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Quien bien ama, tarde se olvida


True love never grows old




Prologue


A farmhouse near Sabadell, 18 km north of Barcelona, Spain


The Skinny Boy


December 4th 1937


The skinny boy turned away from the broken window and snagging his sleeve on the jagged glass, he lost his balance, fell off the barrel, crashing hard onto the muddy ground. He puked and then wiped his mouth in one swift movement, more concerned a Nationalist soldier might have heard him than about the vomit seeping inside his shirt. Taking a deep breath he steadied himself and climbed back up.


And watched.


The screams made his heart hurt. They came from the girl lying prostrate on the wooden table inside the farmhouse.


‘Scilla, I’m here,’ he whispered. ‘Here, by the window.’ He thought if he used her nickname that she would hear. But she did not. He could barely hear his own words. Pretending he stroked her sweat-drenched forehead, with gentleness, the boy rubbed the window frame’s peeling paint.


The terrified-looking woman who had been forced to stay in the corner of the room, was allowed to step forward. Under the officer’s orders, she cut the cord with a rusty knife and snatched the baby from the soldier. The boy didn’t know if the child was alive or dead, but then it whimpered. The woman covered the baby’s face with her hand and all became quiet, and then the boy looked towards the man who had ordered the murder – because this was murder.


Studying the officer, he etched every detail, line and furrow into his memory. The boy then jumped off the barrel and hid behind it. The same woman was pushing open the farmhouse door with her foot. She held the baby tight to her chest and ran down the dusty track, through the sea of yellow winter jasmine, never looking back.


He waited and watched. The two soldiers appeared from the house and together they carried Scilla outside. Her eyes were closed but her lids flickered. She was still alive.


Dear God, please let Scilla die soon.


They carried her down the track which led away from the farmhouse. The officer sauntered behind, kicking up damp lumps of dirt to cover the trail of blood.


The boy guessed they were taking her to the roadside ditches where previously he’d seen renegade Nationalists disposing of bullet-ridden Republican bodies. But the three men carried on.


Following behind unseen he realised they weren’t heading for the road after all. Instead, they walked towards the hill where the neglected olive grove was, like the rest of Catalonia, slowly dying.


It was when they, and he, reached the old twisted Freedom Tree – a place where with indulgence Scilla had played hide and seek with him – that the boy would feel true fear. He could have run away, back down the hill. It would have been the most sensible action. But he couldn’t; he had to watch. It was all he could do. So the boy stayed with his fear.


And it stayed with him.
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Bilbao, Spain


Isabella


May 1976


Disorientated, I flipped over, pulled my arm from under the cover and touched the gash that travelled from elbow to wrist. A loud bang outside and I was properly wrenched from a sleep that had been too difficult to find. The previous night’s events surged back and in the blanched early morning light I still smelt burning rubber, still saw the civil guard striking the young student protestor and the boy’s eyes closing, never to open again.


Another blast but this time more violent and causing the pension’s thin walls to shudder. I threw off the sheet and leapt up, stumbling towards the grease-covered window. A vibrant orange fireball on Bilbao’s main bridge where the boy had died lit the dawn sky. I rubbed the glass with my palm. A car was ablaze; its petrol tank must have exploded.


Wiping my hands on a towel, I grabbed a jumper from a chair and shivering, made my way to the next room and knocked on the door. No reply. Had my guide already gone? We’d agreed the night before that it would be better travelling out of Bilbao separately. I’d hoped to catch him before he left, and thought I would – because every morning for the past two weeks of our assignment I’d had to wake him. Like all teenagers Tomás loved his sleep. I stared at the closed door in mild agitation; there were questions I wanted to ask Tomás about the man we were meeting later. Forewarned was always forearmed. Background information key.


I pulled the jumper over my head, opened the door and stepped inside the room.


A scrap of paper lay on the unmade and empty bed. I picked it up.


Isabella,


I’ll meet you in Balmaseda, at the clock tower. I’ll wait. Rafael is expecting us before nightfall.


Do you have my cigarettes? Bring them with you. I didn’t want to wake you.


Tomás.


The Ducados were still inside my bag. In the chaos of the night before I’d told my young guide to give them up; it was the same advice I’d have given to a son.


Familiar loneliness bit into me as I made my way back to my own room. I peered in the mirror above the grimy, chipped sink, and was horrified at the image reflected back. At thirty-eight, lack of sleep was having its effect. Grey shadows were visible in the hollows of my cheeks, my face narrow, sucked in. After splashing my face with cold water I rummaged around in my bag for perfume, which I sprayed liberally over smoke-infused skin and clothes; the pension’s plumbing didn’t stretch to a shower. Leaning across the bed I pulled my necklace from the bedside table and as I did every day, opened the heart-shaped locket and stared at the two photos embedded in the tiny frames. On the left was an image of my adopted mother, the right, the birth mother I’d never known. Her eyes were so like mine, almond in shape and bluebell violet. I touched the tiny photo on the right with the tip of my index finger and experienced the familiar thump of unexplained sorrow in my gut. Snapping the locket shut, I put it around my neck.


Half an hour later I was on the main arterial road leading away from Bilbao.


Pushing down too hard on the Citroën’s brake, everything on the passenger seat landed in the car’s footwell. My knuckles turned white as I gripped the steering wheel, my eyes fixed on the roadblock. Everyone had turned off their ignitions and the only noise I heard came from my own sprinting heart.


A civil guard was weaving his way through the lengthening queue of cars, his leather belt pulled tight around a waist that heaved for freedom. I’d been working as a journalist in Franco’s Spain for twenty years but fear of the Civil Guard still crawled through me. He stopped at the small truck in front, opened the driver’s door and yanked a man from the seat, throwing him against the bonnet. Slight in stature and wearing what looked like farmer’s clothes, the man was well over seventy I guessed. He’d begun to cry. I adjusted the rear-view, looked at myself, and was glad I’d put on lipstick. I undid the first three buttons of my blouse, and then a fourth for good measure, pulled my platform sandals from my bag in the footwell and quickly put them on. I got out, the bag slung over my shoulder.


‘Señor, might I ask you a favour?’ I said to the guard’s back.


He swung around, his face a picture of confusion. I straightened up and leant against the Citroën, glad too that I’d gone braless.


‘Step back in the car, señora,’ he said, making his way towards me.


I grabbed Tomás’s Ducados from my bag. Took one out. ‘Do you have a light?’ I planted what I hoped was a provocative smile on my face.


He didn’t reply but lit my cigarette. I tried not to cough as I inhaled and tried not to look at the old man who was staring at me. ‘Is there a problem, señor?’


The guard watched me for a few seconds and then his hand moved to the buttons of my blouse, a fat forefinger snaked up my chest. ‘A very big problem today, as you will know if you were in the city last night. You were, I think? Name?’


My throat constricted and I wasn’t sure if it was the cigarette or the anxiety. ‘Daria Martinez.’ Daria had been my alias for five years. I’d never had a problem with my papers and hoped today wouldn’t be a first.


‘Where are you travelling to?’ the guard asked.


‘Balmaseda. I’m visiting from Barcelona, to see family.’ My unbuttoned shirt was stuck to my back and it wasn’t hot.


His hand dropped away from my neck and cupped my left breast. I didn’t flinch. Finally after too many minutes and too much pressure on my nipple his hand snapped away, and he fondled the gun sitting at his right hip. ‘Papers.’


I threw the cigarette onto the dusty ground, delved inside my bag and handed him my documents. He didn’t even look.


‘Off you go.’


I nodded at the old man’s vehicle. ‘His truck’s in my way.’


The guard turned. ‘Get back in and on with your journey,’ he shouted to the trembling man, who did as he was told but not before looking at me, gratitude in his expression.


To me the guard said, ‘Have a good trip, señora. And next time you travel, I suggest you wear a bra.’


I got back in the car and as I accelerated away I gave the bastard a wave, which he ignored, already tormenting his next victim.


The old man’s truck ahead gathered pace, tyres dislodging the damp dust in his haste to escape. I took my hand off the wheel, threw the packet of cigarettes through the window and buttoned up my blouse, my thoughts already in Balmaseda, and the meeting with Rafael Daguerre.
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The lush, emerald-coloured hills surrounding Balmaseda’s valley were in stark contrast to the dust of Bilbao’s outskirts. The town’s clock tower told me it was exactly noon. Above, the sky brimmed with clouds that fractured vertically as they disappeared into a bright blue midday horizon. It should have been pleasantly warm but a slicing wind was finding its way from the North Atlantic, and through the Citroën’s open window.


I turned off the radio but carried on humming the tune of Abba’s ‘Fernando’. And waited. Tomás should have been there by now. I thought of the roadblock, the Civil Guard and hoped Tomás hadn’t given them lip, something he was apt to do. The block would have been set up long before I’d got there. Attempting to dampen my fretting I flipped the radio back on and fell asleep listening to Bowie’s ‘Golden Years’.


A knocking on the Citroën’s window woke me and I turned to see Tomás’s smiling face. Groggy with the snatched sleep, I wound the window down.


‘Hey, glad you made it,’ he said, poking his head inside the car, his long dark hair falling fashionably onto his shoulders, his yellow shirt encasing his willowy frame like a well-fitting glove, although the ridiculously wide collar was tucked inside. I adjusted it for him. ‘Thanks!’ He ran around the car, opened the passenger door and got in. ‘You have my cigarettes?’


‘Sorry, gone. I bribed a civil guard with your Ducados. Did you get out of the city okay?’


‘I did.’


‘Good.’ My hand found the locket, caressing it in thought. ‘How well do you know Rafael Daguerre, Tomás?’


‘Well.’ His chest puffed. ‘He’s taken me under his wing.’


‘You mean he’s recruited you?’


‘I didn’t need much persuading.’


‘There are other ways to achieve freedom rather than brute force. It makes the hard-line Basque nationalists, like Daguerre, no better than the Civil Guard.’


‘Your mother was hard-line during the civil war,’ he said in a hushed tone.


I didn’t reply, my eyes fixed on the windscreen.


‘I shouldn’t have mentioned your mother. Forgive me, Isabella.’


‘It’s okay.’ Tomás was a great guide but came without a censor button.


Responding to my green light, he pushed on. ‘Rafael says her body was never found.’


Breath caught in my throat. ‘Daguerre knows about my mother?’


‘It’s Rafael’s uncle who knew her.’


‘During the war?’


‘I think so, yes.’


The man I was going to interview, or his uncle, had known Sofia. I couldn’t believe it, but it wasn’t so outside the realm of possibility. My mother had been born in this region. All I possessed to give me some essence of Sofia, my mother, was the image inside the locket, two other old photos, and a tin box full of dried Spanish bluebells; the flowers were ones that she’d kept from her childhood in Bilbao, so Calida had told me. The only reason I still had these keepsakes was because Calida, mi segunda madre, my second mother, had risked her life to save them.


‘Have you tried to find out what happened to her?’ Tomás asked, breaking into my thoughts.


‘Of course I have.’


He dipped his head. ‘Sorry.’


‘What are you studying at university?’ I said, changing the subject, because talk of my mother had thrown me.


‘Law.’


‘Good. You should stick with that and not get involved in nationalism or with men like Daguerre. Safer.’


‘You’ll love Rafael when you meet him. Everyone does.’


‘I don’t think so.’ I shivered, repulsed at the idea of everyone falling in love with a man who used violence to achieve his aims.


‘Whatever you say, Isabella.’ He pulled the rear-view, got out a comb from his shirt pocket, groomed himself, and then pushed the mirror back. ‘You follow me in the Citroën. Rafael’s base is about a mile from the centre of town.’


Daguerre was a myth, with no photographic images of him, although rumour had it that he was charismatic and intriguing. I huffed quietly to myself; although in fairness my French editor had intimated it wasn’t Daguerre who perched at the top of the tree these days, and that he wasn’t happy with the separatist movement he’d helped form. I had to bury my prejudices and place my personal opinions to one side before interviewing him, because personal opinion would impede a genuine response to my questions. And, if what Tomás had said was true, I might find something out about my mother, if I played the meeting right.


Tomás stretched like a cat, yawned and got out of my car, jumping back into his own.


I followed him, passing the town’s church that sat grandly on the main street. I caught sight of a robust bloom of vivid pomegranate flowers that surrounded the ancient building like an enormous garland. We continued on towards the more desolate outskirts and finally Tomás slowed down, honking his horn indicating we were there. I stopped the car and peered ahead. The house was hidden behind sickly trees that were attempting against the odds of a cold spring to burst into life.


Tomás was already standing outside his car. He opened my door and together we began walking down the silent track towards the house. A feeling of unease passed through me and I turned, glanced around, seeing only a thin stray dog.


We opened a dilapidated gate, although the farmhouse that appeared in front of us was newly whitewashed and stood as a jewel in its overgrown surroundings.


A chair-swing sat at the front of the house and a girl lay lengthways across it, her eyes closed. She was wearing a short, billowy red dress, her stomach swollen. Tomás turned to me and mouthed, shush. He crept up behind the pregnant girl and placed his hand on her forehead.


She opened her eyes. ‘Tomás!’


‘Cristina, my love. Bit cool for sunbathing?’


She sat up, grinned at Tomás and then looked towards me. ‘Hola, señora. You must be Isabella Adame?’


A mild smell of chocolate blew across the veranda and I noticed an open box by her seat. L’Atelier du Chocolat. The famous Bayonne chocolate company. She pulled Tomás next to her, while at the same time pushing the ornate box further beneath the seat with her foot.


‘I am, and you are …?’


Tomás interrupted. ‘This is the mother of my child, and my very-soon-to-be wife, Cristina.’ He took a breath. ‘Cristina is also Rafael’s niece.’


Cristina plonked a kiss on his cheek. ‘I hear the demonstration did not go well last night?’ she asked Tomás in a subdued tone.


‘No, it didn’t.’


‘Congratulations are in order by the looks of things?’ I said to Cristina.


‘It’s not really congratulations.’ She giggled self-consciously. ‘Tomás and I should have married first.’


‘The world is changing. It’s fine,’ I said. Cristina was around eighteen. Same age as Tomás. What was she doing here? It wasn’t a place where a young and pregnant girl should be. ‘Are you living here?’ I asked her.


She glanced at Tomás, her forehead creased in sudden anxiety, and it was he who replied. ‘At the moment, yes. Until we marry.’


I was about to ask more – always the journalist – when the door, which had been slightly ajar, opened. The man who stood in front of me looked very like Cristina: high forehead and dark brown hair, as opposed to Tomás’s jet-black mane. He had the same shaped nose as Cristina, wide at the nostril with a narrow bridge. Deep frown-lines on his forehead hinted at the future ones on his niece’s. He looked more like her father than her uncle.


Rafael Daguerre was six foot, at least. Some would say skinny, but I thought more sinewy and muscular. Lean. Faint pockmarks marred his complexion and a huge horizontal scar ran across his forehead. I guessed that normally you wouldn’t be able to see the blemish, as his hair would cover it. However, he’d just come out of the shower and his wet, thick chestnut hair was slicked back.


I opened my mouth to speak and for the first time in my life I was unable to find the words.
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‘Cristina lives here,’ Rafael Daguerre said, drying his face with a crusty blue towel, ‘because Tomás’s mother would be given a hard time by her neighbours if she lived with them at the moment.’


At last I found my voice, determined to find it. During my career I’d come across numerous men as arrogant as the one standing in front of me. He was no different to any of them, and almost a cliché. ‘Señor, perhaps you should be encouraging Cristina to go and live with her own parents?’


The muscles in his face tensed but then in only a moment and unexpectedly, his expression softened. ‘Cristina is unable to live with her own parents because they are both dead.’


‘Ah, then I apologise. But still, I believe that Cristina should not be living here … and I’m sorry if you do not like my opinion.’


‘I respect your opinion.’


I tried to pinpoint derision in his tone but there was none. He hid it well. ‘That’s good to know.’


Finally, a smile slipped onto his symmetrical features. ‘Rafael Daguerre. Welcome, Isabella Adame.’


I held out my hand. He didn’t take it, instead clasping me gently by my elbow and guiding me nearer to him. It took me a few moments to pull away. I convinced myself his familiarity had taken me by surprise, and this was the reason for my delayed reaction. No man in Spain would treat a woman who they’d just met that way – no man a woman could trust anyway.


‘What happened to Cristina’s parents?’ I asked, fingering the top button of my blouse, and then my locket.


‘Cristina’s mother, my sister, died six months ago. My brother-in-law, Cristina’s father, was taken by the Civil Guard a year ago.’


‘I see. But, señor, this is an isolated house. You are an activist. All information can be bought. The girl isn’t safe here and you know it.’ I remembered the earlier feeling of unease.


His eyes lit. ‘A woman with spirit.’ He glanced at my ringless hands and heat rose in my face. ‘I appreciate your concern for Cristina,’ he carried on. ‘And Tomás tells me you’ve been no problem to work with these last weeks … in fact the opposite. I’m familiar with your editor and his publication, Le Canard Enchaîné. He is fair. Will you write a balanced article?’


‘That’s what I do, señor.’


‘And you do it well. You are sympathetic to Basque independence. But, unlike your mother …’ His voice trailed off and so did his eye contact. Still looking downward, he said quietly, ‘You aren’t extreme.’


Daguerre and I were still standing in the doorway, Tomás and Cristina sitting nearby on the veranda. ‘Tomás told me that your uncle knew my mother?’


‘During the civil war, yes, he did. Before Sofia disappeared.’


Turning, I threw a questioning look towards Tomás, destabilised with Daguerre’s use of my mother’s first name.


‘It’s why I wanted you to come, Isabella,’ Tomás said, his voice low. ‘Why Rafael wanted you to come.’ I caught Tomás’s slight, almost imperceptible questioning shrug directed at Rafael. The older man’s features were unreadable.


I inclined my head to Tomás, but said to Daguerre, ‘No, I’m not extreme, señor.’ Questions about my mother would come later.


‘Leave Tomás and Cristina outside. Come in, and sit,’ Daguerre replied, leading me into the house.


Once inside, he continued. ‘It’s going to take years for the government to clean out Franco’s men. I’m sure you’re aware that already the government is disposing of civilian Basque nationalists and using mercenaries from abroad to do their dirty work for them, and so keeping their own hands clean.’


‘This is part of what I’m investigating.’


Daguerre pulled on a wiry brown wool jumper. ‘The government intends a complete amnesty regarding Franco and his war crimes.’ This was something of which I was aware. ‘Bodies are being found all over the country.’ He dragged out a chair, moved to take my elbow again, decided against it, indicating instead with an extended arm that I should sit down, all the time watching me.


‘Señor Daguerre, it would be good if you were able to give me more information about this. Nothing will be published in a Spanish newspaper, but Le Canard Enchaîné and France, is a different matter.’


‘I can give you much.’


‘Excellent.’ I lifted my arm, found a tendril of hair and twisted it around my finger with too much vigour. ‘And your uncle. Is it possible for me to meet him?’


‘Of course. I will take you to meet Miguel later this afternoon. He lives further into the valley,’ he said, moving nearer. ‘He would very much like to talk with you, Isabella. And I’ll take Cristina to Miguel’s tomorrow too. You are right, querida, she will be safer somewhere else.’


Querida was an affectionate and personal term, and I flinched with its use. So arrogant, so rude, so obstinately self-assured. Daguerre held every character trait I’d assigned to him, and before we’d even met.


‘Please make yourself at home,’ he continued. ‘Bathroom is over there if you want to freshen up.’ He pointed to the back of the house. ‘I’ll leave you in peace.’ He turned and made his way outside.


Despite the crisp spring temperature I was too hot and the grime of the previous night still clung to me, the smell of my perfume long gone. In the bathroom I began washing away the dirt of the past forty-eight hours. I splashed water on my face and used the jasmine soap, looked in the mirror, despising myself as I wished I hadn’t left my make-up in the car.


When finally I made my way outside the front porch was empty. I smelt cigar smoke and followed its path. The three of them were sitting at a small table, its wood silvered by the elements. Cristina ate from a plate of cooked vegetables, menestra, whilst Tomás and Daguerre sipped anise. It was Daguerre who smoked.


‘Terrible habit,’ I said.


He stubbed it out. ‘Then, Isabella, I will stop.’ The cigar glowed in the bright red ceramic ashtray.


Tomás laughed and Cristina nudged him.


Daguerre got up, saying to Tomás, ‘I’m taking Isabella to Miguel’s. We’ll probably be gone all afternoon. Remember where the guns are kept.’ He flicked a glance towards Cristina. ‘Get your things together, niña, ready for tomorrow when I’ll take you to Miguel’s. Perhaps stay there until the baby is ready to be born.’


‘It’s safe here, isn’t it?’ Cristina asked, her pretty forehead creased into a frown.


Tomás placed a protective arm around her. ‘What have you heard, Rafael?’


‘Things I’d rather not hear.’ Daguerre sighed with weariness. ‘We know what we are dealing with concerning the Civil Guard, but the foreign mercenaries are a different matter. And, more efficient than the pot-bellied Guard.’


‘I didn’t see any pot-bellied guards last night,’ Tomás said, unsmiling.


‘But, Tomás, did you see any foreign mercenaries?’


Tomás didn’t reply.


‘They know how to remain unseen.’ Daguerre raked his hand through now dry hair. ‘We’ll take Cristina to Miguel’s tomorrow.’


‘Is there something you’re not telling me?’ Tomás asked.


‘Yes, is there, Rafael?’ I echoed.


Rafael looked straight at me and ignored Tomás. ‘I like you calling me Rafael.’
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Daguerre drove an ancient truck that looked as if it might have predated the civil war, even Franco himself. He wiped the old leather with a rag that was dirtier than the seat, and we set off. Quickly, the lack of suspension as well as the smell of petrol fumes threatened my usually iron constitution.


‘Thank you for doing this,’ I said, with not a little of a begrudging tone in my voice, and I wound down the window a crack. ‘Although I’m not sure why you are.’


He turned his head. ‘Does there always have to be a reason?’ The corners of his lips lifted into an amused semi-smile. ‘Sometimes we do things because, eskubidea sentitzen dute.’


‘I’m sorry but my Euskardi is almost non-existent.’


‘Sometimes things just feel right.’ He rotated his head back, his line of vision secured on the road. ‘And I trust you.’


I took in his profile, the clean-cut lines of his cheekbones, the superiority of his expression. ‘Is it wise to trust someone you do not know?’


‘Tomás trusts you, and I trust Tomás. It’s enough for me.’


I only nodded in response, because I had no reply. A man like Daguerre would not trust so easily. He was either lying, stupid, or knew a lot more than I could ever guess.


By the end of the day I hoped to know which explanation was true.


‘When Miguel realised who Tomás was working with, he asked Tomás to bring you here,’ Daguerre carried on. ‘Your mother is somewhat of a legend in this region … so Miguel has told me.’ He turned again. ‘Miguel doesn’t talk of the civil war, but he’s keen to see you, Isabella.’


I didn’t want to beg information although, despite my initial feelings towards this man, and with reluctance, I admitted there was something indefinable about Rafael Daguerre which did put me at my ease. How could that be? ‘I know very little about my mother, especially her later life.’


‘What do you know about Sofia, about your family …?’


How much to tell him? What did I have to lose? I wanted to find out what his uncle could tell me about my mother. I was desperate to know.


‘In early 1937 Sofia left Barcelona to pick up Calida and Aurelio, her “adopted parents” and the couple who were to later bring me up. She collected them from the Basque region to take them to a more stable area of Spain for the duration of the civil war. On her return, she met my father, a French brigader. It was a whirlwind romance, so Calida tells me. And short-lived – he died at the Battle of Brunete the summer of 1937.’


I stopped talking and my eyes rested on the passing scenery, watching the hills rise and fall along the hazy horizon. I was enjoying the rush of wind pushing through the open window and caressing the skin on my face. ‘When my mother disappeared, Calida and Aurelio took me to France. My grandfather died during the civil war and so it was they who brought me up, as they’d practically brought up Sofia.’


I was revealing far too much; I was there to interview Daguerre, not the other way around. The caution I always had securely in place and which had seen me through twenty years in the field was evaporating. But I carried on regardless. ‘Calida told me that my grandfather and mother didn’t see eye to eye, and understandably, seeing as he was a Nationalist and Sofia a Republican.’ I paused, thinking of my next words. ‘Although Calida hasn’t told me as much as I’d like.’


Calida and Aurelio Parrello-Rossello fled civil war Spain in 1937 with me, a newborn baby, and after the disappearance of my mother. It was deeply ironic that after leaving one oppressive regime, a few years later they found themselves in the midst of another in Occupied France. I hadn’t seen Calida for nearly a year and, galvanised by a letter I’d received from her the day before I’d left for Bilbao, my plan was to visit France as soon as I’d finished this assignment. In her letter Calida told me there was something of urgency she wished to discuss. I missed my adopted mother, even now, even after so many years of living in Spain. A week in Marseille with the indomitable Calida was a welcome thought.


Daguerre replied, ‘I think that many who lived through the civil war do not talk about it very much, if at all. Perhaps Calida is one of those people.’


‘Maybe.’ I pulled out a compact mirror from my bag and checked my face.


‘You look very beautiful. Stop worrying.’


‘Please stop being so familiar with me, señor.’


‘Rafael. Call me Rafael … please?’


As well as the mirror, I’d also retrieved my notebook. ‘I take it you have a job … Rafael?’ I needed him on my side.


‘I mine red haematite iron ore.’ I saw his huge grin in profile. ‘But not at the moment.’


Whatever Daguerre was he possessed a sense of humour and I was grateful for that, although often the most engaging and charming people could be the most dangerous.


‘Perhaps, then, you can tell me about Vitoria?’ His take on the recent unrest in the mining town would be something I could easily link with the article I’d been commissioned to write.


‘I’m sure you already know what happened in Vitoria.’


‘You tell me.’


‘The strikers, all miners, took refuge from the Civil Guard in Vitoria’s church. After being forced out of the building with tear gas, and on the church’s steps, five of the men were shot in cold blood. So you see, our first non-Franco government shows itself to be as contemptuous of democratic principles as Franco himself. Franco is dead but nothing has changed.’


‘But your organisation is causing havoc. It is illegal.’


‘I disagree with the path it’s taken.’


‘Then leave. By being associated you are guilty.’


‘I was there at its emergence and, perhaps,’ he smiled sadly now, ‘if I stay, I can do something from within.’


The clouds above finally burst open and unrelenting rain poured down.


‘It is 1976.’ He clicked on the windscreen wipers. ‘Franco’s been dead less than a year, but it’s obvious the central Spanish government will continue to ignore the Basques. We’ve waited and patience is thin. The window of opportunity is now.’


I sighed. ‘It’s Lucifer’s dance. Not yours.’


‘For an experienced journalist, you’re naïve.’


‘Not naïve. Worried. Worried for Tomás, Cristina, other young people who can have no real understanding as to what they’re getting involved in.’


‘The youth see a future they want.’ He stared at me and veered from the road. ‘See, when concentration is taken, we fail.’


‘Cristina’s your niece. She’s having a baby.’


He thrust his foot down on the accelerator and the truck swerved on the new wetness. ‘Revolution comes from the young.’ His eyes didn’t leave the road. ‘Your mother had the passion and the guts to do what she thought was right. She was nineteen when she fought with the Republicans.’


I flung my arms out into a gesture of helplessness. ‘Exactly. Too young. Have you ever taken another’s life?’


‘No. And do not intend to. I’m not a main player in the organisation, Isabella. I am not the leader.’ My editor had been right. ‘Our organisation fragmented into two distinct parts a year ago. I sit with the liberals. The man who’s leading is a radical.’


‘His name?’


‘This, I cannot tell you. But, suffice to say, we do not these days see eye to eye.’


‘So, you oppose him?’


‘Not publicly. But there are problems. I have known him… a very long time.’


‘Does Tomás know about him?’


‘Tomás knows what I want him to know. But no one, apart from a handful of others and me, are aware this man is vying for the top position. And he’s achieving it.’ He touched his scar. ‘I have no wish anymore to be part of the movement.’


I wasn’t sure if I believed him although with reluctance I was finding myself wanting to. ‘Then what do you plan to do?’


Again, he fingered the discoloured blemish. ‘I’m in touch with an official within the National Assembly in Madrid. I have information he wants.’


‘Which official?’


Silence.


‘I’d like to know,’ I pushed.


The road we travelled was deserted but Rafael still checked the rear-view mirror before pulling up onto a narrow track. He switched off the engine and turned to me. ‘The judge, Bernardo García.’


I’d met Bernardo García once, very briefly. If Daguerre was telling the truth, and I wasn’t convinced he was, then he really was serious about leaving the organisation. ‘I see.’


He inclined his head, flicked on the ignition and in silence we continued to drive upwards, heading to the next valley, to Daguerre’s uncle.


My focus was now on my mother and not my job.
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Miguel’s abode was a log cabin and with a small out-building standing nearby, both nestling unobtrusively in the jade-coloured valley. It had been constructed very near to one of the area’s many streams and the man-made wooden building blended with the natural landscape in the way only something aged is able to do. The solitary visible sign of its occupancy was dark smoke swirling upwards from a small chimney.


Daguerre pulled up and jumped from the truck, quickly making his way around the vehicle. He opened my door and offered his hand.


‘I can manage, thank you.’


‘I’m sure you can.’


Straightening up I caught his eye, irritated at the grin that was slowly unfurling on his features. I turned away, looking instead at the surrounding lush but isolated landscape. ‘Does Miguel have a car, transport?’


‘No car.’


‘How can he live here, alone?’ The silence surrounding us was white.


‘Miguel gets visitors, Tomás and Cristina. But this is the way he likes it. Alone. He built this place just after the end of World War Two. Lived here ever since.’


‘A hermit?’


He nodded. I suspected Rafael Daguerre himself wasn’t naturally sociable, but his expression had relaxed markedly as we’d neared our remote destination, and Miguel.


On cue, a man appeared in the doorway. As his home blended with its surroundings, the man seemed to merge with his house. The door opened wider and the smell of freshly baked bread hit my nostrils, fusing with the aroma of petrol from the truck.


I studied the man who had known my mother.


I’d expected someone as tall as Rafael Daguerre. Miguel was not tall, five-five at the most. His head was bald, his face creviced, although the smile he gave was as youthful as a child’s.


‘Sobrino,’ Miguel said, and then smiled widely at me. ‘You’ve come with a beauty.’ His eyes squinted in the fading sun. ‘Isabella? Sofia’s daughter?’


‘Yes.’ I held out my hand. Miguel avoided it, and with strength belying his stature he lifted me from the ground. Normally this familiar gesture would have thrown my reticent nature but knowing Miguel had known my mother made me less cautious. Warmth pleated through me because immediately, I liked Miguel.


‘You are Sofia,’ Miguel said. ‘As God sits in Heaven. It is as if she’s come back. Come in, both of you, I have anise and stew, freshly baked bread.’ He looked towards the truck. ‘Tomás and Cristina not with you?’


‘Back at the house,’ Daguerre replied. ‘I’m going to bring Cristina over here tomorrow. Is that okay?’


‘More than okay. Make sure you bring supplies, though. Since she’s been pregnant I can’t keep up. She’s developed an appetite for menestra as well as chocolate. Can’t understand anyone wanting only vegetables.’ His small black eyes sparkled. ‘I ate enough vegetables throughout the war to never want to set eyes on them again.’ The eyes settled on me. ‘Come through, Isabella.’


As Miguel’s strength belied his build, the inside of his home misrepresented its exterior. Inside was warm, perhaps a little too warm. Huge logs blazed in the hearth, the orange flames reminding me of the night before but, instead of the smell of burning rubber, I inhaled the pleasant aroma of seasoned, smouldering wood.


Miguel’s kitchen area was a small ceramic sink, and underneath a cupboard with curtains hiding its contents. A crude cooker perched on a round table in the far corner, while a tiny refrigerator sat on another table. Above the sink, the window was adorned with pretty azure-blue curtains, matching those hiding the cupboard’s contents.


It was clearly a working space, with pots holding herbs, while garlic, hams and chorizo hung from the ceiling. Two red ceramic bowls sat on the table filled with black pepper and salt, and I guessed that Miguel cooked well. The bowls were identical to the ashtray Daguerre had used to stub out his cigar earlier and I sensed the brazen red dishes held part of Miguel’s story. Inside his home a tinge of something that I found difficult to identify or, more honestly, difficult to admit to, folded over me. I had only Calida. For years it had been just the two of us.


‘Get the anise and brandy out then, old man.’ Daguerre watched me as he spoke to Miguel.


‘For you?’ Miguel asked me.


‘Why not? Small though.’ I felt my lips lifting into a smile.


‘Your mother liked brandy,’ Miguel said.


‘Did she?’ My heart beat a little faster inside my chest. So much I wanted to know.


He nodded. ‘I’m guessing Calida and Aurelio have told you all about her?’


Rafael interrupted. ‘Brandy first. Then let’s sit and talk.’


I drank the large measure in one gulp and as Rafael and I sat in silence on the small sofa adjacent to the log fire, Miguel became industrious in the kitchen. He returned with a plate of cut chorizo and pickle, and then went to sit on a stool opposite the sofa, placing the plate on the small table next to him. Daguerre watched me with an amused expression as I pushed the food in my mouth. I was starving.


They waited for me to finish before Miguel began, his own plate remaining untouched. ‘Tomás has told me about your career, Isabella. And that you are here investigating the Civil Guard. How long have you been living in Barcelona?’ Finally, he scooped up a spoonful of the delicious pickle and popped it into his mouth. ‘When did you leave France? Are Calida and Aurelio still alive?’


‘Too many questions, Uncle. One at a time,’ Rafael said.


‘It’s fine.’ I turned to Miguel. ‘The Nazis, together with the Vichy Gendarmerie, dynamited and burnt down our French home in 1943 during the Marseille roundup. I was five. Aurelio was taken to the internment camp at Compiègne. We never saw him again. Calida is still alive, still lives in France. She’s more French than Spanish these days.’ This last sentence brought a grin to Miguel’s face.


I carried on. ‘I left France in 1956 when I was eighteen to return to Franco’s Spain, and against Calida’s better judgement.’


‘I am very sorry to hear what happened to Aurelio, niña.’ Miguel glanced at Rafael with what I thought was an anxious expression. ‘Does Calida mention anyone else from the civil war days?’


‘In what sense?’


‘Nada—’ He wavered for a fraction of a second. ‘Calida and Aurelio loved Sofia like a daughter.’ He chuckled. ‘You’re like your mother. A rebel, returning to Spain.’


‘I suppose I gravitated to Barcelona because that was where my mother lived before she disappeared.’ I paused for a moment, unsure how far to prod. ‘And where she probably met my father?’ Miguel’s head dipped, his eyes fixed on the near-threadbare Catalan rug. ‘Did you know my father too, Miguel?’


Rafael pushed the chair he’d been sitting on backwards, its legs scraping hard on the stone floor, and stood. ‘My uncle’s memories of the civil war can be sketchy, Isabella.’


Miguel lifted his head but he did not look at me, his gaze fastened on Rafael.


‘Did you know my father, before he died at Brunete—’


‘Shush!’ Rafael hissed. ‘I hear something.’ He glanced at Miguel. ‘You expecting anyone?’


‘No.’


Rafael moved quickly towards the kitchen window and pulled back the pretty curtain. He turned and walked to the door. ‘It’s Cristina and Tomás.’ As he opened it a flow of fresh damp air entered the room and Rafael Daguerre crossed his chest.


Miguel and I had both made our way to the door too.


A pale Cristina and an even paler Tomás fell from the car. At the sight of a distraught Tomás and a distressed Cristina, the disappointment I’d experienced with Miguel’s reluctance to talk about my French father dissolved in an instant. Perhaps Miguel hadn’t known my father; perhaps my mother’s affair with him had been brief and secret, and that was why Calida had so little information about him.


‘What’s happened?’ Rafael rasped.


I’d spent the last two weeks with Tomás and his cavalier humour, and I saw immediately that whatever had happened was serious.
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Once safely inside, Tomás began recounting the unfurling of events which had occurred soon after Rafael and I had left Balmaseda.


‘As Cristina craves menestra,’ he started but his breaths were rapid, his voice almost inaudible, ‘she also lusts for the coolness of water on her belly, so I took her to the stream to bathe. She became too cold and we decided to return home. I knew something was amiss straightaway. I told Cristina to stay where she was, and I made my way around to the back of the house. I saw a man jumping over the wire fence, but made the decision to go back to Cristina and not go after him.’


Cristina hunched by the fire on Miguel’s stool while Tomás spoke. The last hour had seen the temperature drop by more than a few degrees and the air had taken on the ominous smell of the oncoming deluge of rain.


‘Did you see him?’ Rafael asked Tomás.


‘Not from the front. He must have had a motorbike nearby, I heard it. I’m sorry, Rafael, I didn’t want to leave Cristina—’


‘I didn’t want you to leave Cristina either. You did well, Tomás. But it’s important to tell me anything you saw that might in the future enable you, or me, to recognise him.’


‘He had a bald head, I noticed the last of the sun reflecting off it.’


‘And a motorbike?’ Rafael asked.


‘A fucking loud one.’ Tomás mouthed an apology to me.


‘And he’d been inside the house?’ Rafael carried on.


‘Definitely. I’d guess he was finishing up when we got back.’ He threw a look at Cristina. ‘Cristina was coughing loudly. He must have been downstairs, in your study, and heard her.’


Rafael paced the room and Cristina moved onto the sofa, sitting next to me. ‘Was anything missing?’ Rafael said.


‘It’s a bit of a mess but the guns were still there. I don’t know if anything else is missing. You know who he is, don’t you?’


Rafael shook his head and turned to Miguel. ‘Uncle, it might be an idea if we all stayed here tonight. Is that okay with you?’


‘Of course,’ Miguel replied.


‘I’ll go back and collect some things.’ Rafael was already getting ready to leave.


‘You do know who he is, don’t you?’ Cristina’s voice a whisper.


Rafael didn’t answer.


‘Shall I come with you?’ I said, attempting to deflect the atmosphere.


‘No, but thanks for the offer. I’ll pick up your bag while I’m there, Isabella.’


‘Bring back your camping stuff too, Rafael,’ Miguel said. ‘Tomás, Cristina and you can sleep in here. I’ll sleep outside. Isabella can have my room.’


I interrupted. ‘Please, you don’t have to give me your bed, Miguel.’


A smile hovered on Rafael’s lips. ‘I’ll bring the sleeping bags. Isabella and I will sleep outside … underneath the stars.’ His eyes shone like the constellations of which he spoke.


‘Whatever you two wish,’ Miguel replied. I was unable to read his expression.


‘I don’t have a problem where I sleep.’ I would not allow Rafael Daguerre to bait me.


Rafael was already heading towards the door and moments later I heard his truck come to life outside.


Cristina had fallen asleep on my shoulder. I viewed her swelling stomach and asked Tomás, ‘When’s Cristina due?’


‘July,’ he replied.


I stroked her forehead and she stirred. ‘Some time yet then.’


Watching Cristina wake encouraged my own tiredness to wash over me. I yawned, trying to shake it off.


Disappearing to his kitchen space, Miguel made more food, and while we waited for Rafael’s return Cristina told me about her parents. Her mother had died of cancer. The body of her father had been found just under a year ago, in a river outside Valencia, weighted down, which she said, had hastened her mother’s demise.


‘Who was responsible?’ I asked.


Miguel had finished and returned to sit with us. He placed plates of food on the small table. It was Miguel who answered. ‘We have no evidence, only hearsay, but it was someone working from within the Spanish government.’


With adroitness that I admired Miguel skilfully ended that conversation and moved on to more of Sofia’s story. Cristina and Tomás were entranced and listened as intently as me as Miguel filled in the wedge of her life at the dawn of the civil war, starting with a trip she took to Bilbao in early 1937, and one on which Miguel had accompanied her. No mention, though, of a French brigader, a man with no name and who had died at Brunete before I was born. But because I was grateful to hear anything about my mother, I didn’t pursue more questions about my father. I would broach this subject again with Miguel when the time was right. If I’d learnt nothing in twenty years as a journalist, it was not to push a source – not on a first meeting. Time, I was confident, would eventually do my job for me.
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Rafael returned to his uncle’s home and reported the house in Balmaseda was okay, but when Tomás asked him if anything was missing from his study Rafael only grunted. I suspected that by then Tomás just wanted to sleep. Cristina had already gone to bed in Miguel’s room and Tomás joined her soon after Rafael’s return.


Miguel was busily making his bed on the worn sofa. ‘There’s enough room in here for you both to sleep inside.’ He pointed to the floor. ‘I have plenty of cushions stashed away.’


‘You snore too loudly, old man,’ Rafael said. ‘Anyway, it’s a beautiful night to slumber under the stars, do you not think, Isabella?’


His baiting tone from earlier had disappeared or was I was only imagining it? I was too tired to think coherently anyway. ‘I do. Did you bring sleeping bags?’


‘I did.’


Miguel guffawed from the depths of his sofa.


‘Well, let’s find a spot, I’m exhausted,’ I said.


By the time I’d brushed my teeth, changed into pyjamas and pulled on a jumper, Rafael had already made a camp underneath an oak tree not far from the house and was halfway through making a fire.


‘An outdoor man, I see?’


‘Love it. And you?’


‘Generally only through necessity.’ I shivered. ‘But I don’t mind.’


‘The fire will build soon. Come, sit.’ He threw the sleeping bag towards me. ‘You can sleep inside if you wish, although I’d advise against it. Miguel really does snore like a steam train.’


I laughed. ‘It’s the Guernikako tree, isn’t it?’ I pointed to the living monolith.


‘Yes, the Freedom Tree. The symbol for Basque culture and independence.’


‘Was anything missing from your study?’ I wrapped the sleeping bag tighter around my body. ‘You know who the man was, don’t you, who broke in?’


He poked at the baby flames of the fire and quickly they grew in intensity. ‘See, it doesn’t take much to begin a fire. In answer to both questions, yes … But the less Tomás knows, the safer he and Cristina will be.’


‘Anything you tell me stays between us. You say you trust me, then tell me.’ I paused. ‘I can help. My article, my work, my connections … I can influence.’


‘I believe you can. The man who came to the house is nothing to do with the Civil Guard or the mercenaries, or the government. He is on “our side”. He works with the man who is gaining influence within the separatist movement – the man I do not agree with.’


‘What was he looking for?’


‘Information they want.’


‘And that is?’


He shook his head as he poked at the fire with ferocity.


‘It’s better I know.’


He sighed. ‘The itinerary of a very influential person, the chief of police of Guipúzcoa, who has a public engagement soon. It’s been kept quiet – the details and the exact date. But I know what my “comrade” is planning, and is why I’ve tried to keep the intelligence from him.’


Guipúzcoa’s chief of police: his name was always whispered with horror, although after Franco’s demise the political chatter was becoming louder about the man who’d terrorised the region for years. A coward and a professed Catholic. A man who undoubtedly visited the confessional regularly, begging his God’s forgiveness for crimes he continued to commit, murders he carried out with appalling enjoyment. He encapsulated Franco’s dictatorship. A dictatorship which had destroyed its country, and its people.


‘And did they find the itinerary?’


‘Yes. It’s gone.’ He smiled grimly. ‘I didn’t hide it. I didn’t think he would go this far. If anonymously I alert the authorities, I risk putting other liberal activists in danger. And… the government might not even act on the information I give them.’


‘Are you going to give me a name of the man in your organisation … your old friend, I’m guessing?’


‘He is no friend of mine now, and no, I will not give you his name.’


‘I don’t intend to use it.’


‘You don’t need to know, and better if you don’t. You’re already in some danger. They will know you’re here. They probably followed you and Tomás from Bilbao.’


‘They didn’t know about your house in Balmaseda?’


He shrugged. ‘They do now.’ He pointed at Miguel’s home. ‘Cristina will stay here, with Tomás for now.’


I’d slid downwards, propping myself up on an elbow. ‘Has Miguel ever mentioned my father to you, Rafael? Or anything about the affair between my mother and a French brigader?’ I swept away a tendril of hair from my cheek. ‘Calida told me he died fighting in the civil war … but what if he didn’t, what if he’s still alive? I’ve never been able to find anything out about him, and I’ve spent a lot of time trying to.’


‘Miguel hasn’t spoken about your father … But why would he to me? There is no reason.’


I squeezed my eyes shut for seconds and then opened them. ‘My mother’s body was never found. It sounds ridiculous but … but … what if somehow, and somewhere, both of my parents are still alive?’


‘Shush, allow your mind to rest.’


‘What if neither of them wanted to be found by me?’ I pushed on.


‘Come, let’s move to nearer the stream,’ he said. ‘I like to hear the water as I sleep.’


Rafael didn’t know anything about my mother and father; how could he? It was Miguel who I needed to question further.


I took his proffered hand and he pulled me up. Efficiently, he gathered our things and I allowed him to take over and, in a moment of lucid clarity, admitted to myself that this was the first time in my life, since leaving Calida and France at eighteen, I’d let anyone do so.


Near to the stream we stopped. Rafael lay out his sleeping bag and indicated I did the same. I placed mine a good few metres away from his and glanced at him. He said nothing, and I moved it away a little further.


We both lay down and zipped up our respective sleeping bags, the space between us was more than adequate. Still no words passed between us.


Rafael’s eyes closed quickly giving me the opportunity to study the man already gently snoring next to me. A tentative smile enveloped his resting features and I acknowledged the strangeness of the last forty-eight hours.


Before I began to drift into my own sleep I heard Rafael speak from the depths of his.


Scilla.


The name of the bluebell flower my eyes resembled, and those of my mother, and I came to my intuitive decision about Rafael Daguerre.


He did not lie, he was not stupid, and he did know a lot more than I’d originally thought.
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Drops of water woke me. I’d forgotten about the Basque rain and early-morning rasping wind. I shivered inside the sleeping bag, although despite the cold I’d slept better than I’d done for months, if not years. Still not fully awake I shuffled closer to Rafael’s sleeping form, my index finger hovering over his scar, but stopped myself, quickly shoving my hand back inside the cover.


He opened one eye and grinned. ‘It feels too early.’ He grinned more, if that were possible. Then his expression became serious. ‘Beautiful eyes.’ His words were soft, his tone subdued and hating that it did, the compliment brought heat to my cold face.


‘Like my mother’s.’


‘Isabella.’ He turned sideways. ‘Tell me what you know of your grandfather.’


‘Severino Herrera? He was a colonel in Franco’s army. He was estranged from my mother. Sofia and my grandfather were on different sides of the fence in the civil war.’


‘And you know your grandmother was originally from the Basque region? That was where she and Herrera lived until the late 1920s. Where your mother, Sofia, was born.’ He hesitated for a moment. ‘You know of your grandfather’s … instability?’


‘I’m aware my grandparents originally came from this region, yes, but Calida has never mentioned “instability” regarding my grandfather. Have the years embellished your story?’ I lay sideways now too, mirroring Rafael’s posture.


‘The story needs no embellishment. Unfortunately.’ Rafael flipped over and lay on his back, staring at the lead-coloured sky above. ‘Severino Herrera didn’t die at the end of the war, Isabella.’


‘That’s not true,’ I said quietly. ‘He was killed in early 1938. It is recorded, I found the records.’


‘The records are falsified,’ Rafael said. ‘Like many of Franco’s officers after the civil war, many fled for South America and Cuba, other places in the world too. And they had enough influence to falsify the records. Severino Herrera was one of those men. Even though Franco prophesised victory before the end of the civil war, some, like your grandfather, knew that eventually the world would examine the atrocities in Spain during that period. He knew eventually that he, and others like him, would be hunted. Franco himself, as he courted European trading agreements during the 50s and 60s, paid lip service to hunting out these renegade soldiers. But he had to pay more than lip service, sending a few token ones to prison to appease the European democracies with whom he wanted to do international business.’
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