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Praise for Arturo Pérez-Reverte


‘A dizzyingly complicated, dazzlingly allusive, breathlessly exciting novel of adventure and detection’


Scotsman


‘The Painter of Battles is Pérez-Reverte’s most affecting work yet’


Waterstones Books Quarterly


‘The author is in the best sense a romantic and to read him is to rediscover the delights of Dumas and Conan Doyle’


The Times


‘A sleek and sophisticated mystery about art, life and chess … madly clever’


New York Times


‘[The Flanders Panel] gives murder a touch of class … delightfully absorbing’


Observer


‘A sophisticated and exciting intellectual game which brilliantly illustrates the sheer delight of fiction’


Daily Telegraph


‘Recounted with panache and subtlety, The Seville Communion is one of those infrequent whodunits that transcend the genre’


Time


‘You will want to reach [The Fencing Master’s] nearly perfect ending in a single sitting’


Time Out


‘Arturo Pérez-Reverte is the great European storyteller of the 21st century in the tradition of Dumas, from the swashbuckling Captain Alatriste series to the fascinating but ruthless drug baroness in The Queen of the South, and now, in The Painter of Battles, he delivers a gripping story of war, cruelty, testimony and the past’


Simon Sebag Montefiore, author of Jerusalem and Young Stalin


‘Powered by an infectious joy in storytelling [Pérez-Reverte’s] vessel speeds to a surprising and satisfying destination. This is literature that is unembarrassed also to be entertainment, and is thus a noble tribute to its salty forebears of centuries past … As an adventure yarn, The Nautical Chart is near irreproachable’


Guardian
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Saint Augustine has seen that one labours in uncertainty at sea and in battles and in all the rest, but he has not seen the rules of the game.


Blaise Pascal
Pensées, 234
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He swam one hundred and fifty strokes out to sea and the same number back, as he did each morning, till he felt the round pebbles of the shore beneath his feet. He dried himself, using the towel he’d hung on a tree trunk that had been swept in by the sea, put on his shirt and sneakers, and went up the narrow path leading from the cove to the watchtower. There he made coffee and began, mixing blues and greys that would lend his work the proper atmosphere. During the night – each night he slept less and less, and then only a restless dozing – he had decided that cold tones would be needed to delineate the melancholy line of the horizon, where a veiled light outlined the silhouettes of warriors walking beside the sea. Those tones would envelop them in reflections from the waves washing on to the beach that he had spent four days creating with light touches of Titian white, applied pure. So in a glass jar he mixed white, blue, and a minimal amount of natural sienna, until they were transformed into a luminous blue. Then he daubed some of the paint on the oven tray he used as a palette, dirtied the mixture with a little yellow, and worked without stopping the rest of the morning. Finally he clamped the handle of the brush between his teeth and stepped back to judge the effect. Sky and sea were now harmoniously combined in the mural that circled the interior of the tower, and although there was still a lot to be done, the horizon was now a smooth, slightly hazy line which accentuated the loneliness of the men – dark strokes splashed with metallic sparks – dispersed and moving away beneath the rain.


He rinsed the brushes with soap and water and set them to dry. From the foot of the cliff below came the sound of the motors and music of the tourist boat that ran along the coast every day at the same hour. With no need to look, Andrés Faulques knew that it was one o’clock. He heard the usual woman’s voice, amplified by the loudspeaker system, and it seemed even stronger and clearer when the boat drew even with the inlet, for then the sound reached the tower with no obstacle other than the few pines and bushes which, despite erosion and slides, were still clinging to the cliff face.


This place is known as Cala del Arráez. It was once the refuge of Berber pirates. Up there on the top of the cliff you can see an old watchtower that was constructed at the beginning of the eighteenth century as a part of the coastal defence, with the specific purpose of warning nearby villages of Saracen incursions …


It was the same voice every day: educated, with good diction. Faulques imagined the woman to be young; no doubt a local guide who accompanied the tourists on the three-hour tour the boat – a sixty-five-foot tender painted blue and white which docked in Puerto Umbría – made between Ahorcados Island and Cabo Malo. In the last two months, from the cliff top, Faulques had watched it pass, its deck filled with people armed with film and video cameras as summertime music thundered over the loudspeakers, so loud that the interruptions of the woman’s voice came as a relief.


A well-known painter lives in that tower, which stood abandoned for a long time, and he is embellishing the entire interior wall with a large mural. Unfortunately, it is private property and no visitors are allowed …


This time the woman was speaking Spanish, but on other occasions it might be English, Italian, or German. Only when the tickets were bought with francs – four or five times that summer – did a masculine voice relieve her in that tongue. At any rate, Faulques thought, the season was almost over; with every trip there were fewer tourists on board the tender, and soon those daily visits would become weekly, until they were interrupted by the harsh grey mistrals that blew in the winter, funnelling in through the straits called Bocas de Poniente, darkening sea and sky.


He turned his attention back to the painting, where new cracks had appeared. The large circular panorama was not as yet continuous; some zones were blank except for strokes of charcoal, simple black lines sketched on the white primer of the wall. The whole formed an immense and disquieting landscape, no title, no specific time, where the shield half-buried in the sand, the medieval helmet splashed with blood, the shadow of an assault rifle falling over a forest of wooden crosses, the ancient walled city and modern cement and glass towers coexisted less as anachronisms than as evidence.


Faulques went back to his painting, laboriously, patiently. Although the technical execution was correct, it was not an outstanding work, and he knew it. He had a good hand for drawing, but he was a mediocre painter. He knew that as well. In truth, he had always known it; however, the mural was not destined to be seen by anyone but him. It had little to do with artistic ability and much to do with his memory. With an eye guided by thirty years of hearing the sound of a camera shutter. Hence the framing – that was as good a name to give it as any other – of all those straight lines and angles traced with a singular, vaguely Cubist severity that lent beings and objects contours as impossible to breach as barbed wire or moats. The mural took up the wall of the ground floor of the watchtower in a continuous panorama twenty-five metres in circumference and almost three metres in height, interrupted only by the openings of two narrow, facing windows, the door that led outside, and the spiral staircase that led to the upper floor which Faulques had arranged as his living quarters: a gas ring, a small refrigerator, a canvas cot, a table and chairs, a rug, and a trunk. He had lived there for seven months, and had spent the first two making it habitable: a temporary waterproof wood roof for the tower, concrete beams to reinforce the walls, shutters at the windows, and the drain that emptied out over the cliff from the small lower-level latrine carved out of the rock. He also had an outdoor water tank installed on top of a board-and-tile shed that served both as a shower and as a garage for the motorcycle he rode down to the village each week to buy food.


The cracks worried Faulques. Too soon, he told himself. And too many. They would not actually affect the future of his work – it was a work without a future from the minute he discovered the abandoned tower and conceived his plan – only the time he needed to execute it. With this in mind, he nervously passed the tips of his fingers over the crazing that fanned out across the part of the mural closest to being finished, over the black and red strokes that represented the asymmetrical, polyhedral backlighting of the walls of the ancient city burning in the distance – Bosch, Goya, and Dr Atl, among others: the hand of man, nature and destiny fused in the magma of a single horizon. There would be more cracks. These weren’t the first. The structural reinforcing of the tower, the plastering, the white acrylic primer, were not enough to counteract the deterioration of the three-hundred-year-old building, the damage that had been caused by harsh weather, erosion and salt from the nearby sea while it was abandoned. It was also, in a certain way, a struggle against time; its tranquil passing could not disguise its inexorable victory. Although not even that, Faulques concluded with a familiar professional fatalism – he’d seen a few cracks in his lifetime – was of major importance.


The pain – a sharp stab in his side over his right hip – arrived every eight or ten hours with reliable punctuality, faithful to their tryst, though this time it came without warning. Faulques held his breath and didn’t move, to allow time for the first whiplash of pain to end, then he picked up a jar from the table and swallowed two tablets with a sip of water. In recent weeks he’d had to double the dose. After a moment, calmer now – it was worse when the pain came at night, and although it was eased by the tablets, it kept him awake till dawn – he reviewed the panorama with a slow look around the entire circle: the distant, modern city and the other city, closer and in flames, the abject silhouettes fleeing from it, the sombre, foreshortened, armed men in the foreground, the reddish reflection of the fire – fine brush strokes, vermilion over yellow – sliding along the metal of their guns, with the peculiar brilliance that catches the eye of an unfortunate protagonist, uneasy the minute the door opens – cloc, cloc, cloc – the nightly sound of boots, iron and guns, precise as a musical score, before they make him come outside, barefoot, and cut off – in the updated version, lop off – his head. Faulques’s idea was to extend the light of the burning city as far as the grey dawn of the beach, where the rainy landscape and the sea in the background were fading into an eternal twilight, a prelude to that same night, or another identical to it, an interminable helix that brought the point of the wheel, the swinging pendulum of history, to the top of the arc, again and again, and sent it back the other way.


A well-known painter, the voice had announced. She always used the same words, while Faulques, imagining the tourists aiming their cameras towards the tower, wondered where the woman – the man who spoke in French never mentioned the tower’s resident – had acquired such inexact information. Maybe, he concluded, it was merely a way of adding more interest to the tour. If Faulques was known in certain places and professional circles, it was not for his painting. After a few youthful cracks at it, and for the rest of his professional life, drawing and brushes had been set aside, far – at least so he had thought till only recently – from the situations, landscapes and people recorded through the viewfinder of his camera: the stuff of the world of colours, sensations and faces that constituted his search for the definitive image; the both fleeting and eternal moment that would explain all things. The hidden rule that made order out of the implacable geometry of chaos. Paradoxically, only since he had put away his cameras and taken up his brushes anew, in search of the – reassuring? – perspective he had never been able to capture through a lens, had Faulques felt closer to what he had sought for so long without finding. Maybe, he now thought, the scene had never been in front of his eyes, in the soft green of a rice field, in the motley anthill of a souk, in the tears of a child or the mud of a trench, but inside him, in the backwash of his own memory and the ghosts that lined its shores like markers. In the tracing of sketch and colour, slow, meticulous, thoughtful, which is possible only when the pulse is already beating slowly. When old, mean-spirited gods, and their consequences, cease to harass man with their hatreds and their favours.


Battle painting. The concept was daunting to anyone, whether or not he was expert, and Faulques had approached the subject with all the circumspection and technical humility possible. Before he’d bought the tower and moved into it, he had spent years collecting documentation, visiting museums, studying the execution of a genre that hadn’t interested him in the least during the days of his youthful studies and tastes. Faulques had trekked through galleries of battles from the Escorial and Versailles to certain Rivera or Orozco murals, from Greek vessels to the mill of Los Frailes, from specialised books to works exhibited in museums throughout Europe and America, observing everything with the unique eye that three decades of capturing war images had given him: in all, twenty-six centuries of the iconography of war. The mural was the end result of all these sources: warriors strapping on armour in terracotta reds and black; legionnaires sculpted on Trajan’s column; the Bayeux tapestry; Carducho’s victory at Fleurus; Saint Quentin, France’s victory over Spain, as seen by Luca Giordano; slaughters painted by Antonio Tempesta; Leonardo’s studies of the battle of Anghiari; Callot’s engravings; the burning of Troy interpreted by Collantes; Goya’s Second of May and Disasters of War; the Suicide of Saul by Brueghel the Elder; the sacking and conflagrations depicted by Brueghel the Younger, or by Falcone; the Burgundy wars; Fortuny’s Battle of Tetuan, the Napoleonic grenadiers and horsemen of Meissonier and Detaille; the cavalry charges of Lin, Meulen and Roda; an assault on a convent by Pandolfo Reschi; a night conflict by Matteo Stom; Paolo Uccello’s medieval clashes, and so many other works studied for hours and days and months, searching for a key, a secret, an explanation or useful tool. Hundreds of notes and books, thousands of images, piled everywhere, around and inside Faulques, in the tower and in his memory.


But not only battles. The technical execution, the resolution of difficulties such a painting posed, were also indebted to the study of paintings with motifs other than those of war. In some disturbing paintings or engravings by Goya, in certain frescos or canvases by Giotto, Bellini, and Piero della Francesca, in the Mexican muralists and modern artists like Léger, Chirico, Chagall, or the early Cubists, Faulques had found practical solutions. In the same way that a photographer approaches problems of focus, light and framing posed by the image he intends to appropriate, painting, too, supposed confronting problems that could be solved by means of the rigorous application of a system based on formulas, examples, experience, intuition and genius – should there be genius. Faulques was familiar with style, he had mastered technique, but he lacked the essential characteristic that separates enthusiasm from talent. Aware of this, his early attempts to devote himself to painting had been quickly abandoned. Now, however, he possessed the required knowledge and the vital experience needed to meet the challenge: a project discovered through the viewfinder of a camera and forged in recent years. A panoramic mural that before the eyes of an attentive observer would unfurl the implacable rules that held war – chaos made apparent – to be the mirror of life. There was no ambition to achieve a masterwork; the mural did not even pretend to be original, although in reality it was the sum and combination of countless images taken from painting and photography that would be impossible without the existence and the eye of the man who was painting in the tower. And the mural was not destined to be conserved indefinitely, or to be exhibited to the public. Once it was finished, the painter would abandon his tower studio and the mural would be left to its fate. From there on, the only agents to continue the work would be time and chance, using brushes dipped in their own complex and mathematical combinations. That was a part of the very nature of the work.


Faulques lingered in his appraisal of the large circular landscape created to a large degree from recollections, situations and old images brought into the present in acrylics after years of rambling through the thousands of kilometres, the infinite geography, of the circumvolutions, neurons, folds and veins that constituted his brain and that would be extinguished, along with him, at the hour of his death. The first time, now years ago, that Olvido Ferrara and he had talked about painting battles had been in the gallery of the Alberti palace in Prato, standing before the canvas of Giuseppe Pinacci entitled After the Battle, one of those spectacular historical paintings with perfect composition, balanced and unrealistic, one that no lucid artist, despite all the intervening technical advances, experience and modernity, would ever dare discuss. ‘How curious,’ she had said – among pillaged and dying bodies a warrior was using the butt of his harquebus to club to death a fallen enemy who looked for all the world like a crustacean, completely encased in helmet and armour – ‘that nearly all the interesting painters of battle scenes had lived prior to the seventeenth century. Since that time, no one, except Goya, had been bold enough to contemplate a human being realistically touched by death, with authentic blood instead of the syrup of heroes in his veins. Patrons who commissioned paintings from the rearguard thought that was not entirely practical. Then photography took the place of painting. Your photos, Faulques. And those of others. But even that has lost its integrity, right? Placing horror in the foreground is now politically incorrect. Today, even the face and the eyes of the boy with upraised arms in the famous war photo taken in Warsaw would be covered, to comply with laws concerning the protection of minors. Besides, that whole thing about how you really have to work hard to force a camera to lie is a long way behind us. Now every photo in which you see people lies or is suspect, whether or not it is accompanied by a text. A photograph is no longer a witness, it has become a part of the scene around us. Anyone can comfortably choose the parcel of horror he wishes to be moved by. You don’t agree? Don’t ever forget how far we are from those painted portraits from days past in which the human face was surrounded with a silence that rested the eyes and awakened the conscience. Now our official sympathy towards all kinds of victims frees us from responsibility. Or remorse.’


Olvido could not imagine it then – they hadn’t at that time travelled together through wars and museums for very long – but her words, like those spoken later in Florence before a painting by Paolo Uccello, were prophetic. Or it could be that what happened was that those words, and others that followed later, awakened in Faulques something that had been germinating for some time. Perhaps from the day when one of his photos – a very young Angolan guerrilla fighter crying beside a friend’s body – was bought to promote a brand of clothing, or maybe it was another, no less exceptional, day when, after carefully scrutinising a photo of a dead Spanish militiaman immortalised by the camera of Robert Capa – indisputably an icon of honest battle photography – Faulques had concluded that in the countless wars he himself had covered, he had never seen anyone die in combat with the knees of his trousers and his shirt so spotlessly clean. Those details, and many others, minimal or major, including the disappearance of Olvido Ferrara in the Balkans and the passing of the time in the heart and head of the photographer, were remote motifs, pieces of the complex framework of coincidences and causalities that had led him to the place where he was standing: before a mural in a tower.


There was still much to be done – he had covered a little more than half of the painting sketched in charcoal on the white wall – but the painter of battles was satisfied. As for the morning’s work, the beach beneath the rain and the ships sailing away from the burning city, that recently applied misty blue on the melancholy of the horizon, nearly grey between sea and sky, oriented the spectator’s gaze towards hidden converging lines that connected the distant silhouettes bristling with metallic sparks to the column of fleeing soldiers, and especially to the face of a woman with African features – large eyes, strong line of brow and chin, hand about to cover those eyes – positioned in the foreground in warm tones that accentuated her proximity. But nothing comes out of you that you don’t have inside, Faulques believed. Painting, like photography, love, or conversation, was like those rooms in bombed-out hotels – all the window glass broken, all the contents stripped – that can be furnished only with things you take from your own backpack. There were scenes of war, situations, faces, the obligatory photos that belonged to a different order of things: Paris, the Taj Mahal, the Brooklyn Bridge. Nine of every ten recent photographs observed the ritual, looking for the quick shot that would inscribe them in the select club of tourists of horror. But that had never been the case with Faulques. He didn’t try to justify the predatory character of his photographs, like some who claimed they travelled to wars because they hated wars and went with the goal of bringing an end to them. Neither did he aspire to collect the world, nor to explain it. He wanted only to understand the code of the blueprint, the key to the cryptogram, so that his pain and all pains might become bearable. From the beginning, he had sought something different: the point from which he could become aware of, or at least intuit, the tangle of straight and curved lines, the chess-like scheme upon which the mechanisms of life and death were formulated, chaos in all its forms, war as structure, as fleshless skeleton … the gigantic cosmic paradox. The man who was painting that enormous circular painting, the battle of all battles, had spent many hours of his life seeking such a structure, like a patient sniper, whether on a terrace in Beirut, on the shore of an African river, or on a street corner in Mostar, waiting for the miracle that would suddenly, through his lens, sketch on the rigorously Platonic camera obscura of his camera and his retina, the secret of that surpassingly complex warp and woof that returned life to what it really was: a perilous excursion towards death and nothingness. To reach these kinds of conclusions through their work, many photographers and artists tended to isolate themselves in a studio. In Faulques’s case, his had been special. After abandoning a series of classes in architecture and art, he had at the age of twenty thrown himself into war, observant, lucid, with the caution of one exploring a woman’s body for the first time. And until Olvido Ferrara walked into and out of his life, he had believed he would survive both war and women.


Intently, he studied that other face, or rather, the stylised representation on the wall. She had been on the cover of several magazines after he had captured her face, almost by chance – the chance, he smiled crookedly, of the randomly precise moment – in a refugee camp in the south of Sudan. One day of routine work, of a tense and silent ballet, subtle dance steps among enervated children dying before the lenses of his cameras, bone-thin women with blank gazes, skeletal old men whose memories were their only future. And as he listened to the whirring of his Nikon F3 while it rewound, Faulques saw the girl out of the corner of one eye. She was lying on the ground on a rush mat, clutching a chipped jug to her stomach; she had put one hand to her face with a gesture of incalculable weariness. It was the gesture that caught his attention. With an automatic reflex he checked the film remaining in the camera slung around his neck, an old but solid Leica M3 with its 50 mm lens. Three exposures would be enough, he thought, as he began quietly to move towards the girl, attempting not to do anything that might cause her to alter the pose – an indirect approach Olvido would later call it, fond of applying cynical military terminology to their work. But just as Faulques got the viewfinder of the camera to his eye and was focusing, the girl noticed his shadow on the ground, moved her hand slightly, raised her head, and looked at him. He had snapped two quick exposures, pressing the shutter release as his instinct told him not to miss a look that might never be repeated. Then, aware that he had only one more chance to capture her face on the gelatin silver bromide of the film before it vanished for ever, with his forefinger he brushed the ring that regulated the aperture, set it at the 5.6 he calculated for the ambient light, varied the angle of his camera a few centimetres, and snapped his last shot one second before the girl turned her face away and covered it with one hand. After that there was nothing more he could do, and five minutes later, when he came back with his two cameras loaded and ready, the girl’s look was not the same and the moment had passed.


Faulques travelled back with those three photographs in his thoughts, wondering if the developer would bring them out just as he thought he’d seen them, or remembered them. And later, in the red dusk of the darkroom, he anxiously awaited the emergence of lines and colours, the slow configuration of the face whose eyes stared up at him from the depths of the developer tray. Once the prints were dry, Faulques spent a long time in front of them, aware that he had been very close to the enigma and its physical formulation. The first two were less than perfect, a slight problem of focus, but the third was clean and sharp. The girl was young and ethereally beautiful despite the horizontal scar that marred her forehead and the lips cracked – like the cracks in the mural – by illness and thirst. And all of it – scar, lips, the fine, bony fingers of the hand just touching her face, the line of her chin and faint suggestion of eyebrows, the background of the mat’s rhomboidal braiding – seemed to flow together in the brightness of her eyes, the reflection of light in the black irises, her unflinching and hopeless resignation. A moving, very ancient and eternal mask on which all lines and angles converged. The geometry of chaos in the serene face of a dying girl.
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When Faulques glanced out of the window on the landward side of the tower, he saw the stranger standing amongst the pines, looking towards the tower. Cars could come only halfway up the road, which meant another half-hour on foot by way of the path that snaked up from the bridge. An uncomfortable hike at that hour, with the sun still high in the sky and without a breath of air to cool the small smooth rocks of the slope. Fine physical shape, he thought. Or a strong desire to call. Faulques stretched his arms to ease the kinks in his long skeleton – he was tall, heavy-boned, and his short grey hair gave him a vaguely military air – rinsed his hands in a basin of water, and went outside. The two men stared at each other for a few moments amid the monotonous shrill of the cicadas in the undergrowth. The stranger had a knapsack over his shoulder and was wearing a white shirt, jeans and hiking boots. He was regarding the tower, and its resident, with tranquil curiosity, as if he were trying to assure himself that this was the place he was looking for.


‘Hello there,’ he said.


An accent that could be from anywhere. The painter’s response was an expression of extreme annoyance. He did not like callers, and to discourage them he had put up very visible signs along the path – one warned Vicious Dogs, though there was none – making it clear that this was private property. No one ever came this way. His only relations were the superficial contacts he maintained when he went down to Puerto Umbría: the clerks in the post office and city hall, the waiter in the bar where he sometimes sat on the terrace beside the little fishing dock, the shopkeepers from whom he bought food and supplies for his work, the director of the branch bank he’d transferred money to from Barcelona. He nipped in the bud any attempt at closer ties, and anyone who breached that line of defence was dispatched with surly inhospitality, for he knew that intruders are not discouraged by a simple, courteous dismissal. For extreme cases – that term included unsettling, though remote, possibilities – he kept a sportsman’s pump shotgun that until then he’d had no occasion to take from its case; it was in the trunk on the second floor, cleaned and oiled, along with two boxes of buckshot shells.


‘This is private property,’ he said shortly.


The stranger nodded phlegmatically. He kept studying Faulques from a distance of ten or twelve steps. He was heavy-set, of medium height. His straw-coloured hair was long. And he wore glasses.


‘Are you the photographer?’


Faulques’s discomfort grew stronger. This individual had said photographer, not painter. He was referring to a previous life, and that did not please Faulques at all. Least of all from the mouth of a stranger. That other life had nothing to do with this place, or with this moment. At least, not in any official way.


‘I don’t know you,’ he said, irritated.


‘You may not remember me, but you do know me.’


He spoke with such aplomb that Faulques could do nothing but stare at the man as he moved a little closer, narrowing the distance between them to facilitate communication. The painter had seen many faces in his life, most of them through the viewfinder of a camera. Some he remembered and others he had forgotten: a fleeting look, a click of the shutter, a negative on the contact sheet that only sometimes merited the circle of the marker that would save it from being assigned to the archives. Most of the people who appeared in those photos evaporated among a multitude of indistinguishable features and a succession of scenes impossible to identify without a major effort of memory: Cyprus, Vietnam, Lebanon, Cambodia, Eritrea, El Salvador, Nicaragua, Angola, Mozambique, Iraq, the Balkans … solitary hunts, trips with no beginning and no end, devastated landscapes of a vast geography of disaster, wars that blended into other wars, people who blended into other people, dead that blended into other dead. Countless negatives amongst which he remembered one in every hundred, in every five hundred, in every thousand. And that precise, unremitting horror that extended through the centuries, through history, prolonged like an avenue between two incredibly long, desolate, parallel straight lines. The graphic evidence that summed up all horrors – perhaps because there was only one horror, immutable and eternal.


‘You really don’t remember me?’


The stranger seemed disappointed. But nothing about him was familiar to Faulques. European, he concluded, studying him more closely. Husky, light eyes, strong hands. Vertical scar through the left eyebrow. A rather rough appearance, softened by the glasses. And that slight accent. Slavic, perhaps? The Balkans, or somewhere around there?


‘You photographed me.’


‘I’ve taken a lot of photographs in my lifetime.’


‘This one was special.’


Faulques knew he was bested. He stuck his hands in his trouser pockets, and shrugged his shoulders. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I don’t remember.’ The visitor smiled an encouraging half-smile.


‘Try and remember, señor. That photograph earned you a lot of money.’ He pointed to the tower with a quick gesture. ‘You may owe all this to it.’


‘This isn’t much.’


The intruder’s smile widened. He was missing one tooth on the left side of his mouth; an upper bicuspid. None of his teeth seemed to be in very good shape.


‘Depends on your point of view. For some it’s quite a bit.’


He had a rather stiff, formal way of speaking. As if he were pulling words and phrases from a grammar manual. Faulques made another effort to recognise his face, without success.


‘That important prize you won,’ said the stranger. ‘They awarded you the International Press prize for taking my photograph … Have you forgotten that, too?’


Faulques looked at him with misgivings. He remembered that photograph very well, as well as everyone who appeared in it. He remembered them all, one by one: the three Druse militiamen, all on their feet, eyes blindfolded – two about to drop, one proud and erect – and the six Maronite Kataeb who were executing them at nearly point-blank range. Victims and executioners, mountains of the Chuf. Cover of a dozen magazines. His consecration as war photographer five years after having taken up the profession.


‘You couldn’t have been there. The militiamen died, and the ones who shot them were Lebanese Phalangists.’


The stranger wavered, disconcerted, never taking his eyes off Faulques. He stood absolutely still for a few seconds, then shook his head.


‘I’m talking about a different photograph. The one at Vukovar, in Croatia. I always thought they gave you the prize for that one.’


‘No.’ Now Faulques studied him with renewed interest. ‘The Vukovar photo was a different one.’


‘Was it important too?’


‘More or less.’


‘Well, I’m the soldier in that one.’


Faulques stood very quietly, hands still in his trouser pockets, with his head tilted slightly to the right, again scrutinising the face before him. And now, at last, as in the gradual process of developing a print, the image he carried in his memory slowly began to impose itself upon the features of the stranger. Then he cursed himself for being so slow. The eyes, of course. Less fatigued, brighter, but they were the same. As were the curve of the lips, the chin with a slight cleft, the strong jaw, now recently shaved whereas in the old image it had been covered with a two-day growth of beard. His recognition of that face was based almost exclusively on observation of the photograph he had taken one autumn day in Vukovar, in the former Yugoslavia, when Croatian troops, battered by Serbian artillery and Serbian ships bombarding from the Danube, were battling hard to hold the narrow defensive perimeter of the walled city. The battle was intense in the suburbs, and on the Petrovci road. Faulques and Olvido Ferrara – they had slipped in a week earlier by the only possible route, a hidden path through cornfields – had come upon the survivors of a Croatian unit that was falling back, defeated, after fighting with light arms against armoured enemies. They were scattered, at the limit of their strength, dressed in a motley mixture of military uniforms and civilian clothing. They were farmers, officials, students mobilised for the recently formed Croatian national army, faces bathed in sweat, mouths open, eyes crazed with fatigue, weapons hanging from their straps or being dragged along the ground. They had just run four kilometres with enemy tanks right at their heels; now, under the reverberating sun, they were moving along the road at a lethargic, nearly ghostly pace, and the only sound was the muffled rumble of distant explosions and the scraping of their feet over the ground.


Olvido hadn’t taken any photographs – she almost never photographed people, only things – but as they passed Faulques, he had decided to record this image of total exhaustion. He put the camera to his face, and while he fiddled with the focus, f-stops and composition he let a couple of faces go by, then captured the third in his viewfinder, almost randomly: bright, extremely vacant eyes, features distorted by weariness, skin covered with drops of the same sweat that plastered his dirty, tangled hair to his forehead. He had an old AK-47 carelessly slung over his right shoulder and held by a hand wrapped in a dark, stained bandage. After the shutter clicked, Faulques had gone on his way, and that was all there was to it. The photograph was published four weeks later, coinciding with the fall of Vukovar and the extermination of all its defenders, and the image became a symbol of the war. Or, as the professional jury that awarded him the prestigious Europa Focus for that year concluded, the symbol of all soldiers of all wars.


‘Oh, my God! I thought you were dead.’


‘I nearly was.’


They stood not speaking, looking at each other as if neither of them knew what to say or do.


‘Well,’ Faulques murmured finally. ‘I admit that I owe you a drink.’


‘A drink?’


‘A glass of something. Alcohol, if you like. A beer.’


He smiled for the first time, somewhat forced, and the stranger returned Faulques’s smile, as before revealing the missing tooth. He seemed to be reflecting on something.


‘Yes,’ he concluded. ‘Maybe you do owe me that drink.’


‘Come in.’


They went inside the tower. Faulques’s unexpected guest looked around, surprised, and slowly turned in place to take in the enormous circular painting, while the painter of battles searched beneath the table piled with brushes, jars and tubes of paint, then, on the floor, amongst cardboard boxes, sheets of sketches, ladders, frames and planks for scaffolding, two halogen 120-watt light bulbs that, placed on a mobile structure with a shelf and wheels and connected to the generator outside, illuminated the wall when Faulques was working at night.


‘Spanish cognac and warm beer,’ he said. ‘That’s all I can offer you. And there’s no ice. The refrigerator runs only briefly, when I turn on the generator.’


His eyes still on the mural, the visitor gave an indifferent wave of his hand. Either, it was all the same to him.


‘I would never have recognised you,’ commented the painter of battles. ‘You were thinner then. In the photo.’


‘I got even thinner.’


‘I imagine that those were bad times.’


‘You got that right.’


Faulques walked towards him with two glasses half-filled with cognac. Bad times for everyone, he repeated aloud. He was thinking of what had happened three days later, near the place where he’d taken the photo: a ditch along the Borovo Naselje road, on the outskirts of Vukovar. He handed the visitor a glass and took a sip from his own. It wasn’t the most suitable choice for that hour, but he’d said a drink and this was a drink. The stranger – that wasn’t a strictly applicable term by then, he thought suddenly – had taken his eyes from the mural and was holding the glass rather apathetically. Behind the lens of his spectacles, his light eyes, a very pale grey, were now focused on the painter.


‘I know what you’re referring to … I saw the woman die.’


Faulques was not given to showing his stupor, or to revealing emotions. But something must have been reflected in his face, for again he saw the black hole in the visitor’s mouth.


‘It was days after you took my photograph,’ the man continued. ‘You weren’t aware that I was there, but I was on the Borovo Naselje road that afternoon. When I heard the explosion I thought it was one of ours. As I went by I saw you kneeling in the ditch, beside the … body.’


He had hesitated for an instant before that last word as if pondering whether to choose ‘corpse’ or ‘body’, and had chosen the latter. Well, that was interesting, Faulques decided, that half courteous, half old-fashioned way of searching for a word, pausing as he weighed their relative merits. Now, finally, the visitor held the glass to his lips, still with his eyes on his host. They both stood a little longer in silence.


‘I’m sorry’, said Faulques, ‘that I didn’t remember you.’


‘Only natural. You seemed deeply affected.’


‘I’m not talking about the incident on the Borovo Naselje road, but about the photo I took several days before that. Your face was on the cover of several magazines, and since then I have seen it hundreds of times. I do now, of course. Now that I know it was you, it’s easier. But you’ve changed a lot.’


‘Well, you said it earlier, eh? Bad times … And then a lot of years have gone by.’


‘How did you find me?’


‘Asking around,’ the visitor replied, again focusing on the painting. ‘Here and there. You are a well-known man, señor Faulques, even famous,’ he added, distractedly wetting his lips with the cognac. ‘And even though you’ve been retired for some time, a lot of people remember you. I can assure you of that.’


‘How did you get out of there?’


The visitor shot him a strange look.


‘I suppose you’re referring to Vukovar,’ he replied. ‘I was wounded two weeks after you shot the photograph. Not the wound in the hand that you see in the image, of course – look, I still have that scar – a different one, more serious. It happened when the Chetniks hadn’t as yet cut off the path through the cornfields. I was evacuated to a hospital in Osijek.’


He touched his left side, indicating the exact spot. Not with a finger, but with his open hand, from which Faulques deduced that the wound had been serious. He nodded with faint sympathy.


‘Shrapnel?’


‘A 12.7 bullet.’


‘You were very lucky.’


He didn’t mean lucky that his visitor hadn’t died of the wound, but that it had happened while it was still possible to get the wounded out of Vukovar. When the Serbs had also sealed that path, no one could get out of the walled city. And when it fell, all the prisoners of combat age were killed. That included the wounded, who were dragged out of the hospital, shot dead, and thrown into huge common graves.


When he heard the work ‘lucky’, the visitor had looked at Faulques with a strange expression. For some time. At last he set the glass on the table and his eyes again made the slow circuit of the room.


‘A curious place you have here. But I don’t see any mementos of other times.’


Faulques pointed to the painting: the shadowy citadel back-lighted against a fire that suggested the eruption of a volcano, the metallic reflections off modern weapons, the steel-clad troops spilling through the breached wall, the faces of women and children, the hanged men swinging like clusters of fruit from the trees, the ships sailing away on the grey horizon.
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