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‘A true testament to the faith and power of words and of literature’

El Cultural

‘A tremendous novel with a cool and engrossing narrative voice that resonates with memorable intensity and effect’

William Boyd, author of Any Human Heart

‘Marta Pérez-Carbonell’s debut thrums with the momentum of a page turner while the sentences carry the grace of a great work of art. You’ll think about storytelling and the “truth” anew after reading this beauty’

Nana Kwame Adjei-Brenyah, author of Chain-Gang All-Stars

‘A brilliant debut full of curiosity and intellect. A novel about a shocking literary scandal and relationships gone wrong and about the deeper questions of how we make meaning of the people who pass through our lives, for a season or a moment on a train. Readers of Katie Kitamura and Rachel Cusk rejoice, you have a new favourite writer to explore in Marta Pérez-Carbonell’

CJ Hauser, author of The Crane Wife

‘A brilliant and beguiling tale driven by urgent questions of infatuation, abandonment, and storytelling. Like a perfectly executed magic trick, Pérez-Carbonell’s prose leaves you dazzled – not only for its beauty and precision, but for the intricate architecture behind the curtain’

Soon Wiley, author of When We Fell Apart

‘Pérez-Carbonell weaves a polyrhythmic narrative whose threads and patterns become addictive and leave behind an indelible impression’

Ledia Xhoga, author of Misinterpretation
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To Andrés, who believed in this story

long before it existed,

and to all those who seek refuge in reading




Oui, tout le récit était fait de choses qui se répondaient. Le commencement créait une situation qui se dénouait à la fin avec les éléments du commencement. Donc la fin répétait le ­commencement et le commencement permettait déjà de ­concevoir la fin. 

Yes, the whole tale was made up of things that were in relation to one another. The beginning created a situation that was cleared up at the end with the elements of that same beginning. The end therefore echoed the beginning, and the beginning had already a conception of the end.

– Jean-Paul Sartre, from La Cérémonie des adieux by Simone de Beauvoir 
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Chinese numbers distinguish between two different types of zero, which are really two types of nothing: one is an absolute nothing, the one which I suppose shapes the limits of the universe, where no particle of any kind has ever existed; the other is represented by the character ling 零, which denotes the lingering traces of something left behind, like the humidity that hangs in the atmosphere after a storm. An absence defined by the vestiges of what was, and of how it was.

In those static days, everything was ling; a gap where before there had been something. However, this is not a story about that time of stillness, but rather the tale of one long night.

By the time I had been offered the job in London the worst had already happened, and at that moment I found myself at Atocha station. In those first summer days of 2020, walking was a freshly unboxed toy it seemed we would never grow tired of. I would wander aimlessly around every day, often ending up at Moncloa, at Atocha, at Príncipe Pío. The train stations housed all the movement we had missed: streams of tourists, tardy passengers, waiters carrying coffees; even in the central pond, the Atocha turtles were climbing up onto the rocks and slipping back down into the water. From the bench where I had sat down, I could see them, slow and Jurassic, some soaking themselves, others drying in the sun. A man came over with a broad smile and a shopping trolley filled with leaflets. He had been watching me, he said, as he held out one of the little folded flyers with a photograph of a group of children on it. The kids were standing in a meadow, surrounded by white doves and gazing up towards a cloudy sky in which a ray of light could just be seen. I gave him a look that was in fact a question, and he indicated the text in the leaflet: What is life. With no question mark, and in the same font as Telepizza. With the conviction of the mystics, he announced that he was there to save me. I thanked him for his good intentions, but no thank you, I had already been saved, and so had he and all the rest of us who were in Atocha station that day. He looked at me, confused, and I took advantage of an announcement over the tannoy to get up and take out my phone. Instinctively I opened my email: they were offering me the job in London. Distancing myself from the mystic at that moment meant moving away from Madrid. I could simply have stood up, but leaving Atocha and leaving the country were one and the same.

Sometimes decisions such as ending a meal with dessert or coffee (or having white or wholemeal bread alongside) take more time than the ones that entail a significant life change. I wondered which two things this visionary with his delusional pizzeria leaflet would be choosing between. When faced with a choice, do we not always opt to launch ourselves onto the roulette wheel? 

A gaggle of American women pulled heavy suitcases, tourists spun around using their phones as antennae, a swarm of people blindly followed an umbrella. Movement always catches up with us.

In my new role at WorldTrans, I was based at the London branch, but I had to spend one week per month in the Scottish office. On the penultimate Sunday of every month, I would take the sleeper train, waking up in Edinburgh on the Monday. There, I stayed in a little hotel until Friday afternoon, when I headed back to London. I tended to arrive at each destination drowsy, my legs as swollen as my spirit was deflated, as if the volume of the latter had been transferred to the former. They were long nights and, unlike in the past, a sense of lightness did not come of its own accord; I had to summon it.

I had already lived in the UK capital some time ago, taking a writing course in English and working as an au pair. This period of cold sandwiches, old carpets and a feeling of lightheartedness was the story of a parenthesis: it existed without roots or gravity, so much so that it might just as well not have happened.

This was a time apart, and before long I returned to Madrid, where life went back to being less carefree. I studied for a master’s degree and worked, among other things, as a freelance translator; it was a precarious situation, but in the silence of those solitary months, translating helped to create the illusion of company. During that time, the silent microscopic enemy emptied the streets, turning them into a film set from which the cameras had fled. And we, the spectators, watched the mass tragedy unfold from inside our homes, doing only what was necessary in order to keep going, speaking in whispers, breathing just enough, rocking a little. The whole world was holding its breath as if under water, pretending not to exist, not to be there, so the ambulances wouldn’t find us.

After those motionless days, silence, fever and loss were left behind. A time that felt so elastic concluded, and I, keen to start moving again, found myself once more settled in London.

Although all stories come to an end, not one of them does so completely; they are slowly woven together, just as these fragments were, waiting to form a larger tapestry.

Of all the train journeys I took, the one at the heart of this story was the most memorable. Perhaps it happened because I forgot to take a book along for the trip. Reading on night trains has always been a refuge for travellers; in motion, a book could be shelter, could be comfort, a lantern, as Walter Benjamin said. Even the dreaded aeroplane cocoons us in a cradle when we have a book. The lights in the cabin are switched off and the individual seat lights illuminate us like clouds dropping water onto a little cartoon character. As we cross the black void, we read a story that is at once brightly lit and shrouded in shadow. But that night, I did not have a book with me.

When the next station was announced (the only stop the train made on its nocturnal route), I left the compartment and headed for the buffet car, where the waiter behind the bar was fiddling with his fringe and moving around unhurriedly as he served mini bottles of gin and the small cans of tonic that went with them. He crossed the length of the island of Great Britain more frequently than I, and perhaps he had come to loathe the stations and the constant movement.

The carriages were divided into compartments whose seats could be brought together in the middle to form a bed made out of their lower halves, but this would mean obtaining the consent of everyone in the carriage; and even if it were granted, it would be rather awkward to recline next to strangers in the resulting proximity. These nights generally elapsed with all the passengers sitting upright, trying to avoid one another’s gaze in the strange intimacy of the little cubicle. That night, there was no one else in my compartment, and as I walked back from the buffet car I imagined that, without a book, my only company would be the semi-darkness outside and the gin in my belly. But I was wrong, because as I entered the carriage again, there was a story waiting for me, one that was about to become entwined with my own.

At the previous stop, two men travelling together had got on. They were sitting opposite my seat and smiled at me as I entered the carriage. I wondered what the connection between them could be. They conducted themselves too carefully with each other to be related. They might be friends, although one was much older than the other, but there was a glimmer of a worshipful student–­professor dynamic between them. The younger man could be a favourite postgraduate student. I had known several relationships based on this unrivalled formula: a man who yearns to be listened to as he is starting to become obsolete, and a younger man who longs to be chosen from among an already select group of students. They were American, and they were speaking about a novel; the younger man was doing most of the talking.

‘I don’t think your book is selling just because of the scandal,’ he said tentatively. ‘There are lots of reasons to read a story. It sold quite a few copies in the weeks leading up to Donovan Seymour’s article, and in any case – who cares what the reason is! What’s important is that it’s ­being read.’

His companion was staring out of the window with a melancholy air, as I imagine so many beleaguered writers have done. With the outside almost devoid of light, he would only see his own reflection, and perhaps this image caused him some despair. I guessed he must be around sixty, but his pitiful aura made him seem older. He hadn’t responded to the younger man’s attempts to cheer him up, and at one point he seemed to take note of the image he presented to my eyes, as occasionally happens with strangers.

We leave home, tell stories, laugh and uncork bottles of wine with whoever consents to join us. And so the days go by, until we catch our reflection in someone else’s eyes. The gaze of others is a mirror there is no use trying to escape, one of those claustrophobic spaces at an old-fashioned fun fair where concave and convex mirrors reflect back an ever more distorted image of ourselves. None offers an objective reflection, but it’s not as if any of us has ever seen our own face either, except in the form of an inverted ­symmetry. It seemed to me that the professor felt a shred of this bewilderment when he saw himself in the eyes of an unknown woman.

The student was attempting to convince him that many books had become successes despite having been accompanied by some sort of scandal – in some cases because of such a scandal. I listened to this conversation while pretending to read a magazine I had found in the compartment.

‘I don’t care how much the book is selling. It’s got buried under this thirst for gossip – it’s a bestseller with the beating heart of a reality TV show. There’ll be nothing left of the novel apart from that after the article.’ His sorrow seemed genuine to me, and I thought that perhaps he was truly despondent and not simply playing the role of downhearted writer.

The young man looked at him, intrigued.

‘But is it true?’ he asked.

‘Is what true? What Seymour wrote in his article?’

‘Yes,’ replied the younger man. ‘I thought that most of the accusations were invented. If that’s the case, can’t you sue him for libel?’

I was unable to resist raising my eyes from the magazine. I saw in the professor something akin to gratification at my interest. My gaze, while timid, was asking whether this story they were discussing was true or not. The younger man was looking at him expectantly, waiting for a reply, and occasionally eyeing me with what seemed to be pique; I had intruded on their story, even if only silently. I could have left them alone to speak openly, but I had already started listening, and it’s true what they say about how ears have no eyelids. Hearing stops only with sleep. 



The professor looked directly at me for the first time:

‘And you? Are you also interested to find out if what Donovan Seymour wrote is true?’ He held out his hand with a smile I had no time to interpret. ‘Terence Milton – pleasure to meet you.’




The train continued on its way through the darkness that was never quite fully black. On these trips, I frequently had the impression that the night struggled to win its battle against the day, and that just when light ought to yield to the darkness, it would threaten to reappear. The air was all watery particles and traces of British rain, pure ling.

I looked more closely at Terence Milton, who told me that he usually went by Terry. When he held out his hand, I turned my attention to his attire. A green V-necked jumper that was a couple of sizes too big for him and revealed part of his hairy chest, beige canvas trousers that were also a little baggy. He was one of those inconceivably skinny men with a sickly demeanour that seemed to be the result of some weakness of spirit rather than any physical ailment.

The younger man looked like an American university student spending time in Europe, even though Britain was becoming less and less European. He looked at me with shy honey-coloured eyes and spoke with a smile that did not conceal his annoyance at my presence.

‘I’m Mick Boulder, but everyone calls me Bo. Lovely to meet you. I hope you don’t mind, but I have to speak with my professor in private.’

Before I could reply, Terry cut in. No way! The three of us were in the same compartment and they were not going to leave out their new friend. If Bo wanted to hear the story, he would have to do so with me there, too. Bo shook his head and put his hands up as a sign of peace, like people do in films when the police arrive.

What did we want to know? Terry looked at me, aware that I lacked context.

‘I wrote a short novel called Rocco,’ he said. Bo nodded impatiently. ‘When it was published it garnered a lot of interest, but only because of what it revealed or obscured about reality. I didn’t imagine it would have the effect it had, and I often wonder what would have happened if I had never published it.’

‘What’s it about?’ I ventured.

But Terry appeared not to have heard me, or else chose not to reply, and kept on talking.

‘Everything would have been different without Rocco. But this is always the way with anything that happens, is it not? At least this is how comedies and dramas alike have depicted it: what would have happened if I had taken that lift, if I hadn’t got held up talking to my neighbour, if I had managed to flag down a taxi just as I was leaving.

‘What is it about?’ he mused. ‘Rocco is a story about the effect that one person has on another. A slice of life showing an instant that is found and then lost, as ­happens to the main character in “The Flash”, the short story by Calvino. Have you read it? This character finds wisdom suddenly, as he’s crossing the street; it falls upon him like a bolt of lightning, changing his entire perspective in a flash, but he loses it immediately. This is the story of Rocco: the moment that is found and lost, in which two people cross paths. But never fear – I don’t quite aspire to that. Rocco is not “The Flash”, and I don’t think I’m Italo Calvino.’

When Terry paused for breath, I turned to look out of the window, and at that moment a train went by very close, making ours shudder.

‘The problem with Rocco,’ Terry went on, ‘is that although it’s a novel, it was assumed to contain certain truths about a young man called Hans Haig. Lots of people read it that way, like one of those romans-à-clef that contain clues about real people. That’s how Donovan Seymour wrote about it, the reporter my young friend here was talking about.’ Bo stirred in his seat at the mention of Hans Haig, and Terry looked at each of us in turn. ‘It was Mina Lindt who introduced me to Hans. Bo, you know Mina, and how, over the summer, she usually organises parties at her loft in SoHo,’ Terry said, and then, looking at me: ‘We live in New York. I’m a literature professor. Bo here was my PhD student.’

Bo confirmed this with a nod, and Terry began to describe the encounter that had sparked the ‘flash’ he went on to write about.

‘Yes. Mina Lindt might never have introduced us, and in another version of this story it probably happened that way,’ he said, shrugging his shoulders before returning to his account. ‘That surname, with its aura of Swiss chocolate, and the air of mystery that surrounds Mina lead one to imagine all kinds of origins for her wealth, which allows her to lead a carefree, easy life bound up in the arts and the downtown scene; a mode of existence that, although not ostentatious, costs a fortune to maintain. As a professor, I am accepted as a kind of oddity in such circles, but she is a key piece of the social puzzle. With her long mane of wavy red hair and her unabashed laugh, Mina is one of those women blessed with an infectious sense of joy. And what’s more, she takes a genuine interest in everyone around her, and so we easily became friends. She and her three little Italian greyhounds were generally the star attractions of those evenings. The tiny dogs refused the company of anyone else and, like many of her guests, existed in a permanent state of enchantment in the presence of their mistress. That particular night, I arrived late to her place. When Mina saw me appear on the staircase that led to the rooftop terrace, she came towards me with open arms and a glass of champagne in one hand.’

As Terry spoke, I imagined a cross between Sylvia from La dolce vita and Roger Rabbit’s wife, the temptress Jessica Rabbit, with her mane of red hair. Women capable of bewitching you with their mere presence, as it seemed Mina did.

‘She came over with a young man I had never seen before and, after we had kissed hello, she introduced us. “Terence Milton, an old friend I don’t see as much as I should like; Hans Haig, a new friend who has only just arrived in the city and whom I hope to see a good deal of.” Hans smiled and, after brushing a few specks of dust from his lapel, held out his hand to me with a subtle tilt of the head that I considered old-fashioned for a man his age. He was wearing a lot of cologne and must have been in his early twenties. Mina was talking about an exhibition by a photo­grapher people were starting to refer to as the new Richard Avedon. Apparently, he retouched the giant portraits he was known for, erasing the eyes of the subjects and replacing them with seahorses. The effect was sick, said Mina, who knew about the young man’s obsession with the little marine creatures. She looked languidly around her: “So many people ended up coming! I’ll get in touch next week to arrange for us to go and see the show; it’s sick,” she said again, before walking away to continue greeting people. That was the first of many ­exhibitions the three of us attended together,’ Terry recalled, lost in thought. ‘Although it wasn’t really that many.’

As I listened, I thought that I would have liked to see a photograph of Hans Haig or Mina Lindt; I still didn’t have enough context for the story that was unfolding. I could have excused myself to go to the toilet and looked them up online. I could also have checked to see who Terence Milton was and what the scandal Rocco had unleashed was all about. But the thought of leaving the compartment made me feel lazy; with its yellowish light, it reminded me of a fireside, perhaps because the thing keeping me there was a story, and the two tend to go together in the popular imagination.

‘Mina mentioned that two of her friends who had just flown into LaGuardia airport had lost their suitcases. They wouldn’t be able to come to the party that night, which was a shame. At that same airport, said Hans, he had seen a curious image that had stayed with him for some time after.’ Bo and I looked at Terry expectantly, and he burst out laughing. ‘That’s exactly how Mina and I looked at Hans, waiting to hear his story, just like the two of you are now. I can clearly remember his expression as he began to speak. As I later discovered always happened whenever he
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