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A seagull landed on Bebéi’s balcony . Across the park, Lieutenant Pirilo was playing dominoes on the terrace of the Asturian Tavern, a sign that everything was quiet in Santa Clara. The word “quiet” has a faulty meaning in town — sometimes calm and serene preceded massive storms — but even so, people were enjoying a peaceful afternoon, and the only one complaining was Grená, the lottery ticket seller; with everything so restful, there was no gossip to share.
Pirilo was teaming up with the Asturian, the tavern’s owner, to challenge the city’s champion duo: Moses and Habib. The two, a Jew and a Lebanese, owned competing clothing stores, one across from the other on Main Street. They fought all day long over clients but were second to none when they joined forces for a dominoes game. They could read each other’s thoughts.
According to Pirilo — probably trying to justify his frequent losses — the two did not win by the excellence of their game, but rather by the jokes they told to distract their opponents. For every story Moses told about a Jewish patrician, Habib responded with one about his Arab compatriots. But the truth is that Pirilo had no right to complain, since whenever the two of them were silent, his partner, the Asturian, would quickly come up with a new story, teasing his Galician countrymen. 
That afternoon, Pirilo and the Asturian had great luck and managed to win one of the matches. The noise of their laughter, the screams, and the hard strike of the dominoes hitting the table could be heard all over the park, where guayacans were in whole blossoms of yellow flowers.

A few steps away at the hill leading to Our Lady of Mercy Church, Bebéi, the archivist of the French embassy, was ready to hit the streets with his dog Zoubir, and a thousand thoughts echoing in his mind. 
He was born in Paris and raised by his uncle as an immigrant, always trying to conceal his Algerian origins and his Muslim religion. He struggled to understand his teachers at school — he was considered naive. His curiosity, however, was endless and he was often a step ahead of the last answer. Thanks to an exceptional memory, he got a job as an archivist at the French Foreign Office where, for years, he dedicated full attention to “keeping safe what cannot be missed and quickly finding what seemed lost.” 
He was all but forgotten at the very end of the fourth-floor corridor when he heard his boss, Madame Roisson, mention that there was a vacancy for an archivist at the embassy of Santa Clara. His life was dreary, and he decided to risk an adventure before retiring. He applied and landed the job. That was why, on a sad and cold Parisian day, he boarded a plane to cross the ocean and live in the tropics in Santa Clara by the Sea.
Bebéi quickly adopted his new town and felt embraced by his neighbors. The sun was always shining and people were friendly, patient enough to chat on the sidewalks and answer his questions. The work was unwinding at the embassy, and his commitment was highly praised, so he felt comfortable asking to leave the office a little early that afternoon. The reason, he kept to himself — it was personal: during the night, a seagull had landed on the balcony of his apartment. The bird seemed to have a wound on its wing and remained still, keeping its gaze fixed on the sea. 
Santa Clara by the Sea is a peninsula surrounded by the sea near Panama City. The city harbors old churches, a few embassies, and ancient colonial manors, such as the one where Bebéi lived. Despite being a few minutes’ drive from the country’s capital, the city has a small-village atmosphere, where people greet each other with friendliness and chat while sitting on chairs placed on the sidewalks.
Bebéi lived in an amber manor built a century ago by one of the founders of the Republic. The manor was later split into small residential units, and his apartment was on the third floor, with two small balconies: one off his bedroom, where the seagull had landed, and another off the living room. From his balconies he could see the fish market, the pier, the bay full of seagulls, and catch a glimpse of Paris Street, bursting every night with women, nightclubs, and joyful sinners; a privileged view that Bebéi relished, but that had become entirely irrelevant since the seagull settled at his apartment.
Bebéi was shy and dressed every day in the same brown suit, but despite his few words, he quickly became known in Santa Clara for his outdated habit of greeting everyone by tipping his hat. 
That afternoon, he closed the large wooden door of the manor behind him and looked across the park to the tavern where his friend, the Pirilo, was playing dominoes. He chose not to bother him; it would be useless to interrupt the lieutenant while he was playing. Bebéi decided to look elsewhere for help. His problem was not the bird’s presence — he was happy with the new guest — the question was how to feed it appropriately.
As soon as he began climbing the hill following his dog, Bebéi heard the music of a barrel organ. It was Mimi, the ice cream seller, pedaling a colorful tricycle and carrying a little monkey on his back. Bebéi waited for him; he wanted to enjoy the music filling the street. 
Bebéi greeted him with a tip of his hat and the ice cream seller, who was also a magician, stopped pedaling, bowed his head respectfully, and, after murmuring incomprehensible words, pulled a small bouquet from under the monkey and gave it to Bebéi. Bebéi’s dog didn’t bark; he was used to wizardry. Then, happy as a child, the ice cream seller smiled and pedaled off uphill. On his back, the little monkey stared at Bebéi and his dog with what looked like a laughing expression. 
Bebéi followed them, holding the dog’s leash in one hand and carrying the small bouquet in the other. For him, the music of the barrel organ was a perfect match for the narrow cobblestone streets walled in by the colonial manors of Santa Clara.

At the top, when he reached the church, Bebéi greeted Grená, passing the flowers to the other hand and tipping his hat respectfully. That corner was his favorite spot in town. Around Our Lady of Mercy Church, locals gathered to chat and share gossip away from the tourist crowds on the boardwalk. Next to the church, Rasta Bong had his barbershop and the Chinaman his small grocery. It was also at the stairs of the church, right in front of the yellow umbrella where Grená gossiped all day selling lottery tickets, that a group of homeless boozers, self-titled the Useless Brethren, liked to drink, curse, and sleep.
Bebéi watched while Robespierre, probably the weirdest member of the Brethren, was yelling at a Finnish tourist that, thank goodness, could not understand a word of what the bum was saying. 
Bebéi only stayed there for a few minutes — he didn’t want to waste time with distractions — and walked straight toward the barbershop where Jordi, the young waiter who usually served him at Ilona’s Café, was having a haircut. 
Jordi had just finished the exams to become a high school teacher and wanted to give an excellent impression to the selection committee at the interview scheduled for the next morning. He listened to Bebéi’s problem, and offered to go with Bebéi to the Chinese grocery after his haircut was finished  to buy a few sardine cans to feed the seagull.
Jordi was excessively talkative that afternoon. He was convinced he had passed the written exams, and not even the interview scared him. What was causing him some anxiety was longing for Cristine, his girlfriend. She had traveled to Boston with a scholarship offered by the Mayor, and as her return approached, Jordi’s chest seemed to be tightening.
For him, life without Cristine was bizarre. They lived on the same street, studied in the same school and most of the time in the same classroom. They had only split up at the university, when he decided to study history and Cristine psychology. 
When Cristine was at his side, everything seemed so smooth. Jordi always invented new ideas, and Cristine knew how to turn them into reality. He never did anything without first asking her, but how to feed a seagull did not seem to be a transcendental problem, and he volunteered to help Bebéi. 
“After all, what could happen when someone feeds a seagull on the balcony of a friend’s apartment?”
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The ring flew over the cobwebs.  Bebéi and Jordi barely talked while climbing up the stairs; they were both worried. Neither of them had ever fed a seagull. Surprisingly, feeding the seagull was straightforward; the tricky part was what happened afterward.
When they opened the balcony door, Bebéi’s dog stepped outside and cautiously approached the bird. The seagull did not move, probably realizing its defenselessness. The dog was suspicious and waited. Sniffed once, sniffed twice, and only then, feeling safer, laid down next to the seagull as if trying to understand what the seagull was staring at. Bebéi wisely proposed to leave the two animals alone: “Maybe it’s easier for animals to understand each other. Zoubir will calm it.” 
Jordi and Bebéi waited inside the bedroom for a few minutes and then slowly opened the door. They laid the sardines next to the seagull and a dish with food near Zoubir. The dog quickly ate its meal and politely did not touch the sardines of the seagull. The bird remained motionless and took a few minutes before pecking the fish. Although unsure, it slowly ate the sardines and turned its gaze again to the sea. Zoubir silently observed while Jordi and Bebéi smiled behind the glass. Mission accomplished; the seagull was fed.
The dog and the seagull remained unmoving. The calm was so comforting that Jordi stepped outside the balcony. It was the first time he had visited Bebéi’s apartment. From there, he could see the whole bay and feel the breeze on his face. Even better, he could think for a moment about Cristine.
The sun was setting, and there were almost no clouds in the sky. Jordi appreciated the yellow sunset light warming the colors of the manors. Lieutenant Pirilo and his friends were still playing dominoes at the tavern, and Jordi recalled the serenades he had made there to Cristine while looking fondly at the ring she had given him.
Jordi knew that the ring was treasured and leaving it with him was Cristine’s way of saying that she loved him. Curious, he thought; between them, it was always she who took the initiative. They had talked about almost everything, but they had never talked about themselves. They were best friends, and this was something as natural for them as eating or sleeping. Before leaving, however, she gave him the ring, and that gesture changed everything.
Jordi knew the ring’s story. Cristine’s mother worked on Paris Street, and her father was one of the sailors who spent a night with her. “But your father was special,” Cristine’s mother explained, “I realized from the very first moment he kissed me.” Before giving him the ring, Cristine even said, “My mother never understood his words. All she knew was that his name was Mikhalis. That he was from the island of Cyprus and that he touched her like no one ever had before.”
Jordi watched the seagulls flying, remembering that Cristine’s mother never saw the sailor again. Perhaps he never returned, or if he returned, he could not find her. As soon as she became pregnant, Cristine’s mother left Paris Street and never worked there again. That is why Jordi took the ring off his finger and gently held it in the palm of his hand — the ring Cristine gave him at the airport as proof of her love — but at that exact moment, the seagull opened its wings as if wanting to fly. Its movement frightened the dog; the dog barked and startled Jordi, who let the ring jump into the air.
Jordi became desperate, looking toward the street. He shouted to a woman on the sidewalk, but she could not understand. The dog was nervously barking, and Jordi tried to scream even louder, telling the woman about the ring that had fallen. 
Bebéi heard the commotion, but it took him time to understand what had happened. The dog was of course willing to explain it, but all he could do was bark. Jordi had his two hands on the balustrade and his body nearly in the air, yelling to a group of pedestrians that the ring had fallen. The only one on that balcony who was surprisingly calm was the seagull, oblivious to all the uproar and staring calmly at the sea.
Jordi spoke to Bebéi, but his words were senseless. The only thing that Bebéi could understand was “I cannot lose this ring.” Bebéi tried to ease him, and they went together down to the street to look for it.
Jordi was so desperate that he could not control himself. Bebéi and Zoubir, with the help of the next-door store attendant and the cashier of the café on the corner, searched every inch of the cobblestones. Jordi even blocked the traffic, convincing a cab driver to leave his car in the middle of the street while they searched for the ring.
The turmoil they caused was such that people came to help them from the park, the tavern, and the supermarket. They searched for more than an hour and couldn’t find the ring.
Jordi was miserable. Bebéi tried to appease him: “If it were in the street, my dog would have found it,” and he continued pointing at the building. “We must look on the balcony of the apartment below; it could be there.”
Jordi called off the search and unblocked the street. Bebéi was confident and explained to Jordi that the second-floor apartment was vacant. “Let’s look there.”
It was late evening, and it took a long time for them to reach the janitor at his home. His answer was unhelpful. “I’ve never had a key,” and he added, “Since I started working at the building ten years ago, no one has lived there. The apartment is closed, and the owner doesn’t want to rent or sell. All I know is that a law firm pays the bills,” and he even acknowledged, “I never went inside it, and from what I know, nobody ever did.”
Bebéi wanted to help Jordi, and while climbing up the stairs, he looked at his dog and thought about a last resort. “I know what we can do,” he said.
Jordi was surprised, and Bebéi explained: “People who live alone always have a key hidden outside the apartment. Otherwise, how can we get in if we lose our keys?” Bebéi also took the opportunity to clarify: “I have one; if you want, I can show you where I hide it.” Jordi was too dazzled to answer, and Bebéi went on explaining. “A long time ago I noticed that my dog stopped to sniff the baseboard on the floor below. Always at the same place, right next to the apartment’s door. One day, out of curiosity, I discreetly checked and noticed that the molding was loose and there was a key behind it. I’ve never tried it, but I believe it can help us open the apartment’s door.”
Jordi got reenergized, and Bebéi felt that it was his obligation to warn him: “It’s important that you know that this is not legal. We do not have permission, and we do not know who the owners are,” but seeing Jordi’s puzzled expression, he added, “Okay, none of this matters now. Let’s do it because we must retrieve Cristine’s ring,” and after a quick pause, Bebéi continued with a mischievous expression on his face. “It seems to me, however, that we should do it tonight when no one can see us,” and, almost whispering, he finished, “and then we will not tell anyone, do you agree?” After a year of living in Santa Clara, Bebéi, despite his rigid and traditional moral values, had already understood that nothing is black and white in the tropics and that there is always an alternative path to follow.

They waited inside Bebéi’s apartment and when the streets were silent, they went down carrying a flashlight that Bebéi kept on hand for emergencies. Zoubir remained on the balcony, taking care of the seagull. They checked the loose molding on the floor below and found the key that unlocked the apartment’s door.
Jordi carefully opened it, and when they illuminated the interior, they were shocked. The apartment might have been closed for ten years but it was not empty; all the furniture was still there, buried  under cobwebs and dust. 
Jodi had his mind fixed on the ring and immediately walked with the flashlight to the bedroom balcony. Bebéi stood at the door. A dim light was coming from the corridor, creating a ghostly vision. The piano was the most striking image. Cobwebs hung from a large candelabrum, wrapping it and evoking the setting of a haunted play.
Bebéi stayed at the door. He looked around; a gray veil of dust enveloped chairs, tables, shelves, and even frames on the walls. On the shelves, he saw books and small statuettes. On one of the living room walls was a collection of masks. The layer of dust covered everything. It was a scary but, at the same time, enticing view. Bebéi was paralyzed. He looked to his right at the dining room, where the cobwebs spilling from a chandelier in the ceiling were forming what looked like a shredded circus tent covering the table and the four chairs. Bebéi kept looking speechless from the doorway. 
The apartment had the same layout as his. In the living room, in addition to the piano, there were also wind instruments, a guitar, and what appeared to be the box of a violin, all of them leaning against the wall. The piano seemed to have a score on the music rack as if someone had just played. Bebéi was astounded by what he saw. Right at his feet, at the entrance, there was a long-forgotten envelope covered by dust.
Bebéi might have stayed there forever, but he heard Jordi laughing. He had found the ring. 
When Jordi returned and spotlighted Bebéi’s confused expression, he also realized that everything there looked like someone had suddenly left and never returned.
They walked inside and looked together into the bedroom. The bed was made with sheets and pillows. A lamp, a clock, and some objects were placed on the nightstand. Near the bed, a large pair of slippers awaited its owner — the same way Bebéi usually left his. Inside the bathroom, a towel was hanging next to the shower, a toothbrush and toothpaste were placed on the counter. Everything was entirely covered by thick dust.
“It was a man who lived in this apartment,” Jordi said. “Nothing here recalls the presence of a woman.”
They returned to the living room, and Jordi slowly illuminated each one of the hanging masks — they were African. Inside the kitchen, they saw that a plate, a glass, a fork, and a knife were still in the sink. No one had been in that apartment for over ten years, but if it had not been for the layer of dust and the veil of gray spiderwebs, it might have looked as if someone still lived there and had just left.
It was a bewildering view, but what Jordi had been looking for was the ring that was again on his finger. They didn’t touch anything. The only thing they left behind were the imprints of their feet on the thick dust layer covering the carpet and the floor.
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The Hungarian was the owner.  The discovery of a furnished apartment was irrelevant for Jordi, but for Bebéi, the sight of a residence like his covered by cobwebs prompted discomfort and created a painful doubt: How can someone disappear for ten years without being missed?
Bebéi could not erase what he had seen. The following day, he spoke again to the janitor. He didn’t disclose that they had entered the apartment but asked him a few questions. The janitor reaffirmed that he knew nothing and gave the address of the law firm responsible for paying the bills. That was a good start, thought Bebéi. 
His next step was to check with Grená; Bebéi knew that nothing happened in Santa Clara that was not discussed under the yellow umbrella of the lottery ticket seller. He approached her cautiously; he knew breaking into someone’s apartment was illegal and tried to conceal his interest. He casually asked her if she knew who had lived before in the place he was renting. She answered, and Bebéi listened with an attentive expression. Then, keeping the same casual expression, he asked if she knew who had lived in the apartment below his. 
Grená, who was handling the change of one of the nurses from the health center, halted for a second and looked at Bebéi suspiciously. But she went on, answering his question: “It was a foreigner, I think a German, who taught music at the municipal school. He was timid and lived in Santa Clara for a long time. He never bought a single lottery ticket from me, and I never understood it. How is it possible that a man who lived off the ridiculous salary of a schoolteacher never wanted to risk the lottery? It doesn’t make sense! Carmela, the school’s principal at that time, explained to me that most foreigners don’t play the lottery. I don’t understand, but I didn’t question her. She is the one that had studied, not me.” Grená paused to recall what else she knew and added, “Carmela also told me that, one day, he disappeared.”
The information was meager, but Bebéi was pleased. He knew Carmela, and she would surely tell him everything he wanted to know. After she retired as a teacher, Carmela got a part-time job at the French embassy handwriting the ambassador’s reception invitations, and her desk was next to Bebéi’s. 
Bebéi didn’t reveal to Grená why he was asking these questions, and in the absence of an explanation, the lottery ticket seller deduced the reason: “I suspect Bebéi is looking for an apartment to buy.” Like much of the information she spread, it was not necessarily correct, but it helped to spark a conversation with the first person who passed by.

That same morning, after filing papers and locating documents required by the embassy officials — an activity Bebéi carried out with zeal and perfection — he chatted with Carmela. The office was calm and they both had plenty of time to spare.
“Arpad Corvinus was his name,” Carmela said while drinking a coffee in the embassy’s break room “He was not German, but Hungarian.” Bebéi nodded, demonstrating interest, and she continued, “Arpad was very polite and a considerate man but seemed to be a lonely person. He taught music at the public school and was respected by students. I’m sure your young friend Jordi would remember him. However, one day, when the school year was almost over, he stepped into my office, saying he would no longer teach. He just informed me and left. I never heard from him again.”
It was not much, but at least Bebéi knew his name.

That same afternoon, when he met Jordi after his interview with the selection committee, he repeated what Carmela told him.
“Of course I knew him. He was our music teacher,” replied Jordi, who was proud of his performance at the interview. “I didn’t know that he lived in the same building as you. Cristine liked him very much, and she played with an orchestra that he set up for the girls. They even performed at City Hall.” Jordi continued while they walked, following Bebéi’s dog: “That’s why he had all those instruments we saw inside the apartment.”
Zoubir stopped for a quick relief on the hydrant near the barbershop, and Jordi, ignoring the Hungarian, began to talk about his girlfriend. Bebéi listened for a few minutes and then politely reminded Jordi that his interest was the music teacher, not Cristine.
“I also remember,” Jordi continued, frustrated, “that he knew how to play several instruments but couldn’t play any of them well since he had two fingers missing on his left hand.” After a few steps in silence, he continued, “Sometimes, when giving classes, he seemed to forget what he was saying and stood there, speechless, staring at us. Weird. But I remember him well. He was a nice guy.”
Bebéi was intrigued. How can anyone abandon an apartment fully furnished? And it was not just that; how could a teacher disappear without anyone noticing? He didn’t share his concerns with Jordi, who had to go to Ilona’s Café to work. Bebéi continued to walk alone with Zoubir. His doubt grew even more dramatic: What if the Hungarian had died? 
The Hungarian’s apartment was the same as his and, like Bebéi, he didn’t have a family. Did that mean that if he died, nobody would notice? Unacceptable. Perhaps he should tell Lieutenant Pirilo everything he had seen. The lieutenant was his friend and a master in solving mysteries, but he hesitated; he had broken into the apartment without authorization. He walked a little more and finally decided to go; Pirilo would understand that breaking into the Hungarian’s apartment was necessary to recover the ring. 

Pirilo was the second son of Grená and worked, but not much, as the head of the Mayor’s security. He was an excellent professional, keeping Santa Clara safe, but had a reputation for laziness that, according to Bebéi, was not fair: “His passions are dominoes and soccer, and that is what he mostly does.”
Bebéi’s description was partially accurate. He could have mentioned the third and perhaps the most important of Pirilo’s passions: women. Pirilo was a tall and handsome man in his late thirties who had inspired wedding dreams among many women in Santa Clara. He preferred, however, to maintain a strict loyalty to the women of Paris Street: “Beauty and pleasure, without further responsibilities,” as he liked to point out. 
Bebéi met him at the tavern; Pirilo always lunched there. Bebéi told him everything he knew and proposed visiting the Hungarian’s apartment. Pirilo was unconvinced; the apartment had been abandoned for more than ten years, and he barely remembered who the Hungarian was. But Bebéi insisted, and Pirilo realized it would be easier to accompany him on a quick visit. It was just a short walk crossing the park, and it would help his digestion before the dominoes game. But the task ended up being quite intriguing. 
They got inside with the same key hidden in the baseboard. The daylight made the Hungarian’s apartment seem even more mysterious. Little sculptures were scattered around the room, and they found clothes still hanging inside the closets. The drawers, both in the bedroom and in the living room, were filled with linen and paper. Even the kitchen was fully equipped. In the refrigerator and the cupboard, there were still food boxes, the contents long consumed by ants. Pirilo noticed that the general power switch was disconnected and commented that the place would be ready to be rented if not for the dust. The bed was made, and the towels were in the bathroom. The medicines were in the cabinet, the toothbrush, the comb, and the nail clipper. All of them were covered by ten years of abandonment, dust, and cobwebs.
The masks — thirty-two, according to Bebéi — were hanging on the wall. They were all Africans. They looked less scary in daylight, exhibiting their colors and vivid details. The musical instruments seemed to be ready to play. On the wall at the entrance to the kitchen, some hanging dolls appeared to be Indonesian puppets. In the living room, a collection of golden daggers reminded Bebéi of the one he had in his apartment, which was the only remembrance he kept from his Algerian uncle.
Pirilo was intrigued, going from one room to another while Bebéi looked intensely at everything and fed his memory with the images. 
Bebéi was impressed with the photos on the wall behind the dining table — certainly more than a hundred. Some were from a city that looked similar, but not equal, to Paris. Others were from African places with lakes and mountains; the Hungarian appeared with a few friends in African garb. There was also a picture of what looked like the Casbah of Algiers and photos of the desert. Bebéi followed Pirilo out of the apartment, expressing his perplexity: “How could no one notice he was gone!”

Pirilo went back to the tavern, puzzled. Was it just a case of a missing person, or was there something else? He played two domino games and lost both. He was not focused. His mind was on the Hungarian’s apartment, and he decided to visit the law firm. He went by himself and didn’t invite Bebéi — better be careful.
The law firm office was tiny, and the lone young lawyer didn’t seem to be a seasoned professional. He explained that they were the local representatives of a larger Miami law firm, and he only knew that the apartment belonged to a Hungarian. To Pirilo’s surprise, he didn’t know the Hungarian had disappeared.
The lawyer explained that they followed instructions handed down years ago. They paid all expenses and taxes using the resources of the Hungarian savings account that they also managed. “We strictly followed his instructions,” he explained, “and as the interest on the savings account is higher than the expenses, we have continued to do the same for many years, and we never received a complaint.” Who would complain if they were making money out of it? reckoned Pirilo, but he kept the thought to himself.
“The apartment is not his only property,” said the lawyer. Pirilo only jotted it down without questioning. He was curious to know who the Hungarian was, not what he had. 
The lawyer confirmed that the Hungarian’s name was Arpad Corvinus and that he was born in Budapest in 1926. He also confirmed that Arpad was a musician by profession and worked as a teacher at the municipal school, but the lieutenant left as intrigued as he entered.

Two days later, Lieutenant Pirilo received a visit that puzzled him even more. It was a lawyer from the Miami office — an older one and a well-dressed man — who apparently had traveled to Santa Clara on short notice to meet him. The lawyer didn’t have answers, only questions. He asked about the Hungarian and his eventual heirs: “Now that we know that Mr. Arpad has disappeared for such a long time, we need to find the other family members.”
The lawyer’s questions seemed reasonable, but Pirilo was suspicious. Why would a lawyer fly from Miami just to talk with him? Something in the lawyer’s expression — or perhaps his tie, which seemed extremely expensive — bothered Pirilo. It might be true that he was lazy, but he was not stupid, and amid those questions, he realized that the lawyer was hiding something.
“Better keep our eyes open,” was his comment when he met Bebéi again.
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Nobody cares about the Hungarian.  Life was so calm those days in Santa Clara that, for lack of better news, the wounded seagull on Bebéi’s terrace became the talk of the town. Almost no one mentioned the Hungarian, but everyone knew the seagull. Bebéi insisted on keeping her safe on his balcony until she was fully healed. On the sidewalk in front of the amber manor, people stopped to photograph the bird, quite visible behind the balustrade.
The Portuguese supermarket owner, who always took a chance to promote his business, posted an advertisement that the seagull was vigilant to ensure his prices were the best in town. He also positioned a telescope at the store entrance so everyone could see Bebéi’s seagull on the balcony.
Every day, someone invented a new story. For some, the seagull was a solitary bird mourning a beloved partner who died at sea. Others, more playful, suggested that it was the soul of a deceased wife waiting for the widower to approach one of the women at Paris Street to fly and peck him in between his legs.
So many people were talking about the animal that even Grená abandoned her lottery tickets under the yellow umbrella to visit Bebéi’s apartment and see it up close. The real problem started when an image of the seagull appeared in the local news, triggering a pilgrimage of young kids anxious to see it eating sardines and being guarded by Zoubir. Bebéi could not refuse a child’s request and spent the whole weekend receiving kids in his apartment. The pilgrimage only ended when the doctor from the Public Health Center warned that the bird could transmit contagious diseases, and Pirilo saved Bebéi from his torment, attaching a poster on the manor door: Visits to the seagull are prohibited by order of City Hall. After that, the only exception was the Mayor, who took his assistants for a photo published in local newspapers, where he appeared kneeling on the balcony, handing a sardine out to the bird.
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