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			Prologue

			 

			They walk slowly across a bed of confetti and streamers on a starry September night, along a deserted street covered by a canopy of garlands, bunting and torn paper lanterns; the final night of the Fiesta Mayor street festivities (the farewell confetti, the last waltz) in a working-­class district on the outskirts of Barcelona. It’s four in the morning, everything is coming to a close. The stage where, until a short while before, the orchestra was playing requests, the piano under in its yellow dust sheet, the folding chairs stacked on the pavement. The street reflects the desolate feeling at the end of celebrations in garages or on terrace roofs; a new day is crouched, waiting for dawn, in doors and windows, a day that will bring its monotonous tasks, the sad dealings of hands with iron, wood and brick. The melancholy braggart, the shadowy local youngster who all summer long has been in search of an alluring adventure, the besotted companion of the beautiful stranger, is as yet unaware of this: to him, the summer is still a green archipelago. Glittering coils of streamers hang from balconies and streetlamps whose yellow-­tinted light (even more indifferent than that of the stars) falls like weary dust on the thick carpet of confetti that has turned the street into a snowy landscape. A slight breeze stirs the paper canopy in a cool whisper of reed beds.

			The contrast between the solitary couple and their surroundings is as stark as their clothes are from each other: the young man (jeans, trainers, black polo shirt with a striking wind rose printed on the chest) has his arm around the waist of the elegant girl (flared pink dress, smart high-­heeled shoes, bare shoulders and straight, thick blond hair); she leans her head on his shoulder as they step into the distance, casually trampling on the white flakes as they head for a gleaming shape visible on the corner: a sports car. The way the couple move has something of a solemn wedding rite about it, that ideal slowness we enjoy in dreams. Gazing into one another’s eyes, they have almost reached the car, a white Renault Floride, when suddenly a damp gust of wind swirls round the corner towards them, raising clouds of confetti: the first wind of autumn, the rain-­laden slap in the face that confirms summer is over. Caught out, the young couple laugh as they separate and raise their hands to protect their eyes. The eddying confetti is stirred up again, and rustles beneath their feet, unfurling its snowy-­white wings as it envelops them; for a few seconds they are completely obscured. They reach for one another as if they’re playing blind man’s buff; they laugh, call out, embrace, let go again, and finally stand back to back like statues, waiting for this commotion to abate; momentarily lost, nowhere to be seen in the storm of white flakes whirling around them.
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			Some nicknames illustrate not only a way of life but also the nature of the society in which we live.

			On Saint John’s Eve, the night of 23 June 1956, the Interloper stole out of the shadows of his neighbourhood wearing a brand-­new, cinnamon-­coloured summer suit. He walked down the main road from El Carmelo to Plaza Sanllehy, jumped on the first motorbike he saw that seemed to offer little risk (not to steal this time, simply to use and abandon when he didn’t need it any more), and sped off in the direction of Montjuich. That evening he was intending to go to the Pueblo Español, where foreign girls joined the celebrations, but he changed his mind halfway and instead headed for the upper-­class San Gervasio district. He rode along slowly, breathing in the fragrant June night, full of misty promises, down deserted streets flanked by railings and gardens, until he decided to abandon the motorbike and smoke a cigarette, leaning against the bumper of a flashy sports car parked outside an imposing detached house. His melancholy, brooding face, sallow-­skinned and stern-­looking, was reflected in the shimmering mirage of the car’s bodywork as he listened admiringly to the gentle music of a foxtrot: opposite him, in a private garden festooned with paper lanterns and streamers, a party was in full swing.

			The lively atmosphere of the festivities was not the sort to make anyone nervous, still less in a neighbourhood such as this, and yet a group of elegant couples who happened to pass by the young man couldn’t help feeling the mild sense of unease that an out of place detail can create. What caught their eye was the harsh beauty of the Interloper’s southern Spanish features, together with an unnerving stillness that bore a strange relation – or more precisely a suspicious incongruity – with the marvellous automobile he was standing next to. But this was all they perceived. Their antennae were alert to any small thing that seemed not quite right, and yet they could not detect in his strong brow that subtle impassivity that precedes drastic decisions, or spot in the furious stars of his eyes that vaguely glazed look indicating troubled thoughts that might even portend crime. His dark, olive-­skinned hands, trembling imperceptibly as he lit a second cigarette, marked him out like a stigma. And there was something about his black, slicked-­back hair, apart from its natural appeal, that the admiring females noted with a shiver: his elaborate hairstyle betrayed a vain, concealed effort, a hope still intact despite being repeatedly frustrated – the unmistakable evidence of a daily struggle with poverty and oblivion, the desperate coquetry typical of great loners and the highly ambitious.

			

			When finally he made up his mind to push open the garden gate, his hand stopped trembling, as with some alcoholics when they pick up their second drink; his body straightened, and a smile came to his eyes. He was striding along the gravel path when suddenly he thought he saw a shadow moving in the bushes on his right: among the greenery in the almost complete darkness, two shining eyes were peering at him. He came to a halt and tossed away the cigarette. Two yellowish, immobile dots were openly staring at his face. The Interloper knew that in cases like this it’s best to grin and brazen things out. But as he drew closer, the luminous dots disappeared; he saw an indistinct female silhouette scurrying off towards the house, carrying what looked like a tray. Off to a bad start, kid, he said to himself as he made for the dance floor, improvised on a roller-­skating rink. Hands in pockets, assuming a nonchalant air, he headed first for the buffet set up beneath a tall willow tree, shouldering his way through a solid mass of backs to serve himself a brandy and soda. No one seemed to pay him the slightest attention. As he turned to make way for a girl heading for the dance floor, he accidentally elbowed a young man and spilled some of his drink.

			

			‘Sorry,’ he said.

			‘Don’t worry about it,’ said the other man with a smile, before moving off.

			The calm, almost disdainful indifference and self-­assurance he read on the youngster’s face restored his own confidence. Under the willow tree, glass in hand, he felt momentarily safe; a few moments later, moving stealthily so as not to draw attention to himself, he searched for a suitable dance partner – someone not too striking, but not too modest either. He noticed that all the people at the party, about seventy of them, were very young. Many of the girls were wearing trousers, the men coloured sports shirts. When he realised he was one of the few in a suit and tie, he felt ridiculous. They’re richer than I thought, he told himself, feeling stupid for looking elegant at the wrong moment, like someone dolled up in their Sunday best. A few couples were sitting by the side of a swimming pool; a toy boat was bobbing on the transparent pale-­green water. Under the leafy trees strung with coloured lights and loudspeakers, he also noticed some bored-­looking guests sitting around tables, conversing listlessly and exchanging sleepy glances. Up at the house, a little girl in pyjamas was seated at one of the ground-­floor windows, while inside a group of older people were drinking around a low table.

			A record of classic rumbas dragged on endlessly. The Interloper’s eyes fastened on a girl seated at the edge of the pool. Dark-­haired, wearing a simple pink skirt and white blouse. Head down, apparently not interested in dancing, she was amusing herself tracing imaginary lines on the reddish tiles. She looked curiously shy and lost, as if she too had just arrived and didn’t know anyone. He hesitated: if before I count to ten I haven’t gone up to that girl, I’ll chop it off and throw it to the dogs. Clutching the tall glass and feeling surer of himself – why did its purple colour make him feel like that? – he made his way towards the girl through the dancing couples. A violent light and a sound like the buzzing of bees cascaded on to his head and shoulders. As he advanced, his determined profile, resolutely focused on a dream, stirred a troubled blue sprinkling of furtive glances (like his own, in more torrid climes, when a smart convertible roared past, inside it a beautiful girl, hair streaming in the wind). For a few brief seconds an imaginary network of secret, unconfessed desires was created. These glances also had less pleasant undertones: he knew his appearance betrayed his Andalusian origins – a xarnego or immigrant from Murcia (used as a racial description rather than a geographical one – another Catalan eccentricity), a son of distant, mysterious Murcia . . . As he strolled towards the pool he saw another girl sit down next to the one he had picked out and speak affectionately to her, slipping an arm round her shoulders. He studied the two of them carefully, weighing up his chances of success with one or the other: he had to make up his mind before he accosted them. The face of the blonde girl in trousers who had just arrived was almost hidden; she seemed to be confiding in her friend, who was listening to her silently, eyes lowered. When she raised them to look at the approaching newcomer, a smile appeared on her lips. Without hesitation, he chose the blonde one: not because she was more attractive – he had barely seen her face – but because he was taken aback by the other’s unexpected smile. Just as he reached them and bowed – maybe a little too ostentatiously, you dolt, he thought – the blonde suddenly stood up and went to sit further away with a young man who was trailing his hand in the water. For the fraction of a second, the Murcian caught a glimpse of a pair of blue eyes behind the straight, golden hair that partially concealed the girl’s face; they were like a blow to his heart. He considered following her, but changed his mind and instead asked her friend to dance. It makes no difference anyway, he told himself.

			

			The girl was already on her feet, standing quietly and hesitantly in front of him, glancing shyly at her blonde friend, who was now a couple of metres away and had her back to them, oblivious to what was going on. No longer trying to attract her attention, the dark-­haired girl held out her hand to the stranger in a surprisingly determined manner, once again flashing her enigmatic smile. Instead of allowing him to lead her to the dance floor, she pulled him towards the darkest and most remote part of the garden among the trees, where two couples were smooching in each other’s arms. The Interloper was in a dream. The girl’s hand, whose soft, moist touch seemed strangely familiar, gave him an uncannily cold sensation, as if it had been in the water. Putting his arms around her, he gave her his best smile, and peered deep into her eyes. He was a good deal taller than her, and she had to tilt her head back to see his face. The Interloper began to speak. His voice was his great attraction: gravelly, with a strong southern accent, persuasive. His splendid eyes did the rest.

			‘Tell me something: do you need your sister’s permission to dance?’

			‘She’s not my sister.’

			‘You seem afraid of her. Who is she?’

			‘Teresa.’

			The girl danced clumsily, as if unaware of her own body. She was about to turn nineteen and her name was Maruja. No, she wasn’t from Andalusia, even though she looked it: she was Catalan, like her parents. Bad luck, we’re stuck with a frumpish Catalan noia, he thought.

			

			‘Well, it’s not obvious – you don’t have a Catalan accent.’

			She did pronounce her words carefully, in a monotone whisper. She was very shy. Her slender but surprisingly vigorous body was trembling in his arms. By now, a bolero was playing.

			‘Do you go to the university?’ he asked. ‘I’m surprised I’ve never seen you.’

			The girl didn’t answer, but simply smiled her mysterious smile once more. Steady on, you brute, steady on, he told himself. She lowered her head and asked:

			‘And you? What’s your name?’

			‘Ricardo. But my friends call me Richard . . . the stupid ones, that is.’

			‘When I saw you, I thought you must be one of Teresa’s friends.’

			‘Why?’

			‘I don’t know . . . Teresa is always turning up with strange boys; nobody knows where she finds them.’

			‘So I look strange to you.’

			‘No, I mean . . . a stranger.’

			‘Well, I feel as though I’ve known you all my life.’

			Pulling her closer, he brushed her forehead and cheeks with his lips, searching for a kiss.

			‘Do you live here, Maruja?’

			‘Close by. On Vía Augusta.’

			‘You’re very tanned.’

			‘Not as dark as you . . .’

			‘Actually, that’s how I always am. You’re tanned from going to the beach, but I’ve only been three times this year, actually,’ he replied, repeating the adverb, fascinated by it and a way of using the word that he considered appropriate to this rich kids’ party. ‘I haven’t had the time, I’m studying for the exams . . . Where do you go, to S’Agaró beach?’

			

			‘No. To Blanes.’

			The Interloper was expecting it to be S’Agaró. But Blanes wasn’t bad either.

			‘Hotel . . . actually?’

			‘No.’

			‘Your family villa?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘You’re a good dancer. Here I am, asking you all these questions, and I was forgetting the most important one: do you have a boyfriend?’

			All of a sudden Maruja bowed her head and pressed herself against him, body trembling. He was surprised by the insistent pressure of her thighs and stomach. She again transmitted that lost, abandoned feeling he had noticed when he saw her sitting with her friend. He dismissed the thought. She’s getting turned on, he said to himself. He began kissing her top lip, and finally directly on her mouth. He was unsure whether it was a rich, spoiled girl’s whim, or a natural instinct for survival, but he was taken aback when he heard her say, ‘I’m thirsty . . .’

			‘Shall I bring some champagne? I suppose every couple has the right to a bottle.’

			The girl laughed shyly.

			‘You can drink as much as you like here.’

			‘I was saying it on your behalf. You girls get tipsy over nothing. Well, shall I bring you a glass?’

			‘I prefer a Cuba libre.’

			‘So do I. Good idea. Wait here for me.’

			Rockets whistled through the sky. The sound of firecrackers going off in the distance gradually diminished; the vast hum of the sleepless city lent the night a profound sense of magic that other summer nights lacked. As he sauntered towards the buffet, the garden gave off different aromas – oily, damp and slightly rotten. He pushed past golden shoulders, the sweet perfume of perspiring young bodies and tanned necks, bare armpits and jiggling breasts. The dancers jostled against him while he prepared the drinks. Never before had he experienced being so close to the odour of firm, fragrant arms, the confident gleam of bright-­blue eyes. He felt safe, so pleasantly surrounded that he was no longer even worried by a group of young men who seemed to be in charge (doubtless the party organisers) and were keeping a close eye on him. He added a good shot of rum to Maruja’s glass and went back to her, proposing a toast . . .

			

			‘Here’s to tomorrow,’ he said cheerfully.

			The girl drank slowly, staring at him. He led her to a swing chair in the middle of the lawn. They sat and kissed each other tenderly. By now, though, they were no longer protected by darkness. He checked his watch: it would soon be four in the morning. Behind them, the house’s flamboyant outline was beginning to show against the reddish dawn sky, where the stars were melting peacefully like ice cubes in a glass of Campari left forgotten on the grass. Some of the guests were already taking their leave. He had to hurry. Three young men were staring at him from the brightly lit buffet; their expressions left no room for doubt: they were wondering who the devil he was, and what he was doing at their party.

			Now the fun starts, he thought, as he bent down to pick up his glass. He whispered in Maruja’s ear:

			‘Another Cuba libre? Stay where you are, I’ll be right back.’

			She smiled sleepily.

			‘Don’t be long.’

			As he was carefully and slowly preparing the drinks – waiting for the rich kids to confront him – he weighed up what there still remained for him to do. Very little in fact: get rid of them, agree on a date with Maruja for the following day, and say goodbye. He heard the young men approaching.

			

			‘Hello there,’ said a nasal voice with a slight ironic quaver to it. ‘Do you mind telling us who you are?’

			The Interloper turned slowly to face them, a glass filled to the brim in each hand. He smiled broadly, casting in their faces like a challenge the blatant evidence of how calm he was. And as though more than willing to let an innocent joke bounce off him, a show of a camaraderie that deep down he would have liked to be real, he nodded in a friendly way and said:

			‘My name is Ricardo de Salvarrosa. How are things, lads?’

			The youngest of the three, a white jersey tied round his neck, let out a giggle. The Interloper suddenly turned serious.

			‘You think there’s something funny about my name, do you, kid?’

			The Interloper shut his eyes with an unexpectedly pained expression. When he opened them again, he couldn’t avoid looking down at the drinks in his hands, as if that was the only thing preventing him from throttling the person in front of him. Perhaps that was why, although they didn’t really understand what he meant, none of them doubted his word when he added softly:

			‘You’re in luck.’

			‘We don’t want a scandal here, do we?’ the youngster said.

			‘Who’s saying we do?’ he replied, his voice still neutral.

			‘All right, so who invited you to this party? Who did you come with?’

			Abruptly, the migrant from the deep south assumed a dignified air, lifting his chin proudly. Over the shoulders of the three youngsters he had just spied a woman staring at him, standing, arms folded, with a chilly, solicitous look on her face that barely concealed her annoyance. She must be the lady of the house. Determined to get this over with, he pushed past the young trio. A dazzling smile lit up his face once more as he bowed lightly to her, and with a tranquil self-­assurance that emphasised his youthful charm, he said:

			

			‘My compliments, señora. I’m Ricardo de Salvarrosa; you must know my parents.’ Evidently despite herself, this gave the woman pause for thought, which allowed him to pile on his trademark gallantry. ‘I’m so sorry not to have had the pleasure of being introduced to you . . .’

			He went on to praise the party and how convenient it must be to have a garden large enough for this kind of event, expounding at length in pleasant, jocular terms on how everyone that night was one big family, despite the new faces; the quiet of a residential neighbourhood such as this; how wonderful it was to have a swimming pool in summer, how much better that was than the beach, and so on. The señora smiled sweetly and agreed that possibly the music was too loud, but apart from that rarely interrupted him. There was a veiled arrogance in the Murcian’s voice that occasionally undermined his obvious attempt to sound respectful. His accent was another thing that clashed; at times it could sound South American, but when you listened closely it was nothing more than a simple distortion of Andalusian, combined with Catalan from the outskirts of Barcelona – the lilting vowel sounds, an abundance of ‘s’ and a very special turn of phrase – together with a vocabulary sprinkled with fashionable frivolity and copious adverbs the Interloper was proud of, even if he was uncertain as to where exactly to place them, which he muddled up and used in an unexpected and fanciful manner, but always politely, with a real desire for dialogue, demonstrating that unshakeable, moving faith some illiterate people have in the redeeming virtues of culture.

			

			The woman’s face remained a blank. She naturally forced herself to meet the gaze of the intruder – this impertinent upstart whose ridiculous speech immediately gave away his origins. She held his gaze with the intention of crushing him, but didn’t take the precaution of gauging the rival forces in play, or the depth of their reciprocal mistrust. The result was a disaster for the good lady (the only satisfaction it brought – assuming she was able to appreciate it – was to sense a slight quiver she had not experienced in years in a part of her being she thought was long since dormant). She preferred, somewhat hastily, to direct her gaze towards one of the young men:

			‘What’s going on, son?’

			‘Nothing, Mama. I’ll see to it.’

			The Interloper had an idea.

			‘Señora,’ he said unctuously, ‘since I am being insulted, and wishing to spare you such a disagreeable spectacle, I should like to speak to you in your office.’

			This left the lady dumbfounded. She was about to tell him that naturally they had nothing to talk about in her office, and that besides she didn’t have any such thing, but by then he was already launched on another tack.

			‘Very well,’ he said gravely. ‘For some reason I was asked to keep it a secret, but the moment has come to speak out.’ He paused and added: ‘I came with Teresa.’

			What induced him to shield himself behind the name of Maruja’s friend, that beautiful blonde girl? Not even he knew for certain; perhaps because he was hoping she had already left, which would prevent the truth from emerging, or at least postpone it until the next day. Also because he had just recalled what Maruja had said about her friend: ‘Teresa always invites strangers.’ Either way, there was no doubt that by mentioning Teresa’s name he had hit the target; a total silence ensued. The woman smiled, sighed and rolled her eyes up to the heavens, as if calling on God as her witness. One of the young men began to laugh, which took the Interloper completely aback. What is it with these people, he wondered.

			

			‘Do you mean to say,’ another of the rich kids asked, ‘that Teresa invited you?’

			‘That’s right.’

			‘I could have sworn it,’ said the first youth, glancing round at his friends. ‘Her latest political discovery.’

			‘Where’s that silly girl got to?’ asked the son of the family. ‘Where’s Teresa?’

			‘With Luis. They took Nené home. She won’t be long.’

			‘Tere gets crazier by the day,’ added the boy who had laughed at the Interloper. ‘Completely crazy.’

			‘She’s a baby, a spoiled brat.’

			‘Carlos . . .’ his mother admonished him.

			‘She goes too far. She can invite whoever she likes, but she should tell us. I’ll give her what for.’

			‘Well, children,’ the lady of the house concluded, noting that the Murcian was still gazing at her devotedly, even though by now he hadn’t the faintest idea what they were talking about.

			Now that the matter had been resolved, for the moment at least (she knew how difficult and impetuous the Serrat family’s daughter was), she said goodbye with a weary smile and turned back to the house. The party was almost over. As the three young men wandered slowly back to the dance floor, the hostess’s son could be heard saying to his friends in a forlorn, reproachful tone:

			‘When that stupid girl arrives, tell me.’

			Maruja had not budged from the spot. Standing there pensively, slightly disconcerted, she looked like one of those unfortunate creatures who at some point in their lives decided to be respectable only to discover that now, for reasons they don’t fully comprehend, being respectable doesn’t suit them at all. Her face and stubborn smile conveyed the touching but completely futile piety of those who advise the rich and poor to love one another. Throwing herself into the Murcian’s arms, she exuded a kind of deep-­seated moral weariness that now emboldened and betrayed her: all that was left of her former respectable front were her natural shyness and a sweet, helpless quality that the Interloper would not have been able to put his finger on, but which seemed very familiar and disturbing, as if he sensed in it a danger he knew only too well.

			

			They danced and kissed in the darkest, dampest corner of the garden, startling the birds beneath a sky that seemed to glow red through the acacia branches. The young xarnego stopped pretending: all of a sudden words of love came pouring from his ardent lips, and he was overcome with a febrile sincerity. Even in situations where, thanks to his scheming, boastful temperament, he put himself at most risk, and however far his capacity for lies and cunning took him, deep down the Interloper retained a curious conception of himself, his own worth and spiritual standing – a view that obliged him to play by the rules. Almost despite himself, his mouth inevitably met the girl’s with a real awareness of his role in an amorous ritual that required faith and a willingness to surrender oneself, a candour originating in heroic childhood dreams which now represented far more than a pastime and demanded greater dedication, more fantasy and courage, than any flaunted by the most conceited adolescents at this party.

			The music had ended. He made a date to meet Maruja the following day at six in the evening in a bar on Calle Mandri. He politely offered to see her home, but she said she had to wait for her friend Teresa, who had promised to take her in her car. He didn’t insist, preferring to leave things as they were.

			

			There in the garden, under the acacias tinged with pink and with the early-­morning breeze awakening new fragrances, the young migrant embraced and kissed the girl one last time. Despairingly, as though he were off to the wars.

			‘Until tomorrow, my love . . .’

			‘Until for ever, Ricardo . . .’

			As he passed the lady of the house, Ricardo de Salvarrosa said farewell with a discreet and courteous nod of the head.

		

	
		
			

			 

			 

			Monte Carmelo is a bare, arid hill to the north-­west of Barcelona. Their invisible strings pulled by the expert hands of children, brightly coloured kites are often to be seen, buffeted by the wind as they rise above the hill like banners heralding a warlike dream. In the grey post-­Civil War years, when empty stomachs and typhus created a constant yearning for a fantasy to make reality more palatable, Monte Carmelo was the favourite, mythical field of adventures for the ragged children of the Casa Baró, El Guinardó and La Salud neighbourhoods. They would climb to the windswept summit and launch crude kites they themselves had fashioned from reeds, rags, flour paste and sheets of newspaper: for a long while, high in the sky above the city swooped photographs and news articles about the German advance on European fronts, cities in ruins, and the black mushroom rising over Hiroshima. Death and destruction reigned, together with the Spanish people’s weekly dose of rationing, poverty and hunger. Today, in the summer of 1956, the kites above El Carmelo no longer carry news or photos; they’re no longer made from newspaper, but from thin, shop-­bought sheets of tissue paper, and their colours are brash, strident. And yet although they look much better, many are still home-­made; their frames are rough and ready, and they climb the sky only with difficulty. They continue to be the neighbourhood’s warlike banner.

			El Carmelo rises alongside Parque Güell, peering sceptically over its shoulder at the park’s green leafiness and fairytale architectural fantasies, and forms a chain with Turó de la Rovira and its densely populated slopes, as well as the Montaña Pelada. Over fifty years have passed since it was an isolated island on the outskirts of the city. Before the war, this district and El Guinardó were filled with chalets and single-­storey houses: back then, they were still the choice as weekend retreats for prominent businessmen from Barcelona’s middle class, fake peacocks who have left traces here and there of their presence – an ancient house or abandoned garden. But these people are long since gone. Who knows if in the forties when they saw the tattered gypsies arriving, gasping for breath like shipwreck survivors, skins burnt not only by the merciless sun of defeat in war but from a whole lifetime of failures, these earlier inhabitants finally became aware that their nation was foundering, their island flooded for ever and Monte Carmelo, their former paradise, now lost. Very soon, the tide of the city also lapped at its southern flank, slowly flowed around its slopes, and swept on to the north and west, towards Valle de Hebrón and Los Penitentes. Stepped like an amphitheatre, the hillsides are covered in dark green grass, dotted here and there with cheerful splashes of yellow broom. An asphalted snake, pale in the harsh dawn light, black, hot and strongly smelling in the evening, skirts the side entrance to Parque Güell as it climbs from Plaza Sanllehy up the eastern slope, across a hollow full of time-­worn carob trees and wretched allotments with wooden huts, until it reaches the first houses. At this point its exhausted flat head sighs and gives out; dirt roads branch off it: twisting, dusty streets, some of which point higher, while others descend, spread in every direction and rush down the northern slope to the plain leading to Horta and Montbau. Apart from the old chalets and an occasional more recent one built in the previous decade when land was cheap, the upper slopes are covered with low red-brick houses built by migrants, with flaking, rusty iron balconies and tiny interior verandas creating a make-­believe floral atmosphere, where women water plants grown in wooden crates, and young girls peg out the washing with a song on their lips. At the foot of the steps up to the Carmelitas chapel, a public fountain stands in the middle of a big puddle where barefoot children splash about, purple iodine on skittish tanned shins, sullen knees, olive faces with snub noses, prominent cheekbones, and eyelids of Asian tenderness. Above them, dust, wind, dry slopes.

			

			The people of the neighbourhood are easy-­going, a spicy mix of many of Spain’s regions, especially the south. Occasionally you might see an old man seated on the chapel steps or taking his rural nostalgia for a stroll across the waste ground. Hands behind his back, wearing a countryman’s grey jacket, a striped shirt with the neckband buttoned under his Adam’s apple and a wide-­brimmed black hat. This man’s life has two stages: one when before going out into the fields he needed to think, and the present one, when he goes out so as not to think. The same thoughts, the same frustration he once felt, now underlie the gestures and expressions of the young people on El Carmelo as they peer down at Barcelona from on high. They also share the same dreams, not born here but travelling with them, or in the hearts of their migrant parents. Impatience and dreams that at first light each morning flow once more down the hill, rolling over the roofs of a waking city, towards the buildings slowly emerging from the mists. Indolent, dark, undefeated eyes with suspicious, half-­closed eyelids warily survey the vast blanket of blue-­tinged mist and lights that, seen from above, promises a vaguely nuptial welcome, a physical sensation of being united with hope. On luminous summer mornings, when swarms of children roam the slopes, raising clouds of dust, Monte Carmelo is like a shimmering screen. But on Sundays it is barely touched by the atmosphere of universal reconciliation, of plenary indulgence, that permeates the city below like the fragrance of fading roses. This is not simply a question of altitude: it’s as if up here they still worship the smile of Baal, that pagan god Jezebel worshipped, who was driven from the original mountain in Palestine. Baal’s smile flexes itself like a muscle, a blend of lewd cunning and irony that defies the empty promise of the Lord’s Day creeping up the hill to anoint the inhabitants with heaven knows what wretched acceptance of hopelessness and of Nature. It is not yet time for that: dogs and men have been seen crossing El Carmelo like shipwrecked sailors on an island, and sometimes the streets are shaken by an aimless, raging wind, its angry, indignant gusts carrying away the ignoble voices of radio presenters, tear-­jerking songs, the crying of children, sheets of newspaper, the smells of burnt stubble, wet grass, cat excrement, cement, hay and resin. Persistent flies buzz around, while on the ground a cardboard box, with printed on its side in a language soon to become familiar, Dry milk – Donated by the people of the United States of America, is bowled over and over until it reaches the feet of a figure standing motionless: a young man with a dark-­skinned face and hair the colour of a raven’s wing who is gazing at the city from the roadside as if staring into a muddy pond.

			

			It’s the Interloper. He has sent a young boy to the Bar Delicias for a packet of Chesterfields. While he waits, he straightens his tie and shoots his white shirt cuffs. He’s wearing the same suit as the night before and canvas shoes; his tie and handkerchief are a matching light blue. He hears muffled laughter behind his back; on the corner of Calle Pasteur a group of lads his age is staring at him, whispering and making jokes. When he turns to look at them, all their heads swivel away, as if blown by a gust of wind.

			He has just left home, one of a cluster of low buildings built below the last bend on a spur overhanging the city. Approaching them from the main road, it’s as if you are walking into a ravine, until you catch sight of the single-­storey brick houses. Their tarred uralite roofs are dotted with stones. Painted in soft colours, each scarcely taller than a man’s head, the houses are lined up in rows pointing seawards, forming narrow dirt streets, carefully swept and cleaned. Some have a small patio with a vine. Far below, Barcelona stretches to the vast azure Mediterranean, while out of the fogs and dull echoes of weary industry rise the grey bottle shapes of the Sagrada Familia, the blocks of the Hospital San Pablo, and further down, the black spires of the cathedral and the old quarter: a thicket of shadows. The port and the sea’s horizon close this hazy panorama, together with the metal towers of the cable car and Montjuich’s aggressive silhouette.

			

			The Interloper’s house is the second in the right-­hand row at the edge of the hill’s upper slopes. He lives with his elder brother, his sister-­in-­law and four impish young kids. The house once belonged to his brother’s father-­in-­law, an elderly mechanic from the El Perchel district in Malaga, who arrived here in 1941 in one of the first waves of immigration, after losing his wife and managing to rescue his tools and some savings. He built the house with his own hands and bought a small shack at the top of the road, between a baker’s and what is now the Bar Pibe, turning it into a bicycle repair shop. From the outside, it seems the business couldn’t fare any worse. The old man died after marrying off his daughter, a plumpish Malaga woman with a warm, docile look, and after teaching his trade to his son-­in-­law, originally from Ronda, who had met the girl working on the bumper cars during the Fiesta Mayor in Gracia. The son-­in-­law inherited the modest business and together with it a big surprise: in reality, the takings didn’t come from the workshop, but from a distinguished-­looking individual who had the smooth talk of a priest and was known in the neighbourhood as the Cardinal. He was the purchaser of all the motorbikes that a taciturn, prematurely aged youngster from El Guinardó brought to the shop at night: motorbikes whose origin and subsequent destination, after being dismantled and handed over to the Cardinal, were revealed by the mechanic the day before he gave away his daughter to his son-­in-­law, with the embarrassed smile of a person offering a wedding present clearly beyond his means. With many ups and downs, including periods of inactivity that threatened the closure of the tiny workshop, as well as others of great euphoria (four of which led to the four children), the stolen motorbike business survived, despite never being successful enough to allow the mechanic and his family to change houses or neighbourhoods. Those were hard times. Other slender, delicate petty thieves (selected by the Cardinal) took over from the lad from El Guinardó after he emigrated to France. They were from distant neighbourhoods that were part of the city’s sprawl: Verdum, La Trinidad, Torre Baró. The Cardinal only ever took on two boys at a time. In the autumn of 1952, when the Interloper unexpectedly turned up in Monte Carmelo demanding his brother’s hospitality, the business suddenly took off, thanks to a purely personal form of seduction the Cardinal was especially susceptible to. None of this was to become clear until much later.

			

			‘Here you are, Manolo,’ said a childish voice beside him.

			Giving the kid a cigarette as a tip, the Interloper put the packet of Chesterfields in his pocket. As he made his way down the hill, he could hear rockets left over from the previous night’s festivities whistling and exploding in the clear blue afternoon sky.

			By six o’clock he was in the Bar Escocés on Calle Mandrí. Hardly anyone was there. He waited three hours for the girl, then, dejected and disappointed, returned home.

			 

			In mid-­September that same year, he and an associate from El Carmelo went for a swim one Sunday with two girls to a beach near Blanes. They set off very early on motorbikes and with picnic baskets. For the first time in his life, the Interloper was allowing himself a fling with a girl from his own neighbourhood: something his friends saw as the start of his downfall.

			

			They left the main highway four kilometres beyond Blanes and followed a track down to the beach through a private property. They were riding slowly, gliding along the dusty path. The Interloper ignored a sign that read: PRIVATE PROPERTY. NO ENTRY.

			‘Fuck their signs!’ he shouted. ‘How do they expect us to get to the beach? By helicopter?’

			‘You tell ’em!’

			Following some way behind, his friend Bernardo Sans was laughing to himself. A short, thickset youth with small, lazy eyes set close to a bulbous nose, he had a prominent, slightly lopsided jaw that lent his face an amiable, slightly sad air. Sans looked up to his friend; he would have given his life for him. The seventh child of a Catalan gypsy, he had become very popular in Gracia thanks to his skill at grooming horses. The passenger on his pillion seat was Rosa, his girlfriend: chubby and short-­legged, a moon face and voluminous breasts.

			The track led them to the rear of an enormous, silent old Villa, where they had to turn left. Kicking down part of the fence around a pine wood, they chose a shady spot not far from the shore. At first they couldn’t stop gazing at the big, ivy-­covered red-­brick Villa that rose majestically some two hundred metres away. Built in the early twentieth century, it had been partly renovated, but its two towers topped by slate turrets gave it the air of a medieval castle. A terrace added on one side led to rocks jutting out of the sea; steps had been hewn out of the cliff, leading to a jetty where a motorboat was moored.

			They soon saw that they weren’t the first to trespass on the property: the fence was flattened in other places, and in among the pines lay strewn the remains of food and grease-­stained wrappers. But there was no one to be seen, and the excitement at finding themselves in the private domain of a fiefdom created a wave of nervous exhilaration that led them to push down several more metres of fence.

			

			‘Collons, Manolo, let’s destroy the lot,’ said Sans.

			The Interloper didn’t reply. The two girls, who had already stripped to their bathing gear, eventually managed to stop the destruction by laughing and jumping on the boys’ backs, demanding attention. After breakfast, they all bathed in the sea, played football and ran along the deserted beach. Every so often the breeze wafted a distant music towards them, no doubt coming from the Villa. The Interloper quickly grew bored: he wandered along the shore or suddenly plunged into the wood without warning, not reappearing for a long while. His attitude was upsetting rather than surprising: for some time now he had been easily irritated, lost in his own thoughts. Every so often he would throw himself down on the sand away from the others, hands behind his head.

			His partner Lola only succeeded in worsening his mood with her friendly questions and exaggerated wish to please and be useful, employing not her physique (which, according to the Interloper, was the only thing girls from El Carmelo could and should offer if they really wanted to help) but her limited intelligence. As if that wasn’t enough, he had already guessed he wouldn’t get anywhere with her. She was a friend of Bernardo Sans’s girlfriend and also lived in El Carmelo, but he had hardly ever noticed her. He didn’t even like her, and had only agreed to bring her at the insistence of Sans, who had said she was ripe for the picking. But when after lunch the two couples chose a quiet spot under the pines and he lay down next to her, his suspicions were confirmed that he was up against an ingrained, ancestral resistance, inherited convictions steeped in the bottomless abyss of insuperable mistrust, the obscure denial shown from time immemorial by most of the girls he knew: the fear of bodies.

			

			Added to which, Lola never stopped talking.

			‘No, it’s not that I don’t want to,’ she was saying in her squeaky voice as she lay beside him, keeping a watchful eye on his hands caressing her. ‘It’s not that, it’s just the way I am. Don’t think I don’t like you, I always have done . . . I would see you pass by the house every night, especially this last winter, when you were heading for the bar, and I always thought you were different from the others, not just handsomer . . . I don’t know, different, even if you also play cards with the old men in the Bar Delicias on Sundays rather than go dancing, and in spite of everything they say in the neighbourhood about you and your friends, Sans and others, that you sell stolen motorbikes and break into cars and that your brother helps you in the bike workshop. You’ll see what happens to all of you one of these days, you’ll see, they say, because where else do you get the money from? I don’t care, but that’s how it is, it’s not easy to make money, and as far as I know you’ve never worked apart from a while after you arrived from your village, in your brother’s workshop, and as I say, it’s not as if I care . . . No, please, not that, not there, it’s not nice . . . You have lots of money sometimes, you can’t deny it, and nobody earns so much working honestly . . .’

			She fell silent for a while as he sighed with boredom and pulled up her swimsuit straps. He waited ten seconds, then tugged them down again, without any great hope. Lola was one of those girls with a soft, sad, hypochondriac body – one of those bodies that seem accustomed to being pawed over, even though in fact they never have been; their puffy, beatific faces looking disgusted not from making love too often, but precisely from never having done so. It is a look that combines distaste, sweetness and prudishness, as if their noses were constantly being assailed by a pestilential stench that at the same time somehow underlined their dignity, their convictions, or simply their delicate, soft skin – or whatever it may be that keeps them mired all their lives in this animal loneliness.

			

			‘It’s not that I want to pry into your affairs, Manolo, seriously, I’m no gossip, you can ask anyone, but there’s talk of you and that nasty girl Hortensia, the Cardinal’s niece. You’re always in her house – what is it they give you? Though I reckon it’s not because of her but her uncle, and the business you’re mixed up in, he’s such a weird one as well. It’s obvious something went on between him and Luis Polo, that kid from Galicia who was in your gang and who they say got nabbed by the police stealing from a foreigner’s car while by some miracle you managed to escape. That’s what they say in the neighbourhood. One Saturday I went to the pictures with Rosa, after she had quarrelled with Bernardo: all she could do was weep, and she told me everything . . . Ow! Don’t be so rough, you’re hurting me . . .!’ She covered her breasts with her hands, saw his gleaming teeth but didn’t pay any attention to his longing look or the gentle way he was stroking her hair, and so went on: ‘See? You’re all the same, and then what? You get tired of that as well . . . what are you doing? Please don’t . . .’ Her voice faltered and turned deliquescent: ‘Not that, I knew this would happen . . . What will you think of a girl who lets herself be . . . But tell me, are these motorbikes stolen as well? Even though at least I never see you drunk and creating a ruckus in the neighbourhood, and that’s a fact . . . Not that, I’m telling you. How could you think that I . . . what about my honour?’

			Her body was so dead and fearful, her groin so frozen . . . Manolo angrily pulled away, rolled off her and lay on his back on the pine needles. Above his head a sparrow was singing on a branch. What a place to preserve your honour, he thought. The sun was shining directly on his face, and he half closed his eyes, determined to resist the blinding light until tears came. It’s a dog’s life, he reflected sourly. All money, money, and I’ve no more than ten miserable pesetas in my pocket, all that’s left from the last transistor. The worst of it is Bernardo hasn’t a clue, he’s well and truly stuck this time. Rosa has got more balls than him, she’s completely changed that kid. She gets him to tell her everything, then goes and blabs to this tart who keeps her legs crossed, so now the whole neighbourhood knows. Wait till I get hold of them – fuck the lot of them . . .!

			

			He sat up and took an orange from one of the girls’ baskets.

			‘Where are you going?’ asked Lola, an apprehensive look in her eyes. ‘What are you going to do? Are you mad at me . . .?’

			Manolo walked away through the wood to where Sans and his girlfriend were lying. He heard them laughing. Sans was face down, and Rosa was tickling his back with a sprig of rosemary.

			‘Bernardo!’ he shouted. Leaning against a tree trunk, he began to peel the orange. ‘Come here, I need to talk to you.’

			‘Right now?’

			‘Yes, right now.’

			Reluctantly, Sans half sat up. His girlfriend pouted irritatedly, but didn’t dare look at the Interloper: an obscure fear, rather than shame at being seen naked, made her quickly cover herself. This wasn’t the first time the Murcian had caught her out like this, and of course he wasn’t exactly a stranger, but Bernardo’s best friend, even if he sometimes looked at her as if he didn’t know her. Although she couldn’t see his eyes now (she didn’t dare lift hers), she could tell he was studying her body – not admiringly, still less with desire, but more like disdain, a reproach at what this nakedness meant for Bernardo. Rosa had always disturbed him, above all because of something harsh about her mouth, a hint of rapaciousness; a sour, colourless mouth as sinewy as a muscle. She had veiled, smoky eyes; her shoulders were milky white and covered in freckles. Her body looked good in a swimsuit, with a surprisingly graceful waist, but it was too soft and pale, with the sticky whiteness of a peeled potato: it seemed to offer nothing more than a short-­lived, fleeting attractiveness that was undermined by a more or less imminent collapse due to her growing fat, a sense of virtue, or the wretched way of life she was trapped in. She muttered a protest:

			

			‘You could at least warn us, couldn’t you?’

			But the Interloper carried on peeling the orange without a word. He had always known that those huge, round, blind breasts, with their two purple, almost metallic painted flowers staring at you like sunglasses, contained some terrible, secret, destructive power: a vague, deadly, annihilating threat that left you as defenceless as if you were in the sights of an infernal war machine sowing chaos and destruction as it advanced. By now Sans was sitting up, leaning on one elbow and looking at him, head twisted to one side and his lips painfully curled; it was as if he was already mortally wounded.

			‘What do you want now?’ he said, a lopsided smile on his gaping monkey’s mouth. ‘Where’s Lola – have you got what you were after yet?’

			‘Stop talking shit and come with me.’

			Rosa muttered something unintelligible and rolled over on to Sans, squashing her left breast against his shoulder and laughing with a nervous clucking sound. Manolo had an intuition that one of these days the deadly machine would open fire, and leave him without a friend.

			‘Didn’t you hear me, Bernardo?’ he called out. ‘Come on, wake up!’

			Straightening up from the tree, he cast one final glance at Rosa and walked off towards the beach. Sans had finally got to his feet and was grudgingly following him. Rosa collapsed on to her back: for the moment, her formidable armoury, her fatal attraction, was left wobbling like a pair of jellies on her chest.

			

			As they were walking along the beach, the Murcian suddenly turned and hurled the orange peel in his friend’s face.

			‘You’re a piece of shit, Bernardo. One day I’m going to smash your face in. I warned you not to take that tart seriously, remember? She’s made you spill the beans, and now the whole neighbourhood is talking about us.’

			‘What’s that?’ Sans didn’t seem to comprehend. The sun was shining in his face, so he shielded his eyes with his hand, hopping up and down at the same time because the sand was burning the soles of his feet. ‘Hang on a minute, what’s got into you? There’s always been talk in the neighbourhood, but it never bothered you before, nor me either. So why are you so upset now?’

			‘You’ll end up sending us all inside. What exactly did you tell Rosa?’

			‘Me? Nothing . . . the thing is, you’re scared.’

			‘Scared? Go fuck yourself. You didn’t want to do the job last night, although the car was on its own and all I asked was for you to keep a lookout while I did everything, but you refused. The same last week, and the one before that. What’s wrong with you? She’s got you by the balls, hasn’t she? Go on then, get married so you can rot in a stupid workshop like my brother – that’s all you’re fit for!’

			‘Don’t be like that, Manolo.’

			‘And early this morning, after we snitched the bikes, instead of taking them to the workshop you came snivelling to me, begging for us to go to the beach with the girls, and how Rosa and you . . . and how great Lola is . . . It’s so ridiculous. You’ve got to be joking, you hear me?’

			

			The sun was blazing down. They stood without moving on the sand, sweat pearling on their foreheads. Sans looked at the ground.

			‘It’s not that, Manolo. The thing is . . . I told you last night, she’s different . . . I love her.’

			‘You love her. She jerks you off. And you love her.’

			‘Take care what you say. Besides, it’s not that, it’s just – look, the life we lead . . .’

			‘Better than a lot of others, asshole.’

			‘They could nab us any day, like they did Polo. The Cardinal is always up to something, you can’t trust him . . .’

			‘You’re an idiot.’

			Sans bent down to pick up a handful of sand.

			‘Want to know something? Rosa thinks she’s going to have a baby.’

			The Interloper looked at him without a word. Rosa had fired the death ray.

			‘Bah, it’s bound to be a lie,’ he said after thinking it over. ‘Don’t trust her, Bernardo, don’t even trust God . . . When did she tell you?’

			‘I have to marry her, don’t I?’

			‘You’re a sad case. I pity you. Come on, when did she tell you?’

			‘A few days ago. She burst into tears. But it’s still not definite.’

			‘Okay, so you play dumb . . .’

			‘But she says . . .’

			‘It’s a lie, a stinking great lie. You’ll see what happens to you! You’re all the same. The first slut who strokes your damn dick gets you in the bag. You’ll never have a fucking cent, I’m telling you. It’s not going to happen to me, I swear on my mother.’

			‘You’ll be the same, you’ll see,’ said Sans, smiling slyly, trying to be conciliatory. ‘What about the Syringe, that Hortensia, eh? So serious . . .’

			

			‘Shut it. What would an idiot like you know? It beats me how I could ever be your friend.’

			The Murcian took a few steps round Sans, the peeled orange still in his hands. He looked down at it for a few moments, then split it and began silently to eat the segments. Sans peered at him: all of a sudden, with the sun beating down, there was something sad about his friend’s rhythmical chewing, his crestfallen appearance, the bewildered eyelids, the long eyelashes blue-­tinged in the sun.

			‘I know you’re just talking for the sake of it, Manolo,’ Sans said. ‘You’re a good guy. You’re the best friend I’ve ever had.’

			The Interloper turned his back on him.

			‘I swear on my father, Bernardo, that one day you won’t see hide or hair of me again. I gave all of you in the gang the chance to earn good money.’

			‘That’s finished, Manolo, but you refuse to see it. The Cardinal is done for. He’s a drunkard and he’s scared, he’s an old man. Everyone is leaving him, and you ought to do the same.’

			‘That’s not true. And shut your trap. Let’s get out of here.’

			He had begun to walk slowly towards the pines, wiping his sticky, juice-­stained fingers on his front. ‘Come on, you old man, let’s get back to the girls,’ he said. Sans was trotting along behind him like a prancing, high-­stepping foal, head nodding and knees up to his chest as though treading on hot coals.

			It must have been about five o’clock when they heard a car brake sharply and a woman’s voice shouting insults. The girls barely had time to cover themselves. Manolo was the first to sit up. Next to the two motorbikes leaning against the broken fence, a woman of around forty stood cursing, arms akimbo. She had on a pair of spotless white slacks and a coffee-­coloured blouse knotted at the waist. She was wearing sunglasses, her eyes fixed on the damaged fence. Manolo, bare-­chested and bathed in sweat, headed through the wood towards her, doing up his trousers as he went, Sans following a few paces behind. The girls stayed where they were, tugging their tops over their breasts. The woman was struggling as hard as she could to push the motorbikes over with her foot. The Interloper glanced at the car parked on the track to the Villa; at that moment a young dark-­haired girl emerged from it, wearing a pleated blue skirt and a tight, long-­sleeved purple blouse. She was carrying a missal and a mantilla. The older woman was furious:

			

			‘This is the limit! It’s the same every Sunday! Didn’t you see the fence? Get out of the wood this minute . . .! Pigs! Filthy swine!’ she added when she saw the half-­undressed girls. ‘Or I’ll call the Civil Guard!’

			‘Now listen here, señora,’ said the Murcian slowly, confronting her as he finished doing up his jeans. He put all his body weight on one leg, assuming his favourite indolent posture. At last he had the chance to let off a bit of steam, get rid of all the bad feelings building up inside him for days. He shook his head, pushing his long, unkempt hair back off his forehead. ‘What’s wrong? The fence was broken when we got here, so don’t screech so loud.’

			‘You’re nothing but a bunch of louts! What about showing some respect? You break in wherever you want, eat like pigs, make everything filthy, tear down the fence, and to top it all behave like animals with these girls . . .! How dare you speak to me like that, you shameless creature!’

			‘Watch what you say, lady, or I’ll smash your face.’

			He took a step forward. Things had been going so badly for him lately he was desperate to take it out on someone. But suddenly, as if struck by lightning, he came to a halt. The colour drained from his face and he kept staring a few metres beyond the woman: the girl, who was standing motionless by the open door of the car, was looking straight at him.

			

			Instantly, the Interloper’s attitude underwent an astonishing change. Adopting his most dazzling smile, he bowed in front of the raging woman and spread his arms in a gesture of abject apology.

			‘Madam . . . the fact is, you’re quite right. As you know, we young ones like to have fun . . . Actually, I can’t find the words to express how sorry I am.’ He turned to Sans, who was staring at him in frank amazement. ‘Come on, don’t stand there like a booby, apologise to the lady!’

			Sans managed to stammer something. After a few moments, the woman went back on the attack, simply to set things straight.

			‘Look how you’ve left everything! I’m sick and tired of having to clean up all this paper and rubbish. This isn’t a place for picnics, go somewhere else . . .’ Then, slightly confused by the unexpected turn the argument had taken and suspecting the two youths were making fun of her, she turned back to the car and got in.

			‘I hope you’re gone within half an hour . . . Come on, child, this is the last straw!’ She switched on the ignition.

			Manolo stepped closer to the car, desperate to make eye contact with the young girl again, but he didn’t succeed: she seemed to have completely forgotten him. He saw her sitting next to what must be her mother, eyes on the floor, cheeks flushed, and he thought of how rude he had been. What a spectacle for a well-­brought-­up young woman. Doing up his flies and then threatening to punch her mother. I’m a swine, he thought, watching helplessly as the car moved off towards the Villa.

			The rest of that evening, the Interloper wandered like a sick dog along the beach and in the pine wood near the house. There was nothing Lola could do to win him back. Her repeated pleas of a woman rejected but now submissive, as she begins to understand that the male sex is far more honest, dreamy and romantic than she has imagined, fell on deaf ears. When she saw the infinite sadness veiling her companion’s eyes, she guessed at something dark and difficult, dimly aware of why love-­making can occasionally be not simply the perverse, animal rubbing together of skin, but also a tortuous effort to give palpable form to certain dreams, to some of life’s promises. By now, though, it was too late, and all she received in return was a distant look and careless, cold and distracted hands that explored her body for an instant and then fell still. The Interloper’s thoughts and desires were roaming far from her.

			

			For the rest of the evening, Manolo went on walking round the Villa, hoping to see the young girl again. Just once, and before he had time to react, he spotted her: a fleeting instant when she appeared at a ground-­floor window on the ivy-­covered back wall, and thrust out her arms to close the shutters so rapidly he couldn’t fail to notice. This brief glimpse of her was enough to unleash the dazzling array of his fantasy, as yet again his imagination took over from reality. He pictured himself running to the window, which was open, allowing him to see the defenceless young girl struggling in the arms of a drunken, fair-­haired upper-­class man in a tuxedo . . . But however long he stared at the window, he never saw it open again. Sans didn’t know whether to wait for him or leave with the girls, because whenever he had pointed out how late it was growing, his friend told him to go fuck himself.

			Finally, as night was drawing in, the Murcian caught sight of the girl as she was leaving the Villa, heading towards the jetty; she was walking quickly, and turned two or three times to glance back at the terrace. The Interloper nudged his friend, took him by the arm and led him a few steps off.

			‘Time for you to get the girls out of here . . .’

			‘What? And what about you?’

			‘I’m staying.’

			

			‘What’s wrong? You’re crazy, it’s almost dark . . . And anyway, you’re a real bastard – with the two girls on my bike I’ll get a fine!’

			‘Then pay it,’ said Manolo, tapping his friend’s head in a friendly manner. ‘Come on, you spend less than Tarzan does on neckties. Don’t be a spoilsport, take them with you.’

			Patting Sans on the back, he strode off along the beach, close to the pine trees. A breeze had arisen, and the pink moon was beginning to be reflected in the sea. He passed by some fifty metres from the Villa just as two windows were lit up, one after the other. Above the murmur of the waves he thought he could dimly hear violin music.

			The girl was in the motorboat moored to the jetty. She was squatting down barefoot, a pair of flippers hanging over her shoulder, searching for something among a pile of bathing towels. She was wearing a skimpy yellow skirt and a T-­shirt so tight it looked as if it was too small for her. The boat, its sides licked at by long, gentle waves, was rocking softly. Climbing across the rocks, the Interloper jumped down on to the jetty, and stood for a minute studying the girl, who was not yet aware of his presence. Bent over like that, head sunk on her chest and engaged in her task with the seriousness of a child absorbed in a private game, she looked defenceless and fragile alongside the sea’s immensity – and another fantasy flitted through the Murcian’s mind, a residue from his heroic childhood dreams. A dreadful typhoon was raging, the girl lay unconscious in the bottom of a canoe, exposed to the wild waves and the wind, while he was struggling, bare-­chested. Now he held her in his arms, still semi-­conscious, moaning, her soaked clothes in tatters (wake up, my love, wake up!) with blood on her sun-­tanned thighs, and a puncture on one blond breast, a snake bite. Quick! He had to suck out the poison, treat the wound, light a fire and remove her wet clothes to prevent her from catching cold, the two of them wrapped in a blanket, or better still carry her up to the Villa. The fact that he had respected her nakedness promised a glittering welcome that would give him access to luminous regions from which he had until now been excluded (‘Papa, et present el meu Salvador . . .’ Papa, may I present to you my Saviour . . . ‘Jove, no sé com agrair-­li, segue, per favour, prengui una copeta . . .’ Young man, I don’t know how to thank you. Go on, please have a drink . . .), while he, wounded in one leg as he climbed the rocks with the girl in his arms (or had he twisted his ankle playing tennis?) limped, elegantly and melancholically, as everyone looked on admiringly and expectantly towards the big, comfortable armchair on the terrace, towards a future of hard-­won peace and dignity.

			

			‘Xarnego, no fotis!’ the monotonous lapping of the waves against the sides of the motor launch seemed to be saying mockingly – Xarnego, don’t shoot! – and of course there was no hope they would be whipped up to the heroic hurricane the occasion demanded. The Interloper cleared his throat, the mists in his mind now dispersed, and he strode to the end of the jetty.

			‘You ought to take the outboard motor as well, Maruja,’ he said, smiling. ‘There are suspicious people prowling around here.’

			She raised her head calmly. A hint of surprise showed on her face, and then she returned his smile.

			‘Is that so?’ she said, concentrating once more on her task.

			‘Small world, isn’t it?’ he said. ‘I was wondering, as I was on my way to apologise for what happened earlier – a joke in poor taste, I admit, but a joke nonetheless – I was wondering if you would remember me.’

			Maruja didn’t reply, although she continued to smile and glanced at him out of the corner of her eye as she rummaged among the towels. It seemed to him she wasn’t really doing anything, merely trying to play for time. As she bent over, her T-­shirt had ridden up, revealing a strip of very dark, firm flesh and prominent vertebrae.

			

			‘Well, practically speaking,’ he added, ‘those people with me weren’t my friends. I met them by chance in Blanes . . . When you arrived with your mother, I was saying goodbye, practically speaking.’

			Maruja said nothing. She straightened up and, with some towels under her arm and the pair of flippers over her shoulder, jumped from the launch to the jetty. As she did so, the flippers slid off. The Interloper quickly picked them up and replaced them on her shoulder, taking advantage of the situation to leave his hand there for a moment.

			‘Why didn’t you come on our date?’ he asked, his voice soft­ening as he drew closer. ‘Or don’t you remember any more?’

			‘Yes, I do. I couldn’t go.’

			She pulled away from him and began to climb the first steps in the cliff, but with a couple of strides he was in front of her, blocking her way. He smiled.

			‘Wait, sweetheart. You don’t think I’m going to let you get away like that now I’ve been lucky enough to find you, do you? I’ve spent months and months desperately looking for you. And I’ve been thinking of you day and night. Tell me, did you know that?’

			‘No.’

			They were very close to each other. By accident, her knee brushed against his leg. At that moment, someone in the Villa switched on the terrace lights, and a luminous glow spread across the rocks above their heads. At the same time, the sound of muffled female laughter could be heard and the music suddenly became louder. To the Interloper at least – because for Maruja these unremarkable events must have lacked any symbolic value – this seemed like an agreed signal, linked to who knew what distant dream. Still leaning back casually against the rock, he stretched out his arm and pulled the girl towards him, just as the flippers were starting to slip off once more. Before his mouth had time to cross the small gap to hers, she pressed her own lips against his. As on the night of the party in the garden, he noticed she was embracing him with a strange intensity and determin­ation. It wasn’t exactly as if she were struggling against her own impulses, but rather as though she was obeying an obscure need for protection, only then relaxing and giving free rein to her desire, the imperceptible ebb and flow of her blood, movements of the female body that he recognised and was able to control at will. This was a language he understood more readily, and it calmed his anxiety.

			

			Years later, he would recall the smell of pine resin, the murmur of the waves, the gentle lapping of water against the sides of the motorboat; he would forever remember the Villa’s imposing turrets lit up against the starry sky, and how through the French windows came snatches of music, light and intimate conversation, fragrances of married life, the echo of footsteps and laughter, while on high shone the moon, as weightless and solemn as the host at Mass. Pouring out from his agile serpent’s body, the heat and yearning for the absolute passed to the young girl’s belly, which blossomed like a thirsty plant receiving rain, so forcefully and with such a daring thrust that for a moment he couldn’t help doubting she was someone brought up believing in prudence and self-­control. All of a sudden, she lowered the T-­shirt over her chest and shifted back, dropping her head on to his chest.

			‘They’re waiting for me for dinner,’ she murmured. ‘They’re waiting for me . . .’

			He didn’t think twice.

			‘Maruja, tonight I’ll come to see you,’ he whispered in her ear. ‘When everyone’s asleep, I’ll come in through your window . . .’

			

			‘Don’t say that. You’re crazy.’

			‘I swear I’ll do it. Tell me which one it is.’

			‘Let me go, let me go . . .’

			But the Interloper wouldn’t release her.

			‘Not until you tell me which is your bedroom.’

			‘What do you mean? Who do you think I am . . .?’ she protested, her voice unsteady.

			He silenced her with another kiss, an extremely gentle one this time, a despairing, tender kiss, the kind intended to demonstrate a wish to atone for all one’s sins apart from the one about to be committed. And yet he didn’t have the slightest hope she would tell him which was her room.

			‘Is it the window I saw you at this afternoon?’

			Maruja gave him a rapid, fearful look. She squeezed his arm and gazed at him, eyes moist. ‘Please . . . I’ll call out if you come, I swear I’ll call out.’ With that, she ran up the steps and disappeared at the top.

			For the next four hours the window remained shut. A few metres higher up, the lights on the terrace continued to celebrate the night, while it seemed to the Interloper, sitting on the stump of a pine tree, chin in hands and eyes fixed on her window, that these were the most painful hours in his entire existence. His back was cold, and somewhere deep within him he felt once more the sadness that had run through his veins as a boy. She doesn’t want to, he told himself. She doesn’t want to. He heard music on a record player, youthful voices on the terrace, and saw a car arrive with a man in it – a distinguished-­looking, grey-­haired gentleman who was welcomed joyfully. Then the depressing silence of the dinner hour, followed by a farewell to some female friends, then again some discreet, pleasant conversation, and finally complete, definitive silence. He no longer even looked towards the window; his forehead lay sadly on his arm as the last lights in the Villa went out one by one. It was all over. She doesn’t want to, dammit, she doesn’t want to.

			

			No one ever had such a hangdog look, such a forlorn expression, an instantaneous, animal awareness of the vastness of the night, the senseless vehemence of the waves. The sensation of being abandoned kept the Interloper there, robbed of all strength or desire, hunched on the tree stump, eyes open wide in the darkness, in the same foetal position he had adopted in his mother’s womb. He sat there for hours, hugging his knees, the indifference of the firmament high above him acting like a drug: his face was so perfectly rigid, his mouth slightly open, his gaze so petrified it seemed to fuse with that same cosmic emptiness that is beyond all frustration. Aaah! came the sound of the top of a pine tree swaying in the breeze.

			It took him some time to react. First there was a strip of light filtering through the shutters, which immediately went out; then the thud of wood against the wall. The Interloper was already on his feet, trembling, racing in his mind towards the Villa when in reality he was still rooted to the spot, quickly smoothing down his hair and checking the state of his clothes. As he drew closer to the ivy-­covered wall, he could make out the open window and shadows inside that were denser than those of the night. He had to cross a flower bed against the wall. He came to a halt. The window was at shoulder height. He couldn’t hear any sounds. Before hoisting himself up, he peered inside: nothing, apart from the white blotch of a sheet on the bunched-­up silhouette of a body. He slipped in through the window without a sound, and went straight towards the bed.

			Maruja appeared to be sleeping soundly, face down and with the sheet wrapped round her body, arms by her sides and the top half of her suntanned back left uncovered. Her head was outlined prettily and clearly on the pillow. He hesitated a few seconds at the foot of the bed, listening to his own heartbeats, then drew closer and bent over her. The warm smell of the bed and female skin, the perfume of her hair, enveloped him: his fear evaporated. He whispered her name several times, his lips against her ear, and gently took her by the shoulders, but immediately had to restrain her when she sat bolt upright, clutching the sheet to her chest.

			

			‘How dare you . . .! I told you I’d call out!’

			‘And I told you I’d come. We need to talk, Maruja. There’s only one thing I want to tell you, and I won’t leave here until I’ve done so . . .’

			She leapt out of the far side of the bed, and stood there, wrapped in the sheet. He straightened up and walked towards her as she protested: ‘My God, I can’t believe it!’ She was trapped behind the bedside table, her face and tanned shoulders merging with the shadows in the room.

			‘I’ll shout if you don’t leave at once,’ she said, on the verge of tears. ‘Do you hear me? I’ll shout!’

			The Murcian halted. He had noticed something that removed any doubt he still might have had about his chances of success. It wasn’t the tone of her threats – a tone close to tears, it was true, but which had seemed half-hearted from the outset – but a gesture she made that he could clearly make out even in the darkness: she patted the nape of her neck to straighten her hair, tilting her head slightly to one side with that air of tranquil nonchalance that surfaces at even the most inopportune moments, the spontaneous reflex action of feminine wiles. And so, obeying the dictates sometimes imposed by his instinct, the Interloper advanced towards Maruja, hand outstretched, completely sure of himself.

			‘You can’t fool me, sweetheart,’ he said. ‘Go on, shout!’

			Maruja remained silent, and at that moment he knew she would be his. She began to whimper softly, and collapsed on to the bed, sitting with her head down. The young xarnego sat beside her and slipped his arm round her, gently kissing her eyelids with real emotion until he had dried her scalding tears. Finally yielding to his embrace, she lay back on the bed and pulled away the sheet.

			

			Her tanned, trembling knees emerged in the gloom, covered in a thin coating of sweat and astonishment; she watched as his fine, rebellious head leaned urgently towards her, delving into the shadows, until his forehead was pressed against a skin burning not from the stupid sun of privileged beaches, but from desire. For him on the other hand, to slide his lips up and down her young, tanned body, memorising it with his eyes shut, meant also to have the taste of salt in his mouth, meant discovering the impenetrable secret of an unknown sun, a collection of dazzling, luminous images in the album of life.

			And all the world’s beaches, fancy girls’ hats, gauzy fabrics in blue, green, red, rough sandals on tanned feet with painted toenails, multi-­coloured parasols, breasts quivering beneath flimsy striped T-­shirts and silk blouses, dazzling smiles, bare backs, golden, tranquil, wet and firm thighs, hands, the backs of heads, adorable waists, hips dripping money, all the marvellous beaches of the coast shimmering as they dozed in the sun, a gentle music – where is it coming from? Slender necks, clear, noble brows, blond hair and wonderfully harmonious gestures, painted mouths, ending in delicious clouds like strawberries, and tanned, long, slow and solemn thighs with sun-­kissed glints like golden lizards – can you hear that music? Where is it coming from? See the canoes’ silvery wake, the yacht’s white sail, the mysterious sailing boat, the foaming waves, look at the wonderful breasts of the foreign girl, that song, that photo, the scent from the pines, the embraces, the leisurely kisses with the sweet taste of lipstick, sunset walks along the gravel in the park, velvet nights, dissolving in the sun . . .

			

			On top of the girl, elbows firmly planted by her shoulders, he dictated the rhythm of their bodies; he could feel her small hands gliding over his back, moulding his thrusts, together with that other shapeless caress that was infinitely more tangible, far more present, the caress of the entire Villa that rose above their bodies, above the darkness and the ceiling itself; the whole weight of the other rooms, the noble, antique furniture, the carpeted staircases, the living rooms filled with shadows, the lamps, the voices. He entered her the way one enters society: enraptured, solemn, glittering and splendidly invested by a ceremonial fantasy, the lost marvel of his wretched adolescence.

			He also realised something important in our latitudes: the girl wasn’t inexperienced, and this produced a momentary confusion in his feverish, delirious mind. For one brief moment it was as if he was lost. It never amounted to a feeling, but was nothing more than a sensation, a sudden recoil of the blood, an emptiness in the mind; but that was all, and it quickly vanished.

			It wasn’t until the sky began to lighten in the window, until the grey pre-­dawn clarity began to pick out the objects in the room, not until the skylark began to sing, that he realised his incredible, enormous blunder. It was only when, stretched out beside the sleeping girl, still daydreaming and with a vague happy smile playing on his lips, the first light of day slowly revealed in all their grotesque nakedness the black satin uniforms on the hangers, the white aprons and caps: it was only then he understood the reality and slowly accepted the disillusionment.

			He was in a maid’s room.
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