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			SIDE A

		

	
		
			we all know how it ends

			We all know how it ends and it doesn’t end happily. It’s a funny story, this one, because we all know the outcome but not the plot. We’re both all-seeing and blind, wise and ignorant. This is at the root of that melancholy we all share, the vague feeling that makes us weep on overcast days, that keeps us awake in the middle of the night and unsettles us when we have to wait too long for a loved one to return. It’s at the root of excessive human cruelty and unexpected human kindness. In a way, it’s at the root of everything: knowing the ending but not how we get there. This game has strange rules, rules no child would ever accept, because children don’t want you to tell them how the story ends: they don’t yet realise that knowing the ending is the only way to enjoy what comes before.

			There’s a death car outside the house.

			‘Papá.’ The word echoed deep inside the cave of my memories. ‘Papá.’ It was my voice. ‘Papá, wake up.’ And then it was my kids’ voices. ‘Oto, come on, wake up.’

			I was asleep. And when you sleep you sink into a deep, dark well in which time is all time accumulated – you’re both child and adult, a complete and timeless self, and I become the pure essence of Dani Mosca. To wake up is to take your allotted place on the calendar, to return to your assigned position: no more hugging ghosts and driving down the invisible motorway of your dreams.

			On my cheek, my son’s kisses. Ryo still kissed me, despite his age. He was nine and his kisses were those of all nine-year-olds: soft, wet, long. Maya sat down on the mattress; I could feel her weight by my feet. She no longer kissed me all that often – kisses had started to seem like kids’ stuff to her. And there’s nothing a twelve-year-old girl loathes more than kids’ stuff.

			Why is it always this way, that when you’re a child you’re in such a hurry to grow up? Last summer I watched my children playing happily in the sand on the beach and I thought: when do we stop making castles by the sea? When do we make that mistake? When do we accept that this is something meant only for kids? But maybe we never stop making sandcastles by the sea, we just call it something else. Like how becoming a parent doesn’t mean you stop being someone else’s child.

			It must have been 7.30 a.m. when I climbed into bed, making it abundantly clear that this morning and I weren’t meant for each other. And then, just moments after I’d shut my eyes, my children’s voices came into my ears. Oto, Oto. When they’re feeling affectionate they call me ‘Oto’, which is the Japanese way of saying ‘Daddy’.

			They sleep on the far side of the garden, in what is now Kei’s house and theirs, and which was once ours. I ended up living in the studio, separated from them, on the other side of the overgrown patio, like a lodger. ‘That’s the way you bohemian types do divorce,’ says Petru, the pure-blooded, tattooed Romanian we call whenever we need a handyman. He’d installed a shower and a tiny kitchen in the studio, and created a more intimate sleeping area, cut off from the rest of the equipment: the mixing desk, the computer, the keyboard, the guitars, the cables. This is where I live now.

			Bohemian is a word no one uses any more, but it’s a perfect way of describing a person who comes home after seven in the morning and goes to sleep in a music studio, on a futon that’s barely a foot off the floor. During the school holidays Ludivina, who’s every bit as Romanian as Petru, never let the children come over to my studio before I’d shown any sign of being awake. She never called me a bohemian. She made excuses for me. She knew that a single man is like a football no one kicks around any more.

			Kei was away doing concerts and she wouldn’t be back until Tuesday. But what day was it today? that was the question. Definitely late July. Definitely the summer holidays, because when the children have school, Ludivina makes their breakfast first, then sends them in to wake me up. And in August they’d be off to Japan with their mother, to spend three weeks with their grandparents in Okinawa, on the beaches of Motobu; with the prospect of their absence not far off, I wanted to enjoy their company as much as possible. Yes, it was definitely late July.

			Ludivina has helped us with the kids for years; she shares her secrets with me and insists that one day Kei will forgive me for everything and I’ll be able to cross back over the garden and live in our home again. Nacho, who plays the sax and does most of the brass arrangements on our recordings, says that anyone who takes their kids to school in the morning is a fucking slave. But he’s wrong. Children in the morning are like freshly watered plants. Kei dreads early rising and prefers it when I take them. She knows I get up at dawn, that I no longer sleep like I used to. I’m afraid of sleeping too much, too deep.

			For my daughter, Maya, arriving at school late is a total disaster, so we sometimes get a taxi for a journey that takes no more than fifteen minutes on foot. Ryo likes taxis, especially when they have a Spanish flag hanging from the rear-view mirror; every time Ryo sees a taxi driver with the flag he likes me to tell him the same story.

			It’s the tale of a taxi driver who spends so many hours behind the wheel he suddenly forgets where he is, what city he’s in, and even who he is and what he does for a living. Then he looks at the passenger seat and sees them, Maya and Ryo, two Japanese children. In his state of alarm he becomes convinced he’s in Japan and the guy has no idea how to say a single word in Japanese. He becomes overwhelmed, because nothing is more overwhelming to a Spaniard than ceasing to be one entirely. Then all of a sudden – bam! – he sees the red-and-yellow flag hanging from the rear-view mirror and he says to himself, ‘Oh yeah, I’m Spanish. Phew! what a relief.’

			Ryo had to be told this story every single time. He only had to point at the flag for me to kick into action: ‘Look, Papá, the mini Spanish flag.’ I’d speak in a very low voice so that the drivers couldn’t hear, though sometimes they’d notice my son’s laughter and try to figure out what we were talking about.

			I like imagining my children when they’re older. Here’s hoping the child never disappears from their faces completely. It’s sad when you look at a person’s face and can’t see the child they once were, and sadder still to see children who already possess the face of the adult they will become. My son, Ryo, has a classmate with the face of a stockbroker; he even charges kids twenty cents to borrow his mobile. ‘Don’t even think about getting any bigger.’ That’s what I tell my daughter, Maya, every day at the school gates. ‘No matter what anyone says, don’t even think about getting bigger.’ I repeat it every time until she stares back at me with that forced look of reproach – Oh, Papá, you’re such a bore – before she gets swallowed up into the school.

			Now, when they launch themselves onto my bed, they know full well that I don’t even open my eyes until I’ve had four kisses. It’s a security protocol to avoid being duped by children who aren’t mine, the combination to my safe. They still tolerate my games. Through clenched teeth, my daughter asks me, ‘When will you grow up, Dad?’

			One, two, three and four – four kisses, there we have it.

			‘Oto, wake up. Open your eyes. Papá, there’s a death car outside the house!’

			a taste of old rags

			Kisses after lovemaking leave a taste of old rags on the lips. That’s why I always get dressed and leave. After sex, every position is a compromising one: my arm under her head, her cheek on my chest, our backs turned away from each other. And these days I don’t want to spend the whole night sleeping next to anyone. Because the night belongs to those who love. And I don’t love. I prefer to be put through the ordeal of them watching me as I dress, exposing the skin that now lacks the weightlessness of desire as I search for a sock or for the underwear I abandoned on the floor, or put on the trainers with laces tied the previous morning.

			‘Are you going?’ Carmela had asked, with her customary resentful sweetness.

			It’s so nice when they’re still asleep and you can get dressed and then blow them a kiss, with one foot already out the door. But Carmela sat up to set the alarm on her phone, so the farewell was more laboured. Sitting up on the mattress, she moved like a cat, with that dishevelled hair that looks so good on women. They should pay hairdressers to mess it up like that. We kissed twice more, each kiss as dry and raspy as the hangover.

			Carmela was a waitress at Bar de Quique and that was the seventh time we’d slept together. Such accuracy was entirely down to her.

			‘It’s the seventh time we’ve slept together in four months,’ she told me. ‘We’re in danger of this becoming a chronic attachment.’ I just coughed.

			‘I know your game, you only come here when you want to fuck,’ she’d said as I walked up to the bar the night before.

			She was thirty-one, almost fifteen years younger than me, but she talked about her age as if it were an ailment she’d decided to get treatment for.

			‘I need to do something,’ she always moaned. ‘I have to do something with my life. I have to find something different.’

			I’ve heard this lament too many times and I always tended to dodge the issue to avoid getting caught up in the project myself.

			‘It’s not what you think; I hardly ever go out at night. I can’t with the kids.’

			I was telling her the truth. But I didn’t mention that I avoided Quique, my local, whenever I didn’t want to end the night with her.

			‘You’ve gained a lover but lost a bar,’ Animal reprimanded me when I suggested we go elsewhere. ‘That’s serious. Lovers come and go, but a good bar is for life. Being in love means not being able to have another drink when you want to.’ These were the words of Animal, a man who’d lost all the bars in his life forever.

			Animal says I’m impatient. He’s always available; he has loads of time for everything. I don’t; I’m anxious. They say the best test of your anxiety is if you flush the toilet before you’ve even finished pissing. That’s me. I’m always impatient with soundchecks. Even encores lose their appeal when they go on too long. Carmela would undress me in three strokes, in her ugly flat in Ventas, before taking off her own clothes like a man, not caring what she revealed. The first time I spoke to her, attracted by the pale eyes and fair skin underneath that black hair, she stopped me in my tracks.

			‘I saw you once when I was at university in Clamores. My boyfriend took me; he loved your songs. He was an arsehole. His favourite one was ‘I’m Leaving’.’

			That song was actually a description of orgasm:

			I’m leaving

			Tomorrow is here.

			I was in, now I’m out

			I’m not who I was

			I’m leaving.

			Many people, though, interpret it as a break-up song and I liked the ambiguity, which may well have been intentional, since I’ve always associated the erotic climax, the spilling of seed, with escape. When satiated, pleasure kicks open the door to the next bedroom, one of the many paradoxes that make living a truly dizzying experience.

			Over the course of two or three nights at Quique, Carmela lowered her defences, so I invited her to have one for the road before closing time and she accepted.

			‘You’re going to fuck a waitress. It’s such a classic rock ’n’ roll cliche, doesn’t it make you sick?’ she said as we stumbled, kissing, into her place that first night. ‘The musician who hooks up with the waitress.’

			‘I have nothing but respect for the classics,’ I replied.

			I walked from Carmela’s flat to my house. That morning, I was the guy caught by the dawn doing jobs that should have been done under cover of darkness. Red-handed. The sun was like the lamp glaring in my face in a police interrogation scene from a movie. My only response was to whistle. I like to whistle as I walk. There are certain places where songs are born. On the street, on the way home in the early hours, in bed before fully waking up, on aeroplanes. And in the shower.

			The shower is an expensive and not very eco-friendly place to be inspired, but the songs it produces taste like rain. Besides, it’s a way of rebelling against my father’s stinginess. When I was living with him, he’d start banging on the bathroom door the moment he heard me turn on the shower.

			‘You don’t need to use so much water for a shower! Turn the tap off when you’re putting on the soap!’

			If you blew your nose under the stream of water he’d get really mad.

			‘Man alive, do you know how much water you’re wasting?’ he’d reprimand me from behind the door. ‘You think your snot’s more important than water?’

			Using water unnecessarily, leaving the lights on, keeping the fridge door open because you weren’t sure what to eat, not drawing the curtains when the heating was on at night, throwing away a jam jar unless it was completely spotless: these were all forms of wastefulness my father couldn’t tolerate. His favourite music was the rhythmic sound of a spoon hitting against the sides of an empty yoghurt pot as he went after every last bit. Scrape, scrape, clunk, scrape, scrape, clunk.

			I wanted to finish the new album, so I enjoyed walking that morning, searching for a new melody. This one will be album number ten, not counting two greatest hits records. Ten albums in what’s approaching thirty years in the business is, I think, a reflection of my eagerness not to bore people too much with my presence. And not to bore myself in the process.

			recently I’ve been thinking a lot about death 

			Recently, I’ve been thinking a lot about death. Still, it’s a big leap to go from that to literally waking up with a hearse outside your front door. Once my kids had managed to wake me, I looked out of the window. The driver had rung the bell several times, Ludivina explained.

			‘But I refused to open it,’ she said. ‘It brings bad luck.’ 

			When he saw me, the driver sounded his horn, with all the ease of a friend swinging by to pick you up. An ease you’d never expect from a hearse. 

			Sooner or later,’ Gus used to say, ‘all cars become hearses.’

			OK, Gus, but this one here really is a hearse. With its tinted windows and spacious, box-shaped boot for transporting coffins, it was, unmistakably, the final limousine.

			I don’t know why I’d been thinking about death so much recently. They say it’s age, the awareness that you and those around you have entered its zone of influence, its orbit. But in this instance it wasn’t so much a case of me thinking about death as it was death thinking about me. At various moments I’ve thought a great deal about sex, success, love, money, without ever waking up to find them parked outside my house. Maybe death is more powerful than any other idea: it always has the last laugh.

			Seeing the hearse double-parked outside my house that morning made a great impression on me. It was summer, it was early, and luckily there were hardly any neighbours out and about, wondering who’d died, jumping to conclusions.

			‘Gosh, he’s dead. Daniel, the singer. Or maybe someone in his family, or perhaps that Japanese woman who was living with him.’

			I don’t believe there’s a soul on earth who doesn’t see a hearse and think, ‘it’s come for me’. Even if only for a split second. It’s like when someone opens a bottle of champagne and we’re always afraid the cork, however random its trajectory, will end up hitting us in the eye. Or is that just me?

			‘Miss Raquel tried to find you,’ the driver screeched, popping his enormous skull out of the window. His head was so big it seemed impossible he’d manage to get it back inside the car.

			Raquel’s my guardian angel. She’s the one who organises our diary. I always introduce her in the same way: ‘This is Raquel. She keeps my career afloat.’ She likes to say she’s not so much my guardian angel as my security guard. Raquel doesn’t have kids and so has made me into a kind of son, despite the fact I’m almost ten years older than her. She honours my commitments and her painstaking dedication to my schedule is proof – if proof were needed – that a mother really can be younger than her children.

			Raquel didn’t mind dealing with my furniture deliveries, absurd bureaucratic tasks, my ever-increasing pile of paperwork, malfunctioning domestic items. ‘Speak to Raquel,’ I tell everyone. I feel much more confident with people speaking to Raquel than I would if they spoke with me.

			Sometimes I tell Raquel about my personal problems, to see if she can resolve them in the same diligent way she deals with the rest of my day-to-day affairs. She always picks up the phone, whereas I forget it, put it away somewhere, ignore it, because there are times in my life when I need to exist without that thing nearby. I haven’t quite yet followed Animal’s extreme example of saving all of his contacts as simply No or Yes, so he knows whether or not to answer the call. But Raquel picks up every call and can even keep several conversations going at once.

			I have friends who say that Raquel is actually in love with me, which is why she criticises every move I make on other women: ‘Since when do you like bimbos?’; ‘Are you sure you want this woman to have your number?’; ‘They’re getting younger and younger. Soon you’ll be asking your daughter for her contacts.’

			When we first met I was drawn to how she dealt with a group we were playing a show with. We began working together and at one of our first concerts I drank enough to pluck up the courage to flirt with her. After my third raunchy look, she leant into my ear to restrain me.

			‘Just so you know, I like girls, and you’re an inch away from making a fool of yourself.’

			‘It’s your father’s . . .’ Raquel’s penetrating voice cut into me, despite how far away she was.

			‘Of course. My father. Sorry.’ I sensed a slight delay as my voice travelled to her ear in Rio de Janeiro. ‘What time is it in Brazil?’

			Raquel was on holiday there with a journalist she’d met at a gig we’d played in Montevideo a year back.

			‘Don’t tell me you’d forgotten?’ she asked me. ‘Were you asleep? What day is it today, Dani?’

			I felt the spurs of her caustic wit digging into my back.

			‘Day? It can’t even be nine yet!’ I answered.

			‘Are you with the driver? Is everything OK?’ she asked. ‘Tell me you can deal with it alone.’

			‘Of course I can,’ I told Raquel. ‘It’s all good, I’m on it. I’ll deal with it.’

			the first time I wanted to die

			The first time I wanted to die – I mean really wanted to die, not just pretend I did because I was feeling sorry for myself – was when Oliva and I stopped being together. I hesitated there. I was going to write when she left me, or when we broke up, but with the passing of time the action itself becomes less significant than its consequence. We stopped being together. When that happened it felt, in a very cold and clinical way, as if dying wouldn’t be all that bad. You die and that’s the end of all the fear, the insecurity, the pain, all the cuts and scratches you carry inside. I felt it again sometime later, during another one of those unhappy moments when sadness wakes you in the night and digs its nails into your heart.

			But that was different. All the subsequent times were different. I was older then, whereas I was only twenty-five the time Oliva cried as I stroked her hair and told her I’d always be by her side. Or perhaps it was she who said it to me, though both of us knew we’d never be by each other’s side again. And then, for the first time, in my life, I wanted to die, because death at least had an undeniable value: the gift of opportunity.

			The end of love is the closest thing there is to death unless you’ve actually experienced death, which is of course the actual closest thing to death. Just before they die, the dead probably think, ‘Oh, right, so that’s what it’s like.’ But when love comes to an end, no one understands a thing and we ask ‘What’s going on? No one told me anything about this,’ because we can’t see that death has just delivered one of its instalments.

			My father upped and died just after Kei and I decided to separate. My second, immense separation. Sometimes you turn on the bathroom light and see cockroaches scuttling to safety; well, one day we turned the light on in our relationship and saw a clear line leading to abject misery. As I put it in a song I wrote for her that I’ve hardly ever played to anyone: ‘Sometimes goodbye is a way of saying I love you.’ Being in love isn’t as perfect as we make out. There’s no shortage of murderers who claim to be in love with someone. The difficult thing about love is defining exactly what it is that you love. Not how much, or how, or how long, but what: when you say you love someone, what exactly is it that you love?

			My father’s eyes would light up whenever he saw Kei and Oliva. He had good taste in women. Can you inherit something like that? I suspect the fact that these two women not only went out with me, but also actually lived with me, was the only reason my father didn’t consider his son to be a complete waste of space.

			It hurts to think that he died just after Kei and I separated. For my father, marriage was the holy grail, yet there I was, clumsily spilling its contents everywhere. When I was a child my father would always say, ‘Why do you have to be so clumsy?’ whenever I knocked over my milk, or spilt soup from my bowl while placing it down on the tablecloth. I spilt my marriage everywhere too, and he barely got the chance to harangue me for it, because he died.

			He called me from the hospital. ‘It’s Dad. I’m in the hospital.’ I later found out that he’d had to rush back home from his morning walk because he’d shat himself. ‘I shat myself,’ he announced when I saw him in the hospital corridor. Maybe shitting himself was my father’s natural reaction to death coming to find him: his intestine recognised death before he did. Even on the day he died, he still insisted that the doctors couldn’t discover what was wrong with him. ‘They’re useless. All they do is mess around with these tests and they still can’t find a thing.’

			It wasn’t surprising that death met him while he was out walking. My father was always going for walks. He walked in the mornings, in the afternoons and sometimes at night, too. He walked at home, up and down the corridor. He even walked in bed. If I ever got to his house so late that he’d already gone to bed, it wasn’t at all uncommon to find him doing bicycle kicks on the mattress, or shaking out his legs as he talked to me. ‘You’ll go stiff if you don’t move,’ he’d say by way of explanation.

			My father walked to escape death and old age. My father walked for the same reason I tour: to keep all of our plates spinning. Old age was hot on his heels and he kept on walking, but death sought him out intentionally, studied his routine and caught up with him on the allotted day. The pancreatic infection was so fierce that in just ten days it did away with this healthy, sinewy man, who was more rock than bone, tough in the way only country people are. A man who’d gone to A & E by himself, after taking a shower and changing – ‘I shat myself in broad daylight’ – taking two buses because he refused to pay for a taxi no matter how weak he felt: paying for a taxi was one affront too many. My father wasn’t going to take a taxi to his own death. He took not one, but two buses. That was his way.

			I didn’t cry when my father died. I was with him in the room and the doctor warned me that the end was near. It was seven in the evening. My father was gasping for air, like a fish out of water, and I took his hand, which was constructed from the material hands used to be made from many years ago, when we were all peasants. A hand so firm and strong it was almost as if my own limp hand was the one being consoled. My father’s hand had spent its first twenty years labouring in the fields and then at war; mine had spent that same period wanking and playing the guitar.

			My father didn’t realise that it was death tugging at him and I wanted him to know.

			‘You should be happy, Dad, you’ve had a full life. Be at peace.’

			‘Don’t say that,’ he quietly scolded me.

			Those were his last words. He never spoke again; he died arguing with me, which had always been our habitual mode of communication. ‘Don’t say that.’

			He’d already stopped speaking by the time the hospital chaplain slipped into the room to pray for him. A few days earlier, when he’d first come into the room to start his nonsense about preparing to leave this world, my father had told him, ‘I’m as clean as a whistle.’ The priest went to work on him quickly, with the skill and speed of a true professional. He applied the holy oils like a mechanic checking a car’s tyre pressure.

			I didn’t cry as I watched my father die. In fact, I started laughing because a relative from his village, Aunt Dorina, showed up. She popped her head through the door in a way that was both funny and ridiculous. ‘May I?’ 

			Aunt Dorina came to Madrid often to see her daughter, Dori, a dermatologist in that same hospital. My cousin, Dori, had filled her mother in as to the severity of my father’s condition after she’d come up from her consulting room one day, all smiles, to see how he was. While there, she’d offered to remove a mole from my neck.

			‘I’ll remove it for you, if you want. Moles after forty . . .’ And she stopped there.

			Stop being decorative and become signs of death, I thought.

			‘And I know you’re forty-four, because my mother told me we were born the same year,’ Dori added.

			I laughed because, just moments after my father had died, Aunt Dori had popped in to ask, from the door, if she’d come at a bad time. I gave her the same look I’d give to a supermarket delivery driver asking where to leave the shopping while the house is burning down. I laughed because I couldn’t cry, and because her ill-timed visit jump-started all that morbid machinery, the endless phone calls and formalities. The whole process that means a man can’t abandon protocols even after leaving life itself behind. My friend Vicente always used to warn me: ‘You know what happens after death?’ he’d say, ‘Paperwork.’

			I was flooded with responsibilities. Suddenly, I had lots of things to do, and you can’t cry when you’ve got things to do. Many years ago, I’d written in a song:

			The day you went away

			I couldn’t die, though I was willing

			I had to see the dentist

			For a filling.

			But back then everything was light-hearted, or at least I had the energy to make it into something funny, or to make it into a song, which is basically the same thing. I closed my father’s eyes, those beautiful honey-coloured eyes I’d been lucky enough to inherit. His mouth was hanging wide open in what was obviously life’s final cruel trick, or death’s first. I tried to close it so that no one would notice the lack of false teeth, his last flirtation with vanity.

			As with witnessing the birth of my kids, being present at my father’s death helped me to get rid of any mystical inclinations: dying, like being born, is just an arduous, messy physiological process. If, as he firmly believed, my father was going to be travelling straight from that place to the Kingdom of the Just, then that was no longer any of my business.

			but I shed deferred tears

			But I shed deferred tears for my father’s death. It happened three months later, in Barajas airport. I was taking my kids to spend a long weekend in Mallorca, at the seaside house where Bocanegra, my protector at the label for many years, always let me stay. It was the holiday weekend in May and the check-in queue had trumped even my worst expectations. The machines were all broken and we ended up missing our flight.

			The attendant told me to try to change the tickets at the customer service desk, which was also flooded with passengers in similarly tight spots. I decided to join the queue in an attempt to avoid completely ruining the plans I’d made for my children. It was our first trip together since the split with their mother and I wanted it to have that foundational value that even small details have when you’re entering a new era.

			‘I don’t think there are any spaces left on the flight that leaves in a few hours,’ the attendant said. She stared at her computer without looking up. ‘I’m sorry; it’s fully booked because of the holiday.’

			The look of disappointment on the face of my daughter, Maya, who was fully tuned in to all the complications, infected her brother, Ryo, who had up to that point been finding the whole thing rather amusing.

			‘Does this mean we can’t go, Dad?’ she asked.

			‘Will the plane leave without us?’ he added.

			‘I don’t know, kids, I don’t know.’

			The attendant looked up from behind the desk, already seeking out the next person in line. For the first time, she looked straight at me, somewhat surprised.

			‘You’re the singer, right? Dani Mosca?’

			I nodded. Sometimes being moderately well known can bring moderate advantages. Would this be one of those occasions? Her body language changed and she seemed much warmer now as she went back to fiddling with her keyboard.

			‘There just aren’t any seats; it’s a really difficult situation,’ she said again. ‘Guess what! I know your father. My mother was one of his clients. She used to buy watches and jewellery from him, and kitchen furniture. He’s such a great guy, your father . . . How is he?’

			I stayed silent for a moment before telling her that my father had died three months earlier. Then without moving, I burst into tears, right there at the customer service desk, as if I’d just heard the news for the first time. The attendant apologised, without taking her eyes off me. She was attractive, thanks to her audacious nose, a bit older than me, with reddish streaks in her hair. I bit my lip to stop the flow of tears.

			‘The thing is, today was my father’s birthday and I only noticed when I got the tickets out. He was so proud of being born on May Day. He was such a hard-working man and he loved celebrating this holiday on his birthday.’

			The attendant looked at me with a tenderness that’s so often missing from the daily grind.

			‘He was really special,’ she said. ‘Your father was a wonderful man, so kind. I’m deeply sorry.’

			She sorted out our tickets and put us straight on the flight which, just minutes before, had been fully booked.

			‘I’m very sorry for reminding you of your loss,’ the attendant repeated as we left.

			‘No, quite the opposite. I’m the one who should be saying sorry. I don’t know what came over me.’

			I cried profusely – barely able to speak – all the way to the boarding gate.

			‘In life, you only reap what you sow,’ my father used to announce in his typically grandiose way. ‘Treat people well and one day they’ll return the favour.’

			I could have shouted, ‘You were right, Dad, you were right!’

			He always maintained that life didn’t follow complicated mathematical formulas:  the more you give, the more you take, as simple as that. ‘It’s like working the land: it’s hard, it’s tough, but it brings rewards to those who cultivate it daily.’

			When we got to our seats, my daughter asked me discreetly, ‘Dad, why were you crying so much back there? Was it about the tickets?’

			‘Well, actually, I was crying because I wanted to thank your grandfather for helping us to get on this flight . . .’ I stopped, not knowing how to continue.

			‘Right, and you couldn’t, because he’s dead,’ Ryo added.

			‘Exactly.’

			Life is so hard to organise and yet sometimes it can diligently organise itself, so logical it’s unsettling, so perfect it’s genuinely exciting. That’s why it took me so long to cry for my father’s death, in an overcrowded airport instead of the more intimate setting of a hospital room. And that’s why I continued to cry over a good few months at random intervals, whenever something reminded me how much I missed him. The delightful Señor Campos.

			In Mallorca, Bocanegra had left us his whole house and swimming pool to enjoy, allowing us to have a taste of the riches he’d accumulated over the course of his seven lives. His professional biography could be summed up as follows: ‘I’ve died every time there was a big technological change, every time two companies merged, every time some other son of a bitch was appointed or promoted above me, and yet here I am.’ His nickname – Blackmouth – couldn’t have been more appropriate for a man who always terrified my children with the unstoppable stream of swear words that flowed out of his mouth.

			‘Your kids are the fuckin’ shit,’ he told me once in an eruption of sentimentality that was overheard by my distressed children. ‘What you gotta do, right, is to enjoy them now before they get big and life turns them into miserable bastards.’

			Us music people all called Bocanegra Whatyougottado, because he started all of his sentences like that. ‘What you gotta do is record another album,’ he told me, ‘and stop fucking around.’

			At the time my head was already completely enmeshed in another album, so there was no need for him to make that demand. I was completely preoccupied the whole time.

			A few weeks later I was helping Maya to get a costume ready for an English performance at school. We were alone in her mother’s house, on the other side of the garden, when someone rang on the intercom. The noise, loud and persistent, rang out like one, two, three slaps to the face, that annoying, ugly, anti-musical sound intercoms always have. Only one person in the world rang the bell like that: my father. So I got up off the floor and said ‘It’s your grandfather.’

			As I approached the door to let him in, with my daughter watching on expectantly, I suddenly realised that it couldn’t be: that mad, assertive, intrusive, delirious way he used to ring the bell no longer existed. He’d never again make the intercom sound three, four, five times in a row, his finger on the button the whole time. He was dead. And his absence, suddenly irremediable, hit me all over again.

			That was when I decided to carry out his last wish.

			‘It’s Ryo, he always rings the door like that now. You have to say something. He won’t listen to Mum,’ Maya protested.

			My son had unknowingly inherited my father’s habit. Can you inherit that?

			When I opened the door, I asked him why he was ringing the door like that. I scolded him: ‘You just press once and then wait.’

			‘OK, Papá. But if you ring loud enough, someone will definitely hear you.’

			if you ring loud enough, someone will definitely hear you

			‘Are you Mr Daniel Campos, sir?’ the hearse driver shouted. He had a booming voice, or perhaps his giant head worked like a bell, making the sound resonate.

			‘Yep, I’ll be out in a minute,’ I said. I wanted to shower and get dressed.

			‘I’ll go around the block, then; I can’t stop here.’

			I watched him moving off inside the car.

			‘Are you going, Dad?’ my daughter asked.

			‘I have to. I’d completely forgotten.’

			‘Who called the death car? What’s it for?’ Her brother, staring intently at me, was waiting for an explanation.

			‘Well, it’s actually for your granddad. We’re going to take him back to his village, to the cemetery. Don’t you remember me telling you both?’

			‘Granddad’s inside?’

			‘Well, his corpse is,’ I replied.

			‘Really?’ Ryo asked. ‘Can I see it?’

			‘Of course you can’t see it, you idiot,’ his sister cut in. ‘Don’t you know he died months ago? He’ll have rotted by now. Has Granddad rotted yet, Papá?’

			Years before, I’d had one of these pointless discussions with my father, the same kind I now have with my kids, about the advantages of cremation.

			‘Now look here, son, you can do whatever you like with your own corpse,’ he snapped, ‘but I want to be in one piece for the resurrection of the dead.’

			‘The resurrection of the dead? Come on, Dad, the planet’s overcrowded as it is and you’re still banging on about that?’

			He tilted his head to one side, paused, and said, ‘What I’d really like is for you to bury me in my village, but I won’t hear anything about ashes. I’m not a cigarette. If you want to end up in an ashtray, that’s up to you.’

			It was something like a last wish, despite the fact that he hadn’t been planning on dying any time soon. The last two nights, during one of the morphine-induced hallucinations that made him stretch his arm out to touch a horse, or a vase full of flowers or a wall, he swore he could see right in front of him.

			‘It’s there, son, right there.’

			He’d torn off all of his drips and when the nurses arrived to put them back in place, he’d shouted, ‘Get out! You disgust me. Leave me in peace. Get lost! You’re all a bloody nuisance.’

			Then he’d come to his senses immediately and apologised.

			‘I’m not myself, miss, please forgive me.’

			What he found most inconvenient about being in hospital was not being able to do things for himself, being forced to rely on others, without his smooth-talking, elegant elderly gentleman persona. That, and not being able to go and see my mother at the home, which he did once at the start of each day and again just before visiting hours ended.

			When my father died, I let other people deal with the formalities. Aunt Dorina, with her chubby cheeks that trembled with each syllable, asked me if we had insurance. I remembered Señor Marciano from Ocaso Insurance. ‘Marciano from Ocaso,’ he’d announce over the intercom. Every Christmas he used to bring my father a cigar, which they’d smoke in front of each other in the living room, like a synchronised swimming exercise. That was until my father decided to quit smoking and so the following Christmas he broke his Havana in a rage, then took Don Marciano’s from his hands and tossed it into a geranium pot by the window.

			‘I’ve given up, and so should you! This stuff is poison.’

			After my mother got sick, an interest in health erupted into my father’s life. And it wasn’t just a pastime but an obsession, which altered all of his habits and turned him into a new man. He performed unnecessarily strenuous exercises and prepared foul-smelling cocktails of garlic and onion, which he kept in the cupboard at the end of the corridor. He began reading, or rather, skimming through books about alternative remedies produced by disreputable publishers. He was so convinced by their diatribes about healthy living that everyone who visited our flat – from the encyclopaedia salesman to the Reader’s Digest guy, and even the people who came to read the electricity and gas meters – would leave with their breath smelling suspiciously of garlic and onion.

			Raquel took charge of the situation and busied herself with arranging the mechanical part of the burial. It was a quick, uninspiring ceremony in Carabanchel, led by a priest who got my father’s name wrong. The two wreaths included in the insurance payout – with ribbons spelling out two unarguable truths: Rest in Peace and Your Son Will Not Forget You – ended up getting squashed inside my father’s vault. Before the coffin was sealed inside the cemetery wall, they asked me if I wanted the flowers to be placed inside the vault or left out.

			‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘What do people usually do?’

			‘I’ll be straight with you,’ the funeral director informed me. ‘If you leave them outside they often get stolen.’

			And so, without a great deal of conviction, I told him he should place the garlands inside since, after all, the flowers were for him. The man took the flowers and, in an act so idiotic as to be almost moving, crushed them together so they could be pushed next to the coffin. The floor was covered in fallen petals.

			I don’t remember inviting anyone to the funeral other than Animal.

			‘My father died,’ I told him.

			‘Fuck,’ he replied, ‘and he was always so strong.’

			Animal had visited us at the hospital a couple of times and my father gave him a quick dressing-down in the corridors.

			‘You’re too fat,’ he told him.

			My father, in his abundantly healthy old age, always liked to humiliate fat people.

			‘You should only eat what’s strictly necessary,’ he advised him, ‘and not a single mouthful more.’

			For Animal, whose life was all about the pleasures of excess, this was impossible.

			I also called Martán.

			‘You have my deepest symphonies,’ he told me in his habitual free take on our language.

			‘It’s sympathies,’ I corrected him.

			Between the two of them, as well as Raquel, Kei and Aunt Dorina – who after twenty years without any meaningful contact with our family had become worryingly important in my life – we ensured that the attendance at the interment was more than acceptable and that my father could say his goodbyes before a decent crowd, which included many of my fellow artists. I was very grateful for the presence of my music friends, though surprised to see them at this kind of ceremony.

			Victor, Serrat’s bass player, said, ‘I’m sorry, man.’ 

			But the only response I could offer was, ‘You mean, you actually go to funerals?’

			Before either of us had ever attended a funeral, Gus and I wrote a song called ‘Señor Martínez’, about a chap who attends funerals the way other people go to the theatre. He was based on my father, who loved all things ceremonial. And what could be more pompous than funeral rites? He enjoyed the funeral rites, the chapel of rest, the mortuary, the Mass, as if they were all part of some captivating theatrical spectacle. Weddings were marvellous, but a funeral gave its attendees more interesting roles to play.

			Perhaps people of his generation liked to give their all to such events as there were so few others to attend. Of course, he wasn’t interested in concerts or travelling for pleasure, or going out with friends. He never took a flight or visited a museum, he went to bed at eleven on New Year’s Eve and he never set foot in a bar. Once he stopped smoking Mr Marciano’s cigars, the only thing he had left to toast with was one of his paramedical concoctions.

			By the end, his most joyous occasions for celebration were his bowel movements. Habitually constipated, he always used to share the ins and outs of his defecation, both bitter and sweet, with my mother and I. Later, it wasn’t at all surprising to find him engaging the ladies who came by our house to look after my mother in highly detailed conversations.

			‘I had to sweat blood to get my bowels moving this morning,’ he’d explain, ‘but the stuff itself, when it came out, had a stupendous consistency. Textbook, I tell you.’

			I occasionally walked in to find him having very intimate chats with both Oliva and Kei but, they’d always assure me, ‘He’s just telling us about his morning poo.’

			Once I’d taught him to use his mobile phone with a certain level of proficiency and he’d stopped placing his fingers on three keys at a time, my father would take advantage of the long periods he spent straining his bowels to make calls.

			‘Son, you’re not going to believe me, but I’ve been sitting on the can for ten minutes now and I don’t know what to do. And this is after having half a pot of plum jam. Anyway, tell me, how are the kids?’

			Knowing how allergic he was to speaking on the phone, I often associated his calls and his eagerness to have a conversation with the Via Crucis of his guts.

			‘How are you, Dani? How are things going? We haven’t spoken for days!’

			‘Dad, are you taking a shit?’ I’d ask him.

			He’d deny it, but his syllables were elongated by the painful rhythms of constipation, and then he’d say goodbye in a real hurry and I could always hear the toilet flushing as he hung up on me.

			His actual ability to use new technology didn’t match his enthusiasm for it, but he seemed truly devastated when I told him that the fax machine, which fascinated him, had no future.

			‘What would you know?’ he said.

			On other occasions, he proudly boasted of his unrefined country ways. Faced with any kind of admin task, his excuse was always ‘What can I do? I’m just a simple peasant.’

			He criticised my children for playing with their contraptions, remembering in contrast how the children in his village used to entertain themselves by cutting off bits of rubber from the tyres of their first lorries and chewing them like gum while they wrapped their scarves around stones and then aimed them at each other’s heads.

			‘That’s how you have fun,’ he announced, ‘not with these blasted contraptions. I tell you, I pity the young people of today with their computers. You’ll all end up like idiots.’

			He became convinced that the past was better, which implied a sense of superiority over me, one he exercised at every opportunity. He associated the countryside with purity and cities with everything that was rotten in life. And so I felt it was only right to return him to the place he always visited, whether in reality or in his imagination, to reaffirm the strength of his roots. That’s why I belatedly decided to transport the coffin containing his corpse to the village where he was born, Garrafal de Campos, a year after his first drab and drizzly burial.

			i make songs

			‘I make songs,’ I replied to the hearse driver when, only seconds after we’d set off, he’d got straight to the point and asked, ‘And what do you do, sir?’

			My father found it laughable when he heard me say I made a living from writing songs.

			‘Come, son, go and get yourself a job, and stop fooling around.’

			But I can’t think of a better way to explain what I do to people.

			Once, I caught an Argentinian singer attempting a better explanation on the radio.

			‘A song,’ he said, ‘is a comet that you grab in mid-air and either you hold it there for a while, or you never let go.’

			This positively saccharine explanation made me blush, though I had to admit the image worked. It must have convinced the girl presenting the show, whose defences were low after breaking up with her boyfriend of several years, because she ended up having a child with him – that was until he let go of the comet he’d been holding on to and went off with another woman. The next time I was at the radio station the same presenter said something that pained me.

			‘You know what, Dani, I’d rather have a piano land on my head than ever fall in love with a musician again.’

			I’ve never met a woman who didn’t regret falling in love with a musician, and that includes the ones who’ve fallen in love with me, even when we’ve managed to remain friends. The thing is, we just make songs, we don’t actually live in them; at best, I fear, we live off them. We don’t even stop to think about how they get made. I hate it when plumbers, mechanics or IT technicians tell me all about how they fixed something I paid them to fix and keep quiet about. I loathe telling people what I do, when they ask. Saying ‘I’m a singer’ or ‘I make songs’ just sounds so bad. It’s ridiculous, and I know it. It sounded ridiculous to my father, and with good reason. Really what I do is I ring on doorbells, once, twice, twenty times and if I’m lucky, someone will hear and open the door for me. I could say that, but no one would understand.

			The hearse driver introduced himself. ‘My name’s Jairo. I’m from Ecuador.’

			I found it quite miraculous that his shoulders were capable of supporting such an enormous head, no matter how well built he was. It reminded me of one of those giant baby head sculptures that António Lopez did at the Atocha train station.

			The hearse driver weighed up my answer with some scepticism.

			‘So you’re a musician, then?’

			I can’t keep my eyes open, I thought to myself. The early morning summer sun pounded my face through the glass. I lowered the window slightly.

			‘Shall I turn up the AC?’ Jairo asked.

			‘No, no, I can’t stand air conditioning.’

			Oncoming cars let us through, half respectful, half suspicious. At a traffic light, a driver in his thirties recognised me and shouted through the window.

			‘You’re Dani Mosca, right?’

			I nodded.

			‘Somebody die?’ he asked.

			‘My father.’

			‘Wow, I’m so sorry.’

			‘It’s fine,’ I said, ‘it happened nearly a year ago.’

			‘Oh, right.’

			Confronted with the look of shock on his face, I almost added that we’d been driving around non-stop since he died, looking for somewhere to bury him. But perhaps there was more truth in the joke than even I realised.

			Once we got moving again, Jairo glanced sideways at me numerous times.

			‘Forgive me, sir, I see you really are famous. I didn’t know, but then again, I spend all my free time watching Real Madrid. What kind of musician are you, then, a singer?’

			‘That’s right, a singer.’

			‘Oh yeah? And what kind of songs do you sing?’

			‘I don’t know. Regular songs,’ I said.

			‘Ballads, boleros, vallenato, a bit of salsa?’

			‘No, definitely not salsa.’

			‘OK, so rock, pop, that kind of thing?’

			‘That’s right.’

			A strange expression, showing something between satisfaction at his powers of deduction and pride at carrying an important person in his car, settled on Jairo’s face.

			‘I just love dancing. Feeling your bodies so close together, it really lights my fire. I—’

			‘Right, yeah . . .’

			I don’t actually dance, not me. But we’ve always enjoyed that moment at our shows when people start dancing, jumping, moving around. I couldn’t claim that any of my repertoire is particularly danceable. Oliva loved dancing and I’d sometimes dance with her to make her happy, but really it was more like clowning around.

			‘A musician who doesn’t dance,’ Oliva used to harangue me, ‘is like a dentist who doesn’t brush their teeth.’

			I’d promised to take the kids to the Parque de Atracciones in Madrid and they’d protested when I told them it couldn’t happen. I kissed them both as they ate cereal out of their wankos, their enamelled bowls covered with images of manga characters. Ludivina offered to make me something, but I wasn’t hungry. I saw the looks of unease on my children’s faces as I got into the death car. I’d shouted out of the window at them.

			‘We’ll go to the amusement park tomorrow, I promise.’

			‘I should eat something. I didn’t have breakfast,’ I said once we were out of the city.

			Jairo told me he knew the perfect place for a coffee and a bite. An endless stream of words continued to gush from his mouth when we reached the counter as he told me all about his business.

			‘Coffins and suits are ten a penny, but you have to find the one that matches your client, the one that represents them best.’

			Kei’s mother shoos away butterflies, because she says she can see dead people she’s known in them. The Japanese are always warding off the spirits of the dead, and when they’ve been near a dead person, they have to waft away the air, which they consider to be contaminated. The affable driver was more concerned with the commercial aspects of death. To me, all the funeral paraphernalia was like a corset worn around something completely intangible, no less grotesque than if love were simply a matter of talking about condoms.

			‘What’s up? Heavy night?’ Jairo asked when he spotted me jolting my shoulders in an attempt to shake myself out of my stupor. ‘Must be a lot of parties in the music world, am I right?’

			‘There is a fair bit of action,’ I conceded.

			The waiter had given him a plate of olives with his second non-alcoholic beer.

			‘Would you like an olive?’ Jairo asked, possibly feeling guilty about already having wolfed down four without offering.

			‘I don’t like olives,’ I confessed.

			I didn’t explain that I’d stopped eating olives when my relationship with Oliva had come to an end. The association between Oliva and olives wasn’t purely fanciful, for I’d spent many a night riffing on her name, Oliva, and the shape of her arse, or the way her skin felt or the colour she turned in summer. Oliva was my olive, until one day I was left standing with the stone in my hand and nothing to put in my mouth.

			I also refused to ever go to Boston. Never ever. Olives and Boston were off limits. That’s just how I am. Oliva had moved there after we separated. When anyone said the word Boston or presented me with a plate of olives, the same thing happened: I was overcome by a nostalgia tinged with humiliation. My friend Nacho, who studied composition at an elite school in Boston, once invited me to come and stay.

			‘No, thanks. Too cold.’

			‘Come in the summer, then,’ he suggested.

			It made no difference; I would never go to Boston. I could live without olives or Boston, but living without Oliva was more of a challenge.

			Jairo yanked me out of the whirlwinds of memory. We went back to the hearse. He’d parked it round the back, out of sight of the cars driving down the motorway. He told me that the bar owner had asked him to do it.

			‘I’m fine with you coming here, but I’ll lose customers if you leave it out the front. Who wants to sit down and eat next to a dead person?’

			I nodded sympathetically, but Jairo went on.

			‘In this profession, you learn how wary people are around the dead. Sometimes I get home and I smell. You know what I mean. That strange smell. It’s nothing really, but still you ask yourself, what if I smell of dead people? So I take a shower and freshen up. I’ll say no more.’

			But he did say more. He always said more.

			‘Every profession has its quirks,’ he added. ‘How did you become a musician, then, sir? Does it run in the family?’ Jairo started the hearse and stuck his head out of the window as he merged onto the motorway.

			‘No,’ I replied, ‘there aren’t any musicians in my family.’

			we’re normal people

			We’re normal people. That was the absurd way my father used to define us. I fought against it, quietly wishing not to be normal, to be special. But I could never shake off the stigma of being normal.

			‘We’re just regular, normal people, Dani, my boy.’

			Because in my profession the exact opposite is what’s required. It’s the only job where trashing your CV increases your chances of getting to the top. We once met Antonio Flores at the fiestas in Peniscola, where we played just before him. He was so friendly that we instantly became his confidants, despite not knowing him at all.

			From a distance, it always looked as if Antonio was trying hard to act out the most sacred rituals of musical self-destruction. When Animal and I went back to the hotel with him, the three of us all extremely drunk, we decided to invade the kitchen and eat all the food left out for breakfast the next day. Then we mixed up the room numbers, which were displayed with interchangeable tags, over two floors.

			For once in my life, I actually felt like a proper rock star. As we headed back to our beds, I remember him saying to us, ‘Bah, that’s nothing. On the last tour we set fire to our mattresses and threw them out of the window into the swimming pool. Then we ripped the TVs off the walls and tossed them out as well.’

			I felt a sense of unease: I was too polite, I’d never be a true artist. Sometime later, maybe the year he died, I met him in a train dining car. He’d just sold some rather pathetic, semi-naked photos of himself to Interviú and many people were predicting an ugly end. When I got there, he was singing to the waitress and accompanying himself with rhythmical thumps on the counter: ‘You’re the most beautiful thing on the railway network.’ He didn’t remember me, but I got to spend another stupendous afternoon in his company, displaying the hushed admiration of someone who could never dare to scale such heights of depravity. He died a fortnight later.

			I lugged this ‘nice boy’ complex around with me for years; it may well have lasted the entire time I worked with Gus. Eventually, I shook it off. I accepted that I was the polite guy my parents had taught me to be: in a world where insolence and belligerence are the norm, I’ve never stopped saying thank you, good morning and please. For me, good manners have become an outward expression of physical cowardice. Galder, the singer from Bronkitis, a radical Basque rock group, once asked if he could break a beer bottle over my head, insisting that an ugly scar would suit me.

			‘It’ll stop you looking like a character from some teen drama. Come on, man, let me smash it over you. You can choose which side. I’ll be gentle, I promise.’

			He wouldn’t stop going on about it, so Animal decided to make him leave me alone. He told him that if he touched so much as a hair on my body he’d tear one of his nuts off and give him a nice new singing voice. The moment he said it, Galder moved both hands over to the part of his leather trousers that shielded his genitals. Luckily, nothing happened and Galder, ever the punk rocker, is now the chairperson of the Spanish Society of Authors.

			I was never a bad student, but the year my mother got sick my grades were truly excellent. It was my small, childish way of paying tribute to her. We lived on a dead-end street, Calle Paravicinos, which came to a stop at an enormous wall, the physical manifestation of my confinement. The other cage was my sick mother. I thought good grades would be a way of soaring above and out of those confines. My father read them to her out loud, one by one. ‘Mathematics – outstanding. Spanish – outstanding.’ This time he didn’t stop, as he usually did, to reprimand me for a subpar grade or a comment from one of my teachers regarding my behaviour or lack of effort, generally along the lines of ‘gets the grades, does very little’. When he’d finished reading them it was clear that, in his own way, he was proud of me.

			‘We expected nothing less from you,’ he confessed.

			My mother smiled; save the occasional absurd comment, she no longer took part in our conversations. Her only comment was ‘Mathematics is so lovely.’

			When my mother’s illness first struck it took away the thing I loved the most: the goodnight kiss. I thought it was just one more thing you lose with age, like praying together before bed, one of the many catastrophes of growing up. Just like when she stopped buying me clothes, hiding the chocolate milk or asking me if I had lots of homework when I got back from school. One day mothers just stop coming up to give you a goodnight kiss:

			No more goodnight kisses

			Just car insurance

			And mortgages.

			In my case, one night the kiss never came and I waited in silence. The darkness became hostile, gloomy, unwelcoming. I’d called her on several occasions, but eventually the night comes when you don’t feel entitled to shout ‘Mum, are you coming?’ And so nobody comes.

			When you wake up the following morning you may well be more grown up, more independent, but the night before all you are is sad. On the second consecutive night without a kiss, I cried to myself in silence. It felt as if something inside me had been amputated. I don’t think losing an arm can hurt as much as losing that kiss.

			But I’ve always believed it was the illness that made my mother forget our ritual. Just as one day she forgot to turn off the gas and I had to do it for her.

			‘Mum, you’ve left the hob burning.’

			‘I’m such a fool. Could you turn it off, please?’

			Once, I got back from school to find her waiting for me on the street, outside the entrance to our building.

			‘I left my keys at home.’

			Another time, she forgot to put her shoes on before leaving the house.

			One day I watched my father cry after she came into the living room to ask us if we were planning on eating anything or not. Barely a moment earlier she’d been clearing up the plates from the dinner we’d just shared together. A few nights before, my father and I had assumed she was joking when she’d casually remarked, ‘This programme’s quite good. Is it new?’ as the three of us watched Un, dos, tres, the most watched and longest-running show on TV at the time. 

			The tears my father cried that night were silent ones, but I noticed all the same. Never again did he tell her to ‘pay attention’ or say ‘you’re away with the fairies today’ or ‘give me strength, woman’. I’m sure the reason he cried was because he’d been asking around among people he knew, and they’d told him about the illness. Maybe he had a client who lived with a senile mother, or he’d visited houses in which Granddad had been plonked down by the window, where he endlessly repeated the same childhood anecdote. But my mother wasn’t even fifty at the time and he wasn’t willing to accept that these were clearly the first signs of a rapid decline.

			The illness advanced relentlessly over the following years. My mother forgot who my father was and then she forgot who I was. And one day she stopped recognising herself in the mirror. She departed for an unknown land. A place I imagined as being completely unblemished, not dark but rather filled with an electric light, to judge by the almost permanent smile on her face. 

			The doctors had told my father a horror story, which became a reality before we’d even had time to come up with a survival strategy. We reinvented our day-to-day existence from scratch. A neighbour would come up to the flat when my father was out. He came to an agreement with her and she noted down
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