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Dedication

Soon afterwards, like figures made of mist, father and son disappear into the crowd of the Ramblas, their steps lost forever in the shadow of the wind.

The Shadow of the Wind
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Blanca and the Departure

(FROM THE IMAGINED MEMOIRS OF ONE DAVID MARTÍN)

Translated by Lucia Graves
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I’ve always envied the ease with which some people are able to forget – people for whom the past is only a set of last season’s clothes or a pair of old shoes that can simply be condemned to the back of a cupboard to ensure they’re unable to retrace lost footsteps. I had the misfortune of remembering everything, and that everything in turn, remembered me. I recall my early childhood days of cold and loneliness, of dead moments spent gazing at greyness; and the dark mirror that haunted my father’s eyes. Yet I can barely bring back the memory of a single friend. I can conjure up the faces of children in the Ribera neighbourhood with whom I sometimes played or quarrelled in the street, but none I would wish to rescue from that land of indifference. None except Blanca’s.

Blanca was about two years older than me. I met her one day in April outside my front door. She was walking hand in hand with a maid who had come to collect some books from a small antiquarian bookshop, opposite the building site for the concert hall. By a quirk of fate the bookshop didn’t open until twelve o’clock that day and the maid had arrived at eleven thirty, leaving a half-hour gap during which, unbeknown to me, my fate was about to be sealed. Had it been up to me, I would never have dared exchange a single word with her. Her clothes, her smell and her elegant bearing spoke of a wealthy girl cosseted by silks and velvet; she clearly didn’t belong to my world, and even less did I belong to hers. We were separated by only a few metres of street and miles of invisible laws. I merely gazed at her, the way one admires objects that have been consigned to a glass cabinet or to the display window of one of those shops that may look open, but you know you’ll never enter. I’ve often thought that, were it not for my father’s firm strictures regarding my personal cleanliness, Blanca would never have noticed me. My father was of the opinion that he’d seen enough filth during the war to fill nine lives and although we were as poor as church mice, he had taught me, from a very early age, to become used to the freezing water that ran – when it felt like it – from the tap above the sink, and to those soap bars that smelled of bleach and scraped everything off you, even your regrets. That is how, when I’d just turned eight, yours truly, David Martín, a clean nonentity and a future candidate for third-rate author, managed to gather enough composure not to look away when that well-to-do doll set her eyes on me and smiled timidly. My father had always told me that in life one should pay people back in kind. He was referring to slaps in the face and other such offences, but I decided to follow his teachings and return that smile – and while I was at it, throw in a small nod. She was the one who walked over, slowly and, looking me up and down, held out her hand, a gesture nobody had ever made to me, and said:

‘My name is Blanca.’

Blanca held out her hand the way young ladies do in drawing-room comedy, palm down and with the detachment of a Parisian damsel. I didn’t realise that what was expected of me was to lean forward and brush her hand with my lips, and after a while Blanca removed her hand and raised an eyebrow.

‘I’m David.’

‘Are you always so bad-mannered?’

I was working on a rhetorical way out that would compensate for my uncouth plebeian background, rescuing my image with a display of ingenuity and wit, when the maid walked over, a look of alarm on her face, and stared at me the way one stares at a rabid dog let loose on the street. She was a young, severe-looking woman with deep, dark eyes that held no sympathy for me. Grabbing Blanca by the arm, she pulled her out of reach.

‘Who are you speaking to, Miss Blanca? You know your father doesn’t like you to talk to strangers.’

‘He’s not a stranger, Antonia. This is my friend David. My father knows him.’

I froze while the maid studied me out of the corner of her eye.

‘David what?’

‘David Martín, madam. At your service.’

‘Nobody is at Antonia’s service, David. She’s the one who serves us. Isn’t that right, Antonia?’

It was just an instant, an expression nobody would have noticed but me – for I was watching her closely. Antonia darted a brief, dark glance at Blanca, a look that was poisoned with hatred and turned my blood to ice, before she concealed it with a smile of resignation and a shake of the head, playing down the matter.

‘Kids,’ she muttered under her breath as she turned to walk back to the bookshop, which was now opening its doors.

Blanca then made as if to sit down on the front doorstep. Even a yokel like me knew that the dress she wore could not come into contact with the base materials covered in soot with which my home was built. I took off my patched-up jacket and spread it over the step like a doormat. Blanca sat on my best garment, gazing at the street and the people walking by. From the bookshop door, Antonia didn’t take her eyes off us, and I pretended not to notice.

‘Do you live here?’ Blanca asked.

I nodded, pointing at the adjacent building.

‘Do you?’

Blanca looked at me as if that were the stupidest question she’d heard in her short life.

‘Of course not.’

‘Don’t you like the neighbourhood?’

‘It smells bad, it’s dark and cold and the people are ugly and noisy.’

It had never occurred to me to size up the world I knew in such a way, but I found no solid arguments with which to contradict her.

‘So why do you come here?’

‘My father has a house near the Born Market. Antonia brings me here to visit him almost every day.’

‘And where do you live?’

‘In Sarriá, with my mother.’

Even a poor wretch like me had heard of Sarriá, but I’d never actually been there. I imagined it as a sort of citadel made up of large mansions and lime-tree avenues, luxurious carriages and leafy gardens, a world inhabited by people like that girl, only taller. Hers was a perfumed, luminous world, no doubt, a world of fresh breezes and good-looking, quiet citizens.

‘So how come your father lives here and not with you and your mother?’

Blanca shrugged and looked away. The subject seemed to make her uncomfortable so I decided not to insist.

‘It’s just for a while,’ she added. ‘He’ll come back home soon.’

‘Of course,’ I said, without quite knowing what we were talking about, but adopting that commiserating tone of those already born defeated, experts at recommending resignation.

‘The Ribera isn’t that bad, you’ll see. You’ll get used to it.’

‘I don’t want to get used to it. I don’t like this neighbourhood, nor the house my father has bought. I don’t have any friends here.’

I gulped.

‘I can be your friend, if you like.’

‘And who are you?’

‘David Martín.’

‘You’ve already said that.’

‘I suppose I’m also someone who doesn’t have any friends.’

Blanca turned her head to look at me with a mixture of curiosity and hesitation.

‘I don’t like playing hide-and-seek, or ball games,’ she warned me.

‘Neither do I.’

Blanca smiled and held out her hand again. This time I did my utmost to brush it with my lips.

‘Do you like stories?’ she asked.

‘That’s what I like best in the whole world.’

‘I know a few stories that very few people have heard,’ she said. ‘My father writes them for me.’

‘I also write stories. Well, I invent them and learn them by heart.’

Blanca frowned.

‘Let’s see. Tell me one.’

‘Now?’

She nodded, defiantly.

‘I hope it’s not about little princesses,’ she threatened. ‘I hate little princesses.’

‘Well, it does have one princess . . . but she’s a very bad one.’

Blanca’s face lit up.

‘How bad?’
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That morning Blanca became my first reader, my first audience. I told her, as best I could, my story about princesses and sorcerers, maledictions and poisoned kisses in a universe of spells and living palaces that slithered along a misty wilderness like infernal beasts. When the narrative came to an end and the heroine had sunk into the frozen waters of a black lake holding a cursed rose in her hands, Blanca set the course of my life forever: moved with emotion, she shed a tear and, casting aside any high-flown airs, murmured that she thought my story was beautiful. I would have given my life for that moment never to disappear. Antonia’s shadow stretching over our feet brought me back to the humdrum reality.

‘We’re going now, Miss Blanca. Your father doesn’t like us to be late for lunch.’

The maid snatched her away and led her down the street, but I held Blanca’s gaze until her figure vanished and I saw her waving at me. I picked up my jacket and put it on again, feeling Blanca’s warmth and aroma over me. Then I smiled to myself and, although it was just for a few seconds, I became aware that for the first time in my life I was happy, and that after tasting that poison my existence would never be the same again.

That night, while we were having our dinner of soup and bread, my father looked at me severely.

‘You seem different,’ he said. ‘Has something happened?’

‘No, Father.’

I went to bed early, fleeing from his irritable mood. I lay down on my bed in the dark, thinking about Blanca, about the stories I wanted to invent for her, and I realised that I didn’t know where she lived or when, if ever, I was going to see her again.

I spent several days searching for Blanca. After lunch, as soon as my father fell asleep or closed his bedroom door, succumbing to his personal oblivion, I would go out and head for the lower part of the neighbourhood, where I’d walk through the dark, narrow side streets surrounding Paseo del Borne in the hope of finding Blanca or her sinister maid. I managed to memorise every hidden corner and every shadow of that labyrinth of streets whose walls seemed to lean against one another and blend into a network of tunnels. The ancient lanes of the medieval guilds formed a web of corridors that commenced at the basilica of Santa María del Mar and then intertwined to form a knot of incomprehensible passages, arches and curves where the sun barely penetrated more than a few minutes a day. Gargoyles and relief sculptures marked the crossings where old, ruined palaces met buildings that grew, one on top of the other, like rocks forming a cliff edge of windows and towers. In the evening I would return home exhausted just as my father was waking up.

On the sixth day, when I was beginning to think that I’d dreamed that encounter, I walked up Calle de los Mirallers towards the side entry of Santa María del Mar. A thick mist had dropped over the city and was creeping through the streets like a silvery veil. The church door was open and there I saw two figures, both dressed in white – a woman and a girl – silhouetted against the arched entrance. A second later the mist had wrapped them in an embrace. I ran to the door and stepped inside the basilica. The draught dragged the mist into the building and a ghostly mantle of vapour, glowing in the candlelight, floated over the pews in the nave. I spied Antonia, the maid, kneeling by one of the confessionals, her expression contrite and pleading. I was sure that harpy’s confession had the colouring and consistency of tar. Blanca was sitting in one of the pews, waiting, her legs dangling, staring absently at the altar. I walked over to the end of the pew and she turned her head. When she saw me her face lit up and she smiled, making me instantly forget the endless days of misery I’d spent trying to find her. I sat down next to her.

‘What are you doing here?’ she asked.

‘I was coming to mass,’ I improvised.

‘It’s not the time for mass,’ she laughed.

I didn’t want to lie to her, so I just lowered my eyes. There was no need to say anything.

‘I’ve also missed you,’ she said. ‘I thought you might have forgotten me.’

I shook my head. The hazy atmosphere and the muffled whispers emboldened me and I blurted out a declaration I’d devised for one of my tales about magic and heroism.

‘I would never be able to forget you,’ I said.

Those were words that would have sounded empty and ridiculous, except when spoken by an eight-year-old boy who probably didn’t know what he was saying, but felt it. Blanca looked into my eyes with a strange sadness that did not belong to a child’s gaze, and she pressed my hand firmly.

‘Promise you’ll never forget me.’

Antonia, the maid, now apparently free of sin and ready to reoffend, was observing us with hostility from the end of the pew.

‘Miss Blanca?’

Blanca kept her eyes fixed on mine.

‘Promise.’

‘I promise.’

Once again the maid took away my only friend. I saw them walk down the nave and disappear through the back door that led to Paseo del Borne. But this time a touch of malice suffused my melancholy. Something told me that the maid was a woman with a fragile conscience who regularly visited the confessional to purge her faults. The church bells struck four o’clock and the germ of a plan began to form in my mind.

From that day on, every afternoon at a quarter to four I would go to Santa María del Mar and sit in one of the pews near the confessionals. I only had to wait two days before they reappeared. I waited for the maid to kneel down in front of the confessional and then stepped over to where Blanca was standing.

‘Every other day at four,’ she whispered.

Without wasting a second I grabbed her hand and took her on a tour of the basilica. I’d prepared a story for her that took place precisely there, among the columns and chapels of the church, with a final duel between an evil spirit made of ashes and blood, and a heroic knight, fought in the crypt beneath the altar. It would become the first episode of a series of finely detailed adventures, terrors and romances that I invented for Blanca, titled The Cathedral Ghosts and which, with my immense vanity as a novice author, seemed to me near perfection. I finished recounting the first episode just in time for us to get back to the confessional and meet up with the maid, who didn’t see me this time because I hid behind a pillar. For a couple of weeks Blanca and I met there every other day. We shared our kids’ stories and dreams, while the maid tortured the parish priest with exhaustive accounts of her sins.

At the end of the second week the confessor, a priest who looked liked a retired boxer, noticed my presence and quickly put two and two together. I was about to slip away when he beckoned me to approach the confessional. His pugilistic appearance convinced me and I hastened to obey. I knelt down, trembling in the knowledge that my ruse had been discovered.

‘Hail Mary, full of grace,’ I murmured through the latticed opening.

‘Do I look like a nun to you, you little rascal?’

‘I’m sorry, Father. I wasn’t sure what I was meant to say.’

‘Don’t they teach you this at school?’

‘The teacher is an atheist and says you priests are an instrument of the capitalist system.’

‘And what’s he an instrument of?’

‘He didn’t say. I think he considers himself a free agent.’

The priest laughed.

‘Where did you learn to speak like that? In school?’

‘Reading.’

‘Reading what?’

‘Whatever I can.’

‘And do you read the word of the Lord?’

‘Does the Lord write?’

‘Keep acting like a smart aleck and you’ll end up burning in hell.’

I gulped.

‘Do I have to tell you my sins now?’ I whispered anxiously.

‘There’s no need. They’re stamped on your forehead. What’s this business that’s going on with the maid and the girl almost every day?’

‘What business?’

‘Let me remind you that this is a confessional and if you lie to a priest Our Lord may well strike you down with a deadly bolt on your way out,’ the confessor threatened.

‘Are you sure?’

‘If I were you I wouldn’t risk it. Come on, spit it out.’

‘Where do I begin?’

‘Skip the playing with yourself and the swear words and tell me what it is you do every day in my parish at four o’clock in the afternoon.’

The kneeling, the darkness and the smell of wax have something about them that invite one to unburden one’s conscience. I even confessed my first sneeze. The priest listened in silence, clearing his throat every time I stopped. At the end of my confession, when I supposed he was going to send me straight to hell, I heard him chuckling.

‘Aren’t you going to give me a penance?’

‘What’s your name, kid?’

‘David Martín, sir.’

‘It’s “father”, not “sir”. One would say “sir” to your father, and “Lord” to the Most High. But I’m not your father, I’m a father, in this case, Father Sebastián.’

‘Forgive me, Father Sebastián.’

‘Just “father” will be fine. And the one who forgives is the Lord. I only do the administering. Now: back to business. For today I’ll let you go with only a warning and a couple of Hail Marys. And as I believe that the Lord, in his infinite wisdom, has chosen this most unusual path to persuade you to come to church, I’ll offer you a deal. Every other day, half an hour before you meet up with your little damsel, you come and help me clean the sacristy. In exchange I’ll keep the maid here for at least half an hour to give you more time.’

‘You’ll do this for me, Father?’

‘Ego te absolvo in nomine Patris et Filii et Spiritus Sancti. And now clear off.’
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Father Sebastián proved to be a man of his word. I would arrive half an hour early and help him in the sacristy, for the poor fellow was almost lame and could barely manage on his own. He liked to listen to my stories, which according to him were little blasphemies of a venial nature, but which amused him, especially the ones about ghosts and curses. He seemed to me as solitary a person as I was, and when I admitted that Blanca was my only friend, he agreed to help me. I lived for those meetings.

Blanca always arrived looking pallid and cheerful, dressed in ivory-coloured clothes. She always wore new shoes and necklaces with silver medals. She listened to the tales I invented for her and told me about her world and the large dark house, close by, where her father had gone to live, a frightening place she loathed. Sometimes she talked about her mother, Alicia, with whom she lived in the old family house in Sarriá. Other times, speaking almost in tears, she mentioned her father, whom she adored but who, she said, was ill and now barely left the house.

‘My father is a writer,’ she explained. ‘Like you. But he doesn’t write stories for me any more, the way he used to. Now he only writes stuff for a man who sometimes comes to the house at night to visit him. I’ve never seen him, but once I spent the night there and I heard them talking until very late, locked up in my father’s study. That man isn’t good. He scares me.’

Every afternoon, when we parted, I walked back home daydreaming about the moment when I would rescue her from that existence marked by absences, from that night visitor who scared her, from that pampered life that stole the light from her with every passing day. Every afternoon I told myself that I wasn’t going to forget her and that, so long as I remembered her, I’d be able to save her.

One November day – it had dawned blue with frosty windows – I went out to meet her as usual, but Blanca didn’t come to our rendezvous. For two weeks I waited in vain for my friend to appear in the basilica. I looked everywhere for her, and when my father caught me weeping at night I lied to him and told him I had toothache, although no tooth could hurt as much as that absence. Father Sebastián, who began to worry every time he saw me waiting there like a lost soul, sat down next to me one day and tried to comfort me.

‘Perhaps you should forget your friend, David.’

‘I can’t. I promised I would never forget her.’

A month had gone by since her disappearance when I noticed I was beginning to forget her. I’d stopped going to the church every other day, I’d stopped inventing
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