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Discovering why things are as they are means destroying them.

			Awareness can be a curse — its own shadow.
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			Part I. The past




		
			I

			Who could have imagined something like that? It all happened so fast. It was the middle of the afternoon and the waves gently lapped against the wood of the boat in a tedious and repetitive fashion. That day, every minute, every second, every moment disappeared in the wood of time with a monotonous calmness; they were all identical, perfect reflections of the ones that came before them. Over and over again, they passed with a stupor that was almost hypnotic, the same waves, the same tedious, incessant rocking. It was as if there was only room in the world for this carefree and tedious to-ing and fro-ing, one that little by little got under your skin, infused the air like a narcotic, which had a slow and deliberate rhythm, almost desperate. She was lying on the deck, snoozing, isolated from the world, indifferent, listening to the music on her headphones, unable to hear anything other than the notes of Tannhäuser. She couldn’t have heard those words, she was so far off, and the sea drowned out any sound; the murmur of the waves was like an impregnable wall.

			“Leire, for goodness sake, start the engine, get out of there!”

			The sea drowned out all words, none were spared; they were engulfed as if by a powerful vacuum. She kept on sunbathing, unaware of what was in store for her. For Leire, the only thing in the world at that time was Wagner and his Tannhäuser. The outside universe had vanished into thin air, the vacuum had swallowed it up; it had just evaporated and the only reality possible had turned into some breathtaking musical notes.

			“They’re almost here… We can’t leave her there!”

			“There’s nothing we can do. If we go back, all that will happen is they’ll catch us too”.

			“I can’t just leave her… She’s my daughter!”

			Before the woman finished speaking, the man started the outboard engine and headed out to sea.

			“No! No! We can’t just leave now… You can’t do this to me!”

			Her face became contorted with a mixture of pain and rage. With nothing left to say, she threw herself onto him, filled with desperation and rage, but without hope, knowing that there was no use in what she was trying to do. That man, who was around fifty, was almost six and a half feet tall and, in recent years, had shown tangible proof of how strong he was; he pushed her aside roughly with a strong hand. Then, he went back to driving the motorboat as if nothing had happened. She spat on him from the ground:

			“I’ll never forgive you for this….”

			She had fallen on some scuba diving equipment; aware that she could do nothing, she made no attempt to get up. She began weeping silently, carried away by despair and pain. The tears that ran down her face were not of rage or hatred, but resignation and pain—pure suffering. For a moment, it must have crossed her mind to just hurl herself into the sea, in an attempt to swim up to the boat where her daughter was, but she soon realized how absurd that would have been; all that would have happened is she would have drowned in the middle of the sea or they would have seized her too.

			He knew that he had to make the most of that opportunity. The goddess of fortune had never been that generous to him, and, although he had shown his most bitter side once again, at least he had given them a chance. He had one chance: if it went wrong, his life would be cut short once again, something he had almost gotten used to—but, if it worked, he would be able to escape. He would have a new opportunity to start again. For that reason, he couldn’t afford to take any risks; no, he wouldn’t fall into the same old trap.

			He calculated that the police would reach the boat in a few minutes, and then he would be able to test his theory. He could just make out Leire in the distance, blithely lying on the deck of the boat.

			The Coast Guard took a few minutes more to draw up to the boat in which Leire, unaware of what was in store for her, remained, carried away by the powerful melody of Tannhäuser. They were too far off now to make out anything clearly, just some blurry shapes climbing up the stern ladder. Nevertheless, they could imagine perfectly what was going on: Leire’s surprised and incredulous expression, her frantic search for them and her fear upon finding that they were no longer there, that they had escaped. Then the police in their savagery, their zealous search of the entire boat, all under Leire’s surprised and watchful gaze.

			He knew right away he had made the right decision: they would not be followed. He collapsed onto the wooden board which served as a makeshift seat and looked at Inés, who was lying on the floor, weeping, or sobbing rather, but was unable to feel anything, not the slightest bit of regret. His heart had been empty for a long time. They had escaped, which was the main thing; that meant they had a new opportunity, which he wasn’t going to waste. His only worry was where to take the motorboat, where the best place to moor was. For a few moments he hesitated, not knowing whether to head for the coast or continue towards Africa, towards Morocco. In just a few seconds, he immediately understood how absurd that dilemma was. There was no doubt. Although their passports were not in order, it was easier to bribe a Moroccan official than slip away on any of the solitary beaches in Barbate or Conil. It was difficult at that time, in the mid-fifties, for an almost six-and-a-half foot tall, blond, blue-eyed American man to go unnoticed for long on the coast of Cádiz.

			While they were crossing the strait, Leire was being taken to the police station in Algeciras. I never found out what happened between that moment and the time I met her. However hard I tried, I never managed to get anything out of her about those three days. Like so many other times, I was left only with curiosity.

			The first day I saw her is still fresh in my mind, though it was many, many years ago. She was so relaxed when she walked through the door of the police station that it was unsettling. I remember her straight, intensely golden hair, which shone in the summer light, and how tall she was: she must have been over 6 feet. She had a slender figure, as if she had just come out of an El Greco painting. I had expected to find an adolescent girl, so imagine my surprise when I came face to face with a woman in the making, who handled the sharp contrast between her real age and her physical appearance exceedingly well.

			I introduced myself as soon as I saw her coming down the stairs.

			“I’m Andrés Santaella, the lawyer your mother has hired.”

			She didn’t answer and just stared at the sea behind me on the other side of the building, as if I wasn’t there, as if I was just an apparition, a dream that should just be ignored. She acted naturally, without any sign of contrivance. After hesitating a few seconds, I said:

			“My car is parked on that corner; we’d better go as soon as possible, it’s a long way to Malaga. Have you had anything to eat?”

			She answered with a question.

			“Have you seen my mother?”

			Her voice was cold and cut like ice. It sounded distant. Although she spoke perfect Spanish, she had a slight accent, which was barely noticeable. In fact, only a few words she spoke gave away the fact she was foreign.

			“No, I haven’t even spoken to her. Some clients contacted me who assured me they were speaking in her name. They said I had to take you out of here and look for somewhere safe to stay in Malaga. I don’t know her.” 

			She didn’t answer and started walking in the direction shown to her with relaxed, deliberate steps. 

			As it turns out, I had been entrusted with taking the girl out of that police station and to help her as much as I could, a task that had been assigned to me by a group of clients who I had begun working with a short time before. The kind it didn’t take long for me to recognize: characters who led, to use a euphemism, “legally-gray” lives; individuals who generally, under a veneer of astonishingly polished respectability, led an almost perfect double life. White collar thieves, pseudo-entrepreneurs, con-artists and crooked lawyers, among other professions, who in the evening, went home to their families without raising the slightest suspicion. How I ended up working for them is a long story. There will be other opportunities, if the situation presents itself, to explain my dramatic rise and equally fast fall in the business world… but this all happened many years ago, too many… 

			We made the trip immersed in an awkward silence that seemed like it would never end; I got the impression that all of this was just washing over her, that she was even enjoying it. On various occasions, I tried to break the ice, but she didn’t answer; she just remained motionless, as if this had nothing to do with her or that the situation was not even real—as if what was happening around her was part of a film script and she was the star reading it in her Beverly Hills mansion.

			Finally, in my office in Malaga, she opened up a little. The somber room was dimly lit; the few rays of sunlight which shone through the blinds stirred up thousands of spirals of dust around her. That faint light made me feel like the protagonist in a classic noir detective film. At any time, the police might come into the office and take the blond woman back to the police station. It wasn’t just my imagination: the light, her figure, her crossed-leg posture, her patterned dress that went down to the knees, coupled with the silence, all helped to create this atmosphere. She sat opposite me, behind the wooden table, with one of her arms on the armrest; this time, she had a candid look, which was aimed right at my eyes. Even so, we remained silent for a few seconds.

			I took out a cigarette from a crumpled packet I had in one of the drawers. I offered her one. She took it calmly with her long and slender fingers. She made a gentle movement and lit it with one of the matches that was on the table. She took a deep breath. The smoke must have reached the bottom of her lungs, tasting like sand paper. Maybe that’s what she was looking for, a physical sensation that would allow her to forget about herself, to escape, to stop feeling what she was feeling.

			“As I already tried to explain to you in the car, you are in quite a bit of trouble. The charges against you are not minor ones, they’re serious. The Law of Historical Heritage is very strict and any attempt to plunder valuables may be deemed grand larceny. So, if you don’t know, please allow me to enlighten you as to how things work in these parts: they can easily accuse you of civil disobedience, attempting to bribe a public official, you know, anything—and if you think that just because you’re under twenty one, they’ll be more lenient with you, then think again. They couldn’t care less; unfortunately for you, this is not the USA. They can retain you for as long as they like. They could add charges against you at any time, one after another, in which case we’d be talking about years, not months, before you can start thinking about leaving the country.”

			She laid a finger on the wood of the armchair. She gently caressed it, tracing its contours, hardly even touching it. She watched her hand move, as if nothing else was going on in the world.

			“I don’t care. This place is as good as any other.”

			Then, she looked at the clock hanging from the wall. It was oval in shape, worn out by the absurd passage of time. The second hand went past the numbers as if it hadn’t already done this millions of times before, not knowing that this revolution would not be its last, that it would carry on going around and around as long as the world decided.

			I was perplexed by her answers. She didn’t give the impression she was acting, using a mask to hide her real feelings. Later, when I got to know her better (well, as much as one can get to know a woman like that), when I found out more about her life, I saw that she had just cause for this indifference, which at times could be mistaken for arrogance. At that time, if I’d been more on the ball, if I’d noticed the small details, those that give us all away and reveal our most hidden fears, I would have had a better understanding of what was going on inside her pretty head. If I’d realized that the only time she had spoken voluntarily was to ask about her mother, I would have realized what was hidden behind that scandalous silence. Yes, within that impregnable fortress full of contrasts and false indifference, hid a sweet innocence that had been swept away by terrible pain, suffering that had now turned into rage and had been rechanneled in the most suitable way.

			“Your age has been to your advantage. That’s why you’re here now and not in prison. But from now on, it’s no longer going to help you, quite the contrary.”

			“I don’t care what happens to me.”

			Again, the seriousness with which she spoke those words, her coldness, surprised me. I tried to carry on as if nothing had happened, as if I hadn’t heard her answer, as if she really was worried about a long stint at a detention center in Spain.

			 “The main thing now is to deal with each day as it comes; we’ll have time later on to discuss your future…”

			Then, I stared into her eyes. I wanted to see her reaction. But again, a frigid countenance was all I got from her, her only response.

			“I thought you could come and live with my family… at least for the time being. We have a large house on the outskirts of town; there is enough space for everybody. You would just have to get used to living with two small children.”

			It is difficult to understand or appreciate what you have not experienced. It was impossible for me to understand the psychology of a woman like that… a young person who had lived so much in so little time. Who could even have the slightest idea of what was going on in the head of that twenty-year-old girl who had, since a very early age, lived in the most unlikely places in the world: Southeast Asia, Central America, Africa, without any fixed abode and in the most… unconventional of companies, to say the least. There was enough material in her life up to that point to write a novel. Her cold and indifferent nature was nothing more than the logical product of having seen, from a most tender age, how circumstances and the world moved around her like autumn leaves, pushed from side to side by the fickle plans of fate.

			A whole lifetime has passed since that moment and yet I still remember it as if it were yesterday. I can still hear her voice, see her glowing eyes and her shiny blond hair, with a disquieting clarity. It is rather hard to fathom how I could have this wonderful memory when I am no longer who I was. How could I be after all that has happened, after existence has run over me like a steamroller, leaving a few badly injured and irreconcilable remains in its wake, some of which have taken a lot of time, too much time, to recomposed? And, although the reader may find it hard to believe, this is no metaphor or literary device. I really am another person, as just one lone thing remains of that young, ambitious lawyer: my name, Andrés Santaella.

			It is true that for a long time I managed to forget it, or rather, numb my memory and bury it under the heavy slab of misfortune; but since that fateful day of my foolish trip to the United States, everything reemerged… a story that had risen from the ashes once again.

		


		
			II

			It was seven o’clock in the evening; I had a dinner appointment with an important client at nine. A freezing winter had taken grip of the Big Apple. To kill some time, I went into a large, two-story bookstore near Union Square, Barnes & Noble. I spent almost an hour there flipping through magazines and books, whiling away the time without paying attention to what I was reading or holding between my hands. Just as I was about to leave, I heard a shout from behind a row of shelves. After a moment of panic, I looked around to see if anybody else had heard the sound, but I found myself alone in that part of the store. I went around the island of books, but there was no one on the other side. Puzzled, I retraced my steps to see if the person who had let out that shout had gone to the main aisle from the other side, but there was nobody there either.

			It was the last shelf on the floor; behind it there was a large window with a tremendous view of Union Square and, at the back, there was a small bend, so whoever had shouted could not have left without being seen. I went around the island again, confused about what was going on and expecting to find a reasonable explanation. In a rather illogical reflex, I looked out of the window, as if I might find the answer on the other side; but there was just a long line of cars waiting at a traffic light. Still puzzled, I wanted to find a coherent explanation for what was going on, but the only possible solution to this mystery I could think of was that it had been in my imagination. My mind was playing tricks on me.

			Suddenly, I looked up at one of the shelves and saw a book that was out of place. To this day I don’t know why I did it, why I singled it out from all the others. When I saw the book jacket I recognized her instantly: there was no doubt, it was Leire, just as I had remembered her, just as I had seen her over twenty years ago. I was speechless. Nearly a quarter century had passed, and throughout all that time I hadn’t heard a single word from her; even though I had tried to contact her many times… especially after the accident, which I’ll talk about later. It was incomprehensible how her photo had just appeared there, opposite me, just gazing into my eyes, with that look I knew so well, too well; one which drew me in and isolated me from the rest of the world. 

			Above her photo, on the top part of the cover, was the title in small letters: The Sphere of Time. Suddenly, thousands of scenes from my past played in my mind at great speed. They came from the most hidden parts of my memory; scenes I thought I had forgotten forever danced before my eyes with incredible clarity, in immense detail, as if they were actually happening right then and there. I picked up the book, holding it in my hands to make sure it was for real, that I wasn’t hallucinating again. Unexpectedly, I became uneasy, afraid of being mistaken, that it wasn’t her. But that was not possible. There was no mistaking that blasé and mysterious look; that hair, those thin, delicate lips could not belong to anybody else—it was her, it had to be her. There was also an unmistakable sign that I was right: the nausea I felt coming up past my throat from my stomach and stopping near my mouth. Even so, I had to make sure. I started reading what was written on the book jacket. “This is a biography, my mother’s, ruled by strange forces which control our lives: chance and chaos. It is a story about the passing of time, about memory, about dreams cut short and about death; a story that blends illusion and reality, just like any other. An unrepeatable story which could have been different…”

			That was all there was to read; there was nothing more, not even the name of the writer.

			 I didn’t keep my dinner appointment that night. Instead, I read the book, without any regard for the consequences this course of action would surely have. It’s not every day you have the chance to stand up an important member of the New York mafia at a restaurant; an individual, who, incidentally, wanted me to help him get one of his children released from a Spanish prison.

			Truth be told, I had long since become a castaway who couldn’t care less about what destiny had in store. I had been adrift for many years on the ocean of existence, letting myself be rocked by its strong swell, by hidden currents, without caring where they would take me, with the courage that only desperation could provide. The nostalgia of a barren past and the agony of a hopeless future had been my companions for years, too many years. My life had already passed the point of no return. One might say that I had lost my humanity long ago; I had become the remains of broken dreams, misunderstood memories, of places and moments that perhaps had never existed, but which my mind insisted on retrieving. Regret and melancholy had taken over my consciousness.

			Every time I think about that mysterious cry—whether it was in my imagination or not, whereby I discovered that book and opened a new door in my existence—the more convinced I am that chance and coincidence are fallacies, that they are not real and it is the force hiding behind these names that is the very origin of reality, moving us from place to place without us even realizing. 

			Chance is a fiction which time deceives us with, making us believe it is part of the universe. The problem comes when we realize; or rather, when in a moment of enlightenment, we see the truth, which is, at the same time, also fictitious, a mere illusion of our memory. Only then do we realize who, or what, we truly are…

			Ah, but let us stop such philosophizing and instead focus on the crux of the matter. The Sphere of Time started: 

			It was a day in September, one of those magnificent days that falls at the end of summer. A weak light with a strong marine hue reflected on the ocean and enraptured everything around it. That color mirrored an autumn which would arrive in leaps and bounds, the sound of the waves and the sweet rocking of the boat penetrated the soul in a lazy way, slow and incessant and so tranquil it numbed the senses and put them to sleep. I had been going out to sea for over a month, when on September 15th, 1953 I had no option but to ask myself: Why on earth was she on that boat? What happened in her past? Who was she, really? 

			It all began in the only possible way it could, as was often the case in such matters: suddenly. Up to that point, she had let herself be carried along by destiny, without worrying about where she was going, nor where she was coming from, not even caring much about what she did. She let it dominate her life as if it was just an extension of her being, over which she had no control. She drifted aimlessly, without aspirations, on a journey through existence which had been stripped of all yearning and, therefore, had almost no memories. 

			That day a hard tap on her arm made her open her eyes, and what should have been another fantastic, carefree afternoon of complete abandon sailing in the gulf of Cadiz, suddenly became a horrible nightmare from which she probably has still not woken. Without saying a word, police officers roughly escorted her to dry land, and from there to the police station. There, she spent the worst three days of her life, with a prostitute who, on seeing her, understood what she was going through and wasted no time in making fun of her. 

			When she came out, she thought her mother would be waiting outside, which calmed her. She quickly realized her mistake. As soon as she stepped onto the street and happened upon that person, the whole world came crashing down on her. Reality fell on her in the only way it could: like a cement block. She summoned all her strength to fight back the tears. The pale blue of the sea appeared in the distance and the urban landscape of Algeciras shimmered upon it like a mirage. She had a feeling a new, unknown horizon awaited her: though perhaps difficult and painful, but most certainly different.

			A rift had just opened in her life, a wound that would break her forever in two and would divide her life story into two self-contained parts, as if they were two islands.

			The first two days were the hardest: she had to get used to the notion of spending an extended time far from those who had made up her world until that point, forbidden to leave Spain. Then, she had to come to terms with the prospect of ending up in prison hanging over her head; but what hurt her most was the fact her mother had left her unprotected and alone on the boat as the police arrived. In other words, that she had been abandoned. Nevertheless, little by little she realized that there was no use in fighting that stroke of misfortune; it was fruitless endeavor, so the sooner she came to terms with her new circumstances, the sooner she would be able to get on with her life.

			“And if I refuse to stay at your house, and if I ask you to pass on some money to me from my mother and I decide to live alone? …”

			“True, that’s one alternative—but it’s not possible, and it’s also illegal, as you’re underage…”

			“I see. I suppose my mother’s authorized you to be my guardian, right?”

			“You know perfectly well that Inés cannot enter the country. If she did, she’d wind up in prison… I hope I don’t have to resort to any other means to persuade you that what I’m suggesting is in your best interest.”

			All this happened the day Leire left the police station, in Andrés’s office, in a high-rise apartment in the center of Málaga; the curtains barely let in a few rays of light, cloaking the gloomy room in a bevy of chiaroscuros. There was very little furniture: some old, out of place filing cabinets, a few chairs and a light brown chest of drawers. Her sparkly, restless eyes hid what was in her head. The wooden table between them had become a chasm.

			“Your mother has been one of the most wanted treasure hunters in the world for many years. This means she’s an active member of the gang; if not, it’s impossible to understand your nomadic lifestyle, the constant roaming around the most far-flung places in the world. To what extent was she involved in this plundering and theft? You would know the answer to that better than I do, but I think there can be no doubt she was involved.”

			Leire remained silent, distracted by the strange pattern of shadows on the furniture left by the rays of light seeping through the window.

			“Sometimes, I don’t know what to think.”

			Although it seemed unbelievable, this was all new to her; but deep down, it was also terrible confirmation of a suspicion she had never dared to consider, at least not consciously. She never wanted to know what lay behind her never-ending voyages around the world. She sensed something like that was going on, but it didn’t take long for her to put it out of her mind. They had told her they were marine biologists or scientific researchers, but she never quite believed that. However, it is true she never tried to uncover the reality she had suspected. She did not want to bring it into the light. Finally though, there in Spain, she had the chance to understand why her mother had insisted so much on not letting her in on what they were up to. She hoped that her daughter would not have to take any risks and thus would not have to suffer the same fate as her. Therefore, her mother had kept her in the dark, so that if they were ever arrested anywhere in the world, Leire could claim her innocence and have a clear conscience, demonstrating, quite sincerely, that she knew absolutely nothing about what Inés had been up to. And that is exactly what happened those days in Cádiz. Throughout the numerous interrogations she was subjected to, she behaved and spoke—to the utter surprise of the detectives and prosecutors—in a perfectly persuasive and truthful manner. When they listened to her story about how she was unaware as to why she had been arrested, or about the antics of her mother and stepfather, neither her voice nor her body language revealed the slightest hint of a lie. 

			Unfortunately for her, it didn’t take her long to understand the role this man, who spoke to her so deliberately, was going to have in her life. Overnight, he was going to become her only link to the outside world; a man who, eventually, she fell deeply in love with, even though she knew he didn’t deserve her, not even to be friends with or share any other bond of loyalty. A man, who, just as she suspected from the beginning, would show himself to be a coward at the worst of times; that lawyer who took her to live with him and his family and, little by little, ensnared her in a dense mesh of ambivalence, of newly discovered feelings and hidden desires. From the start, he revealed himself to be a womanizer and took advantage of Leire. He was always astute and highly skillful; he quickly developed an intuition as to what needs and deficiencies his victims had and preyed on them. He was a sophisticated man, with a delicate, almost boyish physique. From the beginning, he came across as a refined and sensitive person. She later discovered this was just a front, one more appearance in the extensive and rich repertoire of a chameleon who, for some time then, had been putting his innate capacity for mutation, tricks and deceit to use. It was very difficult to understand or even discern what was really going on in the head of that ambitious lawyer. Most of the time nothing was what it seemed; his intentions were never clear and he was always searching for something that could not be put into words, or which was very different from what he actually said he was looking for. He was astute at finding and putting on the mask that most suited him; he was, in short, an expert manipulator.

			This man quickly realized that he would never get to where he wanted to, the goal he had set for himself at an early age, by following the straight and narrow path. If we add shrewd intelligence and a lack of consideration for others to the equation, it will come as no surprise that he ended up working for those felons.

			Two weeks after moving to Andrés’s house, he gave Leire a letter from her mother. This was the first. Inés tried to be sincere with her daughter, to explain why she had done what she had done, to enlighten her on a past full of mysteries, misunderstandings and half-truths.

			“First of all, I want you to know that I can imagine exactly how you are feeling. Since the day we were separated I haven’t slept for more than two hours straight, I never stop thinking about you; I imagine your face all the time, but especially at night. As soon as I go to bed, your eyes emerge from the darkness to ask me why. And I, lying on the bed, overcome with pain, guilt, having no answer for you, fall into despair. Sometimes I start talking to myself, as if you were really here, opposite me; that way, I can at least feel some temporary relief. I’ve spent days preparing this letter, mulling over every word, every phrase, every paragraph, so that you can understand me and everything that has happened. You must think me a traitor, having abandoned you at sea, but I assure you I had no choice. It is true that we were very far off when we saw the police boat coming. It is also true that if Kevin had agreed, there would have been a chance, albeit a small one, but an opportunity nonetheless; but he told me no, and when I insisted, he hit me. I then saw there was nothing I could do. You know only too well how he gets when he becomes angry, and how violent he can be. He wouldn’t let me save you; he threatened to throw me overboard. At one point, I thought of doing just that, swimming towards the boat, but it was very far off, and I might have drowned. Although it pains me to say it, Kevin was right: we had no chance.

			I’m writing this letter and future ones to explain things to you, to tell you about a part of your life you don’t know… Above all, I want you to believe me when I tell you I mean this: however much the truth hurts, rest assured that I would always prefer to say nothing than to lie to you. I would rather remain silent than make excuses.

			I want you to know that Kevin and I have separated. Obviously, that was the straw that broke the camel’s back. It was going to happen sooner or later. I couldn’t have stayed with him after that. What I’m going to do now is describe the fight we had because of what had happened and the odyssey I went through to get out of Morocco, where we had arrived after escaping, but it is too dangerous for me to reveal my current location to you.

			This whole time I’ve managed to take care of your education. So, I have been your mother, your nanny, the teacher who made you study and your music tutor who made you play the violin every day. Our semi-nomadic lifestyle, traveling from one country to another required me to act as teacher, nurse, mother and many other things; all this created an atmosphere in which secrecy was impossible and my role as a mother was very often blurred amongst the different people I had to play in life. This is perhaps my only regret, not having given you all that I should have. My past, which in some ways is also yours, has been kept out of our conversations, which has prevented you from having a better idea of where you come from, and also, who you are. I would like to talk about all this now. To do this, I want to tell you what you don’t know about me, something, which, in the end, is part of your own past and will help you understand your present; although one day you will come to realize that, in truth, this is nothing more than an admission of defeat.

			First of all, I need to warn you, you must stay where you are. It may be for quite some time, but provided you do as I say, you won’t have any problems. As you can understand, I can’t come back to Spain; I would be arrested as soon as I entered the country and would be sentenced to many years in prison. There is nothing I want more than to see you and hug you, to hold and kiss you. In fact, I’ve tried to arrange a meeting in a place such as Gibraltar, but this is impossible whichever way you look at it; not just for you, as you are not allowed to leave Spain, but also because you are probably being watched to see if you contact me, so I could be arrested. Another thing that sprung to mind was if by drawing up false identification papers, and giving a few bribes, I could smuggle you out of Spain. Andrés advised me against doing this, rightly warning me that this would cause a lot of problems for you in the future; it would also mean you could never go back to Spain. Although you have dual nationality, not being able to return to your country of origin could be a great disadvantage to you in the future. I’ve been recommended to wait. He thinks your case will be resolved within a year, which isn’t very long in the grand scheme of things, especially if we think about the alternatives… I’ve asked a few acquaintances of mine for advice and, to be honest, I’ve been told all kinds of things. I sincerely believe this to be the best solution and I do not find Andrés’s arguments to be in any way contrived.

			As you know, I was born in Madrid at the turn of the century, a time when, for a father, having six daughters wasn’t exactly a gift from Heaven. This probably made him one of the first feminists in the country; otherwise it is impossible to understand how five of his six daughters ended up at university, something almost unheard of in those days. As he himself said: “I had no choice, unless I wanted to spend my life waiting for six Prince Charmings to come along.” I, as you know, studied science, specializing in Marine Biology. If there’s one thing I’ve always been attracted to, it’s the sea. This was and still is a unique, special place for me, where the worlds of reality and illusion merge into one. It always brings out a strange mixture of feelings in me, fascination, practically bewitchment. Anyway, I’m getting off track again… Going back to the story of my life… While I was studying at university, in the thirties, I, much to my misfortune, became more and more involved in politics. To be honest, I don’t think I ever would have, had it not been for the boyfriend I had at the time who, in the end, became my husband and your father. As you already know this part of the story, I’ll be brief. Manuel was an out-and-out communist. He was born in a small town in the province of Cordoba. His father was a member of the Civil Guard, but Manuel was made of different stuff. He had managed to break free from his roots and go down a different path. Soon, he left town, largely due to the constant fights with his father, but also because of his restless nature. He first went to the city of Cordoba, and then to Madrid. In the capital he became more and more involved in politics, in the camp opposite your grandfather’s of course. During the uprising he was already a member of the Communist Party militia. Then we moved straight to Palma del Río, where the uprising was initially unsuccessful. We had already been married for two years. We all went on the trip: him, me, you and your sister. As you can imagine, your father was one of those most deeply involved in land seizure and in the reprisals against the tycoons and big landowners. And, as expected, he was a full-blown extremist: he had a fanaticism which, first and foremost, came from the hatred he felt for his father and towards everything he stood for, and—though this was also related to the first reason—because of the job your grandfather had, which made him feel as though he needed to show even more political commitment, to prove himself. They were horrible, the atrocities he committed… even against children… I, who for a long time had been very skeptical of politics, ran from it all; though, at first, I had been swept up due to the influence he had had on me. But, since long before the uprising, I hadn’t wanted to have anything to do with politics, let alone war. So, he and I had had a few really bad spats; and, to make matters worse, our relationship was going through a rocky phase—several times I thought of leaving him and coming back to you in Madrid, and I was a fool not to. What I saw at that time—or, worse still, what I imagined was happening—left me stunned. I will never understand that hatred, that rage… Fanaticism festers in a man’s soul like bacteria grows in a rotting wound, feeding on waste. Although we don’t want to admit it, we are a species of fanatics. Being such, it is very easy to escape from ourselves; by hating others, we forget to detest ourselves. We are thus deceived—or worse, throughout history we have let ourselves be deceived, and that is why our leaders manipulate us. In any event, one way or another, in the course of history fanaticism in society has always been encouraged: it is an unparalleled tool for controlling the masses.

			Well, I digress again… Going back to the matter at hand… So then, it was the other side’s turn; the same filth, believe me, deep down, they’re just the same. The backlash was the same or worse, probably because they had more experience and their hatred and thirst for revenge was very fresh in their minds. We were caught red-handed. I remember it all too well: you had chronic gastroenteritis and I took you to the doctor’s house. Just then they entered the town. The doctor was one of your father’s associates. I had to make a decision: either go back for your sister or try to escape (I expect this reminds you of what has just happened; life seems to enjoy making us relive the very things that pain us most… very often I think it is our destiny to simply not have one, and our punishment is to deceive ourselves, repeating the same mistakes over and over again). Anyway, your sister had stayed at home with your father and it was logical to think this would be one of the first places they would go. I didn’t know what had become of them, if they had managed to escape or if they had instead been arrested and, if so, what had happened to Natalia. Under those circumstances, I couldn’t leave town, as that would have meant abandoning one of my daughters. I remained hidden for several days in an old country house, hoping to receive news of your sister.

			However, I didn’t really know what could happen to the wife of a prominent communist leader, even if she herself hadn’t been active in politics. If I went back, I ran the risk of ending up in a ditch; or perhaps I wouldn’t have, but nobody could have guaranteed that. In the end, they lied to me. Your father’s friends, who saw the situation was very dangerous and who also wanted to escape, deceived me. I told them I wouldn’t go until Natalia was with me, but they betrayed me, they assured me your father and your sister had died in a house fire… So, we escaped.

			In reality, that was easier said than done. As you can imagine, running away from an area recently captured by the fascists wouldn’t be easy.

			Now, I find myself in a dilemma: I don’t know how much I should tell you about what happened next. Yes, I know what you’re thinking, that I just promised not to hide anything from you, and at the first opportunity, I let you down. I think one needs to keep certain episodes of one’s life to oneself. And if there were one thing I wouldn’t like to have to disclose to you, it would be this; but, as I’m aware I made you a promise at the start of this letter, I shall tell you.

			The only way to escape from Cordoba in those days was across the Sierra Morena. To do this, I had to bribe somebody, such as a trader, a politician, a truck driver or an army officer. It was clear I couldn’t do this alone. I couldn’t trust your father’s associates, let alone in those times of terror and escape; they would have sold their own mothers if they could have gained something from it. The problem, as you might imagine, is I had no money to bribe them with. The situation arose, as so often happens in life, where there was no alternative, with no time to even think. There was just one chance and it happened as such. Well, in reality there were other choices, but the answer was obvious: I had to choose between my life, yours or sacrificing part of my dignity… I know what it is I’m telling you. I find it hard to write about it, to admit it, but that is what I did: I became a prostitute… Yes, however you look at it—and though I have tried to convince myself otherwise for a long time, making excuses for myself—that is what I did. Perhaps I’ve been too hard on myself, maybe you will judge me differently. What is certain is that I had no other option. It was awful. I had been hiding out in an abandoned country house for three nights when a squad of Civil Guards appeared. They obviously hadn’t arrived there by chance; somebody must have tipped them off as to my whereabouts. They knew where I was hiding and where they were going. They wanted to take advantage of me, of the situation.

			It is more than likely that my father-in-law was behind it, and it was also probably thanks to him that my life was spared. For people like him, getting rid of me forever had always been a very tempting option. He never showed any interest in his granddaughters; he never met you, he just wanted me to leave Spain, or at least, Andalusia. It was better to be far away from there than dead. He was the one who must have found out I was in that place and who had sent those bastards to abuse me… but I’m sure he must have also ordered them to keep me alive.

			Roughly, they took me to a delivery truck which was travelling to Extremadura. Before getting in the lieutenant came up to me and said:

			“Don’t think you can just get away so easily, that the wife of a two-bit communist and child killer can just leave… smelling of roses. Come with us a moment.”

			On hearing those words, I went pale; until then they had showed little emotion, but I didn’t have the slightest idea of what was going on inside the head of that bastard. I remember perfectly how I was carrying you in my arms and how I froze upon hearing him. I must have stared at him for a couple of seconds like an idiot, not knowing what to do.

			The night was clear and warm. The light of the stars and the moon lit up the yellow fields. The silence was hard, compact, like a concrete wall, and was only broken by the voices of those men. Far off in the valley, Palma and the Guadalquivir could be made out between the vegetable gardens and the olive groves. I still remember the murmur of the river far off, faint, remote.

			“Now you’re gonna know what a real Spanish cock is like, not like the shit you’re used to. Kneel.”

			Suddenly, he began unzipping his fly in an incredibly cool, nonchalant manner, as if in slow motion, savoring every moment. We were about a hundred meters from the truck in which I was supposed to leave. As soon as his penis was out, he slapped it across my face and hit me in the mouth, cheeks and nose, without caring if I was holding it in my hands or not. With indescribable nausea, I left you on the ground next to my suitcase. They made me give each of them a blowjob. The truth is I never considered not doing it, of being a heroine. Your crying (I might as well tell you) and the desire to stay alive made me forget about my dignity. God, I still remember it all. I can see it so clearly it breaks my heart; I saw you crying with a lost look, not understanding what was going on. How painful it all was! It all happened in the midst of horrendous laughter and a stream of the crudest insults, with the unbearable sound of your crying in the background. The worst thing was when one of them pulled out his pistol and pointed it at my head. He started shouting at me in the rudest, most animal-like way you can imagine, calling me every name under the sun. I thought I was going to pass out… I didn’t though, because you were there…

			“You thought we were going to fuck you, huh? Ha ha… That’s all sluts like you are looking for. This time, we’ll leave you wanting more. You’ve got the taste of three Spanish cocks on your lips; that’s more than enough!”

			Then, one of them kicked me in the back but I felt no pain, that wasn’t possible; my soul was broken in two, I couldn’t feel anything. A few tears ran down my face, which left an indelible impression on my memory and soul.

			“This is for all those your husband has killed. You’re lucky your father-in-law is who he is; otherwise you can be sure, you wouldn’t make it out of here alive… Whore!”

			They went away in silence. With great difficulty, I managed to get up. I walked towards the truck in a profound state of shock. The fact that I was holding you in my arms gave me the necessary strength to carry on; if it hadn’t been for that, I think I would have remained lying in the ditch. The driver didn’t even look at me. He probably didn’t see anything, but he could imagine it; the sparkle in his eyes betrayed his fear and shame. I spent the journey trying to forget that episode, trying to think that nothing had really happened, that it had all been a nightmare. I felt as if in reality I wasn’t on that truck, as if my soul had become detached from my body and had stayed in that ditch… but some of it probably must have happened. Well, there’s no point talking about this sad event any longer…

			After many ups and downs and thanks to some relatives in Badajoz, we managed to slip over the border and make it to Lisbon. From there, I contacted my sisters. My father had been murdered and things were really bad in Madrid; they recommended I stay in Portugal and they sent me some money. There, I was given a second chance; there, I finally met your step-father and left Europe and headed to the United States.

			Despite my efforts, I didn’t find out what had become of your father and your sister until many years later. I got a letter from one of my brothers-in-law, a professor in Madrid, who in the mid-40’s was sent to Seville. There, one day, by chance, he found out what had happened to them, through one of your father’s acquaintances who had been with him in the militia. He confirmed what I had suspected from the start. That risky letter was very short: “Inés, your sister has persuaded me to tell you what I have found out. It seems that Manuel and Natalia survived the war, they managed to escape before the fascists arrived. Your husband went to Barcelona with her and, before the city fell, fled to France and afterwards to Russia. We haven’t found out anything else, of course. We discovered this on hearing the confessions of a political prisoner who knew Manuel.”

			The rest is history, I’ve told you about it many times. What I never dared to tell you (please forgive me for this) is that many years ago, thanks to the embassy of the United States in Moscow pulling a few strings (there must have been some advantage in having American nationality) I managed to locate your father and we spoke briefly over the phone—which, logically, got us nowhere. Well, no, we did achieve something: we definitively burnt all our bridges and any chance of reaching an agreement or any future communication. I really messed up. I knew I should have contained myself, kept my head. I know your father only too well and the only way to get something out of him is to let him blow off steam, and afterwards pave the way by flattery, but I just couldn’t help it.

			“You acted like a whore. You left me at the first sign of trouble and when my friends asked you to wait, you ran away. And now you’re asking me to give you back your daughter, after everything I’ve done for her, to betray my ideals and to give her back to the one who didn’t wait for us… Never! You hear me? You will never see Natalia again!! You will die never knowing what has become of her… That will be your punishment. She thinks you are dead; and besides, she now has another mother to love.”

			Those words were a brutal blow to me. I should have held my tongue, have pinched myself with some pliers until I started bleeding, but I couldn’t help it. I dug the hole even deeper: I insulted him, I called him a murderer, coward, I accused him of having sent the guards who raped me, through his father, without it crossing my mind he probably knew nothing about it; moreover, he may have been just saying things and not showing his true thoughts and emotions. As they warned me at the office of the Secretary of State, no doubt the conversation was being recorded by the Soviet secret services. Feeling he was being watched (even if this was part of some subconscious desire), he might not have been telling me what he really thought. It was logical that he didn’t want to compromise his situation, his own life, by letting slip some unwarranted commentary; but it’s also true that he gave me no sign to make me suspect he was acting against his will, that he couldn’t be sincere with me. The distress I felt to think that because of me, for losing my temper, I had burnt the bridge that would lead me to your sister again was too much for me. Very often, when I remember this episode, a strange sensation comes over me, as if I’d never had a second daughter, as if everything were surreal, part of a novel and my real life was just the inner voice of an irate writer.

			Well, that’s enough for today; I don’t have the strength to carry on writing. I ask you to please be patient and hang in there. Don’t do anything stupid. Before you know it, we’ll see each other again. I also have some plans which, if they come through, will allow us to change our lives and settle down once and for all.”

			That was the first letter of many which were sent over the course of a year. That letter and others had a great influence on Leire. It was as if she had suddenly discovered another side to her mother, a hidden countenance in the normal flow of the river of life, which made her much more human, or nearer to one at least. Leire was right in not judging the stories she had read. This helped her understand her world, dreams and lost hopes. The rape incident left her stunned. She had to read it several times, she couldn’t believe her eyes. She tried to remember, but nothing came to mind.

			While she took in the contents of the letter, she began to resign herself to the inevitable: to living in a house where her presence was neither desired nor wanted by anyone (save Andrés), with no friends, cut off from the world which, up to a few days before, had been her rock to stand on.

			Blanca, Andrés’s wife, didn’t take long to show her true colors. That woman, who supposedly came from a good family, had wasted half her life trying to convince herself her marriage had been a success. From the start, she saw Leire as a threat to their marital life. Her insecurity and complexes made her see betrayal and infidelity even before they happened. The beauty and flighty nature of Leire put her on her guard from the start; at first, against her own ghosts, then, against herself.

			Nevertheless, in the end, what nobody wanted to happen, ended up happening. The situation quickly spiraled out of control, for one reason or another. It was as if just by everyone imagining what was going to happen, it became a reality.

			Though Blanca had resigned herself to living under the same roof as that young girl, she put pressure on her not to just sit around the house all day. From the start, Leire refused to take up studying. She abandoned her greatest passion, music.

			From a tender age, music was all that Leire has shown an interest in and enthusiasm for. Her mother, thanks to her own passion, had always understood the extraordinary musical ability her daughter had; which is why Inés, a reasonably good violinist herself, taught her, and, when circumstances allowed, took her to music classes. Later on, she decided to take advantage of their short stays in the United States for Leire to do master classes and summer workshops at some of the top music schools. Her music education was never very orthodox (which was immediately apparent), but she made up for it with her exceptional ability. In fact, in those last days of summer on the coast of Cádiz, she and her mother were discussing what she would do the following year. Her apathetic nature and the situation she was in led her to get carried away by the irremediable flow of life, to dedicate herself to the only things that gave her any pleasure: reading and listening to music. But her mother wanted her to settle down in an American city and finish her music education. Deep down, that situation was marvelous for her, allowing her to do whatever she wanted: she could simply let herself be swayed by the gentle oscillation of existence without needing to do anything more than read books, play instruments whenever she wanted and, above all, listen to music. Due to her stubborn refusal to consider any of their suggestions, both Andrés and Blanca decided to leave her alone. Firstly, because in some ways it suited Andrés and, secondly, because Blanca changed her mind in the belief that Leire would be more under control if she was at home. After some time, they convinced her to buy a violin and, after playing for a while, she decided to get private lessons.

			The first few weeks she spent taking long strolls around the city, reading endlessly and going for long dips in the sea.

			“My grandfather was one of a kind. Every day he got up at three o’clock in the morning to have breakfast, then he went to the river to swim. It didn’t matter if it was summer, autumn or winter; he would go swimming in the river for twenty minutes at three o’clock in the morning. After coming home, he would sit down at the kitchen table next to the fireplace and, as if it were the most normal thing in the world, he would light a cigar and have an anisette and brandy. When he finished, he would turn out the lights, put his pajamas on again and go back to bed until nine o’clock in the morning. He used to say in that way he could deceive his body, life and, above all, time and logic.

			Time, in its wake, just leaves emptiness. 

			He liked to boast he was no son of time, nor of logic, but rather, its executioner. This was just one of his many eccentricities we had to get used to. I’m sure that was just attention-seeking… Routine and life have that virtue: they make the abnormal, normal. For you, the fact you live at night and sleep during the day is having the same effect: you mix things up.”

			“I find it funny you think that way of life is a pretext for attention-seeking. I’ve been living like that since I was ten years old. It’s normal for me and I don’t see it as something eccentric, let alone a way of seeking attention I neither need, nor am looking for. You’re wrong.”

			“Right, I now see what comes of having lived in the most remote and far-flung places on the planet for so long.”

			“You are rather prejudiced. I don’t think my going to bed in the early hours of the morning bothers anybody.”

			“No, but that’s not the point.”

			“I’m fine as I am, I don’t need anything.”

			I felt so detached from what I was reading; it was as if it was about the past of a stranger. However, I could remember each and every moment described on those pages with incredible clarity.

			At first, it all began like a game. For a secondary character like me, who at that time was beginning to savor the delights of success and who thought of himself as a self-made man (vanity and pride have that virtue); I got extra kicks from seducing a young girl like Leire, even more under those circumstances. With just the right dose of irresponsibility needed to look for a lover in my own home, I began weaving a mixture of illusions and fantasies about her, which created a totally unreal image of myself. And it worked like a charm. Despite being a young lady who was far more mature than any other of her age and, of course, far more worldly, she had some contrasting features, some unexpected and surprising defects… one of which being her naïveté about men, something which clashed with her distance and coolness in other areas of life. Circumstances obviously helped; in another situation, things probably would have been very different. She herself was well aware that, when one sails alone and aimlessly, it is far easier for a gentle swell in the sea to turn the boat around one hundred and eighty degrees.

			When I got back to the hotel, I thought about researching that strange book, its origin, its publisher… but in the end I decided to wait until I had finished it. I asked for something light for dinner and, with the chaotic ocean of Manhattan light in the background, I delved into the book again. I skimmed through some chapters in which there were more descriptions of situations I had experienced with Leire, which puzzled me even more. It’s not every day you see your own life reflected in the pages of a book. There were times when the stories coincided with those in my memory; however, others did not match them at all. I felt a certain nostalgic melancholy on remembering this period, but also an unusual curiosity to see these situations from a different perspective had been awoken in me.

			The yearning for places that we have never been to and which probably never existed, or only existed in the minds of people, makes us live in a fictional world which becomes home to a tragic and deceitful memory.

			In any event, one of the most surprising episodes was the story of how she fell in love with me.

			“I don’t want to learn anything. I love reading, watching the world go by, and that’s what I plan to do until I manage to get out of Spain and meet my mother.”

			The road was strangely empty at that time of the morning. In the distance, the dark blue of the sea was lost on a horizon dyed blood red by the sun’s rays. On the other side was the silhouette of some mountains which seemed to gently fall into the water. They walked towards the courthouse and Andrés clearly planned to take advantage of the situation.

			“Life isn’t always what it appears to be… Look at me. At first sight I may look like your typical successful, unscrupulous lawyer, who puts his ambition before anything else. Nothing could be further from the truth. Under this tin armor I have built up over my life, lies someone who nobody can see, an abandoned child…”

			An intentional and manipulative silence cloaked the inside of the car for a few brief seconds. The world suddenly seemed to have come to a halt, time had stopped making its mark, seemingly transforming into what, in reality, it was: the product of an obsession, an obsession of conscious thought. Nothing moved, and only the sparkle in her eyes and the shimmering sea on the horizon suggested any possibility of movement. The waves also seemed to be frozen in place, as if they were part of a painting, the white foam fashioned from the delicate strokes of a paintbrush. There were no cars on the road.

			“I had a happy childhood, or at least that’s how I remember it… but it all ended one winter morning when my mother gathered my brother and me together to tell us that our father had gone on a trip and we would probably never see him again.

			“But, where has he gone that is so far away we can’t see him?”

			“Don’t ask stupid questions! Don’t you realize your father is dead?”

			“One year later my brother died of cancer and my mother remarried someone who was to become my stepfather for the next twenty years. That was also very hard. It was difficult for a wound to heal in that environment. Nostalgia for a time I could never get back (which perhaps never even existed as I had idealized it), and the pain of feeling unloved is probably the worst medicine you can give a child. I can’t say I was hit or physically abused, but in this life there are many ways to be cruel without using physical violence. You can be vile and evil with indifference, or, even worse, with contempt. For him, I barely existed, and if I did, I was just a nuisance, someone who frustrated his main objective, which was to start a family of his own. I also reminded him of another life, which he wanted to stamp out at all costs, especially from my mother’s memory. This fact became all too clear when my new brothers were born. My stepfather didn’t just avoid me or refuse to help me; he tried to discredit me in front of my mother as well. I must admit he did this very well; in the end, I came to believe the image of me he described. Eventually, I got used to not asking for anything; I knew only too well what his answer would be. I remember this one time which was a prime example of what happened during those years. After scraping by, I had managed to save enough money to buy myself a second-hand bicycle. A few months later it broke, and I had no way of fixing it. My stepfather refused to give me any money to repair it. In the end, having given up, I threw it away. Imagine my surprise when a week later he appeared at the door with the bicycle, which had been put right. He then had the nerve to give it to my brother right in front of my face. Although I had toughened up over time and knew that any expression of pain would be counterproductive, I couldn’t help it: the tears rolled down my face. Things like this happened time after time throughout my whole adolescence and youth. It is difficult to get someone who has never experienced it to understand, the suffering one feels from being humiliated and looked down on every day by someone who is supposed to be a father figure; or, worse still, forgotten by a mother who is in denial for fear of having to face reality. That was what most hurt me: my mother’s weakness. She, so as to save her marriage, looked the other way. In the end, I managed to develop a thick skin, so everything just slid over me, or so I thought. I was quite lucky; I got used to living by forcing myself to feel less and less. Muffling my conscience was my only way out.

			Nevertheless, such absurd and cruel situations continued. I recall something else… While I was studying, I spent a lot of time working the night shift of a printing house in order to pay my way through university and to have some money to cover my personal expenses. If I arrived later than twelve (I left work at half past eleven) I wasn’t let into the house and was made to sleep on the landing, on the doormat. The only reality is what one remembers, and so, I forgot, drowning my memories in the deep valleys of forgetfulness, making sure some were especially difficult to access. But I never managed to forget the furtive look my mother gave me when she turned a blind eye to what was going on.

			“Son, I know what you’re going through, it’s unfair. When these things happen, I can’t sleep at night. My own impotence eats me up inside, but, no matter how much I tell him, he won’t listen… You know I love you, and, although you find it hard to believe, he’s not a bad person. Try.”

			“Most of the time she wasn’t able to finish her sentences; she would break down in tears and I had to leave her alone to let her cry it out.

			As you can see, I began building a wall, or rather, an imaginary world. It was the only way to survive. Obviously, you have to pay a high price for something like that, and that is what I have done since, settling my debts with the past. It is impossible for a child, however numb he feels, to not be distressed by this type of pain. Eventually, one comes to understand that revenge is the only satisfaction memory can have over time, and although it is surreal, it is still the closest thing to victory.”

			Silence reigned once more in the car. For a moment, Andrés wanted to see the expected results from his performance in Leire’s eyes. Once more, his unusual capacity for distorting the truth and lying had been fruitful. This was just one of many stories she was subjected to which had worked for him, owing to his great acting ability, thus camouflaging the poison he injected into his victims. But he could never have imagined what was behind that lonely tear drop, what was hidden in Leire’s past. Her truth.

			“Don’t forget I also had to live with a stepfather for many years. In fact, I always had a very difficult relationship with him…”

			Andrés took too long to realize what that phrase meant, and, when he did, it was obviously too late.

			In her weepy gaze, in the serious tone of her words, Leire showed that the fortress she had built up over her lifetime was made of straw, that she was trying to protect a virgin territory which even she herself did not know. The only thing she had tried to do was to destroy any memories she had, but sooner or later they would see the light of day. 

			The passage of time is the admission of defeat; it is as if Attila’s horse had swept away everything. Time is like a wound we think has healed, yet always remains, leaving a deep, indelible scar.

			“I was in a similar situation… I never understood how my mother could have put up with Kevin for so long. I don’t know if everything had been different at the start. I have very few memories of those early years; I can’t have been more than six or seven. I’m always surprised how little I can remember from that time… I have a very distorted image of Kevin. He spoke in fits and starts, guided by emotions which suddenly erupted like a volcano. He practically stuttered. He had anxious eyes. In his stare you could see part of his past, hard and barren like a desert. He was a gloomy, surly and unfriendly person, as well as unpredictable; you never knew how he was going to react. Yes, I was afraid of him and I avoided him whenever I could. It all began when they arrested him. He was behind bars for three years; that was enough.”

			Suddenly, she stopped talking. The muscles on her face became tense. She was searching for some painful and rebellious event that was hiding from her in her head, but which seemed capable of outrunning her memory. After a few moments, she continued:

			“When he got out, there was nothing in him that was reminiscent of the person he had been. Everything got worse. He’d become more violent. He was always deeply bitter and spoke with a dour cynicism; day by day, his extroversion gave way to an introspection which very often ended in unexpected outbursts of rage, succumbing to his frustration and lashing out at the world. That was when we began roaming the world… always along the coast, where there was a lot of maritime traffic… Now I know why. Sorry, I’d prefer to stop talking about this.”

			She went silent for a few moments, as if she were meditating. She looked through the window. She stared at a small poplar that grew weak and fragile next to a black poplar. It hardly moved, despite the wind.

			“I was glad when I heard they had separated. I think she should have done it long before.”

			A week passed before she finally fell into the trap. He had everything prepared. Upon leaving the courthouse, after a visit, he took her to a restaurant near Punta Victoria. It was easy to impress a twenty-year-old girl there, even though she had lived a great deal. However, he didn’t grasp her way of thinking, especially with regards to how this would help him achieve his objective.

			In those days, Malaga wasn’t what it is today. The boom still hadn’t started and in all its nooks and crannies there was a sad and provincial air. Even so, there were places with a higher or lower degree of sophistication, where a young woman could be impressed, and it was there the falcon dug his talons deep into the innocent dove.

			“My wife married me out of self-interest. She knew that, sooner or later, I would be successful, otherwise, she would never have married someone like me… As you have seen, she is insecure, envious and, inevitably, tormented… Our two children are all that keep us together. So, you shouldn’t be surprised if you haven’t gotten along with her. In fact, I think…”

			A contrived silence shrouded the table. On the horizon, some boats could be made out on an intense turquoise ocean. On the beach, a few meters from the large window where they were eating, two dogs ran after a ball before diving into the sea; a sea which seemed to mirror tranquility, where you could hardly make out the rolling waves. A sea where Leire’s gaze was lost in order to avoid Andrés’s eyes; a calm, quiet sea, so different from life.

			“Why don’t you finish the sentence?”

			Once again there was an awkward silence, which was nothing more than a ploy; then came an affected facial gesture, a mixture of weakness, fear and shame. Leire’s eyes focused on Andrés’s lips, wanting to read the answer in them, even before the words reached her ears.

			That was the moment to strike: his predatory instinct, which he had already honed on many hunts, confirmed that his prey was ready for the first bite. His need to taste innocent flesh and his instinct that the victim was ready led to his next pitch.

			“Blanca has some crazy notion in her head… She thinks I’m in love with you; hence her attitude…”

			The sparkle that lit up Leire’s eyes at that moment left the victim’s weakness exposed. She fell defenseless into the hands of her executioner. She let the beast caress her soft, pale neck with his sharp fangs. She gently touched her hair, then gathered it behind her shoulders. She put one of her hands on the table. She looked at her fingers, which were long and slender and whose complexion was almost as white as snow. She looked up again.

			“And is what she thinks true?”

			Again, there was an uneasy silence, one which hung over every inch of the table and seemed to separate them from the rest of the world. It seemed to float, rising through the air, while the rest of the restaurant froze, as if the clocks had stopped ticking.

			“It’s not easy to answer that… This is unchartered territory for me… There’s what I feel and what I think. And, as you can imagine, the two are completely contrary. I never imagined I would be in a situation like this. Although I’m not in love with my wife, I’ve never been unfaithful to her. I can’t help it; but now I find myself in new, unsettling and surprising circumstances. You, living in my house; I, making the mistake of falling in love with you, without knowing what is best for everyone.

			Life is full of contrasts: it is impossible for someone sailing on a pond to know what the ocean is capable of, and vice versa; one who is battling a rough sea can’t understand another’s tedium when there is dead calm. It is obvious that one man’s meat is another man’s poison.” 

			That was too much for Leire: the gates to heaven had just opened for her, just when she needed them most. The loneliness she had felt in the last few months appeared before her like a desert crossing she couldn’t bear to endure again. Moreover, it went against her instinct. In the end, she caved beneath the fantastic tapestry the experienced womanizer had weaved.

			“We must be honest with ourselves. We need to follow the dictates of our heart whenever we can…”
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