything affect us (divert us), seeing how everything passes by without us stopping like a train running down the track, nothing outside except insects crashing against our armour plating, driven forward by a current, an external energy or at least something much stronger than our curiosity (curiosity is just another insect so leave it behind). Simply moving forward. Nothing else. Pathetically following schedules. 71

         That’s what lots of people do. Lots of people I know. At least they seem to. (Like when I’m running on the track, nothing exists except for the run, your stride, your rhythm, your breathing, saving your energy in order to run more. Everything begins and ends with you.)

         But children do stop. They’re always stopping. They examine holes, turn over an insect they find on the ground, pull off one wing, then the other, then they want it to fly. They look at their own distorted faces in hubcaps, in a motorcycle’s chrome mudguard, they look at themselves in shop windows and can’t recognize themselves. They end up being suspicious of themselves. They pull faces and examine themselves, as if they were also insects, they try to see who they are and what they’re like in shop windows. What life has in store for them or what they don’t remember.

         They could be anything, anything is possible. Almost possible. Almost anything. And they suspect, some of them suspect. Those who aren’t too bewildered (those who aren’t too certain, those ones).

         They’re right to be suspicious. I’m still not certain. That’s my purity. It’s the only type of purity I’ve got.

         I remember back then. That house was my home, I still call it home, that house where other people are living now, people I don’t know. It was my home and at the same time it was a tunnel. I remember the light in the yard, the sun on the floor tiles making them hot. I remember the heat, how I would burn myself when I took off my sandal and put my foot on the ground and tried to keep it there. All that brightness and the sun bouncing off the white wall. But more than anything when I think of home I remember the darkened rooms. People sleeping, breathing, my sister, my mother, my father or at least it seemed like it was them lying in the darkness, covered up like bundles, suddenly moving an arm or a head without really being them, they moaned, they were blind people lost in a corridor running parallel to the corridor where their bodies were and where I was, too, and all of a sudden they opened their eyes, someone entered their bodies and they recognized me, sometimes they took a few seconds, and then they said who they were. I was barefoot and at that time the floor tiles were freezing cold. And I’d look from a distance at that tall, narrow piece of furniture in the entrance hall, with its mirror I was scared to peer into. That one more than other ones. The hall that divided everything up, and, although no one was ever there, all the  72 breathing that went on in that house and in other houses, in other tunnels, seemed to converge right there.

         I remember a glow on my bedroom wall. I shared a room with my sister. The two beds were separated by a dark hole. The glow was there every night, shimmering on the wall as my sister was sleeping. The glow came from the street outside, it came across slowly and up towards the ceiling (now I know that it wasn’t possible, it was the light from a street lamp that was nailed to the wall opposite, nailed, fixed in one spot and unable to move, but I could see its reflection moving in the same way water overflowing from a bathtub moves across the floor, like a tongue).

         I was awake. I was awake and anything was possible. I wasn’t a train, I wasn’t a machine with armour plating. I used to stop everywhere. I wasn’t on the running track, I wasn’t running a 400-metres race. I didn’t know what anything was and nobody taught me. Nobody told me: no one knows anything, they pretend, and you must pretend like everyone else pretends, one day you’ll have to come face to face with questions alone, one day, one moment, and then you won’t exist any more, there won’t be any questions or answers, everything will be over, but until then pretend, fake it, live, breathe, walk down the tunnel as if the sun were shining.

         I was inexperienced and now I’m an expert in inexperience. Back then, at that time, everything was alive and anything was possible. Even in broad daylight. I’d see a shadow flit along a wall and the shadow could be a hundred different things. A man, a woman with her face covered, someone or something completely unknown. Shadows were a question in themselves. People could do things way beyond what was known. Your house could suddenly turn into a diseased tree. Anything could happen. A man could walk past the window and scare you rigid, because you hadn’t seen him in detail, because logic hadn’t taken root and the world hadn’t solidified. Whatever the man was carrying in his hand might be a knife. And the knife might be there to kill you. My father came into the room and he was a man and a threat and a mystery and goldfish could swim around in his chest. That’s how I saw him or thought I saw him when I woke up and saw him in the bedroom doorway, in the shadows. His face blurred, a face that could have been any other man’s face and a light that seemed to come from inside him and which was a reflection  73 of the hall light in the huge jar he was carrying in his arms, with orange fish. Behind him were voices. My mother telling him to come away, to let me sleep, and he would laugh, without coming into the bedroom.

         I had seen a man bleeding to death at the side of the street. Sitting in a doorway, his legs outstretched, deathly pale but smiling. One shoe was missing and there were bubbles of blood coming out of his mouth. He’d been run over by a car, and he looked drunk rather than injured, with his eyes half closed, half unconscious and like he was running, with that same expression but with the bubbles of blood, and the people gathered around him were making faces, looking as if they expected the worst. He survived, it wasn’t serious, and one day, several months later, my father pointed him out to me and said ‘that’s the man you saw when he was run over’ and he survived because he just had a few broken ribs, but one of them had punctured his lung, the lung is like the bladder inside a football that inflates and deflates and one of the man’s lungs was punctured like a football gets punctured. He survived.

         Two or three years earlier my father took me to see the body of someone who’d drowned. We were somewhere near Calle Salitre, the word went around and he grabbed my hand and took me over there. We saw him from the Puente del Hierro at the mouth of the river. What I remember is leaning against that metal railing, watching men coming and going from a distance. I remember the mounds, like dark-coloured, solid dunes, and in between them were these puddles that looked very deep. They said it was a boy who’d drowned. They’d fished him out of one of the pools and they’d covered him up with a tarpaulin. I thought he might get up, at any moment that bundle might pull back the tarpaulin and stand up and stop being a bundle. Like people do while they’re asleep. Or maybe I’m thinking that when I remember it now. But what I’m sure of is that these things happened, and anything could happen at any moment. The boy was playing on those mounds one minute and a short while later he was lying still under the tarpaulin. You could change into something else. Then the dead man was my father. A bundle in some room at the hospital, wheeled in on a stretcher, alone in the basement. A bundle I didn’t see. That’s how it was. All of a sudden people could be sitting on a doorstep making bubbles of blood with their mouths, deflated inside, or lying under a tarpaulin or in a basement. What my mother used to talk about was  74 people who’d died in their sleep, and she’d say that was the best thing that could happen to anyone. She still says so. And if she’s near my grandmother she says it with an even greater sense of pleasure. My grandmother’s got a weak heart. She takes pills and she shakes. I’m sure she also sees shadows and bundles at night when all the lights are out and she listens to the rest of us breathing.

         
             

         

         Julia drives along Calle Jiménez Fraud, and the hospital building comes into view in the distance among the trees. The last traffic light in the street turns red. It’s the light that gives way to the Metro along the stretch that’s been turned into a tramway. She remembers being with Céspedes on the Metro one morning. She can’t remember why they took it. The car had broken down, yes, that was it. He never misled me, he never promised me anything or talked about divorce like so many others did, he never even told me his wife didn’t understand him. He didn’t tell me either that he was going out with other women, but I knew he was. Saying very little, we knew everything about each other, everything we can ever know about anyone else. I ended up thinking that his wife knew, too, and looked the other way. She’s kicking off now because she caught him in the act, and she’s thrown him out.

         The Metro carriages rumble past. A young man looks out at her. The dried-out scrub shakes as the train goes past. Julia’s once more aware of how hot it must be outside. The traffic light turns green. And he was completely up front about the Ortuño episode. He knew I’d like it, and I did. He was kissing me and looking me in the eyes that night in the taxi when the other guy started touching me as we went through the Cerrado Tunnel, the lights whizzing past like a merry-go-round, one of them licking my neck and the other kneading my breast as if it were made of clay, the taxi driver watching through the rear-view mirror, I held his gaze for a second, just enough, as Céspedes was unbuttoning my blouse, just enough for him to realize that I wasn’t embarrassed and that I wasn’t a working girl on the job either. I was a lady, and that turns them on even more.

         Julia parks the car. An ambulance is going towards A&E. It can’t be Dioni, but if it is Dioni Ana will be in the ambulance with him.

         She’s right. Dioni isn’t in that ambulance. Dionisio Grandes Guimerá 75arrived at the hospital in an ambulance that didn’t have the necessary equipment to treat him. Blood tests haven’t been done, they don’t know his oxygen saturation levels or his ion levels. From experience, they know that the patient is suffering from a serious electrolyte imbalance and that he’s lost bodily fluids, but they are unable to provide any statistics or details. Straightforward transport, nothing more. His wife, Ana Galán, and Nurse Ramiro González were waiting in the emergency room.

         Ana Galán waited in silence with her hands in her pockets. When the stretcher came into the room and she saw his hair, his forehead, his arched eyebrows, she confirmed he was her husband. All Ramiro noticed was an involuntary twitching in the muscle around her lips, which happened again, although more pronounced this time, when they took the sheet off to reveal hundreds of tiny ants scurrying across the white fabric and still delving into the folds of her husband’s skin, rooting around in that yellow, dried-out skin.

         From that moment onwards, everything was automatic and fast. They knew exactly what steps to follow and talked less than on other occasions.

         Julia quickly covered the distance between the car park and the entrance to A&E under an unrelenting, scorching sun. Her hair seemed to dry suddenly, immediately. She saw Nurse Blasco’s face from a distance, her eyes staring at her, and she knew Dioni has arrived, it was him, she hurried even more.

         Dioni has arrived. Dioni has arrived, and Céspedes is travelling in a white train at three hundred kilometres per hour in a Club Class seat. He’s looking out of the window at the grey blur of some holm oaks, Carole’s nodding off beside him, and he remembers a long-ago trip with his wife, a swimming pool and his daughter walking around the edge, she put her foot in the water making it ripple gently. Dioni has arrived, his wife is sponging his body with some gauze, getting rid of the ants. He’s been connected to monitors, four electrode monitors have been stuck on his chest, the Abbocath connected to the drip delivering the saline solution through a peripheral intravenous line that Ramiro quickly set up as soon as Dioni arrived. The pale, grey-brown landscape and the trees flashing past the window, torn out by their roots, evaporating into thin air. Moving forward, advancing, Céspedes thinks 76back to yesterday morning, pictures himself with his forehead leaning against his front door, his wife’s voice behind the door. ‘It’s over, never again, I didn’t deserve this.’ That string of hackneyed phrases learned from films, melodramas, learned during all the time wasted in front of the television (at his expense) and chatting with her friends at the club. Dioni’s vital signs are heralding his death. Dr Galán and Nurse Ramiro have seen it all so many times that they cannot be mistaken, agonal respiration. This is it. This is the moment we realize he’s dying, while all the people outside are waiting to hear what’s going on, mice running in their little wheels, their own internal wheels. Dr Galán goes through the statistics again: temperature 40.2 degrees; blood pressure 90/50; heart rate 36; oxygen saturation level 63. Hypoxemia, now scientific terms are applied to emotional language. How callous.

         
             

         

         The Runner’s dozing on his bed with his diary notebook lying on his chest; Ismael’s loitering on a side street off Calle Juan Sebastián Bach, pretending to look at his phone, but he doesn’t take his eyes off the shop doorway opposite, watching who goes in and out, looking for Consuelo la Giganta, waiting for her, and while he’s waiting he looks at the mannequins in the window, he knows them down to every last detail (light-blue blouse, tight white trousers, lime-green T-shirt, yellow skirt) just as he knows down to every last detail each segment of the green sign hanging above the shop D’SKANDALO MODA Y COMPLEMENTOS. He watches, takes a few steps and then watches again, while his mother walks along the beach, now close to the seashore, and his brother, Jorge, Gorgo, the baby of the family, the worker, who’s head over heels in love with Gloria, Jorge who’s scared of his brother and looks at photos of his girlfriend on his phone, listens to what his cousin Floren (who he’s been ripping off for the last six months on the invoice payments) tells him about what happened to Pedroche. Up until now we only know a few details.

         ‘You’re not going to believe this, it’s really heavy. What d’you think happened to Pedroche, how he got those injuries to his face and forehead? It was his wife, Belita. Yeah, it was her. But why d’you think she did it? If I tell you you’re going to fall off that stool. You know she’s got the 77hots for that priest she goes to, where she goes to mass every day? Pedroche says he’s a pretty-boy, tall, and he’s got all the young girls drooling over him, at least the ones who go to church. Well she goes and takes nineteen hundred or two thousand euros that Pedroche had at home. He says he always has some cash hidden away between the pages of an encyclopaedia for a rainy day or for emergencies, it’s one of his hang-ups, and she discovers his hiding place, and she’s taken the money and put it in an envelope, yesterday or the day before, I’m not too sure when he said it was because he was telling me and I was thinking how can this guy put up with all this crap? Anyway, the thing is, Belita, what a ball-breaker, she goes and takes all the cash and, wait for it, that’s not all, she also takes all her jewellery, think about it, the engagement ring Pedroche gave her because in her family they’re all so old fashioned with their airs and graces and they wanted everything done formally, and poor old Pedroche had to go the whole hog when they got married, just imagine, the rest of them desperate to offload the mad cow. I can picture him now with that innocent face of his staring at the floor soaking it up without a clue what he was letting himself in for, and the whole family knew that she was off her nut, and when they took her away they told him she’d gone to see her aunt in the country or she was with her mother at a spa. Anyway, the thing is, she goes and gives it all to the priest, the priest himself or the sacristan or an old woman who does the cleaning there, anyway she hands it over to someone in a bag, the cash and the sodding engagement ring, some holy medals on gold chains and, wait for it, not just one or two bits of stuff, it was everything she had, all her mother’s earrings and her grandmother’s stuff and she says this is a donation that she has to make to the parish and the priest, whatever his name is, and off she goes, and that night when Pedroche goes to put some more cash in or get some out from the sodding encyclopaedia he finds all the money’s gone, he says he felt a sudden rush of blood to his head and his face turned as red as a tomato, you can imagine, and he says I must have made a mistake, no worries, and he takes a deep breath and grabs another volume of the encyclopaedia, the next one along, opens it, nothing, the money’s not there, mate, then he really starts to flap, he puts the book face down, and the next one along and the next one, and nothing, he goes through all ten or twelve 78volumes, then the light goes on in his head and he says, bugger me, it’s Belita, she’s seen me putting the money there or for once in her life she’s done a bit of cleaning, and who knows where she’s put it or she’s taken it to the bank, he calls her phone, she doesn’t pick up, and now he’s really panicking, you know what he’s like with money, just imagine it, he calls her again, voicemail, “Belita, call me,” and he says again, “Belita, for Christ’s sake, call me,” and the fourth or fifth time she picks up as calm as you like and says, “Sugar pie!” every time I hear her call him sugar pie I swear it makes me cringe, so anyway he says to her, “Did you take the money that was in the house?” and she’s like, “Money, what money?” and he’s desperate now, “My bloody money, the money that was here,” and she cuts in, “Sugar pie, why don’t you come and pick me up? I’m at my cousin Auxi’s place, and I don’t feel like waiting at the bus stop in this heat,” and he’s like, “But where’s the money?” and she’s like, “Are you coming to pick me up or not?” so he leaves the house and gets in the car, and he’s thinking, bugger me, that woman, what the hell was I thinking hitching up with her and all that stuff, and he gets there and she’s not outside, he calls her on the entryphone, “Belita, for Christ’s sake, come downstairs,” and she’s like, “Oh, sugar pie, don’t be like that, I’m just saying goodbye,” so he waits for quarter of an hour stuck there in the car, and it’s getting dark and he’s desperate, another ten minutes go by he calls her, “Belita, for Christ’s sake, I’ve been here an hour,” and she says, “I’m coming now, don’t be like that, the thing is she’s feeling poorly, and I was just telling her a story,” and he’s like, “Story, for Christ’s sake, that’s why you made me come over here, for a story?” and she’s like, “They’re going to hear you all over the whole block, I’m coming down now, and you mind your manners,” and eventually she appears, and you wouldn’t believe it, he says, “What are you wearing?” she’s all dressed up for winter almost in a heavy skirt she never takes off for love or money, platform boots and walking in slow motion and complaining, “Your manners, I couldn’t say goodbye to my cousin properly, the poor girl she was almost in tears the way I had to rush,” and as soon as she gets in the car he says, “The money, where’s the money you took? Tell me, where is it?” and she says, “Pedroche, keep your eyes on the road, the poor girl, the state I left her in all because of you and your hang-ups, and now you come at me with 79this, all you think about is yourself, so utterly selfish,” and he’s driving and looking at her sideways, I can see him, I can just picture him, and he says very quietly, holding it all in, “Just tell me, Belita, now when we get home you give me back the money, it’s money from work, from customers, money I have to pay back,” and she’s like, “And a liar, too, ‘money from customers’, since when do you collect money from customers?” and he says, “Belita, you’ll give it back as soon as we get home, and we’ll forget about it,” and she’s staring at him, and she says to him, “I haven’t got it any more, it’s not ours any more,” and Pedroche gets more and more worried, “What do you mean? What have you done with my money?” “Your money? So I don’t count? I never count for anything, that’s what you’d like, for it to be all about you, you’re so selfish, like now you drag me out of my cousin’s house shouting down the intercom so the whole street can hear,” and he says, “Belita, for Christ’s sake,” you know how he drives, all hunched over the wheel, “Belita, for Christ’s sake, what do you mean?” and she’s like, “That’s right, just like you to get hot under the collar, making my life impossible, and hiding things all over the place, like a weasel, like a magpie, and stuffing money that isn’t yours in between books.” “What do you mean that isn’t mine? Whose money is it? I work for it,” and she goes, “It’s God’s,” and he says, “What’s God’s?” “It’s God’s, it belongs to God, like everything, everything belongs to Him, and we owe it all to Him,” she says, and, of course, he can’t handle it any more, and he goes, “Fuck me, you’re crazy, you’re so crazy you’re off the scale,” and she’s very calm, I can see her now with that face taking up half the car, and she goes quiet, and he notices out of the corner of his eye she’s making a strange movement, and he sees her taking off her boot, and suddenly, without saying anything, she starts whacking him, holding the boot by the soft part on the leg, wham-bam-bam-bam, fucking hell, mate, she’s going to kill the pair of them, Pedroche there hunched over trying to hide behind the steering wheel, they’re on the ring road and there’s heavy traffic, and she’s giving him some with that heel with all her strength, and the car’s swerving from side to side, so fucking heavy, mate, until he pulls in at a bus stop and manages to stop, and his seat belt only gets stuck, and meanwhile she’s giving him some wham-bam-bam non-stop, Pedroche says, fuck me, like a machine not shouting or 80saying a thing, just hitting him as viciously as she could until he manages to undo the seat belt, she was hitting him on the hands while he was trying to get it off, did you see how one of his hands is half purple, all covered in bruises? Well, then he gets out of the car, and what do you think the crazy bitch does? She gets out after him, it’s over the top, mate, what a laugh, you have to laugh, and she goes hobbling after him with a boot on one foot and the other one bare, and she still gets him with two or three wallops, and the people at the bus stop, apparently a couple of lads and an older woman are there with their mouths hanging open saying, hey, what’s going on? This massive woman holding a boot and hitting this tiny little guy, and his forehead’s already bleeding, he says his whole face was covered in blood, he needed five stitches, and he goes running off, the car with its doors wide open and people looking, and she’s going after him, but she can’t keep up any more, of course, it must have been a sight, her with a boot in her hand and telling him, he says she was telling him, “You’re a bad man, that’s what you are and what you’ve been ever since I met you, a bad man,” and the people at the bus stop are just stunned, and she comes back and sits on the bench and says, “Good evening,” and starts putting her boot back on as calm as you like, and when she’s put it on she goes off down the pavement click-clack-click back home, and he’s there holding his head, still wary and watching from afar, he says the two lads from the bus stop came over and were asking him if he was all right, but they were a bit nervous, naturally, they probably thought he must be some kind of abuser or a drunk or whatever, and he was just there with his head down, you know, like a wild boar, “No, I’m fine thanks, it’s nothing, just a cut, that’s all,” and he got in the car and saw her in the distance and headed straight for Carlos Haya Hospital, of course, because the cut had opened up a vein or something, and he says his shirt was totally soaked in blood and his face looked like his skull was cracked open, but, anyway, they stitched him up, he told them he’d fallen down some stairs, he says the nurses were looking him up and down, but obviously he looks like butter wouldn’t melt, so they’re not going to think he’s a thug or anything and not in a million years that his wife has given him a hiding with one of her boots so, well, after this spectacle he leaves the hospital and, of course, he heads off home, and just picture what he’s like, cursing Belita’s 81mother and thinking what the fuck’s she done with the money and on the other hand saying, let’s see what I find when I get home and what kind of state she’s in, if she’ll come at me with a broom handle or a knife instead of her boot, man, she’s crazy, but no, he says he got back and she’s lying in bed wide awake but in bed and looking at the ceiling, have you been to their place, have you seen the bedroom, well the bedroom’s like something out of Dracula, I don’t know how to describe it, very old fashioned, I mean, old fashioned but, like, gloomy or ancient looking, all very dark with black wooden furniture, and the bed’s like it’s been made up for a corpse at a wake, you know, and these heavy curtains from a century ago, well anyway, Pedroche puts his head around the bedroom door, and she’s lying there like nothing happened, “You’re a bit late, aren’t you?” and, of course, he doesn’t dare, he doesn’t know how to approach her, he says to me, “How am I going to talk to her about that performance in the car? Maybe she’ll kick off at me again, but then I couldn’t just pretend nothing had happened because I was still trying to get my head around the thing with the money,” so he says to her, “No, I dropped by Carlos Haya,” he says it like that, just like he’d gone to a bar to see a friend, no big deal, “I dropped by Carlos Haya,” and then he says she turns over a bit like this and looks at him, she’s staring at those plasters and says to him, “Your egg and chips are on the table,” you know, she does him fried eggs in the afternoon and leaves them on the table, just imagine a fried egg five or six hours old, and he eats them, but yesterday, when she said that, he just stood there in the doorway as if saying, what am I going to do, eat the egg or what the fuck do I do, and he finds some courage and says, “OK, I’ll eat it now, Beli, but tell me one thing because it’s important, and I’ll have to sort out the thing with the money, Beli, because it’s important, we need that money, that money’s for –” and she cuts him short, “The money’s not there any more, forget about that money because we don’t need money or jewellery,” and he’s like, “What d’you mean we don’t need it, Belita?” and she says, “What for? So it can be hidden away in some books, with all the shortages in the world and all the poor and things that need to be done, why do we need those bits of paper stuck there like pages in a book?” “It’s not like that, Belita,” he’s petrified, standing there in the doorway, he doesn’t dare go in, and he says she starts to get angry again 82and sits up in bed, and she says, “Let’s leave it there, there are things we don’t need and other people do, so that’s enough of that, you went on at me this afternoon at my cousin’s, and now you’re going on at me again, so go and eat your egg, and if you fancy it there’s that pork loin you like in the fridge,” and he says that, half going with the flow, he tells her, “Yes, yes, I’ll eat the egg in a minute, but jewellery, Belita, what jewellery do you mean?” and she says as calm as before and turning over on to her side, “My mother’s jewellery and the rest of the family’s, or are you going to tell me that’s yours as well? And the engagement ring was mine, too, though I wish I’d never seen it, but it was mine,” and Pedroche seeing her there, that huge lump lying on the bed, it’s a wonder it doesn’t buckle under the weight, all he can say is, “Yes, well, those are your family’s things, and so you’ve given them to him, have you, to the priest, for the poor?” and then he says she turned around in a bit of a rage and says, “No, not to the priest, to the parish, or I suppose you think that everyone’s just as selfish as you are, he doesn’t want a thing for himself, and the few times I’ve mentioned giving him some money he’s always said, put that in the collection plate or give it to the Little Sisters of the Poor,” so Pedroche realized that it was completely impossible, he says he went into the sitting room and stayed there all night dozing in an armchair, he didn’t even stretch out on the sofa, waiting for the next day so he could go to the church and speak to the priest and tell him, “Listen, Father, I know my wife left some money here and some of her family’s jewellery, but the thing is, she’s not well, I don’t know if you realized, I mean she’s got problems what with her nervous breakdowns and stuff, and I know there are no bad intentions on your part, but would you be kind enough to give it back because she’ll be the first to repent in a week’s time or when she realizes what she’s done, and she might come here to ask for an explanation or whatever,” he had his little speech prepared, and first thing in the morning he was there at the church door, and this man appears, I reckon it was probably the sacristan, that was this morning, and Pedroche says to him, is the Father in, Father Sebastián (I think he said Sebastián or Julián, I’m not too sure), and the other guy obviously, seeing him there with the plasters and the black eye, and he’s thinking what’s this one after? And he tells him he doesn’t know what time he’s going to be there today, if he’s 83going to be there at all, because he had to do some things over in Los Asperones or somewhere, and Pedroche’s getting really annoyed now and asks him if he knows where the priest lives, and he says he doesn’t, somewhere near by, between the church and Cruz de Humilladero, in other words he’s telling him to leave him in peace, and when Pedroche comes a bit closer to him he starts off with, “Listen, don’t come here and start making trouble or I’ll call the police right now, listen,” and so he hangs around for a bit walking up and down by the church door, and then he comes here, and he’s desperate by now, you can see the way the land lies, look at him, he’s probably talking to her sister or that cousin of hers, I don’t know, mate, his life must be hell, I told him I’d go along with him this afternoon to see the priest, I can’t just let him go on his own, and we’ll see what the priest says, who knows what he’ll come out with, what with the jewels being hers and the money supposedly is both of theirs if they’re married, I don’t know, maybe the priest will say, your wife knew what she was doing when she gave me this so it will stay in the parish funds or whatever, my mum used to go to that church, and she said he was a really nice lad, the priest, although there’s no denying he had them all a bit crazy for him treating them like they were all marchionesses, yes milady no milady and all that stuff, and besides, by all accounts he’s a bit of a looker, my mum said he’s like a film star, that priest, a film star like Gregory Peck, my mum said, Gregory Peck, he was a bit like George Clooney back in the day.’

         He’s not intubated. He’s being given 100 per cent oxygen. Dionisio Grandes Guimerá is an organism that is becoming extinct. Ants are still wandering around on the sheet. Dr Galán carefully removes them as if that were her job and this were a way to cure her husband, to make him recover, have another opportunity, a new life. Julia came into the room a short while ago. Dr Galán only sees her right then, standing to one side, behind her and next to Ramiro. And, a short while before, Ramiro will have told her in an almost inaudible voice that the possibility of brain damage is very high and that the patient’s (Dioni’s) Glasgow Coma Score is very low, oxygen saturation level 63. ‘No resus,’ he whispers. ‘They’re going to let him go.’ Ana and Julia know that’s what he’d want, what Dioni would want. To put an end to it. To put an end to a nightmare that has yet to peak, to pass through his body, all that 84tangled mess of suffering, through a narrow filter, through a bottleneck leading nowhere. The ripples made by a pebble in the water becoming smaller and smaller. Dr Galán squashes an ant between her fingertips, and Julia rests her fingertips on the doctor’s shoulder while Amelia spreads out her pink towel and can feel the throbbing heat of the sand through the material, that feeling of peace and life.

         And her son, her son Ismael, can see the green dress that Consuelo wears every day when she goes down to the shops. She’s called La Giganta.

         She’s tall, big boned, with an olive complexion, dark eyebrows and her hair styled and dyed like Marilyn Monroe’s. She has dark eyes and a smudge of blue eyeshadow on her eyelids. That’s the external packaging. Consuelo la Giganta must be around forty-five. She’s married to a disagreeable character who’s also tall. A character who only says hello to people he knows personally. In the lift he looks down from on high without acknowledging anyone else in the cabin. That amazing cabin where Ismael always hopes to bump into Consuelo. They have a son, also aloof, who’s three or four years younger than Ismael. Dark haired, with his mother’s bright dark eyes. Ismael is mortally offended to see those eyes in the boy’s face. It makes him feel like he’s witnessing a profanity, a sordid act.

         They live on the sixth floor. One floor up from where Ismael lives with his mother and his brother, although their flats don’t occupy the same vertical area of floor space. Ismael would like it if Consuelo lived in the flat immediately above theirs. He’d like to listen her footsteps as she walked across the floor, to hear the toilet flush, the taps running, the echo of her voice struggling to cross the barrier of fake marble, concrete and lime that separates them. Even so, sometimes Ismael thinks that he can hear noises coming from Consuelo’s flat and even from Consuelo herself. A voice, the very particular pitch of her voice, her tone. It’s a gentle tone, earthy, the sound of a voice in a narrow tunnel. Some nights he can also hear the clickety-clack of Consuelo walking around in her heels when she’s getting ready to go out with her husband. They go to El Palustre social club. Ismael has heard her talk about the club a few times, and once he realizes that she’s there, talking and laughing with other people, it holds a morbid fascination for him.

         La Giganta has dark lips and small teeth, not very white but nice and 85straight. They’ve acquired a yellow tinge from her cigarettes. Sometimes, leaning out of the kitchen window, Ismael has also seen Consuelo’s naked arms hanging out the washing above her head. On these occasions Ismael turns his torso around, twists his neck, and can see her brown arms, her fingernails painted a deep red – almost brown – her fingers moving through the air as if they were sending out a coded message as they peg out the washing. Ismael leans out even more so he can see more than her forearms, more skin, and he manages to snatch a view of her elbow and occasionally her firm biceps and even her armpit, that sacred, off-white, greenish-grey, unfathomable cavity, when the housecoat La Giganta uses indoors flaps open and exposes a glimpse of her dark bra and her bra strap, always black, that Ismael always imagines when he gets into the lift with her.

         One afternoon as he came out of the lift he met her in the entrance hall. Consuelo was sitting on the concierge’s chair. Ismael had no idea what she was doing there. When she saw him, Consuelo asked him for a light, smiling, her mouth twisted and her dark eyes clouded over, she always looks as if she’s coming, putting the cigarette in her mouth, gently placing the mottled filter between her lips, and, like an idiot, he told her, ‘I don’t smoke, I haven’t got a light’ and carried on walking out into the street, unnerved, feeling that he’d missed an opportunity, The Opportunity, and as soon as he reached the street he sprinted over to the kiosk and desperately asked for a lighter. ‘Blue or red?’ the man asked, ensconced behind a barrier of sweets and magazines. ‘I don’t care.’ ‘Red?’ ‘I don’t care, yes, red.’ He dropped a coin, kicked it away and ran back, coming to a halt just outside the entrance and went in smiling. Consuelo was smoking her cigarette and chatting to a neighbour. Ismael took two steps towards them, stopped, looked at the letterboxes, removed all the advertising leaflets from theirs, rolled them up and stuffed them in his back pocket just as the neighbour was saying goodbye to Consuelo. Ismael went up to her, smiled and showed her the lighter. ‘I found a lighter,’ he told her and she, in turn, showed him her cigarette. ‘Me, too,’ she said and she took a long drag on it, looking at him intrigued. Was she challenging him? Ismael stood still for four or maybe five seconds, suck my cock and swallow my juice, you whore, he almost said the words out loud, for an instant that thought, those 86words, were so powerful that he thought he had actually uttered them or that she, Consuelo, without his needing to utter them, knew exactly what he was about to say, what he was actually saying, what that silence meant, those seconds when everything was held in suspense, when he could see himself grabbing her by the neck and pulling her towards him, towards his crotch. Until she said, ‘What?’ and he snapped out of it, came back to reality and once again saw that he was still standing there with the red lighter in his hand, and she had the cigarette in her mouth again and was now looking out towards the street, towards the glare and movement behind the glass. Ismael, not knowing what to do, had already taken a step towards the lift, had already opened the door and was standing there, seeing his reflection in that mirror which had reflected back Consuelo la Giganta’s image so many times, on which he placed his lips, kissing the glass, licking it.

         His mother is lying on her back on the towel she’s just spread out. She places both hands beneath her back and undoes her bikini top. She pulls down the straps, and pulls down the cups. She lifts her neck – with a forced expression on her face that contradicts her feeling of well-being – and makes sure that the strip of cloth covers her nipples. Not beyond the areolae. She lies back, relaxes her expression, lowers her sunglasses from her forehead and places them over her eyes. The blazing sun prickles her body with a million sharp needles while the proximity of the sea makes her feel relieved, almost refreshed. That gentle, murmuring purr.

         One of these days, one of these days it’ll happen, Ismael told himself, slightly swaying, going up in that mirror-lined cabin, thinking that one day he’ll kiss those lips and those arms and those hidden nipples that he imagines are as dark as her lips. That’s what he thought then and what he’s thinking now as he keeps watch over the entrance to D’SKANDALO.

         La Giganta goes out at the same time every morning to do her rounds in the neighbourhood, rarely deviating by more than five or ten minutes. And almost every day she goes into that shop to chat to the owner. Sometimes Ismael goes over to the shop window and sees them inside. They laugh and cluck their tongues. He doesn’t know what they talk about. He doesn’t know how they know each other or why Consuelo 87goes in there so often. Once, Consuelo’s husband went into the shop, and they both came out quarrelling and looking serious. Her husband spat on the pavement and walked in front of her, and she walked behind staring at her husband’s shoulders and the back of his neck with a calmness that Ismael interpreted as scorn. Ismael’s family also joked about Consuelo’s husband. La Giganta’s husband.

         Ismael gets annoyed when his brother and his mother call her La Giganta. He masturbates as he whispers her name, Consuelo. He lies in wait for her every morning, from Monday to Friday. On Saturdays Consuelo’s schedule is irregular, unpredictable. On Sundays the shops are closed, and if he’s lucky he hears the sharp tic-tac of her heels through some part of the ceiling. Sometimes, from his window, he sees her cross the street with her husband and get into their car, a Peugeot 406 with one of the back doors dented in a collision. From up there, Ismael can see Consuelo’s legs through the reflections in the windscreen. Sometimes her legs are sporting a pair of black trousers. Her legs are too thin for her body. It doesn’t matter. Ismael’s not interested in her legs. The sound of the car fades away at the end of the street, and the rest of Sunday is empty.

         He’s never seen her outside the neighbourhood. Everything’s focused on just a couple of streets and three or four shops which Consuelo goes into and emerges from moments later. Carnes Castilla, El As de Pan or the little supermarket in Calle Manuel de Falla. Sometimes the fruit shop or the roast chicken shop in Plaza Mozart find a way into her itinerary. Almost every day the tobacconist’s, although this visit doesn’t count, it’s too fleeting, as if the tobacconist were waiting for her with her packet of Marlboro ready, and La Giganta grabbed it with the speed of a relay runner. And always D’SKANDALO. That’s always the last call Consuelo makes, and the duration of her visit is unpredictable.

         Ismael spends minutes and minutes watching the shop’s green door sign, its windows and the mannequins. These minutes can stretch and grow longer, and at such times Ismael feels as if he himself is being watched, spied on from every window, by every passer-by, by every acquaintance who sees him from a distance and, above all, by the concierge of his building, who’s often leaning against the entrance doorway to his building, watching, with his arms folded. Fucking parasite. 88Ismael pretends to look at his phone, make a call, receive calls, makes as if he’s talking to someone, chooses Canijo or his brother or his mother as the person he’s supposedly talking to, or the dickhead in the kitchen at the hotel where his mother found him a job. He walks towards some place or other in the street, changes the tone of his voice and his observation point, at the kerb or on the corner. Until all of a sudden he sees La Giganta’s washed-out hair, green dress and brown arms in the shop doorway, and he starts walking.

         Everything is measured. His movements are synchronized with La Giganta’s slow walking pace. He knows that if he sets off from the corner of the street at a fast stride they’ll coincide at the entrance to his building, assuming Consuelo doesn’t bump into some neighbour and stop for a chat. If this happens, Ismael slows down, curses, takes his phone out again or stops to look in a shop window and watch his quarry out of the corner of his eye until the rhythms of the chase are reinstated. His heart is like a whistle, or a fluid that expands and flows throughout his body.

         The objective is to be in the lift with her for thirty seconds. He walks into the building two paces behind Consuelo, and Consuelo has already guessed who those silent footsteps belong to and whose shadow she can sense behind her. The concierge sees them come in and watches. He knows, the bastard knows, and what do I care if he knows, the whole world can know about it for all I care. And then, the ritual. She looks at him and smiles, she says ‘Hello’ and he replies. They wait for the lift and he’s praying that no one else will arrive. She looks at the light showing which floor the lift is on, the ceiling, he looks at her. Her nascent double chin, the black smokiness of her eyes, her almost bare shoulders and her bra strap peeping out from under the sleeve of her sheer dress. The curve of her breasts, although not overly full, two green dunes.

         They go into the lift, she’s always at the back. Without asking, he presses the button for number 5. The number is white on a black background. Thirty seconds of silence, anticipation, the prelude to what will happen, that day or some other day. Both of them are aware of it and say nothing. She sometimes plays around with the mystique of the situation when she says, looking pleased, and only very occasionally, ‘We seem to bump into each other a lot, you and me,’ to which he 89responds with a monosyllable or simply with a smile that he hopes will speak volumes, will send a clear message. And the shudder of the arrival as the lift stops and he looks at her again before going out. And the frustration, that dull rage when he suddenly finds himself on the landing outside his flat, not knowing why he’s missed this latest opportunity or what he’s doing in this lonely place, listening as the lift door opens on the floor above and feeling that he ought to be at Consuelo’s side right then and not where he is now, hearing her footsteps, the keys jangling, the door opening and then after two or three seconds closing, right then he ought to be squeezing her against the door after closing it, placing his mouth in that cavity between Consuelo’s neck and shoulder, running the palm of his hand over the two green dunes made by her dress, wanting to tear off her clothes but putting off the moment of seeing her naked body, covered only by the hypnotic geometric outline of her bra, to touch her skin in the same way that he touched it that day, one day when his desire entered the world of reality and Ismael couldn’t tell if he was dreaming or experiencing a different reality, as if some strange passage had led him into a future world or a dream and so, swept along by a sensation similar to being extremely inebriated, moving like bodies move under the water, he stretched out his hand, straightened his index finger and his middle finger and while Consuelo looked idly on as the floors went past he slid his fingers over her naked arm, a gentle incursion over ten or fifteen centimetres of Consuelo’s skin, and for once she seemed surprised and she asked him, ‘What? What’s going on?’ genuinely intrigued, just as the lift swayed and stopped at the fifth floor, and Ismael, still submerged in the depths of the ocean or transported through a narrow tunnel of his own imagination or time itself, pushed his hand against the lift door, like a hatch opening out on to reality, and walked out.

         
             

         

         And so, in the hope and also the certainty that one day his dream will come true and he’ll finally be alone with Consuelo – watching her leaning against the door half naked, slowly removing her bra and showing him a dark nipple, leading him down a corridor he’s never seen before into a darkened bedroom, throwing herself on the bed and whispering 90in his ear, Fuck me, like that, like that, Ismael, fuck me, and today, Ismael, suffused with this flight of fancy, is waiting for Consuelo to come out of the dress shop called D’SKANDALO, ready to go up with her in the lift, hazily thinking that one day something will happen, that at some point she’ll break through her wall of ice and will say to him ‘Come up with me,’ or she’ll just press the sacred number-six button.

         And so, just like every other day when he spots her, Ismael’s heart also melts today when he sees Consuelo la Giganta in her sheer green dress walking through the La Paz neighbourhood.

         And so, on this August day, the terral tears remorselessly through the city, sweeping down streets and enveloping them like an imaginary, invisible monster that disrupts routines and enfeebles and shatters people’s minds.

         And so, swept along by blind, pheromone-fuelled obedience, in a temperature of forty-two degrees, on the patch of waste ground on Avenida Ortega y Gasset thousands of ants are scurrying around, searching for the trail left by their companions who have been taken away together with the body of Dionisio Grandes Guimerá. They’re scurrying around in an ever-increasing web, marching across the scorched earth, dodging bits of plastic that have been softened by the sun, advancing through gigantic mounds of rubble, dried-out scrub, burned-out trees, fragments and remnants of buildings from a bygone age. An archaeology comprising masses of cement, scraps of plaster, desiccated cigarette butts, bits of glass, drink cans, flattened aluminium with a few surviving marks – a string of strange, discoloured letters – like the ancient carcass of a boat that has run aground. Swarming, climbing, descending, searching, communicating with each other, and in their nervous exchanges they experience something vaguely similar to frustration and alarm. Many years’ worth of food supplies, the inexhaustible pantry consisting of Dionisio Grandes Guimerá’s body, have vanished into thin air and, like the cells of a single organism, they are seeking a way to reverse this disappointment, a way to make the mirage reappear.

         And so, like the chains of that lift in which Ismael’s fantasies rise and fall, Raimundo Arias’s thoughts and words clank and crunch, whispered, masticated, furious and filthy. Agitated like a tormented ant, he’s meandering through that small labyrinth formed by the streets of Portada 91Alta searching for his colleague Eduardo. His guitar is weighing him down and impeding him, just as he’s weighed down and impeded by life, the day, the heat, the glaring light and poverty. He can’t stand wearing these cracked shoes, that’s what he hates most of all. And for all that he rubs the top of his shoe on the back of his other leg and rubs it viciously, the grooves and wrinkles are still there, caked in the putrescence and yellow dust from the patch of waste ground, with his bunion pushing his shoe out of shape and the soles worn out by the hundreds or thousands of kilometres he’s tramped in search of sustenance and smack.

         You can judge a man by his shoes. That’s the only good advice his father ever gave him before he hanged himself from a hook in the dining-room ceiling rose. His mother found him there, his sickly, ungainly body taking the place of the four-bulb light fitting that his father had carefully put on top of the table before he strung himself up. What he couldn’t prevent was the evacuation of his bowels, the hanged man’s final mucky act that sullied his farewell to the world, the oilcloth cover on the table and one of the four lamp shades. His shoes, on the other hand, were muck free. Gleaming, freshly polished. Spick and span. Not like the ones his son is wearing now as he walks over the pink-and-white paving and scorching asphalt of Portada Alta until he comes across El Tato on a bend in the road in Calle Papamosca.

         Feverish, indignant, Raimundo asks, ‘Hey Tato, where’s that bastard Eduardo?’

         And El Tato, with the dilated eyes and faraway look of a hashish smoker, says back to him, ‘Eduardo, he’s such a pain in the arse.’

         ‘Where is the stupid bastard?’

         ‘Eduardo?’

         ‘No, my fucking sister! I don’t believe it! I come across a dead man in the middle of nowhere, and they nearly fucking nick me.’

         ‘Dead man?’

         ‘Totally dead. Heavy or what? Then one of the cops gives me a lift in his car.’

         ‘Hey, Rai, you’re something else.’

         ‘So where’s that wanker Eduardo?’

         ‘Nene Olmedo’s place. He was heading over there with Juanmi and 92La Penca. Nene Olmedo turned up, and the three of them went off with him.’

         ‘No way! There’s something wrong with that guy, inside his head. Eduardo! I’ll kill the bastard!’ Raimundo waves his guitar in the air violently.

         And, still muttering ‘I’ll kill the bastard’ and ‘Fuck this’, Raimundo Arias starts walking off, not wanting to listen to what El Tato is saying to him, ‘Hey, Rai, give me a tune on that guitar.’ ‘Fuck you,’ Raimundo replies through gritted teeth not even knowing himself whether the insult is aimed at El Tato or Eduardo Chinarro. And still muttering and disgusted by the state of his shoes (El Tato was wearing a spotless pair of Nikes) Rai crosses Calle Ave del Paraíso with his guitar over his shoulder, then he crosses Calle Colibrí, too, and goes into the Parque de la Peseta in search of his partner.

         And so the train crosses the almost empty meseta, the white worm in which Céspedes is travelling with Carole’s sleeping head and her perfumed hair resting on his shoulder. This sackful of dreams, this life which won’t be close to mine and that I won’t see again, I’ll have today and tomorrow and within a week or, if I’m lucky, a month from now I’ll end up on a platform, and her path will take her away at three hundred or a thousand kilometres per hour, her life ahead of her, until it’s her that’s left on the platform at another station in the year 2042 or 2050, if she’s lucky, if she’s not covered in a black shroud, covered over and carried off. Rusty boats, black sheets, a dog vomiting and running off under the rain, street lamps and yellow lights in the windows at night, Julia’s face which suddenly morphs into Carole’s, a hotel room, and he’s walking in the dark between pieces of furniture he doesn’t recognize. The borders of sleep bring unconnected images into Céspedes’s mind.

         He opens his eyes, and there, replicated on the four or five screens in the carriage, is the face of that actor whose name he doesn’t recall; he’s also walking down a dark alley, treading in puddles that throw up reflections as if from another world, and he stealthily takes a silver pistol from his jacket pocket. I don’t know if this is freedom or the prison gate closing behind me. Suddenly, a life with no mooring ropes. Céspedes runs over the past few days, the past few hours in his mind, goes over them with the distraction that comes from a sleepless night, 93a lazy, almost pleasurable leeward drift that leaves him still lethargic but with his mind alert, electrified. If right at the start he’d told that moron, that conceited head of personnel at the Hotel Los Patos Ortuño introduced him to, Rafi Villaplana, to sling his hook, right now Céspedes would be sitting beside his swimming pool holding a dry martini poorly mixed by his wife or maybe planning a September getaway with her, choosing a hotel somewhere in Copenhagen or Amsterdam, half bored and half enticed, Elisa choosing the hotels and him agreeing with a calm indifference. At the end of the day that stupid ambitious clown has screwed me over well and good if this is what being screwed over is like – or is it what I wanted, what I’ve been seeking for God knows how long?

         That stupid clown with his back-combed hair, trousers hoicked up above his waist, with his upper-class manners and his working-class background, son of the wonderful toothless Segueta, who, in order to win Céspedes’s favour and smooth the path for what he considered to be the deal of the century, lined him up with that woman his wife caught him in bed with, well, not exactly in bed, no, on the desk, screwing her on the desk. ‘Natalia Ibáñez,’ the idiot said by way of introduction, ‘my confidante, my right-hand woman.’ And he sucked his teeth, who knows whether by way of a swagger or to announce one of the skills boasted by the woman who from then on Céspedes and Ortuño would call ‘Ibáñez the Sword-Swallower’ or simply ‘Ibáñez’. Nails like a whore and an arse like a filly.

         ‘My job at the hotel’s just temporary, I’m focused on something very different.’ That’s what Villaplana said. ‘As I said, Céspedes, just temporary, and you’re a role model to me, I’m telling you straight, and I don’t give praise lightly, a real example.’ Resident of Portada Alta, raving lunatic, Rafi Villaplana was speaking with the certainty of someone who uses bullets instead of words. That was how he’d got hooked up with the English girl who, according to him, had a father with plenty of money to invest.

         Saying that his job at the hotel’s just temporary and Céspedes asking for reports and confirming he’d been working at the same hotel for fifteen years, having arrived as a bellboy and having worked his way up the ladder, obsequious to his employers and aggressive towards his 94peers. ‘We’re going to do this, Céspedes, I guarantee it. You put up your share, and my father-in-law (my future father-in-law) will cover the rest, he just has to see that I’ve got your commitment, that we’ve got the infrastructure and we’re not – that I’m not – a simpleton. He’s got investments in half of England, but he doesn’t know how things work over here, he started at the bottom, not right at the bottom but as a foreman, and after five years he had his own foundry, after seven years he had two, and after ten years he was a big fish within the sector in Gloucester, metal carpentry, he’s clever, and we can trust him, Céspedes, isn’t that right, sweetheart? Céspedes can trust him and he can trust us, too? And you as well?’ And then Villaplana touched Ibáñez’s thigh, slid his hand to the inside. Familiar territory explored with tongue and dick, thought Céspedes.

         And it was the ease of it all that sank Céspedes, that lack of importance and almost lack of interest in Ibáñez, that apathy which led him to commit an indiscretion which he had never made before. The feeling that with this semi-whore with pretensions he wasn’t breaking any laws or betraying anyone’s trust was what led him first to bring her home and give her a Bailey’s (that muck was the only thing she’d drink) while he collected some documents from his office, and that was what then inspired him to sit her on the desk, pull down her knickers and screw her right there. And that was how, with his trousers around his ankles, his shirt unbuttoned and hanging over his arse, Ibáñez moaning like she must have thought a cat in heat would moan, that was the scene when Céspedes’s wife, with a broad grin, popped her head around the door, just her head, and said, ‘Hi there, honey.’ And then she didn’t say anything else. Her head stayed there, without a body, cut off at the neck by the doorframe, the expression that had started as a grin starting to wither, transforming into the muscular contractions of someone retching just before they throw up, while Céspedes the worst thing about the whole stupid incident was me with my trousers around my ankles, what a bummer turned around, still erect, and tried to take a few steps in no particular direction, impeded, leaving Ibáñez’s pussy exposed, and her idiotic face, her moans now morphing into the screams that cats really do give when something is just too much for them. Four, five seconds? Probably Señora Céspedes’s head wasn’t there any longer than that. But 95we all know that time is a relative measure, completely meaningless in situations where emotions are intense.

         And so Ismael watches the determined (and at the same time leisurely) progress of Consuelo la Giganta up Calle Juan Sebastián Bach, along the pavement on the side with odd numbers. And so his mother sinks into a deep stupor, her hair and her bikini dripping wet after the quick dip she’s just taken in the cold and almost crystal-clear water. Playa de la Misericordia. Amelia appreciates the towel’s warmth, the heat filtering up from the sand through the material, damp and warm at the same time. She blesses the breath of air that, on this part of the beach, near the seashore, forges a path between the fresh sea breeze and the muggy heat, passing over her and caressing her skin like a soft tongue. She closes her eyes, and the world disintegrates, reality fragments almost with the same precision with which her son Ismael cut up the curtains, the towels and every scrap of material he could lay his hands on between the small hours and sunrise. Triangles, scraps that scatter and fly across the sand until they hit the tiny breakwater that barely disturbs the water with a timid murmur. And one of those triangles carries an image of Rafi. The latest row, with her telling him, Never again, I’m warning you, never again, knowing that her words had lost their power, that nothing she might have said could get through to Rafi Villaplana. A blind alley.

         She knew it from the very first day. From the moment he suggested going out to lunch to try to resolve – that’s what he said, resolve – the problems that had arisen with the new receptionist in a relaxed way. Amelia knew that this meal was unnecessary and that it never would have taken place if she had been a man. Villaplana never needed to consult anyone about anything, it never took him long to resolve disputes. And her impression was confirmed when lunch turned into dinner at the last minute. She knew that the meeting would be even more protracted. She took a lot of care over her make-up, chose the silk blouse and the trousers that suited her best of all. She knew he had something of a history, but on this occasion she wasn’t going to be the victim, she would be the predator, Amazonian, free and independent. Aware. It was more than two years since her husband had left. She’d rebuilt her life, or at least she’d saved it from becoming a complete shipwreck. She’d had to find a job, her younger son had also made it to the lifeboat that his 96cousin had offered him in the framing and mouldings shop and her other son, Ismael, was flailing around helplessly between violence, alcohol and despotism. And so she was going to allow herself a bit of fun with this personnel manager who was rather a dandy, somewhat past his prime but attractive and self-assured. Everything was perfect, she reassured Queta, her colleague who worked in admin at the hotel. ‘I can tell you from my own experience: give him a wide berth,’ her friend had advised her. ‘I don’t have any expectations, all I want is a bit of fun.’ Yes, that’s how it was.

         And so she found herself in the quicksand. She who’d been free, independent, Amazonian, emancipated and even a rebel woke up one day to find herself tied down as firmly as Gulliver when he woke up in the land of the Lilliputians. Only her strings, Amelia’s strings, were viscous and slimy and it was impossible to undo the knots. It was as if the string and the knots were made of the same substance as Rafi Villaplana himself. I haven’t tricked you, Amelia, you knew right from the start, you know it’s the truth. That was the one and only, firm and unshakeable argument that Rafi Villaplana hid behind. Right from the start, at that dinner in El Higuerón, he told her he had a fiancée. And with a seductive smile that left the door open to irony and even sarcasm, shaking his head, he added, ‘Fiancée or something like that, who knows how it’ll turn out?’ And he turned away quickly and looked towards the horizon, a tarry mass, a muddle of sea and sky, just as he muddied the trail of his emotions, always zigzagging between what was certain and what was possible, what could be seen and what was imagined.

         And so Amelia falls into the labyrinth that opens up before her as soon as she closes her eyes. And so the trains and the ants run their course, and so the waves break again and again on the beach, persistent, shattered and docile, almost silent, creating a murmur that doesn’t bother anyone. Just like the tide and just like the ivy that keeps rising up in Amelia’s chest but never reaches her throat. Giving in every time Rafi calls, pining when she hasn’t heard from him for a few days, jealous when she sees him chatting to a female guest or another employee who’s younger than her. Without the will to leave him, without the strength to free herself from the tangle that’s tying her down. Where else would she go? And why? It’s all so tiring. Shallow. Some children are shouting 97and splashing about, and Amelia can’t tell any more if they’re really there or just part of her dream.

         
             

         

         And so a dream comes to an end with pin-sharp clarity, and for the first time since her husband entered that room, filthy and at death’s door, Dr Galán holds his hand. The dream she had wanted to be a part of is over and the reality she had wanted to ignore has kicked in, and now, when it’s too late, it’s inescapable. For the first time that day she touches her husband in a non-medical way, without checking his vital signs, without looking at the monitors, the pulse oximeter or his score on the Glasgow Coma Scale. And so she takes his swollen hand in hers and, at the same time, with a twitch of her shoulder she rebuffs Julia’s outstretched hand. She rejects pity or anything resembling it. Now more than ever. And she doesn’t even reply to Julia’s soft voice behind her. ‘Do you want us to go? Shall we leave you alone for a moment?’

         The distortion of death. Dioni’s face transformed by the mask and the days of neglect. His eyes half closed. Dr Galán has seen too many people die in this room. Now she knows. She can hear Ramiro and Julia’s muffled footsteps at they leave the room. She sees their two silhouettes out of the corner of her eye. What sort of private moment does Julia imagine she can have with this body that will soon be a corpse, what kind of comfort can she find? She could turn around and ask her. But, no, she knows she must hold her tongue. She was the one who wanted her life to be shrouded in silence. So open minded, always deceiving everyone, always frightened, the bold doctor, the fearless one, and always there in my corner returning to my corner just like when I was a little girl and didn’t dare go outside, afraid of the other children and grown-ups with their hugs and giving thanks when night came because then being afraid was justified and I didn’t have to hide or pretend to feel faint or have a tummy ache, just as later on I had the excuse that I was the only one, with my patience and stoicism, who could keep the peace in our home, for my son, or was my son just an excuse? That’s a scourge I’ve still got to beat myself up with, you’ve given me everything, Dioni, the scourge, turning your back on me and now you’re right here.

         And so she takes Dioni’s dying hand and strokes it, looks at his 98cracked, dried-out lips, his shrivelled yellowish skin, the electrodes and the monitors, the rhythm of death on the screen, the drip that will make it pain free, almost sweet. And Dr Galán thinks of the moment when she will have to talk to Guille, her sixteen-year-old son. Too much life ahead of him without a father.

         And so Guille, stretched out in a hammock in their garden in Calle Sierra Pelada, struggling with the heat beneath the trees, draws on his spliff and dozes off, watching that Peruvian maid his mother’s just hired stripping the sheets off his bed upstairs. That stain from last night, not even JuanCa’s dog would poke that, when I see JuanCa I’m going to tell him, I’m going to tell JuanCa, wait till you see the Peruvian. And he pictures himself with JuanCa, telling him, ‘You’ve got to see the car crash of a maid my mother’s taken on. She’s got a head this wide, the bitch is half a metre tall and her tits look like they’ve rolled down from Machu Picchu. I bet you my balls that even a complete dog like you wouldn’t poke her.’ And Juno and Loberas, the three of them in stitches, and JuanCa saying, ‘Line her up for me, and I’ll let you know; before you turn your back I’ll have shot my load twice.’ ‘I’ll give you a photo of her, and I bet you twenty euros that you couldn’t get a hard-on, you dirty dog.’ Machu Picchu! Guille gets the urge to call out to her from the hammock, ‘Machu Picchu!’ And just the idea makes him giggle, a soft, pleasant, irrepressible giggle, as if a river had opened up inside him and those two words were the most ridiculous thing that anyone could ever have imagined or invented. How can people not realize that? How can they say those words and keep a straight face as if nothing has happened? And so Guille swings in the hammock with the spasms of his stifled giggles, his eyes brimming with tears as he looks at her ridiculous little outfit, the pink uniform that his mother has foisted on the housemaid and thinking about JuanCa. What a dog, Machu Picchu.

         And so the Runner wakes up drenched in sweat, the notebook he’d been writing in scrunched up under his chest. The plaster Virgin that his mother placed at the head of his bed, next to the photograph of Sebastian Coe, reminds him fleetingly of a dream he’d been having. A darkened house and a man lighting up the rooms with a candle, maybe he was a priest, Father Abril, and the memories that came back to him as he was running past the school?99

         The Runner can’t hear anything coming from the other side of the door, not even the murmur of the television or his mother’s complaints with luck, they’ve gone and he feels an enormous relief, a flicker of pleasure at the thought of being alone in the flat, like on Sundays when he hears his uncle’s voice echoing along the narrow corridor. Proud, vibrant, loud. Ridiculous and at the same time adored by the Runner, that man represents freedom. He takes his mother and his grandmother out of the house for eight or ten hours at a stretch. They go out to the countryside, and his uncle and his mother scour riverbanks for wild asparagus and other bits and pieces and identify plants and birdsongs, while his aunt and his grandmother natter away on a pair of deckchairs in the shade of a eucalyptus or an olive tree. And, if the stars are aligned, if the Runner’s sister is spending the weekend with her fiancé, he has the empty, silent flat all to himself. And Lucía. And this will happen very soon, next year, when his sister gets married and every time his mother and his grandmother go out the flat will be all his. But that idea, the very idea of staying there another year provokes a wave of darkness inside him, dark ivy creeping up his chest. I’m the one who has to leave, open the door, breathe and put an end to all this.

         The Runner turns over on to his side, rests his cheek against the sheets and remembers the last time he was with Lucía in this very bed, the light was almost the same, the net curtains filtering the glaring brightness of that day, a silent Sunday afternoon. But it’s not the memory of Lucía that takes root and flowers inside his head. It’s that fleeting image, that mental evocation of the empty house that leads him back to that other house, his house, after his father’s death, when everything became temporary and nobody was quite sure what would become of them a year or even a month later. It was all so precarious that even the furniture started to move around, bedrooms changed occupants in strange rotation that ended up with one of those bedrooms being left empty, without any furniture at all apart from two chairs and a table top propped against the wall, displaying its chipboard underbelly and its antediluvian stains. That empty bedroom became the Runner’s refuge. A few cushions on the floor, the window shutters half closed and hours in the semi-darkness, listening to music, although he’d never been a fan of any particular band or orchestra. Sitting on those cushions he 100would read under the weak light filtering through the shutters. Books that Canijo would lend him. And his dreams. A future that knew no bounds. There was no hint that would let him guess what it would be like, but he envisaged it being very far away from there. Different. And the jumping. He’d take a run-up and jump and hit the wall with his foot, as high as possible. Then he’d mark his record with a pencil. Again and again. Nobody, neither his mother nor his sister, appeared to notice all those footprints on the green paint. He’d jump furiously, raising his leg higher and higher, bordering on two metres and breaking his fall as best he could. He stopped running. When Santi Cánovas and Ángel called him to go out training he didn’t pick up, or he made up ridiculous excuses, obviously untrue. Santi Cánovas spent a whole afternoon sitting in that room with him. He was the only person to ask him about those footprints on the wall. He jumped with him once or twice. He lost his membership to the athletics club. He tore up his membership card. He would read, sitting there for hours on end, and he jumped.

         Now, on this suffocating day with the terral, he reflects that what he was doing back then was similar to what some other adolescents do, self-harming by cutting themselves with knives or burning themselves with a cigarette. He remembers that empty bedroom. He remembers the strange light fitting that appeared one day hanging from the ceiling in the room when all the furniture rearrangement was going on. Another one appeared in his mother’s bedroom. That one was purple. His uncle must have fitted them at some point. Not the one with the echoey voice – the other one. The one whose voice was reedy like a flute and who always carried a screwdriver in his shirt pocket. He used to fix everything. An obsessive fixer. Plugs, electric irons, televisions, watches, computer keyboards, fuse boxes, locks, blinds, coffee makers. And as he screwed and unscrewed he’d talk away in his voice that sounded like a flute. He must have got those light fittings from some shop run by one of his friends, some shop selling household goods, and brought them to his sister-in-law as an offering, a starting-block for the emotional and financial recovery of the family unit. Regeneration. The Runner opens his notebook and reads the last few lines he wrote a couple of days ago. I don’t know where to look. Better not to look anywhere. Better not to look up. Although I know that if I spend any more time without moving, 101everything will move around me. Including Lucía. I run and I don’t go anywhere. It doesn’t matter if I run in a straight line, I always end up running in circles around the 400-metres track and after running ten kilometres I’m still in the same place, or fifteen or twenty metres ahead of where I started. Or fifteen or twenty metres behind. The Runner sits up. He opens the drawer of his bedside table. There they are: his biros, arranged in order of diminishing thickness. He selects an intermediate one. He’s tempted to cross out what he’s just read. He puts it in brackets. He looks at the light fitting again. And he starts to write.

         
             

         

         THE RUNNER’S DIARY

         The light fitting. Hanging there from the ceiling and looking like a UFO. It’s shaped like an eye and hangs (dangles) from a short black cable. Instead of illuminating it seems to be watching. It throws out a feeble light. A low-wattage bulb, which is made even weaker because of the dark bottle-green glass with indentations that are meant to be for decoration, its aesthetic essence to remind us of our poverty. A charity lamp. My mother’s pride and joy. Two little lights. That’s what she called them when they suddenly appeared hanging there and I asked her. She looked at me sadly (I’m not sure whether she was sorry for me or for herself) when I told her that they looked like two UFOs and, what was more, they were blind UFOs, two small black holes that sucked up the apartment’s limited amount of light. She didn’t say so, she didn’t answer me, but I know she thought that if I didn’t like them I could get a job and buy some really bright new lights. She took pity on me and held her tongue. And her pity turned into a hook, a butcher’s hook that ended up making my guts bleed. With the pus of remorse. I wonder if she would feel the same, if she ever feels sorry when she has a go at her own mother. When she rations her television time or makes fun of her for her favourite programmes. When they go out to the countryside and they brag about climbing up the steepest and stoniest hills while my grandmother stays down below, sunk into her deckchair crocheting and she, my mother, when she comes down victorious from the mountain with her bunches of herbs and tells her she would have been better off staying at home if that’s all she wants to do. 102

         That’s where I come from.

         I come from that magma, that nebula. Not just from that body, not just from the darkness of that body or the depths of that veiny white belly, floating in liquid, I come from that madness and that rain of meteorites she produces non-stop inside her mind. I am descended from that wounded pride and that similarly wounded humility. From that arrogance which is capable of cornering and destroying her own mother and that humility which folds and melts when faced with ridiculous objects like those lamps and the person who brought them. And the stiff cable from which they’re suspended. That discipline. That’s what she’s like and that’s the plasma that she injected into me and fed me with, it was imprinted in my cells, controlling me ever since I left her uterus.

         The light (what it represents) (write more?)

         My mother says that when I was small the world was full of UFOs and people who saw UFOs. There were always people on the TV who’d seen strange lights in the sky, descending, gyrating, ascending, by the side of the road, in remote houses out in the country. Almost everyone was sure that civil aviation pilots, and of course military pilots, had seen them. They were in on the secret. Lots of people admitted they’d been abducted. Taken inside those spacecraft through very powerful beams of light that sucked up their bodies. That’s what happens to my mother. She’s abducted or she escapes, goes to the other side, disappears, and then we see her transformed. She goes from one extreme to the other. Without passing through any intermediate point. The exemplary, humble woman and the woman who persecutes her mother. I’m ashamed to write it down. I feel like a traitor. I am a traitor. Infinitely worse than her. A wretch. Because I’m more intelligent than her, because she’s made an effort for me to be better than her and everyone else and all I can manage is to be much worse. Because I only get the first version, the exemplary mother. She forgives me, apologizes for me, sticks up for me against my sister, against my aunts’ knowing looks and questions. ‘Hasn’t he found a job yet?’ they ask, happily, persecuting her in turn. They look at her and they look at me. Their sons, my cousins, have been working for two, four, six years. They’ve got cars. One of them has bought a flat, another one is going to get married. They go on holiday, they travel. They give their mothers presents: they show my mother their watches. I steal from my mother.  103 That’s my gift to her. I open her wardrobe drawer, lift up the handkerchiefs and underwear and see the little bundle of notes. The amount I take depends on how thick the bundle is. If I’m desperate I don’t notice how much is there. On two occasions, as far as I know, my mother has accused my grandmother. The word she used back then was hypocrisy. My grandmother gives her all her pension every month except for the fifty euros she gives to me. On those occasions my mother accused her of giving with one hand and taking away with the other. It didn’t occur to her that it might be someone else who was taking money from her drawer. She couldn’t imagine it was me. It isn’t that she didn’t want to think it, she just DIDN’T think it.

         I don’t need to be abducted by the crew of a UFO or any other bastard. I can transport and transform myself. I’m my own black hole. I swallow myself, gobble myself up, and I don’t know where I’m going. I’m the shadow transmitted by that light. I’m everything that gets lost along the road. The breadcrumbs that drop to the ground when bread is broken, crumbs that never find their way into anyone’s mouth and benefit no one. The crumbs that are carried away by ants or swept up with a broom. The seed that the priests talked about at school. Not the bad seed, but the seed that falls on stony ground and grows there.

         Are these the thoughts provoked by that light? What it embodies? What I reflect back on it, because the light, that lump of glass and that cable that looks like a riding crop, they don’t embody anything. What’s the opposite of that light? Is there anything on this planet, within my reach, that could produce the opposite effect or be an antidote to the light’s virus?

         HER LADYBIRD, HER TATTOO, HER ANKLE, HER LEG, HOPE. HER.

         Yes, the ladybird Lucía has tattooed on her right ankle. On the inside. That drawing embodies peace. Solace. (write what I feel) (the feelings it gives me)

         But the light fitting is always present. It’s screwed into the ceiling, and I come back here every night, I come back underneath it. When I go to sleep and when I wake up it’s floating there in all its sadness. It’s the last light I see each day. It’s the first thing I see every morning. It reminds me of the life I’ve led, step by step. And afterwards, when the review is over,  104 it says to me, ‘Go on, get out of bed now if you can and carry on in your rut, you and I know your measure, your lack of worth, I am your fate and your future, too.’ It reminds me who I am. What I haven’t got. The life I could have. What I don’t dare imagine so I won’t get depressed. Stuck to the ceiling, like the triangle encompassing the Eye of God. Vigilant in case I leave the sphere of darkness.

         Lucía has a ladybird about one or two centimetres long (more like two) tattooed on the inside of her right ankle, just above the ankle bone. She had it done before I met her. It’s not a good tattoo. There’s barely any shading to give it depth, and unless you look at it carefully you could easily think that it’s a drawing that some amateur has sketched with a biro. Perhaps that’s where its secret lies, perhaps it’s that innocence, that freedom, combined with Lucía’s skin, that fills me with such emotion, even with happiness. That faith in the good things and, in a manner of speaking, as my uncle might say (the one with the strong voice), that faith in life.

         There’s no red in the tattoo (just a thin outline of what would be the wings and the shell, which is almost a pale pink) and the ladybird’s spots aren’t black either. It’s all blue. Just blue ink and skin. I remember when I first used to sit on the benches along the seafront with Lucía and how she would wiggle her leg nervously, up and down, swinging it on her other leg and how the ladybird went up and down, and I saw the confirmation of a distant promise in that movement. The fact that being with me made her feel nervous filled me with emotion. The fact that she made the same movement several months later when her brother was so ill made me feel the same again. Her bare foot, her open sandals, the gentle sway of her pale calf and the ladybird swinging back and forth.
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