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Part One

TWENTY DEGREES BELOW ZERO

[image: image]
Be lion-mettled, proud, and take no care
 Who chafes, who frets, or where conspirers are: Macbeth shall never vanquished be until
 Great Birnam wood to high Dunsinane hill
 Shall come against him.

SHAKESPEARE, Macbeth, Act 4, Scene 1
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NESTOR, THE COOK

Sunday, twenty-ninth of March (in the small hours)

HIS MUSTACHE WAS stiffer than ever, so stiff a fly could have stepped out to the end, like a prisoner walking the plank on a pirate ship. Except that flies can’t survive in a cool room at twenty below zero, and neither could the owner of the blond, frozen mustache: Nestor Chaffino, chef and pastry cook, renowned for his masterful way with a chocolate fondant. And that’s how he was found hours later: eyes wide open in astonishment, but with a certain dignity still in his bearing. True, his fingernails were scratching at the door, but there was a dishcloth tucked into the string of his apron as usual, though looking smart is hardly a major preoccupation when the door of a 1980s-model Westinghouse cool room, two meters by one and a half, has just shut automatically behind you with a click.

And click was the last sound he heard before congratulating himself on his luck, Bloody brilliant, but it can’t be true, since incredulity often precedes fear, and then: Jesus, why now of all times? The housekeepers even warned me about it before leaving, and there’s a notice in three languages posted prominently in the kitchen, stressing the importance of not forgetting to take certain boring precautions like lifting the bolt so the door doesn’t accidentally swing shut behind you. You can never be too careful with these old models. But Christ almighty, I can’t have been in here more than two minutes, three at the most, stacking away these boxes of chocolate truffles. No doubt about it, though, the door went click. You must have done something to upset it, Nestor, and click it went. Now what? He looked at his watch: four in the morning, said the phosphorescent hands—click—and there he was in the pitch dark, inside the spacious cool room of a country house, almost empty now after a dinner party at which maybe thirty guests had assembled. . . . But think, think, for God’s sake. Who’s staying the night?

Let’s see: the owners of the house, naturally. And Serafin Tous, one of their old friends, who arrived at the last minute. As it happened, Nestor had made his acquaintance a few weeks earlier, briefly though, very briefly. Then there were the two employees of Nestor’s catering company, Mulberry & Mistletoe, whom he had asked to stay on and help him clean up in the morning: his good friend Carlos Garcia and the new one (he never could remember his name). Karel? Koral? Yes, it’s Karel, the Czech boy who does weights and is so handy around the place, beating egg whites to a stiff peak and unloading a hundred boxes of Coke without working up a sweat, all the while singing “Lágrimas negras,” a Caribbean son, with his rather unfortunate Bratislava accent.

Who would hear him shouting and kicking the door, again and again, bang bang bang, each blow resounding in his skull as if he were on the receiving end? Bloody brilliant. Thirty years in the trade and not one accident, now this. Just great! Who would have thought disasters could pile up like this, Nestor? A couple of months back you were diagnosed with lung cancer, and just when you’re starting to get over the shock and accept it, you end up locked in a pitch-black cool room. Dying of cancer is unfortunate, but it happens to about one in five people. Freezing to death on the Costa del Sol is just ridiculous.

Keep calm; it’s going to be all right. Nestor knew that American technology, even the most dated, was designed to handle all eventualities. Somewhere, maybe near the door frame, there had to be an alarm button that would ring a bell in the kitchen, and someone would hear it. The thing was to stay calm and think clearly. How long can a man in a short white jacket and checked cotton trousers survive at twenty below zero? Longer than you’d think; come on, pull yourself together. His hand started to feel its way quite calmly (under the circumstances) along the wall, up a little, down a little. No! Not to the left—careful, Nestor. His fingers had just encountered something prickly and ice-cold. Holy Mary! There’s always some sort of dead animal in these cool rooms, a hare or a rabbit with its bristling whiskers . . .

Suddenly, stupidly, Nestor thought of the owner of the house, Mr. Teldi. He pictured him not as he had seen him a few hours ago but as he remembered him from twenty or twenty-five years back. Not that Ernesto Teldi’s famous mustache resembled a rabbit’s long, sparse whiskers, then or now. It was smooth and elegantly trimmed, like Errol Flynn’s. And it hadn’t so much as twitched when he had seen Nestor reappear in his sitting room. Total indifference. But then perhaps that was to be expected; a gentleman like Ernesto Teldi has little reason to trouble himself with the domestic staff, so why would he remember a cook he had seen just once, ages ago now, back in the seventies, in the course of an afternoon fraught with such terrible emotions.

NESTOR’S HAND WAS feeling its way across another section of the wall. A little to the left now . . . but always trying not to wander too far from the door . . . this way. The lifesaving button must be over this way. Everyone knows Americans are practical people—there’s no way they’d put the alarm bell where it can’t be found. Let’s see . . . but his hand seemed to be delving into an even darker abyss, so Nestor decided to give up the methodical search and go back to banging: six, seven, eight (thousand) kicks against the stubborn door. Holy Virgin of Loreto, Merciful Mother of God, Santa Maria Goretti, and Don Bosco . . . please make someone wake up and come down to the kitchen looking for something to eat. There must be one insomniac among them. Adela maybe. Oh yes, dear God, please make Adela come down.

ADELA WAS MR. TELDI’S wife. A banal thought ran through Nestor’s mind (it can happen even in desperate circumstances): Time is so unkind to beautiful faces. Adela must have been about thirty when Nestor met her in South America. Such smooth skin . . . He stretched out his hand . . . Jesus! Those bloody dead hares again. There they were—yes, it was them, with their furry bodies and little white teeth glowing in the dark in defiance of the laws of physics—but what about Adela?

No. She hadn’t recognized him either, apparently, when they’d met to finalize the details of the evening, and that was much more surprising. Their paths had crossed on various occasions, at her house too, but of course that was all many years ago. More than once she had come in and found him chatting with Antonio Reig, the family cook, in that house of theirs in faraway Buenos Aires. “Ah, so it’s you, Nestor, back again?” she would say, or simply, “Good evening, Nestor.” She always called him by his first name. Yes, that’s what Adela used to say to him back then—“Good evening, Nestor”—and sometimes she would even add: “How are you? . . . Well?” before disappearing from the kitchen, trailing the unmistakable fragrance of Eau de Patou while the two cooks went on gossiping, swapping stories about her, as even the most discreet people are bound to do when someone vanishes leaving such a delectable trace.

A sound from outside made Nestor perk up and listen. He could have sworn he’d heard a noise coming from the other side of the door. And for someone with his long experience of kitchen sounds, there could be no doubt: it was the fizz of a soda siphon. Except that soda siphons disappeared from kitchens years ago, and, anyway, you wouldn’t hear a quiet little sound like that through the reinforced door of a cool room. Santa Gemma Galgani, Blessed Virgin Mary, Mother of God, he begged, don’t let the cold make me stupid. No nonsense, no hallucinations. I’ve got to stay calm to find this damn button that’s going to save me. If this weren’t a summer place in the off-season, there’d be a light in this bloody cool room for sure, and none of this would be happening to me.

But of course a blown bulb isn’t going to be replaced in a house occupied for most of the year by an old couple whose idea of housekeeping is a halfhearted look around now and then to check that there hasn’t been a burglary. People are so inefficient and sloppy in their work these days, Nestor thought. It’s just plain irresponsible. But, no, he couldn’t let the cold or panic cloud his thoughts. He had to go on feeling his way in the dark. The button couldn’t be far away; that much was certain. The housekeepers might be chronically slack, but the alarm wasn’t up to them. It must have been built into the system, and no self-respecting American engineer would design a cool room where a man could freeze to death like a sorbet . . .

Nestor heard the soda siphon again. He told himself it couldn’t be, it was completely impossible, although it did remind him of a place in Madrid where those contraptions were still in use, along with all sorts of other gadgets: chewing gum dispensers, old cash registers, gramophones playing teenybopper hits from the fifties and sixties . . . Old-time toys for men with certain tastes and gorgeous boys—all the boys who work in those bars are exquisite creatures, and they’re always accompanied by obliging gentlemen who are only too happy to buy them a fruit soda . . . But it’s best not to talk about such things. Silence and discretion have always been his watchwords. Fruit soda, that’s Serafin Tous’s favorite drink, thought Nestor, although he had a glass of sherry this evening and spilled most of it on his trousers when he saw me. Such a respectable widower. No, no one needed to be informed of Nestor’s little discovery. Least of all Adela and Ernesto Teldi: close friends are always the last to know the things that really matter, that’s the truth. Not like you, old boy, he thought. All the little secrets you know about so many people—like Serafin, for instance. But that’s hardly surprising when you’ve been in the trade for thirty-odd years, working in so many different places. You hear a few things. Nestor believed that knowledge was power, as long as it was never put to use. Or, rather, as long as you stayed in the background, listening and keeping it all under your hat, which was easy enough for him, since no one pays much attention to domestic staff, especially not to a professional cook who doesn’t go in for gossip. But that didn’t stop the stories from filtering into the kitchen, where they were blended with the meringues and set like nougat.

Serafin . . . what an appropriate name, he thought, suddenly remembering his first encounter with the seraphic Mr. Tous, and the second, and both memories made him smile. It was the last thing he should have been thinking about, but he couldn’t help it. Fate has a weird sense of humor: Serafin . . . as in the holy, as if that harmless-looking gentleman had been fated to finish his days surrounded by cherubim.

A laugh. A clearly audible laugh on the other side of the door. Impossible. He was imagining things; it must have been the cold, seeping in now through his ears, his mouth, his nose. It felt like a fine drill trying to penetrate each orifice of his body, boring into his brain to knock out the neurons one by one. And the last thing Nestor needed right now was cold-deadened neurons. That’s how people die in the mountains, numbed by the freezing temperatures, smiling stupidly. No, you fool, it’s not a smile, it’s a grimace, everyone knows that. But so what? Soon you won’t even be able to think straight, you’ll go completely off the rails.

That’s enough. Let’s think this through. Try to think methodically: Who else is in the house? Who else could save me? There’s my assistant, Carlos Garcia—one in a million, that boy—and there’s Karel or Koral or whatever the hell he’s called. And Chloe, his girlfriend, who insisted on coming along in case we needed an extra hand. Any one of them would do. Someone’s bound to come along in the next few minutes, thought Nestor, for he was certain that with all his banging he must have pressed the alarm button at some stage—God bless the Westinghouse engineers! Surely one of those kicks or punches had set off the lifesaving alarm. It was just a matter of time. The door would open. But meanwhile he had to do something to stop his neurons freezing or he’d lose it completely. If you stop thinking straight, you can behave like an absolute moron. He’d seen a television documentary once on Arctic explorers that said they’ve been known to take off all their clothes and go running around stark naked like lunatics in the desert. Careful, Nestor, don’t be silly, no stripping off, and don’t even think of moving from the door. You have to keep banging on the door and shouting. Don’t move away, even a few centimeters, or before you know it, you’ll have lost your bearings and you won’t know which way’s which. The darkness can be treacherous. Don’t budge, Nestor, and don’t let up. But the problem was the cold, seeping in through his mouth, his nose, his ears . . . that was what would kill him. It would drive him mad, Santa Madonna de Alexandria.

He looked at his watch. The luminous hands indicated four past four. How slowly, how terribly slowly, time passes. And then he had an idea: he could block off his orifices, all of them . . . well, not the nose, of course, but the ears for instance. What with? With the only thing handy: paper. You mean from your little black book, Nestor? Obviously from the little black book, you dumb fool! And destroy an irreplaceable collection of dessert recipes from all the countries of the world and the great houses of Europe? Worse still, you’d be destroying all the secret details of . . . Now there’s proof your neurons are freezing up, you old fool. What use is all that to you now? So Nestor extracted a thick notebook covered with moleskin from the inside pocket of his white jacket. Block out the cold, hang on a bit longer, and it’ll be okay, his intuition told him, and his intuition had never failed him yet.

He heard a noise on the other side of the door. And another. The alarm button had worked! At last someone had heard him, and soon they would open the door. He was saved! It would teach him to work late in the kitchen on his own and go marching into an old cool room in a strange house without taking precautions. But it’s over now, it’s over. The door’s about to open . . . click. And again, click.

And not a moment too soon: just when the cold was getting to him, filling his head with stupid thoughts and fears.
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KAREL, THE CZECH BODYBUILDER

IT WAS KAREL, the Czech boy, who found him, but much later, at about four minutes to seven in the morning.

Karel was in the habit of getting up at dawn, so the hours people keep in Spain, and especially the hour they go to bed, struck him as obscene. “It’s obscennie, Nestor, truly” (when he got worked up, his accent was especially thick). “It’s really bad for you to go to bed so late. It gives you no time to recover.”

It was difficult for someone like Karel to change his morning routine after so many years—to forget the discipline of rising early that had been drilled into him in Moscow, where, like so many other boys from the Eastern-bloc countries who showed sporting promise, he had been adopted by the great military family and trained, first in a “pioneer camp,” then in the Lefortovo barracks, in the southeast of the city. At Lefortovo, he was known as Karel 4563-C, an up-and-coming weight lifter, a future Communist star, chosen by destiny (and by the Julius Fucik Committee for Czech-Soviet Friendship) to outshine all others at the Atlanta Olympic Games, which were to take place ten years later, the very same month that Karel would turn eighteen.

However, many unexpected things were to happen before the long-awaited month of July 1996, most important the fall of the Berlin Wall in ’89, an event that temporarily prevented Karel from returning to his country (after all, an investment’s an investment, even if it takes the form of an athlete and is part of a disinterested exchange between two kindred nations like the Soviet Union and Czechoslovakia). But curiously, just a few months later, when the Russians began to be faced with more urgent problems than winning Olympic medals, they were only too glad to cut costs, so they allowed and even politely ordered Karel and other Czech, as well as Romanian and Polish, sportsmen to go home. Karel was just twelve years old when he went back to Prague at the beginning of the nineties, so it wasn’t hard for him to make the transition from weight lifting to a vocation more in tune with the new era that was about to dawn. “Bodybuilders”—that was what they were called, apparently, in the West, and according to his new classmates at the Sportovni Skola in Prague, the capitalist countries held major competitions and awarded prizes for the finest biceps and the most sculptured calves. And there was even the chance of getting your photo in the muscle magazines, which paid well, splendidnie even, although, according to his friends from the Sportovni Skola—aspiring bodybuilders like himself—real professionals were few and far between, and they didn’t make much of a living.

Even so, what could be finer in life, sighed all those young dreamers, than the pursuit of the perfect body?

FOR KAREL, ONLY one thing measured up to bodybuilding: cultivating the magical sounds of the human voice. And this was to be the other focus of the young Karlicek’s adolescent enthusiasms before his departure for the West.

It all began with the last gasp of Czech-Cuban fraternity (Anno Lenini 1992), when Karel was invited to compete for the José Martí Medal for young sportsmen at the XXth Spartacus Games, a sporting event of great revolutionary value, held that year in Camaguey, Cuba. It was there, among his comrades from the Most Beautiful Land (i.e., Cuba), that Karel succumbed, at the tender age of fourteen, to the rhythms of Latin music: the son, the cha-cha-cha, the bolero, and the conga. The spell was so strong that from the moment he returned to the Sportovni Skola in Prague, his burning ambition was no longer to be a weight lifter, or even a bodybuilder, but to become a member someday of the magnificent Cuban son band, famous throughout Eastern Europe, that rejoiced (and still does) in the name of Los Bongoseros de Bratislava.

Sadly, since destiny is not in the habit of granting every wish, his musical vocation had to go on hold. Three more years went by: 1993, 1994, 1995 . . . and then, one fine day, an opportunity came up to emigrate to the West. First to Germany, a natural destination for Czechs, but things weren’t easy there. So Karel flew a little farther south, to France (where things were no easier), and then farther south again, ending up in Spain, where he couldn’t find work as a bodybuilder, and certainly not as a cha-cha singer, and had to make do with a job helping out and running errands on a motorcycle for a catering company called Mulberry & Mistletoe.

SOME ADOLESCENT OBSESSIONS, however, leave indelible traces. Which explains why that morning, many miles from Bratislava, and many more from Camaguey, when Karel emerged from his room in the Teldis’ house and went down to the kitchen in search of Häagen-Dazs ice cream to help him get going at that ungodly hour, he was singing and moving to the rhythm of the well-known tune “El son montuno.”

THE SONG FROZE on his lips at the sight of Nestor inside the cool room, eyes wide open and his left hand still scratching at the door, or so it seemed. There was a scrap of paper in his right hand, but Karel barely noticed it: there were far more urgent things to do, like finding out whether his friend was dead or if there was still some hope of bringing him back.

The long years of military training that all elite sportsmen underwent in the former Soviet Union can come in handy in a situation like this. Trainees learned how to respond to all sorts of accidents. Karel Pligh had learned, for instance, that freezing does not always cause immediate death but sometimes induces a kind of lethargy, similar to hibernation, from which the victim may be revived by a relatively simply procedure, which he applied as best he could for a good ten minutes after dragging Nestor out of the cool room. First he gave him heart massage, pressing down rhythmically with his fists as required by the so-called Boris technique, then he tried mouth-to-mouth resuscitation, over and over, and not until the eleventh or twelfth attempt did he finally give up. Only then did he notice the piece of paper in Nestor’s right hand.

Although Karel had been thoroughly trained in first aid, his education in television and film had, by contrast, been sadly neglected. Otherwise he would have known, like everyone else, that you don’t touch anything at the scene of an accident. “Be careful, leave things exactly as they are until the police get here. . . . Remember that anything, even the most insignificant detail, could turn out to be some kind of clue . . .”

We know the cautionary words so well. But as soon as it was clear that Nestor was dead, Karel’s priority was to notify the other people in the house. So without giving it much thought, he pulled the scrap of paper from the cook’s clenched fist. It had torn in Nestor’s tightening grip, and all he could decipher was fragments of a list of desserts:




especially delicious with cappucci

lso be served with a raspberry coul

which prevents the mering

not to be confused with frozen chocolate

but rather with iced lemon




Poor, poor Nestor, poor dear friend, thought Karel, pondering death’s curious habit of visiting the conscientious when they are absorbed in their work. A true chef, right up to the last, he said to himself as he took the piece of paper. And then he removed the dishcloth tucked into Nestor’s apron string: a little quirk that death had underlined. The most respectful thing to do, he thought, was to ensure that these objects were properly laid to rest, now that their owner was sleeping eternally. And so, with great tenderness (and some difficulty), Karel managed to fold the frozen dishcloth. As to the list of desserts he had removed from the deceased’s hand, he thought the most appropriate thing would be to put it in a cookbook, and it just so happened that over on the marble benchtop lay a copy of Brillat-Savarin’s Physiology of Taste, Nestor Chaffino’s bible and constant companion through thirty busy years in the profession. Karel slipped the piece of paper between the pages of the book, shut it, and placed the folded dishcloth on top, making a neat little pile. Only then did he go back to the door of the cool room.

With the light shining in from the outside, he had no trouble finding the alarm button that Nestor had been searching for. He pressed it. Nothing. He’d have to find some other way of waking up the others. Ringing the bell at the service door, for instance. But Karel’s faith in electronic devices had been shaken. A good shout would be much more effective. So Karel Pligh shouted. He shouted with all the force of his well-trained lungs.
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THE SHOUT

FIVE PEOPLE HEARD Karel Pligh’s shout in the early hours of the morning on the twenty-ninth of March.

Serafin Tous, a friend of the family

When you haven’t had a wink of sleep all night, the sound of a man shouting can have a decidedly odd effect on your mind. Serafin Tous thought it was a factory siren, and since he was a respectable independent magistrate with no links at all to industry, he rolled over and made the best of his last chance to catch a little sleep after a night of merciless insomnia.

He had spent hours worrying about that man. Was it Nestor? Yes, that was the fellow’s name, according to his friend Adela. It didn’t ring a bell at all, but there was no mistaking that mustache, even if he had seen it only twice, and briefly both times. The first time was the worst, about three weeks back, at a club called Freshman’s. And just as he always did when he remembered that discreet establishment, which he had discovered quite by chance—he just happened to be passing by, God knows he wasn’t looking for the place—Serafin Tous tried to focus his thoughts on his late wife. Nora, he said to himself, and he even pronounced her name out loud, counting on the calming effect of those two syllables. Nora darling, why did you have to leave me so soon?

In the course of that terrible night at the Teldis’, which was almost over now, Serafin Tous had told himself a thousand times: If Nora were still alive, I would never have even thought of visiting an establishment like Freshman’s. And he would never have seen that gossip-mongering chef appear in the kitchen doorway, preceded by his mustache, or heard him chatting with the owner of the club (it sounded like they’d both been knocking around in the hospitality business for years). And if he had never encountered the proud owner of that mustache, he would have been sleeping peacefully instead of suffering the effects of that terrible insomnia.

05:31, CLICK . . . 05:32, click . . . While Serafin lay there worrying, his alarm clock, a rather old-fashioned model, showed the time with square, phosphorescent numbers that flipped over like the pages of a calendar. Minute by minute. Like the artful drip-drop of Chinese water torture.

Forty-three years! Forty-three long years, perhaps not years of happiness exactly, but years of peace at least. That is what Nora had given him: more than half a life together, just the two of them. No children with whom to share their affection, no nephews or nieces, no adolescents. A long, peaceful stretch of entirely adult life, from his distant student days when, to pay his way through a law degree, he’d worked as a piano teacher in a school run by the Christian Brothers, up till that afternoon when Nestor had seen him at Freshman’s. Forty-three years of perfect respectability: more than enough to make up for a moment of weakness. Forty-three years since his last glimpse of that unforgettable boy with his blue eyes and his crew cut (where could he be now? what could have become of that body, so thin for a fourteen-year-old, and those downy blond knees?) up till the ill-fated moment when he crossed the threshold of that private club.

After a brief welcome and a few questions from the owner, he was shown to a room that smelled of erasers and chalk dust. Perhaps there were other rooms at Freshman’s with other sorts of décor. Glancing into one on the left as he passed, he thought he could make out an old American gramophone and a soda fountain, but the room to which he had been taken was more like a classroom, and it did indeed smell of chalk and erasers, and of colored-pencil shavings too. The worst thing, though, was the upright piano against the far wall. He couldn’t resist. He went over to the instrument and even dared to lift the lid and caress the keys. They were so beautifully smooth, as if someone had been playing on them continuously for the last forty-three years. Dear God, so many impulses that he had thought were dead and gone had been simply lying dormant, for there he was, in a little room at Freshman’s, caressing a piano and gazing at the owner, who, to cap it off, looked for all the world like an arts-and-crafts teacher.

“This way, sir, if you please. Perhaps it would be best to start by having a look through our photograph albums. The boys have been hard at work this year making them up, and they’ve done a lovely job, as you’ll see.”

The classroom with its smell of colored pencils . . . the piano . . . and that man going on and on, holding two large albums bound in red leather.

“We are very proud of our boys. Why don’t you have a look? Go on, there’s absolutely no need to worry, everything’s aboveboard here. None of the lads are underage, I assure you.”

The way the photos were set out, it was like an old school album: row after row of diligent pupils. A large range of adolescent faces for Serafin Tous to admire: blond boys and dark ones, some smiling broadly with braces on their teeth to make them look younger than they really were.

“Take your time, sir,” said the arts-and-crafts teacher. “Take as much time as you like. We’re in no hurry, me and the boys.”

More photos of bright-eyed lads, some wearing knee-length shorts, like his pupils back in the old days when he used to give piano lessons all those years ago before Nora’s love (and her money) had come to shelter him from harm.

“What do you think, sir? Perhaps you’d like to be left alone for a minute? It’s often easier to think that way. While you’re doing that, I’ll go and chat with a friend of mine, a colleague who’s dropped in to see me. I’ll be back in a moment.”

Serafin felt calmer on his own, flipping through the pages, and was able to concentrate on the multitude of young faces before him. Some boys were wearing spotless white sports gear. Three or four were dressed as explorers, and he flicked back to the pictures of muscular youths with dirty faces, dressed as commandos. Page after page of faces, until the click of the door almost made him slam the album shut: the arts-and-crafts teacher had returned.

“No hurry, sir, please keep looking. Can I bring you something? Fruit juice with soda water, perhaps? It’s very nice the way we make it here. You’ll see, just like the old days . . .”

And suddenly, just like the old days, there it was, that face. Well, perhaps it wasn’t exactly the same as the face he had loved. Serafin sat back in the chair. It couldn’t be . . . but how could anyone resist those eyes, that limpid gaze, that blond crew cut? You couldn’t see his hands in the photo, but Serafin was sure the fingers would be nervous, like the fingers that had once entwined with his on the keyboard as he taught them to play a simple sonata. He preferred not to remember what had happened next, that day and so many others throughout the course of a whole ruinous year. Serafin shook his head. No, no. There are memories that should remain securely locked away.

“How are we doing? May I take a look, sir, if you don’t mind? So Julian has caught your eye, has he?” he heard the owner of the establishment saying. “Excellent. I’ll go and call him.”

And he disappeared before Serafin could say a word.

We’ll just have a drink together, he promised himself as he sat there waiting, when out of some dark nook in his subconscious came the imperious urge to bite the nail of his index finger. What would his wife have thought if she could have seen him? Just a couple of drinks, I swear, Nora, he thought, mentally trying to reassure her. I’ll have a fruit juice with soda water, like in the old days, and I guess he’ll have a Coke.

And that was exactly what happened. He bought the boy a drink, and that was it. So that fellow with the pointy mustache, Nestor or whatever the hell he was called, had no right to be spying on him from the kitchen door as if he were some kind of criminal. Serafin Tous had a clear conscience.

But now that they had run into each other again, what if the chef were to reveal the circumstances of their first encounter? What if this Nestor fellow took it upon himself to tell Ernesto or Adela or one of their friends? It’s a sad fact, thought Serafin Tous, that what actually happens in life doesn’t matter half as much as what people say about it, and it’s safe to assume that they rarely err on the side of generosity.

06:05, click . . . 06:06, click. Every time the numbers flipped over, it was like a reminder or a warning: he was that much closer to the moment when he’d have no alternative but to confront that loathsome man with his pointy mustache. No one gossips like a cook. What a squalid profession it is: scurrying around among pots and pans, they remind me of cockroaches, thought Serafin with a bitterness quite out of keeping with his normally mild personality. They’re like insects creeping in through cracks, turning up everywhere, going from house to house as they please, carrying filth, and that’s how they end up knowing all about other people’s private lives.

All we did was have a drink together, Nora. I had a fruit soda and he had a Coke. I swear by all our years of happily married life, you have to believe me. Those forty-three years were a new life for me, without the music I once loved so much, without the memory of childish fingers on piano keys. I haven’t touched a piano since then. You changed my life, darling, and I let you do it. We were so safe in our grown-up world, Nora, a world without temptation, where a grown man has little likelihood of coming across a boy in flannel shorts and with a crew cut. But then Serafin stopped. What are you saying, Nora dear? Something about my visit to that tarot reader the other day, the famous Madame Longstaffe? Please, don’t think I’m looking for . . . you’re wrong, I swear you’re wrong. It’s just that I’m so lonely . . . Look, he added, no longer sounding quite so contrite. I don’t mean to be reproachful, darling. I know I should be grateful for all the years of peace you gave me. But really, with all the unpleasant people there are in the world, all the horrible individuals who would be better off dead and buried, why did you, my love, you of all people, have to go and die so soon?

Chloe Trias, the kitchen hand

Chloe also heard Karel’s shout from the kitchen, but after a few seconds she was sleeping again, like the little girl she still was at heart. She reached across to the side of the bed where her lover should have been, but instead of Karel Pligh she found a reassuringly familiar hand, one that for many years had kept her company at night. Then she rolled over and went back to sleep, with her chestnut brown hair, cut in a bob, falling across her face.

Seeing her half-asleep like that, you wouldn’t have thought she was almost twenty-two, especially when she curled up with that invisible hand, which was in fact nothing more than a lump in the sheets. Other nights, a corner of the bedspread or a pillowcase would do the trick: a strong enough longing can easily transform cotton or linen into human skin. So holding the imaginary hand of her brother, Eddie, Chloe lapsed again into a deep and innocent slumber, as if outside it were still the black of night.

Sometimes, like that morning of the twenty-ninth of March at the Teldis’, she dreamt that Eddie was coming to take her to visit Neverland. But Neverland, that island haven for boys who refuse to grow up, has changed a good deal since the days of Peter Pan and Wendy, of Mr. Smee and Captain Hook: no more crocodiles going tick-tock or pirates stealing Lost Boys. No, these days visitors to the island may find themselves unpleasantly surprised, as if, before landing, they had been dosed with an evil drug. True, the coastline is still skull-shaped; it is, after all, the same island lost in time that she used to visit as a child, flying off after her brother’s shadow. And yet, for some time, or to be more precise since Chloe had met Karel and Nestor Chaffino, a treacherous wind had been blowing her off course, so that she never quite knew where she would end up.

And on this occasion, the visit to Neverland was completely wrecked by Karel Pligh’s second cry for help from the kitchen.

Cries from the real world have a regrettable tendency to distort the dreams they infiltrate. Some can even turn peaceful idylls into nightmares, and so this second shout, though it did not succeed in waking Chloe, dredged up a mass of memories she would have preferred to leave undisturbed. She pulled her hair across her face, trying to shake off the bad dreams, and this strategy did give her a moment of relief. A relatively inoffensive childhood memory came back to her: a banal scene, at least for a start. “But, darling,” said a voice, “what extraordinary names to have chosen for your children. Oedipus and Chloe, truly! . . . Another one of your caro sposo’s whims, no doubt. Psychiatrists do come up with the strangest ideas. It might seem amusing at first, but what about later on, when they grow up? Imagine going through life with a name like Oedipus. Just as well it didn’t occur to your caro sposo to call the girl Electra while he was at it.”

Amalia Rossi, better known as Carosposo, was one of those neighbors who obligingly inform a child of all his or her family’s darkest secrets. As far back as Chloe could remember, Amalia had always been in and out of the house: a fat blond woman, quite a bit older than her mother, divorced three times, the last time from an Italian actor who had left her his surname as well as an exasperating tendency to make light of truly serious matters.

It was Amalia, wicked witch that she was, who, some years later, had taken Chloe to the bottom of her Italian garden and told her that her brother, Eddie, had just died. And in her dream she suddenly saw the whole scene again, every detail intact: Amalia Rossi’s ring-laden fingers running through her brown hair, snagging every time, while Chloe, absolutely numb, pulled leaf after leaf off the box hedge, thinking: It isn’t true, it can’t be true. Get me out of here . . . somebody help me!

Thankfully, in the dream, that horrible hand could suddenly be transformed into its opposite: the beloved hand that snatched Chloe out of the Italian garden and took her flying, flying away to Neverland, or anywhere else, anywhere at all, as long as it was away from there.

Come on, Chloe, fly with me a little while longer, said the hand, while down there in the garden Carosposo’s voice seemed to choke on its own disgusting words of commiseration, like a myopic boa constrictor strangling itself in its tremendous grip for want of prey. Higher, Chloe, come on, up we go . . .

When she flew away with her brother in a dream, she could believe it was all a lie. Everything that had happened on the nineteenth of February seven years before. It wasn’t true that Eddie had borrowed his father’s Suzuki 1100 to try it out on a straight stretch of La Coruña highway. And the biggest lie of all was that he had lost control of the bike going around a bend, just where the twenty-two-kilometer marker happened to be waiting. Twenty-two: his age then, the age Chloe was now about to reach. But Eddie, like Peter Pan, would never be a minute older: forever young, forever identical to the photo Chloe had carried with her since the day he had died, although she never looked at it. It’s good to carry around pictures of the dead but best not to look at them; it hurts too much.

For a moment she thought she could see Eddie’s face on the bedside table. But no, it couldn’t be. She must have been imagining it. The photo was in its usual place, in her bag, hidden away in a little red leather case, somewhere under her sports gear and the Led Zeppelin and Pearl Jam CDs. Chloe never took it from its case, but she knew every detail by heart. She had taken it herself. They’d been laughing and Eddie looked so handsome on that afternoon of the nineteenth of February, just before he went away forever. Every one of her brother’s features, so similar to her own, was fixed in her memory: only their eyes were different. Eddie’s were very dark, almost black, while hers were blue, but apart from that, his hair, cut short, was the same color as Chloe’s, the lips were the same, and the shape of the face. Everything about the photo reminded her of that last day, even the clothes he was wearing: his father’s motorcycle leathers, peeled off down to the waist. It was an incongruous sight: a boy with sensitive, almost feminine, features disguised as a biker. That was what they had been laughing about.

“And where do you think you’re going, Eddie?”

Her brother had never been especially keen on motorbikes (or anything else to do with his father) and yet that day . . .

So it’s easy to understand why Chloe preferred not to look at the photo of her brother. Luckily, there were other images filed away in her memory, more faithful reflections of his true personality. Eddie looking very serious with the tip of a pencil in his mouth, for instance, and she only had to concentrate on this image to make it expand and come alive like a film in Cinemascope. Then she could see Eddie writing something on one of those old-fashioned computers. She could see the short hair on the back of his neck, and those lively eyes that sparkled whenever he got onto his favorite topic: literature.

“Are you writing a novel, Eddie? What is it? I bet it’s a story with adventures and romance and crime and stuff, isn’t it?”

But Eddie didn’t let her see what he was writing.

“Not yet, Clo-Clo. I’ll let you read the next one, I promise you.”

(Chloe hated
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