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Journey from the End of the World

I

The greyish light of morning slipped through the curtains to put an end to my last dream. I rose as slowly as I could, devoting as many minutes as possible to each stage of the arduous physical ordeal that is the ritual of abandoning nocturnal nakedness for the uniform of the day—the compulsory costume for the theatre of the street.

Still half-asleep and yawning, I discovered with annoyance that the refrigerator was empty, leaving me without a decent breakfast to anchor me back in the reality of the world. The fine, grey drizzle, the same shade as the heavy clouds, finished waking me as I trudged like a robot toward the corner shop to buy something to eat.

As always, I was greeted by the familiar aroma of freshly baked bread—the privilege of early risers. The white mane of the old proprietress, whose name christened the establishment. The inevitable line of women filling their baskets for families that seemed to me innumerable, judging by the number of loaves they carried. And the two black-clad bundles into which the widows of our lords’ wars had inevitably been transformed.

With a loaf of bread in one hand and a bottle of milk in the other, I hurried home, cursing the wretched weather. The doorman was already in his booth, with his peasant’s cap and rustic smile.

— “Some weather we’re having, eh?”

— “Miserable,” I replied curtly.

— “Well then, off to breakfast, man!” he chuckled.

— “Yes, yes. See you later.”

The elevator carried me up to the cold attic floor. I opened the door with one hand, shut it with a kick, and set my purchases on the kitchen table. I switched on the electric stove and, while the milk heated, decided to vacuum the floor littered with yesterday’s crumbs. I left the machine running and put on the record player; the morning music session had to begin early, as always.

But instead of music, there was a sharp crack—and suddenly the entire apartment went dark.

— “I’ve blown the fuse again,” I muttered, half-resigned.

Climbing onto the first stool I found, I began to repair the burnt fuse. Without realizing it, my fingers touched where they shouldn’t, and I received a tremendous shock. I felt the muscles of my hand and arm seize and spasm for what seemed an eternity. The jolt seemed to reach my feet.

Sweating with fear and trembling like jelly, I collapsed into the armchair, marvelling that I was still alive.

Once recovered from the fright, I drank the cold milk, tore off a chunk of bread, and headed back out into the street. The shock had burned the tips of my fingers, and I needed some remedy to dull the pain.

Descending, I noticed the doorman was no longer in his glass booth; I assumed he was busy in the basement. I walked toward the square. The rain persisted in its grey weeping, and I met no one until I reached the old little plaza where, as a child, I used to drink from a fountain that no longer flowed. I entered the corner pharmacy and waited for the conspicuous white coat of the pharmacist to appear. The silence was as heavy as the smell of medicine. When no one came, I called out twice and waited a few more seconds, enduring the growing pain in my burned hand. I opened the frosted glass door to the back room and called again. Nothing. No one.

Grumbling at the soaking I would have to endure to reach the next pharmacy, I stepped back out, collar raised, almost furious at the unexpected setback. “Where could she have gone? The one time I need her!” I muttered, leaping once more into the incessant drizzle that soaked through in seconds, running across the black mirror of wet asphalt.

Passing the market stalls, I stopped in astonishment: there was no one. Neither buyers nor the shouting vendors.

— “What’s going on today? It’s not raining that hard...” I told myself, continuing toward the next square, turning my head in every direction, stupefied, unable to process what my eyes were seeing.

When I reached the main square, my bewilderment deepened: the traffic lights continued their tricolored games, but no cars obeyed them—all stood still. The sidewalks were strewn with objects: umbrellas, large shopping bags with multi-coloured fruit spilled across the black pavement... but no people. Not a soul, not a voice, not even the murmur of a crowd—only the monotonous purr of bus engines idling at their stops. What did it all mean? What was this sudden, silent stampede?

Not knowing what to do, I ran toward the city centre, peering furtively into every shop, every bar, every window... in vain. No one. Not in the busiest streets, not in the main square, always so crowded. Not a soul, not even a stray dog, not a bird in the trees.

Panting, I sat at the foot of the statue in the middle of the square, holding my head in my hands as if to keep it from escaping my body. What was happening here? Where had everyone gone? Why? I looked up at the windows of the typical buildings surrounding the square. No movement. No sound.

Rainwater began to trickle from my soaked hair, making me feel the cold path of its descent along my skin.

I walked beneath the arcades of the square, sheltered from the rain. Passing another pharmacy, I opened the door and went in, determined to treat myself. The bell rang to announce a customer, but no one came. I took a box of burn cream, left the money properly on the counter, and fled the ineffable smell of medicine that clung to all pharmacies.

I entered a café and seized a cup of coffee, untouched and cold. Sitting down, I tried to bring order to the chaos of thoughts crowding and tormenting me, while spreading the cream over my burned skin.

— “What could have happened, for the whole city to be suddenly empty? Was I awake?”

To be sure, I slapped my thighs twice, hard, confirming the only thing I knew for certain: this was no dream.

If it was reality, I must not give in to panic. Surely there was a logical explanation for such an extraordinary event—but what? I remembered no warning of anything unusual, and even if there had been, it would not explain the abandonment of running vehicles, handbags, and other precious belongings, as if people had fled in a stampede from God knows what.

At last, I decided to seek out those who could explain what had happened: the police. They would know.

On the way to the nearest station, I looked more closely into the empty shops, the banks with their massive safes open and no guards behind the glass doors. The once-bustling streets of the centre now looked desolate, transformed into mute, sodden nightmares. From several points in the distance, I saw columns of smoke rising into the sky.

I stopped at the local radio station but found no one there either. Everything was still running: the turntable spun a record that had reached its final groove, the microphone left open...

At the police station, no one. Not even in the locked cells. What on earth was happening? What could force an entire city to abandon everything so suddenly? The announcement of some imminent natural disaster? The beginning of the last world war? If so, why hadn’t I heard it too? The daze from the electric shock couldn’t have lasted that long.

Suddenly alarmed, I seized a bicycle and pedalled toward the outskirts, weaving through the countless abandoned vehicles: some left on sidewalks, others crashed madly in chaotic disorder, as if they had ceased, in an instant, to be their owners’ prized possessions.

From the hills, I watched the smoke of countless fires giving a Dantean aspect to the deserted city, and I began to feel something beyond fear: a horrible sense of impotence before the absurd. The inexplicable.
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II

I returned home, determined to discover something at all costs. I phoned every acquaintance I had in the city. In vain. The suspicion I refused to believe began to grow inside me: was it only my city, or had it happened elsewhere too? I dialled a number in Madrid, at random. No answer. I called the fire brigade in the capital, the police, even the Royal Household. I hung up, dejected. Nothing!

I switched on the radio and turned the dial across the bands but caught no transmission. I lay down, trying to think. It was impossible to find a convincing reason. What was happening? How could the same thing occur in a city of millions? If it had been one of those neutrons’ bombs, I’d heard about, why not me as well? Logic led me nowhere. I tried to













































































































[image: ]










































































































[image: ]






























































































































































































































































































d2d_images/cover.jpg
JOURNEY
FROM THE
/ END OF THE

: Q 1
\ vj 5 ]

MIGUEL
WANDENBERGH





d2d_images/scene_break.png





