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The engine note dropped as the plane banked before making its final approach. Alex looked out the window. From the air the city looked trapped, like a grey lava flow stopped by the sea and the surrounding hills. It hunched into itself, the way old cities do; it didn’t reach for the sky like New York. A stewardess came down the aisle with a bowl of boiled sweets. Her pink lipstick was fresh, ready for landing and the crew’s ritual goodbye at the cabin door. It was curiously old fashioned, like the way the pilots still dressed as naval officers. She reminded Alex of a Sondheim song, a simple duet between an air hostess – who has to leave for work – and her lover:


‘“Where you going?”’


‘“Barcelona.”’


‘“Oh.”’


‘“Do you have to?”’


‘“Yes, I have to.”’


‘“So.”’


He didn’t want a sweet but he took one anyway. Something about air travel made him compliant, afraid perhaps that any sort of non-cooperation might jeopardize the flight, that the black box flight recorder might reveal how, moments before the plane plunged into the hillside, the passenger in 26B had said no to both tea and coffee. In that respect at least he was like his father, who made a virtue of assimilation, of fitting in and avoiding the immigrant trap of living in one place while dreaming of another. His father was honest, scrupulously honest, or so Alex had always believed; obdurate as a string of mules, but honest. Which was what made it so hard to believe that all his life he’d lied about his sister being dead. Why? His father was quite specific: he didn’t say she disappeared or they lost touch, he said she died of TB at the end of the Civil War. But Alex had a letter in his pocket which said she died six months ago, nearly sixty years later, and furthermore that he, Alex Nadal, was the sole heir to her farm. Why pretend she was dead? What could a girl of sixteen have done that was so terrible it made his father pretend she no longer existed? For Alex that was question number one. Number two was what to do with this farm. What did he know about farming? Absolutely nothing.
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Alex’s point of contact in Barcelona was Miguel Montero, the lawyer who had executed his Aunt Anna’s will. Montero sent a brief letter explaining that Anna Nadal i Sunyer, sister of his late father Ignasi, had bequeathed him Can Castanyer, a twenty-five-acre farm south of Barcelona, near the village of Sant Martí dels Moixoness. On the phone the lawyer said it would be best if Alex didn’t go to the farm alone and should come and see him first.


‘Why’s that?’ Alex said.


‘There’s a slight complication. I’ll explain when you get here.’


Alex intended to comply with Montero’s request but the moment the plane landed he decided to go straight there, just to take a look. He was wheeling his bags over to a car hire office when he heard over the PA: ‘Alex Nadal, just arrived from New York, please go to information.’ First in Spanish, then in English. But no one knew he was coming; more to the point, there was no one to know, except the lawyer, and even he didn’t know which flight Alex was on. He scanned the terminal for the information desk. The woman behind the desk had wide-apart brown eyes and dyed blonde hair tied back in a short pony-tail. She wore full make-up, the way women in the airline business always seem to. A big, well-dressed man with bulbous, sad fish-eyes leaned against the far end of the desk.


‘Alex Nadal,’ Alex said, raising one eyebrow.


The information woman’s face said: ‘And what of it?’


‘Alex Nadal,’ he repeated. ‘You paged me.’


The fish-eyed man went outside and stood smoking with his back to the glass wall of the terminal.


The information woman looked puzzled. She turned to her companion, another brown-eyed assisted blonde.


‘I’m sorry, there doesn’t appear to be any message,’ the second blonde said. ‘We received a phone call, asking us to page you. That’s all. Is someone expecting you, sir?’


Alex looked through the glass wall but the fish-eyed man was gone.


‘Not that I know of,’ he said.


The woman in the car hire office wore a small gold badge with the name Reyes stamped on it. She had pale skin and black hair and spoke with a slight lisp. Next to the Visa machine there was a little blue flag with the words Felicidades, Felicitats, Zorionak printed on it.


‘What’s that for?’ Alex asked, pointing at the flag.


‘The royal wedding,’ Reyes said, swiping Alex’s card through the machine. ‘The Infanta Cristina, the king’s daughter, she’s getting married next month. Here in the cathedral in Barcelona. To a Basque. That’s Basque for congratulations,’ she added pointing to the word zorionak and laughing. ‘It’s the only Basque I know. Everyone’s very excited; it’s the first royal wedding in the city for seven hundred years, they say.’


Alex liked the matter-of-fact way she said that: seven hundred years. Seven hundred years ago the Cheyenne and Pawnee and the Aztecs and the Incas still had three or four centuries of relative peace and quiet ahead of them before the white man arrived in America. But here you could talk about a royal wedding in Barcelona cathedral seven hundred years ago, as if it was seventy years or seven thousand or last week, it didn’t much matter. He liked that; the idea that, compared to America, what Europe lacked in space it made up for in time.


Outside the terminal building, the heat took him by surprise. He hadn’t expected it this late in September and wished he’d asked for an air-conditioned car. He took the slow road down the coast, through Castelldefels and Sitges. After the Atlantic, the Mediterranean was placid, a house-trained sea, and the sky was closer and smaller than the American sky. Alex told himself not to make comparisons, not to anticipate. As usual, his mother had done her best to fill him with dread. She believed in misfortune the way other people believe in God or reincarnation. Misfortune was everywhere, invisible, but more like a virus you tried not to catch than a god you strove to placate. Misfortune was the natural order of things, the norm: anything else was extraordinary good luck.


‘Alex, I wish you wouldn’t go,’ she said after he received the letter from Montero. ‘I have a bad feeling. There’s nothing there but bitterness and bad blood.’


After they found his father she went a little crazy. She came home from the morgue and opened her wardrobe and said, ‘Whose clothes are these? Who put these hideous clothes in my closet?’ And the next day gave every stitch of her clothing to a charity shop. But when Alex took her out to buy new outfits, the things she chose were indistinguishable from what she’d thrown out. Also from that day she stopped speaking English. She always spoke Spanish at home but now she spoke it to everyone, even the next door neighbours, who were Vietnamese, and the building superintendent, a Ukrainian Jew. When the letter came about the farm she said she didn’t want Alex to go, but she did. So did Pepa, his sister, although she tried to dissuade him. They said don’t go but they meant the opposite. No one in his family ever said what they meant. Before he left he had lunch with Pepa in Chinatown. She drank green tea, he drank Tiger beer. Pepa didn’t drink or smoke or take drugs, ever. ‘I just don’t see the point,’ she said, missing the point. She inhabited a Pepacentric universe in which the world was understood only in the way it affected her. If eating, say, pig’s feet, disgusted her, then it was disgusting, not just to her but per se. Or if someone related some unpleasant story to her, what happened to the protagonists in the story was less significant than the effect the story had on her. So when a boyfriend persuaded her to go with him to see Schindler’s List she was upset – by the film, of course – but more that her boyfriend had deliberately taken her to see something so distressing. He didn’t last long.


If Pepa was a bit of a control freak, she did at least have one gap in her defences, a very big gap indeed. The name of the gap was Greg. Alex could never decide whether it was perverse or inevitable that his sister – who imposed on her world as much order as was humanly possible, whose home, despite a full-time job and two children under ten, was as immaculate as a show house – should fall, and fall is the mot juste, for a waster like Greg. Greg couldn’t have survived in a world without women. Only women, with their propensity to mistake promises for promise in a man, would give houseroom to a man as useless as Greg. It wasn’t that he was bad or violent or dishonest or a drinker. He was just useless. And this uselessness was rooted in the conviction that he was made for finer things than getting up in the morning and going to work. He was constantly coming up with schemes – not even scams, scam implies a degree of success – which would generate a large amount of money in return for an immeasurably tiny amount of effort. The most interesting thing about Greg was that he was prepared, driven even, to put so much effort into avoiding something of which he had no experience – work.


And yet Pepa, who herself embodied more work ethic than South Korea, believed in Greg, she had faith in him. She let him live in her house and sleep in her bed; she bore his children and worked hard so that he didn’t have to. And she defended him: against her mother’s dismay and her father’s silence and her brother’s contempt and against a world that didn’t see the Greg she saw, a world blind to his potential. But all good things must come to an end, even for the Gregs of this world. Whatever void he’d been filling in Pepa’s psyche was one day suddenly full and she told him to go. No fireworks, no tears; just go, please go. She let him see the children, when he could be bothered, believing they needed a father, even one as ineffective as Greg, but other than that she never mentioned him. For a long time Alex thought she hadn’t got over him, then he realized it wasn’t that at all; she simply couldn’t remember what she’d seen in him in the first place, let alone why she’d spent seven years of her life on him.


Pepa sipped her tea. A party of eight young Chinese men came in. As they sat down each one took out a mobile and put it on the table. Like in a Western, Alex thought, where everyone hangs up their gunbelts when they enter the saloon.


‘Don’t you think it’s weird that Dad said his sister was dead when all along he must have known she was alive?’ she said, spearing a paper-wrapped prawn.


‘Well, yes, of course I think it’s weird.’


Pepa was angry with their father, as though he destroyed his life simply in order to make her feel bad. She said it was typical of him to do something so selfish. Which wasn’t fair, he wasn’t a selfish man, he was closed. Emotionally, he was like a private club that isn’t taking any new members. Pepa’s need for certainties made her a touch moralistic, unshakeable on the subject of good and bad, right and wrong. Alex wasn’t close to his father; there was no such thing as being close to the man, he didn’t permit it or, perhaps, couldn’t cope with it, but Alex was more attuned than his sister to the dark forces that drove his father, and so was less inclined to judge him.


‘Something awful must have happened for him to make up a story that his own sister was dead,’ she said.


‘Obviously something did happen.’


‘And you’re on a mission to find out what?’


A broad-faced, flat-chested waitress brought him a plate of scallop dumplings. She had the brusque manner of Chinatown, perfunctory, just this side of rude.


‘I’m not on a mission. I’ve been left this farm and I’m going to take a look at it, that’s all.’


‘I wish you wouldn’t go.’


Which was what his mother said, but neither of them meant it.


 ‘You don’t know anything about farming, Alex,’ Pepa said.


‘Come on, you’ve seen The Waltons. It doesn’t look that hard.’


A mile south of Torredembarra, the village of Sant Martí dels Moixones was signposted off to the right. The road wound up through a wide valley lined with vines, olives, almond trees and vegetable plots. The farms were small, he couldn’t imagine they provided much of a living. The village was plain to the point of austerity, with a Presbyterian feel that was incongruous in the hot southern afternoon. It was spread up one side of a hill. An old woman in a floral apron swept the pavement in front of her house. On a shoulder of the hill the village levelled out into a small square with a fountain in the middle. The fountain was dry. One side of the square was taken up by a plain brown stone church topped by a bell tower with a wrought-iron cupola. It supported a single bronze bell, streaked with verdigris. Opposite the church was a bar with no name, with a single table and chair on the pavement. Next to it a bakery, again with no sign, but with the smell of bread wafting through the red and yellow plastic strip curtain across the doorway. Just off the square was a small shop with a rusty El Periodico paper rack outside. There were no papers in it. An old woman crossed the square and a small boy ran out of the shop clutching a bag of potato chips.


He parked outside the church and switched off the engine. For a moment he sat in the car, arms outstretched, fingertips on the steering wheel, swaddled in the thick silence of the hot afternoon. He could hear a baby crying in an upstairs room and the distant hum of an airplane. Nothing else. He had that sense of dislocation air travel produces, when the droning tedium of the journey evaporates and suddenly it’s as though it never happened, that only a moment ago he was in New York and now here he was in a different world altogether. He went into the bar. It was tiny and dim, six stools and a fruit machine and a tortilla on a glass-domed cake plate. Behind the bar there were a couple of tarnished trophies and a faded football club pennant next to an equally faded team photo. The barman was alone, watching a game show on a TV above the bar. He was a short, bald man with a greying Errol Flynn moustache.


‘Bon dia,’ he said, in a way that suggested he wasn’t really open for business but in any case would see what Alex had to say. Alex said he’d like a beer. The barman poured him a beer then shifted his attention back to the TV. An unmuffled two-stroke bike racketed through the square. Alex was thirsty after the drive and drained the glass.


‘I’m looking for a farm called Can Castanyer?’ he said.


The barman gave him a sideways look.


‘Can Castanyay,’ he said, half in inquiry, half as a correction to his pronunciation. ‘Carry on up the hill, past the cemetery. When you start down towards the sea you’ll see a house all on its own with a big chestnut out front. That’s it.’


Alex stood in the square, blinking in the white light of one p.m. From the day he opened Montero’s letter he barely paused for thought – he put his New York life on hold, bought a ticket, rented a car and now here he was. Up until now it was all about the journey, about getting here, but now he was here, he’d suddenly run out of certainties. The steel-chain fly curtain shushed in the doorway of the village shop. He went in; he could allow himself a little procrastination. The small shop was crammed to the ceiling with everything you could need aside from food and drink: writing paper, exercise books, pens, Sellotape, toys, baby clothes, needles and thread, cards of shearing elastic, wrapping paper, disposable razors, watchstraps, make-up, cigarettes and newspapers. In the magazine rack Alex was surprised to see half a dozen porn magazines, gay and straight.


The woman behind the counter was in her mid-forties, very neat, and discreetly but thoroughly made-up. She wore her hair in a bronze bob, with a small gold cross around her neck and a pair of gold shell earrings. She gave Alex a pleasant smile and asked, in Catalan, how she could help. Everything about her said shopkeeper. Whatever else she was or whatever she thought of you was concealed under this patina of retail respectability. Alex tried to imagine buying a porn magazine from this woman. Did the guys pull up in their tractors to pick up the latest issue of Legal Age or Dirty Boys? He couldn’t picture it. He didn’t know what he wanted, or rather he didn’t want anything, so he introduced himself instead.


‘Anna Nadal’s nephew,’ she said, in heavily accented Castilian. ‘My, my.’


That ‘my, my’ was impossible to read.


‘And you’ve come all this way.’


That, too, was unreadable. What was she saying? You’ve come all this way for what? For nothing? To make trouble?


‘I never met her. Did you know her well?’


The shopkeeper looked down for a moment, as though she wanted to think about that. On a shelf above her head there were three videos: Disney’s Alice in Wonderland, Terminator and a third entitled Fantasias Lesbianas. Alex started to adjust some preconceptions about village life.


‘Your aunt was a very private person, kept herself to herself. Apart from going to mass, she scarcely left the farm.’


Whatever she thought about his Aunt Anna she wasn’t about to tell him. She gave him an expectant look which said quite clearly that if he wanted to come in and chat he’d have to buy something too. He cast around for a moment then pointed above her head. She turned and reached for the Terminator video.


‘No,’ he said and her hand froze and she half turned towards him. ‘I’ll take Alice in Wonderland,’ he said, adding inexplicably, ‘It’s for a friend.’


Can Castanyer was one of those old stone houses that seem to have risen unplanned from the ground, extended upwards and outwards as the need arose, without the aid of builders, and certainly without an architect. Like the village it was austere and unembellished, aside from a pink rose and a rosemary bush that flanked the front door. The doors and shutters were locked. Alex peeped in but it was too dark inside to see. He went round the back. Vines and hazels and tomato plants stretched in neat rows towards the almonds that marked the edge of the property, my property, he reminded himself. It was odd; he’d pictured the place overgrown and run to ruin but it was well looked after, as though someone was living there. Ducks and chickens clucked and snuffled in the dust. He took a deep breath; the heavy air was green with the scent of olives and thyme.


He became aware of someone behind him. He turned to see a small, unpolished man of around sixty, with two tufts of grey sticking out from the sides of an all-weather face. Alex held out his hand.


‘Alex Nadal,’ he said.


‘Jaume Sabadell,’ the man replied, letting out a loud goatish laugh like someone who’s just delivered the punchline to a risqué joke. He ignored Alex’s outstretched hand and looked him over – the new Timberland boots, black chinos, expensive white T-shirt damp with sweat. Alex had a friend from the Tennessee backwoods who claimed he could tell the weight of a pig just by looking at it; now he felt weighed in the old man’s eyes.


‘The prodigal’s return,’ Alex said with a shrug and a half smile.


Sabadell fired off another alarming laugh.


‘Like a dog to its vomit,’ he said, then turned and walked away.
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Alex delivered the hire car to an office off Plaça Catalunya and immediately succumbed to Barcelona’s ardent and malodorous embrace. He dragged his bags through the labyrinthine gloom of the Old City and breathed deep the odour of seafood, drains and cheap cologne that pervaded the noisy, narrow streets. After his grim reception in Sant Martí, the bustling indifference of the city seemed almost welcoming. In his head he sang, ‘What are you doing the rest of your life, the north, south, east and west of your life?’


It wasn’t his first time in Europe, but it was the first time he had a chance to see anything other than hotels, train stations and clubs. A couple of years ago he was in the band that accompanied the singer Ellie Zinegyi – a Lilliputian Jew into whose tiny frame nature had misfiled a deep dark bass clarinet of a voice – on her two-month European tour, but in order to make it pay they played a gig every single night, and each night in a different town. So what was on the itinerary as five nights in Paris turned out to be one night in Paris and four nights in satellite towns nearby. The same in Rome, Berlin, Madrid and London. They set up the gig, played it, went back to the hotel to sleep, then next morning got on the train to somewhere else. It was like being introduced to a succession of fascinating people and never having a conversation with any of them.


Alex chose a cheap hotel in the Carrer de la Princesa. He could have gone to a Holiday Inn, where he’d be sure of a decent shower, but one Holiday Inn was much like another. They guaranteed a world without nasty surprises – or nice ones either. Always the same, wherever you were. Maybe that was the great American achievement, that uniformity. You could sit in your room in a Holiday Inn anywhere in the world and wash your Whopper down with a Diet Coke and you felt safe. You felt at home. But Alex was prepared to risk a malfunctioning shower and a saggy bed in exchange for the prospect of a little local colour. The pension was across the street from El Rey de la Magia, a shop that supplied tops hats, scarves and whoopee cushions to the conjuring trade.


Reception was on the second floor. There was a vase of plastic freesias on the desk with a little blue flag with Felicidades, Felicitats, Zorionak sticking out among the flowers. The concierge was a wide-chassis, low wheelbase woman of around fifty with dyed auburn hair and grey-green eyes set in a broad, rustic spade of a face. She succeeded in being prim and flirtatious at the same time, and Alex liked her immediately. She wrote down his passport number. Through an open door beyond the reception desk he could see the back of a chair and the plump arms of someone sprawled in front of a TV game show.


‘I can’t place your accent,’ the concierge said.


‘No one ever can. It’s sort of Cuban-American plus whatever my father’s accent was. He was from here. Well, not from Barcelona, but Catalan.’


‘Cuban and Catalan,’ she said, widening her eyes. ‘You must have the rumba in your blood.’


She raised her arms above her head and moved her feet and hips to a rumba beat.


‘The rumba was invented here,’ she said. ‘Right here in Barcelona, la rumba catalana.’


‘Is that so? I thought it came from Cuba. My mother can rumba. I’m not much of a dancer myself, though if I thought I’d be any good I’d take up the tango.’


The concierge clucked dismissively.


‘The tango’s for faggots and assassins,’ she said with finality, then added brightly, ‘You can call me Lluisa.’


The double ‘l’ rang like a brief trill on the threshold of her name. She handed him the room key.


‘Xavi,’ she called over her shoulder into the TV room. An overweight boy of about sixteen appeared in the doorway wearing a Public Enemy T-shirt. His eyes had a dull, Nintendo sheen.


‘Seventeen,’ Lluisa said, pointing to Alex’s bags. Xavi sighed but didn’t complain. He picked up the bags and slumped up the stairs with Alex in his wake. Xavi’s large soft body gave off an adolescent odour of sweat and masturbation.


The room was painted cream. A sacred heart of Jesus hung above the limp, creaky bed. There was a TV on the wall and a remote control chained to a steel staple beside the bed. Alex unpacked and put a small framed photograph of his father on the dressing table. He wondered what his father would have thought about him bringing his picture along. Would have – the tense for loss. Pepa, who taught English to new New Yorkers whose vocabulary would otherwise be limited to Budweiser, home run and motherfucker, told him it was the conditional perfect. Very conditional and not at all perfect, he thought. It was the tense for unrealized potential, a would have been station on the way to a terminal was. The memory played in his head for the 10,000th time, like a film clip, like the Zapruder sequence of Kennedy being shot. Always the same few frames, always in sequence. His father’s disappearance, his mother’s wild and wilder theories of what might have become of him, Pepa neurotically cleaning the clean apartment, her anxiety laced as ever with anger, and then the ring at the door, a cop in uniform. ‘A body’s been found,’ he said, pausing to let the bare fact speak for itself.


Alex pulled off the hot, too-new boots and took a shower. The shower was half-hearted, like standing in light, warm rain. He lay on the bed, still damp, and thought about Jaume Sabadell’s disarming laugh and his crack about a dog returning to its vomit. He got up and opened the window and the room filled with noise. A van was unloading in the street below and everyone stuck behind it had their hands on their horns. A man in the car at the front of the jam leaned out the car window and shouted abuse, egged on by the drivers behind him. The men unloading the van answered in kind. The goodnatured aggression of the exchange reminded him of New York. Further down the street, men were digging up the road with a jackhammer. A young Arab pushed a trolley of orange butane bottles which he beat with a spanner to let potential customers know he was passing. In a room across the way Bruce Springsteen’s ‘Hungry Heart’ was playing at full volume. Then Alex noticed a large man leaning against the wall next to El Rey de la Magia, smoking a cigarette; it was the welldressed, fish-eyed man from the airport. Alex threw on some clothes and ran downstairs but when he got to the street he’d gone. The only trace of him was a half-smoked cigarette, still smouldering on the pavement outside the magic shop.





4



 


The jet lag woke him early. It was a new experience; Alex wasn’t familiar with the hours between four a.m. and noon – he worked late and slept late. Lluisa the concierge was up and when he inquired about breakfast she directed him to the Meson de Cafe a few minutes away in the Carrer de la Llibreteria. It was a tiny place, with barely room for half a dozen stools between the bar and the wall, but the coffee was divine; so strong it tickled his inner ear as it throttled across his synapses. He took out a small notebook and added to his short list of Catalan words: bon dia/hello; adeu/goodbye; llum/light; Dimarts/Tuesday. In the front of the book he started a list: Phone Montero; Phone coroner; Bookshop. Alex was methodical, persistent. That’s what his first piano teacher said to his mother when she asked how he was getting on. ‘The boy is persistent,’ he said. Which was faint praise but true. Alex did all his exercises, following his teacher’s dictum that expression is the child of technique, and passed steadily if not meteorically up the grades. Not that he was without talent, but it was his doggedness that saw him through.


There was no sign of fish-eyes when he went back to the hotel and he asked Lluisa if he could use the phone. She made a show of busying herself with bits of paperwork in order to eavesdrop. First he phoned Miguel Montero, the lawyer, and arranged to meet him after lunch, which Montero explained meant four thirty. Then he called the coroner, who referred him to the coroner’s office in Tarragona, where he spent forty minutes being passed to a succession of people who were unable to answer his question. Finally, a man with a thin, quavery voice like the upper register of a bassoon informed him that a verdict of accidental death had been recorded in the case of his Aunt Anna.


‘She died after falling down stairs,’ he said. He paused before adding in a tone of respectful apology: ‘She had apparently been drinking.’


‘Forgive me, but I couldn’t help but overhear,’ Lluisa said. ‘Do you always call the coroner when you go on holiday?’


Alex explained that his aunt had apparently died in 1938 and now again in 1997 and naturally he was curious to find out the truth. He said she’d left him her farm.


‘You don’t look the farming type, if I may say so.’


‘I’m not, I’m a pianist. There isn’t a lot of work for farmers where I come from.’


‘Are you famous?’


‘No,’ Alex laughed. ‘But sometimes I play with people who are.’


Alex realized early on that he wasn’t a genius, or even an innovator. He was a good musician who had the respect of other musicians and especially singers, who sought him out as an accompanist. He was good enough to make a living doing what he liked best and not many people could say that. But he wondered from time to time whether it was only cowardice that separated mere talent from greatness, whether he was simply too lazy to test his full potential, or too afraid that the ruthless singlemindedness that seemed to characterize the greats he’d met would leave him isolated, unloved and unlovable.


Lluisa’s son Xavi appeared in his dressing gown. He kissed his mother and gave Alex a sly look over her shoulder before disappearing through the door. Alex saw him point the remote at the TV as he lowered himself into an armchair.


‘I worry about that boy sometimes. He has a heart of gold but,’ and she tapped her forehead, ‘but no seny.’


‘Seny?’ Alex asked. She pronounced it like the English word sane.


‘The Catalan for commonsense,’ she said. ‘But not just that, a combination of commonsense and guile. The boy needs seny, he’s too trusting.’


Alex added seny to the list in his notebook and went out and for the next few hours he followed his feet around the Old City. He felt curiously at home, like when you meet someone and you just click and it’s as though you’ve known each other for years. Maybe his father bequeathed him a gene with the word Barcelona etched in amino acid. He walked around the Barrí Gotic and across la Rambla into el Raval. In Carrer de Balmes he found a bookshop with several histories of the Civil War in Catalunya, all of them in Catalan. Sant Martí dels Moixones wasn’t listed in the index of any of them.


He sent postcards to Pepa and his mother and lunched on rotisserie chicken in Pollo Rico until the grease ran down his chin and then he walked some more, taking in things as they came to him – the Boqueria market, Gaudí’s Palau Güell, the strangely camp monument to Columbus – all the time feeling he was on the cusp of something new. It was an uneasy feeling. He found himself in Barceloneta. New York is on the sea, but it doesn’t feel like it, not unless you take the train all the way out to Jones beach, and then it doesn’t feel like New York any more. But in Barcelona the sea is right there. Alex strolled past the yachts in Port Vell and crossed the broad boulevard into Barceloneta and there, at the vanishing point of the dark, washing-draped, fish-wafted streets, was the Mediterranean. He stood on the promenade above Barceloneta beach. The sea looked old, as though worn smooth by centuries of trade. Below him groups of noisy old men, shirtless and sun-blackened, smacked dominoes on rust-puckered tables. They joked and argued and swore, fuelled by glasses of coffee laced with Pujol rum. Their wives sat apart from them on folding chairs; small, round women held in shape by bright patterned one-piece bathing suits, chatting and knitting baby clothes. Like the men, they had the mahogany skin of people who spend their lives in the sun.


Alex followed the promenade as far as the hospital then took the steps down to a beach bar. He sat, half sun, half shade, under a parasol and ordered a beer. He liked it there in the little outdoor bar, with the city at his back and the sea before him, but he couldn’t escape this feeling of premonitory unease. After a few minutes he became aware of someone standing over him. He looked up to see a woman shielding her eyes with one hand and gesturing to the chair opposite with the other. There were plenty of free tables but if she wanted to sit with him, that was fine. This isn’t New York, he told himself, deciding she was too well dressed to be a psychopath. He gave her a nice but not flirtatious smile and gestured that, of course, she was welcome.


She set a slim brown briefcase beside the chair and sat down. Alex did an inventory: pale skin, hazel eyes, a little mascara but no eye shadow; thick brown eyebrows, lightly plucked; dark brown bob, dyed presumably and expensively streaked with auburn; quiet lipstick. She had a fine-boned face, nicely proportioned with a hooked nose. Her face was a little, not sad – sad was too bittersweet – there was something else there, disappointment, perhaps, or regret. She wore a lightweight pale lilac suit over a white blouse. Her nail polish toned perfectly with the suit and Alex restrained an urge to look under the table to see if her shoes matched the rest of the outfit. She sported a wedding band and an old-fashioned diamond engagement ring. Low to mid-forties, turned out just so, very much the professional woman, but not prim. In the right circumstances, her manner suggested, she could produce a fair amount of heat. As distinct from warmth.


She ordered a vermut negre and the waiter returned with a sweet Martini. Alex took out his notebook and under seny added: vermut negre/Martini Rosso to the list. He looked out to sea and saw her out of the corner of his eye take a cigarette from her handbag and light up. They sipped their drinks and their eyes met over the rims of the glasses. She had nice eyes, not fall in and drown eyes, but nice enough. Ojos que hablan, as they say; eyes that talk. He looked away, conscious of his tendency to stare, though his stare was usually more of a looking beyond than a gazing in, the eyes at anchor allowing the mind to drift. But it was a bad and sometimes a dangerous habit. People didn’t like it if you looked at them like that, at least they didn’t in New York.


‘So how are you enjoying Barcelona, Señor Nadal?’ the woman said. Her Spanish was clotted with a thick Catalan accent, all glottals and fricatives.


Alex set his glass down slowly and looked past her towards the spindly palms along the beach and the swaying masts in the marina beyond. He sidestepped the obvious question.


‘I like it fine,’ he said. ‘Great buildings, terrific coffee, lovely people. Everyone acts like they already know you. Are you a native?’


The question seemed to surprise her, threw her a little off course.


‘I live here but I’m from Terrassa, it’s near Montserrat, about half an hour from the city.’


She spoke matter-of-factly, as if this were a perfectly normal conversation, an almost wistful smile drifting across her face, as though she was recalling some happy episode from her girlhood days in Terrassa.


‘You already know my name, what’s yours?’


‘Cases. Montserrat Cases.’


‘Montserrat from Montserrat.’


‘Terrassa,’ she corrected, a little tartly. ‘Señor Nadal . . .’


‘Oh please, Montserrat, do call me Alex, you know how we Americans hate formalities.’


‘Almost as much as you love sarcasm,’ she said, this time in perfect English.


‘Well, please forgive me,’ Alex said, sarcastically, and in Spanish. ‘I read something about Montserrat in a guide book. Isn’t it the place with a shrine to a black virgin?’


‘In the monastery, yes,’ she said, reverting to Spanish.


‘Was she really black? I mean, African?’


‘There’s a lot of debate about her origins. Certainly the statue of her is black. But . . .’


‘I know, you didn’t come here to chat about virgins. I suppose I could ask you how you know my name, seeing as I don’t know a soul here.’


‘You may not know them, but there are people here who know you’re here and why,’ she said.


She delivered the words in a pleasant, even tone and Alex thought about the big man with the sad fish-eyes. She was very cool in the professional sense, but knowing in a womanly way. It was a disarming combination, and she seemed well aware of it. She smiled at him.


‘Shall we get to the point?’ she said.


Alex shrugged, as much to say, It’s your show. Montserrat drew on her cigarette. She smoked with the languor of a forties screen goddess.


‘You have inherited a farm called Can Castanyer.’


He could have said yes, or that’s correct or how do you know, but there didn’t seem much point. He looked her in the eye and waited.


‘I am a lawyer. My client has instructed me to buy the farm from you. The deed of sale has been drawn up, it’s a good offer. All you have to do is sign.’


She picked up the slim briefcase, laid it across her lap and snapped the catches.


‘What makes you think I want to sell?’


It felt like the sort of negotiation he was often forced to have with club owners, where you agree a fee then, after the gig, the owner tries to pay you less, some stupid excuse about the set being too short or the bar bill too high, something he’s just plucked out of the air. You’d like to tell him to shove it but you can’t, you want to work and there are only so many clubs, even in New York. So you stay nice and in the end you get less than you agreed but more than the owner’s offering. It was a stupid game but you had to play. Alex knew he needed to play Montserrat Cases with care, but at the same time stand his ground. She said that people knew he was here and they knew why. What kind of people? Well, for a start, he thought, the kind who hire a well-manicured lawyer to run their errands.


‘It’s the sensible option,’ said Montserrat. ‘You should understand that there are a lot of complications when foreigners inherit land here. You’ll need a lot of papers.’


‘I know how to get papers,’ Alex said, more sullen than he intended. ‘We have a bureaucracy in America too, you know.’


‘I doubt that it could compete with ours. Believe me, however many papers you have, there is always one more you haven’t got.’


‘It can’t be that difficult. My father was a Catalan after all, so it’s only a generation away.’


‘It’s not that simple. It can take years. All sorts of objections can be raised, the bureaucracy is endless. Selling is by far the best option.’


‘There’s a will that says it’s mine. How complicated is that? And if it isn’t, or if as you say it’s going to take years to establish that it’s legally mine, how can I sell it to you?’


‘You wouldn’t need to worry about that.’


An ambulance passed on the road above. A seagull perched on the railing turned towards it and imitated perfectly the sound of the siren. Montserrat and Alex exchanged amused looks, a confidential moment aside from the business in hand.


‘I see, so all those difficulties you were talking about could, in the right circumstances, be made to vanish. So my situation is either terribly complicated or wonderfully straightforward, depending on the point of view. If I take your point of view and agree to sell, it’s smooth sailing; if not, I can expect a rough ride. Have I got that about right?’


‘Essentially, yes.’


She had a doctor’s bedside manner, soothingly pragmatic. The way a doctor can say, ‘Yes I’m afraid it’s throat cancer, but we’ll do our best to cut it out and who knows, within a year or two you may even be able to speak again.’ And you find yourself saying, ‘Thank you, doctor.’


‘How much?’ Alex said.


She took a document out of her briefcase and glanced at it as though to refresh her memory, although he doubted she needed to. She told him the price in pesetas, which was millions of course. He started doing a conversion in his head but she’d already thought of that and told him what it was in dollars. It sounded a lot but what did he know? The farm could have been worth ten times that.


‘I’d have to think about it,’ he said. ‘But just out of curiosity, what if I said OK, I’ll sell at double that price?’


Her violet nails drummed quietly on the lid of the briefcase.


‘It’s a generous offer already,’ she said, then added after a short pause, ‘I do have some leeway, I’d have to make some calls.’


‘Of course, to Mr Mystery Client. But we’re talking hypothetically here, Montserrat. Just you and me and a seagull that thinks it’s an ambulance. I said double the price, I notice you haven’t burst out laughing. So, just hypothetically, double the price doesn’t strike you as completely ludicrous?’


‘I’m not in a position to comment on that.’


‘Good, that’s settled then.’


She raised an eyebrow, but her face brightened a little, there was even the distant possibility of a smile.


‘I won’t sell,’ Alex said. ‘Not at any price, at least not now and not to your client. I’m sure you think I’m stupid because I’m American, and it’s well known that there are a lot of stupid Americans. But one thing even stupid Americans know a thing or two about is money. And if someone is so desperate to buy my little farm it must be worth something, almost certainly more than you’re offering. So I’m afraid you’ll have to tell your eager client the bad news: no sale. And while you’re at it, you can tell him or her or them that I don’t like being told what to do. It has the effect of making me want to do the opposite. Childish, I know, but that’s how it is.’


The lawyer sighed. She closed her eyes and sighed again and sat with her hands folded and her eyes shut for a full twenty seconds, as if awaiting divine guidance. When she opened them she looked right into Alex’s. Again he saw that sorrowful thing, regret or whatever it was.


‘Señor Nadal, please take my advice. Sell. Sell now, you’ll have to eventually, believe me.’


‘Are you threatening me?’


‘I’m a lawyer, a messenger. I don’t make threats.’


She snapped shut the catches of the briefcase, left some money in a saucer for her drink and stood up.


‘I’m afraid this isn’t the last you’ll hear of this,’ she said.


‘I suspected that might be the case,’ Alex smiled, raising his glass. ‘Until next time.’


She turned and click-clicked away on her narrow heels. Her shoes were brown; they matched the briefcase, not the suit.
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Carmen Montero knew Alex Nadal was in town but she didn’t attach any importance to it. To her he was just someone she helped track down so that her brother Miguel could settle a will. But she had an urge to meet him, not for any good reason; she just wanted to see what he looked like. She sat in a side office at El Mensajero, the Barcelona daily, with her feet on the table and a notebook on her lap, watching a video of a recent interview with Salvador Oriol on TV3.


The grand old man of Catalunya was getting an easy ride. The interviewer asked him questions like, ‘For many of us you have come to symbolize all things Catalan, to embody as it were the Catalan nation. How has this come about?’ Oriol considered each question as though he was being asked it for the first and not the thousandth time and was giving great thought to his replies. He pursed his lips, he stroked his chin, he wrung his hands and then swept them up and combed his fingers through his over-long grey hair. He gushed platitudes and puffed himself up with phrases like, in all modesty, and, with great humility. He was an illustrious absurdity, like Gloria Swanson in Sunset Boulevard, except Oriol wasn’t all washed up yet. Far from it. The reporter wrapped up the interview with the old chestnut, ‘What does it mean to be a Catalan?’


‘Well, firstly of course it is the language,’ Oriol said, pushing his hair back and stealing a quick look at himself in the monitor. ‘I cannot see how a person who doesn’t speak Catalan could call themselves Catalan. Language is the bedrock, the soul of identity. But there is so much else: our music and dance – above all, our beloved sardana – our distinctive architecture, our artists, our cuisine. I think to be a Catalan is to take pride in all these things, to love and nurture and protect them, and ensure that they are never again corrupted or overwhelmed by outside forces.’


Then he said he had a special announcement to make. To mark his forthcoming eightieth birthday he was going to make a bequest, a gift to the nation, as a gesture of thanks and as a mark of his faith in the people and the culture. But for now it had to remain a secret, all would be revealed soon. The interviewer applauded this wonderful news; even the crew could be heard clapping off camera.


‘He’s a show, isn’t he?’


Susana, the paper’s environment correspondent and Carmen’s best friend, leaned against the doorway. Carmen stuck her fingers in her mouth and pretended to vomit.


‘The man’s got a master’s degree in vanity,’ she said, silencing the TV with a flip of the remote. ‘The paper’s doing some big brown-nose, grand-old-man-of-Catalunya special to mark his eightieth birthday. My job is to remind the nation of his incalculable contribution to the arts.’


‘Which has been what exactly?’ Susana said.


‘Which has been exactly not very much. Usual big shot patronage – Liceu opera, Palau de la Música – not much else as far as I can tell. And now this bequest he’s just announced, which may be connected to the arts, I’ve no idea. Frankly I shudder to think. Still, at least it gives me a news angle, which makes it slightly more interesting than recycling his cuttings. More to the point, this assignment’s keeping me off the royal wedding coverage.’


‘Lucky you. You know we’ve already done a front page dummy for the day after the wedding. Banner headline: “Princess of Barcelona”. Everyone’s gone mad. It’s like we’re all living in Hello! magazine.’


‘I know, I don’t get it. Normally people here spit if you so much as mention Madrid. Now the Infanta wants to get married here and everyone’s thrilled senseless.’


‘Including the inestimable Salvador Oriol.’


‘Of course, the inestimable, the extraordinary, the magnificent. You ever hear anyone say anything bad about him?’


‘What kind of bad?’


‘You know. Any dirt? I thought maybe I’d do a little digging, make life a little more interesting.’


‘Oriol’s untouchable, isn’t he?’


‘No one’s untouchable. Spain’s a democracy now. Haven’t you heard?’


‘A democracy? My God, has anyone told the editor?’


It was through Carmen that Angel Domènech learnt of the existence of Alex Nadal. He found out by chance. Angel didn’t like chance, it smacked of incompetence. He was sitting up in bed, smoking a Marlboro and watching Carmen get dressed. Until that day he’d watched her as he had so many other women, with the serenity of a man who has just made love with a woman he isn’t in love with and who isn’t in love with him. A clever, sexy woman who seems to want exactly what he does and nothing more, that is, to meet once a week or so to make conversation, eat seafood and have sex. A woman who doesn’t ask about his business or his marriage. Up until now, Carmen had been perfect. Now there was a complication; he was starting to like her – a lot. Which wasn’t part of the plan.


Angel and Carmen were in his flat in the Olympic village, a gift from a grateful property speculator. The lead-up to the 1992 Olympics was a boom time for Angel. The city was desperate to have everything ready on time and was prepared to cut any corner to prove to the world that Catalunya isn’t Spain, that in Catalunya mañana means today. It was a time when a man of Angel’s talents barely had time to sleep. His business card described him as a financial consultant. That was one way of putting it. The only other information on the card was a mobile phone number; that was his office.
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