                         FELIX

     I kick off with Felix not according to any chronological order. Felix, faithful caretaker of the property, outstanding citizen and doorkeeper, champion of the sentry box.

     I got to know Felix when he was well on in years, an old buzzard, actually. Over six feet tall but very narrow-chested with an expansion of maybe 30 inches- not exactly an Adonis.  To round out the picture he was cross-eyed and had a hump. In short, a deplorable sight.

     However, he hadn't always been like that. It was a matter of age, not the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune. He would once led dress parades of the elite Blue Division, Franco Spain's manpower contribution to Hitler's war effort, and had worked much of his life as an extra in the movies playing important-looking characters. The hump was the result of a strain or a muscular disorder of some sort after he turned fifty.  The same with his eyes.  Some anomaly also a gift for his old age.  

     And he ended up at the building out of the goodness of the Admiral's heart. A doorman's job, a handout for an old army buddy. Okay, come on, into the guard booth you go and, incidentally, keep an eye on my vineyard.  

     Felix had a rough time, poor fellow.  As well set up as Burt Lancaster once upon a time, now a hunchback.  And a nazi to boot, but the real thing, the kind that knows Mein Kampf by heart.  Imagine this specimen a member of the Master Race...an Aryan Quasimodo. He, who had fancied himself a model for a Leni Riefenstahl film, having to put on camouflage that made him look like a biblical leper.

     In any case, he did disguise his deformity well. He had a tailor friend from the Spanish Foreign Legion, I believe, a crippled war casualty, who made him a garment that was not a coat, a cloak, or a robe, but sort of a seamless tunic, a triangular, mantle-like creation of a dark-colored material which, hopefully, did the trick, more or less.

     Moreover, Caravaggio, Vermeer, or Velázquez couldn't hold a candle to this guy in his mastery of chiaroscuro. He would place himself in a three-quarters position against the light and the shadow would envelope the cloth. It was as though a compassionate hand had smoothed out the hump. A botched operation of a cyst--he would say--a displaced muscle.

      He was literally scared to death of an operation. Only human. A guy who dropped everything to go off to the Soviet Union to fight for the New Order burying himself there for four winters--with nothing but the company of Stalin's tanks to while away the 40-below weather--would run off screaming at the sight of a scalpel. 

     The operation was constantly on the poor guy's mind: How much it would cost if he were to have it done privately, who would do it, what risks were involved, the various steps, the anesthestics, 

the equipment, the specialized hospitals... His hangup was quite evident.  But as to the prospect of going under the knife was concerned...not even for his hump! And that's all there was to it.

    The great existential quandry also came up with respect to his eye. As for his vision, he didn't see well at all. In fact, the board of directors of the Zeiss works couldn't have helped him. Besides, his eyes turned in opposite directions and that had  troublesome aspects. For instance, if an unaware person, a delivery man, let us say, approached him, he would think Felix was looking at him when actually he was staring down the cellar.        

     If he were to put on glasses, that would make it even worse because the bottle-bottom lenses made him look like a blind man.  Faced with choosing between being a blind man or a contortionist, Felix hit upon a solution of a third order, disastrously prophetic in  nature. He had a pair of dark, comic-strip spy glasses made for himself.  I'd heard as I was a kid that vanity will get you nowhere. It got Félix flat on his face. There was an uneven step at the entrance and he, playing the role of model Franquista citizen, would warn me of it each time: "Watch your step, Don Andrés!" (He evidently liked the name, and you'll be seeing that nobody ever calls me by my right name).  And I, brought up properly till it hurt, instead of telling him to shut the hell up, as was in order, answered him as I had been taught to treat servants, with extreme politeness:  "Thank you, Felix, thank you," naturally negotiating the defective step with no problem at all, as had been the case for years, "Thank you, anyway."  But he was the one who would crash into the banister, banging himself up, poor devil. That happened especially when he got angry, which was often.

     Superstitious country people consider a crosseyed person as having the evil eye. When such folks come down from the hills to the big city and want to ask directions, if they happen to approach Félix, they take one look at him, tack sharply and slink off, terrified. Kids even threw stones at him. He chased them away, by shouting mainly, because if he really took out after them, he was afraid he couldn't reach the corner without cracking his skull. 

     In spite of this and everything else, the guy was an   

authentic nazi, officially.  I was amazed at the strength of his convictions.  He had lost the war more than twenty-five years ago but remained a staunch nazi: live dangerously, the Party and the Führer!  As for me, my crush on the Reds, or more precisely, that of my generation on the Left, was a youthful indiscretion.  But to be kicking up your heels at 70 is an overindulgence, don't you think?

     The thing is that Felix was a dyed-in-the wool fascist. A nazi to the core. Having been in the Blue Division when the Russians wiped the floor with them on the Eastern Front the guy didn't call it quits. He carried on the fight from within the S.S.                  

     He showed me photographs of the defense of Berlin. A million bodies strewn all over the place, and he among others, standing there, defiantly young, even thinner, more sharp-featured, no glasses, no hump, stuffed into a uniform no part of which he filled out.

     I used to wonder whether it wasn't all a hoax.  Now, I believe him. Now, that I have seen myself reflected at times in the faces of former schoolmates; now, that I am accustomed to recognizing myself in them, despite their double chins and potbellies, as the glowing, rebellious youth of an eternity ago. Now, that old friends, new found occasionally, have become more than once the mirror of my time and my failure, I can believe Felix without reservations. Yes, the one in the photo was he.

     The guy belonged to a secret society, a kind of Masonic deal, the inner core of the Military Club. It was his home, his refuge. No question about it.

    A legendary figure in military circles, Felix was. He could reload cartridges better than anybody. Small arms. Legend has it that it was his doing that won the world military marksmanship championship for one of his comrades. Another broke the World Record by I don't know how many points on a different occasion thanks to Felix's use of a secret formula of his in the reloading of the bullets. It was all a matter of making the proper mixture. Slow-, medium-, or rapid-fire primer. Fast or slow powder.  Bullets that he himself cast, designed with particuar competitors' idiosyncracies in mind. An artist.

     One November 22nd, on my way to see Clemen,  I noticed a overbearing, arrogant-looking figure in the vestibule, a guy who resembled those actors they used to type-cast for wealthy, aristocratic villains. While chewing the fat with the Admiraless one day, I learned just who he was.

     You've heard of Vichy, right?  Sure, a spa, mineral water.  Yes, but I'm talking politics...it was the capital of the French collaboration with the nazis...Pétain, Laval, and that gang.

     Well, those charmers, not satisfied with turning over their files on Spanish Republcian refugees, in toto, to the nazis,  also established an Office of Jewish Affairs whose business it was to decide what to do with the uncircumcised, filthy, miserly children of Abraham, who--according to the texts I was given to read at  pre-Council parochial school--spit on the host on Sundays and crucify Christian children on Fridays instead of going to the country for the weekend like everybody else.

     What to do with them, folks?  That is, how to do away with them?  Fried, boiled, broiled, or in papillote? After all, isn't France the land of haute cuisine?  Or how to turn an honest posthumous penny on them. Not to be shocked, for isn't France also the land of Moliére's L'Avare?. Clever projects for defraying the expenses of genocide. Soap from the fat?  Billiard balls from the teeth?  Lampshades from the skin?

     Address proposals to the Office of Furnaces and Gas Chambers, for instance. Or Eastern Front Whorehouses.        

     The name of the charmer in charge of this Office was Darquier 

de Pellepoix. An honor to France, an actual character, a highly-placed person--about six feet, to be exact--a Christian gentleman. 

     That was he, Darquier de Pellepoix, my friends. I swear. May I be struck dead if it's not true that this person was the colleague and bosom buddy of Felix's whom I had seen on the stairs.  They were to be seen having a drink nearby. Franco had appointed him to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, a privileged position. He was not about to be handing him any old filling station as a token of his government's appreciation for his efforts. That is where Mr. Ex-Commissioner did his day's work. And a glass of good white wine with Felix,  for weren't they all comrades, as I said?  Comrades onfirst-name basis.  They had fought the war side by side, one a Minister and the other a soldier, ending up buddies to the end. And all that stuff being dished up by the Allies, nothing but a hoax.  The Jews?  What about them?  Citizens like everybody else, the Republic of France makes no distinctions.  Gas ovens?  Slander. Those were kitchens for the masses.Tell me, where else could caviar soufflé be prepared for so many people?  Why do you think they invaded Russia, if not to get all that stuff?  Luxuries for the Europeans, the only reason.  Dachau, Ravensbrück?  Five-star spas. The Vel d'Hiv, as the Red press called it?  The most elegant gathering place in Paris for Hebrew children for it's not the Vel d'Hiv as they say, but actually the Roland Garros tennis stadium.*  Be careful with nuances of meaning.  What better proof that Vichy 

treated the Jews with kid gloves?  On top of being allowed in, they weren't charged admission...

​​​_____________

* Holding place for Jews before shipment to concentration camps.

When De Gaulle died, the event was celebrated with a misa solemnis at the most splendid church, Jerónimos, where the the kings of Spain take the oath. Where else?  They were no gang of commoners, the regular Cathedral Almudena would have been the poor man's choice. The cream of France gathers only where kings are anointed. It wouldn't surprise if the they were all French royalists. 

     Well, then, first the mass and following it, one of those banquets that goes down in history.  They hated the General, but hated his guts!

     Now, as for Felix, besides having qualified as a world-class mess, he had the added distinction of being a fanatic tightwad, a classical miser. He was notorious in the barrio for spending less than the average Saudi Arabian does for snowshoes.

     The Admiraless kept repeating to me:  "What that man made his wife go through...how he made her suffer!

     Apparently, he didn't even give her money for food. Hard to believe.  And the woman threw herself under a train.  That's what I said.  One afternoon something snapped and she did it at the Vallecas station. But don't miss the story of the disposal of her remains. Felix went out on the tracks with a borrowed flashlight and threw what was left of his wife into an empty can that he got from the Xuntas who ran a Galician eatery. Their story follows.
     As a matter of fact, Félix and the Xuntas were at swords' points. My doorman ate leftovers from neighborhood bars andrestaurants which he got dirt cheap. Except at the Xunta establishment.  The philosphy there was different. The Xuntas were honorable people and leftovers were not for sale, they were to be thrown out.  However, any down-and-outer who was hungry could get a generous dishful of food. That uprightness, that honesty drove Félix up the wall.  It was particularly irritating to him because Galician food was more welcome than dry socks on wet feet.  But pay full price for a meal, perish the thought!  There would be no end to it!  Besides, why, when there are places that gave away two-day-old leftovers for nothing?

     Anyway, when Félix's circuits got overloaded and he blew a fuse he would take it into his head to station himself outside the Xunta's esablishment and put on a spectacular passion play.  The "Master's Lament for His Dog," as I called itas one for the archives, unique, a work of genius.  You should have heared it! Spectacular, a performance worthy of an Oscar. 

     He would stand outside the restaurant and begin his plaint with the pitiful cry of an abandoned dog.  "Aaaaooo," he would howl  "Ay, Lucera, my darling, my dog-track princess! Those beasts have made sausage of you.  They told me at the police station that you did it.  That you are the criminals, the murders.  This is not a restaurant, it's a menace! Dog killers, beasts!"

     He would wring his hands, make believe he was crying, and then go off on another tirade.  "Lucera, my dear pup, they made a stew out of you and meatballs of what was left over.  Bright star of my life who made millions for me, who will ever kiss you again? Scoundrels!" 

     And he would begin barking.  "Woof, woof! Dog killers, woof, woof!"

     By the time Don Joaquín came out waving a club, Felix would beback at his doorman's post calmly puffing a cigarette with the innocent expression of an altar boy.

     His smoking was another matter.  Nothing but recyclables.  When a butt was finished, he pinched off the end, and stashed it in his pocket.  One afternoon, I saw him tinkering with an ancient device for rolling cigarettes out of butts.  What a stench in the hall when Félix slipped into his booth to enjoy one of his products!

     Avarice was his ruination.  Miserliness and his hump together.

It's bad business to be a hunchback.  Being short, you kiss the sidewalk. If you're way up high, you can be mistaken for the Leaning Tower.  But, ugly, stingy, and cockeyed is a fatal combination.

     If I didn't get around to telling you about the lottery, I'll do so, now.  To my father, the lottery was the backbone of the social order, the hope of poor Spaniards and, for the rich, the squaring of the sociopolitical circle.  To me, the Rossus Complutenis Adulescentis [young student Red], it was a nightmare, the national opium.

     The lottery is a very special invention.  It's startling in its very essence.  Imagine such a thing!  The populace breaking their necks to pay a tax!  But that's what it is, good friends, a tax by another name, and nothing else.  Discussion raged for decades as to whether it was legitimate for the Prince to set up lottery drawings that won for him every time. Social theology, you 

might say, until debate ended, of course, and it was instituted, we have it, now, and for years to come.  Then, hey, its profit is based on the principle that you must never win.  Naturally, because once you do, you take off and quit playing.  You've become rich, so let the suckers gamble.

     Now, let's leave philosophy up in the clouds and come down to more earthly matters, for example, the sale of lottery tickets, my terrain, and that of Félix's sorry tale. And, apart from those already introduced, who else is in the cast? The lottery venders.  As far as I know, they have not yet appeared on the national literary stage.  Welcome to the Parnassus of letters, then, humble compatriots, innocent accomplices in Félix's disaster.  

     Venders are mostly women (men will be disregarded for purposes of this story) who receive permits from the Ministry of the Treasury to peddle the tickets on the public thoroughfare.  An honorable, though peripatetic and not very lucrative profession, with roots deep in Spanish tradition, reserved in pre-social-security times for addressing various needs of those with the right connections.

     Most of their working hours are not spent in hitting up passersby but in serving regular customers who inhabit a world of fantasy more bizarre than that of inventors,  all crackpots, steeped in numerology. Some buy only multiples of three, others of the square root of five.  There are those who go by the phasesof the moon, the winning numbers of the previous drawing, the barrio telephone numbers...everything revolving around numbers and their combinations. For example, a customer comes over, his face ashen, his long hair flying, the image of an inmate on a weekend release from the cooler.  And he asks in a whisper for a certain number.  Of course, the vender does not have it.  the customer explains, "I've been calculating the possibilities for the last three weeks and this one is a sure winner.  I'll give it to you but don't tell a soul.  It's the smallest prime number of the square root of 77777 with a decimal.  Like I'm telling you."

     Others have infallible recipes for putting a spell on the ticket, such as not breathing while the coupon is being cut, paying only in 500-peseta bills that end in a 5 or buying nothing but tickets that have not been sold the night before the drawing. The venders told me incredible stories.  There was one player who had them pee on the ticket, and stuff like that.  But of all the superstitions, manias, or whatever you want to call them, the most outstanding, that gleamed brighter than the sun, the number one, the ne plus ultra was the hunchback thing.  A hunchback was the cat's pajamas.  "My kingdom for a hunchback!" as the greatest of them all cried out.  and so, to the lottery ladies, Félix's hump was El Dorado to the Conquistadores, Fujiyama to the Nipponese, Ararat to the Armenians; touch the lodestone and luck will come your way.

     The fly in the ointment was that the lottery ladies didn'tknow how to bell the cat.  Who would have the nerve to go to his booth, take the plunge and say, for instance, "Okay if I rub it against you?"  The ticket against his hump, of course.

     Enter Eufrasia, aka La Loba [Wolfwoman], a former slum tart with an ex-cop for a pimp, a formidable hunk of disreputable womahood, a cyclops, who took the matter in hand.  She went and unbnosomed herself to Félix which, in itself, is saying a great deal, for that prow was broad, voluminous, and imposing.  She came right to the point, "How about let's do it, Félix?"

     And so, they cut a deal.  And what a deal! One afternoon, the Admiraless and I caught them at it.  La Loba was rubbing a sheet of lottery tickets against Félix's hump as she mumbled a magical spell.

     La Loba moved the lottery ticket round and round very slowly, as if to make the spell take better, rubbing it as though she were smearing ointment on the doorman's twisted back. You could see that this was making Félix horny and he began to reach under her skirt.  Without interrupting her rubbing, La Loba hiked up her rump, drawing it out of reach of the exploring hand.  As she played arpeggios on the old guys cervicals, he began to get drowsy, but  did not stop groping and the two kept dancing a tango that was a sight to see.

     The other poor lottery venders left out of things like the foolish virgins saw how much La Loba's customers were forking over for their tickets, suspected the worst, that La Loba had tapped into Félix's hump.  But what was he getting out of it?  As Sixta, a no-nonsense dame, said, pantomiming the hump. "Him for up there," and, moving her hand to her crotch, "Her for down here."

     The truth is that it was a straight business deal.  I'm sure of it, because after each pass with the lottery ticket, I could see the way La Loba handed over cash to  Félix.  Well, my doorman had a way with money.  La Loba was selfish, the deal with Félix got her a monopoly on the hump, and her colleagues could go fry ice.

     And, of all things, they lucked out. Yes, one of the tickets with the hunchback treatment hit a major prize!  La Loba had had pieces of the ticket herself and took off with her ex-cop, bye, bye, it was good to know you.

    Well, hitting the prize touched off a near riot.  The demand for hump-rubbing reached proportions of a tidal wave.  But there was only one hump and that was it.

     Heading the parade was an elegantly turned out gentleman: vicuña coat, silk scarf, hat, pigskin gloves, British shoes...a fashion plate.

     "Señor So-and-so?  I beg your pardon, if the request I make may seem of an unmusual nature..."

     The gist of his polite request was this:  "If you allow me, I will pay you an agreed-upon sum. See, I have a letter of recommendation from the parish priest of Santa Cruz.  If I win the Big One, you will have a gratification for an amount agreed upon by the two of us, a sum commensurate with that of the prize, of course."

     But that was the least.  The big deal was the heavy traffic. Another Lourdes, my friends.  Half the population of Madrid piled up to rub Félix's hump.  You could see tickets like a string of pennants at a real estate development.  The venders sniffed the spoor and, purses outstretched, raced in for the kill.  The doorman's booth became a miraculous shrine.

     We're in the street, in case you've forgotten, and for those who live off it, a spot like that becomes a public market.  That's right, friends! Reduce it all to economics, to where supply and demand meet in one place, be it pubs, pushcarts, cafeterias, bull-ring queues...wherever.

     In short, the underworld took notice.  A tuna fish bank.  Hold the national gravy train! Hoods, dealers, goons, hopheads began to swarm at the booth like yellow-jackets around a honey pot.

     It was a bazaar out there, a crowd around the building at all hours, fights breaking out, syringes scattered about, guns bulging, knives, sirens, cops..  It was frightening to go out the door, man. It gave me the jitters.

     Finally, what had to happen, happened. The Admiral stepped  in and took things into his own hands. He showed up there, put Félix straight, and read him the riot act. It ran something ike this: "You've got enough for a decent life.  I've taken care of your needs generously.  You have funds sufficient for a dignified old age. Don't be dirtying yourself with tricks like this.  What God has given you is to be offered up as a sacrifice, not put on sale.  You can have an operation if you want.  And, in any case, either you quit playing the clown or you quit being the doorman. So, it's up to you to see what you want to do."

     As far as actual seeing goes, Felix's eyes weren't much good but he was very clear about his bread and butter. So, he went out of business. The first months were something awful.  Screaming, carryings on...cops tipped off by a friendly alderman were there with the ususal routine:  "Keep moving, keep moving!"  But the customers would come during the shift chnages.  The gambling addiction dies hard.

     Little by little, the stream reduced to a trickle of off-beat incidents.  A kid would turn up and ask, "Excuse me, is the so-and-so Shoe Company?"

     "Ah, I don't know. Doesn't sound familiar."

     "Sure. Here's the paper they gave me with the address."

     "Let me see..."  How he wished he could!

    And as soon as he had the paper two inches from his nose, an accomplice would sneak over from hehind a post, rub his ticket on Félix's hump, and then light out with the other guy at his heels.

     "Sonsofbitches, lousy brats," Félix would shout. "Wait till I lay my hands on you!" And blind with rage on those occasions--his poor vision further blighted by his jangled nerves--when he turned to go into his booth he would invariably slam into the door.

     Then, the approach to the fatal reckoning went on fast forward.  Félix had been on a roll, lots of easy money with La Loba.  Even erotic dalliance had been his.  He felt omnipotent, godlike, drunk with his own importance, reeling with hubris, the world was his.

      In short, those touched by the hand of God may rave, turn prophet or, as in Félix's case, play the stock market. My father used to say: "Lottery for the poor, stock market for the rich."

Félix overstepped the bounds. Emulating the wealthy, his Faustian impulses precipitated his downfall.

     It all began with Félix borrowing my newspaper.  "The newspaper, Félix, how come?  Didn't you explain to me that it was a tool of the Jewish-Communist conspiracy in cahoots with the Masons?"

     "Well," he defended himself, "I just wanted to check something out."  This was delivered guardedly in a barely intelligibnle whisper, as he clutched the paper and disappeared into his booth.

     I was flabbergasted.  Seeing Félix with El País under his arm was tantamount to finding me with my nose buried in the pages of the Familia Cristiana. But it was useless.  It's impossible to keep a secret in this town and, in any case, it wasn't long before Félix was howling like the wolf of Wall Street.  In the grip of the Midas syndrome, he threw all his customary prudence to the winds and embarked on the choppy waters of speculation in unregistered securities.  Oh, unhappy man!  Little did he know what he was letting himelf in for.  

     Nor did I know why everybody ends up telling me his life story.  Félix had been a model of reserve and discreet behavior until then.  Hello, thank you, how are you? The weather...very cloudy...such  a late fall... and so forth. In short, enough intercourse to have reached a mutual understanding.  On my part, I knew him for a drop-dead nazi, of the clique that made the pilgrimage every November 20th to Frnco's shrine, the Valley of the Fallen (or, simply, The Valley, as they respectfully called it) and on his part, that I was redder than the rose. There was no kidding one another, we were a couple of old hounds who had sniffed each other out. Yet...

     Félix had been seduced by an assistant manager at the Santander Bank.  A skinny runt, a hanger-on at the Military Club who shot a pearl-handled little pistol, a .22, I think it was.  

He had sung him the siren song of his having put in a hundred and gotten hack five in three months when the Italians had cornered the olive oil market.  Now, there was a chance for him to get in on the ground floor for a few pennies and feather his nest with the French who were going public with a revolutionary new scent called Heavenly Crotch.  In other words, making a quick killing and getting out of the market is no far cry from holding up the neighborhood bank.

     And so, the secret that never was a secret got out the very next day. On opening the newspaper to the stock quotations, the joker asked what Dow Jones meant.  Félix became my Old Man of the Sea.  He had to confide in somebody, the jitters were too much for him to handle by himself.  All his saving were on the line and the Day of Judgement was at hand! The poor devil couldn't sleep.  Greed and fear were eating him alive.

     The asistant bank manager had given him a hot tip on a stock,  I don't remember which, something hopeless, a classical unknown security, in other words, a dog.

     I thought of my dad's sage counsel.  It was only a matter of waiting for the ax to fall. Sciagurato!  

     The bad part was that with disaster was on the way, Félix was driving me up the wall.  You could see that the poor guy was in agony.  The thought of losing one peseta made him ill.  His savings, boys, his savings, his life's blood!

     In that state of nerves he began to smoke like an incinerator.  Stinking butts recycled five times with his infernal cigarette-rolling machine.  When he was at a low point on the skids, the fumes would be coming out of his ears. What a stink!  The hallway 

became as murderous as Chernobyl.

    Ah, but when his stock went up a point or two, he couldn't lose, Natalio was a genius, and he was already looking for where to invest the profits: real estate was making a good showing but diamonds were the thing.  Platinum, too.  And he opened his cigarette case to me.  

     He was all smiles, conspiratorial winks, slaps on the back, and even went so far as to stand me a beer. At the frowziest bar to be found, but he did treat.  I believe I am one of the few who can brag of such a thing, if not the only one.

     Ah, but when the stock went down!  He was inconsolable.  Five full points! How was it possible?  I told him to relax, that it  was just a temporary adjustment not indicative of the basic situation.  What could I say to him? That he was a sucker in hot water?  That the market wasn't for people the likes of him and that he had one foot in the slaughterhouse?  I became the economist-in-residence at the booth, the daily financial oracle.  Soothing words with which to usher in the apocalypse:  "See your adviser.  He'll know what to tell you.  You know something?  With my good intentions and all, actually, I may put you in a bind.  The market is not a short-term proposition. The dynamics of business finance involve cycles, though variables are always medium- or long-term." Can you picture me as the Delphic oracle of securities trading?

     The only comment the scoundrel would make in reply to my enlighted lucubrations was, "Of course, of course."

     He went sliding downhill, no brakes.  Anguish had turned his complexion, never of a healthy hue, from bilious to iridescent.

     His little eyes veered like a sailboat.  There was no way of knowing whether he was looking up at the fifth floor or over at the kiosk on the corner.  Poor Félix!  The gypsy kids fled at the sight of him.

     It was a show to watch him looking at the quotations.  He would take off his glasses, wrinkle his brow, and slowly work his way over the column  of numbers from top to bottom and then back up again.  Finally, he would raise his eyes from the paper and look in my direction without seeing me.  I knew what was coming. It was a premonition, the bard's first verse announcing the denouement of the tragedy.

   He consulted with his adviser, Natalio, the .22 caliber thin man, but apparently got no clear indications from him because he would keep waiting at the door to return my newspaper and in passing tell me his troubles.

     One day, he confessed: "I had to sell!" As if to say: "My balls were torn off."

     But that wasn't the end.  The next morning he was even worse, below freezing.  He hadn't been able to sell.  He arrived late, the prices had dropped even lower and there were no buyers.

     "It's the crash, Don Andrés, the crash!" the old man intoned from the heights of his hump which seemed to have grown more prominent.  "And everybody's acting like nothing happened." 

     "What do you expect, man?" I said, "to see maidens throwing themselves out of the windows as though the barbarians were at the gates?"

     "I don't know," he answered.  "The thing is they're all sitting around in the bars pouring beer down their gullets while everything collapses.  It's all coming down, I'm telling you.  It can't go on."

     To help him survive I offered to stand him a beer.  He declined, telling me he was on rice water.  He must have been shitting his brains out.  Actually, he was going down the drain himself, fading out of the picture.

     Finally, he sold out and was left penniless but still plodding.  Grim days, those, I remember, that led up to the coup de grace.  I'd told you that Félix frequented the Military Club and that he made extra money moonlighting, reloading small-arms cartridges.  He went overboard.  He had to recoup at all costs. And so, he dove head first into the mass production of custom-made bullets.  When I realized that he planned to flood the market with his output, I jokingly asked him one day, "Did you ever hear of Albert Speer?  I suppose you're figuring to go him one better."

Did he ever hear of him!  He even had photographs of him together with Hitler. Félix didn't get the sarcasm.

     Félix's specialty as I later found was the pressed-explosive charge.  It appears that the trajectory, or precision of certain bullets is improved if a certain kind of powder is used that calls for a more compact load.  Since the cartridge is not made of rubber, the case is filled by pressing the charge.  It seems that Félix had mastered the technique and his skills were much in demand by  champion marksmen.  His intention was to put his nose to the grindstone (prophecy) and let the sparks (clairvoyance) fall where they may.

     And so, suddenly one morning while I was pounding my ear, there was a tremendous blast that sounded like it came from right under my bed.  The walls shook.  Usually, it takes me a couple of hours after I awake to come off automatic pilot, but this explosion shot me to the door. "Goddam," I thought, "a terrorist attack!" I opened the door and looked.  I saw nothing but some smoke drifting up and smelled a very strong stench.  "Stay where you are," ordered the Admiraless, like in the movies.  I dashed downstairs two at a time.

     Before I reached the ground floor, I had visualized the entire picture:  The ETA had done Félix in, for sure.  Patxi, who is a card-carring member of the Herri Batasuna [Basque Independence Movement], had spread the word and a loose-cannon commando out of the Basque country had knocked off a Blue Division veteran before going on to bigger things.

     Nothing of the sort.  Félix's explosives workshop had blown up in his face.  Literally.  He was unconscious, blood pouring from everywhere. The consequence was not fatal but he was left blind and with his face a mess.

     I got the story in Hermógenes's bar.  A Greek chorus, they know everything there. Félix ended up in the old people's home in Alicante, where he hailed from.  He was welcome: the guy was loaded. Evidently, the amount he had put into the stock market was not all that much.  The bulk of his money was in safekeeping at the Savings and Loan which, in fact, sent a representative to look in on him.

     In any case, fate had decreed an unappealable sentence for him. Amen.

     As for us, the Admiral decreed that we were to do without a doorman.  As the saying goes: Kill the dog and cure the rabies... and besides, it meant one less occupied apartment.  This was the first phase of the real-estate plot the sonofabitch was cooking up.

     After all this grimness you must be thinking that the sick stuff is my hangup.  You couldn't be farther off, friends.  My cup of tea is Gluck and Monteverdi, Saint John of the Cross and Mantegna.  I'm just the court stenographer here, setting everything down for the record except what affects me. And that's the truth. 

What does affect me?  Well, Laura, my little heroine, my darling.
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