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    For my mother,


    without whom I would not be here.


     


    For my grandparents Teresa and Jerónimo,


    for their kindness and generosity,


    and for all I learnt from them.


    Their memory will be with me always.


     


    And for my dear friend Susana Olmo,


    for the laughter we share.
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    “You’re a failure.”


    “I’m a normal, decent person.”


    My aunt looked up from the sheet of paper she held in her hands. She had been reading it as if the information it contained were new to her. But it was not. It was a CV, which summarized my brief and disastrous professional life.


    She looked at me with curiosity and continued reading, although I knew there was not that much left to read. She had called me a failure not out of any desire to offend me, but simply as if she were confirming something self-evident.


    My aunt’s office was oppressive. Well, what really made me feel uncomfortable was her attitude, superior and distant, as if her success in life gave her permission to look down on the rest of her family.


    I did not like her, but I had never been her favorite nephew either, which was why I had been surprised when my mother told me that her sister wanted urgently to see me.


    Aunt Marta had become the family matriarch; she even dominated her brothers, my uncles Gaspar and Fabián.


    Everyone asked her advice about everything, and nobody made a decision without her giving the go-ahead. In fact, I was the only one who avoided her and who, unlike all my cousins, never sought her approval.


    But there she was, proud of having saved and even tripled the value of the family business, a company that dealt in and repaired machinery: something she had managed to do, among other reasons, because of her opportune marriage to her good-hearted husband, Uncle Miguel, for whom I felt a secret sympathy.


    Uncle Miguel had inherited a couple of buildings in the center of Madrid, and got a good amount of rent each month from the tenants. He used to meet with the building administrator once a month, but otherwise he had never worked. His only interests were collecting rare books, playing golf, and taking every opportunity to escape from the vigilance of my Aunt Marta, to whom he had gratefully ceded the monthly meetings with the administrator, knowing that she had the intelligence and the drive to succeed in everything that she did.


    “So you say that a failure is a normal, decent person. So people who succeed are abnormal? Indecent?”


    I was about to answer yes, but that would have gotten me into trouble with my mother, so I decided to give a slightly smoother reply.


    “Look, in my line of work being decent usually means that you end up unemployed. You don’t know what it’s like being a journalist in this country. You’re either on the Right or you’re on the Left. You’re nothing more than a conduit for transmitting the slogans of one side or the other. But if you try to simply describe what’s happening and give a truthful opinion, then you end up marginalized and out of work.”


    “I’ve always thought you were on the Left,” my aunt said ironically. “And now the Left’s in power...”


    “Yeah, but the government wants their reporters to shut their eyes and mouths as far as their own errors are concerned. If you criticize the government, that means isolation. They stop thinking that you’re one of them, and of course, you’re not one of the others, so that leaves you in no man’s land, or unemployed, like me.”


    “It says here on your CV that you’re working for an internet newspaper at the moment. How old are you?”


    The question annoyed me. She knew very well that I was in my thirties, older than any of my cousins. But this was her way of showing me how little she was interested in me. So I decided not to tell her how old I was because it was clear that she already knew the answer.


    “Yes, I write literary criticism for an online newspaper. I haven’t found anything else, and at least I don’t need to ask my mother for money to buy cigarettes.”


    My Aunt Marta looked me up and down, as if seeing me for the first time, and appeared to hesitate before deciding to make her offer.


    “Okay, I’m going to give you a job, a well-paying one. I trust that you can live up to my expectations.”


    “I don’t know what the offer is, but my answer is no; I hate company press offices. If I’m here it’s because my mother asked me to come.”


    “I’m not going to offer you a job in the company,” she replied, as if the idea of my working for the family firm were crazy.


    “So...”


    “So I’m going to ask you to do something for the family, something more personal. Something private, in fact.”


    My aunt carried on looking at me as if she were still not sure if she was making a mistake.


    “I want you to investigate an old family story, having to do with your great-grandmother, my grandmother.”


    I didn’t know what to say. My great-grandmother was a taboo topic in the family. No one spoke about her; my cousins and I knew almost nothing about this mysterious person, about whom it was forbidden to ask questions and of whom not a single photograph existed.


    “My great-grandmother? What do I have to investigate?”


    “You know that I have almost all the family photographs. I wanted to give my brothers and sister a present for Christmas. So I started sorting through the old photos and choosing some to make copies. I also looked through my father’s papers, because I remembered seeing some photos mixed in with them as well, and I found some photos and... Well, there was a sealed envelope, which I opened and found this...”


    My aunt turned back to her desk and picked up an envelope, from which she took a photo. She gave it to me doubtfully, as if she thought I was clumsy and that the photo would not be safe in my hands.


    The photograph had torn edges and had turned yellowish with time, but the portrait, of a young woman in a wedding dress, smiling and holding a bunch of flowers, was still intriguing.


    “Who is it?”


    “I don’t know. Well, we think it could be our grandmother, your great-grandmother... I showed it to your mother and my brothers and we all agreed that our father looked a lot like her. We’ve decided that the time has come to investigate what happened to our grandmother.”


    “Just like that? You’ve never wanted to tell us anything about her. And now you find a photo that you think could be of one of our relatives and you decide you want to find out what happened.”


    “Your mother’s told you something about her, surely...”


    “My mother’s told me the same as you’ve told your kids: practically nothing.”


    “But we don’t know that much; our father never spoke about her, he couldn’t get over losing her even after a long time.”


    “As far as I know, he never knew her. Didn’t she abandon him when he was a newborn baby?”


    My Aunt Marta seemed to be vacillating between telling me all she knew and throwing me out right away. I suppose she was thinking that I might not be the right person to deal with the business at hand.


    “What we know,” she said, “is that our grandfather, your great-grandfather, imported and sold machinery, above all from Germany. He traveled a great deal, and tended not to say when he was going, much less when he was thinking about coming back, something that his wife can’t have liked very much at all.”


    “It’s impossible that she wouldn’t have known. If he was packing, I suppose she must have asked him where he was going, that’s how these things work.”


    “No, he wasn’t like that. Your great-grandfather used to say that he carried his suitcase in his wallet, that it was enough for him to take money with him. So he didn’t have to get anything ready, he just bought whatever he needed. I don’t know why he behaved like that. But I suppose it must have been a source of conflict in their marriage. Like I told you, your great-grandfather was an entrepreneur and his business was always getting bigger, he didn’t just sell industrial machinery but also repaired it, and Spain needed a lot of both at that time. One day he headed off on one of his trips. While he was away, she had the kind of lifestyle that was normal for people of her position in those days. As far as we know, she would go to visit friends, you know that back then visiting people was an innocent and above all cheap form of entertainment. You’d go and visit some friends or relatives one afternoon, they’d come and visit you a few days later, and the drawing rooms of these houses turned into meeting-places. At one of these meetings she met a man, we don’t know who he was or what he did. Once we heard a rumor that he was in the Argentinean navy. And it looks like she fell in love with him and ran away with him.”


    “But my grandfather had already been born; she had a son.”


    “Yes, and he was very young. She left him with her nurse, Águeda, who was the woman who your grandfather thought was his real mother until he found out the truth when he was older. Your great-grandfather shacked up with Águeda and had a daughter with her, Aunt Paloma, your grandfather’s stepsister; you know about that side of the family already.”


    “Not really, we’ve never been that keen on knowing each other, I’ve only seen them at some funerals,” I replied insolently, to provoke her.


    But my aunt wasn’t the kind of person to rise to a provocation if she didn’t want to be provoked, so all she did was look at me with a flash of annoyance and decide to carry on talking as if she hadn’t heard me.


    “Your grandfather decided to get rid of his mother’s surname, that’s why he’s named Fernández. When you change your name, you have to change it to one that’s common.”*


    “I’ve never found out what he was really named,” I replied, bored of this conversation.


    “We don’t know, we’ve never known.” My Aunt Marta sounded sincere.


    “And where does this interest in your grandmother’s history come from?”


    “This photo I’ve shown you has caused us to make the decision. I’ve made copies; I’ll give you one to help with the investigation. We think it’s her, but even if it’s not it doesn’t matter: It’s time to find out about these things.”


    “What things?” I liked trying to irritate her.


    “To find out who we are,” my aunt replied.


    “I don’t care what happened to my great-grandmother, it doesn’t matter, I know who I am and that’s not going to change, whatever this woman did so long ago.”


    “And I don’t care that you don’t care. If I’m asking you to do this it’s because we don’t know what we’re going to find out, and I’d like the dirty laundry, if there is any, to stay in the family. That’s why I’m not hiring a detective. So I’m not asking for a favor, I’m offering you a job. You’re a journalist, you know how to do research. I’ll pay you three thousand euros a month and expenses.”


    I said nothing. My aunt had made me an offer I knew I could not refuse. I had never earned as much as three thousand euros a month, not even when I worked as a television reporter. And now that I was in a woeful professional situation, making almost nothing by writing literary criticism for an online paper that couldn’t even pay me five hundred euros a month, along came my aunt like the snake that tempted Eve. I wanted to say no, she could stuff her money, but I thought about my mother, how every month she had to lend me money for the mortgage on my apartment that I had bought but could no longer afford. Well, I thought, there wasn’t anything dishonorable in looking into my great-grandmother’s history, nothing wrong with getting paid for it. It would be worse to have taken a job puffing up this month’s politician.


    “A couple of months should be enough, shouldn’t it?” Aunt Marta wanted to know.


    “Don’t worry, I don’t think it’ll take too long to find out about this woman. I don’t know, I might even find out all I can in a couple of days.”


    “But I want something more,” my aunt said in a threatening voice.


    “What?” I asked hopelessly, as if I had suddenly woken up from a dream: Nobody pays three grand a month to find out what happened to their grandmother.


    “You have to write my grandmother’s story. Write it like a novel, or however you want, but write it down. We’ll get it bound and it’ll be my present to the family next Christmas.”


     


     


    I interrogated my mother, exhaustively, to find out what she remembered about her father, my grandfather. She spent some time praising him to the skies and I tried to remember what I could as well. I remembered him as being tall, thin, standing very straight, taciturn. One day they’d told me that my grandfather had been in a car accident that kept him in a wheelchair until he died.


    Every Sunday when I was a child I would go to my grandfather’s house with my mother. We’d have a family meal with lots of chatting at the dining table and I would get very bored.


    Grandfather would watch us all in silence as he ate, and only every now and then would he say something.


    Aunt Marta was the youngest of her brothers and sisters. She was single and lived with her father, and that’s why she’d taken control of my grandfather’s company, just as she’d become the owner of that enormous dark house. So my memories offered me no clue about my grandfather’s mother, that mysterious figure who had disappeared one day, leaving my grandfather in the arms of the nurse.


    I must admit that I started my investigation without much enthusiasm, I suppose out of an extreme lack of interest about what might have become of one of my relatives.


    I started searching in the obvious place: I went to the Civil Registry to ask for a copy of my grandfather’s birth certificate.


    Of course, the names of both parents appear on a birth certificate, so this was the best way to find out the name of my grandfather’s mother. I asked myself why Aunt Marta might not have done this herself, instead of paying three thousand euros for me to go to the Registry.


    A very kindly civil servant dashed my hopes by telling me that it was impossible to issue a birth certificate for someone who had died.


    “And why would you want a birth certificate for Javier Carranza Fernández?”


    “He’s my grandfather, well, he was my grandfather, I told you he died fifteen years ago.”


    “Okay, but I’m asking why you might want his birth certificate.”


    “I’m drawing up our family tree, and the problem is that my grandfather changed his surname, the maternal half of his surname, because of a family problem. He wasn’t really named Fernández, and that’s what I’m trying to find out about.”


    “Ah, well, you can’t do it.”


    “Why not?”


    “Well, because if your grandfather changed his name, then his file’s kept in the Special Registry, and you can only consult the information there if it’s your own file or if you get a court order.”


    “Obviously he can’t ask anything about his own file,” I replied crossly.


    “That’s true.”


    “Look, he was my grandfather, he was named Fernández, and I don’t know why. Don’t you think I’ve got a right to find out what my great-grandmother was named?”


    “I don’t know what your family problems are, and I really don’t care. I’m just doing my job: I can’t give you any birth certificate related to your grandfather. And now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a lot of work to do...”


     


     


    When I told my mother about this, it was clear that she wasn’t surprised at all by the scene with the civil servant. But I have to admit that she gave me a clue about how to get started.


    “Just like us and like you, his grandchildren, grandfather was baptized in the church of San Juan Bautista. He got married there, and we got married there, and I hope that one day you’ll get married there.”


     


     I didn’t answer, because at that moment my only relationship was with the bank that had given me my mortgage. I had signed up to pay them back over the next thirty years.


     


     


    The church of San Juan Bautista urgently needed to have its dome repaired; at least this is what I was told by Father Antonio, the old parish priest, who decried the apathy of his congregation in the face of the church’s ruinous state.


    “People are giving fewer and fewer donations. You always used to be able to find a benefactor to help with these problems, but now... Now rich people prefer to set up foundations to decrease their taxes and cheat the treasury, and they don’t give a penny for these kinds of things.”


    I listened to him patiently because I liked the poor old man. He had baptized me, given me my first communion, and if it was up to my mother would also officiate at my wedding, but I thought he was a bit old to have to wait so long.


    Father Antonio complained for a while before asking me what it was I wanted.


    “I’d like to see my grandfather Javier’s baptismal certificate.”


    “Your grandfather Javier was always a good friend to the parish,” Antonio remembered. “Why would you want to see his baptismal certificate?”


    “My Aunt Marta wants me to write a family history and I need to know a few things.” I had decided to tell almost the whole truth.


    “I don’t think it will be easy.”


    “Why not?”


    “Because all the older documents are in the basement archive; they went through the parish records during the war and now they’re all disordered. We’d have to reorganize everything that’s down there, but the archbishop doesn’t want to send me a younger curate who knows about archives and I’m not as young as I was and can’t think about organizing so many papers and documents, and of course I’m not going to let you just rummage through them all.”


    “I’m not promising anything, but I could ask my Aunt Marta to see if she might want to help the parish and hire a librarian or an archivist to help put things in order...”


    “That’s all very well, but I don’t think your Aunt Marta would care very much about the parish documents. Anyway, we hardly see her round here.”


    “Well, I’ll ask her, there’s no harm trying.”


    Father Antonio looked at me thankfully. He was a gentle man, one of those priests whose kindness justifies the existence of the Catholic Church.


    “God bless you!” he exclaimed.


    “But I would like you to let me look for my grandfather’s baptismal certificate in the meantime. I promise I won’t look at any document that doesn’t have anything to do with what I’m looking for.”


    The old priest looked at me intently, trying to read the truth of my assertions in my eyes. I held his gaze while I composed my face into its best smile.


    “All right, I will let you go into the cellar, but you must give me your word that you will only look for your grandfather’s baptismal certificate and not start poking around... I trust you.”


    “Thank you! You’re a wonderful priest, the best one I’ve ever met,” I said thankfully.


    “I don’t think you know that many priests, you don’t come to church that often either, so the odds are in my favor,” Father Antonio replied ironically.


    He took the keys to the cellar and led me down a staircase that was hidden beneath a trapdoor in the sacristy. A bulb hanging from a wire was the only light in this damp place, which needed, like the dome of the church, a thorough restoration. It smelled like some shut-up place and it was cold.


    “You’ll have to show me where I need to search.”


    “It’s a bit of a mess down here... When was your grandfather born?”


    “I think 1935...”


    “Poor child! Right on the eve of the Civil War. A bad time to be born.”


    “Well, no time is great,” I replied, just to say something, but I immediately realized I had said something stupid because Father Antonio gave me a severe look.


    “Don’t say that! You, of all people! Young people today don’t know how lucky they are, you think it's normal to have everything... That’s why you don’t appreciate anything,” he grumbled.


    “You’re right... I said something stupid.”


    “Yes, my son, you said something stupid.”


     


     


    Father Antonio went from one side of the room to the other looking at archive boxes, rummaging through boxes lined up against the wall, opening trunks... I let him look around and hoped he would tell me what to do. In the end, he pointed out three boxes.


    “I think that this is where the baptismal records of those years are kept. Of course, there were babies who were baptized a long time after they were born, I don’t know if that’s the case with your grandfather. If you don’t find it here, we’ll have to look in the boxes.”


    “I hope I’m lucky enough to find it...”


    “When are you going to start?”


    “Straight away, if you don’t mind.”


    “Well, I have to go and prepare for midday Mass. When it’s over, I’ll come down to see how you’re getting on.”


     


     


    I stayed alone in that mournful cellar, thinking that I would more than earn Aunt Marta’s three thousand euros.


    I spent the whole morning and part of the afternoon looking through the baptismal record, a book yellow with age, but found no sign of my grandfather Javier.


    By five in the afternoon my eyes were unbearably itchy; also, my stomach was rumbling so loudly that I couldn’t ignore it any longer. I went back to the sacristy and found a lay sister who was folding the altar cloths, and asked for Father Antonio.


    “He’s resting in the rectory; there’s no Mass until eight o’clock. He told me that if you turned up then I should tell you. If you want to see him, go out through this passage and knock at the door you come to. The church is connected to Father Antonio’s quarters.”


    I thanked her for her directions, although I knew the way very well already. I found the priest with a book in his hands, but he appeared to be dozing. I woke him up to tell him that my search had been a failure, and asked his permission to come back early the next day. Father Antonio told me to be there at seven thirty, before the first Mass of the day.


    That night I called Aunt Marta to ask her to make a donation to the church of San Juan Bautista. She got cross with me for asking, angry that I didn’t have more consideration for the way the family’s money was spent. I tricked her by saying that I thought Father Antonio was vital to the investigation and that we needed to keep him happy in order to make him collaborate. I thought that the poor priest would have been upset to hear me talk like that about him, but there was no other way I could have convinced Aunt Marta. She cared little about Father Antonio’s goodness and the difficulty he was having keeping his church afloat. So I convinced her that she should at least make a donation to help repair the dome.


    It was not until four days later that I found my grandfather’s long-sought baptismal certificate. I was upset, because at first I thought it was not what I was looking for.


    Even taking into account that my grandfather had changed his maternal surname to a more common one, Fernández, it took me some time to realize that this Javier Carranza was the man I had been searching for.


    It is true that the names Carranza and Garayoa are not very common, even less so in Madrid, but even so I nearly overlooked it because of the name Garayoa on the certificate. But now I knew that my grandfather’s mother was named Amelia Garayoa Cuní.


    I was surprised that she had one Basque and one Catalan surname. A strange mixture, I thought.


    I took the photograph that Aunt Marta had given me out of its envelope, as if the image of the young woman could confirm, somehow, that she was indeed that Amelia Garayoa Cuní who appeared on my grandfather’s baptismal certificate as his mother.


    That young woman in the photograph was very attractive, or maybe that’s what I thought because I had already decided that she really was my great-grandmother.


    I read the entry in the register of baptisms several times until I had convinced myself that it was what I was looking for.


    “Javier Carranza Garayoa, son of Santiago Carranza Velarde and Amelia Garayoa Cuní. Baptized on November 18, 1935, in Madrid.”


    Yes, there was no room for doubt, this was my grandfather and this Amelia Garayoa was his mother, who had abandoned her husband and her son to run away, or so it seemed, with a sailor.


    I felt pleased with myself, and told myself that I had now earned my aunt’s first three thousand euros.


    Now I had to decide whether to share my discovery with her or to carry on with my research before I revealed our relative’s name to my aunt.


    I asked Father Antonio to let me photocopy the page on which my grandfather’s baptism was recorded, and after promising faithfully that I would return the book as soon as possible, and in perfect condition, I left.


    I made several copies. Then it was I who exacted a promise from Father Antonio that he keep the original book under careful guard, but easily accessible in case I should need it again.


    I knew my great-grandmother’s name: Amelia Garayoa Cuní. Now I had to find out something about her, and I thought that the first thing to do was to look for a member of her family. Did she have brothers? Cousins? Nephews?


    I had no idea whether the name Garayoa was very common in Basque country, but I knew that I should go there as soon as possible. I would call all the Garayoas I could find in the phonebook, but I hadn’t yet decided what I would tell them... If they answered the phone, that is.


    But before I left, I thought I should look at the Madrid phonebook. After all, my great-grandmother had lived here, had married a man from Madrid. Perhaps she had family...


    I didn’t expect to find anything, but to my surprise I found two Garayoas in the Madrid phonebook. I wrote down their phone numbers and addresses while I thought about how to proceed. Maybe I should call them. Maybe I should just turn up at their houses to see what would happen. I decided on the second course of action, and was determined to try my luck with the first address the next day.
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    The building was in the Barrio de Salamanca, the rich part of Madrid. I spent a little time walking up and down the street, trying to get every detail of the building into my mind, and above all to see who was coming and going, but all I managed to do in the end was attract the attention of the doorman.


    “Are you waiting for someone?” he asked aggressively.


    “Well, no... or yes, I suppose. Well, look, I don’t know if the Garayoas live here.”


    “And who are you?” he wanted to know, and his question made me realize that there must be some Garayoas here.


    “A relative, a distant relative. Could you tell me which of the Garayoas live here?”


    The doorman looked me up and down in an attempt to convince himself that I was the kind of person to whom he could give this information, but I didn’t manage to dispel his doubts by my appearance alone, so I showed him my identity card. The man looked at it and handed it back straight away.


    “You’re not named Garayoa...”


    “Garayoa was my great-grandmother, Amelia Garayoa... Look. Maybe you could talk to the Garayoas who live here and if they’re willing for me to go up and see them I’ll go up, and if not then I’ll go.”


    “Wait here,” he ordered, and I could tell from his tone of voice that he didn’t want me even to come into the doorway.


    I stayed impatiently in the street, asking myself who might live in this house, if it was an old nephew of my great-grandmother, or her cousins, or just some Garayoas who had nothing at all to do with my family. Maybe Garayoa was as common a surname in Basque country as Fernández was in the rest of Spain.


    Eventually the doorman came out to see me.


    “She says you should go up,” he announced, sounding a little uncertain.


    “Right now?” I asked in bewilderment, because I hadn’t really expected that anyone would agree to meet me, thought rather that the doorman would tell me to get lost.


    “Yes, right now. You need to go up to the third floor.”


    “Is it the apartment on the right side or the left?”


    “The ladies’ apartment occupies the whole floor.”


    I decided to take the stairs instead of the elevator, to give myself time to think about what to say to the people in the house, but my decision made the doorman even more unsure of himself.


    “Why don’t you take the elevator?”


    “Because I like to get exercise,” I replied, disappearing out of his curious field of vision.


     


     


    A woman was waiting by the open door; she was middle-aged, wearing a gray dress, and had short hair. Her look showed even less confidence in me than the doorman’s had.


    “They will see you now. Please come in.”


    “And who are you?” I asked with interest.


    She looked at me as if my question had somehow intruded upon her privacy. She glared at me before replying.


    “I am the housekeeper, I look after the house. I look after the ladies. You will wait in the library.”


    Just as the doorman had, she spoke about “the ladies,” which made me draw the obvious conclusion: There were at least two women who lived here.


    She led me into a spacious room with ancient mahogany furniture, the walls covered with books. A dark brown leather sofa and two armchairs occupied one end of the room.


    “Please sit down, I’ll tell the ladies that you are here.”


    I didn’t sit down, instead I started to poke around among the beautifully bound leather volumes. It struck me that apart from the books there was nothing else in the library, no ornaments, no paintings, nothing.


    “Are you interested in books?”


    I turned around, a little embarrassed, like a child caught putting his hand in the jam jar. I stammered out a “yes” while I looked at the woman who had spoken to me. From her appearance it was impossible to tell her age: She could have been fifty or seventy.


    She was tall and thin, with dark chestnut hair, and she wore an elegant trouser suit; a diamond ring and diamond earrings were her only accessories.


    “I’m sorry to bother you. My name is Guillermo Albi.”


    “Yes, the doorman said. You showed him your identity card.”


    “It was to calm him down, make him see... well, make him see that I’m not a madman.”


    “It is a little strange for you to come looking for the Garayoa family, claiming that Amelia Garayoa is your great-grandmother...”


    “Well, it might seem strange, but it’s true. I’m Amelia Garayoa’s great-grandson, or at least I think I am. Do you know her?”


    The woman smiled widely and looked at me in amusement before replying.


    “Yes, I know Amelia Garayoa. She’s me, and it’s quite clear that I’m not your great-grandmother.”


    I didn’t know what to say. So, this woman, who suddenly reminded me strongly of Aunt Marta, was Amelia Garayoa, and of course she couldn’t be my great-grandmother.


    “You’re named Amelia Garayoa?”


    “Yes, anything wrong with that?” she asked ironically.


    “No, no, nothing, sorry, it’s just... well, it’s very complicated.”


    “To start with, I’d like to know what you’re talking about when you say ‘it’s very complicated,’ and also, who are you? What do you want?”


     The housekeeper came into the library before I could answer and announced solemnly:


    “The ladies are waiting for you in the drawing room.”


    Amelia Garayoa looked at me as if wondering whether to take me to this room where the other ladies were apparently waiting.


    “My aunts are very old, they’re both over ninety, and I don’t want them to be upset...”


    “No, no, I won’t upset them, I have no intention of upsetting them, I... I’d like to explain to them why I’m here.”


    “Yes, some kind of explanation is in order,” she replied drily.


    She left the library and I followed her in a trance. I felt as if I were an uninvited guest about to make a fool of himself.


    The drawing room was large, with two wide balconies. But what first caught one’s attention was the imposing marble fireplace where a log fire was crackling. There was an armchair on each side of the fireplace and a black leather sofa facing the fire.


    Two old women who appeared to be twins were sitting in the armchairs. Each had white hair drawn up into a chignon. They wore identical black skirts. One was wearing a white sweater, and the other was wearing a gray one.


    Both of them looked at me curiously without saying anything.


    “Allow me to introduce my great-aunts,” Amelia said. “This young man is Guillermo Albi.”


    “Good afternoon; I am sorry for intruding, you are both very kind to see me.”


    “Sit down,” ordered the oldest woman, the one wearing the white sweater.


    “We have decided to see you because my aunts have agreed to it. I was not keen on speaking to a stranger,” Amelia interrupted, making it clear that if the choice had been hers then she would have sent me packing without further ado.


    “I understand, I know it’s not very normal to turn up at someone’s house saying that you have a great-grandmother called Garayoa and asking about her. I apologize, and I do not want to intrude too much.”


    “What do you want?” the old woman in the gray sweater asked.


    “Before I start, it’s probably best for me to say who I am... My family has a small firm, Carranza Machinery, run by my Aunt Marta; I’ll leave you the address and the telephone number so that you can confirm that I am who I say I am. I can go away and will come back when you have confirmed that my intentions are good and that there’s nothing strange about my visit...”


    “Yes,” Amelia said. “You give me your address, that’s the best thing, and your phone number, and...”


    “Don’t be impatient, Amelia,” the woman in the gray sweater interrupted. “And you, young man, tell us what you want and who you’re looking for and how you came to this house.”


    “My name is Guillermo Albi, and it appears that I have a great-grandmother named Amelia Garayoa. I say ‘it appears’ because this woman is a mystery, we know little or nothing about her. In fact, we did not know her name until yesterday, when I found it on my grandfather’s baptismal certificate.”


    I took a photocopy of my grandfather’s baptismal certificate out of the pocket of my jacket and held it out to the old woman in the white sweater. She picked up some reading glasses from the table and read the document eagerly, shot me a steely glance, and made me think that she was reading my innermost thoughts.


    I couldn’t hold that gaze, so I looked at the chimney instead. She gave the document to the woman in the gray sweater, who also read it with care.


    “So you are Javier’s grandson,” the old woman in the gray sweater said.


    “Yes, did you know him?” I asked.


    “And what was Javier’s wife named?” continued the old woman in the gray sweater, without answering my question.


    “My maternal grandmother was named Jimena.”


    “Carry on,” the old woman in the white sweater said.


    “So, my Aunt Marta, my mother’s sister, found a photograph a while back and thought that it could be a picture of this mysterious vanishing grandmother. Because I’m a journalist, and because I’m going through a bit of a rough patch at the moment, I’m practically unemployed, she decided to hire me to investigate what happened to Amelia Garayoa. In fact, neither my mother nor my uncles knew until yesterday what their grandmother was really named. Their father changed his name from Garayoa to Fernández, and apparently he never spoke about his mother; it was a taboo topic in the family. For some time he thought that his mother was Águeda, the nurse, with whom his father had another child. I suppose it must have been very hard for him to realize that his mother had abandoned him. None of his children ever dared to ask him what had happened, so we have no information at all.”


    “And why does your Aunt Marta want to find out about her father’s mother?” asked Amelia Garayoa, the old ladies’ grand-niece.


    “Well, like I said, she found a photo and thought that it could be a picture of Amelia Garayoa, and she thought that I could write a history, the history of this woman. My aunt wants to give it to her family as a Christmas present. It will be a surprise. I don’t want to lie to you: I really don’t care what my great-grandmother did and the reasons that made her do it, but as I said, I’m going through a bad patch in my career, and my aunt is paying generously for this story. I’ve got a mortgage, and I’m ashamed to be always asking my mother for money.”


    The three women looked at me without speaking. I realized that I had been in this house for more than half an hour and that I hadn’t stopped talking, hadn’t stopped explaining who I was, while I knew absolutely nothing about them. Silly me, I had been so open it was almost ridiculous, like a teenager trying to talk himself out of a difficult situation.


    “Do you have the photograph your aunt found?” the old woman in the white sweater asked in a trembling voice.


    “Yes, I have a copy with me,” I replied and took it out of my jacket pocket.


    The old woman broke into a wide smile when she saw the picture of this young woman dressed as a bride.


    The other two women drew close to look at the picture. None of them said anything, and their silence made me uneasy.


    “Do you know her? Do you recognize the woman in the photo?”


    “Young man, we’d like to be left alone now. You would like to know if we knew this Amelia Garayoa, who appears to be a relative of yours... It’s possible, although Garayoa is not an uncommon name in Basque country. If you could leave us the photo and the copy of the baptismal certificate... it would be very useful,” the old woman in the gray sweater said.


    “Of course, there’s no problem. Do you think she might be a relative of yours?”


    “Why don’t you leave us your telephone number? We’ll be in touch with you,” the old woman in the gray sweater went on, without answering my question.


    I agreed. There was nothing else I could do. Amelia Garayoa got up from the sofa to say goodbye. I bowed my head to the two old women, murmured “Thank you,” and followed the elegant woman who had led me to this room.


    “What is a real coincidence is that you’ve got the same name as my great-grandmother,” I plucked up the courage to say as I took my leave.


    “I don’t think so, there are a lot of Amelias in my family; I’ve got aunts and cousins and nieces with that name. My daughter is also named Amelia María, like me.”


    “Amelia María?”


    “Yes, to tell the difference between all the Amelias, some are just called Amelia and some are Amelia María.”


    “And those two ladies are your great-aunts?”


    Amelia wondered whether to answer my question. Then she spoke.


    “Yes. This is the family home; when I lost my husband I came here to live with them, they’re very old. My daughter lives in the United States. We’re a very close-knit family: aunts, nephews, grandchildren... We love each other and look after each other.”


    “That’s good,” I said, to say something.


    “They’re very old,” she insisted. “They’re over ninety, even though they’ve still got their health. We’ll call you,” she said as she shut the door.


    When I got down to the street I felt lightheaded, like I’d been punched in the jaw. The scene I’d just been through seemed surreal to me, although Aunt Marta’s request was also odd, as was presenting myself at the house of some unknown people and asking if they knew anything about my great-grandmother.


    I decided not to tell my aunt anything, to at least wait and see whether the women would call me or see me again, or would close their door on me forever.


    I spent a few days waiting for the phone to ring, and the more I thought about them the surer I became that I had found a clue; I just didn’t know where it would lead me.


     


     


    “Guillermo Albi? Hello, I’m Amelia María Garayoa.”


    I hadn’t got up yet, it was eight a.m. and the telephone had woken me up with a jerk, but I was even more surprised to hear Amelia Garayoa’s voice.


    “Good morning,” I stammered without knowing what to say.


    “Did I wake you up?”


    “No... no... Well, yes, I was up late last night reading...”


    “Right. Well, it doesn’t matter. My aunts want to see you, they’ve decided to talk to you. Can you come this afternoon?”


    “Yes. Of course I can.”


    “Alright, we’ll be waiting for you at five o’clock.”


    “I’ll be there.”


    She didn’t hang up the phone. She seemed to be waiting to speak. I heard her breathing on the other end of the line. In the end she spoke. Her voice had changed tone.


    “If it were up to me, you’d never set foot in our house again, I think you’re only going to bring us problems, but my aunts have made up their minds and I have to respect their decision. So let me say now that if you try to cause us any trouble I will make sure you regret it.”


    “What?” I said, shocked by the threat.


    “I know who you are, an unlucky journalist, a troublemaker who’s had problems wherever he’s worked. And I am telling you that if your behavior goes beyond the boundaries of what I consider acceptable, I will do whatever it takes to make sure you never find work again as long as you live.”


     


     


    She hung up without giving me a chance to reply. Now I knew that Amelia María Garayoa had been investigating me while I’d been waiting for a phone call instead of looking into the lives of these strange women. I told myself that this was a real disaster for an investigative journalist, and then, as I like to be kind to myself with regard to my faults, I also told myself that investigative journalism had never really been my thing, I was more used to covering politics.


    I went to eat at my mother’s house, and ended up having an argument with her about my immediate future. My mother didn’t think it was bad that I’d taken Aunt Marta up on her offer, because it meant earning three thousand euros a month, but she reminded me that this was a salary with a time limit on it, and that once I’d found out things about my great-grandmother and written the account, then I would have to go back to earning money at my own trade, and apparently I was wasting time not looking for a better job than literary critic for an online newspaper.


    My mother thought that online newspapers were less than nothing, because she would never dream of turning on the computer to read the newspaper online; what I did seemed irrelevant to her. She wasn’t entirely misguided, but I was too much on edge to listen to her complaints, and I didn’t want to own up that I was going to see the old women that afternoon. I was sure that she wouldn’t have been able to keep my secret and would have spoken to Aunt Marta about it.


     


     


    At five to five I went into the entrance of the Garayoa’s building. This time the doorman didn’t make any trouble.


    The housekeeper opened the door, and with a brief “Good afternoon,” followed by “Please come in, the ladies are waiting,” she accompanied me into the room with the fireplace that I had seen the last time I was there.


    The two old women greeted me with serious faces. I was surprised not to see their great-niece Amelia María, so I asked after her.


    “She’s working, she’ll probably finish late. She’s a broker, and there’s usually a lot of deals to be done with the New York Stock Exchange at this time of the day,” one of the old women explained.


    This time, the one who appeared to be older was wearing a black dress, and the other one was again wearing a gray sweater, but a darker one than last time, and she was also wearing a pearl necklace.


    “We will explain why we decided to talk to you,” the old woman in black said.


    “Thank you,” I replied.


    “Amelia Garayoa is... well, was a relative of ours. She suffered a great deal when she had to leave her son, Javier. She never forgave herself. You can’t turn the clock back, but she always felt that she needed to make reparations. She couldn’t, of course, she didn’t know how. But we must say that there was no moment in her life when she didn’t think about Javier.”


    She seemed to think for a moment before continuing.


    “We will help you.”


    I heard with amazement these words coming from the old woman dressed in black. She spoke in a tired voice, as if it were difficult for her to say these words, and I don’t know why, but I felt that rummaging through the past was going to cause them a great deal of pain.


    The old woman in black stayed silent, observing me, as if looking for strength to continue.


    “I’m very grateful that you’ve decided to help me... ,” I said, without knowing very well what to add.


    “No, don’t thank us; you are Javier’s grandson, and we are going to impose certain conditions,” the old woman in gray replied.


    I realized that their great-niece, Amelia Garayoa, had not told me their names; she had never introduced us, and this was why I identified them by the color of their clothes. I didn’t dare ask them now, given the air of solemnity that they were giving to this moment.


    “Also, it will not be easy for you to find out your great-grandmother’s story,” the old woman in black added.


    These last words confused me. First they told me that they were going to tell me my relative’s story, and then they told me that this knowledge would not be easy, but why?


    “We cannot tell you things we do not ourselves know, but we can give you clues. It would be best for you to rescue Amelia Garayoa from the past, to follow her footsteps, wherever they might lead, to visit people who knew her, if they are still alive, to put her life back together from the foundations upwards. That’s the only way you can write her story.”


     


     


    The one who was speaking was the old woman in gray. I had the impression that the two women were turning me into their puppet. They moved the strings, they were going to tell me the conditions I would have to obey in order to approach my relative’s life, and they were giving me no other option than to accept their wishes.


    “Of course,” I said unwillingly. “What do I have to do?”


    “Step by step, we’ll go through it step by step,” the old woman in gray continued. “Before we start, you’ll have to agree to certain things.”


    “What would you like me to agree to?”


    “First of all, that you will follow our directions without complaining; we are very old, and we have no desire, or even time, to waste trying to convince you of things. So, you will follow our suggestions and you’ll find out what happened. Second, we will retain the right to decide what you can or cannot do with the text you end up writing.”


    “But I can’t accept that! It makes no sense for you to help me investigate Amelia Garayoa if you won’t let me give whatever I write about her to my family.”


    “She wasn’t a saint, but she wasn’t a monster either,” the old woman in black murmured.


    “I have no intention of judging her. It might seem astonishing for you that a woman decided, more than seventy years ago, to leave her home and to place her son under the care of her husband, but there would be nothing at all strange about it nowadays. We can’t think a woman is a monster for abandoning her family,” I protested.


    “These are our conditions,” the old woman in gray insisted.


    “You aren’t giving me much of a choice...”


    “We’re not asking for anything very difficult...”


    “Okay, I accept, but I would like you to answer a few questions yourselves. What was your relation with Amelia Garayoa? Did you know her? And who are you? I don’t even know your names... ,” I protested.


    “Listen, young man, we come from a generation where a man’s word was law, so: Do you give us your word that you accept these conditions?” the old woman in gray insisted.


    “I have already said I do.”


    “As for who we are... As you have guessed, we are direct descendants of Amelia Garayoa, and therefore indirect relatives of yours. In the past we shared her worries, her decisions, her mistakes, her regrets... You could say that we are the guardians of her memory. Her life ran its course parallel to our own. The important thing is not who we are but who she was, and we are going to help you find out,” the old woman in black declared.


    “As far as our names are concerned... call me Doña Laura and call her,” the old woman in gray said, pointing at the other old woman, “call her Doña Amelia.”


    “Amelia?” I said in confusion.


    “My niece has already told you that there are lots of Amelias in our family... ,” Doña Laura replied.


    “May I ask why there is such an affinity for the name Amelia?”


    “It used to be common for daughters to have the same name as their mother, or their grandmother, or the godmother, so our family has lots of Amelias and lots of Amelia Marías. My sister was called Amelia María, although we have always called her Melita to tell her apart from my cousin Amelia, isn’t that right?” Doña Laura said, looking at the other old woman.


    At least I now knew what the two old women were called, who as far as I could tell were sisters.


    “I’m sorry for insisting, but I’d like to know what the exact relationship is between you and my great-grandmother. I think you’re her cousins...”


    “Yes, and we were very close, that’s certain,” Doña Laura replied.


    “Well, now that we’ve reached an agreement, the best thing is for you to get down to work. We are going to give you a diary, it will help you start to know your great-grandmother,” the old woman in black said.


    “A diary? Amelia’s diary?” I said in surprise.


    “Yes, Amelia’s diary. She started to write it when she was an adolescent. Her mother gave it to her as a present when she was fourteen, and she was happy, because she dreamed of being a writer. Among other things.”


    The old woman in black smiled as she remembered Amelia’s diary.


    “A writer? So long ago?” I asked in surprise.


    “Young man, I suppose you know that there have always been women who have written, and when you talk about ‘so long ago’ don’t do it as if you were talking about prehistory,” Doña Laura said, sounding angry.


    “So Amelia, my great-grandmother, wanted to be a writer...”


    “And an actress, and a painter, and a singer... She had a great desire for life and a certain amount of artistic talent. The diary was the best present she was given on that birthday,” Doña Melita said. “But we’ve said that you have to go finding things out step by step. So, read this diary, and when you’ve finished it come and see us and we’ll tell you the next step.”


    “Yes, but before you read the diary we should explain to you what the family was like, how they lived... ,” Doña Laura said.


    “Sorry, but let me get things straight. You are Doña Laura, and should I call you Doña Amelia María like your great-niece, or Doña Melita?” I asked, interrupting Doña Laura.


    “However you wish, it’s not important. What we want you to do is read the diary,” Doña Melita protested. “In any event, young man, ours was a well-off family of businessmen and industrialists. Educated, cultured people.”


    “It’s necessary so that you can give some context to what happened,” Doña Laura insisted, irritated.


    “Don’t worry, I’ll know how to do that...”


    “Amelia was born in 1917, a turbulent time in world history, the year the Russian Revolution triumphed, and the First World War was not yet finished. There was a coalition government in Spain, and Alfonso XIII was king.”


    “Yes, I know what happened in 1917...” I was scared that Doña Laura would start to give me a history lesson.


    “Young man, don’t be impatient, people’s lives make sense if you explain them in context, the reverse is difficult if you don’t understand anything. As I was saying, Amelia, and I myself, grew up during the dictatorship of Primo de Rivera, we were there for the Republican victory in the municipal elections of 1931, and the famous declaration of the Republic and Alfonso XIII’s departure into exile. Then came the center-left governments, and the ratification of the Statute of Catalonia, Sanjurjo’s attempted coup d’état, the triumph of the right-wing CEDA groups in 1933, the revolutionary general strike in 1934...”


    “I can see that you lived through some difficult times,” I said, trying to cut short the old woman’s speech.


    At this moment, Amelia María, the great-niece of the old women, came into the room. I was getting confused by so many Amelias. She barely glanced at me, then kissed her aunts and asked them how they had spent their day.


    After an exchange of pleasantries, which I listened to in attentive silence, Amelia María deigned to speak to me.


    “And you, how are things?”


    “Very good, and I’m extremely happy with your aunts’ decision to help me. I have accepted all their conditions,” I replied with a certain irony.


    “Wonderful, and now, if you don’t mind, my aunts need to rest. The housekeeper has told me that you’ve been here for more than two hours.”


    I was annoyed by the rapid way in which I was being thrown out, but I didn’t dare argue. I got up and nodded to the two old women. This was when Doña Melita held out two clothbound books, cherry red but faded with time.


    “These are Amelia’s diaries,” she explained as she held them out to me. “Be very careful with them, and come back to us when you’ve read them.”


    “I shall, and thank you once again.”


    I left the house exhausted, without well knowing why. Those old women, in spite of their apparent imperturbability, displayed a strange kind of tension, and their great-niece, Amelia María, didn’t hide her dislike of me, most likely because she was convinced I was upsetting her aunts’ peace and quiet.


    When I got back to my apartment I turned off my mobile so as not to have to answer any calls. I was keen to bury myself in my great-grandmother’s diaries.
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    How happy I am! My birthday party was a success. Mama is unsurpassed when it comes to organizing parties, and what’s more, she gave me the best present: this diary. Papa gave me a pen and my sister some gloves. But I had a great many other presents as well, from my grandparents, from my aunts and uncles, and my friends have also been very generous.


    My grandmother Margot insisted to Papa that Antonietta and I spend the summer with her in Biarritz. I would be so happy! All the more so because they say that my favorite cousin Laura is invited as well. It is not that I am uncomfortable with my sister Antonietta, but Laura and I share everything...


    Laura says we are very lucky to have a French grandmother, because she would be as happy as I am to spend a summer in Biarritz. I think the truly lucky thing is to have a family like ours. I shudder when I think that I could have been born in some other family. Papa has told grandmother that we shall go spend some part of our holiday with her.


    Now I am tired, today has been so full of emotion, I shall continue tomorrow...


     


    Amelia’s was the diary of an adolescent in a well-off family. As far as I could make out, Amelia’s father, my great-great-grandfather, was Basque on his father’s side and French Basque on his mother’s. He was in commerce and traveled all over Europe and North America. He had a brother who was a lawyer: Armando, the father of Melita, Laura, and Jesús, my great-grandmother’s cousins.


    Amelia and her sister Antonietta had an English governess, although their guardian fairy was their nurse, Amaya, a Basque woman to whom they were devoted, and who had stayed with the family after the girls had left the nursery, helping the family in other ways.


    My great-grandmother had been a dedicated student. It seems that what she most liked was playing the piano and painting, she dreamed of being famous for either of these skills, and she had a natural ear for languages. She shared all her girlish secrets with her cousin Laura. She was two years older than her sister Antonietta, but for Amelia this was an eternity.


    It appears that Amelia’s father insisted that his two daughters study and have good educations. They both studied with the Sisters of St. Teresa and took piano lessons and French classes.


    My great-great-grandfather must have been a rather special person, because from time to time he took trips outside of Spain with his family. Amelia wrote down in her diary her impressions of Munich, Berlin, Rome, Paris... All stories told by a girl who was full of life.


    I thought the diary was quite boring. I wasn’t at all interested in Amelia’s daily life, and apart from its revealing that her favorite cousin was called Laura and that one of her grandmothers was French, the rest of it was a syrupy story that I found tedious. That’s why I decided to turn my phone on again, and to call a female friend so we could go out for a drink to take my mind off things. I left the second diary for the next day.


     


    I have tuberculosis. I’ve been in bed for several days and the doctor won’t allow me to have visitors. Laura came today, taking advantage of the fact that Papa is away in Germany and Mama always goes to Mass at nine in the morning. Laura brought me a diary as a present, just like the one Mama gave me when I was fourteen.


    I didn’t let her come close to the bed, but her visit made me very happy. Laura is more to me than just a cousin, she’s like a sister, she understands me better than anyone else, much better than Antonietta. And I was touched by her present: this diary. She told me that it would help me be less bored, and would make the time pass more quickly. But what will I be able to put down here if I can’t leave my bed?


     


     


    The doctor came to see me, and it annoyed me that he treated me as if I were a child. He said that I need to keep taking rest, but that I should also breathe pure air. Mama has decided to send me to the country, to Amaya’s house. They had thought to send me to grandmother Margot’s house in Biarritz, but grandmother has had a series of persistent colds, so she’s not in the best of health to look after a patient with tuberculosis. Also, Dr. Gabriel has said that pure mountain air is the best.


    Mama is getting everything ready for us to go to Nurse’s farm. Amaya will look after me, Mama has to stay with Antonietta and wait for Papa to come back from Germany, but she will come to see me from time to time. I prefer leaving to remaining here in this room; if it wasn’t for Laura’s visits then I think I should go mad. Although I am scared that maybe I will infect my cousin. Nobody knows she comes to see me, just Nurse, but she says nothing.


     


     


    Nurse allows me to get up. She does not insist that I stay in bed. She says that if I feel strong enough then the best thing is for me to go outside and breathe pure air like Dr. Gabriel said. Here, up in the mountains, pure air is something we have a great deal of.


    Nurse’s parents are old, it’s difficult for me to understand them because they speak Basque the whole time, but Amaya’s oldest son Aitor is teaching me. Papa says I have a gift for languages, and the truth is that I am learning quickly.


    I get on well with Aitor, and I also get on well with Edurne, Amaya’s daughter, who is the same age as me... well, a few months older. Aitor and Edurne are very different, just like Antonietta and me. Nurse wants Edurne to come back with us to Madrid, to work in the house. I’ve promised her that I will convince Mama. Edurne is very quiet, but she always smiles and she tries to do everything I need.


    Papa has provided a reference for Aitor to work in one of the offices of the Basque Nationalist Party, the PNV, in San Sebastián. He is spending the whole week there. He says he is very happy with his work, he carries messages, he looks after visitors, and he also does little jobs round the office, such as addressing envelopes. Aitor is three years older than me, but he does not treat me like a child.


    Nurse looks after him a lot, she’s very proud of her son. The poor thing has really never lived with them, she came to our house when I was born, and I see now that it must have been very difficult to look after us instead of her own children. She must have missed them so!


    We went into San Sebastián to call grandmother Margot, she is a little better and has promised to come to see me.


    Aitor was surprised that I speak French with my grandmother, but we have always done so. Grandmother Margot also speaks in French with Papa. She speaks in Spanish only with Mama, but Mama is not very good with languages, and although she speaks French she speaks it only when we are in Biarritz.


     


     


    I have gone out with Aitor to walk up in the mountains. Nurse told me not to tire myself out, but I do feel better, and I insisted that if we climbed a little further then we would be able to see France.


    I think about grandmother Margot. I would like to see her, but I am still convalescing. As soon as I am better I will go to Biarritz.


    Aitor knows a way to get into France without going past the customs post. He told me that there are many roads that lead to France, and that all the people round here know them, especially the shepherds. His grandfather showed him. Apparently, his grandfather and other shepherds have even earned a few pesetas by smuggling. Aitor made me promise not to tell anyone and I won’t, I don’t want to think what my father would say.


    Aitor has told me that he does not want to stay in the village forever. He studies at night, when he gets back from work. He’s only three years older than I am. And he is learning French now; I’m teaching him in exchange for him teaching me Basque.


    Aitor says that I am Basque as well. And he says it as if it were something special. But I don’t feel special, I don’t care if I’m Basque or from some other place. I cannot feel the same way he does, and he says it’s because I don’t live on the land. I don’t know. I feel proud to be called Garayoa, but because it is Papa’s name, not because it is a Basque name. No, whatever Aitor says, I can’t think that I’m special simply for being half Basque.


    Now I speak in Basque with Aitor, and also with Amaya and her parents. I like doing it. Everyone in the village speaks in Basque and they are very surprised to hear me. I am really not bad at it. Aitor’s French is getting much better. His mother says that it won’t help him at all, that it would be better for him to learn how to milk a cow properly, but Aitor isn’t going to stay here, he’s sure about it. When he comes back from San Sebastián he brings the newspaper with him. He says that the political situation is bad. Mama says that things have gotten worse since the king left, but Papa doesn’t feel the same way, he supports Acción Republicana, Manuel Azaña’s party. Aitor doesn’t seem to feel any sympathy for Alfonso XIII either. Of course, Aitor dreams of Basque independence. I ask him what he would do about all the people here who aren’t Basques, and he says that I shouldn’t worry, that I’m a Garayoa.


    At supper he told us that there is a group that has formed, CEDA, the Spanish Coalition of Right-Wing Groups, and that it will run in the elections. I am not sure if this is a good or a bad thing, I will ask my parents when they come to see me in a few days. I miss them so much! Antonietta will not come because I am still not fully cured.


     


     


    It has been very difficult for me to leave my parents again. When the car started to move I began to cry just like a little girl. Dr. Gabriel has said that I am still not fully cured and that I will have to stay in Nurse’s house a while longer, but how long is that? No one will tell me and I am frantic.


    I have convinced Mama to allow Edurne to come with us to Madrid; I have said that she could be a good maid, and that we should do this for Amaya who has been such a good nurse for Antonietta and me. She resisted for a while, but eventually she gave in and I am very happy, because she says that she will have Edurne look after Antonietta and me.


    Papa has come back worried from Germany: He told us about the new chancellor there, a man named Adolf Hitler. According to Papa, Hitler makes speeches that stir everyone up, and my father is worried, and doesn’t trust him. Probably this is because Hitler does not like the Jews, and Papa’s business partner there, Herr Itzhak Wassermann, is Jewish. Apparently Jews have started to have problems. Papa has offered Herr Itzhak the chance to come and set himself up in Spain, but he says that he is a good German and should have nothing to fear. Herr Itzhak is married and has three daughters, they are very nice, Yla is my age. They have spent a few summers with us in Biarritz, and Antonietta and I have been to their house in Berlin as well. I hope that this Hitler gets over his dislike of Jews. After Laura, Yla is my best friend.


     


     


    My parents have come back and we have gone to San Sebastián. We were invited to tea at the house of one of Papa’s friends, one of the leaders of the Basque Nationalist Party, and he and Papa spent the afternoon talking politics.


    My father said that if things go on like this, so uncertain, then President Alcalá Zamora will have to call early elections. Papa explained that the people on the Right are scared by some of the decisions that the government has been making, and the people on the Left do not believe that the president is instituting the social changes they were hoping for.


    I stayed the whole afternoon listening to Papa, even though Mama and our hostess tried to insist that I go speak with them in the drawing room. I was more interested in what my father and his friend were saying. I do not understand much, but I like politics.


     


     


    One of Amaya’s childhood friends is married to a fisherman. This is good, because one Saturday they invited us out in their boat. It is little, but Amaya’s friend’s husband handles it well. We took sandwiches and ate on the high seas. We laughed a lot because we were always crossing over into French waters. But there are no borders in the sea. The fisherman showed Aitor and me how to handle the boat. His son Patxi, who is the same age as Aitor, is a fisherman like his father, and goes out with him at dawn every morning to go fishing. I think that if I didn’t study then I’d love to be a fisherwoman. I feel so at home on the sea!


     


    I spent all morning reading my great-grandmother’s second diary and I have to admit that the second volume was more enjoyable than the first. I found out that Amelia had spent almost six months on her nurse’s farm before the doctor gave her the all-clear, and although she wanted very much to go home, it was difficult for her to leave Aitor.


    This young man spoke to her about politics and tried to inspire her with the same love for the “Basque homeland” as he himself felt, he spoke about an idyllic past and a future in which the Basques would have their own state.


    My great-grandmother didn’t really care what happened to the Basque country; what was important for her was Aitor’s company.


     


    It was not difficult to say goodbye. Aitor asked for the day off work and we spent it walking together on the hillside. I now know four different paths that lead to France; some of them are used by smugglers. But everyone knows each other here, and whatever they do, no one reports their neighbors.


    I wonder if I will come back soon, and above all what Aitor will do when I am gone. I imagine he will meet a girl and they will get married, it’s what his grandparents want. They have brought him up to take charge of the farm.


    Although he does not say it out loud, what he would really like to do is to dedicate himself to politics; he is ever more involved in work for his party, and his bosses have faith in him.


    A few days ago I went with Amaya and Edurne to San Sebastián, we went shopping and then we went to the PNV office where Aitor works. Amaya was very proud to see how much confidence everyone had in her son, his bosses were very proud of him, and said that he had a great future ahead of him.


    I am pleased for him, but... well, I must say it: I know that I will not be a part of that future and that hurts me.


     


     


    I am leaving early tomorrow. Aitor will take us to San Sebastián station.


    Amaya is sad. If it were up to her then she would stay on the farm, but she says that she has to continue working to support her parents and her children. She has a dream that Aitor will become a politician and that Edurne will fit into our family and will stay with us as a maid, but then who will take care of the farm? I think that what Amaya wants is for Edurne to take her place and for her to go back to be with her parents.


    Aitor’s parents have never left these mountains, the furthest they’ve ever traveled is to San Sebastián. They say they’re not interested in finding out about other places, that their world is here and that it’s the best of all possible worlds.


    Papa says that there are two types of Basques, those who set out to conquer the world and those who believe that there is no world beyond the mountains. He is one of the first kind, Aitor’s grandparents are the second type. But they are good people. To begin with they seemed withdrawn and reserved, they don’t trust those of us who come from outside. But when they got over their shyness, you realized that they are very sensitive people.


    Some nights, after supper, we would sit by the chimney and Aitor’s grandfather would sing songs that at first I did not understand, but I thought were nostalgic. Now I can sing them as well, and I know that Papa will be very surprised when he hears me singing in Basque.


    This diary is running out of pages, I don’t know if I will write another one. I have said it: I am going home tomorrow, and I think that I have grown up during my time here. I feel as if I were a thousand years old.


     


    I did what we had agreed to and phoned the old women to tell them that I had read the two diaries and to ask them when I could come and see them again. I wondered what they might have prepared for me to help continue my “apprenticeship” in the study of my great-grandmother’s life.


    I couldn’t speak with them directly, but the housekeeper arranged that I would come three days later. I decided to spend this time sketching out the first draft of my great-grandmother’s life, although I had found out nothing extraordinary up to this point.


     


     


    Doña Melita and Doña Laura were like two statues. They were always seated in the same armchairs, meticulously dressed in black and gray, the hair of each in a chiffon, with pearls or diamonds in their ears and an air of apparent fragility that was belied by the vigor with which they manipulated me.


    That day they were accompanied by another woman as old as they were. I thought that she was a friend or some relative. They did not introduce me, but I approached her to shake her hand, and I found it was trembling.


    The woman, also dressed in black, but without jewelry and with a more wrinkled face, seemed nervous. I thought she was older than Doña Laura and Doña Melita, if age has much meaning after you reach ninety.


    I saw that Doña Melita took her hand affectionately and clutched it tightly, as though to encourage her.


    They asked me for the diaries, which I gave to them without hesitation, and they wanted to know what I made of Amelia.


    “Well, the truth is she doesn’t seem very special, I suppose she was the typical daughter of a well-off family from that period.”


    “Nothing else?” Doña Melita wanted to know.


    “Nothing else,” I replied, trying to think what I had missed, what was special about the two youthful accounts she had written.


    “Well, now you have some kind of an idea about the sort of person Amelia was as an adolescent, the time has come for you to know how and why she got married,” Doña Laura explained, looking at Doña Melita out of the corner of her eye. “The best thing is for you to be told by someone who lived with her, without leaving her side, throughout these crucial years of her life. Someone who knew her very well,” Doña Laura continued, looking at the old woman whom she had not introduced and who had not yet said a word. “Edurne, this is the great-grandson of Amelia and Santiago,” Doña Laura said to the old woman.


     


     


    My heart gave a leap. Edurne? Edurne the daughter of the nurse, of Amaya? I said to myself that it was impossible to have so much luck.


    The old woman they had called Edurne raised her tired eyes to meet mine, and I read a certain amount of fear in them. I saw that she was uncomfortable. She looked deathly, like a person who was not only old, but unwell to boot.


    “You are the daughter of the nurse, of Amaya?” I asked her, keen to hear what she would say.


    “Yes,” she muttered.


    “I am pleased to meet you,” I said sincerely.


    “I know that it will be a great effort for Edurne to talk to you. Her memory is good, as if all these things happened yesterday, but... She is ill... We’re so old that we spring leaks everywhere. So listen to her and don’t tire her out too much,” Doña Laura ordered me.


    “Can I ask questions?”


    “Of course, but don’t waste time with questions, the important thing is what Edurne has to tell you,” Doña Laura said again. “And now, please go to the library, it will be quieter there for you to speak.”


    I nodded. Edurne looked at the old women and they gave her a barely perceptible sign, as if encouraging her to speak to me.


    The old woman walked with difficulty, leaning on a stick; I followed her step by step into the library.


    Edurne started to unwrap her memories...
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    When we got to Madrid, Doña Teresa, the mistress, said that from now on I should look after her two daughters, Doña Amelia and Doña Antonietta.


    My work consisted in looking after the children’s clothes, keeping their room clean, helping them to get dressed, accompanying them on visits... My mother taught me how to do all these things. I had a bad time to start with, in spite of the immense piece of luck that I was sharing a roof with her.


    The mistress put another bed in my mother’s room. The house was big, but we were the only ones to live with the family, the other servants slept in the attics. I suppose this was our privilege because my mother, who had been the girls’ wet nurse, always had to be close to them to feed them. Then, after they were weaned, she kept her room and did all kinds of work for them. She cleaned and helped in the kitchen; she did whatever they asked her to.


    My mother wanted me to learn how to become a ladies’ maid, to leave me well set up in the house, and for her to be able to go back to the village to be with her parents for their final years.


    I had never seen a house like this, with so many bedrooms and drawing rooms, and so many valuable objects. I was afraid of breaking something, and would walk with my skirts and my apron lifted up so as not to brush against the furniture as I walked past.


    Because I already knew Doña Amelia, the work wasn’t as hard as it might have been. Although the situation had changed: When she was at the farm she was just another one of us, and here I didn’t dare call her by her name, for all that she insisted I not call her “Doña.”


    What she liked was for us to talk in Basque. She wanted to annoy her sister, although she said to me it was so she wouldn’t forget the language. Don Juan, the master, didn’t want to hear us speaking Basque, and he would tell her off; he said it was the language of peasants, but she didn’t obey him.


    In the mornings I used to take Doña Antonietta to school. Doña Amelia had classes at home because she was still convalescing. In the afternoons, when Doña Antonietta came back, they let me sit in the corner of the schoolroom while a teacher who helped them with their homework made them speak in French and play the piano. I liked to listen to the lessons because it helped me learn. When she got better, Doña Amelia began to study to be a teacher, like her cousin Laura.


    Nineteen thirty-four was not a good year. The master’s business started to go badly. Herr Itzhak Wassermann, his partner in Germany, was suffering from Hitler’s attacks against the Jews, which were carried out by the SA, the Nazi paramilitary group. Business got even worse, and he had awoken on several occasions to find his shop windows broken by these devils. It got more and more difficult to travel to Germany, especially for people like the master, who hated Hitler and didn’t mind saying so out loud. The master started to lose weight, and the mistress worried about him more every day.


     


     


    “I think that Papa is ruined,” Doña Amelia said to me one day.


    “Why do you say that?” I asked in a fright, thinking that if the master was ruined then I would have to go back to the farm.


    “He owes money in Germany, and things aren’t going very well there. My mother says it’s the fault of the left-wingers...”


     


     


    The mistress was a very Catholic woman, a monarchist, keen on order, and she was scared by the disturbances stirred up by certain left-wing parties. She was a good person and treated all the people who lived in the house well, but she found it impossible to understand that people were in great need, and that the right-wing ruling parties were incapable of facing up to the problems of Spain at that time. She did good works, but she did not know what social justice was, and that was what the workers and peasants were demanding.


    “And what will my mother and I do?” I wanted to know.


    “Nothing, you’ll stay with us. I don’t want you to go.”


     


     


    Amelia sent letters to Aitor. Whenever he wrote to my mother and me, my brother would always include a sealed envelope with a letter for Amelia. She would write back to him in the same way, giving us a sealed letter that we in turn would put into our next letter.


    I knew that my brother was in love with Amelia, although he would never dare to tell her so, and I also knew that she was by no means indifferent to Aitor.


    One Monday afternoon, the master came back earlier than usual and locked himself in his office with Doña Teresa. There they talked until after nightfall, without allowing their daughters to interrupt them. That night Amelia and Antonietta had supper alone in the schoolroom, asking themselves what was going on.


    The next morning, the mistress called together all the servants and told us to clean the house from top to bottom. The family was going to host a dinner party that weekend, with important guests, and they wanted the house to shine.


    The girls were very excited. They went out shopping with their mother and came back laden down with parcels. They were going to have new clothes.


    That Saturday the mistress seemed nervous. She wanted everything to be perfect and although she was normally so friendly, she got angry if things weren’t to her taste.


    A hairdresser came to the house to prepare the mistress and her daughters, and I got them ready in the afternoon.


    Amelia had a red dress and Antonietta had a blue one. They looked lovely.


    “It’s been so long since we’ve had guests!” Amelia exclaimed while the hairdresser twisted her hair into ringlets and held them together at her neck with a comb.


    “Don’t exaggerate, we have visits every week,” Antonietta replied.


    “Yes, but that’s to have tea, not to have supper.”


    “Well, they didn’t used to let us join in because we were too little. Mama says some friends of Papa are coming with their children.”


    “And we don’t know them! Papa’s new friends... How exciting!”


    “I don’t understand how you can enjoy meeting new people. It will be boring, and Mama will be keeping an eye on us to make sure that we behave properly. The dinner is very important for Papa, he needs new partners in his business...”


    “I love meeting new people! Maybe there will be some nice-looking young man in the group... Maybe you’ll get an admirer, Antonietta.”


    “Or maybe you will, you’re older than I am, so you have to get married first. If you don’t hurry up you’ll get stuck on the shelf.”


    “I will marry when I want and who I want!”


    “Yes, but do it soon.”


    Neither of them suspected what would happen that night.


     


     


    The guests arrived at eight o’clock. Three married couples with their children. A total of fourteen people were seated around the oval table, exquisitely decorated with flowers and silver candelabras.


    The García family, with their son Hermenegildo. The López-Agudo family, Francisco and Carmen, with their daughters Elena and Pilar. And the Carranza family, Manuel and Blanca, with their son Santiago.


    Antonietta was the first to notice Santiago. He was the most handsome of all the guests. Tall and thin, with light brown, almost blond hair, and green eyes. And very elegantly dressed: It was impossible not to notice him. I also looked at him, secretly, from where I was hidden behind the curtains.


    He must have been about thirty years old, and he seemed very sure of himself.


    The other unmarried female guests buzzed around him. I knew Amelia well and knew what her tactics would be to get herself noticed.


    She was very friendly when she greeted her father’s guests and stood next to her mother listening to the ladies talk as if she were interested in what they were saying. She was the only young woman present who seemed immune to Santiago’s magnetism, and she did not even look at him.


    Doña Antonietta, along with Doña Elena and Doña Pilar López-Agudo, tried to capture Santiago’s attention: He had become the hub of the conversation among the younger guests. Not just because he was the oldest among them, but also because he was friendly. I couldn’t hear what he was saying from where I was hidden, but he had the women under his spell.


    The maids served the aperitifs and I was sent to the kitchen to help my mother and the cooks, but as soon as I could I went back to my hiding place where I could watch the party, which filled my senses with the scent of perfume and cigarettes coming from the ladies and the gentlemen.


    I wondered what Amelia’s next step would be in attracting Santiago’s attention. He had realized that the only young woman who was not taking part in the general conversation was the oldest daughter of his host, and he started to throw sidelong glances at her.


    The mistress had put name-cards at the place settings, and Amelia was sitting next to Santiago.


    She was so pretty... She began by paying no attention to Santiago, but spoke instead with young Hermenegildo, who had been seated to her left.


    It was not until halfway through the meal that Santiago could no longer support Amelia’s manifest indifference, and struck up a conversation with her in which she participated with a certain degree of reluctance.


    When the meal was over, it was clear that Amelia had achieved her objective: She had Santiago on a string.


    Once the guests had left, the master and mistress stayed in the drawing room with their daughters to discuss how the evening had gone.


    Doña Teresa was exhausted, so great was the tension that had built up over the course of the week, as she strove to make sure that everything was perfect. My mother said that she had never seen her so nervous, and this was strange because Doña Teresa was accustomed to having guests.


    Don Juan appeared more relaxed; the evening had served its purpose, we discovered later; he was trying to go into partnership with Carranza to save his business. But the person who saved the family fortunes was, in fact, Amelia.


    I heard what they said, for all that Doña Teresa told them to keep their voices down.


    “If Manuel Carranza is interested in the business, and it seems he is, then we’re saved...”


    “But Papa, are things so bad?” Amelia asked.


    “Yes, dear, you are both old enough and should be allowed to know the truth. The business in Germany is going very badly, and I’m worried about my good friend and colleague Herr Itzhak. The warehouse where we store all our goods for export to Spain, all the machinery, has been sealed by the Nazis, and I can’t get to it. All our money was there, invested in the machinery. They’ve also appropriated our bank accounts. Herr Helmut Keller, our employee, is very worried. He’s under suspicion anyway for having worked with a Jew, but he’s a brave man and he tells me it would be best to wait; he tells me that he’ll try to save what he can from the business. I’ve given him all the money I could find, which isn’t much given the circumstances but I can’t leave him abandoned to his fate...”


    “And Herr Itzhak, and Yla?” Amelia asked in alarm.


    “I am trying to bring them out here, but they are resisting; they don’t want to leave their house. I have been in touch with Sephardi House, an organization that exists to create connections within the community of Sephardic Jews.”


    “But Herr Itzhak isn’t Sephardic,” Doña Teresa exclaimed.


    “I know, but I’ve asked their advice, there are lots of important Spaniards who support them,” Don Juan replied...


    “Lots? I wish you were right,” Doña Teresa protested in a tense voice.


    “I’ve also been in touch with a group called ‘Ezra,’ which means ‘Help’; they are dedicated to helping Jews, especially the ones who are trying to escape from Germany.”


    “Can you do anything, Papa?” Amelia asked sadly.


    “It doesn’t depend on your father,” the mistress corrected her daughter.


    “Manuel Azaña is sympathetic toward the Jews,” Don Juan replied. “But it looks like the world is going mad... Hitler has declared that his party, the Nazi Party, is the only one that can actually get things done in Germany. And Germany has left the World Peace Conference. This madman is getting ready for war, I’m sure of it...”


    “War? With whom?” Amelia asked.


    But Don Juan could not reply, as Doña Teresa asked in her turn:


    “And what’s going to happen here? I’m scared, Juan... The left-wingers want to have a revolution...”


    “And the Right is against the Republican regime, and does whatever it can to make sure the Republic fails,” Don Juan replied in annoyance.


    Their marriage had political differences, because Doña Teresa came from a family of monarchists, and Don Juan was a steadfast Republican. Of course, back then women didn’t let their politics go very far, and in general the master of the house’s opinion was the one that held sway.


    “And what are you going to do with Carranza?”


    Antonietta’s question surprised her parents. Antonietta was the younger daughter, fairly quiet and thoughtful, very different from her sister Amelia.


    “I’m going to try to buy machinery from North America. It will be more expensive, because of the ocean, but what with the situation in Germany I don’t think we have a choice. I have given a very detailed study to Carranza and he is interested. Now my problem is to get a loan so that I can officially create a limited company... I think he will be able to help me. He’s well connected.”


    “With whom?” Amelia asked.


    “Bankers and politicians.”


    “Right-wing politicians?” she insisted.


    “Yes, but he also has quite a lot of connections with Lerroux’s Radical Party.”


    “That’s why this meal was so important, wasn’t it, Papa?” Amelia continued. “You wanted to make a good impression, and you wanted him to see the house looking beautiful, and your family... Mama is so beautiful and elegant...”


    “Come now Amelia, don’t say such things!” Doña Teresa said.


    “But it’s the truth, anybody who knows you realizes that you are a real lady. Carranza’s wife is not as elegant as you,” Amelia insisted.


    “Doña Carranza belongs to an excellent family. Tonight we discovered that we have friends in common,” Doña Teresa announced.


    “His son Santiago is more difficult to convince,” Don Juan muttered.


    “Santiago? Why do you need to convince him?”


    “He works with his father, and his father listens to him a lot. Apparently Santiago is a good economist, very sensible, and advises his father well. He has doubts about whether the business is viable; he says that it’s an investment that is much too large, and that he’d prefer to keep on buying machinery in Belgium, France, England, even in Germany. He says it’s safer,” Don Juan explained.


     


     


    I couldn’t see her face, but it was not hard for me to imagine that at that moment Amelia was making a decision: She would be the person to overcome Santiago’s resistance in order to save her family from its economic problems. Amelia was very keen on novels, and saw herself as the heroine of every novel that she read, and her parents were, without realizing it, giving her a chance to act this role.


     


     


    Two weeks later, the Carranza family invited Don Juan and his family for Sunday lunch in a house that they owned on the outskirts of the city.


    This time Don Juan did not hide his nervousness, because Manuel Carranza was starting to show signs of uncertainty about the idea of going into partnership to bring machinery from America. The political situation was getting worse as well, Spain appeared to be ungovernable.


    Amelia had spent several days thinking how to dress for the occasion. This Sunday lunch was a great occasion to pull a little on the string that she had fastened round Santiago’s neck, because she was sure that the Carranzas’ invitation derived at least in part from the interest that she had awoken in Santiago. Don Juan had said that in spite of Santiago’s reservations about the project it had been his idea to invite Don Juan to spend Sunday with them, insisting that he be accompanied by his enchanting family.


    I know, because Amelia told me so, that this was a key day in what she called her “program of salvation.”


    No one else was invited to the lunch apart from the Garayoa family, that is, Don Juan and Doña Teresa, Amelia, and Antonietta, and right from the start Santiago showed his interest in Amelia.


    She used all her ruses: indifference, friendliness, smiles... everything! She was a great seductress.


    That Sunday Santiago fell in love with her, and I think she fell in love with Santiago. They were young and beautiful and elegant...


    He, who looked as if he were going to develop into a bachelor, with no formal wife, had let himself fall for a young woman who impudently expressed her political ideas: She insisted that women should gain the rights that they had thus far been denied; she said, to the horror of her mother, that she had not the least intention, when she married, of becoming a simple housewife, and that she would help her husband in all things, as well as working as a teacher, which she said was her calling.


    All these revelations and more were revealed with the wit and friendliness that came naturally to her, and, as Antonietta told me later, the more Amelia talked, the more Santiago ceased resisting.


    They began to see each other as people of that time did. He asked Don Juan’s permission to “speak” to Amelia, and her father gave it with pleasure.


    Santiago would come to the house every afternoon to see Amelia; they would go out every Sunday together, accompanied by Antonietta and myself. Amelia allowed him to take her by the hand and smiled as she leaned her head on his shoulder. Santiago bent down to look at her. She had beautiful hair, a light brown that was almost blonde, and large almond-shaped eyes. She was thin, and not very tall, but women back then were not very tall, not as tall as they are now. He was tall, at least a head taller than her. She looked like a doll standing next to him.


    Santiago succumbed to Amelia, which meant that Don Juan was saved. The Carranzas provided a guarantee for him to obtain his loan, and they went into partnership with him, as minority partners, in the new company that Don Juan intended to use to buy and import machinery from America.


    Don Juan and Santiago ended up becoming closer, because the young man was connected to Azaña’s political party and was a steadfast Republican, like my master.


     


     


    “I’m getting married! Santiago has asked me to marry him!”


    I remember as if it were yesterday Amelia going into her parents’ room.


    I had not gone with them that Sunday because I had a cold, and it had been Antonietta who had been their chaperone.


    Don Juan looked at his daughter in surprise, he had not expected Santiago to ask for her hand so soon. They had been walking out together for barely six months, and Don Juan intended to travel to New York the following week to begin visiting factories.


    Amelia hugged her mother, who seemed, by her expression, to be not entirely happy with this piece of news.


    “But what foolishness is this?” Doña Teresa said with displeasure.


    “Santiago has told me that he does not want to wait anymore, that he is of an age when he should marry, and he is certain that I am the woman for whom he has been waiting. He has asked me if I love him and if I am sure of my feelings toward him. I have said I am, and we have decided to get married as soon as possible. He will tell his parents this evening, and Carranza will call on you to ask for my hand. We could get married at the end of the year, there won’t be time to get things organized before then. I do so want to get married!”


    Amelia chattered away without pause, while her parents tried to calm her down in order to speak to her more tranquilly.


    “Come on, Amelia, you are still a girl,” Don Juan protested.


    “I am not a girl! You know that most of my friends are either married or about to be married. What’s wrong, Papa? I thought that you would be happy that I got engaged to Santiago...”


    “And I am happy, I have nothing to complain about with the Carranza family, and Santiago seems to me a fine young man, but you have only known each other for a few months and it seems a little soon to be talking about a wedding. You don’t know each other well enough yet.”


    “Your father and I were engaged for four years before we got married,” Doña Teresa said.


    “Don’t be old-fashioned, Mama... This is the twentieth century, I know that things were different back in your day, but times have changed. Women work, and go out alone into the street, and not all of them get married, even, some people decide to live their own life with whoever they want to... By the way, I am not going to take a chaperone anymore when I go out with Santiago.”


    “Amelia!”


    “Mama, it’s ridiculous! Don’t you trust me? Do you think badly of Santiago?”


    Amelia’s parents felt crushed by the runaway force of their daughter’s will. There was no way back: She had decided to get married, and she would, with or without their permission.


    They agreed that the wedding would be celebrated when Don Juan returned from America; in the meantime, Doña Teresa and Santiago’s parents would organize the details of the wedding.


    Although Amelia had always shown an interest in politics, perhaps it was a result of Santiago’s influence that during those months she seemed more worried than ever by what was happening in Spain.


    “Edurne, President Alcalá Zamora has asked Alejandro Lerroux to form another government, and they will have three ministers from the CEDA. I don’t think it is the best solution, but is there any other way?”


    Of course, she didn’t want to hear my reply. At that time Amelia spoke about everything with herself; I was the wall against which she threw her ideas, but nothing else, even though I knew how easy she was to influence. Many of the things she said were a mishmash of things she had heard from Santiago.


    At the beginning of October 1934, Santiago came to the Garayoa house in a very odd mood. Don Juan was in America, and Doña Teresa was arguing with her children about Antonietta’s desire to go out by herself.


    “The General Workers’ Party has called a general strike! Spain will be paralyzed on the fifth!” Santiago cried.


    “Good Lord! But why?” Teresa was upset by the news.


    “Madam, the left doesn’t trust the CEDA, and with good reason. Gil Robles doesn’t believe in the Republic.”


    “That’s what the left-wingers say to justify everything they do!” Doña Teresa protested. “They’re the ones who don’t believe in the Republic, they want to have a revolution like the one in Russia. Lord save us from that!”


    I and another maid were serving light refreshments as we listened to this conversation.


    It wasn’t that Santiago was a revolutionary, in fact quite the opposite, but he firmly believed in the Republic, and didn’t trust those people who reviled it and took advantage of it at the same time.


    “You wouldn’t like what happened in Germany to happen here,” Amelia said.


    “Be quiet, child! What does this Hitler have to do with our right wing. Don’t fall for the left-wingers and their propaganda, it won’t bring Spain any good,” Doña Teresa complained.


     


     


    Amelia and Santiago remained in the sitting room, while Doña Teresa and Antonietta took their leave by giving some imaginary excuse. The mistress had no desire to argue with Santiago, and it had been agreed that at this stage in proceedings the two young people could be together without a chaperone.


    “What’s going to happen, Santiago?” Amelia asked worriedly as soon as she was alone with her fiancé.


    “I don’t know, but something big is brewing.”


    “Can we still get married?”


    “Of course! Don’t be silly, nothing will get in the way of us getting married.”


    “But there are only three weeks to go until the wedding.”


    “Don’t worry...”


    “And Papa is still not back...”


    “His ship will come in a few days.”


    “I miss him so much... especially now that everything is so confused. I feel lost without him.”


    “Amelia, don’t say that! You have me! I’ll never let anything happen to you!”


    “Of course, you’re right, sorry...”


     


     


    For the next few days we were all on edge. We couldn’t imagine what might happen.


    The government responded to the call for a general strike with a declaration of martial law, and the strike was not a success, at least not everywhere. That evening my mother told me that the Nationalists were not going to support it, and neither were the Anarchists.


    The worst that happened was that in Catalonia the president of the Generalitat, the Catalan Parliament, Lluís Companys, proclaimed a Catalan state in the Federal Republic.


    Amelia was ever more worried about her wedding, because the Carranzas had business in Catalonia, and one of Don Manuel’s business partners was a Catalan. Doña Teresa was also affected; she was half Catalan and had relatives in Barcelona.


    “I have spoke to Aunt Montse and she is very scared. They’ve arrested a lot of people she knows, and she’s seen people fighting in the Ramblas from her balcony. She doesn’t know how many deaths there have been, but she thinks a great number. I thank the Lord that my parents don’t have to see this.”


     


     


    Doña Teresa’s parents were dead, and all she had left were her sister Montse and a good handful of aunts, cousins, and other relatives, spread out through Catalonia as well as in Madrid.


    Amelia asked me to call my brother Aitor in the Basque country to try to find out what was happening. I did so, and she impatiently snatched the telephone out of my hands.


    Aitor told us that his party had kept to the sidelines during the strike, and that the flame of revolution had really spread only in Asturias. The miners had attacked the Guardia Civil, and had taken control of the principality.


    Meanwhile, back in Madrid, the government asked generals Goded and Franco to take care of the rebellion, and these two suggested that the Moroccan Regulars would be the key to suppressing it.


    They were uncertain days, until the government quelled the rebellion. But this was just a rehearsal for what was to come...


    This was when Amelia met Lola. This girl affected her, marked her forever.


     


     


    One afternoon, in spite of Doña Teresa’s protests, Amelia decided to go out into the street. She wanted to see the impact of events with her own eyes. Her excuse was that she was going to visit her cousin Laura, who had been sick for several days.


    Doña Teresa ordered her not to go out, and my mother begged her to stay at home, and even Antonietta tried to convince her to remain. But Amelia insisted that she had a duty to visit her favorite cousin when that cousin was ill, and went out into the street in defiance of her mother, with me following her. I did not want to go, but my mother ordered me not to leave Amelia alone.


    Madrid looked like a war zone. There were soldiers everywhere. I followed her unwillingly to her cousin’s house, which was this one, the house we are in at this moment, and which was only a few blocks from Amelia’s home. We were just about to arrive when we saw a young girl running like a madwoman. She dashed in front of us as quick as a flash and hid in the doorway of the house we were heading to. We looked back, thinking that maybe someone was chasing her, but we saw nobody. But two minutes later two men came around the corner, shouting “Halt! Halt!” We stopped dead, waiting for the men to catch up with us.


    “Have you seen a girl run past here?”


    I was going to say yes, that she was hiding in the doorway, but Amelia answered first.


    “No, we haven’t seen anyone, we’re just on our way to visit a cousin of mine who is sick,” she explained.


    “Are you sure you haven’t seen anyone hiding in a doorway?”


    “No, sir. If we had seen anyone we’d tell you.” Amelia replied in the voice of a prudish young lady, a voice I hadn’t heard her use before.


    The two men, who must have been policemen, seemed unsure whether to believe us, but Amelia’s appearance persuaded them. She was the very image of a bourgeois woman from a good family.


    They ran off, arguing among themselves about where the girl could have got to, while we went into Doña Laura’s house.


    The doorman was not there, and Amelia smiled in satisfaction. The man must be upstairs helping a neighbor with something, or else out on an errand.


    With firm footsteps, Amelia headed toward the back of the entrance hall and opened a door that gave onto the patio. I followed her in a fright, because I could guess who she was looking for. And so it was: There, among the rubbish bins and tools, was the girl who had run away from the police.


    “They’ve gone, don’t worry.”


    “Thank you, I don’t know why you didn’t turn me in, but thank you.”


    “Should I have? Are you a dangerous delinquent?” Amelia smiled, as if she found the situation amusing.


    “I’m not a delinquent, and as for being dangerous... I suppose I must be dangerous for them because I fight against injustice.”


    Amelia was immediately interested by this reply, and although I grabbed her arm to try to make her come along up to Doña Laura’s apartment, she ignored me.


    “Are you a revolutionary?”


    “I am... Yes, I suppose you could say I am.”


    “And what do you do?”


    “I’m a seamstress.”


    “No, I mean what kind of revolutionary are you?”


    The girl looked at her with mistrust. It was clear that she didn’t know if she should reply, but in the end she was sincere with Amelia, even though she was a stranger.


    “I work with a few comrades in the strike committee, I take messages from one place to another.”


    “How brave! I’m Amelia Garayoa, how about you?”


    “Lola, Lola García.”


    “Edurne, go out to the street and have a look round, and if you see something suspicious come back and tell us.”


    I didn’t dare protest, and I went trembling toward the door that let out into the street. I thought that if the police saw me then they might suspect something and arrest the three of us.


    I calmed down when I saw that the doorman was still not there, and I barely stuck my head out of the door to look to the left and the right. I didn’t see the two men.


    “There’s no one,” I told them.


    “It doesn’t matter, I think it’s better if Lola doesn’t go out quite yet. Come with us to my cousin’s house. I’ll tell her you’re a friend of Edurne’s and that we met you on the way. They’ll give you something to eat in the kitchen while I’m with my cousin, and then when we go enough time will have passed for those men to have stopped looking for you round here. Also, my Uncle Armando is a lawyer and if the police do come looking for you then he’ll know what to do.”


     


     


    Lola accepted this offer with relief. She didn’t understand why this bourgeois woman would help her, but it was the only option she had and she took advantage of it.


     


     


    Laura was bored in bed while her sister Melita gave a piano lesson, and her mother had a visitor. As far as her father, Don Armando, Amelia’s father’s brother, was concerned, he still had not come back from his office.


    A housemaid took Lola and me to the kitchen, where we had a glass of milk and some cookies, and Amelia stayed with her cousin to tell her about this latest adventure.


    We were in the house of Don Armando and Doña Elena for two hours visiting Laura, two hours that seemed eternal because I imagined that at any moment the police could knock on the door, looking for Lola.


    When Amelia eventually decided to go home, Don Armando arrived. As he was worried about the idea of us being alone in the street, given the tumultuous situation in Madrid at the moment, he offered to accompany us home. There was little more than four blocks between the two houses, but Don Armando insisted on accompanying his niece. He was not at all surprised when Amelia said that Lola, whom she introduced as a good friend of Edurne’s, would be coming with us. I looked down at the floor so that Don Armando would not see how nervous I was.


    “Your father would be cross with me if I let you go out alone with all this chaos. What I don’t understand is how he let you go out in the first place. It’s not a time to go happily out into the street, Amelia, I don’t know if you’re aware of it, but Asturias has unleashed a real revolution, and here, even though the strike was a failure, the left has not resigned itself to letting things remain as they were, there are a lot of fanatics...”


    Amelia looked at Lola out of the corner of her eye, but her face was impassive, and she looked down at the ground like I did.


    When we got home, Doña Teresa was sincerely grateful to her brother-in-law for having accompanied us.


    “I can’t do anything with this child, and ever since she’s decided to get married she seems even more thoughtless. I want her father to come home, Juan is the only person who can deal with her.”


    When Don Armando left, Teresa turned her attention to Lola.


    “Edurne, I didn’t know you had friends in Madrid,” Doña Teresa said, looking at me with curiosity.


    “They know each other from meeting when Edurne goes out on errands,” Amelia said quickly, and it was a good thing she did, because I wouldn’t have been able to lie with such ease.


    “Well, if you’re not going to offer this young woman anything, then we’d better go in to dinner, your sister Antonietta is waiting for us,” Doña Teresa concluded.


    “No, I really should be going, I’m very late already. Thank you very much, Doña Amelia, Doña Teresa... Edurne, let’s see each other soon, alright?”


    I nodded, hoping that she’d go and that we’d never see each other again, but my wishes were not going to come true, because Lola García would again cross Amelia’s path, and mine.
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    As if the emotions stirred up by the day before were not enough, the next morning also brought surprises with it.


    Santiago had arranged to come see Amelia, but he didn’t appear the whole day.


    Amelia was first worried and then furious, and asked her mother to call Santiago’s parents house under the pretext of speaking to his mother about some detail of the wedding.


    Doña Teresa resisted, but in the end gave in, as Amelia was threatening to go to Santiago’s house herself.


    That afternoon Amelia found out something about her future husband’s personality that she could not have imagined.


    Santiago’s mother informed Amelia’s mother that her son was not at home, that he had not been home for lunch, neither had he telephoned, and she did not know if he would be there for supper. Doña Teresa was surprised that Santiago’s mother was not alarmed, but she said that her son often disappeared without saying where he was going.


    “It’s not that he’s going somewhere he shouldn’t, quite the opposite, it’s always for his work; you know that my husband has charged him with making the purchases for the company, and Santiago has traveled to France, Germany, Barcelona... wherever he has needed to go. Santiago always goes without saying anything, I was scared to begin with, but now I know that there’s nothing wrong,” Doña Blanca explained.


    “But you must realize that he’s going because he takes a suitcase,” Doña Teresa said, a little scandalized.


    “My son never takes a suitcase.”


    “But how is that possible? These journeys are so long... so many days... ,” Doña Teresa exclaimed.


    “Santiago says he takes his baggage in his wallet.”


    “What?”


    “Yes, he gets on the train and when he gets wherever he’s going he buys what he needs, he’s always done it like that. I’m telling you, I used to be worried, and his father would scold him, but we’ve gotten used to it. Calm yourself, Amelia, please, Santiago will be back in time for the wedding. He’s so much in love!”


     


     


    Doña Teresa, without hiding the fact that Santiago’s behavior was very strange to her, told her daughter about the conversation she had had with Doña Blanca. But far from calming down, Amelia became even more nervous.


    “That’s such a stupid excuse! How are we meant to believe that he heads off on trips with no suitcase and without telling his parents? And what about me? Why didn’t he say anything about this to me? I’m his fiancée! Mama, I think Santiago’s had a change of heart... He doesn’t want to marry me anymore. Ay, Lord! What are we going to do?”


    Amelia burst into tears, and neither Doña Teresa nor Antonietta were able to console her. I observed them from where I was hidden behind the door to the room, until my mother found me and took me to the kitchen.


    That night Amelia did not sleep, or at least her light was on until dawn was already breaking. The next day she woke me up at seven; she wanted me to get dressed quickly in order to go to the Carranzas’ house to deliver a letter. She had been writing it all through the night.


    “When Santiago gets back from his trip, if he really is on a trip and isn’t betraying me, then he’ll know that he can’t do these things to me. And if he wants to leave me, then I would rather be the one to take the first step, I’d be terribly embarrassed if our friends were to find out that he had left me. Go straight away before my mother wakes up. She’ll be cross when I tell her that I’ve sent a letter to Santiago announcing the end of our engagement. But I will not allow myself to be humiliated.”


    I got dressed hurriedly, and hardly had time to get washed, being urged on all the time by Amelia. When I reached the Carranzas’ house the door to the street was closed, and I had to wait for the doorman to open it at eight. He thought it was strange that anyone should want to go up to the Carranzas’ home so early, but as I was dressed in my maid’s outfit he let me go up.


    Another housemaid, as tired as I was, opened the door. I gave her the envelope and told her to deliver it to Santiago, but she told me that Santiago had gone off on a trip, that Don Manuel was having breakfast, and that Doña Blanca was resting.


     


     


    When I returned home, Amelia was waiting for me with a new task: I had to return to the Carranzas’ house with a packet containing all of Santiago’s letters, the love letters they had exchanged, along with the engagement ring. She ordered me to give the ring to Doña Blanca personally.


    I started to tremble when I thought about what Doña Teresa would say when she found out, and before going out I went to find my mother to tell her what was happening. My mother, showing her good judgment, told me to wait until she had spoken to Doña Teresa and Doña Amelia herself. As Doña Teresa had not yet come down from her room, my mother went to look for Amelia.


    “I know that I am not in a position to say anything, but don’t you think you should think a little bit more about what you are about to do? Just suppose that Santiago has an explanation for what has happened and that you’re breaking off the engagement without giving him a hearing... I think you are being a little hasty...”


    “But Amaya, you should be on my side!”


    “I am on your side, how could I not be? But I don’t think that Santiago wants to break your engagement, he must have an explanation beyond what his mother has given you. Wait for him to come back, wait to hear what he has to say...”


    “But what he’s done to me is unforgivable! How can I trust him? No, no, no. I want your daughter Edurne to go and give him his letters and his ring and to make it clear that everything is finished between us. And this afternoon I will go and take tea with my friend Victoria, where there will be lots more of my friends as well, and it will be me who decides to announce that I have chosen to break off my engagement with Santiago because I am no longer sure how I feel toward him. I won’t let him be the one to break things off and humiliate me...”


    “Amelia, please, think about it! Speak to your mother, she’ll be able to give you better advice than I can...”


    “What’s going on here?” Doña Teresa came into Amelia’s room, alerted by the hysterical edge to her daughter’s voice.


    “Mama, I am going to end things with Santiago!”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Doña Teresa, I... I am sorry that I have come to talk with Doña Amelia about this family affair, but it was because she was going to send my Edurne to take the engagement ring back to the Carranzas...”


    “The ring! But Amelia, what are you going to do? Calm down, don’t do anything you may regret later.”


    “That’s what I told her,” my mother added.


    “No! I am going to break things off with Santiago, it’s what he wants. I am not going to let him make me look ridiculous.”


    “For goodness’ sake, Amelia, at least wait for your father to come home!”


    “No, because by the time Papa comes home, I will already be the laughingstock of all Madrid. I will go and take tea with my friend Victoria this afternoon, and I will tell her and all my friends that I have broken things off with Santiago. And you, Amaya, tell Edurne that she should go the Carranzas’ house straight away. And that if she will not go, then I will.”


    Antonietta also came into Amelia’s room, brought there by the sound of voices, and she added her pleas to those of her mother and me to try to make Amelia change her mind. It was Antonietta who came up with a possible solution: Doña Teresa should call Doña Blanca again to communicate to her Amelia’s distress and her decision to break things off with Santiago if he did not return immediately to explain his actions.


    More nervous than pleased by this suggestion, Doña Teresa rang Doña Blanca. She promised that she would call her husband straight away and make him try to find her son, wherever he might be, something, she swore, that she herself did not know; but she also asked that Amelia show a little patience, and above all that she trust Santiago.


    Amelia accepted this compromise reluctantly, but even so she went to take tea with Victoria that afternoon, along with several other friends their age. There, in an atmosphere of laughter and secrets, she let it slip that she was not entirely sure that she had not been a little hasty in rushing into an engagement with Santiago, and she said that she was doubtful about whether to get married. They spent the whole afternoon analyzing the pros and cons of matrimony. Amelia felt satisfied when she left Victoria’s house: If Santiago did break up with her, she could always say that it was really she who had wanted to break things off with him.


     


     


    Little could we imagine that this storm in a teacup would eventually turn into a real tempest that would sweep up everyone who came into its path. When Santiago, who was in Antwerp, called his father a few days later to discuss some details of the business trip, his father immediately urged him to come back to Madrid as soon as possible, because Amelia had taken his disappearance badly and was threatening to break off the engagement. Santiago came back at once. I still remember how frantic he was when he got back to Amelia’s house.


    She met him in the drawing room, flanked by her mother and sister.


    “Amelia... I am sorry for upsetting you, but I can’t believe that my absence on business could lead you to want to break our engagement.”


    “Yes, I am upset. It was truly inconsiderate of you to leave without saying anything to me. Your mother has said that this is something usual on your part, but you must understand that this behavior is more than strange on the very eve of your wedding. I don’t want you to feel obliged by the promise you have made, so I am freeing you from your engagement.”


    Santiago looked her up and down, uncomfortable. Amelia had recited a paragraph that she had been rehearsing in her mind ever since Santiago had telephoned to announce his visit. The presence of Doña Teresa and Antonietta, both of them very nervous, did nothing to help the pair be sincere with each other.


    “If you truly want to break off our engagement, I have no other option than to accept it, but I call on God as my witness that my feelings toward you have not changed, and that I want nothing more than... than for you to forgive me, if I have offended you in any way.”


    Doña Teresa sighed in relief, and Antonietta gave a nervous giggle. Amelia did not know what to do: On the one hand, she still wanted to play the role of the offended woman, a role she had started to enjoy, and on the other hand she wanted to put everything behind her and marry Santiago. It was Antonietta who permitted the lovers to sort things out.


     


     


    “I think that they should have a chance to talk alone, don’t you, Mama?”


    “Yes... yes... If you are still willing to marry Amelia, all I need to say is that you still have our blessing...”


    When they had been left alone they spent a few minutes without saying anything, merely casting sidelong glances at each other, without knowing how to begin. Then Amelia burst out laughing, which disconcerted Santiago somewhat. Two minutes later they were chatting as if nothing had happened.


    Both families breathed a sigh of relief. They had feared the worst, a scandal mere weeks before the wedding, when the banns had been read and the first presents had arrived at the Garayoas’ house, and the reception, which was to take place at the Ritz, had been reserved and paid for by the two families.


    With the excuse of Don Juan’s return from America, the two families met at the Garayoas’ house; they could see that Santiago and Amelia seemed as much in love with each other as before. Or even more so, if such a thing were possible.


     


     


    Don Juan had been impressed by what he had seen in America. He had admired the efforts of the citizens to escape from the Great Depression, and compared American society with that of Spain. They spoke a great deal about politics at the dinner, even though Doña Teresa had forbidden it as a subject of conversation.


    “The Americans are very clear about what they want and how everyone should pull together to get out of the crisis, and they are getting out of it: The collapse of ’29 will soon look like nothing more than a bad dream.”


    “My dear friend, we spend a lot of time getting in each other’s way here, these two years of the Socialist Azañist government is a good example,” said Don Manuel.


    “I don’t understand what the trouble is with Manuel Azaña,” Don Juan replied. “He’s a politician who knows where we need to get to, who thinks that the state needs to be strong in order to allow the necessary democratic reforms to be made.”


    “But you see where his politics have taken us. I don’t think that it was a success for him to give Catalonia autonomy in ’32, and of course the Basques, the PNV, are moving in the same direction. It’s a good thing that Catalan autonomy has been put on hold after the October revolution.”


    “Papa, you have to respect people’s opinions; they have a very strong sense of national identity in Catalonia. The best thing is to do what Azaña has always tried to do, which is to channel these sentiments. Manuel Azaña has always been in favor of a united Spain, but we have to find a way that we can all feel comfortable here.”


    Santiago was trying to be conciliatory to prevent his father from getting annoyed because of politics.


    “All? What do you mean, all?” Don Manuel said in irritation. “Spain has a shared culture and above all a shared history, but all this nonsense about autonomy means that it will stop being so, mark my words.”


    Doña Teresa and Doña Blanca tried to introduce other topics so that their husbands would stop talking about politics.


    “I think that they are going to produce Blood Wedding in Madrid again,” Doña Blanca said in a sickly voice. “García Lorca is very daring, but he is a great dramatist.”


    However, both women failed in their attempt to move the conversation into other areas. Neither Don Juan nor Don Manuel were willing to stop talking about the things that worried them.


    “But you would agree with me that the victory of the Right in ’33 hasn’t calmed things down at all in Spain. They’re undoing all that the previous governments did,” Don Juan interrupted.


    “Don’t tell me that you think it’s fair to expropriate someone’s lands simply because they happen to be a member of the nobility...”


    “Not anybody’s lands, no. You know that the government in ’31 wanted to put an end to feudalism,” Don Juan replied.


    “And what about your beloved Azaña’s military reforms? If he’s not careful we’ll end up with no army. He’s got rid of more than sixty-five hundred officers and talks a lot about reforming the army while reducing the defense budget,” Don Manuel replied.


    “They’ve also done some positive things, the religious and education reforms, for example... ,” Santiago interjected.


    “But what are you saying, Santiago! Good Lord, anyone who didn’t know you would think you were one of those Socialist revolutionaries!”


    “Papa, it’s not about being a revolutionary, just about looking at the world around us. When I travel around Europe it makes me sad to see how backward we are by comparison...”


    “And that’s why they interfere with the poor priests and nuns who help out in our society, entirely disinterestedly. You, you think you’re a democrat, will you claim that it’s democratic to forbid religious orders from teaching children? And kicking a cardinal out of Spain because they don’t like what he says? Is that democratic?”


    “Papa, Cardinal Segura is someone you need to watch out for, I think we all feel better now that he’s no longer in Spain.”


    “Yes, yes, all of these left-wing excesses are what have made your hated right wing make great steps forward,” Don Manuel said angrily.


    “And I think there is cause to be worried by what’s happening with the right wing in general, not just in Spain. Look at Germany, this Hitler is a madman. I’m not surprised that people on the Left are very worried,” Don Juan replied. “I myself am an indirect victim of Hitler’s fanaticism. His anti-Jewish policies have suppressed the legal and civil rights of the Jews, and made their economic activity impossible. I am victim of this policy because my partner Herr Itzhak Wassermann is a Jew. We have lost all our business. You know that they’ve broken the windows in our warehouse more than four times?”


    “What Hitler wants to do is throw the Jews out of Germany,” Santiago said.


    “Yes, but the German Jews are as German as the rest of them, you can’t stop them from being what they are,” Doña Teresa added.


    “Don’t be naïve, woman. Hitler is capable of anything,” Don Juan said. “And poor Helmut, our employee, has to take care just because he used to work with a Jew.”


    “Yes, what’s happening there is terrible, but what’s happening here has nothing to do with Germany, my dear friend. I am sorry about what has happened, but there’s no comparison, none at all... What we should be worried about are the threats from some Socialists who talk about putting an end to bourgeois society. Even moderates like Prieto have spoken about revolution.”


    “Well, it is a way to try to stop the most controversial right-wing plans. They cannot undo everything that came before them. Prieto is giving them a warning to make them think a little before acting,” Santiago said.


    “Son, don’t you realize that what happened in Asturias was an attempted revolution that could provoke a real catastrophe, if the same thing happened across Spain?”


    “Our problem,” Santiago continued, “is that the forces of the Right and of the Left are mistreating the Republic. Neither side believes in her, nor has tried to settle down in her.”


    Santiago had a different view of politics. Perhaps because he spent a lot of time traveling outside of Spain. He was not right-wing, and although he sympathized with the left wing, he did not refrain from criticizing them. He was an Azañist, he was a fervent admirer of Manuel Azaña.


     


     


    The wedding took place on December 18. It was very cold and it was raining, but Amelia was radiant in her dress of white silk and taffeta.


    At five in the afternoon, on the dot, in the church of San Ginés, Amelia and Santiago were married. Theirs was one of those wedding that is reported in the society pages of the Madrid press, and people came from far and wide to attend, as Manuel Carranza and Juan Garayoa each had, because of their business dealings, colleagues, and contacts in cities all over Spain.


    Doña Teresa was more nervous than Amelia, and Melita and Laura were as nervous as she was; along with Antonietta, they were the bridesmaids.


    Three priests, friends of the family, conducted the ceremony. And later, during the reception at the Ritz, Amelia and Santiago danced the first dance.


    It was a beautiful wedding, yes... Amelia always said that it was the wedding she had dreamed of, that she could not have imagined it any different from how it was.


    When they said goodbye to their guests at midnight, Amelia embraced Laura in tears, the two of them had always been so close. That night they knew that Amelia’s life would change, that she would at the very least stop being the girl who was permitted to make all kinds of mischief, and would now become a woman.


     


     


    Edurne stopped speaking. She had been talking for a long time, and I hadn’t even moved, so caught up had I been in the story.


    I started to see the sort of person my great-grandmother must have been, and I must acknowledge that there was something about her that intrigued me. Perhaps it was the way Edurne had described her, or just that she had known how to awaken my curiosity.


    My great-grandmother’s elderly maid seemed exhausted. I suggested that we ask for a glass of water, but she shook her head. She was there talking to me because the Garayoas had ordered her to do so, the link that she maintained with the family was based on each person having a clear role: They ordered and she obeyed. That was how it had been in the past, and that was how it would be in the present; neither of them could hope to have a future.


    “What happened then?” I asked, ready to stop her from breaking her story.


    “They went to Paris on their honeymoon. They went by train. Amelia had three suitcases. They also crossed the Channel to go to London. I think that the crossing was terrible and that she got seasick. They did not come back until the end of January. Santiago used the journey to see some of his partners.”


    “And then?” I insisted, because I couldn’t imagine that the story would finish like that.


    “When they got back they moved into a house of their own, a wedding present from Don Manuel to his son. It was near here, at the beginning of Calle Serrano. Don Juan and Doña Teresa were furnishing it, and had everything ready for when the newlyweds returned from Paris. I went to work in Amelia’s house. Don’t think that it wasn’t hard for me to leave my mother, but Amelia insisted that I go with her. She didn’t treat me like a servant, she treated me like a friend; I suppose that the months together at the farm must have helped make a special bond between us. Santiago was surprised by the familiarity between us, but it was a familiarity in which he ended up participating as well. He was a great person... Amelia asked him to allow her to finish her teaching qualification, and he readily accepted; he knew his wife and he knew how difficult it would be for her to dwindle into a housewife. As far as I was concerned, Amelia made me study, made me have ambitions. You see how she was. But Amelia was also greatly influenced by Lola García, and this convinced her to send me to get instruction in a spot run by the Spanish Young Socialists. They taught everything there: reading, typewriting, dancing, sewing...”


    “Lola García, the girl who ran away from the police?”


    “Yes, the very same. She was a vital figure in Amelia’s life... and in mine.”


    Edurne was very tired, but I didn’t want her to stop talking. I guessed that what she was going to tell me next would be the most interesting bit. So I insisted that she drink some water.


    “Forgive the question, but how old are you, Edurne?”


    “Two years younger than Amelia, ninety-three.”


    “So my great-grandmother would be ninety-five...”


    “Yes. Shall I continue?”


    I nodded gratefully while I wondered what would happen if I lit a cigarette. But I was scared that the housekeeper of the old ladies’ niece could appear at any moment and I decided not to tempt fate.


     


     


    They had only just got back from their honeymoon in Paris when Amelia met Lola García again. It was an accident. Three afternoons a week Lola went to do the laundry, mending, and ironing at the house of a marquis who lived in the Barrio de Salamanca, very close to where Don Armando lived. One afternoon when Amelia went to have tea with Melita and Laura, she bumped into Lola. Amelia was extremely happy, and for all that Lola resisted, she eventually agreed to go with Amelia to her new home.


    Amelia brought Lola home with her as if they had been friends all their lives, asking her how things were going, and in particular about her political opinions. Lola answered her questions doubtfully, she could not understand this bourgeois girl who lived in luxury in the Barrio de Salamanca and who kept on asking about the workers’ demands and the causes of social unrest.


    They took coffee in the drawing room, and Amelia invited me to sit with them. I felt as awkward as Lola did, but Amelia did not seem to notice.


    Lola explained that she went to study in one of the Socialists’ People’s Houses, that she had learned to read and write there, that they taught her about history and theater, that she had even learned to dance. Amelia seemed interested, and asked if they would let me join or if I had to be a member of the Young Socialists. Lola did not know, but promised to ask.


    “I’m sure they’ll let her in. In the end, Edurne is a worker... but wouldn’t you like to join the party?”


    “I... Well, I’ve never been much interested in politics, I’m not like my brother,” I replied.


    “You have a brother? What party is he a member of?” Lola wanted to know.


    “He’s in the PNV, and works in one of the party offices...”


    “So, he collaborates with the conservative Nationalists.”


    “Well, he’s a worker and I think the Basques are different,” I said in alarm.


    “Right? Different? Why? We all need to be equal, to have the same rights wherever we are. No, you’re not different, you’re a worker like I am. How are you different from me? By the fact that you were born on a farm and I was born in Madrid? No one will ever give us anything, we will only be what we are capable of becoming by ourselves.”


     


     


    Lola was an avid Socialist and spoke about rights and equality with a passion that ended up infecting Amelia. I was to study at the People’s House, and Lola was to take me. That very afternoon, my fate, as well as Amelia’s, was decided.

  


  
    3


     


     


    Lola’s visits to Amelia’s house grew ever more frequent, until one day Amelia asked Lola to take her to a meeting of the Spanish Socialist Workers’ Party—the PSOE—or the Workers’ General Union, the UGT.


    “But what will you do in one of our meetings? We want to destroy the conservative order of things, and you... well, you are a bourgeois, your husband is a businessman, your father as well... I like you because you are a good person, but Amelia, you are not one of us.”


    Lola’s words wounded Amelia. She did not understand why she was being rejected in this way, why she was not considered one of them. I did not know what to say, I had been studying at the People’s House for two months and I was happy with my progress. They were teaching me how to type, and I was worried that if Lola and Amelia fell out then I might have to leave.


    But Amelia did not get angry, she just asked what she needed to do to become a Socialist, to be accepted by those who had the least and who suffered the most. Lola promised that she would speak to her superiors and find out.


    Santiago knew of Lola’s friendship with Amelia and never criticized it, but they did argue when Amelia announced that she would join the Socialists if they accepted her.


    “They’ll never think that you’re one of them, don’t fool yourself,” Santiago argued. “I am not affected by these injustices, and you know what I think of the radical governments. The right-wing movements we have are not up to the circumstances, but I don’t think that revolution is the answer. If you want, I’m going to a meeting of the Republican Left; they’re the group that best represents us, them, not Largo Caballero or Prieto. Think about it, I don’t want them to use you, or even less, to hurt you.”


     


     


    In 1935, the right wing had launched a smear campaign against Manuel Azaña. Santiago said that it was because they were afraid of him, because he was the only politician capable of getting Spain out of the jam in which it now found itself.


    Amelia didn’t get as far as to ask for membership in the PSOE, but she helped Lola whenever she could, and most especially shared with her the opinion that all these continual ministerial crises and collapses of government were proof positive that neither Lerroux’s radicals nor Gil Robles’s CEDA had the solution for Spain’s problems.


     


    Lola was a member of the most revolutionary wing of the PSOE, Largo Caballero’s group, and she was a passionate admirer of the Soviet Revolution. One day she gave in to Amelia’s pressure and took her to a meeting where various prominent Socialists were appearing.


    Amelia came home excited and scared. Those people had a magnetic force about them, they spoke to the hearts of people who had nothing, but at the same time suggested alternatives that could lead to revolution. So Amelia had contradictory feelings about the Socialists.


    Santiago, worried about the influence which Lola was having on Amelia, started to take her to meetings where Manuel Azaña appeared. Amelia struggled with the profound admiration and disconcertedness that she felt when she came into contact with politicians of such different ideas, so far apart on the political spectrum, but similarly convinced of the healthiness of their proposed policies.


    Amelia met Socialist worker friends of Lola as well as Communists, or Azañistas, like the majority of Santiago’s friends. She began to live in two worlds: her own, into which she had been born and married, the world of a bourgeois; and the world of Lola, who was a seamstress who wanted to do away with the established bourgeois regime, and in particular the privileges enjoyed by people like Amelia.


    I used to go with Amelia to the political meetings Lola took her to, but not always, because Amelia did not want me to abandon my studies at the People’s House.


     


     


    At the beginning of March, Amelia started to feel ill. Her pregnancy brought with it nausea and vomiting. Santiago was happy, he was going to be a father, and he also thought that the pregnancy would calm Amelia’s political worries, but in this he was mistaken. Pregnancy did not stop Amelia from accompanying Lola to many different meetings, in spite of the protests of her husband and her parents, for Don Juan and Doña Teresa asked their daughter to leave aside her political commitments during the pregnancy. But it was useless, even Laura couldn’t make her see reason, and Laura had always been the person with the most influence on Amelia.


    And one day it happened again. Santiago disappeared. I think this was back in April 1935. Amelia had gone to teach in the morning, and to her cousins’ house in the afternoon; she still saw them regularly. Laura was still her best friend. She was as interested in politics as Amelia was, but his ideas were all more or less Azañist.


    When Amelia came back that night she waited for Santiago to come and eat, but he had not got back by eleven, and no one was answering in the office. Amelia was worried; disturbances were not rare in Madrid, especially not between various political parties, to the extent that there were right-wing groups that attacked left-wingers, who responded in kind.


    We managed to keep our cool until the evening, and the next morning Amelia called Santiago’s father.


    Don Manuel said that he did not know where his son was, but that he could be sure that he was traveling, because he had set off to meet a supplier in London.


    Amelia had an attack of rage. Throwing herself on the bed, she shouted and swore in tears that she would never pardon her husband for this affront. Then she seemed to calm down, worrying that maybe he had suffered an accident or she was judging him too hastily. We had to call Doña Teresa, who came immediately with Antonietta to take charge of the situation. Laura, aware of her cousin’s reaction, also came to find out what was happening.


    Santiago took two weeks to come back, and in those two weeks Amelia changed forever. I can still remember a conversation she had with her mother, her sister Antonietta, and her cousins Laura and Melita.


    “If he has been capable of abandoning me when I am pregnant, what else might he be capable of? I cannot trust him.”


    “Come now, you mustn’t say that, you know what Santiago is like; Doña Blanca has told you how he is, she’s his mother and she suffers greatly whenever he disappears, but it’s his business, he doesn’t do it to annoy people.”


    “No, he doesn’t want to annoy people, but he has to be aware of the harm he does. Amelia is pregnant, and to upset her like this... ,” her cousin Laura said.


    “But Santiago loves her,” Antonietta, who was strongly in favor of her brother-in-law, insisted.


    “It’s a fine way to show it! To upset me so much it nearly kills me!” Amelia replied.


    “Come on, cousin, don’t exaggerate,” Melita said. “Men aren’t as sensitive as we are.”


    “But that’s no excuse for them to do whatever they want,” Laura said.


    “You have to put up with a great deal from men,” Doña Teresa said in a conciliatory fashion.


    “I doubt that Papa has ever done to you what Santiago has done to me. No, Mama, no, I’m not going to forgive him. Whoever said that they have the right to do what they want with us? I won’t let him!”


     


     


    From that moment on, Amelia’s interest in politics (or rather, Socialism) was redoubled. She never went to another meeting held by Azaña’s party, and in spite of Santiago’s insistence, and fears about her pregnant state, Amelia became a generous collaborator with Lola in all her political activities, although she discovered that her friend did not have the same trust in her.


     


     


    One afternoon in May I went with Amelia and her mother to the doctor. When we came out, Doña Teresa invited us to have tea in Viena Capellanes, “the Viena,” Madrid’s finest patisserie. We were going to celebrate the doctor’s assertion that the pregnancy was entirely normal. We were just about to go into the shop when we saw Lola on the pavement in front of it. She was walking fast, holding by the hand a child who must have been about ten or eleven years old. It looked like she was scolding him, because the boy had a crestfallen expression. Amelia let go of her mother’s arm and was about to ask Lola to join us.


    Lola did not disguise her discomfort at seeing us. But we were more surprised when the boy said, “Mama, who are these ladies?”


    Lola introduced her son unwillingly.


    “He’s called Pablo, after Pablo Iglesias, the founder of the PSOE.”


    “I didn’t know that you had a son,” Amelia replied, upset because her friend had kept secrets from her.


    “And why should I tell you?” Lola replied grumpily.


    “Well, I would have liked to know. Would you like to have tea with us in the Viena?” Amelia suggested.


    Pablo immediately said that he would, and that he’d never been in such a fancy teashop, but Lola seemed uncertain. Doña Teresa felt uncomfortable and I was worried about what the consequences could be of finding out about Lola’s son. Lola finally accepted, seeing that it was a chance for her child to eat in such a famous place.


    “I did not know that you were married,” Doña Teresa said, to start a conversation.


    “I’m not,” Lola replied, to Doña Teresa’s astonishment.


    “You’re not married? So... ?” Amelia asked.


    “You don’t need a husband to have kids, and I didn’t want to get married. Pablo came along without us looking for him, but there you go.”


    “But he must have a father...”


    “Of course I have a father!” Pablo said angrily. “His name is Josep! I’m half Catalan because my father is Catalan. He’s not here now, but he’ll come and see us when he can.”


     


     


    Lola looked daggers at her son, and we could see in her gaze that once the two of them were alone Pablo wouldn’t escape a good telling-off for talking too much. But Pablo decided to ignore his mother and carry on.


    “My father’s a Communist. What are you?”


    Without us being able to stop it, Lola slapped her son and told him to shut up. Doña Teresa had to intervene to calm the child’s tears and the mother’s anger.


    “Come, come! Drink your chocolate... and Lola, don’t hit your child, he’s little and the only thing he’s done is to say that he’s got a father whom he’s proud of, which is no reason for you to scold him.” Kindhearted Doña Teresa tried to calm Lola’s anger.


    “I’ve told him that he’s got to keep his mouth shut, that he shouldn’t tell anyone about me or his father; there are people who are scared of the Communists and the Socialists, and they could make things awkward for us.”


    “But not us! I’m your friend,” Amelia insisted, feeling hurt.


    “Yes... yes... but even so... Pablo, finish your chocolate and your bun, we’ve got to go.”


     


     


    The next afternoon, when Amelia and I were at home sewing, Lola came to see Amelia. I made a move to leave the room, but as Amelia did not tell me to go, I preferred to stay and see what Lola was going to say.


    “I didn’t tell you that I’ve got a son because I don’t want to tell my life to everyone who comes along,” Lola said.


    “But I’m not just anyone, I thought that you trusted me, and, well, I thought you were my friend.”


    Lola bit her lip. It was clear that she’d thought a lot about what she was going to say, and she didn’t want her emotions to carry her away.


    “You are a good person, but we’re not friends... You have to understand, you and I are not equal.”


    “But we are, we are equal, we’re two women who like each other; you’ve convinced me of certain things, you’ve made me see that there’s a life beyond these walls, you’ve made me see my privilege and feel guilty about it. I try to help your cause because I feel that it is just, because it’s not right that I should have everything and others should have nothing. But maybe that’s not enough, and, you know what, Lola? I’m not going to apologize. No, I won’t apologize for having marvelous parents, a loving husband, and a supportive family. As far as money is concerned, my father has been working his whole life, just like my grandparents did and their parents before them... And Santiago, you’ve seen how much he works, how he spends all his time in the factory, how he looks after the people who work there for him. Even so, I admit that we have more than we need, that it’s not fair that others have nothing while we have so much. But you know, Lola, that we don’t exploit anyone, that we help others as much as we can. But I see that this isn’t enough for you and that you’ll never trust me.”


     


     


    They argued, and though in the end they reconciled with each other, Amelia realized that there was a barrier between her and Lola, the boundary of Lola’s own prejudices, and that it would be a very difficult barrier to cross.


    Even so, Amelia got even more involved in political activities, if that were possible; she volunteered to work in the People’s House, she did secretarial work for Lola’s party, and did whatever was asked of her.


     


     


    Amelia’s political activity developed in parallel with Santiago’s; in that year of 1935, Don Manuel Azaña made many appearances between May and October and gained the support of large sections of society, and Santiago was present at many of these meetings of the Republican Left. He was sure that the solution for Spain’s problems was for Manuel Azaña to take charge of the country, which was sinking ever deeper in an economic and institutional crisis.


    Things were no better in the rest of the world. The whole of Europe was worried about Hitler.


    One April night when Amelia’s parents had come to visit their daughter and son-in-law, Don Juan said with satisfaction that the League of Nations in Geneva had condemned Germany’s rearmament.


    “It looks like they’re finally starting to do something about this madman... ,” Don Juan said to his son-in-law.


    “I wouldn’t be so optimistic. Lots of people in Europe are very worried about what’s happened in Russia, they’re afraid of being contaminated by the Soviet Revolution,” Santiago replied.


    “You may be right, it seems as if the whole world has gone mad, people are saying that Stalin is strongly opposed to the dissidents,” Don Juan said.


    Amelia burst in angrily, surprising her father and husband.


    “Don’t believe the Fascist propaganda! What’s happening is that some people are scared, scared of losing their privileges, but Russia for the first time is becoming aware of what dignity is, is building a Republic of workers, of men and women who are equal and free...”


    “Why, my dear, what things you say!”


    “Amelia, don’t get upset, remember you’re pregnant!” Doña Teresa was anxious on her daughter’s behalf.


    “You know, Amelia, I’m worried when you say these things, you’re letting yourself get taken in by the Communists and their propaganda,” Santiago appeared angry.


    “Come, come, let’s not argue, it’s not good for the girl,” Doña Teresa hated for Amelia to get caught up in political arguments.


    “We’re not arguing, Mama. It’s just that I don’t like Papa to say that things aren’t going well in Russia. And you, Santiago, you should be hoping that something like the Russian Revolution happens in the rest of Europe, people can’t wait forever to be treated with a little justice.”


    That night Amelia and Santiago had an argument. As soon as Don Juan and Doña Teresa left, Amelia and Santiago began a fight that ended up being audible throughout the rest of the house.


    “Amelia, you have to stop meeting with Lola! She’s putting these ideas in your head...”


    “What do you mean, she’s putting ideas in my head? Do you think I’m an idiot, that I can’t think for myself, that I don’t notice what’s going on around us? The right wing is leading us into a catastrophe... You complain about the situation, you and my father... You know the difficulties my family is facing...”


    “Revolution is not the solution. Lots of injustices are committed in the name of revolution. Do you think that your friend Lola would have mercy on you if there were a revolution?”


    “Mercy? Why would she have to have mercy? I would support the revolution!”


    “You’re mad!”


    “How dare you call me mad!”


    “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you, but I’m worried, you don’t know what’s happening in Russia...”


    “You’re the person who doesn’t know anything! I’ll tell you what’s happening in Russia: People have enough to eat, for the first time there’s food enough for everyone. There are no poor people, they’ve got rid of the bloodsuckers, the capitalists, and...”


    “Don’t be naïve, my girl!”


    “Naïve?”


    Amelia left the salon sobbing, slamming the door behind her. Santiago followed her up to her bedroom, worried that their argument could affect the child she was carrying.


     


     


    Amelia was ever more filled with Lola’s ideas, or rather the ideas of Josep, Lola’s partner and Pablo’s father. Because Amelia had finally met him.


    One afternoon that Amelia and I went to Lola’s house, Josep was there, recently returned from Barcelona.


    Josep was a handsome man. Tall and strong, with black eyes and a savage aspect, although he tried to appear friendly as well as cautious; he did not seem as mistrustful as Lola had.


    “Lola’s spoken to me about you, I know you helped her. If they’d caught her she’d definitely be in prison. You don’t know how these disgusting Fascists treat women. It was a pity that we couldn’t make the revolution happen. We will be better prepared next time.”


    “Yes, it was a shame things didn’t go better,” Amelia replied.


    Josep monopolized the conversation for two hours, and this is how it would be on all the other occasions that we saw him. He told us how things were changing in Russia, how people had gone from being serfs to being citizens, how Stalin was cementing the foundations of the revolution by enacting all that the Bolsheviks had promised: Social classes had been done away with, and the people had enough to eat. They were putting their plans for development into action, and the rural workers were enthusiastic.


    Josep described a paradise, and Amelia listened to him fascinated, drinking in his words. I was fired up by what he said, and decided that I would write to my brother Aitor to persuade him to open his mind to the new ideas that were coming from Russia. We were workers, not landowners, people like Josep. Of course I knew that Aitor would pay me no attention, he was still working and campaigning for the PNV, dreaming of a Basque homeland, although he didn’t yet say so out loud.


    At that moment I did not know why, but Josep seemed to become interested in Amelia, and sent Lola to come and find us regularly during the time he was staying in Madrid.


    Amelia was excited because a man like Josep was taking her seriously. Josep was a Communist leader in Barcelona. He was the chauffeur for a bourgeois Catalan family. He took his employer to his textile factory in Mataró every day, as well as accompanying his employer’s wife on her visits, or taking the children to school. He had previously been a bus driver. He had met Lola once while his employers were on a trip to Madrid, and they had had Pablo, without either of the two wanting to get married, or at least that’s what they said, although I always suspected that Josep had been married before meeting Lola. They had a curious relationship, because they saw each other only when Josep came to Madrid with his employer, something that happened about every six weeks, as his employer sold his fabrics throughout Spain and had a partner in the capital. Apart from their intermittent relationship, Lola and Josep appeared to get along well, and of course Pablo adored his father.


    From what he said, Josep was well connected, and not only with the Catalan Communists.


    Amelia felt flattered that a Communist militant of his importance would show interest in her opinions, and would listen to her. Above all, Josep dedicated a large period of the time he spent with us to our indoctrination, using us for his own purposes, convincing us that the future would belong to the Communists and that the Russian Revolution was only the beginning of a great world revolution that no human force would be able to hold back.


    “Do you know why the revolution will triumph? Because there are more of us, yes, we are more numerous than ever. There are more of us who have a great treasure in our control, the force of our labor. The world cannot turn without us. We are progress. Who will make the machines turn? The rich bosses? If you knew how they live in the Soviet Union, the advances they’ve made in less than twenty years... Since April Moscow has had underground trains, a metro that runs for eighty-two kilometers; although this is important, it’s more important that the stations are decorated with works of art, with chandeliers, with paintings and frescoes on the walls... and all of this put in place for the workers, who have never had the chance to see a painting, or stand under the light of these fine crystal lights... This is the spirit of the revolution...”


    Amelia didn’t dare take the next step, but I did, and asked Josep to support me in my application to join the Communists. What else could a girl like me do, a girl born in the mountains, who had been a worker ever since I’d been able to think?


    One afternoon Lola left a message for us in her house that we should meet with her and Josep and some Communist comrades that evening.


    Amelia didn’t know how to tell Santiago that she’d be out that night, especially as the fighting in the street between the left and the right was continuous, and always resulted in someone being wounded, if not killed.


    “I should never have gotten married,” Amelia complained. “I can’t go anywhere without asking Santiago.”


    In fact, her husband was not party to her political investigations, but going out alone at night was more than could be permitted. But she had always been very obstinate, so that when Santiago came home she declared openly her decision to go to Lola’s house to meet some of her and Josep’s Communist friends.


    They had an argument, which Santiago won.


    “But what are you thinking? Do you think that with everything that’s happening I’m going to let you go out past the bullring to Lola’s house with people we don’t know? If you don’t care about me, if you don’t even care about yourself, at least think about our child. You have no right to put him in harm’s way. Some friends this Lola and Josep are, to invite a pregnant woman out into Madrid at night!”


     


    Santiago did not give way, and although Amelia tried to change his mind, first with blandishments and caresses, then with tears, and finally by shouting, she did not in the end dare to leave the house without her husband’s approval.


     


     


    The political situation got worse by the day, and for all his efforts, Niceto Alcalá Zamora, the President of the Republic, could not create any kind of consensus between the CEDA and the parties of the Left.


    Joaquín Chapaprieta, who had been the Treasury Secretary, ended up being asked by Alcalá Zamora to form a government, which failed like the others.


    I remember that we went to dine at the Carranzas’ one Sunday. I think that it was in October, because Amelia was already in the last stages of her pregnancy, and she was upset to see herself fat and clumsy.


    Don Manuel and Doña Blanca had invited all of the Garayoas, not just Amelia’s parents but also Don Armando and Doña Elena, so the cousins were there as well: Melita, Laura, and little Jesús.


    If I remember this meal it is because Amelia very nearly went into labor.


    Don Juan was more worried than usual because he had received a letter from the man who had until recently been his employee, Herr Helmut Keller, in which he explained in detail what the September 1935 Nuremburg Laws meant. Helmut was worried, because according to the new laws, only those who had “pure” blood were deemed German; everyone else was no longer considered a German citizen. Marriage was forbidden between Jews and Aryans. Keller also thought that the time had come for Herr Itzhak Wassermann and his family to leave Germany, although he had not managed to persuade them to do so, even though there were many Jewish families who had emigrated out of fear of what was happening. Keller begged Don Juan to try to convince Herr Wassermann.


    “I’ve thought I should go to Germany. I have to get Itzhak and his family out of there, I’m scared for his life,” Don Juan said.


    “It could be dangerous!” Doña Teresa exclaimed.


    “Dangerous? Why? I am not a Jew.”


    “But Herr Itzhak is, and look at what happened to your business, they ruined it, you’ve been without any German company buying or selling material from you for months, they’ve even accused you of fraud.” Doña Teresa was very scared.


    “I know, my dear, I know, but they haven’t been able to prove anything.”


    “But even so they’ve closed the warehouse.”


    “You must understand that I have to go.”


    “If you’ll allow me to speak, I think your wife is right.” Don Manuel’s powerful voice broke into the argument between Don Juan and Doña Teresa. “My friend, you must resign yourself to the loss of your business in Germany; you’ve paid the price for having a partner whom the new regime does not like. I don’t think you’ll sort anything out by going there, they should try to leave Germany on their own.”


    They got into a debate in which Amelia supported her father so forcefully that she ended up insisting that she herself would accompany her father to rescue Herr Itzhak and his family, and that it was a cowardly act to leave them to their fate. She got so worked up that she ended by feeling indisposed and we worried about her state.


     


     


    Javier was born at the beginning of November. Amelia went into labor early in the morning of November 3, but did not bring her son into the world until the following day. How she cried! The poor girl suffered terribly, and this was with the constant assistance of two doctors and a midwife.


    Santiago suffered with her. He beat furiously against the wall to find some kind of outlet for the impotence he felt at being unable to help his wife.


    In the end it was a forceps birth, but Amelia was nearly killed. Javier was wonderful, a healthy baby, large and thin, who came into the world extremely hungry and who bit his fists in desperation.


    Amelia lost a lot of blood during the birth and took more than a month to recover, for all that everyone spoiled her, especially Santiago. Nothing was too much for his wife, but Amelia appeared sad and indifferent to everything that was going on around her; she cheered up only when she saw her cousin Laura or Lola. Then it seemed that the light came back into her eyes and she became interested in the conversation again. In those days Laura had become engaged to a young lawyer, the son of some friends of her parents, and all the signs pointed to a wedding. As far as Lola was concerned, whenever she came to visit Amelia insisted that they be left alone together, something that Santiago accepted so as not to go against his wife’s wishes.


    Lola brought news of Josep and other comrades whom Amelia had met. And Amelia asked her how the preparations for the revolution were progressing, that great revolution Josep had spoken about and in which Amelia wanted to participate.


    As time went by, Lola seemed to trust more in Amelia, and let her in on little secrets about Josep, and his important position among the Catalan Communists.


    “And why are you a Socialist and not a Communist?” Amelia asked her, not understanding why she did not share Josep’s political militancy.


    “You don’t have to be a Communist to realize the achievements of the Soviet Revolution; anyway, I’m a Socialist by tradition: My father was one, he knew Pablo Iglesias... and I am a supporter of Largo Caballero, he also admires the Bolsheviks. What’s happened is that Prieto and the other Socialist leaders are opposed to Largo Caballero; they aren’t workers like he is, and they can’t understand what we want...”


    These were fragments of a conversation that I overheard while I was serving them their tea. I was the only one who could interrupt them, not even Águeda was allowed to go into Amelia’s room.


    Ay, Águeda! She was Javier’s wet nurse. They brought her down from Asturias because Amaya, my mother, could not find a Basque wet nurse, like Doña Teresa or even Amelia herself would have wanted.


    Águeda was a ruddy-faced woman, tall, with chestnut hair and eyes the same color. She was not married, but a guy from the mines had left her pregnant, and she had had the great misfortune to lose her child when he was very young. Some friends of Don Juan recommended her as a nanny for Javier, and she arrived in our house barely a week after burying her son.


    She was a good woman, caring and kind, who treated Javier as if he were her own son. Silent and obedient, Águeda was like a beneficent ghost in the house, and all of us grew fond of her. It was a relief for Santiago to see his son so well cared for, given Amelia’s apathy: Not even her son could cheer her up.


     


     


    Given Amelia’s weakness, Christmas that year was celebrated at the home of Don Juan and Doña Teresa. Santiago’s family understood that this was best for Amelia, who was in no state to be the hostess of such an important event.


    Amelia and Santiago’s house was only three blocks away from the Garayoas’, so it was no great effort for Amelia to go to her parents’ house.


    It made you envious to see all the Garayoas, Don Juan’s brother Don Armando, his wife Doña Elena and their children, Melita, Laura and Jesús, along with the Carranza family, Santiago’s parents.


    With my mother’s help, Doña Teresa took great pains with the meal. That Christmas was special for me as well, it was the last one I spent with my mother. It had been decided; she would go back to the farm after Christmas, and her departure meant that I would be alone in Madrid.


    My brother Aitor’s work was going well, and he insisted that my mother should stop looking after other people and should instead look after our grandparents and our little plot of land. Land was as important for my mother as it was for Aitor; at that time I felt myself to be sufficiently Communist as to be able to look at the world with a little more perspective, seeing it as a place where everything was everybody’s for the use of everyone, and no one apart from the People owned the land, and it did not matter where you were born, because one’s property was the whole world, and one’s family was the workers of the world.


    But to go back to that dinner... They sang carols, they ate and drank all those things that never end up on the tables of the poor, although those of us who served in this house couldn’t complain: We always ate and drank what our employers did.


    I still remember that we ate turkey with chestnuts... And as always happened when the two families met, people spoke about and argued about politics.


    “It seems that Alcalá Zamora is ready for a new government to be formed by Manuel Portela Valladares,” Don Juan commented.


    “What he needs to do is call elections,” Santiago replied.


    “How impatient you young people are!” Armando Garayoa responded. “Don Niceto Alcalá Zamora doesn’t want to give power to the CEDA; he doesn’t trust Gil Robles.”


    “And right he is!” said Don Juan.


    “I don’t see a way out of this situation... I don’t think that the elections will solve anything, because if the left wins, Lord help us!” Don Manuel Carranza, Santiago’s father, lamented.


    “What do you want? That these right-wingers, incapable of solving Spain’s problems, end up in government?” Amelia looked angrily at her father-in-law.


    “Amelia, dear, don’t get cross!” Amelia’s mother tried to intervene.


    “It’s just that I’m furious that there are still people who believe that the CEDA can do any good. People are not going to put up with this situation much longer,” Amelia continued.


    “Well, I’m afraid of a left-wing government,” Don Manuel insisted.


    “And I’m afraid of a right-wing one,” replied Amelia.


    “There needs to be authority. Do you think that the country can move forward if there are strikes all the time?” Don Manuel asked his daughter-in-law.


    “What I think is that people have a right to eat and not have a terrible life, which is what happens here,” Amelia replied.


    Santiago always supported Amelia, even though he felt the need to qualify her political positions. He, as I’ve said before, was an Azañist, he didn’t believe in revolution even though he didn’t support the right wing either.


    Apart from Amelia, who said that she was tired and who stayed with her son Javier, who was sleeping calmly in Águeda’s arms, at midnight the family went to the church to hear Mass.
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    President Alcalá Zamora was unable to deal with the situation of conflict between the left and the right, and general malaise was increasing throughout Spain, so he had no option other than to call a general election for February 16, 1936. None of us could imagine what would happen next...


    From the PSOE, Prieto insisted on the necessity of forming a grand coalition of the Left, while Largo Caballero fought for a united front with the Communists, but he didn’t know how to get his opinion heard; also, I don’t know if you know, but the Communist Party was advised from Moscow to ally itself with the bourgeoisie on the Left against the right-wingers and Fascists. This was a much more realistic position. And so the Popular Front was born.


     


     


    “Amelia, Amelia! They’ve formed a Popular Front!”


    Santiago came joyfully home on January 15, 1936, knowing that his wife would be extremely happy with the news. Santiago also thought that the fact that the Republican Left would be in this grouping with the Communists and the Socialists would bring him closer to his wife, who was ever more infused with the ideology of her friends Lola and Josep.


    “Great! That is good news. And what do you think they’ll do if they win the elections?”


    “Some friends from the Republican left have told me that they’ll try to bring back the policies they implemented in ’31 and ’33.”


    “That’s not enough!”


    “What are you saying, Amelia? It’s the right thing to go down that path. I don’t like to go against you, but I am worried by the ideas that Lola and Josep are putting in your head. Do you really think that Spain’s problems can be solved by a revolution? Do you want us to kill each other? I can’t believe that you could be so thoughtless...”


    “Look, Santiago, I know that it upsets you that I don’t agree with your ideas, but you should at least respect mine. I’m sorry, it just doesn’t seem fair that we should have everything and others... Sometimes I think about Lola’s son, Pablo. What sort of a future can he look forward to? Javier will never lack for anything, and I feel comforted by that, but it’s not fair. No, it’s not fair.”


    The discussion was interrupted by Águeda, who was worried by Javier’s nonstop crying.


    “I don’t know what’s wrong with the child, but he doesn’t want to eat, and he won’t stop crying,” the nurse explained.


    “How long has he been like this?” Santiago asked.


    “He had a bad night, but he started crying this morning and I think he’s got a fever.”


    Santiago and Amelia went immediately to the child’s room. Javier was crying inconsolably in his crib, and his forehead was burning.


    “Amelia, call Dr. Martínez, something’s wrong with Javier, or else, no, we’d better go to the hospital, they’ll treat him better there.”


    Amelia wrapped Javier in a shawl and went to the hospital with Santiago, holding the baby tight.


    It was nothing serious. Javier had otitis, and the pain in his ears was what made him cry. But the fright had its effect on Amelia, who had been unconcerned about Javier until this point, and had let Águeda do everything, from bathing him to feeding him.


    “Edurne, I am a bad mother,” Amelia confessed to me, sobbing, that night, while she looked at her child in the crib.


    “Don’t say that...”


    “It’s true, I’ve realized that sometimes I am more worried about what’s happening to Pablo, Lola’s son, than I am about Javier.”


    “It’s normal, you know that your son wants for nothing, while Pablo, the poor mite, doesn’t have a thing.”


    “But he has something more important: his mother’s continual love and attention.” It was Santiago’s voice.


     


    We started. He had come into the room so slowly that neither of us had realized.


    Amelia looked at Santiago desperately. What her husband had just said had wounded her deeply, above all because she thought he was right.


    She left the room in tears. Santiago came to his son’s crib and sat down next to it, ready to spend the night in vigil over his son. I offered to stay up with Águeda looking after Javier, but Santiago did not want us to, so we both went to bed.


    “A sick child needs his parents; anyway, I wouldn’t be calm enough to stay away; I couldn’t sleep thinking that the boy was crying because he was in pain.”


     


     


    I went to sleep, but the next day I discovered that Águeda had got up in the middle of the night to be by Javier’s side. Santiago and her had watched over the boy in silence, listening to him breathe.


    Amelia woke up with her eyes red and swollen with so much crying, and she cried even more when she realized that her husband and Águeda had stayed up all night by the child’s crib.


    “Don’t you see that I’m a bad mother, Edurne?”


    “Come on, don’t blame yourself...”


    “Santiago was up the whole night with our son, and so was Águeda, who has nothing to do with... She’s... she’s just...”


    I know that she was going to say that Águeda was just a maid, but she held back because she knew that to say so would have compromised her revolutionary ideals.


    “Águeda is the child’s nurse,” I consoled her, “and it’s her duty to look after Javier.”


    “No, Edurne, it’s not her duty to look after the child when he’s ill, it’s the mother’s duty. What is wrong with me? Why can’t I give the best of myself to my husband and my son?”


     


     


    Amelia was right. Her behavior was extraordinary: With strangers she would go out of her way to be of use to them, and she paid less and less attention to Santiago and Javier, her son, a newborn child.


    I didn’t dare ask her if she still loved Santiago, but at this moment I thought that Amelia was crying for just this reason, because she didn’t feel capable of loving her husband or of feeling the tenderness that a mother should feel toward her children. But I did not judge her because at that time I too was filled with revolutionary ideas, and thought that what happened to her or to me was nothing compared to what would happen to the whole of mankind, and the important thing to do was to build a new world, of the kind that Josep told us was being built in the Soviet Union.


    “The child is better. I fed him this morning and he didn’t reject it. He’s not vomiting anymore and he is much calmer.”


     


     


    Amelia looked at Águeda as she put Javier to bed. It was clear that the woman loved this child and that she was using him to make up for the loss of her own son.


     


     


    On February 16 the Popular Front won the elections, although by a smaller margin than expected over the CEDA and the other right-wing forces. It was the PNV, Alcalá Zamora’s centrist party, and the Lliga Catalana that won the rest of the votes.


    With results like this, it was difficult for Manuel Azaña to restore the calm that the country needed so much.


    People were sick and tired of living badly, of being exploited, and the rural workers began to occupy farms in Andalusia and Extremadura; there were strikes that put pressure on the new government, and as if that weren’t enough, people from the newly created Falange dedicated themselves to trying to destabilize the Popular Front.


    Azaña reestablished the autonomy of Catalonia, and Lluís Companys became its president. And then there was an attempt to expel Alcalá Zamora... And the Socialists, well, Largo Caballero’s group, vetoed Prieto to stop him joining the government... It was a mistake... No... They didn’t do things well, but we can say this now that time has passed; we were living through it back then, and we didn’t have a moment to think about want we were doing, much less about its possible consequences. Do you know something, young man? No, we didn’t do things well, all of us who had our high ideals, who were in favor of progress, who were always right, we also didn’t do things well.


     


     


    “I think that you should go with the child to your grandmother’s house for a while,” Santiago suggested to Amelia. I don’t like how things are, and you will be much calmer in Biarritz. Why don’t you ask your sister Antonietta to go with you?”


    “I’d rather stay. What are you scared of?”


    “I’m not scared, Amelia, but there are things I hear that I don’t like and I’d prefer it if Javier and you were away for a while. You’ve told me that when you were a girl you always waited for the summer so you could go and stay with your grandmother Margot.”


    “That’s true, but things are different now, I’d rather stay, I don’t want to miss what’s going on.”


    “It just means bringing your holidays forward a little, nothing more, and I’ll come and meet you when I can. I’m worried, things aren’t going well, and your father’s business is also not working out as he planned. The imports from the United States are extremely expensive, and we cannot keep on helping him to bring machinery and spare parts from there, it’s too expensive.”


    “You’re going to stop being in business with Papa?” Amelia asked in alarm.


    “It’s not about stopping the business, we just have to close down this channel of imports. It’s not worth it.”


    “This comes from your father! You know very well that my father had to close his businesses in Germany, and for all the sales he made there, the Nazis took everything... and your father’s only interested in money.”


    “That’s enough, Amelia! Stop accusing my father of all the wrongs of the world. My family loves you, and we’ve shown our affection to you and yours in spades, but we can’t keep on losing money, things aren’t going well for us either.”


    “So, just now, when the Popular Front is in charge and things are going to get sorted out, just now is when you give up on my father...”


    “No, Amelia, it does not look like the Popular Front is going to be able to sort things out. You know how much I admire Don Manuel Azaña; I know that if it depended on him alone... But things are never how we like them to be, and Azaña has lots of problems to face up to. The strikes are bleeding us dry...”


    “The workers are right!” Amelia protested.


    “They’re right about some things, but in others... In any case, you can’t sort out in a few months problems that have been building up over centuries, and this is what’s happening, what with impatience on one side and the boycott on the other, we’re heading toward an impossible situation.”


    “You’re always so calm!” Amelia said angrily.


    “I try to see things as they are, realistically.” There was a tone in Santiago’s voice, a tone of tiredness with these constant arguments with Amelia.


    “My place is here, Santiago, with my family.”


    “Do you really want to stay here because of us?”


    “What are you trying to say?”


    “You spend more time with your Communist friends than you do at home... Ever since you met Josep you have changed. If we were really so important to you, if you really were only thinking about Javier, then you’d agree to go for a while and be with your grandmother Margot.”


    “How dare you tell me that I don’t care about my son?”


    “I dare because the truth is that Águeda spends more time with him than you do.”


    “She’s his nurse! Do you think I love him less because I go to political meetings? What I want is to build a new world where Javier will never face any injustice. Is that such a bad thing that you need to scold me for it?”


     


     


    These arguments exhausted both Amelia and Santiago, and were driving them apart. It must be acknowledged that Santiago had the worst of it, because he suffered due to the situation he lived in, while Amelia was living her own life through politics. Santiago was making superhuman efforts to save their marriage.


    Their arguments were ever more frequent, and the Garayoas and the Carranzas were both aware of the deterioration of the relationship between their children.


    Doña Teresa reproved Amelia, saying that she wasn’t behaving like a good wife, but Amelia said that her mother was “old-fashioned” and did not understand that the world was changing and that women no longer had to be submissive.


    The Carranzas, Don Manuel as much as Doña Elena, tried not to interfere in the problems of the marriage, but they suffered in seeing their son so worried.


    One of the ever rarer occasions when the two families gathered together to eat was on March 7. I remember because Don Juan arrived late and Amelia was upset to have to delay the meal.


    When he finally arrived, he came with news that seemed to have particularly upset him.


    “Germany has invaded the Rhineland,” he said in a tired voice.


    “Yes, we heard on the radio,” Don Manuel replied.


    “I’ve been trying to speak to Helmut Keller all day and I finally managed to... He’s in despair, and ashamed by what’s happening. You know that Helmut is a rational person, a good man...”


    Don Juan talked incoherently. His luck had gone sour the day Hitler came into power, and since then he had followed events in Germany as if it were his own country. He was also desperate to get Herr Itzhak out of Germany, but Itzhak kept on saying that this was his country and that he wouldn’t leave his homeland for anything.


    “Hitler has broken the Treaty of Versailles,” Santiago said.


    “And the Treaty of Locarno,” Don Manuel added.


    “But what does he care about international treaties? One day the powers that be will regret not having stopped him earlier,” Don Juan complained.


     


     


    The day after that meal, March 8, Santiago went away again without telling anyone. He did not come back for several days, apparently he had been to Barcelona to talk with the business’ Catalan partners.


    Amelia got extremely annoyed, and on the second day of Santiago’s absence she decided that she no longer needed to obey any social conventions.


    “If he can come and go whenever he wants, I’ll do the same. So get ready, Edurne, because we are going to Lola’s house this evening, there’s a meeting and some of Josep’s comrades will be there.”


    I was about to tell her that we should not go, that Santiago would be furious, but I held my peace. Santiago was not there, and by the time he found out it would be some days later.


    Amelia went to Javier’s room to give him a kiss before we left.


    “Look after him, Águeda, he’s my most precious treasure.”


    “Don’t worry, Madam, you know he’s fine with me.”


    “I know, you look after him better than I could.”


    “Don’t say that! I just try to give him all he needs.”


    Águeda was right: She gave Javier everything he needed, especially the love and constant presence that Amelia did not provide. I don’t think I’m judging her, she just did what she thought best. We were all convinced that we had to do whatever we could, however small, to make the world a better place. We were very young and very inexperienced, and we were convinced of the worth of our ideals.


    There were more people than usual in Lola’s house that night. And he was there, Pierre.


    We were not expecting Josep to be there, because he had left a fortnight ago, but apparently it was urgent that his employer return to Madrid.


    “Come in, come in... Amelia, I’d like you to meet Pierre,” Josep said, as always extremely deferential toward Amelia.


    At that time, Pierre must have been about thirty-five years old. He was not very tall, but he had dirty golden hair and steel-gray eyes that seemed to be able to read your innermost thoughts.


    Josep introduced him to us as a half-French comrade, a bookseller by trade, in Madrid on business.


    I would be lying if I said that I didn’t notice the immediate attraction between the pair of them, Amelia as much as Pierre. Although Pierre was giving a talk that evening on the situation in the Soviet Union, and the reason why European intellectuals were supporting the revolution in ever greater numbers, he did not stop seeking Amelia with his eyes, as she listened to him in fascination.


    “Why don’t you come with me to Paris?” he asked her when he had taken her to one side.


    “To Paris? Why?” Amelia asked, ingenuously.


    “The revolution needs women like you, there’s a great deal of work to be done. I think that you could help me, work with me. Lola has said that you speak French, and even some English and German, isn’t that right?”


    “Yes, my paternal grandmother is French, and my father used to have business in Germany, my best friend is German; I learned English from my nurse, although I don’t speak very well...”


    “I repeat my invitation, although it’s actually a job offer. You could be very useful to me.”


    “I... I don’t see how.”


    Pierre looked at her fixedly, and his gaze was filled with words that only she could understand.


    “I’d like you to come with me not just for work. Think about it.”


    Amelia blushed and looked down. A man had never propositioned her like this before, so directly. As I was standing nearby, ready if Amelia needed me, and had heard Pierre’s invitation, I went to her immediately.


    “It’s late, Amelia, we should go.”


    “Yes, you’re right, it’s late.”


    “Do you have to go already?” Pierre wanted to know.


    “Yes,” she murmured, but without moving. It was clear that she had no desire for us to go.


    “Will you think about what I said?” Pierre insisted.


    “About going to Paris with you?”


    “Yes, I will be in Madrid for a few days, but not many, and I don’t know when I will return.”


    “No, I cannot go to Paris, I’ll see you some other time,” Amelia said with a sigh.


    “What’s stopping you from coming with me?”


    “She has a husband and a son,” I replied, although I immediately regretted interrupting, especially given the look of rage that Amelia turned on me at that moment.


    “Yes, I know that she’s married and has a son. Who isn’t? Who doesn’t?” Pierre answered tranquilly.


    “No, I cannot come with you. Thank you for the invitation.”


    We left Lola’s house in silence. Amelia was angry because of my interruption, and I was worried that this would provoke, more than anger, a loss of her trust in me.


    We did not speak until we got home. I was about to go to my room, when she grasped me by my arm and said very low:


    “If someone has to know something about me I will be the one who tells them. Bear that in mind.”


    “I’m sorry, I... I didn’t want to get involved...”


    “But you did.”


    She turned on her heels and left me there in the hall, crying my eyes out. It was the first time she had got annoyed with me since we’d met, the first time that I felt that I was not her friend, but only a stranger.


    The next day Amelia got up late. The chambermaid said that she had asked not to be disturbed, and although it was my privilege to be able to go into her room, I did not dare do so after what had happened the night before.


    I did not see Amelia until midday; she looked like she was running a temperature and she complained of having a headache. Her mother, who had come to have lunch with her and to see the baby, ascribed this illness to the distress Amelia felt at Santiago’s absence, but I guessed that her husband was not the cause of this febrile situation, rather it was the sudden appearance of Pierre in her life. In our lives, for he would change both our lives.


    Antonietta came at six to look for her mother, and Amelia said goodbye to them with relief, because that afternoon neither her mother nor her sister had been able to take her mind off what was bothering her.


    Around seven o’clock Lola came to the house. As soon as I saw her I guessed she must have been sent by Pierre, because she asked to see Amelia alone. I do not know what they talked about, but it is easy to guess, because half an hour later Amelia called me to say that she was going out to a political meeting at Lola’s house and that she did not want me to go with her. I protested: Santiago did not want her to go out without me, but above all I felt sad to be left out.


    Amelia went to Javier’s room. The child was in Águeda’s arms, and she was singing to him. He smiled and lifted his arms up to the nurse’s face. Amelia kissed her son and left quickly, followed by Lola.


    I sat in the hall, waiting for her to come back, which she did not do before midnight. She came in with her face red, sweating, and seemed to be shaking. She was not pleased to see me there, and sent me up to my room.


    “Amelia, I want to talk to you,” I begged.


    “At this time of night? No, go and rest, I’m not feeling well and I need to sleep.”


    “But Amelia, I am worried, I’ve spent all day with a pain in my breast... I want you to forgive me for last night... I... I didn’t want to offend you, or get mixed up in your business... you know... Well, I only have you, and if you didn’t want anything to do with me then I don’t know what I would do.”


    “But Edurne, what things you say! What do you mean, you only have me? What about your mother, or Aitor, or your grandparents? Come on, don’t be silly and go rest.”


    “But will you forgive me?”


    Amelia hugged me and stroked my back lovingly; she had always been very generous and could not bear to see anyone suffer.


    “I don’t have anything to forgive you for, last night was nothing, a trifle, I had a sudden attack of grumpiness, but don’t worry about it.”


    “But you went without me tonight... and... well... It’s the first time you’ve gone out without me. You know you can trust me, that I’ll never say anything or do anything to hurt you.”


    “And what could you say?” she said in annoyance.


    “Nothing, nothing, there’s nothing but good to say about you.” I started to cry, worried that I had really made things worse.


    “Come on, don’t cry! We’re both very sensitive, it must be the times we live in, the political situation; things aren’t going well, I’m worried about the government of the Popular Front.”


    “Your mother is very worried because the workers are occupying farms in Andalusia and Extremadura,” I replied, just to say something.


    “My mother is very good, and because she treats everyone well she thinks that the whole world is equal, but there are people living in terrible conditions... And we’re not trying to give people charity, but to promote justice.”


    “Are you going to go?”


    I don’t know why I asked this, I’m still asking myself today. Amelia got very serious and I saw her hands trembling and how she was trying not to lose control.


    “And where do you think I would go?”


    “I don’t know... Pierre asked you to go with him to Paris yesterday... Maybe you have decided to go and work there...”


    “And if I did go, what would you think?”


    “Could I go with you?”


    “No, you couldn’t. I would have to go alone.”


    “Then I wouldn’t want you to go.”


    “How selfish!”


     


     


    Yes, she was right, I was selfish, I was thinking about me, about what would become of me if she were to leave. I lowered my head and felt ashamed.


    “If we want the revolution to triumph all over the world, then we cannot think of ourselves, we have to offer ourselves up as a sacrifice.”


    “But you’re not a Communist,” I babbled.


    “Can you be anything else?”


    “You’ve always sympathized with the Socialists...”


    “Edurne, I was as ignorant as you, but I’ve opened my eyes, I’ve realized how things stand, and I admire the revolution, I think that Stalin is a blessing for Russia and I want the same for Spain and the rest of the world. We know it’s possible, they’ve managed to do it in Russia, but there are lots of interests at stake, the interests of people who don’t want to give anything away, who defend their old privileges... It will not be easy, but we can do it. Now, thanks to the people of the Left, women are taken into account; we used to be worthless, but it’s still not enough, we must struggle for true equality. In Russia there is no difference between men and women, everyone is equal.”


     


     


    Her eyes were shining. She seemed to have attained a state of ecstasy while she talked to me about Stalin and the revolution, and I knew that it was a matter of time, of days, of hours, before Amelia would leave, but at the same time I tried to convince myself that it was impossible, that she would not dare to leave Santiago and abandon her son.
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