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Praise for The Prisoner of Heaven


‘Zafón combines sincere engagement with genre tradition, with clever touches of the literary post-modern . . . This is explicitly, and joyously, a book about books, about what can be learned from them and what is lost when they are lost’


Steven Poole, Guardian


‘The Prisoner of Heaven is the third part of the story and, like the first, is narrated by Daniel Sempere. But it too contains stories within stories, and the real narrative here belongs to the irrepressible Fermín Romero de Torres . . . Zafón’s characters and dialogue are as lively and full-blooded as ever’


Stephanie Merritt, Observer


Praise for The Angel’s Game



‘The Angel’s Game weaves the conventions of Wilkie Collins and Dickens into something original and surprisingly moving’


Stephanie Merritt, Observer


‘Beyond plentiful shocks and thrills, Zafón niftily treads the fine line between a story of paranormal events and one of psychological delusion’


Boyd Tonkin, Independent


‘The gothic landscape of the Cemetery of Forgotten Books – the winding streets of Barcelona’s old quarter – haunt a novel about books and writing and secrets. Wonderful’


Kate Mosse, The Times


‘The prose is intelligent but unpretentious, and the author is clear in his intentions to provide a rollicking, fun read . . . the novel’s themes address the power of narrative, and many sharp lines pertain to storytelling . . . hugely enjoyable’


Lionel Shriver, Daily Telegraph


‘A heady brew of detective thriller; supernatural horror tale, magical realist fable and heartbreaking love story’


Daily Mail


‘His narrative style embraces relentless pace and fantastical and magical diversions . . . Zafón is the tempter’


Guardian


Praise for The Shadow of the Wind



‘If you thought the gothic novel died with the nineteenth century, this will change your mind . . . in Zafón’s hands, every scene seems to come from an early Orson Wells movie . . . one gorgeous read’


Stephen King


‘Zafón’s book is tremendously enjoyable . . . his story is impressively well-rounded. Humour, horror, politics and romance are skilfully deployed and the overall effect is hugely satisfying’


Sunday Telegraph


‘Walk down any street in Zafón’s Barcelona and you’ll glimpse the shades of the past and the secrets of the present, inscribed alike in the city’s material fabric and the lives of its citizens’


Michael Kerrigan, Guardian


‘The Shadow of the Wind is a triumph of the storyteller’s art. I couldn’t put it down. Enchanting, hilarious and heartbreaking, this book will change your life’


Daily Telegraph


‘Gripping and instantly atmospheric, this literary mystery opens in the Cemetery of Forgotten Books, a maze-like library of obscure tomes hidden away in Barcelona’s Old City, where the hero, Daniel, is taken as a boy . . . But he little realises the evil which it will unleash and the devastating impact it will have on his life’


You magazine (Mail on Sunday)


‘Everything about The Shadow of the Wind is smooth. The language purrs along, while the plot twists and unravels with a languid grace . . . Zafón’s novel is atmospheric, beguiling and thoroughly readable’


Observer


‘Gabriel García Márquez meets Umberto Eco meets Jorge Luis Borges . . . Ruiz Zafón gives us a panoply of alluring and savage personages and stories. His novel eddies in currents of passion, revenge and mysteries whose layers peel away onion-like yet persist in growing back . . . we are taken on a wild ride that executes its hairpin bends with breathtaking lurches’


New York Times


‘One of those rare novels that combine brilliant plotting with sublime writing. It’s about Barcelona again, and word of mouth alone is sure to make it a bestseller’


James Daunt, Sunday Times
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THE CEMETERY OF FORGOTTEN BOOKS


The Prisoner of Heaven is part of a cycle of novels set in the literary universe of the Cemetery of Forgotten Books of which The Shadow of the Wind and The Angel’s Game are the two first instalments. Although each work within the cycle presents an independent, self-contained tale, they are all connected through characters and storylines, creating thematic and narrative links.


Each individual instalment in the Cemetery of Forgotten Books series can be read in any order, enabling the reader to explore the labyrinth of stories along different paths which, when woven together, lead into the heart of the narrative.




I have always known that one day I would return to these streets to tell the story of the man who lost his soul and his name among the shadows of a Barcelona trapped in a time of ashes and silence. These are pages written in the flames of the city of the damned, words etched in fire on the memory of the one who returned from among the dead with a promise nailed to his heart and a curse upon his head. The curtain rises, the audience falls silent and before the shadow lingering over their destiny descends upon the set, a chorus of pure souls takes the stage with a comedy in their hands and the blessed innocence of those who, believing the third act to be the last, wish to spin a Christmas story – unaware that once the last page is turned, the poison of its words will drag them slowly but inexorably towards the heart of darkness.


Julián Carax
 The Prisoner of Heaven
 (Éditions de la Lumière, Paris, 1992)




Part One


A Christmas Story
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Barcelona, December 1957


That year at Christmas time, every morning dawned laced with frost under leaden skies. A bluish hue tinged the city and people walked by, wrapped up to their ears and drawing lines of vapour with their breath in the cold air. Very few stopped to gaze at the shop window of Sempere & Sons; fewer still ventured inside to ask for that lost book that had been waiting for them all their lives and whose sale, poetic fancies aside, would have contributed to shoring up the bookshop’s ailing finances.


‘I think today will be the day. Today our luck will change,’ I proclaimed on the wings of the first coffee of the day, pure optimism in a liquid state.


My father, who had been battling with the ledger since eight o’clock that morning, twiddling his pencil and rubber, looked up from the counter and eyed the procession of elusive clients disappearing down the street.


‘May heaven hear you, Daniel, because at this rate, if we don’t make up our losses over the Christmas season, we won’t even be able to pay the electricity bill in January. We’re going to have to do something.’


‘Fermín had an idea yesterday,’ I offered. ‘He thinks it’s a brilliant plan that’ll save the bookshop from imminent bankruptcy.’


‘Lord help us.’


I quoted Fermín, word for word:


‘Perhaps if by chance I was seen arranging the shop window in my underpants, some lady in need of strong literary emotions would be drawn in and inspired to part with a bit of hard cash. According to expert opinion, the future of literature depends on women and as God is my witness the female is yet to be born who can resist the primal allure of this stupendous physique,’ I recited.


I heard my father’s pencil fall to the floor behind me and I turned round.


‘So saith Fermín,’ I added.


I thought my father would smile at Fermín’s plea, but when I noticed that he remained silent, I sneaked a glance at him. Not only did Sempere senior not appear to find the suggestion the least bit funny, but he had adopted a pensive expression, as if he were seriously considering it.


‘Well, well . . . perhaps Fermín has unexpectedly hit the nail on the head,’ he murmured.


I looked at him in disbelief. Maybe the customer drought that had struck in the last few weeks was finally affecting my father’s good judgement.


‘Don’t tell me you’re going to allow him to wander around the bookshop in his Y-fronts.’


‘No, of course not. It’s about the shop window. Now that you’ve mentioned it, it’s given me an idea . . . We may still be in time to save our Christmas after all.’


He disappeared into the back room, then emerged sporting his official winter uniform: the same coat, scarf and hat I remembered him wearing since I was a child. Bea suspected that my father hadn’t bought any new clothes since 1942, and everything seemed to indicate that my wife was right. As he slipped on his gloves, my father smiled absently, his eyes twinkling with almost childlike excitement, a look that only momentous tasks managed to bring out in him.


‘I’ll leave you on your own for a while,’ he announced. ‘I’m going out to do an errand.’


‘May I ask where you’re going?’


My father winked at me.


‘It’s a surprise. You’ll see.’


I followed him to the door and saw him set off at a brisk pace towards Puerta del Ángel, one more figure in the grey tide of pedestrians advancing through another long winter of shadows and ashes.
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Making the most of the fact that I’d been left alone, I decided to turn on the radio and enjoy a bit of music while I reorganised the collections on the shelves to my liking. My father argued that to have the radio on when there were customers in the shop was in bad taste, and if I turned it on when Fermín was around, he’d start to hum on the back of any melody, or even worse, given a chance he’d start swaying to what he called ‘sensual Caribbean rhythms’ and after a few minutes he’d get on my nerves. Taking those practical difficulties into account, I’d come to the conclusion that I should limit my enjoyment of the radio waves to the rare moments when there was nobody else in the shop but me and thousands of books.


That morning, Radio Barcelona was broadcasting a rare recording of a fabulous Louis Armstrong concert – made when the trumpeter and his band had played at the Hotel Windsor Palace on Avenida Diagonal, three Christmases earlier. During the publicity breaks, the presenter insisted on labelling that music as chass, with the warning that some of its suggestive syncopations might not be suitable for pious Spanish listeners brought up on the popular tonadillas and boleros that ruled the airwaves.


Fermín was in the habit of saying that if Don Isaac Albéniz had been born black, jazz would have been invented in the village of Camprodón, near the Pyrenees. That glorious sound, he said, was one of the precious few true achievements of the twentieth century along with the pointed bras worn by his adored Kim Novak in some of the films we saw at the Fémina Cinema matinees. I wasn’t going to argue with that. I let the remainder of the morning drift by between the alchemy of the music and the perfume of books, savouring the satisfaction that comes from a simple task well done.


Fermín had taken the morning off to finalise preparations for his wedding with Bernarda, due to take place at the beginning of February, or so he said. The first time he’d brought up the subject, barely two weeks earlier, we’d all told him he was rushing into it and that too much haste would lead him nowhere fast. My father tried to persuade him to postpone the event for at least two or three months, arguing that weddings were always best in the summer when the weather was good. But Fermín had insisted on sticking to his date, alleging that, being a specimen weathered in the harsh, dry airs of the Extremadura hills, he was prone to break into profuse perspiration during the Mediterranean summer, a semi-tropical affair in his estimation, and didn’t deem it appropriate to celebrate his nuptials flashing sweat stains the size of pancakes under his armpits.


I was beginning to think that something odd must be happening to Fermín Romero de Torres – proud standard-bearer of civil resistance against the Holy Mother Church, banks and good manners in that pious 1950s Spain so given to religious services and propaganda newsreels – for him to display such urgency for tying the knot. In his pre-matrimonial zeal he’d even befriended Don Jacobo, the new parish priest at the church of Santa Ana, who was blessed with a relaxed ideology and the manners of a retired boxer. Fermín had infected him with his boundless passion for dominoes, and together they staged epic matches at the Bar Admiral on Sundays after mass. Don Jacobo would laugh his head off when my friend asked him, between glasses of fine liqueurs, if he had it from a higher source that nuns actually had thighs, and if that were the case, were they as soft and nibbly as he’d been suspecting since adolescence?


‘You’ll manage to get that priest excommunicated,’ my father scolded him. ‘Nuns are not to be looked at, or touched.’


‘But the reverend is almost more of a rogue than I am,’ Fermín protested. ‘If it weren’t for the uniform . . .’


I was recalling that conversation and humming to the sound of Maestro Armstrong’s trumpet when I heard the soft tinkle of the doorbell and looked up, expecting to see my father returning from his secret mission, or Fermín ready to start the afternoon shift.


‘Good morning,’ came a deep, broken voice from the doorway.
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Cast against the light from the street, the silhouette resembled a tree trunk lashed by the wind. The visitor sported a dark, old-fashioned suit and presented a grim figure as he leaned on his walking stick. He took one step forward, limping visibly. The light from the small lamp on the counter revealed a face lined by age and the unmistakable trace of misfortune. The man stared at me for a few moments, sizing me up unhurriedly. He had the cold eyes of a bird of prey, patient and calculating.


‘Are you Señor Sempere?’


‘I’m Daniel. Señor Sempere is my father, but he’s not in right now. Is there anything I can help you with?’


The visitor ignored my question and began to wander around the bookshop examining everything in detail with almost covetous interest. The limp affecting him suggested that the wounds concealed beneath those clothes must have been quite severe.


‘Souvenirs from the war,’ said the stranger, as if he’d read my thoughts.


I kept my eyes on him, following his inspection tour through the bookshop, suspecting where he was going to drop anchor. Just as I’d imagined, he stopped in front of the ebony and glass cabinet, a relic dating back to the shop’s origin in 1888 when Great-grandfather Sempere, then a young man recently arrived from his fortune-seeking adventures in the Americas, had borrowed some money to buy an old glove shop and turn it into a bookshop. That cabinet, crown jewel of the shop, was reserved for the most valuable items.


The visitor drew close enough to the cabinet for his breath to leave a trail on the glass. He pulled out a pair of spectacles, put them on and proceeded to study the contents. His expression made me think of a weasel examining freshly laid eggs in a chicken coop.


‘Beautiful piece,’ he murmured. ‘Looks pricey.’


‘A family heirloom. Its value is mostly sentimental,’ I replied, feeling uncomfortable at the assessments of that peculiar customer, whose gaze seemed bent on costing even the air we were breathing.


After a while he put his spectacles away and spoke in a measured tone.


‘I understand that a gentleman, well known for his wit, works for you.’


When I didn’t reply immediately, he turned round and threw me a withering look.


‘As you can see, I’m on my own. Perhaps, sir, if you would kindly tell me what book you’re after, I could try to find you a copy, with pleasure.’


The stranger granted me a smile that was anything but friendly and then nodded.


‘I see you have a copy of The Count of Monte Cristo in that cabinet.’


He wasn’t the first customer to notice the book. I gave him the official sales patter we reserved for such occasions.


‘The gentleman has a very good eye. It’s a magnificent edition, numbered and with illustrations by Arthur Rackham. It belonged to the private library of an important collector in Madrid. A unique piece, and catalogued.’


The visitor listened without interest, focusing his attention on the consistency of the ebony shelves and making it clear that my words bored him.


‘All books look the same to me, but I like the blue on that cover,’ he replied in a scornful tone. ‘I’ll take it.’


Under other circumstances I would have jumped for joy at the thought of being able to sell what was probably the most expensive book in the entire shop, but the thought that it should end up in the hands of that character made my stomach turn. Something told me that if that volume left the bookshop, nobody would ever bother to read even the first paragraph.


‘It’s a very costly edition. If you like, sir, I can show you other editions of the same work in perfect condition and at much more reasonable prices.’


People with a meagre soul always try to make others feel small too, and the stranger, who could probably conceal his on the head of a pin, gave me his most disdainful look.


‘And with blue covers too,’ I added.


He ignored the impertinence of my irony.


‘No, thank you. This is the one I want. I don’t care about the price.’


I agreed reluctantly and walked over to the cabinet. As I pulled out the key and opened the glass door, I could feel the stranger’s eyes piercing my back.


‘Good things are always under lock and key,’ he muttered under his breath.


I took the book and sighed.


‘Is the gentleman a collector?’


‘I suppose you could call me that. But not of books.’


I turned round with the book in my hand.


‘And what do you collect, sir?’


Once again, the stranger ignored my question and stretched a hand out for the book. I had to resist the urge to put the volume back in the cabinet and turn the key. My father would never forgive me if I let such a sale go by when business was so bad.


‘The price is three hundred and fifty pesetas,’ I said before handing it to him, hoping the figure would make him change his mind.


He nodded without batting an eyelid and pulled out a one-thousand-peseta note from the pocket of a suit that cannot have been worth a duro. I wondered whether the note was forged.


‘I’m afraid I don’t have change for such a large note, sir.’


I would have asked him to wait a moment while I ran down to the nearest bank for change and, at the same time, to make sure it wasn’t a fake, but I didn’t want to leave him alone in the bookshop.


‘Don’t worry. It’s genuine. Do you know how you can tell?’


The stranger raised the note against the light.


‘Look at the watermarks. And these lines. The texture . . .’


‘Is the gentleman an expert in forgeries?’


‘In this world, everything is a fake, young man. Everything except money.’


He placed the note in my hand and closed my fist over it, patting my knuckles.


‘Keep the change for my next visit,’ he said. ‘On account.’


‘It’s a lot of money, sir. Six hundred and fifty pesetas . . .’


‘Loose change.’


‘Let me give you a receipt then.’


‘I trust you.’


The stranger examined the book without interest.


‘By the way, it’s a gift. I’m going to ask you to deliver it in person.’


For a moment, I hesitated.


‘We don’t normally do deliveries, but in this case we’ll be happy to take care of your package, free of charge. May I ask whether the address is in Barcelona itself or . . .?’


‘It’s right here,’ he said.


His icy look seemed to betray years of anger and resentment.


‘Would you like to include a dedication, or add a personal note before I wrap the book up, sir?’


The visitor opened the book at the title page with some difficulty. I noticed then that his left hand was artificial, made of painted porcelain. He pulled out a fountain pen and wrote a few words. Then he gave the book back to me and turned to leave. I watched him as he hobbled towards the door.


‘Would you be so kind as to give me the name and address where you would like us to deliver the book, sir?’ I asked.


‘It’s all there,’ he said, without turning his head.


I opened the book and looked for the page with the inscription the stranger had written out.


For Fermín Romero de Torres,
who came back from among the dead
and holds the key to the future.
13


Then I heard the tinkle of the doorbell and when I looked up, the stranger was gone.


I dashed over to the door and peered out into the street. The visitor was limping away, merging with the silhouettes that moved through the veil of blue mist sweeping up Calle Santa Ana. I was about to call him, but I bit my tongue. The easiest thing would have been to let him go and have done with it, but my instinct and my characteristic lack of prudence got the better of me.
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I hung the closed sign on the door and locked up, determined to follow the stranger through the crowd. I knew that if my father returned and discovered that I had abandoned my post – on the one occasion when he’d left me alone and bang in the middle of that sales drought – I’d be in serious trouble. But I’d think of a convenient excuse along the way. Better to face my father’s temper than be consumed by the anxiety left in me by that sinister character, and not know what was the true intent of his business with Fermín.


A professional bookseller has few opportunities to acquire the fine art of following a suspect in the field without being spotted. Unless a substantial number of his customers are prominent defaulters, such opportunities are only granted to him vicariously by the collection of crime stories and penny dreadfuls on his bookshelves. Clothes maketh not the man, but crime, or its presumption, maketh the detective, especially the amateur sleuth.


While I followed the stranger towards the Ramblas, I recalled the essentials, beginning by leaving a good fifty metres between us, camouflaging myself behind someone larger and always having a quick hideaway ready – a doorway or a shop – in case the subject I was tailing should stop and turn around without warning. When he reached the Ramblas the stranger crossed over to the central boulevard and began to walk down towards the port. The boulevard was festooned with traditional Christmas decorations and more than one shop had decked its window with lights, stars and angels announcing a seasonal bonanza. If the regime’s radio said better times were ahead, it must be true.


In those days, Christmas still retained a certain aura of magic and mystery. The powdery light of winter, the hopeful expressions of people who lived among shadows and silences, lent that setting a slight air of promise in which at least children and those who had learned the art of forgetting could still believe.


Perhaps that is why it became increasingly obvious to me that nobody seemed more out of place amid all that Christmas fantasy than the peculiar object of my investigation. He limped slowly, often stopping by one of the bird stalls or flower stands to admire parakeets and roses, as if he’d never before set eyes on one. A couple of times he walked over to the newspaper kiosks that dotted the Ramblas and amused himself, glancing at the covers of papers and magazines and idly twirling the postcard carousels. He acted as if he had never been there in his life, like a child or a tourist walking down the Ramblas for the first time – but then children and tourists often display an air of innocence that comes with not knowing one’s whereabouts, whereas our man couldn’t have looked less innocent even with the blessing of Baby Jesus, whose statue he passed when he reached the Church of Belén.


Then he stopped, apparently entranced by a cockatoo that was eyeballing him from one of the animal stalls opposite the entrance to Calle Puertaferrisa. Approaching the birdcage just as he’d approached the glass cabinet in the bookshop, the stranger started mumbling something to the cockatoo. The bird, a specimen with a large head, the body of a capon and luxurious plumage, survived the stranger’s sulphuric breath and applied itself with great relish and concentration to what his visitor was reciting. In case there was any doubt, the bird nodded its head repeatedly and raised its feathery pink crest, visibly excited.


After a few minutes, the stranger, satisfied with his avian exchange, resumed his itinerary. No more than thirty seconds later, as I walked past the bird stall, I noticed that a small hullabaloo had broken out. The shop assistant, plainly embarrassed, was hastily covering the cockatoo’s cage with a hood because the bird kept repeating with exemplary elocution the refrain, Franco, you prick, you can’t lift your dick. I was in no doubt at all about the source of the couplet. The stranger at least displayed a daring sense of humour and audacious political leanings, which in those days were as rare as skirts worn above the knee.


Distracted by the incident, I thought I’d lost sight of him, but soon I glimpsed his hunched figure standing in front of the window of the Bagués jewellery shop. I sidled over to one of the scriveners’ booths bordering the entrance to the Palace of La Virreina and observed him carefully. His eyes shone like rubies, and the sight of gold and precious stones behind the bulletproof pane seemed to have awoken a lust in him that not even a row of chorus girls from La Criolla in its years of splendour could have aroused.


‘A love letter, an application, a request to the distinguished official of your choice, a spontaneous “hope this letter finds you well” for the relatives in the country, young man?’


The scribe whose booth I had adopted as a hiding place was peering out like a father confessor and looked at me expectantly, hoping I’d make use of his services. The poster above the counter read:


OSWALDO DARÍO DE MORTENSSEN
MAN OF LETTERS AND FREE THINKER


Writes love letters, petitions, wills, poems, praises, greetings, pleas, obituaries, hymns, dissertations, applications and all types of compositions in all classic styles and metrics
Ten céntimos per sentence (rhymes are extra)
Special prices for widows, disabled war veterans and minors.


‘What say you, young man? A love letter of the sort that makes girls of a courting age wet their petticoats with desire? I’ll give you a special price.’


I showed him my wedding ring. Oswaldo, the scribe, shrugged his shoulders, unperturbed.


‘These are modern times,’ he argued. ‘If you knew the number of married men and women who come by my booth . . .’


I read the notice again. There was something familiar about it, which I couldn’t put my finger on.


‘Your name rings a bell . . .’


‘I’ve seen better times. Maybe from back then.’


‘Is it your real name?’


‘Nom de plume. An artist’s name needs to match his mission. On my birth certificate I’m Jenaro Rebollo, but with a name like that, who is going to entrust their love letters to me . . .? What do you say to the day’s offer? Are we to prepare a letter of passion and longing?’


‘Some other time.’


The scribe nodded with resignation. He followed my eyes and frowned, intrigued.


‘Watching the lame guy, aren’t you?’ he remarked casually.


‘Do you know him?’ I asked.


‘For about a week now I’ve seen him walk past this place every day and stop right there, by the jeweller’s shop window, where he stares open-mouthed as if what was on show were not rings and necklaces but Bella Dorita’s bare derrière,’ he explained.


‘Have you ever spoken to him?’


‘One of my colleagues copied out a letter for him the other day; he’s missing some fingers, you see . . .’


‘Which one of your colleagues was that?’ I asked.


The scribe looked at me doubtfully, fearing the possible loss of a client if he replied.


‘Luisito, the one over there, next to the music store, the one who looks like a seminarist.’


I offered him a few coins in gratitude but he refused them.


‘I make a living with my pen, not with my tongue. There are plenty of the latter already in this courtyard. If you ever find yourself in need of grammatical rescue, you’ll find me here.’


He handed me a card with the same wording as on his poster.


‘Monday to Saturday, from eight to eight,’ he specified. ‘Oswaldo, soldier of the written word, at your service for any epistolary cause.’


I put the card away and thanked him for his help.


‘Your bird’s flying off.’


I turned and could see that the stranger was moving on again. I hastened after him, following him down the Ramblas as far as the entrance to the Boquería market, where he stopped to gaze at the sight of the stalls and people coming and going, loading or unloading fine delicacies. I saw him limp up to Bar Pinocho and climb on to one of the stools, with difficulty but with aplomb. For the next half-hour the stranger tried to polish off the treats which the youngest in the bar, Juanito, kept serving him, but I had a feeling that he wasn’t really up to the challenge. He seemed to be eating more with his eyes, as if when he asked for tapas, which he barely sampled, he was recalling days of healthier appetites. Sometimes the palate does not savour so much as try to remember. Finally, resigned to the vicarious joy of watching others eating and licking their lips, the stranger paid his bill and continued on his voyage until he reached the entrance to Calle Hospital, where the peculiar arrangement of Barcelona’s streets had conspired to place one of the great opera houses of the old world next to one of the most squalid red-light districts of the northern hemisphere.
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At that time of the day the crews of a number of military and merchant ships docked in the port happened to be venturing up the Ramblas to satisfy cravings of various sorts. In view of the demand, the supply had already appeared on the corner: a rota of ladies for rent who looked as if they had clocked up quite a few miles and were ready to offer a very affordable minimum fare. I winced at the sight of tight skirts over varicose veins and purple patches that hurt just to look at them, at wrinkled faces and a general air of last-fare-before-retiring that inspired anything but lust. A sailor must have had to spend many months on the high seas to rise to the bait, I thought, but to my surprise the stranger stopped to flirt with a couple of those ladies of the long-gone springtime, as if he were bantering with the fresh beauties of the finest cabarets.


‘Here, ma’ love, let me take twenty years off you with my speciality rubdown,’ I heard one of them say. She could easily have passed for the grandmother of Oswaldo the scribe.


You’ll kill him with a rubdown, I thought. The stranger, with a prudent gesture, declined the invitation.


‘Some other day, my darling,’ he replied, stepping further into the Raval quarter.


I followed him for a hundred more metres or so, until I saw him stop in front of a narrow, dark doorway, nearly opposite the Hotel Europa. He disappeared into the building and I waited half a minute before going in after him.


Inside, a dark staircase seemed to trail off into the bowels of the building. The building itself looked as if it were listing to port, or perhaps were even on the point of sinking into the catacombs of the Raval district, judging from the stench of damp and a faulty sewerage system. On one side of the hallway stood some sort of porter’s lodge where a greasy-looking individual in a sleeveless vest, with a toothpick between his lips and a transistor radio, cast me a look somewhere between inquisitive and plainly hostile.


‘You’re on your own?’ he asked, vaguely intrigued.


It didn’t take a genius to realise I was in the lobby of an establishment that rented out rooms by the hour and that the only discordant note about my visit was the fact that I wasn’t holding the hand of one of the cut-price Venuses on patrol round the corner.


‘If you like, I’ll get a nice girl for you,’ he offered, preparing a parcel with a towel, a bar of soap and what I guessed must be a rubber or some other prophylactic device to be used as a last resort.


‘Actually, I just wanted to ask you a question,’ I began.


The porter rolled his eyes.


‘It’s twenty pesetas for half an hour, and you provide the filly.’


‘Tempting. Perhaps some other day. What I wanted to ask you was whether a gentleman has just gone upstairs, a couple of minutes ago. An older man. Not in the best shape. On his own. Filly-less.’


The porter frowned. I realised from his expression that he was instantly downgrading me from potential client to pesky fly.


‘I haven’t seen anyone. Go on, beat it before I call Tonet.’


I gathered Tonet could not be a very endearing character. I placed my few remaining coins on the counter and gave the porter a conciliatory smile. In a flash, the money vanished as if it were an insect and the porter’s hands – with their plastic thimbles – the darting tongue of a chameleon.


‘What do you want to know?’


‘Does the man I described to you live here?’


‘He’s been renting a room for a week.’


‘Do you know his name?’


‘He paid a month in advance, so I didn’t ask.’


‘Do you know where he comes from, what he does for a living . . .?’


‘This isn’t a phone-in programme. People come here to fornicate and I don’t ask any questions. And this one doesn’t even fornicate. So you do the sums.’


I reconsidered the matter.


‘All I know is that every now and then he goes out and then comes back. Sometimes he asks me to send up a bottle of wine, bread and a bit of honey. He pays well and doesn’t say a word.’


‘And you’re sure you don’t remember any names?’


He shook his head.


‘All right. Thanks, and I’m sorry I bothered you.’


I was about to leave when the porter’s voice called me back.


‘Romero,’ he said.


‘Pardon?’


‘I think he said he’s called Romero, or something like that . . .’


‘Romero de Torres?’


‘That’s it.’


‘Fermín Romero de Torres?’ I repeated, incredulous.


‘That’s the one. Wasn’t there a bullfighter going by that name before the war?’ asked the porter. ‘I thought it sounded familiar . . .’
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I made my way back to the bookshop, more confused than before I left. As I walked past La Virreina Palace, Oswaldo, the scribe, raised a hand in greeting.


‘Any luck?’ he asked.


I mumbled a negative reply.


‘Try Luisito, he might remember something.’


I gave Oswaldo a nod and went over to Luisito’s booth. Luisito was cleaning his collection of nibs. When he saw me he smiled and asked me to sit down.


‘What’s it going to be? Pleasure or business?’


‘Your colleague Oswaldo sent me.’


‘Our mentor and master,’ declared Luisito. ‘A great man of letters, unrecognised by the corrupt establishment. And there he is, in the street, working with words at the service of the illiterate.’


‘Oswaldo was saying that the other day you served an older man, lame and a bit clapped out, with one hand missing and some fingers of the other . . .’


‘I remember him. I always remember one-handed men. Because of Cervantes – he lost a hand in the battle of Lepanto, you know?’


‘I know. And could you tell me what business brought this man to you?’


Luisito stirred in his chair, uncomfortable at the turn the conversation was taking.


‘Look, this is almost like a confessional. Professional confidentiality is paramount.’


‘I understand that. The trouble is, this is a serious matter.’


‘How serious?’


‘Sufficiently serious to threaten the well-being of people who are very dear to me.’


‘I see, but . . .’


Luisito craned his neck and tried to catch Oswaldo’s eye at the other end of the courtyard. I saw Oswaldo nod and then Luisito relaxed.


‘The gentleman brought a letter he’d written. He wanted it copied out in good handwriting, because with his hand . . .’


‘And the letter was about . . .?’


‘I barely remember, we write so many letters every day . . .’


‘Make an effort, Luisito. For Cervantes’ sake.’


‘Well, although I may be confusing it with another letter I wrote for some other client, I believe it was something to do with a large sum of money the one-handed gentleman was hoping to receive or recover, or something like that. And something about a key.’


‘A key.’


‘Right. He didn’t specify whether this was an Allen key, a piano key or a door key.’


Luisito smiled at me, visibly pleased with his own wit.


‘Do you remember anything else?’


Luisito licked his lips thoughtfully.


‘He said he found the city very changed.’


‘In what way, changed?’


‘I don’t know. Changed. Without dead bodies in the streets.’


‘Dead bodies in the streets? Is that what he said?’


‘If I remember correctly . . .’
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I thanked Luisito for the information and hurried back, hoping I’d reach the shop before my father returned from his errand and my absence was detected. The CLOSED sign was still on the door. I opened it, unhooked the notice and took my place behind the counter, convinced that not a single customer had come by during the almost forty-five minutes I had been away.


As I wasn’t busy, I started to think about what I was going to do with that copy of The Count of Monte Cristo and how I was going to broach the subject with Fermín when he arrived. I didn’t want to alarm him unnecessarily, but the stranger’s visit and my poor attempt at solving what he was up to had left me feeling uneasy. Normally, I would simply have told Fermín what had happened and left it at that, but I knew that on this occasion I had to be tactful. For some time now, Fermín had appeared crestfallen and in a filthy mood. I’d been trying to cheer him up but none of my feeble attempts seemed to make him smile.


‘There’s no need to clean the books so thoroughly, Fermín,’ I would say. ‘I’ve heard that very soon only noir will be fashionable.’ I was alluding to the way the press was beginning to describe the new novels of crime and punishment that only trickled in occasionally and then in tame translations.


Far from smiling kindly at my poor jokes, Fermín would grab any opportunity to embark on one of his tirades in support of doom and gloom.


‘The entire future looks noir anyway,’ he would declare. ‘If there’s going to be a flavour in vogue in this age of butchery, it will be the stink of falsehood and crime disguised in a thousand euphemisms.’


Here we go, I thought. The Book of Revelation according to St Fermín Romero de Torres.


‘Don’t exaggerate, Fermín. You should get more sun and fresh air. The other day I read in the paper that vitamin D increases our faith in fellow humans.’


‘Well, I also read in the paper that imported cigarettes make you taller and that banks around the world are deeply committed to eradicating poverty and disease on the planet in less than ten years,’ he replied. ‘So there you go.’


When Fermín embraced organised pessimism the best option was not to argue with him.


‘Do you know, Daniel? Sometimes I think that Darwin made a mistake and that in fact man is descended from the pig, because eight out of every ten members of the human race are swine, and as crooked as a hog’s tail.’


‘Fermín, I prefer it when you go for the humanist and positive view of things, like the other day when you said that deep down nobody is bad, only frightened.’


‘It must have been low blood sugar doing the talking. What rubbish.’


These days, the cheerful Fermín I liked to remember seemed to have beaten a retreat and been replaced by a man consumed by anxieties and stormy moods he did not wish to share. Sometimes, when he thought nobody could see him, he would shrink into a corner, anguish gnawing at his insides. He’d lost some weight, and considering that he was as thin as a rake at the best of times and his body seemed mostly composed of cartilage and attitude, his appearance was becoming worrisome. I’d mentioned it to him once or twice, but he denied there was any problem and dodged the issue with Byzantine excuses.


‘It’s nothing, Daniel. It’s just that I now follow the football league, and every time Barça loses my blood pressure plummets. All I need is a bite of Manchego cheese and I’m as strong as an ox again.’


‘Really? But you haven’t been to a football match in your life.’


‘That’s what you think. When I was a kid everybody told me I had the legs to be a dancer or a football player.’


‘Well, to me you look like a complete wreck, legs and all. Either you’re ill or you’re just not looking after yourself.’


For an answer he’d show me a couple of biceps the size of sugared almonds and grin as if he were a door-to-door toothpaste seller.


‘Feel that! Tempered steel, like the Cid’s sword.’


My father attributed Fermín’s low form to nerves about the wedding and everything that came with it, from having to fraternise with the clergy to finding the right restaurant or café for the wedding banquet, but I suspected that his melancholy had much deeper roots. I was debating whether to tell Fermín what had happened that morning and show him the book, or wait for a better moment, when he dragged himself through the door with a look on his face that would have won top honours at a wake. When he saw me he smiled faintly and offered a military salute.
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