


An eerie sound disturbs my sleep. Low crackle and steam. The hiss of a boiling kettle. Francesc’s broad back rises and falls beside me, mouth close to my shoulder, breath condensing into warm moisture. I sit up. There is a low humming rattle like a mouse drilling. By the corner of the window. A hissing, sliding sound, scurrying. Barely present . . . and yet . . . unarguably there. Francesc, I try to whisper. My blood tingles, the animal in me straining. Beyond our window it is dark. I cannot see the garden, or the field or the forest . . . but I can hear the hissing. It is a rustling. The burrowing of a mouse – an intruder? I imagine the chink of dirt moving. The sound of air exiting a fissure. Francesc! Get up! He stirs and turns over. Francesc – I try to call, but his name catches on my teeth – there are two lights shining through the window. Beams of light floating beyond the glass, and I am afraid. They are rising out of the earth. Two orbs like lanterns streak the window. They shrink and condense into a ripple suspended on the night. Blur and snap. I squint through the wakening haze. Two great flames, floating on air? The beacon of a stranger? No – they are eyes. Golden luminous eyes. Looking at me. The sound coils again, breath hissing. In and out. In and out. My mind sharpens. A dark thrust of shadow moves against the pane of glass. A serpentine body unravels itself, birthed from the corner of the window, almost invisible but for the dull ambient sheen of moonlight on scales. A beast watching me as I watch her . . . A snake, I realize. A garden snake. It was her entrance to the room I had heard, as she burrowed through the earthen wall, the growing crack near the corner of our window. I had said to Francesc that creatures would come. It would be a rat or a gecko or a scorpion, but no – it was the snake who entered first – and I had heard her hissing. Francesc, I whisper. Curious now. Intrigued. There is a snake in our bedroom. She is probably the olive snake I have seen in the hedgerows, with the flat snout and the flecks of black that travel up from her nostrils through her eyes – I have told you to kill her, the one who sleeps by day at the foot of the yucca and eats the sand lizards at night. But I say nothing as the snake stirs. I watch the shadow move, descending the wall, flat on her belly, winding across the dark tiles to the foot of the bed and for a moment she disappears. Francesc! I shake him. Francesc! I try to move, to jump to my feet, to leap out of bed and grab the shovel from the garden. I aim to smash her skull with the sharp end of the blade, to sever her throat, to crush her bones on the tiled floor – but too late: the arrival of a foreign body on the sheets terrifies me. Here comes the mounting weight of the snake slithering across the blanket, between our legs. A river of toiling muscle, moving faster and faster, her head swaying. She watches me. Gaze steady. I am hypnotized by her undulating wave as she slithers towards my outstretched fingers, her scales greet me cold and she begins to climb up me, sliding her bulk round and over my arm, she rises towards my shoulder and I am still as she coils round my throat. I feel the heavy noose of her form as two cold, golden eyes rise before me. Up, up, she rears, dog-snout level with my own. Looks into me. We are frozen in mutual observation. Her tongue flickers. In and out. In and out. Tasting the air. She arches back, as if to strike – but I am quicker, grabbing her throat as she held mine, placing my hand around her. Be calm and still. I am not frightened any more. The snake winds through my fingers, I hold her head below her cheeks, careful to not constrict her windpipe, and pull her tail with my hand, remembering that snakes are weaker in their lower half, unwrapping her from my throat, keeping her far-distanced from my face, and decide in that moment that we will let each other live. We’re going out, I tell her. Out where you belong. I take her to the garden, unlocking the back door by the kitchen before laying her flat on the cold hard dirt. It is winter, snake, you should be sleeping, not burrowing through walls. When I look back to where I left her, I begin to doubt my sanity. The snake is gone. And I do not know where I am.



* * *

I lie for hours in the dark listening to the sounds of the long-eared owl who lives in our pine tree, curled into the triangle of muscle between Francesc’s shoulder and chest, his arm wrapped around my body, hands protective. 

The visions have begun again. The voices. It is a sign that I am close and it frightens me. Gently I move Francesc, and slip out of the sheets. He is a heavy sleeper and does not seem to mind my midnight perambulations. I walk naked to my desk, sitting against the cold wooden chair. In the dark I open the drawer and take out the goatskin box. Cast away the guilt. He does not need to know. I stare at the sealed container. It is better that he doesn’t know. Checking the office door is closed behind me, I switch on the small lamp beside the laptop. Again the sickness comes, the bile and the nausea, churning in my stomach. The stench of fear on these papers. My nostrils burn with the heat of a candle, a sensation of dripping wax. The pages are bound in wood and leather, codified by a spindly hand, long dead, who has written on the outer sheath of the primary collection: Field Notes of Llewellyn Sitwell of Bath, 1851–1852. The first sheets of these are markedly original. Sketches not unlike medical drawings. Precise. Astute. Each illustration no larger than a small print in a nineteenth-century journal. Pictures capturing aspects of a female body. The front and rear of a woman. Tattoos drawn into the skin, crosshatched with shadow. I look to the centre of her forehead, onto which an individual has carved the letter B in an ornate script. Mystery. On each breast, the letters C and D. Across her rear and kidneys the letters E, F, G, H respectively. On her thighs, the final pieces of a code: I and K. The lack of J in the alphabetical sequence is due to the non-existence of the letter in old Latin. I turn the page, revealing a study of her palms, tattooed in thick black strokes with a coiled serpent and a cross. Captain Ruthven’s Woman of Akelarres. Beneath this: an afterthought, erratically drawn. Incomplete. A visual footnote formed by a small passerine bird, round black eye glassy, beak open. Each feather notched into paper, profile flat against the gaze of the draftsman. In the same wavering script:



LUSCINIA L. Megarhynchos.



The Latin name of the nightingale.





At the appointed hour, Manel Fabregat opens the door to his flat, a simple address overlooking the Plaça de la Revolució. He is a short, heavy-set man in his late fifties, blessed with thick legs and a full, muscular torso, resplendent in a black shirt reminiscent of the uniform of els Mossos d’Esquadra, the urban crime unit of Barcelona’s police force. Flesh handsomely creased, weather-worn and athletic. Though the pallor of his complexion has faded, his dark eyes are compellingly alive and his mouth remains tender, while the shadows of his lower lashes are filled with a baleful sadness.

‘Come in! Come in!’

Eyes dart over my shoulder. I follow him to a luminous sitting room, white walls bursting with photographs of family, a pretty wife, a boy playing soccer, old men and women at a house in the country. A dog lopes forward, a German shepherd who shoves his black snout into my legs, wagging his tail.

‘Meet Panza,’ Fabregat booms. The inspector’s name is hard, factory-made vowels slamming into consonants. ‘Just push him out of the way, push him! There you go, girl.’

Fabregat invites me to take a seat on the sofa across from him. He crosses his legs in his armchair and offers tea. A biscuit? Sugar? On the wall behind him there are also photographs of the policeman with his troops, and athletic awards from his youth.

‘My son wins these now.’ Afternoon light streams in.

Fabregat’s sunroom is framed in white curtains harking to a past century. Light scatters through lace steeples and dewdrops. A small teacup filled with dried rose petals on the table. Bleached linen tablecloth. The air exudes a chalky mix of mint and sugar. On the wall, a devotional shrine to the Virgin Mary – ‘My wife’s,’ Fabregat explains. He offers tea, then settles into his chair. Panza rests his face on Fabregat’s knee, yellow hound eyes half closed. Fabregat runs his fingers through the dog’s coat twice before he meets my gaze.

He smiles. Shark-like. Polite. ‘I’ve given it some thought, and I think you should know that Picatrix sounds like Pikachu. The Pokémon.’

‘It’s a reference to a medieval magician,’ I say tartly. ‘A man with three names.’

‘Huh,’ says Fabregat. He cracks a nut between his teeth.

‘You don’t look the part.’

Of what? An academic? A treasure hunter? There’s almost a tinge of disappointment on his face. He studies me carefully. What was he expecting? Mouse hair, pinned back? Owl glasses?

‘How old are you?’

‘Twenty-seven.’

‘You look younger.’ He sniffs into a handkerchief produced from a pocket. ‘I wouldn’t take you seriously if I met you on the street.’

I’ve hidden my frame in an oversized knitted sweater, thick grey wool, and retreat further into it, pulling the sleeves down to my wrists.

‘Generally, I’m phobic of academics, but I’ve decided to make an exception . . .’ Fabregat stiffens ever so slightly and leans forward, pointing to the coffee table, where a stack of photocopies rests neatly beside a green folder. ‘I didn’t go to university,’ he says. ‘Went straight into working. No time for an education. A roofer for a while, helping my father. Then a security guard. Then an entry-level policeman. I read for pleasure, not for notas. We weren’t pijo . . .’ He sighs. ‘But to business.’

I can tell the man is smart.

Eyes snapping over me. Drinking me in. Taking my number.

‘You sent a set of images to a colleague of mine for review at Los Mossos. Dated 1851 in Barcelona. Drawn by an Englishman. Lew-ell-eeeen.’ He struggles with the pronunciation. ‘Seeet-wall.’

‘Sitwell,’ I say. ‘Yes.’

An illustration of a girl’s body carved with nine letters, above a picture of a nightingale.

‘It gave me quite a shock when that arrived in my inbox. I thought – what are they drinking on Mallorca? Lightning, chapels, books, Americans . . . Next thing you know, there’ll be a secret society,’ he says, looking straight at me. ‘You’re not a member of a secret society?’

‘No.’ I shift my weight. No special handshakes or occult machinations.

He looks at me wryly. ‘Your letter intrigued me. I must thank you for coming. It’s a good thing, I hope. The case was one I worked on quite extensively; I’m very pleased you’re here. You’re serious about getting involved?’

‘Yes,’ I say.

‘You’re certain?’

A sideways glance. I am a curiosity. The day’s singular event.

He mutters under his breath. Disbelieving. She’s a child. És una nena. He slows, using the Catalan word for little girl. The nickname sticks, rapidly replacing my own. ‘It’s not a very nice story, Nena. Quite different to your books, I should think.’

‘Perhaps,’ I say. You’d be surprised.

‘I’ve had you checked out.’

‘And what did you find?’

 ‘My friends in Palma tell me you’re gathering a reputation as a bit of a local savant. A circus act. You do some pretty strange things.’

‘Professionally or personally?’

‘You’ve had a few episodes on the job recently.’ He waggles his fingers at me. ‘It seems someone on the island has taken a strong dislike to you. I heard about the fire. Gossip travels fast in these parts. Rumour has it you’re a psychic? Part time? Full time?’

‘That’s not the phrasing I would use.’

‘But you’re kinda funny, aren’t you? You hear things other people don’t.’

I recoil.

Psychic is false.

As succinctly as I can, I explain that I listen. It is my preferred name for what I do, which is a kind of heightened feeling – mediated now and controlled.

No, not psychic – I repeat. I do not know things other people do not know. I cannot solve a murder by closing my eyes and psychic­ally knowing something magical. I’m not going to snap my fingers and conjure a solution. That’s absurd. I can’t tell you what you are thinking unless you want me to know – but I can watch you, closely, and I can listen, and the same is true of books and stone – or perhaps, even listening is inaccurate. The more I understand a situation, the better I can trace the invisible threads that run through it. I feel like a bat. Generally speaking, my work mostly takes place in libraries and museums, in the deep archives, the underground layers, the boxes that people have left behind, or in more corrupt cases, hidden. I move in the shadows. I watch his right eyelid spasm, and withhold. Don’t tell the whole truth. That in the last year of university I spent two months asleep believing I was awake before the doctors realized I was in a constant state of REM. That while in hospital I had eruptions of pain in my head and my skin broke out in rashes. That when I awoke the voices were so loud that blood ran from my earlobes and nostrils. That I’m a freak in the clinical sense of the word. Instead I bait him – oh, when it comes, the chase is addictive. I am like you. A good researcher is a bloodhound, following the molecular brush of a human hand against paper.

‘And you enjoy investigating the past?’ Fabregat’s mouth splits open.

‘It is the only thing that keeps me sane.’

‘Your Catalan is excellent. Ideal. For what I want you to do for us. If you feel up to the job, that is.’

Of course.

‘You were living in Barcelona in 2003, but you didn’t personally know these guys? Hernández or Sorra? Never met? No? Good.’ He looks at me closely. ‘But you’d heard of her before she died?’

How could I not have?

‘And the murders? Did you read the papers?’

Yes. I nodded. ‘I followed them closely.’

‘Out of interest? Passion? Curiosity?’ he asks.

‘All of the above.’

‘And this is why you sent us the letters. Illustrations of the corpse?’ Fabregat flicks through his notes. ‘You made the connection?’

‘I don’t want to waste anybody’s time.’

I can feel him studying me.

‘Neither do I,’ he says. ‘May I see the originals?’

I open my purse and give him the package. Flinching as he pulls open the wax paper. These are mine.

‘They are identical,’ he says.

I let him rest in a sensation of discovery.

I know the markings intimately now. He will be looking at the serpent drawn like an S over the centre of the left palm, and the cross like a brand on the right. He will be drinking in the circle round her navel, and the crescent moon on her chest, the alphabet on each flank of her body, the letters across her forehead.

A document in the flesh is always different than a scanned image. The freshness of the ink impresses itself upon you – subsumes you, draws you into the tantalizing allure of a corporeal attachment. Someone living wrote this once. Someone held this paper, a century and a half earlier. Someone whose hand shook as he wrote.

‘They match your case in every detail,’ I say.

He draws the pages closer to his nose. ‘He was a good artist, the boy . . . What happened to him?’

‘We’re tracing that now. Sitwell left Spain in the winter of 1852, heir to an enormous fortune given to him by a friend and mentor. He returned to England where he deposited documents in libraries in London and Oxford.’

Documents I have had the pleasure of locating and assessing over the past two years. They all pertain to the palimpsest and Illuminatus. But Fabregat does not need to know this.

‘And you believe you know who did this?’

‘Not with certainty.’

For a while he is silent. Thinking.

‘Certainty,’ he murmurs. ‘Funny thing, that.’ Lost in Sitwell’s illustrations. ‘No one else has seen these?’

‘Not that I’m aware of. Not in living memory.’

His voice sharpens.

‘You’re right to draw a parallel.’

He puts the papers down. Satisfied.

‘We agreed over the phone what the stipulations of this project would be, but I repeat them now. I am retired, and have no direct jurisdiction over the police, but the Hernández case is the great tragedy of my career, one of my life’s profound dissatisfactions – of which, I hasten to inform you, there are few. Perhaps if what happened had been contained I could forget. Close the book, as it were. Move on. But that is not the case.’ His face darkens. ‘Now, your letters suggest that identical killings happened in Barcelona as early as 1851? That . . .’ He pauses. ‘Interests me . . . I want us to be careful. Sensitive. If you take this research on, you have the support of the police. You work as a writer, a psychic –’ his hand twitches on the papers – ‘whatever it is you do.’ He waves his hand again. ‘A two-week preliminary examination of Natalia Hernández, her character, her work, her habits. Talk to people. Get them comfortable. Say you’re retelling the case as an independent project, your grant research, analysing her death as an artist – don’t look so excited, Verco! I’ll explain what that is as we go along. I’ll help you set up interviews – just get them talking about her, and that Sorra kid. Ask questions. Read into their lives; get a feel of the city. Any facts you need that we’ve already filed I’ll send you. I want you to meet Sharp as well – have a look at that book. At this point we’ve tried everything – I’ve had every expert in Europe on the case. The question for me has always been why: I’ve never understood that. Perhaps you can . . . just feel. I’ll give you support if you need it, but I don’t want you to try and engage with anyone on a more investigative level. I want you shadowed. I want to know where you are. And I want you to actually keep notes, actually write things down. I’ll pay you – personally, with a little help from the force. We don’t usually work with your kind of people and I don’t want you getting into any trouble. I want you to stay extremely, extremely safe. Over-compensate for that, OK?’

I agree. ‘I mentioned over the phone . . . Anything I find along the way? Anything that comes up – I can use that for my own work?’

He opens the green envelope and pushes the contents forward.

‘Have a read.’

On the little side table beside his armchair there is a black pen. I read over the contracts, the confidentiality agreement. Then I take his pen and sign.

‘This has become somewhat of a hobby for me.’ Fabregat pleased with himself. We drink from little china cups. He offers me a biscuit.

‘I value the calm now,’ he says. ‘Life is good. I’d like to reassure you of that.’ And very slowly, ex-Inspector Manel Fabregat paints a picture of the events as he witnessed them.





Act Two starts quietly. It is the morning of Sant Joan’s Day. The holiday in Barcelona stretches over forty-eight hours. Festivities began on the evening of 23 June with la Revetlla de Sant Joan and culiminate now in the sleepy Feast Day, the 24th. On this occasion, the sun rises behind the imposing pinnacles of Barcelona’s Cathedral. Dominant spires sprouting from the heart of what was once the walled Roman city Barcino, said to have been founded by Hercules, half man, half god, who loved the girl Pyrene, namesake for the Pyrenees; or perhaps Hamilcar Barca, father of Hannibal, the Carthaginian, built the first structures on Mont Tàber. The Great Cathedral rests here now. La Catedral de la Santa Creu i Santa Eulàlia. Gargantuan. Brooding. Product of a fiscal boom, the brainchild of a medieval superpower long since dwindled. Nowhere else in the world are there so many great churches in such close proximity. The thrust of the cathedral feels drunk on power, still famous for exorcisms, exalted soil, stone-plated, façade ornamental, deceptive, a neo-Gothic addition made in the nineteenth century. Hung with the silhouettes of angels peering down on mysteries below. Studying the tourists with their cameras, the covered markets, the beggars and street cleaners, the businessmen in suits, the activists, the strikers, the politicians, the stoners and salesmen of squeaking birds who garble whistles in their mouths and shoot flashing lights into the sky, hoping to entrance a customer. In the night the gargoyles and angels have been gossiping with one another beneath the belfries. Watching something unusual. Something curious. Stone eyes gaze on the form of a girl. Laid out on the eleven steps leading to the mouth of the cathedral like an offering to an indifferent god.





And in the end? Fabregat sighs. The media took hold of the story. ‘Natalia Hernández MURDERED,’ the tabloids yowled. National papers splashed her body across the front page. From Valladolid to Zaragoza, old men discussed the matter over games of chess and wives gossiped with their hairdressers. Have you heard what happened? There was speculation and recrimination, analysis of personal habits and family life, lovers and career. Her fame and beauty cruelly eclipsed the other victims, relegating ‘Las Rosas’ to bit parts in a famous woman’s saga. Long before the police announced Adrià Sorra’s disappearance, a leading commentator remarked that the murderer of Natalia Hernández and Las Rosas was probably a fascist from the corrupt epicentre of Madrid bent on stirring political dissent in the city. In a time of financial stability, the arrival of the euro and the economic boom, tourism has been the main source of revenue in Barcelona and now some mad Madrileño was destroying Catalonia’s image by giving it a reputation as a murderous enclave of occult serial killers. A psychological expert was interviewed who added that the killer’s abandonment of mutilated female bodies in municipal spaces suggested a love of spectacle and that the killings were deliberately attention-seeking in motive. Inspector Manel Fabregat, when interviewed that morning, assured the public that the police were very close to finding the source of this violence.

In the evening papers, El Corazón’s Pepe Calderon commented on the sensational elements of the case – the means by which the bodies had consistently been attacked by a man obsessed by the art of calligraphy. Mothers kept their teenage daughters in that night, young women were encouraged to travel in groups, to avoid the dark corners of El Raval and not speak to strangers. It was not a man that did this, it was el Diablo. The dark king. Un vampiro. And so it continued, until the police initiated a manhunt, revealing that their primary suspect had flesh and bones and blood and was named Adrià Daedalus Sorra: last seen by his parents at eleven o’clock on the morning of the 22nd, at the train station in Girona. The boy had run away from his uncle en route to Barcelona, secretly getting out at Mataró, before switching trains and coming in to Barcelona on his own. Adrià Sorra spent the next twenty-four hours on the streets, at squat parties and nights out, and had not returned to his apartment on Passeig del Born. When an anonymous source came forward with Adrià’s diary, the city raged. He had fantasies of necrophilia and cannibalism. He wrote about the recent murders with the sexual appetite of a voyeur, considering them a philosophical problem – a symptom of modern societal dysfunction – and an apotheosis of his most illicit and secret desires: ‘A Fucking Social Revolution’. 

His diary also contained innumerable erotic dreams involving his sister’s friend and housemate, a young woman named Emily Sharp, who testified at length to Sorra’s instability and proclivity to violence. He had no concrete alibis for the nights of the respective murders. He was a raver, his friends said, rarely slept; secretive, but fun – charismatic, a wild child, uncontrollable. Doctors came forward to comment on his illness, his therapy, his resistance to treatment: an unfortunate character. The specialist who had been dealing with him said that while she had never suspected he might realize his fantasies, she did not doubt that it was possible. The patient is extremely unstable. He is obsessed with blood and organs and anarchism. I regret not having taken further measures to section him that weekend. The city cried in consternation: Where is this killer? Where has he gone? And so it went on through the night and the next day and the next until Adrià Sorra’s body washed up on the beach in Sitges and no one could ask him any questions any more.

At first Manel Fabregat ran with it. Despite his bouts of mania, Adrià Sorra was – according to his professors – genuinely brilliant. The Philosophy Department ranked him at the top of the class, but the boy suffered a kind of split personality. At university he presented the veneer of an erudite, high-achieving student; by night he became a hedonistic, sexual animal. Adrià Sorra seemed the perfect psychopath (if that term even means anything, Fabregat mutters darkly, I’m not sure that it does). Violent, unpleasant, he’d broken into his apartment on Friday, beaten the shit out of his sister . . . His parents – for that matter – were as aggressive as the boy must have been in life: they were proud, aloof, selfish, vile. Their son had been running wild for two weeks and his absentee jet-set parents hadn’t seen fit to stop him, or help him, or treat him. It was a shit show, as far as Fabregat was concerned, an upper-class quagmire, with two snob architects defending their monster of a child. And yet, as their lawyers repeatedly pointed out, there were certain elements of the puzzle that didn’t fit. Specifically the letters. Why send the letters? Adrià Sorra was no calligrapher. The boy could barely draw – in fact he suffered from dyspraxia, his handwriting a nearly illegible scrawl. The university had supplied him with a volunteer who took his notes during lectures. Adrià typed his academic essays on an enormous desktop computer. The forensic handwriting analysts agreed: when they studied Sorra’s diary in comparison to the parchment evidence, it was clear that the boy had not written the illuminated verses. Nor, for that matter, would he have been capable of cutting such intricate patterns onto the skin of his victims. He doesn’t know anything about the Middle Ages, his mother hurled at the investigators, arguing that her son had a vivid imagination, and was chronically ill, that he had been blighted by poor timing. Faced with the honesty of the camera footage, the Sorras insisted that their son followed Natalia out of the club, and that he had stumbled on her body, and feeling on edge and suicidal himself, had carried her to the steps of the cathedral and then decided to end his own life in the sea. The argument that Adrià was the killer, however, was strengthened by the sudden abating of death that followed his disappearance. On Sant Joan’s Day everything ended, Fabregat explains. There were no more corpses hanging from the branches of trees. The inferno that had opened up in the city closed without fanfare, leaving in its wake a long, empty silence.

‘And the letters?’ I ask.

‘That psychotic pretence at a game?’ Fabregat explodes. ‘What do you think happened with those?’

Nothing.

‘We were forced to leave them as an enigma, an unresolved itch. I couldn’t make head nor fucking tail of them. But mystery breeds obsession. I’ll be the first to admit that. It was like staring at a Sudoku problem with no apparent solution. Mind-bogglingly irritating.’

The inspector couldn’t sleep at night. He couldn’t work. He couldn’t function. Worse, he began having dreams of a serpent. The very snake that formed the insignia on the letters unravelled itself and haunted him in his sleep. He dreamt that the snake wanted to speak to him, to lead him through a black thicket to a house where the ground was filled with bones of buried women. In one dream the snake appeared in pieces, cut into shreds, in another the snake was enormous, like a boa or a python, and reared on its tail and stretched above him. He felt unhinged. Derailed. Unable to focus. His superiors began to notice: Fabregat is making mistakes. Fabregat has lost his cool. The inspector de­­­veloped shingles and night terrors. Stress riddled his body as the unsolved mystery consumed him. It was a block like no other. The inspector believed passionately that he had been asked to decipher a message that he could not understand. He felt played with. Teased. Manipulated. Frustration nearly destroyed him. That year, Fabregat became convinced that there was another malevolent force in the mix, a person or persons who had walked away from his investigation unscathed, but whose hands were as bloody as the devil’s. Six months later Fabregat’s nerves got the better of him and he took a sabbatical before returning to the force for the next ten years and retiring gently at the age of fifty-two. His schoolteacher wife supports the family now and Fabregat reads the paper at home.

In the brightly lit sunroom, sitting with me in the present day of this wintry January in Gràcia, ex-Inspector Fabregat deflates like a sad balloon. The breath sags in his chest. He stands and thanks me, ushering me out towards the evening, but stops me at the door.

‘One more thing: it is personal conjecture, nothing more. Natalia’s murder was different than the others. Brutal, fast, efficient. A cut to the artery below her ear. A slice to the lower muscle of her tongue. Very sharp blade, high speed, done in a matter of seconds. She must have been like a fucking water fountain, there was so much blood, it was all over the kid’s clothes . . . Who would do that? Kill that fast, and then take the body on a twenty-minute walk through town to the cathedral? Adrià may have been crazy – I’m sure he was crazy – but he wasn’t able to kill like that – I don’t think so . . . We are hunting for an expert – you’ve got to understand that. A person or persons who had killed many times before. Everything about it was habitual. Rehearsed. Up until Natalia’s death he never appeared on camera, left no trace of himself on victim or on site . . .’

‘What are you saying?’

‘That it doesn’t match, you see – what serial murderer would carry his fourth victim to the steps of a cathedral and leave her there before drowning himself in the sea? I’ve thought about that for a decade. The man who killed those women was calculating. Terrifyingly so. He was not impulsive. Each step had its own logic. Where does Adrià Sorra fit in that? He was a pawn, a means of hiding someone. So our fucker could just evaporate away. No one believes me – Ay Fabi, they say – Ostras, not again. Let it go, they’re all ten years dead. Ghosts don’t care. But I can’t shake my feelings. Natalia’s death held its own message; one I never knew how to read. Each letter gave me a riddle and a body. But there was no letter for Natalia. Call it an old man’s intuition – but I am convinced of this: Natalia knew him intimately. Bear that in mind, when you speak to people. The real murderer is out there. In this city. Tanning on the beach. Eating olives. Being a bastard. If I am right, he will be one of her crowd. He is someone she would have recognized, someone she trusted and then feared. Someone she knew.’





At 13.27 on that self-same Friday, 20 June, seventy-two hours before his disappearance, Adrià Daedalus Sorra, man-about-town, disc jockey and student of philosophy, careened up the stairs with his skateboard. When he reached the blue door on the second floor he slung the board off his shoulder and slammed it into the handle, shattering the wood. He slammed the door again. His board snapped in two pieces, which he threw behind him, clattering down the stairs. Adrià rammed his shoulder against the door, banging it twice, then hurled the weight of his body against the lock.

‘Núria!’ he screamed. ‘Núria!’

He beat the door with his fist.

In the living room, Núria huddled on the floor crying. The bay windows onto Passeig del Born were open. The day was warm and the buzz of the crowd below crept up through the windows, winding into the curtains. A little band of students played music at the base of the church beyond Núria’s window, and in the street, people were clapping and laughing. A fly hummed lazily through the window and hovered near Núria’s left ear.

She sobbed uncontrollably into the floor, pulling her knees up into her chest. Down in the street below, on the black stone steps at the rear entrance of the Gothic Santa Maria del Mar, a woman sang, accompanied by the tinny student orchestra. The song was obscure, little known outside the local community. But through her tears, Núria-La-Catalana, Núria-from-Barcelona, recognized it instantly: ‘Se’n Va Anar’. Written by Salomé for the Festival de la Cançión Mediterránea in 1963, under Franco. Núria choked on her tears and cried harder.

‘Let me in!’ screamed Adrià. ‘Let me in! Let me in! Let me in!’

Blue paint peeling as the door shuddered.

The woman’s voice seeped into the room.

I hate him. Núria’s mouth tightened. Adrià’s fist pounds on the door.

I hate him. I hate him. I hate him.



Twelve months earlier, Núria Sorra lost an apartment in the Gothic due to her brother’s unbridled debauchery and she does not want to repeat the experience. The neighbours, terrified by the dubious characters spilling from Adrià’s saló, had formed a cartel, plotting the removal of the Sorra siblings. After a few calls to the police, and a heated discussion with the landlord, the neighbours on Carrer d’Alemagne successfully orchestrated the Sorras’ expulsion from the building – all to Núria’s abject mortification.

Now Adrià’s festivities have begun again. On Tuesday last, Núria returned from her graduate work at the Institut del Teatre late in the evening, stopping at the Bar de Choco for a few drinks before winding her way home through the Raval. When she arrived at the blue entrance to her apartment, she heard Adrià’s braying laugh pouring down from the balcony. Music hugged the street, sludgy drum and bass. From the fourth-floor apartment, a window flew open and an ancient matron in a chequered nightgown peered down into the street. ‘Por el amor de Dios!’ the ancient matron cried out, seeing Núria. ‘Make them stop!’ Núria walked up the stairs to number 5B with steel in her heart. A cloud of marijuana greeted her, a smoky haze through which dark figures moved disjointedly, stumbling into the kitchen to refill tumblers of cheap vodka. Two shadows fumbled in the hallway, boy’s hands creeping into a young girl’s jeans. Music flooded Núria’s ears, a pounding bassline that thickened the blood.

Adrià sat at the centre of it all like a king, a cross-legged petit dauphin surveying the court of his anarchy. A spliff hung between lazy fingers as he threw his head back and laughed. He was beautiful here – amidst his courtiers, a prince as delicate in features as his sister, his hair hanging in lank black waves to his shoulder. His face resembles an El Greco portrait of a saint, with fine brows and a long, aquiline nose. Adrià carries himself like an eagle of royal stock, with hands too big for his body and sunken, Byzantine eyes. Swedish Mark sprawled on the couch beside him. Vernon, the dreadlocked, pierced American who made his way in the day via internet gambling, was relating a story of sexual exploits. His ex-girlfriend (now night-time reprieve) dangled across his lap. She was French and loud. One of the Pakistanis who sold beer by the can on the streets was having an animated conversation with Tree, a Dutch university student who dealt coke on the kerb by the late-night club Genet Genet. Settling on the simplest attack, Núria threw her body against the wall, closed her eyes, and flicked on the lights. A terrible whiteness flashed into the room. The bleary-eyed revellers recoiled. Lovers in the corridor covered their faces and a girl threw up in the bathroom.

Adrià lunged off the sofa, instantly defensive. He swore out loud. Swedish Mark shaded his eyes with his hands, while Daisy the cat, stoned to oblivion, slipped peacefully from his shoulders.

‘Where’s Emily?’ Adrià asked.

‘Party’s over,’ Núria said. ‘It’s three in the morning. Time for you to go clubbing or something.’

‘Fuck clubs,’ Adrià said.

‘I’m serious,’ Núria said.

Swedish Mark waved hello.

Adrià raged.

‘I don’t care,’ said Núria. ‘I’m going to bed.’

Adrià retaliated: ‘These are my people, man, we’re having a good time. You’re stepping into my territory.’

‘Relax, man, relax,’ said Mark, tugging at Adrià’s shirt.

Adrià sat back into the sofa.Vernon, who had slept with Núria once months ago, leered at her in the brightness.

‘Hey, Núria,’ he said. Núria ignored him.

‘You all need to go.’ She pointed at the door.

Adrià glared at his twin. In the courtyard below a wandering drunkard sang discordantly, an old song in Catalan that echoed into the alcoves of the cathedral and drifted solemnly through the open windows of the balcony. The cathedral bell-tower struck the hour. A heavy fullness coloured three sad notes.

A mobile rang. Once. Twice. Núria switched off the music.

‘What the fuck, man!’ Adrià exploded, flinging the glass next to him to the floor. The glass shattered. In the corridor, the girl caught in the arms of her lover shrieked. Adrià screamed again, picked up another tumbler of vodka from the coffee table, and hurled it at Núria’s feet. Mark moved quickly. He grabbed Adrià by the arm and pulled him back down onto the sofa.

‘It’s all good, tranquilo,’ Mark said, putting away his phone. ‘It’s all cool, Adrià. We can go. Lola’s at the Macba. They’re heading to Alejandro’s squat.’

‘Cool,’ Adrià said, breathing heavily.

‘Alright, everyone,’ Mark said, taking charge. ‘We’re going.’

After the exodus, Núria tried to clean the kitchen, after sweeping up the glass in the living room, but gave up in disgust at four in the morning. She made herself a cup of tea and went solemnly to bed. At eight in the morning she was woken by Adrià, still drunk and stoned, desperate for revenge. Lola was there with her mismatched earrings and long black hair. Adrià only had time for Lola, and coiled himself around her in the corner of the blue sofa, reading excerpts from his pornographic novel and explaining the motifs of his art while Tree cut coke on the floor. Adrià was going to start a revolution, a Catalan Independent-State-of-Anarchy-and-Free-Love-Where-Nobody-Worked-and-Everybody-Fucked. Lola thought this was the most beautiful thing she had ever heard, and gazed dreamily into Adrià’s red-rimmed eyes. Núria hated this world of the Barcelonauts: the thrashing bodies and heavy music. These nights, when she entered her home, a dark decadence seemed to cling to the walls, reeking of impotence and frustrated revolution. The women were pierced and handsomely dirty, dreadlocks hung down their backs, their conversation coloured by desire. The boys, overstimulated by the presence of attractive women in their midst, reached constantly for that lawless place where tongues and hands are loosened by hash and empty pockets. Lola grinned, offering Núria a joint. ‘Enjoy it, Maca,’ she said, as the red embers smouldered between her fingers. ‘Fuck the Mossos.’ Lola curled her lip at the police.

‘He’s ill!’ Núria shouted. ‘He’s sick!’

‘I’m not fucking sick! This is freedom, Núria. You have no idea what freedom even fucking is!’ Flinging up her hands in disgust, Núria gave in to the fates and locked herself in her bedroom. Later that morning as she stepped over the sleeping bodies of the Barcelonauts on her way to class at the Institut del Teatre, she paused at Adrià’s shrine, studying his pornographic novel. She removed the icon from its altar, slipping it into her bag. She felt guilty but did not return the object to its owner. Instead she hid the book in her locker at the university. When she returned to her apartment after the morning’s lectures, Núria made a life-changing discovery. Beneath a battered copy of short stories of the Latin American Boom Generation, a packet of tobacco and an uncapped pen, Núria found Adrià’s keys to the apartment. He had gone out to a course on Schopenhauer at the Autònoma in Terrassa and forgotten them. His sister recognized the power immediately. She confiscated them, clutching the keys in a tight fist. Núria realized once and for all that she did not want Adrià to come into the apartment. Not until he apologized. Not until he stopped having people over. She made that very clear. He was not to come racing up the stairs and he was not to pass the door. He was not to kick it in, and he was not to touch her. But Adrià did all these things anyway, just to spite her, hitting her across the face and calling her a Betrayer of Independence and Sexual and Social Revolution! And at three in the afternoon, when the doctors finally came to take him away, their uncle smoked a cigarette in the living room and called the Sorra parents to say Adrià had cracked again, and it was best if they took him out of the city. To the country house – why not take all of them? Get the kids to make up.

‘The doctors have got the medication into him, they’ll keep him overnight, and then perhaps the country air would do him good?’ the uncle suggested hopefully as Núria wailed in the corner, showing the bruises left by her brother to Emily Sharp.





Aureus. A scrap of paper handed to a priest in a confessional, accompanied by a myth. The Mark. I redraw her compass, allowing my imagination to follow the lines of her diagram. Aureus. I scribble the word again, sound out the syllables. Au. Re. Us. From the Latin aurum meaning gold. In figurative speech, meaning glorious, excellent, magnificent. Followed by the black keys of St Peter, formed like a barrier, a position of defence. Check again for Catholic connotations. Bishop and Martyr of Mainz, Germany, slaughtered by Huns with his sister. Saint Aureus. Also: Treasure. See: Codex Aureus of St Emmeram, ninth-century Carolingian Book of Gospels. I drum my fingers on my computer keyboard. Then Aurelius. Bishop of Carthage and Companion of Saint Augustine of Hippo, active in the fourth century, responsible for the establishment of Christian Doctrine and the eradication of the leading heresies of the time. Father Canço called it the ‘Sign of the Sibyl’. The lead in my pencil breaks. Click, click, snagging at the paper. Again. She meant it as a name. A name. A name. I am interrupted by the movement of two feuding crows in the branches beyond my window. They squawk and argue bitterly, but I find them reassuring. Wine cold down my throat and warming all at once.

A U R E U S

I shift the first three letters.

U R A E U S

My pen hovers. Uraeus. From the Egyptian hieroglyphic: ‘rearing cobra’, from the Greek, ouraios or on its tail. The Egyptians celebrated the beauty and wisdom of the snake, and chose it as a symbol of divinity, royalty and power. The cobra could not blink, and thus was an ever-watchful guardian of kings, rearing on the golden Mask of Tutankhamen. The Uraeus may also have been a totem of the ancient goddess Wadjet, the snake-headed deity of pre-dynastic Egypt, the life-giving Serpent Womb, protectress of Lower Egypt; her oracle inhabited the city of the region named after her snake-self, Per-Wadjet or House of Wadjet – rumoured to have given birth to the oracles of Ancient Greece. Her image was worn for the blessing of women in childbirth. Wadjet. Derived from the hieroglyphic symbol: Papyrus. Or Papyrus-coloured one. Wadj meaning green-coloured in reference to the leaves of the plant – Goddess of the famous ancient symbol of the Eye of the Moon, the wadjet, later called the Eye of Horus, the focal symbol of seven gold, lapis lazuli, carnelian and faience bracelets found in the tombs of the mummy kings, in the pendants of old framed by the rearing carnelian cobra and eagle . . . The goddess Wadjet being the two-headed Serpent, or lion-headed matriarch . . . an amulet against the evil eye and chthonic protection for safe passage into the underworld, the mark of a king on earth, icon of the dominion and power of Egypt. Aureus – Uraeus. Connection far-fetched? I rein myself in. Focus on the keys. That symbol is clear. The Crossed Keys of St Peter, Pope of Rome. Peter the Rock. Gemini mouths canine, at once a barrier and a seduction. Protecting and revealing.

Then it dawns on me.

I feel a resonance.

Gut-deep. Act on it.



On my makeshift desk a glass of wine. Open laptop. The photographs of her face posted on the window. Ashtray with six stubs. Two half-drunk cups of coffee. I upload the photos from my camera, the sketches she drew as a teenager. Rest in them. Little phonebook black on table. Her handwriting so delicate, so quick. I flick through the book. 

‘I was always too scared to call these numbers.’ Villafranca’s voice breaks my thoughts. ‘Every man’s name. I thought: “I’ll ask each one. Did you do it? Did you drive her mad? Did you love her?” But I didn’t want to know this version of my daughter.’

I return to the picture. Keys to the city of Rome. Perhaps they signify something so simple as Pere in Catalan? Or Pedro? She has not alphabetized by first names, but I am undaunted, and read methodically on through the bulk of the entries until I reach five magic letters in blue pen. Peter. I think of the fisherman. The tight skip of her R ending with a sharp flourish. To my surprise the spelling is English, the last name Warren. Beside his surname she has drawn a tiny set of keys. A landline number. Reach for the phone. One, two, skip to my Lou. Fly’s in the buttermilk, shoo, fly, shoo. There’s a little red wagon, paint it blue. Round and round you go. Dial. Punch the numbers in. Phone next to ear. Mouth open.

Lost my partner, what’ll I do? I’ll get another one, prettier than you.

Skip, skip, skip to my Lou.

The call rings out. And out again.

Click. Carr-rrink, caaarunk.

‘Hello, you’ve reached Peter Warren’s phone, please leave a message . . .’

The breath rushes out of me. I call again. No answer. Not this time, I decide. No message.

Peter Warren. I type his name and ‘Barcelona’ into Google’s search bar. Far down in the results a series of links to articles published in the British travel magazine Bulldogs Abroad detailing nightlife in the city. A small photograph of the man is attached to the third article advocating a pub crawl linked to religious heritage sites of the city. Brown skin, broad smile, pixelated features. The fourth article, published in 1998 and reposted on a blog, is a review of a breakout performance by an ingénue, eighteen-year-old Natalia Hernández. The writer quotes the actress. 

Back at my desk, I dial Fabregat. I hesitate. Do not tell him about the priest. The scrap of paper. It was left for me – and not for him. Instead I focus on a hunch – a ‘nebulous feeling’ – my circus act.

‘Good girl!’ he shouts down the line.

‘Can you do something for me . . . ?’ I ask slowly. ‘I don’t know what your capabilities are but—’

‘Out with it! I’ve not got all day. Barça is on in ten!’

‘I have a name for you.’

‘Who are we looking for?’

‘Peter Warren.’

‘Anything else?’

‘A telephone number.’ I read it out.

‘On it.’ Fabregat signs off. I shuffle into the kitchen and make a cup of tea, leaning my weight into the countertop. When the water boils I choose chamomile and drop the bag into a yellow cup. Steam rises. A brown stain leaks into the water.

Fabregat calls back almost immediately.

‘He left the city ten years ago. Sold an apartment in Gràcia. No residency papers. UK national. Goes back and forth in the summer months. Seems to have come through Border Patrol this year, no record of leaving. Doesn’t pay taxes. Scrounger. Does that help? The phone number belongs to a house in Capileira, Cortijo del Piño,’ he booms, audibly pleased. ‘I’m asking my boys to check it out – any single British males in that town.’

Time slips by me. I find the taste on the air off-putting; Natalia Hernández has emptied me of emotion. I pick up my phone and dial Peter Warren. His voice clicks on: ‘Hello, you’ve reached Peter Warren’s phone, please leave a message . . .’

No response. Irritation boils. Who the hell is this man? What is he up to in Andalusia? He’s here illegally – no residency papers? A criminal record perhaps? Nothing serious. A bar fight in Seville in 1989. Can they find him? Fabregat hunts quickly. Where was he in 1996? The year Cristina died and Villafranca went on tour?

A day passes listlessly. I call the landline again. Obstinate.

‘Hello, you’ve reached Peter Warren’s phone . . .’

I leave a message, calm, collected. My name and number. And my interest in speaking to him, euphemistically about his ‘time in Barcelona’. Next I consult the Great Oracle Google. C-A-P-I-L-E-I-R-A. Image search. El Cortijo del Piño. It comes up immediately. A holiday rental in the summer, occupied by the owner in the winter. I forward the details to Fabregat. The town hall next, tourism, any hack will do. I get a village number. A local bar. Scribble them down. How big is the population?

528.

A village that small? They’ll know him. Everyone will know him. I call the tourist centre in the town hall and speak to Juan, who agrees that, yes, there is a man who fits that description. Pedro? 

Is he there now? 

Maybe.

Ahora? I ask. 

No sé. I don’t know. He gets suspicious. 

I say I will call back later. Phoning the bar, I hit up a cheery woman with a croaky voice – ‘Comó?’ she asks, perplexed. With whom do you want to speak? 

I’m trying to reach my uncle. ‘His cell phone isn’t working. Tell him I want to speak to him urgently. About Natalia.’ 

‘Un Peet-Tirr Warren. Sí. Lo tenemos. El Ínglés. The Englishman? I know him. Yes. Sí,’ she adds gently. ‘Of course, we will help you. Of course.’



The next morning it’s sports bra first, uncomfortable elastic round flesh. Black leggings, baggy long-sleeved shirt, braced for winter, hair tied back, hidden for now. Grab the metro pass, keys, music, stuff it into a pocket, close the door, groggily stumble down the stairs, wipe the sleep from the eyes again, squint, open the inner door, take a second look in the mirror for good measure. This part of the ritual is always a mistake. Face sleep-bloated and worn. Close eyes. A message chimes into my phone. Notícies? Has esmorzat? Fabregat wants to know if I have eaten. Ignore reflection, then click, door open, freedom, escape into the road, and run. Up past the memorial to the Catalan fallen, the eternally burning flame to the west of the apartment. Salute the gargoyles of Santa Maria del Mar. Street cleaners in their funny green cars brushing the cobbles like mad – and continue running. Up Via Laietana, the great central square of the city – Plaça de Catalunya – just a little bit (mustn’t strain the self) into the Ferrocarriles. Catch a train, up the mountain to Funicular de Vallvidrera. Vertical. Ride up to the Carretera de las Aigües. Escape train – walk into: dirt, cacti, open earth, sea breeze, sun white bright morning. Tie your shoelace. Now. Breathe. Run. And as you run the city wakes. The sun rises higher in the sky above the sea. You are alive! In time with my breath. The sweat stains the small of my back and I feel free of coldness. Light pours over the terracotta rooftops. Dust flies. Thoughts calm.

When I return to my apartment I seat myself at my desk and prepare my work for the day. I have scheduled a call with Bingley to let him know things are moving, carrying forward. At 10 a.m. the phone rings. An unknown number. I pause. Decide. Then pick up. The voice comes like a salutation from the heavens.

‘Hello . . . ’ English syllables I recognize. Precise and clear. ‘Peter Warren here.’ He pauses. ‘I think I might have what you are looking for.’





Boat tickets to Mallorca in winter are not expensive. From Barcelona you can get to the island for twenty euros on a good day. All that I have left on myself is the pain in my hands. A low throbbing hum, a sharp needle through my palm, fingers swollen. Listless and heavy. They have been bandaged awkwardly for a day, and still I struggle to move them without hurting, though the sting itself can bring a certain kind of pleasure. I stand on the deck of the ship, and watch Barcelona disappear on the horizon. Insomnia has taken hold and it is difficult to sleep more than five hours. This sleeplessness lends itself to a wild breathless state, coupled with the adrenaline of escape. Time. You’ll need a lot of that for this job. I return to my cabin. Take a glass of water. Try and sleep. I look to my bandaged hands, holding them up, above my face as I lie on my back. They smell of disinfectant. I move my index finger slowly. Sting. Sting. But I like the feeling. I am alive. The cuts he made were clean, very surgical, carving out each line of two simple drawings made in flesh – the snake on my left hand, the cross on my right. Stiches in both, but I may keep the scar. Once the wounds heal they tell me I can cover them up – hide them – but first we hope my body will rinse itself of these marks until they are just fine little lines. Fingers twitching, I rifle through the plastic bag I had filled at the chemist, pull out the weapons of a new arsenal. Perhaps this will help? I line each eye with a thick black rim, adding smoke to my lids, and heavy strokes of mascara. Trying to hide the bruise. A rich, tinted foundation and a light gold bronzer, giving my freckles a more luminescent tan. The crack in my lip unnerves me but I am determined not to recognize myself. I do not want to see him on me. I do not want to feel his hands or smell his breath. I do not want to think it is my fault, and I hate the voice inside me that threatens to pull me down. Down down down. Brown powder around the rim of my eyelashes darkens the earth in my eyes. I will not let him dictate my form. I go to the ship bar to test my disguise. I am electric and drunk, stepping out of my skin again and again, inventing an entire story for myself – the region in Barcelona this false me comes from, her reasons for going to the island. I order three rum and Cokes and drink them too quickly, one after the other, and then a coffee. The bartender asks about my hands. I broke a mirror. Bad luck. At the bar I read the evening paper. Across the front page they’ve splashed Oriol Duran with the tagline: ‘FACE OF A KILLER? INQUIRY INTO FATAL SHOOTING’. I scan the lines. Coroner reports that Oriol Duran’s death was instant. Shots fired in self-defence, claims deputy commissioner. Protects rights of officers to anonymity.


What does a liar look like? I stare at the photograph of Oriol Duran. A liar looks like you. A liar hides as much as they reveal. A liar is not afraid to con. A liar tells no one, not even themselves, who they are. 

I order another drink. Maybe my hands will stop hurting then. A liar looks like the face of Inspector Fabregat behind a man with a smoking gun.

‘Couldn’t have asked for more.’ Fabregat had said, when he broke it down into beats. They came to take me to the airport, and I was missing. Luckily they already had Oriol’s name from the blood. So it was an easy correlation. But what they did not factor in was where Oriol had gone. His family home in the woods. And so there were unexpected delays.

Delays that cost me my hands.


‘You have to understand that Oriol Duran always touched everything.’

‘But why didn’t you tell me?’

Fabregat edged closer.

‘Before I could sink my teeth in that summer of 2003, the whole thing had been turned off. Duran pushed back, began to put the screw on. Said I was fucking up his reputation. Said I was orchestrating a witch-hunt in the theatrical community. In this city he has power. His friend Sánchez is a rich and influential man. Eventually the calls came in from the top.’ Fabregat’s face tightened. ‘I was wasting time and resources in the wrong places. I had lost my cool. I needed a break. You know the drill. But retired? Did I say that, Nena?’

He had smiled, wolf-like.

‘No. I never retired.’

You shot him. I want to shout. And what will you do with his cave full of women’s tongues?

Fabregat looked through me into something else.

‘When you contacted us, I seized the chance to do something bold. Something big, Nena.’ 

And he wants me to know that he’s grateful. My stomach turns. Fabregat was never interested in the meaning of ancient symbols or coded poetry, or the long-dead memories of an English scholar. But he was intrigued by what I represented. A lone girl who matched a profile. Who could be given a cap and cape and sent into the forest.

‘Of course I knew we could keep you safe.’

My hands throb louder.

‘We were just waiting. We wanted to know which one of them would emerge. Would come out to play. Because I was certain he would. You were so like the others, Nena. I knew when I met you . . . You were made of the same stuff.’

The words stick to me. Consume me.


When I return to my room on the ship, I throw up twice in the toilet. On the deck of the ship, after a restless night, I am recovered now, if one can call it that. I watch the sunrise on the landing. This deck is empty. All the sea is mine. Dawn kisses the Mediterranean with light you can only have on water, where the abyss stretches to either side and the sun rises over a straight horizon. The sun already warming, the only thing cold is the sharp wind off the sea, like the thoughts that stalk across my mind, made stronger by the speed of the boat, and the spray lashing up from the waves. Spring is coming, cardigan loose over my shoulders. My bags are packed in the room below, apartment emptied of my belongings. The island of Mallorca rises on the horizon, a blue mound before lilac turrets of cloud. Seagulls flock overhead and there are powdery crests on the waves. The smell of salt and smoke, a rising billow from a bonfire near Dragonera that blankets the white capped waters.


At the port I see him waving. Down where the ship comes in! He calls and laughs, flapping his hat in the wind. Home. I am home. Dirt under fingernails, warm hands. When I emerge from the ship, walking down the gangway, he comes running, more stiffly than usual, lifting me up in his arms he kisses me firmly on the lips, then puts me down, blushes and apologizes. I reach out to touch him. His face spattered by a multitude of
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A Guide to Barcelona



Anna Verco’s path through the Ciutat Vella.







Start at Plaça Catalunya, facing the sea. Wander down las Ramblas until you reach the Boqueria. If you’re interested in a Fabregat-inspired tipple check out the little restaurants and bars at the back, where one can ask for a tapas of the day (and perhaps, even a local beer). 

When you’ve finished with the fruit stalls and cured meats, head to Carrer del Cardenal Casañas, which will move you swiftly from Las Ramblas to the Gothic quarter’s Plaça del Pi (home of Captain Ruthven) and the imposing Basílica de Santa Maria del Pi (where Padre Canço took in Natalia Hernández). Sample honey and Catalan confections at the covered market, or visit Granja Dulcinea on Carrer de Petritxol for Iberian churros and hot chocolate. 

Cross Plaça de San Josep Oriol to the little side street Carrer de l’Ave Maria and from here climb Baixada de Santa Eulàlia to reach the great Cathedral of Barcelona. Visit the famous white geese or ride a rickety elevator to the top of the Cathedral for one of the best views of the city. After this, stroll to the Augustus Temple – a treasure tucked behind the Cathedral at no. 10 Carrer del Paradís. 

Make your way towards the Born, stopping to admire the neo-Gothic Bridge of Sighs on Carrer del Bisbe. You can

visit the Palau Reial Major and the Museu d’Història de Barcelona (MUHBA) for a fascinating journey through the found­ations of the city. 

After this, if still feeling adventurous, stride across Plaça de l’Àngel and busy Via Laietana to enter el Born, slipping diagonally down Carrer de l’Argenteria which will take you directly to the proud Basílica de Santa Maria del Mar. Beside the Basilica is the eternally burning Fossar de les Moreres and beyond this, leafy, bar-lined Passeig del Born, where Anna sleeps in the city.



If the theatre calls, the Teatre Lliure and Institut del Teatre of Poble Sec are worth a stop (the theatre and drama school face each other on Plaça Margarida Xirgu). Alternatively catch a dance performance at the Mercat de Les Flors or an opera at the beautiful Gran Teatre del Liceu. For hiking in the foothills beyond the edges of the city, seek out Tibidabo and the Carretera de les Aigües for stunning vistas and funfair kitsch.
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