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Prologue

T he lamp on the ceiling flickered as though the bulb were
to blow at any moment. It must have been the storm, or
perhaps it was a simple hallucination. It was a still image,

a photograph. I looked at it absentmindedly, unable to think, even
about what was taking place in the kitchen.
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1. CARLOS

I t is eleven o’clock of the night that will change my life, and
it is the second time I have cried since she left me.

A tremendous ending for a shitty day, as Jokin might
say.

Aside from what was about to occur, today has not been
hugely different from other days. They are usually just as shitty.

As soon as I arrived at the laboratory, Jokin greeted me good
morning in his very own way without even looking up from
his workstation.

“Yee-haw…”
That elongated guttural sound still gives me the chills.
Sitting atmy place, I adjust themask and turn on the soldering

iron. I am back again in my sub-world. On the isolating plastic
mat were a new blank circuit board, a coil of tin solder wire, the
soldering iron, and the plane — hopefully, correctly designed
this time, for it is not always the case. In the three hours of
work before the smoke break, I have gotten the microchips and
the most voluminous transistors ready. I am doing well with
this board. Precision and effectiveness are the two qualities
expected from me. The assessment by the engineers when the
soldering is complete counts — of course it does — but if the
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1. CARLOS

monthly average goes lower than six, I can consider myself
fired.

I leave for five minutes to smoke a cigarette, and when I come
back, two engineers with their respective boards to repair are
waiting for me. They delay me. The morning shift usually
starts well and ends poorly. I have to check everything that
the engineers come up with, or else I will receive yet another
sanction. In order to make it here, one has got to have great
concentration and be a dexterous solderer.

With the corner of the eye, I see Sigüenza come into the
laboratory. He does not say a thing. He only pokes about among
the stations, holding his hands behind his back. He is frowning,
which means that he is mad. Sigüenza is always angry anyway.
He leaves in no time, but before he does, I cannot help looking
up to make sure. I catch him picking his nose, and he catches
me staring and gives me one of his most unnerving looks. Shit.
I take a deep breath, count to ten, and go back to the boards.

It is finally lunchtime. I get rid of the mask and turn off the
soldering iron. When I stand up, my spine cracks; I can tell
there is life around me, but all I can hear was the waspy hum
of the soldering irons, a sound I barely notice anymore. My
colleagues, engrossed in their work, do not realize my leave.
How many are we in the whole laboratory? I suppose we must
be over fifty.

I am nothing but a piece of plastic floating in the ocean.
During my hour break, I go to the store, pick up a loaf of

bread, some canned swill, and a piece of fruit — I bring bottled
water from home — and then eat in the building lot covered
in concrete next to the polygon that people once referred to as
square. Today, sitting by myself on a curb, I nibbled at a pasta
salad while I ponder my fear of Sigüenza and his frown, and
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UNDISCLOSED

the fact that he will eventually approach me with a letter of
dismissal. My fear of handing in a poorly made board and that
some smart-ass-newly-graduated-engineer — the worst kind
— complains that I am not efficient enough does not equate my
fear of your never writing back, or that one day, I will no longer
hear from you.

The afternoon shift has been especially tough. Everything
was going well — I repaired one of the boards in record time —
until I burned a condenser on the second board. The fine thread
of black smoke smelled just as bad as every time a condenser
burns. It is a stench I cannot describe any further than a carcass
condenser, as we call them here.

“Damn it, kid! That reeks of rat’s ass!” grunted Jokin, giving
me away at the same time.

The incident caused an embarrassing mutter in the labora-
tory; I prayed Sigüenza was not there at that moment. I was
lucky.

From then on, the rush to solve the fuss just increased my
anxiety and spoiled my steadiness. It is impossible to solder
with shaky hands, so I went outside for a moment and smoked
three cigarettes. The two engineers had their boards restored,
but I have not been able to finish the one that I was supposed
to finish first. I guess that makes for another negative point.

Before going outside, I go to the restroom. There are two
other technicians I do not know at the urinals. Nobody knows
anyone here; nobody talks, nobody thinks. The eyes, hands,
and brain have got to rest. The lungs need tin-free air.

“Look, that’s him,” one of them whispered, signaling at me
with a glance. He did not want me to hear, but I have, news fly.
I have decided to pretend, take a piss, and disappear.

From the outside, ours is the only plant whose windows shed
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1. CARLOS

light. The engineers’ premises are already closed since they get
out at kinder hours. I used to yearn to yell for such injustices.
Not anymore. As I used to tell my psychiatrist, nothing will
matter when we die.

Just as any other shitty day, I have had to run more than one
kilometer to catch the nine-thirty bus — the one the solderers
take. The race felt good; exercise helps my legs get rid of
numbness and makes my blood flow. The silence on the bus is
usually sepulchral. I try not to think; I cannot stand thinking.
Today, however, I have beenmaking numbers— fourteen hours
since I left home, ten hours sniffing tin; six days like this a week.
On my days off, which rarely match a holiday, I look on the
internet for jobs for people who have never set foot in college.

As the bus abandons the polygon and gets into the city sprawl,
all kinds of metropolitan specimens take the place of solderers:
tie clad zombies, kids in sagging pants — hey, dude, your crack is
showing — and to a lesser extent, retirees, school sweethearts,
and new mothers pushing strollers. At my right is an old man
with awarm smile whomust have promised himself to be happy
despite all the pebbles on the way. With him, a little girl who
could melt the whole world with her huge smile, and in front of
her is a foreign couple. Despite their old age, they travel holding
hands. From time to time, one of them whispers something
that makes the other let out a laugh. They say love knows no
age. That is one of the greatest mysteries of life; I witness such
simple happiness, and yet, it feels so damn unreachable.

When we get to a crossroads, I see a woman walking a couple
of greyhounds. The ephemeral scene reminds me of the nights
I woke up disoriented and sensed that Conan was guarding me,
aware of the shape my body traced under the sheets. Those
nuances make you feel back on planet Earth. I never felt alone
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UNDISCLOSED

with Conan — not even when she betrayed me. But one day,
Dad took him to the park without the leash, and Conan darted
after a border collie in heat and jumped onto the road, unaware
of the Opel Corsa speeding by.

With the pair of greyhounds out of sight, I cannot help
thinking of you. I have forbidden myself to think of you while
I am not at home, so I took the crossword book out of my
backpack and started solving one. Sonia would say crosswords
are stupid, but solving puzzles is one the few activities that —
almost — substitute the effect of the pills. ‘Popular American
composer, author of the soundtrack Edward Scissorhands.’

Six letters.
E-L-F-M-A-N.
I had nearly finished it when the bus reached my stop.
At home, Mom and Dad were already in bed. I took a pill and

had a pack of precooked noodles that, despite making them in
themicrowave oven, were not as stiff as they looked. Momused
to leave dinner ready for me and a lunchbox for the following
day. Not anymore.

A thousand needles surround my lungs at every moment.
Day after day, I face the problems of my existence. I fight to
overcome, or at least, survive them. A constant frustration that
reminds me that things will not be alright, and that everything
implies pain hovers aroundme. There is something else, though.
Every night, I lock myself up in my room and consume it. It
soothes me. I should go to bed. In seven hours, I have to take
the bus back to the table I share with Jokin, where a halfway
finished electronic board awaits me. I am still awake despite the
tiredness. Now, this is the refuge I come back to after failing a
thousand times during the day. I come back every night, and
everything is alright. I always come back and no matter what,
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1. CARLOS

there, on the screen of my laptop, is you.
As always, I have gotten absorbed looking at you. To be

honest, in the last video — which I have seen more than ten
times — you sang a little bit out of tune. It is as though you had
a sore throat. But who cares? You are wonderful.

Tonight, however, has been different.
Tonight, my eyes have found something else besides you to

lull me until Morpheus’s visit. They have found hope. I am
so little used to receiving messages that I nearly missed the
Twitter notification. I tilted my head just like Conan would
when someone offered him a treat.

It was you.
As I held my breath, my heartbeat thumped louder.
How could it be you?
What I had — and still have — before me was the answer to a

tweet I sent you yesterday. Something lame. “Congratulations
on your talent. You shine with a light of your own and will get far.
Greetings from your biggest fan,” my message read. You had never
replied before. Why now? Why did you answer such a cheesy
message?

Your answer was a link to an audio file. No Gregorian choirs
emerged, nor did sirens blare when I hit play. No clue that my
life was about to change. It was a song. It was not yours, nor
was it a cover by you. It was an original classic. I recognized
it immediately because Dad would play it in the car in a time
so distant that now feels like someone else’s dream. It was the
melancholic first chords of How can you mend a broken heart, by
Al Green.

I put on the headphones to listen to it loud and privately.
About thirty seconds into the song, my eyes started to itch.
When I heard the chorus, I began to cry. It was not a pungent
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UNDISCLOSED

sobbing, only a few tears running down my cheeks. The feeling,
however, was strong and emerged from the deepest nooks of
my chest. Why did you send me this song? What does it mean
to you?

It is eleven o’clock of the night that will change my life, and
it is the second time I have cried since she left me.

The song stops as abruptly as my weeping. Something
happens. The audio got stuck at a specific point; the same
word repeats over and over like one of those scratched old vinyl
records that one sees inmovies and that are trending back again.
There, in the gloom of my room, it sounds sinister. My initial
discontent turns into confusion when my attention fixes on the
word that keeps repeating on the headphones:

“Help, help, help, help, help — “
The screen glows more intensely now. Or is it the room that

has vanished? I do not know. I am about to fall into a dark
abyss when I hear a voice in the distance:

“What are you doing, puss?”
Shit, it is her! Not now!
I toss the headphones onto the desk and snap the screen shut.
She is watching me through the cranny of the door, and I do

not want her to see what I am doing.
My eyes have adjusted to the glow of the screen, and I have

to blink repeatedly to see in the faint artificial light that comes
through the window.

Despite this, I recognize Sonia at the doorway. I could identify
her even in the dark, just for her voice.

“What are you doing here?” I ask her. I feel suddenly hot.
“What were you looking at? It wasn’t porn, was it? Tell me it

wasn’t porn.”
Her voice is barely louder than a whisper.
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1. CARLOS

“Wh-why do you think it is porn?”
“When someone shuts their laptop like that, they are usually

watching porn.”
I cannot understand how I used to find her annoying confi-

dence appealing.
“It isn’t porn. It’s my stuff,” I reply and immediately wonder

why I have to give any explanations.
Sonia shrugs and lights a cigarette despite knowing that I do

not like her smoking in my room. That might be why she does
it.

“What are you doing here?”
“Am I not allowed to visit my boyfriend? Look at all this. It’s

full of dust. You know? If that table were a car hood, someone
would write scumbag with their finger.”

With the back of my hand, I wipe the tears trapped in my
eyelashes; she notices the gesture and wrinkles her nose.

“Were you crying?”
“No, I wasn’t. It’s late, Sonia. I have to get up early tomorrow.”
That was one subtle way of kicking her out of my room.
She will not believe me, of course — she is too smart. She

looks at the laptop again, this time way more curious than
before, and opens her mouth as if to say something, but she
finally decides not to and changes the subject.

“How is work?”
Every time she takes a puff from her cigarette, the cinder

lights up, and I can see her face — pale, round, and her eyes big
and dark like a character taken straight out of a manga.

“Shitty, as usual.”
“You have to hang in there for your folks. You’re the only one

with a steady source of income.”
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UNDISCLOSED

I smile but feel ire inside.
“You say it as though I didn’t know.”
“How is yourmother? Has her Alzheimer’s gotten any better?”
“We are seeing a specialist next week. And it’s dementia, not

Alzheimer’s.”
“Isn’t Alzheimer’s the proper term to refer to dementia?”
“No, Sonia. It is not.”
“Is her memory still failing her?” she inquires, as though she

were not aware that she is annoying me.
I nod with my eyes fixed at the lint on the wooden floor.
“More and more every time.”
“I am sorry.”
She stays in silence, staring at the void. For the first time since

she arrived, she looks vulnerable. I stand up to approach her,
snatch the cigarette butt from her fingers, walk to the window,
open it, and throw the butt into the street.

“Are you mad at me, puss?”
“You know I am.”
She points to the laptop and snorts, making her bangs quiver.
“Is that why you won’t show me what you are looking at?”
“It is personal, Okay? And it is not porn.”
And quite naturally, as though my resentful words did not

affect her at all, she approaches me and stands on tippy toes
to kiss me good night, as she always has. Her face looks more
childish than usual under the blueish light from the street.

I bend clumsily to kiss her on the cheek, but she turns her
face at the last moment and kisses me on the lips. Her breath
reveals a subtle hint of nicotine.

Sonia’s tongue is in my mouth. It feels dry and tastes like
treason.

“I’ll let you go to bed, puss,” she says and turns to the door.
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1. CARLOS

“Don’t get in trouble.”
I am alone again. I clutch my laptop — like it is my floater

in the middle of the ocean — and hold on to it while I try
to fall asleep on the corner of my bed. According to some
Russian psychologist with a difficult last name, the human brain
struggles to handle unfinished business — that is why I suffered
insomnia when I watched Lost and the reason I had to stop
reading Agatha Christie. Zeigarnik, that is the one, that is her
last name. So, Zeigarnik’s theory reality-slaps me again in the
face when I put on the headphones, open the screen, and see
your reply. Your audio. The event of the year.

Because I did not pause the video when Sonia interrupted,
Al Green’s song has kept playing until the end, and now there
is nothing to be heard. I move the mouse pointer back to the
beginning of the file and hit play once again. It repeats the same
words at the same point. Help, help, help, help —

I redo the process and am taken aback to soul beat, thinking
of the first time I saw you. Who was responsible for our paths
to cross? That is the big question. The answer is unequivocal —
Sonia was responsible for it. I do not mean it out of spite, but
it is the plain truth.

One afternoon, during Holy Week, I had a heated argument
with her. We had been planning a beach getaway to take
advantage of the sunny weather to come. I rang her for advice
the evening before.

“Do you think I should take sunblock with SPF of thirty or
fifty? You know how I sunburn like a German in Mallorca.”

She paused for a long time. That was new — she was never
quiet for longer than two seconds straight.

“I don’t know, puss,” she said with a trembling voice.
“Alright, I think I’ll take the onewith FPS 50, you know, better
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UNDISCLOSED

safe than sorry.”
“Tomorrow is not good for me,” she said. “Arancha is

overwhelmed with the entrance exams for her new job, and I
promised to help her.”

Arancha was Jonathan’s girlfriend. He was my best friend,
which in retrospect, is a bit ironic. I started uttering phrases
rashly and carelessly that would translate into whining as to
how I was not her priority until an intermittent beep shut up my
complaints. Sonia had hung up on me — never before had she
done it — and I was livid. I was also furious about not being
her primary concern.

The inclement weather scourged the streets. The rain rattled
on the windows in my room with such force that I remember
imagining a group of little winged elves tossing handfuls of
dried chickpeas from the sky. I went downstairs when my
mother called me for dinner. Dad was at the table. A glass
of whiskey, of which only the ice cubes remained, had left
a condensation print on the tablecloth. My father’s sad and
crestfallen countenance left me speechless, and my previous
anger suddenly turned into a somewhat strange fear. During
the dinner, Dad told us that his manager at the supermarket had
gathered all the personnel urgently andwithout previous notice.
It was necessary to make some layoffs, and among others, two
butchers were made redundant. He was one of the dispensable
ones.

The layoff reopened the gate for his alcoholism. Mom’s
infirmity ended up pushing him into the darkest depths of his
addiction.

That night, I browsed the internet in search of solace, simple
entertainment. I tried free porn for quick relief, but it did not
work out. Then, I browsed around YouTube, watching video
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1. CARLOS

after video until I felt queasy. I watched the tutorial for a video
game, the name of which I cannot recall. I watched excerpts
from soundtracks played live. That made YouTube’s algorithm
recommend music videos, which, in turn, led me to channels
of people who recorded popular scores at home. Most of them
played the guitar and sang along. Some of them were even
talented.

But none were close to your majesty.
Only the world’s greatest poet could describe what it felt

like the first time I saw you. You played something by Bonnie
Tyler. Your voice, just like your appearance, was both fragile
and oddly seductive. Despite the screen that separated us, I saw
that your eyes were clean and bright. A shade of green in which
I could dive for an eternity without longing for the crimson red
of Sonia’s lips. They sang along with the song. They enamored.
But what they shed, if you looked closely, was not the innocence
of youth, but the blinding ice of ambition. You sang with the
sweetness of someone who can look into the future and rejoices
in what they see. It was not difficult to imagine you sitting on
stage and holding your guitar while thousands sang along to
your lyrics.

When the video ended, a thin layer of moisture covered my
eyes. Without even thinking, I replayed it over and over many
more times.

I did not sleep that night; the dawn caught me watching your
videos one after the next. I subscribed to your channel and
your social media. It was customary that you addressed your
audience, either at the beginning or the end of each video. It
was intoxicating to imagine that you addressed only me with
those words.

You had more than a thousand followers, and yet, your videos
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UNDISCLOSED

had only a few views. I remember being taken aback because
of that; I thought it was too little. Your talent and unmatched
beauty were wasted on an internet channel.

Who was I to blame that I found you then? It is fair to admit
that a bit of that goes to Dad, or more precisely, the manager of
the supermarket who fired him. But above all, the main culprit
was Sonia. Ultimately, something good came out of all those
lies — while I was engrossed looking at you on my screen, her
hypocritical smile was, for a little, erased from my mind.

“Help, help, help — “
I wake up suddenly; my heart is pounding like a jackhammer.

According to the red numbers on my alarm clock, it is 2:17 in
the eve. I can see the blue light emanating from the billboard
advertising the 24-hour Chinese food court next door coming
through the window.

Disoriented, I get up from the bed, leave the laptop and the
headphones on the desk, and head to the bathroom. I take a
piss without turning on the light — Mom and Dad sleep with
their door open, and I do not want to wake them up — and go
back to bed. Your face is imprinted on my mind, and I cannot
stop humming Al Green’s theme. Why does it trouble me so
much?

I get in bed and imagine you in a showcase, like a mannequin
withmakeup. I think that is a version of you that youwould like.
I manage to fall asleep with a thought in my mind, as simple as
it is demolishing — what do you wear to sleep? Are you making
love to your boyfriend at this very moment?
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2. WILLIAM

The vertical movement of the barbell, altogether with
the bulb’s light directly shun into me eyes, has a
hypnotic effect on me.

Up. Down. Up. Down.
As I push, I think about the match I left recording tonight. I

hope none of them dimwits spoils it for me by telling me the
score — “six repetitions” — I do not reckon it will happen —
“seven” — who would care about a Premier League match?
Liverpool versus United, one of the great classics. “Eight
repetitions.”

I think about the lineup that we will draw and the one they
will — “Nine” — and that leads me to remember the bottle of
pills.

“Ten!”
I sit up with accelerated breath. The blood vessels pump in

me pecs. Somebody touches me back with their finger and says
something I cannot catch at first. I turn to them.

“Are you done with the barbell?” he repeats. It is an old blob-
shaped man with a prominent double chin who looks at me
impatiently. He emanates some repulsive odor, a mix of cheap
cologne and rancid sweat.
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UNDISCLOSED

“Pardon me?”
“The barbell! We have got to share the equipment. C’mon

wake up, kiddo.”
I look above his shoulder and notice that the gymnasium,

a place with a very shabby atmosphere that urgently calls for
remodeling, is packed up. Beyond the dumbbells area, next to
the pulley machine, I see Emilio and Jorba — they call him by
his last name because he is Emilio’s namesake. I disregard the
blob and hastily get a Red Bull from the automat, turning me
back on them in hopes they have not seen me, but it is too late.
They are coming toward me.

“What a way to break a sweat,” says Emilio looking at me
turquoise shirt, now damp and darkened. If there is something
I cannot stand, it is people who cannot help pointing out the
obvious, people like Emilio who says things like, “It looks like
it’s hot today,” or “You got a pimple on the nose.” He tells me
the joke of the day, “Who’s won, the barbell or you?”

Jorba chuckles as he takes his mobile phone out of the pocket
and starts typing, moving his thumbs at full speed. He has not
even looked up to say hi. Despite his young age, he has the stiff
and crooked look of someone who spends most of their time
bowing over a computer. I reckon he works at a computer shop,
but actually, I could not care less. I start laughing at me own
thought. His young age. When I was his age, I was the fucking
master of Victory. Me gang and I used to roam the streets, and
we watched the ‘dinosaurs’ — people in their thirties — spend
the day with a bevvy in their hand and desperate for a puff of
weed. I would laugh at their pathetic lives — boring and orderly
— and promised meself that I would not end up like them. Now,
I look at Jorba, engrossed in his smartphone, and wonder if he
holds the same stupid thought about me.
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2. WILLIAM

“How’s work?” Emilio inquires as he nibbles at an energy bar.
I notice that he has shaved his beard and has only kept a goatee
and mustache. The new beard makes him look thinner, and to
me mind, it gives him a perverted look that suits him. I like his
new look, but I will not tell him. “Fine, as usual.”

A girl entering the stretching area touches me back uninten-
tionally, and I arch to let her through. When I see her with the
corner of the eye, long enough to grasp the contour of her arse,
I notice a firm and bulging butt, accentuated by her leggings.
Emilio has also laid eyes on the girl and is way less subtle than
me. Jorba, on his side, keeps staring at the five-inch-real estate
of his mobile. He must be a poof, I reckon. A fucking fruit. One
has to be a queer not to admire such a hottie. I wonder if that
short mane he combs sideways is a thing among the gay. Like a
trendy symbol amongst them.

“So, hell, uh?” says Emilio. He seems eager to talk about
something.

I stop admiring the brunette’s arse to look at Emilio and
display me most convincing weary face, sure that that should do
for an answer. I am looking for a dumbbell for a new exercise,
but he keeps watching me.

“Has the cat eaten your tongue, man?” he asks.
“What?”
“It is an expression here,” Jorba intervenes without looking

up from the phone. “It means that you are not very talkative
today.”

“You really aren’t,” says Emilio. “Is everything alright?”
“I went to bed late and am tired, that’s all,” I tell them while

checking out the mirror where me biceps flex with every
repetition. I have just told the truth and a lie. The truth is
that I am so tired that I am falling asleep. The lie is that, in
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reality, I went to bed early but could not sleep. I could not stop
thinking of the bottles of pills now in the glove box of me car.

“You went to bed late, uh?” Emilio repeats after me with that
raunchy intonation he makes when he talks about sex. “You
had a good time last night, uh, man?”

I will not respond to the vulgar insinuation, but a childish
smile gives me away.

“I don’t get you, William,” he tells me as he refills his bottle at
the water dispenser.

“What is it that you don’t get?”
“You. Your hair, for instance.”
“Me hair?”
“Yes, your black hair. And your skin. Everything. You are too

Latin. Too spirited for an Englishman.”
“I may have Spanish blood.”
That is the first nonsense that comes to me mind.
Emilio smiles before closing his bottle and biting another

piece off of his bland energy bar.
“Are you not training?” I ask Jorba.
“I am done.”
Something in his intonation seems to suggest limey prick.

I notice the empty wrapping of a commercial chocolate roll
peeking out of the pocket of his joggers. You are on your path
to becoming a ball of lard, Jorba.

The telly in the room is on mute, but the highlights of the day
are showing on the screen. Right now, “Bitcoin on the rise.”

“In what building site are you working now?” Emilio insisted.
I do not feel like talking about work. I do not want to explain

that the brick delivery is behind, nor that the additional pressure
by the foreman to catch up with the schedule is causing more
problems. I just want to read the highlights while I am trying
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2. WILLIAM

to guess what the anchorwoman with the bronzed cleavage is
saying. I want to finish me workout and get under a hot shower,
think about the match me Reds are playing tonight. That is all.

And yet, I agree to summarize the advances we have had on
site until today for him. Emilio knows a couple of guys in the
district where we are building, so the conversation goes in that
direction. Finally, he ends up telling me about the operated
boobs that one of them blokes’ girlfriend has.

While he calculates how much breast enlargement surgery
costs, I imagine Nora with operated boobs. I play with the
image on me mind the way a photo editing software would.
The result is exciting, especially when changing her face for
that of the girl with perfect arse from a minute ago. She is
younger than I thought. She has green eyes and a fleshy lower
lip that lures one to bite it. At this moment, she is blatantly
holding eye contact with me from the mat. I notice that the
blood is gathering in me crotch, so I borrow Emilio’s bottle of
water to cool off.

“Changing the topic,” Emilio yells to make himself heard over
the music score playing. “Did you see Liverpool’s comeback
against United? What a game that was!”

The unexpected remark almost made me aspire water, which
in turn provoked an uncontrollable coughing outburst.

“Cunt!” I grunt with difficulty. I can hardly breathe, and yet,
I slam the bench with me fist.

Emilio looks at me like he just said something terrible. Then
he turns to Jorba, who is observing me with an expression of
incomprehension drawn on that kebab face of his.

“What’s wrong?” Emilio asks. He has got remains of muesli
trapped in between the whiskers of his beard.

I want to say to him that I have been waiting the whole day to
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get home and see the match and that I should have gone jogging
by meself instead — so that no moron would spoil it for me by
telling me the score. But I refrain from saying anything; I take
a deep breath and gesture.

“Don’t worry.”
I take off me lifting gloves and drop the dumbbells in the

corner of the room. When I walk next to Emilio, I tap him on
the shoulder and say goodbye hurriedly.

“See you another time.”
Once in the car, I do a little soul search — I am afraid I am

in angst. The sky has gotten that purple shade that precedes
nightfall. I drive, poking the nail of me left thumbwith me index,
but I have not realized that I am bleeding until I reach a layer
of skin deep enough to hurt. As I wait at a red light, I put the
bleeding thumb into me mouth and take a look at the glove
box. I bit the wisps of skin off of me thumb while I think of the
bottles of pills. I sense the aftertaste of doubt and blood in the
back of me throat. It is as bitter as a strong bevvy.

I turn up the radio until I stop listening to me conscience. On
some radio station, Metallica is playing. I like this song and
relax. I grant me thumb a truce from poking it and light up a
cigarette. Should I invest now that cryptocurrency is on the
rise? I quickly discard that idea. Nora has no savings, and the
little money I have left, after the weekend, is meant to pay the
rent — I must say — from three months ago.

I can see Madrid’s skyline on me rearview mirror, beyond me
waxed hairdo. I proceed to take the exit on the beltline onto the
service road that takes me deep into the rural world. The next
detour — the one that will get me home — leads to a dirt path
that surrounds a farm. Behind the farm, following the dirt path,
is our home, although the best way to describe it is a chalet.

20



2. WILLIAM

What happens within our house makes it impossible to call it
home.

The night gloom is interrupted by the light that comes out
from the windows in the living room. That is something that
always provides solace. I park and grab the bag with medicine
from the glove box before I get out of the vehicle. I open the
boot where I keep me old cricket bat and take it too.

When I open the door, I find Nora sleeping on the settee. She
is wearing a strapped blouse and has her hair in a ponytail that,
because of the position in which she has fallen asleep, lies on
her face, covering half of it. She had a ponytail the day I ran
into her, in a jam session at a bar in Victory, and practically
every day since she left her teenage years behind. Something
that living with someone has taught me is that twelve years
is long enough to turn the charm into mundanity. Now that
I have gotten used to her talent, I would not care less if she
sang like an agonizing cat or if she hit the strings of her guitar
like a chimpanzee. I simply do not care anymore. But at that
moment, when I saw her play I’m on fire on stage, wearing just
jeans, a plaited blouse, and holding her guitar, I felt something.
An erotic force that drew me to her. As soon as she finished her
performance, I approached her, introduced myself, and asked
her out for our first beer.

That was long before we moved to Spain in search of new
opportunities. Before I was thrown in jail because of her.

I do not feel like having sex tonight. I want to see the game
without intermissions, so I make sure I do not wake her up. I
walk through the living room in silence, and when I walk next
to her, I notice the bruise she has on her arm.

I have the leftoverChinese for dinner, altogetherwith a pair of
bevvies, right on the kitchen’s counter. I then go to the bedroom
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to change into more comfortable clothes. I put the cricket bat
in a corner and leave the bottles of pills on Nora’s night table.

I drop onto the bed, turn on the old telly and play the football
match at low volume. The game is quite exciting but has already
been spoiled by Emilio’s inopportune remarks. The bevvy is
kicking in, and I start feeling drowsy. Me head escapes from
the match and into disjointed images once and again, and just
when the Reds score the winning goal, I see it without watching
it. What is really hovering around me head is Nora’s bruised
arm. I wonder if I hit her too hard.
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I do not know if I should tell Jokin. He will take me for a
fool and tease me — as usual — and then will make me feel
like an imbecile.

I stare at the board, still halfway finished, as I left it last night.
It had to be finished by now. It is not a difficult one, I have
soldered much bigger and complex boards before. It is just
that I cannot focus. Al Green’s damn song is stuck in my head,
playing over and over, sometimes at a slow pace, some others
much faster. They say you can quit smoking if you play a deep
hypnosis tape while you sleep.

I fell asleep listening to your audio.
I take a quick glance at the room through the drawers on my

table. Everything is so silent. Sigüenza is nowhere to be seen.
I cannot hold it any longer and I tell him. The first stupid

mistake of the day.
“Do you know who messaged me on Twitter last night?” I

whisper while soldering. With the corner of the eye, I see
my mate’s beefy hand stop. His soldering iron has stopped
smoking.

“Are you talking to me?”
I decide to take the risk, turn to him, and nod. From his scalp,

beads of sweat dribble into his bushy eyebrows. I try to hide
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my disgust, so I look at him directly in the eyes.
He directs the iron against the tin wire and responds with a

very deep, almost inaudible voice:
“I don’t give a shit who writes to you.”
“Nora Ruxpin,” I utter without thinking. I gulp as though I

just said something I might regret.
For the second time, Jokin draws the tip of his iron from the

tin wire and looks at me. This time, he is paying attention to
me.

“That limey who looks like a doll and sings on the internet?”
I look around one more time, to make sure that nobody has

caught us chattering during working hours and nod. My smile
must have revealed my excitement because Jokin rolls his eyes
and sighs so loudly that he sprinkles a few droplets of spit on
his board.

“I guess that you will tell me what she said to you.”
Although he is faking total disinterest, he yearns to hear any

motive to mock me. And yet, I give him what he longs to hear.
I need to vent this out of my chest.

“She didn’t write anything. She sent me a song.”
I explain to him what song she sent me, and where it gets

stuck repeating. After a few moments of silence, my colleague
answers with the thick accent of the region he is original from:

“Is that it?”
I tilt my head, unsure how to respond to that.
“Did you know that today, I have taken a shit for the first time

in a week?” he claims suddenly. “Don’t spoil it.”
“ ‘Help!’ the song gets stuck repeating ‘Help!’ “ I have groaned

that way too loud, shit. Luckily, nobody is listening. “What if
Nora is in trouble and is asking me for help?”

After a moment of silence, during which I am truly hoping I
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have convinced Joking of the gravity of the situation, he bursts
into laughter. In a jolt, a droplet of sweat falls onto the green
plastic that covers the table, forming a damp hedge.

“Have a little respect! This is serious. She could be in real
trouble!”

Joking points atmewith the soldering iron. He is not laughing
anymore. His eyes have turned serious and round like his scalp.

“No, kiddo. Donald Trump’s urologist is in real trouble. This
girl — “

“Nora,” I correct him. He frowns and raises his voice with the
interruption. We should not be speaking so loudly in here.

“This Nora What-ever-her-last-name-is is a spoiled brat who
uploads her videos on the internet just to feed her ego somehow.
She is probably so damn bored and well off that she needs
to amuse herself and uploading covers on YouTube is not
that exciting anymore. So, she has decided to fuck around
with losers like yourself; blokes obsessed with her good girl
appearance, and her huge knockers. Suckers she can have a
laugh at behind her computer’s keyboard. Don’t fuck with me,
kiddo, I can even picture her cracking in her pink room while
she is writing to you.”

I am offended that Joking refers to Nora’s breasts as knockers
because they are not big. However, I am speechless.

“But — “
“Al Green’s song? There are in the world, literally millions

of songs that talk about depression and sadness. Oh, it stops at
Help? What an idiotic way she found to catch your attention.
I know this kind of woman, kiddo. They need men to kiss
the very ground they step on. They long for admiration and
adoration.”

Nonchalantly, like he had not just turned my feelings upside
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down, and like he just had not called me a loser to my face, he
goes back to his soldering iron and points it against the tin wire
to continue his work.

He must feel guilty after seeing me motionless because he
turns off the iron and looks at me once again.

“Carlos, you are a good man, but you have to stop fooling
around on the internet and focus on the real world. If you carry
on with this nonsense, you’ll get fired. And if that happens,
you’ll be fucked. You and your family will.”

Now I do feel guilty and I hate myself because I know that he
is right.

“Listen to me,” he carries on, “forget this YouTube Nora and
save your energy for work and your family. You are old enough
to know that you shouldn’t throw your life away for a pretty
girl that you haven’t even met.”

We look at each other for a moment. I think that he has
noticed the lump in my throat because he grimaces and takes a
pack of tobacco out of the pocket of his coat.

“Come on, it’s almost eleven,” he says and points at me with a
cigarette. “This one is on me.”

Jokin is not wearing the coat, and I see the girl tattooed on
his biceps. She has green hair and a shaven pubis. It is funny
to see her breasts bulge every time he puts the cigarette in his
mouth.

“What do you think, Lily?” Jokin looks down at the tiny girl.
“Do you thinkCarlitos, here, is an idiot for falling for that cheesy
shit on the internet?”

He flexes his biceps repeatedly so that Lily wiggles her hips
in a comedic manner, and says with the same tone of voice a
woman from the 50s would use to utter Yoo-hoo:

“I sure do think so, darling! He is an uber idiot.”
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He winks at me and bursts into laughter. I regret telling him
everything. I hurry the last puffs of my cigarette, waiting for
Jokin to finish his trick and for Lily to fall asleep again. Before
that occurs, though, someone taps me on the shoulder more
harshly than necessary.

“Expósito, come with me!”
It is Nacho, one of the engineers they hired in the last batch.
“Where?”
He tilts his head and starts to walk toward the headquarters. I

turn to Jokin who greets me with a discreet nod before flipping
his cigarette butt and going back into the plant.

I walk behind the engineer. From my position, I can see that
the sunlight bleaches his waxed hair until it turns orange.

“How long have you worked here, Johnny?” he asks as we
walk among the buildings in the complex.

“My name is Carlos.”
“Carlos, right. How long?”
“Two years.”
“If I were you, I would find a better place. How old are you?

You must be nearly forty.”
I walk upright and looking ahead, trying not to fall for his

provocations.
“I am thirty-three.”
“Are you, really? Wow! You should have studied harder when

you were my age!”
Nacho is disrespecting me deliberately, but I keep my cool. It

is a matter of pragmatism. Anything I say, that might offend an
engineer, will turn against me. Especially if it is about Nacho. I
must just do my job. Earn my daily pay. Go back home every
night.

When we enter the headquarters, our footsteps resonate on
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the tiled floor of the building. We walk through many control
points, at each one of them, Nacho shows his identification
card. As we walk next to the assistants, they look at me, the
way one looks at cattle being taken to the slaughterhouse. We
ride the elevator to go up a couple of stories and stop before a
heavywooden door that contrasts with the rest of the industrial
decoration in the building.

I have never been there before, but I know who awaits me
behind that door.

Nacho knocks on the door, holds for a few seconds, and then
opens it.

Up close, the boss looks even more unnerving. I have met
many people of color who look like Sigüenza; I have also met
tanned white men who look like him. His wrinkles are deep,
and his scarce hair — combed sideways, and with a deep groove
— greasy. There is a wart on his forehead that I had not seen
before. He smells like cooking fat, probably because of the
sweat that stains the shirt under his jacket. On the walls, there
is nothing but diplomas and academic rewards. He is typing
something on the computer when I walk in. He will not stop,
not even to tell me to take a seat.

“Nacho, don’t close the door,” he says in a paternal voice that I
had never heard fromhim. Did he just display sympathy toward
an employee, or am I dreaming? “Stay, it’ll only be a moment.”

I sit at the desk, thinking about the meaning of that moment,
worried about the unusual courtesy and the sensation of having
Nacho’s eyes fixed on the back of my head.

Sigüenza stops typing to open a drawer in his desk, takes out
an electronic board that he places in front of me.

“The engineer says it doesn’t work. Do you recognize it?”
It is one of the boards I repaired yesterday. What do you mean
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it doesn’t work? I can feel the gastric juice stirring in my stomach
and coming up my throat. I tested it twice before I handed it to
Nacho; it did work! I wonder if that bastard sabotaged it just
to fuck with me. However, I can only mutter:

“Yes, I finished repairing it yesterday afternoon.”
“Have you delivered a defective board, Expósito?”
I gulp. My dismay only allows me to mumble.
“No, sir.”
Sigüenza moistens his lips and frowns, making his wart look

closer to his eyes.
“What did you say?”
“No, sir,” I speak up after clearing my throat. “The board

worked perfectly when I handed it in.”
“Carlos, you have already scored some negative points this

month, and the engineers are not satisfied with your work.
You have been caught chattering with your colleagues during
working hours. You are wasting the company’s time and
money.” Sigüenza pronounces these words with no emotion
whatsoever. He reminds me of a cyborg listing Asimov’s
robotics law. I just nod in agreement and wait for the guillotine
to fall in my neck. He looks at me in the eye for the first time
and announces, “I am sorry, but I am forced to fire you.”

I nod again. If I speak, I will burst into tears. It would be the
third time since March.

Nacho is to escort me back to my place to make sure I pick up
my belongings and turn in the identification card. The elevator
door opens, and he steps aside to let me in. Then he says:

“It is like the saying. ‘Every cloud has a silver lining.’ The
cloud is that you are unemployed. The silver lining is that we
got rid of you.”

He then breaks a laugh as though it was a joke that we both
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could laugh about.
I can feel my heart tearing up and pouring a pool of blood

under my feet on the elevator’s floor.
Nothing will matter when we die.
Under the scrutiny of the engineer who has just ruined my

life — I hope they get you by the balls, Nacho — I pick up the
bag where I keep the crossword book, the pens, and my wallet.
I leave the rest of my stuff — a pack of melted chewing gum, a
Gokou action figure that Sonia gave me a thousand years ago,
following Jonathan’s recommendation, and a can with dry pens
and markers — in the same place. Let my replacement throw
it away. Transistors and resistors seem to mumble, “someone
more capable than you will take care of us, you useless loser.” The
weary solderers seem to add, muttering, “you won’t melt tin with
us anymore; this is the end of the torture, the party’s over.”

I greet Jokin goodbye with a frugal handshake and hang my
lab coat on the chair. I walk through a door after another door,
aware that Iwill neverwalk through themagain, feeling relieved
but empty inside.

The sun is distant and cold like a lackluster coin that one
almost needs to imagine. Strong gusts of wind hit my face and
slip through the empty spaces of my jacket as I walk to the bus
stop.

By the time I get on the bus, I am shivering already. I take
the only available seat I can find; I cannot stop shivering until I
start to feel the effect of the heating system.

I close my eyes and force myself to think of something nice
— a hidden cove on an island in the Mediterranean, where only
the gentle sound of waves breaking on the sand, and the distant
cawing of seabirds can be heard. The sun, bright in the top
of the sky, draws minuscule diamonds on the water surface. I
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am overwhelmed by the intensity of the colors of nature. The
air is salty and moist, and next to me, there is a woman clad
in a bathing suit. It is Sonia at first, but the moment I look
up, shielding my eyes with my hand, I see your face. Fragile.
Vulnerable. Then you give me your hand, and —

The bus brakes suddenly with a strong jolt. We are at a red
light.

The wind howls around the vehicle. The day looks gray on
the other side of the windows, so much so that it looks like it is
nightfall although it is slightly later than noon.

The district where I live is nowhere near downtown, so I am
surprised by the number of people roaming the street. It is
actually normal; I never walk around this area at this hour on
weekdays. As I walk by a dumpster, I get the smell of rotten
fish. I look at the homeless begging for charity in the corners.
For the first time, I am aware that I may end up becoming one
of them.

I do not want to go home. I have not eaten and am hungry,
so I stop at a pizza joint and get a slice of chorizo pizza that I
eat on a bench. The melted cheese burns the roof of my mouth,
but I am partly thankful for it because it helps me alleviate the
cold.

Before me is a candy stand with a strong lollipop smell. This
brings me to the second stupid mistake of the day. I call her cell
phone and get to her voicemail. I hear her voice:

“Helloooo, this is Sonia. I am not available at the moment. Leave
your message, and I’ll call you as soon as I can. Ciaoooooo.”

Her cell phone is off, and I dare not leave amessage. I suppose
she went to her parents’ summer house in Burgos, where there
is barely any signal. I do not want to call her there. Never, in
more than four years of relationship, did Sonia introduce me to
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her parents. She always said she would, that it was something
that should occur organically. Deep down, I know that she was
ashamed of me. I was not good enough for her, and she was
sure her parents would opine likewise. I could see it in her eyes
every time we touched the subject.

We first met at a bar downtown. It was in the summer Fiestas
de la Paloma. I was talking to Jonathan at the countertop —
probably about that actresswhowas about to star in a superhero
movie — when Sonia walked in with a group of leather-clad
bikers. Jonathan poked me in the arm. “Have you seen that
cutie?” he asked when she walked next to us. I was shocked by
the good vibes she projected. She smiled just because. Because
it was party time, and because that might be the best day of her
life. I did not know her name but already liked the way she
was. Her hair was dark with violet wicks, which she did not
cut off until some years later, and a smile so contagious that
I even thought she might be high. I was more than one head
taller than her, which sometimes made her get mistaken for my
younger sister.

It was Jonathan who approached her in the first instance —
he was already with Arancha, and I have always been terrible
at hookups — and he introduced us immediately afterward.
After a few minutes of awkward conversation, Sonia insisted
on ordering a few chupitos de piruleta1. Sonia loved getting
people drunk with chupitos, especially those she fancied.

She must have seen something in me that night. We spent
several hours talking and drinking at different bars in the area,
and, when she decided to call it a night, she kissed me goodbye.
Her lips tasted like a lollipop. For some time, that was my

1 A Disaronno based alcoholic drink whose flavor resembles a lollipop.
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favorite flavor until it started to make me retch.
It has started to rain. I throw the paper plate in the nearest

trash can and walk home, wrapped up to the neck in my jacket.
Mom is in the living room, watching that reality show inwhich

some outrageously beautiful girls bid on a buffed-up bloke
sitting on a throne as though he were some medieval monarch.
I hear something about “the man in the throne”, so it is indeed
that one. I have tried to explain to her that everything is rigged.
She always agrees, but it is just to shut me up. I always catch her
with her face stuck to the screen the following day. She greets
me without looking away from the television set. The volume
is set too high, but I say nothing. I do not mention my dismissal
either. Dad is not at home. I picture him at the counter of some
gloomy and empty bar, with his hand holding a glass of whiskey
next to his black-and-white beard.

I close the door to my room and turn on the laptop. It is an
instinctive act, a result of reiteration. On the desk, I see a little
unopened bottle of pills that was not there this morning; these
are the new kind. I toss the backpack into a nook and wait
for the laptop to start. In the meantime, I think about Jokin’s
words: If you carry on with this nonsense, you’ll get fired. And if
that happens, you’ll be fucked. You and your family will.

Well, you see, Jokin, I am fucked.
I access the internet and open my e-mail inbox. Then, with

themouse pointer on the YouTube icon, andmy finger hovering
a couple of millimeters from the mouse, I recall my colleague’s
— now, former colleague — speech about you, and that your
only ambition was to be admired by horny losers like me. For
once, I gather strength andmovemyhand away from themouse,
just to touch my face in disappointment. It feels coarse. I need
to shave.
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In front of the bathroom’s mirror, I daub my cheeks with
foam, unwrap a new blade, and proceed to gently shave my
beard off.

Then, as though someone was holding my hand, I stare at the
blade and press it against my throat.

It would be a way out. A quick and easy way out. No more
worries, no more shitty jobs, no more supporting the family.
No more Sonia. No more you. Only rest. A clean cut through
the jugular. That should suffice.

I did not shut the door, and from down the corridor, I hear
the dampened echoes of the voice of the reality’s host.

I stay there with the blade against my neck. A drop of blood
emerges from where the edge touches the skin. I know it
because I see it in the mirror but do not feel a thing. The blade
is too sharp to hurt — some luck at last. I just need to exert a
little bit more pressure, and I will have fallen asleep without
even noticing.

At that moment, my laptop’s speakers emit a notification that
sounds distant from the bathroom. It is the notification that I
have received an email.

An email just saved my life, for I put the blade away in the
drawer and dab the bloodwith a piece of toilet paper. My hands
are trembling.

I go back to my room, unable to grasp what just happened
and open the email. As I am subscribed to your channel, I have
received an email that announces you have uploaded a new
video: “NORA RUXPIN — I am the Walrus (The Beatles)”

You had never covered The Beatles before; it is not your style.
I do not mind; I click on your video — the third stupid mistake.

I am bewitched by your video, but as I watch I am also…
what? frightened? A little, maybe. I almost always feel restless
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when I see a video of yours for the first time. It may be because
of the quietness of your bedroom painted in soft tones, and
the door locked at the side of the frame. It may be the subtle
continuous sway of your shoulders in the foreground while you
hold the neck of the guitar on your left hand — the one in the
red fingerless leather glove. As usual, a headset microphone
runs around your cheekbone and touches your lower lip.

You play the first chords. Your candid pupils flirt with the
camera. Today, you have your hair in a ponytail that accentuates
your features. I had never seen you like this, but there is
something bigger. There is some kind of disturbance like
something bad was to happen, and I knew It beforehand.

It is not like the other day when your voice failed and sang a
couple of notes out of tune. Today is different. You still have
not sung a note, and I already know something is not right. The
sweetness in your eyes has vanished, and you barely blink. I
wonder what the reason for the stiffness of your face is.

You start singing, and a movie that I saw years ago comes
back to my memory. How to describe that sensation? In the
movie, whose title I cannot remember, twomadmen tie a family
up in their living room. A couple and their little son. At some
moment, one of the abductors takes a shotgun, loads it, and
starts drawing lots to see who he will kill first. Eeney, meeney,
miney, moe — the camera pans away from the action and
follows the other criminal to the kitchen, where he nonchalantly
makes a sandwich and does not even flinch — neither does the
camera—when two very loud shots resonate in the living room.
Bang! Bang! In the following scene, one sees that the TV set,
which is showing a NASCAR race, is splattered with blood.
Only the mother has survived.

The shock of witnessing something gruesome and unex-
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pected lives in my memory. Your rendition of I am the Walrus
does not include bloody shots but is making me feel the same
consternation. Though this time, it is more latent and more
threatening. Your hands tremble violently, which makes you
miss the chords. Are you aware of the effect that your song is
provoking? Gosh! This is going to undermine your image.

You have not finished the first strophe when your dissonant
voice trembles, and you seem to stare at something behind the
camera. For a moment, a veil covers your green eyes which
look faint and faded. What did you see? You blink like trying to
conceal the pain that thousands of needles stinging your tongue
provoked.

In the middle of the second verse, you drop your guitar and
stand up.

Wh-what are you doing?
You tilt your head while you look at the camera in an

unnatural grimace. Your intonation reminds me of a robot,
as though you spoke using one of those synthesizers people
with cerebral palsy use.

“I am the eggman… they are the eggman… I am the walrus…”
It is so ridiculous that I feel awkward. It occurs to me that

everything may just be a dream. If so, it is an extremely vivid
dream. So much so that it includes even the last drop of rain
splashing the Back to the Future poster I still keep hanging on
the wall.

I realize that your voice and behavior fit the image that you
are portraying.

“Sitting in an English garden waiting for the sun…” — you look
at that same point behind the camera again! You smile but it
looks forced and devoid of emotion — “If the sun don’t come you
get a tan, from standing in the English rain…”
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The song ends. You approach the camera to address your fans,
as you always do, and act like your performance was completely
normal. Your tone of voice humanized again, starts trembling.
On the bottom of the screen, comes a sign with your channel
address and your social media, andwhen you point at it, I notice
the violent and persistent tremor of your fingers.

What is happening, Nora?
There are only five seconds left in the video, and it is now

when it all feels like a hallucination — as you lean forward to
stop the camera, you unconsciously touch your shoulder. You
rub your arm up and down, which rolls the sleeve up, revealing
a dark smudge on your skin. The contrast with your pale skin
is evident. The smudge is dirty green, although someone a little
short-sighted — and generous — would say it is forest green,
almost black. As black as the screen of my laptop has turned.
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“P ublishing that clip has been a mistake,” I tell the
policeman when he asks me to tell him everything
from the beginning. He comes in and stands one meter

away from the bed. He gazes at me seriously, like reckoning
something completely different that has nothing to do with me.
He is holding his hands on his belt buckle. He is not wearing a
wedding ring. What he does have are a notepad and a pen. Who
uses paper and pen anymore? After Mummy, I have not seen
another adult use a notebook. She needed hers to compose.
She used to compose at every moment, with her notebook, her
pen, and her acoustic guitar. That is, at least, what I remember.

“Which video are you talking about?” He inquires. He is close
enough for me to see his face — hardened but calm — even
more so than the first time I saw him.

“Walrus. I was feeling down that day and had I known the
consequences it would carry along; I wouldn’t have published
it. I just wanted to innovate, be edgy, and stand out from the
other singers online.”

As though my answer did not mean anything for him —
his notepad remains closed, and his pen capped — he grabs
a chair from a nook and drags it next to the bed. He sits and
introduces himself as agent McIntyre. We have met before, but

38



4. NORA

I did not recall his surname. He shows no intention of offering
a handshake. He opens the notepad on his now crossed legs. At
a close range, it turns out to be a Moleskine notepad.

“I have googled you,” he says and uncaps his penwith his teeth.
His clever eyes assess me.

“Are you Scottish?” I inquire.
I expect the typical smile adults portray when someone

younger asks an unexpected question. However, his neutral
countenance remains untouched.

“Why do you ask?”
“Because of your surname, and because you speak my lan-

guage very well.”
He does smile this time, showing a little gap between his

incisors, which blows his appeal away in a moment.
“I am Irish. From Galway.”
“Wow, how exotic! I am from Liverpool.”
I can hear the bustle from cars and pedestrians coming and

going in downtown Madrid. The sky is clear, and here and
there, a lost sparrow flies over the landscape that I can see from
my bed. The overbearing sun shines so brightly that I cannot
look at it. This room is cold, nonetheless. The exact opposite
fromwhen I livedwithMummy in Liverpool, where the outside
was ice-cold, but at home, warmth embraced you as it came
right from the hearth.

“What did you figure about me?”
“Not much, really. Only basic information.” The officer has a

very seductive voice that does not fit his look, as often happens
to many radio announcers. Then he proceeds to tell my life like
it is a recipe, “You just turned twenty-six, and your full name is
Nora Vassal, but you use Ruxpin as your stage surname. You
are from Liverpool, indeed, and you moved to the outskirts
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of Madrid last year. You don’t have social security, although
you like to introduce yourself as a YouTuber,” he pronounces
this word like it is an alien term. “From what I have seen in
your pictures, you don’t enjoy social life much. You love cats to
bits and appreciate sustainable food, don’t eat any sort of meat,
except good ham. You hate football and do not support any
political party, not at least publicly. You spend hours reading,
especiallyNordic thrillers, which you discovered thanks to your
mother. You have a profile on Facebook and Instagram, but
I haven’t seen anything remarkable on them. I have checked
your Twitter profile too.”

He reminds me of my father warning me of the dangers of
displaying oneself on the internet. It is the same tone that
Peter used to use with me. He pauses and looks at me with his
diminutive blue eyes, like eliciting an answer.

“Have you been spying on me?” I inquire. I realize that I
should not flirt with a police officer, but it might be a little too
late to stop. Ultimately, I tell myself he is a young man; he must
be adjusted to being flirted on.

“It is social media, Nora. They are public by definition;
anyone can access and peek. So, no, I haven’t spied on you.
But, before you explain the Twitter thing, I want you to tell me
about your folks.”

“My folks?”
“Yes, and your childhood in Liverpool. I want to get to know

you better. That’s what I meant when I asked you to tell me
everything from the beginning.”

He sulks and jots something in the Moleskine. It is upside-
down from my perspective, and I cannot read what he scribbles.

“How is Will?” I inquire.
He looks at me. I notice a crease in the bridge of his nose that
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he did not sport a second ago.
“Your boyfriend is properly guarded,” he responds, looking

down on his pad again. I reckon that Will must lying in a bed,
surroundedwithwires, or behind bars, ormaybe, underground,
with that twisted and stupid smile erased from his face forever.

Read now the novel here
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