

[image: Cover]




‘This novel confirms Almudena Grandes as one of Spain’s leading writers . . . she reveals herself as a powerfully perceptive writer who understands the subtleties of human nature . . . This is a hugely intelligent, wise novel’


Sunday Telegraph


‘In her fifth novel, Grandes reaches the peak of her powers. This magnificent saga of shipwrecked lives grips from the first sentence and weaves parallel intrigues of memory and survival, money and revenge, resolved only in the closing pages . . . Here, she has perfected her ability to leap between stories and epochs’


Independent


‘The Wind from the East promises a lot of bang for your buck. It is also by one of Spain’s most successful, and notorious writers . . . this is a big novel designed to fill a Spanish summer . . . Grandes never lets the pace slacken, combining a cracking story with convincing characterisation and good detail’


Miranda France, Daily Telegraph


‘As the novel zigzags chronologically between its disparate episodes, the outlines of the new arrivals are steadily filled in with intense psychological detail . . . the dexterity with which Grandes is able to unpick psychological states makes for a convincing and moving book . . . Eventually the wind changes; and it’s when the characters learn to weather the twists of fate with a humble acquiescence – just as they learn to accept the whims of the wind – that they begin to find peace’


The Times


‘[A] classy blockbuster – a layered saga of family life, rivalry and redemption . . . an interesting alternative to the home-grown bestseller market. As a study of obsessive passions and climatic conditions, it makes for a sweeping beach read’


Joanna Briscoe, Guardian


‘A powerful, complex novel full of passion’


El País


‘The novel will become a key title in her work and our contemporary narrative’


La Vanguardia


‘Many of her books have been turned into films and she has a cinematic style that relies on the visual sense and on dialogue . . . The writing is impressively measured . . . this more mature novel is impressive in the way it develops and sustains Juan’s and Sara’s parallel stories, accommodates numerous characters and interweaves counter themes’


Mslexia


‘Plenty of passion in this huge, florid romance. There’s an absorbing small-town soap opera at its core’


The Saturday Age (Melbourne)


‘Originally written in Spanish, it doesn’t seem to lose anything in translation, and has that quality typical of good Latin writing; detailed, vivid and colourful imagery and still retaining a simplicity and rawness, making it entertaining and believable at the same time’


Fremantle Herald (Perth)


‘This big juicy saga is perfect for chilly nights. Thrilling and toe-curling in equal measure . . . She’s now a fixture on my holiday reading list’


Sunday Times (Perth)




To Luis,
For the light of every summer





The
Wind from
the East


[image: image]


Almudena Grandes


Translated from the Spanish
by Sonia Soto


[image: image]




I would have preferred
 to be an orphan in death,
 to be without you there, in the mystery
 than here, in what I know.


To have died before,
 to feel your absence
 in the treacherous wind.


Manuel Altoloaguirre, Soledades Juntas





Two Beginnings
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The east wind was blowing when the Olmedo family arrived at their new home. It lifted the canvas awnings from their aluminium frames, swelling them out then dropping them suddenly before inflating them again, producing a continuous, dull, heavy noise like a flock of monstrously large birds flapping their wings. All around, neighbours were hurriedly taking down their awnings, all of them green, all identical. From time to time, the rhythmic, high-pitched squeal of rusty metal could be heard beneath the sound of the wind, a piercing noise that Juan Olmedo immediately recognised as the scraping of the metal bars in their rings. He reflected that he’d been unlucky. There was something sinister about the contrast between the bright blue sky and the brilliant sun reflecting off the facades of the houses – all of them white, all identical – and this hostile, savage wind. A couple of times, on the journey from Jerez, he had promised Tamara that he would take her for a swim in the sea before lunch; but the perfect sunny morning that had seemed so tempting through the car windows had suddenly been transformed into this nightmarish storm. Now the girl was one step behind him, looking around warily, seeing it all for the first time but saying nothing. Alfonso had remained behind but Juan didn’t notice until he unlocked the front door of number thirty-seven. The unmistakable smell of decorating sprang at him like a cat covered in paint and varnish, and an old yellowed newspaper, stiff with droplets of paint, trembled slightly before flying out of the door and scattering in the wind. Juan watched as the loose pages danced in the gusts of air, swirling suddenly upwards or being dragged along the ground. Then caught sight of his brother standing like a post at the intersection of two streets paved identically in red, his legs planted firmly apart, his arms hanging limply down, his head swaying slowly from side to side. Alfonso’s face was raised up to the wind, and he was frowning, his mouth open. Juan glanced down at Alfonso’s flies – a check he made so often now it had become almost instinctive – and saw with relief that they were closed. His poor brother, sniffing the air like a clumsy, disorientated animal, was conspicuous enough without exposing his clumsy disorientated penis. Juan went over to him and hugged him gently, smiling, then kissed him on the cheek before leading him away, an arm around his shoulders. Alfonso nodded several times, vigorously, as if trying to detach his head from his neck. As the two brothers made their way along the narrow pavement, the wind showered them in a flurry of pink, red and purple bougainvillea petals. At last Alfonso Olmedo smiled. Tamara was waiting for them, leaning against a wall, clutching a brightly coloured jewellery box, a couple of books and a Barbie doll. She burst out laughing when she saw her two uncles ‘in bloom’. Alfonso’s bald head, Juan’s hair and their trousers, shirts and arms were all covered in petals, making them look like a comical cross between a pair of badly camouflaged soldiers and two mimes dressed up as flowering shrubs. Juan joined in the laughter as he brushed the petals off himself and Alfonso and gently ushered his family into the hall. As he shut the door, he wondered whether this wasn’t all a big mistake – the new house, new job, new town hundreds of miles from their old home. But then it was still much too soon to tell.


Sara Gómez had watched the entire scene from her bedroom window, which was firmly shut to keep out the wind. She had been checking that the shutters were secure when she’d noticed a tall, dark man in the distance, followed closely by a little girl who was also dark, with hair cut in a bob, and the disproportionately long legs of a child in the middle of a growth spurt. She had watched them with interest because that day, 13 August, was a Sunday, the shops were closed and the wind was blowing furiously – a combination that forced her to rest, reluctantly. She’d been very busy for the past few weeks. Setting up a new home, with all the myriad little tasks that she considered essential, was turning out to be more time-consuming than she’d expected. When she had finally found a cheese grater she liked, she realised she needed a garlic crusher, but when she found that, she realised that the toilet mirror was too small, or that she couldn’t let one more day pass without ordering mosquito screens for all the bedrooms. Time slipped by quickly in the car parks of shopping centres, taking the summer along with it, and with summer, all those hot sunny days at the beach that had lured her to this town, this landscape so very different from the big city where she was born and grew up, where she had lived for her not especially outstanding fifty-three years. That was why she had resolved not to let a single sunny morning pass without swimming in the sea, no good afternoon with a low tide go by without strolling along the wet sand leaving every last bather behind. The imminent arrival of September worried her. Although she could not recall ever having made as satisfying a decision as the purchase of this house, she still wasn’t sure how people lived in autumn in a small town where the taxis didn’t have meters and where you could go almost anywhere on foot.


The other new arrivals felt a similar anxiety, although Sara couldn’t yet know that. She wasn’t even sure they were here to stay. House number thirty-seven was still under construction when she decided to buy number thirty-one, which was already complete except for the finishing touches. That was why she had chosen it, and she hadn’t enquired about the neighbours. Instead of the distasteful railings that she’d pictured before she visited the development, she found that the garden of each house was surrounded by solid, whitewashed walls over four feet high providing total privacy. With the awnings up, there wasn’t the slightest gap for a curious passer-by to see what was happening on the porch of the house opposite, and if she hadn’t been looking out of an upstairs window at the time of the Olmedos’ arrival, she would have been quite unaware of their presence. She had been so pleased with the privacy the walls provided that she hadn’t paid much attention to the estate agent when he explained to her in a monotonous voice – a speech he had clearly made many times before – that the walls were designed to shelter the garden from the constant winds. Alternately dry and loaded with sand, or else damp and surprisingly cold, these winds could be a blessing at certain times of year but even so, they were almost always destructive, although the estate agent preferred to describe them as merely ‘inconvenient’.


On 13 August 2000, Sara Gómez was only beginning to learn about the nature of the local winds. Peering from her bedroom window, she watched as the shutters of number thirty-seven were opened one by one – all of them green, newly painted and identical. The wind caught hold of them, crashing them violently against the walls of the house, banging them repeatedly over and over again, until a member of the rather odd family returned in alarm and fastened them to the wall. Sara watched the Olmedos, not only because she was worried at the thought of living opposite a house that was rented out for weeks at a time, or because the weather was unsuitable for going to the beach, or because the shops were shut. She watched them because she couldn’t fathom who they were, how they were linked, or why they lived together. Like many children who spent a great deal of time alone, Sara Gómez had enjoyed playing a game in which she invented lives for the strangers she encountered. Now she began to imagine a story in which this tall, dark, forty-something man was the father of the little girl walking a few paces behind him, trying to shelter from the wind. From afar, they looked very much alike. Dark and tall like him, slender and long-boned, the child must have been about ten or eleven. Sara, who could not know that the only thing she had guessed right was their ages, wondered what the girl’s mother must look like. She must have stayed behind in the car, searching for something, or perhaps she had gone for a quick walk around the development; surely she was the person the husband went to find among the swirl of newspaper pages, floating in the air like big yellow parentheses in a cloud of bougainvillea petals. Up to this point, the scene was so predictable it was boring. But then the child stopped and waited by the open front door, not even attempting to enter the house. Leaning against the wall, hugging some books and a blonde doll tightly to her chest, she stood frozen, motionless, her eyes large and alert as if she really didn’t want to be there and distrusted everything around her. The stranger observing her wondered what kind of child could resist the urge to rush into a new house, and she began to suspect that no mother was going to appear. In fact she was now fairly sure that the father must be separated, on holiday here with or without his new partner, accompanied by his child, who no doubt had a lengthy list of daughterly resentments, some of them justified. But then Sara caught sight of the tall dark man again, walking very slowly, with his arm around a second man; this was a possibility she hadn’t considered. The other man was walking like a badly coordinated puppet, tilting his head to look at the sky with his mouth hanging open, meekly leaning against the companion who was guiding him confidently, obviously used to taking care of someone who couldn’t take care of himself. Although he was fat rather than stocky, and almost completely bald, Sara guessed correctly when she estimated that the man must be about thirty. She quickly realised that she had been wrong about everything else, however, when she saw the smile that lit up the child’s face as soon as they approached. The tall dark man put his left arm around her and hugged her to him, his right arm still encircling the other man, and he kissed them both several times on the head and face, before gently pushing them inside the house. He closed the door, and it occurred to his new neighbour that he seemed rather sad.


Very soon all the windows of house number thirty-seven were open, all the shutters secured, and Sara Gómez moved away from her bedroom window feeling vaguely guilty, as if she’d committed a sin by witnessing the new arrivals’ grief, their paltry joy. Sitting on the sofa in her vacant living room, a series of empty spaces crying out for the furniture that had already been ordered in half a dozen shops, Sara listened to the shrieking of the wind. Without the flap of the loose awnings, its howling seemed even more ferocious, like the soundtrack of a reality unfolding ceaselessly beyond her garden. With nothing to keep her company save the deafening roar of the wind and a packet of cigarettes, she began to doubt her own anxiety, to question whether the furtive, almost clandestine air she’d detected in every one of her new neighbours’ movements had really existed. She was, after all, learning what the wind had to teach. She already suspected that on a quiet day, a peaceful, sunny day good for the beach, her new neighbours would not have seemed so strange.


A spectacular band of deep orange lay on the horizon between the sea and the sky. The sun was about to set, but even before he got to the beach, Juan Olmedo could see the silhouettes of some of the strange encampments that had so surprised him that morning. The cars of the Sunday daytrippers, most of them from Seville, had filled both sides of the road right from the entrance to the estate to the first sand dune, like a corridor of fans applauding anyone shrewd enough to have chosen a house so close to the sea. Juan had congratulated himself and remarked out loud, to mollify Tamara, that today, 14 August, a Monday as splendid and sunny as a postcard, was the day before a public holiday and therefore a holiday too, indeed the most popular holiday of the season. But the little girl seemed so pleased that the wind had finally died down that she wasn’t even listening. Nothing could spoil her mood. Even Alfonso, who was walking between them holding their hands, looked happy.


The beach had been as crowded as they expected it to be. What Juan had not anticipated, however, were the peculiar habits of these weekend nomads. Entire families, including decrepit pensioners and tiny babies, would occupy an area of beach from first thing in the morning, before it was even hot, investing hours laboriously setting up a new version of home with tents, canvas windbreaks and portable furniture, until the beach looked like an extraordinary makeshift shanty town. As they looked for a place closer to the water’s edge where they could lay their humble mats, Juan saw an elderly woman having her breakfast of coffee and churros using a plastic plate and cup and a patterned fabric napkin. It made him smile. The spectacle of other people’s strange habits took his mind off his own litany of misfortune. In addition, he realised that the crowds at the water’s edge were having the same useful effect as they did in big cities – the bathers were so busy searching for a place to enter or exit the water, or chasing their little white ball amongst the dozens of other identical balls bouncing up and down the damp sand, or keeping an eye on their children’s buckets and spades, or anointing each other with suntan lotion, that they had neither the time nor the inclination to stare at Alfonso, who looked more conspicuous and helpless than ever in the stripy Bermuda shorts that Tamara had chosen for him. Juan couldn’t remember a time when he hadn’t been anxious about his younger brother and by now he was completely immune to the curiosity of others, but Tamara had inherited her mother’s steely intransigence, and could not bear the sympathy of strangers. That morning, however, all three were able to swim and play in the waves without Tamara having to shout – ‘Hey, what are you staring at, idiot?’ – at unwelcome spectators. In the afternoon, they had eaten grilled sardines at the only bar nearby, and had another swim before going home, exhausted from all the sun and sea. Everything had gone so well that a couple of hours later, when Alfonso fell asleep on the sofa, Juan was able to go out for another walk. He felt like being on his own for a while, so he headed back to the beach.


He had thought that the setting sun would induce everyone to go home, but he was only partly right. There was no longer anybody in the water, but semi-naked bodies still lay beneath parasols and sunshades, and there were children playing football, groups of adults on plastic sunloungers chatting, while others slowly, despondently, gathered all the chairs, mats and tents that they had set out so energetically that morning. Juan Olmedo gave them a wide berth on his way to the water’s edge. He wasn’t sure whether they really were all staring at him, or whether the uncomfortable sensation of being watched was an inevitable consequence of feeling that he looked ridiculous. He walked faster. He had lived on the coast for a few years before, but in a city like Cadiz it had been very different. There, he wouldn’t have stood out in his immaculate white trousers, long-sleeved navy-blue T-shirt and lightweight moccasins, but here, over a mile from the town’s seafront, everyone walking along the beach was wearing shorts and trainers. Juan realised he’d have to dress the same if he didn’t want to become known as ‘the pretentious poser from Madrid’, and set off towards a section of the beach that was studded with fishing rods.


He felt as if the east wind had dissipated only on the surface, but was still battering him mercilessly inside. He felt anxious, but more than that, confused, uncertain, weighed down by responsibility. He had never had to make so many decisions in such a short space of time, never had such a narrow margin in which to ponder the wisdom of each choice he made. When he realised that Madrid was no longer a good place for them to live, he chose what had, at the time, seemed the best option. Making the most of the general confusion that prevailed at the start of the holidays, they had slipped away discreetly. After all, no one would notice their absence with all the summer migrations. The plan was simple. During his time in Cadiz, Juan had become very good friends with Miguel Barroso, who was now head of the orthopaedic department at Jerez Hospital, and Juan had felt sure that Miguel would support his application for a job. It was the main reason he’d moved to this region rather than any other part of Spain, although he already knew he’d like many things about the area – the climate, the light, the people – the same factors that had influenced his choice the first time he moved away. His parents came from a village in the wilderness of Extremadura, but he had only ever visited the area a couple of times, before Alfonso was born, and he had no links there other than a few old songs, odd words slipping quietly from his memory. Juan Olmedo was from Madrid and he knew he would miss it, but his own nostalgia, which had already destroyed his life once, was less of a concern to him than the thought that Tamara might not get used to living so far from home, or the even more worrying possibility that his brother’s mental state might suffer as a result of the inevitable isolation of the first few months and of having to deal with unfamiliar teachers and pupils at a new daycare centre. Now that there was no going back, Juan felt that perhaps his choices had been too hasty. Perhaps they needn’t have left Madrid. Perhaps it would have been enough simply to change minor details – a new house, new part of town, new hospital, new school. Perhaps there was no real reason to be so afraid.


The fishing rods weren’t as far away, or as close together as they’d seemed. As he walked past them one by one, he also realised that the rocks he’d had to walk around for some time now were not a natural formation, especially on this beach where the sand was so fine. Moulded into smooth, grey, slippery blocks by the imperceptible tenacity of the waves, they formed a perpendicular line into the sea where they met another line of rocks that ran more or less parallel to the beach, interrupting the path of the waves and forming a barrier in the water. Juan recalled that someone had mentioned there was a trap-net site in the area near the housing development, and he now understood why fishermen brought their tackle all this way, so far from the centre of town. He watched some children armed with nets and plastic buckets as they jumped from rock to rock and, in the dim light of the dying sun, searched unsuccessfully for crabs and crayfish trapped in the pools closest to the shore. They were ignoring the insistent calls of a woman, assuring them, unconvincingly, that this was the last time they’d be allowed on the beach if they didn’t come out of the water right now, this minute. Juan stopped for a moment and saw that the children hadn’t the least intention of leaving. He walked on, comforted by the familiar elements of this little holiday scene.


The small town the Olmedo family had just moved to was the only aspect of their new life that Juan was certain he had got right. He had decided from the start not to live in Jerez, not only because it was quite a distance from the coast, but because there was no point in leaving one big city to move to a smaller version, an embryo of the same thing. This was why he had also decided against El Puerto de Santa Maria; still too big, too urban, too formal for what he wanted. He’d tried to convince Tamara that the move was an inevitable consequence of his job, a decision taken for him by faceless strangers, a risk that all doctors working in the national health service ran, but he had a feeling she knew this wasn’t true, even though she was only ten. The child’s happiness was so important to him that he had done everything he could to ensure it, providing her with a completely different life from the one she had known so far – a house by the beach, on a private development with swimming pools, gardens, tennis courts and lots of other children, a school that she could cycle to when the weather was good, and a small, pretty town that was quiet in winter, busy in summer, its population of some thirty thousand inhabitants swelling to over a hundred thousand during the months of July and August; a place small enough that she wouldn’t keep comparing it to Madrid, but big enough that she wouldn’t feel stifled by the size of the streets.


He could have found a cheaper house, but he didn’t even consider it. He could have looked at other towns around the bay, but he didn’t have the time, or the inclination. His new boss had recommended this development, and it fulfilled everything he had envisaged for Tamara when he first began thinking about moving. He’d put his top-floor flat in the Calle Martin de los Heros up for sale in mid-April, a few months after having made the last payment on a mortgage he’d taken twelve years to pay off, and by the end of June he’d found a buyer who didn’t need the flat until September. He hoped that the price difference between a square foot of land in the centre of Madrid and a housing development on the outskirts of a provincial town would mean he could easily afford a large and attractive house. He was right, and it took him even less time to buy the house than it had to sell the flat. On his first day off in July, he took an early-morning flight to Jerez, where he met Miguel at the hospital, visited the centre where he planned to send Alfonso in September and, that afternoon, selected house number thirty-seven from the plans for the development. He’d only viewed the show home, but that was enough. The estate agent was astonished when Juan handed him a cheque and left quickly, saying he couldn’t afford to miss his plane back to Madrid. In the few minutes it took for Juan to get out his cheque book, note down the amount he was paying as a deposit and fill in the rest of the cheque, he told the estate agent he wanted plain tiles in the bathrooms, that he’d rather have all the kitchen units along a single wall, and that he’d be very grateful if, before the decorators set to work, the electricians could be informed that he didn’t want spotlights in the ceilings, just a single light fitting. He assumed, of course, that the house would be finished by the beginning of August. The estate agent, who’d never met anyone who could think of so many things simultaneously, nodded. A little later, when he stopped off at a bar for a glass of anis, as he did every evening on his way home for supper, he recounted the story to all his cronies and none of them had ever heard anything like it.


Though he wasn’t prepared to admit it – even to himself – as he strolled along the deserted beach, Juan Olmedo had fled Madrid. He’d done so mainly for Tamara’s sake, but, that night, their second in the new house, he suspected that he would probably enjoy the benefits of the place before she did. He stopped worrying about the thirty-mile commute to and from work he would have every day after sending Alfonso off on the bus to the daycare centre. This sudden acceptance of the small routine inconveniences the move entailed reduced his anxiety over the more serious problems he faced. It was as if the pleasure of taking a solitary evening stroll along the beach were a balm, a promise of future harmony. By the time he turned round to return to the house, Juan was in a much better mood.


On the way back he encountered only a couple of dog walkers and then, as he turned down the path that led from the beach, a woman. The light was so dim that at first all he could see was a cream shape with dark stripes on its upper half. As they walked towards each other, as if their meeting were planned, he could see that she was wearing the type of outfit that people from inland considered nautical: wide-legged trousers and a navy-blue striped top – unmistakable clues to the woman’s origin. Juan Olmedo immediately recognised another recent arrival from Madrid. She was one of those well-preserved women who maintained an appearance of youthful maturity despite her forty-odd years and would probably continue to do so until the first ravages of old age. She had a pleasant, even attractive face, but although she had beautiful eyes you couldn’t exactly say that she was pretty. This was all Juan had time to notice, but it was enough for him to be sure that they had definitely never met. As she passed him, however, she greeted him in a friendly manner. He greeted her back casually, purely out of politeness, as if the instinct to wish each other a good evening were part of a ritual of recognition amongst equals, fellow exiles from Madrid with a confused notion of seaside elegance. His niece was much more observant and, had she witnessed the scene, she would have been able to tell him that the woman, while still a stranger, lived in the house opposite.





I
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Weariness and
Need
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In the kitchen of number thirty-one, the units ran along two walls. In the middle of the room was an aluminium table and two folding aluminium chairs, which added a functional, almost industrial touch to the decor. The occupant was clearly at home with adapting the suggestions of the glossy magazines to suit her own style. Sara Gómez had always had very good taste, but little time and even less money. Now, the abundant crop of zeros flourishing in her bank statements was producing magnificent results.


Sara had also made her mark at the estate agents’ offices, but for very different reasons than Juan Olmedo. She had arrived after visiting other parts of the coast of Andalusia, evaluating all the houses for sale so conscientiously that by now she could tell at a glance whether a place was worth viewing. Her expedition had begun in mid-March, and as she had no intention of returning to Madrid, the search was open-ended. As she crossed from Malaga into the province of Cadiz, her intention had been to explore the Atlantic coast all the way to the Portuguese border before choosing a place to spend the rest of her life; but soon she was so fed up with travelling, and so discouraged with the results so far, that she settled on a place before she planned to, taking on the challenge of the only house that, in two otherwise fruitless months, had managed to surprise her.


She could easily have afforded one of the more expensive, more luxurious houses she’d been offered on the Costa del Sol but although she’d liked some of them very much, in the end she found them all too ostentatious. And she didn’t want to live surrounded by foreigners, an anomaly in a crowd of pale-skinned neighbours. If she’d wanted to attract attention, she could have stayed in Madrid and bought herself a house in El Viso. No, what she was looking for was the exact opposite, and she’d found it at last on a secluded development, discreetly luxurious, and inhabited by upper-middle-class professionals; a place where she would easily merge into the background. Located on the outskirts of a popular tourist resort, it lacked the dubious elegance that might attract hordes of Arab sheikhs or showy nouveaux riches like the Lopez Ruiz family, bogus cousins she never wanted to set eyes on again. Sheltered from the wind and from prying eyes by walls so high that, from the road, you could only just glimpse the roofs of the houses, nothing betrayed the privileged nature of this secluded enclave; a place that turned in on itself like the leaves of a plant at nightfall, always seeking the centre. As she walked around the development for the first time, having visited dozens of similar projects over the last few weeks, Sara was impressed by the intelligence of the layout. It all seemed simple as she walked through it, but secretly labyrinthine when she looked back, and it was impossible to tell from their rather uniform back walls that the houses looked out onto attractive gardens. From outside the complex, there was no hint of how big the swimming pools, the children’s play areas or the sports facilities were, and to Sara it seemed that they grew larger with every step. The mysteriously elastic quality of the space became even more noticeable when she went inside the show home, a square house on two floors with a large roof terrace. It was so well designed that she had to ask the estate agent for a tape measure in order to measure the rooms one by one before she could concede that their generous size wasn’t an optical illusion. But even this wasn’t enough to convince Sara Gómez.


Having shown her around the house twice, in a viewing so thorough that he noticed things he’d never even seen before although he’d been showing clients around daily for the past six months, the estate agent dared to sit down on the doorstep, just to take a break from this well-heeled client who must be a quantity surveyor at the very least. But Sara seemed quite unmoved by his weariness and continued asking questions, firing the inexhaustible machine gun of her curiosity at his limited knowledge until she’d pinned him against every wall in the house. He’d had to say ‘I don’t know’ so many times that he ended up simply shrugging to save himself the embarrassment. Nobody had ever asked him why one of the light fittings in the sitting room was not close to the obvious place for a side table, why there weren’t taps for hoses on every terrace, why it had been assumed, judging by the distance between light switches, that all double beds were a metre and a half wide, why all the fitted cupboards had only two drawers, why the unit containing the plate rack had been placed to the left of the double sink, as if all housewives were left-handed, and why such and such a choice had been made in another hundred matters of similarly negligible importance. He was convinced that the woman would vanish into thin air like a bad dream when, having pointed out all the defects of a house whose quality he would have vouched for earlier that morning, she smiled and announced that she had almost decided to buy it. Inwardly awarding himself a medal for being the most long-suffering estate agent in the area, her opponent smiled back, feeling as if he’d overcome the most testing ordeal of his professional life. But she disabused him of this notion immediately and, after informing him that she assumed that he must agree with her that it was vital to examine which way a house faced before making a final choice, she asked him what time would suit him the following day to show her all the available houses on the development. Then, with a compassionate intelligence that he appreciated, she added that she had plenty of free time.


Sara Gómez, buyer, and Ramón Martínez, estate agent, almost became friends in the following weeks. She had rented a furnished flat in the town so as to keep a close eye on completion of the finishing touches, and she became the person he spent most of his time with from Monday to Friday apart from his wife. Every day she came to the office with some new idea, and he had to admit that they were nearly all good, though they invariably involved him hanging on the phone for an age, finding out names and addresses that he kept so that he could suggest Sara’s improvements to subsequent clients as if they were his own ideas. She was rather amused by this little ruse and although she realised his actions were beneficial to them both, she would reward him every evening by buying him a drink in a nearby bar. He insisted on paying for the drinks every other day, however, and he chased the electricians and decorators so that number thirty-one would be finished even earlier than the agreed date, 1 July 2000. The only thing he couldn’t do for the future occupant of the house was recommend a trustworthy cleaner, but he did well when he suggested she speak to Jerónimo, the gardener, who thought immediately of his cousin, Maribel.


Sara’s cleaner was thirty, with a son of eleven, a broken marriage behind her, and a substantial amount of excess weight, pleasingly distributed over an old-fashioned figure. She made the best of her solid, curvaceous body by wearing tight, low-cut dresses, the mere sight of which would have caused anyone who really had been well-heeled all her life to reject her without even asking how much she charged. But Sara wasn’t quite what she seemed, and she found the showy gold rings Maribel wore on every finger – tarnished by bleach and ruining the effect that the woman was aiming for – so touching that she hired her on the spot. She didn’t regret it. Maribel was hardworking and spirited, as capable of using her own initiative as she was of accepting all kinds of instructions without a word. Even the two apparent drawbacks that had caused Sara to have some doubts about her at first turned out to be advantages. Andrés, Maribel’s son, who was forced to waste his holidays accompanying his mother to work every morning, was a lonely, withdrawn child, older than his years. He would sit quietly on a chair, reading a comic, with a toy car or robot clasped in his fist, until Sara, who soon grew fond of him, encouraged him to go out and play in the garden or suggested they go to the beach. In contrast, and refuting the laws of heredity at one stroke, his mother was incapable of keeping quiet. A steady stream of words poured from her mouth as she went about her tasks, and each time she drew breath, it was as if she was winding herself up for another torrent. She was the best source of information that her employer had at her disposal, once her ephemeral friendship with the estate agent had waned. From Maribel, Sara could find out about life in the town, what went on, and what kind of people lived there. And it was also Maribel who, on the first working day after the August bank holiday, told Sara that the new arrivals were called Olmedo.


‘I’m so sorry, I know I’m late!’ she declared in greeting, clicking into the kitchen on her high heels. She found the mistress of the house sitting on one of those peculiar metal chairs that she still hadn’t become used to. ‘I’ve just come from Dr Olmedo’s, you know who I mean, don’t you?’


‘No, I don’t,’ Sara replied, turning her attention to the elusive figure of the boy standing by the door, peering in shyly. ‘Come on in, Andrés. Come and sit here with me. That’s right. Have you had breakfast?’ He nodded. ‘Sure? You don’t feel like eating something?’ He shook his head this time, still saying nothing. Sara took his hand, squeezed it, and readied herself to hear all about their visit to the doctor. ‘The boy isn’t ill, is he?’


‘What boy?’


‘Your son, Maribel; who else would I mean?’


Maribel frowned as if Sara’s words had completely confused her, and asked: ‘Why would he be ill?’


‘Well,’ Sara sighed, as if she couldn’t struggle on with so much air in her body – a feeling she experienced every time her cleaner, an uneducated but intelligent woman, became stuck in a deep pool of incomprehension – ‘because you said you’d just been to the doctor’s.’


‘Oh, right! You had me worried. No, no, that’s not it,’ she went on, struggling out of the teetering sandals whose fine straps had left pink marks on her feet and ankles, and donning a pair of tatty old espadrilles with frayed rope soles. ‘Dr Olmedo owns number thirty-seven, he’s just moved in. Jeró called me last night and said that Dr Olmedo had asked him if he knew someone who could come in and clean for him, and I . . . well, I was thrilled, after having found you, getting another job, right next door, and so near to where I live. I’m going to get changed.’


Maribel was wearing her best and newest dress that day, a tight red Lycra number – the kind sold on market stalls that lose their shape with every wash – but she would have taken just as much care had she been wearing any of her other dresses: her long black dress with a tiny flower print that buttoned down the front, for instance, or the short piqué dress, always gleaming white if a little worn. Before even turning on a tap, Maribel would shut herself in the bathroom, reappearing a moment later in an old pink housecoat spattered with bleach, and carrying what she called her ‘good clothes’, now neatly folded. She did the same this morning, but was so excited by all her news that she went on talking from the bathroom, speaking more loudly so that she could be heard through the door.


‘So, we got up early this morning, and I went straight there to see them. It’s really good, you know, because I was worried the job would only be for the summer, but no, they’re going to live here all year round. They’re from Madrid too. He’s a doctor, he works at the hospital in Jerez, maybe you know them, their name’s Olmedo . . .’


‘No, I don’t know them.’


‘Sure?’ Now squeezed into her pink housecoat, Maribel put her new dress in a canvas bag before giving her employer a second chance. ‘But they’re from Madrid.’


‘No, Maribel,’ said Sara, smiling at the obstinate scepticism of her cleaner, who couldn’t quite believe that everyone from Madrid didn’t know one another. ‘I’ve told you before, Madrid must be over a hundred times bigger than this little town. I couldn’t possibly know everyone who lives there. And it’s no coincidence that we bump into one another all over the place, we’re like flies – there are swarms of us.’


‘Right . . .’ Maribel, leaning over the dishwasher, seemed to accept this. ‘Well, anyway, they’re from Madrid, and they’re here because of his work—’


‘What about her?’ interrupted Sara. ‘Does she work too?’


‘What “her”?’ asked Maribel, straightening up and staring at Sara.


‘Well, the doctor’s wife. He is married, isn’t he?’


‘No. That’s the strange thing, you see. I mean he doesn’t look like a poof and he’s quite good-looking. Well, maybe not good-looking, you know, handsome, blond and all that, but he’s definitely very attractive . . .’ She stopped stacking the dishwasher for a moment and started listing Dr Olmedo’s attributes, counting them off on the fingers of one hand. ‘He’s tall, slim but not puny, dark not balding, well dressed. A pretty good catch, if you ask me. And being a doctor he must earn a packet. But he definitely doesn’t have a wife. Maybe he’s divorced. And the child isn’t his, that’s for sure, because she calls him “Uncle Juan”.’


‘He has a little girl living with him?’ remarked Sara neutrally, trying to divert the torrent of words in the direction that most interested her.


‘Yes, she’s about this one’s age, and really pretty, gorgeous, even though she isn’t blonde and doesn’t have blue eyes or anything. Her name’s Tamara. Sounds lovely, doesn’t it?’ Maribel had her back to her employer so she didn’t see Sara give a start when she heard the child’s name, instead taking her silence as a sign of agreement. ‘I think so too. If I ever have a daughter, maybe I’ll call her Tamara. Well, anyway, the niece looks just like her uncle. Her face is softer, more delicate, and rounder like all kids, but apart from that, she’s the spitting image. Same eyes, same mouth, same nose, same everything. Apparently she’s his brother’s daughter. He and his brother must have looked identical, if you ask me, though who knows, because I didn’t find out much else – he’s like you, doesn’t go around telling you his life story. He said the child’s an orphan, that’s all, and only because I asked. I think it’s because of the retarded one. They live with a man who’s not all there, if you know what I mean, and the less you talk about that kind of thing and the less people you tell, the better. That’s what I think. He’s the doctor’s brother too, like the little girl’s father was. When you see him around, you’ll know it’s him straight away, because he’s bald and you can see how retarded he is, the way he moves and talks and all that. Shame, isn’t it? It was because of a difficult birth, apparently. Imagine, he’s been like that all his life, thirty-two years! Of course, I won’t ever be left alone with him, thank God, because those people – I know you’re supposed to pity them and all that – but they give me the creeps, they really do. What if he had a fit or something, with only me in the house? People like that have seizures and they get violent, you wouldn’t believe it, a neighbour of mine, she’s got a daughter like that and she really whacks her mother sometimes. But this one seems quiet and he’ll be going to a school for people like him, in El Puerto. He’ll be having lunch there and everything. The girl too, except she’ll be at the school near here of course. Anyway, the arrangement suits me down to the ground, because I’ll leave here at one, do four hours over there so the house is all clean and tidy when they get back around five, and then off I go to put my feet up, because I’ll be knackered after all that. But I won’t have any more money worries, at long last. I’ve been thinking that, if I keep cleaning the stairwell I’ve got in the village, what with your house and the doctor’s, I’ll be earning as much as a builder! The problem will be Christmas, and then next summer, because the retard’s school – his name’s Alfonso – has holidays the same way normal schools do. The doctor’s already warned me, and he doesn’t dare leave him alone all day with his niece, so I’ll have to be there for longer, but anyway, we’ll manage somehow, won’t we, Andrés?’


Maribel turned to the boy and gave him a long, solid look, like a bridge between them, forcing a smile that seemed strangely independent of her face. Sara, who had witnessed such scenes before, was struck once more by the mysterious, secret intensity of the relationship that bound Maribel to Andrés. Beneath the cleaner’s overt preoccupation with painting her toenails and other trivia, beneath the apparent indifference and even contempt with which she sometimes treated her son, ran a violent undercurrent that occasionally forced itself to the surface. At times like this, Sara came to doubt her incipient theories about Maribel’s moral weaknesses and came close to understanding the truth of her brutal history, symbolised perhaps by Maribel’s childish addiction to the shiny things, cheap cosmetics and fripperies that made life worth living, that made her feel human. The little boy was so serious, with such a strong sense of responsibility towards his mother, that he was capable of playing for weeks at a time with one of those small toys you get inside a chocolate egg. Sara was sure he had never felt neglected, but that didn’t stop her feeling protective when she saw him every morning, a skinny little kid with neatly combed hair, looking uncomfortable in his hand-me-downs, a ridiculous pair of flowery trunks that were too long for him and a green T-shirt so tight you could count his ribs through it. Now she took advantage of the first gap in Maribel’s monologue to include him in the conversation.


‘So, that little girl will probably be in your class, won’t she?’ she said, smiling at the boy.


‘Maybe,’ he answered. ‘She’ll be in my year, but they might put her in a different class.’


‘Does she seem nice?’


‘Well . . .’ Andrés thought a moment. ‘Yes, but she sounds very posh.’


‘Like me.’


‘Yes, but with you it doesn’t make me laugh.’


‘What is he talking about?’ his mother interrupted harshly. ‘He didn’t laugh at her, he didn’t even open his mouth. This son of mine’s an idiot. Can you believe he didn’t go anywhere near Tamara? I was so cross with him. The little girl kept on showing him things and he wouldn’t say a word, acted as if he was deaf and dumb. God, this kid’s such a pain!’


‘Well, she didn’t want to play either,’ complained Andrés, sitting up in his chair. ‘Her uncle made her, otherwise she wouldn’t have got out a single toy. And it’s not true, I did go and look at them.’


‘Rubbish! You didn’t show an interest in anything!’


‘But kids are like that, Maribel,’ Sara intervened. ‘Children can be very shy, it takes them a while to make friends. You shouldn’t be angry with him for that.’


‘That’s right, go on, defend him! You always side with him! It’s quite incredible, because, no offence, but you spoil him more than his own grandmother, all day long doting on him, so he’s always “Sara says this”, “Sara says that”, arguing with me from the minute he gets up till he goes to bed at night. You’re going to spoil him if you keep giving him so much attention.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous, Maribel!’ Sara burst out laughing. She stroked Andrés’s hair, ruffling it and then smoothing it down again.


She had her own secret feelings about the boy, but she couldn’t tell anyone about them, not even Maribel because she wouldn’t understand. Nobody would understand what Sara Gómez felt the first time she realised that, when she thought of Andrés, she could remember him only in black and white.


Arcadio Gómez Gómez was a dark man. In those days, almost all men were, but young Sara had learnt to distinguish between limited shades of grey. At one end of the scale were all the gentlemen who came to call at the flat in the Calle Velázquez: Don Julio, doctor to her godmother’s husband Don Antonio, and Don Fernando, the solicitor, and Don César and Don Rafael, who had been friends of Don Antonio’s since attending the same Jesuit college as children, long before he became ill and before they won the war with the army in which they all three enlisted the same morning. They were all very much alike, from their heads – all three usually wore stiff hats with a band round the crown – to their feet clad in pointed shoes of punched leather. Each had a little moustache so fine and straight that it looked as if it had been painted on with a brush, dividing the space between the bottom of the nose and the upper lip into two precisely equal halves. They always wore grey suits, sometimes made from a light cloth that had a metallic sheen, sometimes in a heavier, dark flannel that was soft to the touch. And they always wore a badge in the buttonhole of their jacket, except Don Julio, who was a widower and wore a button covered in black fabric to show that he was in mourning. Doña Sara, the younger Sara’s godmother, enjoyed teaching the little girl about different fabrics, and the cut and style of her own clothes, but she never told her much about the uniform elegance of Spanish gentlemen in the 1950s, except that all those suits – so intrinsically grey they appeared grey even when they were navy blue – had been made in England, while the ties, with discreetly bold polka dots or little stars on plain backgrounds that sometimes even dared to be deep red, were always Italian and made of silk.


These men in grey made up for the dry monotony of their appearance with the sophisticated elegance of all their gestures, from the studied nonchalance with which they handed their hats to the maid at the door, to the skilful way they tapped – always three times and with just the right force – the end of the cigarettes they were about to light on a silver cigarette case pulled with a magician’s dexterity from the inside pocket of their jackets. Secretly watching them through the crack of a half-open door, Sara enjoyed everything about these visits, especially when it was Don César and Don Rafael, who always seemed so youthful and full of jokes that their mere appearance lit up the gloomy drawing room with the sparkle of a party. But the little girl, who was only allowed in to greet the adults and then leave, had fun witnessing these adult gatherings from afar, even when the visitor was just Brother José, the Father confessor, an imposing Dominican friar, tall, fat, bearded, who sweated profusely even in winter and had mad eyes that Sara found frightening. The Father, as they called him, had only one subject of conversation: El Pardo, the official residence of General Franco. Every time he uttered these two words, it was with the kind of reverence reserved for a person’s name, but he spoke so elliptically that it was impossible to make out what he was really trying to say. ‘It’s always the same, Antonio,’ Doña Sara would conclude after seeing the monk out, ‘all that boasting and trying to make himself sound important, but he really doesn’t have a clue.’ Although Sara didn’t understand this criticism any more than the gibberish spouted by the coarse monk himself, she took a dislike to him and although she continued to watch him from afar, she never lurked behind any more, hoping to be invited to stay, when he was the one seated on the guest sofa. But not even Brother José, in his food-stained habit, a rough cord tied round his waist and wooden rosary bumping against his thigh, was as dark a man as Arcadio Gómez Gómez, her father, a solitary figure at the other end of the spectrum from the pearly sheen of the gentlemen, a denizen of the margin where grey merged dangerously into black.


Every Sunday at midday, her father would be waiting by the front door. He never missed their appointment and he was never late. Winter or summer, rain or shine, he was always there, leaning against the same tree, when she returned with her godmother from eleven o’clock Mass. As they turned the corner, they could see his grey, opaque form, a grotesque mistake in these elegant surroundings, an image cut from an old photograph, flat and dull, and set down at random in front of the majestic front door. Arcadio Gómez Gómez was a shadow at the centre of a world that ignored him. When Sara and her godmother first caught sight of his figure, they became nervous. He quickly removed his hat and squeezed it without realising what he was doing, shuffling sideways, measuring the width of the pavement with his feet, three or four steps in one direction, three or four in the other, still looking at them both but not daring to come any closer. Instead, Doña Sara would stop dead and search her bag for a cigarette with her right hand, still gripping the little girl’s hand firmly with her left. It was as if she couldn’t face this defenceless man without the comfort of a cigarette. Young Sara was divided between her own anxiety, which made her glance around to make sure none of her schoolmates was nearby, and the fear emanating from both adults, the mysterious tremor she detected in her godmother and the uneasiness of her father as he tugged repeatedly at his shirt collar. In those days, when she was eight or nine, she never wondered exactly what it was that she felt every Sunday morning. She was an unusual child, she always had been, she couldn’t know how much she had gained and how much she had lost when she was allotted a destiny that didn’t belong to her.


‘There he is again . . .’ Having consumed half her cigarette in three or four greedy drags, Doña Sara barely disguised her displeasure. ‘I’ve told your mother, let her come to fetch you, not him, I really can’t bear that terrible man. She pays absolutely no attention to me. Every week, I have to put up with the sight of him standing there, damn him. Really! The things one has to endure.’


Sara didn’t like her godmother talking like this, breaking her own rules with a vehemence that was disconcerting. At the house in Calle Velázquez, nobody ever mentioned Sara’s parents, whether to speak ill or well of them. When the lady of the house referred to the child’s mother she used her Christian name, as if she were merely an acquaintance – ‘Years ago Sebastiana washed a pair of curtains like these and she ruined them; Sebastiana used to cook a delicious roast chicken; Sebastiana used to clean windows with water and bleach and despite the smell, they were marvellous’, and so on. When her god-daughter came back on Sunday afternoons, Doña Sara never asked the girl if she’d had a good time, or if they’d gone for a walk or had a nice lunch – the smiling interrogation she always subjected the child to when she got back from a birthday party or a school outing. Those hours remained outside time, suspended inside a parenthesis of silence, detached from a reality that paused at midday on Sunday and recommenced eight hours later with a bath, supper and prayers, just like every other night. These were the rules that governed young Sara’s life, strict and immutable except on the days when she returned from eleven o’clock Mass, in the hundred metres of pavement that seemed to give way beneath her feet, registering the crack that her godmother’s uncharacteristically harsh words opened up in her comfortable existence. She didn’t like it when Doña Sara spoke like that, as if every syllable was an invisible knife peeling away the good, kind woman Sara had always known, to reveal a harder, drier, hidden skin, like a vague threat that made her ask questions of herself that she didn’t want to answer. And she was even more disconcerted by her godmother’s sudden return to courtesy and correctness, for she couldn’t imagine which button Doña Sara pressed when she wanted to switch back to the charming, polite lady they were all accustomed to.


‘Hello, Arcadio.’ At the decisive moment, nobody seeing the genuine freshness of her smile would have doubted her sincerity. ‘How are you? How is Sebastiana? And the children?’


‘Well, they’re all fine, thank you,’ he would mumble, holding out his rough, dry hand in the direction of the light, tapering glove that extended from the sleeve of her coat.


Arcadio Gómez Gómez never wore a coat. In winter, when it was very cold, he wore a thick, dark green, woollen jumper, hand-knitted and expertly darned in several places, under a strange cape with a vaguely military look despite its plain, black buttons. It was made from a thin, cardboard-like fabric and when it rained, Arcadio turned up his lapels, exposing the underside which was made from a less unusual type of cloth. Once, his daughter dared to ask him where he’d got his odd coat from, but he was reluctant to answer at first.


‘It’s not that odd,’ he said eventually, when she’d given up hope of an answer. ‘The thing is, your mother took it apart and turned it inside out. This used to be the lining.’


‘Ah!’ accepted the child. ‘Why did she do that?’


‘Just because.’


Arcadio didn’t talk much, but he expressed himself in other ways. On Sundays, once Doña Sara had left him alone with his daughter, he always lifted her up and looked into her eyes, before hugging her fiercely but also with just the right amount of gentleness. He would put his arms right round her until he was touching his own sides with his fingertips, and hold her tight as if he wanted to absorb her, carry her inside him, merge with her so that they were a single body, but he was always very careful not to hurt her. Then, when the child crossed her legs firmly around his waist, he’d rest his face against hers and say very softly, ‘Sari’, using the pet name that infuriated her godmother and which Sara hated until she heard his hoarse warm voice whisper it in her ear – Sari – two syllables that later, when she was a grown woman, would always bring a lump to her throat. But not when she was a child. Then she just looked into his watery eyes, which changed colour depending on the light, sometimes grey-brown, sometimes chestnut, but always vaguely green, and saw a tremor in their depths. Those eyes would have been a perfect replica of her own had it not been for the dusty lines, as deep as scars, that ran from their corners, joining those on his cheeks. In that ashen face, that barely differed in colour from the curly hair – two white hairs for every black – that framed his face, only the mouth, with its thick, fleshy lips (which she was lucky enough not to inherit) showed his true age. Arcadio Gòmez Gòmez was not yet forty when, in 1947, his youngest daughter, his fifth child, was born. He had wanted to name her Adela, after his mother, but the little girl was named Sara after her godmother. She always believed that the person she went to meet every Sunday morning was an old man.


He would take Sara firmly by the hand and squeeze it in his rough palm when they crossed the road on the way to the metro. There, until she was at least nine years old, he would pick her up and carry her down the steps. The woman at the ticket office was used to seeing them every week, but occasionally a curious onlooker stopped and watched the strange pair, unable to guess the connection between the dark man and the luminous child at his side. But the sparks of surprise in strangers’ eyes became fewer with every stop, just as the glow of the platform lights faded from the carriage as the train moved off again. By the time they arrived at Sol, the carriage was so crowded with people all jostling to get out, that nobody looked beyond the end of their own feet. This was Arcadio’s territory; he manoeuvred skilfully, carrying her through the air and depositing her safely on the platform, so that she had no idea how they had avoided all the pushing and shoving that made the other passengers stagger. But this floating sense of immunity seemed as natural to her as these mysterious Sunday outings. Before she could even walk, she’d already learnt to fly above the ragged outline of reality, holding the edges of her immaculate clothes with the tips of her fingers.


Reality awaited her at the exit of the metro station at the Puerta del Sol but, as long as she could elude its grasp, she never recognised it. She walked along holding her father’s hand not really understanding what the word reality meant. She accepted his tenderness like a sad, lukewarm prize she didn’t feel she deserved, and everything else seemed hazy like the words to a song, or the faces of children in very old photographs, or the rules of a playground game. She moved through the chaos of winding dirty streets as if she had just entered a film, looking around with the mild and transient curiosity of a casual spectator. The district was bursting with movement and colour, as busy as a beehive, but instinctively Sara merged all the different tones into an oppressive, uniform sepia, like the dust that gathered everywhere: on the wooden blinds resting over the railings of balconies; in the windows of the tiny shops displaying only a couple of empty milk bottles and a basket of eggs on a cracked counter; on the red and white tiled floors glimpsed through the doorways of bars; and on the clothes of the amputees begging on the pavement. Sometimes, when they saw that she was afraid of them, these men would try to frighten her just for fun, thrusting their crutches out at her, or suddenly raising an arm that ended in a stump and pointing it at her. Her father greeted the people he knew by their Christian names, and smiled at everyone else, but he was careful to avoid the heavily made-up women who gathered in groups of two or three at different street corners.


‘Well, here we are.’ With these words Arcadio hailed the facade of the Santa Cruz palace, whose ancient, austere beauty jarred with the polished modernity of his daughter’s world. She preferred to wait for him outside on the pavement, staring up at the dark mansion with its pointed towers, like those of a witch’s castle, while he went into a bar to collect his demijohn of red wine. ‘Right, come on, let’s go home . . .’


Arcadio Gómez Gómez and his wife, Sebastiana Morales Pereira, lived in the Calle Concepción Jerónima next to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, in a building that was falling apart. The edifice was the indefinable colour of dirt and neglect, displaying its wounds with the serene acquiescence of a leper. In some places the stucco had fallen away and deeper gashes revealed patches of a grey amalgam or exposed the building’s brick skeleton. By one of the balconies on the first floor bullet holes were still clearly visible. Beneath it was the entrance, with its wooden door painted brown and a lock so ancient it required a large, rusty, iron key, with one end shaped like a clover leaf. Arcadio, who always carried it in his pocket, had to struggle with the lock for a moment before they could enter a dark, dank hallway. He felt along the wall until he found the switch, and turned on the dim, yellowish light. The staircase, with its steps worn down in the middle and wrought-iron banisters that barely served as a reminder of better times, was at the end of the hallway. On the left-hand side of the third floor, it always smelled of cooking, and shouting could be heard from behind the door. This was Arcadio’s home. But not Sara’s.


‘Oh, darling!’ cried Sebastiana. She’d come running down the passage as soon as she heard the key in the lock, embracing Sara with hands that always felt damp however much she wiped them on her apron. ‘Let me look at you. You look lovely! I think you might even have grown! Come here, let me give you a kiss.’


Her mother would kneel down and hug her. A few months younger than her husband, Sebastiana’s sparse, brown hair was badly dyed and scraped back into a bun, exposing a round face with fat cheeks that seemed to squash her small, dark, button-like eyes. Her body had a soft, compact quality to it, making her black skirt and blouse look as if they were stuffed with pillows. But unlike Fray José, Sebastiana Morales always smelled clean, of soap and water, and her plumpness exuded warmth, constancy, an indefinable promise of protection. Perhaps this was why Sara was more affected by her kisses – loud, quick, interspersed with words – than by Arcadio’s solid embraces. When her mother’s eyes softened, as she succumbed to an emotion that she could no longer express in words, Sara felt her own eyes begin to fill with tears. At that moment, just before everything became blurred, her father intervened and drew them apart.


‘That’s enough, Sebas. Don’t start.’


Her mother would immediately spring up with an agility surprising in one so heavy, and rub her eyes on her cardigan sleeve, nodding in agreement with her husband. Meanwhile, their daughter stood stock-still in the middle of the tiny hall, never knowing what to say or do, or where to go once she’d quickly fought back her tears. She was never really sure what they expected of her so she preferred to remain where she was, waiting for someone else to take the lead so that she could respond in kind, being careful and polite, just as her godmother told her to be whenever they went to visit anyone. Her Sunday lunches were nothing like those afternoon teas with ladies who ate their cake using dainty knives and forks. She’d learnt from the stories her godmother told her – which never featured wicked stepmothers – that poor, very, very poor parents cried a lot when they said goodbye to their children, and that if they sent them out into the world to earn their living when they were small, it wasn’t because they didn’t love them but because there wasn’t enough food to go around. That was why she didn’t like the tale of Hansel and Gretel, or any of the adventures about defenceless children who found their way into the castle of a hungry ogre and stole his treasure. In the end, all those children returned home laden with gold, and the parents wept all over again, with joy this time, at their return. But Sara would never have known which home to return to, especially since she had noticed that in the flat on the Calle Concepción Jerónima, they only seemed to eat twice a day.


Although she almost always felt sure she didn’t want to be like them, she sometimes wondered why her four older brothers and sisters lived with their parents while she was so far away, in a different house, in a different part of town, with a different family. But she never dared demand a definite answer, because she realised that Arcadio and Sebastiana were suffering, each in their own way – he, proud, terse but tender at the same time; she, much more humble and tearful. Her brothers and sisters, on the other hand, treated her with an indifference that varied from the distrust of the older ones, whom Sara would always regard as hostile adults, to the curiosity of Socorrito, the youngest girl. Socorrito had been born seven years before Sara, and she was the only one who went near Sara of her own free will, always kissing her before taking her coat and giving her an old smock to put on over her dress, following instructions from Sebastiana that made Arcadio furious. Socorrito made no effort to hide her interest and she liked touching her sister’s things – the hats that always matched her coats, the gloves, the patent shoes, the purse, and a white leather missal with gilded edges and a pair of angels on the title page that Sara almost always forgot to hand to her godmother when they got back from church. Doña Sara made sure to send her god-daughter to the Calle Concepción Jerónima in the plainest outfit possible, and would make her wear a dress from the previous year even though the skirt was too short or the armholes a little tight. This was why Sari, as they called her at her parents’ house, had no choice but to disappoint her sister Socorro, week after week.


‘Have you brought your Mariquita Pérez doll?’ she’d whisper in Sara’s ear as she led her to the kitchen. When Sara shook her head Socorro stamped and frowned and glared at her, screwing her eyes up into two furious slits. ‘You really are horrible!’


‘But they won’t let me,’ Sara would mumble defensively.


‘You’re mean, and nasty and . . . God! It’s not as if I’m going to eat your silly doll, or break her. I was looking forward to seeing her. I bet she’s got a coat just like yours, hasn’t she, with the same kind of fur collar, and a hat.’


Sara managed to smuggle her possessions out of the house on the Calle Velázquez only three or four times during her childhood, the most popular being the famous doll with straight dark hair and big round eyes that was dressed like a real little girl. But though her sister Socorro’s joy – the sincere hugs and kisses with which she rewarded Sara – was much greater than she’d expected, she couldn’t help feeling a pang of guilt at the thought of her godmother, who was in bed with a temperature, missing her, not suspecting how her god-daughter had made the most of her illness or how quick she’d been to betray her. This was why, after a while and although she’d always had too many toys to grow fond of any one in particular, she ended up snatching the doll from Socorrito and carrying it around all day. She didn’t feel happy until she’d placed it back on the little chair beside the trunk where she kept all her clothes, near the head of her bed, which is where it stayed for the next two or three weeks, until one afternoon she thought of playing with it again.


The emotional chaos churning inside Sara squashed her spirit as if it were a ball of bread, something soft and breakable that could come apart in your fingers, or else harden, becoming dry and unyielding. She almost never knew what she wanted, and she felt guilty about being so indecisive, but she kept going, always kept going, and so on Saturday nights she always slept badly, then on Sundays she felt the warmth of her father’s embrace, and tears trembled in her mother’s eyes as they did in her own, but she was disgusted by the chicken and rice that her mother always served for lunch, though she ate it and said how delicious it was, and she liked it when Sebastiana made her come and sit on her lap after lunch, and she found it revolting seeing a loaf of bread just sitting directly on the table, but she broke off a piece just like everyone else, and she thought her two brothers, Arcadio and Pablo, were oafs, a pair of dirty rude idiots, but she tried very hard to be nice to them, and her sister Sebastiana was ugly and already as fat as her mother, but Sara was pleased when she let her come into the bathroom and watch her apply her turquoise eye shadow, and she knew that she was going to be bored when they all set out for a walk dressed in their Sunday best, but she’d lay her head on her father’s arm and fall asleep on the sofa, and she got tired walking around the Plaza Mayor, but she liked holding a different person by the hand on each side, and she couldn’t wait for it to be seven o’clock, but she was dreading it, and she breathed a sigh of relief when it was time to head for Sol metro station, but she didn’t want to arrive at the station, and she hugged her mother with all her might and with tears in her eyes when she said goodbye to her at the foot of the stairs, but she was relieved at not having to see her again until the following Sunday, and she felt regret with every passing station, but she counted the remaining stations with excitement, and her father looked darker than ever when she saw him again on the pavement in the Calle Velázquez, but she never felt so sure that she loved him as she did then, and she couldn’t have wanted to get home more, but she couldn’t have wanted to get home less, and as she glimpsed the bars of the entrance to the house she realised with blinding clarity that the Gómez Morales family were strangers to her, but the bars at the entrance insisted on shouting with deafening clarity that she was a Gómez Morales just like them, and she was upset when Arcadio left, but she was pleased when Arcadio left, and the marble lions at the front steps in the Calle Velázquez looked at her like old friends, but she didn’t recognise the marble lions, and she kept going, she kept going, letting go of her father’s hand to take the hand of the maid waiting for her, not looking back, always looking ahead, because she would never have known which home to return to.


‘Children always live in the moment,’ her godmother would say when Sara got back, seeing traces of sadness and confusion on her face, the fissure dividing her self.


And for a time, Sara managed to convince herself that her godmother was right, because for the rest of the week she barely thought of Arcadio, or Sebastiana, or her brothers and sisters. Doña Sara would take her to the bathroom and undress her in silence beside the bath, as if she knew that the companionable warmth of the water and foam would warm up her heart until it was the same temperature as her skin, and this was indeed what happened. By the time her godmother came back to help her into her nightdress and comb her hair and cover her in too much eau de cologne, which she always loved, they could talk and joke about any old thing, back in the comforting intimacy they had always shared. Later, on the kitchen table, she always found a plate of freshly cooked croquettes, or a large slice of potato omelette, or a bowl of cocido soup with noodles and picadillo, her favourite dishes. On Sunday evenings she never had to eat green beans in tomato sauce, or vegetable stew, or garlic soup, things she hated.


But not even the supper on Sunday nights could entirely erase the effects of that single moment of shock that paralysed her on the doorstep of the only place she could consider as home, when the door opened to reveal the figure of Doña Sara, slim, smartly dressed, with a double string of pearls at the neck of a pale angora sweater, her hair done up in a bun and backcombed so that it resembled a cloud of candyfloss, looking as she always did, yet suddenly unfamiliar. Her shock lasted only a second but had as its source the stranger at the door and the form of her husband, whom Sara could make out through the living-room door, sitting in his wheelchair, impeccably dressed in a suit and tie, a permanent sneer of contempt on his lips and a glass of brandy warming in his hand. Then, just for a moment, she wondered who they were, and felt a bitter, impossible pang of regret for another family, another house, another life, one that she had never lived.


It was something she could never forget, either on school days or holidays, when she was happy or when she was sad, alone in her bedroom or surrounded by dozens of guests. However hard she tried, she never quite managed to escape the fleeting shadow of melancholy, and yet, when her godmother, who acted as if Sunday were a day like any other, put her to bed and told her a story in which there was never a wicked stepmother, and turned off the lamp on her bedside table, and kissed her goodnight, images of the day filled the horizon as she closed her eyes, and, just before she fell asleep, Sara realised that she could remember nothing more than odd images in black and white, like figures cut from old photographs, people and objects the colour of things that only half-exist.


Sara Gómez would never have declared out loud that she loved children, but she was always emphatically on their side. She hadn’t had any children of her own, and she had never spent much time with any of her nephews or nieces, so she had never experienced even the basics – what they weighed, how they felt, their unique smell – but when she saw a baby in the park as she sat enjoying the sun, she liked to observe the way it became fascinated by its own hands or by the leaves on a tree fluttering in the wind. With babies of friends or family, she was more circumspect; it terrified her that a confident mother might try to please her by depositing the surprisingly warm, light bundle in her arms, a creature with a fragile head and soft skin that scratched the air with its ten delicate little nails and waggled its tiny podgy legs. She preferred older children, who didn’t disconcert her by asking to be helped onto the toilet, but who still faced the world with the wide-eyed puzzlement that optimistic parents took for innocence. Pre-adolescents, with their sudden mood swings and ability to go from hysterical laughter, violent anger to torrential tears all within the space of a minute, scared her as much as babies, but she almost always found a way of understanding the sharp edges of their sadness. Then, when they turned eighteen, she lost interest in them, as she did with most adults.


Although she could almost never do anything for them and might only ever get a weak smile in return for her efforts, Sara stood up for children, defended them, supported them, silently encouraging them as they passed by the periphery of her life. She observed them from a distance, tight-lipped and alert, never intervening but always trying to anticipate their reactions, to guess what sort of questions they were trying not to ask themselves, and what sort of answers they were avoiding, for Sara was searching for herself in their embraces and their quarrels, in their joy and their boredom, in their identity and in all the people they pretended to be. In all the children she encountered, she tried to find the little girl she had once been and to understand what had happened, what it was she had felt when she had so carefully avoided her own feelings, what had become twisted and broken. She was convinced that in the chaotic recesses of her mind there slumbered an answer that she might never entirely decode, a simple formula for hating or for loving her own memories.


Sara was used to other adults interpreting her interest in children as unfulfilled maternal instincts, and she realised immediately that her new cleaner would be no different. Nor was she surprised when Maribel’s initial joy at her son feeling so much at home in a stranger’s house changed into dark mutterings about how all this fuss would ruin the boy for ever. Sara never took Maribel’s fears seriously as she felt that her own experiences protected her from any excess, Andrés from any lack, and Maribel from her own jealousy. And she knew that spoiling a child wasn’t the same as paying attention to it, offering to have a long, open-ended conversation about anything under the sun.


This was the connection between Sara and Andrés, a relationship without expensive presents, empty kisses, or showy displays of affection. While Maribel cleaned the kitchen, Sara and Andrés went out into the garden and chatted. She asked him about the winds, how many types there were, the significance of each one, what effect they had on fishing, on plants, on people’s moods. The locals seemed to plan their entire lives around the east wind, the west wind, the south wind, the hot, cold, damp or dry wind, making it advisable, or not, to do the washing, go out or stay in, open the windows or shut them to keep out the sand which got into food, ruined kitchen appliances, collected in the gaps between tiles and could never be entirely eliminated, however much one swept. Andrés smiled, as if he couldn’t understand how such a simple thing managed to cause confusion in the mind of such a clever and grown-up woman. He explained it all to her patiently and clearly, savouring the rare feeling of being important.


‘Imagine you’re on the beach.’ And he stretched out his arms, as if he were holding Sara by the waist at the water’s edge. ‘Right? If it’s blowing from the left, it’s the east wind, if it’s blowing from the right, it’s the west wind, if it’s blowing in your face, it’s the south wind.’


‘And what if I’m not on the beach?’


‘It’s still easy. When the east wind’s blowing it’s hot, really hot in summer, and it’s very dry, you can feel it in your mouth and your throat. It knocks all the flies out, but it brings in lots of weird insects, caterpillars, bumblebees, but mainly “diablillos”, which are like big mosquitoes, with two long thin wings on either side. They look horrible but they don’t bite. If I see one, I’ll show it to you. That way, when you see one, you’ll know the east wind’s coming. The west wind is cool, but it can be quite sticky. You can feel it on your clothes, because you sweat more.’


‘So it’s damp,’ she dared conclude for him, wondering how long it would take for her to get lost this time.


‘If it’s towards the south, yes. If not, it depends. But it always makes you leave the beach in the afternoons, because it suddenly gets cold. Of course, the south wind’s worse, even colder, and you can feel it on your sheets at night – suddenly they’re freezing.’


‘Right.’ Sara hesitated, faced with the first difficulty. ‘And how can you tell if it’s the south wind blowing or the east?’


‘Well . . .’ Andrés stopped, as if she were being stupid. ‘Because you can just tell. Because it blows from a different direction. And the west wind is drier, but not as dry as the east wind.’


‘The worst one.’


‘In summer, yes. Especially when it’s calm, I mean, when you know it’s going to start blowing, but it hasn’t started yet, and sometimes it goes away without blowing at all, like last week, do you remember?’ Sara shook her head, but this didn’t discourage him. ‘Well, it doesn’t matter. The thing is, it’s really horrible, because it gets really hot, like a furnace, so you get all sweaty and it just pours off you. Bleuh! You can’t go out, or play football, or anything. You open the front door and it’s like you’ve been smacked in the face, and you just want to go and lie down in the dark, and not do anything. But in winter, the east wind’s good, because it clears the air, and dries the washing hanging out on the line, and it’s nice getting dressed for school in the morning without having to dry the edges of your jumper with the hairdryer.’


‘And when it’s calm?’


‘In winter?’ For a moment, it was the boy’s turn to be confused. ‘No, in winter, you never notice it. It’s never calm. It’s like the west wind, it can blow or not blow, but there’s never any warning that it’s going to start, not in winter or in summer. With the south wind, it’s the same. Of course, in winter, the south wind’s worse than the west wind, because it’s a lot colder, but in spring, the west wind . . .’


At this stage Sara surrendered, holding up her hand as if she were waving a white flag.


‘Don’t worry, Andrés, it doesn’t matter. However much you explain, I’ll never understand.’


‘What?’ And he burst out laughing, feeling more important than ever. ‘But it’s so easy!’


Sometimes it was the boy who started the conversation. Crossing the living room en route to the garden, he’d point at one of the large illustrated books that occupied the lowest bookshelf. Sara would carry it outside and show it to him, at last finding a use for all the heavy tomes she had begun to accumulate over the past few years – The Prado Museum, Spanish Fauna, The Hermitage, Nature Reserves of Europe, The Masterpieces of Michelangelo, Australia, Picasso – since her godmother had tired of giving perfume or scarves to an old spinster like herself. It made Sara feel useful, reading out the names of the paintings or statues or monuments or places in the photos, although she sometimes felt overwhelmed by Andrés’s omnivorous curiosity.


‘And the duck-billed platypus?’ he’d ask suddenly, as if she knew what he was talking about.


‘What?’


‘The duck-billed platypus. It’s a disgusting animal that’s got boobs but it lays eggs, and it’s got a duck’s beak, I think. It lives in Australia, but it isn’t in this book.’


‘Oh, yes?’ Sara cast her eyes over the list of illustrations several times, but in vain. ‘Well, I don’t know. Maybe it never lets anyone take photos of it. Or maybe it’s extinct.’


‘No,’ he’d answer, suddenly as sure of this piece of information as he was of the direction of the wind. ‘I’d know about it. But it must almost be extinct, which is a shame, because I’d really like to see one. In my science book last year there was only a drawing of it.’


‘Well, I’ll try to find a photo of it in another book. The thing is, it isn’t easy here, but remind me about it the next time I go to Cadiz.’


‘Or Madrid,’ suggested Andrés, his eyes suddenly shining, because he liked to imagine that, one day, she’d take him with her and show him the city she came from. ‘It’d be easier in Madrid.’


‘Yes, but the thing is I don’t think I’ll be going back to Madrid.’ Sara tried to let him down gently. ‘At least not for the time being.’


‘Ah!’ Andrés acquiesced, never daring to ask her why, and then he was off again, saying he’d love to see the photo of the strange mountain that was so flat it looked as if the top had been lopped off with a knife.


Andrés was a quick learner, and he’d repeat the names over to himself so that he wouldn’t forget them. Sara would watch him, recalling how much energy it took to deal with all that information, all those names and titles, dismantling concepts with the tools of the mind and then nailing them into memory through sheer will, and every time the boy managed to link one concept with another, or dared to voice a correct supposition, it pleased Sara even more than it did him. She felt that Andrés was a special boy, that his seriousness, his focus and his melancholy nature were symptoms of an unease that bordered on anguish. Perhaps it was simply that she was too old to kneel down on the floor and play toy cars with him, but the wound seemed to go deeper than that. Difficult lives produce difficult children – she knew that herself – and Maribel’s lot was not an easy one.


‘Well, what can I tell you?’ When Sara finally got Maribel to confide in her, almost unintentionally, about the boy’s father, it took only a few sentences to clear up the mystery. It was a banal story, like so many others. ‘What a disaster. I left school at fourteen. My teachers said I was bright but my family wasn’t well off, so I went to work in a supermarket, as a messenger at first and then in the fruit and veg department. That’s where I met Andrés’s father – he’s called Andrés too, he’s the son of a haulier and he drove a small lorry. I saw him every day, because he delivered the bread and rolls. They called him “Tasty Bread” because he was so good-looking. You should have seen him, gorgeous, not very tall, but so handsome it wasn’t true. He had a really good body, and he was cocky, that’s for sure. He always went on about having a good time, saying he’d only had three hours’ sleep, how he’d been to a bullfight in El Puerto, he’d gone for a big night out in Jerez, that he’d burned himself out at the Trebujena fair, he was friends with flamenco singers – Paula, Camarón, all of them. Anyway, I was just crazy about him. I loved to listen to him and the way he could convince anyone he was important. He seemed to live life to the full. I even liked the way he pulled so many girls, always bragging about this one or that one, and showing off about how many tourists he’d scored. God, I was stupid. I thought I could change him, that with me it would be different. He knew I had plenty of blokes after me too. It’s true, I really did, I had to push them out of the way just to get into my house. And with all the men I had running after me, I had to go and pick the worst one. When I think about it now I could kill myself ! Anyway, I started going out with him, and we got engaged. He gave me some coral earrings, and took me round the festival on his horse. It was the most amazing thing that had ever happened to me, that’s for sure, but the minute we got off that horse, I got pregnant. Until then, it had all been very nice, but then . . . He didn’t want to marry me, and my dad was livid. You should have heard him, and Andrés’s father was the same, so in the end we got married. He never spent three nights in a row at home, even in the first week we were married, and when the boy was eighteen months old, he cleared off for good. He moved in with another woman, two streets away, and when she got fed up with him and threw him out, he took up with another one, who runs a bar and puts up with everything. She must be at least ten years older than him. So anyway, there he is, living on the Chipiona road.’


Maribel had told the whole story in one go, folding and re-folding the yellow cloth that she used to wipe the work-tops, and not taking her eyes off her son, who was reading a comic in the garden. Sara understood everything except the woman’s apparent calm, the neutral, flat, almost casual tone with which she had told the simple tale of her small wretched life, the brief smile that appeared on her face as she recalled the glory of a morning at the festival. Then, in the silence that followed, she tried to smile again, but her lips just drooped, and she kept passing the cloth from one hand to the other as if it were on fire. Then suddenly she turned round and threw herself into wiping the same marble surface she’d just cleaned with an energy that shook her entire body.


‘On the Chipiona road,’ she said again, thickly. ‘Cocky bastard, that’s exactly what he is.’


And with that the conversation ended. Sara never dared to bring the subject up again, but she gleaned other facts from the anger in the eyes of Jerónimo, the obliging gardener who found jobs for people, as his cousin Maribel clicked around the kitchen on her high heels; in Andrés’s scowl of displeasure as his mother put on a dress that was too tight when she changed out of her pink housecoat; in the hard look in the eyes of the cashier at the supermarket as she ignored Maribel when she and Sara went shopping together; and in the smile with which her cleaner greeted the wolf whistles of the traders at the Wednesday street market. Maribel was very young, Sara thought, and she wasn’t doing anything that any other thirty-year-old woman wasn’t doing: going out in the evenings, going to clubs, flirting, having drinks, wearing make-up, not wearing a bra with a low-cut dress, sleeping with lots of different men, maybe ones she didn’t want to see again but keeping her sights set on a different, better kind of man, one she could stay with for ever. None of this had anything to do with her son, or with those cheap rings tarnished by bleach, but Sara was sure that Andrés’s interest in Madrid, the way he begged her again and again to tell him what the streets, the houses, the football pitches were like, sprang from a desire to escape, to blend his tracks with thousands of others, though perhaps his mother’s social life pained him less than the absence of his father, who rushed into the nearest bar to avoid him if he saw him in the street. Sara could do nothing for the difficult boy other than to love him cautiously and pay attention to him, encouraging him to keep going, always keep going.


It was through Andrés that Sara finally got to know the Olmedo family. As the dying days of August stole light from the evenings, and the car parks began to empty, the boy, who had continued to go to the beach with Sara every morning, even after his mother started working for the new neighbours, suddenly announced that he was fed up with salt, sand and having to walk back at lunchtime, and anyway his lilo had a puncture, so he’d much rather stay by the pool. ‘You can carry on going to the beach, if you like,’ he added, and Sara found his equivocal remark so amusing – both possessive and tolerant – that she decided to go with him to the pool, although now it was she who trailed him, and not the other way round. So the two of them got used to seeing Tamara, who usually arrived at the pool around mid-morning, almost always on her own, with her towel, her bikini-clad Barbie, and a fabulous water pistol the size of a machine gun, with two water tanks and three cannons on different levels that Andrés coveted from the moment he saw it. Sara told him he should ask the girl if he could have a go, and after they’d had their first water battle, Tamara began laying her towel next to Andrés’s every morning. But the little girl, who was almost unbearably pretty, didn’t much like talking about herself, or her home, or her family, and she hardly ever asked Sara to explain when she didn’t understand something Andrés, her future schoolmate, said, as he spoke very fast and with a strong Andalusian accent. Her Uncle Juan, who sometimes came to fetch her and have a quick swim before lunch, confirmed the different impressions that Sara and Maribel had formed on seeing him for the first time. An attractive but serious man, extremely polite but distant, calm but with an anxious expression, mysterious yet ordinary at the same time, deliberately restrained yet seductive almost despite himself, tall, dark and slim, looking much younger than his forty years, there really was no reason why he should stand out, but for some reason he did.


And yet, as September wore on, Sara began to see the Olmedos in a different light, possibly suspecting that they all – both she and her neighbours – were destined to live side by side like the only survivors of a shipwreck, tossed onto the beach of a desert island by a capricious sea. The development, which only a few weeks earlier had been full of children, pregnant women, tanned pensioners, and fathers in shorts, suddenly turned into a model of itself, like a giant film set with fake houses, their shutters firmly closed, their gardens deserted, this picture of abandonment seemingly confirmed by the few disorientated people remaining, their presence compounding the worrying thickness of the air instead of dispelling it. The startling arrival of the west wind, bringing autumn to what should have been a peaceful summer afternoon, crashed against the dozen or so remaining parasols like a sudden full stop.
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Juan Olmedo enjoyed his work, and although he was always affected by the general mood of despondency that hung over the last few days of the holidays, he usually got back into his daily routine of white coat and broken bones without too much trouble. That year, however, the first of September felt ominous, like the tremulous first tile in a spiral of dominoes that could send everything else tumbling down. Starting at a new hospital didn’t worry him too much, because all hospitals were alike. He knew it was possible that news of his friendship with the head of department might have preceded him and provoked some envy or suspicion, but he was confident that his abilities and lack of bureaucratic ambition would soon dispel any enmity. He was also aware that the opposite could happen: that once word spread that there was a new doctor in Orthopaedics – unmarried, apparently single, who didn’t appear to be gay – the atmosphere could become stifling.


But he’d spent many years in the same situation, and he was sure it wouldn’t be much of a problem compared with everything else that might befall him.


He was much more concerned about leaving Tamara alone in the house for so long, however much Maribel, who seemed very efficient, assured him that she’d drop in to check on her first thing every morning, on her way to number thirty-one, and that she’d have the little girl’s lunch ready by the time she and her son got back from the swimming pool. Ostensibly Tamara would only be on her own for about two weeks, until term began, but Juan knew that, deep down, her loneliness would last much longer; in fact he couldn’t see an end to it. The blows his niece had had to endure – the death of her mother, then her father soon afterwards – had turned her relationship with him into an almost unhealthy dependency, a form of permanent emotional blackmail, more like that of a baby than a child her age. Juan realised that she was afraid of losing him as well, because he was all she had left, but he felt uncomfortable as a hostage to her love, not so much because it limited the freedom he’d become so accustomed to, having lived alone for so many years. No, it was because the anxiety that made the child’s eyes grow wide every time she saw him start up the car was only a glimpse of the monstrous solitude that stalked her like a shadow.


And yet Juan was convinced that life was beginning to improve for the child, whilst he couldn’t be so sure about Alfonso. It was his brother who worried him most, who was constantly on his mind. When, on the first of September, at seven in the morning, he went into Alfonso’s room and found him sleeping on his back, with the bedclothes thrown off and his pyjama top all twisted around his body, he regretted not having a god of any kind to pray to. He sat down beside his brother, called his name and shook him, gently at first, then a little more energetically. Alfonso kicked him a few times before he finally sat up and the first thing he said, in his strained, nasal voice, was that he didn’t want to go. But he gave in to his older brother’s authority as Juan made him get out of bed, straightened his pyjamas, and led him downstairs to the kitchen. There, Juan listened to Alfonso complaining while he prepared breakfast.


‘I don’t want to go,’ Alfonso said over and over, waving a finger for emphasis. ‘No, no, no. I’m staying here. Home sweet home, home sweet home.’


Spreading a slice of toast with butter, Juan said nothing, concentrating on somehow filling the hole that had opened up where his stomach used to be, stunned by the mixture of pity, fear, anger, love and sadness he felt every time he had to force his brother to do something he didn’t want to do.


‘Look, Juanito, look at my tears. They’re running down here, and here. I don’t want to go, don’t want to, don’t want to . . . don’t, and that’s that.’


‘Why not, Alfonso?’ Juan said at last, putting a cup of hot chocolate before him and sitting down. ‘What do you want to do? Stay in the house all day on your own? You’d be bored.’


‘I wouldn’t. I’d watch TV. I know how to change channels.’ And he held out his right hand, tapping with his index finger as if he were pressing on a remote control. ‘Zap zap, zap! See? I can change channels myself. Like that.’


‘And who’s going to get your lunch, eh?’


‘You.’ He smiled, pleased at having found a solution. ‘You could get it.’


‘But I won’t be here. I’ll be going to work each morning and I won’t get back until late afternoon.’


‘You!’ Alfonso exclaimed, meekly at first but growing more and more angry. ‘You get my lunch, you, you!’


‘Don’t shout, you’ll wake Tamara up. I can’t, Alfonso, I’ve got to go to—’


‘You!’ Alfonso shouted again and then threw himself on the floor.


Half an hour later, Juan had finally managed to get him dressed, although he hadn’t brushed his teeth. This wasn’t Alfonso’s only reprisal. He refused to accompany Juan upstairs to say goodbye to Tamara, and while Juan was out of the room he threw his cup of hot chocolate into the sink. As it was boiling hot, he managed to burn his hand and the whole drama started again.


‘Do you want me to get cross, Alfonso? Do you?’


As usual, the threat triggered a new phase in Alfonso’s onslaught. Even though he’d been up for only an hour, Juan was already exhausted and drove in silence to El Puerto de Santa Maria, while his brother, strapped into the back seat, complained and insulted Juan in equal measure.


‘You’re bad, very bad,’ Alfonso said one last time, as they parked outside the centre.


The day couldn’t have got off to a worse start, thought Juan, as he pushed open the door to the clean, new building, with large windows and spacious, square classrooms that had so impressed him at the beginning of July, when he was arranging his brother’s enrolment. Surprisingly, Alfonso also seemed to like the place, because as soon as he entered the foyer he stopped crying and started looking around with interest. Suddenly the day changed direction, like a ball rising in the air after striking the ground.


Juan gave his name to the receptionist who told him to wait there. She went over to Alfonso and asked him, in the firm but soothing tone teachers use to negotiate with small children, if he’d like her to show him his classroom. They had just headed off down the corridor when a woman in a white coat came across the foyer towards Juan.


‘Hello, I’m Isabel Gutiérrez.’ She looked about thirty-five, had discreetly dyed hair, wore no make-up, and had a wedding ring on her right hand. She projected a promising air of efficiency. ‘I’m a psychiatrist and the Assistant Director of the centre. You must be Mr Olmedo. Would you like to come with me? I need to ask you a few questions about your brother, so that we can focus our plan of action.’


As he followed her down a bright corridor, punctuated at intervals with enormous dark green aspidistras, Juan reflected on the woman’s choice of phrase, and appreciated the nuance that separated it from other terms she could easily have used, such as ‘treatment’ or ‘programme’. This reassured him about the tone of the conversation he was about to have.


‘I believe you’re a doctor yourself,’ she said, offering him the chair on the other side of her desk and opening Alfonso’s file.


‘Yes, but my speciality is broken bones,’ he said, and she smiled. ‘I’m an orthopaedic surgeon.’


‘We’ll make sure we give you a call if we ever break anything! Now, let’s see. Your brother’s condition is the result of oxygen deprivation during childbirth, is that right?’


‘Yes, they didn’t realise that the umbilical cord was twisted around his neck. At some point his brain was starved of oxygen. We don’t know exactly why or for how long.’


‘The usual incompetence.’


‘Well, yes, that’s true, it was a complete mess. The labour was very quick, it was my mother’s fifth. She became fully dilated in the car on the way to hospital, so when she arrived the doctors sent her directly to the delivery room, but they wouldn’t wait and opted to use forceps straight away. They must have been in a hurry that morning.’


Dr Gutiérrez consulted her notes, underlining things from time to time, avoiding his eyes as she asked questions.


‘He was her last child?’


‘Yes. All the other births were fine, quite normal. After Alfonso was born, she didn’t realise there was anything wrong. She wasn’t an educated woman so she didn’t fully understand what had happened to him. She didn’t make any sort of formal complaint either – she just put it all down to the will of God.’


‘And she brought him up exactly like her other children?’


‘Exactly the same.’


‘So Alfonso has always lived with the family?’


‘Always.’


The doctor smiled appreciatively at his response.


‘First he lived with my parents,’ Juan continued, ‘then, when my father died, he stayed on with my mother. She was always fit and active, and very strong physically, until she had a brain haemorrhage seven years ago. So then Alfonso went to live with my brother Damián, as he was better off than my two sisters. He had a large house with a garden, in the Estrecho district, near to where we all grew up. Everybody in the area already knew Alfonso and he could manage quite well on his own. Damián was married to a girl who’d lived next door to us for years, and she was very fond of Alfonso. Her name was Charo, and he adored her. Their house was very well organised, with a live-in maid and another girl who came in the afternoons to look after their daughter, my niece Tamara, who was only a baby at the time. So Alfonso’s arrival didn’t alter their way of life too much. I’m the eldest, but I live on my own. Well, not now; I mean that I lived alone back then, and that’s why it seemed the best solution.’


‘So what happened?’ the doctor asked. As he remained silent, she decided to press him further. ‘I’m only asking because Alfonso now lives with you.’


‘Yes.’ Juan took a breath and answered in one go. ‘My sister-in-law died in a car accident eighteen months ago. My brother was the driver. He suffered very serious injuries, including brain damage, which was what eventually killed him seven months later. My sisters’ situations were both still very difficult – they each have three children, and the younger of the two is divorced. I’ve always been closer to Alfonso than they have and I’ve always spent a great deal of time with him. I’d take him out at weekends, for lunch, or to the cinema, and he’d sometimes stay at my place on Saturday nights. We’d go away on short trips in the summer. I tried to help my brother and sister-in-law, to give them some breathing space. As you can imagine, Alfonso can be quite exhausting. Damián and I were always very close too. I was only eleven months older than him and I knew his wife very well – we were all part of the same group of friends when we were kids. I went to visit them a lot, I often had lunch there on Sundays, and I’d stay with Alfonso and Tamara if they couldn’t find a babysitter. My niece only saw my sisters at Christmas, on her birthday or her cousins’ birthdays, so when her parents died, I decided to take care of both her and Alfonso.’


‘That was very brave of you.’


‘No.’ This time it was Juan who looked away. ‘I simply accepted my responsibility.’


‘And the change of location? I expect you realised that this could have an adverse effect on your brother.’


‘Yes, but I was more worried about my niece.’ Juan had foreseen this question. ‘She was deeply affected by the loss of her mother, and when in the end her father died too, she became very withdrawn, she wouldn’t speak to anyone, and she began to do badly at school. I thought it would be a good idea to have a change, to leave a house that would always remind her of her parents.’


‘Of course, of course, I understand,’ the psychiatrist said quickly, apologetically, as if Juan’s words had called her expertise into question. ‘I’m sorry. I’d forgotten about the child. She must be about ten, is that right? I fully understand your decision. Now, tell me more about Alfonso. He must have been very upset over his brother’s death as well.’


‘Yes, but he was much more affected by my sister-in-law’s death. I’m just telling you because he still talks to her a lot, as if she were some kind of invisible friend. He tells her what’s going on, talks to her at the table and asks her if she likes the food, asks us to tell her to come upstairs and give him a kiss at bedtime, that kind of thing. He was extremely fond of her because she was like a second mother to him. He had a different relationship with Damián. Damián had a very forceful personality, and well . . . he could be a little abrupt and impatient. It’s not that he didn’t love Alfonso, it was just that he insisted on treating him like a normal person. He expected him to do things he couldn’t possibly do, and imposed rules he couldn’t follow. He insisted on trying to get him to eat properly, stand up straight, keep his shirt tucked into his trousers. He was furious if Alfonso spilt soup down his chin.’


Juan stopped and, looking up, saw that the doctor was now staring at him. He’d known that the question would come up and he’d decided to be open for Alfonso’s sake, not minimising the ugly facts for which he somehow felt responsible, and without exaggerating them so as to comfort himself for obscure reasons that this woman would never know.


‘I would rather not ask you this, but I hope you agree that I really don’t have a choice. Did your brother hit Alfonso?’


‘Yes.’ Juan met her gaze. ‘I’m very ashamed to admit it, but he did. Never when I was there, of course, or his wife – she’d always stop him – but . . . It was never systematic violence, it didn’t happen every day, or even every week, it was just sudden bursts of anger. Sometimes, Damián simply felt he couldn’t take it any more, and he hit Alfonso. He didn’t actually beat him, he’d just strike him once or twice until he’d calmed down. But he frequently threatened to hit him, and when Alfonso did something wrong, Damián would ask him, “Do you want me to get cross?” He acted as if there wasn’t a problem, but a couple of times I managed to get him to talk about it, and I even suggested that we put Alfonso in a residential home, but he’d never agree to it. He wanted to have his brother living at home, but he also wanted him to be different, so they were at an impasse. Damián was a complex character. I don’t think he could stand being the second child, he would have given anything to be me as I was the eldest. He had an obsession with being the head of the family, the patriarch, maybe because he started earning a lot of money when he was very young – he was the typical, successful young businessman. He liked to take care of my parents, buy them expensive, showy presents, give my sisters money at Christmas, and he always had to be the one who gave the most expensive toys to all the kids on their birthdays. Anyway, he wanted to be a father figure to all of us and he wasn’t used to people not doing as he said. Poor Alfonso wouldn’t, and this was the result.’


‘Alfonso was scared of him,’ concluded the doctor.


‘Terrified. He couldn’t stand being alone with him. It was all right if there were other people around, but when they were on their own, Alfonso would suddenly start crying, or wet his pants, which only made things worse.’


‘I see,’ she said simply, before scribbling a long paragraph on one of the forms from her folder. ‘This kind of thing can have serious consequences, but you mustn’t blame yourself. It’s very common, unfortunately, even among educated people, who you would expect to know better. Let’s talk some more about Alfonso. You’ve signed him up for the bus service, so I take it that he’s obedient and fairly independent.’


‘Yes, I’m sure he’ll be perfectly OK making the journey here and back. I’ll bring him myself next week, on my way to work, and I’ll collect him on the way home, but after that I’d like him to take the bus. I’ve told the hospital where I work about the situation, and they’ve let me off night shifts for three months, until Alfonso gets used to the routine here, but it’s only a special concession until after Christmas. Anyway, I have a lot more expenses than before, so the night shifts will come in handy. I thought I’d hire someone to stay overnight when I’m not at home, and I think it’s best that Alfonso gets used to being fairly independent as soon as possible. That’s why I decided he should start today, even though it’s a Friday. Anyway, I don’t think he’ll give you too much trouble. He hates change, that’s true, he doesn’t feel secure in new surroundings, but he’s quite docile and sweettempered – he doesn’t often get angry or violent. He’s never harmed himself, or attacked anyone. He gets on well with people and he’s very affectionate. He can control his bladder and bowels, get himself dressed in the mornings, feed himself, brush his teeth, and do small errands. He has the mental age of a child of six or seven.’


‘Which is quite a lot.’ The doctor nodded. ‘Is there anything special I should know?’


‘Yes. He loves tomato ketchup. We put it on everything for him – meat, fried fish. It’s a way of guaranteeing he’ll eat it. And he also likes to masturbate. This was what infuriated my brother Damián the most. The thing is, he’ll do it wherever and whenever he can, and it doesn’t bother him if someone else is looking. I’ve managed to convince him to go to the bathroom when my niece is at home, but that’s about as far as I’ve got.’ He smiled, and the doctor smiled back.


‘Does he reach orgasm?’


‘Not necessarily. Sometimes he does, but sometimes he just stops halfway through. For him, it’s just a way of passing the time.’


‘Right. Well, don’t worry, nobody here will be shocked. We’ve got enough recreational masturbators to make a couple of football teams. It’s fairly common. Anything else?’


‘Yes, I . . .’ Juan paused for a moment, searching for the right words. ‘You might find that he’s a little spoilt. I can’t really explain it properly but, after everything that’s happened, I find it hard to be strict with either him or my niece. We’ve all been through so much in the last couple of years, that I’m probably spoiling them both. The thing is, I love my brother very much.’


‘I’m glad to hear it.’ Dr Gutiérrez stood up, bringing the meeting to an end. ‘We’ll do our best for him. Well, I don’t think there’s anything else. Ah yes, I always forget. There’s something I should tell you, but we can do that en route. I’ll walk you back to the entrance.’


They left the office and headed back along the corridor with the aspidistras.


‘What I wanted to tell you about is the wind,’ said Dr Gutiérrez. ‘We should have mentioned it to you back in July, when you came to enrol your brother, but I was on holiday at the time and my secretary only told me this morning that she had forgotten to say anything. The thing is, she was born here, and I get the feeling she doesn’t really take it seriously – she thinks I’m making too much of it. But it can be a real issue. You should be careful of the east wind because it’s still dangerous in September. Later on, in autumn and winter, it’s not so much of a problem, because, it’s very strange, the characteristics of the wind change with the temperature. Don’t ask me why. I’m from Salamanca and though I’ve lived here for over ten years and I’m married to a native, I still don’t quite understand it. The east wind can be very pleasant when the weather’s cold, because then it’s a warm, dry wind, but in spring it can have a very bad effect on people, and even more so in summer with the hot weather. People with learning difficulties often feel it much more intensely than we do, because they have less self-control. So, when the east wind is blowing, you’ll need all the patience you can muster. It’s very likely you’ll find that your brother is more irritable, more impatient, more depressed, and he may even be more violent than usual. It might seem like a lot of nonsense, but that’s how it is. For instance, what kind of mood was Alfonso in when he woke up this morning?’


‘Terrible,’ admitted Juan. ‘He said he didn’t want to come here, he was complaining and crying and calling me names; he even spilt a cup of chocolate over himself.’


‘Because the east wind has been blowing since yesterday evening.’ The doctor nodded emphatically.


‘But, I don’t know, it all seems a little far-fetched. I don’t think it can . . .’ Juan made no attempt to hide his scepticism, but neither could he complete his sentence when he looked the doctor in the eye. ‘Or can it?’


‘Well, the courts here allow the east wind to be cited as an extenuating circumstance in cases of assault and battery, physical abuse, even murder. And there is a higher number of mentally disabled patients on the coast around Cadiz – particularly near the Straits, where the winds blow even stronger than here – than anywhere else in the country, with the exception of the Costa Brava, where there’s the tramontane, which is more or less the same thing. This is why you need to be on your guard. You might not feel the wind change, but Alfonso will. Remember that.’


Her warning still echoed in Juan’s ears when he emerged into a hot, sunny morning and it accompanied him as he drove to the hospital, along a road lined with peaceful fields, a reminder that even the most serene of landscapes can conceal malevolent forces. Later, as he met his new colleagues and found his way round a new building and a new system, Juan Olmedo’s mood improved. He was sure he was going to like it here in Jerez. His old friend and new boss, Miguel Barroso, had thought of everything. He introduced him to all the staff, took him round every last corner of the department, and had even filled in all the documents Juan needed for his transfer, so that all Juan had to do was sign on the dotted line. ‘And I’ve collected your post,’ he said, handing over an envelope bearing the letterhead of the Puerta de Hierro clinic and a postmark dated 22 August. Inside there was another smaller envelope, long, cream and with his name and old address written in purple ink, in a pointed elegant hand that Juan recognised immediately as that of the fragile and bewildered figure of Señora Ruiz.


On Saturday, 24 April 1999, Dr Olmedo went on duty at the Orthopaedics Department of the Puerta de Hierro Clinic in Madrid at eight in the evening. Just before nine o’clock, the first car-accident victim was brought in, a boy of nineteen who’d decided to jump a red light in the Plaza de España just as a jeep was heading down the Gran Vía at eighty kilometres an hour. It struck him from the side and he ended up with a broken arm, two broken ribs and a broken collarbone. In contrast, the motorcyclist who came in at eleven thirty hadn’t been wearing a helmet and there was nothing anyone could do for him. Juan Olmedo didn’t even see him, because he was dealing with an old lady who’d recently had a hip replacement and had fallen over in her bathroom. At two in the morning, a car came off the road on one of the slopes of Dehesa de la Villa and crashed into a tree. The driver, who was drunk, had confused the pedals and pressed the accelerator instead of the brake. Both he and his girlfriend arrived at A & E completely bathed in blood, but neither was seriously wounded. Dr Olmedo treated the girlfriend’s injuries. At four thirty in the morning, as a porter was wheeling his patient to her room, Juan checked to see if anyone else was waiting to be treated, then sat down and smoked a cigarette, staring morosely at the bed ready for the next patient. He hated weekend shifts so much that from time to time he even considered changing to another branch of medicine, leaving the distressing discipline of shattered bodies for a more pleasant field; but then he’d spent too many years working in a hospital to believe that other jobs were as stress-free as they appeared. Anyway, he didn’t have time to think much during these Saturday shifts, and the night of the twentyfourth was no exception. At twenty to five, he was informed that a young girl had been run over by a car outside a nightclub. It sounded horrific, but her injuries were only superficial. At six, he decided to lie down for a moment, and fell asleep as soon as his head hit the pillow. Fifteen minutes later, a nurse woke him.


‘Yes?’ he said, at once fully awake. ‘What is it now?’


‘No, no, it isn’t that . . . It’s just that your brother’s here, asking for you. It seems a member of your family has had an accident, but he wouldn’t tell me any more. He looks very upset.’


‘Thanks.’ Juan leapt to his feet. ‘Where is he?’


‘At the nurses’ desk.’


Damián was circling the spot where the nurse had left him. He was quite alone in the soulless corridor with its greenish walls, hung at regular intervals with lists of instructions about what do in the event of an accident, and pictures of muscles and bones shown in full colour that, in Juan’s opinion, always made them look more sinister than they did in real life. Perhaps this was why, when he saw his brother pacing round and round, trapped in that sad place, he realised that he was still capable of feeling compassion for him, as he did when they were children. This unexpected rush of empathy made him greet his brother with a kiss on the cheek instead of a simple pat on the back. He realised that he hadn’t kissed Damián since the day of their mother’s funeral, seven years earlier.


‘What’s the matter?’ he asked. ‘Is it Alfonso?’


He was sure that the emergency must involve Alfonso. It was the first thing that had occurred to him when the nurse told him his brother was there to see him, and he’d repeated the thought to himself as he crossed the tiled floor that led to the corridor. Alfonso was capable of all sorts of mischief. Maybe he’d burned himself, or hurt himself jumping off a piece of furniture, or maybe he’d had a fall or even escaped from the house – it could be anything. This certainty both calmed and worried him at the same time. ‘It must be Alfonso,’ he repeated one last time as he waited for Damián to answer. But before his brother had uttered a single word, the look in his eyes told Juan that he was mistaken.


‘No.’ His wary, furious expression was not that of a man who was simply alarmed. ‘Charo.’


‘Charo?’ Juan dug the nails of his right hand into the palm of his left hand, but he couldn’t control his breathing, and he could hear himself gasping as he broke out into a cold sweat. ‘But how?’


‘That’s what I’d like to know!’ The nurse who’d come to fetch Juan and was now back at her desk motioned at Damián to be quiet, a finger to her lips.


‘Don’t shout, Damián,’ said Juan. Suddenly he felt a furious wave of resentment towards his brother. ‘This is a hospital.’
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