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Before we start, let me tell you something. Everything you will read here is true. Trust me. I lived in Santa Clara for three years, and I can confirm it. I spoke with each person quoted here, and that is what happened to the Condor. Not the official version, and neither one of the fake ones repeated in the streets, but the truth. I just had to change a few names to preserve privacy. Other than that, I’m telling you exactly what happened, and now, let’s move ahead, and enjoy it.


1

Bebéi marches with the band. On a sunny Saturday, Bebéi joyfully strolled through the cobblestone streets of the old quarter, his eyes wide open, feeling the sun’s embrace. He was the archivist at the French Embassy, an older man who saw the world with a child’s candid eyes. That morning he was ambling by, enjoying the friendly streets and the calmness of the old colonial neighborhood. He greeted everyone and he was happy to notice each one waving back and smiling.

He was born far away, in another country, in another time. His father was Algerian and had fought alongside De Gaulle and the Free French Forces during the Second World War. After liberation, and while still in France, his father was awarded with French citizenship and married a young French woman who was an idealist and revolutionary like him. From their love, Bebéi was born in the town of Malakoff, south of Paris, and he was barely two years old when his parents left him behind to fight to free Algeria. That’s a long story, which I may share later, but the important thing here is to understand his mood as he walked through the streets of the old city, since it was the pounding he felt inside his chest that explained everything that happened next.

Bebéi was a serious and dedicated worker. He spent his days in the Embassy quietly searching for, and filing, papers with such efficiency that there was no cause for complaint from anyone. When he was not at work, he relished every minute of his free time walking the cobblestone streets and cruising along with his daydreams, always peripherally related to reality.

He fancied Santa Clara from the time he got there. He noticed that every house had a story to tell, and each story, true or not, could feed his imagination. He seldom spoke – better be unnoticed – that was the first lesson he got from his uncle. He learned to think and dream in silence, without bothering to explain himself.

Bebéi enjoyed looking around and appreciating details of what he saw to later relish every image, color, and movement in his mind. Where others would simply regard the sea, the sun, and a few fishing boats, he would note every color change brought by the moving clouds. He would patiently watch the flight of the birds and follow each fisher in their boats: some clearing up the deck and others just staring at the dock. He learned to commit to memory every detail as if his life depended on it.

That morning he was distracted by reminiscing about his childhood. He was a French citizen but had been raised by his uncle, who taught him that immigrants had to be careful to survive – the less they see you the better it is. His childhood had been lonely but smooth until his uncle found out that he was sick and didn’t have much time left to live. He had been afraid to leave Bebéi alone in the world.

That morning, as Bebéi meandered through the streets of the old quarter, he recalled, with a smile, his uncle’s desperate efforts to find him a suitable job, one about which he could be inspired and passionate.

They both knew that what he loved to do most was daydream. Bebéi was always good at that – but one can’t make a living of daydreams, his uncle would say. Amidst those worries, Bebéi had started to help the nuns at the school to file papers and notebooks. That was something he was good at – filing what should not be lost and finding papers which were needed.

Thanks to his ability, and the help of his uncle’s friend who knew someone who played cards with the minister’s son-in-law, Bebéi got a job in Paris as an assistant archivist for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and there he worked quietly for many years with more than enough salary to live on. Every day he would wake up, take the metro, and, following his uncle’s advice – work as a submarine – so quietly that no one would notice him, and with such diligence that no one could complain. At the end of each day, he would return home, a place he would rarely leave. This is how he survived for nearly three decades without making a single mistake but with no mornings of happiness like the one he was having that Saturday greeting his neighbors in Santa Clara by the Sea.

Bebéi walked, remembering the day he heard his boss, Madame Roisson, mentioning there was a vacancy for an archivist at the Embassy at Santa Clara. The idea had immediately caught his attention and triggered his daydreaming: Santa Clara, a Caribbean village in the Caribbean – certainly a meeting place of adventurers. His days in Paris were lifeless, and nothing could make him dream anymore; he felt dismayed in his apartment, on the metro, and at work.

Walking and greeting his new neighbors in Santa Clara, he remembered that the idea of travelling had excited him so much that he had decided to risk everything. He knew that one day he would have to retire from the Ministry. What would he do afterward if he didn’t know how to do anything else? At the Ministry, very few people noticed him, but those who worked by his side knew he was an excellent archivist, and that was what they were looking for at Santa Clara. He had landed the job; and that is how on a sad and cold Parisian evening, he’d boarded a plane and flown for the first time in his life to a place that was neither near Rue Jean Moulin, where he lived, nor close to Quai d’Orsay, where he had always worked.

It had taken him twelve hours to cross the ocean, and before landing, he had seen through the window the small peninsula crammed with colonial constructions which soon would be familiar to him and the old city of Santa Clara by the Sea, where the French Embassy was located and where he would soon be living.

Those were his thoughts that Saturday. He had taken a risk, and thanks to his choice, he was living with pride in a place where he could happily stroll through the streets and where everyone greeted him with a smile.

That morning as he walked before the local school admiring the sun’s brightness reflecting off the roofs and on the colors of the old houses, Bebéi heard a doum doum dacadacadá, doum doum dacadacadá. The school band was rehearsing their drills.

He had heard them before, but that morning the kids wore their white gloves and proudly carried new instruments; the lyres were polished, the baton twirlers sported new uniforms, and all marched spiritedly with their heads held high.

Hector, the band instructor, yelled last-minute instructions while everyone listened carefully. It was their general rehearsal before Independence Day and a chance to march through the familiar cobblestone streets of the neighborhood before facing the parade in the capital’s main avenue.

At Hector’s signal, the drums started rolling. Then the lyres chimed in, and the enthusiasm increased. The baton twirlers led the march, and alongside them went Bebéi, attracted by the joy of the music and the band’s festive mood. Doum doum dacadacadá, doum doum dacadacadá.

They went down Central Avenue towards the Cathedral. The lyres gave the melody, the batons jumped in the air, and the drummers beat with all their might.

Just as they were about to enter the main square, Bebéi surprised himself and those around him. He went to the front of the line, and to everyone’s astonishment, he marched at the head of the band, sporting his worn suit, his out-of-style hat, his chubby belly, and his faded brown tie. With great enthusiasm beaming from his soul, he marched with exaggerated military posture, saluting the city and all who watched and applauded him from the sidelines. The energy he emanated was overwhelming. He was venting his deep emotions about having ventured out and started a whole new life. His euphoria became contagious. Perched on the steps of La Merced Church, the drunkards of the Brethren, who were used to watching his timid figure pass by, were dumbfounded to see him leading the parade. La Pajerita was the first one to get up and follow the band. After her, La Trotska, who was so drunk that she thought it was a protest against the government. Farther down, even the municipal policemen interrupted their card game to walk out and applaud, and Bebéi saluted them with all seriousness and respect.

The band marched with passion through the streets, and leading it, the archivist was balancing his body with long steps in rhythm with the drums and the lyres’ melody. Grená, the shaved-ice vendor, immediately realized that it was more than just a mere rehearsal. She abandoned her stand and the syrup bottles, to run and march alongside Bebéi, imitating his exaggerated steps and marching with pride, inviting everyone to join them on that unexpected patriotic march.

When the band passed his bookstore, Joseph the Princess put on his colorful hat, approached Bebéi and Grená wearing flamboyant dress, and marched alongside them. They formed the trio that would lead the parade throughout the neighborhood. Even the puritan widows who were leaving the church kicked off their heels to accompany the band, and one by one, those who had something to do and those who did not, joined the march.

The workers who were restoring the hotel abandoned their posts and followed the band with red union flags, which led drunken La Trotsky to wave in solidarity with the red grocery bag she carried.

Everybody, those who were readying their tents for the Sunday market, the grumpy men who gather in the square to complain, and the kids who bother them with their noise, gladly joined Bebéi and the band.

Bebéi, with his extravagant steps and martial air, surrounded by the joy of Grená and the colorfulness of Princess, was leading the band. Full of confidence, he guided them triumphantly into the French Square where his colleagues from the Embassy greeted him, impressed. Bebéi saluted them as if he was France’s Field Marshal rendering honors to the emperor.

Doum doum dacadacadá, doum doum dacadacadá, the band continued uninterrupted, drums, lyres, baton twirlers, all ready for the big parade. Doum doum dacadacadá, doum doum dacadacadá, they marched back through Central Avenue, ready for the parade and the festivity. Doum doum dacadacadá, doum doum… The rehearsal was about to conclude, just a block from the school, when the news came, and Hector, the instructor, gave the signal for the band to stop. All the neighborhood quieted down. A dead body had been found in front of the ruins of the Old Archway.
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A dead body and an annoying dog. I apologize for the ending of the first chapter. Those are things one has to get used to when writing about Santa Clara. The original plan was to write a little more about Bebéi’s background and continue introducing other characters of the old city: the five members of the Brethren, Diocles, the walking philosopher, and even Ilona, the restaurant owner. I was also planning to acquaint you with the chats in front of Grená’s shaved-ice stand, the nightlife in Pigalle Street, and the wild clashes between the church ladies and bums on the steps of La Merced church, but all of a sudden, an unidentified corpse showed up in the middle of the street, completely changing the narrative.

The people in the city weren’t even sure if the man was dead or not. In any case, I am compelled to abandon my initial plan so I can help you to understand what happened. This complicates the writer’s job, and it may confuse the reader, but in Santa Clara that’s how it goes. People there are utterly undisciplined, and their charm comes precisely from their surprises. And don’t worry if there are too many characters. What can I do? It’s a whole city. More than fifty people were involved in the Condor’s story. You deserve to know everything each one did, and if you follow along with me, you won’t get confused.

“A tourist dropped dead near the ruins of the Old Arch!” The news spread like wildfire.

“He looks dead!” some were saying. “No… he’s not from here, it’s a tourist,” yet others said. “He was alone. No one knows who he is.”

“The police are here; they are waiting for the ambulance to arrive. Hurry!” And everyone hurried along to the Old Arch; those who had marched in the parade, those who had just watched from the storefronts and applauded from the balconies, and even those who had held back on Bebéi’s call but couldn’t control their curiosity as death visited the neighborhood.

It bears mentioning that death was not usual at those premises; however, on that particular morning, someone chose to die in front of the old Dominican convent. And that’s where everyone was headed…

No, that’s not right, sorry, almost everyone. La Trotska couldn’t go because she was too drunk and wholly drained by the parade. Grená was also exhausted and went back to her shaved-ice stand, but not before making sure that one of her sons, Lieutenant Pirilo, was going to head towards the Old Arch and report back the news. Joseph the Princess did not go either; he remembered that he had left the bookstore unattended. Aside from them, everyone else ran there.

Explanations, theories, and doubts circulated among the crowd: “It’s a man … An older tourist … He looks sick.” “I remember him, but I thought he had died a long time ago.” “He fell, and he isn’t waking up… Who knows if he is dead or not.”

Bebéi also ran towards the ruins, but he couldn’t get close. Many were already there, and he stood at a distance fanning himself with his hat and trying to understand what was going on.

The corpse was sprawled out in the middle of the street, and Arcadio, a well-known petty crook, tried to resuscitate him. Those who knew Arcadio found his actions intriguing since no one imagined he had nursing qualifications and restaurant. and much less to be a good Samaritan. La Pajerita had her strong doubts on the matter. The Spaniard, with her madly unruly hair, wasn’t easily fooled; she knew Arcadio had not a streak of good in him and must have had an ulterior motive up his sleeve.

The street was packed, and everyone was speaking at once. Next to the body, two cops were standing guard waiting for the ambulance to arrive. What caught everyone’s attention was a black dog trying to approach the body. It would try to approach from one end, and people would buzz it off, then it would try to approach from the other end, and once again it was shunned. It would bark, be shushed, and try again. At times it would get close, but there was always someone pushing it away.

Arcadio shooed it off, he didn’t want anyone close, but the dog would not leave. The German tourist, who had a fear of dogs, shooed it off and it returned. The cops shooed it away without knowing why they were shooing, and even the photographer kicked it because he didn’t want a dog in his shot. Everyone pushed it away: the church ladies, the priest, the girls from the Music School, the Mayor’s chauffeur, and the gypsies. For thirty minutes, everyone tried to get rid of the dog, but the dog always returned.

Bebéi watched and wondered if the man was really dead. He began to follow the progress of the black dog. Everyone else saw the dog as a nuisance; nobody wanted it around, but it kept insisting. It would poke its head between the legs of those standing around the body, bark, growl and try to get closer. It didn’t matter how many times the dog was shooed away, it would always try again. Bebéi was impressed by its perseverance.

Its canine efforts finally bore fruit, and the dog was able to escape from those trying to catch it and get close to the body. It was then that Bebéi realized that what was attracting the dog was not curiosity. When the dog finally broke through the circle and got close to the body, it caressed the man’s face with its snout as if to calm down the deceased.

Arcadio insisted on scaring the dog off, but the animal made it clear that it would not back down. Not now. The dog barked viciously at Arcadio, ears perked up, fangs bared. Bebéi understood that the dog belonged to the man lying dead, and with the same resolve and energy he had led the band with, he made his way through the crowd and helped the dog remain by its master.

The animal lay next to the body and placed its head over the dead man’s chest. It was only then that all present realized what Bebéi had already perceived. Suddenly, the rush of questions and speculations ceased and was followed by a deep and respectful silence. Everyone looked at the dog, and the dog looked back at the crowd with mutual compassion.

The sad eyes of the dog had transformed the festive mood of the city into one of respectful mourning. On San Domingo Street, a man was lying dead. His yellowish skin and bald head seemed to indicate that he had been ill, and the whole old colonial neighborhood was saddened: residents, tourists, poets, and beggars. All present, reunited in silence, looked at the dead man that no one knew except for the dog and the dog could not explain who he was.

Today, knowing everything that happened, I wonder if it wouldn’t have been best to ignore the man’s identity. However, that was a sorrowful day, and Bebéi felt for the dog so that when the ambulance arrived Bebéi approached the dog, trying to calm him.

From a distance, La Pajerita followed Arcadio’s every move, and by her side was Diocles, the philosopher, with his brown raincoat, white beard, and wise expression. Contrary to everybody else in Santa Clara, Diocles didn’t spend his days concerned with himself. His pleasure was to observe others – what they did, how they did it and why.

Bebéi’s behavior had surprised him. On his daily walks Diocles had crossed paths with the French archivist, but he never caught his attention. That day, however, Diocles was impressed. Bebéi, the shy foreigner, had become the protagonist. First, by leading the band during the parade and later, at the Old Arch, by protecting and caressing the dog that everyone found annoying.

It was then that something equally unusual happened. Ibrahim, the Egyptian whom Diocles had frequently seen at Ilona’s restaurant, arrived. He looked at the body with a stupefied expression. He started to walk away with a worried look as if he hadn’t liked what he saw. Diocles and Bebéi both noticed it. The Egyptian’s face was not just surprised; he seemed fearful.

Ibrahim left but came back as if he didn’t believe what he had seen. He approached the body and looked one more time. Diocles tried to speak to him, but Ibrahim didn’t respond. He looked disturbed and left in a hurry as if he had to go and tell someone else what he had witnessed.

Diocles remarked on his odd behavior. He had seen Ibrahim before chatting with Ilona at the restaurant, and Ibrahim was usually a calm and discreet person.

Bebéi was also puzzled by the Egyptian’s behavior, but since he didn’t know him, he kept petting the trembling dog. Bebéi’s hand seemed to calm him, and so they remained until the cops began to disperse the crowd, making way for the stretcher. Then, in a matter of seconds, what was a peaceful silence turned to an atmosphere of angst. The dog grew nervous and began to bark. Bebéi tried to calm him down, but when the dog sensed that the cops were putting the man inside the ambulance, he barked with more determination. He jumped and slipped from Bebéi’s hands, and in one leap got into the vehicle, but the cops threw him out.

Bebéi tried to intercede, but no one understood his confusing words in French. The dog barked more energetically, and his desperation began to overwhelm Bebéi. The dog ran back and forth, and when they shut the door and the ambulance started to move, the dog grew desperate and ran to Bebéi, barking vigorously. Bebéi understood that the dog wanted his help, but he didn’t know what to do. The vehicle drove off and the dog took off after it.

Bebéi felt helpless and lost. He mumbled some words that no one understood, and awkwardly ran after the ambulance and the dog. He kept going and going, beginning to resign himself that he might not reach them, until he heard the howling.

The animal wasn’t running anymore and was limping and heaving heavily. Someone was yelling that a car had hit the dog while he was racing down the street, and the dog’s loud and hysterical howl pierced Bebéi’s heart.

He hugged the dog, and a crowd gathered around them, helplessly watching their desperation, until a taxi stopped. Out jumped La Pajerita, who gestured to Bebéi, inviting him to climb in along with the dog.

Once inside the vehicle, the dog stopped howling. He was still in pain, but when the cab speeded up, he didn’t feel alone. By his side, Bebéi was crying, sharing his agony.
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A cast and a new beginning. I will begin this new chapter by informing you that the black dog is doing fine. That same evening, after an extended visit to the vet, countless x-rays, and a cast, the dog finally got to rest at Bebéi’s apartment. He had calmed down by then. A Saturday that had begun festively with the band’s parade turned tragic with the death of the unidentified man and the howls of the nervous dog. But thanks to La Pajerita and Micky, the taxi driver, Bebéi and the dog had arrived safely at the vet and later back home.

It is important to highlight La Pajerita’s behavior; it surprised everyone. It’s true that Micky was the taxi driver and everyone in the neighborhood knew him; but no one could have imagined that La Pajerita, in her permanent state of dementia, would have ever taken such an initiative at a time of so much stress.

In the old neighborhood, everyone knew of her walking up and down in a hurry, carrying prayer cards for the Virgin followed by her skinny female dog, both competing for who sported the crazier tangled hairstyle.

By her accent, one could figure out that she was a Spaniard, and some even said that her arrival in Santa Clara many years ago was due to the Franco regime’s persecutions, but no one knew for sure. La Pajerita didn’t speak much, and almost nothing of what she said made much sense, but she didn’t bother anyone, and nothing really bothered her either. She was one of the five members of the Brethren. Contrary to the other four, who spent their days and nights on the steps of La Merced Church, La Pajerita slept on a particular bench in the boardwalk, always alongside her bitch and away from everything and everyone. She would walk around every day with no real destination but always in a hurry, and to rest, she would hang out at La Merced with the Brethren, not because of the alcohol since La Pajerita rarely drank, but because she was crazy or perhaps lonely. Her attitude never had any connection to reality, but the good side was that she was always smiling.

That noon, everything ended differently. She was not smiling, but she knew very well what she had to do. Once she saw Bebéi running after the dog, she convinced Micky to go and find them in his taxi. And when they found them, she helped Bebéi and the dog get settled in the cab. But she didn’t go along with them. La Pajerita never left Santa Clara. Her world began and ended in the old neighborhood. There, she lived alone, and she couldn’t be happier. She knew the place and its people like the palm of her hand; those who lived in houses that opened their windows and the others who remained cloistered to keep secrets under lock and key. However, she didn’t know anything or anybody outside of the old quarter.

Her choice of Micky as the taxi driver was not a coincidence. He was the one who always picked up the bums at the jail every time the police would book them. Micky was the best friend of Rasta Bong, Grená’s older son, and since they were kids, people were used to seeing them together on the streets of the city. Micky had never been able to keep a steady job, and he survived thanks to the taxi that Rasta Bong had bought for him.

Nobody knew for sure, but it seemed that his permanent nervousness was due to the blows he received during his disastrous and short-lived boxing career as Micky, the Lefty Beast. Whatever caused the nerves, Micky could never control himself, not even for a minute. When he wasn’t moving or walking back and forth, he would talk and torture any poor soul in front of him with endless questions. Not even when he was driving would he shut up. If he didn’t have a passenger to talk to, Micky would rattle off to himself, and when he stopped at a light, he would get down from his car and start talking to the driver next to him or at least interrogate them through the window.

Knowing Micky’s restlessness, it is interesting to imagine the scene at the vet’s office: the black dog howling in pain, Micky going around with his non-stop chatter, and, behind them, Bebéi moving around trying to understand what everyone was saying.

At first, Micky took La Pajerita’s request as routine. He planned to take the chubby man and the dog to the vet’s office, charge his fee and be back on his routes, but he ended up staying. He realized that Bebéi could not understand what people were telling him, and Micky stayed, asking questions and talking to anybody who would approach them. Next to him, Bebéi watched and smiled, distracted by his own uneasiness.

Later that evening, once the dog’s leg had been put in a cast, they went back to the old city; and after so much excitement: the parade, the death, the running about, the howls, and the vet visit, Bebéi was finally able to relax.

It had been an intense day, and there was much to think over, but for once Bebéi wasn’t alone in his apartment. Ever since he walked in with the plastered leg, the dog had stayed near the door, following Bebéi’s movements from the corner of his eye.

He only has a broken leg. Three weeks in a cast, and he will be as good as new, the vet had told him.

Bebéi knew that the dead man would never reunite with the dog, so he tried to pet him, but the animal ignored him and remained quiet. Not even the food he brought interested him; the dog barely lifted his head to sniff the food before he went back to looking out of the window. Maybe he thought that his friend would return, and Bebéi didn’t know how to explain otherwise. He continued to pet the dog’s neck, and the dog kept ignoring him. They remained like that for a long time until they both fell asleep on the floor.

The following morning, Bebéi woke up staring at the dog. He noticed that a subtle change had come over his life since the arrival of the dog the day before. Until then, everything had been a series of knee-jerk reactions, starting with the desire to march alongside the band. One thing leading to another without even a second to decide. Still, this morning there was no impulsive behavior nor desperate events. The only thing that was real was the black dog lying next to him with his leg in a cast and his sad eyes piercing into Bebéi’s soul.

Bebéi had never before shared his home with anyone, and even though his new roommate remained quiet and still, he now had someone to spend time with. He didn’t know what to do with his new friend, but it was Sunday, and the sun rose in its splendor, inviting them out onto the street, so they headed out.

Bebéi changed his suit for another brown one that looked exactly like the one he was wearing before but was clean and didn’t have dog blood on it. He put on another tie, same color, adjusted his hat in front of the mirror, and opened his apartment door. He wanted to start the day by walking the dog through the neighborhood. He, the embassy’s archivist, was no longer Bebéi the loner, walking quietly through the streets. Now he felt different; he felt like the Master of Ceremonies of the band, walking proudly behind the black dog, who was limping and sniffing right and left, looking for the right spot to pee.

The dog didn’t belong to him. He knew well that he would have to find out more about the dead man; he must have relatives or friends waiting for him. The problem was, how would he go about finding them? Bebéi only spoke French, and the few Spanish words he knew were barely enough to say hello to neighbors, but one way or another, he would have to find out who the dead man was. While he did this, he was also committed to help the dog get over his sadness. That’s what he promised himself, and that is what he was going to do.

Walking the dog was a brand-new experience. Before, his walks were limited to greeting and being greeted by passersby. That was it. Greet, smile, and keep walking. With the dog the walk was more pleasant. After the greeting and the smile, there was always something else. That morning he heard many comments, which he couldn’t completely understand, first from the cops, then, from the Mayor’s driver, and later, from the principal who was rushing by to open up the school on a Sunday, and from some girls whom he almost bumped into as he rounded the corner pulled by the dog. He picked up on the jokes by the well-dressed woman going to the church, which he pretended to understand, and returned the smiles of the sensual ladies from Pigalle Street, who had just ended their night shift, with their make-up smeared across their faces, and who stopped briefly to pet the dog.

One of them asked the dog’s name. Bebéi was caught by surprise and didn’t want to admit he didn’t know. How would they believe it was his dog if he didn’t know his name? He answered with the first name that came to his mind, Zoubir, his uncle’s name. That was how the black dog got its Algerian name.

When Bebéi got into the main square, he was approached by a group of backpacking tourists moved by the dog’s leg in a cast. One of them, Diana, came close to him. She had blue eyes, looked like an angel, and spoke French. Never, since his arrival, had Bebéi stopped to chat with someone. Still, that Sunday, he told Diana that the dog’s owner had been taken away in an ambulance and that the dog’s leg was broken. The story moved her, and to Bebéi’s surprise, she kissed him on the cheek. It was such a sweet kiss that he continued on his walk even more joyous than before.

Leaving the main square and climbing the Central Avenue, he came across Hector, the band instructor, who greeted him and caressed the dog, saying something that Bebéi didn’t quite catch but which he assumed was related to the parade the day before. Later, while passing by the corner where Grená was readying her shaved-ice stand, she jokingly indicated to him that she wanted the dog for herself. He smiled and rapidly excused himself, pretending he didn’t understand her proposal. How could she dare want his dog?

Walking with Zoubir was entertaining. Before, Bebéi walked about the neighborhood streets, but he hadn’t felt as though he belonged; he was just a spectator passing by and greeting the people. With the dog, it was different. Bebéi was becoming part of the neighborhood. And the irony was that he was so distracted by his thoughts that he didn’t even think to pick up Zoubir’s mess, leaving it behind on Central Avenue.

Bebéi was smiling. Now he was not just another foreigner. He continued along, greeting people as if he was no longer Bebéi the Archivist, nor Bebéi the Adventurer, but just Bebéi; no more, no less. Perhaps Bebéi the good Mayor, waving at his voters on his way to Mass, or who knows, Bebéi the Detective, on his way to search for clues regarding the dog’s owner.

His imagination kept running wild when he passed in front of the steps of La Merced Church, where he heard something that caught his attention.

“Sale chien!”[1]

It was one of the members of the Brethren standing on the church steps who had shouted out. Bebéi had always been scared by that group of men and women who he didn’t know for sure weren’t beggars or drunkards. The one who spat out Sale chien! that morning had an aggressive look on his face, but Bebéi only cared that the bum had spoken to him in French.

If he was alone, he would have walked on by without batting an eye, but Bebéi felt brave with Zoubir on his side and approached the bum to confirm what he had heard.

Robespierre – that was his name – reacted in a threatening manner walking towards him cursing at dogs that pooped on the street and at their owners who ignored the pile of shit left behind. He kept shouting and insulting Bebéi, who stood there listening calmly, protected by his dog. In reality, Bebéi was happy, although they were insults, that drunkard was the second person who had spoken to him in French that day. It was something new and pleasant, but his smile and simplicity weren’t enough to disarm the irate Robespierre.

“Un sale chien et un sale con!”[2]

According to Grená, Robespierre came from one of the traditional families of Santa Clara, rejected for the embarrassment of his mental state. He was always very aggressive when he wasn’t drunk, a rage that immediately disappeared after the first drinks turned him into a gentle lamb. This was Robespierre’s ritual every single day: aggressive before he started drinking and later, when he was drunk, as affable as a nun. But that morning, he had just woken up.

Robespierre kept on with his shouts. The black dog growled, protective of Bebéi, and Robespierre raised his voice even louder. Zoubir growled fiercely, looking Robespierre directly in the eye, which in turn enraged him even more. Both kept defying each other in front of Bebéi, who had turned into a spectator, until Zoubir began to bark in a fit of rage, the unmistakable signal that he was ready to attack. Robespierre had enough common sense to shut up and retreat, sitting between Null-and-void, the older bum who snored away in his drunkenness, and Henry Moriarty, the Canadian who observed the spectacle under the guise of being in a deep trance.

Bebéi smiled at the exchange before him. He still didn’t know for sure who the bums were, but even without knowing it, he sensed that along with Zoubir, he was part of the city. The drunks wouldn’t intimidate him anymore, and he sat next to them on the church steps.

He felt brave next to his dog, and for the first time, he heard a mysterious violin playing a Gypsy melody. He was beginning to unveil secrets only a few knew about, sadly, secrets that would bring him and the old city of Santa Clara by the Sea a full measure of grief and regrets.
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The Brethren’s Sunday gathering. It’s nine in the morning, and the church bells ring and clang and chime away. The old city of Santa Clara by the Sea calls its faithful to Sunday Mass, while on the steps of La Merced, the bums argue about the dead man’s identity.

Robespierre calmed down after the dog growled at him. It’s not that he had changed his mind, but he realized that it would be better to keep his mouth shut, hiding behind Henry Moriarty, the old hippie, who still hadn’t said a word with his gaze lost in outer space.

I know I could elaborate on the chubby Canadian with a long beard and hair, a mix between blonde and grey, who is always sitting on the steps of La Merced with a blank look on his face. But to call him an old hippie is a good start.

Moriarty is a poet, despite not having published anything, claiming that Walt Whitman had written everything that there was to be expressed. As he said: “To be a poet, it’s not necessary to write, but one must live the vital expressions of emotions that flow through every moment.” With phrases such as these, he would justify his permanent catatonic state, which to him meant nothing more than “the expression of a deep and nostalgic rebellion.”

He is the one who invented the name, the Brethren. According to him, it was inspired by the Persian Brethren of Purity, a secret society created by Ikhwan Al-Safa in the eleventh century. But none of the other members care about Moriarty’s words, and all of them blatantly ignore that name, which was nevertheless adopted by the rest of the city to identify the La Merced bums.

Nobody in Santa Clara seemed to pay much attention to Moriarty, and the reason was that one hundred percent of the time, he was completely stoned. He rarely drank but was always high, smoking joints and drinking teas and potions that he prepared following mysterious recipes combining ayahuasca, other exotic plants, and strange mushrooms he harvested. Everything he consumed was absolutely organic, and according to doctors, he is a healthy man, as his exuberant belly can prove. However, to talk with him is a waste of time; his eyes are permanently bewildered, and words only come out of his mouth on rare, but significant, occasions.

The old hippie was leaning against the church’s wall when Robespierre sat down, looking for protection between Moriarty and Null-and-void, the Brethren’s dean, who kept snoring and farting from all the beans he ate.

Bebéi stared for a while at the three of them until he saw the slight figure of La Pajerita. She was climbing up the street, followed by her skinny bitch that began wagging her tail at the sight of Zoubir. La Pajerita approached and, without a single word, sat down beside Bebéi to watch the dogs at the church entrance. La Pajerita’s bitch was hyper-excited, but the dogs could not horse around too much since Zoubir could barely walk with his leg in a cast.

Bebéi thanked her for her help. He spoke in French with words La Pajerita did not comprehend, but she understood what he was trying to say and was pleased. And while the two struggled to communicate, the young priest, who had arrived in Santa Clara a few months before, came to the door to welcome the honorable ladies who daily attended the morning Mass.

As soon as Robespierre saw the priest, he stood up and began with his revolutionary atheistic blasphemies. “Hypocrite! Crow! Merchant of false redemptions!” Robespierre then turned to target the women who were arriving and scudding along. “Shit-infested Eucharist eaters! Ask for forgiveness for your obscene lust for this castrated priest!”

Please forgive Robespierre, but it’s impossible to ask him to be polite when he isn’t yet drunk, especially when dealing with the new priest or the honorable ladies. In any case, this gives you a good idea of how a Sunday morning starts in Santa Clara by the Sea. Inside the church, the priest and the ladies fall to their knees before the altar reciting their prayers, while back on the steps, the irreverent drunkards blaspheme their abominations; a spectacle that entertains the residents and scares the tourists. In the midst of all this, Bebéi smiled while petting Zoubir, and La Pajerita looked on with a deranged expression.

Micky, the taxi driver, arrived after the Mass had begun. First, he passed by Grená’s stand. Before we continue, let me explain that this corner with its four cardinal points—Grená’s shaved-ice stand, the La Merced church steps, Rasta’s barbershop, and the Chinaman’s grocery—is, undoubtedly, the busiest place in the city. And mainly because of Grená, since everybody in sunny Santa Clara passes, at least once a day, to drink a shaved-ice refreshment prepared by her, despite the dangerous exposure to the unpredictable mood of the Brethren’s bums.

While having his refreshment, Micky told Grená the previous day’s adventures. He knew that nothing mattered more to her than to hear a story, even if it was just gossip. Grená was the most beloved and respected person in town. She was Black, tall, and always dressed in colorful African colors, except for the twelfth day of every month, when, to honor her dead husband, Grená only wore white.

She was the widow of the African Barber, a man who owned the barbershop and was also known for his ties to the Revolutionary Party. He and Grená had three sons, and each chose his own distinct path. One was Rastafarian, the other a police lieutenant, and the third a petty thief, but all three were very close to Grená.

Under the big yellow umbrella covering her stand decked with all those colorful fruit syrup bottles, Grená prepared the shaved-ice refreshments. Her stand was a main gathering point in the neighborhood. She spent all day there, and I can assure you that nothing, absolutely nothing that happened in the old city of Santa Clara by the Sea, went unnoticed by her.

She listened to Micky’s stories, while her oldest son, Rasta Bong, briefly joined them in a hurry to open the barbershop. And I must pause again to explain since I know it’s unusual to think of a Rastafarian barber, and much less a pothead, anxiously tending to his business.

The African, Rasta’s father, died of a heart condition, but before passing away, he made Rasta promise that he would keep the barbershop going. A task which in the beginning seemed complicated, not because of his long Rastafarian dreads, which he always kept neatly tucked away inside an enormous Jamaican Rasta tam, but because of the bits of holy herbs he liked to smoke. This problem had been overcome after he and Grená had a serious chat. He committed to work every day with the same energetic zeal as his father, on the condition that as soon as night fell, he would light up his joints, and do whatever he pleased. Rasta Bong has always been a firm believer in One Love, a Rastafarian commitment of passion and pride in honor of the great Haile Selassie, Lion of Judah.

That morning, the identity of the dead man was discussed on that corner, and Bebéi was among the people there. After
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