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DEPARTURES


         



    

  
    
      
         
1
PHOTOGRAPHS

We have the same memory.
         
It’s very early. The sun has just come up. The three of us – father, mother and son – are yawning sleepily. Mum’s made some tea or coffee, and we duly drink it. We’re in the living room, or the kitchen, as still and quiet as statues. Our eyes keep closing. Soon we hear a lorry pull up outside the house and then the deep blast of the horn. Although we’ve been expecting it, we’re startled by the din and suddenly wide awake. The windows rattle. The racket must have woken up the neighbours. We go out to the street to see our father off. He climbs into the truck, sticks his arm out of the window and attempts a smile as he waves goodbye. It’s clear he feels bad about leaving. Or not. He’s only been with us a couple of days, three at the most. His two mates call out to us from the cabin and wave goodbye too. Time passes in slow motion. The Pegaso sets off, lumbering into the distance as if it doesn’t want to leave either. Mum’s in her dressing gown and a tear rolls down her cheek, or maybe not. We, the sons, are in pyjamas and slippers. Our feet are freezing. We go inside and get into our beds, which are still slightly warm, but we can’t go back to sleep because of all the thoughts buzzing round in our heads. We’re three, four, five and seven years old and we’ve been through the same scene several times before. We don’t know it then, but we’ve just seen our father for the last time.
We have the same memory.

         
— — —

The scene we’ve just described took place about thirty years ago, and the story could begin at three different points on the map. No, four. The removal truck might have been disappearing into the morning mist that enveloped the Quai de la Marne in the north of Paris, leaving behind a row of houses on rue de Crimée across from a canal that, in the dawn light, seemed to have been lifted from the pages of a Simenon novel. Or perhaps the truck’s engine shattered the clammy silence of Martello Street, next to London Fields in the East End, as it headed under the railway bridge to find a main road leading out of the metropolis to the motorway, where driving on the left doesn’t present the same headache for a continental trucker. Or maybe it was Frankfurt, the eastern part, at one of those blocks of flats they put up in Jacobystrasse after the war. Here, the Pegaso lurched towards the motorway, faltering at times as if dreading having to cross a landscape of factories and woods and join the convoy of trucks that were likewise ploughing through the arteries of Germany.
Paris, London, Frankfurt. Three distant places linked by our father driving a truck that moved furniture from one side of Europe to the other. There was one more city, the fourth, which was Barcelona. Point of departure and arrival. In this case, the scene takes place without the truck and without the other two truckers. One of us – Cristòfol – with his father and mother. Three people in the poorly lit kitchen of a flat in carrer del Tigre. But here, too, the farewell takes place with the same calm he has counted on – to the point that it almost seems rehearsed – with the same vague concern that has always worked for him before, in other houses and with other families. That expression on his face, striving for composure but brimming over with sadness which seeped into all of us. Hours later, the next day, or the next week, we’d look in the mirror while brushing our teeth, and see it in our own eyes. A wistfulness we all recognised. That’s why we now have the feeling that our emotions were scattered far and wide and why, now, all these years later, our childhood sense of betrayal is multiplied by four. We also like to think of our mothers, the four mothers, as if they were one. Pain not shared but multiplied. Nobody was spared. Certainly not we four sons.
         
What? You don’t get it? It’s too complicated?
Well, this is going to take some explaining. We are four brothers – or, more accurately, half-brothers – sons of one father and four very different mothers. Until about a year ago we didn’t know each other. We didn’t even know the others existed, scattered around God’s dominions. Our father wanted us to be called Christof, Christophe, Christopher and Cristòfol (who was known by the Spanish version of Cristóbal until the dictator Franco died). If you say them out loud, one after another, the four names sound like an irregular Latin declension. Christof, German nominative, was born in October 1965, the impossible heir of a European lineage. Christopher, Saxon genitive, came almost two years later, his birth suddenly enlarging and adding colour to the definition of a Londoner’s life. The accusative, Christophe, took a little less time – nineteen months – and, in February 1969, became the direct object of a French single mother. Cristòfol was the last to appear: a case of circumstance, completely defined by place, space and time, an ablative in a language that doesn’t decline.
         
Why did our father give us the same name? Why was he so single-minded about calling us that, so obstinate that in the end he managed to persuade our mothers to go along with it? Was it, perhaps, that he didn’t want to feel we were one-offs? After all, none of us has brothers or sisters. Once we talked about it with Petroli, who, like Bundó, was a fellow trucker, friend and confidant and he said, no, when he talked about us he never got us mixed up and knew perfectly well who was who. We tell ourselves it might be some sort of superstition: Saint Christopher is the patron saint of drivers and we four sons were like small offerings he left behind in each country, candles lit to protect him as he travelled around in his truck. Petroli, who knew him very well, disagrees, saying he didn’t believe in any hereafter and suggesting a more fantastic but equally credible possibility: maybe he just wanted four of a kind, a winning poker hand in sons. “Four aces”, he says, “one for each suit.” “And what about Dad?” we ask. He was the wild card, the joker needed to make five of a kind.
         
“Life is very short, and there’s no time…” Christopher suddenly starts singing. We let him go on because the words are relevant and it’s a Beatles song. All four of us are fans but, right now, we’re not going to play at deciding who’s going to be George, or Paul, or Ringo, or John. We’ll keep this kind of exercise to ourselves and, as for this business of interrupting a conversation by breaking into song, this is the first and last time we’re going to let anyone chime in – do a solo – without the prior consent of the other three. We’re not in a karaoke bar and we need a few rules if we’re going to get along. If all four brothers talk at once it will be pandemonium. Then again, Chris is right: life is very short, and there’s no time.
What else? Until recently, we’ve been getting along with our lives, without knowing that the other three brothers existed, but is it true that our father – or rather his absence – has shaped our lives in the same way? No, of course not, though we’re sorely tempted to make up stories about his underlying influence. Take our professions, for example. Christof’s in show business and the actor’s craft, to be or not to be, reminds us of our father’s faking skills. Christophe’s a lecturer in quantum physics at the University of Paris where he observes the world, questions reality and studies parallel universes (in which our father would never abandon us). Christopher has a stall in Camden Town and earns his living buying and selling second-hand records: his acquisition of collectors’ gems and other relics, often by not strictly legal means, is the legacy of our father’s picaresque lifestyle (read on, please). Cristòfol’s a translator, novels mainly, from French, so when he renders them from one language into another it’s like a tribute to our father’s linguistic efforts.
         
What else, what else? Are we four brothers physically alike? Yes, we do look alike. We might say that the four of us are from the same genetic map and that our mothers – Sigrun, Mireille, Sarah, Rita – are the evolutionary elements that make us different, the barbarian grammar that has removed us from the Latin. In some part of Central Europe, at a crossroads where their destinies come together – or right in the middle of a roundabout, if we’re going to be irritatingly symbolic – we’ll have to put up a monument to them because of what they had to bear. They haven’t met yet. It’s only a few weeks since they found out that the others exist, that we have half-brothers and that they, therefore, have stepsons. The boundaries, however, stay where they’ve always been. With a touch of irony, shared by the other three, Sarah says that we sons are like ambassadors meeting up to negotiate an armistice. Later on, we might decide to get them together for a weekend in some hotel on neutral ground. In Andorra, for example, or Switzerland. But that will have to come later.
         
What else, what else, what else? Are our mothers physically alike? I don’t think so. Diria que no. Je crois pas. Ich glaube nicht. Do they all fit together to make up some pattern of shared beauty or are they, rather, pieces of some perfection-seeking jigsaw created by a twisted mind, our father’s mind? Neither. In any case, it has to be said that when we tell them about our plan for getting them together in the future, all four mothers show the same lack of enthusiasm. Mireille pulls a face, saying it would be like a meeting of Abandoned Anonymous. Sigrun wants European Union funding for the summit. Rita compares it to a club of ageing groupies – “Elvis lives, Elvis lives!” Sarah has a suggestion: “If we must meet, why don’t we do a production of The Six Wives of Henry VIII? There are only four of us? No problem, if we keep looking we’re bound to find a couple more!”
         
This caustic response from the four potential widows must be some kind of defence mechanism. Many years have gone by but their amorous experiences are too similar and they don’t want to start talking about them now. From the outside, it’s tempting to imagine four women getting together to reminisce about a man who left them in the lurch one fine day, without any warning and each with a kid to raise. They drink and talk. Little by little, they start sharing a list of grievances. Their memories bring them together. The distress has been left so far behind that time’s removed the poisonous fangs and it’s now as harmless as a stuffed animal. The gathering becomes more of an exorcism than therapy. They drink and laugh. Yet each of them starts thinking privately that the others didn’t really understand him, and, calling on their memories, they all start polishing up their love. Mine was the real love, the true love. A slip of the tongue, a joke that suddenly isn’t funny and the alliance of suffering collapses. Any minute now they’ll start pulling each other’s hair out.
         
The thing is, there’s one detail that complicates everything. Right now, we can’t claim that our father’s dead. Only that he disappeared, more than a year ago.
In fact, disappeared isn’t the correct verb, and if we’ve decided to find him, it’s to make sense of the word. Give it a body. Only somebody who’s previously appeared can disappear and that’s not the case with our father. We haven’t seen him for more than thirty years and the sum of our memories presents us with only a blurry image of him. It’s not as if he was a timid man, or naturally reserved, but he always seemed to have an escape route. He wasn’t edgy, anxious or mistrustful either. Sigrun says she fell in love with both his presence and his absence. Mireille recalls that as soon as he arrived it was as if he was leaving again. The brevity of his visits helped, of course. This provisional air became increasingly evident and we’re inclined to believe that, rather than vanishing from one day to the next – Abracadabra! – like a magic trick or some extraterrestrial abduction, our father gradually dissolved. That even now, right now, when all four of us are thinking about him for the first time, he’s still slowly dissolving.
         
This vanishing act can even be seen in the letters he used to send us. He wrote them from all over Europe, wherever he was moving furniture, telling us stories about the trip. Sometimes they were postcards, scribbled by the roadside. In the foreground were equestrian statues, castles, gardens, churches – horrible provincial monuments that all four of us recall with depressing clarity. These postcards were written and dated somewhere in France or Germany, yet they bore a stamp with Franco’s marmoreal face because they must have languished for days in the truck’s glove box and he only remembered to post them when he was back in Barcelona. In the letters he wrote us he sometimes enclosed photos of himself, alone or posing with his trucker friends. The words accompanying these images revealed real tenderness and longing, which made our mothers cry if they were feeling fragile, but they never went beyond the two sides of a single sheet of paper. Just when it seemed he was getting into his stride, the writing would abruptly end. See you soon, kisses, and so on and so forth, his name, and that was that. As if he was afraid to give all of himself.
         
“The only thing he didn’t do was write them with that funny ink that makes the words disappear a few days after you read them,” Christof remarked.
What else needs telling? Ah yes, how the four of us make ourselves understood. English has been our lingua franca ever since the day we first met, after Cristòfol decided to go looking for the other brothers. We use English because it’s the language in which we best understand each other, because we need some kind of standard but, in the end, our conversations produce a more complex language, a sort of familial Esperanto. Christof has no problems with this because English is a first cousin of German and he studied it from a tender age. Christophe speaks it with that slightly smug accent typical of the French, plus a technical vocabulary he picks up from the conferences and lectures in quantum physics he often goes to. Cristòfol learned it when he was older, taking private classes, because he studied French at school and university. Sometimes when he can’t get the words out in English he turns to his second language, which is comforting for Christophe. You can see it in his face. Then Chris and Christof start laughing at their Latin origins, mocking them in their own patter, full of guttural sounds, fragments of the “La Marseillaise” and names of French footballers.
         
Chris, however, speaks a bit of Spanish thanks to being pushed by his mother, Sarah. In the mid-seventies, when it seemed clear that Gabriel wouldn’t be visiting them any more, she enrolled her son in a summer course to learn the language. Dammit, Chris might never see his father again but at least he’d have the legacy of speaking Spanish. His teacher was a university student called Rosi. She’d gone to London to get experience and her first discovery was that teaching wasn’t her thing. Her method consisted of making them listen to a cassette of songs that were all the rage that summer. That’s why Chris sounds like a native speaker when he says things like “Es una lata el trabajar”, “No me gusta que a los toros te pongas la minifalda”, or “Achilipú, apú, apú”, although he hasn’t got a clue that they mean having to work’s a pain, I don’t like you wearing your miniskirt to the bullfight and something sounding like “chilli-poo” in a red-hot rumba.
         
We’ve discovered that songs in Catalan are another childhood experience we share. At our first meeting in Barcelona we had lunch in a restaurant and tried to pool all the information we had about our father. All at once, some children playing and singing at a nearby table had us reliving the songs he taught us when we were small. Songs like “En Joan petit com balla”, and “El gegant del Pi…” in which little Johnny danced and a giant strode around carrying a pine tree.
         
“I remember a bedtime story Dad used to tell me,” Christof said. “The kid was called Pàtiufet or something like that, and he ended up in the belly of a bull, where it never snows or rains, und scheint keine Sonne hinein. I’d be shitting myself with fright. Sometimes I tell it to my friends’ kids in German, mostly because I like the idea of Pàtiufet competing with the Brothers Grimm.”
         
“Well, I was obsessed with “Plou i fa sol”, that song about rain and sun… and witches combing their hair,” Chris recalled, singing his own weird Catalan version. “In London that happens a lot, I mean rain and sun at the same time. Almost every day when I went to school or to play with my friends in the park across the road, I used to look anxiously up at the sky and there would always be a ray of sunshine in that constant drizzle. ‘Here we go again’, I’d think. ‘In some old mansion, here in this city, right now, the witches are combing their hair again, getting ready to go out.’ When I told my friends about it, convinced I was revealing a secret, they started teasing me and then I’d sing them the song to make them shut up. But it didn’t help.”
         
This linguistic synergy that the four of us are fast perfecting brings us even closer to our father. It’s an inheritance of sorts since it seems that he spoke all our languages yet none of them. Over the years, according to our mothers, the words he learned across Europe started overlapping, setting up shortcuts and false friends, simplified verb conjugations and etymologies that only superficially made sense. He took the view that you can’t have long silences in the middle of a conversation, so he slipped from one language to another in his head, and then uttered the first thing that occurred to him.
         
“My brain’s like a storeroom packed to the ceiling,” they reported him as saying. “Luckily, when I need something, I always end up finding it.”
Even if it was only his conviction, his resources worked and the result was a very practical idiolect. Sigrun complains that a conversation with him always turned comic even when it was meant to be serious. Rita remembers, for example, that his Catalan vi negre had gone linguistically from black to red with vi vermell because that was the colour that ruled in France (vin rouge), Germany (Rotwein) and Great Britain. And, yet Mireille assures us that once, in a brasserie on Avenue Jean-Jaurès, he ordered black wine or, as he put it, “vin noir” and even “vin tinté de la maison”, with the inky-black Spanish red, tinto, in mind.
         
Although the reason is an absent father, when the four of us start pooling our memories, the experience never ceases to amaze us. At our first meeting we made the commitment to meet up one weekend in five, more or less. With each new get-together we fill in some gap or untangle one or other of our father’s many deceits. Our mothers are helping us to reclaim those years and, though the details aren’t always pleasant, we’re often struck by how rewarding it feels. It’s as if we can rewrite our lonely upbringings, as if those childhoods without brothers or sisters, which sometimes weighed heavily on us in a strange adult way – making us feel so helpless – can be partially rectified because now we know some of our father’s secrets. No one can rid us of the uncertainty of those days, that’s for sure, but we want to believe that the four of us unknowingly kept each other company, and that our father’s life did have meaning because, if he shrouded himself in secrecy, we were the very essence of that.
         
Since this solitary fraternity might seem too abstract, we’ll give a practical example to make things clearer. When we four Christophers decided to meet up for the first time, communicating with each other in a cold, distant way that was so ridiculous it makes us laugh now, we agreed that we’d bring along the photos we have of our father. The idea was that we’d choose one, a clear image, one that was not too old, and then place an ad seeking information in our national newspapers. We’d publish his picture across half the continent, asking anyone who might have seen him, or who had any idea of where he might be hiding, to get in touch. In the end, however, after a lot of discussion, we gave up on the idea because it seemed futile. If, as we agree, his disappearance was gradual and voluntary with nothing sudden about it, then nobody would recognise him. Nobody would have seen him yesterday, or the day before yesterday, or last week. His absence would appear perfectly normal to everyone.
         
Although we decided we wouldn’t take any steps in that direction, we kept poring over the photos we’d brought, just for fun. We were in Barcelona and we spread out all the photos on a table. Then we stared at them as if they were a graphic novel of an unfinished life. They were images from the sixties and seventies, in black and white, or the kind of colours that, faded by time, lent the scene a heightened air of unreality. There were some he had sent with his letters and others taken during one of his visits. When they were placed side by side, we could see that his pose was always the same, that way he had of smiling at the camera – Lluiiiiís, cheeeese, hatschiiiii… – as if he was making a big effort, or the recurring gesture of caressing our hair when we appeared in the picture, or embracing whichever mother it happened to be, with his hand placed on exactly the same part of her waist…
         
This sensation of seeing the four of us being reproduced according to a formula, standing equally still before the camera, as if there were no substantial differences between us, was uncomfortable and disturbing. The backgrounds changed slightly and we did too, of course, but sometimes Dad was wearing the same denim jacket and the same shoes in all the photos from any one season. As we were discussing these coincidences we became aware of a detail that infuriated us at first but which was consoling once we’d digested it. Often the photos we received in a letter, pictures of him alone, had been taken during a visit to one of our homes. Dad would say something about the image but was careful not to write anything that might make our mothers suspicious. At most, he’d situate it on the map of his travels in the truck. “The photo I’m sending you was taken by Bundó last September when we stopped for lunch in some tucked-away corner of France,” he wrote in a letter to Christopher and Sarah at the end of 1970, and the “tucked-away corner” you can make out in the background was actually the white façade of the house where Christophe and Mireille lived in Quai de la Marne. “A petrol stop in Germany, just outside Munich,” he wrote on another photo sent to Christophe and Mireille, but Christof spotted in the background, just behind the image of our father, his neighbourhood petrol station in Frankfurt. Moreover, the photo was from 1968, two years earlier, because we all had some from the same roll of film (and now this coexistence inside the camera also comforts and amuses us).
         
Given all this evidence, the easiest thing would be to recognise that Dad was a compulsive liar, and we certainly wouldn’t be wrong about that, but that explanation seems too simple. For the moment, we’re not interested in condemning him but just finding out where he is. Who he is. If we succeed some day, then we’ll ask for explanations. At present, we prefer to venture free of prejudice into the shadows of his life because, after all, if the four of us have met it’s thanks to him – and his absence. It may not be easy to understand but we prefer our totally subjective or, if you like, deluded enthusiasm to indignation. The same photos that perpetuated his deceit now serve to bring us together as brothers. We prize them as a sign that, all those years ago, our father foresaw our meeting up as brothers. Yet another dream for us to cling to. Sure, our method of deduction isn’t very scientific but at least it allows us to breathe a little life into these photos.
         
We must confess: starting from a certainty helped us forge a bond. The first day we got together in Barcelona and laid out the photos of our father, in order on the table, in our attempt to construct a plausible story, we understood that he’d never revealed anything about himself to us. Not a glimmer. Hardly a hint of emotion. Suddenly, those photos all lined up, mute and faded, reminded us of a series of images from a film, like those stills they used to hang in the entrances of cinemas to show what was coming next. You could study them for ages, staring at the motionless actors and actresses, imagining the scenes in which they’d been shot and, if you didn’t know anything about the story beforehand, it was impossible to work out whether it was a comedy, a drama or a mystery. Whether they were about to burst out laughing or crying.
That’s pretty much how it is. Gabriel, our father, is an actor in a photo and the more you look at him the more you fall under his spell.



    

  
    
      
         
2
THESE THINGS HAPPEN

Our father’s name is – or was – Gabriel Delacruz Expósito. We’ll start there.
         
It’s anybody’s guess whether the mother who bore him gave him the name in memory of the man who got her pregnant, or in the belief that if she made this offering to the archangel her child would be looked after for the rest of his days, or simply because somebody in the street that night rained curses on some good-for-nothing named Gabriel, and she was inspired by that. Such suppositions can never be confirmed. Whatever happened, the woman must have had her own good reasons if she went to the trouble of giving her kid a name.
         
A married couple with a salt cod stall next to El Born Market found the child at six in the morning. They were the first to arrive that day. They noticed a bundle of rags next to the main entrance in carrer Comerç but, in the dim early-morning light, they took it for a rotten cauliflower overlooked by the garbage collectors (who, sometimes, when they were having a midnight break in the vicinity of the market, would get one that was still fairly intact and play a bit of football). All of a sudden, the cauliflower started to squall in broken wails which echoed under the market roof. The nightwatchman who was chatting with the couple went over and shone his lantern on the bundle. The cod seller’s wife picked it up cautiously and discovered inside it a naked, still-bloody baby boy with bluish skin, moving his hands and lips desperately trying to find a nipple. He was so defenceless, so needy that the woman lost no time in unbuttoning her smock and pulling up her woollen pullover. Right then and there, in front of her husband, the nightwatchman and several onlookers who’d by now turned up at the market, she released a breast the size of a pumpkin, her left one, which she guided to the baby’s mouth. The group watched in silence, captivated by the spectacle of the proud and abundant mamma. The nightwatchman was trying to look dignified, as required by his public office. The baby stretched out his neck as if drawn by a magnet and sucked at the nipple for quite a long time. Miraculously, some tiny bubbles of milk dribbled from the corners of his mouth. When he calmed down, the woman, in some pain but satisfied, disengaged him from her breast – it had been a while since she’d been called on as a wet nurse – and handed him over to the figure of authority. The nightwatchman took the bundle in his arms, his heart melting at the warmth of the tiny thing. He’d take the baby straight to hospital and, if he survived, he’d be sent to some charitable institution. Then, as they contemplated the child, they noticed, stuck to his stomach with dry blood and covering the stump of the umbilical cord, a scrap of white paper, not unlike a factory label. It said “Gabriel”.
         
The whole thing – the birth, abandonment and first suckling of Gabriel – took place early one morning in October 1941. Our father was convinced that he developed a sybarite’s passion for salt cod because of that first taste of milk that nourished him. He ate it whenever he could, however it came: baked in white wine with paprika (a la llauna), in an olive oil emulsion (al pil-pil), shredded (esqueixat), in batter (arrebossat), or cooked in the oven with potatoes. Oddly enough, he found cow’s milk too salty and could only drink it sweetened with three good-sized spoons of sugar.
         
Our mothers say that he embellished the story of his first hours in the world, as if to somehow gloss over his lack of a mother and all the hardships he had to endure in the orphanage in the following years. In addition, as if needing to provide proof of the legend, he always carried a newspaper cutting in his wallet so he could show it to people. The news item appeared in La Vanguardia Española. Unsurprisingly, the author of the piece revelled in the more sensational details, while also highlighting the efficiency of the forces of law and order and the decisive intervention of the stall holder’s wife.
         
In any case, Gabriel didn’t know about all this until years later – seventeen to be precise – and thanks to the most extraordinary fluke. These things happen. Not long before, he’d started shifting furniture for a removals company. One day, they had to go to the Sant Gervasi neighbourhood and empty a flat for a family that was moving. His job was to dismantle a solid oak wardrobe that was too large and heavy to be moved by one person. First, he took off the doors and then decided to remove the drawers so the wardrobe would weigh a bit less. He opened the first drawer, pulling it off the runners with a crunch of woodworm-riddled timber. Then he took out the second one and, once he was holding it in his hands, he noticed the sheet of newspaper with which the owners had lined it. It was a folded, yellowing page from La Vanguardia. Gabriel removed it with great care and opened it. The corners crumbled between his fingers. He found an article about breaking the Stalin Line, signed by the news agency EFE from “the Führer’s headquarters”. He understood it was talking about the Second World War and immediately took note of the date on the newspaper. Wednesday 22nd October 1941. He was born the day before, on 21st October, the same year! As he was taking this in, he turned the page over to look at the news on the other side. His eye was caught by a Gasogen ad with a prophetic drawing of a truck. Then he noticed the piece above it. It was headed “Barcelona Life” and, in no time at all, he discovered the news of his abandonment. These things happen.
         
The piece was titled “Newborn Baby Found at Born Market Entrance” and went on to describe in ten lines the details of Gabriel’s first dawn, stressing the goodness of the woman from the salt cod stall and ending with the following words: “Our correspondent can attest that at the time of going to press the little angel was sleeping placidly in the Provincial Maternity and Foundling Home, saved from death and inevitable purgatory, and blissfully unaware of the commotion caused by his first hours on this earth.”
         
Gabriel learned the article by heart, reading it over and over again and reciting it with all due ceremony. This piece of paper represented his only link to his mother. A few days after his discovery, one Monday when he had the day off, he went to El Born Market and searched for the salt cod stall. As he queued to buy his three bits of salt cod – it was Lent and the nuns at Llars Mundet, the children’s home where he still lived, would be pleased by his thoughtfulness – he watched the buxom woman whose breast had given him his first nourishment seventeen years earlier, uneasily admiring her. She had peroxide-blonde hair. Although the years had taken their toll, she was still a splendid full-bodied woman. Pale with the cold, the flesh of her arms looked as solid as marble. The planetary roundness of her breasts thrust against her white smock. How easy it would have been for Gabriel to regress, to latch on again, there and then, and with the same voracity as on the first day of his life.
Our father never told the salt cod vendor that he was the baby she’d put to her breast that February morning. From time to time, however, every three or four months, he went to the stall to have a look at her.
“Tomorrow, I’m going to escape for an hour or two to visit my adoptive mother,” he’d announce when he was returning to Barcelona with Bundó and Petroli, apparently thinking out loud as he drove.
Since Gabriel, the name given by the unknown mother, was appropriately Catholic, the nuns at the Provincial Maternity and Foundling Home were happy for the baby to be called that and limited themselves to providing the two requisite surnames. They decided on “Delacruz Expósito”, a typical choice for abandoned children, which literally meant “Foundling of the Cross”. In those early years of the Franco regime these names provided a kind of safe-conduct and opened more than one door. People responded to them with compassion, imagining that behind the face of the little waif was a father killed at the front, or a mother who had to break up a large family in order to survive. More than one God-fearing woman made the sign of the cross when she heard the two surnames.
         
His sons didn’t inherit them. Our mothers never married our father so we got their surnames and that was that. Sometimes, though, we like to address each other with the surname we would have had – translated – if it had come from our dad. Chris could be called Christopher Cross, like the American singer, or Chris of the Cross, a stage name chosen for its more universal ring, perhaps, by some magician performing in a Las Vegas casino. Christof would be von Kreuz, a name evoking a Kaiser’s colonel, and Christophe would have the same surname as the painter in the Louvre: Christophe Delacroix. Cristòfol would be the most faithful and would keep Delacruz, like the Spanish mystic San Juan de la Cruz, or it could even be rendered into Catalan, to become Delacreu.
Most of the parentless children who, like our father, grew up in the Provincial Maternity and Foundling Home and, subsequently, the House of Charity, had been given similar surnames. They were like brothers and sisters without really being so. When our father reminisced about his childhood, Bundó was the only person he regarded as something close to a blood brother. Gabriel was just a few weeks older and they grew up together. Their friendship was for life, from the tyranny of charity to the tyranny of moving furniture, and only tragedy would separate them. Of course, the time will come in these pages when we’re going to have to talk about the tragedy, which was disastrous, or providential, for a number of people.
Now, borne along by these recollections, we too can revisit the labyrinthine passageways of the House of Charity, the tiles disinfected with Zotal and the little boy who walks along holding the hand of a nun who smells like candles. We too can recall the night-time  comings and goings of the orphans, their adventures and their punishments, the coarse poorhouse clothes, the children’s shrewdness in learning to fend for themselves. First, however, in order to make more sense of the whole thing and give it some perspective, we’re going to jump ahead about half a century. Hence, as if all our father’s journeys were merely a tangle of lines on a map of Europe, we shan’t move from Barcelona and we’ll enter the flat in which he took refuge for more than ten years.
         
Cristòfol has the floor.
“Hang on,” Christof protests, “I think we need to give this a title. Let’s make it nice and solemn.”
Over to you, Cristòfol.
Carrer Nàpols
         
Very well. I’m thirty now and it’s more than twenty-five years since I last saw my father. This sentence could sound tragic if I said it like one of those idiots you see flaunting their family dramas on television but, in my case, it’s simply a fact expressed in terms of years. Precisely because we were so used to his absence, as we said before, I’m doing the calculations in order to stress the surprise – or rather the shock – of receiving the first news of him after so long. I refer to something so simple but so ambiguous as being able to trace his steps on a map of Barcelona. The call from the police came one morning just like any other. A policeman identified himself and then went on to ask me if I knew senyor Gabriel Delacruz Expósito. It took me a few seconds to dredge up the name from the depths of my memory as I repeated it aloud.
“Yes, he’s my father,” I replied, “but we haven’t seen or heard from him in many years. We’d forgotten he existed.”
“Yes, I see. However, it is our duty to inform you that we have registered him as missing. Not dead, for the record, but missing. There have been no reported sightings of your father for a year. He hasn’t paid his rent or utility bills. The gas, water and electricity were cut off some time ago. The landlord got in touch with us because he’s upset about not being paid. His complaint coincided with another one from the neighbours who’d been bothered for several days by a bad smell, like something dead. We took it seriously, entered the flat and found nobody there. Everything was in order. The neighbours, as you might imagine, are a hysterical lot. The point now is that you, as next of kin, will have to decide what you want to do: whether you want to pay the back rent and bills while you’re looking for him, or whether you think it’s better to remove his things and give up the flat.”
         
While you’re looking for him.
         
“How did you find me?” It was the only question I managed to come up with.
“We didn’t have to look too hard. We found your name written on a piece of paper. He’d left it on the bedside table, like a kind of suicide note. He seems to have done it deliberately. Only it wasn’t a suicide note. There were three other names as well, but yours is the only one that appears in the registry office.”
A couple of days later, early in the morning so as to make the most of the daylight, I called into the police station to pick up the keys to the flat. The policeman showed me the piece of paper torn from a notebook. The other names were, of course, those of the other three Christophers although, at that point, I didn’t know who they were or even if they were real names. It looked more like some sort of linguistic game. My father made no mention of the four mothers, not on that piece of paper anyway. The previous day, I’d explained the situation to my mother and asked her to come with me to the flat but she persuaded me to go alone.
“Aren’t you curious?”
“No. You can tell me about it.”
Her way of coping with sudden shock or disappointment was to feign indifference, which is what she always did when we started talking about my father.
The flat Gabriel had abandoned was a mezzanine in carrer Nàpols, very near carrer Almogàvers and Ciutadella Park. It was an ugly building, erected in the fifties, with a car repair workshop at street level. The policeman told me that they’d confirmed that my father had lived at that address for more than ten years. His choice wasn’t surprising, if the idea was to become invisible. In the mid-eighties that part of the city was a run-down area with a listless desolate air, not unlike an industrial estate. It had become a no-man’s-land. The Barcelona North bus station, which was not yet renovated, was falling apart in the middle of a large vacant lot where rats scratched around among used condoms. The court building, which was swarming with people in the morning, closed in the middle of the afternoon and slumbered in its own weighty shadow. In that part of carrer Almogàvers there were only workshops and garages used by transport companies, and the trucks made everything stink of diesel. (Now I wonder whether Gabriel settled there because he liked the smell.) Whatever life there was in the area appeared after dark, in the form of transvestites who plied their trade on the street corners. With their painted faces, four-inch heels and skin-tight clothes, they drifted like zombies under the yellow glow of the streetlamps, trying to attract kerb-crawling punters who, if they weren’t interested, were ordered in blood-curdling screeches to fuck off.
         
At precisely that time, I’d spent two academic years going to English classes at an academy in passeig de Sant Joan, very close to the Arc de Triomf. Looking back, I’ve speculated more than once that, one of those winter evenings while I was killing time in the Bar Lleida before my class, I might have come across my father. Two pairs of roaming eyes meet for an instant and move on as each stranger returns to his own world. It could have happened but I don’t find anything very comforting in this thought.
With a lawyer’s detachment, I opened the door of the flat. I admit that my intentions were very hazy: have a look at the place, try to find some clue as to Gabriel’s whereabouts – it was years since I’d stopped calling him “Dad” – and forget about the whole thing, the sooner the better. I had no interest in looking for him and still less in paying his rent, which is what happened in the end, but now I’m jumping ahead. Although the flat was cold and stuffy, I was struck by an odd sense of recognition. I now believe that it was intuition, almost part of my DNA, that I unconsciously projected onto those four walls.
         
As I started to move through the flat, I felt reassured. As if I’d been doing it all my life, I raised one of the roller blinds in the dining room and a little more light came in, a slanting brightness. A metre from the window, directly opposite, was the wall of a car park that had been constructed in the middle of the block. Gabriel’s absence could be felt in every corner of the flat since dust lay thick on the furniture, giving it a ghostly air but, for the record, it was neither depressing nor pathetic. There was no sense of that paralysed – rather than peaceful – atmosphere that settles over the objects in a house when there’s been a sudden death. Rather the whole effect was that of a still life, a perfectly arranged composition. On the table in the living room, a dozen walnuts awaited sentence in a little raffia basket with the nutcracker executioner keeping them company. Next to them was a box of French matches and a half-burned candle stuck in the neck of a Coca Cola bottle, ready for the nights when there were power cuts. A stainless-steel shoehorn had been suffering for an eternity as it teetered on the armrest of a black leatherette chair. A wall clock, stopped at three minutes past one, was fed up with getting the time right only twice a day and silently begged to be wound up.
         
I’m making an inventory of these superficial details – and I could offer a lot more – to give an idea of the lethargy that gripped the flat. As I went from room to room, not touching a thing, I thought it expressed my father’s way of being in the world, as Mum and I had known him. Nothing important or revealing surfaced. Another idea came into my head, over the top for sure, but I still want to write it down: “Buried alive.” Feeling quite despondent, I was on the point of leaving, closing the door and forgetting the whole thing. Then, all of a sudden, I remembered the piece of paper the policeman had found on the bedside table, which I interpreted as licence, an invitation even, to snoop. Why had he made a list of four names that were the same but different? Cristòfol, Christophe, Christopher, Christof, and their respective surnames. Why was I the first?
         
In his bedroom, I opened the drawers of the bedside table and didn’t find anything interesting. Next to the bed was a wardrobe with three doors and a full-length mirror. The first concealed a series of shelves piled with sheets, towels and blankets. I felt around in them in case he’d hidden anything there (as people tend to do) but only pulled out two lavender sachets that had lost their fragrance. Behind the second door were my father’s clothes. A collection of shirts, pullovers, jackets and trousers, most of them very old, were hanging there, devoid of all hope. On the floor, looking ill at ease, were several pairs of shoes. A few bare coat-hangers, like fleshless collar bones, gave the impression that he’d only taken a couple of changes of clothes. I ran my hand over his clothes as if trying to express solidarity and, just then, a jacket caught my eye. It was suede, old, with worn elbows. I remembered that Dad often wore it when he visited us. I took it off the hanger to look at it again and smell it, as I used to do when I was a kid but, when I brought it to my nose, something fell to the floor – a bit of paper. I bent over to pick it up and was very surprised to find a poker card, an ace of clubs. I put it in one of the pockets and went to hang the jacket up again. As I was returning it to its place, another card fell out of a different jacket. This time it was the king of hearts. I grabbed five or six items of clothing and gave them a good shake. More cards fell out. I picked them up. They were all aces, kings, queens and jacks. Some were repeated. Then I had a thought. I took out another jacket and carefully examined the sleeves. The end of the left sleeve had been painstakingly unstitched, and there inside, between cloth and lining, a proud but biddable king of diamonds was exiled.
         
I was so fascinated by the discovery that I decided, then and there, that I wanted to find my father come what may. I began to rummage systematically through every cupboard, every shelf and every drawer. (In my place, you’d have done the same, wouldn’t you, Christophers?) I pried into every corner of the kitchen, dining room and bathroom. Tucked away in a dark corner of the flat, I found a sort of junk room, some six metres square and full of shelves. A forty-watt light bulb hung from the ceiling. I tried the switch but it didn’t work, of course, as the power supply had been cut off. I went to get a candle. In the flickering light, the room looked like an air-raid shelter. I felt like a detective. My father had stored his memories in that space, which was as minuscule and crammed full of things as the cabin of a truck. It’s not that he was a meticulous man, or especially nostalgic. It would make more sense to explain this hoard as the result of a nomadic life. You wouldn’t have to be a genius to figure out that the belongings that Gabriel had kept after spending half his life on the move constituted an essential part of his biography.
         
Making the most of the daylight, I took a number of cardboard boxes into the dining room and opened them one by one. I was so engrossed by what I discovered that the hours slipped by until it got dark. Every time I stumbled across some relevant document, or memory-laden object, I left it out on the table to study it in more detail later. Thus, clues slowly emerged with mounting intrigue that seemed calculated on my father’s part. A black folder bearing the emblem of the Spanish consulate in Frankfurt kept all his expired driving licences, for example, and passports with pages stamped by customs officials of a good many countries in Europe. In one brass box, advertising Cola-Cao with little drawings of African children, he’d tucked away about twenty letters that he’d exchanged with Petroli after they both left trucking and no longer saw each other. Underneath them, yellow with age, was a pile of scraps of paper from another sort of correspondence: the erotic tales that he and Bundó had written for each other in the House of Charity when they were kids.
         
Another folder – this is it, this is it, this is it! – held a pile of documents concerning the four of us. Names, addresses, copies of birth certificates, photos of our mothers and of us, drawings we did when we were small, which he had taken with him as mementos… It must be said that this folder was the one most battered by use (and I mention this without any filial vanity). Amazed, I set about leafing through its contents and couldn’t stop. It wasn’t long before the other three names on the policeman’s list appeared before my eyes. Christof, Christophe, Christopher… It seemed to be some kind of joke. I went to look for a blank sheet of paper and a biro and jotted down all the details that might make the revelations more plausible. The more I learned, the more the enigma of Gabriel grew.
         
That evening, as I was going over to my mother’s place by Metro, stunned and disturbed because, among other things, I’d discovered that I had three half-brothers scattered across Europe, a memory from my childhood came – or burst – into my head. It was the image of a man – my father – who sometimes, for all his apparent composure, couldn’t stop touching the edge of his left sleeve with his right hand. A swift, mechanical gesture, not natural, a sort of tic.



    

  
    
      3
IMPERFECT ORPHANS

“So are we orphans then?”
         
“All four of us are the only sons of an only son. And an only daughter. You could say that the whole time we were unaware of each others’ existence – we were orphaned of brothers, if such a thing is possible.”
“Imperfect orphans.”
“After Cristòfol’s phone call, when I discovered I had three half -brothers, I imagined we’d be united by some sort of birthmark. A secret sign that Dad had tattooed on us in the cradle so we could identify each other, like those abandoned princes in stories. I’ve got one of those marks, a sort of scar on my right shoulder. It looks like the silhouette of a running greyhound with very thin legs. Do you have that by any chance?”
“No.”
“No.”
“Well, I do, but it’s on my left buttock and it’s not a scar but a mark on my skin, a proper birthmark, and it’s not in the shape of a dog. When I was a little kid and Mum was bathing me she said it looked like sails on a boat and the freckles were splashes of water, but I see a bat with outstretched wings.”
“Ah, if we’re talking about marks, I’ve got one but it’s on my chest, like the tail of a comet in orbit around my right nipple.”
“By the way, what presents did he bring you when he came to visit? Once he gave me a toy ukulele.”
“I got a plastic drum kit. The snare was missing so I used an empty detergent box.”
         
“Lucky you! I was desperate to have a drum kit. But he only brought me one of those really basic pianos with eight notes. I got bored with it straightaway.”
“I got what I’d call the leftovers. By the time I came into the world, Dad was settled in Barcelona and he wasn’t visiting you lot any more. Sometimes, when he came to see Mum and me, he’d look through his things and bring me a present. He gave me a microphone that didn’t work. The batteries had corroded and were stuck inside the casing but I played with it anyway. When my friends wouldn’t let me play football with them because they said I wasn’t good enough, I used to broadcast the matches live, using the mike.”
“Don’t feel too badly done by, Cristòfol. After all, you were with Dad when the rest of us were missing him. Anyway, now that I think about it, those four musical presents must have been from the same move. From four rich brothers.”
“Ah, and another thing: all the kids at school used to brag about their dads. If I had a fight with anyone, his dad was going to come and cut off my head with his saw (carpenter), ram his hoe into my chest (farmer), or rip off my ear with a spanner (mechanic). When they asked me what mine did, first of all I told them I wasn’t allowed to say and then, lowering my voice, I’d tell them the secret: my dad was a spy. He travelled all around Europe in a furniture truck but that was his cover. The lie gave me kudos.”
“Well, I used to say that my dad pissed off one fine day and Scotland Yard was looking for him, that he was one of the Great Train Robbers, and that one day he’d be back, loaded with jewels. That made me popular too but Mum used to get mad when I said it because the other parents complained afterwards.”
Et cetera, et cetera, et cetera.
So are we orphans, then? No, we’re not orphans. Not yet. Anyway, if we claimed we were, we’d be carrying on like spoilt brats, as if we were somehow trying to relive the hardships suffered by our father as a kid while sparing ourselves the feeling of defencelessness he must have endured all those years. Sometimes when the four of us are talking about it, we come to the conclusion that everything that came later – his life on the truck, being continually on the move and his pathological secrecy when he left the motorways and hid away from the world – is simply a result of his unfortunate childhood. But when he used to recall his youth Dad wasn’t self-pitying or bitter or holier-than-thou. He accepted it as his lot and that was that.
         
Let’s imagine, for example, that fearful, withdrawn little boy who went into the House of Charity in 1945. Just before his fourth birthday. Though he didn’t know it, he still bore the stigma of being a “child of war”. Heaven knows where all those abandoned children have come from, people said. Harlots, single mothers, naive or shameless maids who’d got pregnant… Or, worst of all, they might be the spawn of those red separatists who died on the front. The devil’s blood ran in their veins. In the light of which the orphanage wouldn’t have been such a terrible fate.
The nuns managed everyday life in the orphanage and a couple of lay teachers were employed for the older kids. The little ones like our father grew up in an atmosphere of Catholic piety. It seems that mealtimes, for example, turned into religious instruction classes in which the nuns thickened the gruel with The Lives of the Saints.
         
“This one’s for Saint Pelagius, martyred in the name of chastity… This is for the first Christian martyr Saint Stephen who was stoned to death… This is for Saint Cosmas and Saint Damian, the twin brothers who died decapitated… This is for Saint Engratia, the patron saint of Zaragoza, who was dragged around the city by a horse…”
         
Dad never forgot the singsong litany, or the strange relationship that was established between the food they made him eat and the horrible gory deaths of the saints.
         
In the afternoons, one sister read the children extracts from the Catechism and they had to learn them by heart. Although the nuns felt maternal affection for their charges, especially if they’d come to the orphanage at a very young age, discipline kept them on the straight and narrow. They were spared no punishments, threats or moral-bearing lessons but the children always found ways to let off steam. Years later, Gabriel remembered it as a kind of purgatory. A lenient purgatory because hell for those kids was called the Duran Home for Children. When the nuns caught them misbehaving they could put a stop to it with the mere mention of this reformatory in the north of the city. They told all sorts of stories about it. In the hellhole that was the Duran Home, they said, the children slept tied to their beds so they couldn’t escape and their heads were always shaved as a precaution against plagues of lice. One of the gardeners who worked in the vegetable patch of the House of Charity took it upon himself to spread the worst tales. If any children playing hide-and-seek trod on his vegetables, he’d take them aside and strike the fear of God into them by telling them that in the Duran Home, which was where they’d end up if they didn’t behave, children who destroyed a vegetable garden were punished by being made to eat rats and beetles, which they had to catch themselves, in the building’s cellars and sewers.
         
The passage of time always distorts reality. In his capacity as a lecturer in quantum physics, Christophe insists that we jot down that sentence. The passage of time always distorts reality. For Gabriel, those eight years he spent in the House of Charity remained half buried in the depths of his memory, as if obeying an order to lie dormant while not quite being erased. The moments or images he recalled with any clarity became fewer and fewer: the thrill of the day he turned ten and the older children abducted him and took him at midnight for his first visit to the institution’s miniature museum, to see the fluorescent bones of a human skeleton (“of course it moved: if you look hard you can see it’s laughing”); the contrived warmth at Christmas when some figure of authority came bearing gifts, and it was as if the nuns, together with the teachers and even the gardener, were doing their best to hide something terrible from them and holding back their tears in public.
         
He’d gradually learned not to be tormented by these memories, which visited him without warning and against his will when he was still young. Only a few episodes survived intact. These were stories that Gabriel and Bundó reminisced about together – and that must have been the important factor – when they were driving around in the truck. They told each other these tales every so often, when something spotted or heard along the way (a song on the radio, the name of a town, a roadside ad) jolted their memories, and they’d learned to take turns at narrating. First one, then the other, they filled in the gaps with convincing new details, small variations on the same story. This patient reconstruction drove Petroli crazy. Since his memory was better than theirs, he had perfect recall of the facts from the last time they’d told the story, but when he joined in the conversation and tried to correct them, they’d cut him off saying how would he know when he’d never even been to the House of Charity. Petroli, who was a decent fellow, let them rattle on. Of all those stories, which they can no longer get nostalgic about together, the most regularly recounted, the most famous of them all, was the one about the lame nun and her secret.
         
Dad used to tell us this one as a sort of bedtime story. We were too small to understand it properly but, on those occasions, his voice changed and we were riveted. Even now, we fancy we can remember how slowly and mysteriously he pronounced each and every word, and how the spell would often be broken by an incorrect translation or unintelligible pronunciation. As children hungry for affection we took on the task of mentally tying up the loose ends. Sister Elisa, Dad used to say, was very tall and always wore a shiny black habit. She was lame and swayed from side to side as she walked, lurching like a wounded crow. When they saw her for the first time, just after arriving at the orphanage, the smallest children tended to respond by bursting into tears. In fact she never did anything to scare them, but nor did she smile at anybody. Her round face was framed by the white wimple of her order and it rose above her head like the horns of some fantastic animal. At night or when the light was dim, her face glimmered like a pale moon suspended in the air. The torment of her disability permanently twisted her mouth in a grimace of pain. She hardly ever spoke and seemed to sow silence around her wherever she went. Conversations abruptly stopped and everyone went quiet. Oddly enough, the lame nun had a wooden leg. The rhythmic clip-clop of her steps made the silence that sprang up around her even more threatening. (At this point, Dad used to stop talking and would suddenly close his fist and thump the wood of the bedside table, the wardrobe, the chair, or whatever was closest to hand four or five times. Our hearts shrank and slowed down, keeping time with those blows. Sometimes they almost stopped beating.)
         
The lame nun’s secret was that nobody had ever seen her wooden leg. Hidden beneath the folds of her habit, the leg fuelled the fantasies of all the children who lived in the House of Charity. They grew up obsessed by the mystery of the wooden leg and eventually came to see it as an object with a life of its own. When Sister Elisa was hobbling along a passageway, or when she came into a classroom to give a message to the teacher, or when she escorted the children to the parish church, they couldn’t stop staring at her habit, at the place where the leg should have been. Sometimes, if the nun took a long stride, or if she stopped for a moment to rest, a strange angular shape was outlined by the black cloth, like a broken bone sticking out from a badly fractured leg. If it was her turn to keep watch in the dormitories the measured clip-clop of that leg on the tiles made the night darker, and the children froze between their sheets. Blood curdled. Nightmares were common.
The stories passed down from the bigger children to the smaller ones ensured the myth was never lost. Some of the tales told about the origins of the false leg were quite elaborate. One of the more successful had it that, one stormy evening when Sister Elisa was walking alone in the garden and deeply engrossed in her thoughts, a lightning bolt struck her feet and charred her leg all the way up to the thigh. It smoked like scorched firewood. The same lightning bolt lopped off
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