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The killing of beasts might first explain the staining of iron with steaming blood.



Ovid, Metamorphoses

            



I thought that when you killed a man, that finished it, he told himself. But it dont. It just starts then.



William Faulkner, The Hamlet
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Pianist


I’ve heard that silly remark, that pianists have delicate hands, more often than any other. But it’s a lie. In pictures, and several times on TV, I’ve seen the great Marguerite Vajda at play, and I’ve also seen her flailing her arms during a long interview as she explained a point. Even when the rest of her body looked relaxed, her hands were tense and alert, like a dog that seems to be asleep but suddenly catches a fly hovering in front of its jaws. The shape of her fingers was not delicate at all. On the contrary, they were like little truncheons getting wider at the tip. Strong fingers, ugly like stumps, but capable of firing up the air with the beauty of a chord.

         

On CD covers I’ve seen other pianists’ hands as well – Maria João Pires’s, Barenboim’s, Esteban Sánchez’s, Pollini’s, Perahia’s, Glenn Gould’s – and all of them look as wide as rackets, stringed with veins that vibrate as the blood courses through them. Not one of them is a beautiful hand, as though there were a secret affinity between sublime music and the deformity of the body part that performs it. All of those fingers seem to be growing out of the rings which strangle their bases, getting fatter and fatter every year. I once had a teacher whose wedding ring cut into his finger so badly that it had to be prised off by a blacksmith.

Above all, I know my hands. I’ve seen them in motion and at rest, flat and making a fist, ready to caress and to do harm; I know how they bleed and the pattern of their veins; I know the lines on my palms (life line: very short; heart line: split into five) and the scar that a knife wound left in my thumb; I know their small marks and moles, the down on their backs, their angular and hardened joints. My hands are a pianist’s hands too. And yet I’ve scattered small corpses all over the city with them.

But I don’t mean to run ahead of the story. I’ve always been a tidy, methodical man. I act with a discipline that surely comes from all those years studying music, when I still had faith in my talent and not a day went by without my sitting at the piano for several hours.

Back then, I was sure that I, too, would become an accomplished pianist, that I would succeed in the profession, performing concerts in beautiful distant cities all around the world as a soloist or prominent member in an orchestra. I dreamt of going on stage at the Vienna Opera House, at the Scala or the Metropolitan, striding towards the grand piano in that swift step with which great performers convey their impatience, almost scorning the public who later applaud them. My mother encouraged this self-confidence, but everyone knows how short-sighted mothers can be about their children’s modest gifts. Any sparkle dazzles them, and they mistake skill for talent, ease for genius.

         

My parents died and I never completed my studies. So I’m no virtuoso, far from it. I ply a trade that I hate from the bottom of my heart: I am a keyboard player. The job title causes me great frustration: it describes someone who uses a disreputable instrument, like a little electric organ with a goat tied to it, and plays in the street for a few coins raining from balconies or, in my case, plays it in an orchestra of mediocre amateur musicians that people hire for weddings, municipal festivities in godforsaken towns, and popular parties in sad suburban neighbourhoods. That’s what I’ve amounted to. Keyboard player. A night trade that leaves me free to sleep all day and think about stuff.

         

I’ve always thought it was excessive leisure that drove me to plying my other trade.

One morning, a friend of my then wife called me to ask a favour. Her dog, a Cocker Spaniel, had given birth to five puppies fathered by a stray mongrel without an owner. She’d tried to give them away but no one would take them. She desperately wanted to get rid of them, but didn’t feel up to taking them to the vet to be put down; even less did she dare to kill them herself. And so she asked me, as I had some free time, to take them to the vet: she couldn’t even look them in the eyes. She gave me a large amount of money to pay for the task and for my trouble. But the puppies never made it to the clinic. They didn’t have a sweet death, if what they are injected with makes them die sweetly. They stopped breathing at the bottom of the Lebrón, in a sack weighed down by stones.

Now, some time later, I know about ungratefulness and understand the loneliness of executioners. The king’s contempt for his hangmen is in direct proportion to how much he needs their services. I know now, but I didn’t then, and I was slow to understand the scorn that my wife’s friend showed me once the job was done, as if it hadn’t been she who had asked me to do it.

         

I don’t know how, but the news of that commission must have got around and, a few days later, another woman phoned to ask me for a favour as well – the second one. It is nearly always women who call me, as if they are more fearful – or more compassionate towards suffering, even if sometimes they can be more hateful – than men, who seem to establish a colder and more neutral relationship with animals.

‘You don’t know me,’ she said, and I chose not to ask her how she knew me. ‘I was given your phone number, and they told me that you… that you take care of animals.’

‘What have you got in mind?’ I asked, though I knew I shouldn’t.

‘Hamsters. My son. It’s just the two of us here, and I don’t know how to solve the problem. A few months ago, he begged me to get him a pair of hamsters for his birthday. Some of his friends have got them too.’

‘Aha.’

‘Well, he doesn’t want them now. He’s actually come to hate them, for no apparent reason, and I don’t know what to do with the creatures.’

‘Can’t you give them away, or return them to the store?’

‘The thing is,’ she hesitated, ‘he must have done something to them. It’s not easy to catch them now. They’re hiding in some cranny in the house, afraid and quite feral. They’ve started stealing food and gnawing at the curtains. I wouldn’t want to come across them one night in the dark, or to tread on them. As I said, it’s not easy to catch them. When I tried, they faced up to me, baring needle-sharp teeth and squealing like rats, their eyes red with rage. One can get quite scared of them. I mean,’ she corrected herself, ‘someone who’s not a specialist. That’s why I’m calling you. Would you be able to come round and take them away?’

‘I think I would.’

‘Just name a time and tell me how much you’d charge.’

I asked for an amount that was excessive for getting rid of a pair of harmless mice. She thought it was reasonable.

         

After this second commission, I began to see the economic prospects opening up before me. Suddenly, I realised that a lot of the people I knew had some kind of pet at home. The city where I lived, though planned for human inhabitants, was crawling with a diverse fauna: cats, dogs, goldfish, tortoises, rabbits, hamsters, moles, rats, monkeys, frogs, bats, silkworms and birds of all shapes and sizes. Above all, the canine population was so high that there was a veterinarian clinic in practically every neighbourhood. I was astonished to find that, between them, these clinics also boasted a hairdressing service, a crèche, kennels, psychological attention, euthanasia, and even something that one might call a brothel. Breda was full of animals that were being better looked after than millions of children!

         

I was not surprised when they called me a third time. The voice on the phone was an old woman’s, and she wouldn’t tell me what it was about until I came to her house. She had to see me.

It was one of those old flats with higher-than-average ceilings, plaster ceiling roses, and thick walls that muffle up noises. But going in was like penetrating into a rainforest; deep into the vernal gaiety of well-fed birds of all colours. Bits of music filled every room, from the whistling of the goldfinch and the tambourine-like cackle of the parrot, through the hiss of the pardal and the flute-like noises of the golden oriole, to the silly peep of the blackbird and the clanging of the tit. On reaching the living room, I saw a parakeet looking at us from the top of a lamp, out of the old woman’s reach, completely uninterested in the freedom that the open window offered him.

         

‘My husband died three days ago. This is all he’s left me: his birds. And you can’t imagine how much dirt such small animals can produce,’ she whispered pointing out birdseed everywhere, droppings in every corner, even feathers floating in the air.

         

‘A lot?’

‘A whole life of cleaning up their muck. There’s no animal filthier than a bird. Maybe it’s because they live up in the trees, so they’re not affected by the state of the ground,’ she said. ‘But I put up with them long enough when he was alive to have to put up with them now. My whole life they’ve been driving me crazy with their songs. I want you to take them all away. All of them. Would you be able to?’

         

‘Of course.’

‘I don’t care what you do with them, so long as you don’t let them loose. Some might come back. I don’t care if they have to suffer either. I don’t care if they suffer,’ she repeated, and I got the feeling that it wasn’t just the birds that she was thinking about.

That was my third job. From that point onwards, I remember them less clearly. Of course, some left more of an imprint than others: some were quite laborious, one or two caused pain. Dogs bit me as they refused to die, shrinking back, with their legs and tails tucked in, showing a spiky tongue in the end; perfumed cats with bristling fur and curved claws fiercely scratched the wicker travelling cages in which they undertook their last journeys to the bottom of the river; birds’ tiny skulls were crushed with a blow. There was a monkey with God knows what dangerous disease who had to disappear without a trace because he’d been illegally imported from Africa. His gaze as he lay fully conscious of the fact that he was dying troubled me for some time: his silent look of reproach seemed to be telling me that he was no less sensitive and human than all those highly gifted gorillas, all those megalomaniac mammals called men, who, without any remorse, had become butchers of other species. There was also a poodle owned by a woman who stipulated in her will that it should be buried with her. Even if I didn’t understand that kind of possessive obsession – characteristic of people who can’t countenance that a creature which has loved them might love somebody else – I obeyed and did it; obeyed and got paid. There were, indeed, many animals whose owners, for one reason or another, didn’t take them to the vet. I always made sure that their agony, if not sweet, was at least brief.

         

I can almost say that being recognised as a competent – but I don’t know what to call it: animal killer sounds too serious, pet carer is a euphemism – as a competent agent, let’s say, eased the burden of being a failed pianist. At home in the afternoons, I still sat in front of the Petrof and I think that in those days I played better than ever. I did it for pleasure; I had nothing to prove or to gain, but Schubert’s delicate lieder and Bach’s variations reached a musicality and resonance of feeling that I had never attained before.

         

On a given day, within the space of a few hours, my hands might alternate between the soft touch of the artist and the cold-heartedness of the executioner, but I’m certain that this had no psychological effect on me; I was not schizophrenic, or mentally imbalanced.

My troubles started when my wife refused to see it all as harmless, in view of the increasing number of commissions to take care of animals that had suddenly become a nuisance: in homes where a baby had come, or where the person who looked after them had died, or in others, still, where their owners got bored or simply left on holiday. A few times, I saw her looking at my hands in disgust. A few times, she took away from me a piece of bread that I was cutting, or the lettuce hearts I was washing, as though I might contaminate anything I touched with death and violence. She stopped holding my hand as we walked together in the street and a few times she moved her thighs and sex away as I tried to caress them.

And so it wasn’t long before loneliness arrived. One Saturday morning, she picked up her things and went back to her parents’ home, which she had left fifteen years earlier to marry a guy who, she believed, had a lot of potential as a musician, but who, without knowing quite how, had become an executioner of animals and a vulgar keyboard player in a cheap entertainment orchestra at weddings and parties. How I hate that word ‘entertainment’ as well; that word which advertises our services as if our acts were not dull, repetitive and mediocre, fake in their cheerfulness – the bars simplified at the slightest difficulty of execution, a muddle of chords!

         

The worst thing is that I see no way out of my second line of work. You see, I’ve become the ideal man, someone who is indifferent enough to carry it out swiftly and efficiently: if you are finely attuned to your own suffering you have no time for the sufferings of animals. Zoological pain is nothing compared to your own personal pain.

This afternoon, I have nothing to do. I sit down at the piano, waiting for the night to come, hoping that it will not be too troubling. I sink my hands into the depths of the ivory and the notes start pouring forth. Tomorrow, I’ll go and see a woman who wants me to wring the necks of the pigeons that soil the balcony of her flat.

         




        


    





        

            


         

Maquette


The maquette of the new urban development was devoid of trees, like a prison. It still smelled of paint and took up an enormous drawing board placed on trestles, two metres by four in size. In it, one could already see the division of land into plots, the paved streets, and the network of water and gas pipes and TV and telephone cables. All of these were to be laid underground, partly to prevent breakages and accidents, but also to achieve a clean look, free from encumbrances: out-of-sight progress, the city of the future. Parks and communal spaces were also drawn up. The remaining half of the one-hundred-and-fifty-thousand square metres was divided into plots of land which were destined to become buildings. The shape of these buildings was the reason why the three partners of Construcciones Paraíso were having a meeting.

         

To assist with the facts, calculate the figures of the various options and record agreements and disagreements, Alicia, the company’s quantity surveyor, was present as well; none of the partners wanted any of the administrative staff, who were less involved with the project, to hear what was going to be said in the room. Martín Ordiales knew there would be arguments and conflicts of interest that should remain strictly confidential. And he was sure that Alicia would maintain confidentiality.

         

Besides, he liked seeing her and having her around the office, because those were the only moments when she looked up to him. As soon as he drifted away from work matters, Alicia drifted away from him.

He was standing by the window, looking down at the square where children played watched by their mothers, when the door opened and Santiago Muriel walked in. Muriel was a small man with a bald head which was strangely dented, as if he had sustained an injury as a child. ‘The kind of person whose face you’d never touch,’ Alicia had once said. Unremarkable, dark-skinned, as if covered by a layer of ash, he was so normal that he was almost invisible. Sometimes, when Martín recalled a meeting or a visit to a building site, he struggled to remember whether or not Muriel had been present, for he blended in perfectly with the brown furniture or the grey cement of his surroundings. As a partner, he gave orders and took part in all decisions, but it was as if he never spoke. Martín had noticed that even the builders seemed to forget Muriel’s instructions after a few minutes and had to come back to consult him.

         

Nevertheless, he was indispensable for running the company. He kept the books with painstaking accuracy and visited the town council to ask for planning permission and licences, always in a polite and humble manner, but also never giving up until he obtained whatever the company needed. He carried figures and budgets in his head, costs of machinery and materials, lists of companies that might be subcontracted for a profit. He was careful about small sums – a quality which was hard to come by in someone who shared his property with two other partners. And he had proved honest enough that he seemed unlikely ever to succumb to temptation.

He was, indeed, an efficient manager. And yet, he was incapable of selling even a single property. His inability to sound convincing and his lack of charisma and persuasiveness were evident to prospective buyers, who usually stopped listening after the first minute.

He owned about twenty per cent of the company’s shares, which he had kept since he had started work under the late Gonzalo Paraíso. The portion seemed enough, and it had neither increased nor decreased in the thirty years the company had been in existence. His modest greed was directed not at the internal control of the company, but at the capital the company might gain in the outside world, and he was aware of how important his role was; now more than ever, what with the confrontation between Martín and Miranda, each of whom owned half of the remaining shares. The asymmetry made him the arbiter of their decisions: all he had to do to declare a victory or a defeat was to look left or right.

         

To Martín, the stand that Muriel would take at the meeting was a mystery. On the one hand, he knew that Muriel clung to the memory of the late Paraíso rather sentimentally – although he wondered whether or not that loyalty would extend to a daughter who, for years now, had acted a bit… well, rebelliously, and had shown no interest in the company except for asking about its overall profits. On the other hand, Muriel’s character and ideas – he was resistant to change and fearful of running risks – would surely predispose him to get behind Martín’s proposal. As a technician and manager, Muriel would be on his side; as a sentimentalist, on Miranda’s.

         

Muriel greeted him with a platitude and sat down immersing himself in some papers while Martín decided that he was not only unremarkable in looks, but also in his inability ever to say anything original. Muriel seemed to be taking shelter in the cellulose of the papers scribbled with figures and accounts, as though setting them against an even more abstract world of arguments, ideas and marketing plans which was completely alien to him. Poring over his papers was an excuse to avoid moments of conflict; he was an ageing man whose greatest pleasure was going over a difficult calculation and confirming that he had got it right, down to the last penny.

         

Martín knew Muriel’s wife and couldn’t help wondering to what extent she was to blame for his meekness and lack of get-up-and-go. Muriel couldn’t have been like this in the past: he’d taken the risk of setting up a modern company in a rural town whose population had barely adjusted to machinery that performed tasks previously done by hand, and who had carried on building their lodgings on load-bearing walls because the only physical laws they knew were the laws of the pulley and the lever, and this in a basic and intuitive manner. The wife – a big, chain-smoking woman, who adorned herself with large necklaces and dressed in garish clothes with ample sleeves that she was always trailing over ashtrays – dominated him completely, and must have wanted him only to provide the seed she needed to produce two daughters, whom she had brought up in her image and who treated him as appallingly as she did.

         

Martín didn’t need to turn round to know that Miranda Paraíso had come in. One way or another, she always made her presence felt and, indeed, he now heard her vigorous way of opening the door, and the firm and slightly mocking click of her heels. She was the kind of woman he’d never liked: nervous, more clever than intelligent, and equally capable of taking advantage of a feminist stance as of the most old-fashioned coquettishness – either mode expertly chosen, when called for, depending on her interlocutor.

         

‘Whenever you’re ready,’ she said as she saw Alicia closing the door behind her. They sat down, and, as was often the case these days, Miranda was the first to speak.

         

‘It is no exaggeration to say that, today, we must choose between being a second-rate company or making a leap forward and situating ourselves at the forefront of the construction business in the region. So far, we’ve built houses, some isolated buildings, and a few blocks of flats, but we’ve always had to follow the guidelines and limitations imposed by our prospective clients, their neighbours, the square metres available and the council’s planning permissions. With the Maltravieso development we have, for the first time, the chance to design an entire neighbourhood, with all the advantages that this opportunity brings. Risks too, of course, but we seem to be doing well by taking risks. Buying the land meant stretching our finances when we didn’t even know if we could build on it. Now that we’ve finally obtained permission, we have the option of remaining as we are, or tripling the returns of our investment…’

         

These were exactly the type of words Martín had expected. It was the daddy’s girl talking; the only daughter of the man who had founded the company, the heiress who had once been sent to Madrid to study architecture so that she might complete everything her father had dreamed of, and who had taken a decade to finish her degree. Her tone had a fake lilt, as if she’d heard the speech elsewhere, but also a sort of defiance of possible objections, just as when someone in possession of a secret tries to gain leverage over others. Martín was ready to accept the moral prerogatives that came with the inheritance, but not her scorn for their previous work.

         

‘Not everything we’ve built is small beer. And, in any case, it’s the money we made with those buildings that allowed us to buy the land in Maltravieso,’ he said.

‘Of course not everything was bad or unimportant. I’m not saying that. I’m saying that we have to go bigger and better now. We cannot go on building the way that we did when my father was alive.’

‘Why not? It’s always worked very well.’

‘Because always doing the same thing means standing still while everyone else runs ahead.’

He looked at her, wondering if he should reply in a brusque way that would end all argument. If they had come this far as a company, it wasn’t only thanks to the old man’s methods. Martín had come on board with some money of his own, as well as some plots of land, at a time of crisis when no one had bought even a shed. It had been he who, by joining the firm fifteen years earlier, had contributed to its expansion; he who had regenerated and expanded its services by hiring a staff of technicians who made it possible to carry out all the building work – from the excavations needed for the foundations to the last lick of paint – with barely any need to subcontract other companies. He’d managed to raise profits by controlling nearly all aspects of the work, and he was not prepared to have Miranda accuse him of being reluctant to change, or lecture him about management. He knew exactly what she was after. He’d been round to her new flat a few times, and it had always struck him as awkward, absurd and outlandish: copied from one of those design magazines which were so fashionable lately, and of which Miranda had a well-stocked library. But ornaments were a secondary matter when it came to constructing a house: showy add-ons that only someone with a brilliant architectural talent could redeem from ridicule – and Miranda quite obviously didn’t have that kind of talent. The clients of Construcciones Paraíso never asked about the exact nuance of a frieze of tiles. They had questions about the solidity of the foundations, the insulation of the roof and walls, the durability of the materials and the size of a property. The company had never built houses for artists or bohemians. Originality of design should be sought elsewhere and, if it came to that, buyers were free to make as many outlandish alterations as they wanted once the company had delivered the property.

         

‘When I go by the houses we’ve built in the last fifteen years, I feel that we’ve only done one model, one style, one colour,’ Miranda was now saying without looking at him, fishing for Muriel and Alicia’s agreement.

‘What does someone who can’t paint want colours for?’ Martín heard himself say, out of the blue.

‘I don’t know what you mean,’ Miranda replied in a curt, almost admonishing tone.

‘I mean all our builders and technicians. We’ve managed to keep a staff of people who’ve been with us for fifteen years, and that’s why they work well and fast, as though from memory. Even poor old Santos has learned what his tasks are. They handle their materials efficiently, which are always the same or very similar, as is the equipment. We cannot tell them that all that they know is obsolete and send them off on a six-month training course, so that they learn how to work on stainless steel and glass, or all those dubiously useful modern techniques you call “avant-garde”.’

         

‘Why not? Why can’t we retrain them?’

‘Because half of them would go to another company where they’d be free to do what they’ve been doing all their lives. And for the other half, it would be like starting over without even being sure of the results.’

‘I’m not so sure. And if we offer a better product, we can ask a higher price that will finance the expense.’

‘No one will pay it.’

‘Why not?’

‘Do you honestly believe that there are people in this city who will pay a single euro for anything that has not been tried and tested for at least twenty years?’

‘I do.’

‘Well, I don’t. We may have had an investment boom over the last decade, but that doesn’t mean it’ll last forever. There aren’t enough prospective buyers that like originality. Most people want to live like their neighbours, without showing off, in nearly identical houses only marked out by the door number. How many people have blue hair?’ he asked, aware that his argument was gaining ground on Miranda’s.

‘That’s not the same. It’s a trick comparison.’

‘I don’t think it’s that different at all,’ he said, looking at Muriel and then at Alicia.

‘Of course it is. Buying a house is much more important than dyeing your hair. If you don’t like your new hair colour, you can go back to the hairdresser’s the following day. But few decisions affect people’s lives as much as buying a house. Only your choice of partner,’ she said, and fell silent for a few seconds. ‘We can’t turn Maltravieso into one of those official-looking projects or another row of those rickety semis you like so much; all looking the same, in straight lines, like soldiers on parade. We ought to build tailor-made houses.’

         

‘Tailor-made?’ he asked. That was something new, and Muriel and Alicia, too, turned their eyes towards her.

‘Indeed. Houses where the buyers can have their say on everything: the size of the plot and the plants in the garden; the number of windows and the height of the ceilings; the colour of the façade and the weathercock on top of the chimney. Let them choose the last details of the finish. We’ll advise them about the viability of their proposals, and we’ll charge them for that advice. It seems absurd to build tiny houses for people who can afford more room. And the opposite is absurd too. We won’t turn anyone down. A palace or a hut, we’ll charge them the same percentage. We’ll attract the kind of client that this company has never had.’

         

‘Tailor-made houses,’ Martín Ordiales repeated. ‘Tailor-made houses. That’s madness.’

‘It’s not. With this, we’ll make Maltravieso a reference for the future. An urban area of a certain class with wide, silent streets; without badly parked cars because every house will have a garage; without excesses; with gardens and paths so well looked after that weeds won’t even dare to grow on them; with pools for those who want them, and grassy lawns irrigated by water fans coming from sprinklers,’ she said, rather expansively, alternately eyeing Muriel, Alicia, and the maquette in the middle of the room whose empty spaces strangely and suddenly acquired a certain enigmatic, disquieting something.

         

‘That is unfeasible in Breda. I guess it would make sense in a big city. Tailor-made houses,’ Martín repeated again and, with each repetition, his tone became more laden with sarcasm and scorn. ‘But this is still a small town for country people who will pass on the offer. I don’t know a single one of them who likes those gardens you mention. They’ve spent enough time working on the land: they don’t want to own another plot, even if it is a back garden, instead of a patio. They only want to be surrounded by cement.’

         

Miranda did not rise to the provocation and carried on with her speech, which she seemed to have learned well.

‘We have to make our clients see that they are the protagonists in the creation of their own homes. Make them feel creative, let them choose materials and colours, and then they won’t refuse to pay for what they’ve chosen. We have to get them to be enthusiastic about every foundation that makes them feel firm on the ground, about every brick, every tile that shelters them from the heat, the cold and the rain, about every partition that brings order to their world. And, eventually, we’ll make them feel that they’ve created a masterpiece, and let them recommend us to others for our help. They’ll be our best publicity, and thus we’ll grow more than we could with our usual houses.’

         

So this is what they taught you in those courses when you disappeared for weeks or months: how to speak in such a way that you could persuade the inhabitants of a city. At least, you could if they weren’t so miserly and had not learned to reject any novelty that hasn’t been proven useful for at least two decades, Martín thought. He saw Alicia smile in agreement, won over by Miranda’s words, and felt a stab of pain. Muriel, on the other hand, remained silent, his head bowed, doing the maths, as though he were trying to make a virtue of calculation. Martín couldn’t argue with Miranda about her theories, for Miranda was possessed of an eloquence that he could counter only with sarcasm. So he confined himself to figures and accounts, ground that always felt firm to him.

         

‘According to this project, how many homes would we build in Maltravieso?’ he asked Alicia.

The quantity surveyor placed two sheets of paper covered in figures side by side.

‘Between forty and forty-five per cent less than if we built  semi-detached ones.’

         

‘But their value would be more than twice as high,’ Miranda put in.

‘And how long would it take?’

‘It’s hard to tell exactly. It would depend on demand.’

‘First, we’ll build a couple of model homes to use them as advertisements.’

‘Without asking any prospective buyers? But that would go against what you were saying earlier,’ Martîn replied. He was annoyed by the way Miranda used the future tense, as if she were sure that her proposal would be given the go-ahead. He wondered what Muriel thought of all that. ‘What about you, Santiago, what do you reckon?’

         

‘I thought it over before coming here.’

‘And?’ asked Miranda.

‘I don’t think now’s the moment to take so many risks,’ he said, without daring to look at her. ‘I think the market is nearing saturation point. Soon, there will be more houses than buyers. And the higher we raise the bar, the more difficult it’ll be to sell them.’

         

Miranda listened to Muriel with a kind of scorn that she had not shown Martín, who watched as she stood up and came towards him.

‘Can we talk for a moment in private?’ she asked.

‘Of course.’

He followed her down the corridor – her heels clicking fast, her legs hard and nervous, her hips swinging as if dodging whiplashes, her perfume leaving a trail – and into her office. She barely waited for the door to close before she started talking.

‘We can still work this out, Martín. I’ll make some concessions about the general design of the project, if you want we can raise the number of houses. But we can’t miss out on this opportunity. We cannot turn an exceptional spot like Maltravieso into another of those horrid, vulgar areas.’

‘I think it’s already decided. You heard him,’ he said, indifferent to the conciliatory tone, the invitation to an agreement.

‘He doesn’t matter now. He never has. I’m begging you, not him.’

‘I wish you wouldn’t. What you suggest is madness. You’ve got a very childish idea of what a construction company is.’

‘If it’s done in any other way, I’ll be ashamed to be a part of it. I couldn’t persuade anyone to buy a house that I wouldn’t buy myself.’

‘Well, in that case, you might as well leave it. Sell your share of the company. I’m prepared to make you an offer,’ he said, knowing perfectly well that these were the words that would hurt the most. Miranda was particularly proud about the patrimony of her inheritance. He knew her well enough to guess that, despite everything, she was one of those children who are so aware of the family tradition that they consider their own lives failures if they don’t exceed their parents’ achievements.

         

‘Fine, I understand. It’s actually not about Maltravieso, is it? It’s about what you’ve been after for so long: to be in charge. But I’d rather burn it all down than allow the memory of the man who made all this to be forgotten,’ Miranda replied.

She showed him out. He heard the door shut with a bang as he started to walk back. Alicia and Muriel were waiting in silence, trying to hide their uneasiness. From a shelf, Martín picked a little house which had belonged to a previous maquette, approached the Maltravieso one, and plonked it down on the first plot.

‘Semi-detached. Tomorrow we begin blueprints and budgets.’




        


    





        

            


         

Pianist


Any commission that I get to ‘take care’ of an animal invariably ends up being a commission to kill it. But, of course, hardly anyone dares to use that word at the beginning of our conversation. The most skilful customers even manage to avoid it altogether when we close the deal. Not that words matter, really; all that matters is that I understand what they want and act on that understanding. Although most refuse to learn the details, they all expect that their pet will disappear forever, not be given away to anyone else, either here in Breda or elsewhere.

It was unusual, then, that the woman who called me two days ago got to the point right from the start: she wanted me to kill the pigeons that soil her windows and balcony. She didn’t try to hide it or make excuses when she requested my services.

I ring the doorbell of her flat. It’s in one of those revamped buildings which, without being ancient palaces, are old enough for their layout to be a bit peculiar, so you can never really work out where the back room or the cellar is, or guess what shape and size they are. Of all the possible ages that I imagined for the woman, she is at the youngest end of the range: she’ll never be thirty again, but she doesn’t quite look thirty-five. I don’t like her. I know that there are men who would feel attracted to women like her who are so concerned about their appearance that, even when walking down a corridor at home, they swing their hips as if receiving or avoiding lashes from a whip. Women who, in order to make their presence felt, never stop moving, not like those who need only stay still for any man under eighty to immediately begin dreaming about what their bodies are like when they move.

         

She shakes my hand and looks me in the eye, not bothering to hide what she thinks of me. I guess she sees in me the harshness, decisiveness and cruelty that this second trade is conferring on me – taking over from the anxiety and the chaos that make up the rest of my life.

‘Well, where are the pigeons?’ I ask her. I know that, even if they try to be kind, everyone who employs me wants me to do the job quickly and then vanish from their lives forever.

         

‘Are you in a hurry?’ she asks.

‘No, not at all.’

‘Then you’ll accept a coffee.’

She disappears behind a door, and I stay there on my own, unable to figure out why she’s being so polite. As I wait, I take a good look at the living room. It’s quite large, L-shaped, with high ceilings and three balconies half-hidden by strange, light-coloured curtains with wide vertical stripes. The old structure of the house contrasts with the startling modernity of the furniture and decor – the tapestries, blinds, steel bars and swing doors. I’ve never seen a house like it, at once so ancient and so innovative, like an old skeleton dressed in leather, metal and plastic. The armchairs, of simple design and plain colours, and a few plants with big lustrous leaves lend the place a deceptive touch of minimalism. It’s all devastatingly feminine, and for those few moments on my own I feel like an intruder. Even the tray, the porcelain cups, and the tiny cakes she herself brings in are unusual.

‘Milk?’

‘Just black, thank you.’

The cups do not clink and not a drop of liquid falls onto the glass table, but she doesn’t look comfortable serving others. There’s no maid.

We talk as the coffee cools down. She tells me she’s an architect, and I tell her some details about my work with animals that I’ve never told anyone else, because no one has ever bothered to ask.

She listens to me strangely attentively and then says:

‘Would you like to see the pigeons?’

‘Yes, I can start now.’

She opens the curtains a crack and, through the windows, I can see a line of pigeons on a rail that is white with droppings. When I open the door, the birds take flight in fear, landing on a roof opposite the flat with a noisy flutter of wings. They stare at me from there, some of them grooming themselves, waiting for me to leave so they can come back and foul up the balcony again.

         

‘It’s the same every day, on all the parapets. One day, one of them slipped into the house and defecated on some blueprints I’d drawn,’ the woman says behind me, very near my neck.

         

‘Don’t worry; I think we can frighten them away.’

I spread birdlime on the rail with a brush. A few passers-by in the street look up for a moment, but none can imagine what I’m doing, and they walk on without paying much attention. The woman does pay attention; she remains near me, in the shadow behind the door. She watches my every movement, my gestures, my hands calloused and strengthened by so many years at the piano keys. If she trod on them, I could take the weight with barely any pain. Clearly, she sized me up while we were talking, and now she wants to see if my actions support what our conversation led her to believe about me

When the first pigeon gets stuck on the rail and I pull it away to wring its neck where no one can see me – terrified, it flaps its wings furiously, and its mates look at it from the opposite roof as if wondering what’s going on – the woman follows me to the kitchen, wanting to see everything: my firm fingers as they twist, perhaps my frown, my decisiveness, my lack of compassion. It is at this point that I begin to suspect she wants something from me that she has not yet dared to ask.

As we wait for another pigeon, something compels me to tell her a childhood memory: I am eight or nine years old and I’m out hunting with my father and two other men. We’re after the starlings which flock in huge numbers to Breda every autumn, attracted by the olive trees in flower. The night before, my father and his friends placed the poles and nets among the bushes, and now, as the day breaks, they raise them to capture hundreds of birds. The fastest way to kill them before they escape is to bite their heads off and spit them out. I can still see my father wiping blood and feathers off his mouth and chin, his shirtfront stained with blood. For a while after that day, every time he greeted me with a kiss, I couldn’t help thinking of the starlings.

Fifteen minutes later, another forgetful, mindless pigeon alights on the rail. As soon as it realises that it’s trapped, it treads firmly on one leg to try and free the other one, not realising that it’s making matters worse. Then it pecks at the birdlime, which sticks to its beak as well, before trying to wipe it off between its feathers. The bird tries to fly away when we open the door, but it ends up flapping upside down until I grab it, wring its neck and throw it in the bin.

         

After that, we wait a bit longer, but no more pigeons land on the balcony. They all stay put on the roof across the road and in the trees of the square. They look puzzled as they stare at the rail where something terrible and mysterious has happened; one or two birds fly over to catch a glimpse, as one might look into an abyss. It has all been quiet and efficient, and I can repeat the operation whenever the woman needs me. I’m sure the pigeons won’t stay away very long and I know from experience that no animal learns anything before you repeat it over and over and even harm it a bit. So I’ll have to go through the rigmarole a few times, either until the birds are all dead or until they learn to keep their distance for good. Perhaps it would help to leave a corpse in plain view.

It’s not easy, in fact, to come up with a definitive solution, and that’s what I’m mulling over when the woman returns with a bottle of whisky, two glasses and a little bowl filled with almonds.

‘I really appreciate how efficiently you’ve done your job,’ she says.

I mutter a thank you and embark on an explanation about how my work will not prove very useful unless there’s a follow-up, but she interrupts me by putting into words that which I sensed was on her mind a few moments ago. This is all a test, she says. She has a much more serious, difficult and disturbing proposal to make me.

‘It’s not the pigeons that bother me, and it’s not them I’d like you to kill.’

‘What do you mean?’ I ask. I’m thrown off balance by how decisively she utters such crazy words.

         

‘I guess that someone who’s capable of killing a harmless animal is not far from being able to kill a much nastier human being.’

I’ve heard that one before. Something along the lines that it makes no difference whether the creature you kill is an animal or a man. I was scandalised the first time that this was said to me, but now, in the terms that the woman puts it, the idea gains a certain logic of its own, and that’s all the justification that I need to continue listening. I want to believe that there is an element of playfulness in the conversation – her risky suggestions against my insatiable curiosity – and that what we’re trying to find out is how far we could go. We’re chasing the kind of thrill you feel when you operate outside the law. And so we go on, chatting and drinking – more and more whisky lashing against the walls of our consciousness, ice cubes clinking inside the glasses – letting ourselves get carried away by big, momentous ideas and by lines of reasoning that support her words and which I end up accepting: arguments about people who do harm without being punished, about guilt and justice, death and deserts. She talks more than I do; she seems to have thought it all out beforehand and eloquently turns something highly complex into one simple argument. Eventually she mentions a name and offers a sum which, should I accept the proposal, would allow me to spend three or four years away from my butchering job and my sad evenings at sad parties as a musician in a band.

         

‘I want him dead,’ she tells me. ‘And, since I don’t know how to do it myself, I decided to ask someone who does know.’

‘I never said I did,’ I remonstrate.

‘Of course you didn’t. And I never mentioned this to you. In fact, right now, we’re not talking. Needless to say, we don’t know each other. And if, one day, anyone should claim the opposite, I wouldn’t hesitate for a second to sue them for libel.’

That’s the tone of what is spoken of this afternoon; hypothetical but firm; a solid but covert proposal. I have to kill a man for whose death no one will be sorry – if what she tells me is true, that is. In exchange, she vouches to satisfy all the material demands of my well-being. For a couple of years, I’ll be able to enjoy that wealth without getting my hands dirty, without touching the earth, living in the company of the angels: Schubert, Mozart, Bach, Chopin, Beethoven, and, in view of all the free time I’ll have, perhaps even Liszt and Rachmaninov.

And so I go back home. Her proposal – which, a few years ago, I would’ve dismissed as a crazy idea – well, I start considering it. After all, there are lots of things that I would’ve thought impossible a few years ago but which are now a reality: those vulgar electronic keyboards I play at weddings and parties, the animals I’ve killed, the loneliness after my wife left me. Now I know that the bounds of degradation do not lie too far away from any of us and that, when unhappiness grinds you down, it’s not so difficult to exhaust the reserves of dignity that you’ve been accumulating since the day of your birth.

         

Night falls and I still have my doubts, but I’m starting to overcome my scruples, as though I’d already accepted the job: money has always been a great antidote for remorse. I’ve never met a woman who seemed so set on a decision, and I guess that the marked man will die one way or another. If I don’t do it, she’ll find someone else. Soon, I don’t find it hard at all to inflate my prospective victim’s nastiness, even if all I’ve got to go on – deception, petty swindles, corruption – is too vague to believe without reservation. I think of tyrants, of the sufferings of mankind and the need for executioners. I remember the woman’s words about all the aggrieved people who will sigh in relief when they learn of this man’s death and will silently thank the anonymous killer. I don’t know why, but I start to see myself as one of his victims.
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