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Still Life No. 41

I’ve been sacked. It happened this morning. The chief executive summoned me to his office and said he was sorry but the minister had decided to relieve me of my post. He said the scandal had gone too far, and he couldn’t brush it under the carpet. I tried to defend myself but realized it was hopeless. There was no way he was going to reverse his decision. He dismissed me, my tears welled up and I went to the bathroom for a good cry.

It’s unfair. Anyone could have made the same slip. And I mean anyone. In fact, nobody noticed the day the exhibition opened. Or the day after. A week went by before the mistake was spotted. Because it was a mistake, and a bad one at that.

I wasn’t to blame for what happened. No way. And the proof is that the police who arrested me in the first instance let me go scot-free after a couple of days. It was obvious I’d done everything in good faith, that it was simply one big gaffe. Maybe I was a little naive – “incompetent” was the word the Minister of Culture actually used – but naivety and incompetence are hardly crimes. I reckon everyone has a right to make mistakes. What really pisses me off is that I won’t find another job  in the art world for a good long time as a result of this ridiculous business.

They say that at the end of the day it was my responsibility and that’s why they’re giving me the push, but it’s obvious they need a scapegoat. They’re a bunch of chauvinist pigs. They gave me the option of resigning rather than being sacked. I accepted, naturally.

 

 

There was only one day to go to the inauguration of the exhibition and I was nervous, as you can imagine. If you’ve ever curated an exhibition you’ll know what I mean. I’d just started in my post as director of the MUA and it was the first big exhibition I had organized by myself. I was nervous, but also very excited, and so happy, I can tell you. A mere twenty-six years old and here I was, about to enter the city’s art scene through the front door, because it’s no small potatoes to be Director of the Museum of Ultra-Avant-Garde Art. Absolutely not. Quite a few people would kill for a position like it, and though I knew every step I made would be scrutinized under a magnifying glass, to see whether I triumphed or made a cock-up of things, I was convinced the exhibition would be a success and that I’d get my fair share of congratulations. And that was how it turned out. The launch was first-rate and the artworks and canapés mesmerized the guests in equal measure. They all said Eudald Mataplana was a great artist, and the catering firm I contracted belonged to a girlfriend I trusted wholeheartedly. If you’re going to do something, then do it well, I say.

As I told the police, I didn’t choose the subject of the exhibition, let alone the pieces that were exhibited. The museum had been negotiating for two years with the artist’s agent and I’d only just taken up my post as director. The tragic disappearance of my predecessor, who died of a sudden heart attack, according to the official version, and from an overdose of blue pills, according to the off-the-record version, was a real stroke of luck for me. One of the openings for an art-history graduate is a post directing a museum or gallery, and the deceased was an uncle of mine, and that coincidence really smoothed the path for me. When Uncle died, I’d already been collaborating with him for a year and a half, and Daddy immediately rang the minister to remind him of a thing or two. Obviously these posts aren’t hereditary, but Daddy likes to see some return on the money he pays out whenever there’s an election. Besides, competition for any decent post is so fierce nowadays it’s hardly a mortal sin for a father to give his daughter a helping hand. Blood is thicker than water, and Daddy has so many contacts it would be criminal not to take advantage of the occasional one.

My uncle was an old friend and great admirer of Eudald Mataplana, and that explains why he decided to curate the exhibition himself. To tell the truth, I wasn’t at all familiar with his work and I’d never met him personally, because contemporary art isn’t my strong point and all the contact I had had was with his agent.

I suffered a panic attack the day before the exhibition opened, when I realized there weren’t forty works  as stated in the agreement signed by the museum, but forty-one.

“What the hell’s that doing there?” I asked, put out, when I saw the piece in the main room.

“We don’t know where to put it,” the installers replied, deadpan.

I took another look at the sculpture and combed my memory. I didn’t think I’d ever seen it. After a thorough review of my list, I concluded that the piece wasn’t part of the selection made for our exhibition. It was an extra. But there it was, and it was no small item either. I ruminated for a while, then decided to ring the artist and seek his advice.

Eudald Mataplana wasn’t answering his house phone or his mobile. “Typical bloody artist, out on the tiles till late and then sleeping it off in the morning!” I raged enviously. I left a message on his answering machine, not thinking for one moment that he’d ever hear it, and pondered what to do next. I knew it was a waste of time to try to speak to his agent, because he’d be flying over an ocean at that point, and Uncle was dead, so I didn’t know who I could turn to for support. I started to feel on edge. It wasn’t midday yet and I had to reach a decision: whether to send that item back to the artist’s studio (I’d have to phone the moving firm, talk to the insurance company, change the budget…) or discreetly shunt it down into the basement. The item was uncatalogued and it put me on the spot.

“So what do I do now?” I asked my secretary in a fit of despair. “I’ve got an appointment at the hairdresser’s  and then at the beautician’s. We launch the show tomorrow and I’ve still got to fetch my dress, which they’re adjusting…”

“If they’ve sent it, it means they want it in the exhibition,” she said, in her very common-sense way. “Find a place for it and don’t worry so. After all, it’s only one more sculpture.”

And that’s just what I did. I told the installers to erect a dais in the centre of the main room, the only free space left for a work of that size, and told them to put it right there. The title for the work wasn’t a problem, as they were: Still Life No. 1, Still Life No. 2, Still Life No. 3… I printed out a label on my computer with the title Still Life No. 41 and placed it in front of the piece that really took your breath away.

 

 

Eudald Mataplana cultivated an oneiric-deconstructionist hyperrealism with baroque touches he combined with a high emotional charge. Or to put it in plain speak, he spent his time creating realist sculptures on shocking themes to jolt his public’s aesthetic horizons and provoke repulsion. I don’t know why he did it or why his work was so successful. The fact is, all his sculptures had degeneration, sickness and death in their most macabre expressions as their leitmotif: cats and dogs that had been run over, rotten fruit and withered flowers, battered children, women undergoing chemotherapy, decrepit old people, worm-infested skeletons… And to rub it in, the guy added odours to his sculptures, so his withered  flowers stank of withered flowers, his sick women of hospitals and his old people of urine and excrement. They were subtle smells (you had to get close up to get a whiff), but I found it all highly unpleasant, and preferred to contemplate his works from afar.

My special interest, to be frank, is the Renaissance, and to be precise, the painting and sculpture of the quattrocento: Donatello, Botticelli, Piero della Francesca… I mean, artists who have gone out of fashion. I’ve no real enthusiasm for modern art. I can’t really see the point. Nonetheless, it was inevitable that the contacts my uncle had with avant-garde artists would channel my career far away from my beloved Italians. Getting a post at the MUA was a way to get noticed on the art scene and boost my CV, and one can’t reject an opportunity like that when it comes served on a silver platter. Clearly I’m not a total illiterate in terms of contemporary art and I don’t want to justify myself by appealing to my ignorance, but the avant-garde sensibility is so heterogeneous there’s no way one can get a handle on it or work out what criteria to use. If Uncle said Eudald Mataplana was good, I believed him, and if his work wowed the viewing public, then even better.

I looked spectacular on the launch day. I’d lost eight pounds and wore a tight-fitting cerise silk dress that had cost a bomb and which sparked a lot of comment. The chief executive came, and so did the Minister of Culture, the President of Parliament and the Mayor. Eudald Mataplana didn’t come, but his absence was no surprise because Eudald was a bit of an idiot and would  do that kind of thing. Some artists move heaven and earth to secure an interview or appear on the TV, and others play hard to get and that way they get interviews, because they never grant them and say they’re phobic when it comes to TV studios. Eudald Mataplana was one such: he threw a party and went AWOL, an exhibition of his work was organized and he didn’t bother to put in an appearance. In the end, everyone described him as a prickly character, with his fondness for enfant terrible antics, and journalists would come to blows to get a statement, interview or photo out of him. The gossips said it was all down to a strategy dreamed up by his agent, but how could you tell? In this country, envy is the mother of all rumours.

Still Life No. 41 was the piece that received by far the most praise. Everyone agreed that the sculpture representing a male corpse in a foetal position was easily the most successful. The critics praised it to the skies – what a masterpiece! what sensibility! – and it reduced the viewing public to silence. It was certainly the subtlest of all the exhibits, because the figure was clothed from head to foot and its eyes were hidden behind sunglasses. Nevertheless, the consensus was that the expression of grief one glimpsed under those glasses (by the way, they were fabulously expensive Armanis) was incredibly moving. Eudald Mataplana thus succeeded in rekindling his status as a cult figure with the country’s most sophisticated elites.

As the days went by, big crowds came to see the exhibition. At times there were even long queues. We also began  to notice that, with each day, the smell got stronger and stronger in the room where Still Life No. 41 was on display, and that the sculpture’s face and hands were changing shape and colour. Initially they were a marble-white like the corpse depicted by Rembrandt in his The Anatomy Lesson of Dr Nicolaes Tulp, but then they gradually turned a really repugnant green, and few people dared to look at them for long. After day three, the sculpture began to swell and stuck out its tongue. Everybody thought that was hilarious.

We thought, reasonably enough, that Eudald Mataplana had done it on purpose and that the strong smell and the changes to the figure were the result of his absolute mastery of his raw materials; nobody, absolutely nobody, had anything but outright praise for the artist’s audacity and technical prowess.

 

 

“Madame director,” said Sadurní, knocking lightly on the door and walking into my office, “there is a gentleman here who would like to speak to you.”

Sadurní is a museum security guard who was on duty that day.

“A gentleman?”

“A visitor. He says it’s important and that if you won’t see him he will go straight to the police.”

“If I must,” I said with a deep sigh. “Tell him to come in. But you stay near the door, right, Sadurní?”

Most of the loonies who slip into museums are harmless enough, but one can’t ever be too careful. When the man  walked into my office, I asked him to leave the door ajar on the pretext that my air conditioning wasn’t working. He introduced himself and said he was a doctor.

“What the hell do you think you are doing displaying that decomposing corpse in the main room?” he lambasted me.

I smiled at him. It was a pity I was on the verge of marriage, because the guy was gorgeous and I could have done with a little fling to break my boring routine. Anyway, the anecdote about the doctor who’d been fooled by the incomparable art of Eudald Mataplana would be good publicity for the exhibition, and I mentally began to draw up a press release describing our encounter.

“Don’t worry,” I replied, still smiling. “It’s only a sculpture. And it’s extremely well made.”

“It is not a sculpture,” the doctor replied solemnly. “It is a dead man.”

“You are quite wrong, it is a sculpture,” I assured him. “No need to worry.”

“Sculptures do not suppurate liquids. Nor do they create a stink. And nor do they attract insects.”

“Oh, that’s all the invention of an artist who is simply a genius.”

“Now, miss, I’m the doctor here and—”

“Do you mind telling me what your field is?” I asked him, showing that I was beginning to lose my temper. I was delighted by his wrong-headedness and already relishing the pleasure I would derive from telling the story to my friends over a drink that night.

“I am a psychiatrist. But I can assure you I recognize a dead man when I see one.”

I smiled yet again. I’d always thought psychiatrists were fascinating. And I’d never dated one.

“I quite understand if the sculpture has upset you. If you like we can go for a coffee and talk about it… I’m Fefa,” I added, holding my hand out to shake his.

“Please follow me,” he insisted in an authoritarian tone. “You have to see this for yourself.”

At that moment in stepped Sadurní, who’d inevitably been listening to our exchange.

“I’m sorry, Madame director. Forgive me for meddling in something that’s not my business, but I do think you should go and have a look. The room really stinks…”

I sighed. All right, I’d see this joke through to the bitter end, then I’d have more material for my press release and more to gossip over with my friends. I got up from my extremely uncomfortable designer chair and accompanied them. The museum had had no visitors that day. As soon as I entered the main room, I understood why.

“Whoa, it really does stink to high heaven…! And where did all these flies come from?”

“Corpses attract insects. And you’re lucky you’ve got air conditioning!” the doctor replied, giving me a good, hard look up and down.

“I don’t believe it. It can’t be true…” I said, all atremble.

“Take a close look. What do you see?”

“It’s green… and black in some places. And the skin’s covered in blebs…”

“I’m no expert,” he explained, straightening his glasses and staring slyly down my cleavage, “but I would estimate this man has been dead at least a week. Take a look, his  epidermis has separated from his dermis and his gases have expanded. That’s why he’s so inflated.”

“I think he’s vomited, too…” I mumbled.

“Miss, that’s the fluid thrown up by his internal organs, which are decomposing, then it’s expelled through the nose and mouth.”

“My God!” I exclaimed, jumping backwards. “There are maggots everywhere…!”

I don’t remember any more because I fainted at that point.

 

 

The police didn’t take a minute to identify the corpse, which was still carrying his ID card: it was Eudald Mataplana. As his head was completely hairless and he was wearing sunglasses, no one had recognized him. No one had missed him either, which didn’t mean very much, because he was a man with few friends – you know, what you’d call real friends.

After finding no traces of blood, the police first concluded he must have had a massive heart attack. Their second idea was that he was barmy and it must have been a case of self-immolation by poisoning, because he wanted to turn himself into an exhibit. Their thinking had some logic to it, but they were wrong. When the autopsy was carried out, the forensic doctor discovered a tiny hole in his shirt and a small wound in his thorax.

“The police believe it was murder,” I announced at the press conference I called, to which I wore a white dress and a very fetching pink foulard. “The assassin stuck a  thin, cylindrical pin through the ribs, across the pericardium, thus perforating the heart. As it was a tiny wound, his own dried blood plugged it, and that’s why he didn’t bleed,” I explained, putting on a brave face as I read word-for-word the crib I’d got from my secretary, who’d had a fling with the forensic and snaffled a copy of the autopsy for me. I added, absolutely confident everyone would understand my slip: “I think it was quite reasonable for me not to realize it wasn’t a sculpture, don’t you agree?”

Well, no, they didn’t, and the next day the newspapers took me to the cleaners. It was evident I’d been under pressure because of the launch, got my knickers in a twist and made a big error of judgement. I should have sent the item down to the basement. But it was too late to put that right.

 

 

They’re now saying it was one of his students. The girl was fed up with Eudald Mataplana using every opportunity to feel her up, and, in a rage, she’d stuck into him one of the steel pins she was attaching to Still Life No. 17, a life-sized sculpture representing a sick woman in a wheelchair, weaving. They found traces of blood on the pin, and the installers immediately identified the girl who’d helped them mount the work. She is currently in the slammer.

I really couldn’t care less about the student, Eudald Mataplana, his sculptures or the whole damned show. All I know is that I’m out of work and that this time Daddy’s calls didn’t help because the scandal had hit  the headlines and there was too much fallout. Mummy said I should forget it, that I already had my hands full with the preparations for my wedding and honeymoon in Cancún, but then she belongs to another generation and doesn’t understand it’s not the done thing any more not to work outside the home. I’m not awfully enthusiastic about having to clock in every morning, but we modern women, even if we belong to the upper bracket, have to work, or at least go through the motions. Daddy says I shouldn’t worry, that as soon as things cool down he will pick up his telephone again. I’m going to think of it as paid holidays, because I gather I have a right to unemployment benefit even though I resigned.

As Daddy says to console me, I’m young and have a whole lifetime in front of me. When I get back from Cancún, we’ll see. For the moment, I have an appointment to have coffee with that psychiatrist, whose name is Lluís and who is awfully nice. And, you know, if I’m bored when I get back from my honeymoon and can’t find my kind of work, I can always go into politics. Become an MP or something of the sort. Who knows, I am known for my drive and might make it to chief executive. Or Minister of Culture… Yes, it would be great to be a minister. Though I’m not sure… If I were a minister, I’d have to live in Madrid. And it’s very cold in Madrid in winter and very hot in summer… And they don’t have a beach… Or a Port Olímpic. Or ski slopes nearby. And Mummy would be terribly distraught if I upped and went to live that far away…!






A Stitch in Time

The mossos came this morning. I’d been expecting them for days.

When I opened the door, they were still out of breath. That’s not unusual. Visitors get to my attic flat on the seventh on their last legs, as there’s no lift. The stairs have high steps and are an effort to climb, and rather than taking it calmly, like Carmeta and me, they must have rushed at them hell-for-leather like a couple of lunatics. I expect their uniforms set the neighbours’ tongues wagging; there are a number of pensioners with nothing better to do than look through their spyholes at my stretch of stairs. I only hope the mossos don’t decide to question them, because the neighbours love to stir things. In any case, I don’t think they suspect any funny business.

In walked a man and a woman, nice and polite they were, and she was much younger. My hair was in a mess, I wasn’t made up and I was wearing the horrible sky-blue polyester bathrobe and granny slippers I’d taken the precaution of buying a few days before at one of the stalls in the Ninot market. The bathrobe is similar to the one worn by Conxita, the eighty-year-old on the second floor, but it  looked too new, so I put it through the washing machine several times the day before yesterday so it was more like an old rag, which is how I wanted it to look. The bathrobe was now frayed and flecked with little bobbles of fluff, and, to round off the effect, I spilt a cup of milky coffee I was drinking on my bust. The woman mosso tactfully scrutinized me from head to toe, dwelling on the stains and tangled hair, and it was a piece of luck that one of the police belonged to the female sex, since we ladies take much more notice of the small details than the menfolk do. She seemed very on-the-ball, and I expect she drew her own conclusions from my shabby appearance.

Her colleague, who was fortyish with eyes like Paul Newman’s, was the one in charge. He introduced himself very nicely, asked me if I was who I am and said he just had a few questions he wanted to ask me. A routine enquiry, he added, smiling soothingly. I’d nothing to worry about. I put on the astonished expression I’d been rehearsing for days in front of the mirror and invited them into the dining room.

As they followed me down the passage, I made sure I gave the impression I was a frail, sickly old dear, who finds it a struggle to walk and draw breath. I exaggerated, because I’m pretty sprightly for my age and, thank God, am not in bad health, although I tried to imitate the way Carmeta walks, dragging my feet at the speed of a turtle, as if every bone in my body were aching. Both homed in on the sacks of cement, the tins of paint and workmen’s tools that are still in the passage, and asked me if I was having building work done. I told them the  truth: that after all that rain, the kitchen ceiling had collapsed and it had been chaos.

“If only you’d seen it…! It was as if a bomb had dropped!” I told them with a sigh. “And lucky I was watching the telly in the dining room…!”

The young policewoman nodded sympathetically and said that was the drawback with the flats at the top, though an attic has lots of advantages because you get a terrace and plenty of light. “What’s more,” she added shyly, “in spite of all the traffic in the Eixample, you don’t hear the noise from the cars or breathe in so many fumes.” I nodded and told her a bit about what the Eixample was like almost fifty years ago, when Andreu and I came to live here.

Visibly on edge, her colleague interrupted to ask me if I’d had any news of my son-in-law. I adopted my slightly senile expression again and said I hadn’t.

The policeman persisted. He wanted to know the last time I had seen Marçal and whether I’d spoken to him by phone. I told him as ingenuously as I could that I’d not heard from him for some time, and politely enquired why he wanted to know.

“He disappeared a week ago and his family think something may have happened to him. That’s why we’re talking to everyone who knows him,” he replied softly. “I don’t suppose you know where he’s got to, do you?”

“Who?” I said, pretending to be in the early stages of Alzheimer’s.

“Your son-in-law.”

“Marçal?”

“Yes, Marçal.”

“Sorry… What did you just ask me?”

Like those old people who don’t cotton on, I changed the subject and asked them if they’d like a drink – a coffee, an infusion, or something stronger. When they asked me if I knew that that fellow and my little girl were negotiating a divorce and that my son-in-law had a restraining order in force because she’d reported him for physical abuse, I simply looked at the floor and shrugged my shoulders. Reluctantly, I confessed I suspected things weren’t going too well.

“But all married couples have problems… I didn’t want to harp on about theirs.” And added, with a shake of the head, “Nowadays women don’t have the patience. In my time…”

I didn’t finish my sentence. There was no need. The young policewoman looked at me affectionately and gave one of those condescending smiles liberated young females of today reserve for us old wrinkly-heads with our antiquated ideas. Out of the corner of one eye, I registered she’d had a French manicure and wore a wedding ring. To judge by her pink cheeks and smiley expression, the young woman was still in the honeymoon phase.

Before they could start grilling me about Marçal and his relationship with Marta again, I quickly began to gabble on about stuff that had nothing to do with them. An old dear who lives by herself, has nobody to talk to and spends her day sitting on her sofa in front of the telly watching programmes she doesn’t understand. My grousing made them uneasy, and the man finally glanced  at his watch and said they ought to be leaving. Their visit (because it wasn’t really an interrogation) had lasted less than ten minutes. When they were saying goodbye, they repeated I shouldn’t worry. That it was probably just a misunderstanding.

 

 

Marta, my little girl, will soon be thirty-six. I’m seventy-four, and it’s no secret Andreu and I were getting on when I got pregnant with Marta. Now it’s quite normal to have your first baby at forty, but it wasn’t in my day. If you didn’t have a bun in the oven before you were thirty, people scowled at you, as if it was a sin not to have children. The kindest comment they’d make was that you weren’t up to it. If you were married and childless, you suddenly became defective.

Marta is an only child. As she was such a latecomer, the poor dear never had a brother or sister. She has a kind of substitute aunt and uncle in Carmeta and Ramon, but no real ones, or cousins. From the day we buried her father, may he rest in peace, Marta has only had Carmeta and me, as you can hardly count Ramon, Carmeta’s husband, since he had his stroke. Carmeta has to feed him a kind of purée she buys at the chemist’s and administers with a syringe through a rubber tube that goes in through the nose and down to his stomach, a torture that’s only prolonging his agony, because his doctors say he’ll never recover. They insist to Carmeta that Ramon isn’t suffering; we spend the whole blessed day with him and we’re not so sure.

Carmeta’s my age, and though I can’t complain about my health, she’s rather the worse for wear. A cancer she can’t see the back of. She and Ramon didn’t have children, and both doted on Marta like an aunt and uncle from the day she was born. My daughter loves them and they love her. If it hadn’t been for his stroke, I’d cross my heart and swear Ramon would have given my son-in-law a facelift and things would have turned out differently.

A pity none of us was in the know a year ago.

We knew nothing at all.

We sometimes said our little girl seemed to be behaving a bit strangely. Sluggishly. As if she were suffering. But we all have our bad moments, don’t we?

 

 

Our little girl put on a brave front. Partly because she didn’t want us to worry, and partly because she was embarrassed to acknowledge that her husband beat her. If I’d not decided to buy some pastries and pay her a visit one day after accompanying Carmeta to her chemo session, I expect we’d still be in the dark and it would be life as usual.

That morning, when Marta opened the door barricaded behind a pair of giant sunglasses, our alarm bells immediately started ringing. Something was amiss. She pretended she had conjunctivitis and that was why she was wearing dark glasses inside, but Carmeta, who’s a suspicious sort, didn’t swallow that and snatched them from her face. Our hearts missed several beats when we saw that black eye, ill-concealed under layers of make-up.

At first she denied it. Carmeta and I are no fools and we gave her the third degree until she finally caved in. In a flood of tears she confessed her husband drank too much and occasionally beat her. A punch, a slap, a shove… He’d blame it on stress at work when he calmed down. He’d also say he would kill her if she ever told anyone.

I saw a bruise on my little girl’s left arm and told her to strip off. The poor thing couldn’t bring herself to say no and agreed, though reluctantly. Then Carmeta and I burst into tears. Our darling Marta was black and blue all over. From that day on we never referred to him by his name again. My son-in-law became the Animal, the Son of a Bitch, or the Bastard. We got weaving. We persuaded Marta to report him and the three of us went to see a lawyer. Marta was afraid nobody would believe her and that the judge would take her child away, but the lawyer did a good job of reassuring her and, in the end, made a start on the paperwork. And it was true, with his executive suits and silk ties the Bastard did seem like a normal person.

A cunt of a normal person who beats his wife and threatens to kill her.

And our little girl, quite naturally, was scared.

But now she had us on her side.

 

 

The Bastard went to live with his sister and disappeared from our lives for months. Marta, who’d been reduced to skin and bones by all the unpleasantness, even began to put on weight. Until the evening he  appeared out of the blue at her place and said he was going to kill her.

That it was only a matter of time.

Of being patient.

Carmeta suddenly saw the light.

No well-intentioned law could protect Marta. If he put his mind to it, the Bastard would sooner or later do the evil deed. As he said, it was only a matter of time. A matter of waiting until one of us lowered our guard or the judge decided there were more serious cases to see to and our little girl no longer needed protection. That she could manage on her own.

It’s not hard to intimidate someone. Or kill them.

And, in the meantime, the Bastard would sour her life.

Hers and everybody else’s.

 

 

It’s so lucky that I have an attic flat and that it’s got a terrace. The mosso woman was right. Attics can be very inconvenient, but they have lots of advantages. And if you don’t agree, just ask the Bastard.

Andreu and I rented this flat in the Eixample just before we got married, and the only item my husband insisted on when we were partying and looking for a flat was that it should have a small terrace. My parents didn’t have a terrace because we lived on the third floor, but when the weather was good we’d go up to the flat roof and enjoy the cool of evening and gossip with the neighbours. I’d go up with my friends in the summer. We’d put our swimsuits on, lie our beach towels on the  red tiles and imitate the film stars from our magazines, listening to the radio and drinking fizzy lemonade or warm Coca-Cola and pretending it was Martini. Then we’d have to fight off sunstroke with aspirins, water packs and vinegar, but it was worth it. When you’re young, there’s a solution to everything.

It’s not that my little terrace is any great shakes. All the same, 240 square feet is enough for a pine, a lemon and an orange tree, a magnolia, a decent-sized jasmine and a bougainvillea, not to mention the dozens of pots of roses, petunias, daisies and chrysanthemums I’ve put in every cranny. When Andreu and I set foot on it for the first time, I could hardly imagine how providential this little terrace would turn out to be.

I don’t know how I could have helped my little girl without it.

And I reckon that’s what a mother’s for: to be around to give a helping hand to her children when they’ve got problems. Whether they like it or not.

 

 

In fact, it was Carmeta who came up with the solution. She’s always been very imaginative. The terrace and the kitchen that the downpour had ruined gave her the idea, and no sooner was it said than done. Neither of us was prepared to stand by, our arms folded, and abandon our little girl to the vagaries of an obsolete legal system and a lunatic who wanted to bump her off. We had to do something, and do it quick, before we rued the day. As Carmeta said, a stitch in time saves nine.

I called the Bastard on his mobile from a phone box a couple of weeks ago and told him we should have a chat. I hoodwinked him by saying I had to tell him something that would make Marta slow down with the divorce, and, as I knew he was short of cash because he was drinking over the odds and had got the sack, I threw in that I wanted to give him a present of a weekend away with Marta. Three or four days in a good hotel with a swimming pool, all expenses paid, would help them to make peace, I told him. My call and sudden interest in saving their marriage had taken him by surprise, but, as Carmeta had anticipated, the financial bait hooked him.

Early next morning, Carmeta came to my flat carrying a sports bag. Her face looked rough and she admitted she’d had a bad night. I told her I could ring the Bastard and give him an excuse if she’d rather leave it for another day, but she’d have nothing of the sort. The tranquillizers she’d taken were beginning to take effect and she already felt slightly better, or so she said.

“What do you reckon? Should we have a little drop of something to put us in the mood?” I suggested hesitantly.

“No alcohol!” replied Carmeta, most professionally. “What we need are anti-stress pills. We’re far too nervy.”

Carmeta took out the antidepressants the doctor had prescribed when he told her she had cancer, and offered me one. As Carmeta’s the expert when it comes to pills, I meekly swallowed it and said nothing. Out of the corner of an eye I registered that she took two. I went to the kitchen and made two cups of tea while Carmeta was changing in the bedroom. Carmeta had brought an old  tracksuit top and slippers. I was also wearing old clothes I’d have to throw away.

The Bastard arrived at around eleven. Grudgingly, I pecked him on both cheeks and led him into the dining room. With a studiedly senile smile I offered him a cognac, which the idiot accepted in a flash while he lolled on the sofa. I seized my opportunity to go into the kitchen.

“Marçal!” I shouted, trying to ensure my voice didn’t sound rude. “Could you help me get the bottle of cognac from the top shelf? I can’t reach it…”

I’d left the knife under a tea cloth on the kitchen top, and Carmeta was skulking behind the door, holding her breath. As soon as I heard his footsteps, I shut the window and switched on the radio.

As soon as Marçal stepped into the kitchen, Carmeta stuck the carving knife into the small of his back. The attack took him by surprise and he started to howl. Before he had time to react, I grabbed the knife from under the tea cloth and stuck it in violently. Blood spurted from his neck and through the air like a liquid streamer splashing everywhere.

Still screaming, the Animal lifted his hands to his neck and tried to stop the haemorrhaging, but from the way the blood was bubbling out, I knew he had no chance. I’d stuck it right in his carotid artery, and that thrust, driven by a mother’s fury, was his death sentence.

He collapsed in under a minute. Carmeta and I left him agonizing on the kitchen floor and disappeared into the bathroom. We washed our hands and faces,  changed our blood-soaked tops, then went into the dining room. We wanted the Bastard to die alone, like a dog. And he did. A Beatles song on the radio drowned out his screams.

By the time we went back into the kitchen my son-in-law was dead. The floor had turned into a red puddle and blood was everywhere. The big son of a bitch had created a hell of a mess. We pulled on washing-up gloves, grabbed the bucket and cloth and started cleaning up. The two of us were at it for a good hour, but even so, it still wasn’t spotless.

After checking his body had stopped bleeding, we stripped his clothes off and put them in the washer on a cold-water cycle, adding a squirt of one of those stain removers advertised on telly. We wiped him with the cloth. Then I took rolls of bandage out of a drawer and Carmeta and I bound him like a mummy. As we were intending to cut him into small chunks, we thought it would be less stressful if he were bandaged. I started on his head and Carmeta on his feet.

It took us a long time because the Bastard weighed more than fourteen stone and wasn’t easy to lift. When we’d finished the bandaging, we left him and went back to the dining room. The effort had exhausted us. We saw it was lunchtime, and though neither Carmeta nor I were hungry, we behaved ourselves, ate a banana and drank a glass of sugared water to re-energize. We also took another antidepressant each. Carmeta was worn out and dozed off straight away, and I decided to let her sleep and take a nap myself. When she woke up, she  swallowed another dose of tranquillizers and we both returned to our task. Our day wasn’t over.

Carmeta went to fetch the electric saw and brought it into the kitchen. Luckily one of her neighbours is into DIY and the stores in her building aren’t locked. We pulled our rubber gloves back on and plugged in the saw, which worked perfectly. We sawed his head off first and placed it whole inside a bin bag, and then his arms and legs, in small chunks. We distributed the pieces in different sacks and left his torso till last. As that’s where all the entrails are, Carmeta and I thought we’d better empty them out first and reduce the eventual mess.

I took my courage into my own hands and carefully made an incision from the top to the bottom of his mutilated corpse, trying to tear only the skin. I must have burst his gut, because all of a sudden a horrific stink filled the kitchen and I had to open the window and squirt air-freshener around. We each pulled one side of his torso and succeeded in separating his ribs and wrenching out his heart and lungs. His heart slipped out of Carmeta’s grasp, and the moment it sloshed on the ground I started to retch and vomit. As I’d practically been fasting I only brought up yellow bile, but I felt queasy and my stomach was churning.

Carmeta quickly took me into the dining room and forced me to stretch out on the floor with my legs in the air. When she saw I was showing signs of life, she went back to the kitchen.

“Don’t move. I’ll gut the son of a bitch,” she said.
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There was still some sun on the terrace. The pale rays of spring barely gave out any heat but were a pleasant reminder of other, happier evenings, when Andreu – may he rest in peace – Carmeta, Ramon and I would improvise a bread, tomato and mountain-ham supper on the terrace and stay late into the night chatting about this and that, not suspecting that one day this small terrace of mine, with its flowerpots and its views of Montjuïc, would become an improvised cemetery. Necessity is the mother of invention, so they say.

We buried the head next to the lemon tree, the one with the biggest pot, and stuffed his hands and feet into the ceramic pot with the pine tree. We stuck his entrails in with the magnolia, his heart with the bougainvillea and his liver with the orange tree, and divided the rest up among the remaining pots, taking care not to damage the flowers. We’d scarcely finished when we realized there were still seven or eight pieces of meat in a bag and we had no receptacles left, but at that time of night, after toiling the whole day, we were fit to drop, so I suggested to Carmeta we should wrap them in tinfoil and put them in the freezer.

“We’ll think of something tomorrow, after we’ve had a rest.”

Carmeta looked in a bad way again. Although she wasn’t complaining, her grimaces showed the great pain she was in. I helped her take a shower and wash her hair, and immediately switched on a wash-load of tops, towels and cloths we’d used to clean the kitchen. The foam in the washing machine turned pink.

I ignored her protests and accompanied her home, and on the way threw the Bastard’s clothes in a bin. Carmeta could hardly stand up straight, so I made her a glass of hot milk and forced her to eat biscuits before going to bed. I waited until she fell asleep and, while she snored, I changed Ramon’s nappy and gave him his supper. Before I left, while I was kissing him on the forehead, I thought that sooner or later we’d have to do something to help him, too. Good people don’t deserve to end up like that.

The minute I opened the door to my flat, I realized that if I continued on an empty stomach, without eating anything, my blood pressure would drop and I’d faint. In the morning, before the Bastard arrived, I’d taken the precaution of leaving sandwiches in the dining room so as not to have to go back into the kitchen. My stomach was slightly queasy, so I had a couple of spoonfuls of anti-nausea syrup, then ate a ham sandwich and an apple while watching the news. The sandwich and apple went down well, and I was soon asleep on the sofa in front of the telly, which was still on. That night I didn’t have a nightmare.

Next morning I got up early and spent it giving the rest of the flat a thorough clean. Although they say bleach doesn’t remove traces of blood, I’d bet anything you like that if the police decided to investigate they wouldn’t find a scrap of evidence. I took a mid-morning break and phoned first Marta, who was at work, and then Carmeta, who’d got up and was feeling better. I continued cleaning. By the time I was finished it was past four and my back was aching.

I took the tops, cleaning cloths and towels from the  drier, put everything in plastic sacks and went out. I threw the sacks into four different containers on my way to Ramon and Carmeta’s. Carmeta was in much better spirits and was waiting with a bottle of cava in the fridge, which we drank while we kept Ramon company.

The builders came the following day and gutted the kitchen. They also chipped out the wall and floor tiles. They worked a good two weeks in my kitchen, so now I have a new ceiling, designer tiles and a built-in kitchen. The tiles and cupboards are nothing out of the ordinary because they were bought in a sale, but altogether it looks really smart.

 

 

I know I must keep my lips sealed and can’t tell my little girl not to worry about the Bastard ever laying his hands on her again. Marta knows nothing. Nothing at all. She’s still very young and God knows how she’d react if she knew what Carmeta and I had done. Besides, what with her kid and her work, Marta has enough headaches, and it would be the last straw if she had to cope with moral dilemmas or stupid remorse. So mum’s definitely the word! As Carmeta says, if what we did is wrong, we’ll settle our account with whoever it is in the world beyond.

Some girls from our yoga group are coming to supper tomorrow. We’ll take advantage of the good weather and dine on the terrace. Just in case, I’ve bought a good supply of incense sticks. I mean, just in case the Bastard starts to get smelly and sour our supper. As Carmeta has got to start another round of chemo and is leaving the class, it  will be a kind of farewell party. I’ve also scrubbed myself from the class, because I’m going to live at her place for a while from tomorrow. When she starts being sick and feeling like a wet rag, Carmeta will need someone to accompany her to hospital and give her a helping hand with Ramon.

We both know she’s not got much time left. She knows and I know, so no need to talk about it. Nonetheless, tomorrow’s farewell will be a whale of a party: we’ll eat and drink until our livers give up on us. Our style has never been to turn tragic, and even less so when we’ve both got one foot on the other side. What’s coming our way is coming.

I live very near the Ninot market and shop there every day. I like to look around the stalls and gossip with the saleswomen and people from the neighbourhood. As I shop every day and never use the freezer, I’d completely forgotten the packets that were still in there. That morning, the visit from the police reminded me that I had to do something with them, and I rang Carmeta. I told her I was thinking of going to the florist’s and buying earth and a couple of big pots.

“Forget about the pots!” Carmeta retorted. “Go to the Ninot and see if you can buy some spongy mushrooms. And buy garlic and onions as well. Tomorrow,” she added in a bossy tone, “we shall eat roast pork and spring mushrooms!”

Initially I objected, mostly on behalf of the other girls. But, seen in the cold light of day, I have to agree it’s not a bad solution.






The Thought that Counts

I’m a vampire. One of the old guard. I can’t even remember how long it’s been. At the very least, nine hundred years. But I have no complaints. I’m in really good shape despite the centuries I’ve been around. Considering I’m a vampire.

The vampire I once was and the one I am now have nothing in common. We are two different beings. I won’t deny I’ve committed all kinds of excesses in the course of my lengthy career, and in all shapes and sizes, but with time I’ve learned to curb my natural instincts. You could say I’ve become a very restrained vampire. Too true, circumstances didn’t give me much choice. I’ve proved to be an adaptable beast.

When I first turned into a vampire, I did the usual: slept by day, went out by night, and sucked the blood of virgins… Nowadays, ever since I discovered anti-sun creams and can foray whenever I feel like it, I’m more of a day person. I have greater freedom of movement, and that has helped me change my habits and enjoy new experiences, though, naturally, in the heat of the summer solstice, I don’t act the fool; I stay put, prostrate in my crypt. Suncreams are all well and good, though  they cost the earth and leave grease everywhere, but a vampire without a single gram of melanin in his skin had better not take any risks. I’ve had a couple of upsets and I don’t want to end up being singed like a donkey.

I was born and became a vampire in Savall, a village that’s now become a swish residential estate around a huge golf course. In the Middle Ages, when I was a youngster, Savall was a prosperous town, with a castle, a lord of the manor and a vampire. The lord of the manor and the vampire were one and the same, and the vassals were accustomed to the local feudal big shot, that is, yours truly, paying a night-time visit to suck the blood of their daughters. I still feel nostalgic for an era when virgins were reasonably easy to find and relations with the Church were good because the clergy were too busy burning heretics and expelling Jews, and left me to my own devices. What’s more, boasting a vampire in the locality was good for tourism: we pedigree, classy vampires were much in demand. The people of Savall couldn’t complain: thanks to the gloomy air of my castle and the horrific stories they recounted about my misdeeds, the town was sitting on a regular gold mine.

The good folk of Savall soon accepted my nightly incursions and reacted phlegmatically. They never harassed me and I in return sucked the blood of their lasses in moderation: very few died from my bites or were transformed into vampires. It’s a hassle when more than one sleeps in the same crypt, and as I had had a couple of bad experiences, I made sure I stopped biting the girls  the second they showed the first signs of transmuting. On the other hand, the peasants were always hard put to get together the money to pay the dowries for their daughters, and in years when there was a bad harvest or the taxes were hiked, they felt relieved when I took the odd one to the other side. Some were so grateful they even sent me a card and a basket of hams and fruit for Christmas.

Unfortunately, things changed in Savall with the onset of the age of industrialization and all that nonsense about Marxism, atheism and the death of God. Psychoanalysis also did its best to downgrade me, because it dubbed me a childhood trauma or worse, and the townspeople began to lose their respect for me. As some had read the novel by Bram Stoker (an Irishman, I ask you!), one fine day they decided to set fire to the castle and crypt, and they’ve been in a shocking state ever since: I’m not what you’d call a handyman. In any case, from the time the Fascists decided I was an anarchist because of my cloak (which sported the traditional red and black), I’ve always been very wary. The bastards executed me and threw me in a common grave, but as we vampires only die when someone thrusts a stake through our heart or if we expose our skin to the glare of the sun, I immediately resurrected and flew back to the crypt. I hid there, drinking rats’ blood and nibbling insects until the war ended. I survived the situation as best I could.

The fact is, I’ve become very refined over the centuries and have abandoned some unpopular practices. I’ve not sucked the blood of young girls for years because  I accept it’s not the done thing. It’s a barbaric custom. I survive by drinking the blood from the lambs and hens I keep in my yard, and, as all the small farmers have gone to live in the city after selling their land to the estate agents, the Barcelona families who spend the summer and weekends here think I’m an eccentric and have invented a bunch of amusing anecdotes about me. That I run around stark naked when there’s a full moon – as if we vampires had nothing better to do. That I’m a crazy artist who fetches high prices in New York (I really should do something with those suncream tubes piling up in the kitchen garden…). Some reckon I’m a failed fashion designer, no doubt because I’m still wearing the same clothes I made a couple of centuries ago, and others that I’m an ecologist. The yard and kitchen garden I had built next to the crypt when the Germans bombed the castle and I was left homeless are indeed misleading. The shed and kitchen garden are for show, since I sleep in the crypt and my stomach can’t cope with solids, but the yard and the animals are for real: I have to get my proteins from somewhere. All in all, my culinary habits aren’t as peculiar as you might think. Or what the hell do people think goes into their butifarra sausages?

Until quite recently, then, my non-life as a vampire was a tranquil affair, and mostly hassle-free. Nevertheless, it all almost went to pot a few months ago, when something happened that really upset me and which, to tell the truth, still perplexes me.
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It all began one particularly hot August afternoon. It was almost twilight and I’d gone out to fly because the crypt was like an oven; nobody could have stood it in there. As the chemist’s on the estate stays open till ten, I decided to pay a visit and buy a few tubes of suncream. En route to the chemist’s in the centre of the scant houses the spin-merchants like to call a “village”, I went down one of the avenues between the villas, which I like because the foliage of the plane trees is very thick and very cool. While I was roaming and thinking about what I had to do, I was surprised to see graffiti on the west-facing walls of one of the mansions, and froze on the spot when I read it. Somebody had scrawled the word VAMPIRE in red paint.

I went round the house, in clothes that didn’t touch my body, and found a couple more bits of graffiti on the other garden wall. The first said SON OF A WHORE, and the second YOU’RE A VAMPIRE, SORRIBES! My hair stood on end and I almost fainted. I could hardly believe my eyes: for the first time in many a century, a vampire from elsewhere had established himself on my territory (in fact, it’s not mine, but I like to say it is).

That unknown vampire and I had something in common – my mother also earned an honest crust exercising the oldest trade in the world – but that was our only similarity. To begin with, this fellow lived in an upmarket mansion and not in a crypt where you could bake bread at noon. Secondly, this Sorribes was a nomadic vampire, or at least a vampire who liked to travel, which was in itself intriguing, because everyone knows we vampires are  very territorial creatures and that, other than in exceptional circumstances, we don’t like moving far, let alone going on holiday. We think that’s very vulgar. Besides, as tradition forces us to sleep inside a coffin and above the land of our ancestors, travelling is real torture, not to mention the fact we end up paying a fortune in excess luggage. If this guy Sorribes had decided to spend his cash this way, that was his problem, but I was worried by the fact that the people living on the Savall golf complex had flushed him out.

The presence of a self-styled vampire in the area could be a problem that would rebound on me and my routine non-existence. I didn’t know my colleague’s habits, and thus didn’t know if he was a civilized vampire or if he implanted his fangs and donned his cloak at twilight before flying off in search of a maiden’s fresh blood. Anyway, Savall was on the case, and I decided to investigate, to be on the safe side.

As it was dinner time and I was hungry, first I went back to the crypt and drank a lamb. While I was lying in my coffin digesting, I thought up a strategy that would enable me to find something out without attracting too much attention or arousing the suspicions of my neighbours. I hadn’t assumed the shape of a bat for years, but after carefully weighing up all the options I concluded that the best strategy would be to try to slip discreetly in through a window and take a look round. Right away. Thinking I’d take advantage of the fact that it was night and that the vampire must have abandoned his nest, I donned my cloak and flew off in the direction of the villa.

I discovered I had a problem. Getting my bearings wasn’t at all easy: there were too many aerials, satellite dishes and mobile phones sending out waves left, right and centre. We bats have very sensitive hearing, and my head soon felt like a football with all those waves bouncing around. After crashing into an electricity post that knocked me out for while, I decided to forget about flying and walk there like a normal person. As soon as I reached the mansion, I transformed myself back into a bat and started to look for a window so I could fly inside. After circling around and around, I was forced to accept that it was impossible to get in that way. The cunning bastard had air conditioning.

People used to go to sleep with their windows open in the summer and it was easy to creep in. New technology means that everyone sleeps with their windows shut when it’s hot, so there’s no way you can get in. Yet again defeated by the wonders of progress, I had to recover my human form and force an entry, a delicate operation that’s never been my forte. What’s more, the mansion was full of alarms and security cameras, and in the end I had to beat it before the police arrived. I clearly needed to try a different tactic.

The next morning, after I’d consulted my silk-lined pillow, I decided to speak to my friend Sebastià. Sebastià is a local Catalan policeman and we’ve known each other almost forever. As the residential estate has changed Savall into a desirable luxury golf complex and the wealthy are a bunch of paranoids, Sebastià drops by now and then on the pretext that he wants to see if I  need anything and to check that all is in order. In fact, I know the summer-holiday crowd thinks I’m rather offbeat and sends Sebastià to keep tabs on me. That’s fine, as far as I’m concerned.

Sebastià is a fine fellow. He may not be very bright, but he’s pleasant enough and full of common sense, a quality that’s been lacking in these parts recently. He usually comes in his jeep, once a week at about 9 a.m., and eats breakfast with me. When he finishes his roll and beer (theoretically he’s on duty and can’t drink, but he knows I won’t let on), we walk round the garden shooting the breeze. While he’s gossiping or complaining that his wife spends too much on her credit card, I get him a good bag of vegetables together, which he says are very tasty because they’re so obviously organic. He insists on paying and I refuse to take his money, though I finally relent. To tell the truth, if it weren’t for Sebastià and his fondness for my vegetables, I don’t how I’d afford my tubes of suncream.

Thanks to our conversations, I know that he usually goes to Barbes’s bar for a late-morning aperitif. Sebastià had already paid me his regulation visit, so I decided to go and see him in the bar and try out my own skills as a detective.

They looked rather astounded when I walked in, because they know I never set foot there. It’s a place I avoid, basically because it annoys me that I can’t drink alcohol and because Barbes has a huge mirror hanging over the counter and I’m afraid someone will notice I never get a reflection. Barbes also has a few strings of  garlic hanging up next to the mirror, either to spice up his cooking or to add a rustic touch, but that’s really not a problem, because all those stories they tell about vampires and garlic are pure supposition. It’s true we’re allergic to the sun, holy water and crosses, but garlic makes no odds. The only drawback is that it’s really disgusting to sink a fang into the carotid artery of someone who’s been eating aioli or a well-garlicked gazpacho. The blood of garlic aficionados tastes awful and, what’s more, it makes you belch.

I ordered vermouth and olives as routinely as possible and sat next to Sebastià, who was also surprised to see me. I justified my presence by saying I was on my way to the chemist’s to buy painkillers because my back was hurting. We argued for a while about whether lumbago was more painful than kidney stones, and the latter finally won out. Sebastià started talking about the water restrictions locals were suffering because of the golf course, and the conversation immediately focused on the holiday crowd, their residential estate and the nuisance they caused. I easily channelled it to what was concerning me and whether my friend knew anything about the new vampire who’d set up in town.

“Sebastià, what’s the meaning of the graffiti on the wall of the villa that’s next to the duck pond?” I asked, as deadpan as can be.

“Ah, yes! The Sorribes family!” Sebastià sighed. “A vampire’s moved in, lad!”

“You already knew he was a vampire?”

“Of course! We knew who it was as soon as he bought  the villa. What gets me,” Sebastià added, chewing an olive, “is that now I have to catch the idiots who painted the graffiti!”

“But if you know he’s a vampire, why not simply kick him out?” I asked, even more perplexed.

“I’d like to, you bet…” he chuckled. But then he suddenly got all serious and shouted, “These sons of bitches have no right to suck our blood!”

“What’s more, you’ve found him out. You know what he is. Thanks to the graffiti, everybody does now.”

“I tell you, forget the fucking graffiti…!”

Sebastià leaned forward and whispered, “I’d personally string him up by his balls in the middle of the town square. That would teach him and his ilk a lesson!”

I nodded. I understood how Sebastià was feeling, because in my heyday I used to drive people crazy and spark similar feelings. I decided not to tell him it wasn’t a good idea to string him up him by the balls because he’d simply fly off.

“And is this fellow sucking your blood as well?” I’d heard of cases of vampires attacking sturdy, muscular men, but I’d always thought it must be a myth.

“Mine and the blood of everyone who’s got a mortgage!” he sighed yet again. “And if only it were just him! But you’re all right with your little house and garden. You’re well sorted!”

“Are you sure there’s nothing you can do?” I insisted. “There must be a way to stop him in his tracks…”

Sebastià shrugged his shoulders and bit on another olive.

“The Russians had a bash with their revolution, and look what happened! And the less said about Cuba the better.”

So, this Sorribes had wrought havoc in Russia and Cuba and I was totally oblivious. That was only to be expected. I read Cosmopolitan rather than the broadsheets.

“Do you reckon his wife and children are vampires as well?” I asked, determined to leave the bar as well informed as possible.

“You bet!” Sebastià responded, apparently totally convinced. “You’ve only got to see his wife strutting around the golf club, as if she were a duchess… And their children are vile. If I told you what they get up to at night…”

“I think I can imagine…”

“Those kids will be worse than their parents, you mark my words,” Sebastià concluded.

I ate an olive conspicuously and realized the whole bar was looking at us. I judged it sensible to change tack and talk about more mundane matters while on the sly pouring my vermouth into the pot with the rubber plant, which immediately perked up. When the bill came, Sebastià insisted on paying, and, as I’m always broke, I made a token protest but let him get on with it.

When we hit the road, that damned August sun was so blistering I had to rush back into the bar to avoid disintegrating. I used the excuse that my back was hurting, and Sebastià, who is as good as they come, offered to drive me home in his jeep. Once I was home, I immediately went to the crypt to rest because I was smouldering all over. In the jeep I’d noticed my right hand had begun to smell as if it were scorched, so I took a painkiller before  going to sleep. I also decided it was high time I installed air conditioning in the crypt: I’m well aware it’s most inelegant to be sleeping nude in the coffin.

I had nightmares all day. I was out of sorts. I was upset an unknown vampire was sucking my friend’s blood and decided I must do something. Killing vampires is no easy task, but I was certain that that was what I had to do.

The first challenge was breaking in by day and catching them all asleep. The second was finding the stake for killing vampires; I’d no idea where I’d left it. I was forced to give the crypt a thorough clean, which took a couple of days because you can’t imagine the lumber that piles up over nine centuries. Finally, the stake surfaced in a corner next to the skeleton of my great-great-grandfather, covered in fungi and cobwebs. I cleaned it up and put it in a sports bag, next to the iron sword for decapitation. After transfixing vampires through the heart with a stake, one has the option of beheading them. There’s been a lot of theoretical debate on the subject, but, as these vampires were from elsewhere and unfamiliar with our customs, I thought it better to sin on the side of excess. When in doubt, go the whole hog. The sword was rusty and weighed a ton.

I chose a cloudy afternoon when it looked like rain to put my plan into action. I knew they had a maid, because Sebastià had told me, and also that she wasn’t a vampire because the Sorribeses were sucking her blood too. I knocked on the door politely and the maid almost fainted. Sebastià and the other locals were used to my pallor (I’d explained it away one day by claiming that  I’d used an anti-acne lotion when I was a teenager and had never recovered my dark skin), but people who’ve never seen me before are sometimes frightened. As the maid didn’t seem to want to let me in, looking rather as if she’d ring the police, I decided hypnosis was the only course of action.

I’d not hypnotized anyone for years. Initially it was an effort, because the girl was hysterical and unfocused, but I succeeded in a few seconds and was able to enter the villa. Hypnosis is supposedly one of the skills that we vampires enjoy, but some are more skilled than others. In my case, as I was born cross-eyed it’s not easy, but on this occasion my powers worked. Once I had the maid under control, I questioned her and she revealed that everyone except she, who had to do the ironing, took an afternoon nap. That was all I needed to know.

Stressed by the idea of killing vampires, I started to look for the cellar, where I imagined the Sorribeses asleep in their coffins; however much I searched, I couldn’t find a door down to any crypt. I questioned the maid again and was shocked by what I learned.

The house didn’t have a cellar and the family slept in bedrooms on the top floor. O tempora! O mores! Something totally unexpected! However, stranger things have been known. I took a deep breath and headed up the stairs, determined to carry out my plan. I opened the door of a very cute bedroom papered in a Laura Ashley floral pattern, and immediately felt a shiver of pleasure run down my spine. The air conditioning was on full blast, and it was like an icebox inside despite the heat in the  street. It was exactly the powerful piece of technology I needed in my crypt; I took a mental note of the brand and continued my inspection.

A middle-aged vampire was asleep in the bed, naked under a sheet: she gave me a real thrill. Rather reluctantly, I opened my bag and took out the stake and the sword. As I was surprised that she was sleeping in a bed and not in a coffin, I wanted to check she was one of us, so before starting on my task I lifted the sheet and touched her breast. She was indeed ice-cold. I stuck the stake through her heart before she could wake up and then beheaded her. A deft, professional blow. Her head rolled across the floor, under the dressing table, and came to rest next to her slippers, which is where I left it spurting blood. I assumed the vampire must have had a feast before falling asleep, because the room was soon splattered in red and we vampires only bleed when digesting. The two youngsters were no problem either, but their room smelled pleasantly of strange herbs that put me on a high and made me want to laugh; while I was sticking the stake into Sorribes I did laugh and the fool woke up. The fact is his screams rather dampened my spirits. Luckily, that was that.

The Sorribes vampires were history. Sebastià could stop worrying now. I retrieved my stake and sword and returned to my crypt feeling as pleased as Punch with a job well done. The sight of so much blood had given me an appetite, and I decided to celebrate my feats with a couple of hens and a small lamb. As I was  exhausted I went off to rest in my comfortable coffin, wondering how I’d manage to slip an electricity cable in unnoticed and install air conditioning. That evening I dreamed of that vampire’s breasts and woke up at ten with a hard-on.

The following morning Sebastià dropped by and he didn’t look too happy. I was still wearing the bloodstained shirt, but as Sebastià is colour-blind and can’t identify the colour red, I decided to let it slide.

“What’s new, Sebastià? Anything the matter?” I asked, knowing there’d been at least one change in town.

“For God’s sake, haven’t you heard about the disaster at the Sorribes mansion?” he replied in a stress.

“No…”

“Butchery, my lad! Real butchery! They’ve dispatched a contingent of police from Barcelona. The TV people are here as well! I’ve just popped by to tell you to watch out, because there’s a madman around.”

“A madman?” I asked, taken aback.

“A very dangerous madman. Yesterday someone broke into the Sorribes villa and stabbed the lot of them. Chopped their heads off as well. The four of them: husband, wife and two kids. This morning the postman found the maid in a state of shock and discovered the corpses.” He added in a worried voice, “This is a psychopath at work, my lad.”

“But he was a vampire…” I replied warily.

“Vampire or not, this was barbaric!” countered Sebastià indignantly.

“You said he was sucking your blood…”

“Yes… But they’ve been done in so brutally!” And he went on, thinking aloud, “I expect it’s one of those gangs from Eastern Europe…”

“I’m at a loss for words. You’ve chilled me to the bone. If you pricked me now, you’d not get a drop of blood out of me!”

“I know how you feel. In a case like this, you don’t know what to say. Poor family! If you’d seen them…”

I was really confused. I thought Sebastià would be pleased I’d destroyed that colony of blood-sucking vampires, but that was clearly not the case. Something had gone wrong.

“Keep a watch out,” he shouted as he left. “Keep your eyes skinned. And change that shirt, for Chrissake. It’s a mess!”

 

 

It’s obvious I’m getting past it: there is no way one can understand these mortals. I’ve probably spent too long roaming this benighted world, and the time has come to bid farewell. Basically it’s only fun being immortal if, in fact, you’re not, and I’ve felt a little out of place for a couple of centuries amid so much modernity. What’s the fun in being a vampire if people aren’t frightened any more and the categorical imperative doesn’t allow one to go around champing on necks? What’s the point in being immortal if you can’t enjoy a bottle of Dom Pérignon or go to the Botafumeiro and have a proper shellfish blowout? These are the questions I’ve been asking myself of late, and I can find no answers. Perhaps  the bottom line is that being a vampire isn’t such great shakes. Obviously I really got my wires crossed over the Sorribeses. I don’t mean that Savall ought to organize a homage to me or name a street after me – though I don’t see why they shouldn’t – but frankly I was expecting a different reaction. At the very least, that Sebastià would be over the moon.

At any rate, I did what a vampire had to do and my conscience is clear, and isn’t that what it’s really all about? As my mother used to tell customers who couldn’t get it up, at the end of the day, it’s the thought that counts.






The First

(Pre) Historic Serial Killer

A number of us woke up this morning when the storm broke, only to find another corpse in the cave. This time it was Philip. The moment I saw his smashed skull and brains seeping down his temples into a pool of black blood I almost fainted, but the others slapped me and I came round. I rushed to rouse our chief and ask him to come and look and tell us what to do, but Charles is on the deaf side and slept like a log, and though the men were shouting, we finally had to piss on him to wake him up. Grumbling and bleary-eyed, our chief examined Philip’s body, cursing our bones for dragging him out of bed at such an early hour. In the meantime, the rain stopped and the sun came out.

While Charles and the others speculated about what had happened, I studied the bloody rock that lay a few yards from Philip’s corpse and suggested to Charles that the two might be related. Charles, a rather laconic troglodyte, looked at me sceptically and warned me not to jump to conclusions.

“Take this an inch at a time,” he commented. “I want my breakfast first.”

After gobbling down fried ostrich eggs and turtle-and-herb sausages, Charles calmed his men down, insisting it must have been an accident. Then he brushed his teeth on a branch and said he’d like to speak to me in private. We surreptitiously retreated to a little recess at the back of the cave so the other males wouldn’t hear our conversation, but as our cave has magnificent acoustics and you have to shout at Charles to make sure he hears you, everybody eavesdropped on our chinwag. In fact, I didn’t see the point of so much secrecy, because he soon called an assembly to inform the men, and except for Harry, who’s rather snoopy, nobody seemed particularly interested.

Charles, who isn’t as stupid as he seems, asked me to open an investigation, because three deaths in fourteen moons are too many and the clan was beginning to feel edgy. The facts that all three were male and that we found them early in the morning with their heads smashed in by a rock was too much of a coincidence – however, prudent Harry and Charles favour the accident hypothesis. For my part, I’m pretty sure something’s up in the cave. My problem is I don’t know what.

Harry, Charles’s right-hand man, immediately protested at the very idea I should lead the investigation, but Charles quickly landed a punch, knocking a couple of his teeth out, and that was the end of the argument. It really makes a lot of sense he’s chosen me to handle this; I am, by a long chalk, the cleverest troglodyte ever. Of the twenty males that comprise the Hairy Bear tribe (give or take one), I’m the only one not to stumble  over the same stone every morning when I leave the cave, a phenomenon that intrigues the lot of them. The other point in my favour is that I’m the troglodyte with the most free time on his hands, because Charles has banned me from going hunting, partly because I’m not very handy at it and he prefers me to stay with the females rather than upset the hunting party. Indeed, if I hadn’t discovered fire by chance one spring evening when the other males were rutting and I was bored stiff, they’d probably have put me six feet under and I’d be pushing up daisies in the necropolis or in some animal’s craw. After all, thinking with one’s head and not one’s feet (or that other appendage) has its advantages, and I trust that will get some recognition someday.

Because of the privileged status I enjoy as the idler in the tribe, I had no choice but to follow Charles’s orders. He’s in charge and, however much we grumble, this is no democracy. As the rain had stopped, the men went mammoth-hunting and the women snail-collecting; in the meantime I slumped under a fig tree and activated my grey cells to find a lead to help me discover the murderer’s identity. Charles and Harry can say what they like, but I am convinced there’s skulduggery afoot and we’re dealing with three murders with a capital M.

The first to cop it was Edward, whose head was also smashed in with a bloody stone that was left lying next to him. Edward was a fine fellow but as daft as a brush, so we all thought it was self-inflicted and left it at that. A few moons later on it was James’s turn, and since he received most blows to the right side of his skull, I started to think  we were barking up the wrong tree. Everyone in the clan knew James was left-handed (because his right arm ended up in some beast’s belly), so it could hardly have been suicide or an accident, which was our theory in Edward’s case. My suspicions were confirmed this morning when we found Philip’s corpse. At a glance the cause of death seems similar, but as nobody knows how to carry out an autopsy comme il faut, we can’t be sure. In the absence of scientific evidence I must tread the slippery terrain of hypothesis, where it’s easy to come a cropper. Nonetheless, I think there are three facts I can establish beyond a shadow of a doubt: first, all three met a violent death; second, someone smashed their skulls in with a rock; third, it happened while they were sleeping, because we found all three on the pile of rotting leaves we call a bed.

Far be it from me to seem melodramatic, but considering that the modus operandi seems to be the same in each case, I’m beginning to think we are dealing with the first prehistoric serial killer ever. The fellow who did it has bumped off three men and we’ve yet to find him, so I deduce he must be a cold, calculating male, and a brainy chap too.

 

 

Mid-morning the hunters returned with a couple of mammoths. There were no casualties on this occasion. After clearing it with Charles I started my interrogations, and spoke to every member of the tribe to see if anyone didn’t have an alibi. Unfortunately they all did, because they swore to a man they were snoozing in the cave. As  I’d spent the night at the necropolis reflecting on the question of to be or not to be, I realized I was the only one without a rock-solid alibi. But I’d swear I didn’t kill Philip. I’m almost absolutely sure on that front.

Given that everyone has an alibi, I concluded we were perhaps looking in the wrong place. Not far from our cave there’s a small hamlet of stone houses we call Canterbury, because the inhabitants love cant. It’s more than likely the murderer doesn’t belong to our tribe and has come from outside. If the murderer is an outsider, the Canters are top of my list; as far as we know, they are the only prehistoric community round about. After I had informed Charles of my conclusions, our chief decided to send a fact-finding mission.

Charles, Harry, Alfred and yours truly went to Canterbury. At first we were on tenterhooks, given that the Canters are practising cannibals (“endocannibals” is the term they use) and we were afraid they’d gobble us up before we could explain why we’d come. In the end, our fears were groundless. The Canterbury Neanderthals are amazingly hospitable and gave us a first-rate welcome, all things being equal. They even invited us to wash in a green bath of aromatic herbs, a form of ritual ablution, but as water is not our favourite element, we politely refused the bath, claiming our beliefs forbade us to wash and we’d come on business. After the typical exchange of presents – an oval stone for a round one, a trefoil for an ammonite – we told William, their chief, what had happened in our cave and our suspicions. He was adamant in his response.

“How on earth could the murderer be a Canter if, as you say, nobody tucked in to the corpses? You know we are cannibals!” he grimaced, visibly annoyed.

“Yes, but you always say you practise endocannibalism, I mean you only eat your own…” I retaliated.

“In fact, we like a little bit of this and a little bit of that…” William confessed rather reluctantly. “However, we use more sophisticated tools and don’t go around killing people with rocks, like you. For God’s sake, if it had been one of us, he’d have used an axe, not a boulder!”

“True enough,” I acquiesced.

“Right, let’s be off then!” roared Charles, springing to his feet. “That’s all cleared up, William, we won’t bother you any more. Do forgive us for burdening you with all our woes. Some individuals,” he added, giving me a withering look, “think they’re real bloody sapiens sapiens…”

“Don’t worry,” said William knowingly, “weeds prosper wherever.”

We walked back in silence, our tails between our legs (in Alfred’s case not merely metaphorically speaking). Back in our cave, I got a tongue-lashing and savaging I couldn’t dodge. Charles and Harry were livid and shouted at me in front of the women.

“We were made to look like complete fools!” Harry spat in my face. “I don’t know what the fucking use such a highly developed brain is if you never get it right!”

“To err is only human,” I answered meekly.

“Come on, Mycroft, stop being such a Sherlock and get cracking. See if you can invent the axe!” added Charles. “We were made to look like a bunch of yokels!”

“All right, I’ll see what I can do in the morning,” I agreed.

I had no choice but to discount the outsider theory and concentrate on the inhabitants of our cave, because if the Canters are innocent, the guilty party must be one of us. After ruminating a while, waiting for the women to serve tea, I thought I’d better concentrate on discovering what the three victims – that is, Philip, James and Edward – had in common, and I reached the following conclusions: a) all three were male; b) all three were hunters; c) none was immortal. Apart from that I drew a blank and couldn’t establish a motive, because the deceased were all beautiful people. Strictly in terms of their characters, I mean.

After tea, while getting ready to have a nap, I thought it would be worth my while to create a psychological profile of the murderer and see if I could eliminate any suspects. The results were disappointing: the only conclusion I drew was that the guilty man is someone who can wield a rock. So I could discount the children and Geoffrey, who doesn’t have any arms because a bear ate them one day while he was taking a siesta under a pile of branches by the cave. Not counting the three who’ve already passed away, there remain some fifty-three suspects, because I wouldn’t want to leave the women out or they’d be furious and accuse me of being a male pig. Fifty-three suspects are a lot of suspects, but it’s better than nothing.

In any case, I had to shorten this list. I retraced my steps, recalling how I’d established, quite reasonably,  that the murderer must be a cold, calculating, intelligent fellow. Naturally, that led me automatically to eliminate women and children from my enquiry. I reviewed the list of males in the tribe and, essentially, was unable to identify a single one worthy of the epithet of “intelligent”. Once more, the finger of suspicion points at me: I don’t have an alibi and am the only Neanderthal in the group whose neurons function at all. Moreover, I’m a cold customer and the only one able to calculate within a reasonably small margin of error how many tribal males are left if three bite the dust. I plucked up my courage and accepted the evidence: no doubt about it, I’m the murderer.

“I’ve solved the case,” I told Charles, who was busy carving a mammoth. “After examining the facts, I’ve reached the conclusion that I did it.”

“What do you mean?” retorted Charles, putting the mammoth to one side and glowering at me.

“I’ve told you so many times that when you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable , must be the truth,” I declared. “Charles, I am the murderer.”

“Mycroft, cut the crap!” thundered Charles, punching a rock and breaking a couple of bones in his hand. “How the hell could you have killed them if the sight of a drop of blood sends you fainting to the floor…!”

“True enough. I’d forgotten.”

“So, get on with it. If you don’t solve this case none of us will get any shut-eye, and you’re up for immolation, you know that, don’t you?”

“No, I didn’t. It’s news to me.”

“Well, I had the idea a while back. We voted on the motion and it was passed nem. con. Sorry, I forgot to pass the news on.”

“That’s OK.”

 

 

I have the impression I’m miscuing this investigation. From the start I’ve focused on who, but perhaps if I concentrate on why the answer will come just like that. Why were Edward, James and Philip in particular picked for the chop? What’s the motive lurking behind these deaths? Who gains?

There’s one aspect Harry highlighted, and it may be worth some consideration. All we males of the tribe are stressed out by the murders, but the women, on the other hand, are as cool as cucumbers, as if the serial-killer thing doesn’t affect them. Not even Elizabeth, the matriarch of the group, seems the least bit worried by the fact we have a head-smashing psychopath in the cave. This made me wonder. What can’t I see? What am I missing?

We all know women have a secret: What do they do to get pregnant? Do they swallow on the sly a magic root we know nothing about? Do they hoard their farts, inflate their bellies and thus create a child inside? All of us males are obsessed by procreation, because however much we bluster on our weekend binges, the females are in the driving seat. If we could crack the female secret behind pregnancy, the power they exert over us would evaporate. Can’t you tidy the cave? You’ve pissed up the wrong tree!  The meat was tough again! They treat us like dummies, and on the pretext that they have to suckle their babes they dispatch us to get rid of the rubbish and hunt wild animals, which means we often return to the cave limbless or missing a companion. But there’s no way we can find out how the buggers do it.

The day before his head was smashed in, Edward announced he’d found out their big secret: females get pregnant thanks to our white wee-wee. Of course, this is pure idiocy, and apart from Philip and James, who are credulous men, none of us gave it a second thought. I mean, if male wee-wee was what got women pregnant, the goats and hens in the corral would also be bringing kids into the world! Those poor chaps are so simple-minded!

Even though I don’t think the women’s secret is at all connected with the homicides, I decided to have a word with Elizabeth, because all in all this is making me feel uneasy. I told her my doubts and she reassured me straight away.

“Mycroft, don’t get your knickers in a twist, I beg you.”

“It’s just that you don’t seem scared by the psychopath in the cave. At the very least it’s a little odd…”

“So you want to be the next one to appear one morning with his head smashed in?” she asked, picking up a rock.

“Of course not… But if I don’t find the guilty party, they’re going to immolate me at the crack of the dawn. You know how pernickety old Charles is…”

“Sit down and listen to me, then,” she said with a sigh. “This is what you must tell Charles and his band of rogues.”

As Elizabeth isn’t short of spunk and is quite able to send an adult male flying from one end of the cave to another, I sat obediently next to her and listened to her most rational explanations. Given her excellent aim when sling-hunting bats, I found her arguments most persuasive. I immediately went to see Charles to tell him a second time that I’d solved the case.

“James, Edward and Philip were punished by the gods because they discovered something they weren’t supposed to know,” I affirmed smugly.

“And what might that be?” asked Charles offhandedly.

“The women’s secret. The child thing…”

“Oh!” Charles scratched his private parts with his nails and out jumped a couple of fleas. “And who the fuck might these gods be?”

“Gods are superior beings who rule the universe,” I answered, making it up as I went along. “They are eternal, almighty and immortal. From up in the sky where they live, they see all and know all.”

“How do you know?” he enquired, looking at me like a wet fish.

“I had a vision in my dreams. I was told that if we stop trying to find out what women do to be with child there will be no more deaths.”

“What good news!” exclaimed Charles, squashing another flea. “Case closed! Now let’s sup. I’m so hungry I could eat a diplodocus!”

And he added, with a grin, winking his only eye at me, “If they weren’t extinct, I mean…”

I can’t complain. Today I’ve solved three murders  and in one fell swoop invented prophecies, gods and oneiromancy. And, into the bargain, saved my own skin. The only thing worrying me now is that from here on everybody will be badgering me to interpret his dreams and will have the cheek to want me to do it for nothing. I can see it all. “I’m having erotic dreams about my mother or dreaming about killing my father.” Or, “Yesterday I dreamt John’s menhir was longer than mine…” You know, perhaps I should consider inventing psychoanalysis. It’s not as if I have anything better to do.






The Offering

When he got to the Clinical Hospital that morning and saw the name on the medical record for the body that had just come in, he didn’t give it a second thought. Eugènia Grau Sallent. Twenty-nine years old. Circumstances surrounding death: possible suicide caused by an overdose of diazepam, no other signs of violence. The victim hadn’t left a note. The autopsy was timetabled for the following day and he was the forensic scheduled to perform. Half of the staff was on holiday and the other hadn’t a spare moment, so it was only reasonable for him to be assigned the case, though he was hardly idling. It was his good luck that no corpses had been admitted over the last few days and he’d been able to devote some time to his backlog of paperwork. But the party was over. Experience showed that when one dead body came in, more would soon follow.

The name of the woman whose autopsy he’d have to carry out made him think of another Eugènia and the bunch of reports he’d promised to take her that morning. Eugènia was one of the secretaries who worked for the forensic pathology department, and she’d been expecting that batch of overdue files for  weeks. He glanced at the dossiers piling up on his desk and sighed. The bureaucratic procedures of the judiciary never failed to put him in a foul mood, but he decided he might as well complete the files that were almost finished. At the very least, he’d give Eugènia something to be getting on with. A couple of hours later, he hummed his way to her office with a sheaf of documents under his arm.

Marta, the other secretary, was on holiday, and nobody was around. Eugènia’s computer was switched off and her table was neat and tidy, as if she’d not come in to work that morning. It was strange because in the six years he’d worked as a forensic doctor at the Clinical Hospital in Barcelona he couldn’t recall that girl ever missing a day. Perhaps she’d also gone on holiday? Not likely; the secretaries took it in turns and one couldn’t go off until the other was back. Besides, he’d seen her the previous afternoon behind her desk, as quiet and efficient as ever, and she’d whispered an inaudible “see you tomorrow” when he nodded in her direction. She’d not mentioned any holiday, so she must be ill. He left the reports on her desk and walked glumly back to his windowless cubicle. With a little luck, nobody would bother him and he’d be done by midday.

How old was Eugènia? About his age? He imagined she was well past thirty, although he’d never actually asked her. In fact, the two of them couldn’t be said ever to do small talk. Eugènia was dour and introverted, and they had very little in common. And she was ugly. Incredibly so. A rare structural ugliness due to a range  of small blemishes that weren’t easily removed. In her case, genes had dealt her a bad hand and made her the repository of all her ancestors’ flaws. Poor Eugènia had simply been very unlucky.

She was short and stout and her legs were too short and her torso too long. Her breasts were massive in relation to her height, and she was round-shouldered. Dark-haired and swarthy, but dingily so, she was extraordinarily hairy into the bargain. When she waxed, her legs and arms became a mass of tiny red scars that only disappeared when her hair started to grow back. A real mess.

As for her facial features, she hadn’t been let off lightly there either. Flabby cheeks, bulbous nose, bulging eyes and greasy, spotty skin that she tried to conceal beneath a thick layer of make-up. She dressed unpretentiously, normally in dark colours, but nothing she wore did her any favours. If she had ever worried about her appearance, she’d long ago given up trying to look pretty and now merely tried to pass unnoticed.

He’d thought Eugènia was unpleasant from day one. When he had to go to the secretaries’ office to pass along a file, he always tried to deal with Marta, because her colleague’s unsightly body and unpleasant features put him on edge. He couldn’t help it.

“Hasn’t Eugènia come in yet?” he asked one of his colleagues.

“Eugènia? The poor thing’s downstairs. Didn’t you see her record?”

“Record? Which one? You mean the one for the woman admitted this morning?”

So secretary Eugènia, nature’s joke in bad taste, with whom he’d been working for six years, was the woman who’d committed suicide, currently going cold in the basement. He put on his gown and went down to the room where they kept the corpses to take a look. According to her record, Eugènia was in cooler ten. When he opened it, he came up against her misshapen body and familiar acne-splattered face. Yes, there she was, as white as marble except for her face, which now had a good colour to it. How odd. The girl had felt spirited enough to put make-up on before taking her own life. Powdered nose, rouge on cheeks, eyeliner, red lipstick… She wasn’t wearing earrings or any other adornment, except for a small, apparently antique ring on her right hand, and her hair was tied up with a blue ribbon. One thing did catch his attention: the sweet scent given off by her body. A fresh, strong, flowery fragrance, though he couldn’t identify the flowers. At most he could distinguish the smell of roses and violets, but that was as far as it went. Nevertheless, the smell emanating from Eugènia’s body wasn’t of violets or roses, or maybe it was, but mixed in with other scents. All in all, it was extremely pleasant. He sniffed her legs, her belly, her breasts, her arms, her neck and hair. No doubt about it. She had splashed perfume all over herself, every fold and cranny, as if wanting to ensure she would continue to smell sweetly after death.

According to the preliminary report, she had been dead ten or twelve hours. If she’d not been as pale as marble from the neck downwards, you’d have said she was asleep. He looked at her card again. Twenty-nine,  when he’d have guessed thirty-five or thirty-six. Yes, now that he looked at her closely, that girl hadn’t passed the thirty mark. It was really strange: she looked younger now that she was dead. The report said they’d found her in her bedroom at home, stretched out on her bed in a supine position, stark naked but covered by a blanket. Next to her they’d found a white summer dress yet to be worn, and, on her bedside table, three empty boxes of Valium, a glass and a bottle of mineral water. She had gone to the trouble of sending her neighbour a note so she’d find her early on and ring 061, and had also had the forethought to leave the door on the latch so the firemen wouldn’t have to force it. Everything indicated that before swallowing the pills, Eugènia had seen to every last detail. Even to the point of choosing the dress she wanted to be buried in. You didn’t find many young suicides with such sangfroid.

Of course, he had never autopsied anyone he’d known. Forensics, like surgeons, never open family or friends. They leave that to someone else. In Eugènia’s case, the girl had been working at the hospital since she was twenty and everyone knew her, even if the two of them had never hit it off. Anyway, he knew next to nothing about her. Whether she had a boyfriend (he figured she didn’t), or friends or was happy at work. As far as he was concerned, Eugènia was merely the secretary he greeted politely when he went in and out of the clinic and to whom, every so often, he handed the reports to be sent to court. In the six years they had worked in that department, they’d never had coffee together,  shared a joke or commiserated over some setback in their lives. The truth was, Eugènia was a completely unknown quantity.

Even so, it felt strange to think that tomorrow he’d have her naked and defenceless on the autopsy table. He wished the case had been assigned to someone else. He did remember one thing about her: she was very shy and quick to blush. Whenever he poked his nose into the secretaries’ office, Eugènia would immediately turn red and hide her less-than-attractive face behind hair that was as rough and black as coal. Poor girl, he thought, genuinely moved, she was so ugly no man can ever have given her a second glance. Of course he never had. He had just treated her like a piece of the furniture and avoided sitting at the same table when they were both in the cafeteria. As far as he could remember, he’d never paid her a compliment or smiled at her beyond the call of politeness. And he’d never done so because she was ugly and her ugliness made him feel uncomfortable. He regretted that now.

He shut the door to the cold store and decided to put her out of his mind. He must concentrate on the paperwork. He went upstairs and straight to his office, determined to bury himself in his private backlog of bureaucracy. However, before doing so, he switched on his computer to take a look at his emails, as he always did mid-morning. And saw it. A message addressed to him from someone he wasn’t expecting to hear from at all. Name of sender: Eugènia Grau. His heart missed a beat.

It was a short message, barely two lines. It started Dear Doctor and signed off with Sincerely yours. In a neutral,  polite tone, Eugènia asked one thing of him: that he personally should carry out the autopsy on her when she was brought to the morgue. Nothing else. That was it. Taken aback, he read her concise text several times, trying to decipher a possible hidden meaning. Eugènia had left no suicide note, but for some reason that escaped him she had taken the trouble to perfume herself, make her face up and email him that highly unusual request before ending it all. His stomach lurched. He didn’t know what to think.

 

 

He decided not to say a word and spent the rest of the morning sitting in his office pretending to work. Just before two o’clock, he informed his colleagues that he had a headache and was going home. It was true; his head was pounding. He was on his way, walking past the secretaries’ office, when he stopped in his tracks. He had a hunch. In a flash he went inside and started rummaging through Eugènia’s desk drawers. He soon found them. There they were. A set of her house keys, with her address attached. Yes, it was the address that was also on her medical record. After thinking about it for a few seconds, he put the keys in his pocket and rushed out. As soon as he hit the sidewalk, the afternoon sun dazzled him and he had to shut his eyes. A motorcyclist almost knocked him down. What the hell was he up to? There he was, in a complete fog in a taxi, asking the driver to take him to the address on the keyring. His heart was racing and he found it hard to breathe, let alone think.  The girl lived alone, on Floridablanca Street, very close to where they worked. The taxi arrived in just a couple of minutes.

Eugènia’s flat was near the Sant Antoni market, in a district to the left of the Eixample that had never lost its noisy working-class character. The market had been the first to be built outside the old city walls when those were demolished near the end of the nineteenth century, and it retained its spectacular iron structure and bustling atmosphere. It was still the centre of the busy commercial activity that characterized the neighbourhood where Eugènia’s family had lived for nigh on a century. At the end of May 1909 Eugènia’s great-great-grandparents had moved there with their burden of children, belongings and debts, and the expectation that they would find home comforts there that were impossible to find in the tiny dismal flats in the old part of the city. Little did they imagine that the streets of their new neighbourhood would very soon be transformed into scenes of violent conflict between workers and troops in the Setmana Tràgica, or that smoke from burning churches would blacken the sky over their new start in life. It had been a short journey from where they used to live, a brief twenty-minute exodus on foot, but far enough to leave behind that labyrinth of damp, narrow streets prey to overcrowding, dirt and poverty. Unlike the well-off middle classes who had migrated further, to the distinguished buildings the architects had erected on the right of Balmes Street, more modest families like Eugènia’s were forced to settle for those humbler flats  on the borders of their old district. Now, together with El Raval, it was one of the most densely populated parts of Barcelona, and home to most of the city’s immigrants. You only had to look at the headscarves worn by the Arab women, or listen to the melancholy voices of the men huddled on street corners or sitting on benches, conversing in distant, incomprehensible tongues. The frantic Babel of streets in Eugènia’s neighbourhood was awash, as it had always been, with hope and rage, honest folk and hoodlums, next-door neighbours from way back and newcomers. With tenements and pavements that harboured resigned prostitutes and old dears going to their daily mass, pimps and shopkeepers, informers and plain-clothes police. Traffic was bumper-to-bumper and car fumes polluted the air. There were few tourists strolling thereabouts. They preferred to go to the beach or enjoy the air conditioning in the museums.

The tenement where Eugènia had lived didn’t have a concierge. It must have had one once because it still had the old bolt-hole, but at some point the neighbours had clearly decided to save money by installing an automatic entry system. Concierges are expensive, and it remained a modest neighbourhood however much the prices of apartments had rocketed in recent years. He didn’t find it difficult to find the front-door key, because there were only three on the keyring, one no doubt for the mailbox, and two bigger ones.

There was a narrow, gloomy staircase, which at that time of the day reeked of boiled cabbage. As it was summer and the windows were open, he could hear mothers  shouting at their children to come and eat, and impatient, grumbling men demanding their dinner. Eugènia lived on the fourth floor (which was really the fifth) and there was no elevator. He gritted his teeth and started on the steep ascent.

Once he was at the top he opened the door and went into the girl’s flat, trying not to make any noise that would alert the neighbours. What he was doing was probably not altogether illegal, but at the very least it was rather unorthodox. Forensic pathologists don’t visit the scene of the crime when the coroner has removed the corpse. It’s not one of their duties. Why was he doing it, then? What was he hoping to find?

In all the time he’d been a forensic, he’d never thought of doing such a thing. It would also be the first time he’d carry out an autopsy on someone he had known. Was he perhaps hoping to find a clue to why Eugènia had committed suicide? With the unprepossessing looks life’s lottery had granted her, it wasn’t difficult to imagine her leading a lonely life, being chronically depressed or not feeling as if she belonged to a world where beauty and the attributes of youth seemed to determine the rules of the game. Eugènia must have grown tired of looking at herself in the mirror every morning and seeing only a reflection of her ugliness. She must have given up the struggle. And she had been working at the morgue long enough to know that suicides always pass through the Clinical Hospital. Under the circumstances, she must have preferred the autopsy to be performed by the doctor she’d had least to do with. It was all a question of  tact. Yes, that explained the message she had sent him. It couldn’t mean anything else.

The flat was light and strangely tidy, like her work desk. Not a speck of dust to be seen. It was a small flat, barely seven hundred square feet, but Eugènia had good taste. The few pieces of furniture she owned were solid and made of fine wood, and the decor was subdued without seeming characterless. There were rugs on the floor and plants by the windows, and books as well. Hundreds of books. Bookcases galore. Eugènia was clearly a well-read girl. She was no simpleton.

The kitchen was also tidy and the fridge was completely empty. Somebody had unplugged it. Nor was there anything in the bin. Eugènia had had the forethought to empty the fridge and take the rubbish out to avoid leftover food rotting and stinking up the house: far-sighted to the bitter end. He entered her bedroom apprehensively. The curtains were open and sunlight was pouring in. The forensics unit must have taken away the glass, bottle of water and boxes of Valium because they were nowhere to be seen, but there was a slim volume on her bedside table. The book was open and a postcard was marking the page. It looked vaguely familiar.

He picked up the postcard and turned it over to see who had sent it. A shiver ran down his spine. It was the postcard he had sent his colleagues at the hospital a couple of summers ago, when he was on holiday. He’d spent three weeks touring the Balkans with an orthopaedic-surgeon colleague of his, although their relationship had been short-lived. All the women he  got close to did their best to take over his life, but he wasn’t ready to make commitments, and in the end they all left him. He glanced back at the postcard rather nervously. It was one of those typical postcards that tourists like to send to friends or relatives, a landscape of the region of Thrace with a few ancient ruins in the background. The image meant nothing special. In fact, he could have sent that card or a dozen others. It had simply been a polite gesture. He put the postcard down and picked up the book. It was a modern edition of Phaedrus, a translation. He dug into his memory and tried to disinter texts he’d read and forgotten from high school. Wasn’t Phaedrus the dialogue about beauty? Or was that Phaedon?

He was forced to sit down when the room started to spin. His body was drenched in sweat, a cold, unpleasant sweat. He was a doctor, and, though his special interest was forensic medicine, he could still recognize when two symptoms were connected. That Eugènia had used this postcard to mark the page in the book on her bedside table the moment she committed suicide and that she’d sent him that unusual request couldn’t be two isolated acts. Perhaps the book indicated something as well. Had Eugènia chosen it to kill time while she waited for the pills to take effect, or had she decided to commit suicide as a result of reading it? If he recalled correctly and Phaedrus spoke of beauty, the book reinforced his first hypothesis. Yes, that must be it. Eugènia had committed suicide because her ugliness made her feel tremendously unhappy.

He picked up the book and went off to the dining room. When he finished reading, it was six o’clock. He had been right. The book was about what Eugènia wasn’t. Or maybe was, because right now he couldn’t be so sure. Wasn’t Plato really saying that beauty is independent of the physical world, a quality of the non-sensory world that doesn’t necessarily correspond to the one captured by our senses? The thought was highly disturbing. Reading the book, you could hardly say the philosopher was pouring scorn on ugly people; rather, he was warning of the error of trusting in appearances. On the other hand, Socrates’ ugliness was proverbial. The old philosopher was no Adonis. So what if there was beauty after all in Eugènia’s misshapen body? But what kind of beauty? An inner, purely intellectual beauty, like the one Alcibiades had praised in Socrates in the Symposium? One that Eugènia cultivated with all her sophisticated reading matter? But if that was so, why had she committed suicide?

 

 

When he walked into the hospital the next morning, Eugènia was already on the autopsy table. Her body still gave off a flowery scent. They’d followed his instructions and taken off her ring and the ribbon with which she’d tied back her hair. They’d washed her face, her make-up had gone, and she was now a pallid white. Her lips and nails had acquired the blue tone that diazepam poisoning brings on, and she no longer looked if as she was asleep. She was, frankly, very ugly. He unhurriedly pulled on his gloves and put on a plastic apron, and cheerfully asked  the assistant he’d been assigned for the day to open the back part of the skull while he took his scalpel and prepared routinely to extract her other organs. He wasn’t expecting any surprises. Experience told him that they were dealing with a conventional suicide and that all they would find would be a general collapse provoked by the overdose of tranquillizers.

Normally, when he was working in the dissection room, he did so to music by the Beatles, the Rolling Stones, Tina Turner, Michael Jackson or Madonna. Some of his colleagues preferred to listen to classical music, but he’d rather his head was filled with upbeat melodies and songs that invited you to hum along and not think. On that occasion, he said he wanted silence and was in no mood for jokes or chit-chat. A little solemnity was the least he owed that ugly girl who had remained a stranger while they worked together for six years. His assistant nodded, shrugged his shoulders, and started to saw bone.

He had slept badly that night, with one nightmare after another. He’d woken up exhausted and soaked in sweat. In one of those dreams, the only one he could remember, Eugènia, dressed like a bride, had smiled at him with her chubby, spot-infested face. Her hair was tied back with that blue ribbon and one of her hands stretched out, beckoning him to follow her. He resisted.

On his way to work, he’d thought how in essence there’d been nothing in the dream to justify the unpleasant, anguished feeling he’d woken up with. Standing in the morgue, preparing to stick his nose inside Eugènia’s  body, the memory of that disturbing nightmare upset him again and made his pulse race. He took a deep breath and tried to regain his composure. He was a professional who had performed thousands of necropsies. He must chase off those ridiculous images and concentrate on the task. While he was cutting the skin of her trunk and proceeding to detach her thorax, he suddenly realized where he’d gone wrong. His scalpel fell to the ground, and for a few moments it was as if he’d turned to stone while his brain strived to come to terms with the consequences of the discovery he’d just made. It was too sinister, too twisted. His assistant observed the scene in silence and retrieved the scalpel without opening his mouth; he could see the doctor’s face was as white as the corpse he had just opened.

He’d got it completely wrong. Eugènia’s request had nothing to do with any sense of tact, or with the fact they’d barely interacted. It was quite the opposite. Eugènia had died because she wanted him to look at her and touch her, as he would never have done when she was alive. She was offering him her body the only way she knew he’d be prepared to receive it: stiff and cold. After all, she’d primped herself out with the attributes of a bride. She had understood that ending her life was the only way to be intimate with him, with the man whose polite silences had slapped her in the face with her own ugliness day after day. That’s why she’d kept that postcard and sent him that strange message disguised behind such prosaic words. Had she also foreseen that he’d visit her flat, or wasn’t that part of the script she’d written?

He tried to control himself. He set her organs down one by one on the table until he had gutted her. First he examined her brain. It weighed exactly two pounds and twelve ounces. It was entirely symmetrical and flawless. In fact, one of the most perfect brains he’d ever seen. There was no bruising, no minor haemorrhage, no imperfection, and it possessed the uncanny beauty of harmonious proportion and unusual refinement. That was what caught his attention. In all the years he had been working as a forensic, he’d never seen such a well-formed brain as the one he’d just extracted from Eugènia. It was entrancing: a prodigy of undulating tissue that very few eyes can have been privileged to contemplate over the centuries. He then went on to examine her remaining organs. They were all intact. No sign of oedemas or blocked arteries, as if Eugènia had never swallowed the pills or the passage of time had left no trace on her insides. Each of her viscera was exquisitely proportioned in a way it was impossible to find in any human body.

Eugènia’s immaculate organs were the repositories of such sublime, extraordinary beauty that he was continually forced to catch his breath. Her entrails irradiated a hypnotic, luminous quality, and the smell they gave off wasn’t at all unpleasant. There were no signs of putrefaction. In some way, it was as if Eugènia’s body allowed him to contemplate the great secret, the primordial model of absolute perfection. Once again, that thought paralysed him.

He stayed still for a long time. Ecstatic. Astonished. Silent. However much he tried, he couldn’t take his  eyes off that pure, unanticipated beauty, the existence of which he’d just discovered. His assistant was frightened to see him in such a state and offered to accompany him outside, but he refused and vigorously ordered him to leave. The assistant was used to obeying and left the room without protesting, but he was sure he’d soon be back with one of his colleagues.

He had very little time. Now he thought her body wasn’t at all deformed or monstrous, but a prodigy of beauty and perfection. He picked up needle and thread and lovingly began to sew up Eugènia’s empty body. He wanted to see to that personally. Then he put the ring back on her finger and the ribbon in her hair. Blue brings brides good luck. Finally, he put his lips next to the girl’s cold lips and kissed her.

When they eventually found him unconscious on the ground, he said he had simply fainted.

 

 

In the months to come, everyone noticed something was wrong with him. He hardly slept or ate, and the purple circles under his eyes made his pale face even more alarming. He’d got thinner and his hair had turned grey from one day to the next. Now it was almost white. He drank coffee all the time, and his left eye twitched nervously and forced him to blink compulsively. His pulse trembled and stuttered. His head of department grew worried and repeatedly begged him to take sick leave or go on holiday, but he refused laconically, insisting that he was fine. Despite his gradual deterioration and his  sickly appearance, he continued to arrive at work punctually and nobody had any complaints. In fact, he worked more hours than ever, as if he could never have enough to do, and he engineered it so he was always on call. For the last few months he’d been a silent presence at every autopsy, and always volunteered to lend a helping hand to the less experienced forensics. Everyone avoided his company but no one dared say a word to him.

One night he was left alone. The other doctor on duty was forced to go home suffering from a bad bout of summer flu. The rest of the staff had finished their shifts. The security guard was dozing as he did every night, sitting in his cubbyhole with his radio blaring and now and then glancing at the monitors that kept a watch on the entrance and sides of the building. Despite his apprehension when he’d first been assigned to the old site of the Institute for Forensic Anatomy, experience had taught him that problems always came from outside. He didn’t like the dead, but at least they never gave him any headaches.

Recently there’d been a constant stream of bodies. Suicides, accidents, drug overdoses, bodies stabbed to pieces, anonymous faces no one could identify… The coolers in the basement were crammed with corpses patiently waiting their turn before they could be sent to the cemetery or medical schools, and the staff were complaining. If it carried on at this rate, they’d have to do overtime. They didn’t know what to do with the bodies, and couldn’t cope with the workload.

There’d been no incidents that night. No calls, no  emergencies. The next morning, shortly before eight, the head of area arrived. He liked to be the first in, and used that quiet time to organize the day’s schedule and shifts before the phone started ringing. He wasn’t surprised when he didn’t see his colleague. If it was a quiet night the forensics on night duty got bored and often joined the nurses for coffee. He was probably upstairs in the library having a nap, or had gone to the cafeteria for breakfast. While he was rummaging for his keys, he thought he heard a noise in the basement. It was a kind of feeble, barely audible moan, like a continuous sobbing. No doubt somebody had left the radio on. He sighed, dropped off his coat and briefcase and went down the stairs to the morgue. The door was just pulled to. As he opened it, he instinctively felt frightened.

He tried to shout, but was unable to articulate a single sound. For a thousandth of a second he thought it might be a hallucination caused by the shadows in the morgue, a sly trick played on his brain by stress, but then he understood immediately that what he could see was for real.

Decomposing bodies piled up on tables, on the floor, open down the middle, with viscera scattered all over the room. It was impossible to take a step without treading on livers, encephalic matter, kidneys or dissected hearts. There were intestines tossed in every corner, like macabre streamers for some lugubrious party where the guests were dismembered and headless. The stench was unbearable, as if hell itself had thrown its gates open. The only spotlight in the room barely lit the central table where they performed necros, but the phantasmagoric skin  of mutilated corpses absorbed the light and projected a sad, sinister set of shadows. The moans were faint but could still be heard. They came from a man crying face down on one of those disembowelled corpses, his gown dripping blood. No doubt about it. It was one of his doctors. He seemed to be holding something. And there was lots of blood. Lots. But the dead don’t bleed.

He suddenly recognized her. She was one of their paediatric nurses, a particularly pretty girl with strikingly blonde hair. It was difficult not to notice that svelte, well-proportioned girl and her bright, cheerful eyes. Only two weeks ago she’d come to tell him how worried she was by the health of the man who was now sobbing over her bloody, opened body. She was naked and completely still, somehow tied to the table with plasters and bandages. The ball of cotton stuffed in her mouth must have stifled her screams but not asphyxiated her. She had undoubtedly resisted. Her blue eyes were wide open, but no longer smiling. She’d been cut open from top to bottom, her ribs pulled apart and various organs wrenched out. As he closed in, he thought the man was holding something that pulsated rhythmically. Suddenly he retched. It was the girl’s heart. Still beating.

The doctor didn’t even notice he was there. Beneath the tears, his gaze wandered aimlessly. The startling beauty he’d discovered inside Eugènia’s body had made him lose his reason. From that day on he’d searched every corpse that passed through his hands with the fury of a man possessed. He’d examined hearts, livers, brains, uteruses, kidneys, each of the organs capable of  hoarding that secret, dazzling beauty that had emerged unexpectedly from Eugènia’s imperfect body, and which he’d never ever found again. In his despair, he had decided to look for it in the prettiest woman he knew, only to meet failure once again. He now knew that he would never again contemplate that golden mean of harmonious proportion, that unusual, extraordinary beauty that Eugènia had generously given him when she’d offered him her lifeless body. And that certainty made the immense solitude overwhelming him at that moment irremediable. He had embarked on a journey into the deepest darkness with no return, a prisoner of an ancient and tragic wisdom that would never again be within his reach.
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