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Prologue

When his right foot slipped off the railing, the floor
was blown open, and Javier Conde extended his
arms out of pure instinct, suffering severe fractures

to the bones of one hand on impact.
Days later, his life had turned into a blur of what it once

was, and the actor shed tears as he remembered that night,
the most catastrophic one of his existence. The tree branches
would invade his memory once and again, wrapping him like
an immense spider.

A few months later, however, he would sketch a smile as he
wondered if that really happened, or it had been part of some
film seen in his teens.
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Therewas only one thing worse than the crushing music
— the pain. All he knew about it was that it originated
in his right hand and spread all over his body. Did that

mean he was dying? He certainly could not see any light —
there was not even a tunnel — nor was there an up nor down.
Was he already dead, resting in peace and all that nonsense?
He did not have an answer for that either, although the mere
pondering of the question made him aware that he had not
crossed that threshold.

He thought it must be a dream. A terrible dream. He wanted
to wake up, and at the same time, continue to sleep, because
who believes they are living a nightmare, are actually awake.

When the pain gave him a little respite, he was left alone with
the music. Sinatra’s track repeated nonstop, and although it
played at a loud volume — yet not dangerous to the integrity
of his eardrums — he had the feeling that if he heard the damn
song again, his head would explode.

And it was going to play thousands of times more.
For a period of time that seemed eternal, pain and music were

the only things that kept him in touch with the world of the
living. Then he started to feel cold, and the general torment
began to focus on specific points of his body: his hand, his
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collarbone, and his jaw marked the spots.
For the first time since he woke up in that hell, he was struck

by an image unrelated to his situation — the tip of a needle
floating in the void, like a venomous sting in search of a juicy
surface. It was a recurring idea that came andwent, like orbiting
around him, sharply and lazily.

Before opening his eyes, he regained his sense of smell. There
inside — definitely inside, because he had not felt the slightest
breeze so far— it smelled of wood and moisture. It was like
being in a barrel floating in the middle of the ocean.

His first big challenge was to part his eyelids. It is not that
they were heavy. The closest word to what he felt on a first
attempt was glued. His eyelids seemed to be physically stitched.
Sewn shut by his own dry-crusted rheum.

The photons finally entered his eyes, although at first, he
did not distinguish shapes, only spots of light. Fearful of the
lurking pain, he dared not move more than his eyes to explore
his surroundings. He was definitely not dead, unless purgatory
— or hell — consisted of a small, gloomy hole with ancient
music as a background score. It was not clear where the walls
ended and where the ceiling began, for there were no edges;
everythingwas curve and organic, as though he had adopted the
body of a squirrel, and that was its burrow. Only three things
indicated that that place had been touched by humans: the
speaker that tortured him from above, a dim light bulb hanging
from the ceiling, and the newspapers covering the walls.

He had not seen the door — camouflaged to his right among
the headlines — until it opened with a squeak.

It was a middle-aged man in gray chinos and a baggy beige
shirt. His receding hairline drew a large “M” on his forehead.
His brown eyes had a shine. But it was actually the crystals of
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BACKSTAGED

his rimless glasses that delivered the glow. Nothing in that man
glowed naturally. He would have been extremely hard to spot
in a crowd. The discolored man who had just entered through
the door reminded him of the janitor of his apartment building.

The visitor’s lips moved. After a few seconds, he realized
something and made a funny gesture. He immediately took a
finger to the smart watch on the opposite wrist, and the music
stopped.

Blessed be all the gods of the known world, real or fictional,
he thought when he experienced the pleasant silence.

It was raining outside. He could hear the murmur of a storm
far away. His heart pounded.

“What a joy that you have awakened,” said the man politely.
It took him a few seconds to break the layer of dry saliva that

sealed his lips, and asked with a mortuary voice:
“Where am I? Who are you?”
“Think of me as a friend.”
“What is all this?”
“You’re in a town in Castile. Welcome, Javier.” Gray grinned,

displaying an excitement like that of a father promising his son
a trip to the amusement park.

Gray. That is what Conde would call him from then on —
even after learning his name — as though that man were a
member of the Reservoir Dogs band.

The next question came up on the fly, without thinking. It
would still be weeks before Gray pointed a shotgun at him,
but at that moment, as soon as he formulated it, Javier Conde
realized that he was in a predicament.

“Why am I not in a hospital? The pain is agonizing.”
“I am a doctor. At no hospital will you be treated better than

here,” said Gray and leaned toward Javier’s mouth and opened
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it with his fingers, forming a funnel in which he introduced
two pills. “This will make you feel better.”

“Where is my phone? I must call my family.”
“You had none on you when I found you. Anyway, there is

no signal down here. But don’t worry. I’ll see that your family
knows your whereabouts. When you get better, they can come
see you.”

The pain eased.
Am I a hostage? The question spun in his head like a carousel

covered in neon lights, but he did not have the guts to ask.
“Where is my stuff?” he said instead.
He was able to breathe calmly. That was a plus. With a little

luck, he would have a heart attack right there and would be
done with. He would not refuse a quick but sweet end.

“Everything is inside, in my house. Do you think I am going
to rob you?”

Gray let out an emotionless “heh”, but Javier could barely hear
it. He fell asleep before Gray left the room.
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He dreamed of the needle, and it all felt so real that he
believed he could take the spike as a weapon. But it
was not a needle, rather the fang of some beast that

dripped a viscous fluid from its tip.
Sinatra woke him up. It shocked him so, that at first, he

thought it had burst his eardrums, but it was his racing heart. If
his eardrums had burst, he would not have been at the verge of
tears, not from pain, but the sudden awareness that he would
have to listen to that fucking song until it drove him insane.
The prospect of losing his mind was a terrifying idea. Even
more so than dying, however painful was his demise.

He felt tired. How long had he slept? Fifteen minutes?
Gray would not grant him any sleep. Terrific. One thing had
improved — he had no idea what medication that psychopath
had forced him to ingest, but the pain had subsided into a slight
discomfort, a simple sore after a hard day’s work — like he
knew what that was.

He established a relationship between the venomous fang
in his subconscious and the pain. The pain was the venom
itself, and the pills were the dark veil that covered the fang and
made it disappear. But the venom was always there, that was
the downside. No matter how much veil that man provided, it
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would keep orbiting around him — waiting to strike.
Things were about to get even worse.
As he took his hands to his face, something compact and cold

hit his chin. Javier’s eyes followed the metallic chain that ran
from the shackle that weighed on his wrist to a ring anchored
to the floor. If any corner of his mind still believed that this
was not a kidnapping, all vestiges of hope had just dissipated in
that instant.

Down there — without windows or clocks and being the
lamp the only source of light — he lost track of time. And so
did his body. There was only one time reference — the pills.

He was being given pills every eight hours. Gray always
announced his presence the same way: the music would stop,
he would knock on the door — as though he needed Javier’s
permission to come in — and enter the room with two pills
on the palm of his hand and a stupid smile drawn on his face.
There was also the chamber pot that he changed every day. He
was like a clock in that regard, and Javier thanked it.

Sometimes, Graywouldwear knitted vests and smell of cheap
cologne, but others — Javier deduced that during the night —
he would come in clad in an old robe and reeking of sweat.

Eight hours was not enough, and Javier suspected that those
pills — he would learn later that they were a popular painkiller
— were not strong enough. They did calm the wild fang for a
few minutes, but then it would reappear immediately, and the
throbbing pain in his hand returned. Worst of all, he knew the
pain awaited him, and he could not do anything to get rid of it.

“Ah, that hand looks bad,” said Gray one day while feeding
him vegetable soup. “I hope it won’t give you much trouble to
perform.”

Perform. That sounded like the real world. The food was
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hands down awful, but Javier’s face illuminated as he recalled
that part of his life. He gagged when a lump unexpectedly got
into his mouth.

“Is the soup bad?”  Gray worried  “I admit it is instant soup.
I bought it this morning at the shop downstairs. I intended
to get some butter cookies that are extremely popular around
here, but there weren’t any left. Shame.”

“When will you let me go?” Javier asked when the gag reflex
passed.

“Recovery is slow.”
“My family must be worried.”
Gray stirred the broth with the spoon before bringing it back

to Javier’s mouth but did not answer.
“You did call them, didn’t you?” he insisted.
“I have the feeling that you don’t trust me,” said Gray without

engaging and looked away at the wall. “I picked you up when
you were almost dead, gave you a roof, food and medicine” —
he gave him a stern look — “You owe me your life, my dear
friend.”

The disheartening words of his captor, and the instability
of his stomach, caused the soup to erupt without giving Javier
time to react. He threw up on the floor, missing his kidnapper
by little. Gosh, how would he have reacted?

Gray cursed and stood up. Before he walked out the door, he
turned on Sinatra again.

His stomach twitched, probably a side effect from the medi-
cation. He tried to get up with the help of his healthy hand, but
he did not have the strength to even get on his knees.

Gray returned with a bucket and a mop. He did not stop the
music this time. Without a word, he began to clean the vomit
as if Javier did not exist.
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If Javier could snatch his mop and hit him in the head with it,
maybe, just maybe, he could knock him out. If he acted quickly
and decisively, he might succeed. And then maybe he could
escape.

Very slowly, he tried to change his position, but a twinge in
his hand made him groan.

“I wouldn’t do that,” he read on Gray’s lips. As if Gray knew
what he had been about to try, he said, “if your hand begins to
rebel, there will be no way to tame it. And I will not be able to
give you anymore pills for seven hours. That, being generous.”

I should be in a hospital with a cast on my hand. Or
amputated, Javier thought bitterly, I wish I had it amputated.

It was a few days before he could help himself up. Gray had
just fed him and would not return in several hours.

Clenching his teeth, he rolled over his body until he was
able to sit down. He set his healthy hand on the floor —which
remained unchained — and pushed himself up. He let out an
agonizing wail before leaning against the wall. Apparently, he
had a broken collarbone, too. He nearly fell to the floor again,
which, under the circumstances, would have been catastrophic.
He leaned his forehead against the newspaper on the wall
and saw it. He had always wondered how the first human
being to come across an alien would feel. It was a question he
had been pondering since he was a child when Grandpa took
him to the movie theater and his head almost exploded as he
fled alongside Lieutenant Ripley from the abominable eighth
passenger aboard the Nostromo.

The grainy photograph on the paper showed a bright-eyed
poet performing on stage. It was like looking at a mirror — as
the man in the picture was himself playing the mysterious Erik.
Incredulous, he stepped back and realized that the same page
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absurdly repeated along the length, width, and height of the
wall. When he read the headline, Javier Conde was certain that
he was screwed.
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“I hope it won’t give you much trouble to perform,” Gray
had said. Now, he understood with appalling clarity.

He closed his eyes to escape the harassment of his own
portrait and thought about the past few months. They had
been especially intense. That Saturday, they had given the last
performance of Death at the Opera, although that should have
happened in April. The contract — signed both by actors and
technicians — committed them to give six shows a week during
the winter and spring seasons. On April 10, according to the
contract, the play would lower the curtain forever.

One Wednesday in late March, while the cast was changing
after that day’s performance, Godoy entered the dressing room.
Ernesto Godoy was two things — a producer with a nose for
good contracts, and a complete moron. He was the director
and screenwriter of the play.

“Guys! Stop whatever you are doing right now and listen to
me!” he yelled, brandishing the newspaper from the door.

“For God’s sake, Godoy! I am half naked!” Johanna com-
plained — who portrayed one of Erik’s victims, played by Javier
— from the back of the room. She did not cover her bra and
continued to clean off her make-up as if nothing.

“As far as I am concerned, you could be touching yourself,

11



BACKSTAGED

child. I couldn’t care less about seeing you,” said Godoy at the
time he wrinkled his bulldog nose. “It smells of dry dung in
here, comrades.”

“It smells of dry dung” or “it smells like a prodigious amount
of dung” were among Godoy’s favorite expressions. He used
to finish them with a “comrades” that was intended to sound
relaxed, but for some reason, on his lips, it always came across
pedantic.

“Okay, attention! I have good news.”
The murmur in the locker room stopped suddenly. Godoy

wiped the sweat from his balding scalp with his hand before
dropping the bombshell.

“I have gotten us renewed until the end of the spring. The last
performance will be on the fifth of June in Aranda de Duero.
That is in Burgos, for those who didn’t go to high school.” The
crew remained silent, expecting what came next. “As this is an
extra-contractual extension, we will get paid more, so you will
all charge an additional fifty percent per show.”

Jubilation broke out in the dressing room. There were hugs
and towelswere tossed around. Johanna rewarded the producer
by flashing her breasts and then lit one of her cigarettes.
“Johanna, child, you can’t smoke in here!” Godoy’s nasal voice
was heard over the mess.

For Javier, the news came as a bucket of cold water. Two
more months playing Erik? A punishment he was not sure he
could endure. It was, by far, the role that demanded the most
involvement in the whole play. It certainly allowed him to show
off every night, but had it not been for the whiskey and some
occasional whims he allowed himself, he would not have been
able to stand it, not even until April.

On the brighter side, working on that play had allowed him
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to travel for months — away from Rosa and Martita, without
having to give explanations — so at least, there was no need to
return to that suffocating apartment that they still owed to the
bank. Seen like that, it was not a bad deal — even though he
felt like dying on stage every night.

Another thing that he could not stand was having to cope
with Elena’s stupid sheepish gaze every day until the end of the
spring. He would have gladly taken a random one-night-stand
with Johanna if she weren’t a dyke, but Elena? Javier knew he
could take her to the orchard whenever he felt like it, but if he
wanted to put up with a boring, prudish nun, he already had
Rosa. Any way.

At that moment, Elena was giving him precisely that worship-
ping look, while the rest celebrated the raise, and Godoy tried
to appease the beasts on the payroll.

After two hot months, forty-eight performances, and several
uncomfortable approaches from Elena, it was time to put
everything to rest. To celebrate that night, Javier kept a bottle
of his favorite malt whiskey in the bar cabinet. While waiting
for his food delivery, he read the newspaper of the day, lying
on the bed of the Montermoso. “Death at the Opera bids
farewell definitively,” read the newspaper and showed a large
photograph of Conde and Elena performing.

It was the very same newspaper that covered the lair where a
madman had imprisoned him.

The hammering in the head and some slight itches in his
healthy armmade himopen his eyes. With a roar of helplessness
that was drowned out by the music, Javier pounced against the
wall and began to tear the paper off. He stopped after two
strokes, for he had found clay behind the torn newspapers.
Astonished, he looked around as his mind transported him to
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his childhood through confusing flashbacks.
That was not a room — it was a cave. A chamber that seemed

to have been dug directly into the rock of the hill.
One that, even as an adult, would occasionally sneak into his

nightmares.
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Heblew air and closed his eyes. There’s nothingwrong,
he lied to himself as he tried to think of something
other than that closed, claustrophobic space.

As a child — before his growth spurts and long before the
Faculty of Fine Arts — Javier loved the summer. Not only
because there was no school, but because summer meant going
to the village. And seeing Grandpa. And visiting the cellars.
He would spend all July at Grandpa’s home in Sotillo while his
parents stayed in Madrid working and testing the capabilities
of the air conditioning.

Grandpa would get up before dawn to work in the orchard.
Javier would get upwith him and help him pick up the tomatoes,
peppers, and other vegetables that over the next few days, they
would eat in a tasty homemade gazpacho and varied salads.
After the daily nap, a visit to the bar was mandatory — where
Javier learned how to play mus1, watching Grandpa and his
lifelong friends (the ones still left). From time to time, other
children of Javier’s age would go looking for him, and then they
would cycle the roads between the vineyards or go to the pool

1 A game of cards of Basque origin played in France, Spain, and Latin America
that uses a deck of Spanish playing cards.
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with the money their parents — or Grandpa — gave them.
The most fascinating thing of the summer in Sotillo were

the cellars. The cellars were one big landmark in the region.
Every night, Grandpa filled a wicker basket with food and asked
Javier to help him carry it along the way to the bottom of the
hill where the people from neighboring towns met. For the
grownups, that was but an excuse to grill a few lamb chops and
a good handful of fresh sardines under the clear starry night
sky. Javier, however, saw it as the closest thing to a trip to the
center of the Earth.

The cellars of Sotillo de la Ribera are underground chambers
— that preserve ambient temperature — where once, the wine
was let to age after the grape must fermented in large vats.
Nowadays, the wineries serve as the town granary where they
store dishes, porrons 2and purchased wine — sometimes also
handmade — for their own consumption.

While the adults were in charge of the fire and cooking the
delicacies for the night, Javier used to stand at the door of the
cellar, on the surface, and scour the stairs that went down into
the dark. Some nights, when he managed to gather courage,
he went down accompanied by Grandpa. He felt small and
insignificant when contemplating those rocky roofs and that
uneven floor that made him dizzy.

As his tiny feet went down the steps, Javier felt the clay get
colder and the air get cleaner. The smell ofwinewas very strong
for a boy his age, but the worst was the echo that was produced
when Grandpa opened his mouth. Yes, that echo instilled fear
in him, but he did not want his grandfather to notice.

2 A porron pitcher is a glass wine pitcher that enables the users to share the
drink from the same utensil without touching it with their lips.

16



4

When they reached the deepest area, Grandpa would turn
on some lamp hanging from a wire and pick up the wine for
the dinner. Then Javier always had two thoughts — one, that
when a meteorite fell to Earth, that cave would be the shelter
that saved his life; and two, that immediately afterward, he
would be assaulted and gutted by the rats that hid among the
barrels. Grandpa laughed every time he mentioned it. “Down
here, there is no water nor food for the vermin,” he argued,
but whenever Javier went down, he moved through the caves
with the conviction that one of those dirty rodents would jump
out of the shadows and sneak inside his pants. The mere idea
caused him to itch.

The following summer — after his growth spurt, and with
new pimples, there where a three-day day beard would one day
drive women crazy — something happened that made Javier
hate the summer, despite the holiday and despite Grandpa. It
happened in one of such nights. Grandpa had filled the basket
with Spanish omelet, blood sausage, and bread, and Javier had
carried it to the hillside, as usual. At one point, Grandpa stopped
paying attention to the blood sausage on the coals and turned
to him.

“Go down for a couple of bottles of red wine, please.”
Javier continued looking at the sparkling coals. If he did not

move, Grandpa might forget about it.
“Did you hear me?”
Javier looked at him with a stupid face.
“Go down and get some wine,” Grandpa repeated.
“A-are you not coming with me?”
“I’m looking after the black pudding, Javier. It’ll burn if I

come down.”
“Well, I’ll wait for you andwe’ll go down togetherwhen you’re
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done.” That was the perfect answer, it had to work. But at that
moment, four friends of Grandpa’s gathered around the fire.

“Listen to your grandfather, kid!” said Paco Reek-of-Wine,
before having a long gulp from the porron that he seemed to
have instead of a hand  “You are not afraid, are you?”

Javier felt ridiculously small at the sight of those hungry
locals.

“No… it’s just that — ”
“The kid is scared!” shouted Johnny Sewn-Eye, who inspired

the most fear of all, for obvious reasons. Then, the four of them
burst into laughter.

“Go get the wine, Javier,” Grandpa commanded him again,
this time with an authority impossible to stand up to.

Later, Javier would understand that Grandpa was not so
interested in the wine bottles, as in his grandson overcoming
the fear of the depth of the cellars. If he had known what was
about to happen, the old man might have left the black pudding
to burn.

Hehad barely gone down a few stepswhenhe ran into a spider
web with his forehead. He nearly turned around to climb up the
stairs running. “No,” he said to himself while picturing Johnny
Sewn-Eye laughing at him. “You are no less than them,” he told
himself. He gulped saliva and continued climbing down the
stairs into the depths. The most important thing was to have
visibility at all times — so as he went downstairs, he pulled on
the strings hanging from the ceiling that switched the lamps on
— and a new chamber would lit up before him.

The mission was simple — to get to the first chamber where
there were bottles full of wine, take the loot, and go back
upstairs, from where he had come.

That night, fortune was smiling on him. On a wooden shelf
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that could barely hold on a couple of vats, there were more
than ten new bottles. Grandpa had said that a couple of them
would suffice. As he reached for the bottles, he inadvertently
grazed a pile of empty bottles that flailed like bowling pins
rubbed by a shy ball. Finally, a bottle fell and shattered when it
hit the rocky floor. The explosion hit the underground walls.
Javier remained motionless until the last whisper ceased. Then,
the hissings began, the small and disgusting claws scratching
the stone. They had come out of their burrows to watch him.
Could they smell his fear? Javier felt his heartbeat bouncing off
the clay walls, urging him to get out of there.

One crucial fact about the cellars —in the walls of the under-
ground chambers, there are doors made out of crossbeams, that
give access to passages or cells. Such chambers can be divided
by partitions or doors of the same style — always facilitating
airflow. As a rule, locals used to get alongwell with one another,
but the theft of wine bottles was commonplace, so they began
locking their cells.

It may have been because Javier’s senses were attentive to
the rats’ murmur, but he did not hear Paco Reek-of-Wine’s
footsteps a few meters above him. He did not react until the
cellar plunged into the darkness, and a door slammed a few
meters from him. If Javier had not been paralyzed, from the
terror that the rats caused him, he would have called out Paco
Reek-of-Wine, before he pulled the string that turned off the
light, and climbed to the surface, closing the door behind his
back.

He had been left alone in the dark.
Shaking uncontrollably, Javier groped the clay. He followed

the wall desperately until he reached the stairwell. There was
a fork, and he was almost sure it was the same one he had

19



BACKSTAGED

come down from, so he started ascending. As he climbed up,
he fumbled in the air with two objectives — not to lose the
wall, and to find a string that would provide him with some
light. Instead, however, he ran into some more cobwebs that
further accelerated his heart rate. Finally, he stumbled upon
some crossbars. The door had a knob, and it was locked. He
recalled the door slamming that he had heard moments before.
That useless drunkard had locked it and left him inside.

The panic got him. He beat the sturdy bars with his small
fists like pistons  “HELP! GRANDPA! HELP!”  he was like
this until his hands swelled, and the sobbing drowned out his
screams. He felt dizzy from the intense smell of wine. It was
at that moment, in the midst of that dense silence, that the
real nightmare began. The screeching of the rats seemed to
approach him. He could feel them swarming at his feet. The
blackness made Javier imagine them much larger and jagged,
like monsters with drooling incisors, infected with countless
deadly diseases. Panicking, he ran downstairs and did not stop
until he no longer heard the screeching of those foul creatures.
He had hit himself against the rocks several times along the
way, and a thread of blood had begun to slip down his temple.
He was disoriented. He had run through several chambers, of
that he was sure, and he did not have the slightest idea where
the exit was.

He felt out of air and began to breathe frantically. He huddled
on the cold floor with the feeling that every breath would be
his last, and then, burst into a heartbreaking cry that bounced
off the walls.

Grandpa found him curling up after a few minutes. He had
lost consciousness, and his face was covered in blood.

That was the first time Javier experienced such a traumatic
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event.
The second came unannounced when, with the newspapers

with his image still wrinkled in his hand, he stroked the same
cold clay that had cornered him as a child, and smelled the
aroma of wine that he thought had already forgotten. It was
not as strong as it was then but was unquestionably the same.
It is like floating in a barrel in the middle of the ocean, he thought.
Now he understood his own simile.

He would undergo the third event  the most terrifying 
several weeks later.
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He was nine when he got locked in the darkness of the
cellar. He was forty-two years, three months, and
five days old when he woke up in an underground

cellar for the second time.
After a few minutes, he overcame his panic by resting his

chin on his chest and holding his breath — it is just a room, he
told himself but did not believe it. A room without windows
and several meters below the ground! He decided to focus on
attainable goals. He still did not know why he was there inside,
nor how he could escape, but his most immediate priority was
to unwrap the entire chamber. If he looked at the paper with his
own portrait for another minute, he would go insane beyond
repair.

With his good hand, he ripped off the newspapers without
any care. When he gathered a few, he would make a ball with
them and continue his task.

When he had ripped off most of the papers, he noticed
something — there was no wall behind one of them. That space
was void. Excited, he hurried to unwrap the adjoining area.
The good news was that he had found some sort of passage in
the clay. The bad news was that it was not wide enough for
a grown man to crawl through it. Where would it lead? Its
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interior only revealed a dense blackness.
He did not have much time to ponder it, for a light suddenly

went on on the other side. Scared, he stepped back. He held his
breath as he tried to understand what he was seeing.

A couple of meters away, the narrow tunnel led to a cell like
his, and therein was a person. Someone he knew very well.

Read now the novel here
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